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PART I

Virtualmode: an alternate reality
where there is no pain. No consequences. No fear. A place that is
numb and safe.

Not cold, but empty.

 

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

 

No Rime or Reason

Chute was reclined with her eyes closed and the transplanter
discs behind her ears. Her red ponytail was hanging over the seat.
Streeter had already crossed over. He was lying back with a grin on
his face and his fingers laced over his belly. I stuck the
transplanters behind my ears. They sucked at the soft skin under my
earlobes. My small hairs stood up and a spot quivered in my head
like a tuning fork. The numbing took over.

There were no lights in the darkness behind my eyelids. No
colors. A deadening sensation oozed down my neck and consumed me.
Sound faded and the outside world drifted away. Temperature became
non-existent. I left my skin behind and my awareness—whoever I am —
was drawn into the Internet and transplanted into virtualmode.

For the moment, I drifted in darkness with the falling
sensation. This was the place where most people failed to enter
virtualmode. They couldn’t handle the drifting. Virtualmoders knew
how to ride the in-between like a wave.

I entered my sim that looked pretty much like my skin, except
for the hair. I liked my sim bald. Back in the skin, my hair was
past the shoulders and white as snow. Don’t know why it didn’t have
color.

Darkness took form. First, there was an empty room with lumpy,
colorless furniture. The gray walls turned into wood paneling with
frosty windows. Cheap sofas, frayed rugs covered the floor and
monstrous deer heads looked down from mounts, their glassy eyes
reflecting the fire in the hearth. Above the fireplace was an
enormous moose head.

The flames flickered over the dry wood, occasionally licking the
old stone around it. The top of the mantel unfolded and a tiny
woman, blond hair and sweeping curves, stepped out and crossed her
perfectly smooth legs.

“Can’t feel the heat?” she asked. “Upgrade your gear with Dr.
Feelers’ tactile attachments. Dr. Feelers puts you in control of
the nervous system inputs, you can feel as little or as much as you
like. Fire too hot? Turn it down by—”

“Off.” Chute’s sim was taller than her skin. It was leaner and
more dangerous. “Dr. Feelers don’t work,” she mumbled, even though
she was rubbing her hands in front of the fire.

A giant barbarian came out of the next room with a wooden chair
that looked tiny in his hand. Streeter’s sim was ten feet tall,
muscles bulging off his neck and rippling down his arms with a
bloody axe dangling from his hip. I always thought he should just
go the whole nine and wear a loincloth. Dude was four feet tall in
the skin, the shortest high school sophomore who ever lived, but in
virtualmode he was a god.

He kicked the sofa away to make room and sat in the chair that
groaned and splintered but somehow held him. Control panels emerged
from the floor and wrapped around him like mission control.

 “What’re we doing here?” I asked.

“We’re going to get our kill on.”

“I just got pardoned for fighting. We get caught, just stamp my
suspension.”

“Don’t worry, Buxbee’s out of town.” Streeter’s rich voice
vibrated off the walls. “That substitute has no idea where we’re
going. I set up a false scenario. As far as anyone’s concerned,
we’re reliving Desert Storm for history class.”

I looked at Chute. “Did you know we were doing this?”

“He didn’t tell me. If you were in class on time, he wouldn’t
have told you, either.” She turned her head, the ponytail whipping
around. “That’s the way he does it.”

“All right,” Streeter sang to himself. “If you’re wondering
where we are, I hacked us into a world—”

“Whoa, wait a second.” Chute held up her hand. Her sim looked
like it had never seen the sun. “I don’t think we need to be
hacking into anything, Streeter. You got caught last time and we
don’t need to be wandering around some protected world while we’re
in class!”

His bushy eyebrows knitted together like enormous caterpillars.
“First of all, I didn’t get caught last time, someone ratted me
out. And they couldn’t prove I hacked anything so, technically, I
wasn’t caught. Secondly, stop being a wuss. Right, Socket? Right?”
He smacked me with a fist the size of a basketball. “We’re in,
we’re out, no harm, no foul or whatever else jocks say before a
game. We’re not getting caught. Besides, this place is one hell of
a ride. I hacked in the other night just for a little taste and me
likey.”

I didn’t care one way or the other. I never wanted to admit it
to Streeter, but I was getting a little bored of virtualmode
battles. So was Chute, I could tell. But Streeter lived for it so I
shrugged.

Streeter smiled. “All right, good. This place is called the
Rime. It’s a bunch of twelve-year olds with rich parents. I say we
vaporize their asses down to bare data and harvest all their
experience points. They aren’t worth shit, but who says we can’t
have a little fun.”

“Twelve-year olds?” Chute said. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, seriously. We ain’t got time for a real battle. It’s just
a little quickie, come on.”

The monitors lit up. Streeter scanned them, mumbling to himself
as he surveyed the environment outside the cabin. Chute was already
sitting on the couch with her arms locked over her chest checking
her emails. She wasn’t going to talk, so I figured I’d check mine,
then changed my mind. There’d just be a thousand unread emails and
I wasn’t going to read them. Besides, there was likely a video
message from Mom with the worn out face telling me she wouldn’t be
home tonight. Again. So I sat next to Chute and zoned out for a
while.

“You all right?” Chute said.

“Yeah, I’m all right. You?”

“Something’s bothering you.”

Life was bothering me, but I couldn’t explain that to her. It
was just one of those days, but I could never hide it from Chute.
She looked right through me.

Streeter clapped his hairy-knuckled hands that sounded like
paddles and smiled, his teeth big and square and chipped. “Let’s
shred some twelve-year-old ass.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Chute chimed.

Our clothes shifted and changed, turned white, speckled with
browns and blacks and hung like rags. A battle staff appeared in
Chute’s hands. Evolvers materialized on my belt, simple handles
that looked less threatening than Chute’s pole but, once activated,
transformed into any weapon I visualized.

A clean-cut kid appeared at the door. “Are your weapons weak?
When you need to destroy and do it fast, think the Canonizer.” He
held up a pistol with an oversized barrel. “It’s rapid, compact,
and requires a fraction of the code—”

We walked through the apparition and his cheesy weapon onto the
front porch. The boards were gray and weathered like the sky. The
cabin was buried in a dense forest. A narrow path at the bottom of
the steps carved between the snow-crusted trees. My breath came out
in long clouds.

I could feel all the way back to my skin and it felt cold. Maybe
it was my imagination or maybe I was just nervous. Or maybe things
were about to get really weird.

 

 

 

 

Shadowplay

My guts were everywhere.

I was staring at a gray sky streaked with snowflakes blowing
like tiny bullets, remembering two words. True Nature. Someone
whispered them into my ear just before something happened.

Everything seemed so unreal, like time was moving in slow
motion. The sky was like a steel sheet that concealed the sun. It
looked cold. There were shouts and the howling of wind but even
that was blotted out by a high-pitched whine inside my head like
I’d been knocked out with a concrete block.

Putty-like goo bubbled and burped from gaping holes in my chest
and my stomach was just plain gone. Instead of intestines, the
ground was splattered like someone dropped a brick in a bucket of
paint.

Just my sim. For a second, I forgot I was in virtualmode, afraid
that was my skin smeared on the ground. Why am I still
here? If I died in battle, I should’ve been kicked back to the
skin. And why can’t I remember anything?

I was on a frozen tundra with snowy dunes rolling all the way to
the horizon and pointed snow-capped mountains in the far off
distance, but where I was laying it was bare ground like some sort
of fiery meteorite filled with gray gooze exploded. There was a
shadow in the white landscape, slipping among the scoured snow
drifts like a tattered ghost fleeing the scene of a crime.
Suddenly, a giant blocky-toothed barbarian was leaning over me, his
face criss-crossed with pink scars. Streeter’s lips were moving but
I barely heard the words.

“Bail out! Code bail out!”

A girl slid across the ground and elbowed him out of the way.
Somehow, her cowl stayed pulled over her head but her red hair
spilled out. “Get us out of here, Streeter!”

“What’d you think I’m doing?”

“You’re standing there with your thumb up your ass!” She cradled
my head and bit her lip against the wind that was biting back. “I
told you, Socket, I told you,” she said, not so quiet, “I told you
we shouldn’t let him hack us in here. I told you something would go
wrong.” She held up her hand, my guts dripped off in the wind. “You
knew it, too.”

Maybe I did, but I always felt like something was wrong. With
me. With the world. Everything.

Streeter was screaming and cursing. Something wasn’t working.
Bail out always took us back to the skin. “I told you, Streeter,”
Chute shouted, “now those Rimers got us locked in here until they
shred our sims to goop! We’ll be lucky if they don’t report us to
the cops!”

