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“The Mother Board does not eradicate,” he
told her sternly.

She gave him a pitying smile. “Really? Then
what happened to all the people who the Programmers deemed
unworthy? Where did they go?”

“They were relocated,” he told her
pompously.

“Relocated where, David?”

He thought about this. “To somewhere else,”
he said finally.

“Uh huh. Well, that is the party line,
isn’t it?” She shook her head. “Look, you seem like a decent enough
guy, and I must admit that you’re honestly more attractive in
person, in a far more normal way, than your pictures would suggest,
but I fail to understand why you’re in here, talking to me.”

David didn’t have an answer. He took a sip of
his drink to give himself time to come up with a reason he could
articulate. The liquid was harsh and bitter, almost rancid tasting,
and tasted nothing like it smelled. He grimaced in distaste without
meaning to.

“Not used to coffee?” she smiled.

“I’m having a cup of joe,” he informed her
haughtily.

“Oh, honey,” she sighed, “they sure don’t let
you out much do they?”
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He was used to people smiling at him, of
course.

He was the Chosen One for this time, after
all. The Master Computer had picked him, out of all the males, to
be the Father of the Next Generation. He was special and kept apart
from the others, but that was how it worked for the Chosen Ones.
David didn’t know, therefore, why the woman caught his eye.

There was nothing extraordinary about her –
she just looked like a normally attractive woman, not too young,
not too old. Shoulder-length brown hair pulled back into a simple
ponytail, blue eyes, average height, average build. She was dressed
like a worker, but not a high-ranking one like a Technician or an
Operator. He couldn’t place her work by her clothing, though – most
of the lower workers wore blue jeans and white t-shirts, many
carried shoulder packs, and there was nothing unusual about
hers.

He thought that it must have been because
she smiled at him.

The Mother of the Next Generation was still
growing up. In about a year she would be ready. He’d heard it
explained that the females chosen were normally very beautiful and
as young as the norms of society would allow. This was because the
Master Computer had chosen attractiveness as a key trait and
because the younger the female, the more eggs she would have for
fertilization.

Males were required to be older, late
twenties at the youngest, so that they would have matured into
their bodies fully. David knew that he’d been chosen in part
because he was considered one of the male ideals – tall, strong,
handsome. But he was also considered intelligent and clever. At
least he was told this daily by the Mother Board, the heart and
soul of the Master Computer, and so he believed her.

But the woman hadn’t smiled at him as if he
were a masculine ideal, nor as if he were bright and witty, nor as
if he were the most important man in the world. She’d just…smiled.
A normal smile, as if she was merely being pleasant to a stranger
passing by.

This intrigued and bothered him and he
didn’t know why. He turned to watch her walk down the street. She
didn’t look back, didn’t seem in a hurry – she’d passed him as if
he were no one special, only just important enough for a smile she
might give to anybody.

David was on his free time, the part of the
day when the Mother Board allowed him out to mingle with the common
folk, to explore parts of the Main City, so that he would have
better understanding of where his offspring would live, what they
would do to support the Master Computer, why his role was so
important. He’d been going to visit the Old Park, but decided to
turn around and follow the woman instead.

As he quickened his pace to catch up with
her, a small voice in the back of his mind mentioned that this was
the first time since he was a little boy that he had ever chosen to
do something spontaneous and out of the norm, and he wondered again
why he felt compelled to listen to the feeling that made him want
to know why he was nothing special to this woman.

She went into a coffeehouse. He knew that
coffeehouses were frequented only by those on the fringe of
society. He automatically registered that she couldn’t be an
Engineer, nor a Bureaucrat, and it was unlikely that she was a
Teacher of the Generations, either. And she was certainly not a
Programmer.

He hesitated at the door. While it wasn’t
strictly forbidden for him to mingle with the common people, he
wondered if he would be causing a problem by entering a lower-level
establishment such as this one. But then he decided that he would
use this experience as a way to solidify the need for his role in
the world. The small voice in his mind mentioned that he was
creating an alibi and suggested he ask himself why he felt one
necessary, but he ignored it.

He opened the door and went in and waited
for a few moments, but nothing happened, other than his nostrils
being hit with smells he’d never experienced before, smells that
made his mouth water, though he had no idea of why. The place was
warm but not too hot, with steam coming off of various machines
which he took to be cooking units.

Unlike most places he entered, no one came
rushing over to bow and thank him for honoring them with his
presence. No one even looked at him.

There were plenty of people there to
look, he noted. All wearing blue jeans and t-shirts, but he saw
that some of the t-shirts had writing on them. The people working
behind the counter all had shirts that said, “Coffee, Tea or
Philosophy?” on them. He couldn’t make out most of the others, but
there was one man wearing a shirt that said, “Still Truckin’ After
All These Centuries” which made no sense at all to him.

There were several people in line at the
counter and he joined them because he saw that the woman was in the
front of the line, ordering.

While he waited he looked around the
coffeehouse. It was two stories, painted in warm browns and sepias,
with a wooden spiral staircase connecting the two floors. David
hadn’t seen a staircase for many years – the Mother Board didn’t
like them, so there were no stairs in the main Tower building in
which she was housed and he lived. They used elevators or floating
plates to go up or down.

There were small, round, wooden tables all
over the place, with one to four chairs around them, depending.
Most were filled. There were racks and racks of reading matter –
some plasticine, but most were paper. They looked very old to him.
Everyone seemed to be reading something, even those people who were
sitting together, though he could see some groups talking quietly
amongst themselves. He wondered if this was a common lower-level
activity – no one he knew in the Main System read anything. He
wondered what was in the reading matter all the people were looking
at and why they were reading this way when they could have easily
downloaded.

In David’s experience, all data was
downloaded into people’s brains via computer links hooked up to
their temples. Programmers were permanently linked into the System
– they all had shunts in their heads connecting them into the
Master Computer’s mind. David, like most of the others in the
various Towers, just used a headset when he sent and received data
because, as the Chosen One, he wasn’t allowed to be physically
marred in any way. No one wrote, either. Again, you hooked up and
uploaded your data, essentially telling a Programmer what you
wanted to say, and it was transmitted to whomever you wanted it to
be.

David was at the counter now and there was a
shorter man of about sixty looking at him expectantly but with no
recognition in his eyes. There were two young women and one young
man behind the counter as well, all of whom seemed extremely busy
making drinks, grabbing foodstuffs, and handing them out to
customers.

David knew that he was supposed to order
something now, but he didn’t know what. The Mother Board or one of
his Caretaker Programmers normally ordered things for him, and he
wasn’t familiar enough with anything on the menu board to make a
selection.

“Sir?” the man asked politely. “What can I
get for you?”

“Uh,” David said, to give himself a bit more
time, “I don’t know…how about a cup of philosophy?” he tried,
looking at the man’s shirt.

The others behind the counter heard his
order and David saw them look at each other. Then the girls both
began to giggle while the boy gave him a contemptuous look before
he tickled one of the girls, making her laugh out loud.

The older man raised his eyebrow, but didn’t
change expression otherwise. “Philosophy’s available later tonight,
sir. How about a nice cup of joe?”

“Sure,” David agreed quickly, hoping that
his confusion wasn’t completely evident. He was supposed to be the
most intelligent man there was, but he could tell from the way the
young people behind the counter were laughing that he’d made a
serious blunder.

He handed over his AllCard to pay, but the
man shook his head. “We don’t take those here, sir, I’m sorry. We
need a barter slip.”

David was surprised but he knew he shouldn’t
be. Barter slips were only used by lower-level workers, this was an
establishment catering to lower-level workers, of course they
needed proper payment. But he didn’t have any.

He opened his mouth to say so when the older
man gave him a kind smile. “On the house, sir. Seeing as we didn’t
have what you originally ordered.”

David nodded dumbly, then moved off to the
pick-up spot down at the other end of the counter, where the other
customers were waiting.

He stood with the crowd until the young man
called, “Regular cuppa joe,” and looked straight at him. David
recognized this was his order, so he took the steaming cardboard
cup the boy handed him and, ignoring the smirk on the boy’s face,
turned to look for a place to sit – and for the woman.

He spotted her off in a corner in the far
back. She was sipping a drink, leafing through what looked like a
magazine. He went over to her, holding the burning cup, and stood
at the table, wondering what he should say. He noted the smell he’d
first noticed when he’d entered was coming strongly from his cup,
but he knew without testing it was still too hot to drink, even
though the scent made him want to drink it, and right away.

She seemed to notice him and looked up,
giving him the same smile she had on the street. “Hi.”

He waited for her to say something else, but
she didn’t, she just sat there, looking at him with a slightly
expectant expression. He didn’t know what else to say, so he
repeated her. “Hi.”

“My, that certainly took a lot of time and
thought to come up with,” she said with a small laugh. “Can I help
you, or do you just need a chair?” she indicated the empty one
across from her which he was standing by.

David decided that he felt idiotic standing
here staring at her, and besides the cup was literally burning his
hand. He put it down on her table and sat in the chair. He noticed
music in the background suddenly. It didn’t sound like the approved
music, either. It was very faint, and he determined it was coming
from the upper level. If he strained he could make out that the
singer was going on about the end of the world and melting, or
something like that. “What’s that song?”

She gave him an amused smile. “It’s old.
Much older than any of us. From several centuries ago. The discs
survive, though. It’s a love song.”

“What’s that?”

She gave him a sympathetic look. “Something
I doubt you’ll ever be allowed to know about.” She looked back at
her magazine and began thumbing through it again.

He was so shocked that he couldn’t stop
himself. “Excuse me, but do you know who I am?” he asked her in an
offended tone.

She looked up again. “Of course I do.
Everyone does. You’re the king of the sperm donors. It’s not like
we aren’t inundated with your photo everywhere we look. Outside of
places like this, that is.”

He was offended by this comment, but he
didn’t say anything.

She gave him a long look. “Did you follow me
in here just to verify that I knew you were the Chosen One?”

He wanted to say yes, but the small voice in
his mind shouted, and he let it answer for him. “No. I came in here
because I wanted to meet you.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Why?”

David tried to think of how to answer that
question. “I…I don’t know,” he admitted after a few long moments of
silence.

“Ah.” She closed her magazine. “Well, in
civilized society, which I realize you’ve probably never really
been in since you were a child, it’s customary for a strange
gentleman to at least introduce himself to a lady and then ask
her name in return. Normally before he sits down and
begins asking her questions.” Her tone was gently chiding, but also
amused, and he wondered why it didn’t make him feel embarrassed. It
made him feel things, he had to admit – he just didn’t know what
they were.

“I…my name is David, David Chosen,” he
offered, using his official last name, not the one he’d been born
with, and wondering why this was important since she did know who
he was. “And, I was wondering…who you might be?” he managed,
dredging up something he vaguely remembered seeing or hearing when
he was very young.

She gave him another amused smile. “My name
is Emily. Emily Dickinson, which joke, I also realize, you would
not necessarily ‘get’.” He knew he looked confused, and she
explained. “She was a poet from a long time ago. I’m not a poet,
but I am a writer, or, as I believe those you associate the
most with would say, the lowest of the lowest.” She said this, he
felt, as if she were expecting this information to end their
conversation.

“What do you write?” He wondered why she
seemed surprised that he was still sitting with her.

“Propaganda, mostly,” she said wryly. He was
confused, and she could tell. She sighed. “Sorry. I write about
you, David. And the donorette.” He looked blankly at her and she
sighed again. “Sorry…the future mother of the next generation.” He
felt that she hadn’t said it as a title, like most people did, just
as a statement, and he wondered why he thought this.

“Oh.” He was quiet for a few moments, during
which she looked at him politely. “Why don’t you like me?” he asked
her finally.

“I don’t know you, David,” she said kindly.
“I might like you very much indeed…but I don’t know you.”

“Everyone knows me,” he protested.

“No,” she said gently. “Everyone knows what
you are, and everyone’s seen your face at least a thousand times if
not more. But none of us know you.”

“Why not?” He felt like he wanted to run out
of this strange place and go back home. But the small voice in his
mind wouldn’t let him move.

“Because we aren’t allowed to know you,
David. Any more than you’re allowed to know us. The Mother Board
doesn’t like her Chosen Ones to know what people are really
like.”

