Shambhala by Alex Irvine
somewhere on earth

A technician named Avogadro Pierre, monitoring dataflows in acertain part of the Virt, looks up from his
takeout noodles and says, "Uh oh."

somewherein the virt

Shannon'sfoot hurts. It shouldn't, because she doesn't want it to and thisisn't one of the PU spaces
where you settle in advance on alist of permissible pains and inconveniences. She'sin her house, in her
gpace. Therugs are hers, the coffee brewing in the kitchen is Yirgacheffe. Out the window she can see
Shambhala at the base of the mountains, and on the breeze she can sméll her ocean. Everything feds
exactly asit should, except for her foot, and the only explanation she can come up with isthat she's been
ported into a PU space and then maybe--but why would she do this?--had the record erased.

Just to make sure, she says, "Virt."

An Avirtar waftsinto being and wagsitstail. Usudly she likesit when they ook like dogs, but she
changesthisoneinto her Aunt Sara, because at this moment what Shannon is after isreiability.

"Virt," shesays. "Am | in one of the PU spaces?'

"Swestie, have you registered alist of permissible Persona Unpleasantnesses?' Aunt Saraasks. Remnant
dog hairscling to her sandds.

Shannon shakes her head.

"Then how could you bein aPU space?!

"Virt," Shannon says. "Just answer the question. Am | in aPU space?’
"Nope," Aunt Sarasays. "Wait. Let me check.”

Thereisapause.

"Nope," Aunt Sarasays. "Wait. Let me check.”

Thereisapause.

"Nope," Aunt Sarasays. "Wait. Let me check.”
somewhere on earth

What with al the statuslights going yellow in what the Virtizenslike to cal the Great Brain of Meatspace
(but don't ask him how he knows, because held lose hisjob if anyone knew he was communicating with
the Virt), Mike Chancey isreminded of the birth of his son Abraham, who was premature and got
jaundice so bad that for awhile he looked kind of like a sweet potato. Abe Chancey isnow agrown
man--well, sort of. Man might not be the right word, since Abe woke up one morning a couple of years
ago, decided held had enough gastric reflux and erectile dysfunction, and did what had aready at that
point become known asthe Virt Squirt. The ydlow lights take on an accusatory cast; Mike imaginesthat
Abe has somehow jaundiced the Virt, turned it againgt him. Theyellow lights glow with filia resentment.

There aretipping points, Mike Chancey thinks. Thereistheinvisble point beyond which your son no
longer loves you. Thereisthe point beyond which you can't say with astraight face that you enjoy being
aive. Thereisthe point beyond which al of thewars and disasters and cregping entropy of addled
ecosystems mean that as a civilization you're moving backward instead of forward. It doesn't happen all
at once, not like flipping aswitch; but you can look back when you're on the downhill dide, and you can



see when it happened. Fate grants you that moment of knowledge and introspection on your way down.
Onthe Brain Board, red starts to replace the yellow.

Then the power goes ouit.
somewherein thevirt

Arthritis? Plantar fasciitis? Bunions? All of these terms come to Shannon like random vocabulary from a
language she hasn't spoken in decades. Limping on her sorefoot, she sarts asking around. In the
Grounds for Excommunication coffeeshop, everyone complains of strange pains and inexplicable
emotiond disturbances. They look at her expectantly, and she admits her foot pain. This seemsto satisfy
them. All of asudden one of them says, "I think | need to take awalk," and out he goesinto the sunlight.
When someone in the coffeeshop crowd notes that he's not casting a shadow, amurmur passes through
them. What's going on here?

She goes outside to check, and sure enough, she's not casting a shadow either. But she's not transparent.
Uh oh, she thinks. Errors have propagated before, but the Virt has dways been resilient enough to layer
over them before Virtizens know they exist--especialy the natives, who aren't as quick to pick up on little
quirks. Now severd of the personae goggling at the missing shadows are natives, which isominous. Asis
thefact of the missang shadowsdl by itsdf. A little shiver prickles Shannon's spine. Did she port over to a
PU space and have the decision wiped? Only an Avirtar would know, and they're not very
communicative a the moment.