“Just shut up, let me think for a second!”

Streeter stomped around, muttering to himself, thinking out loud
before falling on the ground and hunching over something in his
hand.

“What happened?” My voice echoed in my head.

“We don’t know,” Chute answered. “Something exploded.” She
glanced down at my farting chest wounds. “We don’t know how that
happened.”

The shadow ghost was back, playing peek-a-boo in the snow as it
weaved in and out of the ground, its body flapping madly. I pointed
at it now standing beside Streeter but Chute pushed my hand down.
“Try not to move, it’s only going to screw up your sim. It’s going
to take like a month to fix as it is.” She bit her lip again but
not against the wind, this was more about Streeter.

“That thing.” I nodded at it. “Who is that?”

She looked. “What thing?”

“That shadow.”

She looked again but only shook her head.

“He’s delirious.” Streeter was now sitting with his legs folded,
poking at something in his hand.

“It’s right there,” I said, pointing again.

“Look, there’s no shadow sim.” He waved his hands right through
it. How could he not see it?

“It’s right next to you.”

“You’re brain damaged. Shadow sims can’t stabilize in this
environment, so just relax, I’ll get us out of here.”

“You better,” Chute said.

“You’re such a wuss,” he replied.

“And you’re dead meat if you get us suspended.”

“Relax, we’re not going to get caught by that lame-ass
substitute, he doesn’t know his bunghole from a hole in the ground.
I guarantee he doesn’t know how to monitor virtualmode activity.
And the cops would be here already if the Rimers were going to
reports us, so just freaking relax, all right.” He snorted, shaking
his head, thinking wuss.

But they were missing the obvious. There was a shadow standing
right in front of us and only I could see it. And now each time the
shadow moved, I felt a tug somewhere inside, all the way back to my
skin that was sitting in study hall.

Chute closed her eyes, shaking her head. I took her hand. She
was probably reclined in the study hall with the same worried frown
crunching the freckles between her eyebrows. I could almost feel
her skin tense up. And then I realized I could feel it. I could
feel her hand cupped inside mine. It was warm and shaky. And the
bits of sleet and snow stung my cheeks. Each time I felt the tug of
that shadow moving around, I could feel more, like I was a vessel
filling up from the inside.

I should’ve been having a full-blown freak out. Feeling
something in virtualmode? But I felt Chute’s fingers scratch me as
she lifted my head. I could smell the fragrance of her hair
snapping in my face like fine whips.

“This is weird,” I said. “I can feel you.”

“What?” Chute put her ear closer to my lips.

“You guys want to stop playing boyfriend/girlfriend for like two
seconds and help me?” Streeter said.

“I’m sorry,” Chute shouted, “do you need some help? Here.” She
scooped up a handful of liquid guts and splattered it along
Streeter’s backside. “Anything else?”

He looked over his shoulder. “That really wasn’t necessary.”

While those two argued, I rubbed my fingertips together, feeling
the brittle texture of my fingerprints and the arctic wind bite my
exposed skin. My senses sharpened quickly, but it went beyond that.
I felt the ground under my back and the snowflakes drive across the
snow drifts, like I was becoming part of the environment, plugging
into the ground. I sensed the surroundings like they were my own
body and the cold was no longer cold and the wind no longer windy
because I was the cold and I was the wind. I felt the shadow
sweeping around me. It felt so familiar, like seeing someone I once
knew.

I felt the ground tremble. Felt the bodies growing from the
frozen soil beneath the blanket of snow before I actually saw them
emerge like blackened sunflowers.

I yanked Chute’s flapping sleeve and jerked my head in the
direction of the disturbance. She looked over, sat up straighter.
The wind knocked her hood off; her long hair whipped sideways.
“We’re screwed.”

The sunflowers transformed into small, stout warrior thugs with
beards and bushy eyebrows with battleaxes and long swords they
gripped with sharpened claws. There were a hundred of them that
slowly worked toward us through the snow. Seemed like the wrong
sort of warrior sims to have in a world of snow drifts, but they’d
get to us eventually.

Streeter leaped up and pulled his staff out of the snow. It was
as thick as a tree trunk topped with spikes with bits of skin and
hair and brains. He looked at the sky like he was studying the
weather then bowed in prayer. An electrical field crackled around
the spikes and dark clouds rolled out of the gray sky like smoke
pushing through holes from the other side. I could feel my hair
stand on end. Streeter rammed the staff on the ground and lightning
bolted down, frying every one of the tiny warriors in their tracks,
leaving behind smoldering holes.

“That’s called a shit storm,” he said.

“There’s more coming,” I said.

“Yeah, well I can’t keep pulling lightning out of my ass, it
takes too long to power up.” He jerked his head at Chute. “Why
don’t you do something?”

“What do you want me to do?” Chute answered. “I’m a healer.”

“Oh, yeah. I almost forgot.” He stared at my dripping chest
cavity and rolled his eyes. “You’re doing great.”

“That’s it.” She was on her feet reaching into her sleeve.
Streeter held out his hands, not trembling or in surrender but
begging her to rethink. Chute pulled a long, slender staff from her
sleeve, impossibly long to fit inside her cloak, and spun too
quickly for the barbarian to do anything. The pole flexed under the
velocity of her swing and it cracked on the back of his legs,
making a sound like a textbook dropping flat on a desk.

“Socket!” Streeter dropped on his knee. “You better stop
her!”

“I’ll show you how much I suck!” Chute dropped three more quick
shots on him, deftly avoiding his half-hearted attempt to snatch
her. She flipped over him and drove the staff into his back,
driving him face first into the snow. “Who sucks now, douche
bag!”

Streeter could’ve knocked her halfway across the tundra, if he
wanted to. Sometimes he did, but most of the time he let her get it
out of her system. Sometimes I broke it up and sometimes I watched
their spats play out and they always ended with one of them
damaging the other’s sim and then cursing each other for all the
trouble. This time, I didn’t do anything because I was feeling it.
I felt Chute’s muscles tense, Streeter’s knees throb. And this time
I stopped them not by stepping between them. I stopped them with a
thought.

[Stop.]

Chute was in mid-strike, ready to put a hole through Streeter’s
right lung, when the thought struck her and her body obeyed as if
the thought was her own. She looked around, like someone had
whispered it to her, but I simply willed her to step off Streeter.
Streeter looked up, his scraggly beard powdered with snow. They
could feel something, too. They could feel me inside them. And then
they watched my stomach begin to rebuild itself, regenerating
simulated flesh, filling the holes in my chest until my body was
whole again.

Streeter got on his knees and looked at Chute. “I owe you an
apology.”

“I didn’t do anything.” Her mouth barely moved. “How’d you do
that?”

The shadow walked up behind her and through her and stood
between us, its ghostly form snapping in the wind. I sat up and
looked at my hands, unsure if this was virtualmode or a dream.

“Do I know you?” I asked the shadow.

Streeter and Chute looked at each other. Streeter said, “I think
he’s having a stroke.”

“Socket, are you all right?” Chute asked.

But I didn’t hear her words. I felt them, understood them like
they were my own. I penetrated everything in this world, felt the
tree limbs blowing on the mountaintops and the squatty warriors
emerging in the distance again. I was everything except the shadow.
I got up without much effort, like I levitated onto my feet.

[You’ve known me your entire existence.] The
thought was in my head, but it was not mine. It came from the
shadow that had no face.

“Did you do this to me?” I raised my hand, rubbing my
fingertips. “Are you making this happen?”

“You’re starting to worry me.” Chute stepped through the shadow
and stopped so the two were superimposed, making her fair
complexion a shade darker. “We need to get you back to the
skin.”

“Yeah, get off the crazy train, Socket,” Streeter huffed,
gripping the staff with both hands. “I’m going to need some help
for the next wave.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

The shadow didn’t gesture, shrug or say anything. It remained
superimposed over Chute’s worried expression. Whatever she said
after that was lost in the wind. The familiarity of the shadow had
a taste and a smell, some sort of presence not generally associated
with one of the five senses. I felt it like a thought or an
intuition.

“Did you heal me?” I asked.

[You were never broken.]

“Socket, you’re freaking me out, here,” Chute said.

“I ain’t got time to wait for him to come back.” Streeter
charged past me and my crazy rambling. The tiny Nordic warriors
were black as tar, staining the snow as they shoved through the
drifts. They were close enough to hear their snarling. Streeter let
out a war cry, the same one he let loose before every clash, the
same howl that Chute said made him look like a drama queen, and
charged ahead to meet them head-on, bringing down the spiked club
to crush the first one’s skull.

