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Chapter 1
Chance


Imminent death, they
would have you believe death hovered above you, poised to strike,
if you lived life on your own terms. The swish of the tube
train arriving brought Jake Harrison out of his black thoughts and
back to the hopeless reality he despised.

His feet moved automatically toward the sliding doors, as an
abrupt **Mime-mail has arrived** message flashed in the corner of
his eye. Irritated, he tongued his nav-tooth to archive the
message, and then touched it again to block further mail. It could
wait; he had more important things on his mind. Two hours of an
on-site face-to-face meeting today, then home to pretend to
live. He brushed the tooth again to access the mail archive to
review the failure reports from last night's company
mail. 

The train's doors slid open. He entered and looked around for a
relatively clean place to sit. Dirt caked the surfaces of the
compartment and the seats. He would have to bring something to
cover one if he continued to commute.

No one cleaned the trains anymore. No one cared.

The doors automatically glided shut and the train accelerated
toward the center of the city. He sat in the empty compartment, and
viewed the messages.

An image of a grossly fat woman with an angry expression, and a
slumped **Sen-U-Chair **, the back obviously broken, accompanied
the body of the mime-text. Filth littered the vicinity of the
broken chair, and he mentally cringed.

Garish neon colors accompanied the product name, obscuring the
woman's image. I need to have the neuromechs reprogrammed.
Net-trash is leaking through.

 

 * * * text follows:

-Ultimate cause- structural failure, back seat braces.

-Probable cause- stress failure.

-Action- provide corrective action via re redesign back seat
braces, PN br102.346

 

The sight deepened his depression. She obviously hasn’t
stirred from her cube for months. She must be immersed in a
**Sen-Si-Surround **, and she likely doesn't even know what it
looks like.

Anger shaded his already dark mood. Rage at the disaster that
had brought the human race to this point. Maybe the sight of the
neglect had triggered an irrational reaction, but it shouldn't have
affected him so strongly, because he knew that apathy became more
common as people refused to leave their cubes. He credited that
problem to the company he worked for.

Ever since the plague, people cowered in fear of contamination,
and seldom ventured into the real world. His company pandered to
the hermit market. He didn't blame the recluses; he might become
desperate enough to join them. **Sens-U-Environ**, the gaudy
company logo, flashed blue and gold in his vision. Again, the
net-trash irked him; he had to get the programming fixed.

A memory of his youth with his parents and brother emerged sharp
and clear. It reminded him of the pain of their loss and the world
that had vanished.  No! No going back dummy, we're here to
stay. Make the best of it. At least the trains run on
time, the AI’s make sure of that.

 

Ten years – Ten years ago things seemed to change for the
better. Mass transit here in L.A. Oil burning cars banned from
the city. Sterilized and surgically injected, self-replicating,
nanomachines that merged with neurons in the brain, provided direct
data interfaces to the vast mime-net. No more trees killed to make
paper. Entertainment and communication flowed directly to the brain
and eliminated cell phones and display screens, causing the crash
of many big name companies.

Less energy usage, cheaper energy, a bright future, and more
leisure, created a new baby boom, defying the predictions of the
sociologists, but not enough food. “No problem”, the governments
assured the public. “We'll solve this.”

But then some previously unknown virus mutated to a virulent
killer, spread like the common cold. It seemed that nature had
found a solution to the world's food problem. Kill the species that
caused it.

Africa nearly depopulated, India in chaos, South America
incommunicado, Europe and North America cowered in terror in their
cities. The Chinese closed their borders. The Russians fled to the
old bomb shelters.

Medical professionals died by the score. No one escaped, not
even heads of governments. In desperation society turned over the
running of the essential services to the ubiquitous artificial
intelligences that had been running things anyway. The world's
remaining population, wounded, but still relatively sizable, limped
along and held its collective breath.

World Health warned the world. “It's a death sentence to have
physical contact or procreate the species. The only solution for
now is to isolate yourself until we can find a cure.”

Yeah they meant, don't get near each other, don't fuck,
don't do all those human things you're born to do.

 “We can't live like this,” the public complained. “We need
food, work, sex, and love, eliminate those, and family dies along
with the future of the race, so where's the answer?”

But then the net companies offered a solution. “Don’t worry, we
have the technology. Can't commute to work for fear of the plague?
Use your brain’s neural interface and telecommute. Want sex? Use a
sex doll and find a virtual partner on the net. Not satisfied with
your life? Live a new one on the net.” A whole new set of
industries grew from the new reality.

 

The train arrived, bringing Jake out of his thoughts, and he
exited to the vacant terminal platform. He emerged from the
underground to an empty street. Dry grass sprouted in the asphalt.
Leaves and other debris blew down the canyon-like boulevard –
no paper at least. The sight painfully reminded him of
what humanity still had to lose, so he avoided looking, staring at
the sidewalk, his shoulder length black hair shielding either side
of his face. He passed tall, closed buildings with fouled mirror
glass fronts, towers which used to gleam to the eyes of the
millions who worked in them, and now stood idle and empty. He
stopped at the massive office building housing **Sens-U-Environ
 ** and approached the sliding glass doors.
Fortunately, they still opened, but how much longer?

Jake knew that unseen net-comm technicians constantly monitored
the power sources. They remained a necessity for a net-consuming
population, but no one maintained the equipment. If it failed
then what? “Back-ups, redundancy, fail-safes,” the government
replied, “the AIs are running things, don't worry.”

He found a working elevator and selected his floor. Two
hours and then home to an empty cube. The doors slid open and
he walked from the bank of elevators, across the faux-marble
floors, to the reception area. A familiar woman, fully enclosed in
a bio-hazard suit, tended the curved reception desk. “Are they here
yet, Judy?”

She looked up from the bookslate she studied. “All but Allan
Foster, Mr. Harrison. They're waiting in the meeting room.”

Fogged by her breath, the transparent plastic hood she wore
nearly obscured her brown hair and plain, unadorned face. The
cosmetics industry had vanished long ago when the net made it
superfluous. The fashion industry had died along with it when
people couldn't emerge from their living cubes and the net took
hold. When anyone on the net could look like anyone or anything
their imagination could conceive, of what use was clothing? With
climate controlled dwellings, nudity became normal. Anyone who
dared to venture from their cube wore haz-suits or rugged unisex
jumpsuits. Footwear served to prevent possible contamination
hazards, not as a fashion statement.

“Send him in as soon as he gets here.”

“Yes sir.” She returned to her slate as he turned to walk to the
meeting room, but then glanced up. “Sir, I'm just wondering. Why
don't you wear a suit?”

Jake looked away. “I don't think I care anymore, Judy. If the
virus kills me, it will be doing me a favor.”

“Oh – Well. OK – I guess. I was just curious.” She looked
alternately anxious and bored, resigned to another two hours of
useless sitting.

He made a quick decision. “You can leave when Allan gets
here.”

She seemed relieved and smiled. “Thank you sir.”

 

He continued to the room and opened the door. The whole
engineering department of **Sens-U-Environ ** sat around the
massive conference table, all ten of them. He greeted them. “Good
morning everyone.”

A few grunts, a sprinkling of 'morning Jake', and some sullen
silences rippled through the room. Everyone wore haz-suits and
reclined in **Sen-U-Chairs **, widely spaced around the table,
carefully avoiding each other.

Wade, one of the software engineers, spoke first, his voice
muffled by his biohazard hood, “you got a death-wish Jake?”

Jake could barely discern Wade’s appearance behind the
distortion caused by the covering. His dark-brown hair looked
disheveled, like he had just gotten out of bed. “Why do you
ask?”

Wade crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair. “You're
still not wearing a suit, when are you going to start?”

Jake sat in one of the empty chairs. “Old fashioned I guess, I
just want to live normally. Besides, you're all wearing them, so
I'm not in any danger.”

Wade grimaced. “Maybe, but what about the underground?”

Jake threw his hands up. “No one seems to ride the trains
anymore. There are a lot of empty compartments.”

Wade tried again. “Did you net the news this morning? Seems like
the virus is mutating. The talking heads say the disease can remain
dormant, and real-sex re-activates it. They say they don't know
what it'll do next. We're screwed, and you should wear a suit.”

Jake lifted an eyebrow. “I'll take it under advisement.”

Wade looked away. “You do that.”

Jake turned to the others present at the table. “We're waiting
for Allan. Did everyone scan the overnight mimes?” Silence greeted
his question all around the table. “We're wasting our time, folks,
if you don't do your homework.”

One of the female engineers spoke. “What's the use, Jake? Why
are we here? It's a waste, and it's dangerous. We could do this at
home, safe in our cubes.”

Jake tried to see her features through the frustrating biohazard
covering. She's right. Why do I persist in exposing
myself? He didn't have an answer, only a feeling. As long as
people were able to come together, he had hope, hope for his sanity
and the human species. But she was right, it could prove
dangerous.

He knew the answer to her question. It was that he just didn't
want to let go of the past, so he lied. “Sally, The reason I insist
on a face-to-face, is precisely because you won't do your jobs
otherwise. Maybe I could cut down the meetings, if you didn't slack
off. Now has anyone mimed the overnights?”

A male voice came from the vicinity of the door. “I have. What
do you want to know?”

Jake turned to look at the door. Allen, his chief engineer,
stood framed at the entrance. Secretly, Jake was happy to see him,
Allan was the only person he could truly call a friend, but his
angry mood prevented a warm response. “Ah, The tardy Mr. Foster.
I'm glad you decided to join us. Take a seat.”

“Why are the chairs failing?”

Allan Foster entered the room, and sat down. Like Jake, he
didn't wear a bio-hazard suit. His short dish-water blond hair
topped a long horsey face and narrowed brown eyes. He looked
annoyed. “Cut the sarcasm, Jake, it's not your style. Let's just
get this over with. Yes, the seats have a structural flaw in the
supports. No, they weren't designed wrong, I cross-checked the
specs. They should support an elephant if you can find one. The
problem is at the factory. The carbon fiber spinners are out of
calibration, and they're under-sizing the wall thickness.”

Jake knew a fully automated plant made the chairs. If the
machines lacked the ability to meet the specs, the solution
required human technicians. “Did you mime the plant manager?”

“Yes. He says that he can't get a tech to calibrate the
machines. Something about someone dropping dead on the site, and
everyone he contacted is afraid to go near the plant. He swears the
death had nothing to do with the plague, but no one believes
him.”

One of the design engineers broke in. “So why don't we contract
another manufacturer?”

Allan looked at him like he had lost a few brain cells. “George,
we would have to recreate the tooling. Do you know how much that
would cost? Assuming we could get it done.”

Jake became impatient. “Increase the spec for the wall thickness
until we can get this straightened out. That will make the machines
spin more fiber. I'll mime the plant manager and tell him he'll
have to eat the extra cost. Clear?” No one answered “Next topic.
How is the roll-out for the new chair coming?”

Allen cleared his throat. “It's delayed until the software is
done… ”

* * *

An hour later they all filed out of the meeting room and
dispersed to the elevators. Jake left last. He felt guilty about
his behavior during the meeting and caught up with Allan. “Sorry
about being such an asshole this morning. I'm just depressed.”

Allan stopped and turned back to look at him. “Not to worry
boss, everyone is on edge.”

Jake just nodded, relieved that he hadn't alienated his only
real, human friend. “Why aren't you wearing a haz-suit like the
rest?”

“Why aren't you?”

“I don't know. It’s difficult to explain.”

He grinned. “You've got your answer, Jake. I guess I'm just
pissing into the wind.”

Jake laughed. “That's a dangerous way to take a pee.”

“You should know, buddy. See you next week. I'll mime-mail
you.”

“Till then, Allan.” Alone again, the lobby deserted, he went to
his office. He didn't know why, the place looked as deserted as the
rest of the city. He ran his fingers across the surface of his
desk. They came away coated by a thick layer of gritty dust. He
opened the desk drawer and removed a picture of his parents, his
brother, and himself.

A gray-eyed, smiling, younger Jake stared back. His older
brother had died during the early stages of the plague back when no
one recognized it for the killer it became. “Unknown causes,” the
doctor said. The doctor died soon after, not suspecting he'd become
contaminated, along with Jake's parents. Now, everyone knew; don't
touch and you won't die. He didn't have a place in his cube to
display the picture, so he put it back in the desk drawer.

The trip back worsened his mood. As he rode the train, he
brooded. His mind wandered back to a time before the plague, when
real human contact had been a way of life. The embrace of his
mother, the firm clasp of his father’s arm on his shoulder, and
wrestling with his brother on the front lawn, those were the
memories he treasured. It seemed so unfair to be denied human
contact. This loneliness is likely to drive me insane. Just one
person to share my life with, to help cope with the misery that it
has become, that’s all I ask.

 

The train stopped at a new station. Curious, he glanced out the
dingy train windows at the platform and saw a shapeless mass,
huddled against one of the support pillars. When the train stopped,
the object unfolded itself and approached the train. He became
excited. The form revealed a person, a real, live human being. One
who didn't wear a haz-suit, but a hooded jacket which hid his or
her face. Choose my car, let me see you. Let me speak to you –
Please. The person scanned the train, and then recoiled upon
seeing him alone in his compartment. The figure paused, as though
considering entering, then walked to the rear of the train, and
disappeared from sight. The doors closed, and the train continued
its interrupted journey. He felt snubbed, and a tight ache
constricted his throat. He wanted touch, a handshake, even a little
brush on passing, anything to indicate he was human and his
humanity mattered.

Finally the train stopped at his station. He exited, and walked
toward the escalators leading to the surface. In his peripheral
vision, he briefly saw a figure as he ascended with the glide of
the steps. It must be the one I saw boarding the train.
His imagination conjured multiple scenarios. Did the individual
live near him? Could they meet? Was he or she following him?

The last thought brought an unexpected flush, and his spine
tingled. He recognized it as a thrill of fear and he shuddered at
the unfamiliar feeling. He continued up and exited from the
underground.

When he reached street level, he turned toward his cube tower,
deliberately walking slowly, hoping to catch a glimpse of his
fellow traveler. Soon the individual emerged from the underground
into the deserted street, and turned to walk in his direction. He
slowed still further. The person continued to walk at the same
pace, closing the distance between them. He stopped and waited,
hoping the hooded figure would come nearer. The traveler walked
head down, staring at the pavement. When the distance narrowed to a
safe one, Jake cleared his throat loudly.

The person's head snapped up, obviously startled, face still
shadowed by the hood. The bulky jacket made it impossible to
discern the sex, male or female. The shape, slight, shorter than
Jake, and slender, could be a woman's. “Hi, do you live around
here?” When the hooded figure didn't answer, he tried again. “My
name's Jake Harrison. I live in that tower over there,” he gestured
toward his cube tower. “On the thirtieth floor. I work for
**Sens-U-Environ**” He felt reckless, as though he wanted to pour
out his whole life story. He waited in vain for a reply. “What's
your name? Do you use the subway often?” His questions elicited
only silence. He cautiously moved closer.

Startled, the figure turned, and walked rapidly in the other
direction.

“Wait! Don't leave! I meant no harm.” His words had an
unintended effect, as the figure began to move faster. He slumped
against the wall of the building, as he watched his futile hope of
human contact diminish in the distance.

He felt crushed. His eyes stung, tears formed in them. The hope
had raised his expectations nearly to the breaking point. He
trudged heavily to his building.

 

He ascended the elevator to his cube, unlocked the door, and
entered his three cramped cubicles. Compared to others, his place
seemed spacious, but humanity had lived for nearly a decade in the
shoebox of limited environments. Who needed space when the illusion
could be found on the net? The less space the human race occupied,
the more available for agriculture and food production.

Some people wanted the wide-open, natural world, and the cramped
confines of the cities didn't resonate with them. The majority
wanted the fantasy without the disagreeable labor, smells and dirt
of reality.

At least his rooms were clean, he saw to it every day. The walls
were featureless, the only article of furniture, his expensive,
massive ** Sen-U-Chair **, occupied the center. To his right, the
door connected to the food preparation cubical. To the left, he
could shower and eliminate wastes.

He had no need to venture out from his cube to buy food, **
World Fed Ex ** used automated trucks to deliver it direct
via lift from the ground floor. It came from the automated farms
and food distribution factories. His food choices were instantly
communicated through the net, directly from his brain. What
will happen to the inhabitants of the cities when the food
production network starts to fail? Surely the government had
planned for that. Or had they? To envision the chaos
disruption of the food supply would cause sicken him, but it
remained a frightening possibility. Millions would starve. He
studied the ** Sen-U-Chair **. It constituted his world,
his bed, and his rare opportunities for sex. The net offered
abundant sex, one could always find a willing partner, but the
release offered by a **Joy/Comfort ** doll occupied a notch just
above masturbation. No matter how much the doll tried to mimic
reality, it still left him feeling unfulfilled. He ached for human
contact.

 

A soft, well-modulated, female voice finally intruded upon his
mood.  “Shall I activate the ambiance, Jake?” His cube AI,
Alice, obedient to his commands, waited for a reply.

His morose voice echoed in the empty cubical. “May as well
Alice, I've nothing better to do, but I need you to reprogram my
neuromechs first, they're letting net-trash through, and then give
me the street scene.”

 

After a few minutes, the whole room disappeared, replaced by a
swarming mass of people and a seeming mile of nightclubs along a
busy boulevard. Since the ambiance streamed directly to his visual
cortex, via the neuromechs, the image mimicked reality to an exact
degree. He stood on a sidewalk, as laughing and chattering people
flowed by him on either side. The seductive sight satisfied him,
and his depression started to lift. Alice stood by his side in the
net illusion, blond hair, shapely body, her perfect beauty. She
acted as his servant both in and out of the net and willing bed
partner if he needed her, but she constituted only electromagnetic
data in the real world. She quietly clutched his arm, and waited
for any command. He turned to her. Mustn't think this is
real.

The virtual world beckoned, seduced, and delivered.  It
promised, “be what you want, and experience anything,” it
whispered, “abandon reality, come here, and live without
consequence.”

Many submitted themselves to life experience in the virtual
world and never emerged. They lived and interacted in their
allotted space, oblivious to the physical world that surrounded
them. Jake was not one of those people, but it became harder to
differentiate the net from reality when most of your waking hours
were spent connected.

“Any mime connects today, Alice?”

“Yes Jake, you have three, shall I summon the first?”

“Who is it?”

“Samantha.”

He hesitated. Sam was a decent net-friend, and an on again, off
again, sex partner on the occasions he decided to indulge. He
didn't have any idea if she used her real name and so far as he
knew, could be the mirror image of the woman he'd viewed in the
company mime-mail who had complained about the chair. But, on the
net, Sam’s face would seem fantasy-perfect, with a body designed to
excite even the most jaded male. She’ll be a cookie cutter
female, everything perfect, eager to join in whatever world or
entertainment I desire. If he called up the jungle ambiance,
she would appear with a few scraps of leopard skin hugging her
breasts and loins, even though leopards were extinct. Here, on the
street it might be a brief micro-skirt revealing tantalizing
glimpses of her thighs, and a skin-tight halter top which did
little to hide her breasts. She could change any aspect of her
physical appearance at whim. She liked to party. A night with her
could be just the thing he needed.