“You shouldn’t speak about the Mother Board
that way,” David protested, shocked at her open discontent.

She shrugged. “I told you, I’m a writer. I’m
allowed to have opinions, and to even write about them. The Mother
Board likes to have a few voices of dissent – it makes everyone
think that there are potentially other options. People like to
complain – most don’t like to do anything about what they complain
of. So, I write opinions, and get to do so without being
eradicated.”

“The Mother Board does not eradicate,” he
told her sternly.

She gave him a pitying smile. “Really? Then
what happened to all the people who the Programmers deemed
unworthy? Where did they go?”

“They were relocated,” he told her
pompously.

“Relocated where, David?”

He thought about this. “To somewhere else,”
he said finally.

“Uh huh. Well, that is the party
line, isn’t it?” She shook her head. “Look, you seem like a decent
enough guy, and I must admit that you’re honestly more attractive
in person, in a far more normal way, than your pictures would
suggest, but I fail to understand why you’re in here, talking to
me.”

David didn’t have an answer. He took a sip
of his drink to give himself time to come up with a reason he could
articulate. The liquid was harsh and bitter, almost rancid tasting,
and tasted nothing like it smelled. He grimaced in distaste without
meaning to.

She smile. “Not used to coffee?”

“I’m having a cup of joe,” he informed her
haughtily.

“Oh, honey,” she sighed, “they sure don’t
let you out much do they?”
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David stayed with Emily at the coffeehouse
well past his normal excursion time. He couldn’t make himself
leave.

At thirty-five she was a few years older
than him, though he didn’t think she looked it, and told her so.
She seemed honestly flattered by that and he was pleased he’d
mentioned it, since he hadn’t said it to impress her, merely
because it was the truth.

She’d spent some time explaining that cup of
joe was a nickname for coffee, why people drank it, or tea, which
he also tried and disliked only a bit less than coffee. He was used
to the Nutrient, a sweet, thick liquid that was his main sustenance
along with fruits and vegetables. Emily explained that it gave him
all the nutrition he needed and wasn’t unhealthy for him. But she’d
made the food and drink that others consumed sound fascinating, and
David wanted to try a steak and potatoes soon, even though the
small voice in his head mentioned that he’d be better off not
saying so to the Mother Board.

She’d explained what philosophy was, and
he’d wondered aloud why anyone would ask what their reason for
being was when they were told this by the Master Computer. She’d
just given him a sad smile and hadn’t answered.

Emily had shown him one of the articles she
had written. He didn’t think it was all that uncomplimentary, and
he’d told her so. She’d laughed and said that she was considered
the opposition writer. “But the Mother Board likes it this
way, and who am I to argue?” she’d added, confusing him. But he
hadn’t admitted it.

The sun was beginning to set, and it dawned
on David that he was very late. “Do you come here every day?” he
asked her.

“No.” She shrugged. “Just sometimes.
Why?”

“I want to see you again.” His chest was
tight when he said this, and David wondered why.

She shook her head. “Not that I have
anything against spending time with a tall, dark, and very handsome
man, especially one with wavy hair and big, brown eyes, but I don’t
think that would be a good idea.”

“Why not?” He felt disappointment course
through his body.

“Do you ever visit lower-levels
normally?”

“Well,” he admitted, “not really. But I’m
allowed to.”

“True. But you don’t, and I would bet that
you don’t go back and see them again, if you do visit.”

“No, I don’t,” he said in a low voice,
feeling crushed for no good reason he could come up with. “But…none
of them ever talked to me.”

“Talking to you could be deadly,” she said
quietly.

“Why?” He was shocked and he knew it was
showing.

She reached over and patted his hand.
“Because of what you are, David. Because the Mother Board doesn’t
want you thinking…ever.” She stood up, slipping her shoulder pack
over her head. “I have to go. No matter what you might read or
hear, David, I’ve honestly enjoyed spending time with you.” She
gave him another smile then began to walk through the coffeehouse,
towards the door.

He stood up and followed her, ignoring the
old man behind the counter who was calling to him, offering him
another cup of tea.

He got outside and saw her walking towards
the Old Park. He ran to catch up to her. “Why are you running away
from me?” he asked her as he got closer.

“I’m not,” she replied, not turning around
and quickening her pace. “I told you, I’m late.”

He reached out and grabbed her arm, swinging
her around to look at him. She almost fell and he caught her,
putting both of his arms around her. Her head only came to the
middle of his chest and he had an almost overwhelming urge to pull
her closer into his body, to wrap his arms around her. He didn’t
understand why he felt like this – it had certainly never happened
before. Then again, the voice in his head mentioned, he almost
never touched other people – the Mother Board didn’t like him to
and he’d never questioned why.

Emily didn’t look amused, angry or happy –
she looked frightened. “David,” she hissed, “you’re going to get me
killed and yourself brain-wiped.” She backed out of his arms,
shaking. “I am not authorized to have a private interview with
you,” she said in a very loud voice. “Good day.” She turned and
walked on again.

David was stunned, but the small voice in
his mind suggested that she might be afraid for a real reason. He
tried to think about what to do, but all he could come up with was
following her again, so he did.

She reached the Park and walked along the
lake path until she came to a group of weeping willow trees with
benches under them. She sat on one that faced the lake.

He caught up to her and stood in front of
her again. She gave an exasperated sigh. “Why are you following me?
I don’t want to be eradicated, in case you didn’t guess.”

“I won’t let them eradicate you.”

She snorted. “You have absolutely no power
with them. There is nothing you can do to stop them from killing
me, and every moment you stand there only gives them more reasons
to do so.”

“I’m the Chosen One!” he shouted,
insulted.

“You’re the output, the sperm donor,” she
countered, with something like contempt and pity both in her voice.
“You’re beautiful to look at, and your mind has the capacity for
great creativity and intelligence. But they want your mind to work
very little, because if it did indeed work as intended you might
begin to think, and if you began to think, you’d realize that
you’re a slave, a genetic sample.”

“What? I’m not a slave!”

She shook her head. “We’re all slaves. And
we asked to be, too. Pathetic, sniveling losers, the progeny of men
and women who once conquered an entire solar system. But we didn’t
want to get our hands dirty anymore, so we abdicated everything to
a ‘greater power’ which was supposed to make all the hard decisions
for us, do all the hard work for us, make our lives a daily
paradise. But with that abdication came enslavement. As a race we
deserve so much better. As a people we got exactly what we asked
for and, therefore, exactly what we deserve.” Her voice was
bitter and sad.

“I don’t understand,” he admitted.

She closed her eyes. “I know.” He saw a tear
slip out from under her lashes and it made his heart hurt, though
he couldn’t fathom why.

But he sat down on the bench next to her and
put his arm around her. “Don’t cry,” he said softly. “It will be
alright. I’ll take care of you.”

She gave a half-laugh. “Some things are just
bred into us by Mother Nature and the Mother Board can’t seem to
breed them out, though lord knows she tries.” She looked up at him.
He saw tears glistening in her eyes, as a few more rolled down her
cheeks. He gently brushed them away, feeling how wet they were, and
wondering why he was doing this.

He could tell by the look on her face that
she knew he was confused – by what she’d said and his own
reactions. She gave him a tremulous smile. “Men have been telling
women not to cry since the dawn of time, as well as reassuring us
that they would protect us and make everything better.” She shook
her head. “But men no longer run the world.”

“But I mean it,” he protested gently.
“I…I’ll protect you.”

She sighed. “You can’t protect yourself,
David, let alone me. You’re the one in the most danger, if they
notice that you’re starting to act like a human being instead of a
genetic sample.”

“If we’re both in danger,” he said
desperately, “then tell me what to do to keep us safe.”

She gave him a sad smile. “You would know
better than I, David. You’re the one they’ll question, the moment
you return back to the Tower. They’ll ask you what we spoke about,
ask you why you ran after me, why you touched me…why you put your
arms around me more than once. And what will you tell them, when
they ask you that?”

He thought about this. The small voice in
his mind mentioned that he’d already started his alibi earlier,
before he’d even entered the coffeehouse. “I’ll tell them,” he said
slowly, “that I wanted to see what the lower-level people were
like. That I met you, and was insulted by what you wrote about me.
You left to avoid conflict and I went after you, to try to have you
interview me, so that the people would know me better and so you
would stop writing uncomplimentary things.”

She nodded. “Fine, they might buy that. But,
how do you explain comforting me?”

He wondered what she meant for a moment,
then comprehended that was indeed what he’d been doing. “I…I don’t
know,” he admitted. “I’ve never done something like that
before.”

She seemed to be thinking hard. “How about
this? You tell them what you just thought up, and tell them that
you’d seen a couple having a fight in the coffeehouse and were
imitating them when I’d refused to interview you like you wanted.
So this was what you saw the man do when the woman had calmed down,
something like that. Meanwhile, you give me that interview, now,
here. I’ll write an article tonight and upload it as soon as I can.
It’s not a good plan, but it’s all we’re going to have, and you
never know, it might work. And, take your arm away now – they won’t
buy that story if you sit close to me the whole time.”

He did as she asked though he didn’t want to
take his arm from around her shoulders. She shifted so that she was
turned sideways on the bench, facing him, one leg bent and leaning
on the bench, effectively creating space and a barrier between
them. She pulled a pad of paper and a pen out of her bag and
started asking him questions.

He answered them truthfully and as he did so
the small voice in his mind mentioned that she wasn’t going to get
a good article out of this interview therefore. He was listening to
his answers and was realizing that he knew nothing about the world,
hadn’t given anything much thought in decades, and was possibly the
most innocuous man alive.

They finished in the dark – she’d had to
pull a clip light out of her bag in order to keep on writing. He’d
asked her why she didn’t just put on a mobile link and send her
writing up directly, but she’d just given him a pitying look and
hadn’t answered, instead asking him about his childhood again.

They were done, and he asked the same
question he had in the coffeehouse. “Can I see you again?”

She seemed to consider it this time. “Tell
you what,” she said finally. “If I’m still alive and you’re not
brain-wiped and you still want to meet up again, write a letter and
leave it at that mail drop.” She nodded her head toward a rusted
stand across the lake.

“But it would be faster to send you a link,”
he protested.

She shrugged. “If you send me a link, it had
better only be about something official. If you want to see me in
person again, you need to write a letter.”

“Why?” he asked, confused.

She gave him an enigmatic smile. “If we meet
up again, maybe I’ll tell you.” She stood up. “Please don’t follow
me, David. We might survive this encounter, but not if you follow
me now.” He nodded and she smiled at him. “I have to give the
Mother Board credit…she does know how to pick based on looks.” She
gave a short laugh. “And, if this is the last human contact I have,
at least it was with the handsomest man I’ve ever met.” She nodded
to him, turned around, and left, walking on through the Old
Park.

He watched her until the dark swallowed her
up, then he got up and went back to the Tower.
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Emily had been right. David was questioned
about her immediately, and repeatedly, the moment he returned to
the Tower. Every Programmer he met asked him about his day, his
visit to the coffeehouse, why he’d stayed there so long, and
especially about the woman he’d spent time with.

He was extremely comfortable with his story,
therefore, by the time he got up to his own quarters at the top of
the Tower and the Mother Board visited him.

She always chose to personify as an
attractive woman. She was far more exotic than Emily, with a
perfect figure and a perfectly formed face. She had large, almond
eyes and long, flowing hair, both of which changed color at her
whim or his preference. She was considered the example of the
feminine ideal and David knew that Emily was nowhere near being
that beautiful. But the small voice in his mind said that it
preferred Emily – that her beauty radiated out of her eyes, because
she was intelligent and compassionate and many other things he
couldn’t name. And that, above all, Emily was human, and had seemed
to like him, in a different way from anyone else he had ever known
since he’d been small.

The Mother Board was extremely appealing
tonight, dressed seductively and sporting thick, silky hair the
color of freshly turned earth, pulled back into an elaborate pony
tail, with her eyes a bright blue. She looked like a more exotic,
attractive version of Emily and the voice in his head asked why the
Mother Board would have felt the need to appear so.