Something squirmed in my belly. I had the vision of a bright
star twinkling inside my stomach. A spark that, for a moment,
blinded me. I felt my mind wrap around it and fuse with it.

And then things slowed.

Things stopped.

I could see in 360-degrees as if every particle of snow that
hung sparkling in mid-air like tiny Christmas ornaments were my
eyes. I did that. I was the one that willed the world to stop, for
the wind to die and everything in it to take a timeout while I
could think. I didn’t intend for things to actually stop, but
that’s what I wanted and that’s what happened. I took one of the
snowflakes between my finger and thumb, studying the crystalline
detail. It began to melt and water dripped down to my knuckle.

It was dead silent. Dead still.

The shadow was standing in front of Chute. Without the wind, his
form shimmered like smoky particles loosely clinging together. I
opened my mouth trying to figure out what the familiar flavor was,
trying to figure out just who the shadow was. And then a thought
came from somewhere deep inside, some place that had been stored in
the lockers of a three-year old toddler when I was in a bathroom
and smelled the scent of a man shaving at the sink. It was a safe
smell. The man rinsed the razor and smiled down at me.

I couldn’t bring himself to say it, couldn’t say the word that I
identified with this essence I was experiencing because the man
that was shaving was dead. He died when I was five.

“What the hell is going on? Is this some sort of goof?”

I reached for the shadow but my hand waved through the wispy
form and as it did the essence tasted stronger, tingling all the
way to my stomach, wrenching me with a helpless sense of falling,
almost dropping me to my knees. But the essence was unmistakable.
Father.

[The time has come to know who you are.] The
thought had a distinct tone, but it was unlike the voice I
remembered as my father’s. [For you to know your true
nature.]

Time wasn’t to be measured in that still moment. The hands on a
clock would not be moving. At some point, I stepped forward and
merged with the shadow and the essence filled my emptiness, those
pockets I did not know existed. Emptiness that yawned inside and
sometimes pissed me off, made me sad and pissed me off at being
sad. Emptiness for my dad dying and emptiness that he left me to
figure things out on my own. Emptiness for having to look at the
emptiness in my mother’s eyes. Emptiness that left me awake at
night staring at the ceiling wondering what the hell was the point
of living. And now I didn’t feel those things. I felt so present.
So complete.

When the ground trembled, I realized I’d closed my eyes. The
shadow was no longer there. And the ground continued to shake. The
snow vibrated and the statue-like sims of Chute and Streeter shook,
too. I no long felt connected with them or the rest of the
environment.

On the horizon, the ground broke open and snow spilled inside a
widening crevasse that snaked towards me, ripping the ground like
God had grabbed both ends of the world and decided to pull it
apart. I watched the rip race under my feet. The falling sensation
was back in my stomach because this time I was falling for real,
down into the empty blackness that tasted like essence, that sixth
sense, only this time it tasted steely and hard.

Blackness was all there was. No sim. Just falling.

I felt the hot needles of my sweaty skin sticking to the
armrests of the study hall chair. I opened my eyes back in my skin.
A silver ball hovered in front of me. Its surface gleamed like
polished metal with a red eyelight beneath the surface. “The three
of you must follow,” the lookit said.

I was firmly planted in the seat, but still felt the
falling.

 

 

 

 

Perp Alley

 “Justin Heyward Street,” the lookit announced.

“You know, middle names are so unnecessary,” Streeter said,
sitting forward and rubbing the feeling back into his face.

“Anna Nancy Shuester,” the same lookit announced. Chute quickly
did the same as Streeter.

 “Socket Pablo Greeny.” Its red eyelight shot right into my
eyes. “The three of you are to follow.”

Honestly, I still wasn’t sure where I was. I gripped the armrest
like my chair had been dropped from a cargo plane. I was still
trying to return to my skin. I felt out of sorts, like half of my
awareness was somewhere else. Back in my sim?

The lookit wasn’t going to wait. It was about to call security
when the room suddenly erupted. All the virtualmoders sat up,
groaning and cursing, ripping the discs from behind their ears. The
lookit’s eyelight was spinning, recording the hundreds of study
hall sound infractions. It blazed around the room trying to get
control, then called for security and returned to the front row.
The substitute teacher was watching a music video, looked up and
closed his laptop.

“The three of you must follow,” the lookit repeated.

I could barely feel my legs when I sat forward. Chute hooked her
finger around mine and led me up the steps like the living dead.
The queens, rats, burners, gearheads, jocks and goths and anyone
else that couldn’t thought-project into virtualmode looked up from
their laptops and tablets and stared at us. Virtualmoders were all
back in their skin.

“Did you do this, Streeter?” someone shouted. “Did you crash
virtualmode?”

“Psssht. Noooo.” He wasn’t guilty, not this time. Streeter
walked faster as wads of paper came flying.

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

Perp Alley consisted of five plastic chairs against the wall. A
heavy door with wire-imbedded glass was across from the plastic
chairs and behind that were the offices of the Dean of Boys, the
Dean of Girls, various assistant principals, and the principal.
This trip had the Dean of Boys stamped all over it.

I was feeling better after walking down the hall. The lookits
wouldn’t let us talk and that was all right, it gave me some time
to think. Streeter had already asked what the hell
happened. What happened? I was haunted by a ghost, that’s
all. Oh, did I mention it was my dead dad? Yeah. Oh, and I stopped
time and connected with the entire universe and experienced a
moment of spiritual oneness. Any questions?

Once we sat, I told them about the shadow, that time seemed to
stop and the world split open, that it must’ve been some special
weapon the Rimers set off, and blah, blah, blah, I don’t know what
happened, either. Crazy shit happens all the time in
virtualmode.

“The world split open?” Streeter asked. I described the black
crevasse. “That’s serious, Socket. I mean, if you fell inside that
rip you could be disembodied, your awareness floating somewhere in
the in-between forever and ever. They did a special on Discovery,
virtualmoders that lay there like vegetables for months and months
after they got swallowed in a crash.”

I didn’t bother telling him I did fall in.

Chute was looking more through me, sort of like a cop looking
for the truth. I buried my face in my hands when the room started
spinning. I wasn’t falling, but both my feet weren’t exactly on the
ground. Chute rubbed my back. I just wanted off the ride.

“I want revenge,” Streeter said.

“Just stop,” Chute snapped. “We hacked into their world and they
taught us a lesson and that’s the end of it. Besides, you said it
yourself, we crashed the world so it probably doesn’t even exist
anymore. You should be worried they’ll find us and make us pay for
it.”

“Naw, they’ll have safeguards against a hiccup like that, it’ll
snap right back together. Besides, those shitheads aren’t going to
report us because they were duping. Those little black things were
automated versions of a dupe to avoid detection, like empty
manikins with a single mission. They probably blew up Socket. Hell,
we could report them to the cops and have them arrested for duping.
But that wouldn’t be any fun. I’d rather make them pay.”

“They can dupe if they want to, it’s a private world.”

“Um, hello. Duplicating is illegal, in any form or fashion, read
your virtualmode code laws: Any attempt to duplicate your identity,
whether for business, recreation or just plain whatever, is not
allowed under any circumstances. Period, the end. You know it, I
know it. I don’t give a shit if they did it in their dreams. You
can’t dupe.”

“I really don’t give two craps,” Chute said. “Why would anyone
care what they do in their world? Stupid.”

He walked several steps away, scratching his thick shag of brown
curls like he needed a timeout from stupidity. When he returned, he
had the intense look of concentration that flattened his face, made
him look more like a frog than usual. He said slowly, “You don’t
listen in class, do you. First of all, I’m just going to ignore the
improvement in safety that virtualmode laws have done, just forget
all that. The world is going digital, Chute. In five years, half
the world’s population will be able to virtualmode, creating a
digital reality with digital bodies and digital homes and
everything, get it? People will be doing business from their homes,
commerce and manufacturing and colleges will all be in virtualmode.
If people start duplicating their identities, how the hell are you
going to know what’s real and what’s not? You won’t! So you can’t
dupe, Chute. Get it? You want to write that down so you don’t
forget? No. Duping. Period.”

Chute jumped out of her seat and shook her finger right in his
face. “Don’t do that tone with me. I don’t live and breathe for the
virtualmode like you, so I don’t know the stupid laws. Next time
you talk like that, I’m stuffing you in a locker.”

Streeter surrendered. “Hey, don’t take your sexual frustrations
out on me. I didn’t blow Socket’s mind.” He snapped his fingers.
“Socket, come back from the dead, buddy. Anytime now.”

