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Flight or Fight

An Out of Dodge novel

 

He could keep his dreams or his humanity, but not both. 

Carl Intoever works for SafeTalk, a firm that destroys anyone who embarrasses its corporate customers. He does this because he hates his life, and like almost everyone else living in Dodge, he wants desperately to escape it. People in Dodge don’t save for retirement—they save for a one-way plane ticket to the western continent called the New World. 

When SafeTalk targets the person Carl respects most, he must choose: will he risk his dreams of escape to save his friend? 
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The only thing worse than living in a dystopia is discovering you’ll live in one forever

 

Michael Haynes is 91 and tired of a crumbling world. A cancer diagnosis makes him glad - he’s certain his death will improve things for his children. One medical miracle later, followed by a car accident that should have been fatal, and dying doesn’t seem to be in the cards. Michael’s learning something shocking about the universe, and the government wants in. Michael must contend not only with living forever but also with stopping his family from tearing itself apart.

 

Sign up for the author’s Readers Group mailing list and get a free copy of the entire Unable to Die series in one convenient omnibus.

 

Click here to get started:

www.scottplots.com

CHAPTER ONE

 

If Carl Intoever were to name the most important experience of his adolescence, he would probably have to go with the day they told him he was the messiah.

“God,” the preacher told his congregation that Monday, “if there is a God, may or may not condone premarital sex.”

The congregation murmured.

“Avoiding sex before marriage…maybe that’s a good idea. It might limit the spread of STIs, and could mean fewer children with uncertain familial situations. But does God have an opinion on the matter? We don’t know. We can’t know.”

“We can’t know,” the congregation repeated in unison.

“It could be God really doesn’t like it. Could be! It’s possible that if you do it, you’ll be punished for it after death. Maybe your fingernails will get plucked out one-by-one by a demon wielding rusty pliers. Maybe you’ll be gored over and over by a unicorn!” The preacher shrugged. “But maybe not. I really have no idea.”

Fourteen-year-old Carl Intoever didn’t have any idea either. Right now, his main concern involved complying with Probablism orthodoxy as closely as possible, so he wouldn’t have to stay behind after Monday School for additional programming. He chimed in with the rest of the congregation whenever the preacher’s rote call demanded a rote response, but otherwise he sat quietly and contemplated the unanswerable question of whether life could be said to have meaning and of whether one should bother getting out of bed on any given morning.

He’d been kept behind for additional programming before, and ultimately it amounted to having less time to don his gaming headset and lose himself in his favorite digital fantasies. Other than attending school and going to church as his father required, video games filled his days. In Dodge, there wasn’t much else for someone his age to do. Most public spaces used a machine that emitted a high-pitched whine, which only teenagers could hear. Carl couldn’t stand it for more than a couple minutes. Not so within the world of his headset; he was the hero there, and nothing good could happen without him. Inside his video games, he wasn’t hated or feared, or worse, ignored by society.

When the sermon ended, Carl joined the other youth in the church basement for Monday School and took up a seat in the middle of the classroom.

“Probablism is the most evolved religion,” the teacher told them once they were sitting. “That’s why it’s still around. Can anyone tell me what natural selection did to the other religions?”

Briefly, Carl considered putting up his hand. Failing to ever answer a question was a sure sign one needed additional programming. But before he could raise his hand, two rows in front of Carl, Gregory Stronger’s shot into the air.

“They were too unyielding in their doctrines, and agnosticism subverted them. Nothing is certain.”

Carl breathed a sigh of relief. The answer he’d been considering paled beside Gregory’s and was probably wrong. Gregory made a practice of constantly one-upping Carl, in church, in school, even in online games. Carl gave silent thanks that at least this time the humiliation wasn’t public.

“Very good, Gregory. People eventually realized the dominant religions of the day were making claims with insufficient evidence. And whenever evidence did come to light, such as the Earth orbiting around the sun, the claims toppled.” The teacher took a sip of water. “But the Probablist doctrine is built on agnosticism. We recognize nothing is certain, as Gregory said.”

The preacher’s shadow darkened the doorway, and the teacher noticed and fell silent. They all waited for the preacher to speak.

“Carl Intoever.”

Carl stood, his chair scraping noisily against the floor in the silence. The preacher pointed a bony finger at him, and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other nervously. “I summon you to my chambers,” the preacher said.

Making his way through the sea of chairs, Carl tried to remember whether he’d committed any spectacularly unorthodox acts lately. Why else would the preacher want to speak with him? Maybe the Monday School teacher thought additional programming would be a waste of time in his case and had recommended extraordinary measures. What if they kept him for the rest of the day?

He followed the preacher out of the classroom and through the pristine corridor, past the statue of the pasta-creature, and past the blank-canvas portrait of the invisible unicorn.

“Do you know why we’re called preachers and not priests, Carl?”

Carl cleared his throat, buying time. “Um,” he replied. “Oh! Because that title would carry unseemly connotations of certainty.”

The preacher turned his head and smiled. “I’m beginning to see why you were chosen.”

Carl’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Ch-chosen, preacher?”

The preacher tittered. “Patience!” He pushed the door of his chambers open. “Enter. Have a seat.”

Carl sat before the giant desk, and the preacher sank into the lush armchair behind it. “What I am about to tell you, you must share with no one.” The preacher squirted some hand cream from a large bottle and began to rub it into his hands and arms.

Carl shifted in his seat. “Okay.”

“Are you ready?” The preacher continued wringing his hands.

“I think so.”

The preacher smiled. “You, Carl Intoever, are Schrödinger reborn. The messiah.”

For that, Carl had no words. The silence stretched on. Finally he said, “But Guardian, surely you mean I might be—”

“No. Of everything in the Universe, this one thing is certain. You are destined to someday deliver humankind unto salvation. You will save us, Carl Intoever.”

Carl breathed. “Wow.”

“I know,” the preacher said, nodding. “It’s a lot to take in. Run along, now.”

Carl got to his feet, but he hesitated before leaving. “Um, so…what do I do now?”

The preacher raised his eyebrows. “Oh, you’ll know in time. You’ll just know.” His brow furrowed. “It might take a while.”

Carl nodded and left the preacher’s office. Monday School had ended, and the other youth filled the corridors. A few glanced at him with curiosity.

He returned their stares, and found himself fighting to suppress a grin.

Somehow, he had suspected this all along.

CHAPTER TWO

 

Twenty-eight-year-old Carl Intoever peeled off the blankets and willed his limbs to stir. He wanted them to propel his torso, catlike, over Maria without waking her. They wouldn’t, though. He suspected they were in secret conversation with his brain, which didn’t wish to start the day, not even a little.

Finally, he managed to heave his mass up and to the right. He didn’t quite make it to the floor. He landed partially on Maria, who squawked and beat him savagely with her pillow. Something loosened inside his bowels, and he ran for the washroom. “Don’t know why you must have that side anyhow!” he shouted back at her as he ran. Maria got up much later than him, so she should be the one to sleep against the wall.

Not long after he’d unlaced his pajamas and eased himself onto the seat, the wall before him turned on, displaying a white background with black text:

“HAVING A SHIT, ARE WE?”

Carl sighed. He’d spent the better part of last night bolstering the house’s firewall. It didn’t matter, of course. The hackers always found a way in. This one was probably some geezer. His best defenses would be laughable to a geezer.

The text dissolved, and another message replaced it: “YOU’RE LOOKING PARTICULARLY SPOTTY TODAY, CARL. DID YOU KNOW THAT?”	

“Bugger off.”

“YOU’RE A VERY UGLY MAN.”

Given his status as the messiah, Carl found adulthood surprisingly dreary and aggravating. Nothing about his life suggested he was special, and so, other than him, no one could discern his divine origins. He wanted to be a good person and to help people, which he assumed would contribute to fulfilling his holy mandate, but he didn’t see how anyone could manage it while still living in Dodge, where success typically required a lot of nastiness.

He’d recently concluded that his destiny had to be waiting for him in the New World, a society that, according to the promotional videos, wasn’t set up to incentivize bad behavior. Most everyone in Dodge spent their adult lives saving money for a one-way airplane ticket to the New World, and Carl was no exception. Until he got there, he would simply have to put being a good person on the back burner.

Right now, all he wanted was to get to work without feeling like a complete piece of shit.

He finished up in the washroom and stumbled into the kitchen for his daily omelet. As he took out a frying pan, the wall behind the sink came alive.

“THERE AREN’T ANY EGGS, CARL. I’VE ALREADY CHECKED.”

Carl opened the fridge to verify that claim. “Bugger,” he muttered. Sighing, he put away the pan.

He trudged back to the bathroom to brush his teeth. His toothbrush chimed when he laid it down again, signaling it had registered the amount of toothpaste used and logged it on his public consumption record.

As always, his briefcase awaited him in the porch. Carl laced up his boots and reached for the access pole to slide down into the ground-level lobby. Homes were designed this way to keep them above frequent flood waters. As his fingers touched the pole, the wall before him became a screen displaying more text. Something perverse inside made him stop and read it.

“YOU’RE A DETRIMENT TO THE SPECIES, CARL…A PROPER EUGENICS PROGRAM WOULD HAVE PREVENTED YOU FROM EVER EXISTING.”

A messiah is destined to suffer; Carl knew that. Even so, this was a bit much.

He slid down the pole into the vast lobby. As he did, he realized he’d forgotten to apply NanoSpray. Today would be the day he got skin cancer; he didn’t doubt it.

Gregory Stronger was walking by as Carl landed, and a smile sprang automatically to Carl’s lips. Encountering Gregory this early suggested grim things about how well his day would go, but Gregory was currently his senior at work, which meant brownnosing would now commence. Carl hated brownnosers, but he hated his life even more, and escaping it meant taking opportunities wherever he could get them. There was always the possibility Gregory could get Carl’s contract extended.

“Good morning, Gregory!” he said.

“Morning, Carl.” Gregory had been thumbing his phone, and Carl’s presence didn’t cause him to stop. “How might things be?”

“Oh, well, you know. I’ve got hackers again.”

Gregory sniffed. “I paid a geezer in accounting to set up my security. Haven’t had hackers since.”

“Brilliant! You’ll have to refer me.” Which was bollocks, of course. He couldn’t afford that, and they both knew it. “Are we still on for drinks Thursday? Six-thirty, did we say?”

Gregory considered it for a moment, looking up temporarily from his phone. “I’d estimate a seventy-one percent probability I’ll be there.”

Carl suppressed a frown. Making plans with a devout Probablist was perhaps the most frustrating exercise ever. “Brilliant,” he said.

They walked through the dimly lit lobby in silence, weaving through the forest of access poles. Every now and then a resident would slide down one, and everyone below had to take care that they weren’t landed on. It took Carl and Gregory ten minutes to reach the exit, and by then they were most of the way to work.

They watched through the window as a strong gust of wind blew the raindrops horizontally against the glass.

“I’ll hail a taxi,” Gregory said. “You can ride for free, if you like.”

Carl didn’t trust that. Offering a free ride meant Gregory wanted something.

But he accepted the ride. What else could he do?

CHAPTER THREE

 

Judging from his morning, Carl’s day was shaping up like any other. Disappointing and dehumanizing. He could almost see a parade of identical days stretching before him to the horizon. The only escape lay in embracing the drudgery and working hard, the sooner to buy a plane ticket from Air Earth and get out of Dodge. To that end, he sent Maria a text as soon as he got to his workstation: “You gonna look for jobs today?”

His own contract would end soon, and he didn’t expect it to be renewed. He spent most of his free time searching for another. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of Maria. Five minutes later, she still hadn’t answered his text.

He sent another: “I’m counting on you. We’ll never get to the New World unless we both pull our weight.”

He glanced up from his phone just as Brenda strolled by his workstation. The words “A responsible resident of both air and earth” were currently emblazoned across her smartshirt, underneath the logo for Air Earth. “Hi, Carl,” she said, wearing a warm smile.

“Hi, Brenda.” His gaze lingered on her as she passed, remaining focused on her chest until Carl realized what he was doing. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. That had probably been a bad idea. Maria had access to his lifelog, and if she happened to watch that part he would be in for it.

For a moment Carl considered whether he should break things off with Maria in order to find someone self-motivated like Brenda, who was extremely orthodox and worked hard to afford a plane ticket out of Dodge. But he quickly scrapped the notion. He likely wouldn’t be able to stand Brenda-level orthodoxy. Part of his attraction to Maria stemmed from her disinterest in participating properly in society.

He threw himself into his work in the hopes that management would notice and extend his contract. His work consisted of fielding email complaints from social network users whose posts had been removed. Carl’s current contract was with SafeTalk, a firm corporations paid to safeguard their brands. SafeTalk had an arrangement with Unfurl, the dominant social network, whereby bots scanned the millions of hourly posts for ones that violated the trademarks of SafeTalk clients. The bots automatically removed the infringing ones. Users, such as the one whose complaint Carl was currently reviewing, found that upsetting.

“This is bullshit,” the user had written. “My friend referenced CabLab last week in almost exactly the same way I did. Why was my post taken down while hers wasn’t?”

The user had provided a link to his friend’s post. Carl followed it. It turned out the friend had praised CabLab, while the complainer’s post had criticized the company.

In cases like this one, it used to be SafeTalk policy to distinguish between two such posts by explaining why the complainer’s post was infringing while the friend’s was not. That had required a lot of effort, though, and it also exposed SafeTalk to liability, since in doing so the company was committing to a specific interpretation of trademark law that it could be called on to defend in court.

“Oops!” Carl wrote in his reply. “Your friend’s post must have slipped through our filters. I will ensure hers is deleted as well. Thank you for bringing this additional violation to our attention!”

As promised, Carl deleted the friend’s post before sending her a message crediting the complainer with notifying SafeTalk that she had violated CabLab’s trademark. As a result, she would likely send the complainer a message like this: “Thanks a lot for getting my post deleted, asshole.” She might even make a public post about it, shaming him for his snitching. He would probably never complain to SafeTalk again.

This approach had, in fact, been Carl’s innovation, for which he’d received zero acknowledgment from his superiors. That was the way of contract work: you worked a contract as cheerfully as possible, and during that time the company employing you took credit for any ideas you might have had. If the company decided your usefulness had expired before your contract end date a manager would suggest you break off the contract. That would look bad on your record, but the dirt they’d dig up, should you refuse to leave, would look even worse.

All this served to explain the level of shock Carl experienced after lunch, when his boss, Morrowne, called him into his office to give him a promotion.

Morrowne sat with his belly straining against his desk and puffed on a non-carcinogenic cigar clamped between his ample lips. A man with whom Carl wasn’t acquainted sat in a plush recliner off to the side.

“Mr. Morrowne,” Carl said. “Good afternoon.”

Morrowne was a geezer, which was uncommon for anyone wealthy; most people purchased an airplane ticket long before they accumulated as much money as Morrowne had.

“Intoever,” Morrowne said, “this is Xavier Ofvalour.”

Carl glanced at the man in the recliner. “No, it’s not,” he said.

The man raised his eyebrows, and Morrowne said, “Excuse me?”

Carl looked again, and his heart rate tripled. “Schrödinger’s cat! It really is, isn’t it?”

“It really is,” Xavier Ofvalour said.

Xavier Ofvalour was the most successful man in all of Dodge: strong, shrewd, and (as a direct consequence) rich. He was revered. Famous, of course. A thrill-seeking mastermind, he could squeeze money from a turnip, or so it was said. And he occupied the top spot on the LifeRank leaderboard, a rank that conferred the title Hand of the Market.

“I apologize, Mr. Ofvalour,” Carl said. “My worldview didn’t accommodate us ever meeting. I need to make some quick adjustments to it. I didn’t mean to deny you. That was rude of me, Mr. Ofvalour, and no offense was meant.”

“You have a strange way of talking.”

“But rest assured,” Morrowne said. “He’s the best in his department.”

Carl raised his eyebrows, feeling overwhelmed by this torrent of recognition.

“Well,” Xavier Ofvalour said, “fine. But it’s not enough for me to know he’s the best. I must know why. What makes you so good at what you do, Mr. Intoever?”

Morrowne’s brow furrowed. “You’ve seen his WorkStars profile, haven’t you? Five-star ratings, pretty much across the board. Did you read the reviews?”

“I asked Mr. Intoever a question, Morrowne.”

“I’m good because I hate it,” Carl said. “I hate this job, just like I’ve hated every job I’ve ever taken. I hate my life, too. Hatred motivates me to take more jobs, and to excel at them, because the harder I work the quicker I can leave Dodge forever.”

“But everyone hates life here, don’t they? If we’re speaking frankly.”

“Well, let’s not—” Morrowne began, but Xavier Ofvalour silenced him with a gesture.

“We all know of your sacrifice, Mr. Morrowne. It’s identical to mine. We remain in Dodge to perform the necessary administrative work. Someone’s got to do it, and anyway we’re lavishly rewarded. But I’m still curious about Mr. Intoever’s effectiveness. Are you suggesting, Mr. Intoever, that you have an above-average hatred for your life? Are you saying you hate your life with uncommon verve?”

“In essence.”

“Very well, then. Tell him what I want, Mr. Morrowne.”

Morrowne cleared his throat. “Mr. Ofvalour has acquired FutureBrite, a residential youth care company.”

Carl opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again. He glanced at Xavier Ofvalour, whose expression was neutral. “Ah,” Carl said.

“Yes. I’m sure you’re aware of the attendant controversies. Busybodies calling them ‘kid farms,’ claiming they place profit before children.” Morrowne spread his hands. “But what’s the alternative? A government-run organization?”

“We’d need to establish a government for that,” Xavier Ofvalour said, and they all shared a laugh, even Carl.

“Anyhow,” Morrowne said. “Mr. Ofvalour is under heavy fire on the networks for his acquisition—too much for us to address using SafeTalk’s current infrastructure. Which is why he’s commissioning the creation of an entirely new department devoted solely to protecting youth care brands. Certainly, it will focus almost entirely on FutureBrite, but no one need know that.”

“My girlfriend probably already knows, though,” Carl said. “She has access to my lifelog and monitors it frequently. And my insurance company—”

“Don’t be daft,” Xavier Ofvalour said. “Your lifefeed paused the moment you entered the office.”

“Of course,” Carl said. Maria wouldn’t like that.

“We’re calling it the Youth Dignity Department,” Morrowne said. “We need someone to head it. And check your scruples at the door, Intoever, because you won’t get an opportunity like this again.”

Carl blinked. “You’re…you’re choosing me?”

Morrowne exchanged glances with Xavier Ofvalour. “Did I stutter?”

“No, sir,” Carl said. “And rest assured” —he patted his pockets— “no scruples here! Did I mention how much I hate my life?” He gave a nervous laugh, but this time he laughed alone.

“Perform this task well, and you’ll be out of Dodge before you know it,” Xavier Ofvalour said. “I doubt you’ll need to sign another contract again.”

“I’ll do it,” Carl said, finding the prospect of escaping Dodge sooner than he’d projected thoroughly exciting.

“Of course you will,” Morrowne said, exchanging glances with Xavier Ofvalour as he cleared his throat. “Should we let Intoever know about the other reason for creating the department?”

Xavier Ofvalour nodded. “It’s best for him to be fully informed.”

“Very well. A big reason we’re doing this, Intoever, is that a week ago someone stole two hundred thousand sensitive documents from FutureBrite’s private servers. We don’t yet know who did it, but we do know that only an employee of the company could have that kind of access. We suspect that whoever took the documents is looking for a way to release them. So it’s our job to ensure no such platform exists, while keeping FutureBrite’s reputation as spotless as possible to shelter it against the enormous risk posed by these leaks.”

“What was in the documents?” Carl asked.

“Damning stuff,” Xavier Ofvalour said. “Damning enough to sink the company, in all likelihood. And that’s all you need to know.”

“Understood.”

“Take the rest of the day off, Intoever,” Morrowne said. “It would be proper to celebrate with your significant other. Tomorrow you’ll begin your new position.”

“Thank you, Mr. Morrowne. Thank you, Mr. Ofvalour.”

“Don’t disappoint,” Xavier Ofvalour said as Carl left the office.

Gathering his things from his workstation, Carl decided that most of all, this felt like vindication. He’d always known, being Schrödinger reborn, that he was destined for great things, but he’d been waiting a long time, and he’d suffered enough for ten messiahs. Could his work defending Xavier Ofvalour’s new initiative tie in somehow with the divine duty Carl was destined to perform?

Probably not, he decided, remembering what Morrowne said about checking his scruples. Whatever destiny had in store for Carl as messiah, it probably involved scruples. But at the very least this new position would help him get to the actual ‘being a good person’ part a lot sooner.

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Walking home, buffeted by the fiercely rising wind, it occurred to Carl that this new contract might prove so lucrative that it would take him well past the point of being able to afford a plane ticket out of Dodge. He could be obliged to stay here longer than necessary. The prospect alarmed him.

He arrived home to find all his belongings piled at the bottom of the access pole, a few of them broken. They appeared not to have been lowered gently, but dropped—perhaps even thrown with great force. He exchanged looks with a neighbor, who was also arriving home. The neighbor gave a sympathetic shrug and started shimmying up his own pole.

Maria’s rages came frequently, and when his behavior was the cause (which was usually) his belongings tended to end up arrayed as they were now, piled around the access pole for all to see. He paused for a moment to contemplate how he would explain the gap in his lifelog created by his meeting with Morrowne and Xavier Ofvalour, given that their conversation was supposed to be kept secret.

He texted Maria, in a futile attempt at discretion. “Is anything wrong, sweetheart?”

Her response came immediately in the form of a ragged scream through the open access hole. “It’s over, scumbag!”

“I know what this is about,” he texted, “and it’s not what you think.”

“I saw you ogling that whore!” she called through the hole. “For over three seconds!” Her voice became slightly softer, and a sob entered it. “I watched it over and over.”

For a moment Carl stared at his phone in confusion, trying desperately to make sense of the situation. Then he remembered: Brenda. He’d forgotten his momentary lapse of self-control.

Maria didn’t work; she sat home all day and invested in various stocks, gradually squandering her inheritance. Most people in Dodge didn’t have inheritances to squander, since parents tended to take all their money west with them to the New World. But Maria’s parents had died years before they could afford their airplane tickets, leaving Maria with a small fortune, which by now had mostly evaporated.

Carl didn’t text this time. “I’m sorry, Maria,” he called up to her. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

That really was the best he could muster.

“It’s pretty clear what you were thinking, Carl. You were thinking about how to get inside that skirt and give those tight little harlot-mounds a squeeze.”

“Maria, you monitor my lifelog constantly. You would instantly know if I went out on you. But I never watch yours. If anyone’s going to cheat in this relationship it’ll be you.”

“How dare you, you asshole.” She slammed the hatch, and locked it presumably.

He had a key, but he knew better than to attempt entry. Maria would get past this business, or she wouldn’t. Meanwhile, he felt something vague about what he’d said. Remorse, maybe. Who knew? More strongly, he felt he didn’t deserve to be the object of her ferocity. He dug through the pile of his belongings till he found some clean underwear and placed them inside his briefcase. Then he started for the exit again, leaving the rest of his stuff where it lay. Any thieves would have to haul it up their own poles, and better them than him really. Getting anything sizable into a residence was a tremendous bother.

It struck him, then, how strange it was that Maria had noticed him checking out Brenda but hadn’t questioned the gap in his lifelog caused by the meeting with Morrowne and Xavier Ofvalour. But he mentally shrugged it off. He certainly wasn’t about to ask her about it. It wasn’t as though Maria behaving suspiciously was novel.

Walking aimlessly through the streets, he knew who he must now call. The same person he always called while waiting to see whether a spat with Maria would blow over. He dreaded it, though, and wanted to put it off as long as possible. In the meantime, he would buy himself a gourmet coffee from a high-end café to celebrate his promotion. And because he deserved it.

Sitting in a corner, waiting for his inordinately expensive beverage to cool, he watched as some panhandler tried to convince the barista that he was the messiah—Schrödinger made manifest on earth, here to save humankind from eternal damnation, or some bollocks—and therefore deserved to receive a half-caf non-fat latte without paying for it.

Carl shook his head. Poor fool. He wasn’t Schrödinger: Carl was.

This was something he’d dealt with his entire life. Every few months he would hear of a false Schrödinger who announced that he or she had “finally arrived” to rescue humanity and lead it to the light. Everyone assumed they were crazy, of course, and did their best to ignore them. But some of the false messiahs became unruly when they realized no one would believe them. They ended up on prison barges, often causing some property damage in the process. There had been injuries, too. Even some deaths.

It made being the actual Schrödinger very tedious. Carl had never bothered revealing himself to anyone. Who would believe him?

What was more, he doubted it would do much good even if people did believe. His idea of salvation involved a radical restructuring of Dodgian society, which no one else seemed to want. Everyone seemed content to let all the injustices continue, festering, while they strove to leave Dodge forever. What good would it do, trying to change anything? He would leave, too.

He took his first sip of the latte and recoiled from the cup, inhaling sharply to soothe his scalded tongue.

The crazy bum wouldn’t leave off, and the barista eventually had to call the customer service representatives, who used their paralyzers to freeze the imbecile from the neck down and then hauled him away as he stridently advised they repent. Carl guessed he probably didn’t have a LifeRank membership. The reps wouldn’t go lightly on him.

His drink gone, he threw the cup into the appropriate receptacle, which, matching his biometrics with his consumption record, would tally up the resources used.  Outside, it was getting dark. He could think of several more things he felt entitled to, but none of them really appealed. Besides, it wouldn’t do for him to remain out in public for too long. Someone might notice, which could engender rumors that his home life wasn’t stable. And that could jeopardize his LifeRank.

He sighed. The time had come to call his father.

Thomas Intoever answered on the second ring. “You’ve had a spat.”

“Correct.”

“Come on, then.” His father hung up.

Thomas lived near the edge of a different residence block, and Carl gave thanks for that distance every day. When he arrived, he climbed up the access pole and grabbed one of the handles located near the hatch with one hand, ringing the bell with the other. His brother, Leo, lived with his father, and it was Leo who opened the hatch. Carl swung his legs up onto the porch floor and hoisted himself up.

“Dad’s got supper on the table,” his brother said. “Rushed to prepare it immediately after you called. It’s his new passive-aggressive thing, making meals early enough they’re cold by the time they’re eaten.”

Carl nodded.

“Supper’s cold,” his father said when he entered the dining room.

“Makes no odds to me.” Carl sat down and started tucking in.

His father held a piece of cutlery in each hand, and now he dropped them both. They clattered against the perimeter of his plate, spraying a little spaghetti sauce sideways. “Do you know how hard this all is for me?” he said theatrically.

Carl stopped chewing and looked up, blank-faced. “Why, father,” he said around a mouthful of half-masticated spaghetti. “Into every life a little rain must fall.”

Leo’s laughter sent more tomato sauce across the tablecloth, and their father stood up. He threw his plate against the wall, rather like a discus-thrower. Carl admired his form.

Thomas marched out of the room, kicking the wall as he went, and Leo shook his head, grinning. “You are devilish.”

“Into every life a little rain must fall” was the phrase Thomas Intoever wanted his descendants’ last names to spell out. Before marrying, Thomas’s last name had been Into, and his mother’s and father’s names had been In and To, respectively.

The practice had its roots in the equality struggles that had plagued humanity around a millennium ago. Back then, society pretended to be a meritocracy, but in fact it was weighted against people of certain races, sexual preferences, and genders. A measure that became popular among those who sought to redress the imbalance between men and women involved married couples combining their last names with a hyphen, whereas historically the bride would abandon hers for her husband’s. But this solution became problematic for later generations: if a Smith-Jenkins married an Akbar-Green, you got a Smith-Jenkins-Akbar-Green, which was unwieldy. Many began converting their family names into acronyms, and not long after that the first family embarked on a multi-generational project to spell out something sage using their accumulated names.

Success in these endeavors came to represent true dedication to equality. If you chose a life partner out of devotion to an ideal rather than compatibility, you had to be a legitimately fair person. Nowadays, marrying according to a family phrase boosted your LifeRank significantly, and it also got you a discount on plane tickets, providing you purchased them together as a couple. Conversely, deviating from your family phrase made your rank drop and was widely frowned upon.

Maria’s last name, of course, was Ylifeali (she pronounced it ee-lee-fee-lee).

Thomas Intoever came back in. Several noodles from the supper he’d thrown still clung to the wall. Carl had resumed eating his.

His father pointed at him. “I stayed in Dodge to ensure you upheld our family name. Your mother retired to the New World, and I stayed here. Does that mean anything to you?”

Carl stirred his spaghetti around and thought of his mother. The last time he saw her she’d been about to board her Air Earth flight, short hair waving in the breeze, non-carcinogenic cigarette smoking in her hand. “Before I go,” she’d said to him, “I should mention that nothing you do will last, everyone you know will die, the human species will one day disappear entirely, and the Earth is a closed system that has very little impact on the rest of the universe. Bye, sweetie!” Then she’d given his father the finger and left forever.

“Carl?” Thomas said.

Carl sighed. “It’s hard, Dad. I’m not quite happy living with Maria. She…I don’t know.” He looked at his brother. “What do you think of Maria, Leo?”

Leo seemed to consider this as he sipped from his water. He put down the glass and said, “I think the world would be a better place if she died.”

Carl had to stifle laughter. He didn’t know many people with his brother’s brazenness, given that any off-color remark could end up zinging around social media within twenty minutes. Their father now clenched his hands so hard they trembled, and his gaze wandered the table. Carl wondered if he was looking for something else to throw.

“I’m sick of your empty declarations, Leo,” Thomas said. “Why not back up what you say for once?”

Leo nodded. “You’re right, Pop. I can’t convincingly elaborate on why I think Maria’s a despicable human being; she doesn’t have enough personality for that. She’s just abrasive.”

“Abrasive,” their father said, chuckling tersely. “Abrasive. That’s a rich word for you to use, abrasive. Live in my house, eat my food, parade unsavory women right under my nose—none with the slightest interest in family phrases—and you presume to tell me who’s abrasive. Why don’t I tell you how thin my patience has worn? Then you’ll have an idea who’s abrasive.”

“Is it me?” Leo said, grinning. “I’m just guessing.”

Carl didn’t want to risk having to participate in any more conversation, so he strode into the kitchen and snatched a sweating bottle of Sleep from the fridge. He downed it with the remainder of his meal. That earned him an annoyed glance from Thomas, but it was the last of their interaction for the night.

Once Carl finished his supper, he went out into the TV room couch, where he lay back and stared at the ceiling. Sleep didn’t actually make you sleep. It just dismantled your ability to use language for a few hours. You could still comprehend it, and most people went on social media after taking some, just scrolling through their feed, favoriting things. It was considered a valuable way to de-stress. Users would set their smart clothes to glow a soft pink, which indicated they were biochemically unavailable to talk. Not a lot could be asked of you when you couldn’t talk.

Carl refrained from going on social media or watching his lifelog. He began counting the ceiling tiles instead. He already knew how many there were. Twenty-three. He counted them anyway.

Hateful messages from hackers would not bother him in here. His father’s security system ably kept them out, which made sense. Thomas Intoever was half-geezer himself. 

Carl had asked his father to upgrade his and Maria’s security, but Thomas refused to do it unless they married. It was one of the few levers at his disposal.

Having counted the tiles twice, Carl shut his eyes and tried to sleep, without success.

At times like this many people would kill time by watching their own lifelogs, but Carl generally avoided that. Memories had a way of surfacing anyway, and he found himself thinking again of his mother, Daphne. In particular, he remembered a CabLab contract she’d held down for two years, harvesting customer data from the app used to order taxi rides. The app used a weak artificial intelligence to process texts, emails, geolocational data, and even spoken conversations, and then it passed on the data to contract workers like Daphne, who adjusted the fare proportionate to each customer’s need. Workers whose contracts depended on punctuality paid more when they were running late, and pregnant women about to give birth paid much more, as did sick or injured people in need of medical attention.

“Generosity will bankrupt you,” Carl remembered his mother telling him. He would have been around ten at the time. “So will remorse. If exploiting other people bothers you, do it more. You’ll get out of Dodge quicker that way, and then you won’t have to do it anymore. Other people are just as ready to exploit you, trust me. If you don’t do it to them first, you’ll end up stranded here, while they fly off into the sunset.”

Carl was just getting to sleep when his phone went off, wrenching him from the muddled beginnings of a dream. He scooped it off the floor. Morrowne had messaged him. “Don’t come to SafeTalk tomorrow morning. Report first to the customer service station in the Air Earthport.”

The Sleep still held him in its sway. He couldn’t formulate a response, and by the time he could it was too late to message his boss back. The wondering disturbed his sleep all night.

CHAPTER FIVE

 

The next morning he used the CabLab app to summon a taxi to the entrance of his father’s residence block. The price the app showed for the trip made him wince. It knew from scanning his messages that his boss had ordered him to go to the Air Earthport, and that he had no choice in the matter.

The driver didn’t speak to him. CabLab didn’t allow its drivers to accept tips, probably because they didn’t actually drive. They were more technicians than anything else, there in case something went wrong. Without the incentive of a tip conversation failed to materialize, leaving Carl to ponder what being summoned to the customer service station might mean.

Determined to avoid losing his new position before even starting it, he decided he would appear perfectly orthodox throughout his meeting with the reps. He set his smart clothes to red in order to indicate he was on urgent business and unavailable for small talk. That done, he posted on Unfurl that he was headed to the Air Earthport for a meeting with the customer service representatives, the purpose of which he didn’t know, though he felt excited to find out, as it was always a pleasure to speak with the guardians of Dodge. Pressing “Post” even made him feel a little better. His post hit the correct level of disclosure, and it might even result in a LifeRank bump.

A plane rose into the sky before the Air Earthport came into view. He watched it go, and he noticed the driver watching it, too. A fairly rare sight. Flights departed only twice a day—once every twelve hours.

They crested a hill, and Carl saw the Air Earthport. Even now, in the midst of his anxiety over his meeting with the reps, the building brightened his mood. In his spare time, he would sometimes stand on the very hill they’d just driven over and simply look at it.

Space was at a premium in the rest of the city, but here at its center the Air Earthport took up obscene amounts of it. The structure took the shape of a giant donut, and oh, what a donut. Everyone aspired to that donut. The section open to the public was made entirely of glass, and from the outside it resembled the ocean’s waves, except much tamer. Air Earth’s various departments were housed in the rest of the building, which resembled Dodge’s hilly countryside: brown, rolling, opaque.

In the donut’s middle sat the giant inclined treadmill, from which Air Earthplanes took off for the New World. As a youth, Carl had watched from inside the Air Earthport as his mother’s plane leapt off that treadmill and flew right over his head, so low he thought it would smash the glass to smithereens, raining it down on him. It hadn’t, though, and his mother’s departure had seemed queerly anticlimactic.

A rep waited for him just inside, hands in his pockets. He had reddish hair, close-cropped, and he stood about a foot shorter than Carl, who wasn’t especially tall to begin with. “Spenser,” his nametag read. “Mr. Intoever,” he said.

“Yes,” Carl said, though it was redundant. The rep clearly knew who he was. “Um, can I know what this is about?”

“You can. But not until we reach my office.”

“All right.”	

Spenser set a brisk pace through the glass portion of the Air Earthport, toward a discreet door in the corner that led to the opaque section. Meanwhile, an announcement seemed to come from everywhere at once, in a female voice. “Air Earth is so grateful to our sponsors and investors, who remain in Dodge to keep the markets operating smoothly, affording everyone else the opportunity to purchase a ticket and begin anew in the New World. Air Earth: a responsible resident of air and earth.”

When the rep reached the door he held it open for Carl. “After you.” 

They proceeded down several featureless white corridors, ending up in a similarly unadorned white office, with just a chair and a desk toward the back. The desk had nothing on it.

The red-haired rep declined to sit, instead taking a position near a wall perpendicular to the desk. “Take a seat,” he said, indicating a chair near the opposite wall. Carl did.

A flick of the rep’s hand and the wall came to life, showing Carl’s Unfurl profile. “History,” Spenser said, and a log opened that documented all of Carl’s activity on the site. Anyone could access that, and he failed to see why the rep would waste his time with it.

Spenser instructed the activity log to show only Carl’s favorites, and then using a pinching-and-flicking motion he scrolled through pages’ worth. He stopped at a date several months in the past, and he highlighted a post by pointing at it.

“This status update here,” he said. “Why did you favorite it?”

The post had been made by Carl’s cousin, who worked as a personal trainer at a local gym. It read, “Days like this make me want to light a match.”

“What are you suggesting?” Carl said.

“I only asked you a question.”

“I favorited it the same reason fifteen other people did, I suspect. It was clear from the post that he hates his job, which is a sentiment I can relate to.”

Spenser didn’t react to his explanation. Instead he found another favorited post, featuring a cartoon about an inmate on a prison barge who found a comical way to misrepresent the amount of trash he’d harvested. The punchline was clearly at the expense of the barge’s guards.

“And this one?”

Carl frowned.

The rep brought up favorite after favorite and questioned each one. Then he opened Carl’s reading log, which was also available for anyone to peruse. It showed every online article he’d ever read and how long he’d spent reading them. If he’d grown bored with an article it showed where he stopped reading, as well as what he clicked on next.

“What’s the point of all this?” Carl asked at last.

Spenser made an abrupt cutting gesture, and the wall flicked off. “Everyone in SafeTalk’s new Youth Dignity Department will be given the ability to switch off lifelogs at will, in order to discuss sensitive work matters. But before that privilege is granted, under Air Earth law the customer service representatives are required to screen each candidate. Everyone watches everyone. That’s why we have such little crime in Dodge. Before we give you the power to keep secrets, we have to check you out.”

Carl let out a sigh of relief. “So this is all routine, then?”

“Not quite. Out of everyone who’ll be working in Youth Dignity, you’re the only one we’ve had to call in to the Station. By themselves, the items we’ve discussed today are fairly innocuous. But together they form a picture of someone who could potentially pose a threat to public safety.”

Carl blinked. “Me?”

“You show a tendency to conceal certain information from others, and you’re skilled at appearing orthodox while harboring subversive thoughts. There are no legal consequences for having a deviant profile, of course. If we prosecuted everyone who was different we’d actually be doing a disservice to Dodge. We find that people who contribute the most to maintaining the markets tend to exhibit the most unorthodox behavior online. Do you know whose profile is the most unorthodox, out of everyone in Dodge?”

“No. Who?”

“The Hand of the Market himself. Xavier Ofvalour.” Spenser permitted himself a small smile.

“Well, then. I still don’t see the point of this exercise.”

“The point is to bring to your attention that we’re aware of your unorthodoxy. Not only will you be required to submit a detailed report each time you turn off your lifelog, but the rest of your lifelog will be subjected to increased scrutiny. I’ll be watching you, Carl. And I’ll be visiting you from time to time. Don’t screw up.”

CHAPTER SIX

 

Strangely, the meeting with the inquisitive rep left Carl feeling buoyed. He had a deviant profile, just like Xavier Ofvalour! And it was the reason for his success thus far. It explained why Morrowne had chosen him, and it had given him unusual skills, which he would use to make the new department an outrageous success. This would be impossible for his superiors to ignore, leading to further promotions and raises, bringing him closer to reaching the New World and finally using his talents to pursue much nobler ends.

The Youth Dignity Department was located in a modest-sized room on the sixth floor, near the rear of the SafeTalk building. Carl marched in, intent on establishing dominance over his new underlings immediately. He found them already at their terminals, awaiting instructions. He told them to gather round him.

“As I’m sure you’ve all learned already,” he said, “communication with management is extremely limited. From here on out, your value to this department, and to SafeTalk, will largely be represented by me, especially since we’ll be pausing lifelogs occasionally. If I get unquestioning obedience I will pass on favorable performance reviews, along with recommendations that SafeTalk renew your contracts. If you defy me, I will work tirelessly until you are terminated, to rot in Dodge for all I care. And trust me, I am a tireless man.”

They all gave slight nods, as though Carl had declared he liked his tea with extra cream. Of course, they would be accustomed to being micromanaged and dominated. The reason they seemed to take his threat in stride was likely that they had no plans to be insubordinate

They got to work. There was a lot of it. The networks were aflame with indignation. First, Carl tasked his new subordinates with identifying the accusations being leveled against FutureBrite the most, and with finding associated keywords to feed the bots.

FutureBrite was a for-profit corporation whose sole income came from charitable funding bodies. The more funding FutureBrite applied for, the more money its shareholders made. Many critics were pointing to the high percentage of FutureBrite kids being medicated; they posted studies suggesting it was highly unlikely that so many of them suffered from conditions that warranted medication. Others accused the company of unnecessarily blocking families from regaining custody of their children. They said it was all part of the company’s efforts to apply for even more funding.

None of the accusers had data to support their claims, of course. FutureBrite kept its records strictly confidential, arguing that releasing them could prejudice future employers against the children in its care.

Still, the accusations persisted, and they were toxic. By noon he’d gained a clear impression of the rate at which individual criticisms were appearing, and the enormity of the job began to worry him. If things got too messy he’d have to file for a temporary shutdown of the networks while they cleaned up, and that would not reflect well on him.

He spent his lunch hour with a spreadsheet, assigning tasks to each subordinate, carefully weighing their skill sets and backgrounds while doing so. Each task was a thread in the beautiful tapestry that would become FutureBrite’s public image. As he worked, he received an alert that someone had started an online poll about whether FutureBrite was a responsible citizen of Dodge. The results weren’t looking too favorable for the company. He paused to shoot an email to one of his subordinates, telling her to alter the poll’s results as they came in.

Finally finished sorting out which tasks he would delegate to whom, he pushed his chair back and grinned at his terminal, satisfied with his work.

“Carl.”

He looked up. “Why, Gregory!” His childhood rival stood over him, holding a coffee mug. Carl’s grin widened. He was going to enjoy this. He spread his hands. “You’ll never guess what I’m doing here. You see, I’ve been given charge of—”

“The Youth Dignity Department. Yes, I know. I’m your supervisor.”

“What? No. I’m the supervisor. Morrowne made me supervisor.”

“He made me the supervisor supervisor. Given this task’s sensitive nature, Mr. Morrowne thought it prudent to include an extra layer of accountability.”

Carl realized he’d risen to his feet and balled his fists. “Who watches you then, Gregory? Hmm?”

“God, probably. Now, switch off your lifelog.” He waited, eyebrows raised, until Carl complied. Then he continued. “I came by to ask how many employees you’ve assigned to take down posts that attack Mr. Ofvalour personally.”

Carl could have hit himself. His determination to protect FutureBrite had left him blind to the more important goal of protecting Xavier Ofvalour’s reputation. “Um…”

“This is it here, is it?” Gregory was looking at the spreadsheet. “I don’t see anyone assigned to them.” He looked back at Carl. “How long do you suppose Mr. Ofvalour will continue funding us if we don’t defend him as well? Get out of the way.”

He did, and Gregory took his chair. He pored over Carl’s spreadsheet for twenty minutes, making several adjustments. Carl watched with tight lips, criticizing Gregory’s choices in his head.

Finally, Gregory stood, nodding curtly with his eyes still on the spreadsheet. “That may very well be much better.”

“You never know.”

“About our plan to get drinks tomorrow,” Gregory said. “The likelihood I’ll attend would increase from seventy-one percent to ninety-five, given certain conditions. They are as follows: we get dinner instead of drinks, and you bring Maria. I met a lovely girl at church, and I want to introduce her to lovely people. So you’ll have to bring Maria with you.”

“Oh, well, I’ll see what I can do,” Carl said. “My probability of attending has been downgraded since we last spoke.”

“Yes? And what is it now?”

Carl glanced around the room at his subordinates, hunched over their workstations, scouring the net for criticism of FutureBrite. They were Gregory’s subordinates too, it seemed. And so was Carl.

“Ninety-three percent,” Carl said. He mumbled it, but Gregory heard, smiled thinly, and walked away.

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“Sir, if you must pick your nose, please wait to do it in the privacy of your home. A repeat offense will incur a fine.”

The voice startled him, and he jerked his hand away from his face. He hadn’t realized he’d been doing it. Sinus problems plagued him, and tissues were always on hand; one was currently wrapped around the finger that had been plumbing his nostril. People still considered that gross, he knew, even with the tissue. His clothes had registered the act, and now it would be reflected in his rank. People could drill down to the Public Conduct section of his LifeRank and see exactly what he’d done. He cursed under his breath.

In order to satisfy his obligation to bring Maria to dinner with Gregory and his new girlfriend, Carl would have to take his chances returning to the residence he shared with Maria. He felt no desire to do so, or to have dinner with Gregory, for that matter. But it would be foolish to slight the man, who, unbelievably, was once again his superior.

He found the pile of his belongings diminished somewhat—thieves making off with things that could fit in pockets, he guessed, or could be conveniently slung over shoulders. This would have angered him more before his promotion. Now, he expected it wouldn’t be much trouble to replace the things that mattered.

He shimmied up the access pole and found the hatch unlocked. Trying for minimal noise, he raised it slowly. He peered around the porch. There did not appear to be any immediate danger.

In the kitchen, he found Thomas Intoever sitting at the table with Maria, trying to talk her into taking Carl back—a well-worn stage in the dreary cycle that comprised their relationship.

Carl’s next remark was also well-worn. “Dad, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Fixing the relationship you broke.”

“I’m not a teenager anymore.”

Maria arched an eyebrow. “Your father fixed your teenage relationships, too?”

Carl took a breath and sat at the table with them. Best to wait this out while saying as little as possible.

“I was just explaining to Maria,” Thomas said, “how your generation takes everything for granted. For instance, I lost contact with your mother after I decided to stay and uphold our family phrase. I miss her all day, every day. Meanwhile, you two have each other right here in Dodge, and you fight like—”

“Your relationship with Mom isn’t exactly a good example to use,” Carl said. “You bungled it thoroughly. And anyway, Mom didn’t care about family phrases. Don’t you remember? She used to accuse you of marrying her based solely on her name. Conformist, she called you.”

Carl’s mother had hated Maria from the moment they met. For Daphne, Carl’s choice was a clear indication that Thomas’s obsession with family phrases had infected her son. Daphne had always enjoyed styling herself as a subversive, though in the end she made the thoroughly orthodox choice to leave Dodge.

Mother and girlfriend had met over lunch at a restaurant that showed New World footage on the walls. That night, Daphne picked an ostensibly unrelated fight with Carl’s father. Carl saw it for what it was, however: a performance, meant to demonstrate the consequences of marrying in service of a family phrase.

Thomas didn’t appreciate being reminded of what his marriage was actually like. He clenched his fists so tight they trembled, and refrained from answering Carl.

“Wow, Carl,” Maria said. “How you can you bring that up to your father?”

Carl cleared his throat.

“What?” she said. “What does that mean, when you clear your throat like that?”

“It means there was a mucus obstruction there, so I vibrated my esophageal muscles in an attempt to dislodge it.”

Maria leapt to her feet. “That’s it. I’m sorry, Thomas, but he’s gross. It’s over between us.”

Thomas rose too, and took Maria’s hand in both of his. “Please. I put off retiring to the New World in order to keep you two together.”

Maria looked from Carl, to Thomas, to Carl again. Carl yawned.

“I’ll get my prayer dice,” Maria said. “We’ll see what they tell me.”

Thomas glared at Carl. “So you’ve let it come to this.”

Maria stomped into the bedroom and returned with her dice, pouring them out carefully onto the table. She kept them in a purple velvet bag. Some were made of bone, some ivory. All of them were polished regularly. There were four-sided dice, six-sided, ten-sided dice, twenty-sided dice, and thirty-sided. Red dice, green dice, blue dice, black. Opaque dice. Transparent. She’d spent a significant portion of her inheritance on them.

Maria prayed with her dice a lot. Maybe living with the messiah, even unknowingly, had rubbed off on her, made her more devout. Maybe he should start using them, too. It could provide him with some guidance on this divine mandate business.

Amidst Maria’s dice a large copper coin gleamed dully. That was how you started. The Probablist ritual of dice prayer required you first flip a coin, to represent the question of whether God even existed in the first place. If it came up tails, chances were He didn’t exist, and you didn’t bother praying that day.

Maria flipped, slapping the coin onto the back of her hand. She showed them. It was tails.

“Now I can make the decision myself,” she said. “And I’m leaving. We need some serious time apart.”

As she walked toward the exit, Carl realized he hadn’t tried nearly hard enough to make amends. In fact, he’d barely tried at all, hoping that the dice would produce a more favorable outcome. Now that they hadn’t, he would have to do something, or risk losing even more of Gregory’s respect. That would hurt his chances of buying a plane ticket anytime soon, as would losing the family phrase discount should Maria leave him permanently.

