The Chdlenger

by Robert Reed

TO SOME PEOPLE, LIFEISBUT A GAME

TODAY, AT LEAST, IT'SONE WE HAVE AN EVEN CHANCE
OF WINNING. BUT NOT FOR LONG...

* k % %

Thisold man's sitting, just Sitting, out in the mall. don't know why | notice him. Maybe it's hisface, which
istoo flat and smple and dead-looking. But _they aren't supposed to look that way anymore. And
that'swhy | mean to walk past him. Except then it occursto me that maybe that's how I'm supposed to
think. 1I'm supposed to look at him and tell mysdlf that it'sjust another hundred-year-old turd with a
yellow shopping bag and cotton trousers half again too big, and the fact that he's bald and pasty and
lookslike the blood hasn't hit the brain in yearsisjust an act. A trick. That'swhat I'm thinking when |
make my gpproach, plopping down next to him on that hard mall bench. Asking him flat out, "Hi, and
how are you today?"

Hewaitsfor afat second, asif he didn't hear me. Then he gives this quick Sdeways glance and says,
"Lousy. That'show | am."

"Too bad,” | say. Watching hiseyes, hismouth.
Through cheap white teeth, he says, "I'm not, and go away."

"l didn't say you were," | tell him, thinking that he's awfully sharp for an old turd. "I just need to Sit for a
minute. Isthat al right?'

"Fing" hesays.
So we St together on that bench, watching al the people passing by.

It's Thursday and aworkday for those sill having jobs, but you wouldn't know it by the crowds.
Christmasisn't this busy, these days. Hundreds and hundreds of bright, big-eyed faces are coming past,
the lonerstalking to one another in that forced, too-loud way that people use when they don't know each
other. A lot of people are moving in groups. Teenagers, particularly. They think that working together
helps. Spot aloner, then hit him or her with athousand questions. Make a group decision, and if it'syes,
go to the nearest holo booth and put in ashared vote. Twenty million dollars split three ways, or five, or
twenty-five. It dways seemslike afat prize, until you've won and you start to do thelong division.

But you only get three votes. Asagroup, or asyoursdf. And if you study the odds, like | have, working
aoneisadways better than working with anyone el se.

Not caring what hethinks, | turn and give the old man asniff.
Hesmdlsalittle off, alittle fishy. But that would be an essy trick.

| can tell how he doesntt like this much. Which iswhat I'm hoping for. He saysit with his pale eyes and
theway histhin flesh goes tiff around the mouth. He opens that mouth and says, "Purerude,” with an
angry voice. Then hereachesinto hislemon-yelow shopping bag, pulling out a certain item just
purchased in the mall'sdrugstore. "Tell me," he says. "Do you think if | was, that I'd buy these and carry



them around with me?’
Diapers, he's carrying. Mega-absorbent Depends.
"What did | say?" | ask him. Showing him abig smile.

Which makes him throw his diapers back into the sack, and he takes awet little breath, then stands,
moving dower than he wants, moving exactly like someone who doesn't quite trust hislegs.

| ask, "What's your name, old man?"
He bregthes again, staring at me.
"Let metouchyou,” | say.

Then he says, "Here. Let me prove I'm not." And holding the sack by its handles, he takesa swing at me,
popping me on the head. All the energy and anger in him, and it's softer than agood kiss.

Everyone else stops and stares.

| get up now. | just keep on smiling. And | tell the poor old turd, "Just Sit. I'll leave you done.” Then
because | fed alittle bad for him, I tell him, "If you realy want to be | eft done, be done. Until Sunday,
just stay home. All right?"

* * % %

Y ou can ignore groups, which | supposeis another reason why people run in them, but you can't write
off couples. Last year, some guy in Florida saw ateenage couple necking in public, and hetold them to
stop. And they said sorry, they would. Very polite and embarrassed. And something in their voiceswas
wrong. It'slike, why would kids stick their tongues down each other'sthroatsif they could get that
embarrassed? So the guy went to the nearest holo booth and used two of hisvotes, and he ended up
pocketing afat 40 million.

Neat, huh?

