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This story, set on a future world where political intrigue goes on against a backdrop of “ cybers’
used as daves and “ ssimulations’ that enact Shakespeare' s plays, isa... murder mystery? Well,
there’sa killing and much is mysterious, but it’s more the mystery of what-is-reality asin the
works of writers such as Shirley Jackson and Philip K. Dick.

Karen Joy Fowler studied writing in a class taught by Kim Sanley Robinson; “ Praxis’ was her
first sale, but she’s already published several more fine stories and we can look forward to her
byline for yearsto come.
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Notes

The price of asingleticket to the suicides would probably have funded my work for amonth or more,
but | do not let mysdlf think about this. After all, | didn’t pay for theticket. Tonight | am the guest of the
Baron Claude Himmlich and determined to enjoy myself.

| saw Romeo and Juliet five yearsago, but only for one evening in the middle of the run. It wasn't
much. Juliet had a cold and went to bed early. Her nurse kept wrapping her in hot rags and muttering
under her breath. Romeo and Benvolio got drunk and made up severa limericks. | thought some of them
were quite good, but I’ d been drinking alittle myself.

Technicaly it wasimpressive. The responses of the smulants were wonderfully lifelike and the
amphitheater had just been remode ed to alow the audience to walk among the sets, viewing the action
from any angle. But the story itself was hardly dramatic. It wouldn't be, of course, in the middle of the
run.

Tonight isdifferent. Tonight isthefind night. The audience glittersin jewds, colorful capes,
extravagant hairstyles. Only the wedlthy are here tonight, the wealthy and their guests. Therearefour in
our own thegter party: our host, the Baron; his beautiful daughter, Svannesha; awonderfully eccentric
old woman dressed dl in white who calls herself the Grand Duchess de Vie; and me. | work at the
university inrecordsand | tutor Svanneshd Himmlich in history.

The Grand Duchess stands beside me now aswe watch Juliet carried in to thetombs. “l1sn’t she
lovely?’ the Duchess says. “And very swet, | hear. Garrisswrote her program. He' safriend of the
Baron's”

“An absolute genius.” The Baron leanstowards us, spesking softly. Thereisanicinessto Juliet, a
sheen her false death has cast over her. Sheislike something carved from marble. Y et even from herel
can seethe dightest rise and fall of her breasts. How could anyone believe she was really dead? But
Romeo will. He dways does.

It will be along time before Romeo arrives and the Baron suggests we walk over to the Capulets to
watch Juliet’ s nurse weeping and carrying on. He offers hisarm to the Duchess though | can see his
security cyber didikesthis.

Itisone of the Baron's own moddls, identica in principle to the smulants on stage—human body,
software brain. Before the Baron’ swork the cybers were dow to respond and notoriously easy to
outwit. The Baron made his fortune streamlining the communi cations link-up and introducing an element
of deliberate irrationality into the program. There are those who argue thiswas an ill-considered, even



dangerous addition. But the Baron has never lacked for customers. People would rather take a chance
on acyber than on a human and the less we need to depend on the poor, the safer we become.

The Duchessislooking at the cyber’ s uniform, the sober blues of the House of Himmlich. “Watch
this,” she saysto me, smiling. She reachesinto her bodice. | can see how the cyber isdert to the
movement, how it relaxes when her hand regppears with ahandkerchief. She reverses the action; we
watch the cyber tense again, relaxing when the hand reemerges.

The Baron shakes his head, but his eyes are amused. “Darling,” he says, “you must not play withiit.”

“Then | shdl wak with Hannah instead.” The Duchess dips her hand around my arm. Her right hand
isbare and fed swarm pressed into my side. Her left hand is covered by along white glove; itssilky
fingersrest lightly on the outside of my arm.

The Baron precedes us, walking with Svanneshal, the cyber close behind them. The Duchess leans
againgt me and takes such small steps we cannot keep up. Shelooks at the Baron’ s back. “ Y ou've
heard him called a‘ self-made man’ 7’ she asksme. “Did it ever occur to you that people might mean it
literdly?’

She startlesme. My eyes go at once to the Baron, recognizing suddenly his undeniable
perfection—his dark, smooth skin, his even teeth, the soft timbre of hisvoice. But the Duchessisteasing
me. | seethiswhen | look back at her.

“I like him very much,” | answer. “I imagine him to be exactly like the ancient aristocracy at their
best—educated, generous, courteous...”