She reached the door, turning, no doubt, to deliver the sort of parting remark that severely complicates the making-up process. “Wait,” Carl said. “Dad is right.”

Her eyes widened. He knew that would get her attention.

Thomas Intoever began choking on his own spit.

“Not about family names, of course. You know I don’t care for those.”

Thomas held up a finger, likely in the hopes it would cause them to wait till he was able to speak again.

Carl pressed on. “But about commitment. And…and sacrifice. How much have we really sacrificed for each other, Maria? Really?”

She opened her mouth.

“Now, hear me out. Consider life’s shortness, for a second. Then subtract the portion of it we spend here in Dodge. That leaves very few years to actually enjoy ourselves in the New World, doesn’t it? Okay. Now ask yourself this. Would you rather we spend our time on this miserable island building our relationship? Shoring up its foundations? Extending its towers, thrusting its spires into the sky? Or would you rather find some other bloke and likely break up with him too? And then maybe find another and go with him to the New World, only to split up there, and get depressed, all in a place you’re meant to be happy?” Carl spread his arms. “I love you, Maria. What do you think?”

His words sounded hollow to his ears, but to his surprise she came to him and they embraced. “I love you,” she said.

“Excellent. Now how about dinner, to top off our making up? I can invite Gregory and his new girl.”

She pulled back and smiled. “You never invite me to go out with your coworkers!”

Thomas bade Maria goodbye, glanced at Carl askance, and left. Carl closed the hatch behind him.

“Have you ever noticed,” he said as they prepared for their night out, “that we’ve never gotten a hacker attack while my father is here?”

Maria’s expression didn’t change, as she was in the middle of applying mascara. “We still get hackers? Hasn’t happened to me in months.”

Carl straightened his tie in the mirror. His brow was furrowed. Who could be trusted?

Though he dreaded what it would do to his consumption record, he ordered a taxi to take them to the restaurant. It wouldn’t do for Gregory to see them show up on foot.

During the ride, Maria asked him what he thought of her earrings.

“I think they’ll make fascinating study for future archaeologists.” He regretted the remark immediately. Now that they were actually on their way he’d started feeling bitter about having to toady to Gregory all the time, when he’d rather explain to him what an asshole he was, or simply hit him in the face. But the remark had been unnecessary, and he wished he could take it back, not only because it could undo their reconciliation, but also because of the hurt look on Maria’s face.

“Hey,” he said. “Maria?”

She turned toward him.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“The earrings comment.”

“It’s fine.”

“I love you.”

“You too.” She reached across the seat, and they held hands for the rest of the ride.

Gregory Stronger was waiting with his date in an idling taxi outside the restaurant—an obscene display of wealth, in Carl’s view. The wind wasn’t even that strong.

“Were you waiting long?” Maria asked them once they got out.

“Around ten minutes. But one can never wait too long for a beauty like yours, Maria. This is Celine Sisterbe. Celine, Maria Ylifeali.” They shook. Celine’s hat bore an assortment of geometric bobbles. She was clutching it to her head against the wind.

“I’m Carl,” Carl said.

They all looked at him. “Mm,” Gregory said.

As they joined the queue to enter the restaurant, Carl wondered what phrase Celine’s family was attempting to assemble. He didn’t know one that contained both “Stronger” and “Sisterbe”. Could it be their names didn’t go together? He felt his brow furrow. Gregory was conventional in every other way. To date a woman whose name didn’t complement his…it would almost be a declaration that he intended to eventually leave her.

They approached the maître d’, who maintained a neutral expression throughout their exchange. First he asked whether they had a reservation, and Gregory gave his name.

“Good evening, Mr. Stronger.” The maître d’ took a flexscreen from inside his podium and stuck it onto the front. “Madam,” he said, addressing Celine. “Your biometrics, please?”

Celine brushed the flexscreen with the back of her hand. Her rank appeared: 972,374th.

“Madam?” the man said, meaning Maria.

Maria touched the screen, which displayed her rank: 181,002nd.

“Impressive,” Gregory said. “Quite impressive. How do you keep it so high?”

Maria blushed. “I attend church regularly, and pray. I appear in a lot of ads…”

“Of course,” Gregory said. “Corporations would be very interested in having you advertise for them.” He flicked the screen, which then read: 73,191st.

Maria gasped in appreciation. The maître d’, though his expression did not change, was also clearly impressed. “It seems as though your party is headed for a window table this evening. We have a lovely view available to the west.”

They looked at Carl, who cleared his throat. He mashed his thumb against the screen and jerked it away. His rank appeared: 3,742,819th.

“I spoke too soon,” the maître d’ said.

“My promotion hasn’t really kicked in yet,” Carl said. “That should boost it considerably when it does. And I don’t attend church enough. Who does? Plus Maria has no job, so she can afford to sit around and appear in ads while I work ten hours a day, and—”

Gregory placed a hand on his shoulder. “Just stop talking.”

 The maître d’ led them to a table in the very center of the room. They had to walk down some steps to reach it, as the entire center area was lowered. “Your server will be with you shortly,” he said, and left them sitting in uncomfortable silence.

“First time I’ve been down here,” Gregory said, scanning the heads of the diners above. “They can look right down at you, can’t they?”

Celine sighed.

They sat in silence for a while, conscious of the people above them. It wasn’t the possibility of being watched that caused discomfort, it was the question of who might see them sitting at such a low elevation.

Carl was acutely aware that he had caused this, but his irritation overrode that knowledge. The others didn’t have to be so peevish about his LifeRank, did they? He knew he should probably try and break the silence, considering how important this dinner was to his career. But he couldn’t muster the motivation to fake it. Besides, anything he said would only make them hate him more.

His LifeRank wasn’t as high as it might be, partly because of his meeting with Spenser, the rep who’d screened him for his lifelog-pausing privileges. Seeing his social media activity subjected to such an intense level of scrutiny had spooked him, and he’d stopped posting as much, which was suppressing his rank.

“So,” Celine finally said. “Gregory tells me you’re doing work for Xavier Ofvalour.”

Carl brightened a little. “Yes, in fact. We’re—”

“We probably shouldn’t discuss it in public,” Gregory said. The spark that had come to life in Carl’s heart went out again.

“Xavier Ofvalour is such an icon,” Maria said. “Being Hand, and all. You didn’t tell me you were working with him, Carl.”

“Well, it is confidential. And we’re not working with him, per se.” He fiddled with his napkin. “I did meet him.”

“You did?” Gregory said. Apparently he hadn’t.

“What’s he like?” Celine said, leaning forward.

“Exactly as you might expect. Sharp, assertive—”

“Handsome, of course,” Celine said.

“He’s not ugly,” Gregory said, clearing his throat. “I always thought his family phrase a bit odd, though. ‘Discretion’s the better part of valor.’ Discretion is such an outdated concept.”

“Not completely,” Maria said. “I mean, you two are being discreet about your work, aren’t you?”

“Good point. Transparency is the greater virtue, but I suppose discretion has its place, too.”

Their waiter reappeared to take their orders, but none of them had even glanced at their menus yet, which were displayed on the tabletop. He gave a tight little smile, and said he would give them a moment.

“Before you go,” Celine said, “could you take a photo? I’ll want to post to my Unfurl about the dinner.”

“Really, Celine?” Gregory said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Down here?”

“Oh,” she said, eyes downcast. “Right. Um, is there any way to take the photo while masking the elevation?” Her eyes turned upward again, settling hopefully on the waiter’s face. “If you wouldn’t mind trying?”

“Not at all, madam,” the waiter said, only a little rigidly.

Celine had him retake the photo twice. When she was finally satisfied and the waiter had left, she turned to Gregory. “What were we talking about?”

“The Hand,” Maria said.

“Oh. Yes. I was going to say, Xavier is my absolute hero. I mean, when he used Better Foundation funds to save the reps from their budget crisis—how selfless. Teenagers would take over the city, without the reps. I’m sure of it.”

“Well, there was a business side to that,” Carl said, knowing he should stop himself. His irritation drowned out his better reason. “He’s invested in the prison industry. The more criminals the reps arrest, the more free labor he benefits from.”

Celine glared at him, and Gregory said, “Are you suggesting there’s something wrong with making a profit?”

“No…of course not. I’m saying he’s a shrewd businessman.”

“I don’t like that word,” Celine said. “He’s smart, not shrewd. Besides, we depend on the prison barges.” 

“All right,” Carl said, holding up his hands in mock apology. “We’d all be lost without the Hand of the Market. Is there anything else you need to hear me say?” No one would meet his eyes, now. His outburst had made things awkward. He didn’t care. He went on. “I’ll tell you one thing I can’t understand about him. I don’t get how he can stand to stay here in Dodge.”

He’d known that would hit a nerve, and it did. Gregory’s lips turned white. “You know that I plan to stay in Dodge,” he said.

“Yes,” Carl said, a grin curling the corners of his lips. He tamped it down. “I do.”

Celine laid a hand on Gregory’s elbow, consternation written across her face. “Is that true? You’re remaining in Dodge your whole life?”

He shot her an annoyed glance. “Well, who needs a government breathing down your neck every way you turn? That’s what you’ll have in the New World.”

“You like it here?” Maria said.

“I like knowing I don’t depend on anyone, only on the markets.”

“There are markets in the New World.”

“Not fair ones. Not level ones. The government there makes whatever rules it thinks best. I don’t call that freedom. We have freedom in Dodge. If you listen to what John Anders—”

Carl nearly spat out his drink. “You take John Anders seriously? Really?” He thought he saw Maria fighting a grin too, and his affection for her swelled.

Gregory glowered at him. “I hope you’re unlikely to take offense to this, but I’m actually a bit surprised Morrowne gave you the promotion.”

Carl narrowed his eyes. “Why? You’ve seen my performance reports.”

“Sure, but you’re always going to bat for Nutty Natty.”

A searing invective sprang to Carl’s lips, but he bit it back. Gregory had just won the conversation, damn it all.

“Who?” Maria said.

“Natalie Lemonade. Do you know her?”

Maria stood up, her face puckered as though she’d squeezed a lemon directly into her eyeballs. “I have to use the washroom.” She left.

Gregory raised his eyebrows. “That was abrupt. Is Natty a touchy subject between you two?” Now it was his lip corners that curled.

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t fine. “Natalie’s a friend. And she’s really not as…nutty…as people say.”

“She’s incredibly unstable. They’ve been looking for a reason to terminate her contract for months.”

“They can’t afford to fire her. She’s too skilled. You’ll see. We’ll probably need to collaborate with the Search Department, and she’s the best they’ve got.”

“If she lasts that long,” Gregory said.

Maria said little after returning from the washroom. When their food finally arrived, they mostly ate in silence. Gregory capped off his victory over Carl by insisting that he pay for everyone, which didn’t do much to improve Carl’s mood. Especially when the bill for Carl’s meal showed an unusually high amount, the restaurant having gleaned how important this dinner was for his career and inflated the cost accordingly. At least he managed to turn down Gregory’s offer to cover their cab fare home. 

They rode in silence. Walking across the lobby to their pole, Carl asked Maria what she thought of Celine.

“I think she’ll get along well with Nutty Natty,” Maria said.

“What? You think they’ll meet?”

“They will if you go on any more double dates. Because you’re not taking me out anymore. The next time you need a date, try Natalie Lemonade.”

She quickened her pace, and was already inside by the time he reached the pole’s bottom.

Gregory had orchestrated this, he felt sure. He’d probably gleaned how jealous both Carl and Maria were from social media; it wasn’t hard. And he’d used Carl’s friendship with Natalie to ignite that jealousy. For some reason, Gregory wanted to cause tension between Carl and Maria. Why?

Maria probably sensed she was right to be suspicious. Carl did have feelings for Natalie, and if their family names had been compatible he might have pursued a relationship with her instead. They weren’t compatible, though, so he’d never made his heart known to her. Nor did he intend to. Still…when he saw her, his heart leapt, and whenever he felt Maria was being unreasonable, Natalie filled his mind’s eye.

Nearby, a young mother buckled her baby into a harness attached to the bottom of a rope. Her gaze caught Carl’s, but neither of them smiled. Above, her husband began slowly pulling the child up toward their entrance hatch.

Carl climbed his own access pole. The hatch was unlocked, but the bedroom door wasn’t, so he took a blanket and a bottle of Sleep to the TV room couch. He was happy to not talk to Maria right now, and he quickly downed the beverage to ensure it stayed that way. After ten minutes or so of flicking through his Unfurl feed, he went to actual sleep.

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“I’ve chosen to delegate full responsibility for the situation to you,” Gregory said, his tone cold enough to prevent meat from spoiling. “If it impedes Youth Dignity work, it will be your fault.”

Carl nodded curtly, saying nothing.

“Why don’t you get Nutty Natty to help?” he called as Carl made his stiff exit. “You said we’d need her.” Gregory’s laughter followed Carl out.

A situation had arisen, related to a blog post critical of FutureBrite. The post was rising rapidly through online search rankings, and nothing they’d attempted was working to slow it. Gregory, still prickly over last night’s exchange, refused to help in any way.

So getting Natalie’s help was exactly what he intended to do.

He found her by checking her Unfurl account and seeing that she’d geotagged herself in the SafeTalk cafeteria thirty seconds ago, with the post “Anyone in Search want a coffee?”

Waiting for her in the hallway outside the cafeteria, he saw her before she saw him. As always, the sight of her open, honest face made his problems seem to fade into the background and out of sight. But her wide-set, pitch-black eyes posed their own problems, often sending whatever he’d intended to say into flight, and causing her to study him quizzically as he cast about for his lost words.

Today he had time to marshal his defenses against her beauty, and when their paths crossed, he was ready.

“Wouldn’t it be great if there was an app that sent a notification to everyone in your department whenever you visited the cafeteria?” she said, juggling two trays filled with cups. She often began conversations without bothering with trivial things like greetings. “It would save so many people a trip down. Productivity would increase.”

Carl suppressed a sigh, taking one of the trays and walking with her. This sort of thing was exactly why people called her Nutty Natty.

“If there was really a need for an app like that, it would exist already,” he said.

Natalie tilted her head to one side, which was not a gesture he would have performed while carrying hot coffee. “I’m always fascinated by which parts of the dominant rhetoric you decide to buy into, Carl. The markets aren’t static because they’ve met all our needs, you know. They’re static because the corporations want it that way. Innovation would disrupt their business models.”

“Sure. Listen, I’m kind of in a rush. We have a problem in Youth Dignity.”

“Oh? Youth not as dignified as they should be?”

“A few blogs have posted roundups of the usual criticisms, and one of the posts is getting pretty popular. It made the third page of search results this morning.”

“So? Less than one percent of people click past the second page of results.”

“We need it buried. There’s a concern that someone will start a petition demanding FutureBrite become more transparent.”

“What if I’m not interested in…youth dignity?” Natalie said.

Carl stepped closer to her, lowering his voice, though that was a futile gesture. If their superiors wanted to hear, they would. “They’ll end your contract if you don’t help. They’re already talking about ending it.”

Her eyes widened. “They are?”

“Your contract’s up for renewal next month. The only thing keeping you employed here is your usefulness. You know that, Natalie. You do want to get out of Dodge, right?”

She hesitated. “Yes.”

“Then tell me how we can push this blog post back down to the fourth page of results.”

She closed her eyes and squeezed the bridge of her aquiline nose. “This blogger has a subscription to net neutrality, then?”

Carl nodded. “The post loads after a few minutes, so it must be at least a mid-level subscription. Do you think we could just launch a sustained denial of service attack? Make the blog impossible to access?” 

“No,” she said. “Too blatantly authoritarian. We’re supposed to live in a free-market anarchy, remember? It would be obvious that we’re doing it, given we just created a department for the purpose. Listen. I’ll tell you what we do.”

Alone in the elevator, on his way back to Youth Dignity, he knew the rational course of action would be to take credit for Natalie’s ideas. He should tell Gregory Stronger and their subordinates that he had gone to the Search Department and personally instructed them on exactly how to address this issue. It’s what anyone working toward leaving Dodge as soon as possible would do.

Maria often monitored his lifelog in real-time, and if she saw him do something as unconventional as letting someone else have the credit for a success, he would never hear the end of it. Particularly because it was Natalie Lemonade.

But his friend’s job was in jeopardy. He’d been telling the truth about that. And she could use all the help she could get in keeping it.

There was also the small fact that he loved her.

He called an impromptu staff meeting. Gregory was content to lean against the wall nearby and let him do the talking. The staff knew by now that Gregory was actually in charge, but that didn’t mean Carl could afford to let them forget their place—namely, below him.

“This blog post situation isn’t over,” he told them. “We need to stay vigilant. Continue removing social network posts that link to it, or even reference it. That will slow the blog’s rise through search results. In the meantime, we’re going to use some of the funding from Mr. Ofvalour to buy favorable front-page ads from Searchable for the keywords in question. But these are just tactics to buy us time. What will we do with that time? I’ll tell you. SafeTalk has partnerships with all the main viral mills—Buzzworthy, Gawp, Insider Life, et cetera—and we’ll approach them about publishing a slew of articles casting youth care companies in a positive light. This will be a double coup. It will manage public perception while banishing the blog post to obscurity. To pay for these articles we’ll just credit our partners’ accounts, which will make them feel better about any scandals they may have looming on the horizon.”

“That should work,” Gregory said. “But I find it hard to believe Nutty Natty actually understood all that. Are you sure you shouldn’t go back to Search and run through it with her again?” This earned a few chuckles from the Youth Dignity staff.

Carl felt a bit light-headed. “Actually,” he said, “all of that was Natalie’s idea.”

Gregory didn’t look surprised, but Carl could tell he was, because he shut up for once. The rest of the staff stayed silent, too. He spotted more than a couple of raised eyebrows.

Carl cleared his throat. “By now you’ve all been assigned roles within the department, and you’ve had time to determine whether you’re a good fit for them. So I’d like to open up the floor to anybody with any comments, criticisms, concerns, suggestions, preferences, questions, requests, remarks, confusion, stipulations, inquiries, anxieties, difficulties, observations, ideas, proposals, worries, statements, queries, interpretations, specifications, announcements, assertions, requirements, perceptions, pressing matters, propositions, appeals, opinions, affirmations, recommendations, preconditions, reservations, troubles, petitions, judgments, avowals, illustrations, entreaties, input, burdens, clarifications, complications, woes, desires…”

Carl continued rhyming off synonyms until the group dispersed, returning to their respective workstations. He allowed himself a satisfied smile. Industriousness was pleasing to behold.

He’d noticed that the rogue blog ran ads for several of SafeTalk’s corporate partners, and now he set about emailing them to request they pull those ads. Cut off the dissenting blogger’s revenue. Standard procedure. He’d only just begun this when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to behold Xavier Ofvalour.

“Come,” Xavier said.

His heart pounding, Carl followed him to Morrowne’s office. The Hand sat in Morrowne’s chair. “Have a seat.”

Carl sat. “Where is Mr. Morrowne?”

“I told him I had need of his office, without him in it. He bores me.”

Carl chose not to respond to that.

“I’ve been watching you, Intoever,” the Hand said. “I’ve been watching the way you’ve conducted yourself since becoming head of the department I commissioned.”

“I take the position very seriously.”

“I see that. You’re very thorough. Very…what’s the word? Orthodox. In fact, you’re so orthodox you’re nearly unorthodox. Does that make any sense to you?”

“Not really, sir.” Though it reminded him of what Spenser had said, about his ability to appear orthodox despite his thoroughly unorthodox behavior profile.

“No need to call me sir. We aren’t on a prison barge. Xavier will do.”

“Thank you. Xavier.”

“Take, for example, your willingness to use others’ ideas to achieve your goals, as you just used Natalie Lemonade’s. Using others to get ahead is perfectly orthodox. But you took it a step further: you actually gave her credit. So you see, you’ve taken a completely orthodox practice and carried it so far it’s become unorthodox.”

“I see.”

“I’d recommend dropping the habit of giving others credit. I didn’t become Hand of the Market by doing that. I claimed every idea available to me as my own. That’s how I became so revered.” Xavier opened the top drawer of Morrowne’s desk and removed a bottle of surrogate whiskey. “Drink?”

“Oh. I have to watch my—”

Xavier held up his hand. “My record will register the consumption.”

“Wow. Thank you.”

The Hand poured him a stiff one and handed it to him. “Do you believe in God, Intoever?”

“Maybe.”

Xavier pointed at him, a small smile on his lips. “That’s what I’m talking about. That radical orthodoxy. You replied correctly, but no one’s ever that concise about it. Everyone always feels compelled to inject some ceremony into the question. Want some more surry?”

Carl was startled to see he had drained his drink in an instant. “Um, well, I wouldn’t want to jeopardize my performance as department head.”

“You won’t. Morrowne keeps the antidote in the drawer here, right next to where he keeps the bottle.”

“Okay, then.” Xavier poured him another.

“Tell me,” The Hand said. “Does SafeTalk have partnerships with the television stations?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“There’s no need. No market for it. The stations censor themselves.”

“And why do they do that?”

Carl considered this. “Well, um, television isn’t like the net. Normal residents don’t make television programs. Whereas online there are so many variables to manage, with so many people posting, and—”

“The stations censor themselves because they are owned by me, or people like me. If an employee of a television station shows signs of endangering someone’s bottom line, he or she is terminated.”

“Right,” Carl said.

“So. Why is this man given so much air time?”

The wall above Xavier’s head turned on, showing an overweight man shouting red-faced into a microphone held by a reporter. “It’s an outrage!” the man shouted. “They shuffle us from job to job, buying up our waking hours for a pittance and expecting us to smile about it. And for what? So we can fly off into the sunset, to the so-called New World? I’m not buying it. Tell me, why doesn’t Xavier Ofvalour want to follow us there? Or his rich friends? We only get to see the New World’s ad campaigns. Where will I really be when I get off that plane?” 

The man grabbed the pencil-thin microphone with one hand, bringing it closer to his quivering jowls. The reporter was trying to conceal a grin and not doing a very good job of it. “You know what I think?” the large man went on. “I think we’re all sleepwalking onto that plane, and I doubt we’ll like what we find on the other side.”

“What will we find?” the reporter said, her voice bubbling with mirth.

The man didn’t appear to notice. “Slavery,” he shot back, his expression frank and bland. “Oppression. A police state. We need to wake up here, people—”

The wall turned off.

“Do you know who that was?” Xavier said.

“Of course. John Anders.”

“Correct. Now, Intoever, let’s not mince words. You and I are in the business of suppressing dissent. And yet this man Anders regularly appears on a television station I own. Why would I let him get in front of a camera and question my integrity? Why would any station let him?”

Carl didn’t know.

“Would you believe,” Xavier said, “that John Anders is on my payroll?”

Carl blinked. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Why not tell you? If you repeated it I would know immediately, and have you fired. You would never get to the New World, and any online posts you made about it would be suppressed by the very company you once worked for. Anyway. Back to John Anders. I pay John Anders to be the face of dissent. The red, ugly, wobbling face of dissent. And he’s good at it. Isn’t he torturous to watch?”

The wall turned on again, but with no sound this time. Carl watched the jiggling jowls, the hands waving back and forth. The wall turned off.

“That’s who I want people to think of when they contemplate criticizing the way things are done in Dodge,” Xavier said.

“Is what he says true?” Carl said.

“Doesn’t matter what he says, as long as his claims are controversial and slightly crazy. Not too crazy—not to anyone paying attention—just slightly. His LifeRank is bottomed out, of course. He’s not just the face of dissent but also the face of disrepute.”

“He has a fairly high-level subscription to net neutrality, though.” Carl had been to Anders’s site, which loaded after a minute or so.

“Paid for by me. He pretends to subsist on donations, but barely anyone donates. He often complains on Unfurl about his followers getting arrested by the customer service representatives, which is untrue, but it contributes to the image that’s been crafted for him.”

“Does Mr. Morrowne know about this?” Carl assumed Morrowne had the office bugged.

“Morrowne is party to the information he needs, and no more. That said, I don’t question Morrowne’s discretion. He knows his happiness is linked with his performance as a lapdog.”

Carl shook his head. “I’m still not sure why you’re sharing all this with me.”

Xavier spread his hands. “We live in a free-market anarchy. We have no government, except for the invisible hand of the markets. But I think it would be fair to say that I am an agent of those markets. Don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Many consider me to be, and so when important information arises, they often entrust me with it. Several years ago, I received one such piece of information from the preacher of your church. Do you know what that was?”

Carl gripped the arms of his chair, and a tingling sensation rushed through his limbs. “I don’t dare say it.”

“Of course not. People are constantly claiming to be Schrödinger reborn, which usually causes them to commit strange acts that lead to their prompt arrest. You are intelligent, so you dare not proclaim yourself Schrödinger without proof. But I happen to know the truth. And I want to help you however I can.”

Relief washed over Carl, leaving him calmer than he ever remembered feeling. “Thank you, Xavier. Thank you so much.” He paused. “But what will you help me to do? I still don’t know what a messiah should do. What is my role?”

“Well, what do you think it is?”

“All the preacher told me was that I would deliver humankind unto salvation.”

“What’s your idea of salvation?”

Carl didn’t answer.

“Forget who I am, for the moment. I want your honest, unrestrained answer. This is important.”

“I…” Even with Xavier’s blessing, he faltered. “I don’t think my destiny lies here in Dodge, but in the New World. I think Dodge is set up to effectively prevent any meaningful change from happening. So my divine duty must be to travel to the New World, where doing good is still possible.” Carl became aware that his face burned with shame. “I’m sorry,” he added quickly. “I know you intend to stay forever.”

“Don’t apologize. I asked for honesty and you gave it. At any rate, I think our interests coincide. If you successfully complete the task of cementing FutureBrite in the public mind as a force for good, you should be able to leave Dodge much sooner than you otherwise could.”

The bitterness brought on by last night’s dinner with Gregory had vanished completely. In its place, elation burst in Carl’s chest. He had the Hand of the Market on his side, gunning for him to reach the New World as quickly as possible. What could go wrong?

“What do you think?” Xavier said.

“I think you’re right,” Carl said, breathless.

The Hand of the Market picked up the bottle again. “Shall we drink to it?”

CHAPTER NINE

 

His mind full, Carl took a detour on the way home to stroll around a walking trail. Returning home would likely mean a tirade from Maria about Natalie Lemonade, and he wanted to delay that as long as possible. 

The automated toll booth chimed when he paid the entry fee, and the trail’s gate opened wide enough for him to slip in, though it clanged shut immediately after.

Ever since his embarrassment at the restaurant in front of Gregory Stronger, Carl had been working on elevating his LifeRank to where he thought it should be, the reps’ surveillance be damned. He would have to risk their scrutiny. After all, a messiah should have a high rank. How else would anyone take him seriously?

To that end, he took out his phone and opened the Unfurl app, sharing his walking route (getting exercise), and his excitement over his new position at SafeTalk (feeling happy), which, of course, he wasn’t able to discuss (moving up in the world—making a difference).

These offhand posts were generating quite a lot of activity for him. Plenty of people favorited them, showing support for him sharing his accomplishments, but he loved the comments the most: endless, jocular speculation about what he might be doing for SafeTalk. Secrecy was incredibly novel. Carl kept the conversation moving with cryptic interjections, and apologies for not being able to say more. His rank was slowly recovering.

“Excuse me,” someone said behind him. “Do you have a moment for a chat?”

He turned around. A smartly dressed woman was holding a microphone toward his face. A man holding a camera flanked her. The reporter’s blazer bore a badge emblazoned with the letters “DBC”—Dodge’s largest news network.

“What’s this about?” Carl said.

She held the microphone closer to his mouth. “We were wondering if you’d care to comment on—”

“I don’t want to be on television.”

A ghost of a smile appeared on her lips, and then vanished just as quickly. She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “One of your colleagues at SafeTalk’s new Youth Dignity Department posted today about seeing you enter a closed-door meeting with the Hand of the Market. Would you be willing to comment on the topic of discussion?”

“I’m not able to discuss my work at SafeTalk. Sorry.” He turned away and continued walking down the trail.

The reporter and cameraman followed. “It must be difficult,” she said, “not being able to discuss your work, when LifeRank rewards openness. Have you noticed a down-tick in your rank?” She moved the microphone next to his mouth again.

“Um, no, actually, I…I can’t talk about my position at SafeTalk!” He quickened his pace.

The reporter matched it. “Young people are by far the most unpredictable demographic. Many people hope that Mr. Ofvalour will push for stricter measures to kerb youth impulsiveness, and for more research into how to model their behavior, given they have the most aberrant social media profiles out of anyone. Can you comment on that possibility?”

Her words reminded Carl of his teenage years, when he’d felt alienated and universally mistrusted due to this kind of thinking. He badly wanted to call out the reporter, and anyone else who pedaled such nonsense. But that would hurt his standing at SafeTalk. It wouldn’t do.

“I’m leaving,” Carl said, unable to keep the strain out of his voice. “Bye!”

Watching the segment later, which came after a piece about some locusts getting into a hothouse and destroying the crops overnight, he grimaced at how ridiculous he looked as the camera tracked him running away down the trail in his work clothes. He would have to stop geotagging himself in Unfurl posts.

The idea of becoming a media personality made him nauseous. Between SafeTalk and the customer service reps, his life was scrutinized enough already. Right now, he just wanted to be left alone with his thoughts for a while.

He walked over to the PlanITSmart thermostat to turn up the air conditioning, knowing it would only turn itself down again. The house was always too warm, and he hated sweating all the time. The thing took your “goal LifeRank” into account, which you had to represent accurately since it autoposted to social media. It had calculated that in order for Carl to achieve his goal, he would have to conserve quite a lot. When Maria was in the room it lowered the temperature to a comfortable level.

He sat on the couch again and told the wall to show his Unfurl news feed, setting it to autoscroll, making a thumbs-up gesture whenever he saw a post he wanted to favorite. A lingerie ad appeared in his feed, which surprised him until he remembered he’d ordered underwear online recently for Maria’s birthday.

He told the ad to play. Maria might check his lifelog later and catch him watching it, but he hardly cared at the moment. He wanted to look at something nice.

The video showed an empty room, dimly lit. A foot emerged from a doorway, in slow motion, followed by a slender calf. The video cut to a woman’s naked back, approaching a bureau.

The camera cut to a bra clasp being fastened, and then to panties being adjusted over firm buttocks.

It flashed to the woman’s front, with her head cut off by the top of the video player. Light from the next room played across her taut stomach.

Then the camera pulled out, showing her face, and displaying the name of the lingerie brand in cursive font across the screen. 

Carl gave a wordless exclamation, leaning forward. The woman was Maria.

He replayed the ad. It was their bedroom, he realized. The ad had been captured in their bedroom.

Taking out his phone, he dialed furiously, getting the digits wrong twice.

Maria picked up after the fourth ring. “Hello?”

“Where are you?”

“At a friend’s. Why?”

“I just saw your ad on Unfurl.”

“Which one?”

“For underwear.”

“Okay. And?”

It was common practice for corporations to use algorithms that scanned surveillance footage of public places, searching for consumers using their products. Maybe you were in a bar, and a beer company harvested video of you drinking their product with your friends and laughing. They contacted you for your permission to use it in exchange for a small sum. The LifeRank bump was the real reason people agreed. Then they would put the video to music, sometimes with a voice-over, and show it to your friends and followers on social networks. Seeing someone you knew using a product was the most effective form of advertising.

But Maria’s ad had been harvested from their home.

“The ad shows our bedroom,” Carl said.

“Yes, it does.”

“That means they could only have gotten the footage from hackers.”

“I still got paid. And my rank rose.”

“The hacker probably got paid, too. Which means he’ll probably be back for more.”

“Well, why don’t you hire a geezer to do our security? You’re getting paid more now. And anyway, why are you assuming the hacker’s a he?”

“Maria, all our friends just saw you half-naked. In our bedroom.”

“So what, Carl? Openness is a virtue.”

“It makes me feel weird.”

“You are weird.”

Carl paused for a moment. “What friend are you visiting?”

“Jessica Livefort. Why?”

He sighed. “I just…I want to fix things between us.”

“You tried fixing things the night we went out to dinner with Gregory. Didn’t work out very well.”

“I don’t like you appearing in this lingerie ad. You’ve never been in one like that before. All our friends, seeing you like that…”

“Carl, you’re being extremely strange. But I’ll be home soon. Okay? We’ll talk then.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

He ended the call, feeling a lot better. She hadn’t even mentioned Natalie Lemonade. Maybe that had blown over.

A white screen replaced Unfurl on the TV room wall. Black block letters appeared.

“HOLD ON TO HER TIGHT, CARL.”

Carl sat up straight and gave a wordless shout.

The message dissolved, and another replaced it.

“YOUR FAMILY PHRASE IS ALL THAT’S KEEPING HER HERE.”

Then the wall turned itself off.

Though he knew it was what the hacker wanted, he found himself wondering whether Maria was truly at her friend’s.

She didn’t return home that night, despite her statement to the contrary. Hours later, when Carl got up halfway through the night to use the washroom, he heard a sizzling sound coming from the kitchen. He found the coffee maker on, having apparently taken it upon itself to make a full pot, which smelled burnt. Carl poured it into the sink and turned on cold water to rinse the glass pot, which cracked. He cursed.

He was certain he hadn’t programmed the thing to make coffee in the middle of the night. Had Maria? Or had the hacker used the house’s smart system to make it happen?

A chill stirred the hairs on his back. This felt like a warning. Or a threat.

CHAPTER TEN

 

Excitement shot through Carl as he read the message from Xavier Ofvalour. “You’re skipping SafeTalk today, Carl. You and I are heading to the PlanITSmart headquarters to use their monitoring technology to see whether we can’t track down this pesky blogger. I’ve already cleared it with Morrowne. Leave for work at your usual time, and you’ll see me along the way. See you soon, Xavier.”

Xavier’s car was waiting for him on the sidewalk outside the residence block. The passenger door opened as he approached, through no action of Xavier’s that Carl could discern. He got in, and the Hand tapped a surface, causing a compartment to slide open in front of them revealing a bottle of surry wine and two glasses. He poured them a glass each as the car joined traffic.

“Do we have the antidote?” Carl asked as he took his wine.

“Don’t worry about it. You’re not at the office today.”

As the car sped down the road, Carl noticed that every taxi they encountered pulled to one side so they could pass.

He remarked on it, and the Hand nodded. “A little service CabLab provides to those with the means to pay for it. They’re always looking to maximize cash flow. The roads cost them a fortune to maintain, you know.”

“Do you ever wish you had more control over the car?” Carl said.

“Actually, increased control is one of this model’s features.” Xavier tapped another panel, which slid away to reveal a large red button. Just above it, in golden capital letters, was the sentence “Are We There Yet?”

Xavier pressed it.

“Not yet, Mr. Ofvalour,” the car said in a calm voice.

Xavier looked at Carl with eyebrows slightly raised, and Carl nodded. They rode in silence for a while. He didn’t actually know where the PlanITSmart headquarters were located.  Soon, he realized they were leaving the city. That made him nervous. With extreme weather a persistent problem, no one left the city without good reason.

“How about now?” Carl said.

Xavier punched the red button.

“Soon enough, Mr. Ofvalour,” the car said.

“Do you know what PlanITSmart does?” Xavier said.

“They run the city’s smart systems.”

“Correct.”

Carl chewed on his lip. “I thought we dealt with the mystery blogger.”

“We dealt with the first post. Now there’s another, and it’s gaining much more attention.”

“I can’t imagine how. The post we buried used the best arguments FutureBrite’s detractors could marshal. The post was well written, too. Catchy headline, everything. And we buried it.”

“According to this new post, our blogger is an employee of FutureBrite. We have on our hands a genuine whistleblower. Which is why I decided to involve myself directly.”

He tapped the red button.

“Getting there, Mr. Ofvalour.”

“Maybe the blogger’s lying, just to make the blog go viral,” Carl said.

“Unlikely. The post contains knowledge only a FutureBrite employee could have access to.”

“Well, that’s grounds for termination at the very least.”

“Sure. But first we have to uncover the employee’s identity.”

“Do you think this could be the same person who stole all those documents?”

That brought a wince to the great man’s face. “I hope not. If so, our blogger’s probably waiting until his posts attain a certain level of visibility before dumping the docs. We need to prevent that from happening.”

The only outcome of today’s endeavor that was acceptable to Carl involved him being the one to uncover the blogger’s identity. This could be the best chance he got to impress the Hand of the Market and ensure he got his plane ticket as quickly as possible. He wouldn’t screw this up.

The car turned off the highway and paused in front of a gate while a scanner checked the license plate and then their faces. The gate slid open.

As they moved through the facility they began to encounter humans—at first security personnel, and then technicians. Many of them seemed to know Xavier and smiled or nodded in greeting. Carl asked him whether he’d invested in smart tech as well. Xavier shook his head. “PlanITSmart management and I have an understanding.”

They entered a closet-sized room with what looked like an access pole in its middle. Xavier spoke a command, and the floor began moving upward. Carl gripped the pole to steady himself. He looked up and realized the elevator had no ceiling. Just an open tube extending up into dimness lit by intermittent LEDs.

When they stopped, darkness surrounded them. “Maps,” the Hand called out. Four giant walls lit up, showing the city at different resolutions. The elevator shaft was below them now, with only the pole to indicate the elevator was there at all.

“PlanITSmart needs mountains of data,” Xavier said. “To stop traffic jams before they happen, to reduce waste and conserve electricity, to provide data to rapid response emergency services, and to calculate LifeRank. Without access to the data they need, the engines that run our society would break down.” He pointed at one of the walls and said, “Zoom.” The map enlarged an area of the city encompassing several blocks. Xavier moved his hand. “Zoom.” The map swooped in further, now showing a single city block. Red dots spread out all over it, some in buildings, some walking the sidewalks, others rushing by in cabs. Xavier pointed at one of the sidewalk dots. “Select.” The map disappeared, changing to a view of the street from one individual’s perspective. Information about this individual popped up in a sidebar: name, gender, age, place of work, active social network profiles, etc.

“Thanks to lifelogging, technicians can manage the city’s systems without ever leaving PlanITSmart headquarters,” Xavier said. “With thousands of microcameras woven into every garment they can use residents themselves to monitor any problems that arise, without ever having to bother the resident. Then they dispatch autonomous robots to address the issue.” He raised his hand again, pointing. “Look,” he called. He moved his hand all around, the view following his every movement. “We’re able to see the resident’s environment from any part of her clothing.”

“What if there’s a problem they aren’t able to see?” Carl said. “I’ve heard some people refuse to wear smart clothes.”

“There are far fewer opt-outs than most people believe. In the city there are currently eleven, and in all of Dodge there are barely a hundred who don’t participate. Think about it. You can’t get an insurance policy without having a lifelog. Your risk of dying increases; if you become injured and pass out while alone, emergency services won’t know. And you’re guaranteed to spend life at the very bottom of the LifeRank leaderboards. A total disgrace. Plus smart clothes are free, while dumb clothes are quite expensive. No, Carl, opt-outs are on the extreme fringe of society.”

“Okay, but I don’t see how this helps us. Our blogger is clearly one of means, given the mid-level net-neutrality subscription. I’m almost certain he or she also has, at the very least, a subscription to basic human rights. Meaning it would be illegal for us to leverage his or her information outside the purposes of the city’s smart systems.”

“Not if we buy it using funds I provided to SafeTalk.”

Carl burrowed his brow. “How is that less illegal?”

“Insurance companies have full access to customer lifelogs, and they offer rebates to those who allow their data to be ‘shared’ with third parties. Of course, ‘share’ in this context really means ‘sell’. That’s how insurers make most of their money. The data’s usually just sold to advertisers, and everyone’s already used to that, so almost everyone goes for the rebate. Most people want to save money; get a little closer to that Air Earth ticket. Chances are our blogger is the same.”

They got to work. Xavier gave Carl control of one wall and, being more experienced with the tech, he took over the other three. First, they had to unmask the blogger. FutureBrite had over two thousand employees, and watching that many lifelogs was unfeasible.

“Looks like there’s only one employee whose lifelog we can’t access,” the Hand said. “Just found her employee file. She’s a geezer. Illiterate, too. Probably not our blogger.”

That didn’t narrow it by much, so they started searching through employees’ browser histories. FutureBrite allowed workers full net access through individualized accounts, but Xavier had access to a tool that searched all their histories at once. They used search terms like ‘blog’, ‘abuse’, ‘neglect’, ‘Xavier Ofvalour’, ‘Hand of the Market’, ‘SafeTalk’, ‘despicable’, and ‘morally bereft’, several of them pulled from the blogger’s latest post.

“Looks like a lot of them have been reading the blog,” Carl said.

“Mm. A little concerning, but to be expected, I suppose. They would be interested in how people view their employer.”

“What about the children and youth in FutureBrite’s care? Do you think they’ve read it?”

Xavier looked around at him. “How does that affect our investigation?”

“It doesn’t. I was just curious.”

“I doubt they have,” Xavier said, turning back to one of his walls. “Their net usage is closely monitored and restricted.”

“Right.” Carl flicked through another page of results. “So, can we narrow our search, then? To just people who’ve read the blog?”

“No.” The Hand sighed. “I don’t think this is telling us anything. It doesn’t look like the blogger has actually logged into the blog from work. As far as browser history goes, maybe the blogger’s visited the blog from work, to blend in with the others doing so, or maybe not. We can’t tell anything from these histories.”

Carl ambled to the pole and leaned a shoulder against it. He stared at the floor for a while. Xavier stood with his left hand gripping his right elbow and his right hand tucked under his chin in a fist.

Carl looked up. “What if we ran a search on the employees’ social media profiles, to see who makes posts from mobile devices while at work? I can connect to my SafeTalk workstation from here and access tools designed for the job.”

“What purpose would that serve?”

“The blogger might be logging into the blog from work, but using his or her phone network instead of FutureBrite’s. Once we figure out who posts to social media during work hours on a network other than FutureBrite’s, we’ll have a much smaller pool. And that pool will probably contain the blogger.”

“Good thinking, Intoever.” Carl’s heart swelled.

It turned out only four FutureBrite employees used social networks on their phones. Telecom companies charged a lot for data, so most people would be happy to connect using the work network. Unless they had something to hide.

One of the four employees was a twenty-nine-year-old male named Chuck Erything, who frequently complained about his employer on social media. Most of the time he didn’t actually mention FutureBrite by name, but by consulting SafeTalk records Carl learned that two of Chuck’s posts had been removed in the last year for violating the company’s trademark.

“That’s our blogger. Has to be. What do you think the other three are hiding?” Carl said.

“Porn, probably.” They didn’t bother checking.

On their way out of PlanITSmart, Xavier clapped a hand onto his shoulder. “You did well in there, Intoever. Morrowne was right about you.”

That night, alone in bed again, Carl woke to an acrid, smoky odor that permeated the whole house. Seconds later, the smoke alarm went off. Racing into the kitchen, he found every appliance turned on, including the oven, with both stove-top burners turned up to max. A steel pot still sat on one of them, its bottom now a charred mess.

The wall behind the sink turned on. “YOU MUSTN’T BE SO FORGETFUL, CARL. YOU COULD BURN DOWN THE ENTIRE RESIDENCE BLOCK.”

“I’m going to the reps about this,” Carl said, unable to keep the tremor out of his voice.

“GOOD LUCK WITH THAT.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

FutureBrite terminated Chuck Erything immediately, and it didn’t take much longer than that to destroy his reputation. Once again, Carl quietly approached the SafeTalk partners who ran the entrenched sites that appeared first in searches. They proceeded to publish articles filled with incriminating details harvested from Erything’s private communications. Xavier had been right about the insurance rebate, and the sites purchased access to Erything’s lifelog from his insurer. A wise investment. This story was blowing up, as was their advertising revenue.

The articles mostly began by mentioning Erything’s girlfriend, whose family phrase did not match his. That lent him an air of unscrupulousness, and served to ensure everything that followed was interpreted in the worst possible light. “No wonder he blogged anonymously,” the Gawp article said. “Readers would never have trusted someone with such little respect for equality.”

Some of the articles implied that Erything was mentally unstable. And almost all of them cherry-picked his browsing history, casting the sites he’d visited in a suspicious light. “He regularly frequents sites focused on children, and periodically he even checked out children’s fashion blogs. Could Erything’s interest in the little girl he cared for have exceeded what was required of him as a caregiver? A chilling prospect.”

None of that surprised Carl. What did surprise him was being called “the heroic SafeTalk investigator Carl Intoever,” who “singlehandedly identified FutureBrite’s rogue employee.” He hadn’t asked them to include that. In fact, he would have expected Xavier to ensure they didn’t, given his advice about never giving credit.

Of course, by allowing him all the praise Xavier could make certain Carl also reaped any negative consequences that might emerge later. It also explained why Gregory Stronger hadn’t been the one chosen to accompany the Hand to PlanITSmart. They’d chosen Carl as the fall guy for any negative press that resulted. Ingenious, really.

But would Xavier really treat him that way, given Carl was the messiah?

Yes. He probably would.

A public outpouring of sympathy and support for FutureBrite ensued. Back at SafeTalk, the Youth Dignity Department’s workload lessened rapidly. Thousands of people were posting on the networks about how horrible it was that someone would try to destabilize the system that cared for Dodge’s underprivileged youth, and many of them declared they would donate to the foundations from which FutureBrite derived its funding—and its profits. Xavier would be pleased.

Detractors remained, of course, and Carl put his subordinates to work tweaking algorithms, to make sure the bots only took down posts that portrayed FutureBrite negatively. The bots weren’t used to navigating an environment comprised of such a high volume of praise.

He instructed his workers to leave some of the dissenting posts online—the ones that were attracting a lot of reproachful comments. The risk of enduring the righteous indignation of their peers would discourage anyone else thinking about criticizing youth care companies. Carl considered this the sort of inspired move that had convinced Morrowne to promote him.

During all this, Gregory Stronger remained in his office.

It occurred to Carl to wonder what would happen once Youth Dignity’s mission was accomplished. His bank account hadn’t begun to approach the amount necessary to afford a ticket to the New World. Would he be promoted once more, or would his betters let him slide back into obscurity, the promise of his new position unfulfilled?

After work he went to the customer service station in the Air Earthport and asked to speak to Spenser, the rep who’d screened him for the ability to turn off his lifelog. For someone with Carl’s LifeRank, getting the reps to care about a hacker attack was usually next to impossible. He hoped to improve his chances by dealing with someone he’d already met.

A ninety-minute wait later, Spenser admitted him to his office. Carl sat in the same chair as before.

“You’re stressed today,” Spenser said, before Carl said anything more than hello.

“I am. How did you know?”

“Had a bot run a quick analysis of your Unfurl usage. Looks like you failed to favorite a couple posts that normally would have amused you.” Spenser smoothed back his hair with both hands, short red bristles flicking forward as he did. “Have a seat.”

Carl sat. “Wow. I didn’t know favorites were that reliable.”

“For adults they are. Youth tend to be more unpredictable. But that’s why we have companies like FutureBrite, right?” Spenser’s eyes crinkled as though he was smiling, even though he wasn’t.

“Yes,” Carl said. “Um, I’m here about—”

“The hack attack. Appliances left on. Yes. We’ll look into it.”

“How did you know?”

“When you buy a LifeRank subscription you give Air Earth access to your lifelog. It’s in our Terms of Service.”

“Oh. I wasn’t aware.”

“You should really read contracts before agreeing to them.”

“Yes.” That was horseshit, of course. The LifeRank Terms of Service Agreement was over a thousand pages and contained a clause that said it was subject to change at any time without notice. “Anyway, I wanted to bring this to you, since I’m concerned about my family’s safety, as well as—”

“We’ll look into it, Intoever. I said that already.”

“Right.”

“What we do find curious is why the hacker’s so interested in you. We’ve decided to increase our surveillance of your house and lifelog in order to uncover what it is that makes you such an appealing target.”

Carl squeezed the arms of his chair involuntarily, his heart pounding in his ears. “That’s wonderful,” he said.

CHAPTER TWELVE

	

With his awareness of the reps’ increased scrutiny, Carl found himself censoring his speech even more than usual. Often he would pause for an unnatural length of time before giving an answer, going over it in his head a couple times. It drew weird looks, but it beat ending up on a prison barge.

He returned from work Monday evening to find the house empty. Maria often wasn’t home lately, and they hadn’t had a real conversation in days. Even mention of Natalie Lemonade failed to elicit a reaction. Something was going on with his girlfriend, he felt sure. He would have watched her lifelog if he had more time and energy.