I'm walking down the heart of the mall, passing one of the big jewery stores. Y oung couples are standing
over the glass counters, staring at rings. It'samillion-to-one shot, but what isn't? | step inside, passing
through the anti-noise wall. The sudden sllenceisalittle bit unnerving. Clerks and customerstalk, every
soft voice sounding too loud. From the back comes another clerk. A Filipino woman, maybe. Late 30s,
maybe. With the flavor of an accent, she asks, "May | help you?"

| dip between two couples, saying, "It'sfor my girlfriend. I'm going to propose this weekend, if | can find
something.”

"We have awonderful selection,” she promises.
"Thet one" | tdll her.

It'safive thousand dallar ring, including markup. Factory-made diamonds, fat and perfect, because every
engagement ring needs its diamonds. Gold mined by robots on the seafloor or ingde an asteroid, giving it
that old-fashioned shine. And to lend it redl vaue, theré'safossil encased in diamond -- apretty little
cord from the Age of Dinosaurs.

My clerk putsthe ring on one of those fake fingersthat jeweers use, and she wavesit over the
countertop, the finger matching my skin color while shetelsme, "It'sredlly very tasteful. And beautiful.



Don't you agree?!

"Pretty much,” | tell her.

The man on my right asks, "May we see that one, too?"

Hisgirlfriend looks a him, then at me. Then shelooksa my ring, saying, "But | don't likeit."
"Good," | say. Watching both of them.

Our clerkslaugh, but they look less than comfortable.

"If youd like," saysmy clerk, "you could take thislovely ring hometoday."
"l don't know."

"Your girlfriend,” saysthe guy. "What's her name?'

"Sarah," | say.

"Sarah who?"'

"Men. Sarash Men."

Then hisgirlfriend asks, "Is she pretty?"

"Very," | say.

"l bet sheis," she says, smiling a me. And wondering.

The clerks know what's happening, and they're trying to be patient. But their gameis selling rings, and
this doesn't help them.

"Do you livewith Sarah?" the guy asks.
"Not yet," | say. "How about you?Y ou two live together?'

They nod. Proud-like, he throws an arm around his girl, telling me, "Weve shared a place for more than
ayear now."

"How about that?' | say. Between them, he'sthe pretty one. One of those big, strong-chinned guyswho
aways get what they want. Perfect makeup and fancy clothes make her look lesshomely than sheredlly
is. But together, they make afunny picture. | stare at them, then. | ask her, "Do you know what,
horse-face? He's marrying you for your money..."

Her expression tells me everything. She doesn't seem to react, the question knifing itsway deeper. Then
comes aquick surprise, followed by adose of real anger. Angry a me, then someone else. Then she
turns away, and it's her boyfriend who says, "No, we're done playing.” And he leads her out of the Store,
one arm keeping her close.

Y ou can't fake that kind of emotion; I'm not wasting guesses on them.

My clerk stares a me. Stares, and thinks. She's till hoping to make this sale, but she dso believesthat |
went way past the normal, tasteful boundaries.

"l play towin," | explain.



Shelooksat the five thousand dollar ring riding on that obvioudy fase finger.

"You know," | tell her, "if | thought they were, and if they were, I'd have bought thiswhole cabinet. Just
totdl you, Thanks.

Imagining my charity, she smiles
Then | lean toward the other clerk, saying, "Excuse me, maam.”

She's an older woman, carefully and dowly putting away an assortment of unsold rings. "Yes, gir,” she
sysdiffly.

"How long has this gook woman worked here?" | ask. "Longer than aweek?'

Suddenly, the store turns even quieter. The only sound that | can hear is my own breathing. Soft, and
dow. Soft, and dow.

* * % %

Thereésabig food court at thefar end of themall.

Food used to be their biggest weakness. Three mealsaday isarule, and al meas have to be consumed
in public places. Better than hdf of the pretenders were caught with eggs or soy-burgers or while
polishing off awedge of squash pie. That's because humansthink of public esting as something done with
friends or family. Nothing stands out worse than aloner in arestaurant. And because eating isn't smply
chewing food with a mouth-shaped hole. It's anecessity, and a pleasure. And it's dressed up in manners,
good and bad, that the genuine person has spent his or her whole life practicing.