I looked at Streeter snapping. I shook my head, returning from a
dreamy state. I’m back in the skin, I had to remind
myself. Maybe Streeter was right. There were already studies
suggesting that excessive virtualmoding was causing a disconnect
between mind and body, where one would have a hard time
distinguishing between reality and fantasy.

I needed a three-day suspension. Maybe stay off virtualmode the
whole time. Streeter would bitch, but I needed a break.

Flip-flops slapped from around the corner and a girl with short,
black hair flip-flopped in our direction. Streeter stared up at her
with his tongue about to roll out. She had to walk around him,
flicked her eyes at Chute rubbing my back and went into the
administrative office, but not before a sudden drop in altitude
pulled my stomach through the floor. I hung onto the chair for dear
life.

[Socket Greeny, in trouble again? Shocker.]

“Did you hear that?” I said. “Did you hear what she was
thinking?”

Chute clenched my arm tighter. Streeter and Chute looked at each
other, exchanged knowing glances, then he sat on the other side of
me. “Dude, you sure you’re all right? I mean, you’re starting to
scare me a little with the wacky talk. You sure your nojakk isn’t
flaring up.” Streeter tapped his cheek. “You hear me now? Hear me
now?”

My cheek vibrated and I heard him through the nojakk seed
imbedded in my cheek. But I heard the girl thinking. A thought was
a thought, not a goddamn voice chiming from a nojakk. I waved him
off and buried my face in my hands, again.

“Listen, buddy.” Streeter dropped his hand on my shoulder.
“You’re not hearing voices or thoughts or stopping time. You’re
just in a fuzzy area, right now, reconnecting with the skin. It
happens all the time, don’t press it. Take some deep breaths, in
with the good air, out with the bad.” Streeter demonstrated deep
breathing. “Don’t crack on me. I need you.”

“You’re not taking him back to the Rime,” Chute said.

“Don’t be hasty. And you’re not his mom.”

I did take some deep breaths and did feel better. This was like
a bad dream that took longer than usual to fade. The office door
opened. The secretary stuck her head out. “All right, ya’ll. Mr.
Carter wants to see you now.”

We got up. I felt fine but suddenly realized I was mad-crazy
starving. I could feel my ribs poking through my shirt, like I
hadn’t eaten in days. Maybe I was getting a bit hypoglycemic. There
was a girl in my social studies class that was hypoglycemic and she
had symptoms like that. Maybe she forgot to mention the
hallucinations. And thought-reading.

“Not you, Socket,” she said. “Your mother will pick you up at
the curb in a few minutes. You need to go right out.”

“My mom?”

“She called right after ya’ll got caught doing whatever you were
doing and said you have a family emergency. Don’t worry, you’re
still going to be suspended.”

“Oh, man.” Streeter stepped away from me like he might get
infected.

I watched the two get escorted inside and past the secretary’s
desk. Chute turned and pointed at her cheek, mouthed the words call
me. Streeter and Chute wouldn’t be feeling too bad about their
fate. Streeter lived with his grandparents and he would make up a
story as to why he was home and they would believe it. Chute’s dad
would be upset, but he was always easy on her. But my mom?

Shit storm.

 

 

 

 

In the Moody

Mom pulled into the parking lot. Her car was a silver, square
thing. It didn’t look like any model I’d seen on the road,
certainly not one Ford or Chevy manufactured. It came from work,
and like most things concerning her employer, I was clueless.

She was looking at the soccer field where a bunch of students
were testing hovering jetter discs. Some new company donated them
to the school, said the jetter boards had anti-gravity boosters
that could carry 300 pounds and they wanted the virtualmoder
students to learn how to ride them. They said they were sponsoring
a new game that would revolutionize sports. Tacket or tagghet or
something like that. Ordinarily, that would get my interest but
anything that had to do with school and/or school spirit was
immediately off my to-do list.

When I got in the car, she handed me two breakfast bars in white
wrappers. “How’d you know I was hungry?”

She didn’t answer, just eased through the parking lot. I tore
open the first one and nearly swallowed it without chewing. My
mouth filled with saliva and my stomach roared. It was like a shot
of adrenaline tingling under my scalp. I chewed the second bar and
lay my head back. Finally, I felt back to my skin. What
the hell are in these things? The wrapper had no writing
on it, no label, and no ingredients. I licked the inside of it.

We were on the Interstate heading towards Charleston. Mom
gripped the wheel like it offended her. The skin over her knuckles
pulsed. But she grabbed everything that way: coffee mugs,
doorknobs, and little soft, innocent puppies. She stared blankly
through the windshield. Maybe I was in trouble, I wouldn’t really
know for a while. We didn’t talk about things that involved
feeling.

That’s the Greeny way.

I tapped up music on my nojakk and watched the traffic.

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

Half an hour later, we started over the five-mile, cable-stayed
bridge that crossed over the Cooper River. “We going shopping or
something?” I asked.

She readjusted the stranglehold. “I’m taking you by the
office.”

“Awesome,” I muttered. I didn’t want her to hear that, but it
was so silent in that car you could hear a sand flea fart. But she
didn’t take the bait, just kept her eyes ahead with one hand on the
wheel and the other tucked under her arm. She was hiding her right
hand.

“Thought you quit that,” I said.

“Nothing wrong with a moody,” she answered.

She fidgeted in her seat, then calmly put the moody cube in her
purse and drank from a bottle of water. Her thumb was red and
swollen. I knew about moody cubes, heard the warnings in school
every day. Some company convinced the FDA that a little black
square could stimulate dopamine production by relaying messages
through the nervous system and relieve symptoms of depression and
anxiety. They argued that because the brain was essentially a poppy
field producing natural happy sedatives, it was nothing like
narcotics. The FDA said sure, but it should at least be prescribed
and the company responded, Yeah, we’re okay with that.

I sometimes pressed her into giving up the habit because that
couldn’t be good. But sometimes I couldn’t stand that dead-zone
look on her face and just let her get some relief. I looked back
out the window and watched the ships below, wishing I could smell
the water or the salty South Carolina breeze but there was nothing
getting inside that car. It’s like we were sealed inside a
tomb.

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

Mom drove through downtown, waiting more often for College of
Charleston students and tourists then actual traffic. We passed the
art dealers and law offices and souvenir vendors and old retired
horses pulling antique-looking carriages full of New Yorkers and
Mid-westerners listening to the driver, sitting backwards on the
front, telling ghost stories and rehearsed jokes about the good old
South and the charm of the Holy City.

Her office was a block past the regal steps of the Custom’s
House. It was just a simple black door wedged between an art
gallery and a chocolate shop. No sign hanging on a rod
perpendicular to the building or a window to see inside, just small
letters on the door. Paladin Nation, Inc.

They were in desperate need of an advertising agency; they were
barely a step up from a manhole. In fact, if you didn’t look right
at the door, you didn’t notice it. I walked past it three times
once. Mom slowed up to the curb just as a man stepped out of the
door. A young guy in good shape with a proper haircut opened the
car door for her. He didn’t bother with me.

Mom waited at the office door. She pushed her hair behind her
ear, it fell back, and took a deeper breath than usual. I thought
she was more distant that usual. In fact, she felt cold. No, she
tasted cold, like some sort of essence. I shook it off. Don’t want
to go there. I’d been grounded in my skin for a whole hour and
preferred it that way. But I couldn’t help noticing her coldness
brought a taste of sadness with it. Sometimes I didn’t even feel
related to her, like she was just a stranger watching over me, like
I was some sort of orphan. Good times.

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

The door led up creaky steps to a tiny room. There was a
receptionist area behind a counter with a computer, desk, and files
but there was never anyone there.

Mom told me to wait for her, she’d be right out, then went
through the only door to the left of the receptionist area. I never
went beyond that door. I had a vague memory of going beyond once
with my dad when I was real little, but there wasn’t much but a
short hallway with three doors. The only thing I remember after
that is a blue light and then I fell asleep, dreaming of caves and
jungles.

I sat in the waiting room and slouched down. No magazine rack,
no television or pictures of beaches with birds. I crossed my arms
and laid my head back and closed my eyes but the slightest motion
in my stomach made me bolt upright. Not going there. Nope.

I slid my fingers over the iHolo strap around my wrist that
looked more like a black hospital bracelet. An image illuminated
above the strap like a holographic screen no matter which way I
turned my wrist. I pushed the icons around, looked at a play list
I’d put together earlier that week and uploaded it to the nojakk,
then booted up the music. While an acoustic guitar echoed inside my
head, I went to my email and noticed the news
headline. International Virtualmode Blackout.