At any rate, she didn’t show up for supper. If he was going to eat alone, he would at least do so surrounded by other lonely people. He slid back down the pole and walked to a restaurant nearby that played endless footage from the New World on the walls. On Mondays the restaurant gave fifty percent off to customers with a certain LifeRank. After his role in uncovering Chuck Erything, Carl ranked just high enough to get the discount.

Even so, he didn’t order much. His recent successes did not mean he could afford to satisfy every craving. Not if he ever wanted out of Dodge. He did order a bottle of Sleep, however. That would take the pressure off to make sure everything he uttered was perfectly orthodox.

No one ever spoke here anyway, except to order food, and he’d done that. The tables weren’t arranged for speaking. Carl sat at a long table with chairs on only one side, facing a wall that played New World footage. He tried to make himself forget everything else in his life for a while.

His favorite clip was playing. It showed a bustling crowd filled with smiling faces. Parents holding their kids’ hands. And, perched on the horizon, a magnificent castle loomed, spires thrusting up into a clear blue sky. It was such a festive scene, with everyone looking so relaxed, that it helped Carl relax. He would never have children in Dodge, but in the New World? Maybe. And if he did, he would take them to see that castle.

The waiter arrived with his meal, and he accepted it with quiet thanks, without looking up. Then he noticed his Sleep had failed to arrive. “Excuse me,” he called. “Waiter?” The man turned. “My Sleep.”

“Apologies, sir.” The man turned to fetch it.

The next clip showed an elderly man struggling to get his walker up onto a sidewalk. A woman around Carl’s age approached the man, smiling, and lent a hand. They wouldn’t call old people “geezers” over there, Carl supposed. Being old in the New World wasn’t a mark of failure like it was in Dodge.

His phone rang, high and shrill—the ringtone for urgent calls. A couple of other diners shot him hostile glances. Carl quickly silenced it, and in doing so saw that Morrowne was calling. He swallowed his food, drew a breath, and answered it.

“Intoever. I just got an alert that you’re chewing with your mouth open.”

“Uh…”

“Your Public Conduct metrics are veering into the danger zone. Overall rank is up, thanks to the Erything success, but little things like this ruin reputations. Right now your reputation is bound up with SafeTalk’s. I expect better of you, do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“Keep your damn mouth shut, Intoever. They’ll start fining you, next.”

“Yes, sir.”

Morrowne hung up.

Carl tried to return to his prior state of relaxation. He focused on his breathing, and on the scene before him, of a throng of people all facing a blond-haired woman standing at a podium. They pumped their fists in the air and shouted their support for her. In the New World, people selected leaders from among them, who then sought to do what was best for everyone. It seemed alien to Carl. He had no idea how it worked. In Dodge, systems took care of everyone’s needs. The market, and technology. He didn’t see how people could trust individuals over systems that had evolved over centuries. But clearly they did, and clearly it worked.

Something to his left distracted him from the images on the wall. A woman approached, walking between the wall and the diners, who coughed and cleared their throats in disgruntlement. She stopped in front of Carl. It was Natalie Lemonade.

“I need to talk to you,” she said. Behind her, the New World’s fabled seawall appeared, glistening wetly, metallically.

“Can it wait? I’m eating.”

“Please, Carl. I need to talk to you now.”

Her dark eyes were filled with worry, and she gently chewed her bottom lip, a gesture that caused him concern but also made his heart race.

“Okay,” he said.

The waiter appeared, carrying the bottle of Sleep, and Carl asked the man to box up his food for him. “I’ll have to send back the Sleep. I’m sorry. I have to leave.”

“It’s nothing, sir. And the takeout box will be charged to the restaurant’s consumption record, due to your elevated rank.”

“Great. Thanks.”

They switched off their lifelogs as soon as they left the restaurant. Natalie was authorized to turn hers off too, since she regularly helped with Youth Dignity work. Carl leaned close to Natalie and whispered in her ear. “How are we going to find a place we can be sure we aren’t being surveilled, even with our lifelogs off?”

“My place. My security is excellent.”

“Even if a geezer tried to hack it?”

She pursed her lips. “I’m as good as any geezer.”

“If you say so. Is this really about SafeTalk?”

“Yes. Mostly.”

He’d never been to her block of residences before, but it looked exactly the same as his. He respectfully averted his eyes as she shimmied up her access pole and hung from a handle to unlock her hatch. Carl tossed his dinner to her and then shimmied up after her.

She gestured for him to sit at the kitchen table. “Coffee?”

“No. I’ll just eat my dinner, I think. Mind if I reheat it?”

“Sure.” She set about making coffee for herself.

The coffee made, and his supper heated, Natalie sat across the table from him and stared into her mug for a few moments.

“Chuck Erything didn’t write that blog,” she said.

“What?”

“That isn’t his blog. It’s my blog.”

He blinked, feeling his brain cough like an engine and slowly start to transition to a higher gear. “That’s not possible.”

“It is. It’s my blog, Carl. You have the wrong person.”

“The blog is written by a FutureBrite employee. You work for SafeTalk.”

“I work for FutureBrite, too. I do night shifts.”

Carl’s hands had become very sweaty. He wiped them on his pants.

“I’ve been working there for years,” Natalie said. “I got a job there because I think they’re disgusting.”

“What? Why would you work for someone you hate?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re asking me that? You?”

“This doesn’t add up, Natalie. Stop this foolishness. Okay? How would you ever get any sleep if you worked for both SafeTalk and FutureBrite? You’d be a wreck, all the time.” He considered what he’d just said. Natalie was a wreck all the time.

“I normally sleep in turns throughout the night, switching out with whoever the other on-shift caregiver is. It’s against company policy, but we do it anyway, and no one ever says anything about it.”

Carl snapped his fingers. “You’re a contract worker, just like me. SafeTalk has access to your lifelog, and they’d fire you if they knew you worked for FutureBrite too. SafeTalk expects its employees to arrive on time and alert. You’re making this up, Natalie. It’s not possible.”

“The microcameras in smart clothes aren’t infrared. Why would they be? So when I go to bed and turn off all the lights, I slip out of them and into clothes that don’t have cameras. Then I go to work at SafeTalk, using a different identity.”

Carl dropped his fork and put his head in his hands. “Why?”

“Because, Carl. Between FutureBrite and the prison barges, they’ve succeeded in criminalizing an entire class of people. Those who can’t afford a basic subscription to human rights are arrested for ridiculous reasons and sent to harvest resources from ancient landfills, leaving their children functionally orphans. Then FutureBrite snatches up those children too, keeping them in the program as long as possible, medicating them, micromanaging their lives, isolating them from other kids—screwing them up permanently. When they’re finally released from care they have no idea how to live. So they end up on the prison barges too.”

Carl shook his head. “You’re an amazing person, Natalie. You really are. I’ve always admired you. But this seems reckless. I know these kids are hurting, but so is everyone in Dodge, and it isn’t your—”

“This isn’t about fighting for an ideal for me. At least, it’s not only about that. FutureBrite took my sister. They misrepresented my family as meeting the criteria of dysfunctional under LifeRank’s Terms of Service, and they took Justine. She’s on a prison barge now. Because of me.”

“Because of you?”

“Yes, Carl. Justine got arrested before she was even old enough to leave FutureBrite, which is illegal. But it’s my fault. I can’t get into why right now. I’m sorry.” She sighed. “I just wanted to help you understand why I wanted to take them down. And to warn you. I plan to reveal myself as the FutureBrite blogger.”

He stood up. “No. That’s a very bad idea.”

She stood up, too. “I can’t let an innocent man suffer on my behalf any longer. I don’t want to do this. But I have no choice.”

“They’ll eviscerate you. You’ll end up on a prison barge.” The thought of that brought him to the brink of tears.

“I know.”

“You can’t save Chuck Erything’s reputation. No one recovers from a scandal of this magnitude, not even if the scandal is debunked.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m going to do the right thing.”

Carl sat down again and drew in some rapid, shallow breaths, trying to calm down. “Why don’t you look out for yourself, Natalie? Why put yourself at risk for this guy?”

“You do the exact same for me. At SafeTalk.” She was smiling. “I’ve heard about the things you’ve done for me there. You try to play their game by their rules, but anyone paying attention knows you’re not like them.”

“It’s the only game, Natalie. There is no other game.”

“Well, I was trying to change that.”

Carl stirred his food around with his fork. “What if…what if you made another post on the blog, saying Xavier and I found the wrong person? It’d still be a PR disaster, but at least you could remain anonymous. Your life wouldn’t get torn apart, then.”

“No one would believe it. They’d just assume it was Erything trying desperately to get out of the mess he’s in. The only way I can take the pressure off of him is to come forward and provide proof that I’m the blogger.”

“Can you give me a week to try and find a way around this? A way to help Erything that doesn’t involve you becoming a prisoner? Please.”

“I’ll give you a day. I can’t let this go on any longer than that.”

“I can’t do anything in a day. Two days, Natalie. I’m begging you. I’d never be able to live with the knowledge you might be suffering on a prison barge somewhere.”

Her expression softened, and Carl thought he saw a shimmer of tears in her wide-set eyes. “Okay, Carl. Two days.”
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The Hand of the Market was not a man to be summoned whenever you needed him. He paid people to manage his social network accounts, and they served as highly trained barriers to anyone who actually wanted to get in touch with the man. No other way of contacting him was publicly known.

Carl knocked on Morrowne’s office door. “Go ahead,” said Morrowne’s voice, emanating from a speaker located somewhere near the doorknob.

“Hi, Mr. Morrowne, it’s Carl Intoever, I—”

“Go ahead, I said! Come in!”

Carl did, shutting the door behind him. 

“What?” Morrowne said.

“I think we might have a bit of a situation.”

“Just tell me what you want, Intoever.”

“I’ve been thinking about Erything. What if he’s not the right man?”

“That’s your situation? You come in here spouting idle speculation and call it a situation? Stop wasting my time.”

“Well, if he’s not actually the—”

“Honestly, Intoever, I don’t care if he’s the right man. He’s the man we’ve got. We ground him into dust, and it’s in this new dust-form that he best suits our needs. If another man pops up, your ‘right man,’ Erything could reassemble himself and cause us some serious headaches. Are you worried justice hasn’t been served, Intoever? Because justice isn’t my department. And anyway, I thought I told you to check your scruples.”

“It’s not about justice. It’s about risk.”

“What risk?”

“The risk of the right man, or person, coming forward.”

“Either that happens or it doesn’t. In the meantime, I don’t intend to search for a person I have no desire to find. And you won’t waste company time searching for him either.”

Carl’s lips tightened, and he ground his heel into the carpet in frustration. “Can you put me in touch with Xavier Ofvalour?”

Morrowne sneered. “You think your little field trip with the Hand means you can ring him up at any time?” He tapped a finger against his chest. “I decide when Ofvalour is contacted. Unless you’d like to sit here at my desk? Trade your plane ticket for a shot at being head geezer at SafeTalk? Is that what you’re after, Intoever?”

“No, sir.”

“Then get out of here. You’re making me ask myself why I promoted you.”

Carl left.

There was nothing more he could do from SafeTalk. Morrowne would no doubt monitor him for the rest of the afternoon to make sure he didn’t use company time to follow up on whether Erything was really the FutureBrite blogger. Besides, he’d already drawn some unwanted attention. Gregory Stronger had visited his workstation earlier to ask why he’d turned off his lifelog yesterday evening. Stronger received a notification whenever one of his subordinates’ lifelogs went offline. “I noticed you haven’t filed your report with the reps for it yet,” he said.

“Yes,” Carl replied. “Well, I’d love to tell you why I had to switch it off. Unfortunately, you’d have to fill out a form requesting that information, wouldn’t you? Company policy. You know.”

Gregory returned his gaze, unblinking. “See that the report is filed.”

That bought Carl some time to think of a convincing justification. It would have to involve the Search Department, since anyone who watched his lifelog from last night would see that Natalie had requested he turn it off.

In the end, he said that Natalie had wanted to discuss strategies for suppressing unwanted viral blog posts more efficiently. That not only covered them, but also made them look like stellar employees, the kind who brought their work home and mulled it over late into the evening.

Carl stayed at SafeTalk a few minutes beyond the end of the workday. Morrowne couldn’t say he was wasting company time now. Carl wanted Chuck Erything’s home address, so he emailed a journalist at Buzzworthy who had access to Erything’s lifelog. Hopefully a reply would be waiting for him by the time he arrived home. The first of the two days Natalie had allowed him was nearly over. Carl hoped Erything could be reasoned with. Maybe he would understand that any damage had already been done, and nothing could be gained from Natalie coming forward. Maybe he and Erything could convince her of that together.

He came home to an empty house again. Absurdly, this depressed him. Just a month ago he would have felt overjoyed at the opportunity for some alone time. He’d always been tense with the knowledge Maria could be watching his lifelog at any time, and they’d fought about it constantly. Now she seemed to have given up on him.

He wondered again what she could be doing, and this time he was filled with more suspicion than ever before. It was time to look at her lifelog. He’d never done much of that before, as she always used to stay home, playing around with her investments and doing whatever else she did online. There had never been anything to watch. Now that she was barely ever home he had actually begun to miss her. And he wanted to see where she went all the time.

Carl logged on through the TV room wall, and an email notification appeared. It was the Buzzworthy journalist getting back to him about his request. He’d provided Chuck Erything’s address, as well as his contact info, and his social network profiles. Carl decided it best to avoid showing up on Erything’s doorstep unannounced, so he sent him an email requesting a meeting, identifying himself as Carl Intoever, head of SafeTalk’s Youth Dignity Department. That should get the man’s attention.

Then he accessed Maria’s lifelog. Due to a momentary glitch the audio came on before the video.

“Stronger,” Maria was moaning. “Stronger!”

The video came on. Maria lay on her back, looking up. Carl couldn’t see what she was lying on, but that didn’t seem important. What seemed most relevant about Maria’s feed right then was Gregory Stronger straddling her, pumping his hips, one hand clutching her breast.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

One eyebrow raised, Carl’s brother regarded him over a pint of ale, from which he was drinking deeply. He set it down with a thud, wiping foam from his lips with the back of his hand. “Okay,” he said. “I think I’m a little closer to your level of cognition now. Tell me again. Why is this a bad thing?”

Carl spun his untouched beer slowly between his fingers and said nothing.

“Plenty of couples who are only together for their family phrase take lovers outside the relationship,” Leo said. “It’s the only thing that makes these arrangements bearable. You should be celebrating in the street. You’ve finally crossed that threshold, and for the first time being with Maria is starting to look sane.”

“I just…I don’t understand what drove her to it.”

“Carl. You two treat each other like complete shit. One of you finally reached breaking point. One of you finally realized you can’t function as a monogamous unit. Honestly, I’m surprised it was Maria.”

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

“Well, it’s all pretty fresh, so I guess I can understand that. But it seems obvious what you do now. You marry her with the knowledge that you can improve your LifeRank, collect the discount on your plane ticket, and still have sex with a bunch of other women.”

“Honestly, Leo, I have no desire to do that.”

“You are so weird, Carl. Come on. Let’s barhop. We’ll find you a new Maria to warm your bed.”

“Forget it. I have work tomorrow. Morrowne would have a hernia if he checked my lifelog and saw me up late drinking. And I can’t risk my insurance going up.”

“I hope Morrowne’s watching your lifelog right now,” Leo said, holding his middle finger in front of Carl’s face.

“Schrödinger’s cat, Leo! Cut it out.”

“Why’d you invite me here, anyway? If you don’t want to drink.”

“I don’t know,” Carl said. “To be a brother? Do the brother thing?”

“Have I fulfilled my role?”

“I guess.”

“Good. If you’re not going to satisfy your base urges then I will. I have a new one, actually, and I think it’s about time I introduced her to Dad.”

“I’m sure that’ll go over well.”

They paid the bartender and strolled outside. Carl’s phone vibrated. “Oh,” he said, staring at it. “Looks like I will be having another drink.”

Leo glanced back at him, grinning. “Yeah?”

“Chuck Erything wants to meet. In…the bar we just left.”

“Chuck Erything? Why are you meeting with Chuck Erything?”

“I asked him to.”

“Um, Carl, you realize he probably doesn’t want to be your friend, right?”

“Go home, Leo. This is confidential SafeTalk stuff.”

“Confidential. Right. Will Erything be turning off his lifelog? I’m guessing no. And if he isn’t, there’s no point in you turning off yours. Plus, you’re in a bar, where things stay secret for about as long as it takes to type a status update.”

“Fine. You can stay. But you have to sit in a corner and pretend you’re not with me.”

“Is this part of that brother thing you were talking about?”

Carl smiled. “In a sense.”

Erything didn’t order a drink when he came in. He approached Carl’s table and pointed a finger at him without sitting down. “Finally figure out I’m innocent, you piece of shit?”

“Easy, Chuck. I’m here to help.”

“Oh, of course. That’s very convincing, given what a huge help you’ve been already.” Erything gripped the back of the chair he was neglecting to sit in. Everything about him was large, including his bushy eyebrows, which were nearly touching as he glared down at Carl.

“How did you know where to find me?” Carl said.

“Don’t you watch TV? I’m not the only one whose lifelog made the news this week. Your big debut was about an hour ago, when thousands watched you walk into this bar with that guy over there.” Erything pointed straight at his brother, who was sitting in a corner and pretending to ignore them. “Carl Intoever, the hero who convinced everyone I’m the FutureBrite blogger. Your life’s big news. Including the fact your girlfriend slept with your boss behind your back.”

Carl swallowed. “Perhaps we should both cancel our insurance rebates,” he said. “To limit the number of eyes on us. Then we could talk more discreetly, and—”

“I already canceled mine.”

“You have?”

“Yeah. Those smear job articles got everything wrong, except for one fact: I did exceed what was required of me as a caregiver. Because what they require of caregivers does not even begin to meet a child’s needs. People approach a job with FutureBrite the same way they’d approach a job flipping burgers. Because they can. The company doesn’t do a thing about it. They don’t care about those kids. They just medicate ’em and track ’em.”

“I-I didn’t know.”

“Oh, you don’t have to tell me, Intoever. People like you never know. You spend half your lives making sure you never have to know. You don’t know what it’s like to witness these kids getting treated like they’re less than human. You don’t know how it feels to hear a little girl wake up screaming, night after night, from a horrible dream she can never escape from. Because her life is the nightmare.”

“What…what can we do about it?”

“You’ve done enough. I didn’t come here because I thought I’d get any help from you. You took away the one person in that little girl’s life who genuinely cared about her. Me. But I came to tell you it doesn’t matter. I was pretty close to buying a plane ticket, and I’ve decided instead to use my money to help that little girl escape the vicious treadmill people like you have set up for her. I’ve already paid her subscription to basic human rights for twenty years after she gets out of the FutureBrite program.”

“That’s great. I applaud that.”

“Glad you approve. Anyway. I hope you enjoy your time in the limelight.” He walked out of the bar.

Leo came over. Carl stared into space, avoiding his eyes. His brother walked to the bartender, bought another couple of pints, and then returned, setting one of them in front of Carl.

“So,” he said. “How did that go?”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Carl walked home from the bar in a state of mental paralysis. Maria didn’t come home at all that night, which he was glad for. He didn’t want to see her. He especially didn’t want to touch her.

Carl lay in bed, his jealousy, anger, and guilt all warring for dominance. Fragments of what Erything had said blared periodically through his mind, keeping him awake. During the brief mental silences he tried to formulate some kind of rational plan for the morning. Then Erything’s voice trumpeted again, blasting apart his thoughts, interspersed with Maria moaning in ecstasy.

“People like you never know,” Erything shouted inside Carl’s skull, louder than seemed possible. “You spend half your lives making sure you never have to know.”

“Stronger,” Maria called. “Stronger!”

Carl had been participating in things he didn’t agree with all his life. Everyone did. The resultant guilt had always motivated him to immerse himself deeper in his work. Someday, he told himself, things would be better. He would become a person he could respect in the New World. Excelling at tasks he didn’t agree with would get him there quicker.

No one had ever thrown his own depravity in his face. Until Natalie. Until Erything.

 “I’m the messiah,” he said aloud in the empty bed. “I’m going to save them, in the end. It will all work out.”

The wall at the foot of the bed lit up, the bright white screen making him squint.

He groaned. “Not now.”

“YOU’RE NOT THE MESSIAH, CARL. I AM.”

“Go away, you damned troll.”

“YOU’RE NOT THE MESSIAH.”

“I didn’t say I was. You misheard me, you spying creep.”

“A LITTLE MEDIA ATTENTION GOES STRAIGHT TO YOUR HEAD, DOESN’T IT? NOW YOU’RE JUST ANOTHER ASSHOLE WHO THINKS HE’S THE PROBABLE GOD MADE FLESH.”

“Who are you? Why do you keep doing this?”

“WOULD A MESSIAH’S GIRLFRIEND LOSE INTEREST IN HIM? WOULD A MESSIAH DEFY HIS EMPLOYER’S WISHES?”

“A messiah does what’s necessary. Are you Morrowne, keeping an eye on me? Or Stronger, maybe?”

“I AM THE MESSIAH, CARL. HUMANKIND’S TRUE SAVIOUR. AND DON’T WORRY, I’LL SEE THAT YOU REAP YOUR SALVATION, TOO. I GRANT SALVATION TO ALL WHO EARN IT.”

The wall switched off and didn’t come on again. But the adrenaline coursing through him precluded sleep. Other than Xavier, he’d never mentioned being Schrödinger reborn to anyone. That the hacker had heard him say it unsettled him. On top of everything else going on, it was too much. He got up, dressed for work, and left the house.

Carl found the lobby completely silent, his view unobstructed of countless poles stretching in all directions. He headed for the exit.

The hacker attacks were really starting to bother him. His ability to relax inside his own home had been stolen from him, and he always felt on edge there now. He supposed many of the companies he interacted with already had the hacker’s level of access in exchange for the conveniences they afforded him. The difference was that they didn’t make their presence known in such an abrasive way, constantly criticizing and insulting him for the way he conducted his everyday affairs.

It wasn’t remarkable that the hacker claimed to be Schrödinger reborn. Lots of people did. The hacker was probably a geezer, and they claimed it more than most. Going senile, seen as failures by most of Dodge, they often lashed out at younger residents.

Once, while they were eating lunch together in the SafeTalk cafeteria, Natalie told him that hundreds of years ago, young people were better at using technology than geezers. Even now, part of him still assumed it was just another one of her fantasies. But, as always, it was a detailed fantasy.

“Back then,” she said, “technology changed. Rapidly. And the pace of development was accelerating.”

“Where’d you get this information?” he asked. He liked to find chinks that could test which of her stories were real.

She answered without hesitation, saying she’d found it on a site buried deeply in Indie Net search results, a site with no subscription to net neutrality. To load it she’d had to leave her TV room wall on overnight, twice. The first night the page failed to load at all.

“How do you know it wasn’t nonsense?” he asked. “People can publish anything on the Indie Net.”

“How do you know the Air Earth version of history isn’t nonsense?” she said. “Because a corporation tells you it isn’t?”

The Indie Net site said that technology changed so quickly back then that young people were its masters. Older people’s brains were less pliable, and they couldn’t catch on as quickly. Youths ran circles around them. Some youths even hacked into the computers of large corporations, for reasons financial and political. Corporations and governments of the time lived in fear of young people with computers. Examples were made of the ones that could be caught.

Gradually, though, computers became more locked down, so that users could do less with them. Where once young people were encouraged to take control of their technology, now they were instructed to make do with devices as they were sold, to use them only to consume things, and not to defy the manufacturer’s wishes.

“That happened for a lot of reasons,” Natalie said. “They claimed it was to protect copyright holders, though it didn’t do that very well. What it was great at doing was slowing technological innovation. The major tech companies knew that they’d risen to dominance by using new technologies to disrupt old business models. Now they feared someone else doing the same to them. So they locked everything down. They increased surveillance on everyone, which naturally stifled innovation. Most of all, they cannibalized the ideas behind new technologies.” 

That sounded dramatic. “How’d they do that?” Carl asked.

“By buying out every startup with an idea they feared might disrupt their business models. With those acquisitions, the tech giants promised to change the way people lived, and for a while they did. That’s why we have such advanced smart systems, for example. But the more they changed things the more likely disruption became, and as the global economy worsened they began to run out of money to acquire startups. So they adopted a more cost-effective approach. Instead of buying startups they began buying out patent monetization companies, which generally held tens of thousands of patents apiece. The patent system was incredibly broken and gave out very broad patents. So whenever a startup arose the tech giants dipped into their troves and used the relevant patent to sue the startup into oblivion.

“Innovation slowed, and eventually it stopped altogether. Other trends contributed to this process, like charging the public access to knowledge it had originally financed, gradually diluting the quality of education, and extending copyright terms indefinitely, which deprived the public domain of thousands of creative works. Once the stifling process was complete, people spent lifetimes using the same products. Generations passed, and geezers became the most proficient at technology, simply because they’d spent much more time operating the same devices their entire lives.”

“That’s not how technological development stopped,” Carl said. This was how he knew her story didn’t hold up. “The markets evolved to a point where all our needs were met. After that, technological change was no longer necessary.”

Natalie’s mouth had taken on a sardonic twist. “All the needs. Except for the need to run screaming from our society. Right, Carl?”

Only the sidewalk LEDs lit the night. He was well away from his block of residences now, and the adrenaline from his encounter with the hacker was wearing off. He rubbed his eyes.

The markets had attained their most evolved state, just as Probablism had. Carl believed that, even though he reviled his life in Dodge. How else could anarchy continue to function except with finely tuned systems that looked after everything? The systems worked; they just didn’t make it particularly pleasant to be a human.

Ahead of him, the side of a building lit up with an ad for a local bar. “Remember this, Carl?” read the text across the top. It showed him footage of a time he’d visited the bar with some work friends from a past contract. In the ad they were all smiling and laughing together.

“I do,” he said, and decided to make his way to the bar. When he arrived, he found they were using every wall to show John Anders being interviewed by the Dodge Broadcasting Corporation. Carl couldn’t drink, of course. His clothes would detect that and relay it to his employer, not to mention his insurance company, which would raise his rate during the time it took to sober up.

Ordering a coffee, he settled into a corner and took in the interview. “What have I discovered about Ofvalour?” Anders was saying. He seemed rather calm, from which Carl surmised that the interview had just started. “I sent the documents to the DBC two decades ago. But I’ll tell you again what they reveal: his family’s ruled for centuries, since Dodge was founded.”

“Ah,” the interviewer said.

“Now, that’s on record. They say we have no government, but I’m telling you we have a dynastic imperial family, members of which have always held the highest LifeRanks. Dodge is no meritocracy. It’s a dictatorship. But the real mystery is how our economy stays afloat when Air Earth is constantly shipping the biggest source of economic activity, the middle class, across the ocean.”

“What’s that got to do with the Hand?”

“Ofvalour’s in bed with Air Earth. Him and his elite buddies. The point zero one percent. All of them heads of long-running dynasties. You already know this, I sent you the documents, but of course we’ll never hear you acknowledge it. Anyway. I’ve discovered how they keep Dodge’s economy humming along. I know what they’ve been selling to the New World. I’ve been checking up on some of Air Earth’s upper-level managers, and it turns out they know a lot more about the New World than they’re letting on. They tell us it’s a land of equality, with a guaranteed minimum income” —Anders ticked off the points on his hands— “with this paternalistic government support for all, and of course that’s all true. Because that’s what a slave state looks like. You give the slaves the minimum they need to survive, and—”

“So now we know,” the interviewer said, winking at his other guest, a writer for InsiderLife, “that the country everyone spends their life getting to is in fact a slave state. Everyone who pays for a plane ticket is being sold as a slave.”

“Oh yes,” the InsiderLife writer said, managing to keep a straight face. “If you talk to John for any length of time you learn all kinds of things you didn’t know about the world.”

“I’ve blown it wide open,” said Anders, who sat next to the writer. He leaned over so that their faces were inches apart.

“You have. I’m absolutely blown away by it all, but it leaves me with just one question for you, John. You have uncovered this conspiracy between Air Earth and an evil dynastic empire—”

“I thought you said it didn’t exist?” Anders said.

“I’m getting to that. You have uncovered this all-encompassing conspiracy, this brutal network of elites who control everything and everyone. You’ve been a lone warrior, fighting them with everything you’ve got. So tell me this: why haven’t they simply killed you, or sold you into slavery? Which is the explanation? One, the conspiracy doesn’t exist? Or two, you’re part of it? I think number one, personally.”

“I think number two,” the interviewer said, and he did laugh now. A few people in the bar laughed, too.

Anders was getting louder and more red-faced. “Let me tell you a story. Let me tell you a story.” His jowls had begun to wobble. “Six years ago, when Ofvalour was in that car accident, they had it from every angle, of course. I analyzed the footage and I discovered that because Ofvalour’s subscription to CabLab was higher than the family in the other car, it was their vehicle that went into the guardrail, not his. In the event of an accident-causing glitch, CabLab’s algorithm discriminates based on your subscription level. When I broke that, InsiderLife called me crazy, Gawp called me crazy. Of course, they didn’t know about the untraceable phone calls I received, threatening me. The callers said, ‘You should take us seriously, because your dad is getting on an Air Earth plane next month, and planes can crash.’ And they told me I better shut up or they’d cut my head off.”

The interviewer was trying to speak, but Anders roared over him, gaining in momentum, volume, and resemblance to a radish. “This goes back to the twenty-first century, to before Dodge even existed. The world elites experienced a shakeup, because of all the new technologies, and they decided they never wanted that to happen again. And for the first time in history they had the technology to cement their rule.” Anders jabbed a finger at the ground with vigor. “Networked control and surveillance, used to squash innovation and establish dominance forever. That’s what Dodge was built on. They expanded the twenty-first century’s for-profit prisons to encompass all of society. They treat every resident like an unruly prisoner.”

The segment ended with the interviewer telling Anders, over his ranting, that he was the worst guest that had ever been on the show. “We have an idiot on tonight, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, sticking out his tongue and twirling his fingers around his ear.

Most of the bar patrons were laughing by now, but Carl noticed a few sitting in stolid silence, hunched grimly over their pints. Some people bought into everything Anders said, but mostly they didn’t dare repeat any of it. Sharing Anders’s viewpoints was a good way to watch your LifeRank plummet.

Shortly after he left the bar a customer service cruiser pulled up alongside him, window rolled down. “Excuse me, sir,” one of the reps sitting inside said. “You do know it’s past curfew?”

“I have the basic rights package.”

“Splendid. You’ll know, of course, that as part of the LifeRank Terms of Service Agreement it’s my responsibility to verify your subscription. I’m also required to ask what your business is walking the streets at this hour. Please place your hand here.” The rep extended a black pad.

Carl laid his hand on it, and it made an encouraging sound. “Excellent,” the rep said. “And your business?”

“Hackers were bothering me in my home. I thought I’d walk around, clear my head until my shift starts.”

“Do you have a permanent position with your employer, sir?”

“Of course not. I’m a contract worker, just like everyone else who isn’t a rep.”

“I see. In that case, I wouldn’t advise going to work without having slept a full eight hours. In my experience, employers expect contract workers to show up alert and ready to perform. If your employer were to check your lifelog right now, I doubt he or she would be pleased to see you awake.”

“Is dispensing life advice part of your Terms of Service?”

“No, sir.”

“Then get lost. Leave me alone.”

“Being polite to your customer service representatives isn’t in the Terms of Service Agreement either, sir,” the rep said. “But it’s advisable.”

The reps drove off, and Carl continued to wander the streets. He felt very tired now, but the twin possibilities of another hacker attack and Maria returning to the house kept him out.

He tried again to think of a way to prevent Natalie from having to reveal herself as the FutureBrite blogger, but his thoughts took the same circular path they’d been treading for the last twenty-four hours, with Erything’s words interjecting regularly, and Maria’s. Picturing her with Gregory on top of her again made Carl nauseous. How could she do that to him?

He deposited some money in a bench near his work, and its metal prongs retracted, allowing him to sit. Some time later, sunshine and the bench’s strident beeping woke him. The prongs were about to extend again. He got up just in time to avoid them. 

According to his phone, work started in one hour. SafeTalk’s doors would be unlocked, though, so he straightened his clothes as best he could and walked the rest of the way. He waited the remaining time in the cafeteria.

Work began, and the morning crawled by. Carl felt like he was flailing. On the surface, the Youth Dignity Department seemed like it had been a tremendous success. Too successful, in fact, his workers left with barely anything to do. Carl had to break up a couple of arguments, both caused by one worker encroaching on another’s assigned tasks. They were all worried Youth Dignity would be shut down—mission accomplished—and everyone would be demoted back to wherever they’d been before.

Gregory Stronger had arrived for work right on time, and headed straight to his office without speaking to anyone. Lately, this was his routine.

Carl had to speak with his supervisor, as reluctant as he was to do so. There was no other way of contacting Xavier, and Morrowne kept brushing him off. His meeting with Erything had borne no fruit. Gregory was his last hope.

He knocked on the office door and was told to enter after a brief pause. Maria’s lingerie commercial was playing on the wall, with Gregory leaning back in his office chair watching it. He turned and smiled at Carl. “What can I do for you?”

“You had time to turn that off before I came in.”

“I know. I didn’t, because I recognized your voice. I wanted you to come in so we could appreciate this together. She has grace as well as beauty, doesn’t she? Your girlfriend. Such poise, even when she’s not aware she’s being watched. Do you think you’ll marry her, Intoever?”

“Morrowne won’t be happy when he catches you watching lingerie commercials during work hours.”

“Morrowne doesn’t care. Don’t you see, Intoever? We’re done here. You’ve performed admirably, as have all the Youth Dignity staff. The Hand’s investments have been well protected. Soon, the department will be dismantled. You’ll be going back to the Complaints Department, of course. I, however, have been promised a promotion to the upper levels of management. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

Carl chose not to comment. He mentally forbade his expression to change and tried not to clench his fists.

“By the way, I got a LifeRank alert informing me you slept on a bench last night. It suggested I try talking to you about your aberrant behavior patterns. Thought I’d mention it. What do you want, anyway, Intoever?”

“I need to speak to you. Lifelogs off.”

“I hardly think that’s necessary. Haven’t you been listening? The department’s work is all but—”

“I need to speak to you about something that will bring this department roaring back to life. Something that will undo all the work we’ve done so far and keep us busy for months to come, maybe years. If you’re busy watching my girlfriend’s ad, though, we don’t have to discuss it. Hopefully your promotion will survive what’s coming.”

Gregory considered for a few moments. Then he gestured rapidly in midair. “All right,” he said. “My lifelog’s off. Go ahead. This better be worth it.”

“Not in here. I’m sure you have it bugged, along with Schrödinger knows who else. There’s a custodial closet on the second floor where I’d much sooner have our conversation.”

“Fine.”

They walked together through SafeTalk’s corridors, and Carl noticed a lot of heads turning to mark their passage. The news that the “hero of SafeTalk” was cuckolded by his boss had been covered extensively on television last night, along with a slew of intimate details, such as the fact that Carl wasn’t handling it very well. He supposed seeing him walking with Gregory must be confusing for his poor colleagues.

“Is it your job to gawk?” he asked one of his old Complaints Department colleagues as they passed in front of his desk. The man’s eyes snapped back to his work, and his cheeks reddened. Gregory snickered.

They reached the closet where the army of SafeTalk’s cleaner robots lived. The robots were mostly disc-shaped and equipped with strong magnets so they could clean walls and ceilings in addition to floors.

Gregory placed a hand on one of the metal shelves, running his fingers over its cold smoothness. “Did you know that employees with my level of security clearance can access the building overnight?”

“How is that relevant?”

“Oh, I’m only thinking out loud. It just occurred to me that I should take Maria back here tonight. It would be fun to fuck her on these shelves. She’ll have her lifelog on, of course. You could watch, if you want.”

All thought of helping Natalie flew from his mind. Carl took one of the robots from the shelf and flung it with both hands, like a large, gray discus. It caught Gregory full in the face, sending him back against the wall, scarlet blood spurting. No trace of his smug expression remained.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Morrowne looked from Gregory Stronger to Carl and back again. His prior dismissive brusqueness had disappeared and in its place were wide eyes and a slightly open mouth.

“Well…” he said, and then didn’t speak again for another minute or so. He cleared his throat and tried once more. “Nothing can be proved, obviously. We have no surveillance equipment installed in the custodial closet. We will rectify that lack shortly. And that’s all we can do.”

“But I just told you what happened,” Gregory said. His voice had a nasal quality it had lacked just a half hour ago.

“And I admitted to it,” Carl said.

“You will both have to take pains to avoid this sort of thing, going forward,” Morrowne said. “Whatever it was that happened. Perhaps, if it becomes necessary for you to speak without lifelogs again, you could have another Youth Dignity employee there to witness—” 

“I want consequences.” Gregory pointed at Carl. “I want him terminated. Barring that, I will see that he is charged and sent to the prison barges.”

“At any rate,” Carl said, keen to steer the conversation in a more productive direction. “Who will fill out the Interrupted Lifelog Report? Gregory and I both have a clear conflict of interest here.”

“You wanker,” Gregory shouted. “I’m going—”

“Shut up, Stronger,” said Morrowne. “No one is charging anyone. And no one is getting terminated. SafeTalk is meant to protect its customers from controversy, not draw controversy to itself. I couldn’t care less about this business between you and Intoever’s girlfriend, but if it starts causing trouble for the company we’re going to have a problem.”

Morrowne sat in silence for a while longer and studied them over steepled fingers.

He took a breath. “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. Stronger, you are to temporarily take over all operations currently performed by Intoever. Maintain complete discretion about your mangled face, or your future at SafeTalk will come to an abrupt end. Intoever, you’re taking a vacation. Out of town. Tonight. Once the media catches wind of Stronger’s injury, speculation will begin. I’m going to get in touch with some friends at the TV networks. Hopefully we can stop this before it starts. In case I fail, I don’t want you here for reporters to question. You aren’t used to being interviewed, and I don’t trust your ability to keep secrets in front of a camera.” Morrowne wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “I expect you to keep your personal issues separate from your work, going forward. You’ve proved your value, but no one is irreplaceable. We’re all watching you closely, Intoever, and if you exhibit any more erratic behavior you can expect to grow old here in Dodge. No one will touch you with a contract if you piss me off.”

The satisfaction he’d gleaned from hurting Gregory Stronger had been short-lived, and he took no pleasure in the idea of this sudden vacation. On his way back to his workstation in the Youth Dignity department he again ignored all the questioning looks. Morrowne had given him a direct order to leave the city, so how could he possibly help Natalie now? If he refused Morrowne he would be fired, and he’d lose the ability to do anything for her anyway. So she would reveal herself as the FutureBrite blogger, and he would be out of town for the ensuing furor. They’d condemn her to the prison barges. It made him sick to his stomach.

Once he gathered up his things he was ready to leave, but first he visited the Search Department. He found Natalie working on suppressing criticism of the dominant video game review site, which was being accused again of accepting money for high scores. Pretty standard stuff.

Their lifelogs had to stay on, of course. There was no plausible reason to switch them off. But he put a hand on Natalie’s shoulder. “I couldn’t change anything about your situation,” he told her. “I tried, but I failed you.”

“I know. It’s okay, Carl. Thank you for trying.”

“I…” He wanted to tell her that he loved her, but he couldn’t. It would complicate her already complicated situation, and anyway the silent audience that monitored his lifelog would no doubt use it against him. A single tear spilled down his cheek.

She stood, and hugged him. “You’ve always helped me, Carl, and I’ll never forget that.”

“They’re making me take a vacation.”

She raised her eyebrows. “They are?”

“I just hit Gregory Stronger in the face with a cleaning robot.”

She took a moment to process that. “Ah. Well. Enjoy your vacation.”

He gave a sad little smile and walked away.     

“Carl?”

He turned back.

“Take it easy on Maria, okay? She deserves better. More than you know.”

He nodded. Typical cryptic Natalie remark. He didn’t have the mental energy to investigate it.

Morrowne hadn’t alerted his TV contacts in time. Outside SafeTalk, a swarm of microphones, cameras, and reporters awaited him.

“Mr. Intoever,” a reporter called, thrusting her hand past the others. Carl recognized her as the one who’d found him on the walking trail. “Rumors suggest a violent altercation between you and your boss. Can you confirm?”

That was cute. They’d paid for access to his lifelog, and they damn well knew there’d been violence. He’d just admitted as much to Natalie. He really needed to cancel that insurance rebate.

“Mr. Intoever,” another reported shouted. “As the hero of SafeTalk, do you think it’s surprising your girlfriend seems to prefer the company of your boss?”

“Is it true you met with Chuck Erything last night, Mr. Intoever? What was the purpose of that meeting?” 

“What will you do next, Mr. Intoever?”

He had to give them something. None of this was live, of course, and whoever edited the footage would have to ensure it didn’t draw any corporate ire. But they needed something to spin into a story, and it couldn’t be anything to do with SafeTalk.

He had just the thing. “I’m going to break up with my girlfriend,” he said. “Kindly step aside.”

The gaggle of reporters parted before him. He stepped through and got into the taxi he’d already hailed with the CabLab app.

It was unorthodox for two people with the same family phrase to break up. In fact, it almost never happened. People dissatisfied with such relationships normally opted to do what Maria had done: take an outside lover and eventually marry the person you were having problems with, for the dedication to equality it demonstrated and for the sizable Air Earth discount.

Morrowne wouldn’t like this high-profile breakup. On the face of it, it was unconventional. But Carl remembered what Xavier Ofvalour had said of him, that he was so orthodox he was nearly unorthodox. He now allowed himself to entertain the thought that his current notion was an evolved one.

He was the messiah, after all.

After giving the taxi driver instructions to take him to his block of residences, Carl got out his phone and opened the Unfurl app. First, he opened the drop-down menu containing all the possibilities for his relationship status. He was about to select “Single” when he noticed “In a short-term relationship” was an option. He laughed bitterly and changed it to that.

Almost immediately, the comments began pouring in.

“What happened???”

“WHAT HAPPENED!”

“i didn’t even know short-term was an option lol”

“Hope you two are okay! What happened?”

A few people even favorited the relationship status change. Leo Intoever was one of them.

He began composing a comment that both explained his decision and steered it back into the realm of orthodoxy. Creative orthodoxy. “That’s right, friends,” he typed, opting for a breezy tone. “My relationship has suddenly become very short-term. In five minutes or so, the moment I get home, I will break up with Maria Ylifeali, my girlfriend of several years. Most of you probably consider this rash. But I believe you’ll find, after hearing my reasoning, that it’s really quite sound. Maria, as I’m sure you’re all aware, has taken on a new lover. The usual reaction for a person in my situation would be to find one as well. But does anyone ever consider what that does to your expenses? It doubles them, at least! Even a union of cuckolds requires that certain rituals be upheld. Maria and I, though we would no longer be sleeping together, would continue going out together, and buying each other gifts for special occasions. But we would also both be conducting these same rituals with our new lovers. Our expenses would multiply, not to mention the time involved. And what if I were to take on yet another lover, as many eventually do? Consider, friends, how long this would delay my departure for the New World…”

Carl went on in this vein for a while longer, wrapping up the comment just as the taxi was pulling up to the curb outside his residence complex. He posted it, and in a small way it served as an outlet for his frustration. He tipped the driver and made for the entrance to the residence complex.

His comment racked up favorites rapidly. He checked it compulsively as he navigated the forest of access poles. By the time he reached his own, he had a message each from InsiderLife and Gawp, offering to pay him for permission to base articles on his comment.

This really was improving his mood. He stood on the verge of ending the hassle-filled charade he’d endured with Maria for years, and the world was on his side.

“You’re making a huge mistake,” Thomas Intoever said when Carl entered the kitchen.

“Well,” Carl said, noticing that Maria was sitting across from him. “This seems familiar.”

“Let him make it, Thomas,” Maria said. “He still loves me. He just hasn’t realized it yet.”

“Yeah, right,” Carl said. “It’s over, Maria.”

“I didn’t say it’s not. I caught your Unfurl comment, and I think it sums things up nicely. I even posted a status update myself, directing anyone seeking details about our breakup to message you. See? I’m not even looking to steal LifeRank points from you. You can handle all the disclosure.”

“You could have told me you were planning to sleep with Gregory.”

“Yes, and you could have had an adult conversation with me about it. Instead of this.”

“Instead of this? Let me tell you something about this.” He held up his phone. “This is getting covered by the biggest viral mills on the net.”

“Good for you. Enjoy your new tabloid life.”

“It’s no different from the way your life has been since the day you were old enough to hold a phone. You’ve told everyone everything. Always. Wait, there is one small difference. The stuff I’m sharing actually has some cultural relevance.”

Maria picked something from beneath one of her nails. “Openness is a virtue. Are we done here?”

“We are done. You’re leaving me. Get out.”

She paused. “Excuse me?”

“You’re leaving me.”

“What do you mean, I’m leaving you? Don’t you mean you’re leaving me?”

“No. I need the house, so you’ll have to leave me.”

“You hate this house.”

“Yeah, but I don’t have another one.”

“Neither do I. My parents died, remember? You could move in with your Dad.”

Thomas Intoever shook his head. “Not a chance. Having Leo there is more than—”

“You could move in with Gregory,” Carl said, speaking over his father.

“We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

“Oh, you don’t! Isn’t that sad for you?”

“You’re not getting the house, Carl.”

“The house is not the issue,” Thomas Intoever said. “Maria and I have sacrificed everything for the success of this relationship.”

“That’s actually extremely creepy for you to say, Dad,” Carl said.

The wall next to the table came alive, glowing white. “YOU’RE MAKING A BIG MISTAKE, CARL. YOU CAN’T DO BETTER THAN HER.”

“Ha!” Carl shouted, pointing. “I told you that was still happening!”

Thomas and Maria turned around. “Oh, wow,” Maria said. “I haven’t seen this in a while.”

“It happens to me all the time,” Carl said. “For a while I thought it was you, Dad. In fact, it still could be you. You could be paying someone to do it while you’re here.”

“NO ONE’S PAYING ME. I DO THIS SHIT FOR FREE.”

“Why?” Maria said.

“I WONDER HOW MANY REPORTERS ARE WATCHING YOUR LIFELOG RIGHT NOW CARL? STILL HAVEN’T CANCELED THAT REBATE, HAVE YOU? MAYBE I’LL BE ON TEEVEE!!!!”

“Why would I pay someone to hack you?” Thomas said.

“You’ve always said you won’t secure our system till I marry Maria. This could be one of your twisted attempts to pressure us.”

“MARIA AND CARL UP IN A TREE. F-O-R-N-I-C-A-T-I-N-G.”

“This guy is pathetic,” Maria said.

“I MIGHT BE A GIRL. SEXIST.”

Maria frowned. “I’m not a—”

“Let’s move to the TV room,” Thomas said.

“That won’t help,” Carl said. They tried it, though. It didn’t help.

The TV room wall lit up.

“HAVE YOU TWO SEEN CARL’S WEE-WEE? I HAVE. IT’S QUITE SMALL.”

Carl maintained what he considered a stoic silence.

“AND THE PORN HE WATCHES? INCREDIBLY VANILLA.”

“Okay,” Thomas Intoever said. “I think that’s my cue to leave.” He looked at Carl, his brow wrinkled slightly. “You’re making a mistake. I don’t know what else to say. Goodbye.” He slid down the access pole.

Carl and Maria looked at each other. She gestured at the wall, grinning. “He hasn’t said anything critical of SafeTalk. So the part about your wee-wee might just make the news.”

“CARL INTOEVER: BIG HERO, SMALL DICK.”

Maria chuckled.

“I LIKE HER, CARL. HOT, TOO. MIND IF I HAVE A GO?”

Carl continued to not speak to either Maria or the hacker. He started packing for his trip and tried to ignore his ex-girlfriend, who was now reclining in the kitchen, drinking margaritas. He tried to ignore visions of Natalie chained up on a prison barge. He also tried to ignore every wall in the house turning on and disgorging profanity from floor to ceiling. And the fact that, eventually, he would have to return to all this.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Dodge wasn’t very big, and vacations never amounted to much. What most people considered the ultimate vacation was also a permanent one, and it involved boarding a one-way Air Earth flight, never to return.

The population of Dodge was exactly 71,213,373. That included those on the prison barges—prisoners, jailers, and crew—traveling the world and mining ancient landfills to provide Dodge with energy and resources.

