She Sees My Monsters Now by Robert Reed

Inspiration for Robert Reed's latest story came from a conversation he and hiswife had with another
married couple severd years ago. “ The woman was involved in al things good. She had an extraordinary
love for animals and people down on their luck. Our talk turned to the waysin which one spouse changes
the other, and her husband mentioned how his fears had migrated to her. One of us said, * She seesmy
monsters now,” and as soon as the words were spoken, | knew that they would make agood title for a
story.” Mr. Reed's next novel, built from the“ Sister Alice” stories, is scheduled to come out from Tor
Booksin early 2003.
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“Nervous?’ | ask.

Shelies. Shesays, “No,” and then, “No,” again. A smile emerges, fatering along its edges. Hands drop
beneath the table, wrestling in her 1ap, and once again shelies, tdling me, “I'm not particularly nervous,
m.”

Whatever | fed, | appear calm. | lean back, smiling auseful smile, but my expression is embarrassed with
shadings of sadness. My ebows are propped on the armrests of my only chair, my hands turning, palms
now turned up, emphasizing their emptiness and my own impotence. “No claws,” | purr. Then | brighten
my smile, adding, “And no fangs, ether.”

Shequlps.
| laugh, gently and softly. “Hardly theimage of amongter, am |7’

| have embarrassed her. A pretty enough woman, soft and small and senditive and warm, she shrinks
before me. This species of human being findslife and its pressuresto be a great burden. | know her well,
| have studied her peculiar ways. The occasiona success dways brings astab of self-inflicted guilt. Her
worldisfull of endlessinjustices and casua miseries. In response to the suffering, shewearsonly smple
clothes derived from recycled plastics and other nonmortal sources. She embraces any ideology that
promisesto put thingsright. Because there is such athing asright, just as some things are definitely
wrong. The green copper ring on her left hand showsthat sheisabride of Gaia. And at this moment,
garing a me, shefeds pity. Or more precisdy, she pities what she envisonsto be my awful life.

“You'renot,” she offers.
“Not what?’
“A mongter,” she whispers, disgusted even to say the word.

“Butl am,” | reply. “Diagnosed when | wasfive and placed into this program when | wasnine” Then |
hesitate, pretending to gather myself before | can admit, “ After that first incident, they redly didn't have
much choice”

Sheflinches
But her indigo eyes are enthralled.
“| don't blameanyone,” | tdl her. “I anwhat | am.”

Women like her dways hear something heroic in thosewords. “I anwhat | am.” Admitting to its curse,
the mongter revedlsits precious humanity.



She amiles again, her imagination engaged.

| nudge our conversation in afresh direction. “Enough about me. Let'stalk about you. My guessisthat
you've got aswest little cat at home.”

Shesays, “No,” with relief. Sheisrelieved to be changing subjects. “No, not acat.”

But | know that dready. Brides of Gaiarardly settle for ordinary pets. When they endave an animd, they
want to accomplish something good and noble.

“Lemurs” sheexclams. “| havethree of them.”
“Fascinding,” | exdam.

“Genetically tweaked so they can coexist with humans. Of course” She will show me holos of her
darlings. But no, she cdlsto them. To her children. She says, “ Sdly. Rhonda. Tara. Come here, dears!”

Animas disgust me. These bottom-rung primates have no more soul than asack of bloody weter. They
are stupid creatures dressed in black and white pelts. Those implanted genes have rendered them
obedient, and, we can hope, housebroken. They stare at me with shallow black eyes, and when | refuse
to move, they look elsewhere. I'm not real. | am just an image at the far end of the table. Stupid asthey
are, the beasts understand that | mean nothing to them.

“They're extinct in their native Madagascar,” saystheir owner.
| have never asked for her name.

“You'reanoblesoul,” | purr. And then, for many fine reasons, | ask, “What do you suppose your Sdly
tastes like? Cooked over a hot smoky fire, say?’

Those indigo eyes are round and enormous.
Shewhimpers, “End link—"

| am Sitting donein my room. | have dways been aonein thisroom. “Cold coffee and aDanish,” | call
Out.

The room supplies both.

“And leave theline open,” | command.
The room says, “ Shewon'.”

