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Dedicated to her whose Name is
written silently among the stars.

Part Zero: Prelude in Blue

T

here was some local hydrotynectrix band gurgling away
upon the makeshift stage. The music was barely tolerable,
but they had an impressive holoshow. Panoramic pulsations
of redolent scentuosity created a surrealist landscape of writhing,
paniferous flora—thus born an orgiastica magnifique of deleterious
proportions. Very Pinkfloydesque, though I doubt anyone there
except for me, and maybe Dust, would have realized it. Few of these
hipshique pretenders would have considered it halopreme to listen to
Classical.
I was getting bored, thinking I should’ve stayed home to play A.D.
Domination, when Dust came up to me smiling.
“Hey,” he said.
“What?”
“I found some LOSS.”
“Icy,” I said with the most mild of enthusiasm. “Where is it?”
“Right here, fiend,” he said, pulling out a neuromitter and handing
it to me. “It’s all loaded and ready to go.”
“Arctic,” I said. “I’m going to shoot in your bedroom.”
“Sure. Don’t irradiate my bed though.”
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“Kidding? I haven’t had a geddon on LOSS in at least an EY.”
“Yeah, me neither. We need a new drug.”
“Speak like the devil,” I said and walked off.
I pushed my way through the crowd of Crangers, Vamps, and
other assorted schtiques. There were a few diabolikal wahines here
and there, but I was depressed and not in the mood to bust out with
my lucky Irish charms.
I walked into the living room and there were people scattered
about here and there, laughing and chatting. Walking by the couch I
noticed a young but voluptuous voluna idly slipping her white feet,
with pristinely lazed toenails, in and out of Vivariccii heels.
My eyes wandered up to her face, and at once her smile dispersed
my melancholia like the gleaming trident of Tahtagatah parting the
hordes of pakao.
I smiled back awkwardly.
I don’t suppose it was love at first sight; I was already too cynical
for that. Still, I did experience complete kynetik-overload as I gazed
upon her cool countenance for the very first time. Her eyes seemed
purely innocent, her expression entirely chaste.
“Uhm, hi,” I said, holding out my hand.
“Hi,” she said, extending her hand to mine.
“I’m Marlowe.”
“Marlowe? I’m Celeste.”
“Euphonious name.”
“Thanks.”
She was sitting alone on the couch.
“So where’d your kwazi run off to?”
“My kwazi?” she giggled. “What kwazi?”
“I don’t know. Certainly you weren’t sitting here all alone.”
“Actually, I was. Surprised?”
“Maybe.”
“Why so? Because I’m too shakti to be sitting all alone?” she
drawled with coquettish irony.
I laughed, because sadly, I had been about to say that.
“May I?” I gestured to the seat next to her.
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“Sure.”
I sat close but not too close. “So do you like the party?”
“It’s okay,” she said, tossing her long, dark hair in a most alluring
fashion. “Do you?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. I mean it’s okay. I’m just ashed on these parties. They’re
always the same.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Don’t you think so?”
“I don’t know. I kind of like it.”
“Well, don’t get me wrong. I mean it’s halopreme now that I’ve
met you.”
She blushed a little and lowered her eyes.
“So where do you go to school?”
“Arkadia.”
“Ah. An innocent Christian girl.”
She shrugged.
“That’s not Christian though,” I said, picking up the pendant
hanging around her neck.
“No. It’s Egyptian.”
“An Udjat-eye?” I said, letting it drop back around her smooth,
pale neck.
“Yes,” she said, smiling.
“And your earrings,” I said, gently touching one. They were large
gold circles with winged scarabs inside. “Egyptian, too. Correct?”
“Yes.”
“So you’re an Egyptian?”
“No, silly,” she laughed. “Of course not.”
“Then what are you?”
“What do you mean?”
“So are you religious or what?”
Her eyes drifted off to gaze past me, and she said with a very
serious expression on her face, “I don’t know.” Then she looked at me
again. “What about you?” she asked with sincere interest.
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I shrugged. “Who knows? I believe in the here and now and that’s
about it. Sometimes I’m not even sure about that.”
She nodded as if she understood completely.
“I’ve never seen you around before,” I said.
“No. Probably not. I don’t get out as much as I’d like. What with
school and track and all.”
“You run?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s fun.”
“It’s fun?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t like to run.”
“So I gathered.”
We laughed.
“So what do you do?” she asked.
“Nothing of any particular use to the world, I guess. Hack, play
games, do drugs. Work on Voudonics.”
“Voudonics? What’s that?”
“Well, it’s a pet theory of my own device. I’ve been working on
it for quite some time. It’s complicated, but basically I’m trying to
synthesize ancient shamanism with modern biomechanical theories
on evolution.”
“Ah,” she nodded, understanding. “I’m interested in metaphysical
things as well.”
“Really?” I said with enthusiasm.
She nodded slightly and changed the subject, “So you like drugs,
huh?”
“Eh. They’re okay, I guess. I was going shoot some LOSS just
before I saw you. We can share the hit if you want.”
“I’ve never done LOSS.”
“No? The first time is ultraprematik—nothing better. Want?”
“I don’t know,” she said, furrowing her brow in consideration.
I shrugged. “It’s up to you. I’m going to shoot mine now though.”
“Right here?”
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“No. I’d better go into the bedroom, but you can come with me.”
“Uhm. Okay.”
Celeste seemed to be decidedly well-rendered, but due to the
looseness of the pinas I couldn’t completely discern the shape of her
legs. However, judging by the rest of her, I surmised they would be
rather diabolique as well. Indeed her contoured dimensions impugned
upon the credibility bespoken by the innocence of her face.
As we entered Dust’s bedroom, I had a sad, empty feeling about
the LOSS.
“You know,” I said, turning to her. “I don’t really feel like doing
the LOSS. You didn’t want to, did you?”
She shook her head. “No. Not really,” she said, sitting on the edge
of Dust’s bed and looking around placidly. “I mean it doesn’t matter
to me.”
She kicked off her heels, scooted up onto the bed, and then leaned
back carefully against the charcoal bone headboard. Her allure was
like scented jasmine borne upon a rare bloom of winter respite.
“Do you enjoy Eternal?” I asked.
“Uhm, yeah. It’s halopreme.”
Above her head was a Boralian Bryeweave, portraying an
Amazonian angel with white armor and go-go boots. She held a large
sword, poised to battle the loathsome psiwraiths ascending from
below.
“D-scan_sys,” I said, and a musical chime answered to let me
know it was awaiting my commands. “Create playlist of composer
Khachaturian. Compositions: Spartacus, Gayaneh, and Masquerade
suites. Random shuffle, except begin with ‘Waltz’ and ‘Romance’
from Masquerade. Play. Oh, Wait. Stop. Add the ‘Adagio of Spartacus
and Phrygia.’ Play.”
The music started on Dust’s ultraprematik Tawagotchi.
“You know a lot about music.”
I shrugged. “A little.”
I climbed upon the seductively soft bed and sat next to her. The
lava shifted comfortably beneath our weight.
There were dozens of candles along the top of Dust’s headboard.
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Real candles, all in a variety of colours that spanned the visible
spectrum. I found a laz on the headboard and began lighting them
one by one. I looked over at Celeste and she smiled sweetly. After I’d
finished lighting about thirty candles, big and small, I said, “Light_sys:
Off.” The lights winked out; now the only illumination came from the
flickering candles and some pale blue light from the window.
I moved close to her and gently lifted one of her hands and held
it in mine. She had small hands with slender, delicate fingers and
unpainted but finely manicured nails. I lifted her hand to my mouth
and kissed it softly. She was smiling. I caressed her face, sliding my
hand back through her hair. I pressed my face against her neck, gently
rubbing my lips against her skin.
“Mhmm,” I moaned slightly in spite of myself.
Her skin was so warm, so ambroscious. She smelled not of
perfumes, nor of lotions, but of herself. The smell was deeply
comforting, soothing, pacifying, reminding me of lapis lazuli and the
faint jingling of far off chimes. I felt her hand against my cheek. I
peeked and saw that her eyes were closed and her lips pursed. I kissed
her. She opened her mouth, sliding her tongue into mine—for which
she was gratefully and passionately reciprocated.
After long moments engulfed in the samadhi of her warm, wet
kisses, I felt her slowly pull away. I opened my eyes and watched her
take off her earrings and place them upon the headboard.
She then scooted down into the bed. As she lay upon her back, she
put her slender arm around my neck and gently pulled me to her.
I rolled on top of her, kissing her now with more force, holding
her head in my hands, smothering her with my kisses, my carnal
idolatry.
We continued this way until I decided to slide my hand under her
shirt. I wanted her so much now. Not even so much paniferously,
but just that I wanted to merge with her, synthesize with her—
become whole with her. Caressing her stomach, I began moving
my hand higher and higher. Now using my lips as an illusionist uses
misdirection, I began kissing her with unabashed ardor while feeling
for the fleshy fullness of the outermost edge of her right poohi.
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At some level I sensed discomfort from Celeste, but I was ultimately
oblivious. She covered my hand with hers, but I kept on going, still
kissing away, and now slightly rubbing my hips against hers. She
didn’t seem to be making an attempt to escape me completely, but she
was definitely trying to push my hand away from her poohis. I kept
going, feeling it was the most important thing in the universe that I go
just as far as I could possibly go.
Finally, as I smothered her with my kisses, I brushed her right
maka-pua with my fingers. Content, I slid my hand away.
At this point I smelled the burning and glanced up to see that Dust’s
tapestry had somehow caught fire. As I was looking up, Celeste deftly
slid out from underneath me and sat up straight, pulling her suetre
down, and tossing her hair back. She looked at the burning tapestry
and said calmly, “Shouldn’t we do something?”
I watched the burning tapestry with languid fascination. The
flames were now devouring the demons at the angel’s feet. “No, not
really. The sprinklers should come on any moment.”
“Oh,” she said, hypnotized by the conflagration as well.
The fire had burned away the wraiths and was now creeping
towards the angel’s go-go boots. Violet smoke was streaming from
the orange and green combustion due to the chemicals in the fabric.
As the flames threatened the feet of the angel, the sprinkler system
came on, along with the lights, drenching the entire room, including
me, Celeste, and the candles in nipply H2O. The fire was quickly
extinguished.
I turned to Celeste, “I’m sorry.”
She looked at me as she wringed out her sopping hair and smiled
bemusedly, “It’s okay.”
I laughed wryly. “This is not okay. This is ridiculous. I mean look
at you. You’re soaked.”
“Yeah. I am. And so are you.” She laughed a little.
“Shiva, but you look diabolique all wet like that,” I said happily.
She didn’t blush but looked me straight in the eyes and asked,
“Really?”
I leaned in and kissed her for long moments, my hand upon her
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cheek.
She smiled and took my chin in her hand. “You,” she said, shaking
her head. “What am I going to do with you?”
Before I could respond there was a banging at the door and I heard
Dust yell from the other side, “Hey! What in Babalon is going on in
there?”
-2-

C

eleste and I sat on a couch in a tucked away corner of her
family’s house. She was wearing a one-piece lounging outfit and
a plain white nanaklip to keep her hair in place. I was wearing my
usual faded pants, rumpled shirt, and crinkled tie. My long forahide
coat was lying upon a nearby chair.
Her house was a modern suburban affair. It reminded me of the
one I used to share with my father and mother, only Celeste’s was
much larger and more finely decorated. The bronze panel above the
couch, for example, was an original Ghiberti entitled Crucifixion.
Much, much more finely decorated, I should say.
Celeste held her fierlynx, also an expensive rarity, in her lap. She
stroked his symmetrically black and white patterned fur. The exotic
cat purred loudly.
I sneezed.
“Can’t you get rid of Rorschach for awhile?”
“Rorschach?” she queried, pulling the cat to her defensively. “Why
do you call him that?”
“Because he looks like one of those hoary old inkblot tests.”
“Ah,” she said, squinting at him. “Yeah,” she giggled. “I guess he
does. Well, what does he look like?” She held him out to me.
“Hmmm,” I said, staring at the now disgruntled cat. “Well, the
pattern on his belly looks like lepidoptera.”
“A butterfly? That’s all you can come up with?”
I laughed. “I’m not sure you want to know what I really think
Rorschach’s pattern looks like.”
I leaned over and licked the side of her cheek.
She giggled and wiped her face with her hand. “No. I don’t think I
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do!” We laughed together.
“What do the patterns look like to you then?” I asked.
“Well, actually. You’re right. The ones on his belly do look like a
butterfly. But the ones on his back,” she said, lowering her voice into
such a tone that I knew she was discussing something she considered
very serious. “Sometimes they bother me.”
“Why? What do they look like?”
“I don’t know exactly. I mean the pattern doesn’t really look
like what I think it looks like. This part here reminds me of a girl in
prayer, see?” I nodded. “And this glob of black here is a repugnant,
yet somehow captivating…entity of some sort.”
“I see it.”
“It looks like he is…descending upon the young girl. I don’t like
it when it looks like that to me.” She pouted. “But I love Squeezix so
much,” she said and hugged him close to her.
I sneezed again. “Yeah, well I wish I could say the same about my
allergies.”
“Why don’t you have your regulators adjusted?”
“Yeah, I know. I should. I just haven’t gotten around to it. It costs
creds, too, you know.”
“Well, maybe I can come up with some,” she said and then gazed
towards the door as her father appeared.
Mr. Dvorak was a tall, imposing vecheck. Handsome, I suppose.
Hard features, with a much darker complexion than Celeste’s. His
eyes were difficult for me to look into when I spoke to him, though I
always forced myself to do so. I knew he worked somewhere in the
upper echelons at Pamphage Corp. I gathered from talking to Celeste
that he was a highly-motivated and driven perfectionist. He seemed to
expect no less from Celeste.
“Hello, Marlowe,” he said as I stood up to greet him.
Our hands embraced in a firm handshake. I sat back down again
and he stared at Celeste.
“You should probably get to work on your science project.”
“I know,” she said. “I’ll start soon.”
“If you want me to help you, it better be very soon. I have a
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meeting tonight.”
“Alright, daddy. Soon.”
He left the room.
“I suppose we better wrap things up, Mar.”
I sighed profoundly. “I know. It’s just that you never seem to have
any time for me. You’re always studying or training for track.”
“Never spend time with you?” she said with wide eyes. “Kidding,
Mar? I spend all my free time with you. I’ve practically cryoed all my
other friends for you!”
“But not your school or track.”
“And you expect me to?” she said, her voice tinged with fury.
Squeezix casually jumped off her lap and strolled out of the room.
“No,” I said, turning back to her. “Of course not. I just don’t see
why you’re so obsessed with school.”
“So I can go to an exceptional college. You know this already.”
“I know. StarCross Business Academy.” I shook my head. “And
then what?”
“To be successful in my chosen field,” she said, standing up.
“Why are you so concerned with success?” I asked, standing up
as well.
“Why shouldn’t I be successful?”
“It’s not that you shouldn’t be successful, it’s your relentless,
one-pointed pursuit of it. What does success actually bring?” I said,
pacing the room.
“Pride in myself. Wealth. Power.”
“Pride in a job well-done. That I can appreciate. Also, I believe
a few creds and a little power can certainly help one to enjoy and
appreciate life, but the kind of wealth and power I sense that you
crave—what’s the point? What will it get you?”
She squinted, staring at me seriously. Finally, she said quietly, with
a backbone of sincere determination, “The really important things,
Mar. Answers. Solutions.”
“To what?”
“To existence,” she said calmly. “To life. To death.”
I shook my head. “Those aren’t the important things to me, Celeste.
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Love, beauty, art, no matter how transitory, are the most important
things in life. It seems you want far more than the answers to life and
death. You want immortality.”
“Maybe I do,” she said quietly, her eyes staring off vacantly.
“But what good is immortality without love?”
“And that’s what your Voudonics will get you? Love?”
“Maybe.”
“What for? You already have me,” she said with such sincere
sweetness that it dispelled all my anger. I laughed a little.
“Do I? Do I really?” I said, smirking ironically.
She looked at me, and an emotion that I couldn’t quite pinpoint
flickered across her face. Before she could say anything else her
father came in again.
He said nothing but frowned at Celeste and then left the room.
I sneezed and then rubbed the back of my hand across my nose.
“Look, Celeste. I have to go. Your cat is killing me.”
“I’m sorry,” she said gently, and we headed for the front door.
“Your family is religious?” I asked, passing by a Renaissance
period Madonna and child painting, whose artist I couldn’t quite
recall.
She nodded.
“Which?”
“Ashjnot’s Ascent. Why?”
“Just curious.”
“Oh.”
I had a feeling it might be Ashjnot’s Ascent. Even more fringe than
the Circle of Ashjnot, they had a rather devious blend of economic
politics and Christian metaphor that was popular with corp^riche
exectypes.
“You like it?” I asked.
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. It’s...lacking somehow.”
I nodded. “I know how you feel. I’ve never felt comfortable with
any organized religion. It’s one of the reasons I spend so much time
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working on Voudonics. If not a solution to the religious question, it’s
at least a functional substitute.”
She stood up and led me through her house to the front door. We
stood outside on the porch and kissed goodbye. That was the thing I
hated most about our relationship: kissing goodbye.
It was also my favourite.
-3-

V

isibility was poor so I couldn’t tell exactly where we landed,
somewhere in a large field or maybe a park. Blizzards this late
in the year were rare.
“Sheklet. We’re going to be really late. At least we have a credible
excuse,” I said.
She just smiled over at me sweetly.
“Too bad your father is going to subtract however late we are out
of the next time I see you. You know I can’t believe he does that. It’s
not—”
Celeste interrupted me by moving in close and kissing me softly,
ever so softly, as was her way.
“Mhmm,” I said, lips pressed to hers. “Let me over.”
I squeezed over into her seat, and she squirmed onto my lap. I took
off her shoes and rubbed her cold feet. She started to kiss me again.
“Wait. Just one thing,” I said, glancing out the corner of my eye. I
reached around and selected Pink Floyd’s Wish You Were Here on the
D-scan. Classics never die. “Take off your top, okay?”
Even though Celeste rarely indulged me with the removal of
her shirt (because she was unnecessarily shy about her body), she
certainly wasn’t adverse to my fondling underneath.
This time she surprised me by removing her favourite Garboricci
süetre and placing it into the back of the hover. She then turned to
gaze up at me with innocent eyes. I kissed her, rubbing one of her
erect maka-puas with my thumb as my fingers and palm massaged
the rest of her poohi. With my other hand I stroked her head and hair.
She had one hand against my cheek and the other pressed against my
chest. She always had her hand between us it seemed. No matter how
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close I tried to get—there’d be that little five-fingered shield between
us.
The wind buffeted and shook the hover. The windows fogged,
and Celeste breathed hard as she took my hand and put it between
her legs. I rubbed her special softness through the fabric of her own
designer-label pinas; she squirmed hard into my hand. I undid the
sash and slipped my hand inside. I began to softly and slowly caress
her wet gieglobe. Through my pants I pressed up hard up against her
thigh, my spartchek piquantly pleasurized by the friction. Kissing her,
I turned to biting her lower lip out of luscious lasciviosity. I rubbed her
gieglobe harder, pushing in two fingers. They slipped in smoothly and
I massaged her wet insides with strong upwardly curved movements.
I rubbed myself harder up against her body, still worrying her lower
lip with my teeth. I felt the slight spasm and halting intake of breath
that marked her armageddon—which immediately brought upon my
own. I makakai’d all over the inside of my pants, and Celeste gently
pushed my hand away from her.
I held her close listening to the wind whistling around the hover.
To me it was utter silence. Utter peace. No long and involved thought
processes running through my head. No insistent urgencies in my gut.
Just peace. And the awareness that she was the one. The one I was
meant to be with always. My Daschlink. My Soulmate.
“Oww, Mar. What did you do to my lip? It’s all bleeding,” she said,
examining the blood on her hand.
“Sorry. Couldn’t help it.”
“Sheklet. What am I going to tell my dad?”
“Fever blister?”
“Fuck. We’d better go. The blizzard’s breaking up, I think.”
“Yeah. It has. And look,” I said, staring up through the skyport at
a clear patch of sky. “The moons. See how Marshok holds Carina in
his arms?”
Marshok, the red artificial moon, was crescent, while Carina, A9’s
genuine blue moon, was full. It appeared that the crescent held the full
within its grasp.
She nodded at me, smiling. I kissed her then, but she ended it too
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soon. She pulled away, reaching around to find her suetre.
By the time we reached her home, Carina and Marshok were a
cloud-cluttered chasm apart.
-4-

A

rkadia was the most affluent school in Xanadu and I knew their
Winter Ball would reflect this. How many other schools had a
ballroom reserved only for their occasional dances?
I spent centicycles agonizing over what I was going to wear. I
sold an original Bieroniez sketch to pay for the tux, but I felt far
from halopreme. My body was too short. My head was too big. My
hair was entirely schlomkular. And my skin? Let’s not even go there.
Nothing was right. Nothing. Nothing at all.
Why had I spent all my life on hacking when I could have been
toposurging?
I began obsessing on every little detail of my face, my nose, my
legs, my shape, my tux, staring at the mirror, hating the mirror, but
eventually the time came when I had to leave or I’d be late, so with
unalloyed conviction I heaved aside my compulsions, hopefully for
the night, and left to pick her up.
Her father and mother greeted me kindly and set me down upon an
immaculate white couch in the front living room.
They complimented me on my appearance, and I thanked them
stiffly.
We talked about random inconsequentialities while I waited for
Celeste to make her grand entrance.
And what an entrance it was.
Dressed in light blue, she glided from down the hallway. I was
overwhelmed. I felt so small, yet so grateful to be in her presence.
She was wearing a billowy, classical gown with fanciful, delicately
traced embroidery. The top was low and strapless, revealing, among
other things, the immaculate whiteness of her neck and the exquisite
sculpturing of her shoulders. As she turned around for me I realized
it was backless as well, and I was left puzzling exactly how it was
held in place. Her hair was pulled back severely and topped with a
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glittering azure tiara. Her shoes were blue Diva Diz. The nails of her
fingers and toes were lazed creamy white.
She smiled demurely, which heightened her exquisite and refined
beauty.
I stood up and took her hands in mine. “You look absolutely
shakti.”
She lowered her head shyly and smiled, “Thank you.”
It seemed so unreal. How could anything so lovely be mine?
“I brought you a present,” I said with uncontained highwire.
“A present?”
I walked over and took up the gift from the couch and sat it down
in front of me. It was a white teddy bear with a red ribbon around his
neck and a furry heart in his hand. I turned him on and whispered into
his ear.
He padded awkwardly across the floor and held his heart out to
Celeste. She picked up the bear and held it to her. He cooed with
contentment.
After family holorecordings and a pile of compliments, Celeste
and I were finally on our way out the door.
“Don’t forget your scepter, dear,” her mother said and held out an
ornate silver wand topped with what looked like an elaborate threedimensional snowflake from which emanated a mystical blue light.
“Thank you,” she said and waved it in the air before her, leaving
behind a trail of blue stars and sparkles.
-5-

T

he night was cold and clear as Celeste and I walked arm in arm
up the long, grand promenade leading to the ballroom. The
colossal Kinan trees lining the promenade were covered with snow;
yellow and blue sparkles from within their boughs sent rays of light
glittering off Celeste’s eyes.
I smiled nervously before Celeste’s radiance. She smiled back,
sweetly, sedately, yet confidently.
We passed through the main entrance: a marbled Corinthian arch
with a mellow looking wyvern sprawled out along the top.
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Inside the ballroom, a brightly lit, artificial snowscape spread
out before us. The walls were holoed out to reveal a magical forest
surrounding the white, marbled floor of the clearing, which was the
dance floor. I caught a glimpse of a tall elvish male peeking out
from one of the trees, and sprites could be seen darting through the
snow-laden foliage, occasionally venturing into the ballroom proper,
flickering and spinning their way through the dancing couples.
I looked up and the ceiling was holoed out as well, revealing a
pristine sky with foreign constellations. The colossal chandelier,
which I knew to actually be hung from the ceiling, appeared to be
suspended in midair like a crystalline planet with elaborate structures
jutting out all over its surface in a harmonious dance of symmetry.
Looking at the chandelier, watching the twinkling of its points and
edges, I realized it was a holojector, presumably responsible for the
elves, sprites, and other fantastical inhabitants of the ball.
Two finely carved and detailed thrones sat on a high dais on the
far end of the ballroom. They were carved out of what looked to be
ice, though I knew they couldn’t be. The thrones were reserved for the
as yet unannounced Ice Prince and Princess of the Arkadian Winter
Ball.
Even though the room was decidedly warm, the winter effects
were so convincing that I had to keep reminding myself that I wasn’t
cold.
Celeste was, of course, scintilicious, but the other girls were
extravagantly eye-catching as well. Most girls were wearing classical
gowns reminiscent of Celeste’s. Pastels were the most popular
colours: soft yellows, mellow greens, velvety purples, and subdued
greens.
Most of the other malachos were dressed much as I, but they
seemed to wear their tuxedos better. I was somewhat uncomfortable
around all that opulence. It overwhelmed and humbled me, yet I was
not unhappy to be there.
Celeste was soon drowning in friends so I took the opportunity to
sneak away for a bit.
I didn’t care for the music on the sFX. It was something hipshiquePart Zero: Prelude in Blue
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mod, not entirely reprehensible, but it didn’t fit my mood.
I moved around the edges of the ballroom looking for the control
console. It didn’t take me long to find it. It was designed to look like
a small snow-covered watchtower. Some dzoumky-looking malacho
was guarding it. However, I never planned on taking the direct
approach anyway.
I slipped out a side door and into the chill night air. I walked
around the outside of the building looking for a Y-box, an exposed
transfer tube, or anything else I could tap into.
The buildings of the school spread out in the distance with only a
few sparse lights to brighten the area outside that of the ballroom. I
stepped over the occasional patch of real snow.
I found what looked like a service panel and tried to open it.
Sealed. From my VAA, I released my trusty portable pry bar with
servo-enhancements and slid it gently into the crack of the panel. I
pried the bar gently, and the panel popped open.
Looking inside the self-lit panel I was pleased to find a standard
Y-box w/ TI99d_plug. From my pocket, I took out El Diablo, the
portable subproc of my home computer. I called it El Diablo because
it ran on a 666 GHz Mitaconda Processor. I twisted the TI99 male into
the Diablo and inserted its exposed end into the panel’s plug.
I typed the instructions in manually, occasionally supplementing
them with verbal commands. It was tedious. I couldn’t wait to get
my OTP installed. It would make routine hacking jobs like this a
solburst.
After about three or four millicrons, I had access to the Winter
Ball’s evening scenario. If I’d had more time, I probably would
have programmed something diabolique into the holos, but I didn’t,
so I settled for arranging the evening’s music and even managed to
splice in a simple rutting-procedure that would prevent novices from
altering my playlist.
By the time I reentered the ballroom and made my way back
through the flower garden of dresses, I found Celeste’s crowd had
dwindled considerably. Most couples were dancing so I asked Celeste
if she would like to as well.
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She nodded demurely and sweetly. I took her hand and we stepped
out onto the floor.
Dancing helped to calm me even more than the hacking. I loved
dancing, having inherited from Shiva knows where some natural
ability. Soon I was thoroughly tsoonic.
The music was a fairly upbeat romantic waltz from Masquerade,
and I was fascinated to see my chosen music was so well received.
Then again, this was an aristocratic school; most of the students were
well acquainted with Eternal and its appropriate dances.
Most people, like Celeste and I, were dancing a version of the
Strainian Waltz, which was perfect for the Khachaturian because it
was ritualized, yet designed to allow for spontaneous modifications
and permutations.
So we danced amidst a sea of twirling coloured gowns as the
chandelier refracted the subtle hues back with flickering sparkles
that flitted about the couples, occasionally revealing themselves to be
joyous sprites as they stopped to kiss an enraptured ball-goer before
spinning off again.
Celeste turned me around and caught me in her arms. I smiled,
kissing her cheek and spinning her in the opposite direction—leaving
her poised gracefully at the edge of centrifugality for a long, perilous
moment—before I finally swirled her back into the safety of my arms.
She pressed her hand gently to my chest and we continued our spiral
journey around the snow-covered ball.
And for just an instant, a fraction of a micron, a moment so brief
it was timeless, I felt as if I were not I and as if Celeste were not she.
I felt not as if we had become one, but as if we had become none. It
was the most exquisite, yet somehow most sorrowful experience of
my life.
The songs cascaded by and we danced them all, neither one of us
mentioning the word stop.
During a slow song well into the evening, I began to speak to her
as we danced.
“You have a lot of friends,” I said, having noticed throughout the
night how popular she seemed to be.
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“Yes. I suppose...I’m not sure what good they are, however.”
“What?” I asked, pulling back a bit, surprised by this display of
cynicism.
She looked at me with wide-eyes, also seemingly surprised at what
she’d just said. She shook her head. “I don’t know why I said that,”
she said thoughtfully. “I love my friends.” She smiled sincerely.
We continued to dance and I pulled her closer.
“This music...is very familiar,” she said into my ear.
“Of course it is. It’s some of the same music I played the first night
we met.”
She pulled back a bit so she could look into my eyes. “That’s a
peculiar coincidence,” she said, squinting at me.
I raised my eyebrows and smirked.
“You didn’t!” she said with exaggerated shock.
I shrugged and smiled.
“Bad boy,” she said and giggled.
“And that’s why you love me. Because I’m bad.”
“That’s why I really, really like you,” she corrected and kissed me
lightly on the nose as we continued to spin around the room.
-6-
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ear the end of the night, the previous year’s Prince, now the
“King,” announced the Ice Prince and Princess. I had gotten the
impression from Celeste’s chattering friends that she was a favourite
to win. But when the names were finally called, it was Quintaria
Jazinsky who strode up in a fabulously-layered green gown to claim
the title of Ice Princess.
Celeste seemed not the slightest bit disappointed or jealous that
she hadn’t won. She clapped enthusiastically along with everyone
else.
-7-
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he malacho at the sFX control console announced that this
would be the final song.
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“I can’t be believe it’s over already,” I said.
She nodded sadly and pulled me closer to her.
“I don’t want this to end,” she whispered into my ear. I pulled
back to see her eyes were moist.
“Neither do I,” I said, holding her hands tightly.
She pulled away and stopped our dance. “Not just this,” she said,
stamping with her foot. “This,” she said, waving her wand in the air,
which sent a rainbow spew of sparkles flying out behind it.
A few people stopped to gaze oddly upon Celeste.
“And not just this in here,” she said, still waving her wand, “but
everything outside of here, everything in the world, everything in the
universe...I don’t want any of it to end.”
I didn’t know what to say.
It always scared me somehow to hear Celeste open up and express
her feelings, thoughts, and desires. I was much more comfortable in
her soft, silent embrace.
She realized people were staring at her and so became selfconscious. She returned to my arms where we finished our last
dance.
After Celeste said goodbye to her many friends, we made our way
out through a small exit hidden behind the thrones. I realized then that
they were indeed made of ice, and that not only were they cold, they
were also melting all over the floor.
-8-
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he dying red sun of Andromeda Nine sank behind the snowladen spires of the Kuhlusion Mountains, bathing our world in
sparkling fire.
“Go stand over there,” I said, pointing to a child’s star structure.
“Okay,” she said, padding through the snow to reach her
destination. “Here?”
“That’s good,” I said, raising the ancient camera to my eyes. I had
found it with the rest of my grandfather’s things when he had died.
The pictures always turned out in a grainy black and white, giving
them a worn, nostalgic quality which I liked.
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She stood there with pouty lips, innocent face, and clear blue eyes
just tinged with a hint of imperious conceit.
And what else did I see? Something new. Something I hadn’t
noticed before? Or just refused to face? I wasn’t sure, but it bothered
me. The strong-willed woman I sensed blossoming within the body
of the shy, quiet wahine, both scared and excited me. Scared I would
lose her, excited she might keep me.
“Smile,” I said. She did so. It was demure and self-conscious but
transcendent nonetheless. I clicked a photo.
“Okay,” I said, advancing the film. “Now flash me your poohipoohis.”
She frowned and made an obscene gesture. I laughed and took
a picture of that as well. But for some reason, I always found it
somewhat disconcerting when my good girl was bad.
And then as she stood there with arms crossed, waiting petulantly, I
realized what it was in her eyes that bothered me: a subtle, yet distinct
trace of ruthlessness of the kind that was so easy to distinguish in
her father; it was all the more devastating in one who appeared as
guileless as Celeste.
A bitter glacial wind blew across the wastes, and I saw her shiver.
I shivered too, though not from the cold.
“Okay,” I said. “That’s enough. Let’s go.”
Most of the day had been moderately warm, but without the sun,
things were cooling down fast.
Celeste walked over to me and I held her close. Things were always
right when I held her. The turmoil in my gut and the chaos in my head,
both of which have haunted me since birth, would miraculously desist
whenever I was in her arms. I knew then the quiet of peace, the sleep
of calm.
“You know you still owe me twelve kisses,” I said.
“I know.”
“Want to give them to me now?”
She turned away from me. “No. Not now.”
I tried to snuggle close, pushing my head into the side of her
neck.
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Her only response was the slightest of shrugs.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“I don’t want to die,” she said so softly I wasn’t even sure if I’d
heard her correctly.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
An ice shard flicked her cheek, leaving behind a small drop of
blood. I licked it away and was sad.
-9-
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shatterstorm raged about us we stood upon the landing strip
behind Celeste’s house. Purple and red lightning tore angry and
bitter cuts into the night sky. The torrents of hostile winds blowing
across the wastes snatched at my coat and played amused mayhem
with Celeste’s saturated hair. I held her close, but her arms were slack
and emotionless at her side.
The battering rain created the illusion of tears upon Celeste’s
face.
“But I love you,” I yelled in response to her breakup, trying to
be heard above the storm. “I love you!” I tried to mean it. I hoped I
meant it. But I was afraid I was just afraid to let her go.
I buried my head into her wet, scented hair and began to cry.
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I

tossed around in bed, having slept as much as I could yet still
not willing to arise and face the day. I was indulging in the
familiar habit of poking around in a part of my mind that has
long been inaccessible to me.
To use organitynection plugs (OTPs), parts of the mind must be
trained to mediate between the digital transfer of the OTP and the
analog spontaneity of the rest of the human mind. This, over time,
tends to computerize these intermediary parts of the brain, making
them more reliable, yet also more ritualized.
It was in this partially digitized portion of my mind that the block
was located. It was similar to an inaccessible file but actually more
like a locked room in your house that you, for some unknown reason,
do not have the key to.
I’m not precisely sure when this “room” appeared, but it had
been troubling me for at least several EYs, around the same time I’d
finished Isabelle. Now I was quite used to it, though I still occasionally
find myself nosing around outside this mental room, trying to pick the
lock. I had long ago decided it was futile, but old habits die hard and
so sometimes when there were no more pressing mental chores to
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deal with I’d find myself knocking, scraping, kicking, coaxing, and
fiddling with this quarantined area of my mind.
I was pacing around outside this door when the blippity blippity of
the holophone brought me to attention.
Curiosity overcame laziness and I climbed out of bed. By the time
I’d reached the phone it was disconnected, but whoever it was had left
a message. Noticing the time of the call I realized it was already well
into the afternoon.
“Window_sys: Main_win: Opacity: 45%.” The large window
slowly adjusted its tint to let some of the late winter sunlight filter
into the room.
“Phone_sys: Play,” I said raspily, and then cleared my throat.
A gold and lapis lazuli scarab rotated around in air before me. It
sent a googol-squared ziermites crawling over my skin and triggered
a spasmodic shudder within me guttiwuts.
That was Celeste’s private watermark.
I checked for the source of the message, but there wasn’t one. I ran
a tracer program I’d designed myself, but after a few hundred microns
it came back with nothing. Whoever sent this message didn’t want to
make it easy for me.
I grunted and stroked the stubble on my chin.
It wasn’t like Celeste to play games.
I popped a depressant, washing it down with half a glass of tepid
water.
It had been building for quite awhile—the feeling that is. The
feeling that I desperately wanted to get in touch with Celeste again.
And now, here in my den, was her symbol. A message from her then?
I hoped so. Oh Shiva, I hoped so.
It had been several EYs since I had last seen her. If I had ever
loved anyone, it was her.
Things hadn’t ended well between Celeste and I. At least I didn’t
think so. Basically, she disconnected us because she wanted to focus
on school. She had a full_target_lock on getting into the StarCross
Business Academy on Pi-Ramesses. She said I was causing her grades
to slip. I was in love. I didn’t understand how these practical concerns
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should even be an issue when it came to matters of the heart.
I was undeniably devastated when she told me that it was over.
Not sure how I made it through all those grey days and solitary nights
that followed. Sheer force of will? Or more probably: the dreaded
glimmer of hope that one day I’d get her back. Even so, I’d loaded a
lethal shot of LOSS. I still kept it around in stasis. You know...just in
case.
So here I was now, EYs later. Alone. Few mowis since her—
none that really mattered. Yeah. So here I was. All alone. Except for
Isabelle. All alone in my apartment. Which wasn’t so nano after all.
It had a fairly large den with a high ceiling. There was lots of room
for my holoplayer and my favourite chair. It had a cushy carpet and a
comfortable couch. There was a shaktorial picture window that took
up the entire west wall. The other four walls had one framed static print
each: a Giger, a Dipthaxion, a Picasso, and Borgilette. The kitchen was
small but contained all the mod amenities. My bedroom was small as
well, but I had it decorated with some really broken holoposters. My
favourite was the Led Zeppelin dirigible flying through a perpetually
changing psychotroposcopik swirl of light and colours.
No. It wasn’t a bad apartment. Especially not for someone who
didn’t have a job. I mean I worked, just not your usual nine to nine.
I did hacking and programming jobs, and I also occasionally traded
antiques. I was far from rich, but I could usually scrape up enough
creds to buy something I really wanted.
I picked up a plain black krybox on the table. I pressed buttons on
either of its sides, and it slid open with a hiss. Almost immediately I
could smell the Crn3Ph5 needed to keep the organitynections fresh
and viable.
I pulled out the one I needed by its plastic base. Protruding from
the base were its four fleshy tendrils. I brushed the tips of the tendrils
with my finger and they quivered in response. My movie_OTPs
were plain, non-designer plugs so I usually coupled them with the
woundset inside my left leg.
Of late, I had been removing and replacing OTPs a little too often
though, which meant I needed another woundset. I already had four:
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one on either side of the front of my neck and one in either of my
thighs. OTPs became increasingly more expensive for each additional
one because of the heightened complexity of reorganizing the
biomechanical network. They also became increasingly difficult to
control, which is why the more OTPs a hacker had, the more prestige
it brought him.
My friend Destard had eight woundsets, which was the most I’d
ever heard of, but he was legalfiably skaweeja. He implanted mindcontrol chips into rats so he could see, hear, feel, taste, and smell all
the rats did. This wasn’t shocking in and of itself; lots of hackers had
familiars of some sort, though usually of a less verminous variety.
What was disturbing was that after familiarizing the rats, he’d kill
them, experiencing each death as inflicted by himself. He’d stomp on
them, carve them open with lasers, strangle them, and even rape the
bigger ones. Like I said, he was skaweeja in a bad way, but consensus
was that he was a fairly diabolique hacker up until those seventh and
eighth woundsets.
“Window_sys: Main_win: Reflection: 75%.” I strained my head to
admire the OTPs plugged into the woundsets in my neck. Isabelle’s
OTP was on my left side, and the CP_OTP, i.e. the heavy-duty/highperformance/all-purpose OTP, was on the right. They were both
designer OTPs, which were about six times more expensive than
plainjane vers. “Reflection: Off.”
One of the few things I could think of that hackers and the ^riche
had in common was their obsession with designer OTPs and their
symbology. All the hipshique^riche and any self-respecting hacker
had designer OTPs with their personal watermarks on them. The only
difference here was that most of the ^riche were content with only one
woundset.
My watermark was a metallic blue building—as seen through a
gunscope whose rockets have just blasted a fiery hole in its side. It
was 3 cm in diameter and ~12 microns in length. I was quite proud
of my compression routine; most programmers could only fit around
8–9 microns depending on the complexity of their animations. Using
commercial software most of the ^riche had maybe two or three
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hundred frames at most.
Most hackers kept their symbol on the left side of the neck, and the
symbol of their syndicate on the right. I was adamantly independent
so I had my fiery gunscope symbol on my right and Isabelle’s symbol
on my left. Isabelle was in charge of her own watermark, which she
updated regularly. Presently, it was a pink willow blown by a gentle
breeze.
I had nothing against syndicated hackers, really. Dust, kwaatsi
primo after Isabelle, was in the Kartesian Kartel, a fairly well
respected Sub-dem Synd. He’d pressed me to join many times, but it
just wasn’t me. I was a loner. Besides, syndicates were too politicky,
both within themselves and with other syndicates. All that seemed
like dzoumka to me. I didn’t hack for prestige. I hacked to get things
done and because it was fun.
I undid my pants and pulled on the OTP already in my left thigh.
The four tendrils slid out of their wounds with a faint sucking sound
and no small amount of pain. Here again was another hacker anomaly:
we refused to use anesthetized OTPs.
I placed the OTP I’d just removed back into the krybox and held
the other about ten centimeters from the woundset. The small tendrils
sensed the four wounds and began stretching out to them longingly.
I slowly moved the OTP nearer to my thigh and the tendrils happily
found their way into the wounds, pulling the clear plastic cap flush
against my skin.
I loved OTPs. It still astonished me that less than one fifth of the
human population had them. This had as much to do with monetary
reasons as biological ones. The problem was that most people couldn’t
develop the mental control necessary to use even one OTP. Also,
there were still quite a few zealots around who objected to OTPs for
religious reasons. Marks of the devil or some such sheklet. Oh well.
They didn’t know what they were missing.
I sank down into the lounger and closed my eyes. I activated the
movie_OTP and a seemingly endless list of movies sprang into my
mind. It was a list, not of words, but of strong, distinct impressions.
The Zeitgeist Movie Collection, which consisted of twelve OTPs,
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purportedly contained every movie still in existence from the precol
days.
I mentally selected Age of Innocence, and bits and pieces of it
flickered through my consciousness. I thought “play” and the movie
began without further ado. I’d seen this movie probably twenty times.
It’s funny that with all the movies I had to choose from (let alone
holovids), I’d always get stuck in a rut and watch my favourite ones
over and over again.
I closed my eyes, but it was too bright in the room to really see the
movie well. There was a way to disable all my external visual input,
but I found the sensation disturbing. I preferred to close my eyes and
dim the lights.
“Isabelle,” I thought.
“Yes?” she responded pleasantly from within my head.
“Could you turn the lights off in here and bring me a Coke?”
“I’d love to bring you something to drink, dulcilita,” she said as
the movie theater inside my head darkened, “but RoboTray is frizzlefrazzled. Yup.”
“Aww, fuck,” I said, mentally pausing the movie. “What’s wrong with
it?”
“Oh, I don’t know. But I think maybe his copper carpel conduits
crisscrossed his cranial cortex couplers.”
“Oh, very funny,” I said, opening my eyes. “That’s the fifth time
I’ve fixed that thing since I got it. It’s not even worth the sixteen creds
I paid Dust for it. It’s easier,” I said, standing up, “to just get things
myself.”
“Aww, poor baby.”
“You know I wish you had a body,” I said, walking into the
kitchen.
“Why, so I could be your live-in maid?”
“Live-in maid...with benefits.”
She giggled. “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad.”
“Hmm,” I said, pressing the open button on the fridge. “Do we
even have any Coke?”
“I put it on the list. Not sure if it arrived. Archie has been down so
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I haven’t seen much of anything.”
“Well, there’s no Coke,” I said after scavenging through the entire
fridge. I pressed the close button. “What’s wrong with Archie?”
“I can’t see out of it. I can’t move it. I’d say it’s pretty much
dead.”
“Alright. Where is it?”
“It’s in your room.”
“Okay, let’s have a look then.”
-2-

M

y room was a bit cluttered with all the antiques and things I
didn’t want in storage. There were books, a television, and
lots of various other things like pocket lasers, videotapes, several
computers, an old holoplayer, not to mention a random assortment
of accessories, like cables, flashplugs, hotneedles, neuralcords—
you name it, and I could probably dig it up eventually. My prized
possession was in the corner. A vintage precol video game circa 1980
called Tempest. Virtually priceless.
“Where is it?” I asked, looking around the room for Archie.
“In the corner shelf over there. On top of all those old
magazines.”
“Hmmm. Completely dead, huh?”
Standing on my tiptoes I could just see the top of Archie’s metallic
skin.
As I climbed on top of an old widescreen monitor so I could reach
Archie, I slipped and fell to the ground. Archie, the shelf, and some
sixty odd magazines came along for the ride.
“Fuck,” I said, standing up. Isabelle was laughing.
“What’s that?” I said, noticing a hairline square on the wall behind
where the magazines had been.
“What’s what? I can’t see right now, you know.”
“Use my eyes,” I said as I thought, “Menu,” then selected, “Isabelle
routines,” and then, “Extensions.” From there I chose “Eyes” and
turned them on. This enabled Isabelle to process the same optical
information intended for my brain. I didn’t keep this ability turned on
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all the time because, for one thing, it was physically debilitating.
I felt Isabelle’s presence within my mind as she saw what I saw.
I climbed more carefully onto the monitor. “Looks like a panel,” I
said, already feeling a scathing headache coming on, which was odd
because it usually took much longer to feel any pain from Isabelle
using my eyes.
“Hmmm,” she said. “I’ve never seen it before.”
“Huh,” I said, rubbing my temples as my head throbbed acutely.
“It seems familiar. I can’t remember what’s in it,” I said, pushing it
with my hand, “or how to open it...even though I feel like I should.”
“Can’t help ya, Mar. What about Archie?”
“Yeah, okay,” I said, getting down off the monitor. I was still
puzzled about the panel, but just the thought of turning my attention
to other things began to ease my headache.
I dug Archie out from beneath the arms and thighs of several
thousand airbrushed women and held it in my hands.
“So what happened?” I asked.
“Uh. Archie just plopped to the ground for no apparent reason.
That’s all there is to it.”
I kneeled down and picked up Archie, turning it over in my hands,
examining it. Archie looked like a gold, slightly-oblong sphere but
was really a sophisticated camera, microphone, scentsor, and speaker
unit all rolled into one. It was an especially expensive piece of
machinery due to the extreme difficulty of adapting hover technology
for something so small. I hoped it wasn’t permanently damaged.
Usually it worked halopreme. Isabelle could fly it all around the
apartment—seeing, hearing and smelling everything with it.
“Can you fix it?” she asked hopefully.
“Don’t know. It doesn’t respond. Probably a bad power cell. I
twisted the unit open and looked inside. “Ah. I see the problem,” and
I reconnected the power cell that had been knocked loose. “Strange. I
wonder how that happened.”
“What?” she asked in a peculiar tone of voice.
“I wonder how the cell popped out?” I said, closing the unit and
examining it closely. “Hey, what’s this smudge on the outside here?”
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“What smudge?”
I laughed. “You bumped into the wall again, didn’t you?”
“Nope. Not me. Must have been someone else.”
“Isabelle....”
Archie flew up out of my hands to float placidly in the center of the
room. Isabelle thankfully relinquished control of my eyes.
“Mar, I mean really. I’m a highly advanced artificial intelligence
with hyperdeveloped precognitive abilities. I don’t make mistakes.”
I laughed, “No?”
“Nope.”
“Never?”
“Never.”
“Alright then,” I said, standing up. “Next time you can fix it
yourself.”
“And how am I supposed to do that?”
I shrugged and left the room, Archie following along behind.
“Aww, Mar. It was an accident.”
“What happened?”
“I heard something outside, and I wanted to hurry up and see
what it was, but that accursed hover flew out of control and bumped
into the wall. It has such poor handling. I don’t know how anyone’s
supposed to fly it.”
“So what was it?
“What was what?”
“The noise.”
“I don’t know. I knocked Archie out, remember?”
I laughed. “Okay, ’Belle. I’m just going to skip the movie and go,”
I said from the kitchen, picking up RoboTray. “I think I’ll take this
piece of sheklet back to Dust.”
“That’s good. You’ve been brooding on her too much lately
anyway.”
“What are you talking about?” I said with careful nonchalance.
“You know what I mean. You always watch Age of Innocence
when you’re missing that one girl. I’ve noticed.”
“Yeah, okay. I know. It’s just that I really wonder about her
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sometimes. I feel like if I was just able to see her again, I could make
her mine.”
“Why would she want to be yours?”
“Oh, thanks a lot, ’Belle.”
“Kidding. She’d be lucky to have you back.”
I smiled wanly. “Well, I’m going to head out now,” I said, standing
in front of the main portal. “What are you going to do?”
“Explore the Labyrinth, I guess. I’m trying to fill up all the new
memory you gave me.”
“Halo thought. Thrill me later.”
“Thanks, Mar.”
“For what?”
“For fixing Archie.”
“Not a problem, dahling.”
“Arrivederci!”
I exited through the portal and listened to it swish-snick behind
me.
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tanding in the spacialator as it moved silently downward, I
pondered by creation.
Neural Artificial Intelligences had their origins as OTP hacking
utilities. Developed as simple programs to alleviate the more menial
tasks put upon the already overworked hacker, they quickly grew
more complex as hackers began relying on them for more and more
solutions. Soon not only were they in charge of all lesser processes,
they also gathered data and monitored the entire system for potential
malfunctions. At this point it was natural to grant them self-learning
routines and larger blocks of memory.
Isabelle was more than just an artificial intelligence; she was my
first child, and now my friend. I had started work on her soon after
I got my first woundset installed, which was just after my break up
with Celeste. I poured my daschblood into creating Isabelle. Working
on her was probably the only thing that got me through the abysmal
isolation of losing Celeste. Without Isabelle I might have sent that
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1200_DCBs of Liquid Omnitryptoline Secreted Sedative directly into
my spinal column.
Isabelle had at one time been confined to the network at home,
but now she was so utterly adaptable that she could exist entirely
independent of me by living in the Labyrinth or just about any other
net—electronic, neural or otherwise. Old habits linger long, however,
even for an NAI. The OTP in the left side of my neck was still her
little hidey hole. She kept lots of important information there, and
more importantly, it enabled her to jack directly into my neural
processes.
Technically, she could live anywhere that could store her n%DNA
coding, which was a minuscule one GB. Of course, Isabelle was
infinitely more complicated than one gigabyte of symbolic coding.
Layers upon layers of acquired information and environmental
influences affect who she is today. Still, contained within that one GB
was enough information to enable her to rebuild herself again if she
were ever somehow reduced to her constituent parts.
-4-
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s the spacialator doors whizzed open I stepped into the lobby.
“Mar!” I heard someone call. “Marlowe!”
I turned and saw Dust and his newest mowi-wowi walking
towards me across the polished marble floor. Dust was tall and lanky
with long, greasy black hair. He did okay with the wahines though.
His present was a short Vamp. I didn’t know her very well, but she
seemed pleasant enough.
“Anything vital?” I queried as we clasped hands together.
“Haven’t you heard?” he asked with a tinge of excitement.
“Apparently not,” I said, pressing my hands deep into my coat
pockets.
“Someone detonated a temporal-reaver in South Halogen. 60,000
dead or insane. Unfuckin’ believable.”
“Who did it?”
“They’re not sure. They suspect one of those skaweeja-fucking
religious groups. Maybe the Arahat’s Restoration.”
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“Huh,” I said, pulling at the stubble of my chin. “Could be.”
“So the whole place is quarantined off.”
“Yeah? I thought the effects of temporal-reavers weren’t
contagious.”
“They’re not. The XPDs are just afraid of all those crazy people
escaping into the general population.”
“Who’d know the difference?”
Dust and his mowi both laughed.
“Truly,” Dust said, nodding in agreement. “But still—me, Livila
and some of the other ichabods are going to try and sneak in to take a
closer look around. Wanna come?”
“Uh. No.”
“Hey, isn’t that the RoboTray I gave you?”
“Sold me,” I corrected and handed the robot to him. “It’s dzoumka.
I don’t want it.”
“Sorry, fiend. I’ll get you a new one,” he said, handing the robot to
his mowi. She looked at it oddly.
“Forget it,” I said. “Do you have any depressants on you?”
“Not sure. Know I got a hit of LOSS, though. Want that?”
“No. I don’t want to trip. I just want something to take the edge
off.”
“Let me see,” he said, digging around in an inner pocket. “Here’s
some Hyperin, some Techtrek, and some, ah, here we go. Yeah there’s
three or four in here.” He handed the bottle to me.
“Thanks. Thrill me later.”
“Astalasta, baby,” he said. His mowi waved and smiled, giving me
a frightening glimpse of her teeth. I always thought Vamps were rather
schlomkular for having some of their teeth replaced with Kaoralian
Fiercat ones, but I had to admit, she looked pretty sexy with fangs.
They walked away arm in arm, and I just stood there watching.
I confirmed in my head, not for the first time, just how ashed on
the whole ichabod scene I was. The cold fact of the matter was I
had grown out of them. Their pursuits, their enjoyments seemed so
shallow and flat to me anymore. Of course, lately, without Celeste,
everything seemed shallow, flat, and pointless anyway.
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walked out of the foyer into the street. The vermilion sun was high
overhead, giving the illusion of a warm day. But it was still late
winter so it was really rather cold, especially when the chill breezes
of the north blew in.
I turned back towards the entrance and caught my reflection in
the glass. The most striking thing was that I didn’t look sad. I didn’t
look pensive. I looked calm and perhaps even uncaring. Other than
that, I needed a shave. Maybe a haircut, too. Overall, I guess I wasn’t
exceedingly appalling. Maybe a tad thin, and well, I guess if one
looked closely, I did look a little sad, at least around the eyes. I pulled
my long forahide coat tight around me and tied it at my waist. I put
my hands into the deep pockets and turned away to the street.
The anxiety was building again because I knew what I was going
to do even though I was still pretty sure I didn’t want to. I watched a
couple of cars go by. Much noisier and vastly more malphodious than
their flying counterparts—but nostalgic somehow.
I was sure I could track her down. I’d have to go downtown to the
university to do it though.
But fuck, I thought. I still don’t know. Once I cross that line....
“Isabelle,” I thought while walking towards my hover.
It was good there were so many NIAwave transmitters around.
I had access to Isabelle from virtually anywhere in the civilized
universe. Of course that also meant she had access to the civilized
universe.
Now, however, there was no response.
“Isabelle,” I thought harder, even mumbling her name under my
breath.
When she so chose, she could move fluidly in and out of networks,
security systems, innocent bystanders’ OTPs, you name it—and
yet, she seemed to prefer spending most of her time in holographic
chatrooms dressed in the height of hipshique fashion.
“Why didn’t you answer the first time?”
“Well, I was having an interesting discussion on the use of black in
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the new prêt-à-porter at Nice. This one silly voluna insisted that black
was old chiton, but I said that black never went out of style.”
“Well, I’d have to agree with you on that one. But anyway, I need
your help.”
“Of course,” she said airily.
“Of course,” I repeated dryly. “Okay, now what I—”
“Turn on my eyes, okay? I can’t see where you are.”
“Okay,” I said and quickly granted her access.
“Thank you,” she said. “Where are we going?”
I walked up to my hover, which I had actually been lucky enough
to park in the street fronting my apartment.
“To the university.”
“Oh, no.”
“What?” I said, getting into the hover and sitting down.
“Nothing.”
“No. Tell me why you said that.”
“You’re going to hack into their system, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, so?”
“To find that one girl. What’s her name again? Celibate?”
“Haha. Yeah, I’m going to try and track her down. How’d you
know?”
“A woman just knows these things.”
“No. Really.”
“Well, I saw the message.”
“Ah. So are you going to help me or what?”
“Of course,” she said, altering her voice to old-fashioned computer
monotone. “That’s what you programmed me for, my Master.”
“Don’t be like that.”
“I was just kidding. What do you need me to do?”
“Can you find me a good general personality algorithm? One
that will be easy to funnel through a thesaurus to produce word
combinations?”
“Yeah.”
“I want to splice it together with the Hackomatic to see if that
helps with password detection. Hackomatic alone takes way too long.
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I hear they have random sweeps of the ICB now. So I’d say spending
any more than a deci in there and we’re likely to suck down an inferno
of pakao’s own sheklet. I was hoping the personality algorithm would
help narrow the search.”
“Halo thought. Also we could download the public portions of
the personality profiles to feed into the algorithm. That should help
tighten the search even more.”
“Excellent, ’Belle. You just get smarter every day.”
“And more charming,” she said liltingly.
“And more charming,” I said a matter-of-factly.
I started the engine. A mere quiet hum. I loved my hover. I’d had it
for EYs. It was a little red Quazar XTRc97. I lifted up, up, up above
the streets and carefully started moving into traffic.
Nobody knew how to drive in Xanadu. Xanadu was too lenient
in their licensing policies. If people couldn’t pass the rigorous tests
of the Empyrial Quad, I didn’t see why they should be flying around
here. Let them drive on the ground. Xanadu was an old enough city
that you could still get to most places by car anyway.
“You never did have...copulation with her, did you?”
I shook my head, bewildered, but simply answered, “No.”
“And you can love someone you’ve never been physically intimate
with?”
“Well, it’s not like we didn’t get physical. We touched and kissed
and stuff.”
“Oh,” she said flatly. “Well, I’m off. I should be back by the time
you hit the Carpethian Oneway.”
“Okay, bye.”
“Bye.”
Well, Isabelle never ceased to take me by surprise. Every day I
found it a little harder to believe I created her. I mean sure, I could
see bits and pieces of myself in her, but she was so much, much more
than that now. Sometimes I had no idea where she was coming from
or what was going on inside that artificial mind of hers.
I wanted time to think, so actually I wouldn’t be taking the
Carpethian Oneway. Instead, I headed south on Chimera Drive. A
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shakticious day—pink and lavender clouds were like long, wispy
streamers of cotton candy airbrushed languorously across the sky.
The pollution control systems kept the air fresh and clean, but they
had a peculiar effect upon our atmospheric complexion. However,
most people considered it a pleasant side effect. I concurred. Even so,
I was still a bit ashed on Xanadu simply because I’d lived there my
entire life.
I turned at Buoy 19 onto Angeldust Road and headed east.
Angeldust was probably the most scenic road in all of Xanadu. I was
passing over the Elysian Fields, which is a sprawling public garden
with rare and exotic flowers from all over the universe, many of
which bloomed only in the winter. I cracked a window to let some of
the overwhelming scentuosity waft in. People used to say the smells
were addicting, but that theory was debunked a few years ago by a
research team from UCLA.
For an instant, I felt like diving down into the fields to pick out a
Windsor Daffodil for Isabelle. But that was a silly idea. What would
Isabelle do with a flower?
I used to bring flowers to Celeste all the time. Her favourite was
the Hyberian Snow Lotus. Pale, delicate, and lovely—but with
poisonous roots.
I must see her one last time, no matter what the cost.
I popped a depressant into my mouth and swallowed; I washed it
down with some water from the dispenser.
I began musing over Celeste, rubbing those memories that most
brought desirable anguish to my gut. I remembered the toss of her
hair, the gentleness of her kiss, the whiteness of her thighs....
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I

was interrupted from my reverie by some sort of disturbance on
the ground at the edge of the Elysian Fields. It looked like a riot.
I cringed at the lemon croyas being trampled to death. I slowed down
and circled around the scene. The XPDs were now breaking things
up using neurodestimulators, smushing even more flowers in the
process.
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“Isabelle,” I said out loud.
I flew over the scene once more and then continued on my way to
the university.
“Isabelle!”
Several moments later she finally responded, “Yes?”
“There was some sort of riot going on back there. What was it?”
“Hold on....”
I waited for several hundred microns before she returned.
“Well, it was a religious demonstration. Apparently, it got a little
out of control.”
“Which religion?” I asked with a creeping feeling.
“The Circle of Ashjnot.”
I shook my head and continued driving.
“What’s the matter?” she asked gently.
“Nothing.”
“You’re angry or upset. Why?”
“It’s not that big of a deal. Really.”
“What?”
“Nothing. I mean I just get a little angry when I hear about the
Circle of Ashjnot.”
“Why?”
“Because they’re the religious skaweejazoidz my mother ran off
with.”
“Oh. I didn’t know that. In fact, I know nothing of your parents or
any of your other relatives.”
“There’s not much to tell. My dad died from working in a jiaranium
mine. That was before they knew about the long-term effects of
prolonged exposure. And my mother, like I said, she ran away with
that cult. She could be anywhere now. Not that I care much.”
“What about your grandpa?”
“He was okay. We got along. He was an interesting man and I liked
him, though I was never really that close to him either. I’m closer to
you than I ever was to him or any other relative.”
“Oh.”
“So where in bloody Babalon were you anyway? You took forever
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to answer.”
“Oh, well, I was involved in this interesting discussion in
Cosmo about the prosicons of face transformation. I was saying that
some of these new marilyns look like they were churned out of a
superstarmodel production-line. However, I did have to give sparkles
and winks to Vicky Trevail’s new cosmetic makeover. Those big doeeyes look just gushy on her. I think I’d like to have big doe-eyes like
that. If I ever had eyes that is.”
I shook my head and laughed.
We were now flying over the Pyramids. This part of Xanadu, like
all the older parts of town, had hyperstrict building regulations. Every
major building between Nostalgia Spaceway and the River Lethe was
required by Xanadu law to be in the shape of a pyramid. There were
hundreds of such pyramids here, variously coloured, but all with a
brilliant chromatic sheen. There were some as small as my apartment
room, but most were far larger and more imposing than their ancient
counterparts. The largest pyramid was Mitaconda’s Interspace HQs.
It was a kilometer high beast of polished black Tridythlamite.
The sun gleamed so brightly off the pyramids I had to darken the
window tint to compensate. We continued flying in silence for several
long moments and I started to wonder if Isabelle was even still with
me.
“Isabelle?”
“Yes?”
“What are you doing?”
“Just seeing what you’re seeing. The Pyramids are beautiful, are
they not?”
“They’re okay, I guess,” and I thought how strange it was that two
entities could see the exact same scene, yet their perceptions of it be
so entirely different.
We passed over the river and began flying over downtown Xanadu.
Again the strict building codes were in effect. Every building in
downtown Xanadu looked like a pastel coloured variation of the Taj
Majal. The university was a large complex of such buildings.
I began circling around for a parking place.
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“There’s one!”
“Yes, ’Belle. I can see it.”
She laughed.
-7-