Carl didn’t always have an up-to-the-second figure for how many people lived in Dodge. He had one now due to being inside the Air Earth Museum of the Twenty-Fourth Century, which constituted the main tourist attraction in the small country town he’d chosen to spend his two-week vacation in. He’d decided to visit the museum after pacing his hotel room for three hours, unable to get his mind off of Natalie and what she was going through.

There was nothing like propaganda to help one make peace with upholding the status quo. The population ticker belonged to an exhibit about Dodge, which apparently occupied a region that used to be called Scotland. “But if a Scot traveled into the future and arrived in our time,” Carl read, “Dodge would be unrecognizable to him/her. Its coastlines have been completely redrawn due to centuries of sea rise and floods. Ecosystems have shifted dramatically, and Dodgian residents contend with insects and diseases a Scot could only have encountered far south of here. But Dodge doesn’t just differ geographically and ecologically from Scotland. Its cultural landscape is equally distinct. Centuries ago, when global civilization collapsed—”

“Boring,” Carl said, and moved to the next exhibit, titled “The Net.”

“Back when the net used to be called The Internet, it was an untamed frontier where viruses, criminals, and child pornographers ran amok. Its advent brought with it humanity’s darkest period. The Internet made people feel entitled to everything without having to pay for it. This wreaked havoc on the companies who kept the world economy afloat, and indeed some of them vanished. New businesses rose up, however, founded by the cleverest people. They restored the sanity of commerce to the net, and today we see the fruits of…”

Carl stopped reading and headed for the next exhibit: “Air Earth.” This one required that he sit in a plush armchair and don a headset. When he did, he found himself in a humbly adorned, smallish room, facing a man sitting in another armchair. It was Xavier Ofvalour.

“Hello, Carl,” he said.

“Hi,” Carl replied.

“Welcome to the Air Earth Museum’s exhibit on Air Earth, narrated by yours truly.”

“Thanks, but how—”

Xavier spoke over him: “As the year 2050 approached, the writing was on the wall for global civilization, for any who were sharp enough to read it.”

Of course. He didn’t actually share a simulated room with Xavier Ofvalour. It was a recording that inserted the name of whoever wore the headset. He felt silly.

“Air Earth, a company born from the privatization of a government agency responsible for airport security, had already proved its business savvy by coming to dominate global air travel. It did this by allowing its economy-class passengers to ride for free, so long as they agreed to wear harmless neuroimaging headgear while they watched a series of ads for the duration of the flight. Air Earth made its profits by selling the data it gleaned this way to corporations the world over. Meanwhile, its competitors vanished, one by one, unable to compete with free.”

From thin air Xavier produced a bottle of surry wine and two glasses. He set the latter on a table that had also manifested without warning, and he filled both glasses halfway. “Care for some red?”

Carl reached forward. His hand passed through the glass, and he frowned.

Xavier wore a prim smile. “Just kidding, of course.” He sipped from his glass. “The captains of industry responsible for Air Earth knew that humanity was headed for global catastrophe. To say that doomsday had arrived would be inaccurate. In actual fact, several doomsdays had come all at once. The world economy was gutted by accounting fraud on a massive scale. Extreme weather events brought on by global warming hit with a ferocity unforeseen by the direst climate models. Peak oil production came and went, sending oil prices skyrocketing and rendering global trade increasingly less feasible. Fresh water grew scarce. Our antibiotics stopped working after a century of misuse, and deadly superbugs hopped from airport to airport, tearing through populations.

“Air Earth was not alone in this knowledge. Indeed, many people had known for decades what was coming. Why did they do nothing? Why drive knowingly over a cliff? The answer is simple. Worldwide, humanity suffered from an incredibly debilitating mental illness. And that illness was called government.”

Xavier paused to drain the rest of his wine. Then he picked up the other glass, stood, and began pacing the room. “Most people are stupid, and when stupid people try to regulate markets, they pervert and corrupt them. Politicians were both stupid and wicked. To be elected, they had to make promises to the public they couldn’t possibly keep. The better a politician could lie to the dull masses, the more success he or she enjoyed. In other words, the very worst rose to the top.

“Governments were bent on governing. They refused to allow the world’s clear-eyed elite to implement the necessary market-based solutions. And so disaster came.” Xavier stood stock-still and stared at Carl with wide eyes that pinned him to the chair. “Just before it did, the people of the world realized their folly. There was worldwide revolution, and humanity bucked its leaders, hoping to soldier on with their independence won. For a brief moment, blessed free-market anarchy reigned. But it was too late, the damage too extensive. Global civilization was lost.” The Hand hung his head. Carl found that his eyes had grown moist.

The great man rallied. “Air Earth foresaw this, and a decade before the fall it called a conference between the men and women of the world who, through their rigor and intellect, had risen to the top of their respective sectors. For two reasons, these elites decided to make common cause with the United Kingdom. One, its government was unusual in its degree of friendliness to their ideas. And two, it occupied an island with strict immigration laws, which made possible the formation of a new society. One that could be spared from those who would pervert its markets.

“Air Earth flew the elites it had gathered to the United Kingdom, and together they pooled their considerable resources in order to construct a sustainable path into the future. They implemented—”

“That isn’t entirely true,” another voice said, cutting through the simulation. Carl realized it came from outside of it, and he took off the headset. An ample man wearing a light-blue dress shirt stood before him, the shirt’s buttons stretched almost to breaking across his stomach.

“Hi, Carl,” John Anders said.

“How do you know my name?”

“I saw you on the news. Duh. Plus, I creeped you on Unfurl. I enjoyed the post about your breakup.”

“What are you doing in here? I mean, I saw a quote from you on the museum’s site calling it ‘packed with propaganda.’ They display it like it’s a testimonial or something.”

“It is packed with propaganda. But I have a lot of free time when I’m not on TV giving the truth a bad name. Besides, they let me in here for free.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Good for business. I come in, collect evidence for my so-called conspiracy theories, and when I write about it on my blog it raises the institution’s credibility.”

Carl furrowed his brow. Anders was a lot different in person from how he appeared on television. His voice’s hoarseness remained, but it wasn’t as loud, and there was no trace of the trademark fervor.

“What did you mean,” Carl said, “about the exhibit not being truthful?”

“Well, it’s true that governments were useless. But it isn’t because they interfered with the free market. It was because they were utterly compromised by corporate monopolies. Once corporations succeeded in killing the legal limits on how much they could spend on political campaigns, they took over completely. As far as they were concerned, society existed solely to serve their short-term profits. Solving things like global warming did not fall within the purview of short-term profit.”

“How do you know that?”

Anders shrugged. “Accurate information is freely available on the net.”

Carl thought about that for a moment. “Where?” he said.

“Oh, well, you probably have a restricted net package.”

“A what?”

“Sorry. They call it the Premium Package. It only lets you access a fraction of the actual net, and of course it’s a lot cheaper. They market Premium as free of inappropriate content, as only the major sites can be visited. They call the more expensive one the Indie Package, to make it seem like the extra content is of questionable quality, so why bother buying it? Except the extra content is the entire net, like it was intended to be. Open. Equal.”

“Ah.”

“The Indie sites take forever to load, of course. Their subscription to net neutrality is generally dismal. You wanna grab lunch?”

“Uh. Sure.”

They left the museum for a nearby café. “One of the few restaurants in Dodge where your LifeRank doesn’t go down if you loiter,” Anders said. “You can actually sit and talk after you eat. I’m thinking about your LifeRank, of course. Mine can’t go anywhere but up.”

Indeed, they didn’t do very much talking between ordering their food and waiting for it to arrive. Anders seemed wholly focused on it. With astonishing speed, he devoured a salami sub with extra pizza sauce, as well as two jelly-filled donuts, a croissant, a large bowl of soup, and a salad with garlic bread. Then he ordered more. Carl had a burger.

“So,” he said once he finished it. He wanted to break the silence, rather than just sit and watch Anders continue to eat. “How did you come to work for Xavier Ofvalour?”

The large man swallowed and wiped his mouth. “Um, it happened because I got the Indie Package, actually. They watch people who buy it a lot closer than they watch Premium users. They justify that by saying the Indie Package isn’t sanitized like the Premium one. But what they’re really nervous about is all the truth Indie users have access to, if they know where to look. I gorged on that truth, which caught their attention. It made me dangerous but also useful. So Ofvalour sent someone with a job offer. I accepted.”

“Why? If you think he’s deceitful…”

“What else was I going to do? Look at me. Physically repulsive. Obnoxious. Abysmally low LifeRank. Highly unlikely to be taken seriously by respectable members of Dodgian society. I was basically made for the job they were offering. If I didn’t take it I was doomed to continued failure.” Anders took a large bite out of a second donut, this time not bothering to swallow before continuing. “I used to make documentaries, you know, before Ofvalour hired me. My magnum opus was a film called Tastes like Karma, about the inevitable collapse of Dodge under the weight of its own hypocrisy. It ends with everyone having to eat each other. Have you ever seen it?”

“Uh, no. Sorry.”

“Figures. It only got coverage once, when DBC played clips just to mock it, making jokes about how much cannibalism would add to your consumption record.”

“Sorry to hear that. So, in your current job…is everything you say on TV true?” Carl wanted to steer the conversation away from cannibalism.

“A lot of it is. I mix in preposterous stuff to make the actual truth look even less likely. They allow me a fair bit of creative license.” Anders wiped his mouth. “Listen, there have been people like me for centuries, playing the same role as me, whether they were aware of it or not. The elites love us because we’re clowns, and we divert attention from what actually matters. If some of what I say is true, all the better. Like I said: it’s my job to give the truth a bad name.”

Their server returned, and Carl ordered a beer. Then he asked Anders: “Did you really just happen to be in that museum the same time I was?”

The large man smiled. “You got me. I came to this town because I knew you’d be here. Ofvalour told me.”

“Did he send you?”

“No. I was personally interested in meeting you.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

“Because I think we find ourselves in similar situations.”

“Both working for Xavier, you mean?”

“Both doing things we know are wrong.”

Carl frowned. “I do what I have to do to get out of Dodge.”

“Yes. It’s ingenious, isn’t it? The way the system is set up. The most orthodox are actually the least orthodox. They’re the ones who want to leave Dodge because they hate it. You, however…you hate it here, but that isn’t your biggest reason for wanting to leave. You possess something very much like a moral compass. It’s battered, and mostly points in the wrong direction. But it’s there. Somehow, Dodge hasn’t completely destroyed it yet.”

I’m Schrödinger reborn, Carl didn’t say. “What about you?”

“I see the system for what it is, but I have no interest in leaving Dodge. Even on the Indie Net, there’s no information about the New World. All I know is that our society has been meticulously engineered to funnel us onto that Air Earth flight. And that makes me nervous. So I stay here and lead a very careful existence.”

Anders didn’t bother to stop talking when the server brought Carl’s beer. “Your friend Natalie Lemonade is the most dangerous type of person,” he said.

“How so?”

“She’s the type that can’t bear life in Dodge, yet doesn’t try to escape. Her type seeks instead to create change in Dodge. Natalie identified herself as that type when she came forward yesterday as the true SafeTalk blogger. And believe me when I tell you that they intend to destroy her.”

“Do you know Natalie?”

The large man froze—the first time he’d exhibited anything other than calm. “Why do you ask that?”

“You seem to know a lot about her.”

“Hmm. That’s a story for another time.” Anders stood up, then, wiping his mouth and hands. “You probably won’t be in this town for much longer.”

“No. SafeTalk is going to need me. I’m surprised they haven’t called me back already.”

“Piece of advice: don’t try to help Natalie. You’ll only get dragged down with her.”

“I don’t intend to.”

Anders chuckled as he placed a still-greasy hand on Carl’s shoulder. “I hope you get your chance to be a good person someday, Carl.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Though he’d decided on inaction, he couldn’t help watching in horror as Natalie’s character was thoroughly assassinated. No one mentioned Chuck Erything anymore. It was as though he had ceased to exist. Bringing him up would amount to admitting they’d made a mistake, after all.

Quite a large number of SafeTalk employees were willing to get in front of a camera and bash Natalie. They didn’t come up with anything very dramatic, by Carl’s reckoning. But each eccentric detail they divulged was another nail in the coffin of her reputation. Most of them appeared to be Youth Dignity workers. He guessed they were doing it to curry favor with Gregory.

The hardest part for Carl to witness was when they released the information that Natalie saw a therapist every week. That didn’t come from her lifelog. Before starting her therapy Natalie had gotten permission from her insurance company to pause her lifelog during the sessions. Instead it came from her GPS records, which were leaked by an “anonymous source,” who had probably hacked her phone to get them. Her phone records were also leaked, revealing several late-night calls to her therapist.

They made a big deal out of Natalie assuming another identity to work at FutureBrite. What surprised Carl most was that she’d managed to escape detection for so long. SafeTalk routinely checked up on employees through their lifelogs, and so did the insurance companies. They also read employees’ emails and other correspondence, and they analyzed their GPS logs, looking for signs of irresponsible behavior that might negatively impact job performance. To avoid that level of detection, Natalie would have had to be either very lucky or very well-funded.

Monday came, and he still hadn’t heard from Morrowne or Xavier. Maybe they were keeping him out of the ordeal for as long as possible because of his personal connection with Natalie. That was unnecessary. As much as he wanted to help his friend, he knew he couldn’t.

Having visited the museum three times already, he went to church instead, for novelty’s sake. Before going he drank a bottle of Sleep and set his smart clothes to the customary shade of pink, so anyone he encountered would know he was unavailable for conversation. Then he set out. 

People reviewed the local church very highly online—the preacher’s sermons in particular. The sensor at the entrance communicated with his smart clothes as he passed by, and it beeped amiably. At the very least, this would improve his LifeRank a little.

Settled in a pew near the middle, with a squirming boy on his left and an off-smelling geezer on his right, he waited for the preacher to take the pulpit. The church soon bristled with people, and some were forced to stand at the back for lack of seats.

The preacher appeared from a doorway at the front, wearing robes that featured a collage of cats. When she took the pulpit, she raised her arms while twin screens flicked on behind her, showing Gawp’s logo. “Today’s sermon is brought to you by the Gawp Blog Network,” she said. “Gawp: ‘Your business is our business.’ Gawp has kindly offered a coupon code to anyone in the congregation who would like to advertise with them. Just enter the code ‘PROBABLICIOUS’ the next time you’re using their automated ad service and you’ll get fifteen percent off.” The code appeared on both screens.

“I had a dream last night,” the preacher went on. “Was it sent by God? We don’t know. Does God even exist? We don’t know that either. We can’t know.”

“We can’t know,” the congregation said. Carl was out of practice, so he mumbled it, out of sync with everyone else.

“In this dream I had a revelation, which at the very least was true within the context of the dream. I rolled my prayer dice this morning, and from them I learned the revelation has a sixty percent chance of actually being true. You all, of course, will want to consult your own dice on the matter. Anyway, in the dream I saw people all over Dodge being kind to one another. I bore witness to deeds that improved the lot of others but did nothing for the doer and sometimes even diminished his or her status. I realized with sudden clarity that all this could very well be abhorrent to God, that, indeed, it’s likely all moral acts are abhorrent to him.”

The congregation emitted a thoughtful murmur.

“Consider what is implied when we commit a moral act. What are we saying about the world when we do that? We’re implying that this world is special. That this world is somehow worthy of the sacrifices we sometimes make in order to improve it. We all do it, folks. Heck, I’ve done it. But is it what God wants? Let’s examine that.” She spread her hands. “I don’t need my prayer dice to tell me that God, if He exists, did not intend this world to be our final destination. I mean, look at it. Right? Life sucks.”

“Life sucks,” the congregation said.

The preacher held up her hand. “Maybe in the New World it’s better. I hope I have the opportunity to find that out someday. But based solely on what I’ve seen in Dodge, it seems this life is a test: of our intellect, of our stamina, of our rigor. It’s a test to see who comes out on top. And when we commit moral acts, when we sacrifice our performance in God’s test, that’s a direct insult to God. It’s also vain. It’s like we’re demanding to be rewarded right now instead of in the next life. It’s like we’re suggesting that we are the arbiters of good, not God. And I believe that kind of thinking is likely a huge piss-off for Him.”

At the end of the sermon, Carl joined the lineup for the offering slot. When it was his turn, he waved his hand over it so that it would register his biometrics. Then he deposited a calculated sum, just enough to give his rank another boost.

When he finally climbed up his hotel room’s access pole and opened the hatch, a wave of heat washed over him. Everything was turned on: the coffee maker, the heater, the electric blanket, all of the walls, the hot plate, the iron, the bathtub, and the bathroom sink. Water filled the bathtub and was spilling onto the floor, and when he tried to switch it off it wouldn’t work. Nor could he lift the plug to let the water out. It was locked in.

When he took out his phone, he discovered it was dead.

He ran back to the hatch. It had swung closed and was locked from the outside.

Trying to keep his breathing slow and even, Carl began pacing around the room, looking for a solution, trying and failing to turn off devices as he went. The walls were all showing scenes from various hardcore pornography videos. The moment he noticed that, the sound came on at top volume—a chorus of voices in booming ecstasy, or at least in booming feigned ecstasy. He wondered if the neighbors could hear it, and what they would think if they could.

The images of people having sex disappeared, replaced by blank white screens. Then black text appeared, repeated on every wall.

“HI, CARL.”

“Shit,” Carl said. Evidently the Sleep had worn off.

“DID YOU THINK YOU’D ESCAPED? DID YOU THINK YOU WERE TAKING A VACATION FROM ME?”

“Not so much thought as tacitly assumed,” Carl said, trying to keep his voice from squeaking.

“OH YOU TACITLY ASSUMED DID YOU. I SEE. MMHMMMM. TACITLY ASSUMED, THEN.”

The hardcore pornography returned, but this time only one audio track played. A female participant was moaning. “Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh.”

It disappeared once more, and the blank walls returned.

“REMINDS ME OF THAT TIME WITH YOUR MOM.”

“Wonderful.”

“YOU DON’T NEED TO ‘TACITLY ASSUME’ ANYTHING WITH ME, CARL. YOU AREN’T AT SAFETALK.”

“What should I do, then? What’s your motive for stalking me?”

“DO I NEED ONE? MAYBE I’M BORED.”

Carl hoped not. That would make bargaining with this creature very difficult. “Are you some washed-up geezer? A wrinkled husk with nothing left in life but overdeveloped tech skills and bitterness?”

“WHAT DO YOU WANT ME TO BE? I CAN BE WHATEVER YOU DESIRE, CARL. OR MAYBE YOU’D LIKE TO WATCH A VIDEO FROM THE 21ST CENTURY? THEY DON’T MAKE PORN LIKE THAT ANYMORE.”

It had become so hot Carl wanted to take off his shirt, but he didn’t want to give the creep more material. He tugged at his collar. Another message appeared on the screen, but Carl didn’t bother reading it. He went into the bathroom and splashed some water from the tub onto his face.

The water shut off immediately in both the tub and the sink. He went back out into the room. The text on the walls now read, “HEY. STOP THAT.”

“Just freshening up,” Carl said.

A sucking sound came from the bathroom. The water was draining. Carl dashed back in, dumped the garbage can’s contents onto the floor, and filled it with water from the tub. He brought it out and set it on the floor against the wall.

“VERY CLEVER! I CAN SEE WHY OFVALOUR CONSIDERS YOU SOOOOOOOO VALUABLE.”

“Do you know Ofvalour? Are you doing this to hurt him?”

“OH, I DON’T THINK YOU’RE QUITE THAT VALUABLE. I’M SURE OFVALOUR COULD EASILY FIND ANOTHER CARL INTOEVER TO EXPLOIT. BESIDES, I’VE BEEN TROLLING YOU SINCE WAY BEFORE YOU MET HIM.”

“That’s true,” Carl said.

“ALL THE SAME, YOU’VE DONE QUITE WELL FOR YOURSELF.”

“I appreciate that.” Carl soaked a towel in the water and began dabbing his face.

“IF YOU KEEP IT UP YOU’LL PROBABLY LEAVE DODGE SOON.”

“Could be.”

“SUPPOSING I DON’T WANT YOU TO LEAVE, THOUGH? WHAT IF I THINK YOU’RE TOO MUCH FUN.”

“I doubt there’s much you could do about it.”

“I’M PREVENTING YOU FROM LEAVING THIS HOTEL ROOM.”

“For now.”

“I GUESS ANOTHER APPROACH I COULD TAKE WOULD BE TO INTERCEPT ALL COMMUNICATIONS FROM MORROWNE AND OFVALOUR, LEAVING THEM WITH THE IMPRESSION YOU’VE COMPLETELY ABANDONED YOUR DUTIES.”

Carl stopped dabbing. “You bastard!”

“YOU WOULDN’T BELIEVE HOW SWAMPED THE YOUTH DIGNITY DEPARTMENT HAS BEEN OVER THE LAST FEW DAYS, CARL. AN ABSOLUTE SHITSHOW. IT’S A GOOD THING THEY HAVE GREGORY STRONGER THERE, ISN’T IT? I DON’T KNOW WHAT THEY WOULD DO WITHOUT HIM.”

Carl ran to the hatch and tugged on it with all his might. He waved his guest pass over the sensor and tugged again. It didn’t budge. The locking mechanism had been overridden, and it would remain engaged until his tormentor told it to do otherwise.

From behind him Carl heard his own voice, but younger. “Just let me finish this.” When he turned back the walls were all showing the same scene: a dark hellscape, where twisted alien figures lurched from smoking vent to rocky outcrop. Two gloved hands rose into view, and from them white lightning arced out, electrocuting the nearest misshapen creature. It exploded.

The scene shuddered and then was pulled upward, replaced by a view of a TV room. Carl’s father stood over him, gripping the virtual reality headset he’d been using. “Dinner is ready. I’ve already put it on the table.”

A teenage Carl reached toward the headset, but his father held it away from him. “Give it back,” Carl said. “I’m going to die if you don’t!”

Thomas pressed a button. “I paused it. You won’t die. I’ll beat the level for you later if you like.” Thomas had been a big gamer in his youth and had already finished most of the games Carl played.

“I want to beat it myself.”

“Fine. Come and eat.”

Daphne Intoever was already sitting at the table, methodically slicing pork tenderloin into equal-sized cubes. “I’m not sure there’s cause to panic, Tom,” she said. “If Carl wants to eat his dinner cold, let him. I don’t see why we need to make it our business.”

“I consider it my business to get the family together for dinner.”

“Leo’s not here,” Carl said.

“Good point, Carl,” his mother said. “At any rate, I think I’ve had more than enough family togetherness, Thomas. Ever since your father scouted me there’s been ample togetherness.”

Thomas set down his fork and knife. “Please don’t make these comments around Carl.”

“Why not? You want him brainwashed, like your father brainwashed you?”

“My father did not brainwash me. He taught me how important our society’s tradition of equality is.”

Daphne laughed. “Family phrases are not about equality. They’re about pairing people who are horribly unsuited to each other, so that they’ll take on other lovers. They’re about multiplying the number of relationships, and therefore the amount of consumption.”

 “Well if that’s your concern,” Thomas said, “why don’t you get rid of some of your boyfriends?”

“I wouldn’t need the boyfriends if I’d married someone I liked in the first place,” Daphne said. She stood up, fetched a container from the cupboard, and dumped the rest of her supper into it. “Speaking of boyfriends, I think I’ll visit one.” Before she left, she turned to her son and said, “Remember this when you get older, Carl. If you’re going to marry for a family name, do it because it’ll help you get out of Dodge quicker, not because you think equality is possible. Because it’s not. The people with privilege will never relinquish their dominance, and if they did there’d just be another dominant group.”

His mother left, and the scene switched off. The walls became white once more. 

“YOU DON’T WATCH YOUR LIFELOG VERY MUCH DO YOU.”

Carl didn’t say anything. At some point during the clip he’d sat on the bed and pulled his knees to his chest. He’d wanted to cover his eyes but couldn’t.

“DID YOU KNOW THAT’S THE MOST RELIABLE PREDICTOR FOR WHETHER TROLLING WILL HAVE A SIGNIFICANT EMOTIONAL EFFECT ON AN INDIVIDUAL? PEOPLE WHO WATCH THEIR OWN PAST THE LEAST ARE THE MOST VULNERABLE TO BEING TROLLED.”

“When are you going to let me out of this room?”

“WELL, I DO WANT YOU ALIVE, SO I’LL HAVE TO LET YOU OUT SOON. ON ACCOUNT OF THE FIRE.”

“Fire?”

At that moment a deafening klaxon sounded, and it didn’t stop. Carl rushed to the window. To his right, yellow smoke billowed up from below. He turned back to the wall and read the message now on the screen.

“GUESS THE HOTEL HASN’T UPDATED ITS FIREWALL RECENTLY.”

“Oh my God.”

“SO MANY CARELESS GUESTS. LEAVING CLOTHES AND OTHER FLAMMABLE OBJECTS ON TOP OF CURLING IRONS AND SUCH. DON’T THEY KNOW EVERYTHING IS NETWORKED?”

“Let me out of here!” Carl screamed. “Let me out, you maniac! I’ll hire the best geezers to track you down, and when I find you, I’ll—”

“ARE YOU SURE THREATS ARE THE BEST APPROACH HERE, CARL? SHOULD YOU BE TRYING TO PROVIDE ME WITH A DISINCENTIVE TO SPARE YOUR LIFE?”

Carl fell to his knees. “Please let me out. Please.”

“HAHA YOU ARE PATHETIC. THE HATCH HAS BEEN UNLOCKED FOR 90 SECONDS. MORON.”

Carl leapt up, grabbed his phone, and ran around the room, collecting his clothes to stuff into his suitcase at the bottom of the bed. He didn’t want to have to replace them.

His room’s access pole was halfway between the hotel’s front and back exits. He chose the front. Running through the vast lobby, suitcase bouncing along behind him, he only saw one place where the fire had crashed down through the floor, far to his right. He would reach the exit long before he encountered any real danger.

Outside, a bellboy was directing fleeing guests to a muster point across the street. When he saw Carl he stopped him.

“You’ve taken your personal effects,” the bellboy said.

“What? Oh.” He looked down at his suitcase. “Yes.”

“You weren’t supposed to.”

“Why not?”

“There was a very clear set of instructions in your room labeled ‘In Case of Fire,’ and they specified that personal effects are to be left behind when evacuating. It’s for your safety.”

“Oh. I guess I didn’t see it. Sorry.”

“You’ll have to return them.”

Carl blinked. “Come again?”

“I said you’ll have to take your effects back to your room. It’s a grievous offense to disobey fire regulations. You’ll have to go back.”

Carl stared at the bellboy. “You’re mad.”

“I’m not. I’m doing my job.”

“Listen. What if I hid them in that bush over there, and neither of us spoke of them?”

The bellboy shook his head. “Won’t do. The hotel monitors our lifelogs very closely. I could lose my job. I’m sorry, sir, but you have to take your belongings back into the hotel.”

Carl looked back. Fire licked out of several windows now, and when he glanced through the door again he saw several more rooms had crashed through to the lobby. He didn’t think the bellboy would have a job for long either way.

“I’m not going back in there. That’s final.”

“That’s your business, sir. But if you don’t return your effects to your room, the customer service representatives will arrest you once they arrive.”

Carl looked at the group of guests gathered across the street, who were all staring at him. None of them appeared to have their bags with them.

“I hope the hotel falls over on you,” Carl told the bellboy, who then eyed the hotel dubiously and took a step back from it. Carl dashed inside.

Seconds after entering, the floor of the room above the entrance gave way behind him, and a cascade of fiery furniture tumbled into the lobby. No matter. Carl didn’t plan to use that exit again.

Rooms were falling through their floors with regularity now, leaving large burning heaps scattered throughout the lobby. They emitted a pure, gray smoke. A bed fell through, followed by a mini fridge, and then a guest, thrashing and screaming, engulfed in flame. There was no helping him. Carl ran on, his sleeve pressed to his mouth, coughing. He passed the access pole to his room.

It would only be a matter of time before the entire hotel imploded. 

A hatch opened in the ceiling ahead of him, and a large figure slid down the pole, landing clumsily. When Carl drew near enough to see him clearly through the smoke, he saw that it was John Anders.

“Anders!”

“Carl!”

“The front entrance is blocked. Follow me.”

“You should leave your suitcase,” Anders said.

“No.” It was a matter of principle, now.

They continued on. Once, they found their way blocked, and had to backtrack far to the left. Progress was slow, since they were now forced to hunch over as they ran, just to breathe clean air. Threads of fire danced through the smoke. That didn’t seem promising. 

Soon after Carl decided it was certain they wouldn’t make it, they found a way through the fiery barricade and spotted the hotel’s rear entrance. Taking a huge gasp of air, they straightened up and ran toward it as fast as they could, given Carl’s suitcase and Anders’s obesity. 

They stumbled out onto a grassy lawn, and, having put what they deemed a safe distance between themselves and the hotel, collapsed.

“Did someone hack your room too?” Anders said, breathing heavily.

“Yes, actually.”

“Thought so. The person who hacked mine mentioned you specifically. I’m assuming we were both hacked by the same guy.”

“Could be female.”

“True.”

“What did the hacker say to you?”

“Told me not to give you any more advice or to help you in any way.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to help you. Message me on Unfurl if he hacks you again. I want to know who this guy is. He didn’t release me from my room until the last second. I might have died. That pisses me off. Message me if he does anything else, and I’ll come help you trace him. I’ll bring my favorite geezer. Maybe Ofvalour will help, too.” 

“Thanks a lot.” Carl stood up. “I better get going. The hacker told me he’s been intercepting my communications. I’m needed back at SafeTalk. If I haven’t been fired already.” He picked up his suitcase off the ground.

Carl wasn’t going back to SafeTalk because Morrowne needed him. Back in the hotel room, watching the lifelog clip from his childhood that the hacker had forced upon him, he’d realized something: his mother was the real reason he didn’t think anything good was possible in Dodge. She’d ingrained apathy in him since the moment he could talk, emphasizing again and again just how futile everything was. And then she’d left for the New World, abandoning their family. Dodge rewarded orthodoxy and punished dissent, but it had been his mother who’d made it into a philosophy and spoon-fed it to him year after year.

Carl didn’t want to think like her anymore. He was the messiah, sent to save humankind, and it was absurd to think he could simply take up that project once he arrived in the New World. It was Dodge that truly needed saving.

He would start by helping his friend Natalie.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Only a couple of hours remained in the workday when Carl arrived back in the city, so he decided to head straight for SafeTalk. Morrowne took him back right away, without any reprobation for his absence. That was purely out of necessity. The Youth Dignity workers’ energy was waning, even with Gregory Stronger driving them to their limits. They needed creative, efficient solutions. They needed Carl.

Unfortunately they also needed Natalie Lemonade. Gregory had been making use of other Search Department employees, enlisting them in the renewed conflict over FutureBrite’s brand, and while Natalie had taught them well they weren’t her.

The extended smear campaign against Natalie was not playing well on the social networks, where no one seemed to buy it. The public had been willing enough to subscribe to Chuck Erything’s demonization, but now that Erything was known implicitly to be innocent, people were less willing to believe Natalie was as monstrous as her portrayal in the media. Her strong online following didn’t help matters. Traffic to her blog about FutureBrite corruption had tripled.

Carl’s friendship with Natalie had not been mentioned in the media, nor had Morrowne’s temporary inability to get in contact with him. In fact, they avoided mentioning anyone who’d been involved in mistakenly fingering Chuck Erything. That surprised Carl, as he’d felt certain that Xavier was prepared to throw him to the media for lunch at the slightest upset. Maybe the Hand really did care about Carl’s divine pedigree.

Natalie’s ‘mental instability’ was the focus instead, peppered with compromising details harvested from her personal communications. They claimed not to have access to a specific diagnosis for Natalie, due to her therapist’s privacy policy, but that was bullshit. She suffered from depression, which they knew full well. The reason they didn’t admit that was so they could insinuate she suffered from much more severe issues.

The work day ended, and he decided to try his luck returning to the house he’d shared with Maria for years. He found her sitting on the TV room couch, using the wall to scroll through her Unfurl feed, and when he entered she looked up at him without expression. “Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” he replied, feeling wooden. “Listen. I just got back in town and I don’t have anywhere to go except a hotel, where they’d gouge me.”

“And?”

“It would save us both money if I moved back in and split the bills with you. Right? So…”

“You’re getting the couch.”

“Okay. Yes. Thank you.”

She returned her attention to the wall, and Carl walked toward the kitchen to sit at the table until she was finished in the TV room, wondering whether this awkward cohabitation truly would be better than living alone.

He stopped in the doorway. “Have you…do you have Gregory Stronger over here?”

“I won’t anymore.”

He nodded, and sat in the kitchen chair closest to the wall, where she couldn’t see him. Lowering his head into his hands, he fought not to cry.

The next day, Carl tried as best he could to manage the tense atmosphere in Youth Dignity. In the meantime, Gregory was happy to retreat into his office now that Carl was back to deal with their increasingly recalcitrant workers. Carl made it known that anyone heard complaining from here on in would have his or her workload increased. If they didn’t like it, he would happily pass on their concerns to Morrowne. No one wanted their contract terminated.

He felt glad the public appeared to be siding with Natalie, since it would make keeping her off a prison barge easier. Unfortunately, he had no idea how to go about actually doing it. He wanted badly to help her, but it was his job to destroy her, and quitting SafeTalk wouldn’t make things easier on either of them. The only hope lay in remaining close to the heart of things and waiting for an opportunity to act.

It was tearing him apart inside. And then the situation became worse. He went for lunch, and when he returned, one of the Youth Dignity underlings had come up with a new tactic for discrediting Natalie, actually managing to get Gregory’s attention long enough to convince him it would be effective. A significant number of employees were already working on it, without anyone having consulted Carl. He didn’t like that.

He stormed Gregory’s office and demanded to be let in on the scheme. At least, that’s what he envisioned himself doing. In reality, he was made to wait outside the office for an inordinate amount of time. Most of his ire had evaporated by the time he was finally admitted. And instead of explaining the new strategy himself, Gregory directed Carl to Shaundra, who’d had the idea in the first place.

“I’m arranging the data we have on Natalie into a more persuasive narrative,” Shaundra told him. “I was poring over her phone records—in particular, the calls to her therapist—and I noticed a correlation between them and her blogging. I got excited.” Shaundra chewed on a nail for a moment, staring into space. Then she looked back at Carl. “We can safely assume that whenever Natalie was calling her therapist a lot, she was having mental trouble. It’ll be pretty easy to convince the public of that. But what’s really relevant is the fact that Natalie was clearly blogging more whenever she was mentally unstable. During these periods she posted three times as much.”

“So we characterize her criticism as delusional,” Carl said, unable to inject much enthusiasm into his monotonous voice.

“Exactly. Gregory has Jordan working on infographics that display the data quite neatly. Gregory’s put me in charge of contacting our media partners and getting them to prepare short articles. It won’t cost us much, since we’ll be providing most of the content.”

“Great job, Shaundra,” he said, as he was required to say. 

She cocked a quizzical eyebrow. “You don’t sound very happy about it, to be honest.”

His heart jumped, but he covered his panic with a glower. “I’ll be happy when you show me actual results. Get back to work!”

Shaundra scurried off, and Carl let out a deep breath. Natalie’s future just got bleaker and bleaker.

After work, Carl visited his childhood preacher, for the first time in years. After a ten-minute wait on a hard wooden bench the holy man (probably holy) emerged, his face failing to register any special recognition as his gaze fell on Carl, who appreciated it. There were two others in the waiting room, who’d arrived after he did, and if the preacher showed Carl favoritism it would make them wonder.

“Come in,” the preacher said to him. “Make yourself comfortable.”

“Thank you.”

They both turned off their lifelogs. Other than special, work-related circumstances, the only true privacy available to residents of Dodge was found in a closed-door session with one’s preacher.

“If God exists,” the preacher said, “and He’s in the mood, I hope He gives you His blessing.”

“Same to you.”

“What brings you here so late in the day?”

“I’m sorry for the hour. Things have been crazy at work lately.”

“Is it your work that causes you to visit me?”

“Yes.” Carl took a deep breath, letting it out in a low hiss. “As a youth, you told me that I’m…well, that I’m destined to save humankind. But I’m lost, Guardian. I’m not sure I’m doing the sort of work God would be likely to require of me, assuming He exists, of course.”

“I’m certain everyone would have an opinion on what work God might require. Have you been coming to church? That’s a rhetorical question, because I know you haven’t.”

Carl couldn’t meet the preacher’s eyes.

“Have you been consulting your prayer dice?”

“I don’t actually own any,” Carl said. “But I’ve used my wife’s a couple of times…”

“How do you expect to carry on a relationship with our Probable Lord when you refuse to even talk to Him?”

“I don’t…I was hoping…”

“You were hoping I could give you the answers? I don’t have them. If I did, I would save humankind myself. I certainly wouldn’t be waiting for you to get around to it.”

“That’s completely reasonable,” Carl said. “But—”

“What is it specifically about your job that troubles you?”

Carl hesitated. He reminded himself that anything he said would stay inside this office. “You’ve heard of Natalie Lemonade?”

“Of course,” the preacher said. “Nutty Natty, as your colleagues like to call her. That’s if Gawp can be trusted, of course. Did they really call her that?”

“Natalie is my friend.”

The preacher furrowed his brow. “Truly?”

“Yes. And now it’s become my job to destroy her reputation.”

“I fail to see the problem.”

Carl blinked. “Well, friendship, you know…”

“Your job at SafeTalk is to protect the markets. Did you think being Schrödinger reborn gave you license to go against the very engines Dodge runs on?” The preacher shook his head. “One person’s reputation is not worth jeopardizing the careful balance of our world. Businesses must be allowed to operate unrestricted. Friend or not, Natalie Lemonade’s meddling criticisms must be torn asunder.”

“Do you think that’s what God would be likely to say, if He—”

“It’s what I say, as a prominent figure who is intimately familiar with the workings of our free-market anarchy. And I know that the Hand of the Market, for whom you work, would agree. To be frank, I’m shocked I have to remind you of it.”

Carl dragged himself to his feet. “I understand. Thank you.” He plodded out of the office, his head hanging even lower than before.

Maria looked smug as Carl unlaced his boots, kicked them off, and stepped into the TV room. She was sitting on the couch again with her Unfurl feed open, but her chilliness from yesterday had departed, replaced with a look of triumph. “Look,” she said, pointing at the wall. “Look at this.”

The source of her self-satisfaction was a blog post shared by eleven of her friends, written by a young boy named Jonathan Trangebe, a fourteen-year-old in FutureBrite’s care. The post was about Natalie.

Maria clicked through to the full thing so he could read it. “See?” she said. “Told you she was depraved. I knew I was right not to trust her.”

At first Carl had assumed this was more clickbait bullshit planted by SafeTalk or by one of the viral mills. But the headline wasn’t optimized for virality. It was simple and straightforward. “Natalie Lemonade Sexually Abused Me.”

When Maria clicked it, he saw that the post appeared on a personal blog, not on one of the entrenched sites like Gawp or Buzzworthy. And it took forever to load, meaning the blog’s subscription to net neutrality was almost non-existent. SafeTalk wouldn’t make its propaganda so tedious to access, would it?

Once the post finally loaded and Carl started reading it, he sank onto the unoccupied couch, suddenly hollow. Could it be? The post had terrible grammar, and spoke haltingly of the year Jonathan was ten, when Natalie had been one of his caregivers for a few months. She would sneak into his bedroom late at night, he said, while the other caregiver on duty was asleep. She would make him turn off his lifelog, and…

Carl tried to keep himself from trembling. “I don’t want to read anymore.” He went into the kitchen, just as he had the day before, but this time he couldn’t contain his tears. They spilled down his face, accompanied by sobs that shook him and shook him.

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The city looked bleak to Carl as he walked to work the next morning, even with its broad, husky buildings and its constantly flickering surfaces. Maybe all the corporate rhetoric was right after all: anyone who dissented or tried to disrupt the system in any way was a thoroughly corrupt and despicable person. Didn’t Jonathan Trangebe’s blog post prove that?

Before yesterday Natalie had been a hero to him. There wasn’t anyone he’d respected more. He’d even decided to risk everything to prevent them from stuffing her onto a prison barge for decades of backbreaking labor, but now it seemed she might deserve it. What kind of messiah was he, if he couldn’t even tell who deserved saving and who didn’t?

In an instant, his long-term plan had reverted to working hard to excel at SafeTalk, doing their bidding and frittering away his soul in the hopes they’d toss him some scraps in the form of promotions or raises. That he no longer felt compelled to risk his future should have come as a relief, since now he could continue saving toward a plane ticket, getting ever closer to reaching the tantalizing paradise that awaited him in the New World, not to mention his destiny. But instead he felt like a seashell whose occupant had departed.

Despite the tide of public opinion turning against Natalie, the Youth Dignity workers still found themselves swamped with work. The revelation that Natalie was a pedophile had sparked a Dodge-wide conversation, and every entry had to be analyzed for content critical of FutureBrite. Many suggested the company deserved a share in the blame, since the abuse had happened on their watch. After all, the only reason Natalie had been able to do it was because the other caregiver had been asleep, and it was a FutureBrite policy that employees couldn’t sleep during work, even on overnight shifts. The online detractors wanted to know why that policy hadn’t been better enforced.

Quite apart from the Trangebe post, another group of users had taken offense to Shaundra’s infographics that correlated Natalie’s therapist visits with her blogging. The infographics seemed to imply that her mental illness decreased her value, and one man had put together his own infographic that showcased important people from Dodge’s history who’d also dealt with mental issues, and it steadily gained traction on Unfurl. A couple of Youth Dignity employees were tasked with making a list of the people sharing the infographic. They would be flagged for increased scrutiny and censorship.

It quickly became clear that the entire department would have to work overtime tonight, and by mid-afternoon Carl’s dark cloud of a mood had grown bulbous and menacing. Every action he took against those conversing online sharpened his self-hatred. Once again he could see the meaningless years stretching out before him, leading up to the Air Earth flight that would take him to a place where he hoped to escape all this guilt and sorrow. But would it be too late, then?

He tried to exercise patience with his subordinates, but when a credit card company began shouting at Jordan Neverfal through his smartphone, Carl lost his patience.

“JORDAN NEVERFAL!” the phone barked. “ARE YOU THERE, JORDAN NEVERFAL?”

“Yes,” Neverfal said into his phone, as quietly as possible. It lay on his desk, and he seemed afraid to touch it. Instead he leaned forward to speak into it.

“WHY HAVEN’T YOU MADE YOUR MOST RECENT PAYMENT, JORDAN NEVERFAL?” The voice blared across the entire department. Everyone had stopped what they were doing to listen.

“I’ve been very busy with work. I forgot. I’m sorry.”

“SORRY ISN’T GOOD ENOUGH, JORDAN NEVERFAL. YOU HAVE A HISTORY OF MISSING PAYMENTS. IN FACT, THAT’S WHY YOU HAD YOUR LAST CREDIT CARD TAKEN FROM YOU. BUT WE DECIDED TO TAKE A CHANCE ON YOU. WE’RE VERY DISAPPOINTED.”

Carl snatched up Neverfal’s phone. “Bullshit, you took a chance on him,” Carl said. “You approved his card in exchange for being allowed to install this megaphone app. He has no choice but to pay you. If he doesn’t you’ll continue to ruin his life.”

“WHO IS THIS?”

“This is Jordan Neverfal’s boss. Employees are not paid to manage their personal affairs during work hours. You can yell at Neverfal about this later.”

“Most of my hours have become work hours,” Neverfal said, his voice still barely audible.

“Shut up, Neverfal,” Carl said. “Get back to work.”

“I HAVE EVERY RIGHT TO CONTACT JORDAN NEVERFAL VIA THIS APP,” the credit card rep said. “MR. NEVERFAL SIGNED A CONTRACT WITH GILDSWIPE IN WHICH HE WAS NOTIFIED THAT WE RESERVE THE RIGHT TO—”

“Embarrass him at his job?”

“—EMPLOY EXTRAORDINARY COLLECTION METHODS IF NECESSARY.”

“Neverfal will make his payment online tonight. Or he won’t. Either way, if you continue interrupting my department’s work I’ll fire him, and then you definitely won’t get your money.”

“THIS ISN’T—”

“One more word and I fire him immediately. One more word.”

The phone remained silent. Carl permitted himself a tiny smile. “Pay off your credit card, Neverfal,” Carl said. “When you get home,” he snapped when he saw Neverfal beginning to log into his online banking.

Carl finally left work at half past nine. His phone buzzed on the walk home with a notification from his insurance app. His rates had gone up because he was “under investigation” for the hotel fire. A note from Spenser, the short-statured rep he’d spoken to before, was attached. “Calm down, Intoever,” it read. “Don’t bother me at the station over this. This is routine procedure. Twenty-two other people who were present at the hotel are under investigation as well. You all have unusual profiles, so you’ve all been subjected to increased surveillance. If you visit me at the station I’ll repeat the contents of this note to you and nothing more.”

Increased surveillance. All he needed.

“Excuse me,” a man said from behind him. “Carl Intoever?” 

Carl turned. “What?”

The man wore a suit and was flanked by a camerawoman. He held a microphone with the DBC logo emblazoned on it. “I was wondering if I could get your thoughts on how the controversy surrounding Jonathan Trangebe’s allegations about Natalie Lemonade will affect SafeTalk’s new initiative.”

When Carl watched the broadcast later, he saw that most of his words had been censored, a blurry oval floating over his mouth at frequent intervals. It made him afraid of what Morrowne would think. He couldn’t see the advantage of showing the public a clip in which he only cursed. He certainly hadn’t answered any questions about his work.

Having finished raging at the reporter, he marched directly home. The man actually had the gall to follow him a few blocks before deciding it probably wouldn’t get him anywhere.

Carl couldn’t take it anymore. Any of it. From here on, everything he did would have one goal: escaping Dodge forever. He didn’t care what truly awaited him in the New World. Whatever it was, it had to be better than this.

“Maria,” he screamed as soon as he climbed up into the house. “Maria!”

She emerged from the bedroom, blinking, her brow furrowed. “What?”

“We need to get married.”

“All right,” she said, and went back into the bedroom.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

There was an Air Earth flight to the New World once every twelve hours. Thomas Intoever had packed up most of his belongings years ago, and he was ready to leave Dodge within two days of Carl and Maria’s wedding. Other than the preacher, Thomas had been the only one present at the ceremony. As they said the words, Carl thought of how disgusted his mother would have been by it all.

Carl and Maria Intoeverylifeali accompanied Thomas to the Air Earthport. They stood at the enormous inner windows, gazing out at the airplane that would leap from the giant treadmill and carry Thomas over the ocean.

“You wouldn’t think they’d be able to fit all the passengers’ luggage into it,” Thomas said. A sizable portion of the Air Earth ticket price consisted of charges for bringing everything you wanted with you in the New World. 

“I’m sure they’ve become very efficient at storage, over the centuries,” Carl said.

As they watched, the plane began to taxi toward the walkway from which the passengers would board.

Carl wanted so badly to be leaving as well.

He looked at his father. “You’d better get going.” The only reason Thomas had been able to wait this long was because he’d paid for second-tier PreCheck, Air Earth’s expedited security screening service.

His father’s eyes were moist. “You can’t know how much this means to me, Carl. You and Maria married, and now I can finally…” He heaved a shuddering sigh. “I’ve waited so long for this. To be swallowed by the horizon in one noiseless gulp.”

Carl patted him awkwardly on the shoulder. “You deserve it.”

Leo ran up. “Hey,” he said, panting slightly. “Sorry I’m late.” He grinned at Thomas. “So, you’re off, Pa? How about a hug?”

Thomas regarded him with a blank expression. Then he turned and walked away without another word.

“Well, that’s nice,” Leo called after him. “Say hi to Mom for me, hey?” He looked at Carl and Maria. “What an asshole.”

They watched the plane take off. They didn’t leave the window until it disappeared into the sky.

“Gone forever,” Leo said. “You guys wanna get lunch?”

Carl knew he should get back to work, but he did crave a break. He would likely have to stay at SafeTalk until ten tonight, anyway. If Morrowne wanted to access his lifelog and watch as he ate a rack of ribs, let him. Carl’s job was secure. The company needed him.

They walked to a restaurant nearby. “How do you pronounce your last name, now?” Leo asked during the walk.

“In-tohv-ree-lee-fee-lee.”

Leo nodded. “Have fun with that.”

In honor of Thomas’ departure, they chose a diner that showed scenes from the New World on the walls. The seating was arranged to allow for conversation between patrons, not facing the wall like the seats were in the restaurant near Carl’s residence block.