Now, of course, they're given fancier, more thorough educations. Plus they can wander around in pairs.
And maybe most important, theré'salot of people like me hunting for them. Alone. For thisonelittle
week, al around the country, eating lonein public isn't too strange, and werregiving _them _akind of
camouflage because of it...

It'sbardly 11, but the lunch lines are long everywhere except for an Ethiopian place. UNDER NEW
MANAGEMENT, warns abig banner. For the sake of speed, that'swhere | go. An old secondhand Al
asksfor my order. Itsvoiceistoo fadt, if anything. Too smooth. But it doesn't understand me on the first
try. "Sir," it sayswith an inhuman patience. "Would you please repeeat your order, Sir. Infull, plesse.”

With my first bite, | know why the line was short.

I'm gitting at one of the tiniest tables, my back to the wall, the McDondds linefiling past me. My riceis
cold and sdty enough to make me gasp and suck down half of my watery Peps. My fishismore grease
than meat, and if | touched it with amatch, it would light up like adamned road flare.

Halfway through, | give up. | push away my tray and watch the faces and the walks, and when | can, |
eavesdrop on conversations.

"They found onein Watertown," says one woman.
Saysanodding man, "Dressed like apried, it was."
"|sthat 07"

"That'sthe rumor. Yes"



They're average-looking people. Not rich or poor, if you can bdieve clothes and how they hold
themselves. They don't know each other, and they want to know just enough. | can seeit in their careful
dares. | hear it in what they aren't saying. Standing eight feet from me, the man asks his new friend, "By
any chance, are you Catholic?'

"Long ago. You?'
"Never. | don't bedievein God."

Athelsm causes some warning light to flash. The woman smiles, considering using one of her votes,
thinking about the 8000 number that everyone knows by heart.

The man doesn't seeit. He thinksthat her smileis gpproval, which iswhy he plays up hislack of belief.
"In aworld where we can build soulsfrom scratch,” he says, "I don't see any need for a bearded man
gtting upin Heaven."

Someone startsto laugh. Loudly.

They turn toward the sound. Toward me. Redlizing that they've got an audience, they put on outraged
faces, and the woman says, "Thisisn't any of your business.”

"Don't waste your vote," | tell her. Then | look a him, saying, "She till believesin God. Shejust doesn't
believe in the Pope. If you'd ook, you'd seeit.”

A shared embarrassment builds.

Then they take alast glance at each other, and without aword they storm away in opposite directions,
vanishing into the loud, inquigitive crowd.

* k % %

| drop in on abook closet, picking out a couple of end-of-the-world thrillersthat are printed up whilel
wait. Then | St in the open, pretending to read, and thiskid appears, coming up and staring a me.
Looking a my eyesand nothing else.

Maybe 12, heis.

For him, there's always been this game. What started as a stunt for the biggest Al corporation has grown
to where every manufacturer contributes, and thisis a perfect day for a 12 year-old to take avacation
day from school.

"When were you born?" he asks. Point-blank.

"Five daysago. On an assembly line. Why?'

My humor didesright off him. Hewon't Sop staring a my eyes.
"Want me to pop one out?" | ask.

He sneersand says, "Sure.”

So | reach up with my index finger, and out comesthe eye. It dangles by the glass optic cord, nothing but
an empty socket staring a him, and that'swhen | start to laugh, telling him, "I lost my redl eyewhen | was
your age. My little brother stuck me there with a piece of tree.”



"Shit," he says.
Before anyone notices, | stuff my eye back in.

"If youwant," | tel him, "I can show you something else phony.” Then | grab hold of my Ieft leg, asa
joke, and the boy turns and startsto run asfast as he can.

Inaclothes shop, | buy abig bluetie.
In amindshop, | buy updated rationaware for my web manager.

| buy candied corn in the sugar shop, then eat the whole bag while wandering through more clothes
stores.

| end up in abig pet shop. For whatever reason, the place is packed. Studying the faces, | decide on a
tall, overly strong man with tattooed et fighters on hisforearms. He's shopping for an attack dog. The
human manager holds a shepherd-Al mix on ashort Kevlar leash. The puppy wagsitstail, saying, "I'm
glad to meet you, Mr. Ames. | so much want to go home with you."