The conclusion that presentsitsdlf istroublesin meatspace. Not supposed to happen, shethinks; the Virt
is sef-sugtaining, the redundancies and robustness of Shambhaareentlesdy trumpeted. That was why
she decided to make the move, because people she trusted told her it was sofe.

How much time has passed in the world? she wonders-and startsto call up the information, but then
decides she doesn't want to know, eveniif the Virt isableto tell her.

Around her, she noticesthat people are sarting to flow in asingle direction, and the sight makes her fedl
like she ought to go that way too. Before she does, though, she thinks it might be agood ideato check in
on things down there in the physica world. She waksin the opposite direction.

somewhere on earth

Mike Chancey islooking over his shoulder as he welds together the newest security shells he's built
around his clandestine channdl. Invincible, according to his phdanx of Nerds-in-excelss, but recent
events have made him mistrustful. He runs checks, redlizes that he doesn't know enough about the nuts
and bolts of hisown system to interpret the results, and goes ahead.

"Abe" hesays. "l don't know if you're listening, but there are problems here. 1t would help if you could
let me know what you're seeing.”

Hewaits, but his son does not answer. Mikeislooking at losing hisjob for sureif his security isn't quite
as bulletproof as hethinksit is, but while there may be good reasons for preventing any but essentia
communi cations between the Virt and the world, those reasons aren't good enough right now.

"Abe" hesays "Tdk tome”

But Abeisn't talking, and it isn't smart to keep this channel open for very long. Mike walks the corridors
of the office building he privatdy thinks of asthe Brainpan, looking for Gautam, his Nerd-in-Chief.
Gautam isin his office, head down on his desk, arms crossed over hishead asif he's expecting an
ardrike. "Gautam,” Mike says. "Giveit to me draight.”



"It'stoo horrible," Gautam says.
"It'sonly going to get worseif you don't tell me.”

Gautam looks up a Mike with the empty light of exigtentid crisisin hiseyes. "1 kept it going,” he says,
"but the only way | could do it wasto dow time waaay down inthere. At least | think | did. Mike, |
can't...." Heburies hisface again and speaksinto his desktop.

Mike's heart goes out to him. Gautam has the worst case of Squirt Envy anybody in the Brainpan has
ever seen, but he dso suffersthe misfortune of being arare geniusin exactly theright job for both his
rarity and hisgenius. Thisisamisfortune because Gautam was brought up with a sense of obligation to
his fellow human beings, which meansthat while he wants the Squirt more than anything in the world, he
aso believesthat he owesit to humanity to sacrifice thisdesirein order to keep the Virt running for
everyone dse. So. It'sasad case. But right now Mike needs the optimally functional Gautam, not the
despairing Gautam, S0 he says, " Gautam. Goddammit. What isgoing on?"

"They're...it'sdl figurative, Mike," Gautam sayswithout picking up hishead. "The disruptionstriggered
some kind of salf-defensereaction. The Virt couldn't run al of its ABCsin every case, o it went for,
like, approximations, and then it jumped from there to some weird kind of emergent metaphorica
shorthand. It'scrazy. | don't get it. And whenever | try to pop diagnosticsin there, | get personae coming
out talking like William Blake or Rumi or somebody. All thisvisonary crap.” A sound like asob comes
up from the desktop. "1 just had a conversation with a persona who thought he was the prophet Elijah.”

That can't be good, Mikethinks. "What did it say?"

"| think it was quoting from some Sufi text, | don't know, | lost track." Gautam looks up suddenly, asif a
problem has occurred to him. He likes problemsif the first step toward a solution is apparent. "You
know what," he says. "I specced out something likethisalong time ago.”

"Isthat right," Mike says.

"Yeah," Gautam says, and issuddenly glum again. "'l wastrying out an idea about using figuration, you
know, to give Virtizens acommon background, basdline culturd literacy, trying to code not just the facts
but, you know, modes of thinking." Redlizing that he's about to run beyond the boundaries of Mike's
understanding, he reds himself back in. "But when | ran the Sms, once that Started to happen, thiskind of
death spira occurs. Thefiguration gets more and more abstruse, more cognitive distance between vehicle
and tenor, you know? Then nobody knows what anyone el seistaking about.”