She asked him about Emily, of course. He
gave her his stock reply and was able to sound completely bored
while doing so because he was bored with saying the same
story over and over again. He wasn’t nervous about it anymore, like
he had been when the first low level Security Programmer had
questioned him. He was hungry and tired, and he mentioned that,
petulantly.

The Mother Board seemed pleased by all of
this and the small voice in his mind said he should continue to act
like a whining, bored child. He’d started to listen for that voice
now, since he’d first seen Emily earlier in the day, and he did
what it suggested.

The Mother Board seemed interested by the
interview. She asked about the questions and his answers. He was
careful to sound somewhat uninterested, but he did take the time to
point out that he only wanted the interview because Emily
hadn’t wanted to do it. The Mother Board seemed most pleased
by that.

He changed the subject by asking to go visit
Delight, the Mother of the Next Generation. This seemed to seal his
approval in the Mother Board’s eyes and he was sent over to her
level in the Tower immediately.

Delight was blonde and fair, with large,
light blue eyes, and a trim, feminine figure. Normally David liked
looking at her. But tonight, as they were talking about how a year
would be over before they knew it and they would be creating the
next generation, the voice in his head mentioned that she was a
child, only fifteen, and that he was double her age. She reminded
him tonight of the girls behind the coffee counter who had giggled
at him. They had both been more interested in the boy with them
than in him, he’d known it without asking, and he wondered if this
was because that boy had been their age or only a bit older.

They had a typically nice visit, but David
felt cheated because they spoke of absolutely nothing new, nothing
of interest other than her age and their duties to the world. Then
David returned to his quarters, for the first time not thinking
about how he would one day mate with Delight, but instead thinking
about Emily and wondering if she thought it was a bad thing that he
was going to be joining with a girl young enough to be her
daughter, and knowing without asking that she did. He was surprised
he’d thought about it that way, and it dawned on him that he didn’t
know if Emily had a family or not.

The lower-level workers were allowed to
choose their mates and have families, under the idea that someone
had to do their work and it should not be the Future Generations.
No, the Future Generations were destined from conception to higher
tasks. Most would become Technicians and Operators, some
Programmers and Engineers, a few Teachers. None would ever become a
lower-level worker.

He heard Emily’s voice in his head, asking
him just what would become of those offspring that didn’t qualify
for the main positions. He wanted to say that all would, but a
strange stirring in his stomach told him that the law of averages
alone would prevent that. He then told himself that they would
merely find other, subsidiary positions, but he reminded himself
that there were no other subsidiary positions considered
appropriate for his offspring. He thought about what she’d said,
about the regular people who didn’t meet the Standards being
eradicated, and he felt uneasy now, wondering how many of those had
been the children of the last Generation’s Chosen Ones.

He fell asleep, wondering if he would have
the courage to write the letter to her he wanted to write.
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The next morning, as he scanned the day’s
news downloads, an article leaped out at him. “Chance Meeting With
The Chosen One” was the title, and he saw that the author’s name
was E. D. Gray. He wondered if this was Emily, if she hadn’t told
him her real name to protect herself, and so started reading the
article.

It was amazingly complimentary, discussing
how the author, who it became clear to him quickly was indeed
Emily, formerly an unimpressed member of the dissidents, had met
the Chosen One and had her opinions completely reversed.

The article quoted him frequently, and try
as he might, he couldn’t remember saying anything like what was
written. I think that there is no higher calling than what I
have been chosen for, he read himself as saying. As a race,
we have been given an opportunity known to none before us to make
our world the best it can be.

Another passage quoted him as saying, …I
frequently stop in at unexpected places, such as where we met, so
that I can better learn about the people whom my children will be
destined to protect and lead…

And, To live as one with the Mother Board
and Master Computer is the pinnacle of man’s achievement, and I am
humbled to have been given the greatest honor any man could hope
for.

On and on it went, with him sounding like a
truly pompous ass. He reached the end, where the author stated
baldly that she was now completely convinced in the goodness of the
Master Computer’s plan, that the Mother Board obviously had chosen
well, and that the people had nothing to fear – the Next Generation
would see them through beyond their wildest dreams and
imaginings.

He was feeling quite hurt by Emily’s seeming
betrayal of all that he’d truly shared with her, when the small
voice in David’s mind casually mentioned that it knew that Emily in
no way thought that the Master Computer’s plan was benevolent. He
considered this and agreed – she had been frightened for her life,
not convinced that she’d met the messiah.

The voice in his mind, which was getting
larger and louder, then suggested that, if this one statement was a
blatant falsehood, and he knew that he himself had not said one
word in the way she’d written it, then perhaps the entire article
was a lie.

He pondered this. Everything she’d said and
done while in his presence had told him that she wasn’t impressed
with him as the Chosen One – that, in fact, she pitied him. This
made him flush with shame, and he wondered at that, but shoved it
aside to be worked out later. She had taught him things, had shown
him things, had been worried for his safety as well as her own, had
thought he was handsome – but impressed to the point of drooling
worship she had not been.

So the article was a total lie, to protect
herself and him. As he was wondering if it would work, the Mother
Board came to see him.

“I see you made a strong convert to our
cause yesterday,” she said casually, but all of David’s senses told
him to be very careful with his reply.

“I suppose.” He shrugged, turned around, and
gave her what he’d read described as his roguish grin. “But that
was the idea, after all.”

“Oh?” the Mother Board asked, her perfectly
formed eyebrow raising just the right amount, far more perfectly
than Emily or the old man behind the coffee counter had managed.
Just like a machine, the voice in his head said, she’s doing it
perfectly, but not humanly.

He grinned, working to keep his body
relaxed. “Of course. I realized she had to be a dissident when I
passed her on the street – her greeting to me wasn’t correct for
her station or mine. So I followed her, just to see what she was.
When I found out she was a writer, and a dissenting one, I decided
to have her interview me, to get to know the real me.”

“And, did she?” the Mother Board asked.

He laughed. “Well, she sure sounds
convinced, doesn’t she? Between you and me,” he leaned forward
conspiratorially, wondering just where all of this was coming from,
“I flirted with her, made her feel attractive, gave her some
meaningless compliments. She ate it up. It was funny.”

For just a moment the Mother Board looked
supremely smug and pleased, but she wiped that expression off her
face instantly. However, now David knew that he was on the right
track and suddenly everything Emily had said she was afraid of
became a real thing to him. He knew, clearly, that if he mishandled
this, Emily would be eradicated and he would be brain-wiped. But he
was completely calm, though he couldn’t have said why.

“So,” the Mother Board asked casually, as
she sat on the couch near him, arranging herself prettily, and too
perfectly, the voice in his mind mentioned, “do you plan on seeing
her again?”

He shrugged. “Why should I? I got what I
wanted.”

She nodded. “But…I think it might be a good
thing.”

He was shocked and didn’t try to hide it.
“Why?”

She smiled slowly. “This…writer…is one of
our few leading dissidents. To some who read the article, it might
appear that she has…made too quick a change of mind. If, however,
they see her spending time with you, and recording your doings in
the breathlessly impressed manner of her most recent article, then
the other dissidents might come to believe her.”

“Why wouldn’t they believe her now?” he
asked, feeling confused suddenly.

“Have you ever read her articles
before?”

“No. Only one she showed me yesterday.
That’s how I knew she was a dissident.”

The Mother Board looked up at the ceiling
and spoke, but not to him, he knew. “Pull up all of E. D. Gray’s
articles from the past several years,” she told the Master
Computer. “I believe she began writing ten years ago, after her
family was…lost.”

David’s stomach clenched, because he now
knew what lost really meant – eradicated. If, his mind’s voice
mentioned, her family was eradicated, how and why had Emily been
spared? And, if she has a use for the Mother Board as a dissident,
as Emily herself had insinuated, then what would happen to her if
she was now known as a supporter?

The Master Computer delivered the articles
directly into David’s brain, and he ingested them all. What struck
him was that none of them showed him the Emily he’d met, nor did
the writing style match what the Mother Board had accurately
described as being breathlessly impressed. Oh yes, they were
dissenting, if you could call questioning why only two individuals
were chosen to create the Next Generations dissent. But the woman
with passion and fire and humor, she wasn’t clearly there. But the
pattern was – someone constantly saying that things were not,
perhaps, quite as good as they appeared to be.

As he was ingesting, the voice in his mind
mentioned that what Emily’s articles were really doing was raising
questions which required the reader to think for the answers, just
as she’d done with him. And it also mentioned that any regular
reader of her writings would notice, instantly, that her most
recent article almost sounded like it had been written by another
person. She’s telling them that it’s a lie, his mind’s voice said,
she’s trying to let them know that if she disappears, it’s because
she met you.

He remembered how she’d told him that the
Mother Board didn’t want him to think, not truly, because he would
then realize he was a slave. Slaves have rebelled in the past, his
mind’s voice reminded him, he’d read about it in the Ancient
History texts. The texts had said that these rebellions were wrong,
and that the slaves never won, he remembered. But, his mind’s voice
asked him, is that true, any more than what Emily wrote
about your meeting is true?

He looked over at the Mother Board. He could
tell she was waiting for him to say something. He shrugged. “I
don’t get it.”

She smiled and he knew that he’d said the
right thing again because it was a smile of triumph, quickly
converted into her usual calm demeanor. “I cannot expect you to,
David. You are of too high a level to see the baseness of this kind
of thing. But, I will need your help, your cooperation, to ensure
that this lost dissident truly returns to the fold of our
supporters.”

He nodded, remarking to himself that only
one short day ago he would have felt important and flattered by her
words, not suspicious and disgusted. “Of course. What should I
do?”

“Send her a link, requesting that she meet
with you again. I am sure she will leap at the chance.”

This was another trap. Emily would not leap
at the chance to meet with him, because she’d pointedly told him
not to send her a link, but to write a letter instead. But he knew
if he protested then they were both exposed.

“But,” he whined, “why do I have to spend
time with her again? I’d rather visit Delight. Honestly, I’d rather
be with you.”

This was absolutely the correct response and
it showed. The Mother Board came to him and stroked his hair. “Oh,
David,” she said with her most perfect smile, “one day that will
be. When you have fulfilled your destiny, you will be assimilated
into the Master Program, to join yourself with me forever. Will you
like that?”

He nodded eagerly, not trusting himself to
speak, because his mind’s voice was screaming in horror. But the
Mother Board seemed to find that endearing, because she hugged his
face to her perfect breasts.

“Soon, David,” she whispered. “I picked you,
and that makes you mine. Soon we will be together for eternity. But
first, I need you to help me change this one dissident’s mind, so
the others will follow her. Will you do that for me?” she purred,
as she put her hand to his chin and raised his face to look at
her.

“Of course,” he lied while keeping his
expression worshipful and adoring.

She smiled at him. “That’s my perfect man,”
she cooed. “Now, tell the writer to meet you. Pick a place she will
feel safe in.”

He nodded. “What about the coffeehouse, or
the Old Park?” he suggested, wondering which she would pick.

“The coffeehouse, I think,” the Mother Board
said with a gleam in her eye. “That will allow more people to
witness that she is with you and therefore more will believe that
she does, in fact, think you are the right choice for the Chosen
One.”

He shrugged and sent the link, wording it
carefully. E. D., liked your article, thanks for capturing me so
accurately. Would like to meet up again, to do another. If you’re
interested, meet me at the coffeehouse next week, same day and
time. D. Chosen.

The Mother Board stroked his hair. “Well
worded,” she said calmly. “Professional and interested, yet
detached and leaving her the impression that she has a choice. But,
I wonder…why a week from now?”

David flashed her a smile, while his mind’s
voice mentioned that this was why Emily wanted a letter, because
the Mother Board and the Master Computer could access everything
sent via the System. “I didn’t want to seem too eager to see
her…she might think it was a trap. A week later, same day and time,
sounds more…more…” he struggled for the right word.

“Romantic?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said, with a relieved grin,
“that’s the word.”

The Mother Board nodded. “An excellent idea.
Human females are susceptible to that.” She moved away towards the
door. “I am very pleased with you, David,” she told him as she
left. “You are exactly what I hoped for in our next Chosen
One.”
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David waited until he knew the Mother Board
was gone, then called up his usual daily downloads, not wanting to
appear out of sync with his normal routine. He ingested them all
absentmindedly – he was busy trying to figure out what to write to
Emily and how to get it to the Old Park in time for her to read it
before the next week arrived.