The story began in a virtualmode network hub inside a warehouse
with a single isle going between lines of blue, pulsing orbs, five
feet in diameter, encased in clear boxes with lab technicians
wearing white coats and hardhats inspecting them. I’d seen portals
before, the school had one in a basement below the Pit. It was the
powercell that transported a user’s awareness into virtualmode. I’d
heard physicists explain how the intense power and density of
portals allowed them to transcend time and space and interact
simultaneously. Trippy shit. But no one cared how they worked, just
that they worked.

“Sometime around 10:43, eastern standard, virtualmode
experienced its first blackout,” a reporter’s voice announced as
the lab technicians observed the portals. I turned the music down
and sat up. “According to sources, a surge from somewhere in the
world caused an international crash of all virtualmode worlds.
Authorities say the balance of power has been restored and that
normal activity has resumed, although there seems to be some
confusion as to where the surge originated.”

That’s when the rip occurred. Did I make the whole thing crash?
Impossible. Those portals were like a thousand nuclear reactors
doing some sort of cold fusion. How in the hell—

Zzzzzsthhhp.

The iHolo image scattered for a second then returned to
normal.

I shut down the music; felt the floor shutter. It came from the
door. I was remembering the blue light again when the door opened
and Mom was followed by a man. She stood to the side and let him
pass. I jumped up.

The man walked fluidly. He was a bit older than Mom. His hair
streaked with gray and his face clean-shaven, what most women would
call a handsome man with a smoldering attraction. He stopped only a
few feet away, but the room was so small he couldn’t get much
farther away. I wondered if I should bolt for the stairwell just in
case a mugging was about to go down.

But then I tasted a taste, an essence. It was
deep and sort of minty. Potent. I’d experienced that before. Maybe
seen this guy before. Behind the door?

I looked at Mom. Christ, no one was saying anything. This was
beyond awkward. The man was looking through me, studying me, like a
doctor without the stethoscope and white coat. If he asked me to
take my shirt off it was going to be stairway city.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Socket.” He extended his hand. I
shook it. “Now that you’re grown up.”

I nodded, wondering why it felt like I was meeting the
President.

“My name is Walter Diggs.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“It’s been awhile since I saw you last, but I’m sure you don’t
remember. You were only that big.” He put his hand down, the
universal sign of a short person.

I was struggling with the memory of going through the door when
I was that big and linking it to the minty essence, but the memory
ended up in the caves and jungles. Then I remembered colored bats
coming out of the trees. A real fucked up dream.

“I knew your father,” Walter said. “He was a fine man, he was. I
was damn proud to have known him. No one could replace someone like
Trey Greeny.”

Oh, shit. Is this the stepfather talk? I’m not trying to
replace your father, Socket, no one could. But I’m in love with
your mother and you’re going to have a new baby brother. Now go
clean your room, asshole.

Walter started laughing. He looked over at Mom who returned his
laughter with just barely a flicker of the corner of her mouth. He
looked back at me. It was getting weird.

“What I’m trying to say is if you’re half the person your father
was, you’ll have a lot to offer the world. But I suspect you’re
twice that.”

“Thank you, Mr. Diggs, but I’m not sure what any of this
means.”

“Things are a little sketchy, I know. But it’ll make sense real
soon. Your mother is going to take you to meet some people in our
facilities.”

“I don’t even know what you do.” I shuffled back until my leg
hit the chair.

“You will, soon.” Wink.

No one winks when something really shitty is about to happen.
Right? “Should I be worried right about now?” I looked at Mom. She
was still cold. Walter offered a smile that, compared to Mom’s, was
like the sun.

“I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you grown up. I look
forward to working with you.” He squeezed my shoulder, made
eye-contact with Mom, and then was through the door from where he
came, closing it behind him.

Mom opened the door to the stairs.

“Wait, what just happened?”

“There’s a lot to explain,” Mom said. She was itching for that
moody. “I’ll tell you everything on the way.”

“We’re not going with him?” I asked.

“The facility is a long way from here,” she said. “But it won’t
take long to get there.”

“We’re flying?”

“No.”

Now what in the hell does that mean?

 

 

 

 

Wormholed

The parking attendant was waiting out front with the door open.
Mom took the first left turn and then another left down a narrow
alley wedged between tall buildings. No one would notice it from
the street, and if they saw it, wouldn’t think to drive a car down
it. It ended at a brick wall and backing out would seem impossible
without swiping a door handle. There was a garage door on the left,
which would’ve been directly below the office.

I had a feeling we were going wherever minty-man Walter Diggs
went, although getting back in the car for a trip around the block
made no sense. Mom had a whole life of secrecy. When she wasn’t
home, I’d go through her files, look under her mattress and through
her closet to find out what she was doing. Now the gig was up and I
was minutes away from everything. I always thought it would be more
fun to find out.

The garage door opened and she eased into the lightless space as
the door closed behind us. “This is going to feel funny,” she
said.

“You mean funny, ha-ha?” I answered. I was starting to squirm.
The falling feeling was coming back.

“We’re going through a wormhole, like a puncture in the fabric
of time and space.”

“Where we going?” I said, almost casually. Why not? Today wasn’t
making any sense, why not finish it with a trip through a rip in
time. And space.

Mom laughed, sort of. It was mostly a hiccup, but not a smile,
and certainly no joy.

A door in front of us began to open, blue light spilling out.
“Close your eyes,” she said. “And make sure your tongue is pushed
against the roof of your mouth.”

The blue light engulfed me. I clenched my eyes shut, grabbing
onto the door. I felt like one of those cartoons getting
steamrolled flat as paper. Thought I was going to scream, then
puke. I didn’t see blue. I didn’t see anything. My lungs were
burning and I gulped for air, drooling on my shirt when I realized
we were through.

“Oh, Jesus,” I blurted.

It was night. We were still in the car, although it wasn’t
moving. Instead, we were idling on a flat piece of ground with
miles of boulder-strewn wasteland ahead of us without a road in
sight. At the far end was a sheer-faced cliff. The full moon
revealed streaks of ochre like ancient blood stains. It stood like
a monolith, like God had plopped down a massive block of granite
and said, “End of the world, fuckers.”

“This society has existed for as long as history’s been
recorded.” Mom took a breath and touched the center panel. Lights
appeared on the speedometer, holographic images illuminated the
dash with maps and data and green dots and red dots and bullshit
that looked more like a fighter jet than car. “We protect humankind
from extinction.”

“From what?”

“Once upon a time, it was natural disaster and plague and wars.
In this era, the threat of extinction comes from humans.” Her eyes
appeared deeper-set in the moonlight and the glow of the
instruments. “Humankind lacks understanding. As a species, we are
still in our infancy. Out potential is limitless, but first we must
survive to realize it.”

“Are you one of them?”

“In a way.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means the answer is complicated. There’s a lot to
understand, you’ll have to be patient. For now, just know that we
can do things that normal people can’t.”

She touched the control panel. Something thumped beneath the
car. And then we were moving forward, only we weren’t rolling. We
were hovering. The car was flying. Not fast like spaceship fast, it
was more like a slow hover that crossed over the impossible
terrain. The wheels had folded beneath the car. No one was getting
across this ground without one of these.

“You got to be shitting me.”

“Watch your language, Socket.”

I sat back, realized I was still holding onto the door. We were
halfway to the red cliff when I relaxed. “What’s this place
called?” I asked. “This club, or society.”

“The Paladin Nation.”

“This is it, here?” I pointed at the looming cliff.

“No, it’s all over the world. This is just one of the
compounds.”

I watched the cliff get closer. “We’re not in South Carolina
anymore.”

She almost smiled, I could feel it.

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

There was no door in the side of the mountain. Instead, we
passed through it, like it was only an apparition, into an enormous
cavern. Mom touched a few buttons on the console and the car gently
sank to the ground.

The cavern was dome-shaped, complete with authentic dripping
stalactites. Caves and jungles? Maybe that wasn’t a
dream.

Mom pushed the steering wheel up and locked it out of the way.
She gathered items from the backseat. I still hadn’t let go. I had
just taken my first ride in a flying car, hit a transportation
wormhole, and now I was parked inside a mountain somewhere in the
world that had mountains.

A large, gray sphere emerged from the wall. Several more
appeared, floating inches above the ground like super sized
lookits. They took position around the car, waiting.

“Servys,” Mom said. “Technology is a bit more advanced here.
You’re going to see some things that don’t exist in the outside
world yet.” She had her thumb buried in the moody, again. A look of
eerie relief was on her face.

“I wish you’d stop that.”