The waitress brought them drinks and took their meal orders. Carl’s drink was sugary and pink. It disappeared quickly.

“Did you hear about the hotel fire yesterday?” his brother asked.

Carl frowned. “What, another one?”

Leo nodded.

“They have to be related. Who are they blaming it on?”

“Kids. Whoever it was, it sure limits Dodgians’ options for getting away from everything for a while. Soon there won’t be much left except to get on an Air Earthplane and leave forever.”

Carl wiped his mouth. “Do you plan to leave Dodge someday, Leo?”

Leo swirled his gin and tonic as he contemplated Carl’s question. “Nah,” he said after a few seconds. “All I want in life is women, really. I already know I can get them here. Why would I move to the New World and risk going without?”

“You’ll grow old here,” Maria said. “You’ll be a geezer, and no woman will come within a mile of you.”

“Oh, and you’ll stay young, will you?” Leo said. “Don’t be so sure you won’t end up alone. Gregory Stronger won’t follow you to the New World, and people age there too. Plus I highly doubt your marriage will last beyond your flight. Right, Carl?”

Maria and Leo both looked at him. “Actually,” Carl said, and Leo raised his eyebrows. “It isn’t that bad.”

Maria flashed Leo a catty smile.

It was true. Now that their actual relationship had deteriorated as much as it was possible to deteriorate, and they’d accepted they were together purely out of convenience, he was more at ease with Maria than he ever remembered being. He still slept on the couch, of course, and she still saw Gregory Stronger, which hurt him, though he’d never admit to it. Things had gotten as bad as they could, so he didn’t have to worry about them getting any worse. Maybe he would start looking for an extra-marital lover too.

“So, Leo,” Maria said, “where will you be living now that your father has vacated the house you can’t afford on your own?”

“I’m moving in with one of my, um…”

“Concubines?” Maria said.

“That’ll do. I’m moving in with her and our kid.”

“Wait,” Carl said. “You have a kid?”

“Oh. Um, yeah.”

“How old?”

“Riley will be six in a couple of weeks.”

“What the fuck, Leo. You’ve had a kid for six years and you never told me?”

“I couldn’t have you ratting me out to Dad. Not that I thought you’d tell him, but I didn’t want to risk it.”

“Have I met the mother?”

“Do you remember Rachel?”

Carl thought about it. “Vaguely.”

“Well, anyway, it’s her. We gave Riley her last name, Uneasyli, since I got to pick the first name. Rachel and I are getting back together. She wants to stay in Dodge for now, too, so it works out. We’re going to raise him together.”

“If you raise him right, maybe he’ll want to leave Dodge at least.”

Leo raised a hand. “Hey, man. Back off, okay?”

Carl exhaled slowly. “All right. Sorry.”

“This Rachel,” Maria said. “Will she be okay with you screwing a cadre of women she doesn’t know?”

“Gosh, I’m not sure that she will! How did Carl feel when you began pleasuring a parade of men?”

Carl furrowed his brow. “Were there others besides Gregory?”

“No. There were not.”

Carl decided to let their verbal sparring continue uninterrupted for the rest of the meal. He turned his attention to the New World footage playing on the restaurant’s walls, and he drank in the lush green spaces, imagining himself down in them, engaging in recreation. Why didn’t they have any headset tours of those green spaces available? It would surely drive Air Earth ticket sales even further.

Next, every wall showed a black obelisk that stretched up into the sky until it became a tiny thread in search of a needle. One of the New World’s many space elevators. The New World boasted technology that dwarfed anything employed here in Dodge. He couldn’t wait to see a space elevator in person.

At last he stood up from the table. “I have to get back to work,” he told his brother and his new wife. “I’ve already been gone for longer than seeing one’s father off warrants.” Someone would note that, either Morrowne or Gregory, and use it against him in all likelihood. He didn’t care, which frightened him more than the consequences of taking a late lunch. Despite his resolution to get to the New World as quickly and efficiently as possible, he couldn’t seem to bring himself to do the things necessary to actually accomplish it.

After another hateful day at SafeTalk doing hateful things for hateful people, Carl went home, every fiber of his being crying out against the part society had cast for him. When he’d decided to risk it all for Natalie he’d finally felt the beginnings of what it might be like to experience self-respect. Now that had all been dashed, and he’d gone back to being the dark heart of a corporation bent on subduing and silencing an already cowed public.

He couldn’t get his mind off of what Natalie had done to that poor boy. He wanted to go to her and demand to know why she’d done it. Natalie had always been different, but it had always seemed like mere quirkiness, which was in part what endeared her to him. But obviously it was more than that; she was sick.

Still, something about the whole thing bothered him. Maria was out visiting with Gregory, and Carl made up his mind to revisit some of his lifelog memories with Natalie. He went into Maria’s bedroom, which used to be their bedroom, and began rooting around under the bed. A cry of satisfaction escaped his lips as his hand fell upon an old box filled with things he hadn’t touched in years. He hauled it out and rummaged through it, finally pulling out the object of his search: his old headset. He went back into the TV room, lay down on the couch, and put it on.

Weeks had passed since he’d last seen Natalie, and as he accessed a recent memory of her, the sensation that they were suddenly in each other’s presence startled him. He’d forgotten how surreal it could be, watching your lifelog through a headset instead of on a wall or on your phone. It provided total immersion, the closest anyone could come to truly reliving the past.

He and Natalie were talking over food, or at least the gruesome fare that passed for food in the SafeTalk cafeteria. Both of them poked experimentally at the lumps on their plates, not doing much eating. Thanks to the microcameras woven into his clothes, Carl could look around the room in any direction, despite that in reality he’d been facing Natalie the entire time. He saw Gregory Stronger two tables over. “Ass,” he said. He glanced instinctively to see whether Natalie reacted. She didn’t, of course.

He skipped further back in time, to the moment they’d met. There. It had been his second week into a short-lived contract with Gawp. He sat alone at a cafeteria table this time, stirring his food, sizing up his new colleagues, wondering what sort of competition they posed. In other words, behaving exactly like everyone else.

“Hi,” someone said.

Carl looked up. It was Natalie, but he hadn’t known that then. “What can I do for you?” he asked.

“Nothing. Mind if I sit?”

“I don’t normally sit with anyone.”

“Neither does anyone else here, it seems. Maybe we could start a trend.”

“Why do you want to sit with me?”

She crossed her arms. “I heard you’re the best in your department. I plan to be the best in my department, so I thought we might have some other things in common too.”

“All right.”

She lowered herself onto the seat across from him. Carl noticed a few heads turning their way. He hadn’t noticed that then. He’d been too busy wondering how to navigate the novel experience of socializing with a coworker. Someone he could very well end up competing with for promotion.

“I’m in the Search Engine Optimization department,” Natalie said. “Up until yesterday I worked for Searchable.”

“What did you do there?”

She chuckled. “Only two things to do at Searchable, really. Troubleshooting and public relations.”

“Which were you?”

“Troubleshooting. I’m expecting this job to be a little more engaging. The technical challenges at Searchable were fairly lacking, since it’s so entrenched.”

“Entrenched?”

“Yeah. You know. No real competitors? No need to innovate or change.”

“Of course. The market determined they were the best. That’s why they have no competitors.”

“They do technically have them. There are other search engines in operation. They’re just incredibly inaccessible, with hideously long URLs and poor net-neutrality subscriptions. I quite like a couple of them. I’d probably use them if they weren’t so damned slow. That’s Searchable’s advantage. They can afford speed. Plus, when you want to search something on your phone or a wall, which search engine comes up by default? Searchable.”

Carl sniffed, and silence reigned for a few seconds. Then he shook his head. “The only remarkable thing about this conservation is that we’re having it.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like you’re telling me about the wetness of water, or how useful oxygen is.”

Natalie shook her head, too. “I’m always amazed at that kind of thinking. People pretend to view Dodgian society as the only possible way for things to be. Like they’re incapable of envisioning anything else. And yet everyone spends their lives working toward leaving forever for the New World, where everything’s supposed to be different.” She took a sip of water.

Carl skipped ahead to another memory, of sitting inside a café with Natalie on lunch break, both of them sipping coffee and gazing out the window.

Natalie was telling him one of the main ways Horizon, the dominant net service provider, marketed net-neutrality subscriptions: by buying Searchable ads that would appear whenever a site owner searched for his or her own site.

Outside, a woman walked by with a young boy, presumably her son. They stopped while he tied his shoelace, and Natalie stopped talking mid-sentence. Carl looked at her. She was staring through the window at the boy, expressionless. She didn’t speak again until the boy finished and moved out of view.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just found that boy incredibly handsome.”

Then they returned to their conversation about Horizon, as though nothing odd had happened. The Carl sitting in the coffee shop didn’t comment on Natalie’s remark or react to it at all, but present-day Carl found it very odd. He went back and listened to it again.

“I’m sorry,” Natalie said. “I just found that boy incredibly handsome.”

The remark was completely out of context and unnecessary. So Carl began accessing other memories of Natalie at random. He encountered more of the same; odd breaks in the conversation where Natalie would trail off before making some bizarre comment that made her sound like a pedophile. Carl had no recollection of Natalie saying such things, ever, for as long as he’d known her. But there they were in his lifelog.

He returned to the footage of their conversation in the coffee shop and watched Natalie’s face as she made the disconcerting remark. “I’m sorry. I just found that boy incredibly handsome.”

Zooming in on her mouth, he played it again. There. Something was off about the way her lips moved. They didn’t quite match the words, but you had to watch carefully to catch it. 

On his fifth listen the intonation started to sound wrong.

Someone had gone through his memories of Natalie and inserted pedophilic comments made to look and sound as though she was saying them! They’d done a damned good job of it, too. Almost perfect.

He turned on the main TV room wall and accessed his Unfurl account. Posts about Natalie filled his feed, a lot of them from people who knew her personally, and who now recounted times when Natalie had said something that had made her seem like a pervert. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time,” wrote one of his SafeTalk colleagues. “Now it makes so much sense.”

The memories from Carl’s lifelog, into which fabricated remarks had apparently been edited, were all from years ago. They’d only seemed strange to Carl because he had come to know Natalie so well. He knew for certain she didn’t make comments like that. But Natalie didn’t have any other close friends. Was it possible these people posting on Unfurl didn’t actually remember those remarks? Perhaps, instead, they’d searched their lifelogs for their own memories of Natalie after reading the incriminating blog post. Poring over them, looking for confirmation that Natalie really was a pedophile. And they’d found it.

Human memory was imperfect. That was partly why lifelogs were used in the first place. Courts considered lifelogs indisputable. If someone’s lifelog told them Natalie had made an inappropriate comment during a half-remembered conversation years ago, they would almost certainly believe it.

And if remarks made in lifelog conversations had been fabricated, the blog post by Natalie’s ‘victim’ could be as well.

Carl stood up but didn’t go anywhere, instead standing in the middle of the TV room stricken by his racing thoughts. Lifelogs were supposed to be sacrosanct, inviolate records of reality. They made up Dodge’s very foundation. And the powers-that-be were screwing with them to incriminate people who disagreed with them.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

He’d thrown his coat over one of the chairs in the kitchen. Grabbing it, he headed for the porch and pulled on his boots. He needed to know for sure, SafeTalk be damned. The insurance company, Air Earth, the media, Maria—anyone who might be monitoring his lifelog. Damn them all. Carl didn’t care. He needed to know.

Natalie didn’t answer her hatch when he rang the buzzer, but it was unlocked, so he pushed it open and hoisted himself inside anyway. She sat in the TV room, a bottle of surry dangling from her hand. She was drunk.

Carl stood in front of her. “Natalie?”

“What.”

“Where’s the antidote?”

“Don’t want it. Flushed it.”

“I need you sober. I need to talk to you.”

“Don’t wanna be sober.”

Carl went into the kitchen and went through the cupboards until he found another bottle of surry. Cracking the plastic shell attached to the neck caused five pills to fall out into his palm. Four of them he left on the counter, but he took the fifth into the TV room.

He grabbed the bottle of surry from her.

“Hey! I need that,” she cried out.

“No, you need this.” He held out the pill.

“Get that away.”

“Take it, or I keep all the surry.”

She glowered at him for a moment. Then she snatched the pill from his hand and slapped it into her mouth. Within a few minutes she was alert and sensible.

“You shouldn’t have come here, Carl.”

“Why not? I don’t plan to say anything incriminating.”

She shook her head. “Coming here was incriminating. Saying you don’t plan on saying anything incriminating is especially incriminating, because it implies that there are incriminating things you might be saying. You’re being watched.”

“Of course I am. Everyone is watched.”

“They’re watching you with particular interest. You serve their interests right now, but the minute you don’t they’ll destroy you.”

“What about you? How can you afford to say incriminating things?”

She laughed. “Have you been online recently? I don’t have a whole lot to lose.”

He sighed, and took a pull from the surry bottle.

“Hey!” she said.

“I’ll buy you another.”

“At least give me some.”

He handed it to her.

“Natalie, did you…did you molest Jonathan Trangebe?”

She laughed bitterly before taking a sizable swallow and handing back the bottle “Sorry. I just think ‘Trangebe’ is such a sick joke. The only family phrase I could find to fit it was ‘Adversity maketh strange bedfellows.’”

“Did you do it?”

“In order for me to have molested Jonathan Trangebe, Jonathan Trangebe would have to exist. I’ve never met a Jonathan Trangebe. I’ve never heard of one. I doubt there’s even a Jonathan Trangebe in FutureBrite’s care. They made him up, Carl.”

“Impossible,” he said. “They’d never get away with it.”

“Why not? FutureBrite youth aren’t permitted to have an online presence of any kind. The company is vast, and no single employee ever has access to the entire database of youth in their care. Even if someone wanted to, no one would be able to verify Jonathan Trangebe’s non-existence.”

“Well, why don’t you say something? Defend your innocence?”

“My innocence has been dragged into the public arena and murdered. My LifeRank is bottomed out. Besides, they’ve cut my net access and deleted my social network accounts, leaving me with only TV to witness my own destruction.”

“They can’t do that.”

“They can when you’re a convicted criminal. I’ll be on a prison barge in less than four weeks, Carl. Now give me that bottle.”

He passed it back to her. “That doesn’t make sense, either. If you were meant for the prison barges, wouldn’t you be in custody right now?”

Natalie spread her hands. “Where would I go? I couldn’t survive the storms outside the city. They’d find me, or I’d die. Either way they’re going to have me out of their hair.”

“How did they convict you if Jonathan Trangebe doesn’t exist? Wouldn’t he have to testify?”

“I wasn’t convicted for sexual assault. The court subpoenaed my browser history, my search history, my lifelog, everything. They found that I’ve committed multiple crimes, so they chose one and charged me with that. They could do the same to you, if they wanted. They could do it to anybody.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Carl, when you subscribe to LifeRank, you’re also agreeing to their Terms of Service Agreement, which fills over a hundred volumes. And one of the clauses says that you agree they can prosecute you for violating the Agreement. It means everyone in Dodge commits multiple felonies a day. In my case, they discovered I sent my cousin a funny video three years ago that turned out to violate someone’s copyright. They charged me for illegally disseminating copyrighted materials and gave me seven years on the prison barges. Also, I let my father borrow my eReader once, and since that meant he ended up reading books he’d never bought I was liable for violating the End User License Agreement. Apparently, we never actually own our books; we just buy one-person licenses to read them. Something I never knew until recently. For that second charge they gave me nine more years.”

He’d known Dodge lacked fairness, but what she was telling him went far beyond that. A plan was taking form in his head, and the consequences of failure loomed larger with every word Natalie spoke. He took the bottle from her and tipped it into his mouth. Then he set it on the coffee table.

“You have four weeks here?” he said.

She nodded, but kept her eyes on his face. “There’s nothing to be done, Carl. Don’t be stupid, okay? Keep your head down and get a plane out of here. Stay the course and you’ll get to the New World sooner than you think.”

“Of course, Natalie. I’m sorry all this happened to you.” He swallowed, trying not to let his excitement and fear show through. “You don’t deserve it. I’m glad we were friends.”

She gave a brittle smile. “Me too. Hey, this might not be goodbye forever. After I serve my sentence they’ll drop me off on the shores of the New World. Dodge doesn’t do reintegration into society.”

Carl returned her smile as best he could, and then he slid down the access pole to the lobby below.

Natalie was right. He was definitely being watched. And she was right that he had to be extra careful not to say anything incriminating. Which was why he couldn’t tell her that he intended to go to war for her.

The reps could hear his words, but they couldn’t hear his thoughts. And for the rest of the night, even his voice would not be audible. He stopped into a corner store for a bottle of Sleep, twisted off the cap, and emptied its contents down his throat.

As he entered his residence block and walked through the forest of poles, something managed to bubble up through the fear and tension filling his chest. This feeling brought such novelty that it stopped him in his tracks. For the second time that day, he barely knew what to do with himself.

The feeling was hope.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

“Why are you just standing there?” Leo said.

Carl jumped, the skin of his back tingling, and barely restrained himself from yelling. “Hi!” he said, and cleared his throat. “Nothing. I was just thinking, is all.”

“Thinking about what?”

“Nothing. Work. Nothing,” he added, deciding it was the safest option. “What are you doing here?” He tried to steer the conversation away from his deviant thoughts.

“Waiting to speak with you.”

“Why didn’t you wait for me inside the house?”

“Your damnable wife wouldn’t let me in. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about this in front of her anyway.”

“She has access to my lifelog, you know.”

“Shit.” Leo’s lips tightened until they were white.

“Don’t worry about it. She doesn’t take much of an interest in my life nowadays, anyway.” He realized for the first time that his brother appeared shaken. “What is it, Leo? What did you want to talk about?”

Before speaking, Leo looked in every direction. Other than a family of four exiting their house ten poles away, the lobby was empty. When he turned back, Carl was shocked to see tears in his brother’s eyes.

“They took Riley,” he said.

“Who took him?”

“FutureBrite. I think Rachel’s parents might have recommended they take him. They’ve always hated me, and I think they want Rachel to join them in the New World. Selfish bastards. We’re good parents, so FutureBrite can’t have any evidence that we’ve mistreated Riley. But they don’t need much excuse to snatch someone’s kid, do they?”

“God, Leo.” Carl put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

“How am I going to get him back, Carl?”

Carl blinked. “Uh, how are you what?”

“How am I going to get him back?”

“What do you mean, ‘get him back?’”

“I don’t know how else to say it.”

“There’s no getting him back. I’m sorry, Leo, but there hasn’t been a family to get their child back from FutureBrite for fifty years. The company spends millions on legal defense, and they have the highest LifeRank subscription a corporation can get.”

Leo collapsed against Carl, sobs racking his body. Carl patted his brother’s back awkwardly as Leo’s tears dampened his shoulder. The sounds his brother produced sounded worryingly similar to those of a broken man.

“Hey,” Carl said. “Hey, Leo, listen. Um, I…I’ll tell you what…”

They drew apart, and Leo peered at him with red eyes. To Carl’s horror he saw the same thing in his brother’s eyes that he’d been feeling right before Leo accosted him among the poles. Carl had caused that emotion to appear, and now he would have to take responsibility for its presence.

“Yes?” Leo said.

He took a deep breath. “I’m going to help you. We’re going to get Riley back. I promise.” He suddenly realized that he was gripping Leo’s shoulder very hard, and he withdrew his hand.

Leo didn’t seem to notice, instead sweeping Carl into a hug. “Thank you, Carl. Thank you so much.”

A tremor had crept back into his voice, and Carl ended the embrace, concerned Leo was about to start crying again. “You’re welcome. Now, stay strong. I’ll be in touch, okay? We’re going to do this, Leo.”

His brother offered him a tremulous smile and a nod. Then he turned and headed for the exit.

When Carl ascended into his home, a message from the hacker awaited him on the main TV room wall. “NOW YOU’RE IN FOR IT.”

Carl froze. “In for what?”

“DON’T PLAY DUMB. I HEARD THE ENTIRE CONVERSATION. YOU’D BETTER HOPE SAFETALK WASN’T LISTENING IN AS WELL.”

“I haven’t done anything wrong, and I don’t intend to.”

“DON’T YOU THINK WRENCHING A CHILD FROM FUTUREBRITE’S CLUTCHES MIGHT CLASH WITH YOUR DUTY TO DEFEND THEIR REPUTATION?”

“Maybe not. Maybe it could provide an opportunity to generate some good PR.”

“GIVING UP THE KID WOULD AMOUNT TO ADMITTING THEY WERE WRONG TO TAKE HIM. THEY’LL NEVER DO IT, AND YOU KNOW IT.”

“You’re wrong.” He was right, in fact, but what else could Carl say?

“LOL. WATCHING YOU FUCK THIS UP WILL BE AMUSING.”

It was no use. The hacker knew the score, and nothing Carl could say would change that. In the meantime, anger began to replace his trepidation. The memory of the hotel fire still burned in his mind, and of the message he’d received informing him that he was under investigation for it. He wished that he’d insisted his father take the time to improve the house’s security before leaving for the New World. But Thomas had waited too long for his chance to board that flight, and he’d refused to tolerate the slightest delay.

Then Carl remembered John Anders’s offer to uncover the hacker’s identity, which promised something better than security: revenge.

“You won’t get away with this for much longer,” Carl told the hacker. “I’ve made some powerful friends over the last few months. They’re going to help me track you down.”

“HEAR ME, FALSE PROPHET. I HAVE NOTHING TO FEAR FROM YOU OR YOUR BLOWHARD ALLIES. FOR I AM THE TRUE MESSIAH, THE GREATEST POWER ON EARTH, AND I WILL SMITE ALL WHO OPPOSE ME, BE HE WITH OR WITHOUT HOLLOW MUMBLINGS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND PIETY ON HIS LIPS.”

“I just hope you have more than caps lock to defend yourself with.”

“BE WARY WHERE YOU STEP, CARL INTOEVERYLIFEALI, LEST YOU TRIP INTO MY YAWNING MAW.”

The black text disappeared, and a message in messy red handwriting took its place, spanning the entire wall. “Carl is a cock.” No matter what he did, he couldn’t get it to go away.

He turned around, and his frustration turned to surprise. Maria stood in the doorway that connected the TV room and the kitchen.

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Since you came in. I witnessed that entire conversation.”

Carl said nothing, awaiting her next move. Was she about to start screaming at him? Would she call the reps to come with their paralyzers and take him away?

Maria remained silent as she crossed the TV room, her arms crossed, and Carl braced himself. Then he saw the glint in her eye.

“You’re really going to try and change something, aren’t you?” she said. “You’re going to do something that matters.”

“I think so.”

She crossed the room and they kissed, with more passion than she’d ever shown him. Then she took him by the hand, leading him to the bedroom, where they removed their smart clothes and made love.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Despite Natalie’s successful defamation, whoever had doctored the lifelogs still wasn’t satisfied. They changed her Unfurl profile photo to one that showed her with an arm around a young child. Posts began to appear on her Unfurl account too, in which she appeared to try to defend her innocence. But the way the posts were written made her appear even more guilty. Of course, the posts weren’t actually coming from Natalie, as they’d cut off her access to the account. But other than Carl, no one knew that.

He also received a message from Natalie’s email address and a text from her number, both saying she hoped he didn’t believe the “nonsense” about her being “a filthy pedophile.” The messages were rhetorical masterpieces, if your aim was to get the recipient to believe the exact opposite of what they said. Others acquainted with Natalie were posting online about receiving similar text messages, and how suspicious they made her seem.

Carl felt fairly certain these tactics weren’t coming from inside SafeTalk, since everyone there seemed to believe Natalie really was behind the suspicious behavior, which was the talk of the cafeteria at lunch. People loved to gossip, especially when their employers sanctioned and encouraged it.

As for the tasks Carl had set himself, they would be far from easy. He needed a way to destroy FutureBrite’s reputation, both to publicly vindicate Natalie for criticizing them and to make it possible to get Leo’s son back. Before Morrowne had promoted Carl, he’d told him there were two-hundred thousand stolen FutureBrite documents out there somewhere, which were apparently so damning they would accomplish Carl’s mission for him. But even if he could get his hands on the documents, he’d need to release them on an uncensored platform to alert the public that someone was messing with lifelogs.

If he’d been anyone else, he likely would have despaired at the impossibility of the task he’d set himself. But he wasn’t anyone else. He was Carl Intoeverylifeali, star of SafeTalk and Xavier Ofvalour’s hand-picked champion. He was an expert at restricting the flow of information: now he just had to reverse everything he knew.

He found Morrowne puffing on his non-carcinogenic cigar with even more industry than usual, and wearing a grin, which was equally odd. He wore it the same way Carl imagined headhunters had worn the teeth of their victims around their necks.

“Do you think we ever went to the moon, Intoever?”

“My name is Intoeverylifeali now, Mr. Morrowne.”

“Only one of us need worry about getting the other’s name right, Intoever, and it isn’t me. Answer the question. Do you believe the myth?”

“Hard to believe a myth, sir.”

“Exactly. See, you do have more than a couple of brain cells to rub together. That’s why I made you head of Youth Dignity.”

“Thanks.”

“A lot of myths from our past persist in the subconscious, and in the Indie-Net backwaters. I understand you became acquainted with John Anders on your vacation.”

Carl tried not to stiffen. “Yes, I did.” There was no point in denying anything.

“I’ve never met Anders, but I like him. Reminds me of myself some. I wouldn’t take the things he says very seriously, though, if I were you.”

“Thank you for the advice.”

“Not advice. Instructions. Employees who entertain nonsense become dysfunctional. Your friend Natalie just provided us with yet more evidence of that, didn’t she?”

Carl exhaled. “Yes.”

 Morrowne put out his cigar and folded his hands across his stomach. “Why have you come to see me?”

“I think you should let me compile a report on FutureBrite.”

Morrowne leaned forward with eyes narrowed. “And how would you come by the information for such a report?”

“By going to work for them for a period of two weeks.”

“Why would I let you do that?”

“Because I think we’ve done a lot more to discredit Natalie than we have to actually defend FutureBrite’s reputation. I think that once this molestation scandal blows over, FutureBrite will find that all the old criticisms have come back, redoubled. That will reflect poorly on SafeTalk and could even result in Xavier Ofvalour withdrawing his funding.”

Morrowne relit his cigar and began puffing on it again, brow furrowed. “How would this report of yours rectify the problem?”

“The public at large doesn’t know I was friends with Natalie Lemonade. I’ve been represented quite positively in the media. If I report on what a nurturing environment FutureBrite has created, I believe we can shift the tide of public opinion permanently.”

Morrowne pointed the cigar at him. “If I approve this, I’ll be making several amendments.”

“That’s fine.” He wasn’t sure that it was, but there would be no contradicting his boss either way.

“Your report will take the form of a blog, which will update Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. You’ll send your posts to a Youth Dignity employee for editing, who’ll forward them to me for final review. And responsibility for actually publishing them will rest with Gregory Stronger.”

Carl tried not to frown. That last part would mess with his scheme. How could he use the blog to disseminate compromising information with Gregory at its helm? But he couldn’t afford to waste time worrying. He would find a workaround once he actually had compromising information to disseminate. “That’s fine,” he repeated, and forced his stubborn features into a smile.

Morrowne issued a press release. On cue, SafeTalk’s media partners began parroting it. At InsiderLife, some enterprising young journalist took it upon herself to search through Carl’s lifelog from the last week. She uncovered his conversation with Leo about his son being taken by FutureBrite, and the next article they published mentioned how heart-warming it was “to consider that concern for his brother’s child might have played a large part in Carl Intoeverylifeali’s decision to investigate the quality of care FutureBrite provides to its charges.”

That buoyed Carl even more than his success in Morrowne’s office. It characterized his conversation with Leo favorably, and it would even cast his conversation with the hacker in a positive light should anyone come across that. It felt amazing to finally be doing something to fight against corruption in Dodge, rather than helping it grow. He let himself imagine how the public would hail him as a hero for shedding light on the true conditions in which FutureBrite’s children lived, and for leaking the lifelog manipulation.

A camera crew visited him at work, which Carl should have expected, but hadn’t. He was forced to spout a slew of impromptu statements about his “idealistic vision” for this project, which in the end he didn’t really mind. At least, he already felt so good that he refused to let the media bother him. They also wanted a sound bite about his personal motivation regarding Leo’s kid. “I’m doing this for my brother’s child,” he said, “and for all the children in FutureBrite’s care. I think these kids can only benefit from an objective outsider coming in and investigating.” They had to cut much of what he said, because it wasn’t consistent with the corporate message, but the sound bite made it through, and everyone seemed happy about that.

The day the media started covering his new project, he arrived home to find Leo at his access pole. His brother punched him in the stomach. The air whooshed out of Carl’s lungs and he doubled over, fighting to breathe. Then Leo kicked him in the chin, knocking him flat on his back.

Rachel was there too, and she made sure to get in a couple of good kicks.

“You bastard,” Leo said. “I ask you to help me get my child back, and you go to work for the company that took him? I’m your brother!”

Carl managed to stagger to his feet, grimacing. He held up one hand, the other on his knee, helping to support him. “I’m investigating them. Ensuring the care they provide is comprehensive.”

“How can he stand there and feed us company lines, Leo?” Rachel said. “How does he live with himself?”

Leo stepped forward and shoved him. Carl spun around, caught himself mid-fall, and used the momentum to start fleeing through the forest of poles, ignoring the pain in his belly. They hadn’t been expecting that, which won him a small lead. With SafeTalk and Schrödinger knew who else listening in, he’d already said everything he could to explain his intentions to Leo and Rachel. He couldn’t tell them that he planned to get their kid back in addition to clearing Natalie’s name. Running through the lobby, weaving through the poles, he screamed for someone to help him.

Up ahead, a bearded fellow Carl often encountered on his way to work was just sliding down his pole. “Help!” Carl screamed. “Please!”

The man looked at Carl wide-eyed, and then looked beyond him, at his pursuers. He scrambled back up his pole, unlocked the hatch, and slid back down. By the time Carl reached him, his hands were cupped, indicating that Carl should step on them and get boosted up.

He did. In his weakened state, he barely managed to haul himself into his rescuer’s porch. The man pulled himself up just as Leo reached the bottom of the pole. He slammed the hatch closed, and locked it.

“Thank you,” Carl said, in between gasps for breath.

“I’m regretting this already. I don’t know what came over me. I was just watching some videos of the New World, and one of them showed someone getting rescued by people in a boat…I guess it primed me to do something stupid.”

“I’m Carl, by the way.” He held out his hand.

The man shook it with reluctance. “I know that already. Hero of Dodge. Right? Gonna check up on how those kids are doing, hey?”

Carl shrugged. “What’s your name?”

“I’m David. And I’m late for a business meeting.” He opened the hatch. Leo, still below, leapt up the pole, latching on halfway up. He started shimmying toward them. David closed the hatch again. “Damn it. Who is that guy?”

“He’s my brother.”

David looked at him. “The one whose kid you’re supposed to be concerned about?”

“Yeah.”

“How long can we expect him to wait down there?”

“I don’t think he has much else to do.”

“Schrödinger’s cat.”

“Schrödinger’s brother.”

David looked at him, unsmiling. “The Gawp post didn’t mention you have a sense of humor.”

Carl took out his phone and texted Maria, asking her to find a blunt object and wait near the open hatch, ready to slam and lock it as soon as he entered.

David crossed his arms, clearly affronted that Carl was taking the time to send a text. “Why are you still here?” he said. “Do you not know what it means to have a contract with your employer? They could fire me for being late, no matter what my excuse is.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I can speak to your boss, if you like.” Carl took a deep breath. “If I were Leo, I wouldn’t wait directly under the pole, now that we’ve already opened the hatch once to check. I’d wait a few poles over to make us think the coast is clear, and then I’d run over to tackle me once I descended. If I’m right, it should buy me time to escape back to my pole.”

“Why are you explaining it to me? I need you out of my porch, right now. I’m seriously about to open the hatch and kick you down there myself.”

“All right, all right.” Carl opened the hatch and leapt. He’d been right. Leo was waiting a few poles away. Unfortunately, he also stood in Carl’s path to home, and now he ran straight toward him.

Carl dashed to the left. He was smaller than Leo, and now that he’d had a chance to regain his wind he could duck around poles much more ably than his brother. Rachel trailed behind, probably because she’d been waiting to intercept him if he tried for the building’s exit.

He managed to circle around Leo, with a big enough lead that he got up his access pole first.

The hatch was closed. “Shit.” He clambered up, managing to get it open, but not before Leo’s hand encircled his foot like a vise. The first yank nearly broke Carl’s grasp on the handle above his head. Then his brother jumped up, wrapping his arms around Carl’s leg and trying to bring him down with his body weight.

There was nothing for it but to slam his foot into Leo’s face, which caused him to loosen his grip and fall to the concrete, landing on his back. Carl hesitated, concerned he’d caused permanent injury, but he quickly came to his senses when Leo got up and made another lunge. He pulled himself up into the porch and slammed the hatch, locking it. 

Once he’d sat panting on the porch floor long enough to start thinking about getting up, he called out to Maria. No answer. He stood, making his way into the TV room, where “Carl is a cock” still adorned the main wall.

In the kitchen, he found a note waiting on the table. “I have to leave for a while,” it read. “I don’t know for how long. Please don’t worry. Do what you’ve set out to do. I believe in you, and I love you.”

Dumbfounded, he got up and went to the TV room to watch Maria’s lifelog in real time using one of the non-frozen walls. He frowned in confusion. The feed showed a view from their bedroom, with the light turned on. He got up and rushed there, hoping against hope to find her safe and sound.

Instead he found one of her outfits laid out on the bed. Inspecting it, he discovered several wires trailing from the blouse near the collar, and from the pants near the waistband. They connected to an adapter lying on the floor near the wall, which was plugged into an outlet.

Normally smart clothes powered lifelogs by harnessing energy from the wearer’s movements. When the wearer took the clothes off, the lifelog stopped, and it started again only when the subject donned another smart outfit. Clearly, Maria had found a way to keep the clothes powered, giving the impression that she was still lying in bed. The illusion wouldn’t survive more than a cursory glance, of course. Anyone who bothered to closely inspect Maria’s lifelog would uncover the ruse. This must have been what Natalie had done during her covert shifts at FutureBrite.

But why was Maria doing it? Where had she learned how?

And why would she leave now, just as Carl had started to think that he really did want to spend the rest of his life with her?

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

Carl would start at FutureBrite on Monday, but over the weekend he didn’t have much to do at all, especially with Maria gone. That made it a perfect time for him to uncover his hacker’s identity and set about repaying him for years of torment. Or her. He called Anders.

His new friend told him he’d come over just after lunch, which Carl considered preferable to just before lunch. While he waited, he kept himself occupied by calling his insurance company and telling them to stop selling people access to his lifelog. “I know I won’t have access to the rebate anymore,” he told the lady on the phone. “Yes, of course I want to reach the New World as soon as possible. But I also want to use the toilet without the knowledge that dozens of journalists have access to the experience in real time.”

Anders came with a geezer named Suckeggs in tow. In order to make it into the porch, Anders’s girth required that the harness be lowered. Once he strapped himself in, Carl braced himself with his feet straddling the hatch and heaved, managing to get Anders airborne for about two seconds before dropping him again. “Um,” he called down. “I don’t think I can lift you.”

“Yeah,” Anders said, seeming fairly calm about the matter. “I use an automated lift to get into my house.”

Suckeggs hoisted himself into the porch with an agility that belied his years, and between them they pulled Xavier Ofvalour’s propagandist into the porch. Carl and Suckeggs shared small smiles of accomplishment that evoked hands being dusted off.

Propelled by this small triumph and excited at the prospect of a greater victory against his long-time digital tormentor, Carl offered his guests refreshments.

“I’m fine, thanks,” Anders said. “And so is Suckeggs.”

Suckeggs maintained an expression of studied neutrality, though Carl could sense the man reflecting on the fact that he was perfectly capable of answering for himself. Not wanting to contradict Anders, whose help he sorely needed, Carl didn’t press the matter.

“This is the hacker’s latest contribution to the household,” Carl said, gesturing at the main TV room wall that continued to declare “Carl is a cock” in red scrawl.

“I can appreciate the alliteration, anyway,” Suckeggs said.

“Very funny.” Carl frowned. “How does one come by the name Suckeggs, anyway?”

The geezer shrugged. “Family phrase is ‘Don’t teach your grandma to suck eggs.’”

“Oh. Seems like good advice, I guess.” He scratched his nose to mask his confusion.

Suckeggs sighed.

“Do you have any enemies, Carl?” Anders aimed a couple half-hearted gestures at the wall, trying to get it to budge.

“Not as such,” Carl said, thinking as he said it that he was about to risk making the most formidable enemy around: the Hand of the Market. “I suppose you could say I have a lifelong rival in Gregory Stronger. And Morrowne is quite gruff…”

“A troll doesn’t need a motive,” Suckeggs said, leaning back against the arm of a couch. “They’re happy to do it for just the chance to watch your life fall apart.”

“Why go to all that trouble, though? If it’s just some random attack.”

“A lot of bitterness going around in Dodge, Mr. Intoeverylifeali. A lot of disappointed people. If the wrong kind of person gets bitter enough, they start using the tools at their disposal to take it out on someone they see is doing well…someone likely to escape Dodge soon. I’ve seen it before. They’ll choose one person and hound him or her for years. The reps don’t do a lot about this stuff, so there’s not much risk involved, and besides, it’s pretty easy.”

“Why is it so easy?” Carl said. “And so hard to keep them out?”

Suckeggs scratched his stomach. “Mr. Anders is better at explaining that than me. Why don’t you—”

“Good thinking, Suckeggs,” Anders said, lowering his hands. “You take over the wall. I’m useless. Have a seat on the couch, Carl, and we’ll chat while Suckeggs sees what he can do about this wall of yours.”

Suckeggs stood close to the wall and began trying various gestures and verbal commands that Carl had never seen before. Obscure geezer-techie commands, he supposed. Occasionally, Suckeggs cursed.

Carl sat, and so did Anders. “Since technological progress halted altogether halfway through the twenty-first century,” the man said, “our technology is riddled with bugs and flaws left over from that time. They were known about back then, but mostly they weren’t fixed, in part because tech companies were ordered not to fix them by intelligence agencies of the day, who used those flaws as backdoors to infiltrate any device they wished. Often they were included intentionally by the manufacturer, for copyright and competition reasons. They called those flaws ‘Digital Rights Management.’ Your hacker has no doubt exploited one of these leftover vulnerabilities. Against an unskilled target it’s extremely easy to do.”

“Especially for a geezer,” Suckeggs said. “I’d put money on your hacker being one, or having one for a friend.”

“What geezers do you know, Carl?” Anders said.

“Well, my father was practically one before he left.”

“Would he have any reason to target you?”

“Not anymore. I mean, he’s in the New World now. He wanted me to marry my girlfriend very badly, which I did, so…”

“Who else?”

“My boss. And my preacher.”

“Are they suspects?”

“Well, I assume my boss keeps an eye on me, but I don’t see what his reason would be for harassing me. It would risk impeding the work I do for him.”

“And your preacher? Does he or she have a reason to take a special interest in you?”

“Schrödinger’s cat, Anders! My preacher is a man of God. If God exists.”

“But would he have any reason to resent you?”

Carl hesitated. “No.”

Anders gave a grunt and turned to Suckeggs. “What have you found?”

Suckeggs sniffed. “The main wall here is locked down. There’s no accessing it without formatting the entire house. Or asking the hacker nicely, if we’re interested in exploring that avenue.”

“We’re not,” Anders said. “And we want to track him, so we don’t want to format yet, right?”

Suckeggs nodded.

“What do we do?” Carl said.

“I have this other wall over here running in safe mode. I used the netstat command to detect all active connections. You house is connected on multiple ports, and I can tell what most of them are right away. I see the power company connected to your thermostat, your insurance company keeping an eye on you, your employer…you know SafeTalk has access to your house?”

Carl nodded. “Part of our contract. In case we’re late, they want to be able to see what’s keeping us. Or whether we’re actually sick when we claim to be.”

 “I’m seeing Air Earth connected too.”

“What? Why Air Earth?”

Suckeggs glanced at Anders, who answered. “What kind of LifeRank subscription do you have from them? Basic human rights package?”

“Third-tier.”

Anders nodded. “That explains it. When you sign up for anything below second-tier you agree to let them check up on you and make sure you’re following the legal system you’ve bought into. It’s in their Terms of Service, Carl. You really should consider reading it sometime.”

“I don’t have time to read a million pages of legal bullshit.”

Suckeggs cleared his throat. “There was one connection I couldn’t identify. It’s accessing the port normally used for remote desktop access. Is there anyone you allow to have constant access? Like from a phone?”

“No,” Carl said.

“Didn’t think so. I poked around your house a bit more, and I found what’s called a RAT—remote administration tool. It probably got there from you or your wife opening the wrong attachment on an email, or visiting the wrong sites, like Mr. Anders likes to.”

Anders grinned. “When you poke around the bowels of the net you’re bound to encounter some shit. That’s why I’m friends with some excellent geezers. Right, Suckeggs?”

“I suppose. Anyway, Mr. Intoeverylifeali, my guess is that once your hacker got his RAT inside…I’m gonna call the hacker a him, for simplicity…once his RAT got inside, he used it to let himself in through the port that’s normally used for legitimate remote access. That way it wouldn’t look suspicious to anyone performing basic maintenance.”

“What would be the point of that?” Carl said. “The hacker hasn’t hid his presence in any other way. You do see the message stuck on my wall, right?”

“I’m just telling you what I would do if I were him. I think we should look into this connection that’s using your remote access port.”

“Let’s.”

“Already have. I traced it back to IPFly, a site that lets users dynamically map their IP address to a domain name. That’s what took me so long. IPFly is located in the part of the net Mr. Anders likes to frequent. They have a very low-level subscription to net neutrality.”

“Give me the condensed version. What does all that mean?”

Anders spoke up. “It means we can’t proceed until I get in touch with some friends. IPFly lets me access its records quite frequently. As a twenty-first century enthusiast, it’s sometimes important for me to be able to track a site back to its owner. Occasionally, the owner turns out to be some asshole who’s just making shit up.”

“They let you access their records, no questions asked? Why would a hacker use a site like that?”

“They charge for access to their records. Most hackers would probably be aware of that risk, but it’s a pretty small one. You gotta realize, Carl, most people don’t have the resources you have access to right now. You have a technologically proficient geezer here, as well as my contacts and funding. All for free.”

Carl stiffened. “I don’t want you paying to find the hacker for me. I’ll put up the money for that.”

Anders held up one of his fleshy hands. “It’s pricey, Carl. IPFly charges a lot to let people peek at the information their customers want private. Your hacker pissed me off. He endangered me. I’m gonna help you take him down. And besides, it won’t be me paying. Xavier Ofvalour agreed to.”

Carl really didn’t like that. “Why?”

“He’s already invested in you. Besides, he’s accustomed to funding my expeditions into the net’s dark corners. I need to research my crazy conspiracy theories, don’t I?”

The idea of accepting money from Xavier Ofvalour when Carl was poised to derail one of the man’s major financial initiatives didn’t sit right. And he feared it would draw unneeded attention. But he couldn’t very well object on those grounds, because that would draw even more attention. He’d just have to accept it, in spite of how nervous it made him feel.

“Thanks for your help, Anders,” Carl said as the man gripped the access pole. “Thanks, Suckeggs.”

“Don’t thank me,” Anders said, “till we’ve found the bastard.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Before he could begin his work at FutureBrite, Carl had to go to their main office to find out what unit they were assigning him to. An immaculately presented man greeted him at the door, his clothes without a wrinkle, his hair drawn to one side. The man’s eyes sparkled with warmth, and he had a broad smile. He was handsome, though quite thin. A hand extended. Carl shook it.

“You must be Carl. I’m Jim Ofvalour. No relation…my ancestors just decided they wanted to emulate the great family.”

“Pleasure,” Carl said. Having immediately recognized Jim as a company man through and through, his shoulders felt heavy. FutureBrite would likely place him in their least controversial unit, he realized, staffed with their most sycophantic employees. How had he ever expected this to work? At best he would help FutureBrite bolster its power, at worst he would end up on a prison barge, having accomplished nothing. He might have starting crying on the spot.

“I was a FutureBrite kid, you know,” Jim said. “I like to think of myself as a showcase for what this company is capable of. I became a youth care worker a year after leaving the company’s care, and I’ve quickly risen through the ranks. Now I have quite a prominent position here at the office, in the Funding Department. But I still take a keen interest in the kids.” Jim chuckled.

“Great.”

“If you need anything, anything at all, just call, okay? I’ve already messaged you on Unfurl with my personal number.”

“Okay.”

“Pleasure meeting you.” That toothy grin flashed again, and Jim led him through a door off the main corridor and past a receptionist. He opened another door to a hallway filled with offices. “The big man said to let you in right away,” Jim said. “He’s waiting in the third office to the right.”

“Thanks,” Carl said as he entered.

“Carl!” Xavier Ofvalour said, hands spread wide. “Carl Intoeverylifeali now, isn’t it? I think I’ll continue calling you Carl, if that’s okay.” Xavier chuckled.

Carl paused to collect himself. Having Xavier Ofvalour address him with such familiarity was not something he would have foreseen a year ago.

“Have a seat,” the Hand said, still smiling.

He did.

“As FutureBrite’s largest shareholder, I have the privilege of welcoming you and briefing you on the child with whom you’ll be placed.” Xavier leaned forward, his hands on the edge of the desk. “We will, of course, be putting you in the unit we feel presents FutureBrite’s best face to the public of Dodge. But I’m sure that comes as no surprise to you. I’m confident you conceived of this project with SafeTalk’s and FutureBrite’s best interests in mind, and it’s in accordance with those interests that we will be conducting ourselves. Agreed?”

“Yes.”

“It would be absurd, I suppose, to imply you suggested this blog of yours for any other reason. To instead serve the interests of, say, Leo Intoever, or Natalie Lemonade.”

“With respect, that would be quite absurd.”

“Of course. Of course. You understand, as I do, that their interests are in direct conflict with ours. It’s a complete coincidence that you proposed this project shortly after learning that Lemonade will soon find herself on a prison barge.”

 “Yes.”

“And you’re aware that if you do anything at all that harms my interests or the interests of this company, I will ruin you. You’ll wind up shackled on that prison barge alongside her, and you won’t reach the New World until you’re wrinkled and too weak to enjoy it.”

Carl nodded, careful not to betray his unease.

“Excellent. Now, then. On the desk in front of me I have a dossier on one Jenny Aprilsho. I’ve never met Ms. Aprilsho, but I’m told that if I read to you from a blue piece of paper at the very front of this dossier, you will have every detail you require as one of her caregivers. You don’t see paper very often, do you?” Xavier opened the manila folder, cleared his throat, and read. “This information is strictly confidential.” He looked up. “What an old-fashioned phrase!” He continued reading. “Jenny Aprilsho was taken from the Aprilsho family as a result of two separate incidents of violence perpetrated against her sister, Joy Aprilsho, as is documented in clips from her sister’s lifelog. A FutureBrite investigation revealed that Jenny’s parents were not properly equipped to manage Jenny’s violent impulses, and the company accepted her into care on May 1st, 2372, at age eight. Jenny is now twelve. She takes two medications daily to help curb her violent impulses. Jenny sees a psychiatrist once a week, who, while unable to arrive at a specific diagnosis for Jenny, is certain her maladaptive behavior must indicate a disorder to be identified later. Jenny attends a regular school; however, she’s closely monitored due to the threat she poses to the teachers, and she attends only for the morning session. As a precaution, Jenny’s caregivers-on-duty wait in the teachers’ lounge while she’s in class. Jenny is unaware of this. Jenny sees a tutor every day between three and four in the afternoon. During her free time, Jenny enjoys wearing her virtual reality headset and playing games approved for children her age. In the unit’s office, her caregivers can access a video feed showing what Jenny is doing in her game at any given time. It is a rule that Jenny must participate in sixty minutes of physical recreation every day. The highest risk of physical danger to her caregivers occurs during the implementation of this rule, and to manage that risk caregivers must always rely on the principles learned in their Corrective Crisis Intervention training. Jenny also enjoys engaging in imaginative play, and caregivers should be on high alert at these times as well, especially when her imaginative play involves archetypes traditionally associated with violence. Jenny has difficulty understanding the concept of personal space and must occasionally be reminded of its importance.”

 Xavier closed the folder and held one hand in the air, palm facing upward. “Sounds pretty straightforward, doesn’t it?”