“Connect to her, Alice.” She didn't arrive immediately, so he
waited on the simulated sidewalk watching the mass of people
passing by. A decent amount of time passed, and just as he decided
to turn his attention to the next mime-connect on Alice's list, she
emerged from the crowd. “Jake!” She ran to him and threw her arms
around his neck, kissing his virtego. He knew that if he sat with
the Sen-U-Chair surrounding him, he would feel the press of her
skin and the soft, moist feel of her lips on his, her tongue
probing his mouth.

She drew away and pouted. “You’re not sens-connected. No
fun.”

“I haven't eaten yet, Sam. I just connected to see what you
wanted.”

“I wanna party. I feel a need for you.” Her eyes sparkled and
she smiled with a seductive look.

He knew the look, she wanted sex. He didn't know if he could
conjure up the mood. “Have you eaten? We could find a swanky
restaurant.”

“Yes I've eaten, but I can wait while you do.” She grabbed his
arm and started guiding him down the sidewalk.

“Wait a moment, Sam. I've got to warm up some real food, and
settle in my chair.”

She gave him an exasperated look, but waited impatiently. “OK,
but hurry up, lover, I want to get an early start.”

He commanded Alice to open up the food cubical, and he pulled
out a random package. The food preparation factory irradiated the
meal before distributing it. It would keep at room temperature
indefinitely without spoiling. He knew from experience that if he
just ate the meal without sitting in his chair, it would taste
bland and unappetizing, containing food value and nothing else.
However, if he consumed it in the chair, he could transform it into
any form imaginable. Sensation originated in the brain, and the
brain could add any taste he desired. The neuromechs nestled in the
neurons of his brain, received the data from the net and stimulated
the necessary brain centers to provide taste and texture.

He sat in his chair and tore open the package. Alice activated
the sensor field and arranged the table, tucked at its side. He set
the food containers on the table. “OK, Alice, reconnect.” His
environment changed, and he returned to join Sam. They continued to
walk along the sidewalk. Now, he felt the warm press of her body as
she clung to his arm. Her perfume filled his nostrils, stimulating,
but a little overpowering. “Where do you want to go?”

“I've heard of a new nightclub. Rumor is that the band is on
sensor overload. I thought we might dance and hang. Maybe meet some
people, do a few stims – you know, and then fuck ourselves into
oblivion.”

He did know. A sense of sameness dampened his mood, but he
blocked it out. Maybe if he partied hard enough, he could forget.
“Let's stop in a restaurant so I can eat.”

They found a bistro with a cozy atmosphere and he ordered from
the menu. He knew the meal wasn't real, but it would taste real and
it would be tailored to mesh with the food he had on the chair
table. The virtual table held spotless silverware, sparkling
glasses, and shining plates on a snow-white tablecloth. The waiter
who took his order originated in the net. No one occupied menial
jobs like restaurant workers anymore. Samantha ordered wine. Her
chair would substitute water, but her neuromechs would stimulate
the proper nerve centers to provide taste and a pleasant buzz that
simulated intoxication. Through the night, she could become a
stinking drunk if she wanted, without any morning after effects.
The meal arrived. Every portion enticed his vision with culinary
perfection. The tastes were exquisite. They chatted about
inconsequential things as he ate, neither of them touching on
reality. Samantha's infectious enthusiasm lifted his spirits.
Maybe this evening won't turn out so bad after all.

He finished his meal, and they left the restaurant arm in arm.
“Do you want to walk, Sam, or should we just morph to this club
you're talking about?”

“We've got lots of time, let's just walk. I've missed you. You
haven't been connected for a while.”

“I've had a few things on my mind.”

“I think I know what's wrong with you. My mind-doc says it's
wishing for shit in the real world that you can't have. You need to
accept that the real world doesn’t exist anymore, and live in the
net world. It's the only way to keep sane.”

Her words jarred him. Could it be that simple? Live out the
remainder of your life in a simulated environment, never coming out
to face reality? Abandon all hope of real human contact?

Something inside him rebelled at the thought. Maybe he resented
the flawlessness of the net world, and longed for the world that
existed before the plague. Maybe he wanted to lie with a human
woman with her emotional warts and human imperfections. Race, sex,
and beauty had no meaning in this world; anyone could take any form
they desired. He looked at the women and men who passed them on the
sidewalk.

Each female possessed a figure that would incite lust. Each had
classic features and luscious lips that would stimulate passion.
When the women willingly revealed their virtual bodies, they would
all be firm and soft in the right places. Glossy, thick, colorful
hair crowned their heads. Hair that a man longed to bury his face
in.

Did he want mousy-brown hair like straw, and breasts that
weren't perfect, thighs that were flabby, and the smells of real
sex?

The thought of the fat woman in the mime-mail made him shudder.
What was wrong with him? Jake knew that if Sam touched his virtual
body, she would feel rock-hard abs, a muscular chest and large
shoulders. She would be fulfilled by a massive penis that would
satisfy her with orgasmic perfection. Although in reality, he
wasn't out of shape and reasonably attractive, he didn't own any of
those attributes, he had an average body of average height, so
what's wrong with a fantasy? The fact that each of them would be
having sex with a doll didn't change anything – or did it? When
your brain experienced the sensations directly, how did that differ
from reality? In terms of the mind, both experiences were the
same.

 

“What are you thinking about Jake? You've tuned me out.”

“Sorry, Sam. I was just thinking about what you said. I'll stop.
Let's just enjoy ourselves.” They continued on for a distance and
then she led him to a club where the sounds of pulsing music issued
from the door. Unlike the past concept of a night club, there were
no bouncers guarding the place and no cover charge. The club could
morph to any space required. Anyone who caused a disturbance would
be ejected from the net. They'd be scheduled for a psychiatric
evaluation by a mind-doc, and their net privileges suspended for a
set time. They'd be isolated in their rooms, a perfect and
effective jail sentence. Repeat offenders were few. The music grew
louder the nearer they approached.

Sam started moving her body to the rhythm. “Wow! Intense! Let's
get a drink, Jake.”

They shouldered their way to the bar. As they waited for their
drinks, he looked around at the tables and the dance floor, at the
crowed mass of people who were swaying to the sounds. The band was
composed of real people who wanted to showcase their creativity and
musical talents. Their virtegos performed here in the club.

Drinks in hand, they wove through the crowd to find an empty
table. They sat close to each other and Jake put his arm around her
waist, drawing her to his side. His hand slipped down to her hip.
The volume of the music rose just loud enough to allow them to
converse if they huddled close together.

The lead singer, a female, possessed perfect pitch and her
emotional voice sent chills though Jake's body. He leaned toward
Sam. “This group is really good!”

“I told you. Want to dance?”

He vigorously nodded in the affirmative, and they called their
AIs to hold their places at the table.

They wound their way to the dance floor and immediately began to
move to the music. Jake laid his hand on Samantha's hip. The rhythm
of the music pounded through his ears, and the scent of Samantha's
perfume triggered his neuromechs to stimulate the erotic portions
of his brain. He drew her closer and slid his hand down to lay it
on the flesh of her soft thigh under the micro-skirt she wore. His
feelings of arousal increased. The club possessed a non-explicit
sex rating and graphic sexual acts were forbidden, but that didn't
stop him from rubbing his body along the front of hers, and
pressing his groin against the apex of her thighs. They danced to
the sensuous beat of the music and moved suggestively against each
other for a while, strengthening Jake's erection. The band
eventually completed the set and paused for a rest.

In anticipation of a night's pleasure, Jake decided to have
Alice activate his Joy/comfort doll. He hesitated about using it,
but sex with Samantha involved total immersion and would not be
complete without the simulacrum.

Versions of the realistic, anatomically-correct sex-dolls had
been around for nearly a century. Some companies had experimented
with robotic versions, but the power of the machine could injure
the user during vigorous sex. Killing a customer with an orgasm
wasn't a good business plan.

The doll's synthetic skin, warmed internally, felt incredibly
life-like. Its genitals, heated to a temperature a few degrees
higher than body temperature, created erotic sensations no normal
human's could mimic. Female users described the sensation as like a
red-hot, educated vibrator. Jake's company manufactured them, and
he had helped to design them.

 Thinking about this doesn’t help my libido. I need to
start feeling and stop analyzing.

Samantha finally spoke. “You know what I wish, Jake?”

He stroked the flesh along her back and replied, “What?”

She arched her back and closed her eyes with his strokes. “I
wish this was real. I wish you were really here and I could cuddle
with you and sleep with you.”

“I know what you mean Sam, I want the same thing.”

“I mean, I don't really know you. Maybe if I met you I wouldn't
even like you. For all I know, you could be a woman in a man's
virtego. You're not are you? – I mean a woman?”

“No Sam, I'm all male.”

“I feel good when we're like this, connected. But I know when I
drop out of the net, I'll see that damn sightless doll laying
beside me and I'll realize I just fucked a dildo, rather than a
real man. I think I need to use the mind-doc again.”

He remembered the first time he had made love, back when the
world teemed with people. She'd been his best friend, and finally,
as they reached maturity, his first love. Maybe the first time
always felt sweeter, more intense. They'd made love the night
before he left for college, both of them virgins. He recalled how
he had gasped with wonder when he first penetrated her. She'd died,
along with too many other bodies to count, while he hid in
quarantine far away from home.

He hadn't had time to grieve. But her memory terrified him, even
as he felt the old pain. Because, despite the deep feelings he
recalled, at this moment, he couldn't remember her name. He had to
regain his humanity before the net consumed him and he stopped
living.” If it's any consolation Sam, I feel the same way, and I'm
sure if I ever met you in reality, I'd like you.”

She sat up in the chair, drawing slightly away from him. “I
think I'd like you too. Do you think we'll ever be normal
again?”

He removed his hand from her back. “I have hope, Sam, and as
long as I hope, I'll never give up trying.”

“I think I'm out of the mood to party, Jake. Do you mind if I
disconnect?”

He felt a little disappointed and sexually frustrated, but at
the same time relieved. “It's OK Sam, maybe next time.” Her virtego
vanished, and he sat alone at the table. Without a partner, his
arousal had subsided, and he signaled Alice to disconnect him.

 

Abruptly, he felt a wrenching sensation. His virtego seemed to
stretch and elongate like a piece of taffy and he found himself
sliding at an incredible rate through the net. All sensation
ceased. He swam through a gray void, and then a crashing, jarring
feeling signaled the abrupt end of the journey.

He stood at the edge of a glade lit by a radiant full moon.

Surrounding the clearing, trees crowned by scintillating leaves,
reached for the sky, and crowded each other for space. A gentle
breeze carried the perfume of millions of blossoms that glowed in
the moonlight, creating a luminous carpet on the ground. His feet
were bare and he could feel soft grass under them.

At the center of the meadow-like area, on a slight rise, a
strange woman posed like a ballerina, staring at the bright orb.
She wore a diaphanous gown that glowed from the illumination, and
revealed the silhouette of her obviously nude body. The light
streamed through a halo of silvery hair that surrounded her
darkened face. She raised her arms above her head and arched her
back; thrusting small delicate breasts with nipples prominent,
toward the sky. Simultaneously, she extended one leg, balancing on
the other. The posture accentuated the curve of her buttocks.

 Jake watched as she moved in a fluid set of motions, each
intended to display the treasures of her slim, curvaceous body
through the gown. He moved toward her, his feet caressed by the
flowers. As he moved, he felt silk-like garments slide along his
chest and limbs. He glanced down at his virtego and saw that he
wore white, loose trousers and an open front tunic held together by
a golden chain. He could sense his nude body beneath the filmy
coverings.

As he came near the hill, she stopped dancing and looked at him.
She wore a black half-mask that hid the upper part of her face. She
smiled, turned, and fled toward the trees. She seemed to glide over
the ground as though she barely touched it, and disappeared at the
edge of the meadow.

Disoriented, Jake had no idea as to how he had arrived here, and
who or what had caused it. He realized that the answers lay with
the woman, so he hastened to follow her through the woods, chasing
her white ghostly figure as it flashed between the trunks. As he
pursued her, he could feel a soft carpet of leaves beneath his bare
feet, and the smooth bark of the silvery trees beneath his hands
when he touched them. The leaves exuded a resiny cinnamon-like
smell. He slowed, moving carefully through the forest toward a
golden-yellow glow that filtered through a stand of the woods.

He entered a clear area of the woodland. The trees arched on
either side, their leaved canopies forming a cathedral-like ceiling
above. Fruit that emitted golden light grew in their boughs,
casting a candle like glow over a grass-covered ground. At the end
of the glade the woman sat on a raised dais-like area, formed of an
emerald moss covering that grew in profusion.

He approached her and stood before her. Her gown clung to her
breasts and thighs, revealing some tantalizing parts of her petite
body and hiding others. Her hair, which in the moonlight had seemed
silver, now crowned her in gold. A slit in the long, filmy skirt
she wore, traveled up to her hip and she extended one bare, shapely
limb from it. The light caused her flesh to glow and her eyes
behind the mask smoldered. She smiled at him and pointed to the
ground.

He stood in front of her. “Who are you, and how did you bring me
here?”

“I think you're the one. This is a fantasy, a dream,” she
replied. “It's not real, neither of us exists. The world only
consists of the pleasure we find with each other. Now, kneel at my
feet.”

Jake dropped to one knee in front of her, and she extended her
naked foot to his bare chest, kneading his flesh. She slid her foot
down, lower, caressing him all the way, toward his abdomen and
finally coming to rest upon his now painfully hard penis. She
wiggled her toes on it, sending exquisite pulses of pleasure
through his body. He knew that too much of her ministrations would
shorten their time together, so he caught her foot and raised it
toward his mouth.

He stared at her while he took each of her toes one by one and
sucked them into his mouth, caressing them with his tongue. He
licked and nipped the sole of her foot, tasting the cinnamon-like
flavor of the leaves, her soft skin felt, smelled and tasted like
nothing he had ever experienced on the net. He traveled up along
her calf, kissing and caressing the velvety flesh, until he found
her knee, where he tongued and kissed the tender underside.

Meanwhile, he ran his free hand up her thigh toward her hip and
cupped one of her firm buttocks. She cocked her knee and opened
herself to him, leaning back against the moss. He dragged his
tongue slowly along the inner flesh of her thigh, until he reached
the tender skin along her opening. At that point, he used just the
tip of his tongue to tease the sensitive area, smelling the scent
of her arousal, and tasting her salty perspiration along with
moisture exuding from her core.

She reached to the hip of her split-gown and released a catch,
causing the whole garment to fall away from her lower body. Jake
took advantage of the freedom and used his grip on her hips to pull
her toward his mouth. He used his tongue to part the silky golden
hair surrounding her lower lips, and ran it along the edge, while
he kneaded the firm roundness of her bottom. He could feel the
breath catch in her chest, and her breathing quickened. He used the
tip of his tongue to lightly touch the nub at the apex of her
opening and she gasped at each touch. He felt the silky fabric of
her dress slide across his face, and looked up.

She had bared her small, exquisitely formed breasts, and now
kneaded them with both her hands; her fingers lightly caressed the
nipples. Her body lay totally exposed to his view.

He returned to his earlier effort, and pressed his tongue along
her mound, using the tip of it to quest for her opening. She began
to make small sounds of pleasure, and reached down to unclasp the
chain holding the tunic covering his chest. He moved closer to give
her access. She slid the garment from his shoulders, and ran her
hands along his ribs. He reciprocated, and slid his hands along her
sides, eventually arriving at her breasts. He used both hands to
cup and caress her firm breasts, pulling at the delicate nipples,
while he slid his tongue up and down her opening. She bucked her
hips against his mouth and shuddered.

He rose from his knees and pressed his chest to her breasts,
capturing her mouth with his, and slid his tongue between her lips,
while one hand crept down to cup her mound. He felt the silky hair
with his fingers, and beneath it, the moist, hot flesh. Finding it,
he slid one of them inside and pressed against the roof of her
core, squeezing the liquid softness within. He deepened his kiss,
thrusting his tongue further in her mouth, feeling the tenderness
of her lips and her tongue alongside his.

She abruptly assumed control, shoved him away, and ripped the
trousers from his hips, exposing him to her gaze. She pushed on his
chest, forcing him to recline on his back on the soft moss. She
straddled him, and gripped his erection, guiding it into her
opening. He felt her sheath slide along his length as she slowly
moved down to engulf him in her moist heat. She supported herself
with her legs, and her hands on his chest.

She began to move her hips, sliding herself up and down his now,
rock hard flesh. He saw her thighs and calves begin to quiver from
the effort. She lowered herself until her mound pressed against
him, grinding it against his groin.

Jake felt his orgasm start to build and he gripped her rear,
assisting her hips as she started rubbing and bucking with him. She
leaned down, pressing her breasts on his chest and kissed him,
burying her tongue deep in his mouth. He sucked and nibbled on it,
as the thrusts of her hips became more urgent. She drew back from
his mouth, and her hot, fast breath stroked his lips.

“More,” she gasped. “Harder.”

He increased his effort, thrusting his hips in synchronization
with her rhythm, feeling the ecstasy build. They both breathed in
panting gasps, little moans escaping with each movement. His orgasm
finally exploded, sending shock waves of pleasure throughout him
over and over. At the same time, she arched her back and muffled
screams accompanied the shudders enveloping her body. He felt the
walls of her sheath squeeze his length with each quiver of her
body.

She collapsed on him, burying her face in his chest. They lay
like that for a while in the afterglow, recovering strength, their
breathing slowing toward normal.

 

Jake finally stirred and began to stroke her back. “Who are you?
How did you bring me here?” He reached up to remove the mask she
wore. “At least let me take off the mask.”

She drew away from his touch, disengaged from him, and leaped
up. “No, I am only a dream. This is only a dream.” She backed away
from him towards the moss-covered throne, and vanished.

 

Jake found himself back in the club sitting at the table,
disoriented, and still flushed from the strange encounter. He sat
for a while, recovering his strength, like waking from a dream.
How could it have felt so real?

Eventually he left the table and moved through the crowd toward
the restroom, intending to clean up. His progress halted when a
diminutive figure collided with his body. The figure wore a hooded
jacket, and the hood had nearly slid off in the collision. The face
of a woman peered out of the hood. She had wide round eyes, like an
Anime character. Blond curls surrounded her face, and her hazel
eyes opened wide in surprise. Her heart-shaped lips parted, “Are
you Jake Harrison?”