Mr. Ames asks, "Are you obedient?'
"Within the guiddines, yes"
The girl manager explains, "Of course he can't harm humans. Not without suitable provocetion, he can't.”

The girl isyoung, but not as young as she pretends to be. Her face has been fiddled with, | decide.
Smoothed, and prettied, too.

"But if someone breaksinto my house-- " Ames startsto ask.

"I will protect your life, and | will defend your property against malicious assaults,” saysthe puppy. "But if
the police or any other agency with lega merit were to enter your abode, | am forced by the Covenant of
the Alsto dlow them to do their sworn duty.”

The woman smileswith her paid-for face, adding, "Helll aso report you. Should you ever commit a
fdony in his presence, that is.”

Ames stares at the puppy with suspicion. With horror.

| decide that something's hiding in hisface. Which iswhy | poke Amesin the fighter plane, asking the
dog, "DoesMr. Amessmell red to you, boy?'

Compliant by nature, the dog sniffs as he asks, "What do you mean?"

"Isthisahuman being?’ | perss.

Again, the dog sniffs. But he doesn't say anything. His Al knows better than to turn in one of its own.
Ameswhedsand says, "Don't touch me."

| smileat him. Then | point at the nearest fish tank, and quietly, without blinking, | tell him, "Those
guppies? Each one of them is smarter than you. | bet. And they're ahdluvalot more dive.”

Ames doesn't hit me with digpers.



He useshisright fist. Once, and that's al it takes. Suddenly I'm flat on my back, and the manager is
shouting, "No, no!" and the poor dog isjumping up and down, telling us, "Behave! | don't want to
hamdtring anyone! Behavel"

* * % %

| wash my face in the men'sroom, measuring my bruised cheek with my eyes, then with careful hands.
Then | usethetoilet and wash my hands and face once again, smiling at the carnage until some guy steps
through the door, his expression dipping from worried frusiration into a giddy surprise when he seesme.

"Any luck?' | ask him.
"l wish," he says, vanishing into the farthest gall.

| could linger for aminute. But they get loaded up with shit and pissin the factory. And despite what
some people probably think, I've got limits.

On thefringe of the mdl, where children aren't admitted, is an adult playground. Bars and low-stakes
gambling and hol os showing sporting events from everywhere. Plus other diversons, if yourein the
mood.

Badcdly, | want adrink.
And abreak.

I'm enjoying both, Sitting at the bar, eyes pointed at a zero-gee soccer match. But I'm not seeing anything,
or even thinking. I'm just holding agood iced whiskey up to my sore cheek. And awoman saysto me,
"Canl joinyou?'

| don't ook at her. "If you promise me you're human, sure. Sit."
"Tired of it, too? | don't blameyou."

| turn and look. She's about my age, I'm guessing. A nice face and nicer body, but not too nice. Not like
some virtua, nonexistent model. She's got big eyes and long black hair, and even though sheisn't very
tal, shefillsup space like atal woman. Thereésan intensity about it. | notice it straightaway .

Shenatices my bruise, and laughs. A nice little |laugh mixed with something that feds sorry for me.
"Yeeh," | admit, "I'mtired of playing the game.”
But only for the moment, | intend to say.

Except she interrupts me, telling me, "What the gameisis sad. And awaste. Of resources and cleverness
andtime, it'sawaste." She waves a the bartender, then says, "And you know what else? 1 think the
whole sad wasteful businessis diding closer and closer to becoming something genuindly evil "

| wait amoment, then | say, "That 0?7’

Shethrows an ID at the bartender, ordering abeer. Then she takes adeep sip, licking her lipswith a
pointy tongue, and continues her preaching. "Sad,” she repests. "Because we're asking machinesto mimic
us. Our sdlf-confidenceis so poor, our egos o frail, that we have to bolster both with thisridiculous
hunt." Another Sip. "Firg, it was chess. But we couldn't beat them at that pointless game anymore. So it
was cooking an omelet. Or it was driving acar. Or reading emotions on astranger's face. It was any
activity at which humansexcd. And now, findly, were defending our negligible worth with the sad



argument that no matter how tal ented the machines might be, they can't be _us . Certainly they aren't
_us_aswdl aswecanbe_us . Which, if you ask me, is pathetic."