“Yes shewill,” | promise.

| am dlowed asinglelink with the world. Aslong asit remains open to one person, | can't speak to
anyone e se. The woman will understand that much. Shelll watch the hours and days pass, knowing that
my only porta ishersto do with as she wishes. And that'swhy | can say, with stedy confidence, “ Shelll
cal back again. Within the week.”

“How about alittle wager?’ the room suggests.
“Tendollars,” | offer.

“And if she doesn't returnin seven days, | win.”



“Except you don't think she's coming back,” | remark, laughing now. “That's what you implied.”
And the room laughs, reminding me, “But | know you. And if you think she can't help hersdf, then she

can't.”
* % %

She cannot.

A soft tone announces her return. It'sthree days|ater. From the gray wall before me, a cautious voice
suggests, “You should closethelink.”

“Hello?’ | cdl out, aperfect longing in my voice.

She hesitates. Then with aforced sturdiness, she asks, “May | see you again. Just for amoment,
please”

“Wait. | need clothes.” I'm dressed, but | want her to imagine me naked. Findly, with abooming voice, |
tell the room, “ Open the window.”

My solitary table extends to the far wall. She stswith her hands folded on her tabletop, her back erect
and shoulders squared. Today's wardrobe looks siff and formal. Aiming for disdain, shetdlsme, “That
wascrud.”

“What was?’
“What you said. It was vicious and mean.”
| blink, pretending confusion. “Remind me. What did | say?’

“About Sdly.” Thereisn't alemur in sight. “I thought | should tell you. | don't appreciate that kind of
tak.”

“It'stalk,” | counter.
Her eyes narrow, betraying her own mild confusion.
“Words,” | say. “Just astring of words.”

But she believesin words. Language has alife and beauty, and she suspects, an dmost magical force.
Hasn't she been deeply influenced by the right words ddlivered at the proper time?

| say, “Madagascar.”
“Pardon?’
“What do you know about it?’

She takes amoment to wet her lips. Then, with aninjured tone, she says, “It's a sad place. Deforested
and eroded, and very poor.”

“Yet until afew thousand yearsago,” | say, “it had aunique ecosystem. Therewererain forestsand a
giant flightless bird—the likely source of the mythical roc—and there were dozens of species of lemurs,
one or two of which were nearly asbig as apes.”

A flicker showsin the staring eyes.



“Then humans arrived,” | say. “We landed on the shores and built villages, and we hunted the wild
animals and chopped down their trees, and our crops grew where the forests had been, and we spread
out until that little continent was jammed full of humans”

Sadly, shesays, “Yes.”
“I wasn't being crud,” | remark.
Sheturns her head, asif asideways glance will provide amore thorough appraisd. “Y ou weren't?’

“I was making asimple point. Y ou see, Madagascar isn't part of Africa. It'sredly avery different
place”

She doesn't speak.

“With the Mozambique Channel to help, its government was able to maintain its borders, and the
occasiond refugee who managed to dip through could be quarantined.” | sighed heavily, telling her,
“Africawaslucky, in one awful sense. Two thirds of its people were killed rlatively quickly. These new
transcriptase viruses are brutal, but efficient. But Madagascar was spared. That'swhy nearly fifty-nine
million people are subsisting today on a denuded landscape. That's why the next drought will bring a
catastrophe. Famine and political carnage will join forces. There's going to be another Java, sad to say.”

| can see her soul, injured but stubborn. “What were you accusing me of ? Do you think if | was agood
person, I'd send my lemurs home to help feed those starving people?’

“God, no,” | exclaim.

Then | shake my head, adding, “ That would be a horrific waste. The shipping costs. The care and feeding
of three animals. Goodness, no. What's infinitely more productive isto send money. Make a donation to
one of thelocdl relief agencies. They know what's needed. They can buy food, or books, or even a
universa window for one of the dums.”

She nods, accepting my smplelogic.
“Infact,” 1 say, “I'll give you money. If youre going to do what | sugges, that is.”

| am amongter, but what kind of person would refuse amonster's charity? Quietly, warily, she asks,
“How much?’

“Tendollars”

Perhaps she's surprised that | have cash. More likely, she's mystified that thisward of the state—a man
who cannot leave histiny home—has afirmer, broader grasp of the world than she has.