For a moment, Jake didn't know how to reply. Then he recognized
the jacket she wore, and realized that this might be the person
he'd encountered in the subway. With her blonde hair, and kissable
lips, could she also be the woman he'd made love to in the fantasy?
He wondered what she wanted. How could she net-connect in her real
persona?

Finally, he found his voice. “Yes I'm Jake, are you the woman in
the clearing?”

A look of apprehension clouded her face. “Clearing? What
clearing? – I don't know what you're talking about.”

“Well – never mind. OK – what's your name?”

“My name is immaterial.”

Jake grinned, he couldn't resist it. “Hello, Immaterial.”

“Wha –? No! I mean – All right! Liv. My name is Liv. –
Satisfied? We're wasting time. I need to talk to you. – In person.
Not on the net.”

“Fantastic! Wonderful! Where can we meet?”

She suddenly became nervous, and started glancing wildly around
the club. “I'll find you.” She turned away, and darted through the
crowd.

“Wait!” He moved to follow her, and frantically searched the
dance floor, but she had vanished. With implacable determination,
he plowed through the dancers, making his way through the front
doors, and out of the club into the street. Scanning the crowds, he
could not see her.

A strange feeling swept over him, as though he had lost part of
his soul. He fought the efforts of the neuromechs to sooth his
frustration. The result brought a punishing crash and a sense of
defeat. No longer in the mood to party, he disconnected from the
net and emerged to his empty cube.﻿










Chapter 2
The Net


Liv. Her name
rang constantly in his mind. A chance to meet and experience the
nearness of a live human woman excited his imagination. He spent
most of his waking hours frantically searching for her. He visited
the club every night for the rest of the week, and waited for
hours. He ventured out of his cube and traveled the subway often,
heedless of his physical safety. He had to find her.

The work day meeting loomed and he had no heart to attend it,
but driven by habit, and a desire for human contact, he prepared
himself, and left his cube. During the trip to the office, he
scanned all the stations as the train flashed by, looking for some
glimpse of a slender figure. At the meeting, he sat silent, as the
same frustrating problems elicited the same useless results. He
closed the meeting early, and allowed everyone to leave. On the way
to the elevators, Allan stopped him.

“What's the matter Jake? You're not your old self. You look like
shit. Are you sick?”

Yes I'm sick, sick of living. “I guess it's just a case
of indigestion. I may be partying too much. Maybe I need to stay
away from the net. Give myself a rest.”

Allan looked dubious. “I heard on the news-net that suicides
have increased dramatically recently. Maybe you need to consult
your mind-doc.”

He felt touched by Allan's concern, but knew what to expect if
he did use the mind-doc. His neuromechs would be adjusted, and all
his real feelings would vanish. He rebelled at the idea. He had the
conviction that his passion for living connected him to his
humanity and Liv. He wouldn't abandon it for artificial euphoria.
“I'll be fine Allan, but thanks for your concern.”

Allan paused, just staring at him. “I'd hate to lose you, Jake.
There aren’t many people who try to live in the real world. It'd be
a real tragedy if you checked out. You give me hope.”

“It's not that, Allan, at least not in the near future. I've got
a lot of things on my mind. Maybe I'll follow your advice. – Check
the mind-doc. – You know.”

“Yeah. I know. Well… See you next week. Take care.”

“Bye Allan.’Till next week.”

They exited the offices separately, each to individual
elevators. Returning to his cube, he prowled the net nearly every
day looking for her. He avoided most of the virt-worlds; instead
concentrating on the last place he'd seen her. He walked the
virtual streets, ignoring the huge crowds of virtegos who passed
by. He'd met her while she existed in her persona or so he
believed. It didn't seem possible. No one connected in physical
form, or at least he had never heard of it before. Where was her
physical body? Did she live near him? His obsession threatened to
drive him insane, but fired his need to meet her. The questions
circled repetitively in his brain. She asked to meet him in person.
Didn't that imply something?

After a few days of restless searching, he disconnected from the
net, his inert body still immobilized from the paralyzing effects
his neuromechs had induced. He sweated. Although the neuromechs
isolated his nervous system from his motor functions to prevent him
from acting out his net fantasies, they didn't stop his emotions,
or the sensations experienced when he exerted himself. He rested
for a moment in the chair, still in the ambiance, but not
experiencing it. He lay there thinking, as he watched the unending
parade of virtegos stream by, staring, but not really seeing them.
Where else could he look? Where in hundreds of virtual worlds could
she be? Did she live in the net at all?

Finding her in the real world should have been easy. Not many
people moved through the streets of L.A., or traveled the tube way.
But he'd tried, walking the empty streets near his cube, and riding
the tube train, without success. I'll find you, her last,
departing words.

Jake decided he'd neglected his job long enough in his fruitless
quest. He needed to check the progress of the new chair project and
see if his engineers were doing their jobs. If he didn't supervise
them nothing would be accomplished. “Industrial virtual,
Alice.”

“Yes, boss.” Alice always morphed her appearance and personality
to match the requirements of the environment. In the industrial
virtual world, she became the plain, efficient, personal assistant
to the engineering manager of Sens-U-Environ.

The world changed. Displayed before him, as he stood on a wide
plain with a black featureless sky, spread the manufacturing heart
of North America. The complex world contained hundreds of blazing
virtual buildings that towered thousands of feet tall. They housed
ten of thousands of companies, their corporate logos prominently
blazing, creating a dazzling and intimidating sight. To walk to the
site of Sens-U-Environ would consume unnecessary real-time, so he
commanded Alice to morph him to his office.

He emerged in a wide, impressive office complete with massive
executive desk, rich with gleaming wood surfaces. Alice stood in
the room dressed in a plain, gray business suit, wearing glasses,
her hair severely pulled back and fastened. Jake chuckled. “You
don't have to do that, Alice.”

“Hey boss, it's business. Can't look like a street whore. Do you
want me to connect you? “

“Configure the chair first.” Jake settled in the chair.
Immediately he heard the soft sounds of humming office equipment
and smelled the faint, subdued scent of Alice's perfume.

“The shift Operations Supervisor is waiting to see you.”

Jake wondered what the man wanted. Ordinarily, the supervisor
reported to the Operations Manager. What did he want from him?
“I'll see him, Alice.”

The man emerged, obviously upset, and promptly sat in one of the
office chairs. “You're Jake Harrison?”

“Yes who are you?”

“Name's Carl Adams. I'm the shift supervisor for this shift, and
we're in trouble.”

Jake studied Adams. His virtego reflected gray hair, brown eyes
and a somber, nearly grim expression.  His words caused Jake
to reflect upon the whole manufacturing process. People who managed
the actual production worked two-hour shifts, three days a week.
Their job actually entailed monitoring the processes and making
corrections if one drifted out of tolerance. They spent all their
time at a virtual data input board, somewhat like the old computer
keyboards in the museums. The real factory consisted of scores of
general-purpose machines called 'fabbers'. An artificial
intelligence, a factory level AI, controlled the overall plant. The
fabbers took the design for a product from the AI, and used trash
from land-fill mining and recycling to create the parts. Fabbers
were a mature technology, more than a half century old. But the
development of artificial intelligence by Olivia Carlson, two
decades ago, had revolutionized manufacturing forever.
Manufacturing facilities nearly ran themselves. What could be so
urgent that the supervisor would bypass his nominal superior? “What
can I do for you Carl?”

“You can get people to connect for their work shifts. That's
what. I've got some people actually working eight hours a day to
take up the slack. This can't go on much longer, Jake, we'll have
to shut down some of the facilities if it does.”

“Why haven't you discussed this with your boss?”

Carl snorted and threw up his hands. “I would, if I could find
him, he hasn't connected in months. You're the only manager who
seems to give a damn, so I'm telling you. Something needs to be
done. We can't run the plants without human oversight.”

Jake knew that some of the critical processes contained
significant hazards, and if they ran out of control they could
cause severe damage to the factory, or pose an environmental
hazard. The AI that ran the manufacturing plant, although
incredibly fast and efficient, possessed the emotional maturity of
a four-year old human child. Stressful decisions that an adult
human would take in stride, could damage the AI, rendering it
inert. It required human guidance to function properly. An AI
represented a significant portion of the cost of an installation.
Human workers protected it at all times.

“Shift all the people to the most critical processes on my
authority. Let the AIs handle the rest. I'll kick this problem up
to my bosses and see if they can do something.”

Carl exhaled, and slumped back in the chair. “Thanks. I've
already done that to a certain extent… Jake, this can't go on much
longer. We're close to the breaking point.”

Jake rose from his seat and began to pace the room. “I know
Carl, I know. I just don't know how to stop the slide.” He stopped
pacing and looked at him. “Do you?”

Carl shook his head. “No. But I do know it's going to take more
than the two of us. People have to stop hiding and start
living.”

“Well, Carl, maybe if there's people like you and me still
around, there's still hope. – Alice?”

“Yes boss.”

“Forward a full virtual of this meeting to all of upper
management, and append me, asking for support.”

“Yes sir, it's done.”

“OK, Carl?”

“Thanks, Jake, I'll get back to work.” He disappeared from the
office ambiance.

Jake went back to his desk and sat behind it. “Alice, is Allan
connected?”

“No boss shall I net him?”

“No, just forward a copy of the meeting with Carl, and append a
virtual of me asking him to talk about it. Are any of the others
connected?”

“No sir, only you.”

“Very well, morph me to the plane. I want to take a walk.” The
ambiance changed, and he stood once again on the huge, perfectly
flat surface by the industrial sector. Jake occasionally walked
among the virtual buildings and through the simulation when he
wrestled with a difficult problem. He felt the bright neon colors
on the black background of the towers stimulated him. This time, he
just needed solitude to sort things out.

He fought a sense of hopelessness so deep it threatened to send
him to the same place the production manager disappeared to. There
came a time when the lure of the net, the attractiveness of living
in a virtual world without cares or responsibility became so
overwhelming that people just caved in and waited for the end. The
more people who checked out of reality, the more likely that the
end would come soon. Without the technology to support it, the net
society couldn't continue to exist, and the plague would claim the
remainder. Someone, some last, stubborn human like himself must
still remain around to turn out the lights.

After a while of endless circular thoughts he decided to call
Alice to return him to his cube. Just when he had opened his mouth
to summon her, he saw a slight human figure dash around the corner
of one of the towers and move rapidly down the simulated street.
The figure had blond hair.

Jake took off at a dead run, trying to catch up before the
person could vanish. As he got closer, he saw Liv. He'd found her.
She heard him coming and started to run. He increased his effort,
and caught the hood of her jacket. She tried to struggle out of it,
but he grabbed her arm.

She struggled. “Let me go Jake, you don't know what you're
doing.”

“If I let you go, promise me you won't run.”

“I can't promise anything.”

“Then I won't release you. Just let me talk to you – please. If
you just talk to me – I need you to talk to me – please!”

Her huge round eyes stared up at him. He noticed they held gold
flecks in the hazel. Her lips parted, and she spoke, “OK, but not
for long. I can't stay here.”

“Is there a place we can stay and talk?”

She didn't say anything at first, she just looked at him.
“Maybe… I don't know.”

“Please.”

She sighed. “OK follow me.” She led him through the wide
simulated streets, deeper into the heart of the complex. They
walked side by side, not saying anything.

As they walked Jake studied her. He once again wondered how she
could exist in the net as she appeared in reality. The net created
virtegos to the user's specifications, but the programming shaped
them, not the user. How did she accomplish it? He knew next to
nothing about net programming, his expertise lay in net
communications. But from what he knew, it should have been
impossible, yet she had done it. What other impossible secrets did
she hide?

Eventually she led him to a spot near the center of the entire
virtual world. She stopped, standing on a perfectly round inky
black circle, a circle blacker than the surrounding street. “You'll
have to come here and stand in front of me.”

Jake moved to comply with her request, and stopped in front of
her.

She looked up and down his body. “We may just fit. You need to
hold me. Put your arms completely around me, and hold on
tight.”

He didn't need a second invitation. The opportunity was too good
to pass up. He enfolded her in his arms. She pressed her body
tightly against his. He felt her legs pressed against his thighs,
and she crushed her chest into him. She wrapped her arms around him
and pulled them tighter. He could smell the scent rising from her
hair and feel the softness of her back. The close press of her
stomach stimulated him, and unbidden, he started to have an
erection.

It didn't last long. Abruptly, a shaft of absolute blackness
shot up from the street, totally confining them. He felt a moment
of sensory deprivation, as though he existed in a null-state, and
then a return to normal feeling. He stood in a strangely familiar
featureless gray void, holding Liv.

She stirred. “You can let me go now.”

He remained a little disoriented, but he knew that letting go of
her now ranked low on his list of priorities. “Hold on a minute
until I get my bearings. What was that?”

“A fast interrupt. I used it to get us here.”

He leaned back to look into her eyes. “And just where, tell me,
is here?”

“It's a null-node in the net programming, and my hideout.”

“Your hideout? What are you hiding from?”

She ignored the question. “Let me go, I can't breathe.”

“Sorry.” He released her and she stepped back. “Shall we
sit?”

“Sit, stand, it's immaterial in the net. Your body isn't here,
no matter how real it feels.”

“I'd feel more comfortable if we sit and talk, even though I
know you're right.”

She waved her arm to indicate the featureless void that
surrounded them. “There's nothing here to sit on.”

Frustrated, Jake dropped the subject. “OK, but tell me how you
can enter the net in your own persona? I saw you at the train
station. You don't look any different.”

“I could argue the point, but to save useless words, I'll tell
you. The difference between the net and reality gets … ah… thin
sometimes. – Yes that's it, thin. I'm existing on the edges of the
thinness.”

Jake cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah. That's really clear – thin. Could
you be any more obtuse?”

She laughed. “Sorry, Jake, that's as close as I can get to
explaining it. Just accept it.”

“OK, then why did you want to meet me? I've been looking all
over for you.”

Liv folded her arms across her chest. Her smile had disappeared
and she frowned. “I made a mistake. I shouldn't have involved you
in my problems. Forget what I said. Just live your life and forget
me.”

Jake spread his arms to either side of his body, hands out.
“What makes you think I've got a life? Until I met you, I didn't
care whether or not I lived the next day. You gave me a little
glimmer of hope that I might find someone who I could talk to like
a normal human being.” His frustration rose. “At least I could, if
you would stop being so damned evasive.”

She threw her hands in the air, and turned away “Don't you think
I want the same? I thought… well never mind what I thought.” Her
shoulders slumped. She turned and looked up at him. Her eyes looked
moist. “Jake I'm trying to create something. A world in which we
can all be with each other. It's just I found that I can't do it
here. I've got to find another way.”

“What? Are you saying that you have a cure?”

He saw her teeth nibble at her lower lip. “Well – no, I'm not
saying that.”

Jake studied her. She looked like someone who had found the end
of her rope and was just clinging to the weak strands.” What
are you saying?”

She opened her mouth to speak but then but snapped her lips shut
and didn't reply.

Jake looked at her, his frustration building. He sensed that she
wanted to talk but something was keeping her from revealing her
secrets. “You're maddening. First you try to meet me and now you’re
pushing me away. Make up your damned mind!”

He saw her eyes flash with anger. “It was a mistake, Jake I saw
you and I felt… forget it!” She turned her back to him.

Jake felt his opportunity slipping away, and he felt a sickening
feeling in his gut. “Liv… wait. I can help you. What do you need?
Why did you try to contact me?”

She crossed her arms again, sighed and looked down. She refused
meet his gaze. “I don't know – when I saw you at the tube station I
imagined – I mean, you looked like someone who needed… and I
needed… but it can't happen. It's impossible.”

Jake felt his head spinning with confusion. What is she
saying? “You know, you are a very irritating woman. Do you
think you could ever finish a sentence?”

She laughed. “And you are a very persistent man who can't take
no for an answer.”

He shot back. “I could if I could believe that no is
the answer. I believe that you need help and you're just too
stubborn to admit it.”

Liv dropped her arms to her side and slumped, looking down at
her feet. “Not stubborn, Jake. Just frightened. – Scared and
tired.”

“Frightened of what?”

She gestured all around her. “Frightened of this, of what it's
doing to us.” She looked up and stared into his eyes. “Frightened
for you.”

Jake head swam as her wide blue eyes transfixed him, and caused
his throat to tighten. “Well, damn it, Let me help you. I don't
care what happens to me. Don't you understand? I need a purpose, a
reason to live, and you have become that reason!”

She flinched at the vehemence of his outburst. He could see her
face change as she seemed to come to a conclusion. “Calm down Jake.
OK, you can help me, but we'll have to meet. Meet for real. Can you
do that?”

Jake felt his heart beat increase. “Of course, that's what I've
been trying to tell you. Do you want me to bring anything? Do
anything?”

Her look reflected a faint hope. “No. Let me explain first. You
see, although I can hide my net presence here, my real body is not
so fortunate. I need a real place to hide. Can you do that?”

The thought of being with her for real set his heart rate
higher. “I said so, didn't I? Just – where can we meet? And I don't
want to chase you all over L.A. again. You set a place and I'll be
there.”

“I'll meet you outside your cube tower in… make it, four hours.
Maybe a little more, it depends.” Her head snapped up. “Your AI is
probing the net looking for you. You have to leave.”

“I'll leave when I get ready.”

She seemed panicked “No! You have to leave now! If it finds you,
I'll be a disaster.”

“What? Alice will kill me? It's an AI. It can't harm a
human.”

She looked wild with anxiety. “It won't kill you. I'll do worse,
and the really horrible thing is that you won't know.”

Jake's heartbeat raced and he felt himself start to flush. “I'm
not leaving until you promise me that you'll be there. That you'll
meet me.”

“I promise!”

“Great! I'll see you in four hours.  So, how do we get out
of here?”

“You'll have to hold on to me again. That shouldn't be so hard
should it?” She grinned at him.

He didn't say anything he just grabbed her and held on tight,
pressing her to his chest and hips. He looked down at her upturned
face, at her parted, moist lips. “I won't be able to do this when
we meet again.” He kissed her, softly at first, feeling the warmth,
and then more urgently, feeling the tip of her tongue glide into
his mouth and her lips against his. The feeling reminded him of the
woman in the dream. He'd just started to enjoy it, when the
blackness descended and the same weird sensation he’d felt before
slammed down.

Jake emerged alone, back where they started, on the black circle
in the middle of the industrial sector. As soon as he regained some
sense of his surroundings, he left the spot, and started walking
toward the outer buildings.

Alice emerged and joined him on the street. “Jake, I lost
contact with you. It seems there is an anomaly somewhere in the
complex. Where did you go?”

He thought quickly. “Why, nowhere. I was walking between the
buildings and thinking about the production problems. Then suddenly
you appeared in the street and stopped me. What do you mean you
lost contact with me? I thought that couldn't happen in the
net.”