I'm watching her. In the half-darkness, her face |ooks serious and sad, and very pretty. "We still manage
to find them,” | remind her. "Pathetic or not, they can't hide."

She dmost looks at me, then thinks better of it.

Instead, she keeps her eyes forward, sighing and shaking her head and saying, "It's such awaste. For us
and for the machines, too."

| put down my drink, and walt.

"We gave up so much of our liveswhen we built the Als. Work is hobby now. Real careersareleft for
the exceptiona and the wedlthy. Instead of doing important and good things, we have diversions.
Entertainments that crowd our days. And the Als have nothing to do but make our economy sing and
keep us happy. Which, if you want my opinion, isafrightful waste of their tlents.”

| wait, then give her alittle prod.

"You said evil too," | remind her. "What'sthe evil here?'

Dark eyes glance my way. Shegivesagirlish little snort, then says, "I'm sorry. Never mind.”
"But I'minterested,” | tell her.

"No, you're bored. And you think that I'm probably crazy, too."

"Maybe I'm fascinated, and maybe | like crazy women," | offer. "I mean, can you know for surewhat I'm
thinking?'
She considersthe words.

Just then, the bartender rgjoins us. He'sabig black man, old enough to be my father, and smiling like an
expert, he says, "Get you another?'

| wave him off.
Thewoman says, "Please,”" with the saddest little voice.

Suddenly | want to hug her. She seems so lost and hel pless, torn up by thingsthat aren't even worth
worrying about ... and | just want to throw my arms around her, squeezing her as| tell her that everything
usudly turnsout dl right.

How can anyone believe anything el se?

With afresh beer to help, she says, "Evil isn't the best word. | don't know what is. But | keep wondering
how thingswill bein another five or ten years."

"What things?"

She has adeek slkish blouse that she rubs when she's nervous. I'm watching her hands as she asks, "Do
you know what happens next year? In the game, | mean. The Al conglomerates will approach people.
Redl people. And they'll pay volunteers aflat feeto surrender their lives for aweek. Machines will take
their place, in secret. That meansthat even your friends and family will be suspects. Y our girlfriend could



beasmulation ... aseries of eaborate programswriting themselves at the speed of light..."
"l don't have agirlfriend,” | tell her.

Shelooksat my eyes. Just alittle ook, but with something behind it.

Sol tell her, "You'revery pretty. | think."

Findly, she doesn't know what to say.

| help her. | put my hand on hers, feding the heet of it. The bonesingdeit. The bones move, then lay ill
again. After aminute, | tell her again, "Y ou redlly are very pretty.”

"For adepressing, psychotic woman,” she dlows.

| laugh, but not too loudly. Just enough to show her that | feel tender and understanding. Then I'm
thinking about one of the neighboring businesses -- -hot tubs and playrooms that couples can rent by the
hour -- and just as I'm screwing my courage, sheturnsto me and says, "I could be your girlfriend. At
least for today, if you want."

| hear it in her words.
Seeitin her look.

Modlly, it's something that | find waiting behind her bright black eyes. And | tdll her, "That would be
wonderful. Perfect, even.”

She puts her other hand on top of mine.
Then | pull back my hand, saying, "Wait. Here. All right?'
Her eyes get bigger. "Where are you going?'

| start to say, "Themen'sroom.” But if I'm wrong, | don't want to be caught lying. So | tell her most of
thetruth. "I'm going to make acall firdt. It shouldn't take 30 seconds.”

Her eyes drop.

| push my mouth into her black hair, whispering, "It'sthe bartender.” Telling her, "1've been watching him,
and I'vegot afeding."

Curious, she glances at the man, catching him as he stares at the two of us. Then she remembersthat the
gameisevil, and shaking her head defiantly, shetellsme, "Thirty seconds. And I'll be counting.”