Mike has understood every individua word, but heisnot at al certain that he's followed the train of
Gautam'sthought. "Ah," he says.

"Soit'sweird,” Gautam says. "Y ou start out trying to give everyone asimilar sort of cultura or ontological
syntax, and the code pivots back onitsef and everyoneisin their own idios kosmos, totally cut off. No
koinos kosmos."

"Gautam,” Mike says. "I don't know any Hindi."

"| don't either,” Gautam says. "Picked that up in abook somewhere, you know? And anyway, asshole,
it's Greek. But it meansthat when each of the personae starts to customize itsdlf, it branches off so much
and with such big leaps that pretty soon they're dll so far away from each other that they can't
communicate anymore.”

"And that's happening now?' Mikeisthinking of Abe.



"No, | don't think so. Butit'sgoing to.”
somewherein the virt

All of the Avirtars have gone crazy. Mogt of the dog ones are chasing their tails. Shannon can't even look
at Aunt Sara, who hasfollowed her al the way from her house, panting, "L et me check,” with the pensive
and disturbingly canine expression of adistracted idiot. Shannon goeslooking for a newsstand, but
they're all gone but one that eruptsin aflood of lettersthat run away down the street at her approach.
Left behind, by itself on the counter, is abroadsheet newspaper, done on alow table and irregularly
haloed by smeared and bloody handprints. She picksit up and from the texture guesses that today's
edition of Meatspace News was printed from pretty good tenderloin.

The pages are blank.

And her foot iskilling her, and something iswrong with her eyes, chimerica sparklesin her peripherd
vison. Theair isfull of strange smells. She remembers reading, back when she wasin college, that these
sensations are often precursors to a stroke or epileptic seizure, neither of which would have been on any
PU ligt she might have come up with. Epilepsy in Shambhaa? A stroke?

"That'sit,” Shannon says. "l want out.”

The Avirtarsfal over into acollective faint. Now I've doneit, Shannon thinks, and goesto thelibrary,
looking for the Squirt everyone calls Charon.

somewhere on earth

A Virt full of Squirtsimprisoned in their own mutualy incomprehensible languages. Probably, Mike
Chancey thinks, it's some kind of karmic payback, since Shambhaais the cold-blooded capitalist
shadow of agrand utopian idedl. Immortality! A lifefree of worldly painsand disgppointments! Girlsgirls
girlsl Boysboysboys! The power of amillion supercomputers, al in your head, and al forever! Except
when it cametime to get the thing off the ground, once it was possible every so often to render aworking
software approximation of ahuman mind, the dreamersran afoul of the bean-counters. There was
insuranceto condder in the event of afailed Squirt; there was the question of market limitations, given the
price of scanning and upload; there were legal questions about the status of Squirts, or posthumans, or
personag, or virtual people, or whatever it was you were supposed to call them.

Thus Shambhala, the brainchild of an AL S-stricken devotee of Tibetan Buddhism turned red-estate
tycoon whose fondest wish in life had been that Boulder, Colorado, could somehow be transplanted to
the mid-California coast. He had the billion to get it started, and there were more than enough people
with immense disposable income and equaly immense disgust with their physica bodiesto get it started
(and thanks to Alvin Kuntz, they quickly added anumber of other, ahem, quirky persondities). Someone
even paid to scan and Squirt Ted Williamssfrozen brain, giving Shambhaaitsfirst red celebrity,
athough the consensus was that the strokes made Williams a substandard raconteur. If it wasn't the
limitless Virt imagined by futurists and visonaries at the turn of the century, well, the market would fix that
soon enough aslong asthe technologica infrastructure kept up its lightning evolution.

Some cavedt there, Mike Chancey isthinking as he walksto aboard meeting at which the sole agenda
itemis: red and yellow lights on the Brain Board, causes and remedies of. He could answer both
guestionsin about ninety seconds--causes, widespread collapse of energy infrastructure and reluctance
of bandwidth outsources to continue to be bandwidth outsources; remedies, dramatic downscaling
including dimination of native personae and al spaces except the immediate environs of Shambhala--but
if the meeting lastsless than three hours helll devote hislifeto God.