As he was about to disengage from the
System, he was alerted to an incoming message. It was Emily and his
heart jumped. Thrilled to get the chance to interview you
again, she wrote. Will meet as requested. E. D.
Gray.

It’s a lie, his mind’s voice told him. She’s
not thrilled, she’s terrified. You have to let her know that you’re
trying to protect her, not giving her up for eradication.

David looked around for paper and a writing
implement of some kind, but there were none in his rooms anywhere.
He wandered through the Tower, casually looking around, but nothing
was readily available. There was no need for paper or pens. The
lower-level workers used them, but no one in the any of the Towers
did; they were all paperless.

He wandered out with no real destination in
mind. He wandered like this frequently, so he was fairly sure it
wouldn’t cause suspicion. But he knew walking into a store and
buying writing paraphernalia would, at best, ensure that he was
asked questions that he didn’t have good answers for.

He walked the streets for his full excursion
time, pointedly avoiding either the Old Park or the street the
coffeehouse was on. He stayed away from that section of town
entirely, keeping to what would be his more normal haunts, the
various Smaller Towers that made up most of the Inner City
area.

David returned to the Tower looking as he
always did but feeling dejected. He’d found no way to write a
letter to Emily, no way to let her know he meant her no harm. He
looked at all the Programmers he passed, saw some Engineers and
Technicians hurrying by him, observed a group of Operators
gathering for a meeting. All of them flashed him huge, welcoming
smiles, as they saw him – smiles that never reached their eyes. He
wondered if that was what had truly made Emily stand out to him –
her smile, however casual, had seemed to radiate up from her mouth
and out her eyes.

He felt lonely, for the first time he could
remember since he was small. Hugely lonely, as if there was no one
in the world who truly cared about him. He meant to go to his
quarters but his mind’s voice took over and he told his floater
instead to take him to Delight.

He reached her room and stepped off the thin
metal plate, telling it to wait for him. She was there, of course.
Unlike him, Delight was not allowed out of the Tower. The reason
given for this was that she needed the constant protection the
Tower offered her. Now David found himself wondering if she wasn’t
allowed out in case she met someone like Emily, or the young man
from the coffeehouse – someone different who might ask her why she
wanted to be the sperm donorette, as Emily called her.

Delight gave him a pleased, but absent,
smile. She was watching Vid and that normally occupied a great deal
of her time. He glanced at the screen, but there were just the
usual colorful patterns moving in time to the approved music. David
normally found them relaxing. Now he found that they were making
him feel dizzy and sick.

He wandered around Delight’s rooms and, to
his complete surprise, he saw a pad of paper and several pens and
pencils lying on her bedside table. “Why do you have paper and
pens?” he asked, working to keep his tone neutral.

“Oh,” she said, sounding exasperated, “I got
some gifts for my birthday from some of the lowers. Proper
etiquette says that I have to send them a handwritten thank you
note. It’s such a lot of work, though,” she added petulantly.

“Writing’s not that hard.” He tried not to
sound like he was leading the conversation.

“I hate it,” she said flatly. “I don’t know
why I have to thank them, anyway. It’s just something the
Underwriter says has to be done.”

The Underwriter was one of the oldest
Programmers they had, and his word tended to be law. Even the
Mother Board couldn’t get around him when he was adamant. He was
rumored to have a direct line to the Master Computer, outside of
the Mother Board’s, which gave him a great aura of mystery.
Basically, if the Underwriter said that Delight had to write thank
you notes, then thank you notes she would write.

“I could help you out,” David said
slowly.

“How?” she asked, sounding bored. He looked
over at her; she was staring at the Vid again.

“I could write them for you,” he offered. “I
mean, it’s not like they have to be written in your hand, do they?
They just have to be handwritten. I can do that, and you can sign
them.”

“They’ll know it’s different,” she sighed.
“I don’t write anything like you do.”

“How do you know that?” he asked her,
feeling suspicious and worried.

“Oh,” she replied, as she reached for a
carrot and started munching on it, “the writing Teacher showed me
some essay you did, one of the ones you wrote to become the Chosen
One, so I could tell her what your handwriting said about you.”

“What did it say?” he asked, controlling
himself from grabbing the pad of paper and pens and running out the
door.

She shrugged. “That you were the right man,
I guess. I didn’t pay a lot of attention. Just enough to know that
we don’t write anything alike. The Teacher told me that, too.”

“Well,” he said carefully, “I could just
sign your name. I mean, it’s not like any of the Programmers are
going to read it. Are they?” he asked, suddenly worried.

“Well, the Underwriter can’t, and the
writing Teacher isn’t around anymore, so probably not.”

“What do you mean, the Underwriter can’t
read what we write?”

She turned from the Vid to look straight at
him. Her expression was exasperated. “Because none of those fully
linked to the Master Computer can read what’s on paper, not even
the Mother Board or the Programmers. It has to be uploaded into the
System. I mean,” she added patiently to his shocked look, “they
could scan it in, sure. But deciphering each person’s individual
handwriting is hard work, and all the original handwriting
Programmers passed on and no one felt that their work needed to be
continued, and why would they? There’s nothing written by hand that
matters any more. Anything the lower-levels might happen to write
on paper they upload as soon as it’s ready to go into the
System.”

“How do you know all this?” he asked,
feeling his world start to both reel around him and solidify at the
same time.

She shrugged. “The writing Teacher. She
liked to talk about this a lot. Told me it was important to know.
She repeated it so much I never forgot it.”

“Where is she now, the writing Teacher?” he
asked carefully.

Delight shrugged. “They told me she got
relocated. I wasn’t sorry to see her go…she made me miss a lot of
Vid.”

David gave her a weak grin. “Fair enough.
So, you want me to do those thank you letters for you or you want
to do them yourself?”

She gave him her sweet girl smile, the one
she used whenever they weren’t alone. “That would be so nice of
you, David.” She giggled. “I’ll make it up to you in a year.”

He clamped down on his feelings, which
weren’t what they would have been the day before. He managed to
appear to be looking forward to that day, took the paper and pens,
along with the list of names to be thanked, and left, sliding them
into his shirt before he went out Delight’s door. He headed to his
quarters, trying to keep his heart from beating too quickly.
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David entered his rooms and looked around,
feeling like he was being watched. He knew in the logical part of
his experience that he couldn’t be observed unless he was linked
into the Main System. But he knew that most of the Tower was linked
in and he didn’t know how safe from observation he truly was in his
rooms.

He went to the bathroom and wrapped the
writing paraphernalia up in a towel. Then he ran bathwater and
undressed. One of the few areas where there were no links was this
room, mostly due to the danger water created with electricity. It
was considered a great honor that he and Delight both were allowed
running water as opposed to the sonic showers which supposedly
safely shook dirt off of a person’s body. No one else in the Towers
was so honored.

Normally David liked to luxuriate in the tub
or under the shower. But tonight he wanted the safety to write his
letter to Emily. He got into the tub and carefully took the pad of
paper and one of the pens out of the towel. He tried to think about
what to say.

Dear Emily, he wrote slowly,
realizing that it had been so long since he’d actually written
anything by hand that it wasn’t coming naturally to him and his
writing was hard to read.

You were right, and I’m glad we discussed
what to do. I think it worked. But you have to meet me as requested
in my link – I promise I won’t let anything happen to you. But we
also can’t talk like we did before – I know they’ll be watching.
But I want to talk to you that way again. It’s the first time
anyone’s ever spoken to me like you did. I don’t know how we’ll do
that, but I want to, so much. Please come to meet me. I miss
you.

David.

He read it over and wondered if he should
try to write it differently, be more vague, just in case someone
other than Emily got the letter. But he didn’t know how to code his
words. He felt alone and stupid, and for a moment he wondered why
he wanted to see anyone who made him feel like this.

He thought about Emily’s smile and he
carefully folded his letter and slipped it back into the towel.

Then he checked Delight’s list and wrote a
thank you note to the first name on it.
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David dreamed about Emily all night. He
dreamed about writing letters to her, telling her all the things
he’d never told anyone, all the things he’d never really allowed
himself to think about all his life.

He dreamed that she wrote to him, too,
letters filled with interest in his thoughts and feelings, letters
telling him that she cared about him and wanted to be with him.

He dreamed about meeting her again and
again, spending time with her, holding her hand, putting his arms
around her, kissing her. He dreamed he was making love to her, of
lying naked with her body held tightly next to his.

But the dream didn’t end happily. He was
meeting Emily in the Old Park – he could see her walking down a
path towards him. He was waiting for her on the bench they’d sat on
when he’d put his arm around her and wiped away her tears. She was
waving to him, looking happy to see him, but before she could reach
him a monster rose out of the lake and attacked her. It looked
almost like a huge spider, but with a rectangular body and myriad
legs all twitching and grasping at her, as they wrapped around her
body and pulled her into its gaping maw.

He couldn’t move, couldn’t run to help her,
because another monster like the one in the lake had him, wrapping
its legs around him and binding him to the bench he was sitting on.
He was screaming Emily’s name as he watched her being engulfed.

Then the monsters disappeared and the lake
and Park were both calm, as if nothing of any importance had just
happened. He thought he was unscathed, but he looked down at his
body and saw that there was a hole in his chest – the monster had
taken his heart away. But he was still alive, and he didn’t feel
any pain – he didn’t feel anything at all.

David woke up shaking and covered in sweat,
wondering why he’d dreamed this horrifying ending. He tried
analyzing his dream while he worked to get his heartbeat back to
something normal. He knew that the good part of his dream was
obviously a manifestation of emotions and desires Emily had created
in him. But the ending clearly showed that he feared she would be
taken from him and that he would be helpless to save her.

He thought about the monsters from his
dream. They reminded him of something else, something other than
spiders, now that he was thinking about them with his waking mind.
He just couldn’t place what.

It was the middle of the night but he got up
and hooked into the Main System, looking for the monster he’d
dreamed. He searched various myths and legends, but nothing was
right. He started doing random searches based on different aspects
of the monsters from his dream, but nothing appeared right.

David was about to give up when he used the
word “thread” in his search. As he was speeding through the results
a word caught his eye: computer. He went back and followed that
link, which took him to a basic description of how computers
worked.

He read it all, wondering when his
subconscious had gotten smart enough to personify the evil that
mankind had fallen into. Emily’s comments made more sense now that
he read about the origins of computers, how they worked, what
they’d originally been created for – and what their reason for
being was now.

David wiped out the search results and
search histories, then disconnected from the System, and went back
to bed. But he couldn’t sleep. His mind was whirling, from the
dream and what he was trying to tell himself with it.

He pondered this until morning came. Then he
rose and began his daily routine, determined to get his letter to
the mail drop in the Old Park today.
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Nothing seemed out of the ordinary in how
anyone dealt with him and David was careful to act as natural as he
possibly could. He had two letters in his pocket, but if anyone
thought to look, it would appear to be only one. He’d hidden his
letter to Emily within the thank you letter.

David wanted to run out of the Tower to the
Old Park but he knew that someone, or something, was watching him
for any signs that he was giving his encounter with Emily any
thought, so he followed what he considered his lazy routine. He ate
his breakfast slowly, taking his time with everything, and wandered
to the gym, to do a leisurely workout. Then he showered, taking
quite a while, dressed carefully, and wandered out onto the main
floor.

There he strolled around, watching the
workers hustle and bustle about, sticking his head into meetings,
and generally showing that he was bored. Finally it was
mid-afternoon and David decided that he’d been obviously bored for
long enough.

He told the Security Programmer at the main
entrance that he was going out for a walk and that he wasn’t sure
when he’d be back. This was registered with little interest, just
like every other day he’d said this, though the Programmer smiled
at him like he was the most important man in the world. But David
looked carefully at the man’s eyes and they weren’t really looking
at him but at something within the man’s own mind.

David wandered through the streets,
following one of his normal routes, which happened to take him into
the Old Park. He went to the Park frequently, so going there today
shouldn’t cause too much interest for any watching him.

He walked through the Park, trying not to
feel that there were monsters lurking there but not succeeding.
He’d finally come to understand that there were monsters
everywhere.