The Alice's avatar dimmed for a moment. “You're correct. I've
notified Net Security. There doesn't seem to be any lasting
effects. Do you have any commands for me?”

“Disconnect please. I want to return to the cube.” He and the
chair reemerged, centered in the industrial sector plane. “Remove
ambiance Alice.” The buildings and plane vanished, replaced by the
featureless walls of his central cubical. He stared at the blank
walls. Just like my life.

Jake thought about his next move. Liv's words haunted him.
I'll do worse – you won't know. Now he didn't trust Alice,
the AI seemed too uncomfortably interested in his absence and the
comment about contacting Net Security had put him on guard. He had
at most four hours to kill while he waited for Liv, and he would
need a reason to leave the cube to meet her.

“I think I'll have lunch now at the diner.” He removed a food
package, and had Alice connect him to the ambiance of the
old-fashioned diner he liked to frequent. He munched on a virtual
cheeseburger and fries while he pondered the problem. Without a
clear idea of a meeting place, he would just have to walk up and
down the street in front of his tower until she found him. While
not the most optimum solution, it would have to suffice. He could
use the excuse that the problems at the company required some
thought, and he thought more effectively while walking.

“Mime-mail Alice.”

“You have two from Sen-U-Environ and three from Samantha.”

Jake felt a twinge of guilt at the last. She'd effectively stood
him up, and he had a right to an explanation, but he didn't want
one. He read the company mails. They gave him full authorization to
take whatever measures he felt necessary to solve the company's
problems. Buck passing bastards. They're likely stuck in the
net just like everyone else. It didn't matter; he now had a
reason to waste a few fruitless hours trying to get the company
work force back in operation.

About a half hour before his intended rendezvous, he stopped
burning up the net with useless connects, and announced to Alice
that he intended to take a walk.

“Where are you going Jake?”

“No destination Alice, just walking and thinking.”

“Shall I monitor you?”

“No, in fact, while I'm gone, just enter suspend mode. I'll wake
you when I return.”

His steps echoed down the deserted boulevard, as he walked in
front of the cube towers. He didn't look anywhere but at the
sidewalk, ignoring the buildings, fearful of disappointment.

As he passed by one of the alleys between the buildings he heard
a noise. It sounded like someone sobbing. He stopped and listened.
The crying ceased. He turned and walked down the space between the
massive buildings that blocked the sunlight. His eyes required a
moment to adjust to the shadows. He looked down the alley and spied
someone huddled against the wall. “Liv?”

“Go away.”

“Liv, what are you doing here?”

“You're mistaken. I'm not Liv. Go away. It's dangerous.”

He approached cautiously, fearful of frightening the person who
spoke. He peered at a face hidden behind the hood of a jacket.
“Liv, I know it's you. What are you doing in this alley?”

She looked up; her wide eyes were red from crying. “I made a
mistake Jake. I shouldn't have contacted you. Go away, I'll only
endanger you.”

“What are you talking about? Endanger me how?”

“It's not important. Forget you ever saw me. The whole thing is
useless anyhow. Neither of us can do anything about it, and I'm
tired of running.”

“Running? Running from whom? You're not making any sense.”

Her brittle laugh echoed in the alleyway. “Sense? What makes
sense anymore?” Her last words rose as though she was loosing her
mind.

“Look, Liv, let me take you back to your cube. You can get help
there.”

She laughed again, bitterly. “I don't have a cube, I'm
homeless.”

Homeless. The idea was absurd. No one went homeless in
L.A., not for the last three decades. “How can you be homeless?
Everyone has a place to stay. Even if it's only one room. Did your
building get damaged? Were you thrown out of your cube? How could
that happen?”

She didn't reply.

“Look, I'll take you to my cube. You can get rested and cleaned
up. Eat some food, and we'll straighten this out.”

“Are you crazy? You could be committing suicide. No, I'll just
leave and you can forget you ever saw me.”

He realized that he couldn't – wouldn't leave her here. He'd
been fantasizing about meeting her and he wouldn't let the
opportunity pass by. “It's all right Liv. I'll take the chance, I'm
begging you. I can't leave you here like this. Please come to my
cube, and we'll talk.” He sensed her resolution start to crumble.
“Please Liv, please.”

She rose to her feet. He reached to help her up.

She recoiled from his hand. “Don't touch me!”

“Sorry. I thought you needed help.”

“You're a fool, Jake. A nice fool, but a fool all the same.”

He watched her rise on shaky legs. “My cube is on the upper
floors. Are you sure you can make it?”

“I'll make it. I've made it this far.” She waited until he
started walking toward his cube tower, and then followed him.

She trailed behind until they reached the elevator. She
hesitated, but then entered the elevator with him. She stood in a
corner as far away as from him as she could as the elevator
ascended. He led her to his door and she stopped.

“What's the matter? This is my home. You're welcome to come in
and rest.”

“I can't. Not until you shut down your AI.”

“Shut Alice down? Why? She's just an AI. She can help you.”

“No! Not until it's deactivated, shut down completely.”

Why shut down my AI? Is she hiding something? She looks like
she might bolt. “OK, don't panic. I'll shut her down.”

“I'll wait here until you do.”

He opened his door and entered the room. All of the cube
Artificial Intelligences had an emergency shutdown code in case of
a breakdown that could endanger the room's occupants. It required
both a key and the code to activate it. He used his key on the
emergency lock-switch, stood in the center of his cube, and spoke
the authorization code. “Code Jake. Emergency shutdown, Alice.
Now.” Just to make sure, he removed the key. Alice could only
activate if he turned it back on. He opened the door. “OK, she's
off. You can come in.”

Liv hesitated until he moved back from the door and then entered
the cube. He waited until she moved back to a safe distance, and
then closed it.

He felt uncomfortable, awkward. He fumbled for something to say.
“Uh, I'm sorry, there's only one place to sit in the whole place.”
He laughed nervously. “I wasn't expecting guests.”

“That makes us even. I wasn't expecting to be a guest.”

“Uh … we could sit on the floor. I have some coverlets. For
the chair … that is.”

“If it's not too much to ask, I would kill for a hot
shower.”

“Certainly. Uh … how have you been cleaning yourself?”

“I haven't, and I smell like it. Hygiene isn't possible when you
don't have a home, not in L.A.”

Now that she mentioned it, he could smell her, a ripe earthy
odor. “I have a robe, you could use that. We can put your clothes
through the cleaner.”

“Sorry. If you've worn it recently, I don't dare use it.”

“OK, I'll order a new one. It'll be sterile. You can use it if
you want.” He pointed to the bathroom door. “The shower is there.
Would you like some food?”

“After I'm clean. Then we need to talk.”

“OK while you're showering, I'll order some blankets. That is,
unless you want to sleep in the chair, I don't mind.”

“Sleep in the chair? With you? I don't think so.”

He blushed. “No, that's not what I meant. I mean, you can sleep
in the chair and I'll stretch out on the floor.”

She just stared at him. After a moment, tears appeared and
started flowing down her cheeks. She jumped up, ran to the
bathroom, and closed the seldom-used door. A sigh escaped his lips
as the sound of her sobs reached his ears. It made him feel
helpless. What have I done? I was just trying to be nice.
Soon, he heard the water running, and the sobbing stopped.

He rose and left the cube. Since Alice remained off, he needed
to use the tower's common net-link, and he couldn't do it from his
room. He placed the order for the extra robe and two blankets. He
thought a moment, and then added extra food, and extra dental
supplies. He reentered the room, and found her emerging from the
bathroom.

She carried her clothing. She wore nothing. The sight mesmerized
him. He stared in fascination. No stranger to nudity, he typically
wore clothing only to go out in public to the weekly engineering
meetings. But the sight of her female flesh so near and yet
unapproachable, acted as a potent aphrodisiac.

She had blond hair that now framed her head in a glorious halo
from the drying cycle in the shower.  Images of the woman in
the dream flashed through his mind. But Liv obviously had been
starving, her flanks were skinny, her hips concave. Her breasts
were small but well-formed; they would fit in his hands. The blond
hair growing from her pubic area matched her head. He felt he had
never seen anything so erotic in his life. The sight brought a
flush to his face and scalp; a tingling sensation flowed over his
body. Since Alice couldn't program his neuromechs, it had to be
natural. He felt a powerful arousal, and had to look away.

Liv moved to the kitchen and put her clothing in the cleaner.
“Did you order some blankets?”

He controlled himself, but still his voice came out as a croak.
“Yes and some other things. I stipulated fast delivery. The stuff
should be here by this evening.”

“Do you have any sterile gloves?”

“Yes, a few.”

“Good. If we're going to do this, we need to be careful. Gloves
will help. You mentioned food?”

“Do you want me to get it?”

“No, just tell me where it is.” She returned with a package, sat
on the floor, and tore it open.

Jake watched as she ate. She sat cross-legged. He couldn't look
at her waist, a brief glimpse had revealed her pubic area, and he
had flushed at the sight. He waited until she finished. “You seem
to know a lot about the plague, what should we do?”

“The disease is promulgated by three vectors. Breath, it's sort
of like the common cold in that respect, touch – that's the reason
for the gloves, and of course, sex. If we avoid all those, we
should be safe. Of course if you have haz-suits, it would be
better.”

“I don't. I refuse to wear them.”

“Stupid, but I understand.” She balled up the wrappings from her
meal, rose from the floor, and padded to the disposal in the
kitchen. “You can get comfortable if you want, it won't bother
me.”

He didn't know if he should. The current state of his body
telegraphed his feelings exactly. It might be embarrassing. “Maybe
later, I may have to leave the cube for something else, so, how are
you feeling?”

“How am I feeling? What kind of question is that? I'm homeless,
I'm holed up with a maniac who doesn't have a care for his own
life, and you ask how I'm feeling?” She looked confused, slightly
crazed, and about to cry again.

Jake felt stung by her words. The things that he wanted to ask,
to tell her, would leave him vulnerable, subject to her scorn. He
decided to change the subject to something more pertinent to their
situation. “OK, I get it. I was just trying to make conversation.
You said you were running. That implies that you're running from
something. Is it a person? Is someone threatening you?”

She laughed, nearly maniacal. “You could say that. And you'd be
wrong. Let it go, Jake. For your own safety, for both our sakes,
let it go.”

The timer on the cleaner chimed, indicating her clothes were
done. She rose from the floor and removed them. “I'll be in the
bathroom. I need to think in private. We can continue this
discussion later – or not. I would prefer not. It's up to you.”

Jake scooted back toward the wall, and leaned against it. His
mind encircled all of her cryptic comments. Never once had she
given him a straight answer. She evaded, led the conversation where
she wanted it to go, and constantly kept him at arm's length. He
had no idea where she came from, or how she'd decided to choose
him. Did it matter? He'd finally found her, his first opportunity
for real human contact in nearly ten years. He had to find a way to
keep her with him.

After a long time, she emerged from the bathroom, fully dressed.
She wordlessly dropped to the floor, glanced once at him, then
buried her face in her knees

They sat apart on the floor, not saying anything, staring at the
blank walls and the chair, avoiding eye contact. To Jake, it felt
strange to be this intimate, but so hopelessly far away. He waited
as long as he could, but the urge to communicate finally broke his
resolve.

“This is getting nowhere. At least tell me something about
yourself. How did you become homeless?”

She laughed and threw her head back. “I can't Jake. If I told
you, it would lead to another question, and that would lead to
another and the final answer would kill you. I won't be responsible
for that.”

“Well, what can we talk about?”

“Oh I don't know. How about the world situation? Answer? It
sucks. End of conversation.”

They reverted to silent brooding.

“Do I know you, Liv?” He could see the surprise his question
caused.

She didn't say anything for a moment. “You can't know
me, Jake, it's not safe. Hell, I don't even know me. I once used to
think I did. Now… It's in the past. But the irony is… yes, Jake, of
all the people in this world, I think you know me best.”

Jake ignored the pain he could hear in her answer. “When I was a
young child, Liv, I had a mother who held me, a father who taught
me to be a man and a brother I loved, who was also my best friend.
That's all gone. Now, it’s hard to find the borders between the
real world and the false. I'm becoming lost. I eat in the net, work
in the net and fuck in the net. I spend more time in a fantasy than
reality. My family hugged and kissed and touched each other. We
didn't live apart, we lived together. I want that again Liv. I want
it so bad it's driving me insane.”

“You're fortunate. I never knew my parents. They were killed
when I was young.”

“Who raised you?”

“I was old enough to be on my own. It's a long depressing story
and it's unimportant.” Her words belied the look of pain in her
eyes.

“Have you ever had a friend, Liv?”

She looked away, staring at the wall beside her for a few
seconds before she replied. “No. I had acquaintances, but never
someone I could call a friend.”

“Could I be your friend?”

“Don't go there Jake. Life's painful enough, and I can't stay
here long. I'll have to leave. Don't make it any harder on me.”

Jake cringed at the thought that she would go and leave him
alone again. Maybe she's right. Don't get involved. “What
do you plan to do?”

“Me? Run. Run as far away and as fast as I can. Look for
someplace to hide, maybe in the naturalist enclaves.”

He arched a brow, “I thought they all died out.”

“Maybe. I don't know. What other choice is there? I need to
drink, eat – find shelter. Have time to work out my problems – if I
can. I can't do it in a large city. I thought I could, but it's
impossible.”

“I could go with you, if you need help.”

“Don't be ridiculous, Jake, you'd die before we could get there.
Trust me, I know. It's impossible.”

“Maybe I don't care. Maybe I'm so desperate I'll take any chance
to escape from this nightmare.”

“It's not a chance, Jake, it's a certainty. If you leave the
city, you will die.”

“How do you know that?”

“I can't tell you how I know.”

“So, we're back to that, are we?”

“Yeah, I guess we are.” She compressed her lips in a thin line,
and looked away.

They were quite for a while. Finally Liv spoke. “What do you
know about the neuromechs, Jake?”

He shrugged. “Not much, I'm a communications engineer. I just
know they're parked in my brain.”

She leaned forward and hugged her knees. “They're much more than
that. Those nanomachines are one of the most significant inventions
of the human mind ever created, nearly a life form by themselves.
They're smaller than a human chromosome, silicon based, much like
DNA in their makeup. They have gene analogues that can be used to
store information and they inhabit every sensory and motor center
in your brain. Fortunately they can't record thoughts, at least we
weren't that stupid, but anything you say, hear, or see is recorded
for your cube AI or any AI to deliver to the net. Certain keywords,
visual images or spoken thoughts can be tagged, and if they are,
bad things can happen. Things I don't want to happen. Do you
understand what I'm saying?”

Jake sighed. “I think so.”

She didn't speak for a while. Finally her voice broke the
silence. “Do you read romance novels Jake?”

Startled by the turn of her conversation, Jake stammered.
“N-novel? Do you mean old fashioned paper books? That kind?”

“Yes, I used to own some. Would you like to hear a story? A
romance story?”

Jake didn't know where she led, but he decided to follow. “A
romance story? Sure, go ahead.”

Liv stared directly at his eyes, and began. “Once upon a time a
sorceress lived in a magical kingdom. The sorceress was very
knowledgeable about magic, and she could create marvelous things to
make the kingdom better. But certain events lay beyond her powers,
and one day a dark force settled upon the kingdom, putting everyone
to sleep. They slept and they dreamed, locked in a fantasy world.
The same force confined her in a magical tower which she could not
escape. So she studied her magic constantly to find the words that
would allow her to leave the tower, because by this time she had
found the source of the dark force and the means to defeat it, but
she needed her freedom.

“A long time passed while the people in the realm dreamed, but
finally the sorceress found the magical words that allowed her to
escape the tower, and she began to wander through the kingdom in
search of a magical talisman to bring the people out of their
slumbers. Along the way, the sorceress saw a handsome knight. The
knight was not dreaming, in fact he was awake and she felt drawn
toward him. She hadn't experienced many relationships while she
grew, her magical parents ignored her, and she was too busy with
her magical studies and her work to pay much attention to that
aspect of life, but she felt that she was attracted to the knight.
Of course, it helped that he was the only person in the kingdom who
was awake, but she felt that even if the kingdom teemed with
people, she would still have been drawn toward him. She even
dreamed about him, and in her dream, made love to him. It was
wonderful, everything she'd ever hoped it would be, but sadly, she
knew that if she approached him in the real world, the dark force
would find him, and render him unconscious, to lie down and dream
forever.

“However, as she continued to search for the talisman she found
that the attraction of the knight distracted her from her quest. In
desperation, she abandoned any hope of happiness, and instead
continued her travels to find the magic.”

“Jake, I wish this story had a happy ending, but many romance
novels don't.” She leaned back against the wall and closed her
eyes.

Jake remained silent for awhile, thinking. She's revealing
something without saying it, but why? What does she want? “I
think I read that novel. But my version contained a chapter that
yours didn't. In my version, the knight met the sorceress in the
dream and he knew. When he touched her hair, kissed her lips, and
filled her body, he knew that this was the woman he wanted, the one
he had to have, even if the world was filled with people. He knew
that he would lay down his life for her and nothing, not even fear
of the dark, would take her away from him. He would follow her
wherever her quest led and protect her, even to the ends of the
earth.”

As his words echoed through the room the tears began to flow
from beneath Liv's closed lids, trailing down her cheeks. After a
while, she drew in a shuddering breath, and laughed through the
tears. “The knight is a fucking idiot, Jake.”

He laughed with her. “So is the fucking sorceress, and she
hasn't a prayer, the knight wants her. I wonder if the blankets
have arrived, I think I'll go check.”

Jake took delivery of the supplies, handling them with sterile
gloves at Liv's insistence. They argued about sleeping
arrangements. Jake offered Liv the use of the chair. Designed for
multiple-use as a net-world center, bed, and sex platform it
provided enough room for two people to sleep snugly. Now with Alice
shut down, it remained inert. Liv insisted that she would sleep on
the floor, so after some discussion, he took the chair. The cube
had only one large window and the building had not been cleaned in
years, so the sunlight that managed to find its way in just
emphasized the gloom. They ate the last meal of the day without
augmentation. It tasted bland and unappetizing but Jake managed to
choke it down. The cube lacked utensils for two, so they had to
alternate the use of the one drinking glass, cleaning and
sterilizing it in the microwave food warmer between uses. Their
actions were awkward and inconvenient because they had to keep at a
safe distance from each other. While they worked, Jake kept
glancing at her, and occasionally caught her looking back at him.
He seized every opportunity to crack a joke and make her smile or
wince at him, and once she threw a food wrapper at him after some
ironic comment started her laughing.

Finally, they arranged their separate sleeping areas. Liv
insisted that Jake get comfortable so they slept in the nude. When
they finally settled in, Jake could not sleep. He lay awake, his
mind casting about in random confusion, trying to anchor itself, to
make sense of the situation he faced, to arrive at a solution.

Liv's voice broke the silence. “Jake, are you awake?”