“I wouldn’t know about that. | have never studied history; | have only lived it. How old would you
guess| am?’

Itisaquestion | hate. One never knows what the most polite answer would be. The Duchess hair,
twisted about her head and held into place with ivory combs, isas black as Svanneshd’s, but this can be
achieved with dyes. Her face, while not entirdly smooth, is not overly wrinkled. Again | suspect cosmetic
enhancements. Her steps are undeniably feeble. “ Y ou look quiteyoung,” | say. “I couldn’t guess.”

“Then look at this.” The Duchess stops walking and removes the glove from her left hand. She holds
her pam flat before me so that | see the series of ciphers burnt into her skin. 1PS3552. It isthe brand of
alabor duplicate. | look up at her face in astonishment and thisamuses her. “Y ou’ ve never seen anything
like that before, have you, historian? But you' ve heard perhaps how, in thelast revolution, some of the
aristocracy branded themselves and hid in the factories? That’'s how old | am.”

Infact, | have heard the Story, atwo-hundred-year-old story, but the version | know ends without
survivors. Most of those who tried to pass were detected immediately; a human cannot affect the dead
gare of the duplicates for very long. Those few who went in to the factories gave themselves up
eventualy, preferring, after al, to face the mob rather than endure the filth, the monotony, and the endless
labor, “I would be most interested in interviewing you,” | say. “Y our adventures should be part of the
record.” If true, but of coursethat is something | do not say.

“Yes” The Duchess preens hersdlf, readjusting an ivory comb, replacing her glove. We noticethe
Baron, gill some distance away, returning to us. Heisaone and | imagine he has|eft the cyber with
Svanneshd. The Duchess sweeps her bare hand in the direction of the hurrying figure. “I am atrue
member of the aristocracy,” shetellsme. * Perhaps the only surviving member. | am not just some
wedlthy man who choosesto cal himsdf Baron.”

This| discredit immediately as vanity. Revolution after revol ution—no one can verify ablood clam.



Nor can | see why anyone would want to. | am amazed at the willingness of people to make targets of
themselves, asif every time were the last time and now the poor are permanently contained.

“I must apologize.” The Baron arrives, breathless. “1 had no ideayou had fallen so far behind.”

“Why should you apologize,” the Duchess chideshim, “if your guest istoo old for such entertainments
and too proud to use a chair as she should?’ She shifts herself from my arm to his. “Veronais so lovely,”
shesays. “lan'tit?

We proceed dowly down the street. | am till thinking of the Duchess' hand. When wergoin
Svanneshd it isasthough | have come out of atrance. Sheis so beautiful tonight | would rather not be
near her. The closer | stand, theless| can look. Her eyes are very large inside the dark hood of her
gown which covers her hair and shouldersin afine net of tiny jewels. In the darkened amphithester the
audience shineslike asky full of stars, but Svanneshad is an entire congtellation—Svannesha, the Swan’s
throat, and next to her, her father, the Dragon. | look around the amphithegter. Everyoneis beautiful
tonight.

Juliet’ snurseis seeted in achair, rocking dowly back and forth in her agony. Sheisidenticd to the
nurse | saw beforeand | tell the Baron so.

“Oh, I'm sure she is the one you saw before. | saw her once as Amandain The Glass Menagerie.
Y ou didn’t imagine they started from scratch every time, did you? My dear Hannah, anyone who can be
recycled after the run certainly will be. The smulations are expensve enough asit is” The Baron smilesat
me, the smile of the older, the wiser, to the young and naive. “What' s amazing isthe variation you get
each time, even with identica parts. Of course, that’s where the drama comesin.”

Before, when | saw Romeo and Juliet, Friar Lawrence was killed on the second night, falling down a
flight of stairs. That’smainly why | went. | was excited by the possibilities opened by the absence of the
Friar. Y et the plot was surprisingly unchanged.

It makes methink of Hwang-li and | say to the Baron, “ Did you know it was a historian who created
the smulations?’

“I don't have your knowledge of higtory,” he answers. “ Svannesha tells me you are quite gifted. And
you have aspecidty... forgive me. | know Svanneshd hastold me.”

“Mass movements. They don’t lend themsalvesto smulation.” The Duchess has not heard of
Hwang-li ether, but then only ahistorian would have. It was so many revolutions ago. | could argue that
the historians are the true revol utionary heroes, retaining these threads of our past, bringing them through
the upheavad. Many historians have died to protect the record. And their names arelost to usforever. |
am glad for achanceto talk about Hwang-li.