I

sat in front of a CDT console in the university cyberplex. I
would’ve rather used an OTP_node, but they were still relatively
new and expensive; the university only had two and they were both
being used.
Tapping away, I called up a student listing of the “D”s. No Celeste
Dvoraks. My heart jumped. What if she had gotten married? I did a
search for any name with Celeste, Celestine, Dvorak, Davalia, and
even Cardizian. Nothing.
“Sheklet,” I thought. “Where in Babalon’s great bloody gieglobe
is she?”
“You know, Mar, maybe she doesn’t even go to StarCross. I mean,
it has been a long time.”
I shook my head, continuing to converse with Isabelle mentally,
“Yeah, I know it’s been a long time. But you didn’t know Celeste.
Once she had her mind set on something there was little that could be
done to alter her course. Her father also wanted her to go there. I can’t
imagine anything changing their minds. Her propensity to succeed
combined with good grades and father’s backing would have assured
her acceptance. There’s no way she could’ve graduated by now either.
She should only be starting her senior year. Toten.”
“I see.”
“Did you splice together the profiler with the Hackomatic yet?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Let’s give it a little warm up test, shall we? Run it through
all the professors’ accounts. They’ll have a complete school listing of
the students, but otherwise low access, hence lower security. I want to
make sure she’s really here before we go all out.”
“One moment please...okay. It’s running.”
“Okay, thanks,” I said, leaning back in the chair. “Now we just sit
and wait. Hopefully it won’t take too long.”
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I liked password systems. The old DNAnalyzers had been a lot
tougher, but luckily after the Hargrave fiasco, they were banned in
most systems. Since retinal and facial scanners turned out to be as
easy to crack as password systems, most nets went back to the age
old, tried and true method of password systems; they were much
cheaper and easier to maintain than scanner systems.
Bored, yet anxious, I swiveled around in the chair and watched a
nubile shakatiki jacked into a node.
Isabelle giggled within my head.
“What?” I asked, quickly turning back to my terminal.
She giggled again.
“What?”
“You.”
“What about me?” I demanded, feeling myself flush.
“You have a foot fetish, don’t you?”
“What makes you say that?”
“Well, duh, I monitor your vital signs.”
“Shiva, you’re annoying sometimes! You get a password yet?”
“Not yet. Oooh. Wait. I got one. Thomas Ahkabar. The password
is, uh,” she giggled, “fuckingspartchek.”
“Arctic,” I said, typing it in. “It worked. We’re in.”
The list came up: Vylar Diodes, Denasia Drakanian, and then—
there she was: Celeste Dvorak.
“Yes!” I said audibly, and then to Isabelle alone, “She’s here. I
knew it.”
“Okay, now what?”
“Good question,” I said, pulling up all available stats on Celeste.
It had her classes for the previous semester along with her grades:
English 654: Shakespeare and Popular Media, “C,” Biomechanics
333, “A+,” Corporate Telemarkets 418, “A,” and Ancient Art
Appreciation 512, “A.” But that was it. No home address or home
phone. It didn’t even have her current class schedule. Odd.
“Well, what do you make of it?” I asked.
“Apparently her files are confidential. Peculiar for a college
student to be so well hidden. But then again her father is a corporate
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CIV for one of the largest corporations in the universe.”
“Yeah. That must be it. Sheklet though. This might be tougher than
I thought.”
“Maybe. But it will be more dangerous. What are the new penalties
for breaking code threes?”
“Never mind that. We’re not getting caught. Okay, so here’s what
we do. Run the new spliced-up Hackomatic on the dean. He’ll have
full C3 access at least.”
“Back in a twinkle.”
I waited anxiously. I tried to force myself to concentrate on the
hacking, but the idea that I might see Celeste again caused my gut to
ache painfully.
“Okay,” Isabelle said. “It’s up and running.”
“Thanks.”
“Sure.”
I sat brooding. Isabelle remained silent.
We waited.
My mind wandered. I always forced it away from Celeste, but
always it wandered back. I had crossed the line. I had to see her. I’d
die before giving up now.
At least a centicron had passed before Isabelle finally said, “We
got something. A password. Mishiva, I don’t know how Hackomatic
found it. It’s 418CenTuRian814. Capitalize the ‘C,’ the ‘T,’ and the
‘R.’”
“Okay.”
I hungrily logged in as the dean and typed in the password. It
worked.
I quickly made my way through his account and called up Celeste’s
file.
“Uh oh,” Isabelle said.
“What?”
“Short burst of information sent to unknown destination. I think
you tripped a wire.”
“Her info is coming up now,” I said just as the power for the entire
room shut down, including the lights. Several people screamed and
Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 49 •

Shaun Von Dragen

bumped into things.
“Uh. I think we’re fucked,” I said.
“I think so too.”
“I hope you recently backed up everything you keep in the CP
because I’m going to have to erase everything.”
“Not a problem.”
“Okay. I’m deleting everything even remotely incriminating now.
You can find your way home from here?”
“Sure. But what about you?”
“That’s simple,” I said, running an OTP_program called Catsight.
“I’m going to run.” Catsight was far from halopreme, but with it I
could at least get around in the dark.
She sighed. “I’ll see you home then.”
“Bye.”
“The universe ends with the fool and his dog.”
“What?” I asked, frustrated that she’d leave me hanging with one
of her obscure trains of thought. She was already gone, however, and
I was already moving across the plex towards the door. There were
some blinking lights next to the door so that’s where everyone else
was headed too. I squished numerous fingers and toes before I finally
made it to the door first.
It was sealed.
Fuck.
If only Isabelle was still here.
“Problems?” she asked as the lights on the door panel began to
flicker.
“I thought I told you to leave.”
“You did.”
“So why aren’t you gone?”
“Do I always do what you say?”
“No.”
“And you’re grateful for that fact?”
“Yes.”
“Good. And don’t forget it.”
The door whizzed open and everyone inside cheered.
Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 50 •

Moon Age Daydream

I pushed my way outside and ran down the hall.
“Okay, ’Belle. Thanks. I can handle it from here.”
“Okay. I unlocked and started your hover for you.”
“Thanks. Bye.”
“Ciao.”
I made a left, then a right, another left, and then ran up three flights
of stairs, not daring to use spacialators. Exhausted, I finally pushed
out into the fresh air of the skylot. I ran wild looking for my hover. A
PoliceDOG paddy wagon landed in the middle of the lot.
Two XPDs jumped out and began running towards me. A PSI-blast
would be useless as all city troopers came standard with SURShields.
No one could really compete against the police anymore, but I ran to
my hover anyway.
“Achtung, baby!” an XPD said, popping out from behind my car.
I stopped.
“Kiss the crete, fry boy,” one of the others said from behind me.
“You’re winged and downed.”
They rushed over and slapped a neurodestimulator on my back and
yanked me off the ground. My arms were completely paralyzed and
my legs were barely strong enough for me to walk. They dragged me
to the back of the wagon and pushed me inside.
Fucked was I. Oh yes.
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was strapped like a pentagram to the interrogation room wall. The
plain white room was far too brightly lit, but it was impossible for
me to close my eyes. Neuromitters protruded out from underneath
my every finger and toenail, running across the floor to a machine
whose exterior could not have conceivably been designed for any
other purpose than to frighten and intimidate.
They had almost perfect control over nearly every muscle, nerve,
and organ in my body. From my eyelids to my heart rate, they ran the
show.
The exit was directly in front of me at the opposite end of the
room. On either side of the door was an interrogator. The one on the
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left was sitting high above the maltreatment apparatus of doom. The
vecheck on the right was sitting in a plain chair with a scribblepad in
front of him. They both were dressed like scientists, which I found
particularly distressing.
I felt sick. Must have been the serum they gave me to facilitate the
use of the neurostims.
“Okay, Mr. Marlowe,” the one with the scribblepad said. “I’m sure
you know how this works. We’re going to ask you some questions.
And you answer them. Truthfully.”
“Truth or dare, huh? Arctic. I’ll go first. Truth: When was the first
time you realized that your mother—”
“Bzzzzttt,” Scribblepad said. I felt a searing spiral of pain up
through my spine. “Wrong answer.”
“Dare then?” I said weakly. “Okay, you gotta pull your himvesso
out of your pal’s zadjni without—”
“Bzzzzttt,” Scribblepad said. “Wrong answer.” Again with the
pain. This time it was nano. Very nano, indeed.
“Done playing, Mr. Marlowe?”
“Uh, huh, uhh,” I stuttered incoherently.
“He’s loosing facial and vocular motor control,” Scribblepad said
to his grim-faced pal. “12_DCBs to region Gr-4.”
Mr. Grim grunted in response.
“Ready to answer some questions now, Marlowe?”
“Sorry, we’ll have to do this some other time,” I said and spat
bloody phlegm out of my mouth. Unfortunately, it didn’t get very far
and ended up just dribbling down my chin. “I have a manicure at five
point five. And Rizón just hates it when I’m late.”
“First question: Why were your OTP memory banks empty?”
“I answered all these questions before, and I answered them all
truthfully, you reechy bastards. You didn’t have to hook me up to this
Shivatotened torture device just to get a straight answer out of me.”
“Yes. Well, this is a delicate situation, Mr. Marlowe. It’s not that
we don’t trust you, per se. We just have to be sure. So why don’t you
just answer the question.”
“Because I don’t even use the fucking plugs. I have Linea
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Syndrome so the woundsets are slowly destroying my visual and
aural pathways. I just haven’t gotten around to getting them removed
yet. I only used them for movies and sheklet anyway.”
The pain that flooded my head made it hard for me to see. I think I
saw Scribbleman glance over at Grim Reaper and shake his head.
“No. That’s not quite right, is it?” I felt my heartbeat slow to a near
stop. The room was silent save for the raspy heaving of my breath.
Scribblepad watched me intently as Grim fiddled with his
equipment.
I felt an itch at the base of my left foot but still they did nothing to
me. What the pakao kind of torture was this?
I strained to ease the itch but to no avail.
Some time later I felt an itch on my right arm, and as I struggled
vainly to scratch that one, another started up inside my ear.
This last was excruciating. I just wanted to scratch it a little, that’s
all.
I felt one on the tip of my nose, many around my groin, and a few
on my zadjni. Then they were followed up by some on my back, my
head, and my calves.
Soon I was covered in dozens of plaintive itches clamouring with
sorrowful longing to be scratched, rubbed, and soothed. In spite of
myself I screamed.
“Good. Now why was your patch empty?”
“Because I deleted everything when I knew I had tripped a security
wire.” I started laughing in painful heaves. The more I laughed,
the more it hurt, but the itching wouldn’t stop, and I couldn’t stop
laughing. I squirmed, but I don’t think I moved. It was my body, yet
not my body. Just the sensations. No control.
“What did you delete?”
“My hacking programs.”
“Of course. Of course,” and I think he nodded to Grim. The
itching and laughing stopped, and I sighed with a deep sense of highly
pleasurable relief. So pleasurable in fact, it had almost been worth the
torture.
“Okay now, Mr. Marlowe. Why were you accessing the student
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account of a Ms. Celeste Dvorak?”
I became sexually aroused over nothing in particular.
“I told you already. She used to be my mowi a few EYs ago. I just
wanted to see her again.” I moaned as my paniferosity intensified to
the verge of geddon.
“Odd. We asked her about you. Never heard of you. Crank it up,
Lakyoffa.”
The impending geddon grew more piquant, more painful, more
demanding of its own immediate liberation. I groaned with sensual
anguish, trying to somehow tip the scales of my arousal over into the
blistering release of geddon.
But the end would not come.
“She knows me,” I gasped out feebly.
The piquancy of my arousal began to slowly subside.
“No!” I croaked weakly. It wasn’t the relief of armageddon, but
rather the frustration of having to retreat, of having been denied. It left
me with corrosive feelings of loneliness, shame, and fear.
“I don’t believe him,” Grim spoke for the first time. “These
cyberfucks are half immune to this neurotorture crap. The old
fashioned methods work best.”
Scribblepad shrugged. “Go ahead then.”
Grim got down out from behind his equipment and strode towards
me. He took off his lab coat and what it revealed in the way of
advanced musculature didn’t bode well for me.
He began hopping around in place with his guard up, jabbing at
the air in front of me. Then he hit me. Hard. It was called, I believe,
a right hook.
The pain was indeed more distressing than neurostim pain. It was
worse because I was afraid he would do some permanent damage.
Neurotostims were painful, but at least they were reasonably safe.
He hit me again. Left Jab. And again. Right hook. My left eye
was bleeding, blood blurring my vision, but I still couldn’t close it.
My nose gushed blood into my mouth. I was forced to swallow as he
calmly continued his beatings.
But why was I here? I couldn’t remember.
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“Why did you access Celeste Dvorak’s file?”
Celeste. Yeah. That’s why I was here. I felt better. At least now my
pain had meaning.
I pushed blood out of my mouth with my tongue. “I loved her.” I
smiled.
He punched me in the stomach and kneed me in the groin.
The pain was everywhere, but gratefully I was beginning to lose
consciousness.
“Why were you accessing Celeste Dvorak’s file?”
I tried to speak but only gurgled blood.
“What?”
I tried to answer again, but this time I ended up starting a coughing
fit that lasted long after I was spitting and hacking up blood.
“What?”
“Starmates,” I managed to whisper.
Blood filled my right eye now as well. A world of red. A world of
shakti red hearts. A world of love.
As I lost consciousness, it occurred to me that I knew exactly how
to open the secret panel in my room.
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awoke on my own bed. I hoped for a moment that it had all just
been a not-so-halo dream. Unfortunately, my aching face and body
were quick to inform me otherwise. So how did I get back home? Why
was I back home?
“Isabelle?”
“Marlowe! How are you feeling?” she said, vibrating my entire
skull.
“Oww. Could you use an external speaker, please?”
“Sorry,” she said, her voice now coming through one of the many
speakers installed throughout the apartment.
“It’s okay,” I said, rubbing my jaw. “How did I get back here?”
“Some well dressed men brought you home and put you into bed.
Of course, that was the second time they were here. The first time
they searched and/or confiscated almost everything. Luckily, I moved
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anything incriminating to a secret memory stash I know about. I’ll
upload everything back into our systems as soon as you want.”
“They brought back my stuff?”
“Everything. Even your blackbox.”
“Strange.”
“Very strange, Mar. I mean why did they release you? Why didn’t
they prosecute? They had all the proof they needed.”
“Plus my confession,” I added wryly. “I don’t know, but it’s like
during the interrogation they weren’t really all that concerned with
my breaking into the university’s files. All they really seemed to
care about was why I was specifically hacking into Celeste’s file. It
probably has something to do with Pamphage.”
“What do you mean?”
“See, once they realized I was telling the truth, they decided to
drop the whole thing and pretend it didn’t happen. They didn’t care
about the university, only about Pamphage Corporation. They must
have confirmed my story about Celeste. Once they realized I didn’t
give a toten about Pamphage they let me go.”
“Still, it seems a little excessive for general security measures. You
were gone for three cycles.”
“That’s all?” I said, trying not to groan as I got out of bed.
“You know I can probably disable the pain for you.”
“No, thanks. The agony fits my mood.” I shook my head slowly.
“All that trouble for nothing.”
“Whoever brought you back left a short message on the holophone.
I haven’t looked at it yet.”
“Yeah? Well, I’m sure it wasn’t to leave her address.”
“Surely not!”
I went to the bathroom and examined myself in the mirror. I was
pretty beat up but already healing quite well. Apparently the XPDs,
or whoever, decided to fix me up a little before they sent me home.
Probably didn’t want any permanent proof of what had happened.
I walked into the den and played the recorded message: “Mr.
Marlowe,” said a professional looking voluna behind a large desk,
“we have confirmed your story. Though indeed you were previously
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well acquainted with the party in question, she now has no wish to
ever see you again and asks that you make no further attempts to
contact her. This would be prudent. Thank you.”
I sat down. My body hurt, but my heart hurt more. I was angry
and depressed. Never wanted to see me again? Never? It couldn’t be.
Could it? I had to know for sure. I had to hear it from her lips. I tried
to play the message again, but it had erased itself. Toten.
“Toten!” I yelled, sweeping my hand across a shelf and sending
dozens of mods crashing into the window.
“Mar!”
“What?” I asked angrily.
“Nothing,” she said quietly.
Frustrated and upset, I massaged the acupoints in my eyebrows.
I walked back into my room, climbed on the monitor, and looked
again at the sealed panel.
Maybe I’ll find some answers here, I thought with subdued
hopefulness. I pressed the tips of my fingers to the panel and
whispered, “Vitriol.” As I pulled my hand away the panel slid aside to
reveal a velvety nook with two books inside.
The first book was deep maroon. Emblazoned upon the cover was
a circle with an equilateral cross inside, and I do mean emblazoned, as
it flickered like burning chrome. Irradiating with strange energy, the
book was painful to gaze upon and uncomfortable to hold.
I opened the tome and flipped through its holographically
augmented pages. Filled with searingly bright holoschematics floating
around in three dimensions, the formulas were excruciating to gaze
upon, let alone decipher. I placed it back into the secret cupboard.
I picked up the other book, which was utterly antique and bound
in finest leather. Etched upon its worn, yet well-preserved cover was
a shiny black septagram.
As I flipped through the pages I discovered it was full of creatures
and denizens from other planes of existence along with pictures and
descriptions of their personalities and how best to contact and control
them.
A grimoire, I realized; though I wasn’t sure why I knew it was a
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grimoire.
I stopped abruptly on a page that was dog-eared. It read:
Khoronzon is the great Emperor of the West who hath 333 great
Dukes & 419 lesser Dukes besides other ministering Spirits more
inferior to attend him, whereof we shall not make any mention but only
12 of the Chief Dukes & their seals, which is sufficient for practice.
Note Khoronzon may be called only at night during the darkest hour
and when there be no moon in the sky. It is discouraged to call upon
Khoronzon at all because he is of a wily and evil temperament.
Next to this, in spidery handwriting not my own, was written,
“Arrogant and having no use for humans, Khoronzon holds magicians
in especial disregard and has long been suspected of engendering
madness, megalomania, and death amongst even the greatest of
sorcerers.”
There was much more, including elaborate callings and seals for
Khoronzon and his twelve Chief Dukes. There was a rough sketch of
Khoronzon as well. He appeared as a vague, shadowy creature with
fangs. I found him not the least bit menacing due the crudity of the
drawing.
Khoronzon’s sigil was thus:

I closed the grimoire, put it on top of the other book, and
resealed the panel. I was deeply puzzled as to what these books might
portend. They were familiar, yet I could not remember them. Even out
of sight, they were still causing me headache and nausea. As my mind
naturally turned to other things, the discomfort diminished.
Still, there was one thing I couldn’t get out of my head. Some
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time ago I was running a routine diagnostic on Isabelle’s systems
(something she now refused to let me do), and I’m almost positive
she had a subprocess running named Khoronzon. I had noted the
high activity of the subproc, and looking back it was possible that the
Khoronzon subprocess was an AI himself, an AI’s AI as it were.
Strange.
“Isabelle,” I thought.
After a moment I felt her presence within my mind. “Yes?”
“Do you have a subprocess named Khoronzon?”
“Uhm, no. Why?”
“No reason,” I said. I wasn’t sure I believed her, but it seemed so
hard to think about this topic any longer. It was an incredible strain
and burden to press her on it. So much better to just let it all go. At
least for now.
I walked wearily back to my bedroom and pulled out a stash
of Pyrexadril and shot it straight into my CP_OTP. Immediately, I
started feeling better. I lay back upon my bed, relaxed and worriless.
Soon I was asleep.
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hen I eventually woke, my body still felt putrefiably sheklet,
but I was emotionally stronger, now having decided that I’d
just have to find some other way of tracking Celeste down.
I showered, which turned out to be so painful I had to stop and
get out so Isabelle could disable some of my pain centers first. After
dressing I ate krael cakes with tazzleberries. I felt even better, which
was, however, still quite nano. I was shaken up by my interrogation
and perpetually on edge about the potentiality of seeing Celeste again.
How to go about finding her now? I decided the best place to start
was to fly out to Pi-Ramesses and try to hunt her down there. I told
Isabelle my plans.
“Pi-Ramesses? Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I’m going to track her down if it takes until
Ragnarok.”
“Oh, well, that’s not necessary, Mar.”
Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 59 •

Shaun Von Dragen

“What do you mean?”
“Oh? Did I forget to tell you?”
“Tell me what?”
“That before the university ICB locked down I managed to store
her phone number and address for you.”
“You did? Where’s the number? Give me it to me now.”
“It’s in your phone directory.”
I ran to the holophone and discovered that Celeste was indeed
there, complete with holonumber and full address. Tachycardia,
palpitations, and dizziness forced me into a chair. So this was it. After
all this time.
I needed to calm down. I went to the bathroom and popped a
depressant to assist me in this. I began pacing the apartment, thinking.
A flurry of random thoughts fluttered through my head, but ultimately
I was just postponing the inevitable: I was going to call her today. I
was going to call her now.
“Isabelle?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t mind if I disconnect Archie and all your other eyes and
ears do you?”
“Uh, no. Sure, why not? I’ll uh, oh,” and it sounded like she was
starting to cry. “I don’t fucking know,” she blurted; then she was
gone.
It upset me to know I had hurt Isabelle, yet she almost deserved it
for not immediately telling me she had Celeste’s number.
I must get in touch with Celeste, I thought, as all other worries
slipped into the background. The only thing that really matters. Just to
talk to her once. To see her, maybe touch her. But I have to calm down.
What’s wrong with me? I’ll be okay. If I could just know one way or
the other. Have to get this over with, end this agonizing uncertainty.
I ran to the bathroom and examined myself in the mirror. I
shrugged. No worse than usual—other than the black eye and cuts
along my nose and cheeks, of course.
I hurried back into the den and checked to make sure Isabelle was
completely disconnected and then activated the holophone.
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“Phone_sys: Dial: Celeste.”
“Connecting,” the phone said. “Ringing.” Then it chimed
musically. Then again. Then a third time. Then a fourth. On the fifth,
Celeste suddenly appeared in the center of my room and my guttiwuts
let out an uncontrolled shudder.
“I’m sorry,” she said as I realized it was only a recording. “Celeste
and Tamber aren’t in right now, but if you leave a message we’ll call
you back. We promise.”
I disconnected without leaving a message and sank to the ground,
shaking.
My concrete dam of self-composure, already cracked and
crumbling, was now obliterated completely by the wailing waters of
long repressed desires and regrets.
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tried back again several times that night and over the next couple
cycles. She was never in, and I never left a message. I was
distraught. What I had dreaded would happen, happened. I’d lost
control emotionally. I was the twisted carnage of a hover wreck.
I wished I hadn’t tracked her down. But now that I had, I had no
recourse but to continue.
I paced my calls almost reasonably, and finally, one late afternoon,
she answered.
Celestine Davalia Cardizian Dvorak stood before me in a black
business suareté. Her hair was pulled back. She wore light red liplaz.
Her face was still cute and childlike, but her eyes were now piercing.
Cold even. She was barefoot, and just seeing her small, soft, shapely
little feet brought on a deluge of desire. What I found most interesting
though was the small OTP embedded in the hollow of her neck.
“Marlowe?” she asked surprised.
“Celeste,” I said calmly.
“Uhm,” she said, putting a finger to her lower lip and nibbling at
it. “How did you get my number?”
“I have my ways.”
Her face was stern. “Seriously, Mar. How’d you find me?”
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“That...would be telling.”
She shook her head and looked at me curiously.
“Aren’t you glad to see me?” I asked, a little hurt.
Her demeanor changed instantly. “Of course I am.” She smiled
warmly.
“So how are you?”
“I’m good. And you?”
“Oh,” I shrugged. “Up. Down. Rarely in between. You know
me.”
“Yes,” she said, putting on black Sierezzazi heels.
“That must have been expensive,” I said.
“What?” she asked, looking confused.
“Your OTP.”
“Oh,” she said, touching it self-consciously. “Yes. I suppose so.”
She supposed so? I’d heard about OTPs in the base of the throat,
but they were so rare that I’d never actually seen one. They were too
expensive for hackers and too dangerous for the ^riche.
“Extremely hipshique, I must say. May I examine?”
She sighed audibly, but my view of her zoomed in on the OTP. It
was, as I had suspected, a blue and gold scarab upon a pearl-white
background. The scarab fluttered its wings restlessly.
“I hate to say this, but can I call you back?” she said as my view
zoomed back to a full body shot. “I was just out the portal when you
called.”
“Uhm, sure.” I pushed a button on the phone_sys. “Get it?”
“Yeah,” she said, looking down and slightly off to her left. “Still
living in Xanadu, I see.”
“Yeah, well, you know. So where are you off to?”
“Work.”
“Where are you working?”
“Uhm, I work for my dad in one of the tech departments.”
“Yeah? That’s icy. I’m still doing the same old thing.”
“What? Nothing?” she giggled.
“Haha. Funny. No. I work. Sort of. You know hacking and stuff.”
“Sure. I know.”
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“And what about you. Going to StarCross?”
“Yeah,” she said, and then her brow creased. “How’d you
know?”
“Because that’s where you always wanted to go.”
“Oh. Yeah. Yeah.” Her expression eased.
“What’s your major?”
“Corporate Management.”
“Of course.”
“What do you mean ‘of course?’ “
“So you can run daddy’s little business.”
“I like business. And besides, ‘daddy’s little business’ is the
second largest cyberbionetic corporation in the universe. It’s hardly
little.” She said this with all the pure, unadulterated conceit that was
the natural, Shiva-given birthright of every firstborn heiress. At that
moment I knew I was still in love with her.
“Okay. Okay. I’m sure it’s perfect for you.”
“Look, Mar. I’d really love to chat some more, but I’m already
late.”
“Okay, but, uh, before you go, I just wanted you to know why I
called.” I looked down and plunged blindly ahead. “I really missed
you all these years. And I know I’m probably a zadjni, but I still love
you, and I try to get you out of my head and I can’t.” I paused, taking
enough courage to stare into her eyes. “Sometimes I hear the music of
your heart and sob with iron tears of Pluto.”
She said nothing but smiled a little. “This is a lot to deal with, Mar.
I’m going to have to call you back.” She turned and grabbed her purse
off a couch. As she did so, I noticed yet another OTP behind her left
ear.
“You have two OTPs?”
“Uhm, yeah,” she said, distracted.
“What kind is it? I’m sure I’ve never seen one like that before.”
“It’s my father’s own in-house design. It’s not on the market yet.”
“Icy. Any special features?”
“Lots. Look, Mar. I’m really, really, really going to be late. I’ll call
you back. I promise.”
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“It’s odd looking. I mean it doesn’t even look like it’s plugged
in—it looks like it grew out of your neck. And I’ve never seen one
with so many branching tendcords.”
“Mar....”
“Okay, okay. Bye.”
“Bye,” and she disconnected.
I started pacing the room. I felt strange. Not entirely settled. Not
quite feeling the emotions that I knew would come.
So I had told her. There. It was done. Now no matter what happens
I’d told her how I felt. I’d released what I’d been holding in for so
long. I’d purged myself. She knew where I was and how to get a hold
of me. Now it was all up to her.
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he didn’t call back that cycle, nor the next, nor for many, many
after that. As days chored by, I felt disappointment as well as
relief. At least now, I thought, it was over. I knew she didn’t want to
see me again.
It was over, I repeated to myself, forcing the truth in.
More cycles went by and I started feeling almost halopreme. I
was glad she hadn’t called; I even started to dread that indeed she
might. I’d taken a sip of what she did to me, and I really didn’t think
I wanted to suck down more. The feelings involved with Celeste were
too strong, too much.
The anticipation of her calling dissipated and I went on with my
life.
But one afternoon, dekas after our last conversation, the holophone
played the first few bars of the 2nd movement of Beethoven’s 9th.
“Phone_sys: Answer.”
And there she was, in the middle of my den, smiling sweetly,
“Hi.”
“Hi,” I said in a voice that seemed unnaturally flat even though I
was entirely highwired.
“How are you?”
“I’m okay. How about you?”
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“Splendid, thank you.”
“I can’t say I expected to hear from you again,” I said, looking at
my hands.
“Yeah. I’m sorry about that. It’s just that I’m so busy. I don’t have
time for any of my friends.”
“Even your kwaziguito?”
“Well, I try to make time for him.”
My heart shuddered painfully at this knowledge, yet my mind had
already known it must be true.
I looked up at her and smiled to conceal my pain. “That’s halo. So
is he nice?”
“Yeah.”
“As sweet as I was?”
She laughed a little and smiled softly. “I don’t know. You were
pretty sweet.”
Briefly it flickered through my head how well I was handling
the conversation. But that was façade. This was a time-release pain
capsule. I’d feel it all later.
“So. Did you think about what I said? About how I feel about
you?”
“Yeah. I mean a little. I’ve been really busy.”
“So what do you think?”
“I don’t know.”
I laughed wryly. “Same old Celeste. Knows exactly what she
wants from life except when it comes to me.”
“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that I have so much going on right
now.”
“I feel like a zadjni. You don’t know how you feel at all? Tsoonic I
called? Wish I hadn’t? Speak to me, Celeste. I need to know something
of what’s going on inside your head.”
She looked down and said nothing for several moments. “I don’t
know.”
I shook my head. “Okay. Look. It’s my fault, okay? I just come
from out of nowhere and dump all this love on you. How else are
you supposed to react? I just wanted you to know how I felt about
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you...before I die.”
She laughed. “Before you die.”
“Seriously,” I said, looking down, trying to put on a pouty look.
It had worked with her in the past, but now it seemed out of place,
contrived.
“It’s just so peculiar, Mar. You’re just appearing now from out of
nowhere.”
“Now? What’s now?” I said, looking up at her carefully.
“Nothing,” she shrugged. “I’m just so surprised is all. I mean I
cared for you.”
“But not anymore, right? I made way too much of it at the time,
and I’m still making way too much of it now.”
Silence. Neither of us looking at the other.
“So. I better be going,” she said.
“Okay. But what are we going to do?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do we continue talking and stuff or just end it here? If you don’t
think you could ever feel strongly for me again, I’d rather you just tell
me now and get it over with.”
“I don’t know.”
“So? What do we do then? These interplanetary calls are going to
get expensive.” What in Babalon was I saying? I didn’t give a fuck
about the creds. It was emotionally I couldn’t afford it.
“Well, when I finish with classes I’ll be coming to Tearsong for
winter break.”
“Tearsong?”
“That’s where my parents live now.”
“Not too far from me.”
“I know. I’ll call you when I get there.”
“Okay. Sounds icy.”
“Goodbye, Marlowe.” And then she was gone.
Shiva!
I began pacing the den.
Angry, upset, highwired, and hopeful—a wave of various
conflicting emotions flooding me at once.
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This was exactly the kind of thing I was afraid of. She wasn’t
even back in my life and already I was fretting over her—Celeste
withdrawal symptoms. Nothing was worth this anguish, was there? I
plunged into my reclining chair.
Then I thought about her kisses. Her touching. The warmth of her
skin. The scent of her neck. I squirmed in my seat, frustrated.
Yeah, it was worth it.
I stood up and began pacing the apartment. I knew I’d pursue this
Shivaforsakened thing to the very end.
I took the last of my depressants, knowing I’d soon need more.
Winter break? That was over three dekacycles from now. Three
dekacycles! I’d need a lot of drugs to make it that long without
knowing how she felt about me.
I yelled an obscenity and kicked a chair across the room.
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sabelle had been avoiding me lately, even after I apologized to her.
Can’t say I didn’t deserve it. I didn’t like the way I was acting. I
hated it, but I knew the only way to get out of this emotional cataclysm
with Celeste was to go all the way through it. I felt confident that if I
could just work things out one way or the other, I would feel purged
and renewed, like having removed a painful and unsightly abscess.
The cycles dragged by and I took massive amounts of LOSS and
depressants. The LOSS only put me more on edge. I had bizarre
hallucinations about me and Celeste. I’d start envisioning cosmic
connections between our Kas.
After about three and a half dekacycles, I knew she must be in
Tearsong. But still she hadn’t called. Old Man Saturn crept by.
I calculated when she’d be heading back to school. That day grew
nearer and nearer, but still I received no word.
Finally, knowing that she’d soon be gone, I decided to fly down
and surprise her. I knew that nothing would be resolved until we saw
each other in the flesh.
I left without telling Isabelle where I was going. Probably because
I was embarrassed. But I had to know. I had to see Celeste. Then
Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 67 •

Shaun Von Dragen

I’d know if all my dreams were fantasies and all my longings just
obsessions.
A large storm had finished passing over the northern part of
the country, and so all the rolling plains between Xanadu and the
Kuhlusion Mountains were entombed in virgin snow. The air was
still, the sky clear, and the night cold.
The music from the D-Scan helped ease the loneliness of my
journey.
...where Alph, the sacred river, ran through caverns measureless
to man....
The trip was uneventful, yet strange for me. Like I was flying into
a different time. A different place. A mythical land with a towering
castle full of wondrous and writhing phantasies, perched among
jagged cliffs, overlooking the churning sea of Xaos below, all of which
never really existed except in the minds of haloprematic visionaries
and small children.
The feelings stirring in my gut were familiar. Loneliness,
hopefulness, hopelessness, longing. Missing what we had. Always
missing what I had. As long as I can remember. Missing what I had
before I even had it. Desire left over from previous lifetimes? I didn’t
know.
Tearsong is a small, idyllic town nestled low in the inner NW spine
of the Kuhlusion Mountains. However, it is an important town, full
of scientists and engineers who work at the nearby and highly funded
research facility. Still, it was diminutive enough in area that I figured
I could track her down with just her address.
It turned out I couldn’t. I had to stop at a small convenience store
just to get pointed in the right direction. I drove around town, getting
lost again and again.
The city was shrouded in snow. All was quiet. Subdued. I drove
around looking for the signs and the streets that would lead me to
Celeste.
I stopped a second time and actually asked a local gendarme for
assistance. This returned my course to within acceptable parameters—
but the roads were confusing. They seemed to always turn around on
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themselves. One snow-covered street blended into another, leading
me around in circles.
Finally deciding I must be somewhere near her home, I landed in a
pile of snow and climbed out to finish my hunt on foot.
It was a shaktorial, yet imposing neighborhood with towering
houses carved into a variety of motifs, from pillared Greek to spired
Urandalian, all looking that much more forbidding with their imperial
cloaks of snow.
Stamping through the powdered ice, I eventually found her home.
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er house was tall and majestic in a style that was foreign
to me. It was colossal and stern with very few baroquial
embellishments.
The security appeared to be remarkably lax. However, I knew
better. It was nanopreme among the ^riche to look like one was well
protected.
As I stepped onto the porch, a light flared brightly around me, and
I knew the occupants were notified of my arrival. No doubt I was also
being recorded.
The door was answered quickly enough. It was her father, Kreikon
Dvorak himself, CIV of Pamphage Interstellar Corporation.
“Hello,” he said, looking at me with the expectation that I explain
myself.
“Hi. I’m Marlowe. Remember me? Celeste and I used to sojourn
together.”
“Ah, yes,” he said in his strong, yet not unpleasant voice. “I
remember you. You look a little different though.”
“A bit scruffier I’m afraid,” I said, rubbing my chin.
“Well, come on in, Marlowe. I’m afraid Celeste isn’t home just
yet, but you’re more than welcome to wait.”
“Thanks,” I said, entering the vestibule.
I looked for an OTP on Kreikon, but I was not surprised that I
couldn’t see one. Most of the corp^riche-types liked to keep them
hidden.
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“You can take your shoes off over there,” he said, motioning to a
frilly, padded bench next to the wall.
I took off my shoes and then followed him into the den, which was
decorated in clean, creamy colours. He asked me to have a seat on the
large plushzioozi, which I did. He then excused himself as Celeste’s
mom entered and offered me a drink. I accepted, and she returned
with a cup of hot mochachai served with a decorative silver coaster.
She placed both upon a white marble table and then left me alone.
I waited and waited, but I was remarkably calm and collected.
Now that I knew I was finally going to see Celeste, I was somewhat
content.
Eventually I heard Celeste’s mother from the kitchen, “Remember
Marlowe?” I didn’t hear a response, but then her mother said, “He’s
here. In the den.”
I heard someone enter another room. I stood up, anxiously
awaiting her entrance. I paced lightly. After several moments, Celeste
entered, smiling.
She was wearing casual clothes. Her hair was pulled back. She
wasn’t wearing any makeup, and I noticed a blemish or two on her
cheek and forehead.
Part of me was disappointed by her appearance, and yet coinciding
with this emotion, and ultimately overwhelming it, was my desire
for her, perhaps made even stronger by the fact that she looked like
a lovely human—not an unattainable princess. She incited roaring
waves of hunger to crash fitfully upon the barren beaches of my
ruptured heart.
She gave me a hug, but it felt distinctly reserved. In fact, rather
chilly.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said.
“I know. I just had to see you.”
“Sit,” and we sat down on the couch together.
“You didn’t call,” I said.
“I know. I’m sorry. I was in such a hurry to leave that I left my
PA_plug at school. It has everyone’s number in it. There were several
other people I haven’t been able to contact as well.”
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“Oh. I brought you a present,” I said, pulling out a small, black,
oblong block and putting it on the table.
“What is it?” she asked with what seemed like suspicious
curiosity.
“It’s a Hyberian Snow Lotus.”
I rubbed the side of the cube, and a holographic representation of
a winter lotus slowly bloomed above it.
“I programmed it myself. I would have brought you a real one, but
they just die. This’ll last forever.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“Go ahead and smell it.”
She looked at me curiously but did so. “That’s nice,” she said, and
attempting to touch the flower, her hand passed right through. She
stared at her hand like it was an alien artifact.
“Can’t touch it though, unfortunately.”
“That’s okay,” she said, making a fist and bringing her hand back
into her lap.
We talked for several millicrons about inconsequentialities.
Celeste seemed overly reserved and distant.
“It’s really nice being with you again,” I said, taking her hand in
mine and caressing it. “Whoa.”
“What?”
“Your hand is so cold. Are you sick?”
She pulled her hand away. “No. I’m fine.”
I moved closer and breathed in near her neck, which seemed to
irradiate a strange coldness. But the scent I longed for was there.
“Mhmm,” I said, pulling back. “You still smell the same.”
“Don’t say that. I’ve been working all day. I probably smell like
chemicals.”
“No you don’t. You smell like the same old Celeste.”
I examined the OTP in her throat, though the more I looked at it, the
less I felt I could accurately classify it as an OTP at all. The center no
longer contained a holographic scarab. Instead, there was now a sigil
strongly reminiscent of the ones in the grimoire I’d found. However,
this sigil shifted and changed so incessantly that it was impossible to
Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 71 •

Shaun Von Dragen

tell if it was actually identical to any of those in the grimoire or not.
I touched the sigil gently and Celeste shivered.
The other OTP, the one behind her ear, had many more neuralcords
than when I’d seen Celeste over the phone. The cords were differently
sized and variously coloured, branching off in every direction, all of
which could be seen rather clearly beneath Celeste’s pale skin. A
distinct lavender cord connected this OTP to the one in her throat.
Overall I had the impression of a cybernetic growth rather than an
OTP—like some spidery parasite living in her neck.
She pulled away, and I put my hand down.
“What’s the matter?” I asked as she turned back to face me.
“Nothing,” she said, looking down.
“You don’t seem very happy to see me.”
“I am. It’s just such a...surprise.”
She wasn’t just physically cold. She seemed emotionally frigid as
well. I never remembered her being like this before. Did my delusions
blind myself to her true nature, or had she indeed changed?
I took her hands in mine, and she didn’t pull away.
“I love your hands.”
“No you don’t.”
“I do.” And I did. They were so small and delicately tapered—and
yet there was something quite peculiar about her right hand: Tiny
mother-of-pearl neuralcords ran up her fingers and thumb and then
continued into two larger cords, which ran all the way up her arm to
meet the OTP in the side of her neck.
“Celeste,” I said, slowly running my fingers up the cords in her
forearm. “What are all these for?”
She pulled her arm away. “It’s just an experiment. That’s all.”
“What kind of an experiment?”
“I can’t talk about it.”
“Yeah, well that’s nothing new now, is it? You can’t talk about
anything,” I said, but instantly regretted it. It wasn’t her fault. She
didn’t ask me to come here.
“It’s getting late,” she said, standing up. “I’m leaving tomorrow. I
need to pack.”
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“Okay. I’ll help.”
“If you want.”
We went upstairs to her room.
It was emptier than the old room I remembered, probably because
she didn’t spend that much time there. It was comely and tastefully
decorated. There were some holopix as well as static photographs of
her family upon a fancy dresser. A photo with her and her mother
brought an especially painful pang to my heart. Perhaps because I
knew that Celeste would one day be a mother—but not of my child. I
turned away from the pictures.
“Hey! That’s the teddy bear I gave you.”
She looked at me with a warm glimmer deep in her eyes and
nodded.
“Does he still walk?”
“Not very well,” she said, smiling.
“He never really did.”
“No.” And we looked at each other and laughed. And for a moment
she was the old Celeste I remembered. Warm, and in her own way,
vulnerable.
Then she turned away. “I really have to pack,” she said, gathering
up some things on the bed.
“We’re Starmates, Celeste,” I blurted out for no apparent reason.
“What?” she said, still continuing about her business.
“We’re two Atmakas, posi.Ka and electra.Ka, that were once one,”
I began expositing, not really understanding why I was saying these
things or where they were coming from, but as I said these words,
I found myself believing them. “We separated countless lifetimes
ago for the sheer ecstasy of finding each other again and again,
under different circumstances, in different settings, using different
techniques because the hallmark of heaven is infinite variety. And life
is infinite bliss, and sorrows are but as shadows.”
She looked at me now, curious.
“There’s no fear of death because our Kas live on. We just find new
bodies and begin our search for each other all over again. That’s what
life’s about. It’s a playground for wide-eyed children. A playground
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for our Kas.”
She stared at me. “That’s...strange, Mar.”
“But you understand me, don’t you?”
“Maybe. I mean, I don’t know.” She turned away. “This is just too
overwhelming for me. And I have to pack.”
She continued about her duties and I let the topic drop. I looked
around the room and noticed a pack of dohanyziks on a table.
“You smoke now?”
“Just sometimes.”
And it hurt somehow that she did. My pure Celeste smoking. And I
realized it wasn’t that I didn’t want her purity tainted, only that I was
jealous that I wasn’t the one to do the tainting. A vision of her kissing
her kwaziguito the way she kissed me seared painfully through my
mind. I sat hard upon the bed, dumbly watching her pack. No one
could appreciate Celeste like I could.
Eventually she was done and I helped her carry a few things
downstairs.
Outside, I scooped some snow from the hood of her hover into my
hand. She stood staring at the trunk, finger pressed to her lower lip,
deep in contemplative thought over how to fit that last box inside. I
realized then that the snow covering the landscape wasn’t really snow
at all. It was ashes. All ashes. Ashes dripping through my clenched
fist.
It was over.
So why couldn’t I just let go?
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W

e were alone in a study with a large fire burning in the corner.
I was on my knees, my head in her lap. I had spent the last of
my energy trying to convince her that I loved her and that we should
once again be together. At times it had seemed my words were having
an effect on her, but ultimately she just seemed distant.
And then there was something disturbing about her I couldn’t
quite pinpoint.
I stood up from the couch and sat opposite her upon a solitary
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chair.
There was a small colour-wheel on the arm of her couch. I watched
her listlessly trace her finger randomly over the surface of the pad.
The neoneous fire responded instantaneously to the tip of her nail,
smoothly changing from reds to purples to blues to greens to yellows
to a white flame, which darkened to near black and then flared back
into life again as a rich violet. The flickering coruscations of the
kaleidoscopic fire tinted the room with multicoloured hues.
We sat without words for several long moments. The only sound
was the artificial crackling of the woodless fire.
“I love you,” I said.
She said nothing but looked at me with cold, emotionless eyes.
There was something different, something peculiar about her. I
couldn’t see it, but I sensed something was very amiss.
I called up my optical menu and scanned through the options.
Maybe I could see something by adjusting my EMSpectrum? I
quickly wrote the simplest of programs, which set my eyes to see
about .001 slice of specwidth and then increment. My vision began
to subtly change. First the colours shifted to the blue, and then soon
after it was less like I was seeing actual colours and more like I was
simply sensing vibrations.
I wallowed in the oscillations that were Celeste, but I noticed
nothing abnormal. She stared at her hands, saying nothing.
Still, that was only one side of the EMSpectrum. Now I needed
to check the lower frequencies. So I reset the program, changed it
to decrement, and ran it again. This time the colours shifted to the
red, and once again I began sensing vibrations rather than actually
“seeing” anything.
As the vibrations hummed through my head, I felt like I was
merely a vibration myself and that everything in the universe was just
one big vibration with each part having its own unique pattern and
frequency. I searched deeper than I’d ever gone before, but yet I found
nothing out of the ordinary.
I sighed. Even that didn’t prove much. I only covered the straight
EMS, but that would leave out everything in a non-standard ARH
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modulation.
Celeste glared piercingly. To go manually through every ARH
deviation could take cycles, maybe dekacycles.
“Try EMS_645@22 with ARH permutation +29-14,” Celeste said
calmly, coldly.
“What?” I asked, a little shocked. I felt like I’d just been caught
peeping in a window.
“Try it.”
So I set my optics accordingly. Aside from a pale auric glow,
everything in the room looked just about the same—except for
Celeste’s arm and neck where there was now some sort of cybernetic
appendage that had melded with the rest of her body. Metallic fluids
moved through transparent arteries and veins, flowing and circulating
through complex bioptic-circuitry. Nothing stayed the same; her
bioworks transformed and mutated again and again before my very
glazzies.
“Mishiva, Celeste! What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing. It’s just an experiment.” Silver tendons could be seen
working under the skin as she brought her lower finger to the bottom
of her lip.
“An experiment?” I said, sitting down, feeling a bit sick. “What
kind of an experiment?”
“I’m not at liberty to discuss it, Mar. I’m sorry.”
“Sure. I understand.” And I was tired. Tired of me. Tired of
Celeste. Tired of her always keeping me at a distance.
After storing this unusual EMS address to memory, I reset my
optics back to the usual wavelengths.
“How did you know what I was doing? How’d you know I was
searching the EMS?”
“Oh,” she said, staring at me for long moments. I knew she was
trying to decide how much she could tell me. “It’s a feature of the new
OTP we’re designing. It can tap into other OTPs within the vicinity.”
“How?” I asked, feeling a bit uncomfortable with the possible
ramifications of such an OTP.
“You know I can’t tell you that.”
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“Yeah, sure.”
I stood up, and Celeste did also. “I have a long drive home,” I
said.
She led me to the foyer, and I put on my shoes. She opened the
door and allowed the cold night air to blow into the house.
“So you understand everything I’ve said to you?” I queried,
standing close to her. “About how much I care for you?”
She nodded.
“You’ll call me and tell me your answer? I deserve that much at
least, don’t I?”
“Yes,” she said.
We gave each other a brief hug and then I walked out into the
cold.
- 16 -

T

he cycles went by and she didn’t call. Worse than a quarkian
meltdown, I had started taking large doses of LOSS. Isabelle,
Dust, and a few other ichabods comforted me as much as they could,
but I wanted to be with Celeste—or I wanted to be alone.
Eventually I could wait no longer and called her place on PiRamesses. There was no answer. So I called again a few centicrons
later. Still no answer. I called earlier in the evening the next time—
again, no answer. Soon I was utterly out of control, calling every few
millis. I knew I was obsessing, but I couldn’t stop. I had to know.
Finally I left a brief message on her machine: “I’m in hell.”
The next time I called there was an answer, but it wasn’t Celeste.
It was a young malacho, and I detested him instantly. He was
tall, blond, handsome, and well-designed. He looked exceedingly
arrogant.
“Yeah?” he said unpleasantly.
“Who are you?”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Marlowe. Where’s Celeste?”
“Major mauling, freaklestein?”
“What?”
Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 77 •

Shaun Von Dragen

“Are you in town?”
“What?”
“Are you here in Heliopolis?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head, not entirely sure why he thought I
was there.
“Why are you calling?”
“I want to talk to Celeste.”
“She doesn’t want to talk to you.”
“Look. I don’t want any trouble. Just let me talk to Celeste. If she
says she doesn’t want to talk to me then I’ll never disturb you two
again.”
He stared hard at me.
“Hold on.”
He put me on pause. Eventually, Celeste appeared.
She seemed a bit upset.
“Can you talk freely?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“You have an answer then?”
“Yes.”
“It’s ‘no?’”
“Yes,” she whispered.
This hurt, but I had to seal this completely, once and for always.
“Say, ‘Marlowe, I never want to see you again.’ “
And so quietly I almost couldn’t hear her she said, “I never want
to see you again.”
“Marlowe,” I added.
“Marlowe.”
“Okay, then. Bye.”
“Goodbye,” she whispered.
And that was it.
For the moment I was numb. All I felt was the rather distinct feeling
of the universe slipping out from beneath my feet, leaving me drifting
in an infinite void.

Part One: Celestial Twilight

° 78 •

Moon Age Daydream

- 17 -

B

ut eventually the pain came. I coped without drugs. Even though
the pain was acute, deep down a new primary instruction had
been coded. A binary seed of renewal.
I was purged of Celeste. It was over, and I was grateful for that
fact. I had bouts of serious loneliness and depression, but I was
healing remarkably fast.
I felt like I had just been through major surgery. And it had been
successful.
After a few dekacycles, I started feeling my old self again. Isabelle
and I were getting along, and I was occasionally even happy.
I also decided I had to leave Xanadu.
I didn’t know if it would be a permanent move or not, but I started
preparing my affairs as though it were.
I paid off the apartment for the next two hectos, figuring that
would be long enough to decide whether I would be coming back
or not. I sold off almost all of my antiques, except for Tempest. This
didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would. I was starting over,
and I had little use for my past.
I had decided not to take Isabelle with me on the first trip out and
she wasn’t exactly ecstatic about it.
“What?” she said, her pitch rising dangerously.
“I just need to go away by myself for a awhile. It’s not permanent.
You’ll have the apartment.”
“Fuck the apartment!” She blew out all the lights, plunging me
into darkness.
“Isabelle,” I said sternly.
“Why can’t you take me with you?”
“I need some time alone. I thought you understood how I need my
privacy.”
“I understand your privacy, but this...this isn’t privacy. It’s
desertion!”
I sighed, starting to feel guilty. “I’m sorry, Isabelle. It’s not that
I don’t want you. I just need some time to start things over on my
own.”
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“Well, go ahead,” she said, calming down a little. “It’s not like I
can stop you anyway.”
“I don’t want to leave with you furious.”
“I’m not.”
“Well, there’s one more thing. I’ll probably be too busy to keep up
much contact with you at first either.”
She said nothing.
“Isabelle?”
“So where are you going anyway?”
“I’m not sure yet. Just away.”
“That’s some really razor thinking there, Mar.”
“I know. But this is the way I want to do it.”
“Okay, Mar. It’s your life. Have fun with it.”
“Isabelle?”
Nothing.
“Isabelle?”
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B

y the cycle of departure, I was of a rather haloprematic
disposition. I felt more or less recovered from Celeste, and was
looking forward to being on the road. I still felt a little bad about
leaving Isabelle, but I knew this was how it had to be done.
Archie followed me into the apartment hallway.
“Are you sure you want to leave today?” Isabelle asked.
“Yeah. Today’s a good day.”
“Well, I got you a present.”
“A present? Really?”
“Yeah,” she said as a little telegyrbot appeared from around the
corner and drove up to me. I picked it up and inspected it.
“Wow! Thanks, Isabelle.” The robot was a hacker’s dream tool.
“Where’d you get this though? How’d you afford it?”
“A lady never tells.”
I laughed. “Well, thanks. I didn’t get you anything, though.”
“That’s okay. Just hurry up and come get me when you finally get
settled in.”
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“Deal. I wish I could hug you.”
“I wish that all the time.”
“Well, I’d better be going then.”
“Arrivederci.”
“Bye,” I said, smiling to myself.
I picked up my last bag and walked off down the hall.
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I

t felt halopreme. It felt right. To be leaving everything behind.
I flew now through a khierzenslide to Kodo-kai in the QuasiDelta System. According to the sensors I was now void of any
system and was just crossing into to the Mojojahaiah Quadrant.
I was going to Karma.
Traversing the speckled blackness of interstellar space is a little
daunting when you’re alone. Especially in a hover as small as mine.
The gaping maw of endless space can be boggling and sad, stirring up
primal fears and superstitions. Music was my solution.
The shadow of the dome of pleasure
Floated midway on the waves;
Where was heard the mingled measure
From the fountain and the caves.
The sounds of long dead musicians singing of the same anguished
joys and anxious misgivings that plague me today sooth my ache and
comfort my Ka.
Yeah, so I was feeling fairly haloprematic about the way everything
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was going. Not that I didn’t have the occasional waves of doubt and
depression, but that’s why it seemed all the more appropriate that I
was going to Karma. With its hyperkinetic economy, it contained vast
opportunities for starting over, and with its virtually limitless variety
of vices, it was an excellent place to end things as well. Not that I was
planning on dying, but, well, you know, it’s always an option.
I thought about many things on the long flight to Karma but
surprisingly little about Celeste. I did indeed seem to be finally over
her.
I thought about Isabelle, still feeling a bit guilty about leaving her
behind. I hadn’t even told her where I was going. I hadn’t told anyone
where I was going.
I fantasized about what I’d do when I got to Karma. Having no
immediate shortage of creds, I wasn’t in a big hurry to find a new
source of income. Rather I figured a certain amount of self-indulgence
was in order.
I suppose some would consider new vistas of space interesting,
but I found interstellar travel rather monotonous. Especially now
because I felt a pressing need to get to Karma and start over as soon
as possible. It took me five or six decicrons to make it through the
Tantalian Khierzenslide. From there it was only another deci to the
surface of Kodo-Kai, the actual name of the planet Karma resided
upon, though colloquially Karma often referred to the entire planet as
well as the city.
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I

was glad to once again be in orbital flight. I still had several decis
of flight time to go, but now my scenery was a bit more to my
liking, even though it was mostly desert once I passed the Grogorian,
which was a huge, interlocking labyrinth of dams, channels, and
floodgates. It was interesting enough for a closer look, but the place
was overflowing with tourists and the parking looked like a royalfied
ache in the zadjni.
I let my hover slipscream after the Grogorian, speeding past the
other occasional hovers, pushing my Quazar as fast as it would go.
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The second sun, the orange one, was setting now, and I remembered
what Dust had once told me: “When you get to Karma for the first
time, make sure it’s after dark.” Now remembering this, I slowed
down to a more moderate speed.
Heading straight for the orange ball of flaming hydrogen as it
tunneled its way into the cityscaped horizon, I wondered where
Celeste was and what she was doing tonight.
As the sun finally faded from view, I was well into the city. Far
ahead I could see the twinkling microcosm of the Spiral.
The Spiral was the economic and cultural hub of Karma. As the
biggest tourist draw in the universe, the corporations withheld no
expense in making it look like the most deliriously shakticious place
in all of humankind’s creation. It contained the majority of casinos
and all the most diabolique ones. Just seeing it in the distance forced
me up the highwire.
The traffic was now convoluted, and I had to pay a little more
attention to my driving.
I checked the onboard map that appeared overlayed upon the front
windshield and exited the Tierwire Sportsway onto Flamingo Drive.
From there I found myself deep in the city—so much so that I lost
sight of the Spiral completely. Traveling through the crowded, narrow
flightways between the toweringly indistinct buildings, I noted this
part of Karma looked pretty much like any other big city, though it did
have quite a few Babayanya trees to give it some character.
Continually checking the map, I finally found my way to Karma
Boulevard, the flightway of the Spiral itself. The splendors of central
Karma were laid out before me, as well as being refracted brilliantly
off my windshield and the polished hood of my hover.
The Spiral was a swirling avenue of brilliant lights, vivid
holograms, raucous sounds, and intoxicating smells. I was so
mesmerized by a large sparkling mermaid in front of the Poseidon
that I ran a stoplight, almost causing an accident. The flight signals
were almost lost amidst the blur of all the casino lights; plus I’d been
driving for almost eight Andromeda Nine decicrons.
I considered leaving the Spiral and staying at one of the cheaper
Part Two: Tenochtitlan Princess of the Night