She closed her eyes, pushed her thumb in deeper. “There’s so
much to do, Socket. I just need to catch my breath.”

“You don’t have to save the world.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear with her free hand.
“Sometimes the world needs you and you have to be there. You’ll
understand one day. And I hope you find more strength than your
mother.”

I gently pulled her thumb from the moody, red and swollen.
“You’re plenty strong.”

“Let’s hope so.”

She opened her door and stepped out. I turned to mine—a silver
man was at the window. He had no face.

 

 

 

 

Faceless

His egg-shaped head was featureless. No eyes or nose, mouth,
ears or chin. Just a smooth, egghead with an eyelight pointed at
me.

“Welcome to the Garrison, Master Socket.” He waved a silver
hand. “Do you need help exiting the vehicle?”

If I didn’t see the colors move on his face, I would’ve sworn a
real person said it. He looked like he was from a movie, standing
six feet tall on two legs: A humanoid mech. The arms and legs were
sinewy like an Olympian. And to top things off, he wore a loose
plum-colored overcoat, sleeveless, cinched at the waist. But sure,
why not. This was already shaping up like a dream, why not send in
the flying dragons.

Mom was out of the car, explaining something to him. The servys
repositioned themselves around her. One went to the back of the
car, returned with her briefcase firmly gripped by an arm that had
grown from its spherical body. The robe-wearing silver mech pointed
at me. I was still grabbing the door. So far I’d looked at
everything through the safety of a window. Getting out was another
level. I reluctantly opened the door.

I’ve been here before.

It was the smell. Pleasantly musty and wet. Ancient. I was here
long, long ago. Maybe it was take-your-kid-to-work day. I always
thought it was a dream. Same cave, same smell.

“Socket,” Mom said. “This is Spindle.” The silver mech placed
his hand on his belly and gestured with a small bow. “He’s my
assistant. He’ll be your guide for the day.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I have to attend an urgent meeting.” She touched my arm, like
an apology. “Afterward, we’ll meet in my office.”

“Are you kidding me? You’re just going to leave me here with…
with…” Spindle’s eyelight stared at me. “You can’t do this to me,
Mom. This isn’t right. I’ve got crazy things in my head and you’re
flying a car and then there’s the wormhole.” I paced around,
thought about taking a hit from her moody. “This is bullshit.”

“Don’t curse.” Her left eye ticked. “We’ll discuss it later. In
the meantime, Spindle will escort you to security assignment.
You’re going to like him. You’ll be safe.”

Oh, great. Telling me I’ll be safe meant I was in danger, like
when someone says they ain’t scared means they’re really scared
shitless. But Mom wasn’t prone to signs of affection. It didn’t
happen often, so I was caught by surprise when she gently placed
her hand on my cheek. “I’ll see you in a couple hours.”

[It’ll be all right.]

That’s what she was thinking. Instead of telling me where I was
and why, she just wanted me to know it was all going to be all
right. The last time she said that, she took me to the doctor for
shots. While I waited, the nurse told me we were waiting
on a little stick, then rammed a needle in my ass. I
would’ve preferred a better explanation, then and now, but her
touch and smile seemed to be enough for the moment. What else was I
going to do? I didn’t know how to fly that car and even if I did,
where the hell was I going?

Mom was off to the only door in the cavern. The door slid open
and closed behind her, leaving me with the muscular android.

“Do you have any questions?” Spindle asked.

His posture was friendly, his face bubbly yellow and orange. He
was completely unaware I had just been squeezed through time and
space for the first time like a birthing canal. But he waited
patiently, the eyelight glowing, like a video game character
waiting for my response.

“Okay. Ummm… where I am?” I said.

“You are in the Garrison. It is one of many global training
grounds of the Paladin Nation.”

“Right. The Paladin Nation.” I glanced around the cave. “Why
haven’t I heard about this place until about three minutes
ago?”

 “There are many things you have not heard of.” He gestured
to the servys still bobbing around us. “Nano-plastine technology,
for instance. These servys are composed of cellular-sized nanomechs
that make up a generic round body, much like cells of your body. A
processor is located at the core and can shift the cellular
nanomechs into whatever form is necessary. Very useful. Humanity
has not been granted access to this technology yet.”

“What, you don’t like to share?”

“Many discoveries are still considered too dangerous. When the
circumstances are right, they will be released.”

“These Paladins,” I said, “they’re human?”

“That is correct.”

“What gives them the right to horde all this stuff?”

“The Paladin Nation is a much more evolved race of humans. The
general public cannot be trusted with such power. It would be like
giving a gun to a two–year-old child. In the hands of a responsible
adult, a gun can be used safely. However, a two-year-old child
would likely harm himself.” He pushed his shoulders back and tilted
his head. “Does that make sense?”

“But adults still shoot each other, so I’m not sure the gun
analogy works.”

“That is why it is a perfect analogy. Even guns are used
irresponsibly. Can you imagine what the same people would do with
some of these magnificent advancements?”

Spindle waited for my response. His facial colors were muted
yellow, fading back to silver. He turned to the servys. His face
jumped with dark blues but he said nothing out loud. The servys
drifted back to the walls and merged through them as if the
openings were all there, just masked with the illusion of rocky
walls.

“If you have no more questions, we can proceed to security
assignment. We can begin our journey with a friendly gesture.” He
held up his hand, fingers spread. “Stick it, Master Socket.”

 I looked at his expectant hand. “Do what?”

“Stick it.” He shook his hand. “It is a friendly handshake that
kids do. You stick it.”

I held up my hand like his, expecting something like a
high-five.

“No, no, you stick your fist in the palm of my hand.”

I did like he said, only in slow motion. Where’s this
going? He wrapped his soft, fleshy fingers around my fist and
shook. “Do you see?” he said. “You stuck it.”

“What, you mean like Paladin kids are doing this?”

“No, kids in society. Kids like you do this, yes. I hope I did
it right. It is a friendly gesture. Did I do it too soon? Should we
be better acquainted before such customs?”

“I’ll be honest, I never heard of it.”

“You have not?” His head looked yellow again, splattered with
specks of black. “My data says this is very popular.”

“Where’d you get the data?”

“The data originated from a teenage website named Pops. It is
rated the number one virtualmode website for teenagers in your age
bracket.”

“There’s your problem. Pops is for little teeny girls and boys
wanting to meet their favorite boy bands and movie stars. About as
stupid as it gets.”

“Is that true?” The colors changed. “I will have to rewrite my
database.”

“Good idea. And don’t ever do that gay handshake again.”

“Please do not curse, Master Socket. It is unbecoming of you.”
His tone was stern.

“I didn’t curse.”

“I believe you did when you used the term ‘gay’ as a derogatory
reference.”

Now the colors on his faceplate were dark. I was being scolded
by a robot. And he wasn’t moving until I complied, I think. “Yeah,
okay. No problem. Consider the word erased.”

“Very good.” The faceplate brightened. He stepped aside and
gestured to the door. “Let us proceed to security assignment.”

 

*   *  
*   *   *

 

We went through the same door as Mom. It was an elevator.

“This is a leaper,” Spindle said. “It will take us to any part
of the Garrison in a matter of seconds. It can move as fast as two
hundred miles per hour.”

“Two hundred? We’ll be pancakes.”

“Not to worry. Anti-gravity floaters offset the velocity. You
will not feel motion.” Spindle stepped inside. “This is the main
mode of transportation within the Garrison. Centuries ago, when the
Paladin Nation was in its infancy, these were just tunnels.
Technology has advanced.”

“Yeah. No shhhi…no kidding. I take it this thing wouldn’t go
anywhere without clearance.”

“You would not be here if you did not have clearance.” It seemed
like he was refraining from laughing at something so stupid
because, clearly, you’re not getting here without a wormhole and a
flying car. “Spindle, access code 0452B. Security assignment room,
level 1. Prepare for new arrival.”

There was a sharp pang in my stomach, and then it was gone. The
door opened to a short, doorless hallway. So far I’d been in a cave
and now a white hallway. For all the technology, Paladins weren’t
flashy.

Spindle started down the corridor and stopped halfway. “Here we
are.”

“Where?”

“Doors are composed of plasmic particulates creating the
illusion of a solid surface.” He pushed his hand through the white
wall in front of us. “Much like the cliff you drove through.”

I knocked on a solid wall. “It’s not working.”

“That is because you are touching the wall.” His face lit with
sunny yellows, shaped a little like a
smile. Dumbass.

“Are you laughing at me?”

“Laughing? I do not experience emotions, Master Socket. However,
it does appear odd you are trying to push through a wall when the
doorway is right next to you.”