“Hwang-li was not thinking of entertainment, of course. He was pondering the inevitability of history.
Isthe course of history directed by persondities or by circumstances?’ | ask the Baron. “What do you
think?”

The Baron regards me politdy. “In thered world,” he says, “persondities and circumstances are
inseparable. The one creates the other and vice versa. Only in smulation can they be digoined.”

“It followsthen,” | tel him, “that if you could intervene to change one, you would smultaneoudy
change both and, therefore, the course of history. Could you make a meaningful change? How much can
depend upon asingleindividud taking asingle action a asingle moment? Or not taking it?’

“Depending on theindividud, the action, and the moment,” the Duchess saysfirmly, “everything could
chenge”



| nod to her. “ That iswhat Hwang-li believed. He wished to test it by choosing anisolated case, a
critica moment in which a series of seeming accidents resulted in adevadtating war. He sdected the
Mancini murder, which was managesable and well-documented. There were seven personality profiles
done on Philip Mancini at thetime and Hwang-li had them dl.”

The Baron hasforgotten Juliet’ s nurse entirely and turnsto me with gratifying attention. “ But thisis
fascinating,” he says. “ Svanneshd, you must hear this.” Svanneshad movesin closer to him; the cyber
seemsrelieved to have both standing together.

“Goon,” saysthe Baron.
“| wastelling your father about Hwang-li.”

“Oh, | know this story aready.” Svanneshd smiles at the Baron coquettishly. “It’ s the murder that
interestshim,” she saysto me. “ Aberrant personalities are sort of ahobby of his”

The Baron tellsme what he dready knows of the murder, that Frank Mancini waskilled by his
brother Philip.

“Yes, that'sright,” | say encouragingly. Thisinformation survivesin asaying we have—enmity is
sometimes described as “the love of the Mancinis.”

It isthe Duchess who remembers the saying. But beyond that, she says she knows nothing of the
case. | direct my statementsto her. “Frank Mancini was a security guard, back in the days when humans
functioned in that capacity. He was responsible for security in the Irish sector. He had just learned of the
terrorist plot against Pope Peter. The Pope was scheduled to speak in an open courtyard at noon; he
was to be shot from the window of anearby library. Frank waslliterdly reaching for the phone at the
moment Philip Mancini burst into his study and shot him four timesfor persond reasons.”

Svanneshd isbored with the discussion. Although sheisextremdy intelligent, it isnot yet something
shevaues. But shewill. I look at her with the sudden redlization that it isthe only bit of inherited wedlth
she can be certain of holding on to. Sheis playing with her father’ shair, but he catches her hand. “ Go
on,” hesaysto me.

“Philip had aways hated his brother. The murder wasfindly triggered by aletter Philip received from
their mother—alletter we know he wrongly interpreted. What if he had read the letter more carefully?
What if it had arrived ten minutes later? Hwang-li planned to replay the scene, running it through a
number of such minute variations. Of course he had no smulants, nor did he need them. It was dl to be
done by computer.”

“The whole project seemsto meto raise more questions than it answers.” Svanneshd isfrowning.
“What if the Pope had survived? How do you assess the impact of that? Y ou cannot say there would
have been no revolution. The Pope' s desth was a cataly<t, but not a cause.”

| am pleased to see that she not only knows the outlines of the incident, but has obvioudy been giving
it some thought. | begin to gesture emphaticaly with my hands as though we werein class, but | force
mysdlf to stop. Thisis, after dl, asocia occason. “ So, war is not averted, but merely delayed?’ | ask
her. “ Another variation. Who would have gained from such adelay? What e se might have been different
if the same war was fought at alater time? Naturally nothing can be proved absol utel y—that isthe nature
of thefield. But it is suggestive. When we can answer these questions we will be that much closer to the
day when we direct history aong the course we choose.”

“Wedready do that,” the Duchessinforms me quiietly. “We do that every day of our lives.” Her right
hand smooths the glove over her left hand. She interlaces the fingers of the two.



“What happened in the experiment?’ the Baron asks.