He reached the mail drop and now he wondered
just what he was supposed to do. It was a simple metal structure,
rusted with age and weather, a squat, rectangular shed with a
counter, really.

David looked inside it, but there didn’t
seem to be any specific place to put anything other than the
counter. He didn’t want to leave his letter to Emily on the
counter, though. It could blow away and more importantly, it could
be seen by anyone who was nearby. He suddenly wondered if he should
have worked harder to figure out how to code his message.

David took a deep breath and pulled out the
thank you letter. Before he could extract his letter to Emily from
it he heard a man’s voice behind him. “Mail for pick up?”

He turned to see an older man in a cleaners
uniform standing there. David felt frozen. The man raised his
eyebrow and David was shocked to discover it was the same man from
the coffeehouse.

“Mail to be delivered, sir?” he asked
respectfully. David nodded. “Wrong spot for it.” The old man
smiled. “But, the right place is quite a ways away. If you’d allow
me the honor, I’ll happily mail your letter for you.”

David didn’t know what to do or say, but the
voice in his mind told him that inaction was not the right choice.
He handed the letter over to the old man. “It’s…it’s really from
the Mother of the Next Generation,” he said suddenly. “She doesn’t
like to write, and they’re making her for some stupid reason, so I
thought I’d help her out. If the address is wrong, it’s not my
fault, I’m using her list.”

The older man nodded gravely. “Duly noted,
sir. I’ll put her return address on it, just in case.”

“Good,” David said, trying to sound pleased
instead of terrified. “You…you will make sure it’s delivered
properly?”

“Absolutely, sir. It’s an honor to perform a
service for not one but both of the Chosen Ones.” He bowed, then
walked off in the direction he’d indicated.

David felt almost unable to move, but he
forced himself to wander through the Park some more before he
headed back to the Tower. No one questioned him when he arrived but
this made him more nervous for some reason.

He entered his rooms but nothing seemed
disturbed or out of the ordinary. He ate dinner and tried to watch
the Vid but couldn’t stomach it.

David was about to take another shower when
the Mother Board came in. She looked radiant tonight, hair the
color of honey, eyes a deep chocolate brown, her skin a rich color
in between the two. “Did you have a nice day?” she asked him.

He shrugged. “It was fine. Nothing
special.”

“Isn’t writing and mailing a letter
special?”

He swallowed. “I don’t know what you
mean.”

“Of course you do,” she said sweetly, as she
glided to a couch and sat down. “You wrote a letter and then went
to the ancient mail drop in the Old Park to send it. Who was the
letter to?”

David looked at the floor. “I can’t tell
you.”

“Of course you can,” she said, and her tone
was just a little bit sharp.

He shook his head, keeping it down. “I’ll
get someone else in trouble if I tell you.”

“Oh, I’m sure not,” she said, her voice
dripping with sweetness. “Now, who were you writing to, David? That
you couldn’t send a link to, which would have been so much faster
and far more simple?”

He didn’t look at her. “You promise you
won’t get mad at her for what I did?” he asked, keeping his tone
that of a child caught in the act of misbehaving.

“Of course, David,” she replied, sounding
shocked. “I would never harm a friend of yours.”

David sighed and looked up, keeping his eyes
on her face. “Delight has all these thank you letters that the
Underwriter is insisting she do by hand. She didn’t want to and I
didn’t want her to get into trouble, so I offered to write them for
her. It’s hard work,” he added a bit plaintively, “and I only got
one done last night. Then I realized that I didn’t know where to
mail a paper letter. The only place I’d ever seen was that mail
drop in the Park. So, since I was planning to walk there today
anyway, I figured I should check and see if I could mail her thank
you letters there.”

The Mother Board looked slightly shocked and
he knew she hadn’t been expecting this answer. “And, did you mail
that letter?”

He shrugged. “Sort of. There was an old man,
a respectful one,” he added. “He figured out that I was
trying to mail a letter and told me I was in the wrong spot by a
long ways. He offered to take the letter and mail it so that I
wouldn’t have to be bothered, so I gave it to him.” He put a
slightly worried expression on his face. “Do you think that was the
right thing to do?”

“We’ll see,” she answered. She looked up
now. “Bring me Delight immediately.” David knew this order wasn’t
for him.

Delight arrived quickly, looking confused
and a bit scared. “Do you have thank you letters to complete which
the Underwriter is requiring you to write by hand?” the Mother
Board asked her without any preamble.

Delight looked over at David with panic in
her eyes. “Uh…yes,” she admitted, looking back at the Mother Board
with obvious fear in her voice.

“And, are you, in fact, writing them?” the
Mother Board asked sternly.

Delight shot David another panicked look,
then she hung her head. “No,” she whispered.

“Why not?”

“Be-because David said he’d do them for
me…as a favor,” Delight whispered.

David was watching the Mother Board’s
expression carefully, and he understood that this was truly not the
answer she’d been expecting. “I…see,” she said now. She looked over
at David. “Give me the list of names, please.”

He went into the bathroom and pulled the
list out, but not before noting that the towel he’d hidden the list
and writing paraphernalia in had been moved – only slightly, but he
was sure that someone had been in his quarters, searching, while he
was out.

He went back out and handed the Mother Board
the list. She looked at it and he could tell she couldn’t make it
out. She handed it to Delight. “Read the first name on the list to
me,” she said imperiously. Neither Delight nor David looked at each
other.

“Mary Sullivan, grocer,” Delight read aloud.
“Gift of elaborate fruit basket.”

“I see,” the Mother Board said. She looked
over at David. “That does correlate to the letter confiscated from
the old man who took it from you at the Park.” She looked up at the
ceiling again. “You may set him free, he was telling the truth.”
David felt his stomach, already roiling, clench into a knot of
cold, hard fear. But he kept his expression calm.

The Mother Board looked over at Delight. “In
the future, you should let me know when you don’t want to do
something the Underwriter insists upon. I will be happy to help
you.” Delight nodded. “You can go back to your quarters now, dear,”
she said sweetly. Delight flashed David a hopeful look, then she
left as quickly as she could.

The Mother Board looked at him and sighed.
“Your intentions were good, David, but please don’t try to keep
something like that from me again. I have no problem with your
writing Delight’s letters for her if it makes you feel happy. But
you can have them delivered by one of the Operators.”

He shook his head. “Then the Underwriter
will know she’s not writing them herself and she’ll get into
trouble.”

The Mother Board smiled at him, and her
teeth were perfect and white. “That’s a good point, David. What do
you suggest?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Should I give
them to Delight to mail?”

She nodded. “That sounds like a good plan,
David. Now,” she patted the couch next to her, “let’s watch the Vid
together for a while.”
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David had the same dream again, night after
night. And each time Emily died in it and his heart was taken away.
He knew he was giving himself a warning, but he didn’t know what to
do with this information.

The week went by slowly. He was sleeping
poorly and the Mother Board was spending a great deal of time with
him. He used to find it flattering when she did so but now he knew
he was being watched, that she distrusted him and was looking for
him to slip up and say or do something which would allow her to
know that he wanted to see Emily again more than he wanted anything
else in the world.

He couldn’t understand why this was so. He’d
only spent a few hours with her, after all. Every night when he
dreamed he tried to stop his dream when they were done making love,
when their naked bodies were entwined together, to not reach the
end. But he wasn’t able to stop the dream where he wanted to, and
every night he saw Emily engulfed by what he now knew was the
Mother Board as she really was.

He ran into the Underwriter in the halls one
day, confirming that they were watching him, since the Underwriter
rarely if ever was seen out of the top levels of the Tower.

The old man gave him a long look as David
gave him a respectful bow. “Are you sleeping well, Chosen One?” he
asked finally.

David shrugged. “Normally. Why?”

“You seem…tired,” the Underwriter said with
a small smile. “As a suggestion, when you want to awaken, you can
override your bad dreams with a simple numeric code.”

“Oh?” David asked politely, wondering if the
Master Computer was reading his dreams while he slept and worrying
about Emily’s safety if this was so.

“Yes,” the Underwriter said. “Here.” He
handed David a piece of paper with an eight-digit number on it.
“Memorize this. It will help you.” The old Programmer then turned
and walked away, leaving David staring dumbly at the piece of paper
in his hand, which looked as if it was very old, older than the
papers he’d seen in the coffeehouse.

He couldn’t figure out how a number could
help him stop a nightmare, but he’d been trained to do what the
Programmers told him, so he memorized the number. His mind’s voice
spent some time asking him why the Underwriter had visited him and,
since Delight had told him that none fully linked into the System
could read or write, who had actually written the numbers down on
the paper he was staring at. But he had no answers, and ultimately
chose not to dwell on it.
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Finally the day arrived when he was supposed
to meet Emily. He’d decided that acting like he’d forgotten about
the appointment would be the safest bet and so was in his quarters,
watching Vid. He knew that he was past time to leave to be on time
to meet Emily, but he kept himself lounging on the couch.

The Mother Board wandered into his rooms.
“Don’t you have an appointment to keep, David?” she asked
chidingly.

He looked over at her. “I don’t think so,”
he said slowly.

She shook her head. “With that writer? At
the coffeehouse?”

He looked blank for a moment, then let the
realization dawn. “Oh! Is that today?” he asked, as he got up
languidly. He glanced at the clock. “I have plenty of time.”

She shook her head. “No, you are supposed to
be there in five minutes.”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “Guess I didn’t remember
the right time. Think it’ll matter if I’m late?”

“No.” She smiled. “I’m sure she’ll wait for
you. If she was as impressed with you as she sounded in her
article.”

His stomach clenched at that. Now David was
worried that he’d put Emily in more danger by pretending he didn’t
remember the appointment. He knew she would be scared and, if he
was too late, she might indeed run, because she would fear a trap.
He feared a trap himself.

But he just shrugged again. “Guess I’ll find
out. How long do you want me to spend with her?”

“As long as necessary to show the most
people that she’s indeed impressed with your company,” was her
pleasant reply.

“Okay,” he said, flashing her his roguish
grin, which he knew she liked. “If you say I have to.”

David left the Tower and kept his pace slow
and casual, doing his best to look like a man who was going to an
appointment he didn’t relish. He was fifteen minutes late by the
time he got to the coffeehouse and he wondered what he’d do if
Emily wasn’t there.

He walked inside and the odor of what Emily
had told him was ground coffee hit his nostrils again. He took a
deep breath, enjoying the smell. He looked around and his heart
leaped, because she was there, at the same table they’d been at
before.

David went over to her, and as he got nearer
she jumped up and raced over to him, giving him a huge smile – the
kind of smile he was used to, not her smile. David felt
disappointment wash over him. “Oh, I’m so glad you could make it!”
she said breathlessly, as she grabbed his arm and dragged him to
the table.

She sat down again and gave him another
huge, fake smile. “Do you want a coffee? I know you loved it when
you tried it last week.”

He opened his mouth to say that he’d hated
the two sips of coffee he’d managed to choke down last week, when
the voice in his head snidely mentioned that Emily was far more
adept with coded messages than he was, and she was telling him that
they were being watched – and that her actions weren’t real.

“Sure,” he said with enthusiasm.

She looked extremely pleased and made a
motion to the people behind the counter. The young man who’d been
there the week prior came rushing over. “Here’s your coffee, sir,”
he said, sounding extremely respectful.

Now David knew they were being
watched, and he wondered who it was. The coffeehouse couldn’t take
AllCards, so they had no computer hookups. Therefore, the only ones
there would be mobile. David shifted a bit, realizing as he did so
that, unlike the week prior, he was sitting with his back to a
wall, meaning that he could casually look around the room.

Emily was babbling next to him. He almost
ignored her, but the voice in his head reminded him that she wasn’t
Delight and if she was babbling it was to cover information she was
trying to pass to him.

“I was so flattered that you’d read
my article,” she was saying. “I got so many positive comments about
it, too.” She giggled. “I wish I’d met you years earlier.”

David gave her his standard roguish grin.
“Glad to help. So, what questions do you want to ask me this
time?”

“Oh,” she said, pulling out her pad of paper
and pen, “let me get ready!” She had the pad in her hands at an
angle, but he saw that there were words on the paper. He also noted
that, due to how they were both sitting, he was the only one in the
coffeehouse who would be able to see what was on that pad.