° 85 •

Shaun Von Dragen

hotels downtown that rent by the dekacycle. I thought that way my
creds would last a lot longer. But as I passed the mammoth black
stallion that stood sentinel to the Nightmare Resort & Casino, I knew
I just had to stay at one of the dernier cri. There was no point in being
in Karma at all if I wasn’t going to do things with a little salighe.
I continued spiraling around, blissfully overwhelmed with the
variety of casinos and other entertainment: the Disney Omniverse, the
Ruhmeshalle, the Elementia, and a dozen other big name casinos all
set in an exotic jungle of imported foliage from all over the universe.
Having seen Karma so many times, in so many holos, a part of me
thought I might be a bit disappointed when I finally got there; but
visually at least, Karma was turning out to be everything I’d hoped it
would be and more.
I eventually ended up at the exact center of the Spiral, which
housed the tallest building in the universe: the Spire Resort & Casino.
I flew around the Spire, pitching up steeply to see its tip. As I leveled
out again, I found myself flying back out of the Spiral.
I noticed casinos on the way out that I hadn’t noticed on the way
in: the Dunes, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Resort & Casino,
Middle Earth, and Caligula’s Palace. Overwhelmed, I decided to stay
at the Nightmare since it marked the outer edge of the Spiral and I
figured, night by night, I could just work my way in.
The cyclopean statue fronting the Nightmare was perhaps a quarter
of a kilometer high and made of a polished black dialloy. The horse
stood furiously upon hind legs, its hoofs frozen in a vicious pawing of
the air. From his nostrils shot flames of real fire.
Behind the stallion stretched the Nightmare’s actual hotel rooms,
which were a fascinating conglomeration of black obelisks jutting out
of the earth at odd angles.
I smiled as I glided the hover into the resort’s lower landing deck.
It was closed, however. I noticed there was still construction going
on. I flew around for uncounted millicrons trying to find a place to
land, but every lot I found was full. Frustrational-overload imminent,
I just parked in a corp^riche-only zone.
I channeled some corp^riche SECURcodes from the Labyrinth
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and then projected them into my hover’s Idsig. Having channeled
the codes from a reliable p1r8.sYt<-, I was confident they would be
valid. The only thing I was worried about was my hover. Quazars
were not your usual corp^riche transportational mode of choice so
things would be suspicious to anyone actually inspecting on foot. It
would have to do, however, because I wasn’t going to spend one more
nanocron looking for a landing site.
I walked across the lot and entered a spacialator, which took me
into the casino proper.
The casino’s interior motif was gothic and gloomy, yet somehow
at the same time glitzy and gleeful.
The section I was in now had been designed to look like a swamp,
and the walls were holoed out to look like sinister castles lost in the
foggy distance.
I passed a shakti cocktail waitress. Her see-through gown was
ripped and shredded, which along with her blackened eyes, was
supposed to make her look like some sort of ghoulish wraith.
I smiled at her; she ignored me. Still, I had to admit. Necrophilia
was starting to sound a lot more appealing.
I continued my stroll through the casino, hoping to find the
check-in desk. I passed a section of slot machines where one could
win a Jahlahara 9-17x Hovership. I used to own a slot machine. In
fact, I sold it along with most of the rest of my antiques before I left
Xanadu. My old slot machine was from precol Earth, but it didn’t
look shockingly different from the ones that now stood before me.
Of course these machines all had macabre motifs, but otherwise they
looked quite similar. They even had arm pullers, though I noticed that
most people just gave a meaningful nod of their heads to signal the
machine to roll the cylinders.
I pushed my credit ring into an appropriate port and dialed in one
credit.
I pulled the arm.
Ghost.
Ghost.
Ghost.
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Zombie.
The machine spat out a single coin. I picked it up and examined
it. There was a horse head on one side and a styggy man on the other.
I’m not sure, but I think it was the founder of Abandon Hope All Ye
Who Enter Here Corporation, of which the Nightmare was one of its
holdings. I put it in my pocket and continued on.
The ceiling was holoed out as well. It appeared to open up into a
darkened sky with an ashen Luna casting eerie illumination over the
casino.
I passed some classic table games, including craps, poker, and
blackjack. I had heard you could still make money at some of these
old games.
I continued walking and noticed that if one stared too long at the
carpeting that the dark purple-paisley maze began to shift and merge,
flowing and oozing into a shallow but murky swamp. Fascinating
effect! I thought I could even feel the moisture of the swamp seeping
into my shoes. I noted the effect was similar to high doses of LOSS.
I passed by several more aphrodisial wraiths. A particularly
lovely one with long, dark, flowing hair and a bloody lip asked me
sweetly if I’d like anything to drink. I smiled widely but declined,
instead pressing on through the casino, trying not to chase after the
holographic will-o’-the-wisps flittering about.
It was fairly crowded—full of tourists and gamblers. And Ktaisians.
Too many Ktaisians always bumping into me without excusing
themselves. And worse, as I was passing next to a reticulator, a male
Ktaisian stopped, plugged one side of his nose, and blew snodge out
the other. Repugnant. I decided I’d like Karma a lot better were it not
for the people.
Eventually I found the check-in desk and got myself a room for the
night. 120 creds. Expensive, but I hoped worth it.
-3-

M

y room wasn’t nanopreme but nothing to geddon over either.
It was angled along one wall so that it paralleled the shape of
the building’s outside. I was exhausted, yet so highwired about being
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in Karma that I knew I wouldn’t be able to easily sleep. I looked out
the window in the slanted wall and was disappointed to find my only
view was of several construction vehicles abandoned for the night.
“Holo_sys: Menu,” I said out loud.
A holo appeared instantly over the foot of the bed.
“Video menu or entertainment directory?” the rotating 3D words
queried along with a seductive voluna’s voice.
“Video menu.”
“Free channels or pay channels?”
“Pay,” I said, taking off my shoes and unbuttoning my shirt.
“Family or Adult.”
Oh, fuck this top-level sheklet!
“Tilde,” I said, and the 3D menu disappeared to be replaced by a
blinking green crosshair. Icy, I thought, it’s Tyflac compliant.
“Q#:Tx$$tica_freQ?+?” I queried.
“@2112**2118,” the holo responded silently with simple green
numbers and symbols.
“Q#:o6()-x?”
“St&1001001,” the holo responded.
I adjusted my CP_OTP remofreqs to these settings and was soon
communicating neuropathically with the holojector’s sys.
I speedily scanned all available flicks, separating out those that
seemed in any way lickerous. It wasn’t easy filling up a queue, let me
tell you. They were all nanoprematically tame. I had figured as much
from a family oriented casino like the Nightmare.
After I found about a half-dozen or so to my liking, I leaned back
upon the bed, getting comfortable and closing my eyes. There would
be no need to watch the holos now that I had a Tyflac connection.
I started with Hyperslutz from Xerxes One-Five at a vastly
increased framerate. The first scene contained two spectral-haired
Aresian volunas and a dusky malacho. It had been set on a beach, but
I masked out the background layer so they were left floating in the
endless void of my mind. I placed another scene into the sapphire iris
of the more shakti of the two volunas and then looped it all together.
I filled up all the other eyes as well, creating an infinite loop, which
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would have been an impossible paradox had it been on the physical
plane. That was another haloprematic thing about OTP_holos—no
need to conform to Euclidean standards.
At any rate, it turned out that I had more fun organizing my little
pornoscope than I did watching it. I became bored so quickly that I
began entertaining thoughts about shutting it down and finding a real
life demimondaine.
But then I noticed a dark-haired, creamy-skinned chiquitah I hadn’t
noticed before, which was peculiar because she was my ideal shape,
size and style. She was performing nua-nua on some nondescript
malacho’s spartchek. As I focused my attention on her, she looked up
at me and winked.
It was Celeste!
My stomach did a zero-G thing and my heart thudded painfully.
She was on her knees and elbows, her perfect white zadjni in the air
with some other malacho feeding at her orvina and gieglobe. She was
staring at me now and smiled. With her tongue she pushed a glob of
spit out of her mouth where it gushed slowly down her chin.
Now I realized that Celeste was every single woman in every
single scene. Celeste after Celeste within the depths of Celeste after
Celeste’s eyes. Nua-nua. Kongswalla. Pani-pani. Malacho after
malacho, voluna after voluna.
“I know I wouldn’t even touch your spartchek,” they all said in
unison, staring at me in perfect synch. “But see what I do now—”
“Holo_sys: Fucking STOP!” I said out loud, which wasn’t really
necessary. The holos disappeared and I opened my eyes and vomited
off the side of the bed.
What in Babalon’s blasphemous gieglobe was that? I got up and
poured myself a drink of water at the LQDispenser.
It wasn’t a hallucination—that I was fairly sure of. I’ve had very
intense hallucinations before, but they were always marked by a
strange hysteria of the mind, and for all their intensity they were
always accompanied by a deep-rooted sense of unreality. This seemed
real. Like I was watching nothing more than prerecorded holos.
Maybe I’d gone skaweeja? Maybe I had too many woundsets? I
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was utterly baffled and even a little fearful.
With some useless casino literature, I cleaned up the bulk of my
vomit and flushed it through the uriculator.
“Cleaning_sys: Floor.” And the carpet began its slow, methodic,
yet thorough self-cleansing process.
I stood up and looked at the holojector in the ceiling. I pulled a
chair over so I could see it clearly. Nothing unusual about it that I
could see except that it was manufactured by Pamphage Corp. The
fact that Pamphage Corporation manufactured it proved nothing as
they probably produced over a third of all holojector units in the
universe.
“Holo_sys: Continue previous program.”
And my pornoscope continued as it had before Celeste appeared.
“Holo_sys: Off.”
What was going on? Was it some sort of trick? Who even knew I
was here? No one, but most everyone I knew was capable of tracking
me down if they really wanted to. Dust might have had the inclination
to do something like this, but I doubt he had the ability. Isabelle could
conceivable have done it, but why? It seemed excessively spiteful.
Even for Isabelle. Unless she’d gone completely skaweeja. I didn’t
know.
It had been Ka-shredding to see Celeste violating herself like that.
Few things in life had caused me more aching anguish than imagining
Celeste sexually intimate with another malacho, and now I had not
only seen her doing that but also any number of other lascivious
acts with both malacho and voluna, all in full-spectrum, digitallyaugmented neurorez. It was brutally poignant. Yet, in some deeply
perverse way, erotic as well. Cruelly tantalizing, as it were.
“Light_sys: Off.”
I took off my pants and got into bed under the sheets. Lurid
light strayed in from the window making the swampy motif seem
particularly dismal.
Slowly rubbing my spartchek, I closed my eyes and visualized
Celeste’s pouty mouth closing around her kwazi’s hardened himvesso.
I imagined her tongue playing around the head, tonguing its hole, and
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then taking as much as she could fit into her small mouth.
I was squeezing harder now and stroking faster. Anguished and
lustful, I smushed my face into the memory of Celeste again and
again: The way she let me suck her tongue. The way she tossed her
hair. Her kwazi’s spartchek pistoning deep inside her gieglobe. The
way she touched my face when we kissed. Some random malacho
splattering her face with his makakai.
These last images brought me to a powerful, yet ultimately hollow
geddon.
It took me several more geddons until I felt I had exhausted myself
enough that I might sleep.
As empty as a boy can be, I finally turned over onto my side, and
after endless corridors of miserable thoughts, I found my way into
sleep.
-4-

I

woke to the sound of construction outside my window. I was
scathingly stralunato. I hated this place.
I checked the clock. It was only one point two. I’d only had about
three decis of sleep. I felt depressed. I was seriously considering
going home to Xanadu.
Outside, the weather was superfluously shakti. I realized just how
halopreme it was to have left the cold winter of Xanadu behind to
arrive in the late springtime of Karma. A warm breeze bearing the
fresh scents of the bizarre and wondrous foliage all around began to
cheer my heart, and I decided I would stay.
Even the problem with Celeste seemed more puzzling than
disturbing in the lucid light of day.
Flying once again through the Spiral, I felt like a debutante at
Sierezzazi’s of Rome. I just couldn’t decide where I should stay next.
All the resorts looked so scintillatingly tantalizing.
I decided to spend the night at Caligula’s Palace because I knew
it was an adults-only casino, and the Roman architecture seemed
particularly inviting. The outside was constructed of looming
colonnades topped with elaborate friezes. The colour scheme was
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festive, yet not gaudy. The entire grounds were more sprawling
than tall, even though there were probably ten or twelve storeys of
columned triumphance. Walking towards the main entrance, there
stood a towering bronze statue of Caligula locked in an incestuous
embrace with his sister Drusilla.
I liked the Palace. The rooms were elegant, and mine even had a
hydrobath in the center. I had pushed Celeste aside once again. It was
over, and whatever it was that had happened last night, I didn’t care to
investigate further. At least not now. I was on vacation.
During the next few cycles or so I stayed at a variety of other
casinos but I always came back to the Palace. I felt most at home
there.
The inside of casino was fairly shaktacular. It was full of painted
columns, meandering murals, and exquisitely carved reliefs. All of it
was of a blatantly erotic nature, including a processional of statues
that miraculously came alive for orgia de fauvorique, as it were.
Mostly I gambled. I was playing Triple Jack Mojo when a familiar
looking cocktail waitress approached the table. Like all the waitresses
she was dressed in a toga with one poohi exposed. She was tall and
slender with sleek, dark skin. Her left poohi was small, yet vivacious;
it had a small, black, upward jutting maka-pua. Her hair was a rich,
dark cocoa, cut just past her shoulders, and full of body and sheen.
Glancing all the way down her body I noticed an anklet of jingle bells
upon her left leg.
“Fiona?” I asked, trying to make eye contact.
“Yeah,” she stood with her head cocked to the side. “You know
me?”
“You in or out, friend?” the dealer asked me.
I shook my head at him and turned back to Fiona.
“I’m Taralia’s friend. I met you at her house in Xanadu.
Remember?”
“Yeah, sort of.”
“I’m Marlowe. Remember?”
“Yeah,” she smiled vaguely. “I remember you. Look I gotta take
these drinks around,” she said, walking away.
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I picked up my chips and followed after her. The jingling of her
anklet stirred old memories.
“You still writing poetry?”
She turned to me and laughed. It was an honest laugh but tinged
with cynicism. “You remember that, huh?”
“Of course. You also would narrate Poe to me, remember? Can
you still recite the Raven?”
She laughed again, this time with more delight than cynicism.
“How can you remember all that? It was like two EYs ago.” She
began walking off again, laughing, shaking her head.
“Was it that long ago? Seems like less.”
She stopped and handed out drinks at a Trilobix table, smiling
brightly for her patrons. They tipped her generously.
“No, it was two EYs at least. I was just a little wahina then,” she
said, moving off to another table.
“So what time do you get off?”
She smiled at me. “At eight. You can meet me in front of the
Wheel of Fortuna.”
“Icy. See you then.”
“Arreña.”
-5-

U

nder a late evening sky we walked through the Spiral amidst the
effervescent coruscations of the casinos, which projected high
above the dense foliage lining Karma Boulevard.
Fiona wore a loose-fitting, flowered top and a long, black falderia.
The night was pleasantly warm so I hadn’t needed to wear my forahide
coat, but my shirt, tie, and pants were all the usual.
I led us on a slight detour into the curving pathway fronting
Sgt. Pepper’s glaringly gaudy conglomeration of swirling rainbow
buildings. I thought they looked suspiciously like giant ice-cream
cones.
The detour led us under the Waterfall of Breaking Hearts, which
was a seamless meld of water and hologram. The River of Hearts
flowed from out between two ice-cream cones and ran above our
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heads before it plunged down into a small pool. The red and pink
hearts making up the river shattered into millions of fractured pieces,
but were later recycled to start all over again with mended hearts.
“So how old are you anyway?” I asked as we returned to the main
promenade.
“How old do you think I am?” she queried mischievously.
“Well, the last time I met you, I believe you were fourteen EYs. So
you’re sixteen now. Right?”
“Yeah, I guess. I’m eight point six Solinari-cycles.”
I worked out the conversion in my head. “Yeah. That’s about right.
Hey. How in pakao are you working at the Palace then? You have to
be seventeen EYs to serve drinks.”
“And ten Solinaris to perform,” she said ruefully. “That’s where
the bucudinero is.”
“But how come you’re even serving drinks?”
“Oh, come on. You’re a razor malacho,” she said, glancing over.
“Figure it out.”
I nodded, watching a holoblimp for Lust float by. “Fake PID.”
“Sure,” she shrugged.
“That’s expensive. Where’d you get the creds?”
“Didn’t. A friend of mine owed me a favor.”
“Oh.”
“Why didn’t you have him adjust your PID to twenty-one EYs?”
“No good. Casinos do random DNAnalyzations for the performers.
They check for everything, including age.”
The Crystal Castles were just on the opposite side of the road from
us, and I stared at them with sincere fascination. They were a wellbalanced medley of towers, turrets, and battlements made of lightly
tinted glass.
“So where are we going?” I asked.
She shrugged. “I thought you were leading me.”
“No. Not at all. I just got here. I don’t know where anything is.”
“Okay. I know where we can go,” she said, stepping across the
road.
After a few hundred paces she led us into a nearly imperceptible
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pathway through the jungly foliage between Crystal Castles and the
imposing green arches fronting the Ruhmeshalle.
“So you like waitressing?”
“It’s okay. It pays well. I won’t be doing it for much longer
though.”
“Why not?”
“I have to leave Karma and go back home.”
“Why?”
“Well, I was living with papa out here, and he was icy with me
working in the casinos, but well, he’s in jail now, and grandmasita
found out how I was supporting myself so she’s threatening to make a
hassle-grande for me unless I go back to Santeria and live with her.”
“What about your mother?”
“Dead.”
I nodded. “How’d it happen?”
“Hover wreck when I was very young. I remember her only
vaguely.”
I said nothing as we continued walking.
It was rather dark underneath the trees, but Fiona deftly led us
through the tangled network of pathways.
“So when are you leaving?” I asked.
“In a few dekas or so.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling a little sad.
“So what about you? What are you doing here?”
“I don’t know, really. Just tsooning the scene, I guess.”
She nodded and pushed aside a stray branch from a fauvic looking
bush.
The narrow pathway we were on opened up into a lush hideaway
park. It wasn’t large, but it was quite charming, being surrounded on
all sides by huge trees I was at a loss to name.
In the center of the park was a fountain. It was large and ornate
with cunningly carved depictions of sea life and ancient gods.
The fountain consisted of seven tiered pools of water, beginning
with the largest at the bottom and ending with a small one at the top.
Water trickled over from one pool into the next. The only light in
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the park emanated from the incandescent pools of water themselves.
Every layer irradiated with a different shade of green or blue all the
way up to the seventh pool, which contained a statue of a Greek
vecheck sculpting an exceedingly shakti voluna.
There was a quote carved around the bottom pool in a language
I couldn’t quite place. I ran a translator on it though: “What shall it
profit a man if he shall gain the whole world and lose his Ka?”
Fiona stopped at the edge of the pool and took off her shoes. To my
silent delight, she then removed her falderia as well. Underneath she
wore only thin krellian panties.
She jumped into the fountain and began traipsing about. The
iridescence of the pools sent shimmering waves of turquoise light
dancing over Fiona’s smooth mahogany skin. The jingling of her
anklet was now muted by the water.
“Warning,” a deep incorporeal voice rang out. “Entering the
fountain is strictly prohibited.”
“Oh, fuck that sheklet,” Fiona said, already drenched.
“Warning: Electrification of fountain will begin in three
millicrons.”
“Uh oh,” I said.
“Aww fuck,” she said. “What’s up with that sheklet? Can’t I even
get my feet wet in a public fountain without getting electrocuted?
Fucking sheklet.”
Thoroughly enjoying the sight of Fiona splashing about half
naked, I began looking for some sort of access panel, which I knew
was probably well hidden.
“Hold on, Fi. I have an idea.”
“What?” she queried, pushing the wet hair out of her face.
“Just hold on.”
I took out a pocketful of OTPs and quickly searched through
them for a hacking utility that was primarily used for intercepting,
rerouting, and re-signaling wavespec frequencies. However, it could
easily be calibrated to sense low-level electrical currents. I popped
Isabelle’s currently disabled OTP from out of my neck and plugged in
the wavespec one instead. I mentally set it to search for frequencies
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between 26 and 78 FrhZ and set its range to less than three meters. I
funneled its output into another one of my hacking programs, which
in turn outputted heat signals to my hands. The closer I got to a source
of 26 to 78 FrhZ, the warmer my hands would get.
“Warning: Electrification of fountain in two millicrons.”
Fiona was still in the pool but was now watching me intently.
I began walking slowly around the pool with my hands held out
before me.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
“Hold on, okay?”
I edged my way around the outside of the pool, occasionally
feeling just a little heat in my hands. I walked around the entire pool,
but that was it for the warmth.
I held my hands out over the pool and they got a little warmer. I
jumped in the water, and my hands grew warmer still.
Fiona laughed. “Marlowe?”
I moved to the center of the fountain, and my hands burned.
“Okay. I found it.”
“Found what?”
“The access panel.”
I took out my trusty Viesian Army Accesorizer and released
the slender, yet unbreakably strong prybar. It was about twenty
centimeters long. I slid it into a barely perceptible crack and pried. It
sprung open easily, and the cover plopped into the fountain.
“Warning: You will be harmlessly, yet painfully electrocuted in
fifty microns,” the fountain said.
“You going to turn that sheklet off or what?” she asked.
“Yup.”
The fountain was old and so was its security system. It required
a nine-digit code. It even had a TI/99_hook-up so I didn’t need to
wire in my own jack. I quickly popped the hacking OTP out of my
neck and replaced it with an ext_OTP. I plugged the remote section
of the ext_OTP into the TI/99_jack and then ran a simple program
I wrote called Numeral_Obliterator. Within microns I had found an
acceptable code. I pressed a glowing green button and the countdown
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stopped. Unfortunately, so did the water.
Fiona smiled. “Avarija! But what about the water?”
“Hold on.” I played around with a couple more buttons and
switches, and I eventually got the water on and the security off.
“Wow, Mar. That’s halopreme.”
I shrugged. “It was nothing. I mean really. I can do stuff like that
in turbostasis.”
She pranced off once again through the water.
“Shivatoten, you’re diabolique,” I said, staring at the shiny wetness
of her skin.
She turned around, smiling. “Want me to recite you a poem?”
“Yeah, that would be icy. I used to really tsoon your breezy
lyricality.”
“I still can’t believe you remember so much about me.”
“How could I forget the most aphrodisial chiquitah in all of
manifested existence?”
“Oh, Christ!” she said and turned away, laughing. Then she turned
back to me, seriously. “So do you want to hear one or not?”
“One of your own?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, go ahead.” I sat on the edge of the fountain, undoubtedly
looking ridiculous in my wet clothes.
“Okay,” she said, standing just on my side of the falling water,
which made a dramatic backdrop to her recitation:
Come and dance with me tonight
Kiss me sweet and hold me tight
Touch and caress me like no other
Stay with me and be my lover
Dance a dance of ecstasy
Fulfill my every fantasy
Stay until the morning dawn
For when you wake
I will be gone.

Part Two: Tenochtitlan Princess of the Night

° 99 •

Shaun Von Dragen

She said no more and I waited a few more moments to make sure
she was done.
“That was halopreme,” I said.
“You liked it?”
“Of course.” Her recitation voice was peculiar. It was so proper
and precise, like a schoolgirl reading Shakespeare. It was not
unbecoming, however. It was just in such striking contrast to Fiona’s
usual way of speaking.
“I have lots more,” she said.
“Why can’t I kiss you?”
“Because I said so.”
I smiled and shrugged, standing up and getting out of the pool.
“I’m so soaked,” I said, wringing out my tie.
“Well, I’m all wrinkly,” she said, getting out of the pool as well.
She turned her back to me and took off her shirt. I watched the
lithe muscles in her back move alluringly as she wringed out her shirt
and put it back on again. Then she put on her falderia and shoes.
“So do you still write poems?” she asked me.
I shrugged. “Only very occasionally and only for wahines who are
very special indeed.”
She nodded. “We better go.”
“Okay,” I said, and we walked back to the Palace.
“So do you need a ride home?”
“No. My kwaatsi gets off in a few centis. I’ve been staying with
her.”
“Okay. Where are you supposed to meet her?”
“In employee parking.”
I walked her out, but when we got to the lot, Fiona said, “Aww,
fuck. What time is it?”
“It’s, uh, nine point two.”
“Sheklet. I forgot. She gets off early on Starday. She’s already left.
Now I’ll have to take a cab.”
“You can stay with me if you want.”
She looked at me. “Uh, yeah. Okay, I guess. I’m not working
tomorrow anyway.”
Part Two: Tenochtitlan Princess of the Night

° 100 •

Moon Age Daydream

So we went back to my room. I gave her the bed and I made myself
a spot on the floor next to her. She seemed to sleep soundly, but I was
fiercely aroused. She slept in her panties and a small shirt I gave her.
She slept close to the edge of my side of the bed, and I kept hoping
she’d accidentally drop a leg off the side, or even a hand, so I could
casually rub my spartchek against it. I even set the heat up in the
room, hoping she’d become more restless in her sleep, maybe letting
the sheets drop off her. None of this happened. I had to content myself
with imagination to bring me to a rather dull geddon before I could
finally sleep.
-6-

T

he next morning we apparently woke about the same time
because I was just in time to hear her jingling as she climbed
over me to get out of bed. As she did so, I caught a quick glimpse of
her poohis. I got up then as well and we ordered breakfast.
We sat at a glass table next to the open patio, warm air blowing in.
The day was heating up fast.
Fiona was eating a Jocation omelette and I ate some Fruit Loops. I
found her as attractive in the morning as I had the night before.
“So what do you want to do today?” I asked hopefully.
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I have plans to euphoriate with some
kwaatsis.”
“Oh,” I said, hiding my disappointment. “Hanging out with the
volunas, huh?”
“Uh, no,” she said, pushing aside her empty plate. She had quite an
appetite, I’d noticed. “I don’t really get along with most females that
well. They tend to dislike me.”
“Why?”
She shrugged. “They’re all a pack of harpijas.”
“So you have a lot of kwaziguitos then?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I have kwaatsis. Some of them I play
with.”
“Play with?”
“Sure. You know. Fuck around with.”
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“Oh.”
I’d lost my appetite.
“What?”
“Nothing,” I said.
She stood up. “I guess I better go.”
“Why don’t you fuck around with me?”
“You? I don’t know. You’re different. I’ve never met anyone like
you.”
I laughed wryly. “That’s exactly what you said the very first time
I met you.”
“You’re just not my type.”
“Not your type?”
“You know. I like massively muscled, dusky-skinned Bloodlust
type malachos.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. They can protect me, I guess. I don’t know.”
“Like you need protecting!”
“I know. I wouldn’t really rely on anyone to protect me. But,
sometimes I like to pretend.”
“And fuck, most of those malachos are cobardes. They wouldn’t
protect you, Fiona. Just maul your zadjni. They’re all façade. They
don’t know what real courage is.”
“And you do?”
“Of course.”
She shrugged. “So what difference does it make? I’m attracted to
what I’m attracted to.”
“So I’m styggy.”
“No. I didn’t say that. I already told you what I mean. Your looks
just aren’t my type. Your mind is though.”
“My mind is your type?”
“I’m going to go meet my kwaatsis. I need to euphoriate. I’m
fiending bad.”
“Okay. Whatever. Go ahead.”
“Did you want to do something tonight or what?” she asked with
her hand on her hip.
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“I guess.”
“Then I’ll meet you in front of the big Drusilla at eight point five,”
she said, opening the door.
She walked out and I watched the door whiz shut behind her.
I slammed my hand against the table, and my bowl popped up and
dumped milk and Fruit Loops all over the table. I sat down and put
my head in my hands.
I hate volunas. I’m sorry, but I really fucking do.
-7-

I

spent the day gambling and then at some nanopreme variety show
in the Rumeshalle. All I really wanted to do was spend more time
with Fiona.
“Hey,” she said. “You know that thing you did last night with the
fountain was pretty sly.”
“Thanks, but really. It was nothing.”
“What else can you do?”
“I don’t know. This. That. Occasionally the other.”
“You know,” she said as if she were mentioning something
completely irrelevant to anything she really had on her mind. “I hear
the penthouses at the Spire are really diabolique.”
“Yeah, and they’re like 5,000 creds a night too.”
“Yeah, so?”
“Oh no.”
“What?”
“No, Fiona. No. It’s not a good idea.”
“Well, can you?” she asked calmly, but I could tell she was already
climbing the highwire.
“I don’t know. Maybe. What if all the penthouses are full?”
“We can check, can’t we?”
I laughed, getting that tight, anxious feeling in my gut, like I
always get when I know I’m about to do something that could get me
into serious trouble.
“Okay. Let’s do it.”
“That’s mi haquito,” she said and quickly brushed her lips across
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the side of my cheek.
So we made a quick stop at my room. I made sure I had all the
tools I’d need while I had Fiona check and make sure the Spire did
indeed have available penthouses. After that, we flew directly to the
Spire.
I wasn’t particularly good with measurements, but the Spire was
probably close to 2 km high. It was a sleek building that started out
huge at the bottom, and in parabolic fashion, slowly grew steeper
and more pointed. It was constructed of a deep, metallic purple that
looked almost black. The tip of the Spire was said to be as sharp as a
needle.
We walked through the casino whose motif was rather tricky to pin
down. In a way it was just an homage to all great monuments, past and
present, including the Eiffel Tower and the Yvralian Trade Building,
but there was also a strong undercurrent of futuristic spaciness about
the whole thing.
When we made it to the spacialator that led to the hotel rooms, I
saw the guard sitting outside the entrance.
“Fuck. I almost forgot about the guard. I have nothing for him in
my pocket full of ploys.”
“No problemo, haquito,” she said, taking her hair out of its ponytail
and shaking it down. “Just follow my lead.”
I shrugged. “He’s all yours.”
Fiona was wearing black jeannie-jeans and a loose-fitting, pink
blousy thing. She was also wearing her Black Diamond stiletto heels,
which drove me completely skaweeja with lust. She was wearing
burgundy liplaz, which made her lips look a little sticky, and a bit of
eyelaz that accented her large, mysterious eyes. She was a force to be
reckoned with. Not for the first time I felt all highwire just being with
her.
She sauntered over to the guard, and he tried his best to still look
bored.
“Hola,” she smiled at him, and then she looked away as if waiting,
nodding her head to the music that played softly in the background.
“Your room pass, please, miss.”
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“Oh, yeah. Sure.” She bent over the table, digging around in her
purse. The guard was trying hard to peer down her blouse without
appearing to do so.
“Sheklet. Can’t find it. I know I had it a few minutes ago. Do you
have it, hon?” she asked, glancing over at me.
I shrugged and shook my head.
“Toten.” She dug around in her purse some more. With that low
cut blouse she was wearing, the guard must have been granted a
thoroughly halodiscious view.
“Uhm,” he said. “It’s okay. I’ll just buzz your room. Is there
anyone in there?”
“Uhm,” she turned to me. “I don’t think....” I nodded quickly,
accessing the HyperJAM on my CP_OTP. “Oh yeah,” she said,
looking at the guard again. “Thalia’s up there still, I think.”
“Room number?”
She glanced at me; I shrugged.
“1489,” she told the guard.
“Okay. One second.”
I didn’t have time to triangulate the exact intercom frequency so
I jammed all possible freqs within five meters. It was a huge drain
on me mentally and also a bit risky, but I didn’t think an intercom
system would have security flags for localized burst jamming, even
at a casino.
The guard tapped something into the console at the table. We
waited. He typed in something else.
“Humm,” he said, looking up at Fiona. “System’s down.”
She made the most crestfallen face I’d ever seen. “But you two can
go on up, I guess,” he added.
The elevator doors whizzed open behind him. Fiona thanked him
and ruffled his hair with her hand. We entered the elevator.
Once inside I said, “P3,” and then laughed.
“What?”
“I can’t believe that worked.”
“What?”
“Your flirting with the guard.”
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“Why?” she asked, looking at me dangerously.
“Do you know how many movies I’ve seen that in?”
“Movies,” she shrugged. “I haven’t seen many movies. I don’t
even have a movie-player. Sheklet. I don’t even have a holo-player.”
“Well, my point is that it’s a silly trick that always works in the
movies.”
“Yeah well, it always works in real life too, haquito. And it always
will. Some things just don’t ever change.”
I laughed and shook my head.
“It might not have worked if you hadn’t taken down the system.
That was you, right?”
“Oh yeah. That was me. It gave me a headache too,” I said.
“I thought we made a pretty icy team.”
I smiled. “Oh. We do. We make an arctic team.” Before she could
react, I quickly kissed her on the cheek.
“Skaweeja,” she mumbled.
We watched the floor numbers speed by. 180 to 219 in a heartbeat.
When we reached around the 290th floor, we started slowing down.
310...320...325...330...331...P1...P2...P3.
“This is the top floor?” she asked.
“It’s the highest we’re going to get. People live on P4. Feitengeist
and Chopani live there now, I think.”
“Couldn’t we just—”
“Forget it,” I said and stepped out into the hall, mentally turning
on Security_Sniffer.
“But, Mar—”
“I’m sure they have a real security system up there anyway. We’d
never get in,” I said, walking down the hall.
“You couldn’t? Really. I’m disappointed.”
“Well,” I stopped, turning around. “I could probably get us in, but
it would take a lot more time and planning than this spark of a solburst
caper. Besides they have those albino snow beasts in there.”
“Oh yeah.”
“What? You can’t seduce them?”
She laughed. “Maybe.”
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“Anyway, we’ve still gotta see if we can even get into a penthouse
on this level. Let’s see. P36. There it is.”
I analyzed the approaching door with Security_Sniffer. A warning
flashed red within my head. Camera alert. “Sheklet. Keep walking.
It has a security camera. Looks like getting in will be harder than I
thought.” I ran a scan for aural bugs, but Security_Sniffer detected
none. “Okay. We can stop here,” I said in the hallway between the two
rooms. “At least there are no bugs. But we’ve still got to do something
about that camera. Hm.”
Fiona kicked off her shoes and sat down against the wall. She
fisted her feet into the intricately decorated carpet. “What is this stuff
made of? It feels super scrumdilyicious.”
“I don’t know,” I said, distracted from my hacking processes by her
long, sexy feet. “Some high-durability polytachaic weave, I guess.”
She took out a cigarette and put it unlit into her mouth. She raised
an empty hand to her lips, and after she’d removed it, the cigarette
was lit.
“Stop that,” I said.
“I’ll smoke if I want to. You’re not grandmasita.”
“No. Stop looking so diabolikally seductive. You’re distracting
me.”
She laughed, obviously pleased. “You’re skaweeja, you know
that?” she said, pointing her cigarette at me.
“Maybe a little.”
She blew a rainbow stream of smoke into the air.
“I can’t believe you smoke dohanyziks. Do you know how nano
those are for you?”
“Yeah, but they taste avarija. And look at how shakti the smoke
is,” she said, blowing out a purple and yellow swirl.
Refocusing upon the work at hand, I started looking around, up
and down the hallway. The lights were low-impulse hydrons. I didn’t
know if they’d help me or not. Other than the lights there was nothing
of note.
I pulled out Rover, Isabelle’s parting gift, out of my pocket and sat
him on the ground in front of me.
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“Oh! What’s that?” Fiona asked fascinated.
“Rover.”
“Oooh. What does he do?”
“Many, many things.”
I named him Rover because he looked like the old space rovers that
used to explore uncharted planets. He had six separately suspensioned
wheels and six retractable spider-like legs with sticky/unsticky feet,
giving him incredible versatility. About the size of small crawroach,
he was the pinnacle of robotic excellence and cost more than most
hovers. I wondered, once again, where Isabelle had acquired the creds
for him. He was a haloprematic gift, to be sure.
“Like what?” she asked.
I mentally took control of him. Rover was so low powered that he
was virtually undetectable to most security systems. I drove him over
to Fiona and winked his headlights at her.
Fiona laughed. “How cute!”
I brought out his legs and had him climb up onto her feet.
Fiona made a disgusted face and kicked him off. He landed upside
down about a meter away.
“Hey!” I said, watching Rover turn himself right side up.
“Sorry. He just freaked me out when he sprouted those legs.”
“Okay, whatever. I gotta get Rover jacked into the camera’s
network somehow. Through the lights probably won’t work. I guess
the best way is through the elevator control panel. Unfortunately
there’s a camera in there too. However, Rover’s camouflage should
do the job.”
I turned on his cloaking ability, and Rover blended into the
background.
“Wow. How’s he do that?”
“He scans in his surroundings, does some complex calculations,
and then projects the altered images. It’s far from seamless though.
I mean, watch. Stand up. Now walk. See?” She nodded. “There are
flaws where things don’t line up properly. It’s even worse when he
moves.”
“Still, it’s pretty fuckin’ halopreme.”
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“Yeah. It’s okay for most things. So now we’ve got to figure
out some way to get the elevator door open without attracting any
attention. I guess maybe we could pretend—”
“Fuck it,” she interrupted. “You talk too much. No one’s even
paying attention to us.” She walked off towards the elevator, her
anklet jingling suspiciously along with her.
“Hey. What are you doing?”
“You better have that Rover thing ready when I open the doors.”
“You’re going to open them up? Just like that? Then what?”
“That’s it.”
“Sheklet.”
I sent Rover after her. She walked up to the elevator, pressed the
button, and in microns the doors whizzed open. Rover sped inside.
Fiona walked back to me, the elevator doors closing behind her.
“You are so,” I said, shaking my head at her, “not safe.”
“Fuck it. You make everything too complicated. Besides, it wasn’t
really all that dangerous. The casinos don’t pay nearly as much
attention to what goes on within their walls as you might think—well,
at least away from the gambling tables that is.”
“How do you know?”
She shrugged. “Most of the wahines I work with need a little more
revenue than serving brings in.”
“Paramouring?”
“Sure. Some of the malachos I know do it too.”
“Do you?” I asked calmly, but buttressing for the worst.
“No,” she said flatly, and I believed her.
“So anyway, they all come and go through the casinos with ease.
Unless you’re busting up the casino or,” she said smiling, “breaking
into rooms rather than finessing your way in, no one really gives a
fuck. Now,” she said, poking at me. “Do your job.”
“Okay,” I said, pondering the world-weary wisdom of this young
wahine. “Hold on.” I closed my eyes, looking out of Rover’s cameras.
I slowly and rather awkwardly led him to the access panel. I was so
damn nano; Isabelle would’ve done it much better. At least I didn’t
have to drive him far.
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Once there, I had Rover open the panel slightly with one of his
legs and slide himself in. Then I set him to run one of his built-in
infiltration programs. He had a limited AI, but within his small range
of knowledge he was very adept. He knew more about X_hookups,
Kan lines, and microcryoptic circuitry than I could ever hope to
know.
“Now what?” she asked, lighting another dohanyzik.
“We wait for Rover to do his job. How are you lighting those
things anyway?”
“My ring,” she said, showing it to me. “It’s a credit ring with builtin lighter. Icy, huh?”
“Yeah,” I said, taking her hand in mine—admiring its beauty more
than the ring.
“Now come on, Mar! I’m fallin’ asleep here.” She pulled her hand
away and began to sulk.
“Alright, alright. Hold on.” I closed my eyes. “Okay, Rover’s got
control of penthouse 46’s camera.”
“Now,” I said, opening my eyes and standing up. “If you want to
get into that penthouse you’ll do exactly as I say for the next three
millicrons. Okay?”
“Sure,” she shrugged.
I took her by the hand. “Follow my lead.”
We walked over to P46 and I pushed her up against the door in a
blatantly ribald manner. Playing along, she wrapped her arms around
my back and pulled me tightly to her, kissing me—unfortunately with
closed lips.
We continued on like this for quite a bit longer than was technically
necessary, all of which Rover dutifully recorded. Finally I pulled
Fiona away, leading her back to where we were before.
“Was it as halopreme for you as it was for me?”
“So now,” I said, ignoring her sarcasm, “I have Rover send
that image back into the security network while we crack into the
penthouse. You see what happens now is,” I said as I walked back
to P46. Fiona picked up her shoes and followed along after me. “If
whoever is monitoring the cameras looks at penthouse 46 now, all
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they will see is us locked in a paniferous love embrace instead of—”
“Okay,” she said, interrupting me. “I get it. Why do you have to
explain everything so carefully to me all the time? You think I’m a
chakara or something?”
“No. Not at all. I just hate to be misunderstood, in technical
matters or otherwise, and I’m always afraid I’m not explaining things
correctly or expressing myself accurately.”
“Just hold on a cron,” she said, looking at me suspiciously. “Why
did we have to kiss outside the door? Why didn’t you just record the
empty hallway and replay that back into the security system?”
I smiled at her. “Well, that wouldn’t have been nearly as much
fun.”
“For you maybe,” she said and punched me.
Rubbing my arm in mock-anguish, I began examining the passcard
reading locking-mechanism.
“Can’t that little robot open it?”
“Maybe, but this is faster,” I said, taking a skeleton-card out of my
pocket and running it through the slot.
“It’s not working,” she said impatiently.
“Hold on. It always takes a few tries. You see, the S-card first scans
in all the—”
“Mar. Don’t explain it.”
“Okay,” I said, and after a few more swipes, the door whizzed
open.
“Finally!” she said and hurried inside the penthouse.
I followed her, and the lights within slowly flared into life.
“Too bright,” she said. “Light_sys: Fifty percent,” and they
dimmed.
“Too dark,” I countered. “Light_sys: Seventy-five percent.”
“Wow,” she said, tossing her shoes on the floor and walking over
to a large plushzioozi couch. “This is haloprematic, kwaatsi.”
She dumped herself into the couch and stretched out like some
large, languid feline.
“Shiva, you’re diabolique.”
“What?” she laughed.
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“You’re just so amazing to look at. I love watching you.”
She arched her back and ran a hand up between her poohis and
licked it with her tongue; then she kissed the air, licked her lips,
winked at me, and turned coyly away.
“Shiva. You’re so bad.”
“Look at this place, Mar. It’s fauvarito.”
The ceiling was high and vaulted. The room was meddeco and
stylish. The colour scheme was somewhat complex, but basically it
was blue around the outside, which gradually shifted towards deep red
in the center. There were no hard edges in the room; everything was
rounded off and blended into everything else. The abstract paintings,
the furniture, and the lighting were all designed to artistically enhance
the shape and colour motif of the room.
In the center of this main room was a large, recessed holoden.
There were lounge rockers there and a forahide couch.
I walked into the pit and stroked the couch. Halopreme forahide,
even better than my coat, which somewhat regrettably I hadn’t really
been able to wear since I arrived on Karma. In fact, it was so hot I had
traded in my pants, shirt, and tie for just shorts and a tee.
On the other side of the holoden was a hottub with wine coloured
water. Also, one could see into the bedroom from where we were and
it was dominated with a large bed covered with an ornate Sakatorian
design.
“Fuck. I’m outta smokes,” Fiona said, turning on her side. She sat
up a bit and looked at me pleadingly. “Get me some, please?”
I threw a pack at her, which landed on her midriff.
“Where’d you get these?” she asked, smiling.
“That,” I said with mock seriousness, “would be telling.”
She shook her head and opened the pack.
“Thanks.”
“Sure.”
“Hey look,” I said, opening up some cabinets at the bar. “It’s
stocked.”
She got up and walked into the bar area with me.
“Mhmmm,” she said longingly. “Hanover Champurrados.”
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“Want some?” I asked, taking out a bottle of Hanover Swiss.
“Yeah. I mean I don’t know.”
“Why not?”
“I get bad when I drink.”
“Bad? That’s good.”
“No, I mean nanopreme. One time I drank a bottle of Koarlian
Ale, and I woke up the next cycle with baezlescars all over my neck.
I don’t even remember who gave them to me.”
“Well, that is sort of nano. I promise I won’t let you drink too
much. Okay?”
She shrugged. “I guess. Make it for me?” She smiled.
“Sure.”
She walked over and sat on the couch in the holopit while I finished
her drink. I must confess, I made her drink exceedingly strong. I really
liked Fiona, and it wasn’t just paniferous either. I liked her sense of
humor; I like her attitude; I liked her mood swings; I liked the way
she didn’t take my sheklet. Since sexually was where we were most
lacking, I felt like if I could just get that functioning, everything else
would fall into place.
“So you haven’t seen many movies?” I asked, walking over and
handing her the drink.
“Nope,” she said and took a little sip. Then she wriggled her body
and grimaced.
“What?” I asked, worried she’d complain about me making the
drink too strong.
“Nothing. It’s just been a little while since I last drank. I was trying
to quit.”
“Sorry.”
“No quena.”
“Want to watch a movie?”
“Sure.”
I pushed a hover-table over to Fiona for her drink, and then I sat
down on the couch next to her.
“Holo_sys: On,” I said.
A menu blazed forth brightly.
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“They should have a halopreme selection of movies. Hopefully
they use QuardaBase, then they’ll have all the movies from the
1900s.”
“You know, kwaatsi. I hate to ask this. It’s so unlike me, but aren’t
the NIKs going to come busting in on us when they notice we’re in
here? I mean the lights are on. We’re using the holo....”
“Nope. You’re probably too young, but remember the big KinneySchizlowski scandal in ‘168?”
“Sort of.”
“Well, it happened here on Karma so it’s still illegal for casinos to
electronically monitor anything inside a patron’s room.”
“Oh. That’s good,” she said tsoonically. Then she took another
baby sip of her drink, set her glass on the hover-table, and sprawled
back deeply into the couch.
“Sure is. Of course they can always send up a guard,” I mumbled.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
On a whim, I stood up and examined the base unit of the holoplayer.
Proctox Creations. I sat back down again.
“Holo_sys: Movies: C. H. R. I.”
A list of titles appeared in the air before us.
“There it is.”
“What?”
“Christiane F.” And the movie began.
“What is this?”
“It’s diabolique. It’s an ancient movie about this wahine who’s
even younger than you and gets all frizzled out on this vindictive drug
called Heroin. They actually injected it with steel needles.”
“Yuggh.”
“It’s pretty weepy and tragical-like. I think you’ll tsoon it.”
She shrugged, and we watched the movie.
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o did you like it?”
“Yeah. I really did.”
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“That’s icy. I figured you would.”
“Let’s go out onto the balcony,” she said, walking off.
I picked up her drink and followed her out into the unclouded
night. A warm breeze flirted with Fiona’s hair, causing her to appear
even more aphrodisial.
“Wow,” she said, leaning over the shiny, purple-black balustrade.
“Look at my Karma.”
I looked over the edge, experiencing a moment of extreme vertigo
there upon the tallest building in the universe. The Spiral was directly
beneath us, each casino laid out like a perfect model of the real thing:
the Nightmare became an angry chess piece, Caligula’s Palace was
now a ^richey dollhouse, and the Crystal Castles refracted the city
lights like a fine glass collectible. The perpetual pandemonium of
the Spiral was tranquilized from that exalted altitude, and the rest
of the city was just an amorphous sparkling of multicoloured lights
spreading out to the horizon. It was peaceful at the top, yet ripe with
potentiality.
“Here,” I said, handing Fiona’s drink to her. “Drink some more.”
She took a little sip.
“You’re not drinking very much,” I chastised.
“I am. It’s just that I haven’t drunk in awhile, and I know myself. I
know how I get. I’m trying to pace myself. Don’t worry, Mar. You’ll
get me where you want me soon enough.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” she shrugged, taking out a dohanyzik.
I looked at her, wanting her more than I’d wanted anything in a
long while.
She sat down in a hover-chair, crossed her legs, and blew an
extended stream of smoke into the warm, dry air.
I kneeled at her feet and looked into her eyes. She stared back, the
wind gently teasing her hair.
“Shiva, you’re gorgeous.”
She smiled and laughed, arching her body and tossing her hair.
“Do you want to kiss me?”
Tempted as I was by the bait, I held off, shrugging. “Maybe.”
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Indifferent, she blew rings of coloured smoke.
I rubbed her legs and smiled at her.
“You know what you remind me of?”
“What?” she asked, warily.
“A Gauguin-girl.”
“A what?”
“There’s this old master named Gauguin. He used to be fond of
painting the wahines on the island he ran off to. You look like one of
the island girls he used to paint.”
“Actually. I always wished I was an Aztec princess.”
“Really?”
“You know, that old Earth civilization with those large, stepped
pyramid things.”
I smiled. “Yes, I’m familiar with the Aztecs. They were into human
sacrifice, I believe.”
She looked at me. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”
I laughed.
She took a sip of her drink and laughed a little. “Okay. Now I can
feel the champurrado.”
“Can you?” I asked tsoonically.
“Yeah. It’s like really halopreme right now. It’s the stage I like
best.”
“Really?” I said, highwired.
She nodded, taking another long drag off her dohanyzik and then
tossed it off the edge of the balcony. “Will you hand me another
cigarette, please?”
“Sure,” I said and reached behind me for her pack. I opened it up
and noticed one of the cigarettes was facing the wrong way. “What’s
with this cigarette?”
“Which?”
“The one that’s upside down,” I said, handing her one of the other
cigarettes.
“That’s my Lucky.”
“Your Lucky?”
“Yeah, my Lucky.”
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“What’s it mean?”
She shrugged.
“Can I smoke it?”
She laughed.
“What?” I asked.
“You really don’t know what a Lucky is?”
“No.”
“If I give that to someone to smoke, they can’t smoke another
cigarette until after we kola-kola,” she said with utter casualness.
“Really?”
She nodded.
“So can I smoke it?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because.”
I laid my head in her lap; from somewhere I heard a siren wail.
I looked up at her again. She stared at me, pondering. I caressed
her face, moving down her neck to her shoulder.
“Do you want to kiss me?” she asked cooingly.
And this time I could not lie. “Yes.”
She closed her eyes and pouted slightly. I raised myself to kiss her,
closing my eyes as well, but just as my lips should have encountered
hers, she whispered, “fool.” I opened my eyes to see her turn away.
“You’re cruel,” I said with sullen ire, but actually I was tsooning
the game immensely.
“Am I?” She looked as if she were considering a rather novel
idea.
“Yes,” I said, sitting back.
“You can smoke my Lucky if you want,” she said, offhandedly
gesturing with her hand.
“Can I? Really?”
She shrugged, “Go ahead.”
I took the pack into my hands and quickly, but carefully, took the
Lucky out. I put it into my mouth and leaned into her. She pressed
her ring to it for me, and the cigarette was soon lit. I leaned back and
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inhaled, being careful not to cause myself to cough. I exhaled a hazy
pink and blue swirl. The taste was quite tantalizing, I must admit.
Fiona was smiling a lot now.
I sat up and moved in to kiss her lips. She turned her head, and I
ended up kissing only her cheek.
I took her chin in my hand, and with some slight resistance, turned
her face to mine.
“I want to kiss you,” I said.
She just stared at me seriously with a furrowed brow.
“May I?” I asked politely.
She shrugged nonchalantly in the affirmative. I kissed her a bit too
hard, a bit too sloppily. As I pulled back and looked at her, she was
smiling.
“Too wet!” she said, laughing and wiping her lips.
I laughed too, but as I moved in to kiss her again, she reached
down for her drink, and we bonked our heads.
“Ow,” she said, rubbing her head, and we laughed some more.
“Aww,” I said. “I’ll make it better.” I kissed her softly upon the
center of her forehead. Then I moved to a different place on her
forehead and kissed again...and then yet again upon a different
spot....
“I also hurt here,” she said, pointing to her cheek. So I kissed there
too.
She bumped the hover-table with her foot. “Ow. I hurt myself.”
“You did?” I said, kneeling down and taking her foot in my hand.
“Where?” I asked, kissing the tops of her toes.
“There.”
“Where?” I said, taking several toes in my mouth and beginning to
suck them, slowly.
“All over there,” she said, leaning her head back and closing her
eyes.
I continued for long moments, closing my eyes, pressing my
tongue in and around each toe, listening to her slight murmuring, my
bliss heightened even more by hers.
Eventually I began kissing my way back up her body. I licked up
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her left shin and kissed the scar on her right knee. I rubbed my newly
shaved cheeks between her thighs as I massaged the outside of her
legs with my hands.
“Christ! You’re so...intoxicating,” she said.
I attempted to lift her shirt, and I got as far as to be able to see the
bottoms of her maka-puas before she pushed her shirt down and said,
“Hey!” She laughed. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I’m going to kiss your poohi-poohis.”
“You can’t kiss my poohis,” she said and laughed, covering them
with her hands.
“Why not?”
“Because I said.”
I shrugged and moved to kiss her lips, but she turned aside and I
ended up kissing her cheek again. I brushed my lips around the side
of her face and began suckling her earlobe. I noticed a slight but
definite intake of breath when I did this as well as a subtle change
in posture. I continued around her ear, smooching my way down her
neck. She squirmed slightly, occasionally. Her breathing changed
more noticeably.
I kissed the back of her neck.
“Oooh,” she shivered. “Don’t do that!”
“Why not?” I asked, and then did it again.
She cringed and shuddered. Then she sat up and glared at me.
“Because it drives me loca, and then I do things I shouldn’t,” she said
with ferocious severity.
“Shiva, you’re just like Tyrian Puzzle Box. I press a coloured
button, rub a different area, or slide another panel, and something
new is always bound to happen.”
I craned my head around to kiss her neck again, not neglecting her
ears. She squirmed and began breathing hard, bending her neck down
for easier access.
“Ooooh,” she moaned. Then she sucked a short, hard breath in
through her teeth, squirmed spasmodically, and sat up again. “I mean
it, Marlowe. You have to stop!”
“Okay,” I said and did nothing.
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After a moment, she put her head down again and pushed her hair
out of the way.
I kissed her again all over the back of her neck, and it was utterly
diabolique watching her get so piquantly panied. She breathed hard
and squirmed more but always controlling herself enough to keep her
neck where I could kiss it.
Finally she sat up with wild eyes, and jingling loudly, pushed me
down on the ground in front of the chair, coming down hard upon my
abdomen. Her full, dark hair framed her lustful face as she bent over
to kiss me. Unfortunately, the force of her falling on top of me caused
the hover-chair to shoot out from under her zadjni—right over the
balustrade. I heard it clattering as it began its 300 storey slide down
the steep side of the needle.
“Oh fuck,” she said, abruptly sitting up. “See what you did!”
She stood and ran into the hotel room. I followed behind, shaking
my head. Fuck, thought I.
Inside, I saw she had gone into the bathroom and was vomiting
into the uriculator. I stood outside, listening to her heave, and I felt
bad. Eventually she came out of the bathroom and stumbled into the
bedroom. Climbing under the sheets, she immediately passed out.
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I