“Yeah, well I don’t see a doorway.”

“Not yet.” He walked through the wall, poked his head out
several seconds later. “Are you coming?”

“I’m not used to walking through walls.”

“Here.” He extended his hand. “I am programmed to assist
you.”

An odd color lit his face. He lightly pulled me through—like a
sheet of frigid air—into a large room. It was empty and sterile.
How exciting. Let me guess, dinner is white rice with water.

“This is the security assignment room. I will assign you level
one access. If you will have a seat, I will start the process very
soon.”

“You mean, on the floor?”

Spindle crossed the room in five steps. As he did, it reshaped.
A chair emerged from the wall. End tables popped out of the floor.
The white walls turned dark green with burnt orange trim. Pictures
formed on the walls with views of oceans and deserts. A window
appeared with the view of scenic mountains, a flock of birds
passing by.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about.” I sat on the chair, felt it
reform to fit my body, left me weightless. “This room… it’s made
from the same stuff as those servys?”

“Yes.” He was busy with a control panel on the wall. “Our rooms
can suit any purpose. I hope you are comfortable. We will begin in
a minute.”

A vase emerged from a table with flowers. I took a white daisy
and sniffed. It smelled like a flower. The room was a regular room
in any house across the world, and yet it wasn’t. It was buried in
a mountain made up of tiny cell-sized robots that made a flower
smell like a flower and a window overlook a mountain. I could dig
this.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“You may ask me a question at anytime, Master Socket.”

“What’s my mom do?”

“She is the Commander’s assistant.”

“Commander? You mean this is like a military?”

“It is not a military, but it has order. There is protocol. Any
society must have rules and it must have leaders. Commander has
been traditionally used.”

“So my mom, she’s a Paladin?”

The eyelight circled to the back of his head and focused on me
while his hands continued to work. “No, Master Socket. Paladins
have inherent abilities which she does not possess. She has
developed some mild extrasensory powers but she is a civilian, and
she is vital to the Paladin Nation. Has she not told you these
things?”

“We don’t talk a whole lot.”

“But she is your mother.” He stopped working. “Your
caregiver.”

“She’s been a little busy. Since Dad died.”

His face sparkled. “I knew your father.”

“You did?”

“Yes.” His eyelight drifted upward, thinking. “Your father was a
remarkable man. He was head of mech design and maintenance. Your
father was involved in my prototype design and personally worked on
my bodyshell.”

“He was a Paladin?”

“He expressed Paladin traits, much more than your mother, but
never fully realized them. He worked in the Garrison and was not
often involved in missions. The Paladin Nation has been watching to
see if you would inherit his traits. I believe you caught them by
surprise.”

“What’s that mean?”

“All the details will be revealed to you soon.”

My dad died in for a secret agency and no one ever told me.
That’s super. No doubt she knew I was next line to follow in his
footsteps. What else did Mom have in the family vault?

I buried my face in my hands and took a deep breath. I
want off the crazy train.

“Was he a good father to you?” Spindle asked.

To me? He was asking like my father was a good
father to him. Did he think we were brothers? I shook my head, my
voice echoing through my hands. “I guess. I don’t remember
much.”

“I remember your father quite well, from the very first day he
ignited my awareness panel.” His eyelight drifted up, again. He was
lost in thought for several seconds while colors flashed on his
face. “We spent every day together in the beginning, perhaps the
entire first year of my existence. He worked on my programming to
perfect my learning impulse. After that, I saw him once a week.
That is unusual, you realize, for a creator to remain after
programming is complete. Your father did that.”

He had that drifting look again. “You miss him?” I said.

“Miss him? I am not sure what you mean.”

It feels like there’s something missing, that’s what. It’s
longing. Sadness. It’s all of the above. “It feels…
empty.”

“Empty?” He contemplated that, feeling his belly with his hand.
His face brightened in a got itmoment. “There is
something missing. A… hole in my awareness. Not a hole, but an…”
His eyelight focused on me. “Emptiness. Yes, I do sense
that. I do miss him, Master Socket. Thank you for teaching me.”

The colors on his face ran through the full spectrum, brighter
and brighter. I didn’t consider emptiness as something he needed to
thank me for. For me, it ached. But for Spindle, it was obviously
something joyous to experience. Whatever.

He turned back to the control panel. Then said, “If you hold
still, a body print is being scanned and a security access level
assigned.”

Tiny shockwaves started at my feet and ended at the top of my
head. The control panel folded back into the wall. The pictures,
vase and flowers dissolved. I stood and the chair disappeared. The
room was empty, once again.

“You have been assigned level one access.” Spindle walked
through a dim arching outline on the wall. I could see the doorway
now. No more walking into walls for me. I followed him into the
hall.

“You should be able to see doorways to rooms you have clearance
to enter,” Spindle said. “Do you see them?”

There was a similar outline that simulated a doorway at each end
of the hall. I nodded. “Got it.”

“Good,” he said. “Agent Pike is waiting.”

“Agent Pike? Who’s that?”

“He will be conducting your preliminary evaluation.”

“Whoa, wait a second. I thought we were going to Mom’s office. I
don’t know anyone named Pike.”

“All potential cadets are evaluated for potential traits upon
arrival. It is the first assignment after security clearance.”

“I’m a cadet? Wait, when did that happen? I didn’t sign up for
anything.”

Spindle remained absolutely still, assessing the conversation.
“Why do you think you are here, Master Socket?”

“I don’t have a clue.”

Long pause, again. “You were assigned to the Garrison because
you exhibited exceptional abilities that need to be assessed.”

“When the hell did I do that?”

His face darkened, but he let the hell curse
word slide. “It will all be explained to you after the preliminary
evaluation. However, it is imperative that we remain on schedule.
You need to report to Agent Pike immediately.”

I grabbed him as he turned. “Wait, I’m not going anywhere until
you tell me what’s going to happen at this… evaluation.”

“Agent Pike is a minder; he has extraordinary psychic ability.
He will assess your potential.”

“So I am a Paladin?”

Pause. “That is up to Agent Pike to decide.” He stepped quickly
before I could grab again. I was trapped in a short hallway inside
a mountain about to meet a man named Pike. It’s just a
little stick, Socket.

We walked into a leaper at the other end of the hall. “We will
be traveling at 189 mph in a northwest direction exactly 33 degrees
above ground level, covering 5,133 feet. Are you ready?”

Hell, no. A falling sensation twisted my gut.

“We have arrived.”

It was another short hallway, a gray archway at the far end.
Spindle walked with his shoulders square, his head held high. My
knees were unreliable, but I forced myself to follow. I wanted to
hold his arm, but I wasn’t going to look like a pussy. Even if I
felt like one.

“You will have to enter alone,” Spindle said. “I will wait
here.”

I brushed my fingertips across the chilly gray archway. “So
you’re saying he’s just going to ask questions, nothing else?”

“Yes,” Spindle said. “And assess you.”

Assess me. Goddamn, I don’t like the way that
sounds. “Where’s Mom?”

“She is sorry.” His fluid voice faltered, just a bit. “She is
very aware of you.”

 Was that supposed to calm me down? Don’t tell me the truth
or I’ll freak out. I was turning numb and couldn’t stop
nodding.

“Agent Pike.” Spindle patted my shoulder. “He is waiting.”

The weakness in my knees was now in my chest. If I waited any
longer, I was going to fill my shorts. As I saw it, there was no
choice. Nowhere to run. The nurse never says the shot’s
going to hurt. She’ll say its just pressure, that’s all you’ll
feel. I put my foot through the archway, felt Spindle’s
hand slip off my shoulder, and plunged to the other
side. But we all know that shot’s going to hurt like
shit.

 

 

 

 

Piked

Pressure.

It was around me as soon as I entered, wrapped around my body,
dimpled my skin like a golf ball. A frail man sat on a chair, his
hands on his thighs. Stubble shaded his scalp. His narrow
sunglasses partially wrapped around his head, the lenses convex and
black.

“Have a seat.” His voice was clipped, cold and dry.

A similar chair emerged from the floor in front of him. I pulled
it away. We didn’t need to sit that close. Tiny cracks appeared
around his mouth. More pressure.

 [Agent Pike has mental pressure at level one. The
subject is feeling discomfort, but seems to be controlling his
nerve response unconsciously.]

The thought was in my head. I looked around the room, white and
empty, and there was no one here except me and this gecko-looking
nutjob.

Agent Pike twitched. Nothing noticeable. His eyebrows lifted a
few microns. How did I notice that?Gecko. There, it
happened again. He heard me. Is that right, Mr.
Gecko?