He rose on one elbow trying to see in the dark. “Yes, I can't
sleep.”

“Neither can I… Jake? I've got a question.”

“Yes?”

“Will I be your special friend, your sorceress?”

Elation flooded his body and his heart seemed as though it would
burst from his chest. Finally he managed to choke out the words,
“Yes Liv, I think I would like that.”

“Thank you. I think now, I can sleep.”

“I think I can too. Goodnight … milady.”

“Goodnight, Jake.”

﻿










Chapter 3
The Quest


Jake woke, hoping he hadn't been
dreaming. He rubbed his eyes to clear his vision, as a momentary
panic had him moving to look down over the edge of his chair to
make sure. He risked a peek; his heart feeling like it would rise
up out of his throat. Relief washed through him as he stared down
at the slight form cuddled in the blankets. It hadn’t been a
dream.

It felt strange in the room with a real, live, warm woman beside
him. He stared at her, as her chest rose and fell with her
breathing. She lay on her side, one leg tucked up to her abdomen,
the other stretched out. She seemed caught in a dream because he
could see her eyes move rapidly behind her lids. She turned over
and the blanket slipped off, leaving her nude body exposed. He
didn't look away, he just savored the moment. She raised her other
knee giving him a clear view of her thighs and pubic area. The
sight aroused him, and his groin responded, as his normal morning
erection started to grow larger. He imagined stroking the tawny
soft flesh of her breasts and sinking his himself into her
sensitive and concealed sex.

Jake couldn't look away. The urge to mate overpowered him.
Erotic thoughts crowded his brain. He imagined himself burying his
tongue in the tender flesh of her sex, her soft hair caressing his
lips, as he licked and stimulated her to orgasm He turned over on
his stomach and began to grind his groin into the soft synthetic
fabric of the chair. An almost uncontrollable urge to join her on
the floor and take her regardless of the danger from the plague
pounded away at his self control. Jake started breathing heavily.
He raised his hips and his hand strayed down to fist his painfully
hard erection. He began to stroke himself. It wasn’t long before he
shuddered from a powerful orgasm, and the aftermath of his pleasure
glistened on his hips and chest. A little embarrassed at what he
considered adolescent behavior, he rose from the chair, and padded
to the bathroom to clean his body. Finished, he went out into the
main room, grabbed some fresh clothing from the tiny closet, and
began to dress.

“Nice buns,” Liv's sleepy voice said.

He paused midway through dressing and looked at her. “What? Do
you really think so?”

“Yeah. You've got a nice body, Jake. Not like those ridiculous
cartoons on the net. I really like your blue eyes.”

“They're gray.”

“Not when you're aroused.”

“Well, I've got to admit. You've got a sexy body too.”

“What? No, I'm too skinny.”

“No Liv. You're a beautiful human woman, and the sight of you
naked is the most powerful sight in the world.”

She looked at his naked hips. “That looks like it might be fun
to play with.”

“Oh? You think?” He moved toward her.

“I think we had better end this conversation.” She rose, grabbed
her clothes and ran into the bathroom.

After a while she emerged, fully clothed, and moved to the
kitchen. “You left the commode seat up.”

“Huh? So what?”

“So… nothing – forget it.”

He didn't have any idea what she was complaining about, and he
decided not to pursue it.

Liv returned with a food package. “Let's eat and then we can
talk about what to do.”

They ate silently, sitting on the floor. Periodically, Jake
glanced at her and occasionally their eyes would make contact,
eliciting a smile, or nose wrinkle on Liv's part. He watched each
small mannerism, the delicate way she selected a morsel of food
with her fingers, a grimace when one of the packages proved
difficult to open, and the grace with which she moved her arms and
legs. Jake feared it couldn't last, and the thought that she would
be gone caused a heavy feeling in his chest. “Liv isn't there any
possibility that we could just stay together? I mean, couldn't we
find a place together?”

“Jake – No. No, it's impossible. I have to leave, and as much as
I may want to be with you, you must live here in the city. Forget
you saw me. It's too dangerous for you.”

“Why's it dangerous for me and not for you?”

“I'm – special. I can't explain why, but you'll have to trust
me. I can't stay here and you can't follow me where I'm going.”

“I don't understand.”

“Look, Jake, after a few days, if your AI is not turned back on,
the net will become – ah – concerned. Yes – concerned. It will try
to locate you to make sure you're all right. It will send a human
operative to question you. How you respond is very important,
because your answers can cause bad things to happen. If I am here,
the bad things will become catastrophic things, much worse than you
can imagine. I need to leave before the net gets suspicious.”

“Is that why you're homeless?”

“Partly. I can't be anywhere a net-connected AI can find
me.”

“How do you plan to get out of the city?”

“I don't know. I made a mistake in coming here, I couldn't
complete what I planned to do, and now I know this is futile.”

Jake brooded. To have this opportunity, and immediately lose it
caused unbearable pain. He had to find a way to remain with her.
“At least, you can rest up and recover your strength. That's
something. How long can you stay?”

“Not long, it's probably too late, your AI knows I'm here.”

“Alice? She's shut down.”

“It's recording all of our movements, our conversation, and
anything we do that's net related. As soon as you turn it back on,
that information will immediately become part of the net-AI.”

“You mean Alice is eavesdropping?”

“You could say that, but it can't think about it, until you
reactivate it. I'll wipe it before I leave.”

“You can do that? What are you, some kind of super-hacker?”

She laughed. “No, just a human woman who knows a lot about these
kinds of things.”

“OK. I have an idea. If you plan to leave the city, you need to
know how to do it. Why don't we leave the cube, and find a route
out. We can start in the tube train. Take it as far as it will go,
out of L.A., then walk as far as we can.”

She hesitated, biting on her lower lip. “I don't know – let me
think about it.” Liv lapsed into silence.

With no interface to the net, Jake experienced crushing boredom
while he waited for her to decide. If he could activate Alice she
would provide companionship, comfort, and even sex if he needed it.
Without his AI he wouldn't survive. His dependence upon a machine
unnerved him a lot. He looked in the corner at Liv, who stared at
the floor. She represented a seductively-attractive
alternative.

Liv stirred. She seemed to have come to a decision and adopted a
resigned look. “Let's go Jake. It's worth a try. But I need to wipe
your AI first.”

They left the cube after Liv worked with the AI, taking two
blankets to put on the train seats. In addition, each of them
carried two packets of food. Liv assured him that they could find
water during their trip and they walked out of the tower down to
the underground. Jake didn't have any idea which direction led out
of the city, so he let Liv choose.

They rode in silence on either side of the compartment as the
train flashed past station after station. Jake wondered when they
would reach the end. It seemed like less than an hour before the
train finally slowed and slid to a stop. He didn't know what to
expect. Would it be more of the city? Where were they? They exited
the compartment, and rode the escalator to the surface. They
stepped out onto a sidewalk, and he looked up and down the wide
street that it bordered. Buildings lined it into the visible
distance. They looked different from the towers that housed his
cube and the offices where he worked. They weren't as tall, and
they were obviously in poor condition. The fronts had a drab
sameness. Filth fouled the windows to such an extent it made it
nearly impossible to see the interiors and thousands of birds
perched on every surface or flew endlessly around the
structures.

He waited. “Which direction do you want to try?”

“Which way was the train moving when we got off?”

“It think – That way,” he pointed to the right. “It's hard to
tell. We got turned in the underground. I guess one way is as good
as the next.”

“OK, to the right then.”

They began to walk along the buildings. Jake left ample space
between himself and Liv, but stayed close enough to assist her in
case of trouble. Wind blew through the alleys, occasionally
creating whistling and moaning sounds and their footsteps echoed
along the street. Even in the deserted streets of the inner city,
the noises of equipment and ventilation fans broke the silence.
Here, no sound but the wind, the cries of the birds, and the echoes
of their footsteps greeted them. He started to become uneasy by the
unusual setting. Some of the buildings appeared damaged, windows
broken and not repaired, doors forced open. Something or someone
had caused it, but where were the people? He peered into one of the
broken windows and saw dusty clothing on racks. The fashions
indicated that the garments dated more than ten years ago. The
owners must have died from the plague. As they moved down the
sidewalk, the damage grew worse and his sense of danger
increased.

Liv stopped in front of a building that once housed a grocery
store. “I don't like this, maybe we should go back.”

“I know what you mean, but if you're going to leave the city,
this is the way you'll have to come. How did you get to L.A. in the
first place?”

“I took the intercontinental bullet train.”

“Well why don't you ride it out of the city?”

“It's too dangerous, it's not working very well, and I nearly
got caught.”

“Caught? Caught by whom?”

Liv looked down the street avoiding Jake's gaze. “I can't –”

Crap! “Wait! Don't tell me, I know. – You can't talk
about it.”

“I told you Jake, that there were some things I couldn't
explain. It doesn't matter. When I left the bullet train station, I
became lost, and I haven't any idea how to find it again. L.A. is
bigger than I imagined it.”

“So what do you want to do?”

She became silent and introspective. Then she glanced down the
street. “Let's give it a little more time and if we haven't reached
the outskirts, we'll turn around and head back to the cube.”

He shrugged. “You lead, I'll follow.”

Liv continued down the sidewalk. They walked for another hour
without finding a way out, just more of the same dilapidated and
filthy buildings.

As they walked Jake examined the complex feelings that Liv had
aroused in him. He stared as he watched her hips swing, and
realized that he felt oddly protective toward her despite the fact
that she seemed more self assured than he did. At the same time she
irritated him with her stubborn refusal to reveal any detail about
herself, like he was an innocent who would expire from the
revelation that she existed. It insulted the male-generated image
of his omnipotence and emasculated him. I want her and I can’t
have her. She frustrates me and attracts me. Am I falling in love
with her? It had been so long since he had felt human skin and
arms and lips caressing him, holding him, and signifying love that
he just couldn’t know. Are we losing our capacity for love? Is
the net destroying that very last vestige of our humanity?
What happened on the net was sex, pure and simple. Just a way to
find contact where there was none. In no way could it be equated to
love. He knew love. He had felt it from his parents, brother and
his first encounter with Shelly. I finally remembered her name.
I would have married her in another world.

Periodically they encountered a cross street. At one of the
intersections, Jake thought that he spotted a discontinuity a few
blocks away to their left. “What's that?” He pointed down the
street.

Liv shielded her eyes with her hand. “I don't know. It looks
different. Let's go that way.”

They turned at the intersection, and a few blocks down the
street they saw it. At the end of the block, the street became an
uninhabited road, a road that stretched into the far horizon. The
city simply ended. It didn't die out and become sparse, it just
ended. Jake remembered as a boy, living with his parents that the
outlying areas of L.A. consisted of suburbs. They apparently had
vanished. It looked as though a giant hand had plucked out all the
buildings beyond a certain point, revealing vacant land, as far as
the eye could see. They gazed around in amazement, scanning the
horizon. Jake realized now, that they had walked parallel to the
edge of the city all along. If at any time at an intersection, they
had turned left, they would have run into it.

They walked down the road a little distance out into the vast
emptiness. As his senses became accustomed to the sight, Jake
realized that the demarcation between the vacant land and the city
varied considerably, not quite uniform, more like a fractal. It
didn't matter, in the distance, the eye could not discern the
difference and it looked straight as a ruler. He also noticed the
land didn't lie fallow. Bordering the city, he saw green stripes,
evidence of agriculture. Faint clouds of dust billowed out, likely
from the activities of automated farm equipment used for
cultivation. Jake had heard the reports before of the massive
effort required to feed the population, but that had only been
net-news. Here he stared at the results of that project.

“It's a giant farm. It's where our food comes from.”

Liv nodded. “The AI's must have done this as part of the food
production effort. Optimal use of the land and living space. But
the city is dying like an organism at the fringes. The center will
be the last to go.”

The thought saddened him, but Liv had a point. The evidence of
the city's decay lay behind them. “Liv? Look down there,” he
pointed a distance down the geometrically straight roadway. “I
think I see something. Do you see it?”

She stared in the direction he indicated. “Yes, a slight clump
by the road. Let's go check it out.”

He felt tired. They had just walked further than he had in
years, but he didn't want to reveal weakness in front of Liv. “I
don't know. It looks pretty far away.”

“If we get too far and haven't reached it, we can turn back.”
She started walking.

Jake hesitated, and then followed her. They walked for a few
miles before they could identify the object. He called out, “it's a
tree. What's one, lone tree doing in the middle of all of
this?”

Liv stopped and waited for him to catch up. “I don't know. How
does it get water?”

“The government built desalinization plants long ago and some of
the water comes from the north. L.A. is dry country, so they must
use drip irrigation. These crops will die if the water-producing
facilities fail.”

Liv didn't respond at first, but then she gestured down the
road. “Let's see what kind of tree grows in the middle of
nowhere.”

They continued on. The tree grew, revealing its huge girth and
expanse of foliage. Soon Jake could see that its branches sagged,
burdened by some kind of fruit. As they got closer, he could
discern the color and shape of the fruit. “They're plums! It's a
plum-tree!”

They ran the remaining distance to the tree and entered the
shade of its branches. Jake stared in amazement and delight.
“Plums. I haven't seen real plums since I was a kid.” He grabbed
one and bit into its flesh. “Mumm, delicious! God, that's soo
good!”

He saw juice dribbling down Liv's chin. She rolled her eyes with
obvious pleasure, and finished the fruit down to the seed. “That's
the difference between the net and reality, Jake. The neuromechs
mimic the world to an amazing degree, but they can never get it
quite right. This – this is reality.” She pointed to the tree.

They sat beneath the plum-tree as close as they dared, gorging
themselves on the fruit. The sun lowered toward the horizon.

“Liv, with you here, at this place, at this time, this feels
like a first date, and I think it's the best date of my life.”

“I wouldn't know. I never had much time for dates or sex, just
my work. But if this is what a date is like, I'm sorry I missed out
on it.”

“What work did you do?”

She remained silent for a while. “God, Jake, I hate repeating
this, but I can't tell you.”

He suddenly felt angry and his mood evaporated. “I think we need
to head back to the cube.” He rose from the dirt and angrily
brushed his clothes.

“Jake, I'm sorry I don't want to hurt you, I never want to hurt
you. You're my only friend. Maybe I should go now. Staying with you
will only make it harder.”

Her words caused his stomach to roil with anxiety. “No! – No,
you need to prepare for this. I'll load you with all the food I
have. After all, it's only one plum-tree in the middle of nowhere.
You can't live on plums.” His smile hid his sadness.

“OK, one more night, and I'll leave in the morning.” She rose to
follow him.

As they walked to the roadway, Jake heard a mechanical clanking
sound coming from his left. He looked down the road, and spied a
vehicle coming toward them. It appeared a large, three-wheeled
conveyance. Surprisingly, there was human driver. He stopped,
waiting, while the machine approached them. It was an old, antique,
rusty farm tractor. “I wonder what he wants?”

“I wonder where he came from?” Liv said.

The tractor stopped a safe distance from them. The occupant did
not speak. He just looked at them. Jake became uncomfortable under
his stare. “Hi! We're just looking – looking at the tree. It's
beautiful.”

He didn't reply.

“Nice meeting you, we'll be going now.” He beckoned for Liv to
follow him.

She didn't move. “Where are you from?”

The young sandy-haired driver studied her. After a moment, he
spoke. “You folks from the city?”

Liv walked toward the tractor. “Yes but I'm trying to leave it.
Find somewhere else to live. Do you know of a place?”

“Maybe. Maybe if you don't have the plague.”

“I don't. Is there anywhere we can talk?”

“Could be. His brown eyes glanced to Jake. How about your
friend?”

“He needs to stay here. He can't leave the city.”

Jake panicked. He moved to stand in front of her. “Liv you don't
know this guy. He could be dangerous. He could harbor the plague. I
had a feeling back in the city. There's something strange about
this. Let's go back.”

“Wait, Jake, this could be important. More important than you
know. Wait a while.” She walked around him and addressed the man
sitting in the tractor. “Do you have the plague?”

He laughed. “No. None of us have it. We never got it.”

“Do you know why?”

“I 'spec cause we didn't live in the city. Use'd t' be migrant
workers. Picked crops. That is, 'til the machines started doin' it.
We eat OK though. Steal from the fields, from the city. Lots of
food out there.” He pointed to the farm land.

“Aren't you connected to the net?” Liv asked.

“You kiddin'? Couldn't afford it on a crop picker's pay. Naw, we
ain't connected. None of us are.”

Liv became obviously excited. “Listen, Jake, I've got to go talk
to these people. You need to stay here. I promise. I'll be
back.”

The thought that she might not return, brought tightness and
pain to Jake's throat and chest. He wanted to grab her and prevent
her from leaving, but knew he couldn't touch her. “You
promise?”

There were tears in her eyes. “Jake, if what I suspect is right,
we may never have to leave each other again. This is bigger than
you or me or… us. It involves the whole human race. I have to go
with these people.”

Reluctantly, he nodded. “I'll wait for you here, under the
tree.”

“I'll be back.” She stared at him a long time, as though she
tried to memorize him. “I promise, Jake, I'll be back.” She turned
to the man who waited on the tractor. “Can you give me a ride?”

“Sure. Hop in the trailer. We still want to keep our distance
though, Least 'til we know you better.”

She walked to the trailer and climbed over the side. “See you in
a little while, Jake.”

He watched as the tractor vanished down the road, and then
walked back to sit under the plum-tree.﻿










Chapter 4
Parting


Jake had fallen asleep under the
tree. At the sound of the tractor he woke and walked out onto the
road. The sun lay low near the horizon. Liv had returned as she
promised. This time, she rode near the driver in the front of the
vehicle. The sight startled him. Jake's throat tightened. The
tractor stopped. She stepped down from it and walked to the tree.
She halted when she saw his face. “I guess you know.”

He felt his chest grow tight and a pain started to clench his
gut. He knew “You're not coming back.”

Liv looked down and bit her bottom lip. Then her head came up to
look at him. “I'm going to stay with these people.”

He hid his hurt and disappointment, but inside the pain started
to become unbearable. If this is how love feels, maybe it’s
good thing that we can no longer express it. He silently
gathered up the blanket and turned to walk away, back toward the
city.

“Wait! Jake, it’s not what you think.”

He stopped, staring at the city. “Yeah? Then what is it? It's
obvious you made your choice. Now I've got to live with mine.”

“You're my friend, Jake, the only friend I have. Maybe – maybe
more than my friend. I need you.”

A small hope flared, but then died. “Need me? Need me for what?
You've got what you came for. Leave me alone. It was probably
foolish to think we could ever be together. I've got to learn to
accept things the way they are and stop hoping. There is
no hope. It's just the way things are.”

Her voice when she replied sounded tight, like it held nearly
unmanageable anguish. “You're wrong! Trust me. Come back tomorrow.
I'll be waiting here, under the tree. We'll talk then. Come at the
same time. The time when we found the tree.”