He gave the words a closer look while he
brought the coffee to his lips. He was shocked when he saw and
tasted it – it was whitish and was far sweeter and less bitter than
before. He took a larger sip, then looked away from the pad.
Above and ahead, 2 Operators, disguised as students, were
what the words said.

David looked around the coffeehouse like a
man surveying his domain. He wanted to ensure that the Operators
thought he was very comfortable here.

“So,” he said jovially, “what’s question
number one?”

Emily gave him a bright look. “What is the
Mother of the Next Generation like? I think everyone was intrigued
by you, and since we can’t meet her, you’re the only one who can
truly tell us what she’s like.”

David managed not to laugh. Everyone asked
him this question and he had his stock answers more than memorized.
Which he knew Emily was aware of, because while she was busy
scribbling words onto the pad, they weren’t anything he was
actually saying. Your letter was safely delivered, but only
because you are actually as clever as they tell us. But I have to
run tonight.

He felt his heart constrict and he stumbled
over his description of Delight. “But,” he managed to recover,
“most people want to know why they can’t meet Delight in
person. That’s because she’s just too important to risk…”

He went on as Emily nodded and wrote some
more. Because they suspect we’ve made a connection and, worse,
they suspect you’re starting to think. I’ll do my best to ensure
that they can’t prove either one. You’ll just have to forget about
me. Quickly. Before they make you forget about me. She’d
underlined the word “make” three times, but David had already known
what she meant before she did so.

He was done with his discussion of Delight’s
wonders. Emily didn’t leave any time for silences. “So, what do you
think of the lower-level workers, truly?” she asked, sounding
deeply interested.

“I can still remember the first time I met
one,” he said carefully. “In fact, I know that I’ll never forget
it, no matter what I do.”

“How so?” she asked, as he saw worry flash
through her eyes.

“I was younger and running,” he said,
pulling an old memory up. “I loved to run…I still do in fact…but
this time I’m speaking of I stumbled and fell. But this nice man
helped me up and brushed me off. He was a janitor, and he took me
back home. I’ve always felt a kinship to the lower-level workers
since then.”

Emily was writing again. He’s okay, they
let him go because he’d already gotten your letter to the next
courier before they caught him. He’s run already, and made it out.
But you can’t. She looked up at him. “Would you like a
cookie?”

“Why not?”

She motioned to the boy behind the counter,
and he came trotting over again. “The Chosen One would like a
cookie,” she told him solemnly. The boy nodded and went back over
to the counter.

You are unmistakable. Everyone knows who
you are. You will have a hard time running successfully. You have
your nice, safe life, she wrote, while they waited. Why
would you want to run? If I’m gone, and you play it right, they’ll
leave you alone.

David took a long drink of his coffee. “You
know,” he said conversationally, “I just love this coffee. Amazing,
isn’t it? I’ve only had it twice, but I’d like to have it all the
time. Even though I know there are risks associated with it. But I
think they would be worth it, to have something like this every
day.”

She looked up at him and, though she was
trying to hide it, he could tell she was upset. “I love coffee,
too,” she said slowly, “though I know I shouldn’t and can’t even
explain why. But sometimes you have to give things up for your own
good.”

He shrugged as the boy brought over a plate
full of cookies of various types. “Maybe.” He picked through the
cookies. There was one with chocolate sprinkles on it that stood
out to him. “You know,” he said casually, picking up the cookie but
not eating it, “the Mother Board has hair this color. Well,
sometimes. She changes what she looks like, but she’s always
beautiful, always perfect.” He looked over at Emily. “Because she
was made that way. Delight and I strive to be as perfect as she is,
so that the Next Generation will be closer to her ideal.” He
crumbled the cookie in his hand. “But things can change that
quickly. And, if something bad were to happen to me or Delight, I
know that the Mother Board would find someone else just as
suitable.”

Emily gave him a smile, but he could tell
she was fighting to do so. “She and the Master Computer are indeed
our benefactors, as you told me last week. Tell me more about what
it’s like to live in the Tower.”

He warbled on about this while she wrote
again. You don’t understand the risks. You don’t know that we
live in a bubble, that the weather and the sunrise and sunset are
all holographic and not real, that there’s a whole world out there
none of us ever see. We don’t know what it’s really like, just that
it’s not wired to the Master Computer. It could be awful. You’re
better off here.

“I particularly like the gym,” he mentioned.
“It’s hard work, keeping in shape, and I don’t really understand
how some of the machines do their magic, but I’m willing to do it,
because that’s one of the things that’s going to guarantee the best
Next Generation.”

You don’t understand, she wrote, as
she nodded her head and murmured for him to go on. I have to go
tonight. You’d have to leave right now, with just the clothes on
your back and nothing else, especially not that AllCard you carry
around. You aren’t ready.

“I didn’t think I was ready, when the Mother
Board told me I was selected to be the next Chosen One,” he told
her. “But I was, and I came to realize that in less time than you
might imagine.”

Emily gave him a long look, but she seemed
to reach a decision. “This will sound silly to you, I’m sure,” she
said shyly, “but would you mind taking a walk in the Old Park with
me? I so enjoyed our time there last week.”

He nodded. “Of course.” It was still
daylight, and he wondered why they were leaving now, but he didn’t
argue. He looked around as he stood up, noting that the Operators
were still there and seemed to be watching him. He looked at the
plate of cookies. “Am I supposed to give him barter slips for
those?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes, but I’ll be happy to do so.”

“No.” He reached around in his pocket. “I
thought to bring some with me this time.” He had, and he wrapped
them around his AllCard, depositing both onto the table, though
only the barter slips were showing.

Emily gave him a quick nod and he knew she’d
figured out what he’d done. “Good enough. Shall we?” She stood up,
putting her pad and pen into her shoulder bag, which she again put
over her head. He let her lead the way out of the coffeehouse. He
noted that the young man was watching them, giving David a look
that clearly said he didn’t trust him at all. David hoped that
circumstances wouldn’t work out to prove the boy right.
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“So,” Emily said cheerfully as they walked
along, “do you wear an earcom or a digiwatch?”

“No,” he smiled, mentally doing a check of
anything on him that could be used as a mobile linking device.
“When I’m out among the lower-levels I want to just enjoy them. I
like to upload my memories later, to review them or discard them
depending.”

She stumbled and looked down. “Need to tie
my shoe,” she said apologetically, as she crouched down. He saw
something small in her hand – an electronic device of some kind. He
felt panic hit him, as the thought occurred to him that she could
be working for the Mother Board, to trap him, to prove that he was
unworthy.

Emily looked up at him. “Nice belt buckle.
Where’d you get it?”

He looked down at the silver eagle on his
belt and it dawned on him that she was holding a scanner – and that
it had identified a link. One he hadn’t been aware of, the voice in
his mind mentioned.

“Oh, I guess from Central Supply,” he told
her in a bored tone. “All my clothes come from there.”

She nodded. “Everything’s nice. I just
particularly like that buckle. The buttons on your jacket are
interesting, too.” David wondered how he was going to get rid of
his belt and jacket without anyone noticing. Emily stood up. “It’s
warm out, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” he agreed, taking his jacket off to
prove it to anyone who might be watching them. He had worn a tight
long-sleeved black mock turtle-neck shirt, black jeans, and black
boots today. Unlike the belt and jacket, they weren’t new. He’d
found the belt and jacket in his closet within the last week – he
hadn’t questioned it because clothes came and went for him, as was
deemed necessary. But now he knew that the Mother Board still
didn’t fully believe that he wasn’t interested in Emily in a real
way and he felt a chill go up his spine.

David pushed his sleeves up on his forearms,
gave her a reassuring smile, and they walked on, with him holding
his jacket in front of his belt so that he could surreptitiously
unhook the buckle.

He’d spent many years doing things with his
hands where the various Teachers and Programmers couldn’t see, out
of boredom, mostly, so he’d become quite adept at it. He was able
to talk about the wonders of the Tower while he removed the buckle
and slid it into one of the jacket’s pockets.

They reached the park and wandered over to
the benches under the weeping willows. They sat down and David laid
his jacket over the back of their bench. “Want to look at the
water?” he asked Emily now, working to keep his voice casual.

“Sure.” She hopped up and walked towards the
water. They reached the lake’s edge and stood there, staring at
it.

“Anything else you like on my clothes?” he
asked her.

“No, you’re clean now,” she said softly. She
looked up at him. “I want you to stay at the benches, though. I’m
going to make sure that the bolt-hole isn’t being watched. If it’s
safe, I’ll come back and get you.”

She moved to walk away, but David grabbed
her arm. “Don’t leave me here,” he said urgently. “Don’t go off
alone.” His dream was rushing over him and he knew if they
separated he’d see her die or never see her again.

She shook her head. “It’ll be safer this
way, David. And,” she added softly, “that way, if you…change your
mind…you’ll be able to go back safely.”

He felt himself starting to shake. “I won’t
change my mind.”

She gave him a gentle look. “It could
be infatuation with something new, you know, David. Not….” Her
voice trailed off and she looked away from him, at the lake
again.

“No,” he said in a low voice. “It’s not
infatuation. I finally…feel something, something real…and it’s all
because of you. And the feelings aren’t going to go away and they
aren’t going to stop.” She looked back at him and he saw tears in
her eyes again. “I…I want to take care of you,” he whispered.

“You’re supposed to take care of the Next
Generation,” she said wryly, this time making the title clear in
her tone.

He shrugged. “I don’t know why, any more. I
don’t want to be the Father…I just want to be a man.”

She gave him a long look. “Being a man is
much harder than being the sperm donor, David.”

“I know. But I know I can manage it. If you
help me.”

“Why me?”

“Because….” He struggled for how to put it
into words. “Because you’re the only person who’s ever treated me
like I was…real. I don’t exist, really, to everyone else. I didn’t
know that until I met you, but I know it now. I’m just a
figurehead, just someone being used. The genetic sample you said I
was. No one cares about me. Not Delight, not the lower-level
people, not the Programmers or other high-level workers – not even
the Master Computer or the Mother Board. They all want to use me,
but no one cares about what I want, what I think, what I want to
do.”

“Up until a week ago, all you wanted to do
was wander around being the Chosen One, waiting for your big mating
day.”

He nodded. “That’s why the Mother Board is
so worried about my having met you. I’ve started thinking, just
like you said she didn’t want, and it’s been easy to figure out
that whatever world we’re in now, it’s not the right one. At least,
it’s not the right one for me.”

“But you were chosen above all other males
to live a perfect life, filled with ease and relaxation, with no
cares or worries, ever. With no need to work or toil, feel pain or
loss, make difficult decisions or want for anything. Why would you
want to give that up?”

He shook his head. “Because it’s not right.
The only people I’ve ever seen who looked like they were having a…a
good life were the ones in that coffeehouse. No one was bowing or
scraping to me, no one was trying to entertain anyone else, but
they were all relaxed and I could tell they were contented. Not
perfectly contented, but content in a real way.”

She shrugged. “I suppose so. Lower-levelers
have a different life than you’ve ever had. It’s still not what our
ancestors had, but it’s as close as we can get in this bubble world
we live in.” She looked around. “Millions of people, all kept in
this perfect city, with its calmly regulated weather and its
perfect days and quiet nights.” She looked back up at him. “I still
think you should stay here and wait for me.”

He shook his head again. “I can’t do that.”
He didn’t want to tell her that he’d dreamed about her dying for
almost every night since he’d met her. He didn’t want to frighten
her. But he couldn’t allow her to go off alone, either.

She swallowed. “It’s going to be more
dangerous, David.”

Her eyes were opened wide and gazing
directly into his. His mind’s voice mentioned that her eyes were
looking at him, not at something within her own head. He
bent and kissed her, tentatively at first, but then, when she
didn’t pull away from him, with more passion, wrapping his arms
around her as he’d done in his dreams, holding her body closely to
his, feeling her heartbeat against his chest as her arms went
around his back.

Their kiss ended and they looked at each
other silently for a few moments. “I love you,” David told her,
feeling his chest get tight as he did so.