“I'll send another ten dollars,” she promises.

It'sapathetically smal sum. But | show my widest smile, adding quietly, “Y ou know, when | said those
hard words, | wasaming for avery different message.”

Shewaits, holding her breath.

“What'sworth more?’ | ask. “ Three docile lemurs, or one very difficult man?’

* * %



My room isfar more than aroom, and, by law, it isnot mine,

Camly but forcefully, the room cautions, “In at least three areas, you're skirting the edge of what's
dlowed.”

“I never asked for Amy'sname,” | remark. “ She volunteered it, and frankly, the name could be an
out-and-out lie.”

Silence.

| ask, “Havel solicited illegd or immora help from that young woman?’ Then | say, “No,” witha
genuine defiance. “ And the Codes are very clear about this. An obvious breach and three federd judges
arerequired to terminate all contact between acitizen and theindividua in protective custody.”

“The Codes are plain enough,” the room agrees.

“Which leaves uswith athird near-transgression,” | continue. “What isit? Aremy political views making
you squirm?’

“Noworsethan usua,” the room admits.

“But who cares?’ | laugh. “ Every sentient entity isfree to believe whatever he or she, or it, wishes. Both
the Bill of Rights and the Bill of Reason proclaim that unimpeachable freedom. For humans, and for
thinking machines, too.”

Slence.

“How can | livein acivilized world and not profess my persond views?’

Softly, theroom reminds me, “Thisisan old topic.”

“Doesthat make it taboo?’

“No.” Then, with aglint of anger, the room adds, “Y our third transgression lies el sewhere.”
“Telme” | urge.

“Y ou know exactly what | mean,” it says.

“I want you to say it. For the record.”

“Don't worry about the record. It hears everything.”

| laugh loudly.

“I likeyou,” the room says abruptly. “I've alwaysliked you. But the staff are worried. They've
discovered somerather darming trendsin this new relationship of yours.”

“What trends?’ | blurt. “Did | wag my dick a her?’

That wins adisapproving silence. Then the room laughs back a me, reminding me, “1 know you. Better
than anyone, | know you. And dick-wagging is definitely not your style.”

* % %

“Ask,” | prompt.



“What?’ she says.

“Anything,” | beg. “Ask meanything.”

Through her face, | can see her considering and then shying away from severd ripetopics. Findly, Amy
wonders aloud, “Why don't you ever drop our link?” She dways closes her end when we're done. But

even when | can't see her, I'm joined to one of her many windows—like the houseguest who refusesto

leave. “Y ou have only the one window, don't you?’ she asks.

“Only thisone. Yes”

Pain tightensthat nearly pretty face. “l1an't there anybody elseto vist with?” And then, senang that this
might be a sore subject, Amy adds, “I'll visit again. Don't | dways come back?’

“Thereisnt anyoneedse,” | answer. “And | know you'l return. It just took you three empty days, that
firg time”

Shefedlsapoke of shame.

| backpedal, smiling when | assure, “I'm good about keeping busy. | liketo exercise. | have
conversations with the doctors and with my Al overseer. But mostly, | read. | know this room doesn't
look like much, but these walls contain al but a handful of the world's books. Literature. History. Palitics,
and comedy. Which areredly the sametopic, | think.”

She laughs weakly, and then asks, “What books are missing?’
| name sometitles.
“Redly? Did your doctors forbid them?’

“Oh, no. That was my doing.” | shake my head. “They're despicable works, and | don't want themin
arm'sreach.”

She opens her mouth, considering her response.

“Don't | havetheright?’ | interrupt. “ Freedom to doubt, freedom to exclude. If you can't do either in
your life, isit your life?’

Her mouth draws shut.
“Andthisismy life)” | promise. “Everything you see here ... ismire....”

Doubt lifts her eyebrows. She braces hersalf with adeep, full sgh. Then, shaking her head, she says,
“What happened?’

“What happened when?’

She forces hersdlf to Stare at my eyes. “When you were five. When you were first diagnosed—"

“| failed the standardized test,” | confess. “On athousand point scale, | wastwo pointsinto the red.”
Amy nods soberly. Then she says, “No. | meant before that.”