Carl noticed he was gripping the arms of his chair, and he released his grasp. “Yes. Very.” He coughed. “Um, as Jenny’s caregiver, will I be receiving this, uh, Crisis Training Thingy?”

“Oh, that won’t be necessary. You’ll be there chiefly to observe the care being provided to Jenny. You aren’t replacing anyone, you see. Two other certified caregivers will be on hand at all times, and both will have completed the five-day Corrective Crisis Intervention course.”

“Good, then,” Carl said.

“If you exit the building the way you came, you’ll find a CabLab taxi waiting to bring you to your unit. FutureBrite has a contract with CabLab, so they meet all our transportation needs. Interesting, isn’t it, to consider that FutureBrite contributes substantially to CabLab’s maintenance of our city’s roads. In truth, this company is tightly woven into the very fabric of Dodgian society. Might make good fodder for your first blog post, eh?”

“Interesting,” Carl said, “to see how it all works.”

“By the way, I mentioned to John Anders that you’d be dropping by here this morning, and he said he wanted to tell you something. You’ll find him in the lobby on your way out.”

“Thanks,” Carl said. “Good seeing you.”

“Good seeing you, Carl. I know you’ll do well with this.”

“Thank you.”

“Carl,” Anders said when he emerged, standing up to shake his hand.

“Anders. Xavier said you had something to tell me?”

Anders scratched his ample stomach, staring into space for a moment. He looked back at Carl. “I do. You might want to sit down.”

“No time, really. There’s a cab waiting outside.”

“All right. This is a bit of a doozy, but it’s not like I didn’t warn you. I’ve been in touch with my friends at IPFly, and they gave me the name on the account used to remotely access your house.”

“Who is it?”

Anders picked up a smartpad from one of the chairs. He swiped at the touchscreen. “Look at the account name.”

Carl glanced at the document it displayed. “Robespierre. Should I know that name? I don’t know a Robespierre.”

“That’s the username. Look at the account owner’s name.”

Carl looked, scanning the document until he found the name associated with the account. His eyes widened, and he read it again, unable to properly process what the screen displayed.

He looked at Anders, whose mouth now turned down at the corners.

The name was Maria Ylifeali.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

In the cab on the way to his first FutureBrite shift, Carl’s thoughts were a swirling, confused mess. Why would Maria do this to him? What could she possibly be trying to accomplish? He wondered whether this explained why she’d vanished. Maybe, despite making a show of acting disinterested and not monitoring his lifelog, she’d really studied it carefully and had seen that he was on the verge of finding her out, with Anders’s help. But why spend years tormenting him like that? Was she working with someone, or for someone?

“Wait,” Carl had said, trying to make sense of the mental maelstrom Anders’s news had caused. “She was present once during a hacker attack. Both her and my father were there.”

“She could have had help.”

“But why? Why would she do this?”

“You’re better positioned to know that than me, Carl. Has the hacker ever made any demands or hinted at wanting something?”

“No. Not even once.”

“Then the purpose was to troll you, which is harassment with the aim of provoking an emotional response, preferably a severe one. The question you need to answer now is what would Maria stand to gain from doing that?”

Carl had no idea, but figuring it out would involve closely re-examining everything he thought he knew about her. Were her parents really dead? Did she really want to leave with him for the New World, or was there something else she stood to gain from their relationship? Did she know he was Schrödinger reborn? Who was she working with?

Gregory Stronger, perhaps? Could it be that Maria had known Gregory long before Carl had “introduced” them? Maybe they’d even been lovers since before Carl met her. Maybe Carl and Maria had never been truly monogamous at all.

He’d had a lump in his throat since Anders shared the news, and now he was near tears. The urge to cry tightened his esophagus and pressed against the backs of his eyes. He sniffed, and fought it back.

The taxi pulled over in front of a block of residences, and the driver passed him a smartpad. “Just sign on the line,” she said.

Carl did and got out without saying anything. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

For one confused moment, he looked around, registering his surroundings. This was his residence block. He checked the address he’d been given to confirm that Jenny Aprilsho did in fact live in the same complex as him. She did.

He found the correct access pole and climbed up, ringing the hatchbell and hanging by one arm from one of the handles while he waited. The hatch swung open. “Come on in,” a jovial voice said from above.

Carl swung his legs up, lodged his feet on the porch’s floor, and pulled himself into the unit. The moment he did, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He would check it in a minute.

A short, wiry man stood in the porch with his hand held out. His gel-spiked hair came as high as Carl’s chest, though for such a diminutive man his handshake had a vigorous pump to it. “Hi!” he said. “I’m Ernest. Pleased to meet you.”

“Carl.”

“Oh, I know who you are, Mr. Intoeverylifeali.”

“Carl will do.”

“Carl it is. Come on in. We won’t be here much longer. The cab for school is due in ten minutes.”

They left the porch and went into the TV room. Carl slipped his phone out of his pocket and glanced at the notification. It was his insurance app: his rate had gone up and would remain elevated for as long as he remained inside a FutureBrite unit. This could prove an expensive couple of weeks.

A woman sat on the couch. She had a plain face and hair so blond it was almost white. “Hi,” she said when his gaze fell on her.

“Hi. I’m Carl.”

“Allison. Did they tell you about the personal space issue?”

“Uh, yeah.”

Allison gave her head a shake. “You need to be careful. I don’t know why they assign males to a unit with a female who has personal space issues.”

Ernest raised his hand. “I was the one who first informed head office about the personal space issue.”

Allison nodded. “True.”

Carl cleared his throat. “Where is Jenny, then? Didn’t Ernest say the cab arrives in ten minutes?”

“Eight minutes, now,” Allison said, checking her phone.

“She’s still in bed,” Ernest said.

“Shouldn’t someone…?”

“Jenny!” Ernest called out, leaning back and craning his neck in the direction of the hallway. “Are you ready?” No response. Ernest shrugged. “You’re welcome to try if you like.”

Allison held up a finger. “I wouldn’t go into her room. Knock, and speak to her through the door.”

“Mm,” Ernest said.

Carl had hoped to lean against a wall and wait until all parties were prepared to exit. Now he shuffled his feet, unsure what to do. Ernest and Allison were looking at him with raised eyebrows. He hadn’t expected to be given such an active role.

He took a halting step in the direction of the hall, but he paused. “So, I’ll just…knock on her door, then?”

Ernest nodded with more enthusiasm than Carl was used to from his SafeTalk associates, or from anyone else in his life for that matter.

“All right.”

“Door at the end of the hall,” Ernest said.

Carl stood outside the door in question for a moment, collecting his thoughts. Then he knocked.

“What?”

“Jenny? This is Carl. It’s time to leave for school.”

“Who are you?”

“Carl.”

“Who. Are. You?”

“I’m from SafeTalk. I’m here to investigate the quality of care being provided to you by FutureBrite. My findings will be posted on a blog hosted by—”

“I don’t have to listen to you!”

“No,” Carl said, “well, not to me specifically, but you do have to go to school.”

“Why?”

“To learn things. Things you’ll need to know as an adult in the real world.”

“Name one thing.”

Carl stood for a moment, chewing his bottom lip. Then, suddenly, he had it. “Jenny, if you cooperate now, I’ll buy you a lollipop after school.”

There was a rummaging sound, followed by the sound of hangers scraping across the bar of a closet. Ten seconds later, the door opened, revealing a pudgy twelve-year-old girl wearing a t-shirt that was too small for her and pajama pants. She looked at him, eyebrows raised. “You’re in my way.”

“You can’t go to school in pajama pants,” Carl said. “Um, can you?”

Jenny stepped closer to him and screamed in his face. “Get out of my way!”

Carl stepped quickly to one side of the hall. Jenny marched to the TV room. “Let’s go, clowns,” she said.

He returned to find Ernest and Allison wearing surprised expressions. Ernest puffed out his lips in a manner that suggested he was impressed. “Wow. We’re so happy to see you’re cooperating, Jenny.” He looked at Carl. “Wow.”

“I’m in it for the lolly,” Jenny said, and moved to the porch.

“I’m not sure…” Carl said, “whether I was actually…supposed to…bribe her…with candy. Sorry.”

Allison’s eyes widened, as though Carl had done something outrageously heinous. Her reaction seemed disproportionate. Ernest leaned toward Carl and whispered, “We do generally try to limit her sugar intake.”

Jenny claimed the CabLab taxi’s front seat, while Carl was relegated to the middle back seat between Ernest and Allison. When they arrived at the school in the city’s center, the taxi parked next to one of two entrances. “Have a good day, Jenny,” Ernest said. Allison was staring at her phone and didn’t seem to notice her charge was leaving.

Jenny got out without saying anything and walked up the concrete path. Ernest waited until the door swung shut behind her. “All right,” he said. The CabLab driver instructed his cab to exit the parking lot, drive down the road a little, and re-enter the parking lot through another entrance. They pulled up alongside the school’s other entrance and got out. Inside, Allison motioned for Carl to stay put while Ernest went to an inner door, opened it slightly, and poked his head in. He quickly withdrew and ran back to them. “She’s coming down the hall toward us.”

“Did she see you?” Allison said.

“No. I’m sure she didn’t.”

“Good. We’ll wait here until classes start.”

The bell rang and the hallway slowly cleared of students. Ernest motioned for them to follow. “Walk quickly,” he said to Carl. “They keep the classroom doors open, and Jenny could be in any of them. We can’t let her see us.”

After a brisk trot down the hall, they entered the teachers’ lounge. Allison and Ernest exchanged self-satisfied grins. “We did it,” Ernest said.

The lounge consisted of tables scattered throughout the room, a kitchen area, and four couches arranged in a square, facing each other. They each took one of the latter. Other than a geezer eating lunch and reading something from a smartpad at the opposite end of the room, they were the only ones there.

“Hi Percy,” Ernest said, raising a hand toward the geezer, who continued chewing and didn’t reply.

Ernest and Allison both took out their phones and offered nothing else in the way of conversation. Carl frowned. He should have taken his smartpad, since this would have been the perfect time to write his first blog post.

The morning dragged on until the time finally came for them to pretend to arrive at the school to pick up Jenny. Allison called CabLab. The lounge windows faced the parking lot, and she sat by one of them and watched for the taxi. Once it arrived, they snuck through the school to the outside and got in the cab. Jenny’s class ended in two minutes.

“Where’s my lolly?” she asked as soon as she got in.

Ernest and Allison exchanged looks over Carl, who’d ended up seated between them again. Then they looked at him.

“We haven’t actually acquired the lolly yet,” Carl said.

“Why not? You’ve had hours.”

“We haven’t been to a store.”

“What have you been doing, then?”

“We’ll get the lolly,” Carl said. “Soon.”

“When?”

“Now. Now?” Carl looked at Ernest, who shifted in his seat, frowning.

“You’ll have to walk from the unit and get it,” Allison said. “Any CabLab trips we take must be preapproved by head office.”

“That’s fine. I’ll walk to the store and buy your lolly as soon as we get home, Jenny.”

“Maybe we could all go with you,” Ernest said. “And that can be Jenny’s physical recreation for the day. How does that sound, Jenny? Two birds with one stone. Exercise and a lolly.”

“Suits me,” Jenny said.

Despite her weight, Jenny refused the help of the harness to gain entry into the unit, instead insisting on scaling the pole herself. She failed twice, and after each attempt Ernest offered to climb up and lower the harness. Before her third try, Jenny lowered her eyebrows in angry determination, and Carl knew she would make it this time. She did.

To Carl’s surprise, it turned out she wasn’t as eager to receive her lolly as she’d seemed. Before leaving for the store, she wanted to play one of her virtual reality games. They kept the headset in the unit office, and Ernest fetched it for her. She went into the TV room, sat in one of the armchairs, and strapped the headset on. Her mouth hung open slightly as she accessed the game. Carl joined Ernest and Allison in the office, where they each took a seat, waiting for Jenny to tell them she was ready for their walk. Ernest switched on a wall, which displayed the feed from Jenny’s game. Two cartoon arms were brushing a green creature’s purple mane.

“We’re lucky she’s not one of the kids who gets nauseous playing virtual reality,” Ernest said. “Imagine how hard it would be to keep her occupied if she was.”

Carl cleared his throat. “Mind if I use the workstation to start work on the blog?”

“Sure. Just don’t block our view of the feed.”

Ernest seemed far more interested in his phone than Jenny’s game, but that was none of Carl’s concern. Staring at the composition software, he realized the writing would be harder than he’d assumed. He hadn’t written anything with this much creative freedom since his school days. Sure, he’d written plenty of emails to people irate about having their posts taken down by SafeTalk. In those cases, though, he’d been restating a very specific corporate line.

After a while Jenny switched from her game to watching a playlist of promotional videos from the New World. The third video showed a young girl walking through a green space, hand-in-hand with her parents. Jenny replayed that one twice before moving to the next.

“Does she watch those often?” Carl asked.

Ernest glanced up from his phone. “Most every day,” he said before returning to whatever he was doing.

Allison was staring into space with eyebrows drawn down and lips tightened. “Did you give Jenny her medication this morning?”

“Oh, shit,” Ernest said, without looking up this time. “I forgot. Did you?”

“Obviously not, or I wouldn’t be asking.” She pulled open a filing cabinet drawer and fished out a cardboard folder filled with blister packs.

“Is it okay to give her it now?” Ernest said.

“It’s better than not giving it to her at all. We’ll have to push her afternoon pill forward a bit, that’s all.”

She popped out the morning pill and brought it out to the TV room. As she did, Carl picked up the folder of blister packs and glanced over the instructions and side effects listed. It looked like pretty powerful stuff.

“Don’t raise your voice to me,” he heard Allison say from the TV room, though he hadn’t heard Jenny speak yet. “Take your pill, Jenny. You have to take it.”

“No, I don’t! You’re not my mom.”

The feed from the headset was paused. Carl left the office and found Jenny standing on the couch, hands curled into fists, glaring at Allison, who glanced at him. “Can you believe this? She refuses to take it.”

“I don’t have to do anything you say!”

“Do not raise your voice to me, Jenny,” Allison said again. “You’re supposed to be on your best behavior, remember, with your court date coming up.”

“Wait,” Carl said. “What? Court date?”

Jenny’s stare had become venomous. Her mouth worked wordlessly, and she began to shake.

Allison picked up the headset by its strap and jiggled it. “Why do you bother watching those videos, anyway? As if you’ll ever work hard enough to afford a ticket to the New World.”

At that, Jenny began to clamber over the back of the couch toward her caregiver. “I hate you!” she yelled, and Carl wondered automatically whether the people living in the next house over could hear.

“Hey,” he said, stepping between them, hands raised, his heart hammering against his chest. The anger in Jenny’s eyes was real, and if someone didn’t divert it soon she’d unleash it on Allison. “Why don’t we go for that lolly? Hey?”

Jenny’s face grew slack. “Okay,” she said, in a monotone. “Let’s go right now.”

Carl breathed a sigh of relief, surprised at his success.

As they walked to the store, with Jenny ranging a block or so ahead of her caregivers, Allison rounded on Carl. “I didn’t appreciate you interfering as  I de-escalated the incident with Jenny. And I don’t appreciate you bribing her with candy. That isn’t the way to raise a child. It does nothing to build her character.”

“That may be,” Carl said, meeting her burning eyes with a level gaze. “But somehow I doubt lording a court date over a twelve-year-old will do much to build her character either. It’ll definitely provoke her, though, and that’s what you did. De-escalate, my ass.”

Allison said nothing to that, probably because there was nothing for her to say. But she refused to meet Carl’s eyes, and her gait took on a stiffness that suggested she wouldn’t soon forget the rebuke.

“What is this about a court date, anyway?” he said. “What has she been charged with?”

Ernest cleared his throat, looking to Allison as if for guidance. She offered none, and he said, “Jenny assaulted Allison a couple months ago. Allison, uh, had no choice but to call the reps. Jenny had her barricaded inside the office, and she was using a rock she’d hidden in her room to punch holes in the door. That’s what it said in the reps’ report, too.”

“Does Jenny even have a LifeRank subscription?”

“FutureBrite buys every child a subscription when they turn twelve. It’s the minimum age kids can have one.”

Carl stopped himself from shaking his head. He was twenty when he first got his subscription. “When is her court date?”

“In a couple of days.”

“I guess I’ll be attending it, then.”

Jenny may well have assaulted Allison, though Carl was very interested in seeing lifelog footage of the incident. He wondered whether that might be arranged.

Jenny selected her lolly, and as promised, Carl paid, suppressing a cringe. Setting a bad example or no, his consumption record couldn’t handle him making a habit of this. He resolved not to bribe Jenny again. Allison maintained a chilly silence on the walk back to the residence complex. Dark clouds began to gather, but rain was the worst they would bring. Carl had checked the forecast that morning.

A FutureBrite shift lasted twelve hours, longer than most SafeTalk shifts, but eventually it did end. Around an hour before that, Allison typed up the daily report.

“Shouldn’t we write an incident report too?” Ernest said.

Allison shook her head and didn’t answer.

“But Jenny displayed maladaptive behavior, when we tried to administer her medication.”

“I’m doing her a favor. If we write an incident report it will enter into the court’s records and could hurt her.”

“May I read the daily report?” Carl asked.

Allison whipped around in the office chair, glaring at him. “Why would you need to do that? You don’t even work here.”

“I’m conducting a report on the quality of care you’re providing,” he said quietly. “The daily reports form part of that care.”

Her lips tighter than they’d been all day, Allison scrolled to the top of the report so he could read it. As he did, he could see why she hadn’t written an incident report, and it wasn’t to cover for Jenny. Her daily report said, “Today Jenny had a spontaneous outburst. Caregiver Allison de-escalated the situation before Jenny could exhibit behavior disturbing enough to warrant an Incident Report.”

Carl stood and faced Allison. “This is an utter mischaracterization. The outburst wasn’t spontaneous. You provoked her. You obviously just don’t want the record to reflect that.”

“Excuse me?” Her face turned red, and her eyes grew until Carl felt sure she was about to pop a blood vessel. “Jenny is an antisocial child. That’s why she’s here. She’s antisocial, and she exhibited antisocial behavior. End of story.”

“It’s not the end of the story. In fact, it’s a totally different story. You provoked her, Allison.”

It took Ernest speaking up to make Carl realize he was going too far. “They told us you wouldn’t be so…challenging, Mr. Intoeverylifeali.”

Carl looked at the man, and his ire seeped away, replaced by fear. If he continued to create a stir, he’d damage his effort to exonerate Natalie and save Riley; perhaps he already had.

Sitting down, he let out a rush of air. Looking first at Allison and then at Ernest, he said, “I’m sorry. I got carried away. I’m not a caregiver, and I shouldn’t presume to comment on your technique. I’m sure you provide Jenny with exemplary care.”

Ernest offered a conciliatory smile to complement Allison’s smirk. “It’s fine,” he said. And that was that. Going forward, Carl would just have to accept it when these people treated Jenny unfairly. In fact, he would have to spin it into praise for his blog posts; otherwise his plan would die a quick death.

They succeeded in convincing Jenny to take her evening medication, which reminded Ernest of something else they’d forgotten to do. “Shit,” he said, which sounded odd coming from him. “We forgot to take Jenny to tutoring. Damn it. We should really set reminders on our phones or something.” He looked at Carl. “Brianna’s working tonight. The manager. Would you mind, um, not mentioning this to her when she gets here?”

Concealing his disgust, Carl nodded. “Sure thing.”

When Brianna arrived for the overnight shift, she didn’t ask about tutoring. She introduced herself to Carl and asked how Jenny had been all day. “Fine,” Ernest said.

“Pretty good,” Allison said. “A small conflict, but nothing major. You can read about it in the daily report.” She shot Carl a self-righteous little smile.

Ignoring her, Carl decided to try to get some information that would help Natalie while there were three FutureBrite employees present. “Have you any of you ever worked with Jonathan Trangebe?”

He got only silence in reply, which presumably meant no.

“Have any of you even heard of a Jonathan Trangebe in this company’s care?”

“FutureBrite has thousands of children in its care,” Brianna said. “Besides, employees aren’t allowed to discuss clients they’ve worked with before.”

Carl suppressed a frown. He was beginning to realize how difficult it would be to prove that someone didn’t exist.

“It was nice meeting you, Carl,” Brianna said.

That seemed like his cue to leave, so he smiled and walked toward the door. “Bye.”

“See you, Carl,” Ernest called after him. Allison said nothing.

During the short walk home through the lobby, Carl burned with shame over having done so much to protect this depraved company’s reputation in recent months. Reading the criticisms online was one thing, as they could be discounted as the ravings of radical activists. But actually seeing a child mistreated was quite another, and it made him realize the activists were right. FutureBrite really was rotten to the core, and so was he, for ever defending them.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

During his next shift, Carl found himself working with Ernest again as well as Cynthia, a geezer who had opted to remain in Dodge specifically to work with FutureBrite children. She felt they needed her more than she needed to leave for the New World. She volunteered this information within a half hour of meeting Carl.

He admired her intentions, but she didn’t seem to get on very well with Jenny, who treated her with the same indifference with which she seemed to treat all her caregivers. Carl didn’t intend to leverage any more lollies in the effort to get Jenny to school on time, and Cynthia stood outside her door instead, trying to coax her out. Eventually, she succeeded, but by then the cab had been waiting for twenty minutes. The driver seemed used to it, though.

“I really admire what you and SafeTalk are doing,” Cynthia told Carl once they were all sitting on couches in the teachers’ lounge. Ernest was once more fully engrossed in his phone. “People have a lot of misconceptions about FutureBrite. We need someone on our side.”

Carl nearly snorted.

“I know we’re not perfect,” she said. “Who is? But we try. We do our best by these kids.”

“To be sure,” Carl said. “Have you ever worked with a child named Riley Uneasyli?”

Ernest looked up. “I have. I picked up a shift at his unit a couple of weeks ago.”

Carl fought an urge to ask him what had happened to the client confidentiality Brianna had spoken about so reverently the day before. But he didn’t want to jeopardize his chances of getting information on Riley’s situation.

“Why do you ask?” Ernest furrowed his brow.

Carl could think of nothing to say except the truth. “He’s my nephew.”

“Ah. Yes. I read about your brother’s son being a FutureBrite kid. You know, if you’re wondering how he’s doing, you could always visit him. As long as the client is willing, the company does allow family visits.”

Carl could have hit himself. That had not occurred to him. He didn’t need to extract information about Riley from his new coworkers. He could just go and talk to Riley directly. He wondered whether Leo had been to see him yet.

One of Jenny’s teachers approached them after they’d been at the school for a couple of hours and told them Jenny was in danger of failing math. “Ironically, it’s her reading and comprehension that’s holding her back,” she said. “If you sit down and explain the problem to her, she normally gets it right away. But, unfortunately, I don’t have time to sit down with every student. If you could make an effort to spend more time going over the problems with her, maybe—”

“Jenny hasn’t had as many opportunities as other children,” Cynthia said. “The poor dear just doesn’t have the skills, or the focus, to keep up with her classmates. We try to get her to do her work, but she gets so upset.”

“I’ll spend some time working through some problems with her this evening,” Carl said.

Cynthia had no reply. Ernest barked a laugh, and said, “That solves that, then.”

Jenny’s teacher smiled at Carl. “Thank you very much.” She asked for his email address and said she would send him a link to a page with the sort of problems Jenny was struggling with.

“She has a tutor, you know,” Ernest said after the teacher left the lounge.

Carl ignored him and took out his smartpad to write his first blog post. He’d decided what he would write about: the great expense FutureBrite went to in order to provide comprehensive, high-quality care for its charges. He planned to go into great detail about how they paid for research into Jenny’s home life as well as her education, tutor, medication, cab trips, video games, food, clothes, therapist, LifeRank subscription, and so on. His post would also address how they got their funds from charities like the Better Foundation, which in turn took money from wealthy donors and crowdfunding. Donating to charity improved one’s LifeRank considerably.

With this topic, Carl could meet all the requirements of his assignment while still giving ammunition to FutureBrite’s detractors. His glowing depiction of FutureBrite’s ‘generosity’ would fuel criticism that the company was a kid farm, and that it used any excuse to apply for more funding, even if it meant medicating children unnecessarily or fighting to keep children in the system by defaming their parents.

He wondered whether SafeTalk would allow comments on his posts. Somehow he doubted it. The controversy would have to unfold on social networks and personal blogs.

Jenny finished her school day, and they went back to the unit, where she soon donned her headset. Carl decided not to approach her about working on her homework just yet. She probably wanted a break first, so he resumed work on his blog post, and Ernest took out his phone. Cynthia talked constantly, interrupting them both in turns.

At quarter past three, Carl asked Ernest whether Jenny had tutoring today. He gave a start when Carl said it, and turned red. “Yes,” he said. “She has that every day. I was, uh, about to call a cab.”

“I’d completely forgotten,” Cynthia said.

Jenny was about as eager to go to her tutoring session as she’d been to go to school in the morning, and it took considerable time and effort to extricate her from the game world and persuade her to get ready.

“Do we all go with her to the tutor, as with school?” Carl said.

Cynthia shook her head. “Rudy, the tutor, is good with her, so only one of us needs to go.”

“Oh. Well, I can go, then.”

“I’m sure you must have a blog post to write,” Ernest said. “I’ll go.”

“I’m almost done, actually.”

“Come on, Ernest,” Cynthia said. “Rudy can handle anything Jenny cares to pull. Let Carl go with her, and you can stay here and chat with me.”

“Out of the question. Carl doesn’t have the proper training to be left alone with Jenny. Rudy may be capable of managing her, but there’s the cab ride back and forth to consider, too. What happens if there’s an incident? I don’t trust a lot of the cab drivers, and I definitely don’t trust Jenny to behave. I’ll go with her.”

“I’ll come too, then,” Carl said. “I think it’s important I experience every aspect of her care.”

“Fine,” Ernest said.

Jenny’s tutor lived in another residence complex, but they ended up running only ten minutes late, which, Carl now understood, counted as punctual for Jenny’s caregivers. During the CabLab ride Ernest looked just as uncomfortable with Carl’s presence on the trip as he had back at the unit. “Rudy’s a very different kind of person,” he blurted.

“How so?”

“Well, he takes on FutureBrite kids, for example. Doing that hurts his business, since it turns off wealthy parents who don’t want their children associating with FutureBrite kids. He’s an excellent tutor and he could be making a killing.” Ernest shook his head.

For his part, Carl was surprised Ernest spoke so frankly about Jenny’s socioeconomic reality right in front of her. She didn’t remark on it, but Carl wasn’t sure whether that was because she wasn’t listening or was simply used to it.

Rudy turned out to be a thin, balding man, older than Carl’s father—rapidly becoming a geezer, in other words. Carl liked him, though. He shook Carl’s hand firmly but briefly. He was soft-spoken but direct. And he did seem to work well with Jenny, who, though she engaged in the sort of boundary-testing Carl was coming to expect from her, seemed to hold a grudging respect for her tutor. For his part, Rudy was not above using bribes to get her to focus on her lessons. He apparently had a math-based game that Jenny enjoyed, in which she played as a dragon storming a castle, with each battle represented by an equation to work out. If she focused on her work, Jenny would be allowed to play the game for the last fifteen minutes of the session. Carl made a mental note to employ this technique himself: bribes that weren’t sweets-based.

Carl and Ernest sat out in Rudy’s kitchen, while the tutor worked with Jenny in a room with a computer, down a short hall from the kitchen. Jenny earned her game time today, and Rudy came out to join them as she played. “You’re Carl Intoeverylifeali, right? The SafeTalk representative?”

“I am.”

“Thought I recognized you from TV.”

“I should mention that today one of Jenny’s teachers asked me to spend more time with her, working on her homework—”

“She asked us all,” Ernest said.

Rudy and Carl both looked at him, blank-faced.

“Anyway,” Carl continued, “I was wondering, are we able to access that game she likes from home? Could be useful in motivating her.”

Rudy shook his head. “It’s proprietary software produced in partnership with the schools and used strictly as a teaching aid. I was extremely lucky to get access myself, and it was a long process. But hey, there are other ways to reward focus and to make lessons fun.”

Ernest called a cab ten minutes before the session ended, and the next student came in as they were leaving, a thin teenage boy with mousy brown hair and a scowl. Carl couldn’t know for sure whether he was one of FutureBrite’s charges as well, though he was accompanied by a woman who seemed far too young to be his mother.

Jenny and Ernest descended the pole to the lobby below, and Carl was about to follow when Rudy laid a hand on his shoulder. “I didn’t expect you to be so…engaged,” he said.

“I take my task here seriously.”

“I believe you. Listen, if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”

Carl took a deep breath and locked eyes with Jenny’s tutor. He spoke slowly. “Well, Rudy, I’m just looking for information on FutureBrite. You know? For my report. So anything you can think to tell me about FutureBrite…”

It was the most he could say, given the number of eyes no doubt trained on him at that moment, and the number of ears listening in. Rudy’s expression didn’t change. But Carl thought the tutor understood him on a level that was beneath language. What was more, he felt a kinship with Rudy.

“Of course,” Rudy said.

Carl descended the pole and spotted Jenny and Ernest already several poles away. He walked after them, though his feet felt like lead. Four hours remained in his shift, and the thought of what he’d decided to do once it ended made him cringe. He would visit his brother, despite how poorly their last encounter had gone. He would attempt to convince him to take Carl to visit his son. And most difficult of all, he would try to make it appear to his silent audience that it was all part of his research.

But his audience wasn’t completely silent. His phone rang, and when he took it out he saw the word “SAFETALK” in big white letters.

He answered. “Hello?”

“Intoever. Morrowne here.”

“Yes?”

“You’re not to accompany the kid to her tutor again.”

Carl paused. “Can I ask why?”

“No.” Morrowne hung up.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Growing up, Leo had never been the type of brother to take advantage of his size in order to exercise physical dominance over Carl. But judging by the look on his face when he opened the hatch to see Carl hanging from one of the handles, trying to appear as solemn as he could, he was thinking about making up for lost time.

“Can I come in?” Carl said.

“You can. I can’t guarantee it’s a good idea, though.”

Carl swung up, found his footing, and dusted himself off.

“What’s he doing here?” Rachel had come to see who was at the hatch.

What could Carl say? He couldn’t very well explain that he wasn’t actually complicit in FutureBrite’s activities. Morrowne had made that fact clear, if it hadn’t been already. He could only repeat what he’d said before, broach the subject of visiting Riley, and hope that this somewhat calmer circumstance would help his cause. If Morrowne asked why he was visiting his brother about this, he could claim to be researching the other side of the youth care industry—the parents’ side. Maybe he could even work it into a blog post in a way that would be palatable to his employers.

“I’m here to help, Rachel. Leo, I really am. I need you to trust me.”

“Why would we trust you?” Leo said, arms crossed.

“Because I came here. Despite the fact that you attacked me the last time we spoke, I’m here. I have everything to lose by coming to you and nothing to gain.”

“How do you plan to help us, then?” Rachel said.

“Can I come in?”

They studied him a while longer, and then Rachel stepped out of the way. Carl entered the TV room. Empty bottles filled the room, some lying on the floor. A lot of them had their antidotes still attached, meaning that Leo and Rachel hadn’t bothered to take them or had passed out before they could. The place stank.

He removed a plate from an armchair, placing it on the coffee table, on top of another plate. He sat. Leo and Rachel remained standing.

“Have you considered trying to get Riley back through sanctioned channels?” Carl asked.

“Out of the question,” Leo said. “They make you rearrange your entire life.”

Carl looked around the room. “If you want your son back,” he said, “your life will need some rearranging.”

“The house wasn’t like this before they took Riley, Carl. I can show you lifelog footage from when it was pristine. Anyway, it’s not just that. FutureBrite demands ongoing access to your lifelog before they’ll even let you see your child, to prove you’re fit to be a parent. And once they get access you can say goodbye to ever getting your kid back. There are people at FutureBrite whose entire job it is to go through parents’ lifelogs and collect dirt on them. There’s no one they can’t build a case against. No one. These kids make them money, so they cling to them till they’re adults and it’s no longer legal to keep them there against their will. There hasn’t been a family to get their child back in fifty years, just like you said.”

Carl took a deep breath. “You need to give them access, Leo.”

Rachel snorted. “How do we know this isn’t just research for the blog you’re writing for SafeTalk?”

“I may have to write about this on the blog. But I assure you—”

“Get out,” Leo said.	

“Leo.”

“Get out, Carl. I won’t let you use us to help the people who took Riley. If you don’t leave, I’ll throw you out.”

Carl stood up. “I don’t intend to use your names on the blog. But I need to write about every aspect of FutureBrite. You want to get your son back, but if you don’t trust me, you won’t. Listen, you’re going to be the first parents in fifty years to get a child back from FutureBrite. I give you my word I will make that happen. I won’t leave Dodge until it’s done.” He had to suppress a cringe, after saying that. If Morrowne had been listening, he could very well be kicked off the project within the hour.

Leo’s eyebrows were raised, and his mouth was open, as though he’d been about to say something but had forgotten what. He turned to Rachel. “I trust him.”

She crossed her arms. “I don’t.”

“He’s my brother, Rachel. I know when he’s telling the truth. He means it. He won’t leave Dodge till we have our Riley back. And Carl really wants to go to the New World.”

For a time, Rachel said nothing, studying Carl. Then she uncrossed her arms. “I’m starting to feel like I want to get out of Dodge lately, too.”

Carl could feel the tension in the room lessening. “Let FutureBrite access your lifelog. In the short-term, it will allow you to see him again. In the long-term, it’ll lead to getting him back home. Schedule the appointment to visit him after business hours, so that I can come too.” He walked toward the porch and then paused, glancing over his shoulder. “Before you do any of that, though, you should give this place a thorough cleaning.”

When he arrived back at his residence complex, he found a rep waiting on the sidewalk just outside the lobby entrance. It was Spenser. He’d let his red hair grow out somewhat, enough that Carl could see it would be curly if it got much longer.

“Good evening, Intoever,” he said. “Or, Intoeverylifeali now, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Carl said hesitantly. He didn’t remember Spenser being this polite. “To what do I owe the honor?”

“Is there anywhere we can speak in private?”

“You tell me.”

The rep chuckled. “Good point. Here should do, honestly. As long as no one approaches us. I’ll shut off both our lifelogs for the moment.”

“Okay,” Carl said, though he didn’t like this. A break in his lifelog would likely get Morrowne’s dander up. But he knew better than to argue with a rep.

“Listen, Carl. I can call you Carl, right?”

“Sure.”

“I’ve been watching what you’re doing with the FutureBrite report. And frankly, I’m impressed.”

Carl raised his eyebrows. He’d never heard of a rep complimenting anyone. Their attitude toward pretty much any resident was usually one of unwavering suspicion. “Thanks.”

“I’ve also been watching the way your superiors are treating you. Ordering you not to accompany your charge to the tutor. Not trusting you to do your job correctly. And I find that disgusting.”

 “Um,” Carl said.

“You’re doing the public a service. And still, you’re treated like this. It’s times like this when I wish something would just give. You know? Something needs to give here in Dodge, to change. Drastically. Do you agree?”

Carl knew better than to agree with anything so radical, even coming from the mouth of a customer service rep—especially coming from one. “So…the purpose of your visit would be…”

“Nothing. I just wanted to say that I appreciate the work you’re doing. Keep it up, okay?” Carl thought Spenser looked a little disappointed, but the man slapped him on the back and walked up the street to a waiting cruiser. He got in and peeled away, not looking back at Carl.

Carl watched him go, blinking. That had been quite odd.

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

A storm hit the evening after Jenny’s court hearing, one severe enough that residents were advised against leaving their homes. As a result, the night staff couldn’t make it, and Brianna and Ernest had to stay another twelve hours. Carl wasn’t needed, but he decided to stay too. CabLab taxis were amphibious and capable of entering the lobby through a special entrance to pick you up right at an access pole. But they charged extra for it, and the residence complex charged to open the entrance. So Carl would stay, documenting yet another hardship FutureBrite caregivers faced on a regular basis.

A sense of defeat followed him everywhere now, like a hateful shadow. It had been one week since his first shift with Jenny, and the only progress he’d made here was the sort that served SafeTalk and FutureBrite. His whole plan played right into Morrowne’s and Xavier Ofvalour’s hands, which was likely why they’d let him go ahead with it in the first place. FutureBrite really had needed some help recovering from the Natalie debacle, and now public polling showed the corporation’s reputation growing stronger than ever.

He hadn’t even succeeded in getting Jenny to focus on her schoolwork. And despite accompanying Leo and Rachel on several visits to Riley, he’d learned nothing useful. Worst of all, Natalie would be on a prison barge in less than three weeks, and he hadn’t made any headway in proving Jonathan Trangebe’s nonexistence.

What ends had he really expected to achieve, other than corporate ones?

The previous night, after he’d arrived home to plop himself onto the couch and scroll through Unfurl posts, he came across Maria’s lingerie ad again. It stirred up feelings of resentment and sadness, but it also made him realize how much he missed her, in spite of everything.

Jenny’s bedtime was half past nine every night. Carl, Brianna, and Ernest were sitting in the office an hour before that, silently digesting the news that their twelve-hour shift had just turned into a twenty-four-hour one, when Jenny appeared at the door and asked Carl to come and play Chess with her.

She loved Chess, and she liked playing with Carl best. He suspected the reason was that he, unlike the others, never let her win. She hadn’t beaten Carl once, though she tried two or three times every shift. He suspected Jenny sensed it when the others gave her the victory, and therefore the games didn’t feel real. A few of the caregivers had teased him about clobbering a twelve-year-old in a board game, and he chuckled when they did. But it wouldn’t feel right, not trying. His father had always tried when he’d played games with him as a child. He’d had no victories against him then, and not many more when he reached adolescence.

So when Jenny sat across from him with her features set in concentration, he gave it his all. And tonight, he lost.

Or at least, he was losing. Genuinely losing. She’d taken most of his pieces, and in a few moves she’d have him in check mate, if she pressed on.

Then she gave up. “I’m bored,” she said, and turned on the TV.

Carl blinked. “But we’re almost done.”

“I don’t want to play anymore.”

“You were about to win.”

She shrugged.

“I wasn’t letting you win. You were really about to beat me.”

“Sure.”

Did she not believe him? Had she become so used to pretend victories that, on the verge of an actual one, she assumed it was fake and lost interest?

“Come and get me if you want to finish the game before bed, then,” he said.

“Okay.”

He went back into the office, leaving the pieces where they were. Brianna looked up from her smartpad and smiled. “How’s her mood?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary.” Jenny’s time in court hadn’t seemed to have made much of an impact on her.

“Thank you for taking so much time to engage her. You’re really good with her.”

“No problem.”

“Do you have kids?”

He shook his head. “Children get in the way of plane tickets.”

The afternoon court session had seemed a bit farcical to Carl. Jenny was the youngest in a parade of youth, whose infractions varied. Carl wondered how many of them were FutureBrite kids.

Allison attended the hearing, since she was the one Jenny had assaulted, but she wasn’t called on to give testimony. When the Air Earth-appointed judge’s attention turned to Jenny, she stared at the floor and said nothing beyond responding in the affirmative to the judge’s questions, which concerned whether Jenny understood what she’d done, and what the consequences were. “Normally, Ms. Aprilsho, we would take a DNA sample from you and keep it on file,” the judge said, adjusting her glasses. “Since you are so young, however, and this is your first offense, we won’t this time. If I see you here again I will take the sample, no matter how old you are. As it stands, once a month you will have to meet with a probation officer who will ask your caregivers about the progress you’re making with your anger issues. We want to hear you’re making good progress. Okay?”

“Yes,” Jenny said.

After the hearing they had to wait in a small chamber outside the courtroom before they were cleared to go. Here, Brianna explained to Jenny how lucky she was that the judge wasn’t taking her DNA sample. “That would have gone on your record,” Brianna said, and Jenny’s face remained passive. “Plus, they do it with a needle.”

Jenny’s eyes widened. She hated needles.

As they exited the enormous Air Earth complex—which contained one hundred and thirty-seven courtrooms, Carl had learned—Jenny asked if they could go for ice cream. Brianna and Charlie looked at her in disbelief, but Allison burst into derisive laughter. “Why do you think you’re here exactly, Jenny? Do you think you’ve done something good? Do you think you’re here to be rewarded?”

 The day Jenny had assaulted Allison she’d been working with Ernest, who had gone out shopping for groceries. Lifelog footage had been submitted to the court as evidence, but only the judge had seen it. Other than that, only Allison and Jenny knew what had transpired that day. And probably some FutureBrite office staff, Carl supposed.

He didn’t doubt that Jenny had assaulted Allison. The police had found Jenny using a rock to punch holes in the locked office door, with Allison barred inside. The part Carl doubted was that the assault had been unprovoked—a spontaneous incident, as Allison claimed, and which the court seemed willing to endorse. He’d seen Allison lord the upcoming court date over Jenny multiple times, using it as leverage, and now that Jenny had been placed on probation Carl expected Allison to start using that.

Brianna and Ernest went to sleep around midnight, each taking a couch in the TV room, the storm a dull roar above their heads. Once they’d been asleep for an hour, Carl accessed the office workstation and found that Brianna hadn’t logged out of her account. As a result, he had full access to every report ever written on Jenny since she’d been taken from her family…both daily reports and incident reports.

He searched for incident reports written by Allison, and found she’d written twenty-six. Curious, in another tab he ran a search for each of Jenny’s other caregivers. None of them had written more than five.

He was able to quickly locate the report Allison had written on the day of the assault. Unsurprisingly, it gave the version of events that had been accepted in court. Jenny had attacked Allison without provocation. Jenny had said nothing to contradict this. But then, everyone around her constantly told her she behaved badly. With her caregivers, the FutureBrite office, and even the law presenting a united front against her, he doubted the thought of trying to defend herself even occurred to her.

His phone rang, causing him to leap out of the office chair with a guilty start, his knees banging against the underside of the desk. He muted the phone, straining to listen for a rustling in the TV room that would signify Brianna getting up to see what he was doing. But no such sound could be heard, and his phone was still ringing, so he answered it.

“Hello?” he whispered, and the voice that boomed into his ear made him wince, sending him scrambling to turn down the speaker volume.

“Carl! It’s Jim. How are you making out?”

“Jim…?”

“Jim Ofvalour! We met at the FutureBrite main office. Remember? Used to be a FutureBrite kid? No relation to Xavier Ofvalour? That guy?”

An image popped into his head of a neatly dressed young man, hair brushed to the side. The immaculate company drone.

“Oh, right. You.”

Jim laughed, apparently amused by Carl’s utter lack of enthusiasm. “How’s the caregiver life treating you?”

“Fine.”

“Glad to hear it, glad to hear it. Listen, I heard you met Jenny’s tutor, Rudy. He’s a close personal friend of mine.”

Now that gave Carl pause. “Really?” He found that very hard to swallow. Rudy had actually seemed to care about Jenny. He didn’t toe the company line as fervently as this guy clearly did. Carl couldn’t picture Rudy being friends with a sycophant like Jim. “I was told not to associate with Rudy anymore.”

“Is that right? That’s too bad. That’s really too bad. Rudy’s a bang-up guy. Lots of interesting things to say. You know, Rudy tutored me back when I was in FutureBrite’s care. I learned a lot from him.”

Thrills of excitement had begun to run up and down Carl’s spine, but he had no idea why. “Like what?” he said.

“Oh, lots of things. Like, for example, how important it is to keep a careful record of everything. Because if you keep careful records…if you document every little thing…those documents could become very important later on down the line. They could mean everything. Do you know what I’m saying, Carl?”

“I’m not sure I do,” Carl said, sensing a deeper meaning beneath Jim’s words but entirely unable to make it out. “Can you elaborate?”

“All I’m trying to get across is that it doesn’t serve anything to be disorganized. Because eventually everyone’s boat springs a leak. And when it does, you want to be prepared.”

“Prepared how?” Carl said. “Hello? Jim?”

But the man had hung up, without even a goodbye, which seemed uncharacteristic. 

Carl had remained standing throughout the call, and now he stood in the middle of the office, the chair having spun around until it faced away from both him and the desk. His mind raced, spinning Jim’s metaphor around and around, viewing it from every angle. A leaking boat? Keeping careful records? What?

Would you paper over the leak with the records? Of course not. Almost all records were digital, nowadays. Even if they weren’t, the water would seep right through paper.

Then it hit him. Why would a FutureBrite kid, who’d almost certainly spent his childhood being mistreated by a rotating cast of detached caregivers, ever go on to become a loyal company man? Sure, FutureBrite had to love it, since Jim’s existence served as vindication. It showed the public they were doing everything right, and they even used Jim on a lot of their promotional materials.

But Jim had suffered under the company’s yoke for most of his life, and now Carl realized that he wasn’t the corporate drone everyone assumed him to be. Quite the opposite. Jim Ofvalour was the FutureBrite leaker. And he had just told Carl to go see Rudy.

It looked like Carl would be paying for the residence complex to open the special entrance after all, as well as the extra charge for CabLab to pick him up right at the access pole. He would pay Rudy a visit immediately, hours before he saw his first student.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Technically, Carl wasn’t violating Morrowne’s orders by visiting Rudy at two o’clock in the morning. His boss had forbade him to accompany Jenny on her tutoring sessions, but he wasn’t doing that. He wasn’t even really working right now, as his overnight stay at the FutureBrite unit had been self-imposed overtime to avoid paying extra for CabLab to take him home. Voluntary overtime, which he’d now decided to end.

Whether Morrowne would respond positively to such technicalities was an entirely different matter. Carl would prefer he simply fail to notice the excursion, and given its unusual hour, perhaps he would.

Rudy lived in a residence complex across town, and Carl wasn’t eager to find out what the taxi fare would come to. The driver barely spoke to him during the ride, which was typical, and also a relief. To think he’d once found CabLab drivers’ total lack of interest off-putting.

When they arrived, sloshing through the floodwater that also filled Rudy’s residence complex, the fare turned out to be pretty cheap. Carl took that as a good sign. It meant CabLab’s algorithms had failed to detect how important this trip was to him, which gave him hope that his superiors wouldn’t either.

“You wanna pay extra for me to wait and make sure you get in?” the driver asked.

“No,” Carl said. “I’d better not.” Just because everything rode on this visit didn’t mean he needed to break the bank. “You can go on.”

He leapt up to grab one of the handles, and the CabLab taxi sped off, twin wings of water fanning out behind it. Carl rang the bell.

No answer.

He waited a polite interval, and rang it again.

Nothing.

He cleared his throat. This was awkward. The ocean filling the lobby lapped against the forest of access poles—he supposed it was more of a swamp, now—burbling, beckoning, offering to ruin his shoes.

He rang the bell again. And again. And again. His grip was slipping. He switched hands and jammed his right hand’s index finger against the bell rapid fire, filling the residence above with an insistent staccato chime that he could hear through the hatch. Finally it swung open, revealing a bleary-eyed Rudy peering down in confusion.

“Let me in for Schrödinger’s sake!” Carl screamed, losing his grasp on the handle on the last word and plummeting down into the drink. He flailed with four limbs, unsure which way was up, certain he would drown, until finally he realized he could stand, his head and shoulders clearing the water’s surface.

“Hi,” Carl said to the tutor.

“Hello. Come in.”

With Carl’s sodden clothes and water-filled, no-doubt-ruined shoes, that proved impossible unaided. Rudy had to lower the harness, which Carl clung to in the cold water, unable to coordinate himself enough to strap it on. The tutor pulled him up handily, and finally Carl flopped onto the porch floor, shivering.

“What are you doing here, Carl?”

“Uh,” Carl said, sputtering, uncertain how he should phrase it. He decided to stall for time. “Aren’t you going to offer me some hot cocoa or something?”

“How about some coffee?”

“Perfect.”

The water had left the circuitry woven into Carl’s clothes intact, and as he settled onto Rudy’s couch he instructed them to start heating him up. His shoes, however, were done for. He should have paid the CabLab driver to wait.

The tutor returned with the coffee, not offering him anything to sweeten it. Carl took that as a bad sign, despite that he took his coffee black anyway. Rudy couldn’t know that, and his threadbare hospitality did not bode well for Carl’s purpose here. Neither did the fact that Rudy had not made himself a coffee.

Deciding to get right to it, he said, “I was speaking with Jim Ofvalour about an hour ago. He said that he knows you. He was speaking fairly cryptically, but I got the feeling he was trying to tell me I should come here.”

Rudy stiffened with every word, and now he stood up, glaring down at Carl. “I don’t know a Jim Ofvalour.”