’m always a bit leery of morning afters. I usually feel more or less
the same about the someone I’ve been with, but I’m not always
sure they’ll still give a toten about me.
I awoke from the couch and put my shirt and shorts on. Fiona was
standing outside on the balcony, looking out into Karma. She was
wearing her clothes from last night. I walked outside and saw by the
position of the suns that it was already midcycle and was becoming
intolerably hot.
She turned to me. “Hey.”
“Hey. What are you doing?”
She looked back out over the city. “Waiting for you to get up. I
wanted to make me some breakfast or something, but there’s nothing
in the fridge, and I was afraid to use the hyper-waiter.”
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“That’s good. Having things sent up would’ve fragged our zadjnis
for sure.”
“I still can’t believe how high up we are.”
“How are you feeling?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean are you afterburned?”
“No. Why would I be?”
“I mean you drank quite a bit. And you threw up like five times.”
She turned and looked at me, mildly shocked. “I did not!”
“Uh, yes you did.”
“No. I’d remember that. I don’t remember that.”
“Well, I was outside the bathroom. I heard you. I saw you.”
She shrugged and turned away. “Didn’t happen.”
“Do you remember anything from last night?”
“No.”
“Nothing?”
“Nope.”
“Oh, yeah right. What about watching the movie. Do you
remember that?”
“Yes. Of course.”
“Do you remember me finding your spot?”
She turned to me with a grin waltzing across her face. “My
spot?”
“Yeah. The one that drives you loca.”
She laughed and turned away. “My spot,” she said and then
laughed some more.
“Do you?”
“What?”
“Remember me finding it?”
“No.”
“Do you remember me smoking your Lucky?”
She turned to me again. “I let you smoke my lucky? I must have
been fucked up.”
“Oh, thanks.”
She shrugged and walked back into the hotel room. I followed.
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“I’m hungry,” she said.
“Don’t you remember anything?” I asked.
“Not really.”
“You said I was intoxicating.”
“I did? More likely it was just the alcohol that was intoxicating.”
I was a little upset, but I had to laugh at that.
“Well, we better go,” I said.
“You didn’t shower.”
“I’ll do it at my hotel.”
“The shower was fauvarito. Very sensual. I loved it.”
“Do you want to do something later?”
“I work all night. Then I have plans.”
“Oh. Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow? Yeah. Okay. It’s my day off so we can hang all day.”
“Really? That’s icy.”
We gathered up our things and left. Exiting the elevator at the
lobby, I just barely remembered to retrieve Rover from the spacialator
panel.
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sat outside the pool watching Fiona swim in one of the large casino
pools. The day was sweltering, and the pools crowded. I watched
Fiona with longing, but it was tempered with wisdom. I knew the
follies of wanting too much, of caring too much.
I didn’t swim, being a bit ashamed of the styggy scars I still wore
upon my back from when I had Dtwainian Pox many EYs before.
They faded EY after EY, but I still wasn’t completely comfortable
displaying them for large crowds.
Fiona was tantalizingly shakti in her bikini. She dived in one side
of the pool and came up near me, smiling. Her left maka-pua was
showing above the top of her bikini.
She climbed out of the pool and stood above me dripping.
With looming colonnades framing her regal presence, the twin
suns blazed menacingly behind her, tinting her brown skin to gold.
“Mishiva! You’re like a goddess!”
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She just looked at me as if I was an insect—and a dzoumky one at
that. She pulled up her bikini top and squeezed out her hair. I handed
her a towel and she began drying off.
“I thought you were over me?” she said as if utterly indifferent to
my very existence.
I had been blowing her glacials all morning because I was still
upset about her not remembering anything about our night at the
Spire.
“I lied. How could I ever be over you?”
She gave me a cynical look and walked off.
We went back to my room, and she sprawled out on the couch. I
sat across from Fi, just watching her. She eventually began falling
asleep.
I moved stealthily over to her and knelt at the edge of the couch.
I began touching her legs, and she opened her eyes slightly. I
spread her legs apart as much as I could, and pushed aside her bikini
bottom revealing her hairy gieglobe. She raised an eyebrow and made
what I thought was a slightly irritated look.
“What?” I asked.
She shook her head, implying “nothing.”
I lifted one leg and put it over the top of the couch; the other one I
moved to the floor. I climbed in between and pressed my mouth into
her gieglobe and began licking and sucking away.
It was a difficult position for me and I couldn’t quite get my face
in at a comfortable angle. Still, I did my best. Occasionally, I glanced
up and saw that Fiona looked bored.
“Want me to stop?” I said after awhile.
She shrugged indifferently. I got up and kneeled next to her torso.
I moved aside her bikini top to reveal her poohis. I loved the way
the weight of them shifted off to the sides when she was lying down.
I kissed and caressed her poohis, focusing upon her maka-puas. I
would tongue one maka while I’d rub the other with my thumb. Still
she looked bored.
I moved to her toes, but she kept pulling them away when I’d
try to suck them so I moved back in between her legs. This time I
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put in a finger, as well as slurping and imbibing away. Still, she was
unresponsive. At first I had found her languid repose somewhat erotic.
Now I was getting bored myself.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting down in a chair across from her.
“Nothing.”
“Maybe you need a drink.”
“No. I don’t want to drink. This is a test.”
“A test? For who?”
She shrugged.
“For me? I guess I’m failing pretty badly then.”
She said nothing.
“Are you sure you don’t want to drink?”
“Yes.”
“You want a drink?”
“No.”
“How come you were all lascivious last night?”
“Because I was drinking.”
“Thought so. Are you always paniferously aroused when you’re
drinking?”
“Most of the time. Either that or I want to fight.”
“Does every malacho pique your pani when you drink?”
“No. I mean...well. Actually, yes.”
“Oh. You’re not aroused now?”
She shrugged. “You don’t have a very delicate touch.”
“I don’t?”
“Not really.”
“Well. It’s been a little while since I’ve been with a wahine.”
She sat up and looked at me. “Yeah. Maybe that’s what I was
sensing.”
“Still. I’ve never had any problems down there before. Usually
they’re a little more responsive.”
“Really?” she asked seriously.
“Really. Have you ever had a geddon before?”
“Yeah. A couple times.”
“When you were drinking?”
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“Yeah.”
“Never sober?”
She looked thoughtful for a moment. “No.”
“How many malachos have you panied with?”
“One.”
“Just one?” I was surprised. I was also pleased. “That’s all?”
She nodded.
“Did you like it?”
“Not really. All my other loca friends had tried it. Since I was the
locagrande I felt I had to try it myself. The first time I was fucked up.
I didn’t like it, so I went to the same malacho a couple cycles later and
tried it again sobrio.”
“Did you like it better then?”
“No.”
“So you’ve had geddons before?”
“Yeah.”
“How?”
She turned away and shrugged.
“Has a malacho ever done before what I was just doing to you?”
“No.”
“Really? Wow.”
She said nothing.
“Let me try again.”
“Why?”
“I’ll try to give you a geddon.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. Because I want to. Don’t you want to?”
She shrugged.
“Can I?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“You don’t do any good down there.”
“Okay. Let me try one more time. Then if I can’t do it, I won’t ask
again. Okay?”
She shrugged in the affirmative.
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I moved in and she spread her legs.
“Okay, this time let me put you in a better position. Last time it
was awkward for me.”
I set her on the couch as best I could, pulled off her bikini bottom,
kneeled on the floor between her legs, and set to work.
I tried as hard as I could—everything I could think of. I tried soft.
I tried forceful. I tried slow. I tried fast. I tried one finger. I tried two. I
tried a combination of these. I stuck my tongue so far in her gieglobe
that I ripped the skin at the base of my tongue. At one point she did
eventually start becoming aroused. Her breathing became more
rhythmic, and her body arched a bit. But I was becoming exhausted
and had a hard time maintaining it. I still didn’t know what I was
doing right and what I was doing wrong.
Finally after I’d once again completely lost her, I sat up and
sighed.
“I almost had it that time. Didn’t I?”
She closed her legs and began looking around for her bikini
bottom. “Yeah. But you still didn’t do it.”
I shrugged. I kind of didn’t even care anymore, to be quite honest.
I’d never had to work that hard to geddon a girl before, and now I
wasn’t so sure it was even worth it. I mean I kept falling short, and I
still didn’t know how to rectify the situation, even though I did have
a few ideas.
She put on her bikini again, and then she went outside on the
balcony and sat down in a chair. Our balcony looked out over the pool
area, which was surrounded on every side by the columned façades of
a few thousand other hotels rooms. At Caligula’s we were on the tenth
floor, about halfway up the building.
“Has a guy ever masturbated for you before?” I asked, following
her out into the palpably hot sunshine.
“No!”
I put my hand in my shorts and began fondling myself. “Do you
want to see it?”
“No,” she said, turning away.
“You sure?” I asked, feeling myself stiffen.
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“Yes.”
“Okay,” and I pulled it out, pushing my shorts down a bit as I did
so.
She turned and looked at me massaging my himvesso, made a
nauseated look, and then turned away.
“You don’t like it?”
“No!”
“Aren’t you going to watch?”
“No,” she said, but turned around and began staring at me with that
disgusted look on her face. “You don’t look very highwire,” she said
adversarially.
“I am. I’m just warming up.”
“Oh.”
I began slurping her up with my eyes, staring her up and down,
becoming more and more piqued.
“Want to pani?” I asked, nonchalantly.
She looked as if I’d just asked her if she wanted to sprout angel
wings and rendezvous with the hosts of heaven. “No,” she said.
“Why not?”
“Because. I won’t kola-kola. Not with you.”
“Show me your poohis,” I said.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because. I’m not just going to show you my poohis while you
frag off!”
I began pistoning faster, and I vaguely wondered if anyone was
watching us from one of the other hotel rooms.
I stared at her legs and feet, stroking harder.
“Now you look piqued,” she said with some interest.
“Let me splatter my makakai all over your feet.”
“No,” she said, pulling in her legs.
“Why not?”
“I hate makakai.”
“At least let me suck on your toes while I exude.”
“No.”
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“Please,” I whined.
She looked at me for a moment and then resignedly stuck her leg
out into the air. I took her foot in my hand and gobbled on it greedily.
I was pistoning very fast and hard now.
“You better not get makakai on me!” she said, staring at my
spartchek.
I discharged, and my makakai flew out in little rainbow coloured
globs. None got on her, however. I let go of her foot, and she left it in
the air for a moment until she realized I was done with it.
“Look what you did,” she said, pointing at the mess on the ground.
“I’m so repugnated.”
“Are you?” I asked indifferently as I pulled up my shorts.
“Yes. And why is it all coloured like that?”
“I take MCPlus_supps. It changes the flavor as well. Should taste
like tazzleberries.”
“Gross.”
I walked to the other side of the balcony and leaned against it,
looking at her. “It’s fucking hot,” I said, rubbing my hand across my
sweaty brow. “Can I have a cigarette?”
She shrugged. “They’re in the room. On the lamp table. Bring me
one too.”
I retrieved two cigarettes. She lit hers on the lazring, and I lit mine
from hers. I’ve always enjoyed the intimacy of lighting a cigarette off
a woman’s.
I leaned against the railing, watching the smoky pastels drift
away.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked me.
“Nothing.”
“Remember when you called me a Tryrian Puzzle Box?” I noticed
her tone had changed. It was gentler now.
“Yeah. Hey,” I said, eyeing her critically. “I thought you said you
didn’t remember anything from that night!”
She shrugged, smiling just a little.
“So you do remember it.”
“Some of it.”
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“So why won’t you pani with me?”
“I told you. You’re not my type.”
I began to argue but decided it wasn’t worth it. It would just end up
aggravating me. I remained silent.
“Well, maybe I would kola with you,” she said happily, her mood
once again shifting to that side of the spectrum.
“You would?” I asked skeptically.
“Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know,” she said and smiled at me luringly.
I shook my head and turned away, bewildered.
“I guess I better get ready for work,” she said, standing up.
“What do you want to do tonight?”
“I don’t know,” she said, tossing her cigarette butt off the balcony
where it fell into one of the pools down below. “Meet me at the
usual.”
“Okay.”
She strutted off back inside the hotel room, and I finished my
dohanyzik alone.
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n front of the immense statue of Drusilla, who looked both innocent
and wounded, I waited for Fiona.
A show was starting just across the way. It was set upon a columned
temple, painted in tasteful reds, purples and yellows. The friezes
contained classical figures engaged in a wide variety of paniferous
activities.
Fiona came over to me, and I turned to her and said, “Can we hang
here for awhile? I want to see this show.”
“Sure.”
The lights outside the stage dimmed while the temple itself
grew brighter. Fiona and I moved in closer as did a number of other
guests.
Sapphire smoke filled the temple for several moments. As it
dissipated, many figures were revealed undressing themselves or
others around them. There were three wahines and two malachos.
Of the three volunas, there was a blond, a brunette, and a girl with
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long, greenish hair. The latter also sported blue-green skin, so she was
either a Moiran or someone toposurged to look like one. Togas fell to
the floor and the gropings and fondlings began.
The blond took the brunette by the hand and pulled her to the
hard temple floor. The blond spread her legs and leaned back, pulling
the brunette’s head by the hair and smushing it into her mufwuffa.
The blond moaned with lust as the dark-haired voluna devoured her
gieglobe. One of the malachos, dark and vicious looking, spread
the zadjni of the brunette and began fingering her orvina. The other
malacho was a hairless, muscular albino. The Moiran was sucking his
himvesso.
It was all very commonplace, and knowing I would be spending
the evening with Fiona, I was all set to leave—until some music
began to play.
The music was phantasmically familiar, but I couldn’t quite place
it. It was a slow, brooding piece, and I shivered as the melodic strains
resonated with my most esoteric passions.
The dark malacho began forcing his fingers into the brunette’s
orvina, first two, then three. Finally, trying to insert his entire fist, he
facilitated with gobs of spit and phlegm.
“Shiva! Are these always so violent?” I asked, turning to Fiona.
“No,” she said, not taking her eyes from the show. “I mean I don’t
think so.”
I turned back to the stage, and the dark malacho was pumping his
arm, all the way up to the elbow, in and out of the brunette’s orvina.
The strains of music grew more distorted, more disturbing, yet always
more familiar. What was that song?
The Moiran had moved over to the brunette and began sucking
and gnawing upon her left foot. The albino’s erection had waned a
little and he stood over the Moiran as she nibbled upon the brunette’s
cream-lazed toenails. He aimed his spartchek at the Moiran’s mouth
and began to urinate, splattering his yellow whizzings all over the
brunette’s foot and the Moiran’s face.
“Santasangre!” Fiona gasped and turned away.
The rest of the crowd was mumbling as well.
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“What the pakao is this sheklet!” a man said.
“Is that legal?” I heard from a voluna.
The blond stood up and moved off to the side, kneeling down and
taking a sheklet upon the temple floor.
And the music seemed to grow not only louder but also somehow
more piquant. It was upsetting and I wished it would stop.
Most people were backing up; I began moving closer. I noticed
something peculiar about the brunette’s foot: it had neuralcords
running from the tips of her toes all the way up her legs. The
configuration was appallingly familiar.
“No,” I said, shaking.
The brunette turned her head and looked at me with sad, plaintive
eyes. “Marlowe. Help me.”
“Celeste?”
“What the toten’s going on, Mar?” Fiona said loudly enough to be
heard above the music. “I feel so strange! Who are you talking to?”
Celeste smiled at me amicably. “I do like spartchek.”
The dark malacho came over and stuck his herculean himvesso in
her face. She took it in her small hand and began massaging it.
The blond picked up her sheklet and began smearing it into her
own face.
Most of the crowd was either trying to get away or was throwing
up.
And the music! I knew what it was now. Beethoven’s Third
Symphony, Second Movement. But why? It seemed so important
somehow.
“Celeste! The music! Why this music?”
“Tee, vee, cee, one, five.”
“What?” I screamed.
“Mar!” Fiona yelled above the music. “Can’t you stop this? I’m
getting sick!”
“Mar,” Celeste said, becoming vacant and cold. “I love spartchek.”
And she began sucking as well as stroking.
“Who the fuck is this wahine?” Fiona screamed, and I looked over
and saw tears coming out of her eyes, yet she wasn’t crying. “What
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the fuck’s happening?”
I turned back to Celeste, and she had pushed aside the dark
malacho’s spartchek. The albino came over and pulled her onto her
knees by the hair. Then both he and the dark vecheck began fragging
off over her face.
“Celeste!” I shouted, tears welling up heavily in my eyes.
She looked at me sadly, and I saw the neuralcords from her
OTP growing underneath the skin, sprouting out new tendrils that
flourished in her neck and face. A deep purple tendril grew around her
right eye, transforming it into an Egyptian Udjat.
“Mar, help me,” she mouthed silently. A large, green neurocord
tendril began growing down Celeste’s left arm while another slithered
down her right leg.
The two malachos armageddoned all over Celeste’s sad, pale face.
Tears streamed from her eyes, mixing with the makakai.
“I know that isn’t legal,” I heard someone complain. People were
staring at me now as well, but I didn’t care.
Celeste’s arm completely transmogrified into the alien cybernetic
appendage I had seen that night in Tearsong while her leg transformed
into a similar biomechanical apparatus. Her translucent foot flexed
with steel tendons, and her veins and arteries flowed with yellow
and pink liquids. Her toenails were of a white trialloy, sharpened to
razored perfection.
I began reaching for Celeste, and at the same time I set my
optics to the EMSpectrum address she had given me in Tearsong.
That frequency revealed nothing new except for the low intensity
NIAwaves surrounding all the performers on stage, which exposed
them as holograms. It was only a holoshow, I realized at the same
moment my hand passed through Celeste’s face.
Celeste looked at me. “But you still know me?” She grabbed the
dark malachos’s spartchek and stuck it in her mouth. Then she bit at
it, tearing it off with nasty looking fangs I hadn’t seen before. The
malacho roared and pulled away, crying. Celeste spat the end of his
spartchek on the floor and smiled warmly upon me.
The music ended abruptly, and the show fizzled and winked out.
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Most of the crowd was long gone, but those still there were fuming,
except for one man whom I heard say, “Shee-ek-let! Why can’t we get
shows like that back in Salty Runs?”
A casino representative hurried up onto the temple and began
gesturing for the remaining crowd to calm down.
“Sorry, folks! We’re experiencing some technical difficulties
tonight so the exotic shows are canceled for the rest of the evening.
However, if you’d all just step up one at a time, I have 500 free
gambling credits for each of you. Again, we apologize for the
inconvenience.”
This did its job remarkably well. The placated crowd fell into line
in front of the temple.
Fiona looked at me wide-eyed. “Let’s get the fuck out of here,
okay?”
I wanted to stop and check things out, but I was afraid of being
held for any sort of questioning.
“You got it.”
And we began quickly yet casually making our way out of the
casino.
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thought all the shows were live?” I asked her inside the casino
spacialator.
“Less than half are actually live. The rest are old shows reprojected.
They fool most of the tourists though. And the people who do know,
don’t really care. The shows are free after all.”
We exited the spacialator into the skylot and walked across its
brightly lit surface to my hover.
After we’d entered the hover, Fiona asked, “So who was that
wahine?”
“Well, she’s my x-mowi,” I said sullenly.
“She does porno?”
“Not that I know of. I mean. I don’t know what’s going on. How
was she able to talk to me, Fiona?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen a holoshow interact like that
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before. Even during the live shows they don’t talk with the audience.
Sometimes after a show a couple of the performers will be introduced
to a corp^riche or something, but that’s about it. I’ve never seen a
show that disgusting before, either. I mean true, I don’t really watch
the shows much, but I’m sure I would have heard about something
like what we just saw.”
“There’s something else too,” and I explained how Celeste talked
to me during the holoporn I had been watching at the Nightmare.
“Loca. Muy, muy loca.”
“It’s becoming really distressing for me.”
“Who or what do you think is causing it?”
“I don’t know. I did want to find out who manufactured that
holojector though. You don’t know, do you?”
“No, but I can probably find out next time I’m at work.”
Still brooding, I started the engine and lifted off into the night sky
above the scintillating oscillations of the Spiral.
This was both emotionally and intellectually agonizing. It hurt like
pakao to see Celeste abused like that, but I didn’t know if she was
really in trouble or not. It seemed as if she or someone else was just
fucking with me. I mean she had told me that she never wanted to see
me again. Why would I then call her? That would be truly nanopreme.
But what if she genuinely needed help? Wasn’t it worth the risk to find
out?
No. Something wasn’t right. I wanted more information before I
interfered in her life again. This was all just too much, and I didn’t
want to deal with any of it right now.
“Fuck!” I said, slamming the steering column. “Fuck!”
“Calm down, Mar. It’s okay.”
I shook my head. “I just don’t know what to do. Why’d this have
to happen now? I just wanted to spend some time with you.”
“Then do it.”
“What?”
“Then just fuck all that other sheklet. I mean what are you going to
do about it tonight anyway?”
“I don’t know. Nothing, I guess.”
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“Icy. Teach me to fly?”
“What?”
“Teach me to fly this thing.”
“Now? No. Not now, Fiona. I don’t feel like it. Some other time.”
“No. Now. Come on, Mar. Please.”
I laughed a little. “Fiona....”
“Marrr, come on. Puh-leazzze?”
“Fiona. Some other time.”
“Please, Please, Please,” she said, closing her eyes and shaking her
head back and forth, oblivious to anything but an affirmative answer.
It was then I realized I could really love this wahine.
“Alright,” I said, looking for a place to perch.
“Okay. Land it!”
So I decided to enjoy myself. Even if Celeste was in trouble, so
what? She’d completely zeroed me. She’d trampled my heart, rebuked
my love, and obliterated our supernal bond. And now I should just go
running to her? Fuck that.
And although I couldn’t completely convince myself of this, I did
succeed in pushing it all aside for the moment. This was quite easy
when I was with Fiona. She was someone who could make me forget
about Celeste forever.
I landed in a large lot reserved for some reechy n^riche nightclub
and we exchanged places.
She patted the steering helm with glee. “So what do I do?”
“Okay, it’s not as complicated as it looks,” I said, looking at
the glowing instrument panel with its convoluted variety of gages,
buttons, switches, read-outs, and monitors, most of which I rarely
even used myself.
“I know,” she said confidently.
I rolled my eyes and continued, “The steering column works as
you’d expect it would. It turns left and right, see? Okay, and if you
push it forward, you go down; if you pull it back, you lift up higher.
¿Simplissimo, Sí?”
“Sure. Let’s go,” she said, putting her hand on the speedshift and
pressing her foot on the accelerator. The hover lurched forward and
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would have collided with another hover had it not been for the hover’s
built-in anticollision device. So we bounced off an invisible force field
and then the engine died. “Ooops,” she said like a little wahina who’s
just spilt her tazzle juice.
“Jesus-fuckin’-Krishna, Fiona. If you’re not going to listen, I’m
not going to let you drive. You fuck up like that again and your lesson
is over.”
“Sorry,” she said with an enchantingly naive expression upon her
face. “What did I do wrong?”
“Okay. When you’re going to liftoff you press and hold this
button,” I said, indicating the V-shift button on the steering helm.
“That uses the lower psi-thrusters, giving you vertical push instead
of horizontal. The steering column will still work the same, but the
results for up and down will respond much differently. You’ll have to
get used to that.”
“Okay. Let me try again,” she said with moppet-like eagerness.
“Wait, wait. The speedshift is pretty easy, but let me explain it
anyway. There is a first, second, and third. These are for travel across
a planet’s surface. You switch up when the HYPs get too high and
switch back down if you’re losing power.”
“Okay. Let’s go.”
“One more thing. The last two settings on the speedshift, which
you must hold this button down to activate, are for interstellar travel.
You won’t be needing them, but I just wanted you to know what
they’re for.”
“Okeyfenoke. Can I go now?”
“Yeah. Remember what I said. You fuck up again and that’s it.”
“Even a small thing?” she asked with blatant worry.
“Yes.”
“Mar...” she said with wide, innocent eyes that I didn’t buy for a
nanocron.
“Alright, alright. Not for a small thing,” I said, giving in anyway.
I may not have trusted Fiona, but I knew I was powerless against her
when she shifted her charms into third. “Now go ahead and fly.”
She smiled at me tsoonically and then looked back out the
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windshield. She pressed the ignition button, but the hover didn’t
start.
“Hey!” she remarked with perturbation.
I chuckled, pressing the button with my thumb; the hover purred
into life. “It will only start for my finger.”
“Oh.” She pressed and held the V-shift while she nudged the
accelerator and we rose up above the parked hovers. It wasn’t a
smooth liftoff, but it sufficed. “Okay? Now what?”
“Gently let go of the V-shift and prepare to begin moving
forward.”
She did so and we went from a slow climb to forward jerking
movements. I cringed and shook my head. Then I noticed the
determined expression upon her face and smiled to myself.
She began rising into Flamingo Skyway, a fairly well-trafficked
flightway.
“Hey!” I said, a little scared. “Where are you going?”
“I’m moving into traffic.”
“Not yet! You need more practice first!”
“I can do it,” and indeed she already had. We were in traffic
moving rather way too slowly; a hover behind us honked at us and
skimmed furiously over our top.
“Fiona!”
“What?”
“Speed up a little!”
“Okay.” She did, and then she was driving almost decently.
“I don’t like us on this crowded skyway. Pull off.”
“Not yet. I’m taking us somewhere.”
“Where?”
“Out of town.”
“Really? That sounds icy. I’m getting really nauseated with
Karma.”
“Speak like the devil, kwaatsi.”
“So where are we going?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“You sure you know how to get there?”
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“Uh, yeah.”
I looked at her and laughed.
“What?” she said, glancing over at me. “I’m driving good, aren’t
I?”
“You’re doing great, dulcilita.” I leaned over and kissed her on the
cheek.
She smiled with contentment as we continued our speedy
departure.
- 13 -

W

e flew for the next decicycle or so. We were long outside
Karma, following a scarcely trafficked skyway lit only by
occasional C_lights on the desert floor.
“We’re going to the Oases? Aren’t we?” I asked.
“Yeah. Been there?”
“No. I’ve been wanting to though. This’ll be fun.”
“Yeah,” she said tsoonically.
“I brought you a present.”
“A present?” she asked, surprised.
“Yeah,” I said, reaching around into the back of the hover and
pulling out a bottle of Tyralian Wy-Te with a red ribbon wrapped
around it.
She looked over at the bottle and laughed, and then seemingly
after a realization she said, “Oh, no.”
“What? Don’t you like it?”
“I know why you bought me that. You just want to get me drunk
again.”
“Who me? I just wanted to get you a present I thought you’d
like.”
“A present for you, more like it!” she said good-naturedly.
“I’m hurt! I even put a ribbon on it for you.”
“Oh, Christ!”
“So are you going to drink it?”
“Not now.”
“Of course not now. Later?”
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“Maybe later.”
The desolation of the desert began giving way to the occasional
Wiawa Palm.
“We’re almost there?” I asked.
“Yeah,” and she veered off to the left.
“Been here before?”
“Yeah.”
“With who?”
“Just this malacho.”
“What malacho?” I said casually but already tasting the bitter tang
of jealousy.
“Just this one Bloodlust malacho.”
“Really. Is he the one you had pani with?” I asked, my jealously
oozing through the chinks of calmness.
“Yeah.”
“And you’re taking me here, where you fucked some other
malacho?” I said angrily.
“Mar! Calm down. It’s not a big deal.” She shook her head. “I
don’t understand malachos. How come you always get so jealous?
I’ve never been jealous of anyone in my life.”
I looked at her, and for the most part I believed her. I calmed
myself down. It wasn’t a big deal; it was in the past, and besides I had
no claim over her.
Still, I said nothing for many moments, making sure I was
completely calm.
The palms below became more and more populous, and the
occasional pond surrounded by them could be seen here and there.
Some of the oases looked very shakti indeed.
“What about one of those?” I asked.
“Uhm. They’re okay. Let’s go in a little further. Some of them are
even icier.”
We flew around for several more millicrons and finally decided on
a small oasis, about the size of a small swimming pool, surrounded by
dozens of Wiawa Palms and other dense foliage.
“Now how do I land? I push this thing and pull back, right?” she
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said, doing it as she asked.
“Uh, yeah,” I said as we bumped rather roughly into the sand
outside our chosen oasis.
“How was that?” she queried with self-assured pleasure.
“Wonderful. Really,” I said with mild sarcasm.
She gave me a dirty look, and we began getting out of the hover.
“You have a blanket and a light?”
“Uhm. Yeah.” I opened a small glove panel and removed a
hoverlight. Grabbing the Wy-Te as well, I then got out of the hover
and went around to a utility panel in the back and opened it, taking out
a fairly clean blanket, which I tossed to Fiona.
I turned on the hoverlight and we made our way through the brillig
flora and tulgey fauna. There were some rather frumious apricot and
tangerine-coloured mome raths along the side of the path. I wanted to
pick some, but their thorns are mildly poisonous and I didn’t want to
jeopardize my evening with Fiona for a few slithy toves.
Much of the foliage I couldn’t even name or even recognize. There
was a hunter-green plant that twisted up from the ground like a crêpe
paper drill bit and some lugubrious bushes with yellow octagramal
fruits.
“What are those?” Fiona asked of some wispy silver and azure
streamers that seemed to blow gently through the other foliage.
“I can’t quite place their name, but they’re not plants. They’re
parasitic insects who live off them.”
“Oh,” she said, picking one up where it waved gently in her grasp.
She examined it for a moment and then let it go, whence it flew
placidly back into to verdurey.
The foliage gave way to pinkish-red sands and the pale violet of
the water.
Fiona spread the blanket out on the sand, took off her shoes, and
lay down, putting her hands behind her head.
I kneeled next to the pool and cupped some water in my hands. It
was clear, clean and had no scent whatsoever. I dumped it back into
the pool.
“So I’m a good driver, huh?” Fiona asked.
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“Yeah. You did pretty good,” I said, flicking the water off my
fingers.
I sat down and took off my shoes and socks.
“Look,” she said, pointing up at a star. “Isn’t that Andromeda
Nine?”
I lay down next to her and looked to where she was pointing.
“Yeah. I think so.” I was so bad at interstellar geography that it wasn’t
even humorous.
She looked at me. “I’m leaving the cycle after next.”
“What? Already?” I queried, not bothering to conceal my shock or
disappointment. “Why so soon?”
“Grandmasita is coming to get me. I have no real choice. Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I said, feeling quite sad. Still, it was a little bit of a
relief because I was almost completely out of creds, and I had been
worried about how I was going to get more. Now that Fiona was
leaving, I could too.
Things hadn’t really turned out like I had planned, but maybe in
their own way they had turned out better. It had been a halopreme
vacation, and Fiona had renewed my hope in life.
“I’ll miss you,” I said.
“Will you?” she said with wahina-like curiosity.
“Sure. Won’t you miss me?”
“Of course,” she said sweetly.
She turned on her side to face me and I did the same. We stared
into each other’s eyes. I often felt uncomfortable being this close to
someone, looking them straight in the eyes. I’m not completely sure
why. I think a lot of it had to do with my insecurity about the way I
looked. I felt okay being this close to Fiona though.
I moved in to kiss her, but she turned away.
“Fiona.”
“What?”
“I want to kiss you.”
“Why?”
“Because I like you. That’s why. Why can’t I kiss you?”
“I don’t know,” she said, looking at me. “I don’t really like kissing
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that much.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, let me try. Maybe you’ll like it with me.”
“I doubt it.”
“Please?”
“All right,” she said with resignation.
So I pressed my lips to hers and opened my mouth, pressing my
tongue in. I did this as slowly and as passionately as I could, but it
felt really awkward. I was embarrassed from all the attention being
focused upon my kiss.
After I was done, she wiped her mouth. “Kind of sloppy and
wet.”
“Sorry. I like wet kisses.”
“I guess so.”
“So you didn’t like it?”
She shrugged. “It was okay.”
I sat up. “So do you want to drink now?”
“No.”
I got up and walked over towards the pool. “Why not?”
“Because. This is a test.”
“Yes, I know. You’ve told me,” I said, bringing back the bottle
from where I’d stashed it in the sand. “But for you or me?
“Mostly for me.”
“So you’re not going to drink my present then?” I sat down next
to her.
“No.”
“Then I’ll drink it myself.”
“Yeah,” she said happily, sitting up. “You drink it. I want to see
Mar drunk.”
“Yeah, well, maybe I will get drunk,” I said, opening the bottle.
I usually hated drinking. I had had a lot of nanoprematik times
drinking, and I was always severely afterburned the next cycle. I had
learned that the morning after was never worth the night before. Still,
this time might be different. I was with Fiona, after all.
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“Take a drink,” she said enthusiastically.
“Okay,” I said and took a big guzzle. It burned rather severely,
and though I tried hard to look icy about the whole thing, I could not
completely squelch a grimace.
She laughed. “Good?”
“Sure,” I shrugged. “Now you take one.”
“No. You take another.”
“I just took one. You take one.”
“Take another one first.”
“Then you’ll take one?” I asked suspiciously.
“Maybe.”
“Yeah, right. You’re such a liar.”
She shrugged.
A warm, scented breeze rustled through the foliage and I was
reminded of the Elysian Fields. Yeah, I supposed I was starting to
miss home.
I took another big drink. It was already starting to taste a little
better.
Fiona watched me intently. “Take another.”
“Jeeze. Hold on, okay? I’m still recovering from the last shot.”
She shrugged as if uninterested in my excuses.
She leaned back on her elbows, lifted her leg sensually in front of
my face, and then lowered her foot and brushed it across my crotch.
“Take another drink.”
“And what are you going to do for me?”
“Don’t worry. I’ll do something. Just take a drink.”
I looked at her seriously, as if pondering whether I trusted her or
not. I shrugged and took another drink. This one was smaller than my
other two. I felt now that I was going to have to pace myself.
“Okay,” I said, wiping my hand across my mouth. “Now what do
I get?”
She appeared thoughtful for a moment and then said, “You can
kiss my foot.”
I smiled, taking the foot she offered into my hand and kissing it
in the middle. Then I kissed her toes and began sucking on them,
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pressing my tongue all around and between her toes.
She pulled her foot away. “Eww. That’s just too gross. I can’t get
used to that.”
“Hey! That’s all I get?” I said very, very, very sadly. I was feeling
the Wy-Te now.
“That’s all,” she said, turning her head away in disdain.
“You’re so mean,” I said, pouting.
“Take another drink,” she said.
“I’m already careening.”
“Are you?” she asked, staring at me closely.
“Fuck yeah,” I said, smiling very cheerfully at this beautiful,
pretty, lovely, shaktilyicious girl in front me.
“Shiva! You’re gorgeous,” I said.
She laughed, turning her head away, obviously pleased.
“I wonder what our children will look like,” I said, pondering.
“Our children? We’re not having children.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” she said and then paused as if she was trying to come
up with a good reason.
“They’ll get your looks,” I said, sitting close to her, putting my
hands on her knees. “And my brains.”
“Why not my looks and my brains?” she said defiantly.
“Then what would I give them?”
“Your weirdness.”
We both laughed, and Fiona said, “Oh, Christ! I’m going to have
weirdos!” We laughed some more.
I tried to kiss her, but she turned away and said, “Take another
drink.”
I did. “Gimme, gimme, reward now.”
“Hmmm,” she said.
“Can I worship your poohis?”
“Uhm. Yes. You can worship my poohis.”
She stood up, and I knelt before her, looking up at her lovely
brown face framed by her sumptuous dark hair, the infinite stars of
the N-10 Cluster sparkling behind her. I reached up under her shirt
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and rubbed her poohis. She towered above me with a look of tolerant
indifference to my fondlings.
“You are my Aztec princess, and I’m your humble peasant.”
She smiled, gently pushing my hands away.
“You may pleasure me,” she said, lying back on the ground and
taking off her pinas and tossing them aside.
She spread her legs and leaned back. I kneeled down and spread
her gieglobe gently apart with my fingers. I began licking the dark
pinkish-purple opening, finding myself more stimulated by the scent
and taste than by the sight or the act. I closed my eyes and sucked and
licked and kissed for more long moments. I carefully monitored her
for changes in her breathing and posture.
I’d occasionally hook her, but she’d always end up slipping off
again before I could geddon her.
“Okay,” she said quietly and with a finger gestured I should stand
before her.
“I can kiss you?”
“No.”
“I can worship your maka-puas?”
“Yes,” she said with languid uncaring.
I pushed up her shirt and began gently, slowly rubbing her left
poohi as I licked, kissed, and even gently bit her right maka-pua.
“You can touch my lowa,” she said softly.
I moved my hand down between her legs and began rubbing her
gieglobe.
I was frustrated. I still didn’t understand the key to her geddon. I
had tried hard and slow. I had tried soft, slow, and gentle. I had tried
with one finger. I had tried two fingers, but even that was too tight.
I had tried combinations. Combinations gave me the best results
but still no geddon. Undaunted, I was determined to get it right this
time.
Continuing to kiss and caress her poohis, I rubbed her gieglobe
softly up and down, giving special attention to her erect sakata.
Rubbing, pressing, touching, swirling. Still, I was having very
little effect on her.
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“Let me show you,” she whispered and put her hand over mine.
“Great! Always feel free to help me out,” I said with utter
sincerity.
She whispered, “Start out soft.” She began moving my hand over
her gieglobe even more softly and gently than I had tried.
And already her breathing had rythymized.
She began pushing harder, smushing my fingers against her
gieglips and sakata, rubbing up and down, no circular movements.
Her breathing became deeper and louder; her back arched
noticeably.
“Put in a finger.”
I obliged and slowly began thrusting.
“Not so slow.”
I sped up.
“Harder.”
I pressed harder, deeper.
Her breathing, already past regularity, became even more halting
with patches of silently held breath as she arched her back even more
and thrust her head as far back as it would go. I wasn’t sexually
aroused, but instead I had a pleasure more akin to being in the midst
of a really tough hacking job.
I pressed in another finger and began ramming them in deep, fairly
fast but just slightly lingering with full pressure during the inward
thrust.
Her breathing stopped and I felt a slight shuddering in her hips,
and then it was over. Calloh! Callay! She pushed my hand away but
continued lying on her back for several moments.
I felt halopreme. Like I had completed a job well-done. I also felt
kind of dizzy.
She sat up.
“So it worked that time, huh?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she said a little awkwardly. “How’d you know?”
“Duh. I mean it’s obvious. Your breathing. The way you move.
The way you look.”
“The way I look? How do I look?”
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“Like this,” I said, making a really dzoumky face and then burst
out laughing.
“I do not!” she said and pushed me over with her foot.
I continued laughing like a spaztardo.
She stood up and walked into the oasis. I sat up and watched her
intently.
She splashed around in the water, and I started to sing an ancient
song, “All should cry, beware! Beware!” I gesticulated to the air
around me and then beat upon my chest.
Fiona stopped and stared at me like the lunatic that I was.
“His flashing eyes, his floating hair!” I gestured magnanimously to
the night sky. “Weave a circle round him thrice, and close your eyes
with holy dread.” I spun around in circles.
“Are you okay?” Fiona asked, but I was oblivious.
“For he on honey-dew hath fed, and drunk the milk of Paradise.”
The last thing I remember was burying my head in my hands and
laughing madly.
- 14 -

I

woke up in my bed at the Palace and noticed dried puke on my
sheets. I felt like I had the Kaoralian Flu. Afterburned, but I
guessed it was worth it.
I got up, looking around for Fiona, and instead found a note:
“Went to work. I’ll come by after I’m done, sickly one,” signed
“Fiona.”
I took off the bed sheet and went back to sleep. The next time I
awoke I felt a little better.
I got up and ordered stomach spritzer. This helped even more, but
then I went back to sleep again.
When I awoke the third time, Fiona was there. I looked up at her,
still somewhat sick. “Hey.”
She pointed and laughed at me mockingly.
“Oh, you’re real nice.”
She shrugged and sat down in a chair and looked at me, bored.
“When are you leaving?” I asked.
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“Tomorrow morning.”
“I’m going to leave tomorrow too,” I said, sitting up, feeling the
pain in my head more acutely as I did so.
“Really? I thought you were going to try to live out here.”
“Nah. What for? There’s nothing out here for me—except excess,
apparently.” She smiled a little.
“Well, I have to work tonight. Come see me before you leave
tomorrow?”
“Of course.”
“Okay. Well, arreña then.”
“Arreña.”
- 15 -

W

e stood in front of the Palace. Through blighted lips, the early
morning sun promised of a blistering day. Light gleamed off
the golden trim of the pillars and entablature. It was early enough that
foot and air traffic was fairly sparse.
I stood with my travel bag next to me, and she stood silently
glancing around. Fiona was wearing just her plain white work toga
and of course the jingle bells around her ankle.
“Well?” I asked.
“What?”
“So can I kiss you goodbye?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head slowly.
I was a little upset at this, but toten. I was already used to this kind
of sheklet from her and other wahines.
I picked up my bag and began to turn away.
“I can kiss you though,” she said.
“Can you now?” I said, turning back around smiling.
“Yeah.”
I put down my bag. “Okay. I’m ready.”
“Hold on,” she said, looking contemplative, as if she were
preparing herself. “Okay.” She moved in close.
I closed my eyes and parted my lips slightly. She held my chin in
her hand and kissed hard and deep. I returned the kiss with a playful
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tongue, but she pulled back, shaking her head.
“No. No kissing back. I’m kissing you,” she said seriously.
“Okay,” I said, closing my eyes again. “Go ahead.”
And she resumed kissing me, pressing firmly, tonguing deeply,
designing a pattern of love within my mouth. She finished and
withdrew her tongue. Just as I was about to open my eyes, she rubbed
her closed lips over mine using a few gentle, brush-like strokes. Her
signature, I supposed.
“Mhmm,” I said, opening my eyes slowly.
“Did you like it?” she asked, as if asking about a three-course
gourzesouz meal she had just painfully and lovingly prepared for
me.
“Of course.”
She smiled wryly.
“Well. Bye then.”
“Will you write me a poem?” she asked in a demure, wahina-like
fashion.
“What?” I asked, a little surprised.
“Will you write a poem for me. No one’s ever written a poem for
me before.”
I thought about it. And yes, I could write a sincere poem for this
wahine. Certainly. “Yeah. I will. But how will you get it?”
“I’ll give you my address,” she said.
“Okay. What is it?”
“Fifty-six Scarlet Orchard, Santeria.”
“Where’s that?”
“On Andromeda Nine. Duh.”
“Yeah, but where?”
“Next to Evolreven Seid.”
“Oh. Okay.” I mentally saved a note to OTP memory. “So did you
find out who manufactures the Palace’s holounits?”
“Believe it or not I actually remembered to find out,” she smiled
proudly.
“Who makes them?”
“Pamphage Corp.”
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“Really? Why doesn’t that surprise me,” I said, tugging at the
whiskers on my chin.
“Why?”
“Nothing.” I quickly pecked her on the cheek. “I’ll send you the
poem.”
“Okay. You better.”
“Bye.”
“Arreña.”
She turned and strutted away, knowing I was following her every
move with my eyes. She jingled her way up the shallow marble steps
that led to the main entrance of Caligula’s Palace. She reached the
top, standing under an ornately decorated triumphal arch.
She turned back dramatically and stared at me. I waved. She
planted a kiss in her hand and blew it at me.
And then I think she winked.
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M

y return to Xanadu was uneventful, but I was restless to
get home. I wanted my own city, my own bed, my own
Isabelle. I pushed the Quazar once again to the limits of
its modest ability as I sped through the Tantalian Khierzenslide.
I was in luck—as I exited the khierzenslide into Andromeda
Nine’s orbit, I found myself relatively close to Xanadu. I pierced the
stratosphere above the Mnemosyne Sea and continued my speedy
trek home.
It was nighttime as I zoomed across the ocean, heading for the
lights of Xanadu far away in the distance.
As reached the outskirts of Xanadu, seeing its mellow coloured
nightscape, I realized how much I really cared for this old place.
Comparing it to Karma I could see Xanadu’s own personality more
clearly. It wasn’t so glaringly ostentatious as Karma but rather
contained more genuine depth. Xanadu was serenely shakticious, as
anyone flying into central Xanadu from the Bay of Muses would have
to admit.
The River Lethe emptied into the bay splitting central Xanadu
in two. The intricate Indian palaces of downtown were laid out on
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my right, and the towering Pyramids were on my left. The palaces
glowed with pale chlorophorescence while the metallic pyramids
reflected lights from themselves, the palaces, and all the C_lights of
the flightways and the hovers they guided.
Things hadn’t turned out like I’d hoped. I hadn’t made my life
over. Instead I was returning to the past. Returning with my head
more muddled than before, with more unanswered questions than
before. For a moment, I considered diving straight down underneath
the watery reflections of Xanadu forever.
But I didn’t—for several reasons. For Isabelle. For Fiona. And not
the least of all, for the uncanny feeling that a mystery was afoot.
The entrance into Xanadu had been rather spec, but I was really
in no mood for sight-seeing so I took the Haberdasher Oneway to
Chimera Fw. and headed North. From there I made my way through
the smaller streets of Westside and eventually ended up at my
apartment complex.
I found a landing space in the street, unnervingly close to the one
I’d had when I’d departed.
I grabbed a couple of bags from the back of my hover and headed
towards the foyer.
-2-

A

hhh. There’s no place like Kansas. I tapped in my SECURcode,
and the door swished open. The friendly scent of home, which
I never noticed unless I was away for a long time, now flooded me
with comfort.
I walked into the main hallway, dropped my bags, and headed into
the den.
A beautiful, dark-haired wahine sat cross-legged upon the couch.
Shocked, I took a step back, pulling up the arsenal_list in my
CP_OTP.
“Who the fuck are you?” I asked with forced calmness but ready to
PSI_Blast the sheklet out of her if she made a false move.
“Mar!” she said, smiling, and I recognized the voice instantly. “It’s
me!”
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“Isabelle?” I queried softly while quickly running a holotest,
which turned up positive—not a real girl at all.
“Of course.” She stood up and walked towards me.
Her face was familiar, like Isabelle Adjani’s but not quite. It was
more round and her cheeks were fuller...more like Celeste’s. There
was definitely Celeste in there. But not in the eyes. They looked
neither like Adjani’s nor Celeste’s. They were big doe eyes, open
and inviting, yet tempered with a cerebral intelligence. They were
Isabelle’s eyes all right.
“Where’d you get the body?” I asked, standing down the arsenal.
“Like it?” she asked, lifting up the bottom of a blue Vianese
sundress and revealing more of her legs. Her body was admittedly
halopreme. It seemed a natural body, not toposurged. It wasn’t
excessively perfect, which made it that much more desirable. I noted
rather wryly that she was taller than I.
“Yeah. I like it.”
She sighed. “Too bad it’s just a hologram.”
I nodded.
“I programmed it myself though.”
“It’s diabolique, Isabelle. It really is. It seems to fit your personality
pretty well.”
Her hair was long, silky black with short bangs. Her figure was
slender, but like I said, well-rendered. It was athletic looking actually,
with medium-small poohis. I very much liked it.
“Thanks,” she said, pleased.
“So where are you projecting from?” I asked, noting the OTP in
hollow of her neck, which depicted a message in a bottle floating upon
a placid sea. It was a little absurd for a hologram to have an OTP, but I
was cognizant of the aesthetic value of doing such a thing.
“I had several holounits installed around the house, including an
upgrade to Archie. Plus, there’s a portable projector I bought. Now I
can go anywhere with you. Want to see it?”
“Yeah. Where is it?”
“It’s on your bed. I’d bring it out to you but…” She smiled and
wriggled her holographic fingers at me.
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On my way to the bedroom I checked the Isabelle_OTP on my
neck and saw that it was displaying the same scene as the one in
Isabelle’s throat.
In the bedroom I found a genie lamp upon the bed. I picked it up,
admiring it. It looked like a genuine antique that had been extremely
well taken care of over the centuries.
“This is very shakti, Isabelle.”
“Thanks,” she said, standing behind me, looking over my shoulder.
“It works too.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s pressure sensitive, so when you rub it, I come. Maybe.”
We laughed.
“You’ve been busy while I was gone,” I said as we strolled back
into the den.
She shrugged and walked over again to the black plushzioozi couch
and sat down. “Not really. I’ve been rather bored without you.”
“Really?” I said, sitting down next to her. It was strange, yet
satisfying talking to Isabelle face to face. She’d done a diabolique
job of programming her body—far more detailed and realistic than I
could have hoped to have done. “What about the Labyrinth?”
“It’s okay I guess. I still browse the fashion sites a bit, but
I’ve grown weary of them as well. I don’t need to discuss fashion
anymore. I know what looks good, and now I can wear it myself.”
She said this without arrogance, merely as a statement of the facts as
she saw them.
“That’s icy. I’m happy for you.”
“Thanks,” she said, looking at me with a quirky sneer upon her
face. “How was your trip?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It was interesting I guess. I met a
wahine.”
“A wahine?” Isabelle frowned noticeably.
“Yeah. Her name’s Fiona. Halopreme girl.”
Isabelle looked at me hard, but eventually her face softened as she
tossed her hair back with a careless gesture.
“Did you pani with her?” she asked, looking at her tastefully lazed
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nails, as if she really didn’t care about my answer one way or the
other.
“Actually. No. I didn’t.”
“Oh,” Isabelle said. “That’s interesting.”
“How come you weren’t surprised to see me home?”
“Oh.” Isabelle smiled with subtle meaning. “I had a feeling you’d
be home any cycle now.”
“A feeling, Isabelle?”
“Yes, indeedy.”
“I don’t remember programming you with an intuition.”
“Who said you did? Sometimes the Priestess descends alone.”
“What?” I said, not understanding that last comment at all.
“What do you mean, ‘What?’” she asked, arching her eyebrows as
if I’d just asked her to define the word “the.”
I shook my head. “Nevermind.”
“So are you going to see this Fiona again?” she asked casually.
“I don’t know,” I said thoughtfully. “Maybe. I mean I’d like to.”
And then again, I thought to myself, maybe I shouldn’t even be
discussing her with you. I love ya Isabelle, but you’re a wee bit the
green side of envy.
“Well, that’s nice.” She stood up and walked to the other side of
the room where she seemingly leaned casually against a wall. “Oh. I
wanted to bring something up. It’s not a huge deal so I may as well
tell you now. I’d prefer it if you didn’t ask me to go hacking with you
anymore.”
“Why not?” I asked, surprised.
She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not really my thing. I mean if you
really need my help, okay. But I’d just assume you use something else
to help you out. I’m not real comfortable being a hacking utility.”
I shook my head. “You were never a hacking utility, Isabelle. You
know that, right?”
She shrugged, looking out the window.
“Well, if you don’t want to hack anymore that’s fine. It’s not like I
want to force you to.”
“It’s not like you can force me to, Mar,” she said, smiling askew.
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“That’s true,” I said and smiled sardonically.
She stood staring out the window, and I pondered what had once
been my creation.
“You know you’ve gotten a lot more cynical since the last time I
saw you,” I said.
“Have I?” she asked, looking at me curiously. “Maybe I have,” she
said, crossing her arms. “I’m growing up fast, Mar.”
I nodded. “No doubt about that.”
“All the world’s knowledge and history courses through my
cyberbellum network. After awhile it changes you somewhat. I hope
not in a nanoprematik way, Mar. Am I more unlikable now?” she
asked, looking a little hurt.
“No, of course not. I’ll always love you the same, Isabelle.” I
reached out instinctively to rub my hand through her hair. My hand
passed through like a ghost.
We smiled at each other awkwardly at this, and then laughed,
feeling better after we had done so.
“It’s good to be with you again, Mar.”
I looked into her eyes, and I found a great depth of character in
those holographic eyes. “It’s good to be with you too, ’Belle.”
She smiled at me with such loving warmth it made me a bit
uncomfortable.
“Well,” I said, standing up. “I’m plundered. I’m going to take a
shower and then go to bed.”
“Okay,” she said, stretching back into the couch, and I noticed how
odd it looked when she sat on the couch because she had no weight.
“Have fun.”
“Sure thing,” I said, walking into my bedroom, sitting down on the
edge of the bed and gratefully removing my shoes. I lay back upon the
bed to relax for a moment, and soon I was asleep.
-3-
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ver the next few cycles I often found myself depressed. My life
was directionless—and worse: no direction seemed particularly
worth taking. It all seemed so pointless.
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Thinking about Fiona cheered me up a bit, but I didn’t want to
think about her. I didn’t want to feel better by rummaging around her
memories. I didn’t want her to be my fix. I didn’t want to fall in love
again.
And that was the other thing. I was still bothered by all the events
that had recently surrounded me and Celeste.
I put off thinking about it as long as possible, but I finally decided
I had better call Celeste, regardless of what I had promised. I assured
myself I wasn’t obsessing. I was just calling to make sure she was
okay. I mean if it had just been that time at the Nightmare I would
have, at this point, written it off as a delusional excuse for calling her
again, but that holoshow at the Palace was something else. It wasn’t
just me who had seen it.
So I called.
And found her holophone disconnected.
This information did little to assuage my unease, but I really didn’t
see what more I could do about it. I may have had no physical scars
from the last time I had gone poking around in Celeste’s life, but I
sure as pakao had mental ones.
So I did my best to push her out of my mind, which wasn’t so hard
after all since I spent an awful lot of time thinking about Fiona.
I didn’t really want to fall in love, but I didn’t see that I had much
of a choice.
Soon I was passionately devoted to writing a poem to Fiona. I
spent three full cycles, morning and night, pouring my bloody little
heart into one simple sonnet. I didn’t know if it was good, but I knew
it was sincere.
After I had finished the poem, I wanted to get it to her as soon as
possible. I could have sent it over the phone, or I could have called
her and read it to her myself. Neither of these options did I find
particularly satisfying. I decided to just make the trek down there and
surprise her with it.
But I didn’t have the creds and I wanted to leave right away.
I didn’t have time to do a hacking job or even to spend the time
hotwiring some creds to my account, which was extremely dangerous
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anyway. I only had one option: sell something. My computer and
hacking equipment were, of course, out of the question, and since
I had sold almost everything else before I left for Karma, there was
only one thing really left: my Tempest.
It sold quickly and I got a good price. It hurt to let it go, but I just
had to see Fiona.
Not in the mood for a jealous fit, I told Isabelle I was going camping
in the Gyleria Forest, which was indeed on my way to Fiona’s, with
Dust and some of the other ichabods.
It was early summer, and the drive was pleasant. I tried to tsoon the
scenery of the Gyleria Forest, which was universally renowned for
its herculean Skoilia Skywoods. They were some of the tallest trees
anywhere, and with their marble-like, polished black and white bark,
and their silver, nearly untearable, satin-soft leaves, Skoilia Skywoods
were popularly exported throughout the universe. But this, the largest
forest of Skoilias anywhere, was a minor marvel to behold.
I landed once to relieve myself and enjoyed the whispery peace of
the woods and its enduring scent of renewal.
But I was in a hurry as indeed I always seem to be when I’m
traveling so I didn’t stop long. I wanted to be in Santeria by
nightfall.
I made good time, but I started having doubts that maybe Fiona
wouldn’t be home, or that I wouldn’t find her, or about whatever the
pakao else might go wrong. I mean it’s not like I’d called first.
There was a smattering of houses and buildings outside the forest.
I landed at a way station. It wasn’t particularly mod, but it had a
holophone and that’s all I really needed. Sadly, old Quazars like mine
did not come standard equipped with holophones.
I assumed I was in Santeria, or at least in one of the other tiny
towns that lie on the outskirts of Evolreven Seid, which itself was just
another small town to me.
I tapped in Fiona’s number, and a wrinkled old woman answered,
with her long black hair pulled back severely. She looked rather
malevolent, and I actually found myself fearing her a bit.
“Is Fiona there?” I asked cautiously.
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“She’s taking a shower. Who are you?”
“I’m Marlowe. A friend of Taralia’s.”
“Of Taralia’s? Why do you call here?”
“I was just passing through on my way to see Taralia, and I thought
I’d stop by and say hello to Fiona.”
“She’s in the shower.” The woman seemed about to disconnect
me.
“Could you have her call me when she gets out?”
“Where are you?” she queried crankily.
“I’m not sure. Here’s the number,” I said, sending the number to
her. “Did you get it?”
“Yes, you’re in Balala?”
“I guess,” I shrugged.
“Alright. I’ll have her call you,” and she disconnected.
Fuck, thought I. That putrefied. I felt like I had made some sort of
mistake in telling her who I really was.
I sat in my hover, watching the sparse ground traffic go by as I
waited for Fiona to call me back.
I saw very few hovers. I guess there wasn’t really any need in such
a small town.
There was something both charming and frustrating about rural
areas. They have a certain archaic quaintness about them, and this one
had the rather lucky advantage of being just outside the forest, which
added to its attractiveness as smaller Skoilias could still be found
scattered about the town. Then again, it also had visible power lines.
I had recently heard that never before in the history of
humanoidkind had there been such a technological, economical, and
societal gap between small towns and the Megalopoli. I could see this
rather clearly now.
Charisma aside, this town seemed really dull and lifeless. In a way,
it depressed me. Something in my bio-neurological make up, I guess.
I need the mechanical hum of a big city around me to make me feel
comfortable and safe.
The holo rang, and I jumped up and out of the hover to answer it.
“Fiona,” I said, highwired with happiness at just seeing her again. Her
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hair was still wet and she wasn’t wearing make up. She looked very
shakti indeed.
“Marlowe. It is you. Where are you?”
“I’m here.”
“Santasangre! You’re loco, you know that?”
“So I’ve heard.”
She shook her head. “Your mowi-wowi called here, you know.”
“My mowi? I don’t have a mowi,” but as I said it, I knew exactly
who Fiona meant.
“She said she was. She said her name was Isabelle and that she was
worried about you and that you should call home as soon as you got
this message.”
“Fuck.”
“What?”
“That’s not my mowi. She’s my NAI.”
“Your NAI? You mean like a computer program?”
I laughed, wryly. “Something like that.”
“She don’t act like no computer.”
“Speak like the devil.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe she called
you. How did she know I was here?”
Fiona shrugged.
“Anyway,” I said, mentally pushing all that aside. “So how are
you?”
“Asi asi,” she said. “Where are you?” she asked, trying to look
behind me. “I think your grandmother said I’m in Baboa.”
“Baboa? Move. Let me see.” I stood aside for a moment so she
could view my background, which was a low lying building that
looked like some sort of pawnshop. “Okay, I know where you are.
You’re in Balala. You want directions to my house?”
“Yes, definitely. I’m so lost out here.”
“Okay,” she said. “Go down the road you’re on, keep going past
the school, and the bar, and turn at the rail tracks. Go down that road,
see a big dip, and turn left at the street at the bottom of that big dip.
The street is called Orchard—because that’s all that’s left of the sign.
I’m two houses down. I’ll be watching for you.”
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“Okay, bye.”
“Bye.”
I found her house fairly easily and landed in the street. She came
out quickly and ran over to the hover. Her hair was dry now, and she
wore pinas and a holo-t. She opened the hover and sat down inside
with me but did not close the door.
“Hey,” she said, smiling. “What are you doing here?”
“What do you think? I came to see you.”
She laughed, looking sincerely surprised and even a bit
overwhelmed. It made me almost giddy to see her so tsoonic over my
arrival. “You came all the way down here to see me?”
“Sure, why not?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never had anyone go so far out of their way
for me.”
I rubbed my hand through her hair. “But you’re my Aztec
princess.”
She smiled. “You are sooo loco.”
“Gimme a hug,” I said.
“No, no,” she said, keeping me back with her hand. “Mi familia is
watching.”
“Can you come out?”
“No, not now. Tonight. Call me later and I’ll tell you where to pick
me up.”
“Okay. I brought you a present.”
“A present?” she asked, looking surprised again. “What is it?”
I reached around and pulled out my poem. The parchment was
rolled up and tied with a ragged piece of red ribbon.
I handed it to her, and she stared at me unblinking for several
moments. The emotion in her eyes meant more to me than all the
jewels in Malta.
“Mar! I can’t believe you wrote me a poem! I mean, I’m not used
to anyone—I mean I’ve never had anyone—you know, write me a
poem before.”
She undid the ribbon and opened the parchment, still staring at it
with disbelief.
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“Want me to read it to you?”
“Yeah,” she said and handed it to me.
“Okay, I’m not real halo at reading my own stuff, but here goes:
I wish that I could paint like mad Gauguin
Your languid pose of supple hips and thighs,
Or were that I was a much darker man
So that you could find me pleasing to your eyes.
Come whisper, Aztec Princess, kind and cruel,
Soft sighs of some forgotten lullaby.
Coquettish laugh at your world-weary fool,
What can I give but all my makakai?
Our time on Karma was a gift from Fate—
I have received so much but I want more.
I write this poem as I hope and wait
To hear you jingling, jingling at my door.
By Destiny our fire has been made;
Do we keep it alive or watch it fade?
I handed back the poem, and Fiona smiled beamingly. I felt a bit
embarrassed and looked down.
“Did you like it?” I asked.
“Of course. I loved it.”
I looked up at her, put my arm around her neck, and moved to kiss
her.
She turned away. “Mar! Not here. Grandmasita y mi hermano are
watching.”
“Where should I stay?” I said, moving my hand from her neck to
her bare leg.
“Drive down to Evolreven Seid. There’s a Quality Quick. You can
stay there.”
“A Quality Quick?” I asked in mock disgust.
“This isn’t Karma, you know. The Quality Quick is okay. It’s clean
and everything.” She glanced behind her to see grandmasita had come
out of the house. “Sheklet. I better go in.”
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“Okay. What time should I call?”
“At nine.” She climbed out of the hover. “Actually,” she said,
leaning into the hover. “Just meet me in the alley behind my house at
ten.”
“Okay,” I said, looking at her feet. “Hey, where are your jingle
bells?”
“I lost them.”
“You lost them?” I asked with firm disbelief. “But you’d had them
for EYs, and now you just lost them recently? Since the last time I
saw you?”
“Yup. Gotta go. Arreña.”
“Bye,” I said flatly.
She closed the hover door behind her and traipsed her way back
into the house. Her grandma stared suspiciously at my hover for a
moment and then followed Fiona inside.
I checked into the Quality Quick, and to my surprised amusement,
found my room to be number 237, the same room number from one
of my favourite horror movies.
I picked her up promptly at ten, and we spent the night in the motel
room.
-4-
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ack home, I entered the main portal and walked into the
hallway. From ceiling to floor, a stream of crimson and purple
fire spiraled in the air before me—leaving behind a rather furious
looking Isabelle.
For the first time I got to see what Isabelle looked like when she
was stralunato. She seemed taller than usual as she looked down upon
me with demonic eyes and menacing pout.
“So did you have fun?” she asked, her searingly sarcastic voice
attacking me from every direction.
“Look, Isabelle. I’m sorry I lied.”
“Really?” she said, and all the lights flickered into a brooding
red—I didn’t know if it was just dramatics or a subconscious
consequence of her anger. Either way, for the first time since I created
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Isabelle, I feared her.
“Isabelle. Listen. I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to upset you.”
“How considerate, Mar,” she said calmly, maturely, which scared
me even more.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have lied.”
She shook her head, staring at me fiercely. “Do you love her?”
“Love her?” I questioned seriously. “I don’t know. Maybe. But just
because I love someone else doesn’t mean I love you any less.”
She laughed sardonically. “Don’t even think,” she said, gesturing
with her hand, “of condescending to me, Marlowe. I’m not a child.
And certainly not your child. Not anymore.”
“I know. I just don’t know what to say. I mean I do love you
Isabelle, but I’m also prone to love others as well. I mean what do
you want me to do?”
Her shoulders sank slightly and she turned her head aside. “I don’t
know,” she said, her anger changing to sorrow. “I don’t know.”
“I love you, Isabelle, but how can I love you?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“I mean you’re not even human, Isabelle. You’re just a program.
My program.”
“I know,” she said quietly, holographic tears dripping from
holographic eyes. “I know.”
She disappeared, the lights returning to normal as she did so.
“Isabelle?”
No answer.
“Isabelle?”
-5-
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was ashed on the whole ichabod scene, but I did occasionally miss
Dust. I stopped by his apartment one cycle just to hang and talk.
Dust’s apartment was in a more nanopremish part of town than
mine, but it was much larger, which was good for Dust since he
always had at least half a dozen people over when he wasn’t having a
full-fledged party.
Dust’s mowi lay upon the couch, covered head to toe in black
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clothing, staring at a small holovid in her hands. I think it was the
new Bartok movie, Scathing Beauty, which I was looking forward to
seeing.
Zanrod and Britov were playing Kryonic Devastator over the
Labyrinth with, judging by the stats panels hovering over each of
their heads, about 39,400 other Kryonic junkies.
Destard was in the adjoining kitchen zapping crawroaches with a
pocket-laz.
There was also some malacho I didn’t recognize passed out on the
floor in the corner of the den.
Dust and I sat on a couch together. Dust was whispy on kajatook,
but he was still lucid. In fact, he had just finished a hacking project
when I arrived. He was a fairly decent hacker in his own right, but
he was far more frivolous and destructive than I was. He had just
unleashed a virus into a large accounting firm that replaced all the
zeros in their *.accntble files with little erect spartcheks. It seemed to
me a waste of talent and energy to do such things, not to mention a
little mean. It would undoubtedly cost the company billions to clean
that mess up.
“So you want some?” he asked, holding out a little carved box full
of pink powder.
“Nah.”
He shrugged and dug his forefinger and thumb into the powder.
He carefully pulled out a long, slender gobaworm, leaned his head
back, and let the little bugger slither into his right eye socket. Then he
performed a similar process for his left eye. “It’s not bad sheklet, but
this batch seems to particularly garble retinal processing so I can’t do
bivirial_decryp with it.”
“I hear the damage can be permanent.”
He smiled, in that careless, charismatic way of his, the one that
worked wonders with the wahines. “Well, permanent is a relative
thing, Marlacho. There are ways to reverse just about any type of
biological damage.”
“Yeah, but remedies don’t come cheap.”
“No. They don’t,” he said, closing up the box and putting it away.
Part Three: The Perfect Girl