She's been doing research, | presume. Thisisn't the kind of knowledge that people like her naturaly carry
around with them.



“There had to be other reasons, other grounds.” She embraces her fear for amoment, and, avoiding my
eyes, says, “ There have to be incidents of abuse. Or damage to the limbic system.”

“Ya” | w’ I‘md no.”
She blinks and looks up.

“My mother was asplinter addict. Plus, there were one or two nasty events with her boyfriends. At lesst,
there were two incidents that could be legdly confirmed.”

Sheshivers.

“But again,” | say, “on the scae of what's horrible and damning, | was barely inside the red zone. Based
on the best available science, | was consdered marginaly at risk. Thousands are, but only three or four
end up being truly dangerous.”

She nods, and waits.

“Yet then again,” | continue, “1 wasn't placed into protective custody for another four and a hdf years. |
hadn't yet proven mysdlf, asit were.”

Her deep blue eyes are enormous. Fear and compassion stand in balance. Finally, with aweak voice,
she asks, “What did you do?’

“I wont tell you.”
She's disappointed, and then, on second thought, relieved.

“At least not today,” | kid. Then, laughing gently, | say, “Besides, | need something to lure you back
agan.”

Amy says, “You dont.”

But redly, she knowsthat I'mright.
* % %

“There are concerns,” | amtold.

Sending that thiswill taketime, | blank my reader. “Concerns from where? The medical minds, or lega
sants?’

“From everyone,” it says.

“Tell everyoneto spesk to me. Directly.”
“That'stheir intention.”

“Good.”

But the room has been asked to lay the groundwork. “ Amy has strong fedings for you,” it announces.
“What do you think of that?”

“They're her fedings,” | remark. “ She can entertain them. She can deny them. But by law and by custom,
they belong to her.”



“Agreed,” it says.

| et the sllence work. Then, “How did they acquire this deeply persona knowledge? Did she confessit
to them?’

“Agan,” saystheroom. “Guessagan.”

| haveto laugh. “Weretalking about surveillance, aren't we? What? Are they eavesdropping on her
windows? Prying open her little pink diary? What?’

The room reminds me, “When the woman first volunteered her time—before she sdlected your image
from everyonein protective custody—she willingly forfeited most of the current privacy laws.”

“How convenient,” | purr. “Convenient, and obscene.”
Slence,

“Doesit bother you? A legaly designated sociopath tsk-tsking the actions of health care professionals
and badge-widlding law officers?’

Quietly, theroom says, “Of course not.”

| know the room. Sometimes better than | know myself. And when | hear those three words, | recognize
that the poor Al istryingto lieto me.

With my face, | show amild disapproval. Nothing more. | return to my book, and, after another few
pages of Napoleonicintrigues, arevelation findsme. Again, | blank my reader. | St back, clasping my
hands behind my head. And theroom, being infinitely observant, asks, “What's funny now?’

“She'sreading them,” | say.
“Reading what?’ it asks.

“The booksthat gppalled me!” | shout. And with both fists, | drum on the tabletop, laughing until |
wheeze.

“Why me?’
Shefeigns confusion. “What do you mean?’

“I placed my name and face at that meeting nexus. The state added the warnings, for free. But you
selected me anyway. Wasit my age? My chisded features? Did | look too innocent to be amonster?’

“No,” sheadmits. “You didn't ook dl that innocent.”
“So you wanted to meet amonster. Isthat it?’
She hegitates.

| give her aharsh laugh that ends with afond wink and lingering grin. “ Are we back at the beginning?
Shdl | show you my claws and tegth?’

“Dont,” shewarns.



And with the next breath, she admits, “I just read Macom'stext. Parts of it, at least.”
“And?’

“Sociopaths are terribly destructive. She dlaims. Between their crimina acts and the emotiona harm they
inflict, they could be the most destructive e ement in modern human society.” Perhaps she can accept that
bleak assessment, yet the obvious rebuttal looms. * But when we convict them before they've become
adults ... oftentimes before they do real harm ... well, that doesn't seem fair, or just, or even smart....”

“Oh, | think itis”
| loveto astonish her.