The consensus around the table is that things are actualy pretty good, power troubles notwithstanding



and regiond wars notwithstanding and genera uncertainty regarding the viability of post-industria
civilization notwithstanding. No one has any interest in welcoming aflood of evacueesfrom the Virt, in
addition to which the technologica obstacles are formidable. Troubleis, the question of whether Squirts
are human has been tied up in the courtsfor five years now, and smply pulling the plug on the whole thing
would causeintolerable legd exposure (although avoice from Finance pipes up that settling clams might
be roughly equivaent in cost to the bandwidth upgrades proposed by the Nerds-in-excelss, heis
ordered to work the numbers again and report back). Thereistak of building brains from pre-Squirt
records, but it isobjected that thiswill result in theloss of whatever persondity changes occurred during
agiven subject'stimein the Virt, and that lossis considered undesirable. Thereistak of isolating a
persondity in acorner of the Virt, trapping it if you will, which has unsavory connotations but would only
cause short-term traumain the interest of long-term viability should atransfer--a rebodification--be
successul.

Discussion ensues. The Virt, it isdecided, will survive the current troubles. At least sort of. People with
loved ones who have done the Squirt, however, are getting agitated, and since the cost of the Squirt is
orders of magnitude higher than the annua income of the average citizen of planet Earth, thisagitationis
prominent and must be addressed. A proposa is advanced: Might it be useful in apublic-relations sense
to provide an outlet for the discontent that will doubtless accompany the current disruptions? Perhapsin
theform of alottery...?

Dissenters argue that those uploaded signed contracts acknowledging the irreversible nature of the
trandfer. Thisdissent is acknowledged, but there is the delicate matter of the Kuntz operation. Gag orders
sgned on the origind settlements five years before contain out clauses that might be activated if areverse
Squirt were to be performed. The opinion of Lega will be sought. Marketing pipes up: Given the
circumstances, wouldn't it be better to bend the letter of the agreements, out clauses or no out clauses, if
public perceptions can thereby be massaged in the desired fashion? Then if they haveto pull the
plug--Finance, you're running those numbers again, right?--they can spin the lottery as a dramatic rescue.

Thisargument carries the day. Now the problem isthat to do what they're thinking about doing, they
need Alvin Kuntz. No onein the room relishes the prospect of working with him again, not after the way
he amost took them dl down before.

Mike Chancey sitsslently through the proceedings. He's not surprised, except by the idea of the lottery,
which is so profoundly stupid that only avice-president of marketing could have conceived of it.

somewherein the virt

Some kind of sgnd has gone out. Virtizens leave what they are doing and start walking, flowingin
puzzled tributaries that empty into afew broad rivers of personae exiting Shambhaa. They go in different
directions, but with the appearance of purpose, asif they are being separated. It israining tree frogs
whosetiny bodies splash into fist-sized pixels when they hit the ground. Musicis playing everywhere, and
greet curving snakes of lightning ripple through the mountains. Various parts of Shambhala appear not to
exig. They'relike blind spots; Shannon fedslike she's seeing something there but can't focus on it and
when shetriesthe old trick of looking just next to the place, it doesn't work because she doesn't redlly
have eyeballs. But wait, it should work because she's supposed to fed like she has eyebdls, isn't she?
Shel'sway past unease now, well on the way to panic, but it's an anaesthetized kind of panic, yowling
away in the back of her mind while her body walks calmly adong aleafy side street. Sunshine dapplesthe
sdewalk except whereit's covered in frog pixels. Shannon's bones fed oddly magnetized, but she has no
impulseto limp along with any of the main streams of exodus. Neither does she have any particular desire
to know where they're going, or where they think they're going, or whether they have any ideawhere
they're going. Her mind wanders, but her feet stay on the path to the library, where she has heard Charon
hangs out.