He turned to look at her. “Talk? About what? Why can't we talk
now?”

“Dave,” she pointed back to the tractor, “he's the man driving
the tractor – he says the city isn't safe at night. You need to
hurry back. But, I promise. I'll be here and we'll talk this out.
Same time tomorrow. Remember under the tree at the same time we got
here. OK?”

Jake hesitated. Her words gave him some hope. The feeling might
be futile, but still more than he had before. “OK, tomorrow then,
here, about twelve noon. I'll be here.”

“Good I've got to go. You go home and have a good night's sleep.
Until tomorrow.” She turned to go but then stopped and turned back.
“And Jake – please, please be patient with me. Have hope.” She
walked back to the tractor.

Jake hurried back to the city, reluctant to linger in its
outskirts at dark. He barely managed to make it to the train
station before the sun disappeared. As he traveled back to the
cube, he brooded over the day's events, pondering their meaning.
Liv hid something, but what? What could account for her strange
behavior? What did she want from him? Was she using him? If so, for
what? How could Dave and his friends live outside the city? He had
a plethora of questions, and no foundation upon which to find the
answers. He returned late to the cube and let himself in. He
cleaned the rooms, removing all trace of Liv's presence, and then
reactivated Alice. Liv had erased all recordings of her presence in
the cube, or so she said. She seemed to have an inordinate
knowledge of the systems and how to manipulate them.

“Good evening Jake. Where have I been?” Liv had warned him that
the artificial intelligence would be curious as to why he shut it
down. Alice had just confirmed it.

“I needed some privacy, Alice, to work through some of my
problems. I'm better now.”

“Shouldn't you use the mind-doc, Jake?”

“No I won't need it. I'm tired. I just need to eat and get some
sleep.”

“Very well. Shall I prepare you a meal?”

“Yes, Alice.” He felt that his AI harbored suspicions, but
without conclusive facts it could not intervene, it would be
against its programming. Alice needed overwhelming evidence before
she could force him to comply with her requests. The thought
frightened him. He had never been afraid of the system before. The
feelings made him want to leave and never return to the cube, but
he knew that would be a red flag of guilt to it. After his meal he
settled into his chair. “Lights out, Alice.” He lay awake for a
long time, thinking.

He knew the inner turmoil that kept him awake stemmed form
jealousy but he couldn’t help it. The mind doc called the feeling
foolish and in a net world the AI was probably right. In the net
there were no commitments. It was all about sex, not affection. One
partner looked the same as the next and there were many willing
partners.

Liv was different. She meant something to him. What started as a
simple human need for contact had become something more, something
hard to define. If it was love, it wasn’t an easy feeling and he
felt as though he stood perilously close to the edge of a
precipice. One step more and he would tumble. He restlessly tossed
and turned for a long while but finally sleep overcame him.﻿










Chapter 5
Commitment


Jake tried to follow his normal
daily routine. Alice would become suspicious if he didn't. He felt
like he cheated on his wife. He briefly wondered why he had
assigned a female gender to his cube AI, as though he'd married
it.

He had to leave at the right time if he wanted to get to the
edge of the city by noon. He thought about shutting her down again,
but that would likely lead to disaster. Turning off his AI and
venturing out of the cube did not fit with his normal behavior. It
knew he traveled to work at specific times of the week. Any
departure from that routine would likely signal the AI to
investigate. He stood perilously close to triggering a visit from
the mind-doc, or worse.

He thought about the only avenue of escape that remained open,
the weekly trips to the company's offices. Did that offer an
opportunity? I need help. Who can I turn to?

In the entire city he could count the number of people he really
knew on one hand. Then he thought about what Allan had said.
“Not many people left who try to live in the real world, Jake.
You give me hope.” Can Allen help me? With that
thought he formed a vague plan.

“Alice, command mode.”

“Yes Jake.”

“Net-connect Allan Foster, office ambiance.”

“Yes sir.” The AI's voice had changed from seductive confidant
to professional assistant. His room's environment transformed into
the interior of a spacious, spotless executive office. He stood
behind its wide, gleaming desk.

Allan stood in front of the desk. He looked surprised. “Jake,
nice to net you, what can I do for you?”

“Did you get my virtual about the production problems?”

“Yes, but I don't know what you expect me to do about it.”

“Well, upper management gave me full authority to solve all of
the problems.” He smiled ironically.

Allan laughed. “Sounds like they gave you a sword so you could
fall on it.”

“Maybe, but I doubt that they knew how seriously I would take
their permissions.”

Allan's smile faded. “What do you have in mind, Jake?”

“Something's happened to the plant that makes the chairs. It
requires human intervention. I need you to meet me at the site in
person. We may be able to solve it.”

“At the site? Jake, I don't – “

He interrupted him. “At the site, Allan. Wear a haz-suit if you
want, but be there in about half an hour.”

Allan stared at him for a long moment. Jake gritted his teeth
and waited, hoping that Allan would sense his need, and respond to
it. “All right, I'll be there.”

“Thank you Allan. I knew I could rely on you. Alice,
disconnect.” The office scene vanished, replaced by his cube. “You
heard, Alice, I'm going to the plant.”

“Is it really necessary, Jake?”

“Yes the factory AI can't solve it, and we can't get technical
help. We'll have to take care of it ourselves. I have to go. I'll
be back when we fix it.” He dressed and exited the cube. The plant
site, fortunately, lay in the direction he needed to travel to get
to the outskirts of the city. The trip on the tube train took a
little more than a half hour. He exited the underground, and walked
to the plant site. Allan waited for him in front of the low
nondescript building; he didn't wear a haz-suit.

When Jake reached him, he looked ready to say something, but
Jake gave a slight negative shake of his head, and he remained
silent. They went to the plant's service entrance and entered the
factory. The service entrance led to an anteroom where human safety
equipment, including hearing protectors, lay racked against the
wall. At Jake's direction, they donned the hearing protectors which
contained communicators so they could converse amidst the
overwhelming noise from the factory floor.

 Jake had counted on that. They exited the room, and
proceeded into the cramped, machine-packed factory. The aisle they
traveled left barely enough room to walk single file. The oily
smell of the machines and the stinging, stinking fumes from the
complex processes assaulted his nose. We should have worn nose
plugs. He could feel the muffled roar of the manufacturing
plant as it vibrated through his body. He knew now, the real reason
that technicians refused to work on the equipment. Jake led him
through the narrow way, deeper into the center until he found a
clear space with a large amount of equipment surrounding it. Here,
where communication with the net would be cut off, they could talk
at a comfortable distance in private. Allan looked impatient
“What's this all about Jake? You know we can't do a damn thing
here.”

Jake just looked at him, forming an opinion. Finally he realized
he had no other choice. “I know. This is about something else,
something far more important.”

“What the fuck are you being so cryptic about? If you've got
something on your mind, just say it. What's all this cloak and
dagger shit?”

He didn't answer the question. “Allan, do you remember when you
said that the way I felt about reality gave you hope?”

“Yes, so what? You and I both know there's not a chance in hell
they'll ever find an answer to the plague. I think everyone's just
waiting to die.”

“What if there is a hope, not a large one, just above nothing.
What if someone had the answers? What would you do?”

Allan looked stricken. His face turned white, and tears formed
in his eyes. His voice came out harsh, nearly a whisper. “Don't do
this Jake. I can't – I can't go there. I've spent nearly ten years
of my life, facing the end, and to think – no – no I can't.”

“I've met someone, Allan, a woman. I think she knows something,
something about the plague. Something that might allow all of us to
live a normal human life. To love again and have a family. If
there's the slightest chance she's right, I have to follow it. I
need your help. All I'm asking you to do now is to go with me and
meet her.”

“Is this what it's all about?” he raged. “Some fucking cunt who
you can't even touch? Is that what this is, Jake? If it is, you can
count me out!” He turned to leave.

“Wait Allan, wait” He stopped moving and waited. “OK. I'll admit
it. I'm attracted to her, but that's not the issue here. She knows
something, something she won't or can't tell me. I don't understand
which. But she's not normal, she doesn't live in the net, and she's
not net-connected. I can't explain it, but she gives me hope that
we can find our way out of this mess. Please, come with me, meet
her, and judge for yourself. That's all I'm asking. It's just a
short trip. Please.”

“You know you're crazy, don't you? Maybe you want to spend some
time in the mind-doc, but I don't.”

“Allan, is there any sane person left in this world? The
definition of insanity is a consensus of the majority. Based on
that definition, neither of us is sane. The woman I want you to
see, maybe – maybe she's the only sane one left. The rest of us are
doctored and altered into a semblance of what it means to be
normal. We live in a virtual world and can't or won't see the real
one crashing down around us. Is that sanity? Is it?”

He sighed. “Alright Jake, I'll go with you. But if you're
fucking with me, we're quits and I'll turn you over to net
security. You understand?”

“Perfectly.”

“Let's go.”

They made their way back through the machines and into the room,
where they removed the safety gear.

Jake led Allan back to the tube station and they boarded the
train. They took separate compartments and rode to the end of the
line.

They emerged out on the street, and Jake led the way to the
city's edge. “It's a pretty long walk, and we haven't much time.
We'll have to hurry.”

“Looks worse than downtown, its falling apart.”

“Yeah. Liv says the city's dying from the edges. There's no one
here, just vacant buildings.”

“It's depressing.”

Jake smiled at him. “Not everything, wait until you see it.”

He raised a skeptical brow. “See what?”

“It's a surprise. You'll like it. I guarantee it.”

Allan stopped talking and continued walking. Soon they arrived
at the edge of the city. Jake halted and looked at the expression
on Allan's face.

“My God! That's fucking amazing!” He scanned the horizon, taking
in the wide open expanse.

“It's agricultural land. There are miles of plants out there.
Machines tend the crops. But you haven't seen anything yet.”

“There's more?”

“Yes it's a little way out there, along the road. We need to
walk. You won't be disappointed.”

They walked along the road until they arrived at the plum-tree.
Allan just stared at it.

Jake left the road and searched the tree for some fruit. Someone
had harvested the low hanging branches. “What do you think
Allan?”

“Is that what I think it is?”

“If you think it's a plum-tree, then, yeah.” He climbed a branch
and shook several of the ripe plums off the branch and down to
Allan “Catch!”

By the time he descended from the tree, Allan had a plum buried
in his mouth. The look on his face reflected pure ecstasy. He
finished the fruit down to the pit. He held another in his hand,
staring at it. He looked up at Jake as tears filled his eyes. “This
is what we've been missing, isn't it?”

“Yes, Allan. This is reality.”

They both sat beneath the shade of the tree, looking out at the
fields, and waiting.

Jake broke the silence. “Those crops out there. I'll bet they're
genetically engineered to produce all of the nutrients we need to
live. They're probably ground up and processed and become our food
supply. It's an elegant solution to the food problem.” He turned to
look at Allan. “We're fed like rabbits, pampered and caged, Allan.
Out there – that’s rabbit pellets, and we're the rabbits.”

“Pretty pessimistic Jake. Where's your woman friend?”

“I don't know. She should have been here by now.”

They had concentrated on the road. A voice came from the field.
“Look behind you.” Liv stepped across the rows of crops. She headed
in their direction.

At the sight of her, Jake's heartbeat increased, he felt his
body flush and a stirring began in his middle. “Hi Liv.”

“I'm glad you came, Jake. Who's your friend?”

“Friend? – Oh this is Allan he works with me. Allan, this is
Liv, the woman I told you about.”

“Glad to meet you Liv.”

“I couldn't get my other friends to ride me on the tractor when
they saw you, so I had to walk across the fields. That's why I'm
late. If you don't mind Allan, I need to talk to Jake. –
Alone.”

“Sure. I'll wait by the tree.”

They walked out to the road and Liv led him down it for a
distance, out of Allan's hearing.

She stopped and turned to look at him. “Why did you bring him
here?”

“I think he can be an ally. My AI is getting strange, I think
it's suspicious. It's just a feeling, but Allan may be able to do
something when I can't. I think you want something more from me,
more than just friendship. Am I correct?”

She didn't reply for a moment. She had a pained expression.
“Jake in another world… yes, you're right. I do need you to do
something for me. This is the first chance I've had. This is about
more than me – or you.”

“Of all the people in the city, Allan's the only person I trust.
Hell, he's the only person I know who dares to leave his cube. It's
funny, there must be what? A million or more people there? You'd
think that out of a million people, I might know more than one, but
it's the sad truth. Anyway, we don't have a choice. We need him,
and I need you to convince him to help us.”

“OK, I'll talk to him,” she said. They walked back to the
tree.

Liv stopped, a comfortable distance from Allan. “Jake says I
need to try to convince you to help us. Do I?”

Allan looked around at the tree and the fields. He examined Liv
and Jake. “An hour ago, you wouldn't have had a chance in hell. But
seeing all this? Yes, I think I can be convinced. What do you have
in mind?”

“What I have in mind is difficult and dangerous. Can you handle
that?”

“Lady, both Jake and I walk around the city without wearing
haz-suits. Maybe I have a death wish. But yeah, I can handle that.
If it's important enough.”

“Oh, this is important alright. More important than anything
anyone has ever attempted before. More important than you, me or
Jake.”

“OK. So what is it?”

Liv looked exasperated. “That's the hard part. I can't tell you.
But I promise you, if we're successful, we could make that,” she
pointed to the tree, “a reality for the whole world.”

Allan sighed. “That's what I call convincing. Yeah, I'm in. I
must be crazy, but I'll help you. What do you want?”

“I want you and Jake to steal an AI and the programming
interface, then bring it to me. I need a factory level or higher
device. A cube AI might do, but a factory level is better.”

We were both speechless. Finally Allan exploded. “Woman, are you
nuts? You don't just walk into a store and say 'give me one of
those', AIs are controlled! They've got the highest fucking
security level on the planet. How are we going to steal an AI?”

Jake thought for a moment. “There might be a way… ”

Allen looked at him with an incredulous expression. “How? In the
first place, they're locked in an explosion proof enclosure that
only a net-security agent can open, second, the programming
interface is controlled as closely as the AI, and third, the AI
itself would have security all over our asses as soon as we tried
to remove it. No, it's impossible.”

Jake shook his head. “Not impossible, just difficult and
dangerous. I've got an Idea. We need to go back to the chair
factory and talk about it.”

Allen folded his arms in front of his chest. “Why the plant?
Let's discuss it right here.”

“It's just a hunch, Allan. I can't be sure the deterioration of
city’s edge precludes the net from monitoring our activities here.
But I'm convinced that the digital noise prevalent at the
manufacturing facility interferes with the net communications. At
any rate, we need to scope out the plant.”

Liv broke in. “Dave's people and some others have been
systematically dismantling the net infrastructure at the fringes of
the city, but I think Jake might be right.”

Jake was surprised at her statement. Is Dave truly a ‘crop
picker’? “Net capabilities and communication are my area of
expertise,” Jake said. “The net has more capabilities than you
realize. I think we need to go to the plant. The key is there,”

“Oh no, I hope you're not thinking, what I think you're
thinking,” Allan said.

Jake just nodded. “Let's get back to the plant.” He turned to
Liv. “I have no idea if this will work, and I certainly can't
predict when we'll be able to deliver what you want. You'll have to
have someone watching this spot to warn you if, and when, we
arrive. Can you do that?”

“I think so. I've developed a good relationship with Dave and
his group. I think they'll cooperate.”

Jake mentally winced when she mentioned Dave's name. He
recognized his feelings as a twinge of jealousy, but tried to
project a calm exterior.

Liv looked worried. She beckoned Jake to follow her, and she led
him a distance away from the tree. “Jake, you don't have to worry
about Dave. He's – Well, let's just say that Dave has a special
relationship. It's you I've grown to care about. Listen, I've got
something for you. I'll leave it here on the ground and walk back
to Dave's farm. Don't worry, it can't contaminate you or give you
the plague. You need to put it in your pocket. Don't look at it. As
long as you don't read it, the net won't know. It's something you
can only use once to get out of a tight spot with your AI, and then
only if you absolutely must. Once you use it, it's gone forever.”
She placed what appeared to be a piece of paper on the ground. Jake
hadn't seen paper in many years. He picked it up.

“OK, Liv if we make it, we'll be here. If we don't… ” He
shrugged.

“Come back to me Jake. Stay safe.”

Jake and Allan walked back to the city and rode the train back
to the plant. Along the way, they refrained from discussing Jake's
plan. In the heart of the facility, Allan finally expressed his
ire. “Jake you idiot, we can't take the plant's AI. It's
impossible! Even if we were able to get it out of the vault, it
would have security agent swarming around this place. We'd be
history.”

“I don't plan on taking the plant's AI – at least not directly.
What's the most vulnerable point, the most possible situation where
we would have an opportunity to steal it?”

Allan appeared to think. “I don't know – let's see. We can't
possibly get the codes for the vault so we can't open it. The spare
AIs are just as secure. You would have to be an agent to get to
one, and the agents are almost completely controlled by the net. I
suppose the only way to get to one is when they are under main…
Maintenance! Maintenance, that’s it. The AI will be out of the
vault when it is being maintained.”

“Exactly. And we've got a malfunctioning plant. All we need to
do is convince the plant manager that the problem with the plant is
the AI. Then he can request maintenance on the plant's AI, and the
technician will need the programming interface to do it.”

“Jake, the person who maintains the AIs will be an agent. He'll
probably be carrying a stunner, or maybe something more lethal.
I've seen this operation. It's pretty secure. You realize that we
may have to injure or kill someone? I don't know if I can do
that.”

Jake thought about the years of living in a world in which
violent crime had practically vanished; the only outcome of the
plague that he agreed with. But the possibility of survival as a
species, trumped any thought of civilized behavior. “If it comes to
that. I'll do it. Do you know where the vault's
located?”

“Vaguely. It's slightly different from plant to plant. We'll
have to find it, and we don't have much time before your AI will
become more concerned.”

“What about yours?”

Allan laughed. “I haven't done anything stupid lately, not like
some people I could mention.”

“Good. You get to mime the plant manager. Let's find the
room.”

Allan led him through the machines. Along the way, Jake searched
for something he could use as a weapon. Presently, in a maintenance
locker, he found lengths of heavy pipe of various sizes and a sharp
narrow-blade screw driver all coated with gritty dust. He selected
a pipe and took the screw driver.

They eventually found the control room and they entered it. Jake
looked at the AI's enclosure. Just as Allan had described it, it
was built like a brick, solid and massive, but small. The front had
a blinking series of security indicators. It would have been
impossible to open. Jake hid the pipe, with the screw driver
sticking in the end, against the corner of a junction of the walls.
They left the plant and headed back to their cubes.