“I am Agent Pike,” he said, no warmer than his greeting.

A servy emerged from the wall. Three arms grew from the middle
of its body. I pulled my arm away. It stopped, turned its eyelight
to Agent Pike.

“The servy simply needs to monitor your vital signs and take a
few samples. It will be painless.”

The eyelight returned to me. I could’ve fought the thing, but
they were going to get samples one way or another. I had the
feeling I was going to need all my strength by the time this
“evaluation” ended. One of its arms wrapped around my elbow,
turning it numb. The other two arms touched various parts of my
back, neck, and chest.

“You performed an unauthorized timeslice today at 11:25 a.m.,”
Agent Pike said.

“Yeah, I didn’t do anything.”

“Timeslicing is a stoppage of relative time. Since this
incident, you have heard random thoughts. Has this not happened to
you?”

I don’t like this guy.

“We know this to be true, but your cooperation will make this
transaction easier.”

He didn’t need me to answer. He wanted me to
answer. So I nodded. Fine. There’s your transaction,
weasel.

The servy pulled its rubbery arms off, merged back into the
wall. Three spots of blood beaded on my arm. Blood, skin,
tissue, muscle. You forgot a chunk of brain.

Agent Pike eyebrows shifted again. More
pressure.

The dimpling sensation was deeper, more intense. I grabbed the
bottom of the chair. A line of sweat popped up on my lip. That last
wave went deep, like the dentist forgot to numb me before
drilling.

“Only Paladins have the ability to cease relative time,” he
said. “It is not magic. We have the ability to alter our metabolism
to move and think infinitely faster than the ordinary human,
toexperience time stopping. The ability can be
performed only in short bursts before the body consumes all its
energy. You were very hungry after timeslicing, were you not?”

He paused. We know this to be true.

“Your timeslicing ability was activated by an unknown presence
that approached in the form of a shadow. This person was traced to
the Garrison, but we do not know the identity.” His nostrils
flared, blowing hot air. “Tell me who the shadow is.”

I barely remembered what happened; how would I know who the
shadow is? This guy was a moron if he thought—

My eardrums popped. The air thickened.

“You are sixteen years old.” Agent Pike’s voice was now
unusually loud, slightly echoing. “Paladin cadets do not timeslice
until they are twenty. Your activation is an anomaly.” His lips
moved softly, no more than a whisper, but the words rang. “WHO ARE
YOU, SOCKET GREENY?”

[Agent Pike, back down the mental pressure.]

His stare locked me in the chair. I couldn’t move. It was a full
blown seizure. The chair legs rattled.

[Agent Pike! You are ordered to back off! The subject is
unstable; you must stop the pressure immediately!]

A black tunnel collapsed around me. My head split. No, not my
head. My mind. Pike went looking for answers. Psychic
fingers pushed inside like cold spikes. I let out a howl that died
in the dense air. Memories hurtled out of the blackness, falling at
random. Things I’d forgotten played like movies.

Two years old. Dad pulled me from the car and Mom came around.
The room was large and dank. Musty. The parking cave.
Dad carried me and his footsteps echoed. A man greeted him. Shook
his hand.

“He’s showing signs,” Dad said.

The man ruffled my hair. His breath minty. I hid my face in
Dad’s shoulder. “We’ll keep an eye on him,” the man said.

Icy pain cut me. Pike dug deeper.

I was four, holding Dad’s hand. The carnival lights illuminated
the night that smelled like straw and sugar. I ate something fried
on a stick. Dad tore off a piece, popped it in his mouth. “You want
to go on that one, Socket?” he said.

A capsule ride shot straight up, disappeared above the
lights.

“Trey,” Mom said. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. He’ll get
scared.”

I held his rough hand and we climbed inside the capsule. It was
humid and smelled like puke. We strapped into the seat and I was
thinking Mom was right. I grabbed Dad’s arm when we blasted off,
buried my face in his coat.

“It’s all right, Socket,” he said. “It’ll be all right.”

Mom waited for us when it was over. She was wringing her hands
but she was smiling. Smiling.

Pike plunged deeper. Memories popped like bubbles, overlapping
each other. Confusing one with the other. I was spinning. Faces
passed. Days went by. The memory wheel stopped.

I was five. The colorless sky was cold.

Men were dressed in dark uniforms with white gloves, standing in
line. They lowered a casket into the ground, draped a flag over it.
Dirt thudded on the lid. A few people cried, but most were
expressionless, like soldiers that knew the line of duty. Mom was
dressed in black. Her face was sallow. Eyes were sunk in the dead
zone.

A man rustled my hair. “Your father was a good man.”

His breath was minty. My stomach was hard and cold, that block
of ice I would carry the rest of my life had already formed.

Memories fell faster, each one stacking on top of the next. Pike
flipped through them like playing cards, each one ripped from
somewhere dark and quiet. The catalogue of my life reeled in front
of me.

I was tearing.

He was coming in. I couldn’t keep him out. I wasn’t big enough
to contain him.

The memory of the Rime appeared, fast forwarded to the shadow.
The view was fading. Pike grappled with the memory, trying to bring
it into focus. His mental fingers grew colder. Sharper.

WHO IS THE SHADOW?

It just hurt.

Too much.

“You are not authorized to enter this room!” Pike slithered out
of my mind.

I was back in my skin, slumped in the chair. Empty and violated.
Several people entered the room, emerging from the seemingly solid
walls. Their hair was short. Their uniforms tight and black. Two of
them wore black glasses. They stepped on each side of Pike like
bookends. Pike jumped up, his chair falling back and dissolving.
Spindle wrapped his arms around me and kept me from falling.

“You were ordered to back down twice!” Mom shouted. “YOU WILL
NOT BREAK HIM!”

“I am in charge of this preliminary!” Pike retorted with equal
venom. “You have no right to be in here!”

“He is my son!” Mom shot back. “And this has become a psychic
lynching! You were not authorized to probe deeply!”

“There is a traitor in the Garrison. I will use whatever methods
necessary.”

“This preliminary is over. You will be removed from this
assignment.”

His face reddened. “I am primary minder. I decide methodology. I
assess traits, my decisions are final.
Understand, civilian, I will not go.”

“You can have this conversation with the Commander, if you like,
but either way, we are finished.”

Pike turned, the glasses slipped, revealing white eyeballs. No
iris. No pupil. He fixed his glasses and stared at Mom, but she
didn’t flinch. She stood in front of me, her hands clenched. Veins
pulsed in Pike’s neck. Tension hissed.

“Try it.” Mom stepped closer to him, her nose almost touching
his. “Go on, get inside me and try it.”

The room charged with static. Her hair floated out.

“If you dare to penetrate my mind, you will not see the outside
of a prison cell for eternity, I will see to that, personally,
Agent Pike. If you do not contain yourself in the next few moments
and leave this room, I will bring a team of minders in here to
incapacitate you for the rest of your life. If you don’t believe
me, then try it.” Her lips were very thin. “Back. Down.”

The vein throbbed on Pike’s neck. A bead of sweat rolled down
his temple. He calmly adjusted his black glasses. He sucked air
between his teeth, took his time turning and glided through the
wall. The two black glasses-wearing men followed as did three black
suits. Two men stayed in the room, hands behind their backs. At
attention.

My mind was still cleaning up the memories Pike uncorked, trying
to put them in their rightful places. They swirled like papers
finding their way back to the ground.

“Get him to the infirmary,” Mom said to Spindle and the men. “I
want a medical minder to begin decompression wave therapy
immediately. Have the medical mechs monitor his vitals and
administer sedatives but do not put him to sleep. Once normal brain
activity resumes, I want him asleep for twenty-four hours. All
activity is to be sent to my office, keep me updated of every
second, Spindle. And I mean every second.”

A stretcher floated inside the room. Servys laid me on it,
guided it down the short hall to the leaper. Mom and Spindle walked
along side.

“I will be updating Commander Diggs with what just happened,”
she said. “Contact all my appointments for the rest of the day and
reschedule for tomorrow.”

“But you have an appointment with the Director of—”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I need some time with the
Commander.”

I took her hand. It was hot. Wet.

She pushed her hair back. The rigid muscles loosened along her
jaws and around her eyes. She stopped the stretcher before it went
inside the leaper, squeezed my hand and pushed the hair off my
forehead.

“You made it,” I croaked.

She nodded, feeling my forehead. She whispered, “Get some rest.”
She stood back. “I’ll be with you soon.”

We moved onto the leaper. She watched from the hallway. She
would not rest. Not tonight. There was too much to do.
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