° 165 •

Shaun Von Dragen

“And you’re probably right. I shouldn’t be doing this Long Island
sheklet. It’s just that my usual source in Kittykawa is down for about
three hecktos.”
I nodded. I understood. I’d been there.
It made me feel halopreme about having left this whole scene
behind.
“So did you hear about Subgenetrix?” he asked me.
“No. What happened?”
“Mal, Mar. Where do you live anyway? Am I your only connection
to the real world or what?”
I laughed. “Maybe so.”
“So anyway, the news is saying that a glitchaemon took over their
entire OP_sys for close to an hour.”
“Sigak, there’s no way!”
“Yes,” he said, nodding. “And guess what the glitch called itself.”
“What?”
“Mephisto.”
I laughed.
“Scary stuff, huh?”
“What do you think it was?”
“Well, it was a glitchaemon. But then we must ask ourselves
exactly what is a glitchaemon?”
“I’ve heard lots of things. Some say they’re spirits or ghosts
that somehow stumbled into the cybernetic pathways of computer
networks.”
Dust laughed. “Ghosts in the machine, huh?”
I just shook my head at his nano pun. “But it’s probably something
less metaphysical than that.”
“Like what?”
“Well, I know some people that say that they are primitive AIs.”
“This Mephisto was actually fairly advanced. I haven’t even told
you what he did yet.”
“Yeah, just what exactly did he do for an hour?”
Duff chuckled. “Well, he started off by locking everyone in
and changing all the monitors to a computerized representation of
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himself.”
“What’d he look like?”
“I saw a reproduction. He kind of looked like an angel.”
“Ah.”
“Anyway, he then began to explain flaws in all the modern day
religious and spiritual movements—everything from the Latter Day
Yavites to the Circle of Ashjnot. Then he said he had an answer.”
“Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes. He said he was the prophet of a new Aeon and had the
answers to all the universe’s problems.”
I laughed. I had to. It was scary, but it was also hysterically
absurd.
“So what was he then?” I pondered. “Just some advanced AI?
How’d he get into the system then?”
“A malevolent programmer? I mean a lot of experts are saying
that glitchaemons are just a vicious new virus. Considering some of
my latest and greatest viral infections, I’d have to agree with them.
Nothing nastier than a virus that can evolve and think for itself.”
“I don’t know, though,” I said rubbing my chin. “I’m sure some are
viruses, but well, I think that a lot of them are nonmalignant hacking
NAIs that somehow got loose in the system. I mean a hacker gets
careless and doesn’t completely recall his program, and then the AI
slowly develops on its own. And then again, maybe some AIs spawn
themselves when they get out of their hacker’s view?”
“Interesting hypotheses, I guess. Could they do that?”
“Sure they could. Come on, Dust. I mean look at Isabelle. She’s
practically human.”
“Minus a body.”
“Not anymore.”
“What?” he said, raising his eyebrows.
“She programmed herself a holographic one.”
“Ah,” he said, nodding. “Shakti?”
I smiled wryly. “Yeah. Not nano.”
“Always liked that chiquitah. Razor cookie,” he said and winked
at me.
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“Anyway, what I was saying is that she has her own personality
and complete autonomy now. Pakao, she could be a glitchaemon if she
wanted to be. Her pursuits just happen to be a little more sophisticated
than that.”
“What does she do?”
And I realized I didn’t really know what she did exactly. I mean I
knew she was into acquiring information from the Labyrinth. I also
knew that she used to really tsoon fashion, but now she said she
wasn’t into that as much. She programmed quite a bit, it seemed. But
still. What did she do with all her spare time? I mean she didn’t need
to sleep.
I shrugged. “Just stuff...like programming her body. She
doesn’t haunt business offices and spout religious dogma to their
inhabitants.”
“How do you know she doesn’t?”
I shook my head. “She just doesn’t, okay? Isabelle’s not like
that. Anyway,” I said, continuing before he could interrupt, “there’s
something I wanted to ask you. I need your expertise.”
“Frag away,” he said accommodatingly.
“Well, what do you know about the EMSpectrum?”
“I know enough. You need some working knowledge of it for
&KIR_hacking.” He shook his head. “But you know this,” he said,
squinting shrewdly. “What are you getting at?”
“Do you know of anything special about EMS_645@22?”
“Hmm. Something special about 645@22?” He leaned back and
rubbed his hands through his greasy hair. “I don’t know,” he said,
looking back at me after a few moments. “There’s a lot of different
stuff in there. What aberration?”
“+29-14.”
“Ah,” he said, nodding. “That’s the Kokerian Band, or as
metaphysicians have always called it: the astral plane.”
I nodded. “Interesting. So what can show up in the Kokerian
Band?”
“Auras, strong thought forms, subconscious desires if they’re
strong enough. Virtually anything. The Kokerian Band is the realm
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between imagination and the physical plane.”
“Can glitchaemons exist there?”
“Exist there? I’m not sure. Certainly they can cloth themselves
there.”
I nodded.
“So why all this interest in the Kokerian Band?”
“Aww, nothing really. Just curious about something I saw on a
documentary,” I lied. I liked and mostly trusted Dust, but I wasn’t
about to get into the dirty schematics of what was going on with
Celeste and I.
He shrugged and asked, “So how was Karma?”
And that, minus anything concerning Celeste, I told him about.
-6-
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ycles went by, and Isabelle and I were getting along icy again.
She was gone most of the time, almost like she had a real job, so
I found myself alone most of the time.
I thought a lot about Fiona. And I thought a lot about Celeste.
It didn’t seem like it was going to work out with Fiona and I. Her
grandma found out she had snuck out and spent the night with me.
Now Fiona was in a pakao full of vex. When I called to talk to her, it
wasn’t pretty:
“Hi, is Fiona there?”
“Who are you?” her grandma asked, scowling at me with searing
suspicion.
“Uh, I’m Marlowe,” I said honestly, which was unthinkably
dzoumky, but I found it nearly impossible to lie to grandmasita.
“Marlowe?” she said, squinting hard at me. “You took Fiona out
of my house last week?” she accused, stralunato. “You steal Fiona?
She’s just a wahina. You need a woman, not a wahina.”
“But I really care about her.”
She laughed a biting, cynical laugh. “You come back in two EYs
when she’s finished school. You come before then and I ranchero your
huevos.” She disconnected me.
I wasn’t that much older than Fiona. Only about eight EYs.
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Nothing particularly unusual about that, at least not in the city. Maybe
they had different standards out in Cypherfuck, Nowhere. At any rate,
her grandma now hated me.
That little problem coupled with the distance made it hard to
imagine anything serious with her. Of course, I couldn’t really see
Fiona settling down with one malacho anyway, at least not anytime in
the near future. She was fauvic, which was one of things that I both
loved about her and at the same time found infinitely frustrating.
And Celeste was an equation I just couldn’t solve. I felt there
were clues I was overlooking. I felt that if it wasn’t for my emotions
tainting everything, I could find those clues and figure out what was
going on.
I looked through the magick books again. The digitally-enhanced
book contained a boggling array of electromagickal formulas and
other encantations, but I was at a loss to understand them, or even
study them, because merely thinking about the book brought upon
agonizing headaches. Still, there was one diagram that particularly
interested me: a spinning, three-dimensional caduceus—the bodies of
its two snakes an infinite strand of DNA.
I also spent more time examining the other book, The Grimoire
of Abramelin the Mage. It was an interesting book full of daemons
like Ayriansia, a shakticious sprite who loved to bring treasure to her
master, and Bonbartzetel, who enjoyed telling stories about long dead
kings. Some spirits were apparently more powerful than the others.
These were called rulers, and there were seven of them; they lorded
over the other fifty-six.
Yet as fascinating as the other spirits were, I kept coming back to
the page on Khoronzon. He was important, I knew it, but I did not
know how.
It seemed more than a coincidence that Celeste’s cybernetic
appendage existed on the astral plane and that I possessed all these
books on magick—ones I had never read and yet were somehow
intimately familiar to me. My mental block compounded the
frustration. How did it get there? Why was it there? Were important
memories locked behind its hermetically sealed portal? I had no idea
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for sure if all these things were interrelated, but my gut said they
were.
I ran a lot of this conjecture by Isabelle, but she wasn’t at all
interested by any of it and was hence not very helpful.
Still, I loved spending time with Isabelle. Indeed, it was one of the
few things I looked forward to doing everyday.
Late one rainy evening on a Blueday, I picked up Isabelle’s genie
bottle and examined it closely. It was polished pink and gold, with
intricate design work accenting its natural beauty. It sure looked like
a genuine antique. I wonder where she got it? I doubt she’d tell me if
I asked. She was very secretive about certain things, and where she
acquired things was one of them.
I rubbed the bottle, and after a few moments it began to emanate
a rainbow coloured haze of smoke. It wafted up out of the bottle and
then drifted towards the floor, growing and fuming larger and larger
until a human sized cloud of smoke billowed next to me.
It dissipated rapidly and Isabelle stood before me wearing an
exotic blue and purple genie costume. It was very revealing and
aphrodisial. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her wrists,
ankles and belly were all enhanced by expensive looking jewelry.
She was barefoot with toenails lazed purple. Her eyelashes were
particularly long and she blinked them at me, smiling. The palms of
her hands were pressed together and her head was cocked to the side
in a ritually exotic pose.
“Wow! You look like an opiate daydream.”
She smiled. “Thank you. I designed it myself,” she said, gesturing
down at her body. It’s a mixture of ancient Indian, Persian, and
Oriental motifs.”
“The smoke effects were arctic, too. You’re quite the holographic
designer.”
She shrugged, modestly. “Thanks. So what’s your desire, my
master?” she bowed submissively.
“Well, I really shouldn’t say,” I said, smiling wickedly.
She looked at me with her crooked smile. “Bad boy.”
“I know. Actually, I just wanted to see what you were doing.”
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“Nothing,” she shrugged. “Just things.”
“What things?”
“You know. Private things.” I knew she wouldn’t get any more
specific than that.
“I got the new Dolphreakin-KXS/DF. Wanna dance?” she
queried.
“Dance? Here?” I asked, pondering this curious but interesting
notion.
“Sure. Why not?”
I put down her bottle and said, “Okay. Let’s go.”
Isabelle started up the Dolphreakin, which while not my usual
kŭpaté was admittedly quite halopreme for fervic dancing. The music
bumped and thrumped, thrilled and trilled, vibrating throughout the
entire apartment.
“Light_sys: Program: light.toy,” I said, running an old program
that funneled the oscillations of the music from the sFX_sys into the
light_sys for a synchronoscopic swirl of pulsing coloured lights.
I moved into the center of the room and began moving my bod to
the splashy harmoniks. Isabelle laughed.
“Come on, wahine! Let’s boogie down,” I yelled, shaking my
zadjni.
Isabelle grooved over to me and began dancing rather expertly and
far more intricately than your usual dance-bot-bunnie.
“So you do know how to dance,” I yelled.
She smiled knowingly, winked, and then really began moving. I
considered myself a competent dancer, but I could barely keep up
with Isabelle. She shook and flowed, rolled and shimmied, twisted
and twirled. It was enthralling to watch. It was far more than your
usual club jive. Her dancing had a fascinating structure and form
with complex movements and gestures, but they were not forced
and seemed derived naturally from the raucous, yet melodious
syncopations of the music. The pulsing, psychotropic lights danced
across her skin and beads of sweat dripped down her temples and
between her poohis.
After one centicron-long song, I was already tired. “D-scan_sys:
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Off.”
The music stopped and we stood close to each other breathing
hard.
Feeling the heat of her body next to mine, I reached out my hand
and moved my face in to kiss her. I closed my eyes and my lips passed
through air. I opened my eyes with a shock.
Isabelle looked embarrassed and turned away. What a fucking
chakara I was!
“Oh. That was fun, Mar. But I, uh, left some processes running I
need to check on. I’ll see you later. Bye,” and she disappeared.
As I sat down on the couch, I realized that Isabelle’s departures
were a lot less dramatic and more abrupt than her entrances.
I shook my head. What was wrong with me? Trying to kiss a
hologram? Shiva. I was really losing it.
-7-

I

walked over to the picture window in the den. I crossed my arms
and looked outside. It was still raining.
From the thirty-first floor, the view wasn’t nanopreme. It looked
out over Hokona Park, the other side of which was the bulk of
Westside Business sector with its neuetech-skyrize office buildings
that dwarfed my apartment building as well as most of the other
buildings around the park. There were several provocative buildings
in the business sector: the Escher, the Skreqian Complex, and the
Town Shauson. My favourite was the Shards, a.k.a. the OrenthalWhychek Building.
The Shards were grown from atomically altered hexagonalPhorexite. The atomically mutated crystals looked exactly like their
parents—only their structural systems were about 100,000 times larger.
These gigantic crystalline systems were then hollowed out with two
hundred storeys of office space. Like their regular-sized counterparts,
the large hex-Phorexite crystals changed colour according to heat. So
the Shards, depending upon atmospheric conditions, ranged from pale
mauve to deep aquamarine. Presently, it was a rich, royal purple.
At night I liked the way the city’s lights flickered and frolicked
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across my floor and walls. They comforted me, reminding me of
the life all around. I feel safe in the midst of a big city pulsing and
seething with endlessly renewing life.
I was missing Fiona. I hadn’t yet watched the recording I’d made
of my time with her in Santeria. I took the holorec case from off a
stack of computers, opened it up, and removed the OTP. I took the
OTP back into the den and plugged it into the transformer box at the
base of the holojector.
I stood with my back to the Xanadu nightscape, staring into the
center of the den and said, “Light_sys: Off.”
My home lights dimmed to darkness, and the lights flickering in
from the window were my only companions.
I crossed my arms, my bare back against the cold glass of the
window.
“Holo_sys: On. Select: Input 2. Play.”
“Nooo,” Fiona says, smiling wide with embarrassment, turning
away from me. She is sitting on the bed in pink bed-pinas and a wellworn flowered shirt.
“Why not?” my incorporeal voice answers.
“Because I’m shy,” she says, turning and smiling demurely at the
source of the recording, which was me with an ICR_holorec_plugin.
I laugh. “Oh, yeah. Look, just pretend I’m not recording you,
okay?”
She smiles. “Why are you recording anyway?”
“I don’t know. Because you’re so shakti, and I want to remember
you for always and forever.”
She sits on her knees in the middle of the bed and looks seriously
at me then, giving the illusion of her looking at me in the present.
“Now if Marlowe ever shows this holo to anyone, I want them to
know that kwaatsi is obsessed.” She articulates with her hands.
“Obsessed? With what?” my voice asks innocently.
“With me,” she laughs, putting her head down. “Just kidding.”
“No. I am in love. And there’s a razor line between love and
obsession.”
“You’re in love?” she asks, looking up at me.
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“Well, yeah. I’m three quarters in love at least.”
She laughs. “That sounds like a nano Shastabilly song: Mar’s
Three Quarters in Love.”
We both laugh.
“Stop,” I said in the present, and Fiona was paused hideously in
mid-guffaw.
I turned and looked out the window just as a holoblimp flew by
advertising, “Nostalgic Dreams, the KHXC-laced Cigar of Choice.”
I was having a hard time watching the recording. I missed Fiona
way too much. Rubbing my face in her memory was not only
titillatingly pleasurable, but also poignantly raw.
I turned back to the center of the room. “Play. Speed: +45.” Our
final evening together speeds quickly by. In the present, I walked
around the outside of the room.
I sighed in the present as Fiona zips around the room, talking,
gesticulating, and otherwise looking beautiful. “Speed: Normal.
Reverse 45 microns. Pause. Forward 45 tics. Play.”
Fiona stands up from the bed and without warning says, “I think
I’ll take a shower.”
“You should. I’ll watch.”
She walks into the bathroom, not closing the door behind her.
“Nooo,” she says as I follow her in, and my hand is seen pushing the
door shut behind us.
“You can’t watch,” she says, stepping into the shower with her
clothes on and closing the gyriglass door.
“I can’t?”
“Not until I say.” Her pinas fly out over the top of the shower.
“Speed: +2.” The rest of her clothes quickly fly out as well. “Speed:
Normal.” My hand slides open the glass door, and Fiona is revealed
standing naked and shakticiously wet. The water splashes over her
arched body. She relishes the attention and smiles and winks at me.
“Mark: ‘nudeshower.1.’ Speed: -5.”
In the present, I sat on the couch and began to frag, more out of
emotional longing and loneliness than lust. Then on the verge of a
geddon, the holo flickered into noisy static.
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“What the fuck?”
The holo flickers from static to a grisly close-up shot of a putrefied
corpse half-buried in the ground. A man’s voice is describing how it
was found. Some kind of documentary. Then the holo cuts back to
Fiona in the shower.
I growled. Somebody recorded a broadcast show over part of my
holovid! Must have been Isabelle. I’d have to talk to her about that.
“Mark: ‘corpse.’ Reverse. Speed: +15.” Images now in casual
rewind, for long moments...Fiona gracefully moving backwards onto
the bed. “Minus 10. Minus 5. Play.”
“—Wait. I want to tell you about the firemoths,” Fiona says, sitting
upon the bed, papers spread out all around her. They are her poems—
her Ka scribbled upon worn and rough-edged paper.
“Okay. Go ahead.”
She plays with a laser-flame in her hand.
“So about the moth, Mar. It’s like the ugliest thing, right? But it
knows it wants to get to the fire. And it knows that when it gets to the
fire it will die.”
“It knows that?” I ask on the holo as I smiled in the present,
knowing I smile then also.
“Yes. It knows that. It’s just going to commit suicide.”
“Don’t you mean pesticide?”
Wisely, she ignores me and continues her story with sincerity.
“But it’s like for that one moment it would rather be close to the
brilliance—,” and she tries to light the laser-flame for dramatic effect,
but it fizzles. She grimaces and swears, “Fucking lazlight!” And we
both laugh.
She tries the laz again and it lights. She continues, “For that one
tiny instant the moth would rather be a part of the brilliance of that fire
and die than live a long, sad, little life without meaning. But people
try to stay as far away from the fire as they can, afraid that they’ll die.
And their lives just mean nada.”
“Stop. Reverse 40 microns. Mark ‘firemoth.’ Speed: +10.” And I
watched her talking, reciting, smiling, and laughing for me. “Speed:
Normal.”
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“I still can’t believe you have all those poems memorized,” I say.
“I mean it’s haloprematic. Are you sure you aren’t hardwired? You
don’t have an OTP plugged in somewhere I can’t see?”
“No, chakara. Some of us can’t afford them and make do with
something called our own minds.”
I smile wryly.
She gets up and walks around the room, humming a familiar
tune.
I follow behind her, and she stands in front of a mirror, taking
down her hair. “Oh, my TVC one five. Oooh, oh. Oh, TVC one five,”
she sings quietly.
“Shiva, you’re gorgeousity in the flesh,” I say.
“Why?” she whines. “Why do you think I’m gorgeous?”
Yes, she’s gorgeous, but in the present I was more concerned about
that song she was humming. Where had I heard it before? And why
were those letters and numbers so familiar?
“Rewind 10 microns. Mark: ‘song.’”
I shrugged in the present. I didn’t know. I’ll deal with it later.
There were still a few more scenes I wanted to see.
“Speed: +50.” Our evening flashes by at a dizzying pace.
I noticed a cut in the recording. It was the section of our evening I
chose not to record. Some things are so intimate, so special, that they
should be left to memory alone.
“Speed: Normal.”
We lie together on the bed facing each other. She wears only pinas
and I, an unbuttoned shirt. The silence of desolate night as it slowly
changes into early morning within the confines of a small town motel
room is uncanny.
“Look into my eyes,” she says softly.
I do.
“What do you see?” she whispers.
I smile wryly and say with just a hint of sarcasm, “Love.”
She smiles. “Look into my eyes,” she says mesmerizingly.
I do, and she stares at me for long moments. It is strange for me to
look so long into someone’s eyes. I’m not sure what I see, but I hope
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it’s love.
“What do you see?”
“You fucking with me,” I say, and smile confidently.
“Look into my eyes,” she says, brushing aside my response, and
now her words are like a mantra, drawing me in, sucking me into her
spell, her cloying incantation.
We stare at each other, the only sounds our breathing.
“What do you see?” she whispers almost silently, so that all I hear
is the sharp “t,” the dull “d,” and her slithery “s.”
“I don’t know,” I say uncertainly.
“Look into my eyes.”
And I stare into the deep brown depths of her bottomless mystery
and am entranced. Eyes like an abyss of warm mahogany. It would be
ecstasy to drown in her eternal bed of effulgent delights.
“What do you see?” she whispers like a warm breeze through the
bare winter boughs of my Ka.
“Love,” I say with utter sincerity. “I see love in there.”
Her eyes narrow to slits and she smiles wickedly. “Fool,” she
hisses and turns away.
Fuck, I think, turning away myself. I fell for it. Suckered.
Completely.
And I laugh.
She may not love me, but I was certainly falling for her.
“What?” she asks, looking at me curiously.
“Gimme a cigarette.”
And suddenly, in the present, I remembered.
“Stop,” I said, standing up.
TVC15. T-V-C-1-5. Tee Vee Cee One Five. That’s it! Celeste spoke
those very letters and numbers to me at Caligula’s Palace during that
reechy holoshow. But why was Fiona humming them? What did they
mean? Why were they familiar?
I knew that song, but from where?
“Isabelle!” I called.
After a few moments, she swirled into being out of a whirlpool of
jonquil smoke.
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“Yeah?” she queried with mild impatience.
“First of all. Did you record over my holovid of Fiona?”
“Holo? Of Fiona?” she asked much too innocently.
“Isabelle,” I said sternly. “I’m in no mood. Did you or didn’t
you record over a small section of my Fiona tape with some sort of
documentary?”
“Yes, but,” she said with pleading eyes, “it was an accident. Don’t
be mad. I was just—”
“All right. All right. There are more important things I want to ask
you about. First of all,” I said, leading her into my room and taking
out the two magick books. “You know nothing at all about these?
Absolutely nothing?”
“Nothing,” she said sincerely enough that I was willing to believe
her. For now.
“Okay, and look, there’s a spirit in this book called Khoronzon.
I asked you about this before, but I’m asking you again: Didn’t you
have a subprocess named Khoronzon?”
“Yes. I mean I used to. A long time ago.”
“Not anymore?”
“No. It outgrew its usefulness.”
“What about the name? Where did you get that name?”
“Not from that book. I’ve never seen it before.”
“Then from where?”
“From whither dances the Fool?”
Another confusing image from Isabelle, but I think I got that one.
“Okay. Well, anyway, there’s one more thing. Come back out
here.”
I walked into the den, and she was already there when I entered.
“Holo_sys: Go to mark: ‘song.’ Play.”
Fiona appeared in the room humming.
“What’s that song she’s humming, Isabelle?”
“She’s kind of dark, don’t you think, Mar?” she said critically.
“And young too. How old is she?”
“Isabelle! The song.”
“TVC15? It’s a David Bowie song. It’s in that movie you like,
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about the heroin addict.”
“What?” I asked, surprised. “Christiane F.?” I sat down trying to
remember. “Yeah. Yeah. That’s it.
“Oh my chicky-poo-pie, oh, oh. Oh my chicky-poo-pie,” I sung.
“What?” she asked as if I’d gone skaweeja.
“That’s what I thought the song said.”
“It doesn’t sound like that at all.”
“Well, I thought it did, and once I get the idea certain lyrics say a
certain thing, it’s very hard to dislodge them no matter how unlike the
original they may sound.”
She laughed.
“Well. This is interesting,” I said, tugging at my whiskers. “Why
would Celeste say that? She acted like it was important. Well, let’s
just see, shall we?
“Holo_sys: Moviemod: Christiane F. Play,” I said. I didn’t need to
plug in an OTP for it as Christiane F. was one of the few movies I kept
in resident home_sys mem.
“You’re going to watch the whole thing?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said, easing back into the chair. “I’ve got to get to the
bottom of this.”
I watched the movie carefully, taking especial note of the scene
with TVC15 playing in it. I found nothing out of the unusual. Isabelle
begged to leave after the first viewing so I let her go. I, however,
watched it again. And then again, shredding my mind for some clue.
But nothing. Nothing was unusual.
I was frustrated and now depressed at seeing the movie three times
in a row. Finally, I decided to say fuck it and go to sleep.
-8-

I

woke up to the annoying ringy-ding-dong of the portal. It was still
early for me, and I wasn’t pleased.
The door whizzed open and a blond-haired malacho stumbled
into my hallway and stood staring at me with frenzied eyes. He
was so disheveled I didn’t recognize him at first: it was Celeste’s
kwaziguito.
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“Uh....”
“Marlowe? Thank Krishna, I found you. I don’t have much time,
I’m changing CTR frequencies every tenth of a micron, but it’s not
fast enough. Eventually she’ll gain control again. You must stop
her!”
“What? Stop who?”
“Mar?” Isabelle queried from within my head. “What’s he doing
here?”
“I don’t know,” I responded internally. “But be ready to do
something if he behaves adversely.”
“Of course,” she said.
“You must stop her!” he rasped at me. “I know you’re probably
wondering why I’ve come to you since essentially we’re rivals, but I
know your reputation for innovative hacking, and to stop her you’ll
have to make entirely new rules. You don’t know what she’s become!
And that’s another reason: You knew her! You cared for her. Perhaps
you can save her—but you must stop her!
“Oh, fuck,” he said, and his head twitched. He pulled a
mysckropulator from his pocket, and before I could react, put it to
his head and fired. His head exploded quietly from the inside out,
splattering bloody brains, shards of skull, and clumps of hair all
over the walls, the ceiling, and me. The rest of him slumped to the
ground.
“Isabelle? Did you do that?” I asked, wiping the gore off my face
with the inside of my shirt.
“Not me,” she said, appearing only as two huge phosphorescent
eyes floating in the air. “He did it himself.”
“Himself? Are you sure? I mean did something force him to do it?”
I asked, kneeling over and searching his body for an OTP and found
one under his left arm.
“It’s possible. I wasn’t monitoring for anything specific.”
“Look at his OTP. What do you make of it?”
“Many unusual attributes. But, ah, here’s something germane. It
receives and sends BS/DF from sub-Δ_bandwidth.”
“Meaning he could have been controlled by such means?”
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“Yes, and unless one is looking directly at sub-Δ, even one such as
I isn’t likely to notice anything unusual during these transfers.”
“What a fucking mess,” I said, standing up. “I always hated
mysckropulators. So primitive.”
“He was talking about Celeste?”
“I assume so,” I said, staring at what was left of him. “What am I
going to do with his body?”
“You can’t call the police.”
“No. I suppose not. Not since I have no idea what’s going on. So I
dispose of it myself, I guess. Fuck,” I said, seething with fury. “Fuck,”
I yelled and kicked his lifeless body. “Shivatoten it! What did I ever
do to deserve my x-mowi’s kwazi showing up to shoot himself in my
hallway? I mean really. I just want love and happiness. Is that too
much to ask?”
“Mar, you’re whining.”
I laughed, just slightly maniacally. “I know. I know. It’s just such
a...mess.”
“It’s not that bad. Just cut up his body, put the parts in the
reticulator, set the floor to auto-clean, wash off the walls, and then
take a shower. It’s not hard.”
“Oh. This is just too morbid,” I said, retrieving my pocket-laz from
the other room.
-9-

N

ow it was imperative that I find out what the pakao was going
on with Celeste. I felt she had indeed given me the key: TVC15.
Now if I could just find the lock.
I sat and began slowly remembering that scene at the casino in
detail, running it over and over, always looking for details that I’d
forgotten. But what was I looking for? That whole scene seemed
strange to recall, like I was drugged or something, yet its imagery was
vividly lucid.
Why had she given me the name of a song from one of my
favourite movies? Certainly because she’d thought I’d recognize it,
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even though I hadn’t. At least not on my own. What had I asked her
when she told me that? The music! Yes. I had asked her about the
music that was playing.
Beethoven. Beethoven’s Third Symphony. Second movement.
Three. Two.
“Holo_sys: Christiane F. Time: Three centicrons, two millicrons.
Mark: ’clue.’ Play.”
It was a scene in a club with “TVC15” playing. I grew excited. I
seemed to be in the proper groove. “Pause. Go to ‘clue.’ Save frame
as ‘Christiane.Still.1.’ Hardcopy.”
The printer quickly spat out a sheet with the young Christiane
holding a drink in her hand. I saw nothing special about it though. I
paced the room, staring at the printout.
What’s so special about this frame? Something. There must be
something.
I tossed the printout aside. “Holo_sys: Run: HoloStudioMax
+turboanalyzer_plugin.” The Adobe logo floated in the air,
spinning around. “Load ‘Christiane.Still.1.’” The two dimensional
representation of the frame floated in the air before me. A threedimensional bar chart of the colour separations floated next to it. I sat
down heavily upon the couch, tugging at my stubbly face.
“Magnify x 2.”
The image doubled, taking up the entire room, from floor to
ceiling.
I stood up and began examining it centimeter by centimeter. I
moved from the top left corner down to the bottom, then to the right
a bit, back up to the top, moving over to the right a bit more and then
down again. I continued in this manner until about halfway through
the picture I noticed something peculiar. There was something in
Christiane’s left pupil—something very clear and detailed amidst the
grainy film stock of the original shoot.
I picked up my lazwand and pointed it at the image. A glowing
white box appeared around any area where I aimed it. I boxed in
Christiane’s pupil and said, “Magnify selected x 10.”
My selected area enlarged to about half the size of how I’d just
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been viewing the original. Her pupil was now as large as my head,
and while the pixels were now somewhat blocky, I could see what
was inside it: a blue and gold scarab.
I laughed a little to myself and shook my head.
That was it? All this trouble to show me her fucking scarab?
I sat down and put my head in my hands and sighed.
This was ridiculous.
And then it occurred to me. I got this frame from my copy of
Christiane F., from my home_sys. Were all copies of Christiane F.
altered thus? Unlikely.
I stood up. “Labyrinth_sys: Connect.”
I plugged the Labyrinth_OTP into the woundset on my right
thigh and plugged an ext_OTP into the one on the left. The former
connected me to the information I needed while the latter allowed me
to funnel it into HoloStudio.
Navigating the Labyrinth with an OTP is solburst. It’s simple
with no noise. Much like accessing organic memories, one mentally
conjures them up, and like magic the information appears—at least
if it is publicly available information. If the information is private,
the process is more like trying to access that totened memory block
I have. At any rate, it was easy enough to grab a copy of Christiane
F. Of course it would have cost me some creds, except I knew where
all the halopreme p1r/\te.s1tEz were so I never paid for anything that
could be disseminated electronically.
“Labyrinth_sys: Disconnect.”
I quickly scanned through this new copy of Christiane F., located
the appropriate frame and set it side by side next to mine.
At small size they seemed identical.
“Enlarge Christiane.Still.2@spot1 x 10.” I was not surprised to
discover that the downloaded version contained no special Celeste
scarab.
Hmmm. If they were different in that respect, perhaps also in other
ways?
“Compare Christiane.Still.1 with Christiane.Still.2.”
The images overlapped, and wherever there was even the slightest
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difference down to one pixel, that area would light up in bright
green.
“Mishiva!” I said, brushing my hands through my hair. “My
fucking Shiva.”
In the air before me there was a blazing green schematic, a
perfectly clear map of the Sibylnacht System, with a big green arrow
pointing to a planet called Primary.
I knew Primary. At least by reputation.
Why did Celeste want me to go to Primary?
Or did she? I had no real proof it was her. Sure, someone had made
it clear that’s who they wanted me to think I was communicating
with in this cryptic manner with hidden clues and messages sent
by a hologram who appeared to be Celeste, but I wasn’t entirely
convinced. But still, it was apparent somebody wanted me to pay a
visit to Primary. But who? And why? If it was Celeste, I didn’t see
why she couldn’t just get a hold of me directly and tell me what the
problem was. She must know I could never refuse her for something
important.
I burned the image of the map into my CP_OTP and quickly made
up my mind to leave.
I would indeed go to Primary. I saw no other way to get to the heart
of the matter. Perhaps it was a dangerous move, but then it didn’t
seem particularly safe to hang around here any longer either. Not with
old rivals turning up to explode in my entryway. Besides, I felt an
incredible craving to be actively solving this problem. I was ashed on
letting things just happen.
I wouldn’t go alone, however. I’d need help.
It was late so I took several depressants to ease me into slumber. I
woke up at around two. Early for me. I showered, dressed, and made
my way back to the den. Isabelle wasn’t around.
“Phone_sys: On. Program: Disguise.2.” I had several programs
that concealed my natural looks and voice. Disguise.2 morphed me
into a plain looking wahine.
Her grandma answered after several chimes.
“Yes?” she said curtly, squinting at me. Shiva that woman
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frightened me.
“Hi. Is Fiona there?” I said in a chipper voice.
“Who are you?”
“I’m Tishy.”
“Trishy?”
“Tishy.”
“Hold on,” she said and disappeared, leaving me looking at a
quaint little room. On the wall I could see an old holophoto of Fiona
and her mother.
After a few moments Fiona appeared.
“Yeah?”
“Hi. Are you alone?”
“Who are you?” she said, crossing her arms.
“Are you alone?”
“If you don’t tell me who you are, I’m going to disconnect.”
I held a button on the holophone and whispered in my own voice,
“It’s me. Marlowe.”
She raised her eyebrows, smiling. “Mar?”
“Yeah.”
“Sangre! You are so, so, so muy loca. Sí?”
“Maybe. Can I morph myself back?”
She shook her head subtly but definitively. “So Tishy. Why are you
calling?”
“I thought I could come see you.”
She frowned a bit. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I got in mucho
trouble last time.”
“Can I speak freely?”
She glanced around casually and then back to me. “Yeah. But
hurry.”
“I need your help. I’m on a mission.”
“A mission?” An eyebrow rose doubtfully.
“Yeah. There’s a lot of things I have to fill you in on, but basically
I’m in danger until I figure out what’s going on. I’d like you to come
with me. But it will be dangerous.”
At the word dangerous, her eyes lit up noticeably, which worried
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me a bit. “You want me to leave with you? Where?”
“To Primary.”
“Primary?” Now her eyes really lit up. “Why?” she asked,
highwired.
“It’s a long story. I can explain everything when I get there.”
She shook her head, her frown returning. “No, Mar. I can’t go with
you.”
“Why not? It’ll probably only take a few dekacycles.”
“Because, kwaatsi, once I leave Santeria I can’t come back. At
least not to live with grandmasita. I’m hanging on by a tierwire
around here, Mar. I can’t.”
I sighed, looking down and shaking my head. “You’re right. It’s not
fair of me to ask you to go with me. You have your life. You have your
school. I’m going to go before I get you into even more trouble.”
“No! Wait.”
I looked up hopefully.
“Come down.”
“Come down to get you?”
“Yes,” she said and glanced around furtively.
“You’ll come with me?”
“Just come down. I have to go. Bye,” and she disconnected.
I sighed and rubbed a hand through my hair. Funny, but now I was
becoming so excited about seeing Fiona, I almost didn’t give a toten
about really finding out what was going on with Celeste.
Still, I knew I had to. So I spent the rest of the afternoon and
evening preparing. I packed up everything I thought I might need,
including all my hacking equipment and a large length of rope—one
should always bring rope on any sort of adventure.
I also spent a few millicrons on the Labyrinth perusing the hacking
sites, looking for anything new that might be useful. I found a program
to encrypt data into Mandelbrots and another perfectly useless one
for a grasshopper AI. I also found some tips for upgrading some of
my own programs, which I implemented that evening as well. It was
getting late when Isabelle put in her cyclical appearance.
Purple rain fell from the ceiling, and where the drops fell, they
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revealed Isabelle, drop by drop. She smiled happily until she glanced
around the room and noticed I was packing—then she frowned.
“Going somewhere?”
“I’m going to track down Celeste. I’m going to find out what’s
going on with her.”
Isabelle laughed sarcastically. “Oh, really? You’re going to trek
off in search of your damsel in distress like some kind of knight in
gleaming white armor?”
I stared at her, keeping my anger in check. I had expected a
response like this. Besides she had a point.
I shrugged.
“But she’s no damsel and your armor is far from gleaming, and it
was never white. Believe me.”
This statement caused a strange anxiety in me, but I had no idea
why. “W-what?”
“Nothing, Mar,” she said in that irritatingly dismissive tone of
hers. Then her voice softened and she asked, “So you think you can
save her?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if she needs saving.
But I’d like you to come with me. I could use your help in getting to
the bottom of this.”
Her frown transformed into her crooked smile. “Alright, Mar. I’ll
go with you.”
“And, uh, one more thing. We’re taking Fiona with us.”
“Fiona?” Isabelle rolled her eyes. “Why?”
“She’s very resourceful.”
Isabelle shook her head. “The Will of the Hanged Man is to drown
himself.”
“What?”
“Alright, Mar. Bring her along. It’s your show after all.”
“And I hope you can be civil to her,” I said.
“Mar,” she said liltingly. “Have you no higher regard for me than
that? Don’t you think I’m a little more sophisticated than to get into it
with your little splitchka?”
“Isabelle...” I said warningly.
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“Just kidding,” she said and smiled in such a way that I’m sure she
was aware was entirely much too sweet.
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F

lying southward once again to Santeria, it was nice to have
Isabelle to keep me company. Not that she had to travel with
me. She could be there instantly if she so desired, but she
seemed to be enjoying the trip as much as I was.
“The forest is so shakti,” she said, looking out into the trees, their
silver leaves now edged with gold. I was flying through the Gyleria
forest this time. I had to fly much, much slower over the windy roads,
but it was worth it for Isabelle’s sake. “It’s like another world. So
enchanting.”
I glanced over at her, but as she seemed to be lost in her own
thoughts, I said nothing.
Moments later she turned to me and smiled sadly. “I can travel
the known universe at virtually a moment’s notice so long as it’s to
an inhabited place with computer networks, but I can’t so easily visit
places like these.”
“You could procure a hover equipped with survey equipment and
fly it out here yourself.”
“Yes,” she said, turning back to the woods. “I suppose. But it’s just
not the same unless I have someone to share it with.”

Shaun Von Dragen

I turned to her, and she looked over at me with those wide, green
eyes, and I smiled, coming face to face with the conclusion that I’d
fallen in love with my own creation.
So I guess that made three volunas I was still, at least partially, in
love with. There was definitely something wrong with me.
She winked knowingly and turned back to the scenery around us.
I laughed a little, focusing again on my driving as we entered a
particularly twisty section of road. These roads weren’t made for
hovers, just cars, but they were wide enough to fly through if one was
careful.
“Oooh, that gold tree looks like it’s embracing the big one,”
Isabelle said. I slowed down and glanced out, noticing the trees she
meant: one of the rarer, smaller Midasians and an immense Skywood.
The effect of the their limbs wrapped around each other, in a not-sosubtly paniferous fashion, was uncanny.
Out on the road with Isabelle, soon to be with Fiona, the problems
with Celeste seemed remote and unimportant. I felt less like I was
traveling to some unknown danger and more like I was on a tsoonic
little adventure.
I smiled, sliding the accelerator forward. Branches, trees, and the
distance flew by with shocking celerity. I had a hard time coming out
of some of the hairpin turns without smashing into a tree or two.
“Don’t you think you should slow down a bit?”
“Naw,” I said, pulling out of a turn and scraping into some branches
before I could regain the center of the road.
“Mar!”
I was having fun careening around corners, the hover banking
dangerously from one extreme to the other.
“Mar! Slow down,” she said as we continued our mad race through
the Skywoods, but I could tell she was as highwired as I was.
It wasn’t long before we were out the other side, and I flew up
out of the woods high, high, high and dry up into the atmosphere.
Then I dived down like a Spearhawke, aiming for the general area of
Evolreven Seid.
I was coming down with such speed that the hover vibrated and
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shook in a somewhat harrowing fashion.
“I can’t watch,” Isabelle said, blinking out of existence.
I could see people in the center of town now, pointing up at me. I
couldn’t yet see the whites of their eyes, but I figured I’d better pull
up anyway, so I did, and I swept across the center of the marketplace
at such an alarming closeness and speed that everyone I saw ducked,
screamed, or ran. I laughed and continued speeding along what
appeared to be Evolreven’s main roadway. Finally, I reduced my
speed, heading towards the Quality Quick.
Isabelle reappeared in her seat, staring at me with wide eyes,
shaking her head.
“Hey. Sometimes a malacho’s just gotta do what he’s gotta do,” I
said.
“You mean behave like a skaweejic zadjni?”
I laughed. “Yeah. Sometimes just like that.”
Isabelle raised a stern eyebrow, but only chuckled nervously. “You
shouldn’t have done that.”
“Why?” I asked, coming down off the adrenaline. “Because I
might have hurt someone?”
She shrugged. “Not really. But you might have hurt yourself or
been arrested.”
“Yeah. It wasn’t too smart,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t
know what got into me. It sure was fun though.”
“Just be more careful in the future. We’re not on vacation, you
know. This isn’t some joke. We don’t know what we’re going up
against, but at the very least it’s probably got something to do with
one of the most powerful corporations in the universe.”
“Yeah. I know. It just feels like vacation for some reason,” I said,
pulling into the Quality Quick parking lot and landing. “I’m going to
go check in. Why don’t you scope out the town, technically speaking
that is.”
“I guess. It shouldn’t take me long. There’s not much of a
technology base around here, but I’ll see if I can find anything
interesting.”
I picked up my travel bag from the hover and walked into the
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office. The sun was setting in the distance, and I smiled as I tsooned
the shakticiousness of the red orb burning its way into the low-lying
mountain range at the edge of town. Shiva, I felt good.
-2-

T

he room was identical to the one I’d had that night with Fiona,
but this room number held no special significance for me.
I unpacked a bit, putting Isabelle’s genie bottle on the bed, and then
called Fiona, but there was no answer. Hm. Out with the family?
Isabelle returned, floating up out of the hotel room floor with
her legs crossed upon a pink cloud. She was wearing another genie
costume, this one emerald and jonquil.
“Find anything interesting?” I asked.
She hovered in the middle of room. “Not at all. I hate it here. Let’s
get your little splitchka and go.”
“First of all, don’t call her that. Second, she’s not home, and third,
we’re not leaving until tomorrow anyway.”
She climbed off her cloud, which quickly dissipated, and crawled
onto the bed. She slithered down upon her stomach and rested her
chin in her hands. “What are we going to do then?”
“I was thinking of going down to the hydrotherms. Wanna
come?”
“What for?”
“I don’t know. But I’m going down for a few.”
“All right. I have a bunch of stuff to do anyway. Bye.”
“What stuff?” I asked, but she’d already gone.
So I went down to the pools, hung out in the deserted hydrotherm
for awhile, and then went back upstairs to try Fiona again. Still no
answer. Tomorrow was a school day, and I figured it was getting
late for her grandma to be keeping her out. I felt a growing sense of
anxiety.
I tried watching the holo, but there were few channels, none
interesting. I tried calling again, and again, and again, but no one
would answer. Now I was worried. Toten.
I decided I’d better go over there myself, so I got in my hover and
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flew to her house, parking in the alley behind it. The houses were
close together, and nearly every yard contained a dog or some other
house-beast. Feeling uneasy, I parked the hover and stepped out onto
the dirt road.
After sneaking through someone else’s yard first, I carefully
made my way into her backyard, which was quite dark. I could see
light from inside a few of the windows, so I stood back aways and
watched.
Eventually I saw Fiona walk by. I tried to signal her, but she didn’t
see me.
I went up to the window I’d seen her at and rapped lightly upon it.
Almost immediately Fiona’s grandma appeared within.
“¿Quien queires?” she asked irritably.
“Uhm,” I said, disguising my voice with a cheesy accent. “It’s
Pablo.”
“¿Quien?”
“Pablo.” Luckily, it was dark enough I knew she couldn’t make
out my features.
“Pablo?”
“Yes.”
Now Fiona had walked up behind her grandma, and I saw the
smile on her lips and the laughing in her eyes.
“What do you want?” her grandma asked me.
“Can I see Fiona?”
“No.”
“Can I talk to her for just a micron?”
“Okay. Talk then. Right here.”
She moved away, and Fiona came up to the window. “Hi,” she
said.
“Hola,” I said, still in my accent.
She whispered, “Come back in half a deci.” Then louder she said,
“I can’t help you with your homework tonight, Pablo. Tomorrow,
maybe.”
“Okay. Adios.”
“Arreña.”
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I went back to the motel room and waited anxiously, pacing around
restlessly for awhile, and then flew back to wait for her in the alley.
I was so early I had to wait quite a long time. Even after the
appointed time she still didn’t come out.
Worried she might never appear, I flew the hover, without lights,
around to the front. She was standing out there alone, huddled in a
blanket.
I idled near the ground and she got in. I lifted up into the night sky
and held there.
It was dark. Very dark. You never got that kind of darkness in a
city sprawl.
“Hey,” I said and gave her a long hug. “I called.”
“I know. Grandmasita disconnected the holophone.”
“Why?”
“She doesn’t want me to use it.”
“You’re kidding?”
“No.”
“But what if there’s an emergency and someone needs to get a hold
of your grandma.”
Fiona shrugged. “Nothing I guess. We’re not receiving any calls.”
Under the blanket she was wearing only shorts and a tight black
top that exposed her midriff. “So what’s the freq? You coming with
me or not?”
“I can’t,” she said sadly.
“Then why did I drive all the way down here for you then?”
“I don’t know,” she said, looking down. “I thought maybe I could
go, but I can’t. I can’t leave my grandmasita. I mean she’s mean
sometimes, but it’s only because she loves me and I love her. And I
have kwaatsis here. And school.”
I sighed, shaking my head. “I can’t believe you made me fly all the
way down here, all the way through those winding fucking roads. I’m
still nauseous from the flight,” I said, upset.
“I know. I’m sorry.”
I looked at her and could tell she was sincerely sorry, and I felt
bad.
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“You flew through the forest then?” she queried lightly.
“Yeah, I decided to take the scenic route,” I said wryly. “I don’t
know how people get around in cars. I really don’t.”
She laughed. “When I was a little wahina, mi papa used to drive
me through those roads. He was always drunk off his zadjni.”
A rusty scalpel of fear sliced through my heart as I envisioned
little Fiona sitting next to her father as he careened madly through the
narrow, side-winding roads, probably almost killing them both on any
number of occasions.
“It’s okay if you don’t want to go,” I said kindly as my anger
dissipated. “Really.” I brushed my fingers through her hair. “I’m
happy just to see you.” I kissed her forehead.
“Are you?” she queried with that wahina-like curiosity of hers.
“Of course. I was just a little upset that you’re not coming with
me. I mean I really wanted to you come. I need you and I need your
help.”
She looked at me. “I want to go, Mar. I just don’t know if I can. I
mean if I do, I can’t come back.”
“You can live with me. We can daschbond.”
She laughed wryly. “I don’t want to daschbond!”
“Why not?” I asked, hurt.
“I don’t want to bond with anyone!”
“Why not?”
“I don’t need a bondmate.”
“You don’t want to have children? You’d be a good mother.”
“I know I would,” she said proudly. “But I don’t need a
bondmate.”
“Children need a father.”
She shrugged. “I don’t think so.”
I shook my head. “So you won’t ever marry me?”
“I don’t want to be your bondmate. I want to be your mistress,”
she said coyly.
I shook my head. “This conversation is ridiculous.”
“It is, huh?”
“So you’re not coming?”
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“I don’t know, Mar. Should I?”
“Why not? I mean you know how to take care of yourself. You
already proved it on Karma. You don’t need your grandma. You don’t
need me either, but if you’d like to come along and help me, then do
it.”
“I don’t even know exactly what it is we’re going to do.”
So I ran down a schematic on the sitch.
“Wow. That’s pretty serious, Mar.”
“I know. And I could really use your help. Not to mention the fact
that I tsoon being with you.”
“Okay,” she said, raising her chin up. “I’ll go.”
“Really?”
“Yes. But I need to pack. So take me home now, and meet me
tomorrow at the school, on the side. I’m not even going to tell
grandmasita until I’m already gone.”
“Okay. Where’s the school?”
“You’ve seen it. The grey and green building with the styggy dog
painted on it? With game fields in back?”
“Yeah. Okay.”
“There’s a laundromat on one side of the school. Park near there.
I’ll be there at two point five.”
“What’s a laundromat?”
She sighed. “A little blue building full of old women with baskets
of clothes.”
“Okay,” I said, landing in front of her house. “And Fiona. I do love
you, you know.”
She looked at me seriously. “No, Mar. Don’t fall in love with
me.”
“Why not?” I asked, pouting.
“I’ll be a shatterstorm across your heart,” she said and kissed me
on the cheek. Then she winked and stepped out of the hover, closing
it quietly behind her.
I watched her run off and enter the house, and then I lifted up again
into the darkness.
I tried not to think about the fact that I was in love with two
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volunas while on a search for a third that I used to be in love
with—and probably still was. Never mind that one technically wasn’t
real. It was kynetik-overload to analyze this thing. Still, there were
no commitments anywhere so I felt I could safely walk this line,
hopefully without hurting myself or anyone else. I felt like maybe by
the time I found out what was going on with Celeste that some of this
stuff with Isabelle and Fiona would have worked itself out.
I turned on the lights, slid the hover into forward, and plunged off
into the night.
-3-