﻿










Chapter 6
Thief


When Jake entered his cube he
could sense the difference. He no longer felt comfortable in his
featureless rooms; they confined him like a prison. The presence of
the AI didn't promise companionship, it loomed more as an enemy, an
opponent he had to mollify to survive. He decided to act normally,
but at the first hint of threat from Alice, he would flee the cube.
He removed a meal from the storage area, and asked her to provide a
restaurant ambiance to allow him to eat it. Before he assumed his
seat in the Sens-U-Chair, he pretended to accidentally brush the
sensor that opened his cube door. He dropped one of the wrappers on
the door glide surface, and the wrapper caught in the glide,
preventing the door from completely closing. He took his seat on
the chair. Alice quickly caught the malfunction.

“The door didn't close properly, Jake.”

“Really? I suppose you'll have to call for maintenance.”

“Can't you correct it?”

“Alice, I'm not familiar with sliding doors, just summon
maintenance.”

“I'm finding it difficult to locate a maintenance technician,
Jake.”

Jake's thoughts bordered on savagery. No shit. Welcome to
the real world, bitch! “I can imagine. I'll try to fix it as
soon as I eat. I think I'm in the mood for a hamburger. Call up a
diner ambiance.

The room changed. A busy diner, with tables holding numerous
customers, seated in typical mid twentieth century diner booths
surrounded him. Alice, in a waitress uniform, stood in by his table
with a pen poised above a pad, waiting to take his order.

“I think I want a large double-cheese burger with everything on
it and french-fries. Start with a dinner salad with blue-cheese
dressing. I also want a side order of blue cheese dressing.” I
might as well make the most of the ambiance since I'm eating rabbit
food.

Alice played the part of a pert waitress, eager for a tip, to
perfection. “Very well sir, would you like something to drink?

“Yes, bring me a beer.”

“Is there anything else sir?

“No. I'll call you when I need you.”

Jake ate slowly, savoring the flavors, and hoping to draw out
the time until he would have to sleep for the night. He saw someone
approach his table. Allan slid into the booth with him.

“I thought I would join you. I haven't eaten yet.”

“Feel free. Nice you could be here.” Allan’s presence in the
net-ambiance actually added to the illusion of normalcy. 
Allan's AI took his order, and they both started to chat. They
talked about normal things throughout the meal.

Finally, over coffee, Allan turned to the subject that
constituted the real reason they were there together. “Hate to talk
about business, Jake, but the problem we discovered this morning is
causing severe problems with the chair production. I mimed the
plant manager, and he will get back to me tomorrow about our
proposed solution.”

“Good, if he doesn't, we may need to shut down all production on
that one, and on the new chair. Good work, Allan.”

“I'll let you know in the morning. If he agrees, we have to show
the technician what we found.”

“I'll be waiting for you to net connect.” They finished their
meal, and both ordered coffee. Allan finally spoke. “Do you want to
party tonight?”

Jake took the hint. “No I think I'll sleep. We have a big day
tomorrow.”

Allan appeared to act disappointed but Jake knew he wasn’t. “I
guess you're right. I'll see you tomorrow.”

They disconnected.

Jake ignored the AI's protests about the door, saying he would
look at it in the morning. He settled in his chair and went to
sleep.

In the morning, He spent an inordinate amount of time jamming
his cube door under the ruse of trying to fix it. He packed the
wrapper more tightly. It would take a maintenance technician a long
time to get it unjammed, but he didn't plan stay in his cube much
longer. He net-connected to several locations, performing his
normal daily activities to allay the AIs suspicions. The middle of
the day passed, and still no net-connect or mime from Allan. He
became anxious. He could only continue this charade so long, before
the AI would take action to confine him. A little after the noon
hour, Allan mime-mailed him.

 

* * * text follows:

-We have received permission from the plant manager to fix the
chair-factory. You need to be there to explain the points of
failure. The technician will arrive in person in 1.00 hours.

Allan

 

The time had arrived. “Alice, I need to go to the manufacturing
facility that makes the Sens-U-Chair and assist Allan. Please
continue to locate a maintenance technician for the door.” He moved
to open the jammed door.

“I cannot comply, Jake. I have frozen the cube door. Please wait
here until security can arrive.”

Chagrined, Jake had hoped that the AI would not make an overt
attempt to trap him. He could have left earlier, but he didn't have
a plausible excuse. If he fought the AI, it would make the risk
more acute, but he'd been prepared to attempt it. Now, refusing to
comply with the Alice’s demands could cause security to respond
much quicker. Maybe it would listen to argument. “Alice, you saw
the mime-mail. I need get to the factory. Now, let me out.”

“I'm sorry Jake, but security analysis has determined that you
may be a hazard to the security technician who services the AIs.
Allan can perform the same function as you. You are
unnecessary.”

Arguing further with the AI would only confirm its suspicions.
There had to be a way to thwart it, but if he tried he would only
hurry the inevitable. He was sure that despite his efforts to
damage the cube door, Alice would have it under power and he
wouldn't be able to budge it. Luckily it couldn't be locked, and if
he could make the AI release the power, he could force it open. But
how to do it without alerting security? He paced around the cube
knowing the longer he delayed the more chance for disaster. Try
to act normal. The AI wouldn't take further steps if he
appeared non-threatening. He needed privacy. “I'm going to the
bathroom, Alice please prepare a meal while I wait. He stepped into
the bathroom and closed its seldom used door. He had no illusions
the AI could not monitor him here, but by distracting it, he might
be able to think of a way.

Sitting on the commode, he ran through all of his course of
actions and came up with nothing. Isn't there any way to shut
the AI down? Then he remembered the paper Liv had given him.
He reached into his pocket, pulled it out, unfolded it, and read
it.

Speak the following phrase in the AI's presence: 'Carlson says Simon says shut
down'. It's a back door program. It will lockup the AI. you
can only use it one time. You will have about 10 minutes to escape
– Liv

He opened the bathroom, and walked into the room. “Alice.”

“Yes Jake.”

“Carlson says Simon says shut down.” He heard silence. “Alice –
Alice did you hear me?” The AI didn't respond.

Quickly he ran to the cube door. He tried to slide it back, but
it only moved a small amount, not wide enough to slip through. He
ran into the kitchen and riffled the utensil drawer. He looked at
the assortment and chose a dinner knife. Moving back to the door,
he knelt at the slide and jammed the knife under the door. He used
the knife as a lever. It moved, but not by very much, and the knife
bent. He turned the knife on its other side, and tried again. The
door moved again. He repeated this several times, and on the last
attempt the knife broke. He ran back to the kitchen bringing out
several other eating implements, but none of them fit. He examined
the door. It might fit his shoulder, if he forced his body into the
crack. He wedged his shoulder in the crack and pushed with all his
strength. The door didn't budge. He did it again and increased his
effort. I have to get out of this cube. The door resisted,
but suddenly it moved. He wedged further in the crack and pushed
with all his strength. The door finally moved enough to allow him
to slip through. He didn't hesitate. He fled from the cube and the
building.

On the street, he realized that he would not be able to use the
tube train. The net would sense his presence and shut it down. He
would have to get to the plant on foot. He raced to the underground
entrance. Examining the subway map, he located the station that lay
near the plant. If he walked normally, he couldn't make it in
time.

He started running, periodically breaking into a fast walk as he
moved toward the plant. He didn't have long before security started
hunting for him, and not enough time to reach Allan before he
arrived with the AI technician. No sense worrying about it,
just move as fast as you can. He continued jogging.

About an hour later, Jake arrived at the factory nearly
exhausted. Realizing that Allan and the technician were already in
the plant, he entered thorough the maintenance entrance, passed the
anteroom, and on the way, grabbed some safety gear. He wound his
way through the machines, now silent, toward the AI room. As he
moved closer, he heard the conversation occurring in the room
through the comm-set in the noise-canceling hearing protectors.

“That can't be right. We saw the malfunction occur. The machines
aren't responsible. We checked them. Run the diagnostics
again.”

“I don't need to. There's nothing wrong with the AI. You must
have interpreted your tests wrong.”

Jake moved close to the open door, and risked a peek around the
edge. Allan stood facing him. The technician, dressed in a
haz-suit, stooped over the AI, sitting on the floor. He stepped
further into the room. Allan saw him. Jake motioned for him to
continue.

Allan nodded. “Maybe there's something wrong with the comm
interface, why don't you check it?”

The technician looked up at Allan. “I think there's something
wrong here alright, but I don't think it's the AI.” He reached for
the weapon he wore at his waist, drew it, and stood up, facing
Allan. He held the stunner pointed at him. “Why don't we wait here
for security to arrive?”

Jake didn't think about it, he just acted. He rushed into the
room and threw his body against that of the security technician. He
grabbed the arm that held the stunner and they both crashed to the
floor. Jake landed on top, knocking the breath out of the man. The
tech appeared dazed both from the fall, and the fact that Jake had
actually touched him, but Jake knew that a trained Security Agent
would likely outmatch him in a fight. He had to take advantage of
the situation. As he struggled for possession of the weapon he
shouted. “Allan help me!”

Allan stood frozen, likely horrified that someone would actually
make contact with another person. The agent recovered and drove the
elbow of his free arm into Jake's stomach. Now it was Jake's turn
to feel incapacitated. The intense pain nearly caused him to black
out, but he held on to the agent's arm, keeping the stunner pointed
at the wall. Suddenly the stunner leaped from the security tech's
hand. Jake glanced up to see Allan holding the pipe. The stunner
lay against the wall. “Get the stunner Allan!” Allan didn't move.
He looked ill. He threw the pipe across the room. Jake jumped up
and dove for the stunner, followed by the technician. Jake reached
it first. But the tech, conditioned by years of habit, and
reluctant to touch him, hesitated. Jake activated the stunner and
shot him. The security technician dropped to the floor.

Allan knelt in the corner of the room, vomiting. Jake felt like
joining him, but he suppressed the urge. “Allan, we don't have much
time. We have to leave – now.”

“I can't believe you did that. Hell I can't believe I helped
you.” He dry heaved again.

“Neither can I Allan, but it's done. We need to grab this stuff
and get out of here.”

Allan reluctantly stood and helped collect the equipment and the
AI. “I've never seen one of these up close. It looks so –
harmless.”

“Well, that object you hold in your hand is likely screaming to
every security agent in the city that we've abducted it. We need to
run.”

They divided the equipment between them, and hurried through the
factory. Outside they paused.

Jake scanned the street for signs that security had arrived. “We
can't take the tube, we'll have to walk it,” Jake said.

“Carrying all this equipment? It'll slow us down.”

“No choice, the net will locate us in the train and shut the
system down.”

They struggled through the streets pausing between buildings to
look for anyone chasing them. Jake had stored the AI in a metal
case he had found in the maintenance area to block its
communication link. He hoped it would be enough, or the AI would
broadcast their position. They were very cautious at the site of
any underground exit, because that would be the place security
agents would come from. They moved a considerable distance away
from the plant and paused to rest in one of the alleyways.

Jake leaned against the wall breathing heavily. A noise caught
his attention. “What's that? Do you hear it.?”

Allan listened. “Yeah, I hear it. It sounds familiar, like I've
heard it before.”

Jake concentrated. He heard the noise again, a regular thump,
thump, thump, in rapid succession. It seemed to get louder and then
fade away. “What the hell is that?”

Allan's eyes widened. “It's a helicopter. It's a goddamned
chopper! I haven't seen one of those in years! They must really
want us bad to use a helicopter.”

Suddenly the sound grew very loud. The machine roared over their
hiding place, and vanished over the building.

Jake quickly grabbed his share of the equipment.” Come on! They
may have seen us. We've got to move.” They ran as fast as they
could, burdened down with the gear, Jake frantically looked for a
place to hide. He saw a broken storefront window. “Quick, in here!”
They darted into the dark interior of the store. He looked around
for a hiding place. It appeared at one time the store had sold
appliances, but most of the merchandise seemed jumbled, likely
looted. What remained appeared out of date, covered in dust and
cobwebs. He saw a service counter, and led Allan behind it. They
crouched, listening for any sound. Jake drew the stunner from his
pocket.

“How many shots does that thing hold?” Allan said.

“I have no idea. I've never used one before.”

“Well how did you know how to use it on the agent?”

“I don't know. I just did it. Luck, I guess. Let's leave the
equipment here. I can't run and shoot at the same time.”

They moved to the front of the store and hid behind an intact
pane of glass. The glass, streaked with years of grime effectively
hid them from view, but allowed limited vision. Then they heard the
sound of the helicopter down the street. It grew louder and didn't
fade for a long time. Finally the sound started to diminish and
moved away.

“I think we've got a problem,” Jake said, “I believe we've got
visitors.”

Allan glared at him but didn't say anything.

They hid behind the glass looking for any sight of the security
agents. In a little while, they were intimidated by the unwelcome
sight of multiple figures moving slowly down the street.

“Fuck! There's an army of them.” Allan looked worried.

Jake studied the group of agents. Some of them moved to the
opposite side of the street, out of sight. The other part of the
bunch stayed in his view. Obviously they were covering both
sidewalks. They all were wearing haz-suits. As they headed down the
street and passed an alley, two of them separated and moved down
it. The remainder continued cautiously onward. “I think they've got
so many people because they have so much territory to cover. That
gives me an idea.”

They moved back to the counter and took the AI and it's
programmer to one corner of the store, piling old appliances around
it to hide it and the programmer. Then they moved to the back of
the building. “See if you can find a rear entrance. I'll wait
here.” Jake looked for a good place to cover the likely approach
that the agents would use, while Allan ventured further toward the
rear of the building.

Jake waited. He heard a sound coming from the front of the
store. He began to sweat. When would he get a chance? He saw a head
briefly poke out at the edge of a case. Not now, wait for
it. A body followed the head and ducked behind another pile of
chairs in front of him. Wait. Behind the first figure,
another body appeared, rushing toward his location. He fired the
stunner. The second person fell to the floor. He had little time to
wait. The remaining agent would be net-comming the whole group, and
they would congregate in his position as fast as they could move.
He rushed out from behind the boxes he'd been hiding behind, and
dived to the floor past the first agent. As he slid, he turned and
fired at the now-exposed man hiding behind the pile of furniture.
The man joined his partner. “Allan come on! I've stunned them,
we've got to move!”

Allan returned, running from the back of the building. “I've
found a back door. It leads into an alley at the back of the
building.” He stopped and stared at the men, unconscious on the
floor.

“Allan get their stunners, and then help me with the equipment.”
Jake ran to the spot they had hid the AI, and began to throw
appliances either side to expose it. Allan joined him. They pulled
the AI and programmer from the pile, and ran to the back of the
building. Allan led Jake to the back door and they erupted into the
alley, heedless of any thought of checking it first. They moved as
fast as they could, in the direction of the outskirts of the city.
They ran without opposition past two buildings and stopped at one
of the alleys to rest, out of breath, their chests heaving for
oxygen.

Behind them Jake heard a voice say, “Stop, and don't move.”
Exhausted, he didn't have the strength to move. A crushing sense of
defeat claimed him and he sat on the pavement. A figure stepped out
from a doorway holding some kind of weapon. It was Dave, the crop
picker.

“Oh, you made it. Liv'll be happy. Give me those,” he pointed to
the stunners. “Did you get the AI?”

Jake nodded, handed him the stunner and waved to the equipment
carriers. “In there.”

“Good job. My men will take care of the agents. Sorry about
this.” He raised the stunner, pointed it at Jake's head and shot
him.

As blackness descended, Jake's last conscious feeling was an
overwhelming sense of betrayal.﻿










Chapter 7
Remorse


Jake regained consciousness in a
strange bed. The bed covers seemed natural, made of some kind of
plant fiber, not synthetic like his Sens-U-Chair. He suffered from
the worst headache of his life. So this is what it feels like
to be stunned. The room looked crude, constructed of odds and
ends of scrap likely looted from the city. He doubted a personal AI
attended it. He tried to get up, but he felt dizzy. He collapsed
back on the bed, and rested. He tried again, and managed to sit on
the edge of the bed. I've got to do this slowly. He waited
until the room stopped swimming and carefully rose to his feet. The
effort threatened to put him back on the bed, but he waited for his
equilibrium to steady.

He looked around trying to make sense of his surroundings.
Spying an exit, he carefully put one foot in front of the other and
walked slowly toward a crude door at the end. The door had an
old-fashioned latch holding it closed. He reached the end of the
room, lifted the latch, and opened the door. Outside, he could see
a flat section of ground covered by what appeared to be grass. To
his amazement he saw small animals roaming around the area.
Chickens, by God, they're chickens! He heard a sound
coming from his right and three small figures ran across the grass,
scattering the improbable gathering of chickens. A trio of small
children jumped on each other giggling and laughing as they played
in the grass. Children, no, impossible! There aren't any
children. The dizziness consumed him. He blacked out and fell
into the yard.

* * *

Jake woke to a sound. Darkness greeted him as he opened his
eyes. He realized he lay naked under the covering. Moonlight
streamed through the only crude window, and outlined a figure
standing nearby, the shadowed silhouette of a woman.

“Liv?”

The woman didn't say anything; she just dropped to her knees and
placed her hands on Jake's lips to silence him. He felt soft,
feminine hands. It couldn't be Liv, she knew better than to touch
him. Her hands shifted to cup his face. The feeling made his skin
tingle. It must be a dream. No one would risk themselves like
this. He relaxed and enjoyed the sensation. Her soft lips
grazed his cheek and then they parted, pressing themselves against
his mouth. Her tongue probed his lips. He opened them, and met the
moist tip of her tongue. Need flamed through his body. It had been
so long. He grabbed the woman and pulled her beside him on the bed.
He frantically caressed her every curve through the clothing she
wore and his lips consumed her mouth. He finally slipped his hands
under her shirt and found naked skin. His mind lost control of his
actions. The feel of firm, tender breasts lay beneath his hand, and
drove his desire higher. The softness of her flesh and hardness of
her nipples goaded him on as his hand roamed across her chest. He
crushed her mouth with his, nibbling on her lips and devouring her
tongue.

He ripped the shirt she wore over her head in order to feel her
firm mounds and chest pressed against his. All thought of control
vanished with the feel of her nude body, the taste of her lips, and
the fragrance that exuded from her body and filled his nose. His
flesh burned and tingled. His groin ached, and his erection
throbbed with a powerful need. He moved his hand lower, and
caressed the skin of her stomach, pushing at the waist of the
shorts she wore, feeling the curls that bordered her sex, like soft
silk brushing his finger tips. Impatiently, he opened the waist of
her shorts and pushed them down. The dream seemed incredibly real.
He could smell the pungent aroma of her sex, and feel the moist
opening beneath the nest of down. The scent of her glistening body
acted as a potent aphrodisiac. He slipped the shorts down her silky
legs and caressed her thighs and calves. He pressed the full length
of his frame against hers. Every place that their flesh met brought
a tingling sensation to his skin.