“Hwang-li never finished it. He spent hislife perfecting the Mancini programsand died in afire before
he had finished. Another accident. Then there were the university purges. There' s never been that kind of
money for history again.” | look into Svanneshd’ s eyes, deep within her hood. “It’ stoo bad, because
I’ ve an experiment of my own | ve wanted to do. | wanted to smulate Antony and Cleopatra, but make
her nose an inch longer.”

Thisisan old joke, but they do not respond to it. The Baron says politely that it would provide an
interesting twist the next time Antony and Cleopatra isdone. HE Il bring it up with the Arts Committee.

Svanneshd says, “Y ou see, Daddy, you owe Hwang-li everything. He did the first work in synthetic
persondities”

It occursto methat the Baron may think Svanneshd and | are trying to persuade him to fund me and
| am embarrassed. | search for something to say to correct thisimpression, but we are interrupted by a
commotion ongtage.

Lady Capulet hastorn her dress at the collar, her hair iswild and uncombed. Under her tears, her
faceisancient, like atragic mask. She screams at her husband that it ishisfault their baby isdeed. If he
hadn’t been so cold, so unyielding...

He stands before her, stooped and silent. When at last she collgpses, he holds her, stroking the hair
into place about her sobbing face. There is soft applause for this gentleness. It was unexpected.

“Isn't it wonderful?” Svanneshd’ sface glowswith gppreciation. “ Garrissagain,” sheinformsme
athough | know Garriss did the programming for the entire Capulet family. It is customary to have one
writer for each family so that the Smilaritiesin the programming can mirror the Smilarities of redl families
creeted by genetics and upbringing.

The smulants are obliviousto this gpprova. Jaquestdls us, every time, that the world isastage, but
here the stage isaworld, completeinitsalf, with history and family, with even those random stagehands,
death and disease. Thisiswhat the smulantslive. If they weretold that Juliet isno one' s daughter, that
everything they think and say is software, could they believeit? Would it be any lesstragic?

Next to me | hear the beginning of ascream. It is choked off as suddenly asit started. Turning, | see
the white figure of the Duchess dumping to the ground, ared stain spreading over her bodice. The gloved
hand is pressed against her breast; red touches her fingers and moves down her arm. Her open eyes see
nothing. Beside her, the cyber isreturning abloody blade to the case on its belt.

Itwasal sofast. “It killed her,” | say, barely able to comprehend the words. “ She' sdead!” | knedl
next to the Duchess, not merely out of compassion, but because my legs have given way. | ook up a the
Baron, expecting to see my own horror reflected in hisface, but it isnot.

Heiscamly quiet. “She came a me,” he says. “ She moved against me. She meant to kill me.”
“No!” | am astounded. Nothing is making senseto me. “Why would she do that?’

He reaches down and strips the wet glove from the warm hand. Thereis her lifeline—IPS3552.
“Look at this,” he saysto me, to the smdl group of theater-goers who have gathered around us. “ She
was not even human.”

I look at Svanneshd for help. “Y ou knew her. She was no cyber. There is another explanation for the
brand. Shetold me...” | do not finish my sentence, suddenly aware of the implausibility of the Duchess
gory. But what other explanation is there? Svanneshd will not meet my eyes. | find something eseto say.



“Anyway, the cybers have never been athreet to us. They are not programmed for nation.” Itis
another thought | do not finish, my eyes digtracted by the uniform of the House of Himmlich. | get to my
feet dowly, keeping my hands dways visble and every move | makeiswatched by the Baron' sirrational
cyber. “The autopsy will confirm sheishuman,” | say findly. “Was human.”

Svanneshd reachesfor my arm below the shoulder, just where the Duchess held me. She spesksinto
my ear, so low that | am the only onewho hears her. Her toneisice. “ The cybersare all that stand
between us and the maob. Y ou remember that!”

Unless| act quickly, there will be no autopsy. Already maintenance duplicates are scooping up the
body in the manner reserved for the disposal of cybers. Three of them are pulling the combs from her
hair, the jewelsfrom her ears and neck and depositing them in small, plastic bags. The Baron isregarding
me, one hand wiping his upper lip. Sweat? No, the Baron feels nothing, shows no sign of unease.

Svanneshd speasksto meagain. Thistime her voiceisclearly audible, “It tried to kill my father,” she
says. “You weren't watching. | was.”