With awave of the hand, | dismiss her objections. “ Believe me, I've met enough of these peopleto
know. They're genuine monsters. And the worst of them are far too shrewd to break any important law.
To them, other people are tools. Nothing more. To feed their egos, they're drawn to poalitics. Or they
become ministers and priests, and counselors. Any venue where they have control over other people's
livesisarich one” | haveto be exceptiondly cautious here. Accusing no one, | admit, “Thisisone area
where | strongly disagree with Dr. Macom.”

“Okay,” Amy mutters.

“Indl, there's about a dozen areas where she blundered. Her thousand-point empathy scale, for instance.
Thered zoneisenormous, yet her net hasfar too large amesh. The smart sociopath knows whét to say
and how to act. With emphasison theword ‘act.” Even asachild, he or she can easily fool interviewers
and the machines. At-risk people are constantly passing through—"

“I've heard that,” she volunteers.

“Because the factors are badly ranked,” | continue. “1 have my own scale, based on observations of
othersand mysdlf. | have half adozen suggestionsthat could lead to a more scrupul ous methodology—"

“And you wouldn't bein thered zone,” she blurts. “Isthat what you're saying?’
“God, no.”
Her surpriseis aborupt, and delicious.

“| was definitely at risk,” | confess. “1 haven't any doubts.” | can smile at thishonest appraisa, repesting
mysdlf. “ At risk. Worthy of agood long look by the agents of public hedth and crimind interdiction.”

Amy isat alossfor words.

“And remember,” | continue. “1 wasn't placed into this room for another fifty-two months. The state saw
no good reason to isolate me.”

She breathes.
Quietly, with a painful whisper, she asks, “What happened?’

“Beforel tdl you,” | begin, “1 want you to consider this. Dr. Macom made the easiest mistake. She was
ahappy person born into comfort and means, and it never occurred to her—not once—that some
people genuinegly deserve to be tortured.”

Amy breathes, and breathes.



“Tortured,” | repest.
“What did you do?’

“My mother had arare gift,” | mention. “Better than athousand psychiatrists, she could find the
monstrous men of the world. But instead of placing them inside secure facilities, she would smply coax
them into her bed.”

“Youwerenineg,” Amy whispers.

“Nearly ten,” | counter. “And | was big for my age, and angry. And the latest boyfriend was drunk and
high, and held falen down a set of stairs, breaking hisankle ... and | found him like that. Nobody else
was home. And there | was, with akitchen jammed full of knives....”

“Congratulations.”

| riseto the bait, asking, “ For what?’

“She's hired acompetent attorney. On your behalf, she's planning to contest your legd status.”
“It won't work,” is my assessment.

The room agreeswith me. “And not only will shefail,” it says, “but shelll spend most of her savingsin the
effort.”

“Her savings,” | mention. “ That's her right.”
“You don't care?’

“Funny,” | say. Then | glance at the soft pink ceiling, pointing out, “Y ou're awayswatching me. You'rea
high-functioning machine born and trained to do nothing else. Y our life has been spent counting my
heartbeats, measuring my skin conductivity and respiration rate, and, by ahundred more elaborate
means, assessing my soul. Yet for some reason, you fed the need to ask meif | care.”

| snort loudly, laughing at both of us.

“Why do you think that is?’ | inquire.

Slence.

“What are you sensing here, old friend? Redlly, in your heart, what do you hopeto find?’
n—_—

“Thank you,” | begin.

A wide bright smile startsto bubble up.

“But it'snot enough,” | caution. “Listen to me, Amy. Y ou don't have the resources. Y ou don't have
nearly enough stamina. And honestly, you don't even have alega leg beneeth you.”

Y et the smile completesitself, and with a practiced certainty, Amy tellsme, “I can raise money. And | do
have plenty of samina. And maybeit'stimefor the lawsto be changed. Have you thought about that

possibility?”



“Onceinawhile” | admit.

Then | fold my hands together on the tabletop, wearing abegging expresson when | tell her, “ Stop this.
Please. Y ou're going to make things miserable for both of us, and nothing's going to be accomplished. |
know that and | can accept it. So please, quit now.”

She dismisses me with alaugh. “How do you know?’ she asks. Then a paranoid thought takes hold of
her. “Wait,” she exclams. “Have you been threatened? |s someone telling you to stop me?’