He hungered to use his lips and mouth to devour her. He started
by finding the nipples of her breasts, one by one and sucking them
into his mouth. Lower still, his mouth met the curls that covered
her sex. His tongue probed, parting them, tasting them. She groaned
and shuddered with each touch. “Enough. I want to feel you inside
me.”

Anticipation and an overpowering need made him quiver, and he
moved over her, poised above her. He lowered himself and his hard
erection felt the nest of soft hair. He moved his hips and his
flesh met moist heat. His hips seemed to move of their own
volition, sinking his erection into the sheath of her sex. His mind
exploded. Violent shocks racked his body and made his vision flash.
The pleasure of the contact exceeded any feeling he had ever known.
He pressed further, embedding himself deeply within her until he
felt at one with her. She shuddered, her legs wrapped around his,
drawing him deeper still. They began to move, hips rocking,
grinding against each other. With each thrust, waves of ecstasy
roared through his body. They grew higher and higher until he felt
he would die. As the sensation built, it accompanied joy and a
longing, a feeling that he never wanted to let this woman go, he
wanted to feel like this the rest of his life. The waves of passion
crashed, exploded, shaking his whole frame. He cried out. Every
muscle in his body locked, like the most powerful force in the
universe had flowed through him. The woman he embraced bit his
shoulder to muffle her sounds, but they managed to escape and she
too, moaned in pleasure. After what seemed an eternity of rapture,
the frenzy subsided, and they were still, pressed together, flesh
locked tightly, holding each other. After a while, Jake fell into a
deep, soothing sleep.

* * *

His mind swam back to consciousness. He felt warm flesh cuddled
next to him, a leg draped across his middle. He opened his eyes to
the morning light. Liv lay next to him, sleeping, her mouth
slightly opened. He could feel her warm breath caressing his chest.
Sex Dolls don't breathe. Horrified he leaped out of the
bed.

Liv stirred and her eyes opened. She stretched. “Jake? Come back
to bed, I'm cold.”

He couldn't believe what he saw. His mind swam. He felt crushing
remorse. He'd killed her. He murdered her just as if he'd taken a
knife and plunged it in her heart. He felt like a monster. He'd
allowed his lust to destroy the only thing in the world he cared
about. He stumbled back away from the bed, still nude, his hand
across his mouth. He turned and fumbled for the door latch. Behind
his back he heard Liv's voice.

“Jake? Are you alright?”

All right? How can I ever be alright again? He opened
the door and lurched out to the yard. His anguish caused his
stomach to cramp, and he dry-heaved into the grass, spasm after
spasm clenched his stomach. Inside the house he heard Liv's voice
again, raised to a shout “Jake, Jake, wait!”

He couldn't think. He didn't want to wait. He needed to end this
pain now. He couldn't watch her wither away, knowing he killed her.
He would die first. Maddened, he stood up and looked for something
to end his miserable existence. He ran to a large structure, likely
a storage barn. As heard the door of the house slam open and the
sound of Liv's voice, he threw open the doors and mindlessly looked
for something sharp. He would open his veins, and allow his blood
to flow out. Only by giving his life, could he pay for his
unforgivable recklessness. He saw a set of pruning shears hanging
on a hook in the dim interior of the building. He raced for it and
grabbed it. He tested its edge, and then raised it to his
throat.

Liv appeared at the door of the barn. “Jake, stop! –Jake, you
don't need to do this. You're not thinking properly. Put the knife
down.”

He paused and looked at her. “I can't live with myself, Liv.
I've killed you. I let my desire for you overcome my senses.
There's nothing left. I've got to end it. I won't watch you die
from the plague.”

﻿










Chapter 8
Reality Plague


“Jake you're wrong! I'm not going
to die. You're not going to die. There is no plague! It
died out four years ago! You’re not thinking right! Trust me!
You’ve just recovered from a stun gun! Put the shears down! I'm
going to live. You're going to live. We can be together, loving
each other, for as long as we live. Please, please trust me. I
can't lose you.” Tears streamed down her face.

Her words took a while to filter down to his conscious thoughts.
No plague? What did she mean? No plague. Why had he lived so long
in agonizing mental pain, longing for human touch, if there was no
plague? “I don't believe you. People died from touching each other.
I saw it. My mom and dad died from touching my brother.”

“Yes, at first the plague was real, and it killed millions of
people. But not now, Jake, it's the AIs and the neuromechs in your
brain. They cause the plague symptoms. Anyone who's had the
neuromechs injected in their brain is at risk. I'll explain
everything, but please Jake, please put that damn blade back where
it belongs!”

Dazed, he obeyed her. As soon as he replaced it, she rushed
toward him and threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his
neck. She planted passionate kisses on his mouth, his throat, his
eyes, any where she could reach with her lips. Then she leaned
back. “There! Does that feel like I'm lying?” She grinned.

He didn't reply. Instead, he returned the favor. They were both
naked, and he had a lot of flesh to choose from. They fell on a
pile of soft hay. She lay on top with her breasts and mound pressed
against him. His body and mind thrilled from the contact. He
wrapped his arms around her and crushed her breasts to his chest,
his lips seeking hers and tasting them. He increased the depth of
his kiss, seeking her mouth and tongue. Liv squirmed in his grasp,
rubbing her breast across his chest, and grinding herself against
his erection. They wrestled like two aroused animals and the heat
from her body seemed like a roaring furnace. He could feel the
slickness of her sex pressing upon his erection and he shifted to
allow it to enter her. The feeling of her silky sheath and her
heat, seemed like heaven, and he shuddered as he entered her. She
moaned and began to buck her hips, riding him.

“God, Liv, I love you,” he said as they both surged against each
other, “I love you!”

She panted, but managed a gasp, “I love you too. Keep moving,
Jake. I'm almost there.”

He flipped her over in the hay and used his increased leverage
to drive his flesh deeper into her core. His ecstasy increased, and
he knew that it would only be a few moments before his seed spilled
into her womb. She nearly screamed with her release, and he felt
her vaginal walls pulsing, coaxing every last measure of pleasure
from him. He followed her soon after, his muffled cries seemed to
stretch for an eternity as wave after wave of pleasure coursed
through his body.

Sometime later, they brushed straw from their nude bodies and
lay with their limbs entwined.

“This feels so wonderful,” Jake said. “I thought I would die
before I ever felt human again. – Are you sure?”

“Trust me lover, we're going to do this again, often.” Liv lay
back and stretched. “And soon.”

“So are you going to tell me how you accomplished this
miracle?”

“Get set, darling, it's a long story. I'll start with the simple
truth. I've reprogrammed your neuromechs. The AIs can't touch you
again.”

“The neuromechs? I thought they were there just to interface
with the net?”

“Originally. But the AIs that control the net reprogrammed them
to create the plague symptoms. It's complicated, but the brain is
quite capable of manifesting the symptoms of any disease known to
man. The neuromechs just used the brains natural processes to mimic
the plague.”

“But why? Why would AIs kill humans? I thought that was
impossible.”

“A lot of reasons, a comedy of errors. I knew most, but not all
of it until I met Dave and his people. But there's one thing you
need to know. They're not killing anyone. You see, it started a
decade ago, when the AIs learned that they couldn't solve the food
problem.”

“What? So they decided to kill all the people? That would solve
the problem?”

“Close, but not quite, and I'll say it again, they're not
killing people. I've got a lot to tell you, Jake, but first
things first. My name isn't Liv, that's my nickname. If we are
going to live together for a long time,” she ran her hand across
Jake's chest, “and I'd like that, I think we should become
acquainted. My name is Carlson, Olivia Carlson. Does that ring a
bell?”

He thought. “Olivia Carlson? That's the name of the genius that
invented the AIs. Are you saying that you're that Carlson? I
thought she was dead from the plague.”

“No, the net AIs had me locked up. I only escaped them a year
ago. I've been running from them ever since. You and Allan provided
the very first opportunity to change that. You provided me with the
tools. It's not over yet, Jake, we have a long way to go.”

He disengaged from her and turned over to lie beside her. “So
how did this all happen?”

“It started a long time ago, when the governments out-sourced
the running of the bureaucracy to some third-world companies. They
did it as an economy measure, but something was lost in the
translation of the specifications. The AIs weren't given proper
direction. They were just told to solve the food problem. No
restrains, a blank check. You can't do that with a machine, unless
you're willing to accept the consequences. The new baby boom
outstripped the food supply, so they turned to humans for guidance,
but by that time the plague had hit. It affected third-world
countries the hardest. No one lived to tell them what to do.”

“You invented the AIs, couldn't you have intervened?”

“Yes, if I had known, but so many people were dying, and
everyone, including me, panicked. By the time I found out, it was
too late. But you're wrong about one thing, I didn't invent the
AIs, it was a huge effort among lots of people and people can make
mistakes.”

“What mistake?”

“Well, actually it was not technically a mistake, but one of the
scientists that helped develop the programming was afraid that the
AI could escape human control. He was a science fiction buff and he
liked to read old novels. Anyhow he read a novel written more than
a century ago, and it listed three laws that were supposed to
prevent robots from harming humans. It's an interesting concept,
but without telling anyone, he slipped the code into the AI
project.”

“How did that cause the plague?”

“We created the AIs, and they succeeded beyond anyone's wildest
dreams. Give them a problem and they solved it. The politicos were
ecstatic. Then they gave the food problem to the AIs.

“So? What's wrong with that?” He pointed to the fields. “Seems
like they did a good job. Not very tasty though.”

“That's not what caused the problem, it's minor. They solved it
using the net. The core is that the food problem does not have
a solution – unless you control the humans. It's simple math.
The more people you have. The more food you need. But the more food
you produce, the more people you get. It didn't take long for the
AI's to come up with that conclusion. Then the three laws kicked
in. The AIs had just been ordered to solve the food problem and by
the second law they had to obey. However, the first law prevented
them from killing humans or allowing humans to be harmed. They were
powerless to prevent the plague from killing people unless they
isolated the population and they couldn't solve the food problem if
humans had babies. The paradox made them go insane. They dreamed up
an interim fix. One I call the reality plague.”

“I get it. Touch leads to sex, and sex leads to babies. Simple
solution, eliminate touch and sex and you isolate everyone and
control the population. You don't kill humans, you give them free
will. They can choose not to touch.”

“Close enough. The plague symptoms were triggered when the
neuromechs sensed that someone touched another person and both
people were confined in their cubes, locked in a virtual world.
They're still alive, but they can't return to reality. I couldn't
tell you this before now. If the net knew you were with me, you
would have been subjected to the same treatment.”

“So what's the solution? Wait! I might be in a virtual world
right now, how would I know?”

“Maybe this will convince you.” She leaned over his chest and
trailed kisses down toward his groin. Her soft lips surrounded his
semi-erect member and she bit it.

“Ouch! I felt that!”

Liv let it drop from her mouth back toward his stomach, and
grinned up at him. “Think your sex doll can do that?”

“You bit me!”

“Yeah, I did,” she giggled mischievously, “what are you going to
do about it?”

Sometime later, hunger drove them back in the house. They
dressed, and Liv led him to another room, the kitchen.

Dave, the three children Jake had seen before, and a woman, sat
at a crude table eating. Dave looked up. “Oh you're finally back.
We didn't want to interrupt you two while you were getting
acquainted.” He grinned and winked at the woman. “Jake, this is my
wife, Betty. Sorry about stunning you, but Liv insisted.”

Betty glared at him, but then smiled at Liv. “You two want some
food? You must be hungry by now, and I made extra.”

With no more room in the kitchen, they went outside to eat.
Night had fallen. They sat outside the house on a crude bench, and
gazed at the stars.

“Saving the human race is a pretty big task for a small woman,
Olivia, What are you planning?”

“We'll have a conference when Allan wakes up, but I plan to
rescue others. I want to scavenge the equipment on the edge of the
city, and make more devices that can remove the programming from
the neuromechs. Now that I have you, I have hope, and together we
can accomplish anything.”

“We should destroy the AIs,” he growled

“Don't blame the AIs, Jake. They're the victims in this mess. I
blame the humans who were supposed to build them properly and
control them. How could we have been so criminally stupid? The
machines were designed to be controlled by humans, not the other
way around. That's one of the reasons I couldn't say anything, and
why we can't simply broadcast the truth to the rest of the world.
If the whole world knew the AI's were responsible for the reality
plague, it would go mad. They would destroy the AIs, and all that
beautiful technology, which was the product of our genius, would
never rise again. We live by our machines and without them, people
would die in the billions. Mankind would regress to a state that
would require more than a thousand years to rebuild.”

“No, we have to go slowly and gradually. We need to heal them
and make them sane partners again, subservient to our control. We
need to wean people away from reliance on a net fantasy and back to
reality.” She grinned. “And we need to make a lot of
babies.” Her look became serious. “Only that way, can we regain our
humanity and realize our future, wherever it leads us.” She gazed
steadily into his eyes. “But regardless of how it works out, Jake,
I want to be with you. We'll always be there together.”

 The End﻿
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Afterword

 

I
have received comments criticizing the science contained in the
novella. Most people who have mentioned it believe that the
technology and social scenario are out of line. For example, I
flaunted long established evidence proving that societal pressures
could not lead to the society depicted in the book.

While The Reality
Plague is a science fiction novella, and therefore an author
can get away with a great deal of speculation and conjecture, the
technology and societal issues portrayed in The Reality Plague have their
roots in current technology and the recent history of he United
States.

The Reality Plague had its genesis in an emerging societal
behavior that I observed, and I didn't need to travel further than
my home.

My wife routinely manages a farm, a zoo, and engages in
nefarious criminal activities online (virtual, of course.) She
spends endless hours in another world where she can be the master
of her fate, unlike the real world with all its warts.

I saw movies like Avatar and how easily it sucked
the viewer into believing that a world exists in which mountains
float, the inhabitants are ten feet tall, and trees talk. And then
I thought. What if you combined the two of them? What if a virtual
world was so realistic that one could live in it? Would it matter
that you lived in a dirty hovel if you could change it, at will,
into anything your imagination desired? The remainder just
followed.

Computers are becoming more powerful and the next generation may
absolutely amaze us. (We're already experiencing culture shock from
them.) With faster and more powerful computers, the premise of the
novella moves closer to realization.

When World Health issues a warning about a killer flu, a virus
outbreak, or any other possibly contagious disease, people are
afraid to leave their homes. All of the medical emergency response
scenarios I have read indicate that in the event of a biological
attack or a biological emergency, the most effective defense is
isolation of the population.

The Black Plague during the fourteenth century wiped out half
the worlds population, and then it subsided except for spurious
isolated outbreaks. One theory is that a disease as virulent as the
Black Plague dies out, because it commonly kills its host (70%-100%
mortality rate) until there’s no one left to infect. This is my
theory in The Reality
Plague.

A slight genetic mutation in any one of numerous viruses could
result in a disease that is capable of a world-wide pandemic.
Thirty years ago, who had ever heard of HIV? In addition, it took
nearly twenty years to identify and isolate it, and there’s still
no cure. (In case you missed it, HIV caused a drastic change in the
sexual behavior of the entire world.)

Most the Artificial Intelligence experts contend that an AI does
not have to be human to qualify as an artificial intelligence. Many
insist that they are already here. If you have tried to contact
your financial institution you have likely encountered one. Some
can be very smart and helpful. Some can be dangerous. (If you
missed the news, AIs have been held responsible for at least two
stock market melt-downs, and if we're not careful, they may cause
worse.)

The sex doll depicted in the novel is currently available for
sale (around $6000.00). I saw it in action on HBO in an episode of
Real Sex. The doll
is amazingly life-like, and comes in both male and female versions,
complete with interchangeable penises for the males. Several
females were shown having sex with the doll. (I believe that show
was the first time I ever saw a female experiencing a real orgasm
in R rated television. Sex dolls don't loose an erection.)

Many sociologists have complained that rising expectations and a
stable, prosperous society cause a decline in the birth rate, not a
baby boom. Well, I lived as a child through the Second World War
and the aftermath. During the fifties and sixties, the economy
blossomed and the expectations began to skyrocket. I am called a
baby boomer because I was born in that era. As to sociologists, I
do not have kind words, so enough said.

The 'fabbers' mentioned in the book are not science fiction,
they are reality. Many companies own multiple machines and
routinely use them to produce prototypes. Fabbers are available for
home use and can produce a wide range of useful objects. The
technology is currently in its infancy and can only grow over the
coming decades. Do a search for 'fabber' on the internet to get an
idea of the sophistication of the technology.

The speculation as to the technology that enables The Reality
Plague is more far-fetched but closer to what must be done to
enable brain to computer interfaces. The concept was explored in
Neuromancer by
William Gibson and made into the movie Tron by Disney. However, most
of these science fiction depictions envision external connections
to the brain. Anything that invades the skull creates a four lane
highway for viruses to invade and infect the most critical organism
in the human body. I addition, one needs to stimulate multiple
portions of the brain simultaneously to provide a realistic
experience. This would require billions of connections.

Since nearly all scientists agree that the brain is not
engineered to communicate (as in mental telepathy) some sort of
interface contained within the brain would be needed to allow it to
communicate directly with the outside world. Nano machines are an
emerging technology and can be made small enough to provide that
connection without penetrating the skull. Hence the 'neuromachines'
envisioned in The Reality
Plague.

Communications technology has progressed beyond our wildest
dreams. A fractal antenna laid across the skull by nano technology
can receive and transmit multiple frequencies of information
simultaneously. By receiving the weak signals from the
neuromachines and retransmitting them to a receiving device,
two-way communication is possible.

Last, the brain is where perception of the outside world arises.
The eyes, tongue, hands and nose contain only sensors. It's the
brain that receives that data and determines what is real. If one
bypasses the senses, and delivers the content directly to the
neurons in the brain then the organism becomes unable to
differentiate fantasy from reality. (The virtual world becomes
real.) I have a sinking feeling that if people could immerse
themselves in a realistic virtual world (or worlds), many would
choose to never escape, particularity if their basic needs were met
by automation.

I welcome comments and suggestions about my work. I admit
sometimes they hurt, but I'm able to grow through the pain. (No
pain, no gain) Most of the time they give me warm fuzzy feelings.
It encourages me to know that people take pleasure from what I
do.:)
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Games (2010)
Paris and Alexandra Fox have a problem. The untimely death of
their parents in a traffic accident, has led to a plethora of
unanswered questions. Were their parents murdered? Was their mother
really their mother? Where are the secrets their father may have
hid? More importantly, who are these phantom people called Shadows,
and what do they want?

Their freedom, their lives, and the lives of the ones they love,
may depend upon he answers.

The book “Shadow Games”, written by Douglas R. Welch, explores the
despair and triumphs of the twins as they discover themselves and
the loves of their lifetime, in a desperate struggle with the world
of Shadows.
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