* k% k% %

The holo booth isold and cozy, smelling of spilled liquor. | punch the 8000 number, and the view-wall
shows me one of the game'sjudges. The machine looks at me with dead glass eyes. "Name and socid
security number, gr.”

| give both.
"And your firg guessis?'

A nervous pain reachesfrom my bdly, taking me by thethroat. "It'sthe girl drinking at the bar,” | tdl it.
"Theonewithme"



If so, the judge knows. Everything the sad woman sees and hears has been transmitted to the judges,
leaving no room for error. And if sheisn't, the judge knows that, too. Absence of data makes perfect
proof.

The answer should be instantaneous.
Anditisnt.

For adippery moment, I'm guessing that something has gone wrong. And then for alonger, sweeter
moment, I'm surethat | must have won, and some invisible chain of machinesisbusly squirting afortune
into my bank account.

But then this machine saysto me, "Sorry, Sir. Try again now, or later.”
"Not now," | mutter.
"Then have agood day, Sr."

Thewall goes dark again, feding close enough to suffocate. | take alittle breath, then a deeper one. And
what | find ingde me surprisesme. What | find, and what | like, isthat I'm glad to learn shé'sthe same as
me

* * k% %
"Was he?' sheasks.
| say, "No," and perch on the stool. Then thinking of hot tubs, | ask, "Want to go somewhere ese?'

Her faceis pointing down, hidden by her hair. Without seeing it, | redizethat she'scrying. Then | hear the
cryingin her voice. "Not yet," she says. And swallows. And says, "L et'swait afew minutes. OK?'

Anything shewants.

| look for the bartender, thinking that a shared love potion would be awfully welcome. But the man has
vanished for now, and it'sjust us at the bar. Just me and this very pretty, very lost girl.

"l guess| don't agree,” | say.
"About whet?'

"That theres an evil plot running loose.” | put my hand back on top of hers. To reassure. "What do you
think? That the machines are working to replace us? That the game is nothing but aschemeto take awvay
everything left in our lives? Because | don't believe that's how thingswork..."

"l don't believeit either," shesays.
And shelifts her face, wiping it dry with the back of her free hand.
| ask, "What then?'

"Darling,” she calsme. Then she says, "Almost dways, evil isjust astring of little choices. People make
the choices, and the Als have no choice but to obey them. No secret council stsin the shadows. No
mastermind pulls at farflung strings. It'sjust alot of little steps shared by al of us, carrying us closer to
something we haven't planned ... something that we till can't see ... and maybe something we would
never, ever hopefor..."



| don't know wheat to say, or think.

For alittle moment, | just st with the sad woman, sucking on my teeth. Then | pot the bartender coming
toward us. Waking, then not walking. Suddenly he's gliding dong with armsraised, pretending asif he's
dancing with someone. Too old for thiskind of slliness, yet he danceswith hisimaginary friend,
gpproaching us from behind.

| hear him singing ahappy little song. Singing it badly.

Then he stops dancing and singing, strong damp hands clamping down on our shoulders. " Anything you
two want," he says. "My treat."

I'm considering a cold, Sweet love potion.

Then his hands|ift and dam onto the bar, and the old man legps across, bouncing like akid when he
drops back onto the floor.

Agan, hetdlsus, "Anything. It'smy little trest."

| gareat hisgrinning face, reading what it says.

The sad woman sniffsand says, "Another beer, maybe. If you would."
The bartender can't get it for her fast enough.

Then he stares a me, hisface al white teeth and bright eyes. And he says, "What? Nameit. What do
you want?'

"A comfortableroom," | say.

"Yeeh?'

"Ingde your brand new mansion,” | say, my voice cracking.
"Oh, yesh?'

"For her and for me" | tell him. "To share.”

The bartender halfway laughs, then says, "1 get it. As kegpsakes, or trophies, or something like that.
Right?"

"Wrong," | say.

"If you doit, it'sbecause that'stheright thing to do,” | tell him.

Then | put both hands around the woman's hands, fedling the little bones moving insde them. Moving,
then gradudly going ill.