A frown sprung to Carl’s brow. The tutor’s behavior was hard to fathom, given how caring he’d seemed when they first met. Then again, it was the middle of the night. “I believe that Jim was trying to insinuate you have some important information for me. Something that could have a positive impact on Dodge.”

“I have to ask you to leave. I am a staunch upholder of the markets, and as I see it your coming here falls well outside your responsibilities where conducting a report on FutureBrite is concerned. I don’t work for the company, and the only information I can offer pertains to the children themselves, and is personal in nature, not to mention confidential.”

Carl couldn’t believe this. Rudy was acting like the sort of person he’d assumed Jim Ofvalour to be. It was as though they’d switched bodies. “I have to admit, Rudy…I thought you were different.” Opening up the CabLab app on his phone, he ordered a ride home.

In the porch, as Carl pulled on the soggy mess that used to be his shoes, the tutor appeared in the doorway with something in his expression that looked like regret. “Your boss contacted me,” he said. “The day you came here with Jenny. He ordered me not to speak with you again, and said that he spoke with the authority of the customer service representatives.”

Carl straightened, meeting Rudy’s gaze, suddenly afraid to speak at all.

“He said any conversation we did have would be closely monitored and analyzed. And that a single misstep would land me on a prison barge.” The tutor glanced over his shoulder, as though doing so would let him see his watchers. “I may be making such a misstep just by telling you this.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

The comments on all his blog posts were glowing. They lavished praise on SafeTalk, FutureBrite, Carl, or all three. He’d showcased only the positive aspects of the youth care company, especially with the editing his writing had undergone at SafeTalk. The caregivers all came off as valiant and selfless, while the children appeared unpredictable, violent.

Most people in Dodge were fully prepared to accept this narrative about FutureBrite’s charges. They already held a deep mistrust for the young, who were unrestrained by the incentives and laws that came with a LifeRank subscription. Their behavioral patterns proved the most difficult to model, and every commenter responded with relief to the news that FutureBrite had turned out to be such an impeccable corporate citizen.

Comments from the sort of person who would have pointed out that over seventy percent of FutureBrite’s clients ended up on prison barges did not appear on Carl’s blog posts. SafeTalk’s moderators would never let them through.

Maria hadn’t returned or communicated with Carl in any way. He hadn’t reported her to the reps for conducting her decades-long campaign of clandestine harassment, and it occurred to him that if he went to the reps now they’d ask why he’d waited this long.

The truth was that he retained a deep affection for Maria, which, absurdly, her absence had only increased. He worried about her, and her departure added to the bedrock of depression already created by his multiple FutureBrite failures.

On Carl’s last day, Jenny’s tutor Rudy came to the unit, a full week after Carl had gone to him. That was odd, and so was the fact that Rudy gave no indication that Carl had ever paid him an early-morning visit. Maybe that stemmed from his fear of the reps monitoring him. Better to pretend unorthodox things never happened.

Jenny was lying on the couch with her gaming headset on, but when she heard Rudy’s voice she took it off. “Hey,” she said to him.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said. He turned to Carl. “Can I speak with you in the lobby?”

“Sure.” Carl doubted it would please Morrowne, but he also didn’t care.

In the lobby, Carl refused to be the one to speak first, not knowing what was safe to say, and still stinging from Rudy’s corporate-mandated rebuke last week.

Rudy handed him an envelope. “This is a code for the educational video game you were asking about for Jenny. I was able to obtain an access code for her to use at home. I think the company that makes it hopes you’ll cover it on your blog.”

“This is my last day with Jenny.”

“Oh, really? That’s too bad. Maybe you can play it with her as a parting gift, then. Give the code to one of the staff afterward.”

“Fine.”

Rudy wavered, seeming torn between leaving and saying something further. Finally, he settled on the latter. “I think Jenny will really enjoy the game, Carl.”

“Yes. I’m sure. I’ll play it with her.”

“Good.”

Rudy left, and Carl climbed back into the unit, where Jenny had donned her headset again. He decided not to use the game Rudy had given him as an incentive for her to do homework. He’d already tried and failed at motivating her several times, and it seemed futile to try again on his last day. He would just let her play it. At least it was an educational game.

It took several attempts to get Jenny’s attention. When he tapped her on the shoulder, she finally took off the headset. “What?”

“Rudy gave us a copy of the video game you play with him. Would you like to try it out on the wall?”

“No, thanks.” She put on the headset again.

Carl frowned. She’d seemed to love the game at Rudy’s, but he supposed that might have something to do with the novelty of being able to play a video game during her tutoring session, any game. But here, she had access to games she enjoyed more. Ones with no math in them.

He activated the wall anyway. Maybe if he put the game on, the sounds would attract her and make her want to play it.

The envelope contained a printout that bore a site address and a long string of letters, numbers, and symbols. But when he visited the site and entered the code, it wouldn’t work. He tried twice more, in case he’d made a mistake. Nothing. Rudy had given him a faulty code. Carl sighed, crumpled up the printout, and threw it in the trash. He could call the tutor for the right one, but he doubted contacting him again was a good idea. The game’s makers certainly wouldn’t get a mention in his final blog post.

During his two weeks with Jenny, he hadn’t seen her display very much emotion. But at eight o’clock, when he told her he was leaving and likely wouldn’t see her again, she whipped off her gaming headset, jumped up, and ran around the couch to hug him. Ernest, who was standing nearby, raised his eyebrows.

“I love you,” Jenny said.

Carl opened his mouth and found that no words came out. Finally, he said, “I…I care about you a lot, Jenny.” It sounded weak.

“Can you kiss me?” she said. “On the cheek.”

“I…” He looked at Ernest, whose expression didn’t change. “I probably shouldn’t. I’m sorry.”

She released him. “Okay. Well, bye.”

“Goodbye. I’ll miss you.”

She returned to the couch and put on her headset again.

“See you, Carl,” Ernest said. “Thanks.”

“Yeah,” Carl said. “Thanks.”

The walk from Jenny’s pole to his own was less than a minute. Not for the first time, he thought about how strange it was that he’d lived so close to a FutureBrite unit all this time without knowing. Would Jenny remember him in ten years’ time? In five? Had he made any significant impact on her life at all, or would he disappear from her memory, just as she was now once more invisible to him?

Part of him wanted Jenny to become invisible to his thoughts again, too. He could hardly bear to think about the situation he’d left her in, which would drag on for years, until she was legally able to escape it. In the intervening time, FutureBrite would wring her for every last drop of profit. They’d no doubt have her diagnosed with some condition that required more medication. And, given how irresponsible her caregivers were in administering what medication she already took, it would probably cause her behavior to become more erratic, resulting in an incident at school. The smallest violation would get her expelled, which would mean a full-time tutor would be required, which would mean more funding FutureBrite could apply for, all while keeping Jenny totally isolated from other children her age, and on and on. As he walked through the lobby, Carl could see the years of Jenny’s life pile up like a teetering tower made from poorly-stacked stones, which could very well come crashing down the moment they released her into society, resulting in her deportation on a prison barge.

An unopened bottle of surry gin sat in the back of the cupboard over the sink, awaiting guests that rarely ever came. Neither he nor Maria had ever drank much, but now he cracked it open and tipped it into his mouth, gulping the vile stuff until it began to spill and he had to stop. Then he took a breath and drank some more.

He began to cry. He was an intelligent man, so why couldn’t he help Natalie? Or Riley, or Jenny? He would save them all if he could, but he was completely incapable. FutureBrite had won, and SafeTalk. Morrowne had won. Xavier. Gregory. But people like Natalie, who wanted to make a difference, and people like Riley and Jenny, who got trampled on—they had lost. They’d been losing for centuries, and would continue losing. There was nothing anyone could do about it, it seemed, least of all Carl.

Once half the gin had disappeared down his throat Carl decided to visit Natalie one last time. The walk to her residence passed in a drunken blur, during which he constantly felt like he was about to trip and fall on his face. But he wouldn’t slow down. He couldn’t.

“I failed, Natalie,” he said, having somehow made it up her access pole, into the porch, and onto her couch. He held his head in his hands. “I failed you.”

“What are you talking about? What have you failed at? You weren’t supposed to try anything stupid, remember? You said you wouldn’t.”

“I’ve been trying to find a way to keep you off a prison barge. That’s why I suggested the report on FutureBrite…you must have heard about it on TV?”

She nodded, and through his drunken haze he saw tears in her eyes.

“I wanted to expose them for what they are. To vindicate you and get you exonerated. But I failed.”

“Oh, Carl. You shouldn’t have done that, and you definitely shouldn’t have talked about it openly like you just did. Just saying it is dangerous, even when you haven’t actually done anything wrong. Even admitting to the intention of unorthodoxy can hurt you. You know that, right?”

“I don’t care. Not anymore. I care about actually doing something with my life for once, not about protecting corporate profits—I’m great at that—but I want to solve a problem instead of working every day to create more of them.”

Natalie gave a miserable sigh and now the tears spilled down her cheeks. “Would you like to know why you failed, Carl?”

He looked up. “Yes. More than anything, I would. Please tell me.”

“Because you don’t have the will to sacrifice yourself completely. You’re still trying to find a way to succeed without ending up on a prison barge yourself. But the only way I was ever able to put up any fight, and to put a dent in FutureBrite, was to acknowledge that eventually they would get me. That’s why I’m bound for a prison barge, Carl, just as you would be if you’d been willing to do the same as I did.”

“But…but isn’t that what they want? For us to sacrifice ourselves so that they can put us away for good?”

She gave a sad smile. “Yes. They want that, too. There’s nothing that doesn’t serve them in some way. But self-sacrifice serves them the least. And it has the power to hurt them, too.”

Despite the surry coursing through his veins, all at once Carl realized that Natalie was right. If he’d been willing to sacrifice himself when he’d embarked on this mission to help his friends, he could have simply used his position at SafeTalk to disable their censors long enough for the FutureBrite leaker—Jim Ofvalour, if he was right—to disseminate the sensitive documents. But that hadn’t occurred to him as one of his options, because it involved total self-sacrifice. Instead, he’d wanted to find the documents himself, and he’d wanted to leak them himself, so that he could come off as a righteous crusader righting a wrong, rather than just a guy who sabotaged his employer to help his friend avoid the prison barges.

A true messiah would have sacrificed himself, but now it was too late. If only Carl could have been more like Natalie, or like Rudy, the tutor who sacrificed his own success to help improve the education of the FutureBrite kids he taught and to give them a fighting chance when FutureBrite finally released them from its clutches.

That made him think of the strange encounter with Rudy earlier that day and of the game code that didn’t work. How unlike Rudy, who seemed so organized, to give him a faulty code and not to follow up afterward to make sure it worked.

Carl sat up ramrod-straight, buzzing with the thought that had just tumbled into his surry-soaked cranium. “I need an antidote for surry gin,” he said to Natalie. “Do you have one?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure,” she said, getting up to go to the kitchen.

The game code Rudy had given him hadn’t been a game code at all. Carl was willing to bet it was a password instead, a password meant to give him access to the information Jim Ofvalour had alluded to Rudy having in his possession. In all likelihood, the password would be for a website accessible only via the Indie Net. But Carl didn’t have a subscription to the Indie Net…

“Thanks,” he said, taking the antidote from Natalie’s hand and popping it into his mouth. “I have to go.” But first, without thinking, he swept her into an embrace, holding her for longer than friends hold each other. When he pulled away, she wore a baffled expression, and he felt a little embarrassed, but there wasn’t time for any more words. He rushed to the porch, stuffed his feet into the old boots he’d been wearing since his shoes were ruined underneath Rudy’s residence, and slid down the access pole. As he dashed through the lobby, he dialed John Anders.
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Anders met him in the porch, and a cloud of dust followed him, billowing against Carl, causing him to wrinkle his nose to waylay a sneeze. “Schrödinger’s cat,” Carl said, coughing. “Surely you can afford a cleaner?”

“Nobody enters my house who I don’t trust completely. Do I trust you, Carl?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t you?”

Beyond the hefty propagandist, Carl spied dusty, arcane-looking tech equipment stacked from floor to ceiling, covered in blinking lights and emitting booping sounds. The man repositioned himself to more effectively block Carl’s view and stood with arms crossed over his ample gut. “Sorry, Carl,” he said. “But you don’t get access to anything until you tell me why you need to use my Indie Net subscription.”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t. I require total privacy.”

“You won’t get that here. I know everything that goes on inside these machines,” Anders said, sweeping an arm through the air to indicate them. “Inside, outside, in the general vicinity of. Everything. And you certainly won’t find privacy anywhere else. But if you tell me what you need, and I agree to help you, then you’ll get closer to truly hiding your activity than anyone ever gets. Except for me, and Xavier Ofvalour, of course.”

Carl stood near the exit, torn by indecision. Clearly the only way forward lay in telling Anders everything, but how far could he trust the man? Was he a loyal servant to Xavier and the establishment, or was the hint of subversiveness Carl had detected in the small tourist town genuine?

He remembered what Natalie had said, about how only self-sacrifice could provide even a chance of progress. Carl didn’t know anyone else with an active Indie Net subscription that he could begin to trust with this. And he certainly couldn’t find the level of discretion Anders could bestow anywhere else.

“It’s sensitive information, Anders.”

“So turn off your lifelog. You can do that, right?”

He could, and he did, though he worried it would look like a red flag to his employers. They’d want a report, certainly, but would that alone satisfy them? “What will I tell my superiors at SafeTalk?”

The large man shrugged. “That you needed my input on a sensitive project? You’re a smart guy, you’ll come up with something. And whatever you do come up with, I’ll back you up. I have the ability to switch off my lifelog too, as a perk from working in Xavier Ofvalour’s employ, and I’ve already done so. Now, tell me what you need.”

Carl took a deep breath. “I believe someone gave me access today to a trove of sensitive FutureBrite documents. Like, two hundred thousand of them, filled with damning secrets that could very well bring the company down. I’m going to use them to keep Natalie Lemonade off a prison barge and to get my brother’s kid out of their clutches.”

As he spoke he studied Anders’s face, which betrayed no hint of emotion. When he finished the great propagandist stepped forward, and for a moment Carl feared he would try to subdue him until the reps arrived with their paralyzers.

Then Anders’s face broke into a broad grin. He laid a hand on each of Carl’s shoulders, giving him a friendly shake. “You finally got your chance to be a good person. Didn’t you?”

Carl grinned too, and it stretched his cheeks so wide he was sure he looked stupid. He didn’t care. “I guess I did.”

“Excellent. Now down to business. How many people have you spoken to openly about your intentions while your lifelog was on?”

“Uh…a couple.”

“That was dumb. But things are moving swiftly now, too swiftly for either of us to change the course.”

“Things?”

“Come inside. There’s someone waiting for you.”

Brow furrowed, Carl rounded the corner into the TV room. When he saw who sat in the middle of the room, managing to appear graceful with her legs crossed atop a black cabinet coated in dust, his breath caught in his throat. Into a basin somewhere deep within his skull, emotions poured out of several different reservoirs, coming together to form a churning mess. Carl hung suspended in time and space, afraid the beating of his heart would cause him to split down the middle.

It was Maria.
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“Hello, Carl,” his wife said.

“You.”

She rose, leaning back against the cabinet, and his gaze drifted down to her tight black pants before snapping back to her face. The situation called for an eloquence fit to sum up his frustration and bemusement, but since that eluded him he remained silent. He couldn’t help noting that her hair, which had touched her shoulders when last he’d seen her, was now cropped short. He couldn’t help wanting to run his hand through its silky blackness. Maria looked fierce and beautiful, and something about her poise sapped some of his anger.

“I really want to kiss you,” she said, “but I won’t ask for that until I’ve explained myself.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Anders cleared his throat. “I’ll give you two some privacy. Ring for me when I’m needed.”

Maria’s slender lips curved upward. “As always.”

The propagandist left, and Carl frowned. “How do we ring for him?”

“We don’t. It’s just his way of being funny.”

“Huh. You’ve been here for a while?”

“Off and on. I haven’t stayed anywhere for very long, since…”

“Since you left.”

“Mm.”

“I left your smart clothes plugged in. Why, I don’t know.”

“Thanks. Though I suspect it stopped being effective pretty early on.”

After clearing a space atop a rickety coffee table, Carl lowered himself onto it, relieved when it only gave a low groan. He settled his elbows on his knees and stared at the floor near Maria’s feet. Without looking up, he said, “You left just as we were starting to be happy.”

She sighed, and they sat in silence for a time, with Carl wishing there was a window, to give him something to look at other than the teetering piles of computer equipment, or his wife, for whom he was filled with love and resentment.

When he did look at her, Maria’s eyes shimmered with tears. “I have a confession to make. When we first met, I didn’t agree to date you out of love, or even because I cared about matching up our family phrases. I’m a member of an underground resistance movement, and together we decided you would be an invaluable asset to us.”

Carl shook his head, which was crowded with innumerable questions. He chose one of them at random. “What are you resisting? Dodge is an anarchy, without a government of any kind. There’s nothing to resist.”

“You’re wrong, Carl, and you know it better than most. I know you’ve been resisting FutureBrite for a while. Our lack of government just means the people who are actually running things can’t be held accountable. They’ve refined the system over centuries so that it benefits only them, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. Except we’re trying, and we think we might finally have a chance of success.”

“Who are you resisting, though? Who, exactly? Who are you trying to fight?”

Her tears gone now, Maria pushed off the cabinet so that she stood over him, her expression graver than ever.  “Xavier Ofvalour, right now. He’s very smooth, and he’s made himself out to be a philanthropist, which is why everyone loves him. Not to mention he tops the almighty leaderboard, which everyone places such importance on, even though people like him invented it. Within five years, Xavier wants to double the amount of people sentenced to prison barges. That’s the real reason why he became the majority shareholder at FutureBrite…so he could steer their policy toward demonizing the youth even more. And he also wants to increase Air Earth ticket sales to the New World. He’s invested in Air Earth, too, you know. We think he might be behind the recent string of hotel fires.”

“It’s hard to imagine Xavier Ofvalour running around Dodge setting fire to things.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Obviously he would pay someone to do that. It’s about removing the avenues Dodgians have for relieving stress, which pushes them toward that ticket purchase even faster. Xavier’s thirst for money and power is unrivaled throughout Dodge’s history. And it’s going to bring Dodge down.”

“What are you talking about?”

Sitting on the dusty cabinet again, Maria’s face went slack, and her gaze turned inward, as though she might forget about Carl’s presence entirely. “It’s something my father told me before he died. He worked on one of the prison barges all his life, and he was gone for most of my childhood. My mother died during one of his voyages, but I was sixteen, able to take care of myself, so it didn’t impact my father’s work. But then, during one of his weeks off, I noticed he was acting differently. He started sleeping a lot, so much I wondered whether he was ill. It gave me an awful feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I remember begging him not to go back out on the boat again, afraid something awful would happen. He did go back, but not before he told me something that would shape my life from that day on. He told me that the voyages undertaken by the prison barges are getting longer, while the materials they harvest are growing scanter. Those ancient landfills make up our last major energy source, and they’re nearly depleted. Dodge is headed for collapse. What happened to global civilization is going to happen to us.”

Carl’s confusion loomed larger than ever. “But it doesn’t make sense. If that were true, why wouldn’t Xavier focus on developing an alternate energy source, instead of focusing on increasing prison barge incarceration and Air Earthplane tickets?”

“Because, Carl. For Xavier, all that matters is profit. Money is like a religion to people like him, and that means every other consideration pales in comparison. It’s just like it was in the twenty-first century, right before the collapse came. Back then the oil companies fought to block alternative energy technologies, and now it’s men like Xavier, who profit from the prison barges.”

“What happened to your father?”

Her lips trembled. “He vanished during his next voyage out. His barge didn’t sink, or anything…he just vanished.”

Carl crossed the cluttered room to hold her, and she held him back, clutching him close, her embrace needful and desperate. When he felt her face turn upward against his chest, Carl lowered his lips to hers. They kissed for what felt like seconds but must have been a long time, since Anders came back in and cleared his throat.

“I hate to interrupt,” Anders said, “but our window of opportunity is closing. We need to access those documents, Carl, and we need to do it now.”
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Carl had plenty more questions for Maria and for Anders, but no time remained to ask them. Not if they were going to help Natalie and Riley and all of the others Xavier and FutureBrite had sought to exploit. Anders walked to a nearby wall, cleared some junk away from it, and raised his hands to turn it on. “You said you believe someone gave you access to the FutureBrite documents, which means you don’t know for sure, right?”

“Right.”

“Well, do you have any idea how we might find out?”

“I assumed you’d know. Rudy is part of your resistance, isn’t he?” Carl had gathered that much.

“Well, yes…”

“So didn’t he send you instructions on how to access the leaked docs?”

Maria’s expression had returned to one of incredulous exasperation. “It’s not that easy. Rudy can’t just hop on Unfurl and message us with a link to a how-to guide. You of all people should know that we’re up against the most sophisticated surveillance apparatus the world has ever seen. If we don’t take extreme measures to hide our communication and cover our tracks, we’ll all end up on a prison barge. Wouldn’t that be cozy?”

Anders interjected, evidently trying to defuse an argument before it started. “What do you have from Rudy, Carl?”

“Um, well, he gave me a password, which he said was a code for an educational game. But when I tried using it to unlock the game, it wouldn’t work.”

Anders’s eyebrows rendezvoused in the middle of his face. “So you have a password, but you have no idea what it grants access to.”

“That’s correct.”

“Well, I’m stumped.”

They all sat in silence for a time, in various postures of contemplation, until Carl suggested they watch the lifelog footage of his conversation with Rudy earlier that day. So they did, viewing it once and finding nothing, then replaying it to watch for hand gestures that might signify a deeper meaning—maybe an indication of which of his spoken words to pay attention to. When that yielded no results, they studied his speech for any bizarre inflections. Nothing.

“He’s making sure I open the envelope,” Carl said as Rudy hesitated before leaving for the umpteenth time, emphasizing that he knew Jenny would really enjoy the game.

“Obviously,” Maria said. “But that doesn’t bring us any closer to the documents.”

After five more viewings, conversation between Carl and Maria began to get truly heated, and Anders called for a break. The propagandist went into the washroom, and they took the liberty of going into the kitchen and making some instant coffee, which they sipped at gingerly, trying to ignore the battery-acid taste.

“What is this truly about for you Carl?” Maria asked. “Is it about helping FutureBrite kids like your nephew, or is it about keeping Natalie Lemonade off a prison barge?”

Her words dripped with reproach, which Carl found almost comical given her liaison with Gregory. But he decided now wasn’t the time to bring that up. Or to be snide.

“The kid FutureBrite put me with was named Jenny Aprilsho, and I got attached to her. She’s not especially dangerous, no matter how her workers make her out to be. Sure, she’s not the most well behaved child, but she’s only reacting the way anyone that age would react if they were placed in her situation. She’s actually pretty smart, in her own way, and in another world she might have had a decent future ahead of her. To think FutureBrite’s going to ship her off for a profit, to literally be a slave on a prison barge, an innocent kid like her…manipulating her like that, a giant corporation exploiting an innocent little kid…”

Maria nodded, and didn’t ask about his motives again. She looked as though what he’d said had affected her, which didn’t surprise him because it had affected him too. The truth of it hadn’t been clear to him till he’d spoken it out loud, and now that he had he realized how invested in all this he was. They might as well sign him up to be a full-fledged member of their resistance.

Everything he’d said was true, achingly true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. Because for every bit of motivation provided by his resentment of FutureBrite, his love for Natalie provided an equal amount. He already knew what it would do to him to let Natalie be taken onto a prison barge while he remained here in Dodge. He could sense the shape of it, the crushing weight, and fighting it with every synapse and nerve in his body was as much an act of self-preservation as it was an act of love.

The reason he didn’t tell Maria that was because he was afraid she would refuse to continue helping him. And because he loved her, too, Schrödinger help him.

At last Anders emerged from the washroom, beaming with pride. “I’ve got it!” he said. “We’re looking for a web address!”

“Obviously,” Carl said. “What were you doing in the washroom?”

“Having a bowel movement. We’ve been looking for some sort of secret code, when what we want is in plain sight. Come on, I’ll show you!” The propagandist trundled into the TV room.

“You were in the washroom for a half hour,” Maria said.

“It was a long bowel movement, okay?” They could hear him playing Carl’s lifelog footage again and chuckling to himself. “Hurry, hurry. You’ll miss it.”

When they joined him, he’d paused the feed on a freeze frame of Rudy’s face.

“Look at that,” Anders said in a tone of wonderment.

“What are we looking at?” Maria asked.

“Check out the spot on his neck, just below the ear.”

“Looks like a blemish to me.”

“I don’t think so. Will I zoom in?”

“This is your house,” Carl pointed out. “You can do what you want.”

Anders did zoom in, and as the area beneath Rudy’s ear enlarged, Carl saw that Anders was right. The spot was resolving into a tattoo of text that looked very much like a URL. Finally, it grew big enough for them to read: “libertyequalityfraternity.info.”

“Schrödinger,” Maria said. “I can’t believe it was that simple.”

Anders hastily cleared some junk away from another wall, opening up a space large enough to accommodate a web browser, which he used to visit the website. It featured nothing but a blank text field.

“This is it,” the great propagandist said, and now his voice was hushed, which somehow made him seem even more excited than before. “This is the moment.” The man gestured to the browser, and there was nothing understated about his movements. “Enter the code.”

“Go on, Carl,” Maria said. “Enter it.”

Unfortunately, he’d thrown out the paper bearing the code Rudy had given him, so they had to fast-forward Carl’s lifelog to when he’d opened the envelope. Glancing back and forth between the two screens, careful not to make a mistake, Carl entered the long string of characters.

“Might take a while to load,” Anders said. “In fact, if it’s all two hundred thousand documents it could take days. They won’t have paid for a subscription to net neutrality. To do so would have alerted the authorities to the site’s existence, and they would have busted it open long ago.”

“We don’t have days,” Maria said.

But as soon as she finished talking the page did load, displaying a short paragraph of gibberish.

“What’s this?” Anders said. “What’s this?”

“Here.” Maria  motioned for him to get out of the way and give her access. “Let me try decoding it with my encryption key.”

That did it. Maria’s key—Maria’s key specifically—caused the cleartext to emerge, and Carl took a moment to marvel at the level of secrecy, coordination, anticipation, and even gambling it had taken for this moment to come together. That the originator of the message had correctly predicted that Maria would be here to decrypt it impressed him immensely, and left him feeling a little more reassured about who he was working with than he’d been before.

Then he read the text. It didn’t provide a download link for the FutureBrite documents, nor did it discuss where they might be obtained. It didn’t even reference the documents. It merely said, “Tell the censor to meet me at the Air Earthport eight o’clock on Monday evening. I’ll be holding a Rubik’s cube.”

“That’s in less than an hour,” Anders said. “You’d better get a move on, Carl.”

“Me? It said for the censor to meet him. Who’s that?”

“I think it’s you,” Maria said. “You do work at SafeTalk.”

Carl’s mouth quirked. He’d never thought of himself as a censor before, though they were right, that was what he was. The word made him feel both soiled and powerful.

“What the hell is a Rubik’s cube?” he said.
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People filled the Air Earthport terminal, milling about in a state of ecstasy and apprehension, waiting to be herded through security into the area where they’d wait to leave Dodge forever. Carl could tell the passengers-to-be from their friends and family members easily enough. The former behaved like guests at a boisterous party, the latter like mourners at a funeral. Who knew whether those staying would ever manage to cobble together the substantial savings necessary to reunite with their relations in the New World? This could be their final goodbye, so how could they pretend happiness with the very real possibility of becoming a geezer here in Dodge looming over their heads, or worse, of making a serious misstep and ending up on a prison barge?

As for the passengers, they were immune to their loved ones’ melancholy. The prospect of having seen their last of Dodge—the last of this rapacious world where the playing field was tilted so that everything slid toward a salivating corporate maw—lit up their faces. The prospect of escape.

For his part, Carl never expected to get the opportunity. He suspected that choosing self-sacrifice over self-interest, choosing to help his friends over shamefaced fleeing, had killed his chances of ever setting foot on an Air Earthplane.

A glimpse of vibrant color caught his eye through the sea of swinging, shifting arms, and he strode toward it, ducking around the waiting Dodgians, determined not to let the rainbow cube escape him. When he drew close enough to identify its carrier he saw that it was Jim Ofvalour and gave an exasperated sigh.

“Why couldn’t you just tell me to meet you here?” he hissed. “Why this business with the rubbish cube?”

None of the joviality Jim had displayed at the FutureBrite office or over the phone was evident today. The man shot him a blistering glare, by which Carl was made to understand he should stop talking. Then Jim walked off into the crowd, and Carl could do nothing but follow, dodging around a rotund woman, before barely managing to avoid trampling a toddler. Jim navigated the crowd with a lithe grace, while Carl felt like a mallard caught in a washing machine.

They became separated for a few panicked moments, and Carl caught up just in time to see that Jim had slipped inside the door that sat unadorned in the corner, which led out of the terminal and into the opaque section of the Air Earthport. The customer service station.

The reps’ station was the last place into which Carl would have expected to be led. The act of entering the station was not inherently suspicious. He’d done so twice in recent months, after all. But given the reason he was here, to obtain hundreds of thousands of stolen documents, he didn’t feel eager to enter a place where he could expect to encounter hundreds of reps. Nor did he feel confident in his ability to behave normally under those circumstances. He was pretty sure if he went in there he would piss himself.

He’d seen the value in meeting at the Air Earthport. Who would expect a historic transfer of illegal documents to take place in plain sight, right under the nose of the authorities? At the epicenter of their power, no less? But to actually go inside the rep station to do it seemed foolhardy. It felt like a trap.

But if Jim was working with the reps, what could be gained from trapping Carl in this manner? The authorities had access to his location at all times, and if they’d wanted to arrest him they could have done so quickly and efficiently.

And anyway, when it came down to it, Carl had no choice but to follow Jim. To do otherwise would involve returning to a life of helping corporations exploit children. And he refused to do that anymore.

When he opened the door and saw Jim waiting for him up ahead where the hallway curved out of sight, he could tell the man was not happy with the amount of time Carl had taken to weigh the pros and cons. Carl shrugged, and walked toward him. Jim whirled around and strode out of sight, his stomping footsteps echoing down the hall and probably creating more noise than was necessary.

The number of hallways taken and corners turned and stairs descended ensured Carl would never be able to find his way out on his own. He hoped that wasn’t the point. At last he came to an intersection of two hallways and spied Jim to his left, waiting impatiently outside an office door. They made eye contact, and Jim disappeared inside, prompting Carl to follow. The plaque on the door read “Spenser.”

“Carl,” the rep said after motioning for him to close the door behind him. Spenser spoke as though welcoming Carl to a sumptuous banquet attended only by corporate executives. Carl almost expected to be offered a cigar at any moment. “On a scale from one to ten, how ready do you feel to scrub Dodge of corporate corruption?”

Carl looked at Jim, who stood rigid near Spenser’s desk, his lips a thin line. Then he looked at Spenser again.

“You can speak freely here, Carl,” the rep said. “One of the only places in Dodge where total privacy can be enjoyed.”

“You’re helping us?”

“Obviously. Did you think any kind of resistance movement could exist without the help of a rep?” Spenser smirked. “You need someone to watch over you, to help you hide, to cover it up when you make a mess of things. The reps hold all the power in Dodge. Nothing happens without our participation and oversight.”

An itch made its home on Carl’s forehead, and he resisted the urge to scratch it. This was a strange way for a revolutionary to talk. From the expression on Jim’s face, Carl thought he probably agreed.

“So you’re willing to give up that power, then?” Carl said. “I mean, that’s what a revolution would entail.”

“Well,” Spenser said, “I expect a new regime would reward me for my help.” He snuck a glance at Jim, who continued to stare stoically at the opposite wall.

“Until then, I’d dial the grandiosity down a bit.”

The rep’s jeering air of superiority turned to anger. “Who are you to talk that way to me, Intoever?”

“I’m clearly somewhat important, given all the effort that’s gone into getting me here. Evidently you have some need of me.”

The color of the diminutive man’s face now matched that of his hair, and his glare said everything that needed to be said on the subject of his attitude toward Carl at that moment.

Carl went on. “If I’m correct that we stand in the presence of the FutureBrite leaker—am I correct?” Jim Ofvalour nodded. “Yes. Then, Jim has taken an incredible personal risk in an effort to help hundreds of thousands of exploited children with no ability to help themselves. And I just think that for you to waste time bragging about power is grossly inappropriate in the face of such a brave act.”

Jim’s expression didn’t change, but his posture shifted slightly, enough that Carl perceived the dynamics of the room had changed. Spenser opened his mouth, but Carl forestalled whatever bullshit he’d been about to put forth with a raised hand. “Enough. We’re all united under a common cause, and that’s what matters right now. Why have you brought me here?”

It was Jim who answered, which gave Carl relief. “You are central to our mission, and have been for years. This scheme involving the FutureBrite documents wasn’t something I cooked up overnight by myself. Yes, I took on the most risk by stealing them, but it’s the result of years of effort by a network of people. You’ve been a part of that network for a long time, even if you didn’t know it until now.”

“How could I be part of a network I knew nothing about?”

“By way of your wife. There’s no gentle way to put this. Until now you’ve been an unwitting asset to our cause, managed and exploited by Maria. Quite deftly, I might add. She gamed the algorithms of the dating app where you met so that it would promote her to you, to the exclusion of all other potential matches. You may recall that she’s the one who encouraged you to apply to for a contract at SafeTalk, and through you she gained invaluable intelligence about their systems. Your aptitude allowed you to navigate the corporate world with ease, in whatever direction Maria pointed you in.”

“I’ve been a dupe, in other words.”

“Yes. But an amiable one, if it’s any consolation. We’re quite fond of you in the resistance.” Jim glanced at Spenser. “For the most part.”

“Tell me what you want me to do.”

“I will, and in doing so I may be able to offer you some welcome news.”

“What’s that?”

“Maria’s relations with Gregory Stronger were strategic. She never had any affection for him. Reviled him, in fact. She used him to get the access codes for SafeTalk’s network, which now gives us control over your FutureBrite blog. A valuable asset. Maria used Stronger, and nothing more. Does that make you feel any better?”

Carl sniffed. “With respect, it’s none of your business how it makes me feel.” He did feel glad to hear it, though. Very glad. “Tell me the plan.”

“It’s simple. You have a lot of goodwill built up at SafeTalk, and, more importantly, with Xavier Ofvalour. We have this from reliable sources. FutureBrite stock has prospered immensely from your efforts, and Xavier should be extremely receptive to any ideas you might have about making it prosper even further.”

“Such as?”

“A press conference. To sum up your report’s pandering conclusions, and to reemphasize to the public just how essential FutureBrite is to the smooth functioning of the markets. To make sure all future criticism is shouted down by a chorus of self-righteous voices. To make sure dissent is well and truly stigmatized.”

“That’s doesn’t sound good for us,” Carl said, being purposefully obtuse. Up till this point he’d been standing, but now he took a seat, feeling slightly giddy. The tension-inducing situation he found himself in, the consequences if things went wrong, or even if they went right…it was all becoming a bit much for him, and suddenly he felt like laughing himself hoarse.

“You and Xavier will give your presentation live,” Jim went on. “It’s important you convince him to do it live, and he’ll go with it, because no one does anything live anymore, and it will make this a must-see event. Xavier Ofvalour, appearing live to all of Dodge? No one will miss it. Meanwhile, on our end, we’ll publish some of the leaked documents on SafeTalk’s own blog, in place of the posts you wrote. When you get to the part of the presentation where you’re supposed to showcase your first post, you’ll be showcasing FutureBrite’s criminal activity instead. And we’ll continue leaking new documents through the weeks and months ahead.”

“Sounds great. But it won’t work.”

Jim frowned. “Why not?”

“SafeTalk will clamp down on the posts straight away, even if they are coming from their own blog. They won’t let them spread. Word will never get out.”

“That’s where we’ll need your help again. When you go into work tomorrow you’ll give Anders’s geezer remote access to your workstation, which he’ll use to compromise SafeTalk’s systems long enough for everyone in Dodge to learn about the leaks. After that, there will be no stopping us.”

It didn’t surprise him at all that Suckeggs was a willing member of the resistance. Other than the youth, geezers made up Dodge’s most disenfranchised demographic. Their LifeRanks languished at the bottom of the leaderboards, and they were looked on by everyone as failures. The chance to use long-honed technical skills, which were the only upside of being a geezer, to cause pain for one of Dodge’s most corrupt corporations would likely give Suckeggs great pleasure.

“All right,” Carl said. “I’ll do it. On one condition.”

“Don’t presume to make demands of us,” Spenser growled. “We already know you have plenty to gain from all this.”

“I expect to end up on a prison barge,” Carl said, meeting the rep’s stare with a level gaze. “No matter how this ends. But your whole operation depends on me. So I will make one stipulation. I want a copy of all the documents, right now, before I leave this room or everything’s off.”

“Why?” Jim said.

“Because I don’t trust him,” Carl said, jabbing a finger at Spenser. “And I don’t believe your actions have truly gone as undetected as you think they have. Nothing gets past the watchers, in my experience, and I want a backup plan in case the whole thing falls apart. I want my own copy of the documents, and I want them now.”

Spenser seemed tense enough to flip his desk over at any moment, but Carl didn’t bother looking at the rep right now. He held Jim Ofvalour’s gaze instead, and Jim held his.

After a long time, Jim turned slowly to face the rep. “Do you have the ability to completely disconnect your office from the net?”

“Yeah,” Spenser spat.

Jim fished two data sticks out of his pocket. Before now, Carl had only seen three in his entire life.

“One of these is empty, and the other contains the documents. Copy them over then erase every trace of them from your system.”

When it was done, Carl accepted the stick from Jim, and its lightness belied its import. Carl had just joined Jim as the biggest threat to the markets in all of Dodge.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

Carl felt more than a little nervous upon returning to work at the Youth Dignity department. Abject terror may have gotten a little closer to what he was experiencing as he entered SafeTalk’s double doors and made his way up to the department he still headed.

His coworkers from other departments grew excited when they saw him, waving, smiling, even falling in to walk with him long enough to congratulate him on his success with the FutureBrite report. It wasn’t common for a contract worker to take the sort of initiative he had. Most never did, out of fear that innovative ideas would be interpreted as subversive and result in terminated contracts, maybe even punishment from the reps. But Carl had never truly feared being different, knowing that it was the only true path to excelling where others merely mucked through their daily routines.

So orthodox he was unorthodox. Isn’t that what Xavier had said? And look where it had gotten him.

His reception by his Youth Dignity underlings differed drastically. They mostly shot him icy stares and then refused to look at him again, staring at their blank workstations, doing nothing. Carl’s resounding success with the FutureBrite report had made their positions all but redundant, and everyone could doubtless see the round of demotions on the horizon.

In Morrowne’s office, Carl found more joviality and warmth, which alarmed him most of all. “Intoeverylifeali!” his boss cried, spreading his arms.

Had he just gotten Carl’s name right?

“Good morning, Mr. Morrowne.”

“Excellent job with the report, son.”

Son?

“Simply astounding,” Morrowne went on. “Nearly a perfect victory for FutureBrite and for SafeTalk. If there’s anything I can do for you, just ask. That isn’t to say there’s any guarantee you’ll get it, you probably won’t in fact, but if there’s anyone who deserves to ask it’s you. I’m proud to have chosen you as the head of Youth Dignity.”

“Thank you,” Carl said. “You praise me excessively.”

“Nonsense.”

“There was one thing…”

“Simply ask. Anything at all. You can ask for anything.”

“I was wondering if it would be possible for you to put me in touch with Xavier Ofvalour. I’m eager to hear his feedback on my blog posts, and—”

“Xavier Ofvalour? Is that all? Why, he loved the blog posts. They accomplished exactly what you said they would.” Morrowne smiled his headhunter smile. It was still a headhunter smile, despite the apparent merriment.

“Yes, excellent. But if I could get to speak with him…”

“Not a problem.”

“Pardon?”

“I said it’s not a problem. He’s been asking to speak with you, actually.”

“He has?”

“He has, and it’s an absolute travesty I haven’t contacted him yet. Give me a moment, if you please.”

“Of course.”

Morrowne extracted his phone from his pocket and held it to his ear after tapping the screen a couple times. “Xavier? It’s Francis. I have Carl Intoeverylifeali here with me. He—” Morrowne stopped speaking, and smiled broadly at something the Hand had said. “I’ll tell him right away.” Morrowne hung up, and his eyes settled on Carl again. “Xavier wanted me to tell you that he orders you to blow off work to go drinking with him at a bar called the Glitchy Pixel. He said he’ll meet you there in a half hour.”

“I, uh…oh! That’s wonderful. I just have a couple things to see to at my workstation…”

“As you will,” Morrowne said, his grin firmly in place. “But I wouldn’t keep the Hand waiting for very long!”

Pushing himself slowly to his feet, Carl hesitated, uncertain whether he had permission to leave.

Morrowne had one more thing to say. “Xavier asked me not to tell you he said this, but it’s too exciting not to share it with you. He remarked yesterday that he wouldn’t be surprised if you succeeded him as the next Hand of the Market.” Morrowne jabbed a finger in Carl’s direction, with a wink. “You just remember who hired you on.”

“Great,” Carl said, too quickly. “Yes. Thanks. I will. Bye, then.” Leaving the office, he silently cursed himself for his dismal acting ability. That said, maybe this was how he really would act, even if he hadn’t recently joined up with a secret group of radicals. The incredible heaps of praise Morrowne had just dumped on him would have proved unsettling even under normal circumstances. Upper management never acknowledged contract workers for their contributions.

Then, something happened that would have felt out of place in his wildest imaginings.

He sat at his workstation, striving to appear as casual as possible while granting Suckeggs remote access to SafeTalk’s systems. All around, his Youth Dignity subordinates had taken to glaring openly at him, and a few were clustered in the farthest corner, whispering to each other and occasionally attempting to vivisect their department head using their eyes alone.

Having just made the final keystroke necessary to let Suckeggs in, he nearly screamed in terror when he heard Gregory Stronger’s voice from over his shoulder: “Hi, Carl!”

He jumped slightly, but otherwise managed to conceal his anxiety, despite his racing heart. The smile stretching Gregory’s lips didn’t look like it belonged on his face, and neither did his wide eyes nor his raised eyebrows. In fact, Carl hadn’t known his facial features were capable of such an arrangement.

“Hi,” Carl said.

“I came to apologize.”

Carl blinked. “What?”

“I want to apologize for the relations I had with Maria, and for any other slight, perceived or otherwise, I may have committed in the past. I would be honored if you would consider calling me your friend, and either way I hope we enjoy a long-term partnership, working together to make Dodge’s markets as efficient as they can be.”

So this was it. The world really had gone bananas. Gregory Stronger was sucking up to him.

“What would our friendship entail?” Carl asked.

Gregory shrugged meekly, his smile broadening even further, which taxed credulity. “I don’t know. Maybe drinks sometime next week?”

Spinning his chair back around to log out of his workstation, Carl made a dismissive gesture in the air above his shoulder. “I’d give it a sixty percent probability.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

Xavier Ofvalour’s empty car awaited him outside the SafeTalk headquarters, and its door swung upward at Carl’s approach. Inside, he found the secret wine compartment already open, so he helped himself to a glass, which he sipped all the way to the bar. He’d hoped the surry would help calm his nerves, but instead he felt much more inebriated than he normally would after just one drink. Certainly, the Hand drank only the finest surry, but he didn’t think that was the only factor. He remembered reading somewhere that under unusual circumstances, people tended to get drunk quicker, which he was now convinced of, since he felt drunk already.

Given the trove of sensitive information in his possession, the thought of losing his wits around the Hand scared him very much.

He found Xavier Ofvalour waiting on the sidewalk outside the Glitchy Pixel. “So sorry I’m late,” Carl said, measuring out his words carefully to sound sober but achieving the opposite effect. “I had a last-minute thing to attend to at SafeTalk.”

“Always the dedicated worker. Think nothing of it. I was enjoying the fresh air.” Here was none of Morrowne’s excessive praise, or Gregory’s sycophantic mewling. The Hand wasn’t being hostile, far from it, but underneath his conciliatory manner Carl thought he detected—what, could it be nervousness? Was it possible Xavier cared as much about how this meeting went as Carl did?

Inside the bar, Carl began to approach the bartender, but Xavier laid a hand on his arm. “I doubt that will be necessary,” he said, and he led him to a booth in the corner.

The bartender soon looked up from wiping down the bar with a cloth, and his eyes widened when they settled on Xavier. He walked out from behind the bar and approached them briskly.

“Mr. Ofvalour,” he said, wringing his hands. “I am the owner and proprietor of the Glitchy Pixel. It is an absolute honor to serve you in my humble pub. We have a rule that whenever a customer comes in with a LifeRank higher than any customer before, that customer drinks for free. I don’t need to check in order to know that is the case with you. In fact, I suppose we’re finished with that rule after this.”

“Splendid,” Xavier said. “Thank you so much. I’ll pay for my friend’s drinks, then.”

The bartender looked at Carl for the first time, and his mouth twitched. “Nonsense. Your friend must drink for free as well.”

“You are too kind,” Xavier said. “This is Carl Intoeverylifeali, you know, who just finished instructing the public about the upstanding corporate citizen that is FutureBrite.”

Some of the brightness returned to the man’s eyes. “Yes! Of course. I’m most pleased to serve you as well, Mister, um…”

 Carl smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”

“What can I get for you, gentlemen?”

They occupied themselves with small talk until they had their drinks. After that, Xavier looked at Carl with a directness that exceeded the boundaries of a breezy conversation between colleagues over drinks. “So, I take it you have a proposition for me.”

Carl felt his hand tense around his glass, and quickly relaxed it. “A proposition? Well, yes, I do, but how could you know that?”

“Morrowne contacted me on your behalf, did he not?”

“He said you wanted to see me.”

“Yes, but not until after you’d asked to speak with me. Correct?”

Carl nodded.

“Then you must have something to propose. No one contacts me without good reason, no one intelligent anyway, no one who will be kept around for long. I’m the Hand of the Market, and there are far too few hours in the day. What is it you want?”

Recognizing that this abrupt transition into curtness represented a tactical maneuver, Carl wondered why Xavier considered it necessary. Surely he couldn’t suspect Carl’s true aim, else the documents would already have been seized, and Carl would likely be sitting in a cell right now, awaiting the next prison barge’s arrival. Still, Xavier wielded his power expertly, and he was clearly using it to make Carl feel unsettled. He wished he could stop drinking, but of course that would arouse suspicion, too. So he took another sip, and then another right after.

“I’d like to propose a press conference.”

Xavier’s eyebrows shot up, his brusqueness almost completely gone. “A press conference? To what end?”

“I thought reiterating my report’s findings might help to cement FutureBrite’s image, not only as a public good but also as a lynch pin of our society. It would ensure that anyone thinking of criticizing the company will hesitate, for fear that doing so will draw the ire of an angry online mob.”

The Hand spun his drink on the table. “Seems good in principle. But press conferences are boring. Would anyone actually watch?”

“I think they would if you were presenting alongside me…both of us, championing FutureBrite together. And if we did it live.”

“Live?”

“Yes. No one does anything live anymore. The Hand appearing on television, in real time, unfiltered, everyone in Dodge will watch. It will be a historic event. Everyone there will be vetted by us, of course, and it’s not like we have anything to fear from the press.”

Xavier gave a small chuckle. “Indeed.”

“So, what do you think?”

It took a long time for the Hand to answer, and in the meantime he stared at the table and spun his glass faster. At last, he met Carl’s eyes with a smile. “I think it’s brilliant. Let’s do it. I’ll have my people put together a slide show and write up the script.”

Carl realized he’d been holding his breath, and now he released it as quietly as possible. “Splendid,” he said, and in a rush of bravery he added, “Shall we order another round of drinks?”

“Of course. You know, if I’m being perfectly honest, Carl, I thought you wanted to meet with me for an entirely different reason.”

“Oh? And what was that?”

“I thought you were going to ask me to help arrange the release of your friend Natalie Lemonade, as a personal favor. I’m very glad you didn’t ask that. Because it’s something I’ll never allow.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

Before dropping into bed, Carl collected Maria’s neatly arranged smart clothes and tossed them into the laundry, given their avowed ineffectualness in concealing her activities. He turned out the light, slipped under the covers, and soon found that without the clothes the bed felt even emptier. He wished Maria was here with him. Or Natalie. Or both? No. That wouldn’t work.