It would be smpler to believe her. | try. | imagine that the whole time we were talking about the
Mancinis, the Duchess was planning to murder her host. For political reasons? For persond reasons? |
remember the conversation, trying to refocus my attention to her, looking for the significant gesture, the
wordswhich, listened to later, will mean so much more. But, no. If she had wanted to kill the Baron,
surely shewould have doneiit earlier, when the Baron returned to us without his cyber.

| return Svanneshd’ s gaze. “Did anyone else seethat?’ | ask, raisng my voice. | look from person to
person. “Did anyone see anything?’

No one responds. Everyoneiswaiting to seewhat | will do. | am acutely conscious of the many
different actions | can take; they radiate out from me asif | stood at the center of astar, different paths,
al ultimately uncontrollable. Along one path | have publicly accused the Baron of murder through
migudgment. His programs are opened for examination; his cybersarerecalled. Heisruined. And, since
he has produced the bulk of the city’ s security units, Svannesha is quiteright. We are left unprotected
before the mob. Could | cause that?

| imagine another, more likely path. | am pitted alone against the money and power of the Himmlichs.
In thisvision the Baron has become awarlord with alarge and loya army. He is untouchable. Wherever
| try to go, his cybers are hunting me.

The body has been removed, alarge, awkward bundle in the arms of the maintenance duplicates. The
blood islifting from thetile, like atape played backwards, like athing which never happened. The paths
radiating out from me begin to dim and disappear. The moment is past. | can do nothing now.

Inthe silence that hasfallen around us, we suddenly hear that Romeo is coming. Too early, too early.
What will it mean? The knot of spectators around us melts away; everyoneis hurrying to the tombs.
Svannesha takesmy arm and | dlow mysdlf to be pulled aong. Her color is high and excited, perhaps
from exertion, perhaps in anticipation of death. \When we reach the tombswe pressin amongst the rest.

On oneside of me, Svanneshd continuesto grip my arm. On the other is amagnificent woman
imposingly tall, dressed in Grecian white. Around her bare arm is a coiled snake, fashioned of gold, its
scaesin the many muted colors gold can wear. A fold of her dressfalsfor amoment on my own leg,
white, like the gown of the Grand Duchessde Vieand | find mysdf crying. “Don’'t doit,” | cal to
Romeo. “It'satrick! It satrap. For God's sake, look at her.” The words come without volition, part of
me standing aside, marveling, pointing out that | must be mad. He can’'t hear me. Heisincapable of
hearing me. Only the audience turnsto look, then turns away politely, hushed to hear Romeo’ s weeping.
Heis so young, his heart and hands so strong, and he says his lines as though he believed them, as though



he made them up.

TheBaron leansinto Svanneshal. “Y our friend has been very upset by the incidents of the evening.”
Hisvoiceiskind. “Ashaveweadl. And sheiscold. Give her my cape.”

| am not cold, though | redize with surprise that | am shaking. Svannesha wraps the red cape about
me. “Y ou must come home with ustonight,” she says. “Y ou heed company and care.” She putsan arm
about me and whispers, “Don't let it upset you so. The smulantsdon’t feel anything.”

Then her breath catchesin her throat. Romeo is drinking his poison. | won't watch the rest. | turn my
head aside and in the blurred lens of my tears, one image wavers, then comes clear. It isthe snake sface,
quite close to me, complacency inits heavy-lidded eyes. “Don’t look at melikethat,” | say to aspecies
which vanished centuries ago. “Who are you to laugh?’

I think that | will never know the truth. The Duchess might have been playing with the cyber again.
Her desth might have been amiscalculation. Or the Baron might have planned it, have arranged the
whole evening around it. | would like to know. | think of something Hwang-li is supposed to have said.
“Never confuse the record with the truth. It will dwayslast longer.” | am ashamed that | did nothing for
the Duchess, accuse myself of cowardice, tears dropping from my cheeks onto the smooth flesh of my
pams. Inthe historical record, | tel mysdlf, I will list her death asapolitica assassnation. And it will be
remembered that way.

Next to me Svannesha stiffensand | know Juliet haslifted the knife. Thisistruly the end of her; the
stab wounds will prevent her re-use and her voiceis painfully swest, like asong.

One moment of hesitation, but that moment isitsalf acomplete world. It lives onstage with the
samulants, it liveswith the mob in their brief and bitter lives, it lives where the wedlthy drape themsdvesin
jewds. If | wished to find any of them, | could look in that moment. “But how,” | ask the snake, “would |
know which waswhich?’

The End.
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