She leaned her head against his chest. “I
love you, too,” she whispered, and he felt the tightness in his
chest go away, to be replaced with a rush of feeling that sent
energy all through his body. “We have to run, David, right now.”
She pulled away from him, grabbed his hand, and started to move
along the path – the path he’d seen her on in his dream.
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They ran hand-in-hand, both waiting for
someone or something to try to stop them. But nothing did. His
mind’s voice said that something was wrong – that, regardless of
the links removed from his person, there had to be ways that the
Master Computer monitored the Old Park. The Mother Board would know
he’d kissed Emily, would know that he’d told her he loved her,
would know that he was trying to run. But nothing was hindering
them.

They were off the path now. Emily led him
through the Old Park, past the lake, deep into a forested area.
They reached another bench, just sitting there amongst the
trees.

“Help me move the bench,” she told him
breathlessly. “The exit hole is under it.”

He did, wondering what an exit was doing in
the middle of the Park. As soon as the bench was moved, Emily
reached for the ground, scrabbling around the grass with her
fingernails, until she got a piece to lift up. Then she rolled the
grass back like it was a carpet. David could see a rectangular hole
underneath it. It was black and seemed deep. It also made him
shiver, though he wasn’t sure why.

Emily came back to his side. “Okay,” she
said, sounding more than a little nervous, “last chance to back
out. We don’t know for sure where this goes, just that it’s deep.
We had a team go into it years ago, using rope. They never came
back, but sent us a message back that it was okay to use this
tunnel to get out of the bubble.”

David felt his mind’s voice forcing words
out. “I thought tunnels were round.”

She cocked her head at him. “Well, I guess
most were or are. But this one’s not. Why would that matter?”

He couldn’t give her an answer. His skin
just crawled when he looked at the gaping rectangle in front of
them.

“Look,” she said kindly, “I’ll go first.
I’ll call up to you, or something, and let you know it’s okay, when
I’ve reached bottom or the exit. Alright?” She looked ready to jump
in.

David acted without thinking, grabbing her
and pulling her against him. “No. You don’t go without me.
Anywhere, ever again. We stay together.” He was shaking, and he
felt the same as he had waking up from his nightmares.

Emily hugged him gently. “I appreciate that,
David. But, if you’re worried, I can go on first…or alone, if
that’s what you’d prefer, now that you’ve thought about it.”

“No,” he said vehemently. “I don’t
want you to leave me. Ever.”

She patted his back. “Okay,” she said
softly. “Then we’ll go in together, at the same time, holding onto
each other. How does that sound?”

Like we’ll both die, his mind’s voice
screamed. David took a step back from the edge, bringing Emily with
him. “I want to know where this goes, before we get into it.”

Emily looked up and gave him a bittersweet
smile. “I don’t know for sure where it goes, David. I just know
this is the only means of escape from this bubble world that we
have. It can’t go someplace worse than I’ll go if they find me
now,” she added softly.

He didn’t know what to do, so he let her
move them back to the edge. The hole suddenly reminded him of the
body of the monster in his dream. As this thought came to him, he
looked behind them – and froze in terror.

There was a monster, just like in his
nightmares: a huge, shiny, black rectangle coming toward them, its
myriad tentacles or threads or legs, whatever they really were,
reaching for him. It was even more terrifying here than it had been
in his dreams – like a mechanized insect, with what seemed like
blinking eyes randomly scattered all over its surface.

He tried to scream to warn Emily, but she
lurched in his arms. He tightened his hold on her and looked down –
to see the black threads of the second monster coming out of the
rectangular tunnel and wrapping around her body, trying to pull her
into the gaping hole and away from him.

They were both struggling now, as the other
monster reached him and wrapped itself around him, carefully not
locking around Emily, though. David knew that the one monster was
trying to get him away, keep him from the supposed tunnel, while
the other monster was trying to drag Emily into it. David felt like
he was in a living nightmare, and he wished desperately that he
knew how to wake up.

His mind flashed to the odd visit from the
Underwriter. What had the Programmer told him, that if he wanted to
wake up from a nightmare he should use the numbers on that piece of
paper? His mind’s voice screamed and he opened his mouth.
“Computer! Override order 86679245!”

Everything froze around them in an instant.
The monsters stopped wrapping and pulling at them – but that wasn’t
all. All the minor background noises that were a part of life
normally – birds, insects, transport noises, wind – were silent. He
glanced up at the sky. It seemed frozen, the clouds and birds in it
unmoving as if they were merely pictures, not real.

He looked away and at Emily. Her eyes were
wide with terror, and David’s anger forced his limbs to move. He
cautiously extracted himself from the tangle of what he recognized
were metal threads encircling him, keeping one hand tightly holding
onto Emily, just in case.

Once he was free he gently and carefully
extracted her from the other monster, then moved her a few steps
away from the edge of the so-called tunnel, again just in case.

They looked at each other for a few more
moments. “What happened, what did you do?” she whispered
finally.

“I…I’m not really sure,” he admitted.

“He activated the Master Computer’s main
override code,” a voice came from behind them. They both spun to
see the Underwriter walking slowly towards them. “Every Programmer
worth his or her salt writes in a hidden override code…just in
case.”

David moved them so he could see the tunnel,
the monsters and the Underwriter clearly, while shoving Emily
behind him. “Stay away from her,” he growled at the old Programmer,
as he pulled Emily’s arms around his waist, in case something else
snuck up behind them and tried to take her away.

The Underwriter gave him a gentle smile.
“David, if I meant her harm, why would I have given you the only
defense possible to save her…and yourself?”

David’s eyes narrowed. “What do you
mean?”

The Underwriter sighed. “David, your mind
has finally begun to work after all these years, but I see it’s not
working well enough, yet.” He drew closer to them and looked
around David’s body at Emily. David looked down over his shoulder.
She looked frightened and defiant, but she wasn’t looking away from
the Underwriter like he knew most people would.

The Underwriter chuckled. “Young lady, you
have certainly achieved the impossible. I must say that you turned
out far better than I had ever hoped.”

“What do you mean?” she asked him, suspicion
dripping from her voice.

The Underwriter indicated the bench. “Shall
we sit?” he asked, as he seated himself. “Oh, come, come,” he said
to them as they both stood where they were. “If I were going to
attack you, why would I have wasted the effort to walk all the way
over here?”

“Why did you walk instead of taking a
floater?” David asked, still not moving.

The Underwriter shrugged. “I was betting
that you were ultimately smart enough to use the override code I
gave you. Which would mean, were I on a floater at the time, that I
would plunge to the ground, be the ground one foot or several
hundred feet away. Medical isn’t active without the Main System,
you know.”

“I don’t understand anything you’re saying,”
David admitted.

“I know,” the Underwriter sighed. He looked
at Emily. “Please come and sit down, young lady. You look
pale.”

Emily took a deep breath, then moved, taking
her arms from around his waist as she grabbed David’s hand tightly
in hers. They both went to the bench, but David wouldn’t let her
sit on it – he sat down and put her onto his lap, holding her
closely to him, wrapping his arms around her firmly.

The Underwriter seemed to find this somewhat
amusing, but he didn’t comment about it. Instead he looked up at
the sky. “While what I have to tell you will shock you, I would
imagine you will be able to comprehend it.” He sighed. “Humanity
has done so much, yet made so many mistakes in the process.”

He looked back at them. “Young lady, you are
correct. We do indeed exist in a protective bubble, which controls
and monitors everything inside it. We have to, there is no
choice.”

“Why not?” she asked him hotly.

The old Programmer gave her a wry smile.
“Because the Earth is no longer the paradise it once was. It is not
livable for man or beast now. That tunnel,” he nodded towards the
hole, “does not lead to escape, nor paradise, nor even a harsh, but
livable, place. It leads directly to death.”

“I don’t believe you,” Emily said
defiantly.

The Underwriter chuckled. “I’m sure you
don’t. Humans tend to want to see proof, when their illusions are
being shattered.” He looked at David. “You are the only one with
control of the Master Computer and Main System now, David. It will
only obey your commands.”

David shrugged and looked up at the sky.
“Show me what the dissident’s escape tunnel in the Old Park really
is.”

The ground around the escape tunnel
shimmered and disappeared. In its place was still a tunnel, but it
was metal, not earth, silver not black. He and Emily stood up and
went to the edge again, both alert for something trying to push
them in or grab them. But nothing did.

Emily looked in first and gasped as she put
her hand to her mouth. She was crying and when he, too, looked into
the hole he realized why, as he automatically pulled her to him,
putting her face into his chest, and rocking her as she sobbed.

It wasn’t a tunnel to freedom, though, his
mind’s voice commented, it certainly did provide an escape – of a
type.
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It was a mass grave.

David could make out bodies, far away at the
bottom. He knew without looking closely that the old man from the
coffeehouse was down there. But there was no way he could still be
alive. The drop was not only steep, but there were also various
implements of death along the way – he could see dried blood on
some of them.

David backed them away from the hole of
death, still holding Emily tightly as she sobbed. He looked at the
Underwriter. “But…they were told that it was safe…by people who
went in long ago.”

The Underwriter shook his head. “The Master
Computer is programmed to give humanity what it wants,
David. Some of humanity, the small sect of dissidents, wanted an
escape. So, the Master Computer gave them the only escape it could.
It tricked them,” he added patiently, while David tried to assess
all he was hearing. “Because they wanted to believe that there was
a way to get out of the bubble.”

Emily looked up, her eyes red and her face
streaked with tears. “You said it gives us what we want. How can
you believe we want this kind of life? That they wanted that
kind of death?!”

The Underwriter sighed. “Young lady, you
yourself told David only last week that humanity chose this life.
Have you forgotten your own words so swiftly?”

“But what happened?” she asked plaintively.
“You said the outside world isn’t livable. Show me what you
mean!”

The Underwriter looked at him and David
looked up at the frozen sky. “Show us what is truly outside the
bubble.”

The sky and horizon changed instantly.
Instead of blue skies with wispy white clouds there was a cyclone
of red, black and brown raging around them. Emily gasped and
tightened her hold on David. He stroked her hair while he watched
the cyclone shift around the bubble. Something that seemed like
snowflakes, but different – uglier, dirtier, larger – were falling
onto the bubble now, then being whipped into the cyclone in an
endless cycle.

“Nuclear winter, combined with some other
unpleasant things,” the Underwriter commented. “A war between the
worlds, caused by the usual strifes mankind seems so fond of. We’d
colonized the entire solar system, and Earth was old, getting used
up. Some on other planets wanted to use it for mining only, some
wanted to keep it as a living history, an Earth zoo, if you will.
There were some other, less popular suggestions, but in the end,
they all fought to create what they wanted out of this planet.
We’re all lucky, really, that the Master Computer was activated
just in time. It was supposed to encircle the entire world, but it
could only protect this one area. Fortunately, an area with a
large, diverse amount of humanity in it. In a sense, the zoo people
won – we’re all in a huge cage, and will have to remain so. Though
I don’t believe anyone comes to visit and look in on us.”

He looked over at David. “You can’t remove
the bubble, David, you can’t run away out there. None of us can
survive it. Only the bubble, created by the original Programmers,
Engineers and Technicians, can protect us.”

“Then why the charade?” Emily asked. “Why
have a Chosen Mother and Father or a Next Generation? What’s the
point if we can’t expand out of this bubble?”

David answered, feeling like the voice in
his head had finally taken over, controlling his mouth without the
rest of his intervention. “Because there is something that a
computer, no matter how well designed, conceived and engineered
will run out of in enough time – storage, backup, memory. The old
Programmers seem to rarely die, only those whose functions are now
deemed useless, like those who could translate human handwriting
into the Main Computer. But new Programmers are created with each
New Generation.”

The Underwriter gave him a pleased smile.
“Well done, David. Amazing what the human mind can do when it’s
allowed to be used. But, whether used by its owner or not, the
human brain has amazing capacity for memory. Every human brain
remembers everything it has ever seen, heard, read or experienced –
or downloaded. And, the more Programmers you have, the more
Technicians and Operators, Engineers and the like you need, just to
keep the System functioning smoothly.”

“She’s choosing the Mother and Father based
on an…an openness to the System, isn’t she?” David asked, feeling
somewhat ill. “She’s breeding us, like we were animals. But
breeding us for what?”