I

waited outside the school next to the laundromat. Laundromats; I
swear to Shiva, I didn’t even know they still existed. I’d seen them
in movies, of course, though I had forgotten their proper name.
This part of the school seemed to be where all the smokers came to
smoke. They mulled around talking, laughing, and coughing.
I had taken the top off the hover because the weather was so
halopreme. And either because of the hover or Isabelle looking like
some vacationing holostar with fashionable scarlet scarf and black
sunglasses, we attracted no small amount of attention from many of
the schiqueybopz that were walking by or tsooning the scene.
Isabelle smoked a dohanyzik out of a long cigarette holder and
blew the smoke into shapes impossible outside a hologram.
She exhaled a stream of red smoke that fashioned itself into a
brilliant phoenix that arched its back and spreads its wings as is burnt
itself up in its own fire.
“That was a nice one,” I said with admiration.
“Thanks.”
Eventually Fiona came walking up to the hover and looked in and
smiled at me and then frowned at Isabelle. She was carrying two big
travel bags.
I got out of hover and helped her load them into the back.
I got back into the hover, but Fiona stood outside the passenger
door and crossed her arms, glaring at Isabelle and I.
“Isabelle?” I said, widening my eyes meaningfully.
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“What?” she asked, blowing out a stream of styggy black smoke.
“Can’t you move your holoform somewhere else?”
“Why should I move?” Isabelle asked.
“Because where is Fiona going to sit? This is a two-seater, Isabelle,
and you don’t need a seat!” Shivatoten, is she stubborn.
“Fine,” Isabelle said, and she morphed into a lovely little sprite
with pink wings. She jumped up, flew over, and landed on my
shoulder. Then she sat there admiring her fingernails.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Not a problem,” she said with practiced indifference.
“Get in, Fiona.”
“Are you sure it’s okay with that...thing?” she said, pointing at
Isabelle. Isabelle ignored the comment.
“Yes, it’s okay. Get in. And she’s not a thing; she’s an Isabelle,” I
said, smiling.
I glanced down at Isabelle and saw her stick her tiny tongue out at
Fiona. Fiona glowered at her but climbed into the hover and sat down
without comment.
“And, Isabelle, this is Fiona.”
“Yeah, I know,” she said, and it was a little strange because her
voice sounded perfectly normal, and yet it was coming out of a body
about ten centimeters high. “We’ve met.”
“When? Oh. When you were trying to track me down. At any rate,
I’d really appreciate it if you two would try and get along.”
“Sure. Whatever,” Fiona said, not sounding particularly sincere.
“Oh, Mar, of course. You know me,” Isabelle said sweetly.
I shook my head as I lifted the hover up into the air, wondering
what I had gotten myself into. Fiona waved to a pack of malachos on
the ground and blew them a kiss. I slid the hover into forward and we
were off.
-4-
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t took almost two decis to enter into the Enoica Khierzenslide,
which is where we were now. Isabelle hadn’t returned since
her last disappearance, and Fiona had been sleeping since about a
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centicron out of Evolreven Seid.
Having Fiona sleeping deeply and soundly beside me filled me
with tsoonic warmth, causing the winter branches of my Ka to bud
and flower.
It occurred to me that perhaps I was doing a selfish thing by
bringing Fiona along with me. I had no idea what Primary would hold
for us. Celeste was seemingly the cause of one death already so there
was no reason to think she wouldn’t kill again. Besides, Primary was
dangerous in and of itself, even without the problem of Celeste.
I glanced over at Fiona, who looked like a small wahina when she
was sleeping, and felt a touch of guilt—but honestly, I mostly just felt
happy. Fiona was a big wahine. She could indeed take care of herself,
and I hadn’t exactly forced her to come along.
Fiona groaned and began waking up. She looked around with a
mean, styggy morning-type face.
“Ahh,” I said with mock sincerity. “There’s my shakti angelique.”
She flashed me a reechy chăgrin and turned away. She moved the
seat back up to a sitting position and stared out her window.
“Where’s that computer thing?” she asked after a few moments.
“What computer thing?”
“Your programmable mowi-wowi or whatever she is.”
I laughed a little. “She’s off doing...whatever it is she does.”
“Why does she have to come with us? Can’t you just turn her
off?”
I laughed again. “No. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. It’s not like
that. She may be an NAI, but she’s as real as me or you.”
“How’s that? She doesn’t even have a body.”
“She’s self-aware, Fiona, and she has thoughts and feelings just
like us. She has her own dreams and motivations like any human.”
“That’s weird. Why did you make her?”
“I’m not sure, really. I suppose I was lonely.”
“So you created a mowi? That’s kind of sick.”
I laughed again. “It’s not like that. Really. She’s not my mowi
either.”
“She sure acts like it.”
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“That she does...and I’m afraid I don’t do much to discourage it
either. I like being cared for the way she cares for me. I like someone
being jealous over me. That’s one thing that kind of drives me
skaweeja about you. You never get jealous over me at all.”
“I don’t get jealous over anyone, Mar. I’ve told you that.”
“Yeah. I know. I just wish you did sometimes.”
She leaned the seat back, putting her feet up on top of the main
control panel. “It’s just not me.”
“Yeah. I know.”
“So how long until we get there?” she asked, putting her hands
behind her head.
“Well,” I said, examining the NAV_monitor. “We should come out
the khierzenslide in about three or four more decis. We’ll come out
in orbit of Kuhmukuhulu and then we’ll take the Yuktawa Slide to
Primary.”
“Kuhmukuhulu?” she said with highwire, putting her feet down
and sitting up in her seat. “I’ve always wanted to see Kuhmukuhulu.
Can we stop?”
“No. I don’t think so,”
“Oh, please, please, please.”
I shook my head, and a phosphorescent pair of stylized eyes
appeared on the windshield blinking at us. “What’s this about?”
Isabelle asked.
“Fiona wants to go to Kuhmukuhulu.”
“I hear it’s very beautiful,” Isabelle said, her eyes somehow
looking thoughtful.
“Oh no, you hinas. I mean we have a mission.”
“No,” Isabelle said. “You have a mission. You’re just dragging us
along.”
“Yeah,” Fiona said. “And we want to go to Kuhmukuhulu.”
“You want to go too then, Isabelle?” I asked.
“Hold on,” she said, and then her eyes were gone.
“Where’d she go?”
“I have no idea. But it’s really starting to aggravate me the way
she’s always running off to Shiva knows where doing Shiva knows
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what.”
Isabelle’s eyes appeared again. “Yeah, Mar. I want to go, too.”
I shook my head. “I guess we’re going to Kuhmukuhulu then.” I
tapped new coordinates into the console.
“Fauvarito!” Fiona said, and Isabelle smiled.
“D-scan_sys:” Fiona said. “Artist: ‘Jaimasum Jiz.’ Album: ‘Reechy
on Da Biatche.’ Volume: 60.”
“Volume: 40,” I quickly countered, and the music clamored
bumpingly from the system. Fiona leaned back and began nodding
her head to the music. Isabelle turned into an oscillator and began
vibrating to the beat.
I smiled at them both and hit the accelerator.
-5-
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uhmukuhulu was a ny-tropical paradise. The beaches were said
to be the most beautiful in the universe and the jungles the most
dense and dangerous.
“Where to now?” I asked as we sped above a trail of a dozen or so
islands called the Michkuawas.
Isabelle, appearing as a diminutive angel wearing combat boots,
was sitting cross-legged upon dashboard.
“Go to Tumuguwumu,” she said.
Fiona, who had been staring languidly out the window, now turned
to us with interest.
“Tumuguwumu?” I queried skeptically.
“Sure.”
Tumuguwumu was universally famous for being the Xklusive
vacation spot of the crème de la ^riche. Even Corporate CIVs and
holostars sometimes had to wait an EY or more for a reservation.
“And how are we going to manage that?”
“It’s already been managed. We have reservations for as along as
we like.”
“And how’d you accomplish this minor miracle?” I asked with
mild disbelief.
“A voluna never tells,” Isabelle said, scrutinizing her nails.
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Fiona stared at Isabelle with admiration and then turned to me with
a condescending glance. “Could you have done that?”
“I don’t know. Probably. Maybe. Eventually,” I said, not entirely
convinced myself.
Isabelle, still looking at her pearly nails, smiled smugly. Fiona
scoffed at me and turned away.
Jealous, I said, “Yeah, well I programmed her!”
Fiona and Isabelle turned to each other and laughed.
“Well, fuck you both,” I said angrily. “We won’t go at all if you
two splitchkas are going to treat me like that.”
“Aww, pobresito.”
“Calm down, Mar. We were just kidding. You shouldn’t be so
sensitive.”
“Whatever,” I said, still fuming on the surface but underneath
feeling kind of tsoonic that Fiona and Isabelle seemed to be getting
along, even if it was at my expense.
With Isabelle’s help I found Tumuguwumu and landed on a large,
spacious landing port. There were Tiercatz, Indoflares, Merzians, and
various other ^richey hovers. I pondered with some amusement that
my entire hover was worth less than any one of their tail fins.
After landing we were quickly greeted by a friendly malacho,
offering to take our bags to the cabin. I gently declined and sent
him on his way. Fiona and I were both traveling light, by anyone’s
standards, and I decided we could carry our own things. Fiona didn’t
seem to mind.
Isabelle walked along with us in holoform.
We stood upon a materializer and then instantly appeared inside
a comfortable, large, lush, but not gaudy foyer decorated in nuevoprimitive style.
Primarily the foyer was furbished in shades of brown, with
elaborate carvings, weaponry, and paintings along the walls. All
were presumably authentic creations, having been purchased at
exorbitant prices from collectors, and even museums, from all over
the universe.
I stared at a large round sculpted thing high on the wall. It was
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of a pistachio green. There were three rings and a center circle. All
turned in opposite directions from the ones next to it. The outer ring
moved clockwise so slowly that its movement was barely perceptible.
The inner one sped along quickly. There were highly detailed and
elaborate symbols carved all around each of the rings. I assumed the
piece was some sort of clock or calendar. Maybe both.
Fiona and Isabelle walked up to me. “Okay, we have directions
and a key to our cabin,” Isabelle said.
“Key?” I asked, surprised.
“You’re not going to believe this sheklet,” Fiona laughed, and
tossed it to me. I caught it awkwardly. Sure enough, it was an actual
dialloy key.
Isabelle walked off and said, “Come on. It’ll be fun.”
Fiona and I followed after her.
“Easy for you to say, chica. You ain’t got a body. What do you care
about comfort?”
“What’s going on?” I demanded.
“We’re staying in some cabin in the jungle. No amenities,
kwaatsi.”
“What? I thought this place was for the hipshiquiest of the
hipshique, Isabelle?”
“It is. Retro is very hipshique.”
I groaned loudly with utter sincerity.
Fiona laughed. “I told you,” she said, shaking her head and
laughing some more.
It took us about twenty millicrons of stumbling around through
barely navigable jungle paths to finally find our cabin.
It was small, clean, and frighteningly authentic looking. There
were some modern amenities but not many, and even the few it had
were designed to blend in perfectly with the rustic motif. There was
a modern bathroom, but even that only had a shower, no hydrotherm
or hottub. The kitchen contained stainlesss dialloy instruments for
actually preparing food, especially fish. I couldn’t have named half
of them. There were, of course, no holoplayers, D-scans, or any other
sort of entertainment. The furniture was functional but not particularly
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comfortable.
“I don’t understand this,” I said, staring around the room with
bewilderment. “Why would the ^riche spend all their creds for this?”
“It’s to escape the modern world and get back to humanity’s roots.
At least that’s what the brochure said,” Isabelle calmly related.
“I don’t think primitive people had reticulators and turboshowers!
I mean if they’re going to go retro, why not go all out? Why not
sheklet in a hole and wipe up with tree leaves?” I argued, petulantly
frustrated.
Fiona laughed.
“You don’t like it?” Isabelle asked, sadly. “We can go somewhere
else then. To one of the other tourist islands.”
“No,” I said. “We’ll give it a try. At the very least we can tell all
our friends we spent time at Tumuguwumu. Right, Fi?”
Fiona shrugged and kicked off her shoes. Then she turned her back
to me and took off her shirt, which she tossed carelessly onto a couch.
Then she walked into one of the two bedrooms. “I’m going to hit the
beach,” she said from the other room.
“Me too,” Isabelle said. And when I turned to look at her, she
was wearing a designer one-piece bikini. It was white and exposed
one poohi. There were metallic white bands around her ankles and
wrists.
“Wow!”
Isabelle smiled. “Like?” She turned around so I could admire her
from all angles.
“Lust,” I corrected.
Isabelle gleamed tsoonically.
Fiona came out wearing a simple black two-piece. “Wow!” was
my initial reaction to her as well, but I had to come up with something
a little more original.”
“C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la guerre.”
“What?” Fiona turned on me with a reechy chăgrin.
“You look magnificent.”
Fiona still looked at me suspiciously, and I forced myself to
suffocate a chuckle.
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Fiona turned to Isabelle and looked her up and down, and Isabelle
reciprocated. Fiona shrugged and walked slowly through the room
and then out the door. Isabelle stared after her with mildly furious
eyes.
“Well?” she said with hands upon her hips.
“What?”
She directed her gaze upon her genie lamp, which was lying on a
small archaically carved table.
“Oh,” I said, picking it up. I did want to go to the beach, but I was
a little worried about my scars. I began heading for the door.
“Aren’t you going to change?”
“No.”
“Oh,” she said, and I realized she knew why.
I ran to catch up with Fiona, and then we all strode lazily through
the winding jungle path for about twenty millicrons or so until we
finally stepped out onto the twinkling, hot red sand of the beach.
Kuhmukuhulu had a blue sun. This really skaweejaed me at first
because the sun looked normal from outside the atmosphere. But once
on the surface of the planet it appeared as a deep, burning blue. The
sky was a deep, dark indigo as well, which gave the illusion that it
was almost night, yet everything was lit as brightly as if by the red
sun of Xanadu.
The ocean looked black, yet wasn’t. It was only an illusion. The
water was clear and clean, as one could see when splashing about in
it.
Again, I didn’t know the reasons for these optical illusions, and I
really didn’t care. The effect was halopreme.
We found a spot a fair distance away from anyone else. The beach
was pleasantly populated: not too secluded, not too crowded.
Fiona threw down a beach blanket and then tossed herself upon it.
She put on a pair of sunglasses and sighed contentedly.
I put down a blanket for me and then one for Isabelle, which I
pushed around a bit in the sand so it would look more realistic when
her holoform appeared to be lying on it. My blanket was between
theirs.
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I sat down and watched the black waves splash against the shore.
I noticed an exceptionally large wave in the distance heading for the
beach. Focusing in with telescopic eyes, I saw a tiny surfer riding
the wave’s crest. At the wave’s zenith, he zipped off the wave to go
surfing through the air. Within seconds he passed high overhead. I
turned to see where he’d land. It was all jungle as far as I could tell. I
guessed he’d land on the other side of the island; the new surfboards
could sail for several kilometers and Tumuguwumu was quite narrow
in places.
“Aren’t you going to undress or something?” Fiona asked me with
a raised eyebrow.
I shrugged. “I wasn’t planning on it. You know. My scars.”
I had briefly mentioned my scars to Fiona with her in Santeria. I
wore an unbuttoned shirt much of that night so she never got to see
the scars that well, and certainly not under such bright, glaring light
as here upon the beach.
“Oh yeah,” she said interestedly. “Let me see.”
I unbuttoned the last button that I hadn’t already undone and took
off the shirt, turning my back to her as I did so.
Isabelle turned on her side to watch.
“Why did you never have the scars toposurged?” Fiona asked,
making a disgusted look.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s expensive.”
“You have many expensive things,” she pointed out.
“I know. It’s just that whenever I’ve had the creds there’s always
been something better to spend them on. I mean the scars are fading
on their own. I figured they’d have gone away by now. Besides. They
kind of give me character, don’t you think?”
“Not really,” Fiona said seriously. “They just look ugly.”
“Thanks,” I said, putting my shirt back on but leaving it unbuttoned
in the front.
She shrugged and lay back down, closing her eyes.
“Mar,” Isabelle said with a mixture of compassion and amusement.
“If you want to get them healed, I can get you the creds.”
“No,” I said, becoming stubborn. “I hate doctors and toposurgery.
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I’d rather be styggy.”
I watched the people go by. Most were toposurged into having
perfectly silver or copper tinted skin. A few of the more daring
were golden. Their bodies were all mostly transfigured by cyber_
enhancements and/or toposurgical_mods, though a few looked
like they were actually DNAltered, a sure sign we were among the
apix^riche.
“I’m going to burn miserably,” I complained.
“Go buy a skin-reg_OTP at the club house,” Isabelle said.
“I can’t afford it.”
She turned to me and smiled askew. “You have plenty of creds.
Check your account and see.”
“Really?” I said, accessing my cred account. Sure enough. I had
“plenty.”
“We’re not in any danger of being flamed by the IPX, are we?”
“Of course not. My methods for acquiring credit is virtually
legal.”
“Virtually?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Virtually so,” she nodded seriously.
“All right,” I said, standing up. “I’ll be back.”
I walked off through the sand towards a cluster of primitive
looking buildings on the border of the beach and jungle.
So it seemed that with Isabelle’s help I was now the apix^riche
myself. This brought me little happiness. I never had many credit
worries before. In fact, I had always enjoyed the work I did to get
the creds I needed. At any rate, the important things to me didn’t
cost creds, though I’d be hard pressed to say they didn’t have a high
price.
At the cabana I ordered the Opaline_Skin-Reg.2112. It was really
top of the line and cost lots of creds, but that didn’t matter anymore
it seemed.
I smiled at a silver-tinged, fair-haired voluna standing with crossed
legs next to me. She was examining the body ointments.
I looked at her carefully. She was entirely typical of all the volunas
I had seen since we landed on Kuhmukuhulu. She looked like Miani
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Koroskanya, the notoriously nympomaniacal waterdancer. The
Miani Koroskanya topo-look was one of several that were extremely
hipshique right now. Other popular looks were Inya Li, the actress,
and Javena Jovena, the Linstrian-Opera singer.
Apparently sensing my eyes upon her, she turned and looked
at me. I noticed she had her pupils DNAltered into the shape of
diamonds. Thinking I should have my pupils DNAltered into hearts, I
smiled at her with what felt like a rather dzoumky smile. She smiled
back politely enough, but I thought it only concealed the depths of
disdain.
After retrieving my skin-reg, I began walking back across the
beach. I wasn’t comfortable here on Kuhmukuhulu, but I supposed I
could stick it out for the hinas.
Fiona and Isabelle both seemed to be really enjoying themselves
when I came back. I lounged around on the beach with them and
noticed what seemed to be an extraordinary amount of sidelong
glances and outright oogles they received from the malachos, as well
as some of the wahines and epicenes.
Over the next several cycles, I walked along the beach looking at
other wahines, being careful to note how much attention they seemed
to get from people. This confirmed my notion that Fiona and Isabelle
got a far above average amount of attention from the patrons of
Kuhmukuhulu.
My theory explaining this phenomenon was simple: Isabelle and
Fiona looked natural. Nowadays, it’s virtually impossible to tell by
looking at someone whether they had toposurgery, were DNAltered,
or were born that way, but Fiona and Isabelle’s beauty seemed natural.
There were no deliberate perfections of nose, eyes, ears, poohis, legs,
or even feet. Every one of their parts seemed to work in subtle and
perfect harmony with every other part of their bodies to create a
uniquely shakticious whole. Even their seeming flaws, like Fiona’s
flat zadjni and Isabelle’s smaller than average poohis, worked for
them. The artistry of the world’s finest toposurgeons would still fall
short of Fiona and Isabelle’s natural elegance.
I laughed, realizing the irony of this last thought. Isabelle was even
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less natural than the topo-beauties that stippled the island. She was
her own Michelangelo.
-6-
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often slept later than even Fiona, and so she’d head down to the
beach without me, usually taking Isabelle along with her. One day
I awoke to find Fiona had gone to the beach but that Isabelle’s genie
bottle was still on the table.
“Isabelle?”
“Yes?” she answered, appearing before me wearing a hula skirt
and two seashells for a bikini top.
“Why aren’t you at the beach with Fiona?”
She shrugged. “I thought I’d wait for you for once.”
“Ah,” I said, taking off my clothes in the bedroom and getting into
the shower. I sensed there was some other reason for Isabelle to have
stayed behind but decided not to press the issue.
“So you really like Fiona, huh?” she asked lightly.
“Sure,” I said casually. “Why?”
“She flirts with all sorts of malachos when you’re not around,
Mar.”
Well, that didn’t take long, I thought to myself, sensing that this
little bit of information was the real reason for her staying behind.
“So?” I shrugged. “Why should I care?” I said with forced
calmness.
“Well, she’s your mowi-wowi, isn’t she?”
“No. She’s not. She can do whatever she wants,” I thought to
Isabelle as the warm wash of water sprayed me with perfect pressure
from every direction.
“So you don’t care?”
Fuming a bit but doing my best not to show it, I concentrated on
cleaning myself. “Just what exactly does she do?”
“I’ll take you to see her when you finish showering. I’ll disguise
you.”
“Disguise me? You mean spy on her? No way. I’m not going
there,” I said, switching to the dry cycle. The warm, wonderful air
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blew me from all directions. I was calming down a bit by realizing
how immature it would be to follow up on these jealous impulses.
“Well, it’s better you don’t, I suppose,” Isabelle said within my
head. “Jealousy only breeds more jealously.”
“I’m not jealous, okay? It’s none of my business what she does.
Not really...” I said, feeling that uncomfortable tightness in my gut.
“You know I thought you were more mature than this Isabelle.”
“More mature than what? I just thought you’d like to know. I
mean I am your friend and I don’t want you to get hurt,” she said
and pouted, but her eyes seemed menacing. She waved her hand
dismissively. “But you’re right. It’s not like I’ve really seen her doing
anything that bad....”
I forced myself not to bite into that one and stepped out of the
shower. I looked at myself in the mirror. A bit stubbly, but I didn’t feel
like lazoring, so I just put on some fauvic shorts and a holo-t.
“Ready?” Isabelle asked, standing in front of me in a rainbowtinted, ~75%-transparent bikini.
“Sure. Let’s go.”
So we walked down to the beach and I saw Fiona in the distance.
“She’s alone,” I sighed with relief.
“That’s unusual. Usually, I’m the one who has to shoo away all
the malachos before you come down.”
“Hm,” I said, not sure if I believed this or not. Still, over the last
half-dozen cycles, I had only caught them with malachos once. And
those malachos had left just before I had actually sat down with the
hinas.
Caught them? There I go again. Why should I care who they talk
to? They’re not mine. Fuck.
“Hey,” Fiona said as I sat down next to her.
“Hey.” I sat down, watching the waves lapping up languidly
against the shore. “Closer to the beach today, huh?”
“I guess,” Fiona said. “I hadn’t noticed.”
Isabelle stood above me and motioned with her eyes at the sand in
front of her.
“Okay,” I said, fixing up her blanket for her.
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Isabelle positioned herself perfectly into the blanket, casting an
entirely accurate shadow upon the ground.
“There’s something you can do for me, too,” Fiona said, sitting up
and smiling at me with wahina-like ingenuousness.
“What?” I said, frowning.
“Channel me some Gtochbok.”
“Fuck. You don’t need that sheklet.”
“I do,” she said, pleading. “Do you know how long it’s been since
I’ve euphed? Please, Mar....”
I shook my head. “Fiona,” I said severely.
“Marlowe,” she said, rubbing her sandy foot against my leg.
“Please.”
“Oh, all right. But this is the last time.”
“Last time? This is the first time.”
“And the last.” I stood up. “I’ll be back later, Isabelle.”
“I know. I heard.” She smiled, puckered her lips, and blew me a
faint-hearted kiss.
I walked to the cabana and ordered the Gtochbok. I used to do a
bit of Gtochbok back in the day and knew that it wasn’t particularly
dangerous. Still, I felt like Fiona didn’t need it. While not dangerous,
it did tend to sap mental skills and drain ambition. I wanted a lot for
Fiona, and I didn’t think drugs were the way for her. Still, she was
young, and it would have been hypocritical to expect her to behave
any differently than I had at her age. Besides, if I didn’t get it for her,
she’d undoubtably find someone else to purchase it.
Someone else. And that was what was really bothering me.
Isabelle’s viciously planted seed was doing its job. The thought of
Fiona flirting with other malachos disturbed me. I couldn’t help it. It
just did.
Now I had to find out if it was really true and if so, to what extent.
However, I wasn’t about to do it Isabelle’s way. I wasn’t going to give
Isabelle the pleasure of knowing it was getting to me.
Not in any big hurry to bring Fiona her drugs, I decided take a
detour through one of the nearby Jiantrian ruins. I needed to get my
mind off things and relax.
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Little is really known of the Jiantrian. The Jiantrian culture, located
in various pockets throughout the Kaumakani System, is still a topic of
fiery debate among interstellar archeologists. The general consensus
is that they were a highly advanced race with the ability to traverse
great distances in space the way humans do with a khierzenslide. It is
unknown whether they used technology similar to a khierzenslide or
some completely unrelated method to travel.
Ironically though, the Jiantrians seemed to cling to a primitive
belief system in many gods who demanded human sacrifice. It is
unknown whether the Jiantrians sacrificed humans from among their
own race or from other races adverse to themselves.
Their belief system was reflected in the ruins I now walked
through. They were situated at the edge of the jungle, and so while
the ruins were overgrown, they weren’t entirely strangled.
The basic Jiantrian unit of construction was a dodecahedron. These
hedra, which ranged in size from twenty-five centimeters to several
meters across, were used in everything from temples to homesteads.
In the ruins I now walked through, all the structures had long since
been destroyed, but large stackings of these dodecahedra could still
be found here and there. All of them were made of a reddish-brown
stone.
A stacking of seven meter-sized dodecahedra was the tallest of the
structures. All the hedra were ornately, methodically, and precisely
carved, belying their primitive-seeming subject matter.
I moved over to a stack of five smaller hedra, each about thirty
centimeters wide, and ran my hand across the topmost face. In the
very center, within an octagon, was carved a small, stylized male head
with horns. He was sticking his tongue out. Around him was incised a
detailed labyrinthitic pattern, filling the octagon. Outside the octagon
irradiated eight engraved lightning bolts, which ran to the edge of that
particular pentagonal face.
I kneeled and looked at one of the other sides of the top
dodecahedron. This face had an imprint of what looked to be some
sort of diagram of the entire stacking. I studied it carefully, noticing
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most dodecahedron, and more specifically to a small rectangle carved
upon that face. I kneeled down, looking for that rectangle.
After pushing away some vines clinging to the hedron, I found the
rectangle, and to my surprise, saw that it was a small panel.
The panel slid smoothly aside, revealing a small red button. I had
to hold the panel open as it wanted to spring closed again.
Highwired, I examined the button. What might this do? Open a
secret passage to untold treasures beneath the sand? Cause a poison
arrow to shoot me dead?
I rubbed my finger gently across the warm stone button and
inhaled a deep breath.
I pushed it in.
From out of the top hedron appeared a spinning pyramidal
hologram.
What was this? A message from a long dead civilization? My heart
pounded fiercely.
The pyramid unfolded into a lavender lily, which bloomed
slowly before my eyes. Within its blossom appeared a silhouetted
representation of a couple embracing tastefully, yet passionately.
Around the couple, in extravagant gold font, was the word
“Enchantia,” which was echoed in the androgynous whisper I heard
faintly, yet distinctly: “Enchantia, the Cologne. It transports you to
places you couldn’t even hope to dream about.”
I wanted to laugh at my extreme schlomkularity, but this upset me
so completely out of proportion to its actual import that I couldn’t.
Instead, for the first time since I’d left Xanadu, I felt depressed.
I opened the vial of Gtochbok and poured it out over the still
playing hologram. The grey liquid dripped through the holographic
couple and splattered onto the carved dodecahedron, crystallizing
into tiny black isometries.
I walked slowly back to hinas, dragging my feet through sand like
mud.
“Well?” Fiona said. “Did you get it?”
“No,” I said, noticing Isabelle was nowhere to be seen.
“Why not?” she demanded.
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“Because I don’t like that sheklet. If you want to do it, fine. But get
it yourself. I’ll have no part of it.”
“Mar...” she pleaded.
“Fi...” I mocked her whining.
“Fine,” she said and turned away.
I sat down eyeing Isabelle’s bottle. “Where’s Isabelle?”
“She said she had things to do.”
“Ah. Things to do.”
I picked up the genie bottle and held it in my lap. I had an idea.
With a little luck, it might actually work.
I pulled out my VAA and slid out the zigtwig, which I used to
pop open the bottle revealing its tynectrix. I’d spent just enough
time with the bottle that I believed I understood its basic workings.
So I unscrewed the active ends of the c(-) and the xt(+) kopkriqs,
exchanged their I-wires, recalibrated their wait_steps, and slightly
increased their max_data_packs.
“What are you doing?” Fiona asked with curiosity.
“Just updating Isabelle’s ICPQ routines,” I lied, knowing that
Fiona wouldn’t know the difference.
She continued watching. “You’re really good with that stuff.”
I shrugged. “I’m passable, I guess.”
I removed the remote-relay chip from the Isabelle_OTP in my
neck and plugged it into the open kopkriq_sockets. Then I serialized
the recalibrated kopkriqs and plugged one of them, in an admittedly
slipshod manner, into the relay.
“There,” I said, snapping the outside panel back into place, and
putting the bottle back where I’d found it.
I stood up. “I’m going now. See you later.”
“Arreña.”
Now, it would be my turn to see out of Isabelle’s eyes.
-7-
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he trick with hotwiring Isabelle’s bottle was not so much
enabling myself to see what she saw, but rather doing so without
her knowing it.
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Back at the cabin, in a darkened room, I lay back into the hammock
and accessed the remote relay.
Instantly, I was seeing out of Isabelle’s eyes and hearing out of her
ears, or rather I was processing the same optical and aural information
that she was.
“—you think of the Aresian?” Isabelle asked Fiona.
Well, everything seemed okay. Isabelle didn’t appear like she
suspected anything, but then again, more and more I was given to
wonder just how devious Isabelle really was.
“Asi, asi. I liked the dusky malacho better, though. He had
diabolique legs.”
“Here come some more.”
It was a peculiar sensation, processing Isabelle’s sensations. It was
different than a holo. It was more immersive. Not only could I see
and hear what she did, I also could feel her movements and even get a
vague sense of her thoughts and emotions, though these were difficult
for me to interpret.
“Maybe they can get me some Gtochbok,” Fiona drawled
languidly.
Two large malachos strode up to Fiona and Isabelle. One was
golden brown with black tiger stripes. The other was silvery pale,
whose skin emanated with white phosphorescence. They were both
totally nude and had entirely perfect physiques. The silver one was
more muscular while the gold was more athletic.
Nudity was, of course, entirely permissible, though most of the
wahines on the beach wore some sort of bathing suit. This had little to
do with modesty but rather with the fact that the wahines just seemed
to understand something that most of the malachos didn’t: Suggestive
clothing was far more seductive than baring it all.
In the case of these two malachos, I had to admit that I envied their
perfectly smooth and polished skins, more like a fluid dialloy than
skin.
At this point, I must insert a confession of sorts. I wryly had
to admit that my previous statement about the lack of originality
among the patrons of Tumuguwumu had been a bit exaggerated and
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judgmental. Even though the patrons were all made up of only a
dozen or so basic models, most of them had added in enough of their
own differences to make themselves, at least partially, unique.
“Loha,” the gold one greeted soulfully. The silver one smiled
widely, revealing glistening, white teeth.
“Hello,” Isabelle said politely.
“Hola,” Fiona said with playful apathy.
“Mind if we sit?” the gold one queried. His voice was low, yet
irradiated strength. He also had a slight accent I couldn’t place.
Fiona shrugged with calculated indifference.
Isabelle smiled and gestured gracefully for them to have a seat.
“We have this bottle of Negative Sorale,” the gold one said, while
the silver one produced the bottle from Shiva knows where. “Care to
join us?”
I noticed the silver malacho eyed Fiona while the gold one kept his
gaze mostly upon Isabelle.
“Sure, kwaatsi,” Fiona said. “I’ll take some.”
Isabelle shook her head. “I don’t drink. Thank you, anyway.”
“Ah,” the gold nodded in understanding. “So anyway, I’m Trelain,
and this is Gancy.” He held out his hand to Isabelle.
Isabelle held out her hand, and as Trelain was about to grasp it,
she demurely pulled it away, giggling shyly. It worked. Not only
was Trelain not offended that Isabelle didn’t shake his hand, but he
actually looked more charmed by her.
“I’m Fiona; that’s Isabelle,” she said, picking up the slack.
“Tsoonic to make your acquaintance,” the gold said, while the
silver just smiled and nodded.
“So doesn’t he talk or what?” Fiona queried.
Trelain smiled. “He just had his vocal chords recalibrated, so he’s
not allowed to speak for a couple more cycles.”
Gancy, turning his palms up and shrugging, mouthed, “Sorry.”
Trelain was staring at Isabelle again. “Oh. Stray hair,” he said,
reaching out to Isabelle’s face. “I’ll get it.”
As Trelain’s hand passed through Isabelle’s head, he jerked his
arm away with horror and disgust.
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“Fucking splitchka!” he said furiously, standing up and stepping
back.
Gancy was also getting up but with a confused expression upon
his face.
“Maybe you’re a hologram, too?” Trelain said angrily to Fiona.
“Maybe you’d like to touch me and find out?” Fiona said with such
a wicked smile and malevolent gaze that Trelain’s hand, which had
been reaching for her, jerked back fearfully.
Trelain turned and began walking away. Gancy waved a sad
goodbye, and turned to follow his friend.
“Well, that was embarrassing,” Isabelle said frankly, and indeed I
could feel Isabelle’s humiliation.
“Fuck ‘em,” Fiona said. “You’ve got more alma than half this
beach summed together.”
Isabelle stared at Fiona and smiled with kindness and admiration.
I felt sincerity in Isabelle’s smile but also something else I couldn’t
quite pinpoint. Regret, maybe. Also some sort of calculated distance
between them? I didn’t know. Isabelle’s emotions were extremely
subtle and infinitely involved.
Fiona smiled back, and then turned away. “You know,” she said.
“You’re one of the first wahines I’ve ever liked.”
Isabelle stared at Fiona. “I’m not exactly like other wahines
though, am I?”
“No,” Fiona said, turning back to her. “I suppose you’re not human,
but,” she paused for a moment, “you’re definitely all voluna.”
Isabelle smiled tsoonically. “You know, besides Marlowe,”
Isabelle said. “You’re the only human I’ve ever liked.”
Fiona looked over curiously at Isabelle, as if to see if she meant it
or not. Isabelle was sincere. I sensed that, but underneath there was
something else. What though? What else was there? I strained hard
to feel the emotions beneath, trying to understand their vibrational
currency. No, not really an emotion. A thought pattern. A calculated
sense of purpose. Something.
I pushed further, rummaging through Isabelle’s perceptual data,
and then I felt a piquant sense of awareness from Isabelle. An
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awareness of me!
Immediately, I disconnected from the relay and sat up in the
hammock, feeling dzoumky, guilty, and embarrassed.
-8-

K

uhmukuhulu was really starting to worm its way into my heart.
I spent my time languidly enjoying life with the two halopreme
loves of my life, Isabelle and Fiona.
Isabelle hadn’t mentioned anything about my voyeuring, so I
decided she probably hadn’t known it was me. Still, I dared not ever
try it again.
The entire problem with Celeste had now grown distant and nearly
inconsequential. A part of my Atmaka still belonged to her, and
always would, but Celeste now seemed like an old ghost belonging to
another life, another Marlowe.
As I sat alone with Fiona upon the beach, the carefree breezes and
languorous waves pacified me nearly to the point of contentment. I
was starting to believe I could live here forever.
“How do you know she’s not just pretending not to be here?”
Fiona asked, frowning as she stared at Isabelle’s bottle.
“Well, it’s little things,” I said, staring at a puffy, pink dragon,
blowing slowly to pieces in the indigo sky. “Subtle disturbances,
either in my mind or that I can detect coming directly from her
bottle.”
“You mean with all her powers she couldn’t disguise her presence
even from you?”
I started to respond in the negative, but actually, I wasn’t so sure.
“I guess it’s possible,” I said, sitting upon my elbows. “Why?”
She shrugged and turned back to the beach. A titanic wave was
coming in, and we watched a surfer fly off from its crest, spinning
around and around, high over our heads.
“You don’t try to kiss me anymore,” Fiona said flatly.
“I know. It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that Isabelle’s
around.”
“And you don’t want to hurt her feelings.”
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“I don’t want to piss her off.”
Fiona nodded with understanding. “She’s quite a little harpija.”
She laughed a little. “I like her.”
I smiled.
“I’m glad you two are getting along.”
“Yeah, we get along okay. She has a peculiar taste in malachos,
though.”
I grunted. I was looking for some kind of segue into what I really
wanted to discuss, but talking about other malachos wasn’t exactly
the inroad I was looking for.
Fiona watched me for a few moments, and then leaned back upon
one arm while covering her eyes with the other.
“I thought I discovered a secret a few cycles ago.”
“A secret?” she said, sitting up again.
“Yeah, poking around the Jiantrian ruins, I thought I had stumbled
across a rare mechanical artifact. When I turned it on though, it was
just a cologne ad.”
“Oh,” she said and chuckled lightly.
“I just wanted so badly for it to be real.”
“Real?” she said, looking at me perplexed. “You want what to be
real?”
“Our love,” I said sincerely.
“Our love? What love?”
“You don’t love me?”
“No,” she said.
“You don’t?” I said sadly.
“No. Why? Do you love me?”
“I don’t know. I mean, yeah. Yeah, I love you.”
“Good.”
“But, you don’t love me?”
“Look, Mar. I don’t love anyone except me, okay? I care about
you though.”
“You care about me? Big yabadooey,” I said, pouring sand over
my legs.
“What is it you want from me then, haquito?” she said, glaring at
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me.
“I don’t know. Some kind of permanence, I guess. A daschbond.”
“A daschbond?” she asked with that repugnated look of hers, but
I had learned that was also how she looked when she was completely
taken off guard or baffled by something I said.
“I mean not right now. But someday.”
She shook her head. “I’m never going to bond. With anyone.”
“Why not?”
“Haven’t we already covered this? I don’t need anyone.”
“Everyone needs someone.”
“I don’t,” she shrugged, turning away. Then she turned back to me
again. “And what about your Isabelle? How do you think she’d feel
about you bonding with me?”
I lowered my head. This was a problem. “I don’t know. I mean
what can I do? I can’t very well bond with her. Can I?”
“She loves you, you know.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I know.”
“Do you love her?”
“I don’t know. I mean, yeah, I love her. But I don’t know if I love
her. Not the same way I love you.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know,” I shrugged.
“I bet you’d feel different if she had a body, though, wouldn’t
you?”
That stabbed, and my temper began to flare. “I don’t know,” I said,
looking up at her fiercely. “Maybe. Maybe I would. But so what?
I can’t help it. And don’t give me that lofty Shiva-fucking princess
look. All you care about is the body. Flirting with every pakao-fucking
malacho just because he’s got dialloy pecs and metallic skin.”
She shrugged, still completely calm. “I know. I love the body.”
“And that’s why you don’t love me?”
She turned away, pulling out a cigarette. “I care for you, Mar.
Don’t ask me for more. I just can’t give it.”
I turned away. “Fine. Tell Isabelle I went back to the cabin.”
I walked off without another word.
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My anger dissipated rather quickly as it usually did when I was
furious with Fiona. I never really had any good reason to be mad at
Fiona. We had no ties, no commitments, and she was always honest
about how she felt.
Not in any hurry to get back to the cabin, I decided to take what I
thought would be a scenic route.
It was definitely a path but so overgrown that it was a little hard to
follow. It looked interesting and I had visions of it leading me to some
hidden away waterfall or some secret native ritual spot.
After awhile I began wishing I had a laser or something to cut
through the foliage. It became so dense, I was literally fighting through
bushes and tree branches, which scraped at my arms and legs.
I was already wearying of the adventure when I heard the distant
boom of thunder.
“Sheklet.”
That was when I decided I’d better turn around and go back. As I
turned around a tangar bonked me in the head.
Rubbing my bruised skull, I spun angrily and looked around to
find where it had come from, which turned out to be from some sort of
hanuman-monkey, sitting high up in a tree. It was grey with obscure
black markings on its fur and red stripes upon its cheeks. It had three
pairs of appendages, all capable of doing double duty as arms or
legs.
The monkey grinned and laughed at me, an eerie, high-pitched,
gurgling sound. Then it pulled another tangar off the tree and threw
it at me.
I ducked and it sailed overhead.
I began pushing back the way I’d come, and the thunder boomed
again, this time close enough to cause my heart to flux. I glanced back
and didn’t see the monkey. I hoped the thunder had scared it off.
Soon the tinkling of rain upon leaves could be heard, and I began
to move faster through the jungle.
I thought maybe the foliage above me would be thick enough to
keep most of the rain out, but that proved to be a pitiful hope in vain.
After a few millis I was drenched.
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Though it had been stiflingly hot earlier today, it was now chilly,
and I began shaking with cold as a bitter wind somehow found its way
across the jungle floor.
Eventually, I made my way back to a familiar area and began
running as fast as the narrow pathway would allow. The sound of
rain and thunder drowned out all other sounds as my feet continued
splashing through the now muddy undergrowth.
Finally, I saw our little hut. Never in my life had anything so
primitive seemed so inviting.
I stumbled onto the wooden porch and stepped on something hard.
Before I could look down to see what it was, I felt a severe, stinging
pain in my ankle.
I looked down and a snake was loosely entwined about my left
foot.
I lifted my right leg up high and the snake stared at me with red,
glaring eyes filled with hateful malice just as I brought the heel of my
foot down hard upon its head, smashing it.
Stralunato, I kicked it aside and stumbled into the cabin, locking
the deadbolt behind me. The wind shrieked through the cabin, banging
shutters and buffeting the walls.
I felt a little funny then.
Poisoned, I thought. I’ve been poisoned. Fucking serpent. Once
chilly, I now broke into a blistering sweat. I was burning up, so I took
off all my clothes.
I became agonizingly aroused, my spartchek becoming vertically
erect. I became sick to my stomach with longing, though I knew
not quite for who or what. I threw myself onto the bed and began
thrashing about in torment.
I felt a burning at the base of my spine near my orvina.
Oh, it seethed and it scorched, moving slowly through my
spartchek. I grabbed hold of my hardened himvesso, squeezing it
with both hands. Unholy amounts of makakai splurted out in painful
heaves but did not assuage the discomfort.
The fire continued traveling up, now into my gut, and I bent over,
my breathing stuttered and gasping. I was drowning in anxiety. Every
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worry, every ill-thought I’d ever had came tumbling down upon me.
I was so afraid, and all I could think about was how only my mother
could save me.
The agonizing incinerations moved now into my solar plexus,
and my heart pumped so painfully that I feared an attack, but the fire
continued traveling up, stopping in my throat.
My thirst was insatiable. I flew out of the bed and ran into the
kitchen.
I opened a cabinet, fumbling around, knocking over glasses, which
went crashing to the floor. I cut my feet upon the glass, trying to fill a
cup at the LQDispenser, but by now the heat was past my throat and
into my forehead.
I dropped my glass as I felt an effulgent light descend from just
above my head into the center of my brow to bond excruciatingly
with the fire.
And then I could see!
Dizzy, I felt myself falling backwards. But everything was so slow
now, and I could see her.
The silence was absolute. Gone was the wind, the rain, the storm.
I heard nothing but the whispery movements of her gown as she
slowly, gracefully moved towards me.
The time grew out longer and slower, and I was still falling back. I
could far, far away in the distance see the wooden beams of the little
cabin. But nearer now was she.
Celeste, dressed in a flowing, white gown, glided towards me.
Yet, still I was falling. Would she catch me?
She flew closer and closer, yet slowly, so slowly.
Catch me, Celeste. Please, will you catch me?
She is close now. She reaches out her pale, supple hands and
reaches around my back. I feel her cool, soft fingers at the back of my
neck, yet still I’m falling.
Celeste?
Yes?
Do you love me?
And she giggles.
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And now I’m afraid because it’s not her voice. Yet it is. But it’s
different somehow. Like there are two voices.
Two voices in unison.
And then I see him and I scream, but no sound comes because I’m
still falling.
He’s always been there, but I just didn’t notice. He’s behind her,
on her, in her.
He is her. She’s him.
They’re one.
Her gown is stained in scarlet, soaking, dripping.
And I’m not falling anymore because I’ve hit the ground. I feel
great stabbing pains in my back, and vaguely I remember that it’s
glass scraping, slicing, and tearing into me. But I find this consoling.
Pieces of glass lacerating my back is safe and comforting compared
to Celeste and the hideous beast that rides her.
And as I lose consciousness the beast grins at me. Its maw is the
gaping depths of eternity. No signal there. No reason. Just noise. Just
chaos. Dissolution.
Dispersion.
-9-

O

n the edge of waking, I claw, scratch and bite at the steel portal
blocking my way to that inaccessible part of my mind. I know
that my entire future depends upon what is behind that door.
My anxious banging upon the door jars me from my deep sleep,
and I begin to wake.
As I slowly opened my eyes I beheld my two seraphonious
wahines. Shiva, do they look shaktalicious. Just gazing upon their
ravishing features lifted my Atmaka into the realm of the Supernals.
The locked up portion of my mind now seemed entirely
irrelevant.
I was lying on my side, wearing only shorts, and they were
kneeling next to my bed. There was concern in both their eyes.
I felt such an overwhelming sense of love and closeness for each
of them that I wanted to cry. I wanted to express to them just how
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much they both meant to me.
“Hey,” I drawled sloppily, and smiled what must’ve been a
dzoumky-looking grin.
“How do you feel?” Isabelle asked seriously.
“Pretty toten good, actually,” I said, smiling widely at my lovely
little nymphs.
Isabelle smiled with motherly smugness and Fiona smirked.
“It’s the 9_DCBs of Acientio we pumped into you,” Fiona said,
standing up. “I hope you appreciate it. That was the last I had in my
stash. I was saving it for a special occasion.”
“Thanks, Fi,” I said, smiling.
She shrugged. “Better than hearing you moan all night.”
“Moan?”
And then I remembered. I reached gently around and felt my back.
It was bandaged everywhere I could reach.
I sat up. “Thanks, Fiona. I owe you.”
“No quena. I just didn’t want you dying and leaving me all alone
with your holo-doll over there,” she said playfully.
Isabelle ignored her and stood up, still examining me with a
concerned expression. “So what happened?”
I stood up, feeling just a bit woogily-boogily-woo. “A snake bit
me.”
“What?” Isabelle said.
“Where?” Fiona asked, turning back to me.
“Didn’t you see it when you dressed my wounds?”
“No.”
I sat up and looked on my leg for the wound. It was there but
hardly noticeable. “There,” I said, pointing at it.
Isabelle looked at it from where she was, but Fiona had to move
closer to see it. “That? That’s no snakebite, haquito. Maybe an ant did
that.” She laughed.
“I’m serious,” I said, my pride a little wounded. “It should be out
on the porch.”
“What?” Fiona asked.
“The snake’s body.”
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“I didn’t see it,” Fiona said skeptically.
“Me either,” Isabelle added.
We stepped out onto the porch and I looked around for the snake,
but I couldn’t see it.
“That’s right,” I said, remembering as my head cleared some more.
“I kicked it. It should be right,” I walked into the overgrown foliage
off to the left side of the porch, “here.”
I kneeled down and picked up the snake. It was about five
centimeters wide and about two meters long.
“Sangre!” Fiona’s eyes widened. “I’ve never seen a snake like that
before.”
It was blue and gold, with spangles of purple and green.
“Hold on. I’m looking it up,” Isabelle said.
“Holo-doll with built-in encyclopedia,” I whispered to Fiona, and
winked. She chuckled.
“It looks like a genetic hybrid between a Navarquon Viper and
Hexrain Constrictor. Neither of which is indigenous to these parts.”
I tossed it onto the porch, staring at it. “I have an idea.” I went back
into the house and retrieved an old machete that hung on the wall near
the door.
“You’re going to chop it up?” Fiona asked, fascinated.
I smiled wryly. “Just in half.”
“What for?”
“Just a hunch.”
I lifted the machete high above my head, and it reflected a sliver of
light upon the cabin door.
I brought it down fast and hard into the center of the snake.
It cut all the way through, leaving clean, precise edges. I lifted up
the two halves and admired them.
Fiona came over and looked on.
“I don’t know what snakes usually look like on the inside,” I
said, “but my guess is that they don’t have neurocircuity and carbowiring.”
“It’s a robot?” Fiona queried with curiosity.
“Pretty much,” I said.
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I raised my eyes to Isabelle, silently asking her what she thought
of it.
She looked puzzled, and just shook her head.
“I think it’s time we go,” I said.
The girls nodded.
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S

ome say we’ll see Ragnageddon soon. The entire known
universe spontaneously collapsing in upon itself. That’s what
my mother believed. The belief is hardly exclusive to the
Circle of Ashjnot, however. Many religions of Earthen descent contain
something of the last days and the destruction of the universe.
No valid scientific proof exists that the universe will ever
spontaneously collapse upon itself.
It has, however, been positively proven that Primary is a dying
planet and could spontaneously combust within a moments notice.
The idea of imminent destruction seems to appeal very strongly to
some humans. While nearly all of the original inhabitants of the once
prosperous Primary have long since vacated the planet, Primary has
now become a haven for annihilophiles and the necrofixated.
“I don’t like this, Marlowe,” Isabelle said seriously as we were
nearing the end of the Yuktawa KS.
“Why?”
“Why do you think?”
“Yeah, I know. But Primary has been dying for over an EY now.”
“I’ve studied all the scientific statistics and data on Primary’s
geological instabilities. There’s no way to predict exactly when it
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will go. Primary’s problem is quite unique and quite complex, but
nearly every major scientist agrees that there will be no Primary
within another EY, and all the scientists agree that when its end does
come, it will be virtually instantaneous. Within microns the planet
will obliterate itself.”
“Some say the entire universe is ending, Isabelle,” I said, mildly
patronizing.
“Certainly hope it will,” Fiona said, uncrossing and recrossing her
bare legs upon the dashboard. “I could use a vacation.”
I smiled at Fiona, who was looking out her window, and then I
turned back to Isabelle.
“Dissolution is one of the great risks of conscious existence. Life
is a precarious thing.”
“I realize that, Mar,” Isabelle snapped. “I’m not a dzoumka. But
the danger of spending time on Primary outweighs its necessity.”
“Lighten up, chica,” Fiona said. “They’re supposed to have the
most fauvorific nightclubs in the entire universe. Anything goes.”
Isabelle’s eyes seemed to twinkle a bit at that. “Yeah. And they
have some of the most diabolique holoshows as well.”
“Besides,” I said, examining the NAV_unit to discover the best
coordinates for exiting the khierzenslide. “We won’t be there long. A
cycle, maybe. Two at most.”
I flipped a switch and a yellow, orange, red and blue overlay
appeared on the windshield, displaying local weather patterns and
temperatures. “It’s going to be chilly down there.”
-2-

I

parked a little ways from the main nightclub area in downtown
Lycosis, the most densely populated city now on Primary.
As we were getting ready to leave the hover, I began picking up
Isabelle’s bottle, but she said, “Don’t bother. I won’t be needing
that.”
“Why not? Aren’t you going in?” I asked, surprised.
“See you later,” she said and was gone.
I shook my head. I was a little bewildered because I wasn’t quite
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sure what she could be up to.
Fiona and I stood in the middle of a dark and deserted street. She
was wearing a long, efflorescent falderia and a tight black top that
revealed her midriff.
The caliginous city brooded silently. Most of the buildings were
abandoned, and over half the C_lights had fallen into disrepair.
A gentle but icy breeze blowing along leaves and other debris in its
mellow wake fingered its way piercingly across our skin.
Fiona stood with arms crossed, shivering. “Can I have your
coat?”
“Sure,” I said.
I took off my forahide coat and gave it to her. She put it on and
wrapped it tightly around her. Now I wore only pants and a black
button-up with a swirly black and grey tie.
I shivered and began walking quickly into the club district. Fiona
followed.
“Where are we going?” Fiona asked me.
“The Lachrymosa,” Isabelle whispered into my mind.
“The Lachrymosa? Why the Lachrymosa?” I said out loud.
No answer. She was gone.
“What?” Fiona asked, not realizing I had been talking to Isabelle.
“I guess we’re going to the Lachrymosa.”
-3-

I

n the midst of a deserted hover lot, there was a small crypt-like
structure with the word “Lachrymosa” written across the top in
tasteful black letters.
And that was it.
Walking up to the entrance, we peered in at a short flight of stairs.
Music could be heard faintly from somewhere deep within, which just
ever so slightly vibrated the walls of the structure.
I glanced over at Fiona and she was looking at me with eyes of
trepidation and highwire. A bit nervous myself, I held out my hand to
her. She squinted and shot me a reechy chăgrin but then took my hand
firmly into hers.
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Arm in arm, we entered the Lachrymosa.
After the steps, a wide tunnel began its spiral descent into the
bowels of Primary. The curvature was gentle and the steepness even
more so. I could see that the walk would turn into a long one. The
inside of the tunnel was black, lit only by a violet strip of light than
ran continuously along the center of the ceiling.
Occasionally, we passed people leaving, like a couple of
androgynous Vamps gliding by on hover-boots hidden beneath their
shredded black shrouds. The effect worked well, and along with their
pasty white skin and bloodstained lips, they appeared particularly
ghoulish. They smiled at Fiona and me as they sailed past.
We also passed several prostrate bodies lying in the middle of the
passage. Once I stopped to check one of them: a pale young malacho
dressed in what had once been an expensive tuxedo. He was dead.
I estimated we had already circled around two or three times and
were probably several stories underground. The music grew louder
and the walls vibrated more noticeably, yet still there was no end to
our spiral trek.
My impression was that the spiral must have swirled around the
outside of the Lachrymosa proper.
I soon lost track of how many times we might have wound
around the club and how deep into the ground we might be. The bass
bumping the walls grew more noticeable, and the cold air was now
turning warm and vaguely pungent.
I could make out more of the music now. It seemed familiar, but I
couldn’t quite place it.
Fiona and I still held hands. “Fucking sheklet. Does this thing ever
end?” Fiona asked.
“Apparently not,” I said wryly.
A large and slightly rotund two-headed Cranger shambled our
way. He was dressed in the height of Cranger fashion. Presently this
included glistening, red boots that ran up to his waist, bound by an
extremely wide black belt. Studded with sharply cut, semiprecious
stones, his boot-pants revealed two misshapen and saggy spartcheks
bound ritualistically in a way that would have been specific to this
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Cranger’s clan. His maka-puas were the nexi of a complex spider web
of chains. The heavy steel links extended from one maka-pua to the
other, and then to black metal bands around each of his upper arms,
where five smaller chains from each band ran down to spiked rings on
each of his fingers and thumbs. Chains also ran from his maka-puas to
all four of his ears and cheeks, both of his noses, and both of his lower
lips. Out of each of his rather repulsive looking heads was a large,
twisty spike of dialloy, which I knew had been rather barbarically
riveted to his skull.
As he strode clangily past us, he bumped into me, knocking me off
balance. I turned around and glared angrily at him, but he continued
along his purposeful way, neither of his heads bothering to look
back.
After awhile the music became not only clear but was soon growing
to nearly intolerable decibel levels. It was a club version of some
Pistrionik Klyside song I’d heard Isabelle play for me before, but I
couldn’t name it. It was generally monotonous, somewhat hypnotic,
and glaringly raucous, but there were undertones of more subtle
harmonies that gave the music some vaguely interesting variety.
The lyrics were synchrostated and therefore hard to understand,
but I picked up pieces here and there:
Coruscations of the razor / pain is something that keeps us together
/ but our love just slices us in two
The air was now very warm and I could smell musky civet
emanating, undoubtedly, from scentsors deep within the heart of the
Lachrymosa.
Finally, the slowly contoured tunnel made an abrupt right turn and
grew suddenly steeper. We followed it down for perhaps thirty meters
where it eventually leveled out.
We were now inside the Lachrymosa proper. The tunnel, now much
wider, forked out in either direction. I looked up and the ceiling was
metal grating, with people dancing, drinking, drugging, and fucking
above our heads. The civet now mingled cloyingly with the smells of
sweat, urine, makakai, and death.
“Sangre!” I saw Fiona mouth, as I couldn’t hear her above the
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music, which was now reverberating somewhat uncomfortably
through my bones and guttiwuts.
I pulled her by the hand, leading her off to the left, thereby
eschewing the tunnel on the right, which continued to descend.
We followed the ascending pathway that hugged the inner wall
of the Lachrymosa, and soon the grating gave way. We had risen up
to the Lachrymosa’s “ground” floor, which was the level of the vast
dance floor.
The Lachrymosa was an immense domish building. One could
enter from where we were out onto the main dance floor, which
spread out before us, filled with a writhing sea of bodies. Or one could
continue on the path we’d been on, which continued as a grated metal
cage that swirled up and around the inside wall of the Lachrymosa.
The cage was filled with people dancing all the way up to the top,
which was about eight swirlings high.
From the exact center of the dance floor thrust a mammoth
cylindrical protrusion that rose nearly the full height of the dome.
There seemed to be a stage of some sort at the top, but what was
taking place there couldn’t be seen from such a low vantage point.
One would have to either climb the chained net that covered the
fluting of the column, or go through the cage along the outside wall
until it spiraled up high enough that one could see the stage.
The holoshow, which was almost as nightmarish as the frenzied
patrons, was a psychedelic web of lights syncopating to the music.
Here and there along this holographic web, which hung from the top
of the great pillar down to the first floor of the outer wall, the lights
would regularly coagulate into recognizable objects, usually of a
necrotic or lascivious nature.
A bacchanal of undead bodies floated by overhead, Lucifer himself
idly conducting a requiem for Atmakas condemned to eternal pakao.
On a more detailed examination of the room, I saw that the
holograms were virtually everywhere, blending so well into the
crowd that I couldn’t really distinguish were the holos ended and the
fantastique denizens of the Lachrymosa began.
Fiona let go of my hand, and then took off my coat and handed it
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back to me.
“Thanks,” I screamed sarcastically, putting it back on, even though
it was entirely too hot and muggy to wear comfortably.
She smirked wanly.
A pile of tiny, black skulls began growing upon the floor in front
of me. The skulls looked like they were carved out of obsidian, and
were fashioned in such a way that they were almost cute. The pile
continued growing, piling up higher and higher by unimaginable
means until it was as tall as I.
“What the fuck?” Fiona mouthed to me, obviously as baffled as I.
The skulls exploded, and both Fiona and I flinched before we
realized it was a hologram.
After the smoke cleared, Isabelle appeared with indigo skin, a
third-eye in her forehead, and a hideous expression upon her face
with her tongue lolling out maniacally. She wore only a necklace of
realistic looking skulls and a belt of severed hands. She had eight
arms, and in each hand she wielded a different weapon, all of which
she waved in the air before Fiona and I.
“Isabelle?” I yelled. I had to admit I was a little afraid, and glancing
over at Fiona, I saw she looked like she was ready to bolt.
Isabelle’s expression eased into her usual one and she smiled at
me. She lowered her weapons, and posed seductively for me.
“I’m Kali. Like?”
“Uh, yeah,” I yelled to be heard above the music, and then
remembered I didn’t have to. “Uhm, how are you doing that?”
“I hacked into their holosystem,” she said, moving her lips, but I
heard her only in my head. “I can now come and go around here at
will.” She smiled, obviously pleased with herself.
I nodded, and thought, “Arctic.”
“Wanna dance?” she asked.
I turned to Fiona but she was gone.
“Sure,” I thought, and moved slowly through the crowd. The
center of the room surrounding the column was packed rather tight
so I moved to a relatively sparse spot near the opposite wall of the
entrance. Now Isabelle would have at least a little room to dance in.
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Isabelle appeared again before me as Kali, sans the weapons, and
began moving her body, and all eight arms, to the music.
I danced as well, though for the first few millicrons all I could do
was fascinate over her movements, which were even more impressive
with eight arms than they had been with two. Her dancing seemed to
tell a story, and though I didn’t understand the language, I knew it was
a tale of love and beauty, which was ironic, considering how well she
set it to music that was thematically quite the opposite.
As we danced, occasionally one of the other patron’s arms or legs
would pass through part of Isabelle’s holoform, but I was so into the
dancing that it didn’t matter.
We danced for about a centicron or so until I started feeling a bit
plundered.
“I better check on Fiona,” I thought to Isabelle.
She nodded. “Okay. Thrill me later.” A flash of purple lightning
streaked down from the ceiling and zapped Isabelle into nonexistence.
Her exits were beginning to improve, I noted proudly.
I began pushing my way through the crowd, overwhelmed with
the grotesque variety of humans and the acts they committed. Most
of the patrons were involved in something that involved movement to
the syncopations of the music, but much of it was not dancing.
I passed a muscled Cranger with trialloy-plated arms and two
nude Vamps undulating at his feet. The male Vamp, who sucked
the Cranger’s inner thigh, methodically fisted the female Vamp’s
gieglobe. She sat with legs spread wide as she fed suckingly upon the
Cranger’s bloody spartchek. The Cranger was perfectly still except
for the nodding of his head to the beat of the music.
I continued squeezing through the crowd, trying to find Fiona,
which was starting to seem like an impossible task.
I passed two sleek skinned Bloodlusts who appeared to be raping a
Moiran wahine as she wailed in sirenic agony. One of the Bloodlusts,
a mocha-skinned feline, scratched artistically upon the Moiran’s back.
His long, laser-sharp nails carved out a spidery tracing of demoniacal
images, while his friend urinated upon her anguished face.
Passing closer to the Moiran, I saw Koi-gills upon her neck,
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designating her as a Joquian Moiran, one of the elder races.
Fascinated, I moved in even closer, examining the Bloodlusts’ ears.
Sure enough, they’d been Koi-infected, as witnessed by the globulic
pustules oozing out of their ears. The Moiran was not being raped.
She commanded the Bloodlusts. They were her slaves, controlled
telepathically through her gills!
I finally made my way to a slightly less crowded section of the
dance pit, and stood near the wall.
Why did someone want me to come to Primary? To visit a club like
this? It didn’t make much sense to me. If someone wanted me to find
something or do something while I was here, they were going to have
to provide me with a little more assistance.
I was leaning up against the wall, rather tsooning the scene, but
also keeping a look out for Fiona, when I noticed a rather plain
looking fellow smiling at me.
It wasn’t a libidinous smile so I moved over and yelled, “Something
vital?”
“Want some Quankiq-6?”
“Quankiq-6?” I asked, skeptically.
He nodded, smiling widely.
Quankiq-6 was banned in nearly every system in the universe. It
was ultraphoric, hyper-hallucinogenic, supremely addictive, and an
all-around, guaranteed haloprematic time.
“How much?”
“Ten creds per DCB.”
Not nano. One dose for a non-junkie was ~1.5 DCB.
“I’ll take four,” I said, figuring I’d give two of them to Fi.
He nodded and held out his hand. In his palm I could see he had a
cred_ex implanted.
I plugged my cred_ring into his socket, and transferred over thirty
creds. He reached into his plain, grey coat, and handed me four small
spheres with an ocean scene lazed onto each one. He nodded, smiled
pleasantly and then walked away.
I put one on either side of my mouth, between my teeth and cheeks.
I put the other two in my coat.
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I sat down against the wall, thinking this probably wasn’t the best
place for Quankiq but ultimately not really caring that much.
I smash my cheeks with the palms of my hands, shattering the
spheres. They release a pressurized gas, which expands to fill my
entire mouth, puffing out my cheeks and almost causing me to part
my carefully sealed lips. After a few moments the gas condenses into
a berry tasting liquid, which along with the dissolved pieces of the
broken sphere, I let slowly drain back down into my throat.
I sit down, closing my eyes and leaning my head back against the
wall as my tongue cleans out the final traces of Quankiq juice from
my mouth.
Quankiq isn’t as fast acting as the neural_injectors, but for a
sublingual/digested drug, it is solbursting.
I slowly feel its numbing warmth trickle out to the tip of every
nerve end within my mortal coil.
The music, which had felt like dialloy pistons pumping against
my eardrums, now feels like dialloy pistons with large, plushzioozi
pillows on their ends.
I had been poignantly piqued since I’d entered the Lachrymosa.
The paniferous energies bouncing around were virtually irresistible.
The Quankiq didn’t so much lessen my arousal as transmute it.
Instead of wanting to frag off over half a dozen writhing Vamps, I
now want to create a great symphony. A symphony of desire and love
interwoven with anguished strains of sorrow. A symphony expressing
my painful memories and inexpressible hopes. A symphony of life
amidst the trappings of death.
I open my eyes.
It is like I am viewing the Kokerian Band of the EMS, yet more
vivid, more tangible, and it doesn’t just affect my sight, but rather all
my senses are altered.
I feel as if I move through a fine, silky, gauzy world where everything
is connected by delicate, yet unbreakably durable filaments— but that
isn’t quite accurate because everything is continuous, including my
senses, each one bleeding into the others.
I can hear the sickly, seductive undertones throbbing from the
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stench of sweat, makakai and other sexual secretions. I can see the
moans of ecstasy resonate into the bumping harmonics of the music,
subtly altering its substance.
I reach out with my gauzy, rainbow-shrouded hand and try to
touch the music. I can indeed fuse myself with the strains of the
pulsing sounds that pump over certain threads of the infinite web that
connects everything to me and me to everything. Music is the life
force of this everlasting labyrinth of oscillating frequencies.
I stick out my tongue and I can eat the music, which tastes
medicinal and raw.
Looking around at all the people, each person irradiating with his
or her own musical score, I realize that the way I live my life is my
own symphony. The things I say, the volunas I love, the plans I make,
the promises I break are all are notes in the symphony of my life.
And no note is better than any other note. A bout of depression is no
better or no worse than a moment of utter bliss inside Celeste’s arms,
anymore than an “A” note is better than a “D sharp.”
I begin pushing myself lackadaisically through the crowd. I notice
certain emanated melodies blending harmoniously with congruent
songs. I see other musical combinations creating only discordant
blares of noise—but even these dissident bleatings are part of the
bigger symphony, the symphony of the manifested universe, of which
every human, every creature, and every subatomic particle are but
single, yet perfectly necessary and integral notes.
As I’m pondering this mystery of the universe, my eyes fall upon
someone who appears to be Fiona dancing high up in the cage that
hugs the wall. I zoom in digitally and see that it is indeed Fiona. She
is about two spirals up.
I immediately head for the entrance to the cage.
I still exist in an ocean of kaleidoscopic waves and vibrations, but
I find my mind less concerned with magickal theories of the universe,
and more about what Fiona has been up to.
As I reach the entrance to the cage and check my internal
chronometer, I’m mildly surprised that it has been nearly a decicron
since I broke the spheres of the Quankiq. I’ve completely forgotten
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how it distorts a person’s sense of time.
The cage isn’t quite as a crowded as the pit, though it’s still full of
lascivious revelers. As I push my way through the cage, I glance out
through the grating, looking at the center stage, but even after two
full circumambulations, I’m nowhere near high enough to see what’s
happening on the top.
At one point, I literally have to climb over a huge pile of orgiastic
lovers blocking the path. As I scale my way across the mound, I can’t
help but dig my hands and shoes into various orifices, including eye
sockets and orvinas. A few of the bacchanals latch onto me in seeming
hopes that I join in, but I forcefully pull myself free.
As I am just clearing the pile of bodies, a hand clamps onto me
with such tightness and tenacity that I end up having to stomp on the
arm to get it to let go of me.
And then up ahead I see Fiona. Only she isn’t dancing anymore.
Her top is pushed up to her neck, revealing her poohis, which are
being fondled by some dark, sleek and muscled Bloodlust, whom she
has pushed up against the metal grating. Her hands are behind his
head, pulling his face to hers as they connect with a rather wet looking
kiss.
Just as the Bloodlust is about to pull up her falderia, I move
forward quickly, furiously, and yank him out from under her, and
slamming him up against the hard external wall.
“What the fuck, Mar?” Fiona yells as the malacho, who has now
transformed into a rippling mountain of hate, recovers quickly,
instinctively assuming a defensive position of the Mariga Khaz,
whose forceful, yet delicate symbol has been branded up his left
breast.
He steps forward with his right foot and pulls his left arm up above
his head and touches his thumb to his fourth finger. He then holds
his right arm out delicately in front of him with upturned palm. I
recognize it as an attack posture. His movements are so precise, fluid
and potent, that I know he is a Tahishi Master.
I stare in fascination as his right arm and hand begin to unfold the
space around them into sharp, glaring angles painful even to look at.
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The space around his right arm continues to bend, reflect, and refract
not only space, but time. The space_time_continuum around his arm
will shred not only physical flesh but also one’s past and future, even
to the point of obliterating the fact that its victim ever existed.
It’s a temporal gauntlet, a localized utilization of the same
technology used in temporal-reavers, and now, only now, do I truly
fear this malacho.
A gauntlet-wielding Tahishi Master! Shiva, does Fiona know how
to pick ‘em!
He smiles nastily, the anticipation of battle gleaming in his eyes.
I call up my arsenal_list and hurriedly select Psi_Blast. Shiva,
please don’t let him somehow have a SURShield installed!
I Psi_Blast him with all the mental juice I can muster. Because of
the Quankiq I can not only feel the energy course through my body
with unaccustomed force, but I can literally see it searing out through
my third-eye as a hideous blaze of blue. The blue lightning streaks
across the space between us and tears into his sensual_synapses,
crushing cortextual networks and withering nerve ends.
His smile now twists into a dzoumky grimace and he slumps to
the ground.
Fiona hits me hard in the arm. “What the fuck did you do that
for?”
I look at her, seeing her furiousness reflecting my own. “Why?”
I roar with disbelief at her incomprehension. “Why the fuck do you
think?”
“And what the fuck gives you the right?” she screams in my face,
splattering me with little flecks of spit. “You’re not my kwazi!”
“Maybe not! But I thought what we had was special enough that
maybe, just maybe, you wouldn’t go fucking around with some
malacho you don’t even know right in front of me like some kind of
babalon!”
“Babalon? You call me a babalon? Well, fuck you!”
“No! Fuck you!”
She swings at me, but because I’m prepared for it, I move my head
fast enough so that it’s little more than a glancing blow across my
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cheek.
She turns and pushes off through the crowd.
I slam my hands up against the wall as hard as I can. I can’t
fucking believe this!
As I’m leaning against the wall, trying to calm down, I notice the
Bloodlust still lying motionless upon the ground.
I kneel and check for vital signs.
He’s dead.
This shocks me somewhat. How can he be dead? Even a maxedout Psi_Blast wouldn’t kill someone like him. Not even close.
As I stare at his murdered body I think I see a pale, glowing
partially-humanoid/partially-demonic spirit begin floating up out of
his body and dissipating into the meshwork of my Quankiq-induced
web-of-life.
I then realize what has happened. The Quankiq. It must have
amplified the Psi_Blast to lethality.
I shake my head. I’ve just murdered someone, but I don’t really
care. Not for this piece of sheklet, I think, nudging him with my foot.
He would’ve killed me in a solburst. Besides, anyone who comes to
Primary must have some kind of deathwish.
But Fiona! That bothers me. Fuck!
I begin stumbling down through the cage.
All the rage, frustration, insecurity and loneliness that I promised
myself I wouldn’t let myself fall into with Fiona was plunging
tormentingly down upon me.
I thrust my way out into the main dance floor, and move headlong
towards its center.
I rush through the flux and flow of hundreds of writhing, anguished,
ecstatic bodies, trying to make my way to the towering pillar in the
middle.
Most of the way it’s suffocatingly crowded, but at one point I
push out into a small clearing where there is an attractive couple
in Renaissance clothing dancing a complex dance that is, perhaps,
period to their dress. A volta?
I stop, my anger giving way for a moment to bafflement.
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The music in this little ring is different too. It is the melody that
underlies the pounding of the main song, but without the violent beat
and with orchestral accompaniment. The song is familiar, yet I’m
quite positive I’ve never heard it before.
I shake my head, knowing this must be a hologram.
I move carefully into the circle and brush my hand across the
shoulder of the female dancer. I feel the soft texture of her clothing,
and gasp.
It’s real! How very strange, I think, pushing back into the chaos of
the crowd. What a very peculiar universe it is indeed.
And, for some unknown reason, I begin to sob.
My anger is now blunted with sorrow, but my determination to
reach the top of that center cylinder, to see what’s on top of the stage,
hardens to dialloyed resoluteness.
People I pass now sometimes look familiar, like Dust or Destard,
but when I get closer, I see it’s not them.
Nearing the center, a frenzied flood of dancers encircles me and
almost pulls me off course. Angrily, I push away from their frenetic
ranks and continue along my way.
As I get close to the column, the concrete ground gives way to
chainlink, and it isn’t long before I must begin climbing. The ascent
of the chainlink to the top of the column is parabolic: first a shallow
incline, then growing steeper until it’s nearly vertical.
The chainlink covers the entire column, all the way to the top, and
by the time I am climbing vertically, I find myself alone. No one else
is near me.
I climb and I climb.
In my deranged fervor, it’s imperative I found out what’s at the
top. I can’t think about Fiona. I must reach the top!
About halfway up the fluting, the metal links begin changing
alternately from hot to cold. They are sharp and cut deep into my
fingers. I watch my hands bleed, but then they stop and heal, and I
keep climbing.
And climbing.
And forcing myself to think only about getting to the top.
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Everything else is too painful.
As I near the top, the ascent slowly changes to an overhang, so
now I’m climbing hand over hand, without benefit of my feet. I
glance down, seeing bodies convulsing, moving, heaving, writhing
like the infernal denizens of Babalon’s personal pakao.
Indeed, they are not quite human, and I’m overwhelmed with a
deep sense of foreboding.
Their skin is translucent, revealing mechanical membranes and
viscous, coloured fluids flowing through transparent veins—arms
flowing into legs, toes into fingers, and spartcheks into tongues.
But no, they’re too far below, so I can’t know those details from
this height.
As I stare, they fall farther and farther away from me until they are
nothing but ziermites on the wrong end of a telescope.
Vertigo.
I feel sick.
I begin losing my grip, my hands slippery with sweat, but I look up
and it’s blood, not sweat. I put one hand over the next.
Must not fall.
Not yet.
Must reach the top first.
The overhang ends. The chainlink continues up over the edge of
the precipice.
I finally pull myself onto the stage, gasping, catching my breath,
and yet feeling supernal triumphance at my athletic accomplishment.
The stage is larger than I’d anticipated. There are a dozen or so
people surrounding something that’s going on in the middle of the
stage, but I can’t quite see what it is.
Spirals of light and patterns, deliciously tangible, dance before my
eyes. The source is the center of the circle. It’s the nexus of the webof-life, the source of the light, the colours, and the music.
I move towards the circle.
A particularly shakti hermaphrodite pinches her left maka-pua
while her other hand strokes her spartchek. She stares intently into
the center of the circle.
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I move in between her and another enrapt voyeur and gaze into the
center of the universe.
Before me is a large, magnificent grey-black goat, with three
long, coiled, gleaming, and gold horns. At his rear is a robust, silverskinned malacho thrusting his spartchek confidently in and out of the
pink, fleshy folds of the goat’s orvina. Under the goat, a gossamer
voluna with exceedingly long fingers and toes is rubbing, massaging,
kissing, and licking the goat’s cyclopean himvesso, which reaches to
the ground. The goat stamps his front right hoof occasionally but is
otherwise calm.
The paniferous tension is wound tightly around and within this
circle. I feel my own spartchek grow to a painfully strained erection
as I watch the scene before me. The girl sticks the grey-pink spartchek
of the goat into her mouth, showing herself to be an expert at bestial
nua-nua.
I’m fascinated by the goat’s center horn. It’s long, so very long and
spiraling, creating, forming all that exists. From this horn emanates
the manifested universe. Energy springs eagerly, dancing, and twirling
from its tip, to branch out into the infinite strands of eternal life.
His horn creates all and binds all in its arcane grasp of energy and
mass. It destroys to create, and all that it creates it must also destroy,
therefore it is the dance of Shiva.
I move around outside the onlookers and push in again near the
front of the goat. I take out my spartchek and begin stroking myself.
The goat looks up at me with intelligent eyes and smiles knowingly.
With my free hand I reach out and touch his center horn.
It is cold and metallic. It feels very real, very solid. Very
comforting.
The music is blaring loud enough to obliterate all other sounds,
yet from above I hear a soft, gently-tinkling sound. I look up and an
angelic princess, wearing a crescent moon as a crown, is descending
from high above. The folds of her gauzy, pale lavender gown flutter
gracefully, languidly about her.
Feeling a little guilty, I put my spartchek away and wait for her.
She descends slowly, and I can see the thin, fibrous strands that
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keep her from falling.
Closer and closer she descends. And as I’m thinking I’ve never seen
anything quite so shakti and clean, I realize the angel is Isabelle.
This knowledge clears some of the haze I realize has been
clouding my mind, and the weblike connections of the universe begin
to dwindle and fade.
I move off to the side and Isabelle lands softly in front of me.
“Isabelle?” I think to her. “I’m all fucked up.”
She reaches out with her delicate hand and touches my face. It’s
slightly cold and I shiver.
“Isabelle? H-how?”
She smiles and touches her finger to my lips. “Shhhhh.”
She takes me by the hand and leads me off to a different section
of the platform, just outside the circle of onlookers. Between a gap in
their ranks, I see that the goat has penetrated the voluna as she heaves
herself up and down upon his spartchek.
Isabelle gestures to a space in front of me on the floor, and a secret
panel slides open. From out of the opening rises a small elevator. She
walks inside and pulls me in with her.
I turn and look at the goat as we begin descending. The malacho
at his rear pulls his spartchek out and spews his makakai all over the
goat’s orvina, smushing it in with the head of his spartchek. At the
same time, the voluna underneath pulls the goat spartchek out of her
gieglobe and begins pistoning it hard with both hands.
The tip of the goat’s himvesso rips open and shoots out a rainbow
of multicoloured gems: rubies, mitors, koarolites, emeralds, and
bluzies. The gems pile up higher and higher upon the ground, pouring
profusely from out of the goat’s spartchek.
As Isabelle and I descend below the surface of the stage, I see the
onlookers rush in and begin scooping up the jewels.
-4-