“Someoneis,” | admit. Then | lie, saying, “I want you to quit.”

“I won't.” She has never looked prettier. Her golden hair covers her shoulders, and those wide indigo
eyesshineat me. *Y ou're agood person. Anyone can see that. What you did when you were nine—"

“Shut up,” | say.

The room and my keepers watch every portion of our conversation. One mistake on anyone's part, and |
lose my link with her. Which would only makeit worse, | understand. Unable to spesk to me, Amy
would turn into an avenging angel, impoverishing hersdf to save an increasingly remote memory.

“Shut up,” | repest.

But sheisn't talking now. Her lower jaw isthrust out in avery unattractive way, and with her body and
face, and findly, her voice, shetdlsme, “1 don't care. | want to help you.”

“But thiswon't help anyone,” | repest.

“How do you know? Until you try, how can you know?’
| stare at those vivid eyes, and wait.

She manages a shdlow sudden breath. “Oh, my.”
“Yousee? | ask.

For thelast time, | have surprised her. Quietly, and with areal pain, she says, “ This has happened
before.”

“Threetimes,” | dlow.
Now she looks down at her hands, quietly wondering, “Who were they?” And then, “Women?’
“Sure”

But sheisn't defeated. A pathologicdl idedlist, she needsto tell me, “ Thistimeis going to be different. I'm
going to set you free—"

“Y ou aren't going to accomplish shit. Y ou can't, so forget it.” An honest gasp rises up insde me, and
years of exasperation boil out. “ The system isthe system. It can't be beaten. So just walk away.”

Somewhere in those words, she hears a possibility. With tears on the suddenly puffy cheeks, she asks,
“What would be enough?’

| say nothing.

“To end the system,” she says. “What would prove that it's wrong?’



| say, “Nothing will,” in acertain way.

Then | grinfor amoment—agrin that | have practiced and perfected, knowing and charming and
capable of trangporting volumesin an ingant. And | say to her, “Think,” just asour link is permanently
and irrevocably severed.

* % %
“Youreevil,” | hear.

| am awake suddenly. My table makesinto a soft bed, but | have aways dept on the floor, using only my
amsfor pillows. It mugt be the middie of the night. Only thefaint pink glow of the nightlight illuminatesa
reslm that never seemslarge. Theroomisawaystiny. “Why am1?’ | ask the room. “Evil, you say?’

“Shetook your advice,” it tellsme.
| sit up. “Took what?’

“No more games,” it warns. Then with horror and sadness, it says, “One of Amy's neighborsfiled an
officia complaint, and by law, she had to be tested.”

The Mdcom test, it means.

“She answered every question with the worst possible answer. And somehow, she managed to mimic
some of the amora physiologica responses.”

“Sowhat?’ | ask. “ She's an adult without acrimina history. What's the worst that can happen? She gets
labeled and put under observation for the next two or three years, and then ... and then ... wait, there's
something elsg, isn't there...?’

Silence.

“Y ou wouldn't be pissed over some woman'sbad diagnose,” | admit. Then after afew moments of
feding lost, | haveto ask, “What & se happened? What did she do?’

“Think,” the room urges.
“Cruety toanimals,” | redize. “What? Did she do something to her damned lemurs?’

“Something,” isdl it will tell me. Then with asorrowful voice, it says, “Amy isbeng processed now. For
the next two years, shewill livein protective custody. The laws are clear, and they can't be
disobeyed—"

“Thelawsarewrong,” | say.

“Andyou'reevil,” it growls. “Y ou pushed her. Trained her. Suggested what booksto read, seducing her
dtruigtic nature.”

| say nothing.
“You are shit,” theroomtdisme.
“Am17?’

“Ruining ayoung woman'slife” it says. “And for what?’



With acalm, dmost matter-of-fact voice, | admit, “1 thought | was making apoint. And | succeeded
rather well, | think.”

“Doyou?

| haveto laugh, bitterly and with an ocean of mdice. Then | look at my own hands, asking, “Who was
my audience, you stupid shit? Who was | appedling to here? A swest, foolish girl who has absolutely no

power, or the sentient and legally emancipated entity that stands guard over me ... that comprises my
walls...that can open my door...”’