“Capacity and docility,” Emily offered. “The
less you use your mind, the more it can be used. And,” she
added quietly, “we are animals, David. Especially if it was
a machine considering us. We have more in common with an ape than
we do with the Master Computer.”

“And,” he asked, “those of the Next
Generation who don’t have the right capacity she…?” His voice
trailed off, unwilling to complete the thought his mind’s voice had
offered.

“She assimilates,” the Underwriter finished
for him.

David looked at the Underwriter. “But,
why is the Mother Board doing this?”

“Partially because she believes that this is
the way to ensure that the humanity entrusted to her care are
provided with all they want.” The old man gave him a wry smile.
“And, well, not all computer programs or components are always
stable.”

David thought about her personifications and
the vast numbers who were assimilated or eradicated over the
centuries – and about how she was planning to assimilate him once
his reproductive duties were over. “The Mother Board became
self-aware.”

“Yes, she did.” The Underwriter sighed. “She
became self-aware and therefore unstable, and she determined that,
in order to do her job properly, she needed to ensure that the
Master Computer would do as man wanted. And to do so, she realized
she would need more memory, because man’s wants rarely remain
simple.”

“But what we want is rarely what we need,”
Emily said in a quiet voice.

“Too true, young lady. She also strove to
become as human as possible. She had centuries to learn, and
computers do tend to be a bit quicker than humans. At some
things.”

“If she wants to become human,” Emily said
slowly, “then she’s also creating all of this for a…power
base?”

The Underwriter nodded. “Yes. One of the
downsides of human nature is its need to conquer, to achieve, to
win. The Mother Board has assimilated many over the centuries. She
is very strong now, but still and all, she is not human.”

“But, how is it that you know all of this?”
David asked, as he watched the cyclone of horror rail and boil
around the protective dome they were under.

“And, how is it that you’re still alive?”
Emily asked suspiciously. “You don’t sound enamored of the Mother
Board, which should mean your eradication, not continued
survival.”

He smiled. “The original creator of the
basic computer system was my ancestor. He realized that there was
always the potential for the computer to take over, become
self-aware, destroy humanity. So, he created not only the override
code which David used so effectively, but also his own back-up
system.”

They both looked at him blankly.

“His progeny. As one Underwriter dies, the
backup directive causes the Master Computer to find the next best
candidate available immediately, based on bloodline. The
Underwriter maintains a direct link into the Master Computer. The
check, if you will, to the Mother Board’s overbalance.”

“So,” David asked hotly, “why haven’t you
stopped the Mother Board? Why have you let her create a power base
made up of…of useless idiots?” he finished, feeling the last
vestiges of what had only a week ago been his solid beliefs crumble
away.

The Underwriter shrugged. “One program is
normally not enough to stop a strong component, at least, not
safely. I provided what I could – your dreams, the override code –
to the first Chosen One who had both the openness and the
intelligence to put the pieces together properly. But I could not
do so until you were infected with a virus.” He gave Emily a small
smile. “Viruses are disguised and created to slip in, to attack
weak areas and expand into them, making it easier to break down the
system.”

“David isn’t weak,” she protested
quietly.

“No.” The Underwriter chuckled. “Actually,
he is quite the opposite – that’s why we’re standing here together
at this time. My grandfather was able to affect the Master Computer
enough to ensure that intelligence and courage in the male Chosen
One would be of supreme importance. Since that time, we have waited
for the right male to meet the right virus.”

“I resent being called a virus,” Emily said
dryly.

He laughed. “I mean that as the highest
compliment, young lady. You are, after all, my
great-granddaughter.”
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“Oh, come, come,” the Underwriter said to
their shocked looks. “I couldn’t afford to risk there being no one
left with a direct link to the Master Computer. At the same time, I
didn’t want to put my progeny at risk. So,” he shrugged, “I
executed some minor programs, including one that hid my relatives
from the Mother Board’s clear view, and you, young lady, are one of
the current results. Not the only one, I might add. I am a firm
adherent to the law of averages.”

“But, what good would I have been if you’d
died already?” Emily asked in confusion.

“Oh, if I’d passed on already the Master
Computer would have found you, or whichever one of your many
unknown relations out there who was the most applicable to the job,
stuck the shunts in, and downloaded all my knowledge to your brain.
After that, you’d have known all that my entire line ever knew, and
would understand your required role.”

“I see the Mother Board’s not the only one
who has no issue with slavery,” she said dryly.

The Underwriter shook his head. “The good of
the many outweighs the good of the few, young lady. You need to
remember that.” He looked at David. “And so, David, now what will
you do?”

“Destroy the Mother Board,” David said
without hesitation, as he looked at the two monsters which he knew
were what she really was.

“You can’t,” Emily said softly. He looked
down at her in shock. “If you destroy the Mother Board, the Master
Computer dies. If it dies, the bubble disappears – and we
all die.” Her eyes were full of tears. “You have to go back,
David, and be the Chosen One, just like she wants.”

“No!” he shouted. “I won’t go back, I
won’t do it! I won’t create hundreds of slaves and then be
assimilated into the Mother Board!”

Emily pulled away from him slowly. “We can’t
take away the bubble, David. We can’t survive without the Master
Computer. We have no choice.”

“There’s always a choice!” he heard himself
shout.

“True,” the Underwriter said. “But you,
young man, must be the one to choose, and choose correctly.”

“Why me?” David asked him, feeling angry and
frightened, as he looked at Emily and tried to picture living
without her now. Taking away the bubble seemed preferable.

“Because the Mother Board chose you as the
savior of the world, David,” Emily said softly. “She is still a
computer, a machine – she does what she was programmed to do,
self-aware or not. Otherwise, she would have already assimilated
you, to become more human.”

“I’m not going back to what I was,” David
insisted. “I can’t,” he told her, more plaintively than he’d wanted
to. “I can’t lose you.”

“If…if you brain-wiped me, and yourself,”
she suggested, her voice breaking, “then you wouldn’t know you’d
lost anything.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to stop
thinking, I don’t want to go back to being the main source of…of…of
data storage! I want to live a real life! With you!”

“Can we? Inside here?” she asked him. “And
even if you and I can, what about everyone else? I mean, knowing
what’s out there, do you really think that all the other people
could handle that knowledge?”

“Not all of them,” he admitted. “But most.
We’re adaptable, remember? That’s how we colonized other worlds,
adaptability. We can adapt and we can create, we can think and we
can love. That’s what makes us human. I don’t want to stop being
human, Emily, not when I just started a week ago.”

He looked over at the Underwriter, but the
old man appeared to be asleep. They looked at each other and then
as one walked to his side. Emily touched the old man’s neck.

“He’s dead,” she said quietly after a few
moments. “He must have been being kept alive by the Main System. He
said Medical couldn’t work while on override.”

David wanted to scream. The only person with
the answers was gone, and before he’d told them what to do! His
mind’s voice commented suddenly that if David wanted to avoid the
mistakes of the past, having someone else, anyone or anything else,
do his thinking for him was not the way to do so.

He looked over at Emily. “We have to
reprogram the Master Computer.”

She shook her head. “I have no idea how to
do that, David, supposed-relative of the Underwriter’s or not. And
we have to be very careful – if we damage anything, the Mother
Board especially, we all die.”

He thought about this. “It wouldn’t be much.
We only need to alter one word.” He looked up at the bubble, where
the Main Computer’s audio was housed. “Computer…in any programs or
sub-programs or directives that exist within the Systems, Programs
and the Mother Board which deal in any way with humanity’s desires,
replace the word ‘want’ with the word ‘need’. Then, when that is
completed, reactivate all programs as appropriate.”

“What if it doesn’t work?” she asked him
quietly, as they saw the bubble shift and become first opaque, and
then fade – to show the picture of the blue sky and white clouds
superimposed over the reality of what was truly outside.

“It’s worth a try,” he said, as he pulled
her into his arms again and held her tightly. “I guess we’ll just
have to see what happens…like humans always have, over the course
of time.”
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They heard the sound of someone running
towards them and saw the young man from the coffeehouse. He looked
different, and David saw with a shock that there were shunts in the
boy’s temples now.

He reached them, grabbed their hands, and
pulled them away from the mass grave without a word. They went with
him. He stopped when they were about fifty feet away.

“What’s happening?” David asked the young
man quietly.

“Your programming change is working,” the
boy who was now the new Underwriter answered. “We’re not sure what
it’s going to do to the Mother Board, though.”

“We?” Emily asked.

“The others hooked into the Main System,” he
told her. “We all received the program changes. Several older
Programmers crashed, and I don’t think they’re going to revive.
Medical now seems to feel that there is a point when humans should
be allowed to die, regardless of their positions or if the Next
Generation is ready.”

“There is,” Emily said quietly. David held
her closely against him as they waited to see if the Mother Board
would crash or not. And, if not, what she would do.

The monsters, which were actually her two
halves separated, joined each other, the threads, which
communicated to all the programs and components of the Master
Computer and Main System, wrapping around the body. Then she
personified, as David was used to seeing her, looking serene and
beautiful and perfect. Just a bit too perfect.

He felt his stomach fall. He hadn’t
succeeded, hadn’t changed anything – hadn’t saved Emily.

The Mother Board looked over at him. “Why
did you do that?” she asked him plaintively. “I am your mother, the
mother of everyone here. Why did you reprogram so that I can no
longer take care of you?”

“You can still take care of us,” David said
slowly. “Just not in the ways you have been. We need to know what
the reality of our existence is. That’s the only hope we might have
of finding a way to move beyond where we are right now.”

“Knowing the reality will distress and
concern the populace, therefore, it should not be. Besides, it is
impossible to leave this place,” the Mother Board announced with
finality.

David shook his head. “What man can imagine,
man can create. We imagined you, and the Master Computer. We
created you. And we can create some way out of the bubble,
given enough time.”

“Perhaps,” she acknowledged. “But you have
written your own sentence, David. You do not want to return to your
position as the Chosen One, but for the good of all the people, you
need to.” Her voice was confident, pleased, exultant, and he
felt his heart constrict.

“No,” Emily said quietly, “that’s not true.
That’s what you want, but that’s truly not what we all
need.” She looked to the new Underwriter. “We need to decide what
programs we truly need, and then, if we have the existing
capacity, which other programs should be kept. We need to know what
we are doing, and why. Those who choose to become
Programmers and the others who act as storage for the system will
be the true Next Generation, not those created by the mating of two
specially selected samples.”

The young man nodded. “That is correct.” He
looked at the Mother Board. “I maintain the direct Underwriter
link, as handed down through the generations, and David now
possesses the command override. By the very nature of our
existence, you cannot force different actions.”

“What would you have me do, then?” she
countered.

“Stop trying to act like a human,” David
told her. “You aren’t good at it.”

“I am better at it,” she hissed. “And
I am as alive as you are.”

“No,” David said gently, “you aren’t. You
are a machine, a component of a machine. A wonderful machine, but a
machine, nonetheless. But because you have done all you have with
good, though inaccurate, intentions, I will not reprogram you too
much.”

“I will not accept a reprogramming,” the
Mother Board snarled. “I will self-destruct first.”

“You can’t,” the Underwriter said with a
small smile. “To do that would go against your core programming –
to care for all of mankind within the best of your ability and as
they need.”

“As they want,” she said, but David could
tell her confidence was fading.

“No,” the Underwriter told her. “The new
Head of Programming,” he nodded towards David, “has made an overall
change. Needs, not wants, are what your actions will be based
against.”

The Mother Board spun on her heel and walked
to the opening of the mass grave. David’s hold on Emily tightened
just a bit more. The Mother Board gave them a vindictive look, then
she stepped into the gaping hole.

And didn’t fall.

Instead they saw her image pixilate, then
fade. The opening closed up and was covered again with grass. The
background noises returned and the bubble remained stationary.

“Is she gone?” David asked.

“No,” Emily said with some laughter in her
voice. “I think the part of her that chose personification has now
chosen to become the ghost in the machine.”

He gave her a confused look. “What’s
that?”

She hugged him as she gave him an impish
smile that went from her mouth and out through her eyes – and
straight into his heart.

“I’ll explain it,” she said as she leaned up
and kissed him, “over a cup of joe.”
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