Despite his exhaustion, sleep wouldn’t come. His success in arranging the press conference, which Xavier’s people were putting together overnight, had left him with less confidence, not more. Everything indicated that tomorrow would be a success for the resistance, and with any luck getting the truth out about FutureBrite’s corruption would vindicate Natalie, exonerating her. As for Riley and Jenny, Carl expected they would be released, along with the rest of the children in the company’s care.

So why did he have a tight ball of dread pulling his stomach down toward his feet?

He spent an hour trying various positions, trying to get comfortable enough to sleep. After that, he was done. He rolled out of bed, threw on some clothes, pulled on his shoes, and walked to John Anders’s house.

It was Maria who let him in when he rang the bell. “Carl,” she said once he’d hoisted himself into the porch. “What are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“So? Do you think it’s a good idea to just pop over whenever you like?”

“Don’t worry. I already turned my lifelog off.”

“Wow. Great. Now they’ll definitely be suspicious.”

“Are you trying to say you’re not even a little bit happy to see me?” He raised his eyebrows, and smiled.

Some of the tension left Maria’s shoulders. “Maybe a little.”

They kissed, and Carl walked past her into the TV room, settling onto the same coffee table he’d sat on during his last visit. “Anders could really use some couches or something.”

“Where would he put them?”

“Good point.”

“Carl, this is serious. This is the most risky part of our mission, and you’re paying me frivolous late night visits.”

“I’d have thought the risky part would be getting on stage with the most powerful man in Dodge with the intention of screwing him over. But I guess that’s just the most risky part for me.”

Maria crossed her arms, clearly lacking a reply. She looked worried.

“Anyway, I’m not visiting frivolously,” he continued “I’m here because I’m scared.”

She tilted her head to one side. “Scared of what?”

“Scared that this seems to be going so well.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know. But, look…” Carl fished around inside his pocket until his fingers found the data stick, and he took it out, offering it to his wife.

Taking it from him, Maria held it up to study in the dim lighting provided by the computer equipment. “What’s this?”

“It’s all two hundred thousand FutureBrite documents.”

She dropped it on the carpet as though it had scalded her.

“Schrödinger’s cat, Maria, be careful with that!” Carl scooped it off the floor and offered it to her again, but this time she refused to accept it.

“Why do you have that, and why are you giving it to me?”

“Because I want a backup plan. Another way of getting the documents out. I need one, if I’m going to feel at all safe up on that stage. Please, Maria?”

Reluctantly, she took the stick from him and slipped it inside her pocket. “Okay.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded, and he turned to go.

“Carl?”

He turned back.

“I don’t believe you, you know. That this isn’t about Natalie for you.”

A sigh rose through his chest, and he did nothing to suppress it.

“I want you to tell me the truth,” she said. “Do you love her?”

Forcing himself to meet his wife’s eyes, Carl tried to imagine a world in which he did tell her the truth. Tried to anticipate what her reaction might be. Its magnitude.

He couldn’t. He had no idea how she’d react.

But he told her anyway.

“Yes, Maria. I do.”

She merely nodded again, her gaze suddenly distant, and she took out the data stick, turning it around and around in her hands. “You can let yourself out.”

CHAPTER FORTY

 

“Arrive two hours early for the press conference,” the message from Xavier said, and Carl showed up three hours early, having knocked back a stiff drink of surry vodka and orange juice first. The prep room where the rehearsal would take place remained deserted for the full extra hour, giving Carl time to sit and wonder whether arriving so far in advance was helping with his anxiety or increasing it. It afforded him the opportunity to perform a series of breathing exercises, but it also meant he was alone with himself, dwelling on everything he stood to lose as a result of his actions today.

Xavier arrived at precisely the appointed time, with the press conference script in hand, which he passed to Carl. “You’ll need to have this memorized by the time we go out on stage.”

The script took up several pages, which would have been a problem if it were actually necessary for Carl to learn it. Since he planned to disrupt the presentation quite early on, he only needed to pretend to memorize it.

“We’ll run through it before we go out, to make sure you have it all,” Xavier said as he poured himself a drink from a concealed mini-bar nearby.

“Oh,” Carl said, heart rate spiking. “Of course.”

His consternation grew as he pored over his lines, trying desperately to cram them inside his head. Concentration eluded him, kept away by his fear that the whole plan was about to be derailed, all because he couldn’t memorize lines he never intended to deliver. Xavier would call off the press conference, or else forbid Carl from joining him on stage. He supposed that wouldn’t matter, as long as Suckeggs and the others had managed to successfully hack the blog and insert the FutureBrite revelations. Would it?

Twenty minutes before the press conference was to begin, the Hand took note of what a wreck Carl had become. “You seem nervous,” he said from where he leaned against a nearby wall. “Let me mix you a drink.”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

“Tell you what, let’s skip the rehearsal. I’m confident you’ve got it all by now anyway, hmm? You’re an intelligent fellow.”

“Yes,” Carl said, accepting the beverage from the Hand. “I mean, I think I’ve got it all.”

“Excellent. We should probably start moving toward the stage area. Finish your drink, and let’s go.”

Abandoning any consideration of decorum, Carl drained his glass in one go. Xavier patted him on the head, which was an odd gesture, but there wasn’t time to process it. They hurried down a series of corridors, and Carl soon became aware of the buzz of many people conversing at once, which steadily grew in volume. Then they were backstage, and he could see the massive throng through the curtains. Despite the surry, another wave of fear crashed over him. What had Xavier mixed him, anyway? Carl had drunk it so fast he barely tasted it. It didn’t seem very effective, whatever it was.

Perched on a stool just a couple feet to his left, Carl was surprised to see Spenser, who didn’t offer much in the way of greeting. Carl supposed he was one of the reps assigned to provide security for the press conference.

He detected movement on the other side of the stage, and Morrowne emerged, approaching the podium. The stout man adjusted the mic downward, clearing his throat. “I am Francis Morrowne,” he said, “and for forty-nine years it has been my pleasure to work at SafeTalk. I have been CEO for nineteen of those years. My company helps clients navigate the public arena by enabling them to convey the exact message they want to send. But there’s more to it than that. If you read our mission statement, you’ll find SafeTalk sees itself as a protector of the markets that form the fabric of Dodgian society. And after hearing tonight’s presentation, about a report we conducted on a client company that carries out a vital public service, I think you’ll agree. By meeting its own exceptionally high standards, FutureBrite is not just doing right by the children in its care, it is also doing right by us: maintaining our security by keeping youths off the streets. FutureBrite is among Dodge’s most valuable residents. In truth, they safeguard our future. Ladies and gentlemen, please give a round of applause to none other than Xavier Ofvalour, Hand of the Market and FutureBrite’s largest shareholder, accompanied by Carl Intoeverylifeali, the hero of SafeTalk.”

The crowd’s response was deafening. Carl turned toward Xavier to inquire about the order in which they should walk onto the stage, but when he attempted to speak he found that he could not. His faculty for speech had utterly deserted him. Xavier noticed this, and an amused smile spread across his face. “Oh, don’t worry, Carl,” he said. “You aren’t required to speak, not really. In fact, your usefulness is almost at an end.”

Then the Hand of the Market strode onto the stage, causing the din from the crowd to swell. Carl began to tremble, as it finally dawned on him what had happened. The drink Xavier had mixed him hadn’t been surry at all, but Sleep. Clearly the Hand knew everything, which meant provisions had no doubt been taken to prevent the documents from being disseminated. Because of Carl’s carelessness, he couldn’t even use his voice to expose FutureBrite. In the amount of time it took to down a drink, he’d thrown away Natalie’s future, and Riley’s, and Jenny’s.

He couldn’t let that happen.

Striding toward Spenser, he reached for the rep’s holster, fingers closing around the paralyzer. Spenser’s eyes widened, but he did nothing to stop Carl. The paralyzer fit snugly inside his pocket, and so as long as he was careful it should remain concealed.

Xavier had already engaged the crowd, and they were chanting Carl’s name. “Are you coming, Mr. Intoeverylifeali?” the Hand said, his voice bubbling with fake enthusiasm.

Struggling to control his trembling, he walked out onto the stage.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

He looked out at the throng, and its depth and density made it difficult to breathe. It fanned out before him, stretching far away wherever he looked. Thousands of lifelogs were recording him at this moment, with specialized, single-view cameras scattered throughout. The latter were now transmitting his likeness to millions of homes all over Dodge. Live.

“To begin, I would like to ask that you forgive my associate if he’s a little quiet,” Xavier said. “He came down with a nasty bout of laryngitis yesterday, and he finds himself quite unable to talk. He wouldn’t miss this for the world, of course, so he insisted on coming out here, despite that he’s unable to participate.”

Xavier went on with the presentation, and Carl stood in the background, absurdly wondering what he should do with his hands. How much did Xavier know? Not that Spenser belonged to the resistance evidently, else he wouldn’t have been nearby to allow Carl to take his paralyzer. Clearly the Hand expected Carl to stand meekly by, conferring the press conference legitimacy by his mere presence. Afterward, Carl would almost certainly be taken quietly to a cell to await the arrival of the next prison barge. He’d sacrificed himself, all right, but now nothing would come of it. The Hand had been two steps ahead of him the entire time.

One thing nagged at him, however, causing him to rethink his assessment of the situation. He felt panicked and upset, and he was sure that showed on his face. Wouldn’t the audience and the at-home viewers find that odd? Did Xavier and Morrowne expect him to hide these emotions, or even to possess the ability to conceal them? Maybe they assumed it would be chalked up to stage fright.

In the meantime, Xavier worked smoothly through the initial slides, which were preliminary to Carl’s report. These highlighted FutureBrite’s positive contributions to society, the current slide showing a woman’s face with salient facts about her life listed to the left. She was a former FutureBrite kid and had gone on to have a celebrated career with the customer service representatives. Of course, the percentage of FutureBrite charges that ended up on prison barges would get no play during this presentation. Instead, the slides would focus on the handful of success stories, since psychological studies had found that stories about individuals had a much greater impact than numbers alone. Even if one knew how many FutureBrite kids went on to be incarcerated, one would mostly remember the uplifting stories about the happy few.

At last Xavier got to the slides showcasing the blog posts, which was how Carl knew the resistance’s plan had truly failed. This was the moment the FutureBrite leaks had been supposed to start.

The crowd sat rapt, devouring Xavier’s every word as he flicked through Carl’s blog posts on the giant twin screens that flanked the stage, which he controlled using gestures. But it was the microphone he carried that gave him access to those screens. Whoever held the microphone controlled the presentation.

Xavier made a joke, which he indicated as such by giving the crowd a sidelong look and a half-smile, cuing a wave of laughter that came promptly. Satisfied, the Hand continued, winking at Carl as he walked past him across the stage.

How many arrests would follow this press conference? How many people would join him and Natalie on a prison barge? He’d given up his chance to fly to the New World, and he didn’t regret that decision, which would have involved keeping his head down and staying complicit in SafeTalk’s and FutureBrite’s activities. But he did regret the thought that his sacrifice might not have any impact, except maybe to get more people arrested and possibly end the resistance movement before it truly got underway.

So he strode across the stage, pulling out the paralyzer and meeting the Hand of the Market in the middle, placing the muzzle against his head.

Screams of terror from the crowd, and movement, heaving, like a great beast tearing itself apart. People trampled over people in a desperate effort to reach the exits. Xavier’s calm remained intact, however, his self-assured smile still set, as though cast in plaster.

Carl took the microphone from Xavier, tapping at the inlaid screen with one hand while using the other to keep the paralyzer steady against the Hand’s head. He soon found what he was looking for: an app that would read your lips and display the words on-screen.

“You have a paralyzer,” the Hand said. “So maybe you’ll shoot me and I’ll be a little stiff for a while.” His gaze drifted up toward one of the giant screens so he could read Carl’s response.

“A HEADSHOT IS LETHAL. YOU KNOW THAT AND I KNOW THAT.” It felt odd to brandish the weapon as he held the microphone to his lips, like some demented game show host.

“Apparently we do,” Xavier said once he finished reading. In his peripheral vision, Carl saw several reps lining up across the stage, their paralyzers leveled at Carl. Faces impassive, saying nothing, they waited to follow Xavier’s lead.

“I WANT THE LIVE FEED KEPT GOING. I WANT EVERYONE IN DODGE WATCHING.” Carl tapped the paralyzer twice against the Hand’s skull for emphasis.

“It’s already been cut.”

“THEN GET IT BACK UP.”

“No.”

“I’M HOLDING A PARALYZER TO YOUR HEAD. YOU’LL DO WHAT I SAY.”

“Where did you get the paralyzer? You didn’t have one when you came in, did you?”

Carl forced himself to refrain from glancing toward the rear of the stage.

“You might as well tell me. I’ll find out soon enough.”

“GET THE LIVE FEED BACK UP.”

“I’m disappointed at the shallowness of your understanding, Carl. Didn’t the Sleep clue you in to the fact that we know what you and your friends have been planning? That we have this situation completely under control?”

“YOU DIDN’T PREDICT THIS.” Carl poked the Hand in the forehead with the paralyzer again. “I WOULDN’T CALL THIS UNDER CONTROL.”

“I’m perfectly at ease, in case you haven’t noticed. We have your psychology utterly mapped out, Carl. We know exactly what you’re capable of, and exactly what you’re not. Our models told us you would create some sort of disturbance once you realized your carefully laid plans were falling apart before your eyes. In fact, we counted on you creating one. True, we didn’t expect you to get your hands on a paralyzer, but your psychological profile also tells us you aren’t capable of killing anyone.”

“THEN WHY AREN’T YOU JUST WALKING AWAY FROM ME?” By now most of the crowd had exited the vast auditorium, and Carl doubted it would make much difference if the handful that remained witnessed something that didn’t fit the narrative Xavier’s people would now weave.

“I don’t want to excite you. There’s such a thing as a slip of the finger.”

“YOU’RE AFRAID, XAVIER.” He had to be afraid. Carl needed him to be. “AND YOU’RE RIGHT TO BE. YOUR PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILES DIDN’T TELL YOU WHAT IT FEELS LIKE TO HAVE A PARALYZER AGAINST YOUR HEAD. OR HOW MUCH DANGER YOU’RE IN RIGHT NOW.”

“You aren’t capable of killing anyone.”

“WHY DON’T YOU TRY SOMETHING, AND TEST THAT HYPOTHESIS?”

Xavier remained motionless, and Carl smiled, trying to keep it from trembling. “YOU SAID YOU WERE COUNTING ON ME CREATING A DISTURBANCE.”

“Indeed. The footage will serve as grounds for painting you and your friends as terrorists. The paralyzer was a wonderful touch, from that perspective.” The Hand chuckled. “The image of you threatening the Hand of the Market’s life. Nobody will ever forgive you. They’d tear you apart, if we let them. But don’t worry. The prison barge should do for you.”

“WHO ARE MY FRIENDS, THEN? NAME THEM.”

“Your wife, for one. Then there’s Natalie Lemonade. John Anders, that cheeky bastard…”

“WHO ELSE?”

Xavier didn’t answer.

“WOW. I’M DISAPPOINTED AT THE SHALLOWNESS OF YOUR UNDERSTANDING.” He hadn’t mentioned Jim Ofvalour, incredibly, or Suckeggs. Or Spenser, though that wasn’t such a surprise, given the paralyzer Carl held in his hands.

“This can’t end well for you, Carl. You’ll be in a cell by nightfall, and there’s nothing for you to gain here. Your friends have been kept out of the SafeTalk blog. They have nowhere to post their leaks that isn’t on the Indie Net, which won’t do any good, as I’m sure you’ve figured out. The best outcome you can hope for is to not be injured as we finally resolve this situation. Why don’t you give yourself up peacefully?”

Mind racing, Carl tried to mentally verify whether what Xavier was telling the truth. Wasn’t there anywhere else the leaks might be posted?

“We know you’ve compromised SafeTalk’s systems,” Xavier said, as though reading his mind. “It doesn’t matter. Barely anyone in Dodge has access to the Indie Net. We made sure of that a long time ago.”

“SHUT UP.” Carl tucked the microphone into his armpit while he rooted inside his pocket.

“There’s no need to be childish.”

Even from his armpit, the microphone still transcribed the words Carl formed with his lips. “I SAID SHUT UP.” He managed to get his phone out without dropping the microphone or the gun. Then he dialed Maria, whose face soon appeared on the screen.

“Carl. I’ve been following the situation on your lifelog.”

“Hello, Maria,” Xavier said.

“DON’T LISTEN TO HIM.” The microcameras woven into Carl’s smart clothes would allow his wife to see the words displayed above their heads. “LISTEN TO ME. OR, READ ME. OR WHATEVER. DO YOU HAVE THE COPY OF THE DOCUMENTS I GAVE YOU?”

Xavier’s eyes widened. Apparently he hadn’t anticipated that either.

Maria nodded. “I have the first leak ready to go. It’s the one proving that FutureBrite misrepresents the level of youth violence as way higher than it actually is. But where do I post it? We lost access to the SafeTalk blog, like the man said.”

Her words fully restored the smugness to Xavier’s expression, along with, Carl thought, a hint of relief.

“YOU KNOW MY UNFURL PASSWORD, RIGHT?”

His wife’s eyes widened. “Uh…”

“COME ON, MARIA. I’VE KNOWN FOR YEARS THAT YOU KEYLOG MY SOCIAL MEDIA PASSWORDS. NOW ISN’T THE TIME TO PLAY DUMB.”

“Uh, okay. Yes. I know your password.”

“GREAT. AFTER WHAT THEY SAW ME DO ON LIVE TELEVISION, ALL OF DODGE WILL BE CREEPING ME ON UNFURL. MY PROFILE’S PRIVACY SETTINGS ARE NON-EXISTENT. POST THE FIRST LEAK THERE NOW.”

The Hand of the Market went white, and his smile fell away like a dead thing.

“Okay,” Maria said. “It’s done.”

Carl knocked the paralyzer’s muzzle against Xavier’s forehead once again, and the Hand winced.

“THERE’S PLENTY MORE LEAKS WHERE THAT CAME FROM. READY TO PLAY BALL NOW, ASSHOLE?”

“What do you want?”

“I WANT NATALIE LEMONADE RELEASED, FOR STARTERS.”

“That’s impossible.”

“WHAT?”

“She’s going on a prison barge, and so are you, as is your wife as soon as we arrest her.”

“RELEASE THE NEXT DOCUMENT, MARIA.”

“That won’t help,” Xavier said, his voice laced with panic. “I’m telling you, I can’t release her. It’s not in my power to do.”

“DON’T BULLSHIT ME. YOU’RE THE HAND OF THE MARKET.”

“There’s someone above me. Someone who isn’t even on the leaderboards, who wants no public profile of any kind.”

“Who?”

“I can’t tell you. But that person doesn’t want Natalie released, and he wants you on a barge too. There’s nothing I can do about it. You have to believe that.”

Carl exchanged looks with Maria through his phone’s screen. “I’ve released the second document,” she said.

“YOUR COMPANY’S GOING DOWN, XAVIER.”

“Please,” Xavier said. “Please. There must be something else I can offer you.”

“RILEY UNEASYLI AND JENNY APRILSHO. I WANT THEM RELEASED FROM FUTUREBRITE AND ON A PLANE TO THE NEW WORLD WITHIN TWO HOURS. I DON’T CARE IF YOU HAVE TO CHARTER A SPECIAL FLIGHT FOR THE PURPOSE, AT YOUR OWN PERSONAL EXPENSE.”

The Hand hesitated.

“Two hours, Xavier,” Maria said. “Or I’ll start releasing the rest of the documents, one by one.”

“Okay,” Xavier said. “I’ll do it.”

“If you don’t, we’ll know.”

“I said I’ll do it.”

Maria nodded, and Carl hung up. He lowered the paralyzer, tossing it to the reps. They shot him, three of them at once, and he fell to the stage, rigid.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

The cell where he awaited the prison barge was spare but accommodating, and they kept him well fed. He had nothing to fear from his captors, as they showed no sign of intending to physically harm him. According to rumor, beatings were routine on the prison barges themselves, and that was probably true. But here in Dodge, no one would touch him.

Despite his physical comfort, he suffered immensely. Across the hall from his cell, he could see not another cell but a wall upon which his captors allowed him to witness his defamation unfold on national television as well as that of his fellow subversives. Whatever peace he’d made with sacrificing himself, he wasn’t prepared for this. Carl had always been respected by employers and coworkers alike for his clever approaches to problems, and recently he’d become famous for them. True, the respect had been earned for deeds that increased corruption and harmed the oppressed, but nevertheless…yesterday he’d been considered respectable. Watching them portray him as a terrorist to all of Dodge, his home, was among the worst tortures he could imagine.

To dismantle his reputation, they used a different method from the one they’d used on Natalie. Instead of doctoring lifelog footage to make it seem he’d said repulsive things, they strung together footage of things he’d actually said and done, in order to cast him as a wrongdoer. That amplified his pain; the fact that he knew the footage was authentic. They played countless clips, harvested from the lifelogs of friends, family, and co-workers, showing him scowling, fidgeting nervously, looking tense, staring with wide eyes, touching his face, failing to make eye contact, and so on. They showed him goading his father, and insulting Maria for her choice of earrings. Everyone behaved badly some point in their lives. Everyone had moments they weren’t proud of. But when you put them all together, you could make someone out as villainous. That frightened Carl most of all. The realization that they could do this to literally anyone they wanted.

And yet, he’d accomplished something. Riley and Jenny were free thanks to him, and even though he hadn’t succeeded in freeing Natalie, he took solace in the knowledge that they would at least be on the same prison barge. He would not be left to wonder whether she was okay.

One thing he did wonder about, during the empty hours he spent waiting in the cell, was his hacker’s identity. Would he ever get a chance at payback for the years of digital torture? It didn’t seem likely, now.

On his second day in the cell, they let his brother visit him, though Carl felt certain his captors turned up the TV’s volume the moment they began talking, as though to ensure he didn’t forget about his situation, even for a moment.

“Thank you, Carl,” Leo said, his eyes glistening. “I can’t tell you how grateful we are. I know Riley will be much better off in the New World than he was in FutureBrite’s hands.”

“How’s Rachel?”

“Sad.” Leo looked at the floor. “She said to thank you too, but she’s home…feeling pretty depressed about being separated from Riley. But hey, we’re both going to work really hard to save up for a plane ticket. When we have enough we’re going to send her over, and I’ll stay in Dodge till I save enough for mine. We know this is for the best.”

Carl inclined his head, and said nothing.

Then Leo looked up with a small grin. “They ever give you anything to drink in here?”

Carl shook his head. “If I did I’d pour it down the toilet. For some reason, getting drunk is the last thing I want to do.”

“That wouldn’t be very good for your consumption record,” Leo said. “Wasting good booze like that.”

They both laughed hard at that.

“Hey, Carl…I’m sorry for being so hard on you before. You’re my brother, and you were on my side. I shouldn’t have doubted that. I should have known there were certain things you couldn’t say.”

“It’s okay, Leo. I forgive you.”

They embraced, as well as they could through the bars.

During the long, empty hours when he had nothing to do but witness his own public excoriation, he found himself remembering what Natalie said about feeling responsible for her sister’s arrest. She wasn’t responsible, surely, but what could have caused her to feel that way?

He wanted to ask her, but somehow he doubted being on a prison barge would make her more likely to talk about it. It seemed too sensitive a subject.

The reps that passed by his cell barely glanced at him. They seemed rushed, antsy, like they were waiting for something to happen and unsure of where they should be when it did.

On day three Anders became his cellmate, and he explained the reps’ anxiety to Carl. “FutureBrite is on the ropes,” he said. “The public is pissed about being lied to. There have been gatherings in the streets, demonstrations. The reps don’t know how to handle it, because they’ve never had to deal with anything like this before. The system is supposed to squash dissent before it ever gets the chance to gather momentum.”

“But people think we’re terrorists, don’t they?” Carl gestured at the wall opposite their cell.

“Some do. But they’re only showing you what’s on television. I’m willing to bet they haven’t let you see the conversation that’s taking place online, which has grown too large for SafeTalk to control.”

Carl smiled and glanced toward the beds. “I call top bunk.”

“Deal,” Anders said, snorting. “I have on too much weight to bother heaving it up onto high places anyway.”

“Did you give them much of a chase? Before they arrested you?”

“Nah. I just sat in my house and waited.”

“What about Maria?”

Anders glanced at him. “She ran.”

“And?”

“She got away. Has a lot of tricks up her sleeve, that one. I think she plans to continue leaking the FutureBrite docs, despite that Xavier cooperated about Riley and Jenny. See if she can get the rest of those kids free.”

“Good. That’s good.”

“She said, uh…” Anders cleared his throat. “She said to tell you she loves you. No matter what.”

Carl nodded. He thought about how Maria must feel, knowing he was leaving Dodge with Natalie. And he wished he had a way of telling her he loved her back.

EPILOGUE

 

Brianna and Allison were the workers on-shift when the reps came for Jenny. “What did you do?” Allison yelled at her when she saw the reps. “Did you do something to one of the teachers at school?”

Jenny just stared at her, and when the reps explained that she was going to get on a plane and leave Dodge forever, she hugged Brianna goodbye but not Allison. The reps’ words had left both caregivers dumbfounded and staring, but at least Brianna hugged her back. Jenny liked the way Allison’s mouth gaped as the reps led her to the access pole. She stuck out her tongue at her before rounding the corner, out of sight, forever.

“What about my Mom and Dad, and my sister?” Jenny said from the back of the reps’ cruiser, on the way to the Air Earthport.

“You can write them when you get to the New World.”

But Jenny knew that wasn’t true, because no one wrote from the New World. They didn’t allow any contact with Dodge there, because they thought Dodge was a bad place, and they were right. She sighed. The reps were lying to her, but she was used to being lied to, and she’d learned a long time ago that you couldn’t stop adults from doing whatever they wanted to you. So she just sat there and waited.

At the Air Earthport they put her with a boy, who they didn’t introduce, and he didn’t introduce himself. They made them both go through a Security Check, which took a long time because they didn’t trust her or the boy, just like she didn’t trust them. When they finally made it through to the other side the reps were still with them, even though Jenny hadn’t seen them go through a Security Check. She and the boy sat in uncomfortable chairs, waiting to get on the plane, and the reps stayed standing. All around them Jenny could hear the other passengers grumbling, and from listening to their complaints she learned that they’d been called at their homes and told their flight was leaving a lot earlier than it was scheduled to leave, and that they had to come now or not at all.

She wondered what the adults were like on the other side of the ocean. She thought they were probably a lot nicer, though she was trying not to get her hopes up before she actually met them. For years, it had been her passion to read book after book about the New World, and to watch videos online when her workers would let her. She couldn’t wait to experience it in person.

When it came time to finally get on the plane, a flight attendant led her and the boy past a purple curtain and to the very back of the plane, where he gave them seats next to each other. The seat in front of Jenny’s had a screen embedded in it, but after tapping on it for a bit she couldn’t find anything good, and anyway the man in front of her glared at her for doing it. Maybe she’d been tapping too hard.

The boy next to her sniffed, and she realized he was crying. “What is it?” she asked him.

“I miss my parents.” It was the first time he’d spoken.

She nodded and said nothing. The flight attendant was still nearby, and Jenny asked him whether they had a headset she could use.

“It costs money,” he said. “Do you have money?”

She shook her head, crossing her arms at the same time.

“Did you want it to play games with?” the boy asked, still sniffing.

“Yeah.”

“I play games.”

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye, frowning slightly. “Hmm.”

“My favorite one is Sector Red.”

Now Jenny twisted in her seat to face him, disbelief etched in her features. “Mine too.”

They were instant friends.

They barely noticed when the plane took off, immersed as they were in a shared world of smoking planets and hideous aliens. They swapped war stories, moments when all had seemed lost but a well-placed bullet or lightning punch had saved the day. At some point they exchanged names, and Jenny learned the boy was called Riley.

“What’s your favorite part of Sector Red?” Jenny asked.

“Killing the Broodfather. Duh.”

The flight took a little over ten hours, and for some of it they slept, but mostly they talked about Sector Red. To Jenny and Riley it seemed like barely any time had passed at all when a tone sounded above their heads and a man started to talk. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m honored to have been your pilot during this, the beginning of an exciting new chapter. I hope you’ve enjoyed Air Earth’s one-way flight from Dodge to the New World. If you look out your window, you’ll have the opportunity to watch as your new home draws near—the New World in all its glory. Thank you for flying Air Earth, and best of luck to you in this wonderful land of boundless opportunity.”

The sun was rising as they approached the New World. A castle appeared on the screens nestled in the backs of the chairs. It had towering blue-topped spires that extended into an even bluer sky. Jenny recognized it as one she’d seen several times while watching videos of the New World.

“Look!” she said, pointing past Riley and out the window. He turned his head, and he gasped when he saw. It was the New World’s humongous seawall, made using nanotech. Long ago, the seawall had stopped the ocean from eating up the land. Along its parapets, she could see small specks she knew were people. People by themselves, couples, and families, all out for a morning walk in the sun.

“I wanna go up there,” Riley said.

“Me too.”

They flew past the seawall and reached a vast metropolis that stretched to the horizon. The city, impossibly tall towers and pretty earth-hugging structures, was interspersed with huge green spaces where trees grew greener than any Jenny had ever seen.

In the distance, a dark pillar extended so far into the sky that she could not see the top. “See, in the distance?”

Riley goggled. “What is it?”

“It’s a space elevator.”

“An elevator to space?”

“Yep.”

The plane began to circle, and she saw the reason for it. Below them was the castle, their destination, surrounded by a grassy expanse. Excitement made her squirm in her seat.

The crew handed out parachutes to everyone. Jenny remembered this part from the videos, too. The New World didn’t let planes from Dodge land, so passengers had to jump out of the plane. Some people spent weeks taking skydiving lessons before leaving for the New World. 

“Are you afraid of heights?” Jenny asked Riley.

“No,” he said, but he looked scared.

When she got up from her seat she discovered her legs were very stiff, so she stretched them out a bit and stamped them on the floor before joining the line of people that had formed straight down the middle of the plane. Jenny and Riley inched forward as the front passengers leapt from the plane, one by one.

As she passed through the curtain into the front section of the plane, Jenny become aware of a man at the doorway who wouldn’t jump.

“Sir,” a flight attendant standing nearby said, “I’m afraid you’ll have to. There’s a lineup of people behind you, and you signed a contract. We can’t bring you back to Dodge.”

The man was shaking his head. “I can’t, I’m sorry. I just—”

The attendant laid a hand on his shoulder. “Take a deep breath, sir. Count to ten. And don’t forget to count to ten on your way down before engaging your parachute. Now, do you know what I did to overcome my fear of heights? I just…” The attendant shoved the man out of the plane. He looked around at the other passengers. “He signed a contract.”

“That’s right,” another passenger said. “When you sign a contract…”

The flight attendant who’d taken them to their seats checked Jenny’s parachute to make sure it was strapped on correctly, and then he checked Riley’s. “Remember,” he said. “Ten seconds, then you pull the cord.”

Riley started to cry again. “I don’t want to jump.”

The attendant knelt down in front of him, and another addressed Jenny. “Will you jump, sweetheart?”

She nodded, biting her lip. She felt afraid, but she didn’t want to cry like Riley.

“Go on, then.”

Jenny stepped up to the open doorway, and then she stepped off the plane.

The wind rushed past her, pushing up against the bare skin of her hands and face, making her clothes flap violently and taking her breath. At first, she forgot to count. When she remembered, she guessed that five seconds must have passed, and she counted five more before pulling the ripcord.

She felt herself tugged upward for an instant, her quick descent halted. Her body was nestled in the harness, and the parachute was the only thing preventing her from falling to the ground and dying. It felt odd, but she soon got used to it.

Below her, she saw the tops of many open parachutes. Above, she saw the same in reverse—the soles of shoes, with parachutes splayed against the sky behind. Farther below, on the ground, she saw…

Nothing. A barren wasteland, dotted here and there with scraggly brown trees. The city was gone. The green spaces were gone. The seawall was gone. The space elevator was gone.

There was nothing. Except, she began to make out a teeming mass of figures. More figures rushed toward the crowd, and some rushed away from it. She watched as a passenger landed, covering someone else with the parachute. Passengers darted here and there, becoming entangled in other parachutes, tripping, getting up, and repeating the process.

Something had gone terribly wrong. A horrible feeling welled up in her stomach. Where was Riley? Had he jumped too? Did he remember to count?

Her feet touched the ground, and the parachute came crashing down on top of her, pinning her and blocking out the sky. She tore at her harness, her fingers eventually settling on a clasp and popping it open. Pushing through the billowy white folds for what seemed like forever, she finally emerged, and she just managed to jump aside before getting knocked down by a man running by in the opposite direction, calling a woman’s name.

A pimply man dressed in rags ran up to her and clutched her sleeve. He smelled bad. “Hey,” he said. “You were on the flight?”

“Yes,” Jenny said, trying not to sound as scared as she felt.

“Hurry. You have to come with me.” The ragged man tugged on her arm.

Jenny shook her head. She gestured at their surroundings. “Where did it go? Where is the New World?”

The man’s laugh ended almost as soon as it had begun. “This is it.”
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EXCERPT FROM CRAVEN NEW WORLD

 

PROLOGUE

 

Xavier was scared.

The reps that escorted him from the cruiser and into the Air Earthport remained polite, but he could detect none of the reverence they’d once shown him. Their demeanor suggested they would seize the Hand’s arms the moment he tried to flee. He didn’t plan to try. He was the Hand of the Market, and above such indignities. But for how much longer?

Inside, the Air Earthport was all but empty, a cavernous structure of steel and glass. Nearby, a young Air Earth worker lounged at her post, looking bored. The next flight didn’t leave for six hours, which Xavier knew because he’d learned the schedule by heart. As each flight left Dodge he always took a moment, no matter where he was, no matter how busy, to spare a thought for those who flew to the New World. Those who believed they traveled to some sort of utopia.

Xavier had become Hand knowing full well what it entailed…what kind of system he helped to uphold. And for him, knowing it meant confronting the fact of it twice every day. He forced himself to face it.

They approached the perimeter, the gleaming glass wall curving up and away from them, and they entered the Customer Service Station. Here, he encountered a broad spectrum of looks from various reps, some disbelieving, others disappointed, a couple disgusted. A chill ran through him. Not for the first time, he wondered what consequences would answer his unprecedented blunder.

Centuries lay between now and the last time anyone had successfully dissented in Dodge. But Carl Intoeverylifeali and his associates had dissented, and on Xavier’s watch no less. Before, the systems of surveillance and micronudging had maintained the population in a state of perfect conformity, suffocating resistance before it drew its first breath. Now, one of Dodge’s pillar corporations lay battered and bleeding, when just yesterday it had ridden high on a tide of public approval. In the space of an hour, with Carl Intoeverylifeali holding a gun to Xavier’s head onstage, it had all fallen apart. Xavier felt his face harden at the thought of Intoeverylifeali. The prison barges were too good for him.

He’d assumed they were taking him to an office within the Station itself, but when a blank wall slid open, revealing a hidden stairway that stretched down so far he could barely see the bottom, he realized something more special awaited him.

At the bottom of the staircase, they encountered a walkway flanked by arched windows that looked out on breathtaking, snowcapped mountains.

No. Several things were wrong about that. For one, snowy mountaintops hadn’t existed since long before Xavier’s birth. Plus, there was the minor detail that the staircase had taken them deep underground, far beneath the bustling city. The windows were digital displays. Why this gross expenditure of energy, far beneath the Air Earthport? Unless…

A gasp escaped his mouth, and one of the rep’s gaze twitched toward him. He’d heard rumors that the CEO lived in the city, though their rare meetings had always taken place in the countryside. Could this be the secret abode?

The reps, seeming to know where they were going, took him through a series of hallways, each walled with false windows that looked out on a different biome that hadn’t existed on Earth for a long time. Lush jungles. Rolling plains covered in wheat from horizon to horizon.

Then they came to a desert, with scant, dessicated growth clinging to the hard-baked land. This sort of terrain existed on Earth in abundance. The reps stopped him here, and a doorway swung open, where before there had been only seamless wasteland. The reps stood at ease, saying nothing, hands on their paralyzers. One of them nodded to usher Xavier into the room. So the Hand went in.

The far wall showed a wintry landscape, but the others were only dark wood paneling, adorned with extravagant light fixtures, one of them in the shape of a bouquet of flowers, another fashioned after a candelabra.

In the room’s center sat a golden-colored table that bore a single crystal bowl. Xavier approached it, confusion welling up inside him, along with fear. The bowl was filled almost to the brim with dark berries.

He glanced back at the reps, who still could be seen standing impassively in the hallway. “What are these berries?” he called back to them.

No response. Xavier studied the berries again. He picked one up, brought it to his nose, and sniffed. Odorless.

He turned again. “Are they for me, then? Am I meant to…?”

The reps wouldn’t even make eye contact.

He cleared his throat, and shrugged, bringing one to his mouth. He hesitated. Maybe just a lick, to see whether he recognized the flavor? His tongue probed forward, but he stopped again.

“Are they okay to eat?” he asked the guards. Nothing.

“They’re fine, Xavier,” a voice said, and Xavier yelled, spinning around and nearly knocking the crystal bowl onto the floor. The CEO stood near the snowy scene, smiling.

Xavier sputtered.

“What?” the CEO said. “Did you think the berries poisonous? Is that how you thought I’d answer your flub, by feeding you poison berries?”

“Uh…”

“That would be awfully dramatic, wouldn’t it? And it wouldn’t really be related to anything that’s happened. I mean, why berries?” Laughing, the CEO approached the bowl, scooped out a handful of berries, and popped them one by one into his mouth. “They’re acai, Xavier. Quite tasty. They’re also supposed to improve cellular health, not that I get too worked up about that.” Finished with his handful, he scooped up another. “Go on,” he urged around a half-chewed mouthful. “Try some.”

Xavier did. At first they tasted just like raspberries, but then a second flavor followed. “Kind of a chocolaty aftertaste.”

The CEO nodded. “Dark chocolate, sort of, hey?”

Xavier nodded.

“I’ll admit, I knew the berries would freak you out a bit. I did it as sort of a prank. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No! No, it was funny.”

The CEO nodded again, with more vigor this time. “Yes! I thought so. I’m glad we agree.”

“Me too.” Xavier sniffed, trying to do so as quietly as possible. His nose ran when he felt nervous, which was rare, luckily. “So,” he said, and trailed off.

“You’re wondering whether I intend to administer some kind of punishment, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“You thought the berries were it.” Another chuckle.

The Hand of the Market chuckled, too. “I did.”

“How odd that would have been, if I’d actually tried to feed you poison berries.”

“It would have been.”

“But you did fail me, you know.”

Xavier’s gaze fell to the floor, and he tried to look suitably repentant. He was having trouble, though—a smile struggled to break through. The berries really had struck him as funny, far funnier than they should have. What a droll situation.

“I did fail,” he said, fighting to keep his voice level.

“Much hardship resulted from your inability to keep Intoeverylifeali and his friends in line, and I’m afraid a lot more will follow. I have my work cut out for me, now, and you know how I loathe doing work.”

“Yes. I always did it for you, didn’t I?”

“You did. For me, and for all the other CEOs. You and your predecessors have flawlessly kept the populace in check. Except…your record isn’t really flawless anymore, is it?”

“No. Not anymore. I’m sorry.”

“An apology alone is insufficient, of course. Something will have to be done. Other than the berry prank, I mean.”

Xavier looked up, searching the CEO’s eyes but still battling a case of the giggles. “What will you do?”

“What Carl Intoeverylifeali should have done, back on that stage.”

Xavier frowned. “What?”

The CEO reached behind his back, producing a gold-plated paralyzer. He pointed it at the Hand’s head. “This.” He fired, and Xavier fell to the ground, slumping sideways against the table, which didn’t budge. His brain could no longer administer his autonomic nervous system, and yet he could offer no reaction as his heartbeat slowed, and his organs shut down, one-by-one.

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

The wall opposite their cell no longer played the news, and Carl could guess why. Just before the reps shut it off the anchors had started seeming desperate, and their propaganda became palpable, clumsy. It was simple for Carl and Anders to infer just how effective they’d been from the extraordinary measures now being taken to discredit them and their work. The reps didn’t want them to know they’d won a major victory.

“The bastards want us demoralized,” Carl muttered.

Anders heard him, and snorted. “No they don’t. Why would they care? In a few hours we’ll be on a prison barge.”

“Oh, they care. They’ll care until the moment we’re gone for good. Until then, they fear us.”

“You shouldn’t act so calm and confident when I know you’re not.”

“You shouldn’t be so irritable all the time.”

They were both irritable. Everyone knew prison barge conditions were bad, which worried Carl, since things were always worse than they were publicly known to be. But today his irritation had another cause: what would come before the prison barge.

A Customer Service Representative appeared at their cell, waving, which made the bars slide sideways until they disappeared inside a crevice inside the wall. “Today is the day, gentlemen,” the rep said.

“What,” Carl said, “only one rep to escort both of us?”

The rep smirked. “One is all that’s needed.”

“Bastards,” Carl muttered again.

The rep led them through the Station, and then through the Air Earthport, which was mostly empty. That made sense—the reps wouldn’t want to do this while an Air Earth flight was leaving, with lots of people busy bidding goodbye to their relatives. The reps would want as many as possible in attendance at the public shaming.

It wasn’t called a public shaming, though that was what it was. They called it a press conference, and they held one every time a barge took on a new batch of prisoners. Everyone in Dodge was invited, and attending conferred a LifeRank boost. As Carl emerged into the sunlight, the first natural light he’d seen in days, he saw that this press conference was very well attended indeed. Probably record-breaking.

A podium faced the crowd, the new prisoners lined up alongside it, their backs to Carl. Two empty spots waited to either side of the podium, and the rep led him and Anders there. To the left of the square a vendor stand was set up, where the crowd could buy rotten produce after the event. Then would come a march to the docks, during which the crowd would be invited to pelt the prisoners with squishy tomatoes and hard little apples. It was all very archaic, and very effective, too. The woman who sold the produce always made plenty of money, and she sat high in the leaderboards. Her name was Barbara Wersbrin. She ran a hothouse that produced food grown only to spoil.

The reps’ top public relations executive took the podium and cleared her throat. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said. “The people you see arrayed beside me all agreed to LifeRank’s Terms of Service, and yet their behavior has shown an utter disregard for that agreement. The beauty of LifeRank is that its leaderboards account for even those who violate it, pushing them to the very bottom ranks, where they are subject to prosecution. Those with low LifeRank aren’t just unproductive members of society. They pose a real threat to it.”

The PR exec pointed at a potbellied man on the end of the line. “This man is a hoarder who refuses to recycle. He takes up resources needed by the rest of Dodge. He will settle his debt to us on a prison barge.” The exec paused for the customary booing, but none came. She frowned, and pointed at another prisoner. “This woman claims she’s Schrödinger reborn, insisting she’s entitled to anything she wants without paying for it. She will spend a decade harvesting refuse for energy to balance her theft.” 

The silence stretched on, punctuated by the exec’s nervous coughing. “This woman persisted in violating CabLab’s trademark, despite repeated warnings.” Carl knew that really meant the accused wouldn’t stop criticizing CabLab online, and probably the crowd knew it too.

The PR exec began to stumble over her words, keeping her eyes glued to the tablet lying on the podium for longer and longer. A frown clouded her brow. Normally these press conferences were almost festive affairs, characterized by loud cheering for the persecution of unorthodoxy. Today, nothing.

Finally, the exec got around to Anders and Carl. “This man,” she said, pointing at Anders, “helped disseminate stolen corporate documents—a gross betrayal of his employer, Xavier Ofvalour, the Hand of the Market.”

The crowd failed utterly to react. The exec cleared her throat, repositioned her tablet, and pointed at Carl. “And this man. This man. His employers at SafeTalk treated him well, and the Hand himself took him under his wing. This man, this common man who under normal circumstances could never expect to receive such special treatment. He found himself on the fast track to buying a plane ticket and traveling to the New World, maybe even in the first-tier section of an Air Earthplane. Did he thank his superiors for this? Did he spend his every spare moment expressing his gratitude? No.” She shook her head, rallying from her prior lapse in confidence. “Instead, he was a prime mover in disseminating the illegally obtained documents I mentioned earlier. Not only that, when he was on stage with Xavier Ofvalour, after the broadcast feed cut out, he held a paralyzer to the Hand’s head and threatened his very life.”

That did bring some murmurs from the crowd. Violent crime was practically unheard of in Dodge, and when it did occur it was almost exclusively the province of the young.

“He is nothing more than a terrorist,” the exec said. “He will spend thirty-one years on the barges.”

Anger surged through Carl, and he balled his fists, stepping forward before any of the reps could stop him. “My only crime is trying to free children from exploitation!” he yelled. “A system that persecutes you for that is a sick one.”

This time, the crowd did react—by erupting into cheering and stamping. Carl shot a look back at the PR exec and saw that her anxiety was now plain on her face. Behind her, many of the reps stood with one foot forward, as though they were poised to take action but unsure of what that action should be.

After a protracted moment, the exec spoke again. “This concludes the press conference, then. Please take this time to purchase produce for your personal use while on the march. Ms. Barbara Wersbrin will register your purchases and ensure that they count toward your LifeRank.”

No one moved toward Wersbrin’s stand. The exec cleared her throat once more.

“Half price!” Wersbrin shouted, her deep voice reaching every ear without need of amplification. “Half price off produce today.”

That was unprecedented. And yet no one moved to buy.

Carl grinned at Anders, who looked as tense as the reps. Then he saw Carl’s smile, and he sprouted one of his own, seeming to relax. They were winning.

The rep who’d escorted them here grabbed Carl’s arms roughly from behind, with another rep grabbing Anders. They were forced to start marching down the road, toward the waiting prison barge. The crowd followed, silent now, but glaring at the reps. One woman clenched her hands and unclenched them repeatedly, veins standing out on her forearms. What could paralyzers do against such a throng, if they decided to attack? The reps had never been faced with such open opposition.

Natalie Lemonade had not been among the assembled prisoners, which didn’t surprise Carl. She’d probably been escorted onto the barge early, as a tactical move by the reps. The public would be even more enamored of her than they were of Carl. The FutureBrite leaks had vindicated her actions, after months of persecution from SafeTalk, the media, and the reps. The corporate elites had inadvertently martyred her, and now they wanted her gone, as quickly and as quietly as possible.

But because of his open defiance while on stage with Xavier Ofvalour, they couldn’t afford to squirrel Carl away without some sort of public display. They needed to make an example of him. But they’d fumbled their opportunity.

Carl felt grateful that his reunion with Natalie would happen later than he’d anticipated. In confronting Xavier, he’d sacrificed his future in an effort to protect her. It hadn’t worked, of course, but the purity of the gesture remained, and it made him feel slightly embarrassed about facing her again.

Around halfway through the march, someone in the crowd began to shout Carl’s name, a lone voice amidst the tense silence, sounding thin and a little pathetic. But then someone else took up the cry, and someone else, and soon the entire crowd was shouting it, marching in time to the beat the chant created. “Carl Intoeverylifeali! Carl Intoeverylifeali! Carl Intoeverylifeali!”

“Amazing,” Anders shouted over the din. “It’s just like the organized protests of long ago. A forgotten art, but we’re remembering it again. The walk of shame has become a march of dissent.”

The rep holding Anders shook him, grunting for him to shut up. But the words were spoken, and they couldn’t be unspoken. Just like the FutureBrite docs couldn’t be unleaked.

The crowd carried on chanting as the prison barge came into view before them, a gleaming leviathan. Carl was a hero to these people. He gave them hope, the same hope Natalie had once given him.

Four words took form in his brain, sliding down to his tongue and sitting there, waiting to be spoken: I am the messiah. He could shout it now, and they would believe him, he felt sure. It would bring them peace to know Schrödinger had finally, actually been reborn. It would mean he’d return someday, as destiny doubtless prescribed, to free them from their bondage and toil in this world of heartless corporations. He opened his mouth to say it. “I—”

He was the focus of the crowd’s attention, and they fell instantly silent to hear his words. Everyone looked at him with expectation. The rep holding his arms tightened his grip.

Years of keeping his true identity hidden came crashing down. What would revealing himself now accomplish? It wouldn’t give them hope. It would make them feel abandoned, forlorn after his departure.

“I thank you,” he said instead. And the rep marched him toward a filthy metal ramp, slick with slime and seaweed.
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