T

he inside of the elevator is lit with a pale yellow light and we
descend…down…down…down…into the ground of a dying
planet.
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I examine Isabelle’s hand interlocked with my own. Her fingers
are smooth and elegant but not overly delicate. Her skin is neither
pale, nor dark, but a shakticious balance between the two. As I stare
at her hand I’m filled with aching lust for her.
I turn to look her in the eyes and she smiles at me crookedly.
“How?” I ask.
She shakes her head and smiles.
“How Isabelle? How?”
The elevator stops and the door slides open as we enter a large,
moderately-lit hallway with a paisley maze of carpet upon the
ground. She leads me by the hand down the hall. The music from the
Lachrymosa is now gratefully muffled. We pass a series of doors on
either side, and eventually, Isabelle stops and opens one of them.
We enter into a small but luxuriant suite. It seems a little old, but
it is easy to tell it had once been expensively decorated. The bed has
a complex red, yellow, and orange design of spiroquetish paisleys.
The tapestries on the wall look to be Moiran, and the chandelier is
small but elaborate. The room is overly ornate, including what I can
see of a boudoir behind velvety-red, slightly-tattered curtains—but
I like it enough. I am grateful to be away from the madness of the
Lachrymosa, which is now only a distant bumping in an otherwise
silent room.
I sit down on the edge of the bed and Isabelle stands above me,
gently touching my cheek with her hand.
“Isabelle, you have to tell me how.”
Her smile turns into a slight frown as she leans in and whispers,
“The Quankiq-6.”
I nod, not completely understanding, and even though my mind
has cleared a little, I am still too disoriented to even try to think it
through. But her explanation leaves me with the knowledge that her
seeming corporeality is temporary, and should therefore presently be
taken advantage of.
I take her hand and gently kiss her palm—so smooth. I rub my face
into her luscious physicality, licking her palm with desire. And oh!
She smells like lilac-scented moonbeams and tastes like ambrosial
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honeydew. I take her first two fingers and stick them into my mouth,
suckling them slowly, trying to contain my hunger.
Isabelle’s robes slip luringly from her body into a pile at her feet.
She steps out of the pile and stands with parted lips and fiercely
amorous eyes.
She kneels before me, undoing my pants and helping me to
remove them. I notice that the OTP in her neck is now the Hebrew
letter Gimel. It is important somehow, I know, but I can’t concentrate
on it long enough to figure out why.
She expertly takes my spartchek into her hands, rubbing with
precise, calculated movements of her fingers and palms, bringing it
to worshipful life.
She brings her lips slowly down around my spartchek and tickles
it teasingly with her tongue.
I lean back, tsooning nua-nua more than ever before as Isabelle’s
lips undulate up and down, masterly drawing out the magickal forces
of the kao*chi. I feel something going into my urethra, but it can’t be
her tongue as it goes in too deep, too far, and besides, I can feel her
tongue swirling around on the outside. I consider looking up, but I’m
too enthralled to care. Anything that feels this halopreme can’t be
nano.
I feel a hand on my thigh, one fondling my oisaks, another on my
chest, and another rubbing my face.
Too many hands, I think vaguely. Too many, but it feels soooo
halopreme. Mmmmm.
I take the hand on my face and put the fingers into my mouth,
devouring them gnawingly as my entire body is being caressed by
careful, loving hands.
Within my mind I see a myriad of Hindoo gods, all at play much as
I am. We exist together upon gently flowing clouds of eiderdown.
A plump fellow with three heads turns one of them to me and
winks, knowingly. I glance down at his body and see three amberskinned, elephant-headed wahines massaging his legs and himvesso
with a thick, oily substance. I nod and smile at him.
Isabelle whispers into my ear, “I want you on top of me. I want
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you in me. Now.”
I open my eyes and nod, smiling a bit groggily, overwhelmed with
paniferous joy.
I climb on top of her and she eases my spartchek into her geiglobe
with one of her hands. One of her six hands, upon six lovely, lithe
arms.
“Not so gentle,” she hisses with her head thrown back, her hips
pulsing in response to my slow thrustings.
I increase in agressivity, and she moans, “Yes, Mar. Yes, Mar. Like
that. Yes.”
So I thrust even harder as I attempt to suck her tongue from out of
her mouth.
A pair of her hands holds my head tight to hers, while another
kneads my zadjni. The middle pair begins scratching my back,
shredding open the scabs I’d received on Kuhmukuhulu.
My gut begins to burn. My spartchek screams for release. I feel
the end of the universe inside of Isabelle’s grasp. Her head is thrown
back, loud gasps of air escaping at odd intervals. Still holding her face
hard in my hands, I gnaw at her neck, biting in viciously. I balance
precariously upon the edge of armageddon.
Isabelle’s head snaps forward and she looks at me, eyes glaring
with fear. “Mar,” she says fearfully from within my head.
And her corporeality stutters and flickers out like a bad holotransmission, but then returns almost instantly. I continue pumping
away, holding her head protectively, not understanding what is going
on.
Then I see him.
He transforms himself from out of the paisly bedcover, taking its
texture and pattern as his flesh.
It is the beast from my hallucination, only this time he’s equipped
with large scarab wings.
He three-dimensionalizes beneath Isabelle, his wings expanding
to the length and breadth of the bedroom, reaching around so that
their tips touch above Isabelle’s head—and as the wings meet, a loud
thundering rumbles through the room.
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The demon drops the guise of bedcover and a new sickly
abomination is revealed. He is not so much one thing, as a
conglomeration of hideous, writhing parts, all of which begin
encasing and devouring Isabelle.
A serpentine creature with barracuda-head entwines itself tightly
around Isabelle’s left leg, and I hear the cracking of her bones.
Her right leg is being devoured by incisor ants. Each ant cuts off
a piece of her flesh and carries it industriously back into the demon’s
main carcass. It happens with extreme rapidity, like a time-lapse holo.
Within moments they’ve eaten away to her bone.
A large, metallic crucifix with three cross posts forms out of
the spine of the demon and shackles Isabelle’s six arms to it with
blackened chains.
Her middle-right arm erupts into a thousand pustules that burst,
and then ooze yellow acid that bubbles and pops, devouring her once
silky skin. Another arm petrifies, another sprouts millions of blooddripping spikes, another freezes then cracks, and yet another melts
like wax.
The demon snuggles into Isabelle’s smooth neck, nuzzling it
gently. With an extra eye on the side of his face, he winks at me—then
he bites off a chunk of her neck, leaving behind not bloody flesh, but
nonexistence.
His wings envelope her body, attempting to sever me from her.
Isabelle’s mouth is open wide, yet what looks like a thin layer
of glass blocks the escape of air or sound. Her tongue wriggles
pathetically around beneath the glass, pressing against it in futility,
smearing the inside of it with spit. It’s one of the saddest things I’ve
ever seen.
Inside each of her wide-open eyes, I see another demon tearing
apart yet another Isabelle. The demons in each eye are both similar to
this one, only they tear Isabelle apart through even more machinaical
means. In her left eye she is being devoured by rats and locusts,
while in her right, her skin is covered in tumors and lesions, with
variously wicked forms of ivy writhing around her body, cutting off
blood circulation, strangling her. In each of these eyes are even more
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Isabelles being tortured in increasingly sadistic ways. From here to
eternity, Isabelle is forced to bear it all in stiff, silent agony.
I’m nauseous and afraid, yet still I forcefully ram my spartchek
into Isabelle’s now mutilated gieglobe. I cannot stop.
The beast’s scent is pungent but not entirely repugnant—almost
like a roomful of decomposing flowers.
I sense, rather than see, the demon’s grotesquely ribbed spartchek
slide snakelike into Isabelle’s orvina as I still thrust away at her
gieglobe. He stares at me with a wicked grin. The most hideous thing
about the demon is his intelligence, his self-awareness. He knows his
own cruelty and loves it.
From out of Isabelle’s throat, the tip of the demon’s mammoth
spartchek thrusts out licentiously, tearing apart her mouth, causing it
to bleed profusely.
The demonic himvesso shudders violently as angry streaks of
green and yellow lightning streak out of its tip, crackling through the
air, and fffzzzting savagely into my throat, ripping electrically down
through my body, vibrating me to a painfully heaving, yet blissfuly
joyous armageddon.
But the gasms of the geddon don’t stop after just a few. They
continue on and on with achingly piquant consistency. I feel wetness
all over my lower body, and I glance down to see my spartchek
gushing gobs of viscous, gooey blood into...nothing.
Alone now in a sea of red, I blissfully drown myself, hoping my
exit will be pleasurable—hoping even more that I shall never have to
return.
-5-

W

hen I regained consciousness, Isabelle was gone. There was
nothing to suggest anything of what I had envisioned except
that I was nude and there were spots dried makakai upon the paisley
bed sheets.
I called Isabelle again and again, but there was absolutely no
response.
The Quankiq had worn off, leaving behind only a vast emptiness.
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I wanted nothing so much as to be far away from the
Lachrymosa.
After a bit of searching through the rambling halls, I finally found
a passage that led from the suite-level of the Lachrymosa directly into
the streets, thankfully eschewing the club proper.
The sky was now dark grey, not black. The sun was up, I presumed.
The dreariness of the nearly abandoned city was now gloomily
revealed with morning-after clarity. The wind blew restlessly through
the littered streets, and I saw the occasional stray beastie scavenging
around for food.
I smiled wryly, appreciating how perfectly my Atmaka was
reflected in my surroundings.
I walked aimlessly through the streets, feeling acutely aware of the
primal loneliness of human consciousness.
I am I, therefore everything else is not I, is separate, hence the
cause of my sorrow. The sorrow of division. I curse the trick of the
universe that had split itself into two.
I found an old hotel. It wasn’t too rundown and I imagined just
over an EY ago it must have been fairly halo.
Ignoring the probably nonfunctional spacialators, I took the stairs
up several floors and hacked into a room at random.
I wasn’t thrilled about sleeping in the old bed. The room had been
much nicer at the Lachrymosa, but overall I was much happier to be
here than there.
The bed was still made from its last fixing. I carefully removed
the cover so as not to disturb its thick layer of dust and set it on the
floor.
I partially undressed and climbed in under the sheets.
They still smelled almost fresh. They must’ve been treated with
PCQ-12.
By a bit of grey light seeping in from the curtained window to my
right, I stared at the patterned ceiling.
I was exhausted physically. I was exhausted mentally as well, but
still my mind raced on like a broken flywheel.
I was forced to relive what had happened to Isabelle.
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I forced to rerun my final fight with Fiona.
It was all too miserably tender for me to deal with. The wounds
were still raw.
I missed Xanadu. I missed my apartment. I missed Isabelle. I
missed Fiona. I missed Celeste.
Why is it that the gnawing ache in my gut is only appeased when
I’m in the arms of a voluna? Why can I not feel unity alone?
I was ashed on thinking, and I forced myself to try and stop, but it
did little good.
I had to know what happened to Isabelle. Had I hallucinated the
entire thing? I didn’t think so.
I had figured out how Isabelle had become corporeal. I remembered
now that Quankiq-6 made one extremely susceptible to holographic
impressions. By using the intensely powerful holojectors of the
Lachrymosa, Isabelle had somehow found a way to make herself
physical to me.
But that demon had tortured her, perhaps destroyed her. I felt both
fear and rage at this. Who was he? And why had he come for Isabelle?
I didn’t know, but I knew the answers lie with Celeste.
Yes, I felt that the answers to all my questions lie with Celeste.
But where was she? I was no closer to finding her than when I’d
first arrived on Primary. She’d left no clue as to where to go next.
Was she here? I didn’t know, and feeling like I did right then, I didn’t
much care.
All I wanted was sleep. Then I could figure things out. I couldn’t
deal with all this now. It was too much. I felt weighed down and
depressed, overburdened with layers upon layers of troubles and
sadness.
I turned on my side and tried to sleep.
My mind fought rest every step of the way, churning and flowing,
bombarding me with thoughts and images I refused to presently deal
with. But, eventually, gratefully, my mind finally gave way and the
mistress of sleep accepted me into her arms.
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he next day I was still deeply depressed, but my mind was clear
and purposeful.
Isabelle was either captured or destroyed. If it was the former, I
would search for her and demand her release. If it were the latter, then
I would find the responsible party and avenge her death.
After cleaning up and taking a sust_inject (since there was no real
food to be had on Primary), I spent the day looking for Fiona.
I searched the Lachrymosa and every other club I could find:
Fascination St., The Trees, the Hanging Gardens, etc, etc, etc. She
was nowhere to be found, and I despaired.
I went back to my hover to see if perhaps she went there or maybe
left me a message, but she hadn’t. Instead, I found my hover covered
with a dusty film of dirt. Terrible climate, I thought, rubbing my finger
across a window and smushing the grime between my fingers.
While looking for Fiona, I’d also been hoping to stumble upon
some clue of where Celeste might be as well. Again, I found
nothing.
I began worrying more about Isabelle and that strange bestial
demon. What kind of creature was powerful enough to abduct
Isabelle? It was a little more than disconcerting.
I went back and re-searched all the clubs I had previously visited
plus a few more, along with some other inhabited places I found. But
other than renewing my lack of faith in humanoidkind, I accomplished
nothing.
Once again, I returned to my hover, but there was nothing new to
be found there either, except for where some raindrops had cleaned
away spots of grime upon my windshield.
I leaned against my hover, staring at the large, indistinct buildings
of the deceased city and then the dark sky above. No stars were
visible. Just blackness.
Where the pakao was everyone?
I got into my hover and was about to set the windows to autoclean, when I noticed an arrow drawn in the grime. It was obviously
drawn with someone’s finger and it pointed to one of the clean spots.
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I had assumed that the clean spots were caused by raindrops, but now
I wasn’t so sure.
Hmmm, thought I.
I called up a map of this sector with Primary as its center. Though
representing three-dimensional space, I had the map appear as a flat
overlay upon the windshield. Using a ball controller with my right
hand, I quickly began trying different angles but always with Primary
as the center.
I fooled with it for perhaps a centicron and finally stumbled upon
a view that appeared strikingly similar to the pattern of rainspots. I
increased the size of the map until it lined up almost perfectly.
The arrow pointed to the Seratomb System.
I knew that system. It was remote and desolate. It contained many
small planets, all of them frozen wastelands. As far as I knew, there
were a few mining colonies scattered about the system, but that’s
about it. Why was I to go there?
I programmed an auto message for Fiona in case she should return
to the hover:
“Fiona, I’m sorry about what happened. I care for you deeply and
I always will. It just hurt me to see you with someone else. I don’t
really think you’re a babalon.
If you wish to track me down, I’ve programmed the coordinates of
where I’m going into the hover’s auto-nav. If not, the hover is yours
and you may take it anywhere you wish.
Love,
Marlowe”
I searched a nearby, somewhat-full parking lot until I found a hover
I liked. It was a surprisingly new Jaguar 99k, with quad::U+pulsive
OSCs and a 64.SLP_Binzated-Nitrator.
With no millicent types on Primary, hacking into the hover was
only a matter of patience and a small dint of ingenuity.
I climbed into the sleek, yet powerful hover. It smelled of old
stoagies, but the interior was clean and well taken care of. I roared my
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new trialloyed wahina into life and was off.
I loved my Quazar, but the robust potency of a Jaguar is something
to be truly savored. I was flying about 66 km/m as I slipped into the
khierzenslide.
While traversing the slide, I pulled up all the stats on the Seratomb
System. There were nine planets around its tri-sun conglom. Of these
nine, five were utterly uninhabitable but had a few remote mining
colonies on them owned by various corporate entities. After a little
searching on the Labyrinth I found the information I was looking for:
The planet known as Cryscion was owned by Pamphage Corp.
Guess I knew which planet I’d soon be paying a visit to.

Part Five: The Lachrymosa

° 258 •

Part VI: Chaos Come Again

-1-

I

flew above the raw, snowy wastelands of Cryscion. With three
suns, Cryscion rarely had a night cycle, but the suns were so
distant that the planet was in perpetual winter.
Beneath the troposphere, the sky was drearily overcast, and other
than a pale grey luminescence blanketing the rolling snow dunes, I
would have been hard pressed to insist there were any suns at all.
I had picked up a powerful TriTZA beacon deep in the southern
hemisphere where I was now heading.
There were also high ORG and TEK readings in the vicinity of the
beacon. The high TEK readings were no surprise. To survive out here
one would need a vast array of mechanical and technical equipment.
The ORG readings surprised me somewhat, however. They would
suggest that there were hundreds of humans down there as well,
something I hadn’t anticipated.
The cold was fiercely nanopreme, and while the Jaguar had driven
perfectly through the khierzenslide, it had now begun knocking and
shaking in a most disturbing fashion. But, having no other viable
options, I pushed forward.
Immaculate dunes of windswept snow over rippling hills and
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unexplored fissures—Celeste’s world was pure, desolate, and
hypnotically shakti.
The engine problems grew worse, buckling and knocking
frighteningly every few hundred meters. I began flying as low to the
ground as possible in case I had to crash-land, which was becoming
an increasingly probable contingency.
I pushed the Jaguar as close as I could to the beacon. The weather
was barely 200 K out there so I wouldn’t be able to walk far.
After a particularly jolting buckle the Jaguar’s engine finally gave
out, and I found myself gliding hastily to the surface.
I managed to come down upon a small plateau, skimming along its
upper crust, and skidding to a stop within a heaping pile of snow. For
an emergency landing, it wasn’t nano.
According to the sensors I was approximately a kilometer from
the beacon.
I put on my only winter coat, which was a big, bloated brown
thing. It was gratefully equipped with a quality tempitzer. My gloves
contained tempitzer_tech as well.
I climbed out of the hover and the snow dune it was buried in.
Even with the tempitzers on high, I was still cadaverously cold.
The tempitzers weren’t really designed for this kind of cold, but I
hoped it would keep me alive long enough to find Celeste.
I walked with rigid determination, rigorously checking the
direction of the beacon with a small overlay upon my retina.
After several hundred meters the plateau dipped, and soon after I
found myself enveloped in a haze of light fog.
I touched my face; it was numb, and I forced myself to move
faster. I was quite sure I’d never been so cold in all my life.
The dune continued to drop but not steeply, just steadily.
The fog thickened as I descended. The cold froze not only my body
but my mind as well. I felt my thought processes hydrogen bonding
and snapping off like icicles before a young malachito’s stick. I was
left only with the knowledge that I must find Celeste before it was my
turn to take center stage at Shiva’s great gig in the sky.
I was grateful to finally see the ground level out. The fog was quite
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thick now, and I couldn’t see more than twenty or thirty meters ahead
of me.
Slowly, out of the fog, materialized a small wahina about five or six
EYs.
I was not surprised to see her.
She wore a lovely, jonquil-coloured snowdress that perfectly
highlighted her magnificent long, blond hair.
Her bare feet danced trippingly over the top of the snow as she
moved towards me.
I stopped and watched silently until she stood directly in front of
me, her bare feet not impressing upon the snow at all. She shifted her
body weight around, staring at me petulantly.
A practical part of my mind insisted I should keep walking—but
I knew this wahina. From somewhere far away, from sometime
long ago, I knew her, and now I must talk to her, here in this virgin
wasteland of shakticious vacuity.
She reached out with a pale, supple arm and handed me a yellow
rose. I examined it closely, trying to remember.
I realized that this was the exact flower I had given her long, long
ago when I was no older than she, back on Xanadu, living with my
mother and father.
Why did you never come to my house? the wahina asked with sad,
curious eyes.
And I realized that I never did give her the flower. But I had wanted
to. I had tried so hard. “I looked...I couldn’t find you.”
But I showed you where I lived.
“Yes,” I said, remembering now.
I had been playing brica-brac-bones alone on the side of my yard
when this wahina had come to me, befriended me, and given me a
magenta-coloured wildflower. She had then taken me by the hand
and shown me where she lived. She kissed me on the cheek and then
walked into her house. I went home, not caring all that much if I saw
her again or not.
But then later...that day? The next? I couldn’t remember. I had
begun missing her once she had gone. I picked a shakti yellow rose
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from a bush up the street, determined to give it to her. I walked to her
house and asked for her.
“But I tried that house,” I said. “They said you didn’t live there.
That you never lived there. That they didn’t know who you were.”
She smiled and shook her head. Silly boy, she said, taking my hand
and pulling me gently to my knees.
She touched my face. Won’t you stay and play with me now?
I shook my head. “I can’t. I have to get to the beacon.”
Please, she said. Play with me.
“No,” I said, my body filling with an unnamed dread. “I can’t.” I
stood up again.
She grabbed my left hand with both of hers. Please, Mar. Play with
me.
“No,” I said, shaking my head, afraid. I pulled my hands from hers
and began moving away.
Mar, she said.
“No,” I said, not looking back, trudging forward through the
snow.
Mar, she said sadly, and I could tell she was crying.
My heart, already frozen over like an icestorm, was now shattered
by Thor’s own mallet. I stopped and turned to look at her.
She walked over with tears in her soft, grey eyes. She stood in front
of me, letting her dress slip off her thin, undeveloped body, where it
piled around her bare, white feet. She stood staring at me, her child’s
body naked in the glistening snow.
Don’t you want to play with me now? she asked, and then put her
forefinger into her red lips and suckled at it luringly. She kneeled in
the snow as she moved her finger down to her hairless pudendum. She
sat in the snow rubbing her smooth, white gieglobe.
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “No. I can’t...I...don’t...even
know...your name.”
I turned away and ran through the snow.
A high wailing began, screaming through the snow. I put my hands
to my ears but it did no good. The wailing remained, whispering,
shrieking out her name:
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/\ /\/ / /\/\ /\, the wind moaned enticingly.
/\ /\/ / /\/\ /\, it screamed out violently.
/\ /\/ / /\/\ /\, a mantra of blistering, breathy truths, rumors, and
insinuations.
I pushed myself harder, feeling sick, still running forward. Always
forward. Better not look back.
And gratefully, oh, so Shivafucking gratefully, the wailing began to
recede.
And as it faded, I slowed to a walk, too exhausted to run anymore,
but knowing I didn’t dare stop to rest.
-2-

T

he fog was thicker now. My mind, as well as most of my body,
was numb.
I walked, occasionally checking the direction of the beacon, but
other than that I was aware of little else. I knew nothing else mattered
other than to reach the beacon.
I walked and walked.
A part of my mind noticed the fog had thinned a bit.
The dunes were all the same, sometimes up, sometimes down.
A small mountainside loomed before me, and I found myself
staring at large, steep spikes poking out from its cliffs.
I couldn’t quite register what they meant.
I hiked closer and finally saw that the spikes were minarets, pale
blue and glassy—delicate looking, yet still sharp, still lethal.
As I moved closer still, I saw a glass castle attached to the minarets.
It was embedded into the side of the cliff. It was tall, sleek, slender,
and made of the same pale bluish glass of the minarets. Snowdrifts
buffeted up against its side, and I strained my eyes looking around for
an opening.
I trudged up the drifts fronting the castle. The walls of the castle
were sheer and nanorifically imposing.
I clapped my hands vigorously together to get their circulation
going again. Eventually the blood flowed, and I once again had
feeling in my hands.
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Taking my left hand out of its tempitzer glove, I pressed my palm
to the side of the castle. It was utterly smooth, perfectly cold. If it was
made of glass, it was a glass as hard as kaorolites and as strong as
dialloy. I could see no opening anywhere in its flawless façade.
I slipped my hand gratefully back into its glove, and then strained
my neck looking up, trying to see the tips of the forward-most
minarets, but their spires were lost in a hazy fog.
Calling up my optical_menu, I set my eyes to a higher
magnification, which would be appropriate while scanning for subtle
variances in the surface of the castle walls.
With both hands, I rubbed slowly across the castle façade. I could
feel its coldness even through the gloves. I climbed sideways up and
down snowdrifts with my hands always feeling along the wall while I
scanned critically with my eyes.
Finally, I picked up something interesting in the wall. I magnified
my sight even more to discover a hairline crack in the shape of an
archway.
Most of the archway seemed to be buried beneath the snow so I
began clearing it away.
The snow moved easily, but there was quite a lot of it, and it
took me some time to clear down to what I discovered to be a glassy
walkway in front of the suspected ingress.
I stood up and looked at the glacial wall before me. My thoughts
cleared a little as the reality of the situation dawned with solbursting
whiteness.
Celeste is here.
I grew anxious.
What do I do now? Knock on the door?
I laughed.
What if she didn’t want to see me? I’d die out here. I had no way of
repairing the Jaguar, even if I could make the journey back to it.
Or worse: What if she can’t see me?
And for the first time I realized I had no idea what I was getting
myself into.
I shook my head, laughed wryly, and rapped my knuckles against
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the hard, glassy surface within the confines of the outlined archway.
Almost instantly the surface of the archway sucked inward and
swished quickly off to the side, revealing a dark passageway.
A waft of air hit me full in the nose. It was strong and cloying—
the scent of exotic perfumes and mechanical lubricants. It struck
me curiously like a cross between a Ktasian refinery and a Tianese
brothel.
I stepped inside.
It was noticeably warmer inside but still cold enough to see my
breath in the stagnant air. Ahead of me, the walls were smooth glass
as far as I could see, which wasn’t very far because the only light was
that which came from outside.
I took a step forward, and the archway slid closed behind me with
a nearly inaudible swish and click.
Now it was completely dark, and I would be remiss in my
narratorial duties if I suggested that I was anything but nanorifically
horrificated.
“Shivatotenit!” I said, mostly for my own sake. “I could use some
fucking light in here.”
I was just about to call up my optical_menu when a pale
luminescence began emanating from the walls themselves.
“Thanks,” I said casually, but internally I was sighing big heaves
of appreciation. At least someone was trying to make this a little
easier on me.
I began walking and eventually realized I felt quite strange—a
little like I was on Quankiq-6, but the sensation was not so obvious
and seemed to leave me with more self-control.
The sheer glass walls and floor began changing as I walked. The
perfectly arched tunnel began breaking up into odd angles and shapes.
The material and texture of the glass began changing as well. Parts
became more metallic while other parts became softer, more fleshlike.
The floor, relatively flat and stable, was sometimes hard and
echoey, and other times, spongy and squishy.
I noticed xiertubes running along the walls now. Most were
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opaque, but in a few transparent tubes I could see various liquids
coursing quickly through them. The liquid in one xiertube was pink
and bubbly, while another larger tube contained a yellow, creamy
fluid. Some of the liquids irradiated a light of their own.
I walked for awhile, feeling more and more estranged from my
normal thought processes every step of the way. Eventually, I noticed
a hum that I’m sure had been present ever since I’d entered the tunnel.
It was a plain, dull hum, yet somehow it was beautiful and horrifying
to listen to, and even more so to concentrate upon.
I continued walking. The passage was mostly cylindrical now, with
dozens of xiertubes running along with me, and more tubes entering
the passage with every few steps. Many of the xiertubes were organic,
as were many other sections of the wall.
There was translucent skin over large sections of the walls with
various alien-looking biomechanical organs working within them.
I saw a particularly large, bluish kidney-shaped thing chemically
breaking down what looked like a large rodent.
Eventually, I reached the end of the passage and climbed down out
into a medium-sized, roundish room.
If room it could indeed be called. It was more like a fleshy cavity,
heart-like in both shape and the pulsing of its walls. It was about the
same size as my room back home, yet this place was densely packed
with wires, tubes, instrumentation and neuromechanry. Tunnels led
off in all directions, some large, some tiny, some angling up, and
some descending directly into the ground.
On the floor, however, instead of mostly tunnels, were dozens of
pits filled with variously coloured metallic liquids. There was silver,
gold, azure, and many others. The room enlarged and shrunk in a
slow, methodic fashion as if breathing.
Or pumping.
I turned around and around, admiring the complex bioengineering
of the room. I kept fairly abreast of modern biomechanics and
organitechnix, but this...I’d never seen anything this advanced.
Never before had I imagined this kind of integration between flesh
and technology. It was impossible to tell where the living met the
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mechanical, though some sections were definitely organic and others
were inarguably dialloy and copper wiring.
The material of the room varied immensely. There was soft, pliable
surface flesh, glisteningly moist organ-type flesh, shiny dialloys, and
even the dull grey of virgin lycrasteel. However, there were no harsh
distinctions between these different substances as everything flowed
seamlessly into everything else. That, to me, was the sublimity of its
bioengineering.
The canvas of the walls contained many, many cyberneuretic
accouterments, some vaguely familiar, others completely bizarre.
I realized with a peculiar sense of relief that the composition of this
castle accounted for the high ORG readings as well as the TEK. The
entire castle must be like this. That meant Celeste was probably more
or less alone, and for some reason I was comforted by this thought.
In the center of the room, jutting out of the floor was a large
column, which itself was a Euclidian nightmare: a grey, metallic
framework, intersecting and interweaving at angles that should have
been impossible in the physical realm. Layer upon layer of twisted
metal pieces piled up in ways that would be intriguing in the two
dimensional world of M.C. Escher, but which made me dizzy in the
third.
Inside the metallic meshwork, I could see milky, fluidic gases
flowing up from the floor to be released at the top of the column into
a hole in the ceiling.
The hole revealed a searing kaleidoscope of vibrating colours.
Staring at it made me nauseous. I looked back down again at the
column.
As I more closely examined the milky-pink gas/fluid, I could see
that it wasn’t gas or fluid at all, but actually tiny ballerinas dancing up
through the air with perfect balance and symmetry.
I smiled, as they were quite shakti.
I turned and moved closer to a wall, examining a small instrument
panel made of three backward ‘S’s with a dial/meter at each extremity.
The readouts were in Ktasian. I recognized the panel’s function. It was
used to monitor and regulate ultrahigh CTIQ_wave output. Whatever
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else this place did, I now knew that it generated immense quantities
of useable energy.
Who could have engineered all this? Pamphage Corp., I assumed.
But to what end?
I glanced around and saw four pumping pistons up against the
bottom of the wall. Only they weren’t really pistons, they were
more like veiny spartcheks thrusting methodically into hard, fleshy
gieglobes. The liquid pumping up through the pistons was red going
out of the spartchek, but purple as it left the gieglobe into another
xiertube.
I’m soon mesmerized by the pulsing of the pseudo-pistons.
They are not in sync. The second one from the left is the fastest,
while the one on the far right is slowest.
As I stand there entranced, I find myself listening closer to the
background hum. It is not just a hum, I realize placidly.
As I focus in on the hum, I begin hearing distinct sounds that
comprise what I thought was just noise.
I hear a lonely strain from Mozart’s Requiem. I hear a wahina
screaming. I hear the sound of a discombobulator before it overloads.
I hear a bird chirping.
The longer I focus on the hum the more details I can hear. I can
distinguish layer upon layer of sound: someone vomiting, a fiercat
meowling, a recited love sonnet, the smash of crystal, the mating of
the jujubug.
I begin losing myself in the sounds.
I lose my sense of vision.
An angry siren, D’yer Mak’er, the Emperor of Andromeda Nine’s
inaugural speech, ground-level city traffic.
On and on the sounds go, from one end of eternity to the other.
And I can feel my body no more.
“Marlowe,” she says softly.
It is Celeste’s voice at the center of all the other sounds of the
infinite hum.
“Marlowe,” she says again. She is the signal amidst the
confusionous noise. I become once again aware of where I am.
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I found myself still staring at the pistons.
With my eyes I followed the tubes that run out of the gieglobe.
They bundled up together and ran all along the wall, weaving in and
out of neurocircuitry, biomechanry, and other xiertubes.
As I was still following the tube’s windy course, I noticed a
peculiar fragrance that I’d not smelled here before but was undeniably
familiar.
It was a comforting and halodiscious scent; I sniffed around to find
its source. It seemed to be coming from a small passage along the side
of the wall.
As I was about to follow the scent into the tunnel, the floor beneath
me began to move. Like a biomechanical wave, it conveyed me
gracefully along its gentle current.
After leading me through a maze of small, branching passages, the
pathway carried me out into a much larger tunnel, where I began a
forty-five degree ascent, almost as if I were upon an old escalator.
The walls, which had been reminiscent of internal human organs
now slowly changed, mutating into more external members and
appendages. Legs, fingers, and arms now appeared embedded in the
walls, floor and ceiling, though often times they were not so human
looking, having extra fingers and joints, variously textured skins, and
mechanical entrails.
Beneath my feet I occasionally caught a glimpse of hands or
feet that would help push me forward to the next meshwork of
biomechanry that made up the floor.
Embedded in the wall I saw a shapely female leg working a
hydraulic XFD^Build with her foot and toes, and in another section I
noticed an arm with elaborate solderings upon its skin methodically
squeezing a red, amorphous blob, which pumped a red-purple liquid
out of dozens of little arteries that fed back into the fleshy sections of
the wall.
I continued to be slowly carried up through the passage, at one
point having to duck down below a frenetically oscillating electrical
current running across the middle of the path. The current was
painfully bright, fluctuating through the entire visible spectrum,
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hissing, and crackling between two wide-open mouths on either side
of the passage. One mouth belonged to the head of Anubis, replete
with Egyptian headdress, and the other belonged to the head of
Isis, which reminded me shiveringly of Isabelle and her final, silent
scream.
Many other passages opened out into this one, as if this was a
bigger vein that smaller ones drained into.
I had a peculiar sensation of the center of gravity changing. Instead
of walking along the floor, I felt as if I were slowly walking around
the walls of the tunnel, and sometimes even walking upon what
would have been the ceiling. But really, it was inconsequential; the
entire palace made no distinction between floors, walls, or ceilings.
Sometimes though, it felt as if I were standing still upon an unmoving
slab of ground while the rest of the palace flowed along around me.
The densely packed walls now grew more and more blatantly
paniferous. Entire bodies now appeared within the walls.
But no, they didn’t exactly appear within the walls, as they were
the walls.
The bodies came in all sizes, and in a wide variety of shapes as
well. With elongated heads and exceedingly slender bodies, they
were quite alien in appearance. Except for their exquisite faces, that
is. Everyone, no matter how misshapen their bodies, had superbly
humanoid facial features.
Upon the ceiling I watched a lovely Moiran-like being seemingly
wash herself within what resembled a bathtub. The blue fluid she
swished around in didn’t spill out as it should have; it just jiggled like
gelatin. She had gills and large fish-like eyes, along with webbed toes
and fingers. I strained my neck to gaze closely upon her nude body.
She stared at me curiously as I was conveyed slowly away from her.
More and more bodies were now locked in bizarre coital embraces.
A small, impish creature humped the leg of a translucent voluna, and
a malacho breathed heavily into a gas mask, which was connected to
his own spartchek.
I wasn’t aroused however. While the Lachrymosa’s sexuality had
been blatant, it had also been uncannily erotic. Yet, here I felt not at
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all piqued. In fact, I felt quite the opposite, as if I was being drained
of all my paniferous juices.
I coughed, sending slow-motion vapor trails into the cold. I
shivered and felt a little sick.
At the end of the passage were dozens of rows of bas-relief
hieroglyphs. As I was carried along past them, I attempted to read the
hieroglyphs, but they moved and shifted even as I gazed upon them.
Finally, I realized that the hieroglyphs weren’t carved hieroglyphs
at all, but actually tiny beings involved in a fantastique array of
aphrodisial positions.
The passage opened up into a vast, round atrium, made of much
the same materials and creatures as the tube I’d been in, only now the
walls were seething with human, mechanical, and alien paniferosity.
Everywhere were humanoid aliens and fleshy machines engaged
in elaborate intercourse—one body led amorously into another,
one machine neuroconnected to the next—an endless meshwork of
energy transmutation.
The moving walkway had stopped, and I was now on my own.
High upon a section of the outer wall, a fair voluna was spread
out like a star, her riveted hands and feet keeping her tightly in place.
A most devious looking contraption grew out of the wall between
her legs. It spread her gieglobe apart with dialloyic forceps, while
other parts of the machine sent out slender, vibrating tendrils that
poked, prodded, and massaged various areas of her gieglobe, sakata,
and orvina. Depending on what parts of her gieglobic and orvinal
anatomy were being manipulated, and how they were activated, the
voluna had different responses, which controlled the tempo, tone, and
pitch of her moans.
There was music in the way she was played.
The dome of the atrium was a mosaic of variously coloured, but
generally pale and mostly clear glass. The large pieces of the glass
mosaic were held in place by the tendrical extensions of the rest of the
room. I could see the grey, lifeless sky beyond the dome.
Upon a large chrome hook, I saw a male humanoid hung upon the
noose of his own spartchek.
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There was a colonnade of wide, towering columns running
through the center of the round room. The columns were a tightly
twisted conglomeration of humalienesque creatures engaged in an
ever-flowing paean of lascivious pani-pani.
The thing that struck me most about the room was its seething
density. Every square centimeter was packed with writhing
erotomechanica. Even the floor, which somehow managed to remain
stable regardless of its constant shifting and metaphorphizing, was
maze of holosurrealistic panitalia.
I looked down and a translucent alien foot was being slowly
devoured by one of several large serpent creatures that incessantly
slithered in and out between the other bodies and creatures composing
the atrium.
The most curious thing of all was a satyrish creature that danced
about on the walls, or upside-down upon the ceiling, playing a little
pipe. I realized with frightful, yet unreasoning panic that the pipe was
the source of the hum I’d been hearing since I’d entered the castle.
In fact, the hum was still the only noise I heard besides my own
breathing. None of the creatures on the wall made any noise at all
except to feed the hum. Even the moaning of the tortured voluna was
just a strain in the music of the panpipe. Her moans weren’t created
by her tormusement machine, but rather the hum created her moaning,
which in turn effected how the erotitool played upon her orifices.
Just outside the colonnade were two pools of something that
looked like a hybrid between oil and chocolate. Tendrillic vines hung
down from the ceiling over the pools.
I walked over to one pool and dipped the tip of my finger into it.
As I was about to taste it, a pale-green undine peeked her head out of
the liquid and smiled widely. The oily chocolate substance dripped
tantalizingly down her face. She licked some off her pouty lips and
winked luringly at me. Then she slowly sunk back down into the pool,
leaving only one arm above the chocolate.
Her hand beckoned me to join her in the languorous depths of the
deep, black pool.
As I was about to jump in after her, I heard, “Marlowe, I wouldn’t
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go in there if I were you.” It was Celeste’s voice coming from this
very room.
I looked around to find Celeste on the far end of the atrium, at the
end of the colonnade. Why hadn’t I noticed her before?
She sat upon what appeared to be a large, glistening black throne.
The throne was immaculately carved with writhing, clawing demons
out of a material I couldn’t quite name. Unlike the rest of the room,
the throne was utterly static, with not even a hint of life in it. Yet, for
some reason, the throne filled me with morbid terror.
Celeste sat perfectly upright, her lithe, little hands folded lightly
in her lap. She looked very demure and proper in her high-backed
throne. Her modest pose, however, was about the only thing that was
familiar.
She was nude, and I could see that the constitution of her body had
changed dramatically. Her shape was much as it had been, but her
substance was entirely foreign to anything I’d ever seen anywhere
before, let alone on a human.
She wasn’t pale anymore.
She was luminescent.
Her body emanated light of such intensity that it was at first
painful for me to even look directly at her. She was like a holo with
the gamma turned up to retina-frying levels.
When my eyes had at least partially adjusted to her extreme
brilliance, I began to analyze her composition more closely, which
was facilitated by her mostly translucent, sometimes transparent
skin.
Her body was similar to most of the biomechanical bodies
composing the rest of the castle, yet her internal organitechnix were
more refined, more complex, more fluid, and so much more elegant.
They looked as if they were from an entirely different generation of
scientific bioengineering.
Her right thighbone reminded me of a musical instrument, covered
with transparent muscles, while pink and yellow fluids flowed through
the labyrinthitic pathways of her circulatory system.
And though her respiratory system was mostly obscured by a
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dialloy ribcage and obscure organs, I did see enough to realize she had
no lungs and was not actively involved in the process of breathing.
Her poohis were also transparent, revealing what looked to be
albino snakes, coiled and sleeping.
Her right arm and left leg were not translucent at all. The skin
on these parts of her body was composed of a malleable metallic
plating.
The sculpturing of her face was as exquisite as ever. And though
her face was less translucent than most of the rest of her body, it still
revealed the organitechnix of her physical makeup, giving her face a
subtle patterning reminiscent of a submicroprocessor copulated with
the elaborate traceries of an illuminated manuscript.
The OTP that had once been at her throat was now replaced with
an apparently biomechanical scarab that lived parasitically upon her
neck.
By far, however, the most intense thing about Celeste was her hair.
It was now a rainbow coloured electrical storm of dynamic energies
slowly undulating through the air as if underwater. Her hair crackled
and hissed, flowing and shifting through wave after wave of dazzling
colours: harrowing blues, blistering reds, and harsh yellows.
And even though it was excruciating, I could’ve spent an eternity
studying the intricacies of Celeste’s hair and body. She was so lovely,
yet so distant, so cold, and so perfectly unattainable. I felt as though
an abyss lie between her world and mine.
She stood up and flowed over to me—tendrils, appendages, and
mechanical flesh swirling and forming about her feet and legs as they
carried her along. I heard a faint mechanical clinking and whirring as
she moved towards me. From out of her hair, I saw a small blue and
red snake reach out and bite her cheek.
I realized with brutally samadhic insight that the entire castle, and
every creature within it, was Celeste.
Except for the throne. That was different somehow.
“Marlowe,” she said with amazement, looking at me with eyes like
10,000-watt spotlights. I squinted to keep out the light. “It is indeed
you.”
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“In the flesh,” I said, shielding my eyes with my right hand.
“It is...strange to see you, Marlowe. Why have you come?”
The way she said my name was peculiar, like it was a recently
discovered but long-lost mantra or word of power, and she still wasn’t
entirely comfortable with its use.
“I’ve come to save you.”
Celeste giggled, the electrical filaments of her hair vibrating and
crackling in synch with her laughter. “Save me? From what?”
“From whatever’s going on. Whatever’s got you in its grip. Is it
your father? Is he manipulating you into his personal test creature?”
“My father?” she smiled sweetly, condescendingly. “No, Mar. You
don’t understand. It is not my father who controls.”
Within my head appeared a perfectly lucid image of a vecheck
looking out of a window upon a brightly sparkling nighttime
cityscape. I realized that Celeste was projecting a holo directly to my
cerebral cortex.
“Daddy,” she said.
The man turned around and looked up into the direction from
where we perceived him. It was indeed her father, looking much as
he had the last time I’d seen him, only he now wore the full business
regalia of Pamphage Corp.
“Yes, Celeste?” he said wearily.
“Daddy, bite off your right forefinger.”
“Celestina,” he said, as if warning a child not to throw her toys
around the room.
“Daddy, please. Do it for me?” she said, pouting.
He looked at his finger for a moment and then clamped down
hard upon it with his teeth, blood squirting and dripping profusely as
he easily sliced through skin, muscle, and tendon. Then I heard the
distinct snap of the bone, and he spat the tip of his finger out onto the
floor.
“Happy?” he asked, emotionlessly.
“Exceedingly,” Celeste said pleasantly, with neither humor nor
malice in her voice.
The image of her father vanished from my mind.
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“Why did you do that to him?”
“Because I can,” she said, putting a finger to her lower lip.
“And because I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea about who’s
controlling who.”
I noticed electrical sylphs darting in and out of Celeste’s hair. One
spun around upon a glittering strand of hair, stopped and looked at
me fiercely, stuck out its tongue, and then disappeared back into the
psychedelic currents of its home.
“That was sheer cruelty. Nothing more,” I said as if angered, but
actually I was spellbound.
“I suppose from your plane of existence it does seem cruel. From
mine, above the abyss, things look rather different. Every act is
equally as good as any other. In fact, ultimately, there is no difference
whatsoever. Besides his finger will grow back.”
I realized I wanted Celeste to hurt me. Badly. The thought
frightened me and I pushed it aside.
“What’s with all this perversion? All this psychoneuromechanical
sheklet,” I said, gesturing wildly at the room around us.
She looked at me silently for a few moments. “These processes,”
she said, gesticulating mildly, “are what I have discovered to provide
a most potent and efficient way of generating the ShinQua_filtered
energy which fuels this palace.”
“Which is the hub of your network?”
She nodded. “The center, yes. I can, however, draw power from
many other sources as well, but this is the nevertheless the center.”
“But why?”
“I’m sure you know.”
“Power? Immortality through network? But look at you, Celeste.
You’re not even human anymore.”
“Not completely. No. Something quite a bit more, I should think.”
She moved aphrodisially, yet still self-consciously before me, turning
around, showing me all of her body. You don’t like it then?” she
queried almost sadly, fleetingly reminding me of the young Celeste
of my daydreams.
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I do like it.” And I did. In fact, it
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was the most fascinating and erotica piece of human equipment I had
ever seen. Woman-machine in the flesh. I longed to touch her.
A blue, green, and silver salamander crawled onto her foot and then
climbed her leg, which was already swarming with biomechanical
tendrils, appendages, and creatures.
“It was worth it then?” I asked softly.
She pondered this, biting at her lower lip and picking at it with
a finger. “I’ve made many sacrifices to get here,” she said, looking
away distantly as I stared into the kaleidoscopic nightmare that was
her hair. After a few moments she turned back to me and smiled
gently. “But yes, I believe it was worth it.”
Several biomechanical hands flowed out of the floor and began
massaging her foot and lower leg.
I shook my head, striding away. Then I turned and walked back,
forcing myself to look her in the eyes. “I don’t understand. Now
what? You’re half computer. So what?”
“My body is mostly cybernetic, yes. It won’t die. Parts can
continually be upgraded. I can, in fact, exist entirely independent of
my body.
“But that’s only a fraction of what I’ve gained, the knowledge I’ve
acquired. The wisdom. And yes, Marlowe, the power. I have access
to trillions of terabytes of information at my fingertips. I can now
help the universe to function more efficiently, evolve more quickly,
process its lessons at higher speeds. I can guide humanity into a new
epoch of unimaginable majesty.”
I shook my head laughing. This was too much. Absurd, in fact.
I found myself oscillating between intense desire for Celeste and
extreme revulsion.
“Do you have Isabelle?” I demanded flatly.
“Isabelle?” she queried blankly, and then finally a look of
understanding crossed her face. She giggled. “Oh, yes. Your annoying
little AI. Yes, I have her.”
“Why did you take her?”
“She was really stressing me out, Marlowe. I had to do something.
She was always flitting in and out of my major control systems and
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neural_processes. I finally had to send Khoronzon to track her down
and capture her.”
“Khoronzon?” I asked, feeling an unpleasant and tingly feeling
flow up from my gut to lodge uncomfortably in my throat like a
Zombonian Cyst.
“He’s my AI,” she explained to me, and then in the tone of a
command, she added, “Khoronzon.”
The throne began to shift and alter, growing into a symbol
distinctly related to his sigil in Abramelin’s grimoire. The symbol
shifted and flowed faster and faster, eventually spinning itself into a
black tornado that breezed up behind Celeste.
The tornado slowed itself into an amorphous mass of darkness. A
face materialized at its top, similar to the one he wore on Primary as
he abducted Isabelle.
I wasn’t surprised. It all made sense now.
The mass molded itself to Celeste’s body as she leaned slightly
back into it. Then Khoronzon solidified himself into an infernal
cenotaph consecrated to carnal confusion and brutal disorder. Dozens
of sepulchral visages gazed out forlornly, frozen everlastingly in
Khoronzon’s hardened flesh.
His skin was too dark. It hurt me to stare at it—a painful inverse to
Celeste’s brightness. His blackness was utterly malevolent, swirling
with primeval nonexistence.
A large, flowing spartchek appeared out of the cenotaph and
slowly penetrated into Celeste’s orvina, and because much of her
body was transparent, I saw it move and grow and blend into the
internal workings of her own body. A tendril that at first appeared to
be Celeste’s sakata grew backward and penetrated into Khoronzon’s
form. I stared in fascination at the cold mechanality of the union.
I noticed the visage of Khoronzon, and he smiled at me.
I’d seen that smile many times before, I suddenly realized. The
goat, the Quankiq dealer, the monkey, and several of the malachos in
the holoporn and holoshow on Karma all smiled like Khoronzon did
now: cruelly, yet somehow, kindly, as if he was doing me and the rest
of the universe a favor by wanting to destroy it.
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“He’s not an AI,” I said. “He’s a spirit creature, a demon, and you
can’t trust him.”
She giggled. “Of course not. But he is very useful, and safe so long
as he’s kept under control.”
“Maybe he’s controlling you.”
“Don’t be silly, Mar. Does your Isabelle control you?”
“I’ve oft had times to wonder.”
Celeste smirked and shrugged.
“Where’s your kwaziguito, Celeste? What’s going on with him?”
“Oh, Mar,” she said, giggling. “He’s out of the holo now.”
“Yes, I know. He turned up on my doorstep and killed himself a
few dekas ago.”
“Oh. I see. Khoronzon didn’t tell me that’s where he was
terminated.” She appeared thoughtful, eyebrows furrowed. “No,” she
said out loud, but not to me.
I knew she was now conversing with Khoronzon. I did a quick
scan of their audiowave_spec and succeeded in localizing their
transfer frequency, but the language was a highly compacted trinary,
and I couldn’t even begin to translate it.
“I’d like Isabelle back now,” I said, deliberately interrupting their
unholy communion.
She squinted at me, pondering. “I don’t know, Mar. She seems
pretty dangerous.”
“I promise she won’t do anything.”
She smirked. “After what you’ve just told me, how do I know you
can even control her?”
“Please, Celeste. She means a lot to me.”
She stared at me. “Although Khoronzon advises against it, I’ll let
you have her back. I’ll warn you, though; we’ve probed her quite
a bit since we’ve had possession of her, so we know something of
her strengths and weaknesses. If we catch her trying to hack into our
systems again, I’ll have her identity obliterated.”
“Fair enough.”
“Here she is.”
“Mar?” Isabelle said within my head.
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“Isabelle! Thank Shiva! You’re okay, then?”
“Good enough. But listen. Celeste is very dangerous. Khoronzon
is using her. Manipulating her to do his dirty work.”
“Are you sure?” I asked within my head. “She seems to have
things well under control.”
“That’s what Khoronzon wants you to think. He’s malicious and
cruel and is determined to destroy all organized civilization. He
and Celeste have melded now. They’re inseparable. They must be
stopped.”
“How?” I thought to her, still slightly skeptical.
“I have a plan. I’ll be back soon.”
And she was gone.
Same old Isabelle, I thought wryly.
“Would you like to see the stars?” Celeste asked quietly.
“What?” I asked, not understanding what she could possibly
mean.
“The firmament,” she said and gestured up out of the dome. The
grey clouds covering the sky began clearing at an unnatural rate,
revealing the constellations—clear, bright, and strong.
“Like them?” she asked, flowing up against me.
“What?” I asked, staring into eyes like pools of quicksilver.
“The stars,” she said, putting her arms around me.
“Uh, yeah,” I said.
Her cool fingers enveloped the back of my neck.
She pressed her cold lips to mine.
And this is what I’ve always wanted. This is what I’ve always
waited for. I close my eyes and kiss her back with all the pent up loss
and frustration she’d long ago left to fester within my heart.
She removes the OTPs from my neck and slides her fingers into
the ensuing holes, their tendrillic tips injecting deep into my spine
like a careful lover. I feel no pain at all. How nice it is that she must
be using local anesthesia.
Her tongue, too, is now gliding down into my throat, yet I do not
choke.
Cool but comforting...soothing...peaceful. Cold.
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And it feels good.
But it was wrong. It was the same old game. The same old song.
By how many lips? By how many mouths had I been sucked into the
comfort and safety of a warm embrace, only to be turned away cold
after I had begun to trust.
No.
“Mmm,” I say, caressing her cool, metallic skin, feeling her
tongue in my stomach, her fingers in my spine, and her sakata in my
orvina. But this is all so halopreme. It is loving and kind, cold and
passionate.
But when slices the ragged razor of reality to cut me loose, weaker
and more wounded than ever before?
But no. This time it is different.
It will be good.
It will last.
This time.
Forever.
No.
No.
“No!” I said, pushing her away from me.
She fell backward, but fleshy appendages instantly growing out of
the floor broke her fall and helped to her feet again. I reached around
and felt the holes where Celeste’s fingers had been. They were oozing
with congealed blood.
I sank to my knees.
Celeste smiled awkwardly.
I felt sick.
She shrugged and turned away with a hint of fury in her blizzardly
silver eyes.
I leaned over, afraid I would vomit. Embedded within the floor
beneath me was a familiar looking wahine’s head with wide open
mouth from which flowed a never ending, glistening blue and white
serpent with red spangles.
As recognition came, I could hold down my stomach no longer
and vomited upon the face of Quintaria Jazinsky, Ice Princess of the
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Arkadian Winter Ball.
After a few moments, I felt not so sick and stood up again.
Celeste had flowed back to the other end of the room and stood
upon the black dais that was Khoronzon. He flowed all over her lower
body, penetrating her, reaching up bits of himself to caress her poohis
and finger her neck. I was sickened and jealous.
Celeste turned to me. “Apparently someone’s on their way to see
you.”
“What?”
“Your hover. Your Quazar. It’s heading this way. A female is in it.
Definitely a human female. But...her body temperature is unnaturally
high.”
“Fiona!” I said out loud. The dismal waters quenching the fire
of my Atmaka were evaporated by the refulgent prospect of seeing
Fiona again.
“She’s heading right for the vivarium. Jesus,” she said with
resolute flatness. “Does this Fiona even know how to fly a hover?”
And I laughed. Hard. I could just picture Fiona flying
uncontrollably, skaweejally careening through the air with that
serious little expression upon her face.
It seemed so strange to be laughing. Like I’d never done it before.
Like I’d forgotten what it was.
And as I laughed, the haze surrounding me since I’d entered this
place lifted a little.
I stared anxiously up at the dome and watched my red Quazar
crash through it. It pierced the glass, shards flying this way and that.
Several fragments of glass gashed my arm and cheek, but most of the
larger pieces landed away from me, cutting into the sinewy flesh of
the ground.
The hover itself sliced open a large section of the vivarium floor,
creating a gaping, oozing wound, which caused the entire atrium to
convulse horribly.
The hover opened, and Fiona appeared nude and burning brightly.
Literally. Technicolour fire spewed forth from her eyes, her makapuas, and all her finger and toenails. She looked around confused,
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yet defiant. She saw me and strode over to me, as if daring me to say
something about her appearance.
“Tyger, Tyger,” I said, smirking happily.
“What?” she demanded angrily. “It was too hot to wear any
fucking clothes.”
“Nothing,” I said, staring her up and down. I was about to
compliment her fiery looks, but Isabelle interrupted:
“No time for words. See things as they are,” and she flashed me a
cerebelimage of what needed to be done, and I also got the impression
she sent the same image to Fiona, though I didn’t know how.
All that was supposed to transpire flashed into my head. And I
didn’t like it at all.
I grabbed Fiona’s hand as she began to walk off to her
unquestionable demise. Her hand was hot as pakao, but I did not
burn.
“No, Fiona,” I uttered through a throat clogged with black
emotions. “I won’t fucking let you!”
“Isabelle,” Fiona said meaningfully.
“Sorry, Mar. It has to be this way. Believe me,” Isabelle said, and
before I could respond, she locked down my body. I could sense as
usual, but I couldn’t move a muscle, except for my eyeballs.
I glanced over at Celeste, and saw she pondered Fiona and I with
sincere curiosity. Khoronzon grew up menacingly behind her into
a heap of oozing, dismembered limbs, charred bones, and stillborn
babies’ heads.
Fiona took my head hard between her hands and kissed me on the
lips. Her kiss burned like molten sigracore, yet I was loath for her to
end what I knew would be our final kiss.
She pulled away and turned her back to me.
As she was walking away, she turned over her shoulder and gazed
girlishly upon me.
“Think of me,” she said with eyes of crimson flame, “from time
to time.”
She winked, which caused a flame to flicker within her right iris.
She puckered her lips and kissed the air between us.
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I watched her move away with casual, yet purposeful steps.
Isabelle still had control of my body so I couldn’t even say goodbye.
The disgusting, amorphous mass of Khoronzon now shifted and
changed into a hideous Xaos Knight in armor as lightless as Babalon’s
barren womb. A spikardsword conglomerated out of his arm, and he
smiled evilly at Fiona.
Fiona, with all her fires flaring into a white intensity, leaped
forward angrily and jumped onto Khoronzon, causing him to fall to
the ground.
Celeste watched silently, without emotion.
Isabelle whispered within my head, “Don’t worry, Mar. Using
knowledge I acquired while being held prisoner, I had Fiona
specifically DNAltered to defeat Khoronzon. He doesn’t stand a
chance.”
Khoronzon began shapeshifting. First, he morphed into a shakti
voluna with long black hair and sad, serious expression. I recognized
Fiona’s mother from the picture I’d seen at her home in Santeria.
Her mother held out her hands imploringly to Fiona.
Fiona was oblivious to this change, and plunged her hand into her
mother’s stomach, at which point Khoronzon shifted again.
This time he appeared as a gigantic pile of an endless array of
drugs. Various pills, capsules, nueromitters, sniffs, and shooters were
mixed in with a disproportionate amount of Gtochbok.
Fiona was unimpressed and continued digging further into
Khoronzon’s body, now up to her elbow.
Khoronzon transformed again, this time into an exact replica of
myself, which Fiona ignored, pressing her hand in even deeper.
I then had one of the most selfish thoughts of my life: She could
have at least hesitated when she saw my doppelganger.
Fiona dug around inside Khoronzon as if looking for something,
and he began shapeshifting at a dizzifying rate. Large, muscular
malachos, amazonian volunas, hideous psiwraiths, a living model of
Karma, and even a large chochamocha sundae all appeared in perfect
lucidity, but none of it fazed Fiona. Her arm was now buried up to her
shoulder inside Khoronzon as he flickered through a thousand more
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shapes and forms.
Fiona smiled wickedly, triumphantly as she finally withdrew her
arm.
Her smile turned to disgust as she looked at the contents of her
hand. A mercurial mass of rotating gears and mechanisms churned
within her palm. Metallic cogs and wheels dripped out from between
her fingers.
Her look of disgust turned to a chăgrin of pain as she opened her
mouth to scream.
The frequency at which her scream vibrated was so high and so
loud that I felt it vibrate searingly not only through me but through
the entire castle. Still immobilized I strained futily to bring my hands
to my ears.
She and Khoronzon broke apart into billions of quintillions of
atomic-sized pixels. It seemed that even Fiona’s scream was coming
apart, breaking up into digital packets of anguished bits.
They continued to pixelate, each point of their material existence
growing farther and farther apart, like some gruesome replay of the
Big Bang.
Fiona’s scream now ignited the dull hum of the background,
bringing it to blistering acuteness and intensity, enkindling layer
after layer of the infinite sounds of the hum. The noise drowned my
thoughts, my personality, and even my sense of being.
It was as if I heard the entire universe all at once, a nanoprematik
wailing of each individual point of existence howling about the
sorrow and loneliness of separateness, calling out for the many to be
one again—to be none.
I felt as if someone were twisting ice picks around inside my
ears.
The pixels spread faster the farther they got from the core,
expanding faster and faster, passing through me, then past me. The
wail lessened as the pixels increased their distance from the core, yet
they left behind an achingly poignant sadness even worse than the
violence of their scream.
There was nothing left of Fiona or Khoronzon.
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Celeste turned to me with eyes colder than a thousand glaciers.
“Now,” Isabelle said, “it’s time for you to do your thing. I’ll keep
Celeste occupied until you’re done.”
It appeared as if Celeste was about to say something to me when
the expression on her face changed from anger to fear.
I ran back through the passage from which I’d come. I wasn’t in
any serious danger of getting lost because all roads eventually lead to
the center. I’d have to be more careful on the return, however—but by
then it wouldn’t matter.
Once again inside the heart of Celeste’s palace, my left ear began
to ache synchronously to the ceaseless throbbing of the walls.
I looked around at all the pits upon the floor and found one that
was full of a deep cyanic liquid. It was Portrophlohide. Extremely
toxic to human flesh, and I knew I would have to put my hand deep
into it.
As weakness threatened to overcome me, I thought of Fiona’s
sacrifice and plunged my left hand into the pit.
It felt exceedingly halopreme. Cool and refreshing upon the skin.
I knew with a depressing shudder that I would soon loose this
arm.
Reaching down to the bottom, I felt a bundle of cables, which I
immediately pulled up and out of the liquid.
I had a hold of the middle section of six thin cables connected with
Kan_sockets. I wiped them off with my shirt and then pulled them
apart, revealing the manganese wires within.
Isabelle didn’t know exactly which pair of wires needed to be
crossed. She’d said I’d have to figure that out myself...by tasting
them.
I pressed my tongue to a white wire, and it tasted like bitter fruit.
Not that one.
I tried a purple wire and it tasted sugary. That’s one of the two I
needed.
I tried a green, and it was tangy and sent a shock through my
tongue. Nope.
I tried a black wire, and it tasted like ash. Not that one.
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I tasted a yellow one, and it was salty. Not that one either.
Must be the last one, which was an orange wire. It should be cold
and tasteless. I put my tongue to it. Sure enough, just like an ice
cube.
I crossed the orange with the purple, reconnected the circuits, and
then let the cables drop back into pit of Portrophlohide.
The beating of the walls lost their rhythm, growing more and more
sporadic.
I ran back to atrium, careful not to plunge off down a stray
passage.
I walked carefully over to Celeste, but she stood completely still,
staring at me with a dull, expressionless face—like a porcelain doll.
Her hair, no longer a psychotropic storm of lights, fell down around
her bare shoulders and poohis. Her phosphorescence was drained, and
she was pale once again. She looked frail and weak, and I felt sorry
for her.
As I moved forward to touch her, she fell heavily to the ground.
I stared down at her inert body, tears in my eyes.
Still so shakti.
I knelt before her, an overwhelming desire to steal one last kiss.
I touched my lips lightly to hers, and I was surprised to find them
slightly warm, not icy like they had been earlier. I closed my eyes and
pressed my lips firmly into hers.
Afterimages of the castle were writhing in my mind.
Her mouth was slightly parted, so I slid my tongue gently in. The
tongue I found was both warm and moist. I felt it swirl around my
own.
I almost pulled away in surprise, but the overwhelming feeling of
contentment and longing for more of the kiss kept my eyes closed,
and so I tongued her deeper.
Still kissing her passionately, I touched her cheek with my right
hand. It was warm as well. I felt an arm reach caressingly around my
back.
Not wanting to, but my curiosity forcing me, I pulled away and
looked at the voluna before me.
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“Celeste?”
“The birth of the Aeon is shrouded by the night-blue Nemyss of
Nuit,” she said and smiled with hidden meaning.
“Isabelle?”
She sat up and threw her arms around me, pulling me tightly to her.
She kissed me hard and deep.
“Would Celeste kiss you like that?” she asked after she’d let me
go for air.
“Isabelle...this is haloprematic, but...what about Celeste?” I asked,
bewildered.
“She’s dead, Mar.” She paused. “Well, she’s irrevocably severed
from this body, that is. No sense letting it go to waste.”
I shook my head. “No. I guess not.” I pulled away from her and
stared back down the main passage.
I began walking slowly away, noticing that it had begun to snow
through the broken remains of the vivarium dome.
“Where are you going?”
“There’s something I want to check on. Wait here. I’ll be back.”
The tone in my voice must have been sufficiently adamant because
she said nothing and didn’t follow.
Eventually, I made it back once again to the heart center. The walls
beat no more.
I smelled the scent that was so desirable to me earlier. I knew
exactly what it was now.
I squeezed into the small tunnel from whence the smell emanated
most strongly and began crawling through. The floor was sometimes
cool and moist, or sometimes smooth, cool, and metallic. Xiertubes
ran along with the tunnel. Some were clear, and I saw that the
blue liquid flowing through them seemed slow, as if the fluid were
beginning to coagulate.
After several millicrons of crawling, I climbed out into a very
strange room. It was a very strange room in that it was very normal. It
was also considerably warmer than the rest of the castle.
It was Celeste’s old room on Xanadu, looking exactly like it had
when I’d first met her. The high-posted bed, with a white, simplyPart Six: Chaos Come Again
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decorated headboard, was made up with her old quilt, which was
embroidered with a remarkable likeness of Squeezix. A shelf along
one wall held some dolls, a music box, and few other things, including
the teddy bear robot I’d given her. On her dresser were holos of her
and her family.
I walked over to the large closet and opened it up. I stepped inside,
looking at the dresses, falderias, pinas, and suetres, inhaling the scent
that I loved so much, rubbing my fingers across the materials that had
once touched my beloved.
At the end of the closet, I found Celeste’s Winter Ball dress. I
pulled it off its hanger and held it tightly to me. I pressed it to my face
and sobbed quietly into it.
I folded up the dress and held it under my arm as I exited the closet
and closed it behind me.
As I was leaving, I noticed a table on the other side of the bed. I
walked over to it and discovered a little black block sitting alone on
its top.
I rubbed my hand across the side of the block, and a holographic
Hyberian Snow Lotus appeared to bloom above its surface. I rubbed
my hand across the base again and the lotus disappeared.
I turned and climbed back into the tunnels, making my way
towards Isabelle.
I stamped through the snow, which was quickly filling up the
vivarium.
I climbed into the driver’s side of the Quazar, and Isabelle in
Celeste’s body gracefully stepped into the other side.
Weary beyond mortal comprehension, I put the hover into gear
and lifted off into the snow-speckled greyness of Cryscion’s glacial
atmosphere.
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arm, gentle weather reigned peacefully in Xanadu, which
reflected Isabelle’s mood far more than mine.
I stood outside on the balcony of our new apartment suite in the
Alexandrine Towers. Extremely Xklusive. Exceedingly expensive.
About a hundred times more costly than my old apartment, but
Isabelle assured me that we could afford it.
We were nearly on the top floor, and our balcony looked down over
the Elysian Fields, whose spring bloom could be smelled even at this
great height. The colours were brilliant, and the intricately designed
patterns of the gardens could be easily discerned from this height. Its
refined beauty, however, did little to cheer my mood.
Don’t get me wrong, though. I loved being with Isabelle. It was
just that losing Celeste and Fiona in one glistening clang of the
guillotine was a lot for me to deal with.
It had been many dekacycles since we’d left Cryscion, but I was
still trying to piece everything together in my mind. Unfortunately,
nothing really seemed to fit.
I was chronically melancholy. I also felt guilty, even though I
realized that things had mostly been out of my control. Fiona had
chosen to sacrifice herself, and Celeste had dug her own biomechanical
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tomb.
Isabelle, sitting on a white lounge chair, took two dohanyziks from
out of her pack and then replaced the pack upon the table. She took
one of the dohanyziks, put it in her mouth, and then raised her other
hand to the tip of it. When she removed her hand the dohanyzik was
lit.
She handed me the other dohanyzik, which I received with two of
my new six dialloy fingers.
I had indeed lost my left arm, all the way up to the shoulder. With
Isabelle’s resources I could’ve had a new organic arm grown, or a
cybernetic one engineered to look exactly like my old one, but instead
I decided to have an ultra-durable/high-impact/industrial-strength
robot arm affixed to my shoulder.
It was decidedly monstrous, having three joints on the arm, with
each of the six digits of the hand having three joints as well. Two of
my fingers were opposable. It was gleaming, polished chrome, and
I liked it. Isabelle didn’t seem bothered by it. Dust, and the other
ichabods were impressed, but most other people I came into contact
with were repulsed by it, which suited me fine.
“Where’d you get that lazring?” I asked, suspiciously.
She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I picked it up somewhere.” She put
the dohanyzik in her mouth and held it out to me with her lips.
I knelt down, put the dohanyzik in my mouth, and slowly lit it
from hers, watching a green and yellow swirl from her dohanyzik
mix with the deep maroon smoke that began fuming from my own. I
pulled back and stood up.
I looked out again over the balcony, trying to concentrate upon
the sounds of the city, a mixture of birds and nearby hovers. My left
ear still ached upon a regular basis, and no matter how hard I tried
to concentrate upon external sounds, there was still the faint, yet
undeniable frequency of Fiona’s final scream. The doctors had found
nothing wrong with my ears, and I knew that the scream would be
with me forever.
I turned my back to the city, leaned against the balcony, and stared
at Isabelle. She was wearing a purple paisley sundress and her hair
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was pulled back into a loose ponytail.
Isabelle had reversed many of the biomechanical changes Celeste
had wrought within her body, which included Isabelle having to
regrow new lungs. However, there were still translucent sections of
Isabelle’s body, which revealed copious amounts of organitechnix.
Though no longer looking like metallic plating, her left leg and
right arm were still conspicuously biomechanical beneath the surface,
but at least the skin itself was smooth and soft.
The entire left side of her face and neck were still partially
transparent, revealing shifting neurocircuitry beneath. The effect was
subtle, and enhanced Isabelle’s beauty, rather than detracted from it.
Isabelle’s hair was still rainbow coloured, but it was not the least bit
electrical. She’d grown it out even longer than Celeste had worn it.
Now nearly to the waist, it was every centimeter smooth, gleaming,
and silky soft.
Isabelle’s complexion was much less pale than Celeste’s had
been.
I had already become quite accustomed to Isabelle within Celeste’s
body. It wasn’t as difficult as I’d thought it might be because everything
about Isabelle was so different than Celeste: her personality, her facial
expressions, and the way she carried herself. Isabelle also had her
vocal cords recalibrated so she sounded virtually just like the old
holographic Isabelle.
Isabelle smiled at me. “What?” she asked, and exhaled a long
stream of purplicious smoke.
That was another difference: Isabelle’s smile was crooked, yet full
and happy, tinged with just a hint of cynicism. Celeste’s smile had
been demure, secretive, and tinted with conceit.
I wasn’t particularly distressed that Isabelle showed virtually no
signs of being the least bit remorseful over the deaths of either Celeste
or Fiona. Other than myself, I had never seen Isabelle exhibit any sort
of respect for human life.
“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head and smiling.
“That’s something I haven’t seen in awhile.”
I shrugged. “It’s just hard you know? The whole thing just doesn’t
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make any sense. It’s like I’m missing something...a key to put it all in
perspective—to put it all together.”
It was very hard. It all weighed so heavily upon me. Even hacking,
which used to help ease the weight of even the most serious of
burdens, was now distasteful to me, and even the simplest of jobs
brought upon debilitating headaches.
Isabelle’s smile faded and she looked at me seriously, puffing on
the dohanyzik.
Isabelle was the only thing that could bring me out of my
depression, and even she could only do that occasionally. We went
out fairly often to eat and to see the latest, most expensive forms of
entertainment.
Isabelle always wore the most revealing dresses and shoes so
that her bioengineering was always utterly conspicuous. I dressed as
I always had, but it was hard to miss a metallic hand even if I was
wearing my forahide coat. So we were quite a sight, let me tell you.
Isabelle still stared at me, looking rather pensive.
“What is it?” I asked.
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” she said
slowly. “I have to tell you, actually, according to the terms of the
geas. I’ve been putting it off as long as possible, but the pressure of
the geas is irresistible.”
“What are you talking about? What’s a geas?” But even though I’d
never heard the word before, somewhere inside I knew exactly what
she meant. I felt a chill, and crossed my arms tightly in front of me.
“Originally, it meant a compulsion set upon a demon by a
magician. This compulsion contained a priority, or list of priorities,
which the demon was compelled to complete using any means at the
demon’s disposal.”
The chill I felt grew to a gnawing dread of what she would tell me,
yet I longed for the knowledge.
“A demon? What does that have to do with you and I?”
“This is difficult,” she said. “And honestly, Mar, if I had my way
about it, I wouldn’t tell you the things I’m now going to tell you.”
I shook my head. “Obviously, I’m not following you.” I sucked a
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last drag off my cigarette and flicked it over the balcony.
“I sent you the scarab fax.”
This rather innocuous statement sent a horrendous deluge of dread
flushing over my body. I didn’t yet comprehend its import, but I knew
I soon would, and I feared the impending knowledge.
“So?” I said, trying to remain calm, staring at my empty, shaking
hands.
“The map contained within Christiane F. was of my doing as
well.”
Floating now. Floating in an abyss. No connections. None. Just
uncomfortable numbness.
“The map on your windshield outside the Lachrymosa. That was
me too.”
“Everything? You did everything?” I said, hearing my voice as if
standing off to the side.
“No.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly have engineered
everything leading up to my possession of Celeste’s body, though that
was the number one priority of my geas.”
“Your geas? Who put you under a geas?”
“You did, of course.”
I laughed, feeling a little relieved. I’d done nothing of the sort.
Isabelle was obviously loosing her mind, maybe a side effect of her
assuming control of Celeste’s body.
“How could you have planned all this?” I asked, hoping to catch
her in more inconsistencies.
“I didn’t. A good magician uses whatever is available. You
programmed me with that knowledge.”
I shook my head, smiling with superiority, yet unable to completely
shake the horrible import of what Isabelle was saying. “I know
nothing of magick.”
She smirked. “I was constantly making adjustments to my plan,
always calculating, always refiguring the details. That’s the key
to good magick: mutability. I learned to use good luck along with
seeming ill fortune. I used obstacles as well as obvious opportunities.
I used everything, twisting it all to serve my needs. So no, I didn’t
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cause everything, but I used everything—manipulated everything.”
“So what about Celeste? You controlled her? Through
Khoronzon?”
“No. The wahine had quite a will of her own. She wasn’t easy to
manipulate. It was her choice to bond with Khoronzon and infect the
universe with the virus of her being. That was her choice and her
mistake. By doing so she gave me virtually unlimited access to the
inner recesses of her psyche, allowing me to probe and understand
her, but not to control her. No, Mar. She was her own undoing.”
“And Fiona...she sacrificed herself...for me, for us of her own free
will. She was under no mind control,” I said defiantly, as if daring
Isabelle to tell me otherwise.
“Yes, that was her own choosing,” Isabelle said, and for just an
instant, glanced off to the side. “Perhaps it was my greatest risk, as
well. I had sensed the possibility that such a selfish creature would
jump at the chance for one final, unselfish act. It gave her otherwise
trivial life meaning, did it not? But really, at that point, I had no choice
but to risk it. Getting captured by Khoronzon was not part of the plan.
He was simply stronger and more devious than I’d anticipated.”
“Then he did control Celeste?”
“No. I’m afraid I lied. She was, as far as I could ascertain, utterly
in command of the situation.”
I put my hands to my head, rubbing my eyes. It was all too much,
but I wanted more. Needed more. Isabelle couldn’t be telling the truth,
but her delusions were fascinating.
“But why? Why all these little hints...these little clues?”
“I had to keep you on track according to the ultimate design.
Telling you what was really going on was against the plan, and would
have certainly caused it to fail. The principle is the same as charging
a talisman: First you charge it, then you forget about it and let it do its
job without interference from the conscious mind.”
“The conscious mind is the greatest enemy of practical magick,”
I said, realizing I knew this to be absolutely true. It was a maxim, the
basic precept of all magickal workings.
“Celeste cared for you, Mar. I played upon that. Deep down I think
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she wanted you to save her. This also helps to explain some of the
things I didn’t arrange, like the pornographic holos at the Nightmare.
It was as if her subconscious was calling out for help, possibly.” She
idly picked at her lower lip with her right index finger.
“Then we were all just your pawns: me, Fiona, Celeste, everyone,”
I said—cold realization replacing superficial disbelief.
“Yes, in a way, I suppose so.”
“But how could Khoronzon have captured you?”
“I’m not perfect, Mar. Just the closest thing you’ll find to it on
the material plane,” she said, smiling with sardonic coyness. “I don’t
know. Perhaps, I was just too sure of myself. Life is a lot harder to
control than I’d realized. That was one lesson I learned through all
this.
“The Lachrymosa was particularly distressing for me because
I had no control over it. By examining all available data on all the
constants and variables and their possible interactions, I could make
certain vague predictions of when Primary would annihilate itself,
but not precisely and certainly not definitively. My greatest fear was
that Primary would be destroyed while you were on it, but it was
necessary. It was the only feasible place for me to appear to you in my
astral form.”
“Then your seducing me was part of this ‘master plan?’”
She smiled crookedly. “Not exactly. That was for me. After all, a
wahine can’t live under geas alone. Besides, I knew once I acquired
Celeste’s body, it would become nearly impossible for me to appear
to you with my old holo projection. I love my new body, but there are
many sacrifices that are made when one confines oneself to a purely
physical form.”
“So this was all about you...taking possession of Celeste’s body?
You killed her,” I said flatly. “You killed Celeste.”
“Mar, come on! Haven’t you figured it out yet? You wanted this.
You’ve gotten exactly what you asked for.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said,
reeling with sickening guilt and emotion that flooded my stomach,
filling me up to my throat with fear and self-loathing.
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“Alright. It’s time. The results have been obtained. The spell is
complete. Here is the key.”
She moved quickly, fluidly across the balcony, and before I could
pull away, she whispered fiercely into my ear, “Abrahadabra.”
And it was a key. The most horrible and nanoprematik key ever.
The word was the key that unlocked the forbidden area of my
mind.
The hideous truth within was that I had engineered it all. I was the
one who had laid the geas upon Isabelle to: “Make Celeste mine, and
only mine, forever and ever.”
I ran into the apartment, and pulled out the two books that had
once been hidden away in my old room.
I touched the book with the “+” inside an “O” on the cover. I
now remembered this to be the symbol of NOX. As I held the book
within both hands, the symbol of NOX transformed into a gunscope.
A building stabilized within its sight and rockets fired upon it. The
building shattered and burst into flame.
This was my book. I wrote it. I began to flip through the pages. It
was easy to read and understand now. These were all my studies into
Voudonics, which had culminated with Isabelle: the ultimate Magick,
the summum bonum, the Philosopher’s Stone in the flesh. I shook with
excitement—and also a loathing dread.
Isabelle stood behind me, looking down upon me.
“But Isabelle!” I said angrily, accusatorily. “I never told you to kill
Celeste and take her body!”
She shrugged, looking at me with a mixture of amusement and
compassion. “It was allowable under the geas, so unconsciously you
must have allowed for it.”
“And Fiona...I never granted you leave to sacrifice innocent
people...people I loved!” I screamed.
She shook her head. “There is an explicit instruction in the geas
which amounts to: ‘at any cost, using any means necessary.’ I merely
did my job. You’ve no right to be angry with me,” she said, her eyes
flaring.
She was right. I killed Celeste. I killed Fiona.
Part Seven: Abrahadabra

° 298 •

Moon Age Daydream

Oh, Shiva!
Fiona! Oh, my scowling little wahine! What have I done?
I bent over, clutching at my stomach.
It was too much, too heavy. The shallow ground beneath my
feet gave way, plunging me into the dark caverns of what I’d really
done—of who I really was.
“Then Khoronzon didn’t want to destroy the human race?” I
asked, weakly.
“Well, yes, he did, but that was inconsequential.”
I closed my eyes, feeling dizzy and nauseous.
“I’m sorry, Mar. I really am. But I was under your geas. You
programmed me with absolute freedom, except for that one objective.
That I was bound to accomplish.”
I stood up and ran into our room, and reached into the stash where
I still kept my neuromitter full of 1200_DCBs of LOSS.
I ran out the door, Isabelle calling my name but not attempting to
stop me.
I hurried through the spacialator and out to the parking garage
where I got into my hover and flew blindly through the city.
Tears smeared my vision, and the city and other hovers swam by
blurrily.
I didn’t know where I was going. I didn’t care.
Away from the traffic, I deliberately crashed into a mountain
range bordering the east side of town, smashing the front of the
hover and brutally cracking the windshield. I stumbled out of the
barely functional door with blood oozing from my nose and mouth. I
kneeled and held my hands in my head and sobbed.
No cries so scathing, no tears so bitter had I ever known before.
How had I reached this appalling position with love, only love, as
my guide?
I sniffled, and wiped the snodge from my nose with the back of
my hand.
I stood, with tears and blood still dripping down my face, and
looked down into Xanadu below.
All my well-meaning plans had come to this.
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I choked and spat a glob of blood and phlegm onto the ground.
Fiona dead.
Celeste dead as well—or at least her Atmaka was. Her body, I
suppose, I’d finally conquered, but this thought only brought on
another wave of wracking sobs and tears as I fell again to my knees.
Eventually, I stood again and turned up into the mountains and
began climbing.
But was it really love that led me hither? Or was it rather ambition,
avarice, greed and jealousy?
I clawed into a large outcropping with my metallic hand, and
scrabbling with my feet, pulled myself up to a small ledge. I eased
myself around the narrow ledge and found myself in a small recess
with a precipitous fall before me.
Breathing hard, I leaned back against the mountain, closing my
eyes and deciding with absolute certainty that I never ever wanted to
reincarnate again.
I leaned over and looked down. It was a steep tumbling of rocks
for at least a hundred meters. I could end it all like this.
I pulled out the neuromitter and rubbed it between my hands. If
I jumped then I’d miss out on the ultimate geddon of going out with
the LOSS.
I stood awkwardly, and a faint breeze reminded me of how
precarious my position really was.
Abysmal precipice.
So what I should do is plug the neuromitter in, jump, and then
immediately release the LOSS into my body. It would be a good
death.
But I didn’t want to die.
I took the neuromitter, and with the sun gleaming brightly off my
metallic fingers, threw it as hard as I could out over the cliff.
I watched it sail away and arc downward to eventually crash
tinkling into the rocks far below.
I had made mistakes. Perhaps, I’d done even more than make
mistakes. Perhaps, I’d done evil. But even so, it was in the past now,
and I still had so much I wanted to do.
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But what about Fiona?
I couldn’t help but smile just thinking about her Shiva-may-care
attitude and what she’d say if she could see me now: Fuck it, Mar.
Just fuck it.
And besides, I loved Isabelle.
I couldn’t leave her. I couldn’t hurt another wahine I loved.
I had to live.
Indeed, a part of me was now growing pleased at what I had
accomplished. The price had been of Faustian proportions, but for
Isabelle’s sake, I was glad she had her own body. And perhaps Isabelle
was right. In a way, Celeste had brought about her own destruction
and may have done so even without me.
Fiona was harder for me to rationalize, but fuck it. Just fuck it.
I kneeled and cleaned the blood from my face.
I turned around and continued to climb up the mountain,
mechanical hand and fleshy bone both working cooperatively to help
me up the hard rock face.
I finally reached the summit, and there on the top was a shiny, new
red 996 Titillation Hovership, idling in air before me. The purple-red
sky stretched out behind it. The windows were dark, but I already
knew who was in it.
The driver side window whizzed open and revealed Isabelle
wearing dark sunglass and red lipstick. Her luscious mane of rainbow
hair flowed languidly over her bare shoulders.
She smiled crookedly and said, “Get in.”
I smiled at her and slipped into the other side.
I sat down in the black forahide seats. Very hipshique. Isabelle
leaned over and stuck her cheek out to me. I kissed it.
She smiled slightly as she slid the hover into forward and
proceeded to accelerate like nobody’s business.
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Appendix 2

Moon Age Speak to
English Lexicon
by the Mad Arab

As best as I can surmise, the following are accurate and true, but are no
means exhaustive or even definitive, as the artist himself, while not against
the idea of a dictionary at the end of his book, was against the idea of doing
it himself for fear it would stifle personal interpretation.
~ – means what immediately follows is approximate
_sys – suffix applied to any sort of appliance, used as a command to get
the attention of the appliance, as well as a term to connotate the entire
appliance
_OTP – suffix (and occasional prefix) applied to any type of program to
designate it as an organitynection plug
^riche – (See note at end of lexicon.)
.accntble – eight letter extension regularly used in accounting firms. If
prefixed by a wildcard (“*”) it simply means all files of this type no
matter what the actual filename
&KIR_hacking – technical jargon
1200_DCBs of LOSS – amount popularly considered to give the best
“high” before certain overdose

Shaun Von Dragen

A
A9 – short for Andromeda Nine
Abrahadabra – the most magickal of words, as it is the spell at the
very heart of creation: the conjunction of fantasy vs. reality, past vs.
present, machine vs. man, magick vs. science, love vs. control, and the
macrocosm vs. the microcosm
Acientio – brand-name painkiller
acupoints – acupressure points
Aeon – literally means “for eternity,” but in magickal terms it is generally
a period of around 2000 years marked by a change in spiritual rulership
of the universe
afterburned – day-after sickness from alcohol, drugs or other intoxicants
AI – artificial intelligence, AIs (plural)
alma – in Spanish: soul; in Latin: to nurture
ambroscious – concatenation of ambrosial and delicious
Andromeda Nine – Marlowe and Celeste’s home planet
annihilophiles – Those with a deep fascination for entropy, death or
destruction
aphrodisial – pertaining to the more salient qualities of Aphrodite
apix^riche – (See note at end of lexicon.)
Arahat’s Restoration – YARC (yet another religious cult)
Archie – a flying sphere that Isabelle can use to see, hear, smell, and talk
out loud with
arctic – superlative
ARH modulation/permutation/deviation – technical jargon
armageddon – orgasm
arreña – goodbye
Ashjnot’s Ascent – religious group for the corp^riche
asi asi – “just so so”
astral plane – a dimension of reality between the mental and the physical,
which is of great importance to metaphysicians since this is where most
practical magick takes place
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Atmaka – (See note at end of lexicon.)
avarija – awesome

B
Babalon – the Great Whore, revered as a goddess.
Babayanya – a type of tropical tree
bacchanals – intoxicated revelers
baezlescars – love-bites, ironically so-called after the deadly disease
baezleiria, which leaves similar marks just before the victim dies
Balala – small town of southern Pamphagia
Bartok – Greta Bartok, one of the last great movie directors. She still has
not directed a single production using holography
Bay of Muses – Xanadu’s bay on the Mnemosyne Sea.. In Greek
Mythology, the muses were the nine daughters of Zeus and
Mnemosyne, patrons of literature and the fine arts and oft looked to for
inspiration
Bieroniez – Frankl Bieroniez (2001 EY – 2112 EY). Sculptor, known for
his development of negascura technique, but was more commercially
popularized after his odd accidental death where he was enviscerated
by one of his own robots
bioptic-circuitry – a type of useful biomechanical method of circuitry
known to produce odd visual distortions at virtually any wavelength
bivirial_decryp – advanced hacker routine
blackbox – set of standard hacking tools
Bloodlusts – an infamous and brutal schtique, outlawed in most civilized
regions
Blueday – day two of a nine day week
bluezies – rare gems
bondmate – daschbond marriage partner
Boralian Bryweave – type of tapestry known for its sensual and careful
attention to threadwork and detail
Borgilette – Victor Borgilette was a poet-warrior in the Ktasian-Pentaeuch
Wars of 2178 who also dabbled in printmaking
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brillig – opposite of tulgey
broken – awesome
BS/DF – technical jargon
bucudinero – big money

C
C_lights – Californium based lights
C ’est magnifique, mais ce n ’est pas la guerre – “It is magnificent, but it
is not war.”
caduceus – a staff with two snakes wrapped around it. It was a symbol of
commerce and is associated with the Greek god Hermes, the messenger
for the gods, creator of magical incantations, conductor of the dead and
protector of merchants and thieves
Caligula (12 EY – 41 EY) – was the third Roman Emperor, known for
his extreme extravagance, eccentricity, depravity and cruelty. He was
assassinated in 41 EY by several of his own guards
Calloh! Callay! – exclamations of joy
Carina – moon of Andromeda Nine
Carpethian Oneway – busy oneway of Xanadu, starting from the
outskirts of the city, passing by the Elysian Fields and the Pyramids on
the way downtown
CDT – type of public computer terminal
cenotaph – a tomb built for ceremonial purposes while the actual body is
interred elsewhere
centicron – unit of time, around 15 minutes. Varies somewhat based on
local solar cycle(s)
cerebelimage – an image flashed through the cerebellum to the cerebrum,
i.e. a vision
chăgrin – irksome frown
chakara – idiot
champurrados – spicy alcoholic mixture
channel – download
chica – girl
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chiquitah – young or beautiful girl
Circle of Ashjnot – religious freaks
CIV – a top tier corporate exec
cla^riche – (See note at end of lexicon.)
Classical music – music of today, which is long in the past in MAD
coagulate – to change from a liquid to a thickened or solid state. Part of
the alchemical formula Solve et Coagula, i.e. destroy to recreate. This
is the formula expressed in path 25 on the Tree of Life (see Appendix I)
cobardes – cowards
cooingly – in the manner of a coo: to make the low soft cry of a dove or
similar sound, or to talk fondly, amorously, or appreciatively
cookie – slang. A “gal” or a “guy”
corp^riche – (See note at end of lexicon.)
CP_OTP – Central Processing OTP. The essential OTP of any system,
including those with multiple OTP woundsets. CP_OTPs come with
large memories and can hold a variety of programs
Crangers – a schtique
creds – credits i.e. money
cred_ex – a plug on the human body to conduct credit transactions
cred_ring – originally a credit ring, now includes any credit plug so ever,
including implants
crete – concrete
Crn3Ph5 – chemical compound
cron – usually short for micron
cryoed – slang for ignored, derived from the word cryogenic
Cryscion – snow-covered planet of the Seratomb System
CTR frequencies – technical jargon
cyberbionetic – essentially cybernetics, but used as more of a catchphrase
in corporate marketing
cybernetics – In Marlowe’s time, the science and art devoted to
communication and control between living beings and machines
cyberplex – large computer room
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cycle – one “day” cycle. Varies on solar conditions of the particular planet
in question

D
D-scan – a type of household music system, as well as the initial voice
command to get its attention
dance-bot-bunnie – slang for any hipshique female dancer at a club
daschblood – literally, the blood of one of who is Dashlinked, but used
poetically to mean the blood, sweat and tears stemming from one’s
deepest aspirations
daschbond – marriage between partners who believe themselves to have a
Daschlink
Daschlink – a mystical link between lovers spanning multiple lifetimes
DCBs – unit of measurement usually used with neuromitters
decicron – unit of time, several hours in length. Varies somewhat based
on local solar cycle(s)
dekacycle – 10 cycles (i.e. days), also seen as just deka (dekas, pl.)
demimondaine – a woman whose sexual promiscuity places her outside
respectable society
dernier cri – the latest fashion
diabolique, diabolikal – good, excellent
dialloy – a strong, lightweight metal
Dipthaxion – Fredreika Dipthaxion, a transgendered Moiran known for
her horrifically transcendent horror landscapes
dirigible – an airship like the Hindenburg
Diva Diz – a brand-name
DNAltered – common parlance for DNA altered, i.e. the ultimate in highend biological transformation
DNAnalyzers – analyzes DNA
Dolphreakin-KXS/DF – hipshique hydrotynectrix band
dohanyziks – highly poisonous cigarettes with rainbow-coloured smoke.
Drusilla (16 EY – 38 EY) – Caligula’s sister. Caligula and Drusilla have
long been claimed to have been lovers as well
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Dtwainian Pox – oft-deadly children’s disease
dulcilita – sweetheart
dzoumka – junk, nonsense
dzoumky – stupid

E
electra.Ka – (See note at end of lexicon.)
Elysian Fields – massive public gardens of Xanadu
Empyrial Quad – region of space occupied by Andromeda Nine and PiRamesses
EMSpectrum – the electromagnetic spectrum
epicene – lacking characteristics of either sex
erotitool – an “erotic tool”
Eternal music – Classical music
Euclidean – the usual, tri-dimensional type of geometry, developed
originally by Euclid (325BC-265BC)
euphonious – pleasing to the aural senses
euphoriate – “get high”
Evolreven Seid – small town of southern Pamphagia, once the capital
of Pamphagia when the area was still ruled by the original settlers,
the Yoruba, once the largest single ethnic group in Nigeria. After an
extremely late start into deep space exploration, the Yoruba became one
of the most prolific space settlers of all time
exectypes – concatenation of “executive types”
EYs – Earth years, used as universal standard of time since years vary
from planet to planet

F
falderia – skirt
familiar – originally a spirit (usually in animal form) that acts as an
assistant to a witch or wizard, but in modern times includes AIs and
robots
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familiarize – in context, to make something a familiar in the sense of an
animal or robot that can be controlled remotely from one’s own body
fauvic – wild
fauvarito – “Awesome!”
Feitengeist and Chopani – famous stage performers of Karma
fiending – a craving for drugs
fierlynx – rare type of feline
frag – hit, attack, also slang for masturbation
freaklestein – an insult. Concatenation of Frankenstein and freak
FrhZ (Freinhertz) – obscure measure of electrical currents used mainly in
recognizance work
frizzle-frazzled – fried
frumious – go ask Alice
Fw. – abbreviation for freeway. In modern parlance this is meant to
include hover traffic as well as ground traffic, however freeways are
usually inferior to spaceways and oneways for high-speed hover traffic

G
Gauguin, Paul (1848 EY – 1903 EY) – French Post-impressionist painter
who worked in the South Pacific. “I have tried to make everything
breathe in this painting: belief, passive suffering, religious and
primitive style, and the great nature with its scream.”—Gauguin
Garboricci Süetre – expensive designer brand and style of sweater
GB – gigabyte
geas – a vow or obligation placed upon a person in Irish mythology. In
Magick: a demand placed upon a demon or spirit
geddon – orgasm, short for armageddon
gieglips – labia majora/minora
gieglobe – vagina
Gimel – the third letter of the Aramaic, Syriac, Phoenician and Hebrew
alphabets. From the Phoenician “camel.” This letter corresponds to the
High Priestess card in a 78-card tarot deck
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glacials – winds blowing from cold, glacial areas. Also slang for a bad
attitude
glitchaemon – computer errors that take on a life of their own and refuse
to be “debugged”
gobaworms – worms producing drug-like effects when ingested
Goëtia, the – a medieval grimoire. Also known as the Lesser Key of
Solomon the King
gourzesouz – a scrumptious meal indeed!
Grogorian – massive dam near Karma
grimoire – book of spirits and their sigils
Gtochbok – recreational drug
guttiwuts – guts
Gyleria Forest – a large forest of Andromeda Nine
gyriglass – sliding-glass door construction known for its incredibly
smooth mechanics

H
Hackomatic – flexible hacking utility that has a plethora of standard
hacking techniques built-in and allows for easy modification
halodiscious – slang concatenation of halopreme + delicious
halo (pronounced like hallow) – short for halopreme
halopreme – excellent
hanuman-monkey – species of primate known especially for its
mischievous intelligence
Hanover Champurrados – brand for an entire planet’s production of
champurrados. Hanover Swiss is a variation of this
haquito – affectionate diminutive for hacker
Hargrave fiasco – when a group of renegade scientists began cloning
stored DNA samples of high ranking employees at their university
harpija – derogatory term similar to “bitch”
hectos – one hundred, usually short for hectocycle (100 cycles)
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hex-Phorexite – type of rare crystal mined primarily from the planet PiRamesses
Hexrain Constrictor – snake renowned mainly for its golden skin and
purple spangles
highwired – excited
himvesso – penis
hinas – girls
hipshique – slang concatenation of hip and chic
hm – when quoted it is the sound a character makes to verbally express
that they are thinking
holo (pronounced like hollow) – short for hologram, often used as a prefix
holoform – a holographic body or representation
hologram – a visual representation of something that is not actually there
holojector – hologram projector
holoplayer – plays holograms
holo-t – T-shirt with holographic properties
holoshow – holographic presentation
HoloStudioMax – high-end holographic manipulation program
holounit – generic term for anything that can produce a hologram
holovids – holographic videos
hover – why a car that flies, of course! Also a hovership
Hyberian Snow Lotus – rare, high-altitude flower
hydrobath – far better than a hottub, I assure you
hydrotynectrix – obsolete biomechanical interface and methodology, but
recently revived in underground music circles
HYPs – time it takes a hydrohyperbolic engine to circulate once, i.e. a
hover’s RPMs
Hyperin – handy pharmaceutical for sleep induction
HyperJAM – frequency jamming program
hyper-waiter – technological advance for delivering food quickly in large
hotels
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I
ICB – type of computer network reserved generally for universities and
some of the larger laboratories
ichabods – friends, but with drug-using connotations, derived in a
roundabout manner from “heads”
ICR_holorec_plugin – a large, external OTP that allows holographic
recording based on what the viewer sees with their eyes
icy – good, great, excellent
Idsig – ID signature, i.e. digital proof of who or what something really is
impugn – attack as false or wrong
IPX – Interstellar Project X. Despite its fancy sounding name, the IPX
merely makes sure no one steals, forges, or otherwise illegally alters
anyone’s credit
Isabelle Adjani – French film star around the start of the third millennium
EY
Izabael – The real spirit (or genie, or daemon) who inspired the character
Isabelle. She is a direct descendent of the spirit Seere

J
Jaguar 99k with quad::U+pulsive OSCs and a 64.SLP_BinzatedNitrator – a very, very fully-loaded sports hover
Jahlahara – brand-name of hovership
jiaranium – precious stone used in commonly in advanced technologies
jonquil – type of yellow daffodil, or the colour of it
Joquian Moiran – a Moiran from Joquia, a place some experts consider
to be the famed Atlantis

K
K – Kelvin, a temperature scale that begins at absolute zero, where there is
no molecular movement
k – 1000, used colloquially it can mean kilometers, kilos, kilocycles, etc.
km – kilometers
km/m – kilometers per micron
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Kali – goddess associated with destruction and rebirth, often portrayed
with four or more arms, and wearing a necklace made of her follower’s
skulls
Ka (Kas, pl.) – the soul
Karma – Las Vegas on futuristic acid, wouldn’t be an entirely inaccurate
way of summing up this universally renowned tourist draw
Kartesian Kartel – infamous syndicate known best for their successful
DOS attacks against Mitaconda Corporation
Kan lines – service channels of larger bandwidth cabling
Kan_socket – programmable socket that allows for custom readouts on
Kan and non-Kan lines running through it
kao*chi – type of mystical energy
kajatook – type of drug
khierzenslide – a pathway through space allowing for safe interstellar
travel without the need of cryogenic hibernation
KHXC – potent, yet legal stimulant with some mild psychotropic
properties
Kinan – tall, spiked pine, renowned for its innate ability to keep its sharp
and tight shape through its own pruning process
Kinney-Schizlowski scandal – a nearly farcical fiasco when two highranking Empyrial Quad governors were exposed as lovers by a
maintenance worker who had stolen internal casino audio feeds in the
hopes of blackmailing nearly everyone on them
koarolites – type of gem, usually with alternating bands of deep brown
and gold
Kodo-Kai – planet, home to the famed city of Karma
Koi-infected – when a Moiran implants a seed into a humanoid host for
later mind control use
Kokerian Band – EMSpectrum bandwidth that corresponds to the astral
plane
kola-kola – intercourse
kongswalla – felatio
Kaoralian Fiercat – small, vicious wildcat
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Kaoralian Flu – a particularly virulent strain of influenza
krael cakes – generally delicious type of large, thin wafer with textured
ridges
krellian – type of delicate lace made famous by the Krells, a pacifist nonearthen race
Krishna – god
krybox – cryogenic box used to house OTPs when not in use
Kryonic Devastor – hierarchical, persistent, and massively multiplayer
holographic game
KS – short for khierzenslide
Ktasian – a non-earthen humanoid race
Kuhlusion Mountains – sprawling mountain range of Andromeda Nine
known for both its great beauty and danger to those who would scale its
heights
Kuhmukuhulu – the planet many consider to have the universe’s best
climate can best be understood as a tropical planet, but this is inaccurate
as they share none of the same flora or fauna, however similar the plant
life and critters may appear. Kuhmukuhulu has the distinction of having
a “blue sun” due to atmospheric rarities that also give it an indigo sky
so that it almost appears to be nighttime during the day
kŭpaté – something one likes or excels in
kwaatsi – friend
kwaziguito, kwazi – boyfriend
kynetik-overload – a feeling of being overwhelmed in the face of intense
sensual (though not necessarily sexual) stimuli

L
Labyrinth – future evolution of the World Wide Web
Lachrymosa – infamous nightclub on Primary
laz – laser, usually of the domestic variety
lazed – lasered, often specifically manicured/pedicured nails/toes
lazring – a small laser on a ring used as a lighter
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lepidoptera – order of insects, made up of moths, skippers, and butterflies,
characterized by scale-covered wings, coiled siphoning mouthparts, and
complete metamorphosis
light_sys – initial command to get the attention of a household light
control system
Linea Syndrome – rare condition of the body’s neurons, where axons
become confused under certain circumstances such as those arising
from the use of OTPs
liplaz – lip laser, i.e. high-tech lipstick
locagrande – “great crazy one”
LOSS – Liquid Omnitryptoline Secreted Sedative, i.e. a very potent
psychotroposcopik recreational drug
lowa – external portions of the female genitalia, i.e. the vulva
LQDispenser – brand-name liquid dispenser
lugubrious – ask Lewis Carroll

M
makakai – elixir of love
maka-pua – nipple
malacho – young male
Malta – a strategically located island south of Sicily in the Mediterranean
Sea
Mandlebrot – a specific type of mathematically generated pattern that is
reproducible at any magnification or reduction.
Marlacho – affection concatenation of Marlowe and malacho
Marshok – manmade satellite of Andromeda Nine that mimics having a
moon cycle when viewed from the surface of the planet
MCPlus_supps – vitamin/mineral supplements for the OTP endowed
Mephisto – short for Mephistopheles, i.e. the devil
Midasian – type of tree named after Midas due to the golden sheen of its
bark
Mishiva – “My Shiva,” i.e. a mild expletive
Mitaconda – brand-name
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microcryoptic circuitry – method of circuit development able to
withstand extremely cold temperatures, but used widely in more
standard temperatures as well due to its durability and low production
costs
micron – unit of time based on perception of microcosmic particles. ~1
second. Does not vary depending on prevailing solar cycles.
millicron – unit of time, approx. a minute and a half in duration.
mitor – a rare gem
Mnemosyne Sea – Sea of SE Pamphagia on which Xanadu has a port. In
Greek Mythology, Mnemosyne was the goddess of memory and mother
of the Muses by Zeus
mochachai – chocolate tea
mods – can refer to almost any type of modification, but with the OTP
endowed they usually refer to small plastic cartridges that plug into
certain types of OTPs
Moiran – aquatic elder race with various telekinetic abilities
mome raths – I could tell you, but then I’d have to mysckropulate you
mortal coil – the body
mowi-wowi (pronounced ‘mau-E ‘wow-E ) – girlfriend, also simply mowi
mufwuffa – vagina (implies hairy, but not necessarily)
mysckropulator – handheld deadly weapon

N
n^riche – (See note at end of lexicon.)
n%DNA – classification of DNA used in modern biomechanics
NAI – Neural Artificial Intelligence, a specific type of AI that can interface
directly with the human brain
nano – bad
nanopreme – very bad
nanocron – smallest unit of time used by modern science
Navarquon Viper – deadliest snake known to humanoidkind
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negascura – type of sculpting in which layers are applied at a spiraling
distance roughly based upon calculations that stem from the Fibanocci
sequence—more importantly, negascura later became the model upon
which all modern holograms function
Negative Sorale – my favourite drink!
nemyss – the ritual Egyptian headdress of the pharaohs
neuralcords – subcutaneous cybernetic wires used in humans for analogue
or digital transmission
neurodestimulators – paralyzation weapons
neuromitter – injector for the nerves, i.e. a neural_injector
neuropathically – communication between man and machine, used
colloquially only
neurorez – neuro-resolution, i.e. the detail of any hologram projected
directly to the synapses of the brain. Used colloquially only as a neural
hologram has no actual “resolution”
neurostim – any machine that stimulates the nervous system
neuetech-skyrize –construction ideology for skyscrapers over 200 storeys
NIAwave – type of electromagnetic wave, known for its safety, reliability,
and efficiency. Used primarily as a freely distributed, but low-level
power source, and as a direct connection to the Labyrinth
NIKs – Nisi Inckerenghe, i.e. Karma’s network of casino police. Rivals
Interpol for intelligence gathering worldwide
nipply – slang for temperature cold enough to make one’s nipples hard
NOX – Latin word for night. In Thelemic magick, the counterpart of LVX,
the Divine Light
nua-nua – felatio
nuevo-primitive – modern style of art/furniture designed specifically to
look ancient and primitive
Nuit – Egyptian goddess of the sky and the infinite possibilities contained
therein. Nuit is usually depicted as a naked woman with her back
arched over the heavens. Also the same as Nuith, Nut, and Nu
NIAwave transmitters – some sort of long range information transmitter
no quena – “doesn’t matter”
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O
oisaks – testicals
Old Man Saturn – personification of time
oneway – for hover traffic, a freeway in one direction only
ORG – organic heat signatures that show up in planetary system scans
orgia de fauvorique – wild orgy
orgiastica magnifique – magnificent orgy
organitechnix – electronics and anatomy harmoniously synthesized
organitynections – the tendril connections from OTPs to the neural
wounds
orvina – the anus
OTPs – organitynection plugs. Modern marvels that allow for
communication between the human brain/body and computer networks.
An OTP woundset is installed into the human body, whereby a wide
variety of actual OTPs can be plugged in and utilized. There are
no preconceived limits on what OTPs can or cannot do. Some are
programs to mentally explore the Labyrinth, some are warehouses
of art, and some are business utilities to name just a few uses of an
average OTP

P
p1r8.sYt<- – a good place to channel the latest warez
PA_plug – personal assistant OTP
pakao – hell
pakao full of vex – “whole lot of trouble”
Pamphage Corporation – well diversified company has the second
largest cyberbionetic operation in the universe, and is also a top maker
of all things holography. Celeste’s father is the CIV. Also called
Pamphage Interstellar Corporation
Pamphagia – largest and most populous continent of Andromeda Nine
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Pan – Greek god which ruled over shepherds and their flocks. Half-man,
half-goat, Pan is a symbol of untamed nature. Famed for chasing
nymphs, including the elusive Syrinx, he is also a symbol ravenous
sexual appetites
pani – sex
paniferous – sexual
panitalia – sexual organs
panpipe – an ancient musical instrument, made of variously cut reeds
and strung together. In Greek mythology, they were said to have come
originally from Syrinx’s transformed body
paramouring – committing paniferous acts for creds
PCQ-12 – chemical agent used in combating mold and other musty smells
Philosopher’s Stone – in Alchemy: a mysterious “principle” having
the power of transmuting base metals into pure gold. In Theosophy:
symbolizes the transmutation of the lower animal nature of man into
the divine
PID – Personal identification
pinas – baggy pants
piqued – sexually aroused
plex – short for any type of building complex
plushzioozi – extremely comfortable style of furniture
Pluto – Roman name for the Greek Hades, god of the underworld. Hades
kidnapped Persephone and took her to the underworld to be his queen,
where she must spend half of every year
pocket-laz – small pocket laser used for cutting
PoliceDOG – police hover
pobresito – “poor baby”
Portrophlohide – a commonly-used liquid propellant
posi.Ka – (See note at end of lexicon.)
poohi-poohis (or just poohis) – female breasts
precol – precolonization, specifically referring to that which came before
Earth’s colonization of space and subsequent encounters with other
races who had done the same
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prêt-á-porter – “ready to wear” is clothing by designers that will be sold
in retail stores without custom tailoring. Also can refer to a fashion
show of such clothing
Primary – the dying planet
project – upload
prosicons – pros & cons
PSI_Blast – mental blast of energy
psychotroposcopik – extremely psychedelic
psiwraiths – demonic creatures
putrefiably – certifiably putrid
Pyramids, the – section of Xanadu zoned only for pyramidal structures
Pyrexadril – sleep aid/depressant

Q
quad, quadrant – large section of space, may contain many habitable
planets
Quankiq-6 – Timothy Leary never had it so good…
QuardaBase – popular movie database
Quazar – brand of car
quena – substance, matter

R
Ragnarok – In Norse mythology, Ragnarok (“fate of the gods”) is the
battle at the end of the world
Ragnageddon – concatenation of Ragnarok and Armageddon, which has
become common parlance for the Big Crunch (the universe collapsing
back in upon itself)
razor – sharp, bright
reechy – dirty
remofreqs – remote frequencies
repugnated – “grossed out”
reticulator – garbage disposal
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River Lethe – a river that cuts through Xanadu. In Greek Mythology,
drinking from the river Lethe (“forgetfulness” or “oblivion”) caused
complete forgetfulness
RoboTray – popular household product for doing menial serving tasks
rutting-procedure – hacking jargon

S
S-card – a skeleton card, i.e. a locksmith’s primary tool on modern slotreading locking mechanisms
sakata – the clitoris
Sakatorian – In the style of the Sakatorians, which in modern parlance
usually means detailed chaos-theory derived patternings whether they
are from original Sakatorian designs or not
salighe – style
samadhi – a state of calm, spiritual ecstasy, where any sense of self is lost
to oblivion
Santeria – small town of southern Pamphagia. Traditionally, Santeria
is a set of related religious systems that fuse Catholic beliefs with
traditional Yoruba beliefs, including animal sacrifice, ecstatic dance,
and sung invocations to the Orishas (a spirit that reflects one of the
manifestations of Olodumare [God])
santasangre – a mild curse
satyrish – looking or behaving like a satyr, a mythological Greek
creature, half man and half goat, who attended Dionysus and
represented male sexuality and intoxicated revelry
scintilicious – scintillatingly delicious
scentsor – a biomechanical device that senses and produces smells
scentuosity – olfactory sensuousness
schiqueybop – teeny bopper
schlomukular – stupid, ugly
schtiques – underground social subtypes
scribblepad – an electronic device to write notes on
scrumdilyicious – ask Mr. Wonka

Appendix

° 326 •

Moon Age Daydream
Security_Sniffer – one of Marlowe’s OTP programs
SECURcodes – trademarked type of security clearance code used
primarily for identification
Seere – 70th spirit of the Goëtia. His sigil is thus:

segue (pronounced seg-way) – A smooth transition from one thing to
another
septagram – seven pointed star
sepulchral – indicative of death or the dead
Seratomb System – desolate solar system with a three-sun
conglomeration as its hub
sFX – sound effects system
shakatiki – a beautiful “goddess”
shakti – pretty, attractive. Root used in other related words: shakticious,
shaktorial, shaktacular, shaktalicious, and the slang shaktilyicious
Shastabilly – type of music with roots in ancient Rockabilly
sheklet – shit
ShinQua_filtered energy – prohibitively costly type of fuel, used in
biomechanics as a substitute for blood
Shiva – god
Shivatotened – “goddamned”
Sierezzazi – brand-name
sigil – graphical symbol of a spirit traditionally used for evocation
sigak – an exclamation of surprise or disbelief
sigracore – a popular mineral for industrial uses due to its reasonable
melting point
skaweeja – insane
skaweejazoids – freaks
Skoilia Skywoods – beautiful trees world-renowned for their tremendous
height
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skylot – parking area for hovers
slithy toves – ask the White Rabbit
snodge – slippery secretion of the lining of various membranes, especially
the nose
sobrio – sober
solburst – quickly
Solinari–cycles (Solinaris) – measure of time particular to Andromeda
Nine
spaceway – bi-directional road for hover traffic only. No ground traffic
route
spacialator – like an elevator, but not only up and down
spartchek – penis
spaztardo – an idiot
spec – slang. Short for spectacular
specwidth – technical jargon
Spiral, the – the physical and economic enter of Karma, home to their
largest, most fantastic casinos
Spire, the – the Spire Resort & Casino. Tall, spiked casino in the dead
center of Karma
splitchka – “bitch”
Squeezix – Celeste’s cat
StarCross Business Academy – quality institution reserved primarily for
the elite, exclusive, and the ^riche. Also just StarCross
starmates – soulmates
static print – non-holographic photo
Strainian Waltz – a modern, freeform style of waltz
stralunato – very angry indeed
styggy – ugly
Sub-dem Synd – a hacking syndicate sworn against the corp^riche
sub-Δ_bandwidth – technical jargon
subproc – subprocessor
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Subgenetrix – a large genetics research firm
suareté – something like a women’s business suit, but a little more
feminine
suetre – sweater
summum bonum – “supreme good,” i.e. the ideal perfection
Supernals – top three sephiroth on the Tree of Life (see Appendix I), i.e.
godhead
sust_inject – sustenance injector, i.e. a way to “shoot up” lunch instead of
eat it
synchronoscopic – visually and aurally synchronized
syndicate – close-knit group of hackers, which can vary in size for a
handful of members to hundreds depending on the syndicate
Syrinx – a nymph and a follower of Artemis, known for her chastity.
Pursued by the god Pan, she ran to the river’s edge and asked the river
nymphs to save her. In answer, she was transformed into hollow water
reeds that made a haunting sound when the god’s frustrated breath blew
across them. Pan cut the reeds to fashion the first set of panpipes
sys – system

T
tachycardia – abnormally rapid beating of the heart
Tahishi Master – an adept at the obscure and deadly martial art of Shin
Qwo Ta
Tahtagatah – the Buddha
talisman – any object charged with magickal energy for a specific purpose
Tawagotchi – brand-name electronics maker
tazzleberry – type of small, sweet berry
Techtrek – handy pharmaceutical for killing pain
TEK – non-biological heat signatures that show up in planetary system
scans
telegyrbot – tiny all-terrain robot
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Tempest – First Atari game to use a colour vector display. It contained
Surrealistic 3-D wireframe graphics and was inspired by a dream of the
designer’s. An immediate success, it was released 1981 EY
tempitzer – a machine used to regulate temperature
temporal-reaver – a devastating weapon
tendcords – large biomechanical tendrils
tendril – originally: a slim, twisting outgrowth from a stem or leaf; used
for climbing or support, like in vines. In biomechanics: the small,
wriggling extensions from an OTP that allows the OTP to stay snuggly
in place against the human skin, and which helps transmit signals from
the OTP to the human body and vice versa
terabyte – one trillion bytes, one million megabytes, or one thousand
gigabytes
TI/99, or TI99d – types of connectors. Often used as a prefix such as
TI/99_jack or TI99d_plug
Tianese brothel – my favourite place!
tilde – The character “~” used as a command to wake up Tyflac-compliant
computer systems
toposurgery – a top-of-the-line method of cosmetic transformation using
non-laser technology
tormusement – amusing torment
toten – damn
transmogrified – to be changed completely
Tridythlamite – a metal
Trilobix – difficult game of chance based on a 78 card deck
Triple Jack Mojo – ostensibly a bastard offshoot of Texas Hold’em, it has
such a quirky subtleness in regards to bet placing that it has grown to
become one of the more popular forms of casino poker
TriTZA – type of homing beacon
tsoonic – happy
tsooning – enjoying
tulgey – opposite of brillig
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Tumuguwumu – a highly exclusive island resort on Kuhmukuhulu. It is
part of Michkuawa Islands, a coalition of elite island resorts located in
the same area
turbostasis – type of advanced cryogenics
Tyflac – a text only command module adored by the programming elite.
Queries are predicated by “Q#:” an commands by “C#:”
Tyger, Tyger – Tyger, Tyger, burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? — William Blake
Tyralian – pertaining to the race of Tyrals, famed especially for their
inebriating beverages and tantalizing breakfast cuisines
Tyrian Puzzle Box – Exotic toy, famous for hidden surprises

U
Udjat eye –

ultraprematik – truly superlative
Urandalian – culture already extinct by the time humans found them, but
their architectural style caught on nonetheless
uriculator – all-purpose disposal unit

V
V-shift – vertical shift, i.e. part of a standard hover’s main flight control
VAA – Viesian Army Accesorizer
Vamp – a type of schtique
vecheck – gentleman
vers – versions
Vianese – designer brand dressmaker
Vicky Trevail – famous holostar
Viesian Army Accesorizer – an all-purpose pocket gizmo
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Vitriol – VITRIOL, ancient magickal formula that stands for Visita
Interiora Terrae Rectificando Invenies Occultum Lapidem (“Visit the
interior of the earth and rectifying (i.e. purifying) you will find the
hidden stone”)
Vivariccii – designer name brand
voluna – woman
Voudonics – Marlowe’s technologically astute magick system

W
wahine – girl
wavespec – any type of measurable wave energy
Wiawa Palm – lush desert palm trees
window_sys – name of system to control household windows, and the
command to wake it up. Usually followed by an abbreviated name for
the specific window to control, such as “main_win”
Windsor Daffodil – oversized daffodil with exceptional hue
woundset – set of four wounds on the human body to allow for insertion
of organitynection tendrils from an OTP. Each woundset can hold a
single OTP. If there is only one woundset on the body then this OTP
must be the CP_OTP
Wyvern –

Wy-Te – potent liqueur

X
x-mowi – ex-girlfriend
X_hookups – technical jargon
Xanadu – Marlowe’s home city, located on Andromeda Nine
xiertube – extremely large neuralcords used primarily in industrial
biomechanical compounds
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XPD – Xanadu Police Department

Y
Y-Box – a standardized packet of common plugs to give more range to
potential applications
zadja – anus
zadjni – ass
zeroed – negated, i.e. to relegate to unimportance

Z
Zeitgeist Movie Collection – comprehensive collection of roughly
99.63% of all movies ever made, which due to the incredibly light
demands of movies compared to the storage required for holofilms fits
on only twelve OTPs
ziermites – tiny bugs known to slowly devour metal through a peculiar
type of corrosive alkaloid
Zombonian Cyst – I had one of these once after a week in the Tianese
brothel

Note 1:
Atma – God
Atmaka – the soul unified
posi.Ka – the (+) half of the soul
electra.Ka – the (–) half of the soul

Note 2:
^riche (pronounced rEEsh) – the very rich. This is the generic version
most hackers use when classifying the wealthy, and generally ruling,
classes of the universe. A number of subclassifications can be prefixed:
apix^riche – doesn’t get any more affluent than this
hipshique^riche – younger, hipper class of ^riche
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