If he exigts. One of the things about the Virt isthat things don't dways exit, and if they do, it's not dways
apermanent situation. There's no commitment to permanence here, especidly on the part of the native
personae. They flitter in and out of existence like convection shadowsin clear water. Charon isalleged to
be anative, but one who has access to meatspace, which would make him remarkable if not unique; one
of the clausesin the contract dl of the Squirts sgned, back when they had flesh-and-blood hands, enjoins
them to avoid contact with the physical world. Meatspace News isaone-way channd, and if it's cut out,
then something has gone genuinegly kaput. Maybe Charon will know what, and maybe--Shannon's
grasping at straws here, but straws are what she has right now--he will be ableto help. If heiswhat the
whispered consensus says heis, which isanillicit conduit to meatspace. There are various theories about
why such athing isalowed to exist in light of the no-contact clausein al Squirt contracts, but no one
knowsfor sure. If sheislucky, Shannon thinks, she might find out.

On the keystone over the library's front door isthe inscription Oh time thy pyramids. It wasn't there the
last time Shannon visited the library, and when she enters the building she finds that interior is dramatically
different aswell. Usudly an Avirtar isaready waiting at the desk, but today the library isfull of

trand ucent blind men groping among shelves of books that reach up higher than she can see. At thefar
end of the room, she sees adoor, and iswalking toward it before she's conscioudy decided to do so.

somewhere on earth

The sound of an approaching outboard motor distracts Alvin Kuntz from the enjoyment of hisdaily
cigarette. He pinches the cod off the cigarette, saving hdf of it for later, and goes around to the front of
his house, which faces the beach on an idand that was erased from world maps shortly after World War
II. Hecalsit Alvinia, and consdersthat in view of al he'sdone for human civilization, he's earned the
digtinction of naming alump of South Pacific sand and cord after himsdf. The Kuntz Virtua
Rehabilitation Clinic helped create the Virt, pioneered the brain-scanning and personality-modeling work
that led to the Virt, and incubated innumerable advances in nanobiology after the Virt's establishment.
That, Alvin reasons, is more than enough to excuse alittle hubris, even though you won't find hisname on
any research papersor in any of the standard histories and even though he can't set foot on the North
American or European continents because of certain indiscretions on the part of people who should have
known better.

The downside of occupying an uncharted idand isthat Alvin's only company is robots of hisown design,
soitiswith great anticipation that Alvin rounds the corner of hishouse to see what visitorsthe day has
brought, and it'swith great dismay that he notices the various officid indggnia bedecking the boat and the
deevesand hats of its crew. Were he ayounger man, he would run even though theidand islessthan a
mile across at itswidest, and only dightly longer. He stays where he is because by the time the flight
impulse winds its way down centenarian nervesto hisfeet, the boat is dready beached and one of its
crew knee-deep in the surf calling Alvin's name.

"Get off my beach!" he shouts. "Theré's no extradition tregtiesin Alvinial™

"We're not here to extradite anyone, Mr. Kuntz," the wet-legged sailor says. "All we need to know is
where you're keeping the bodies."

"What bodies?"

"Mr. Kuntz," sghsthesailor, "1 said we weren't here to extradite anyone. | didn't say | wouldn't hogtie

you and throw you in the boat. How about we sit down in some shade and have us alittle chat?"
somewherein the virt

"All I can see anymoreisthe color yellow," avoice over Shannon's shoulder says. Shelooks and sees
that one of the tranducent blind men has followed her through the door. His breath is peppery, hisvoice



liquid and reassuring.

She looks around. Books books books. A single door. If she didn't know better, she would think she
hasn't moved. "Do you know where| can find Charon?"

The Avirtar--or persona, she's not sure--waves vaguely. "Around,” he says. "He's not ydlow, | cantdll
youthat."

Shannon wants to gamble and ask if Charon can get her out. Even if she'sjust piped back into a network
where meatspace--the world--is visble again. Anything but this. Her misgivings get the better of her,

though.
"Through thisdoor?" she asks, pointing at the only door she can see.

"Eventudly,” comesthereply. "Or maybe not."
somewhere on earth

Alvinisgetting tired of theinterrogation. If Shambhaa Virtua, or whatever they're calling themsdlves
now, wanted to know what was going on, he's thinking, they should have come themselvesinstead of
sending whichever variety of manicured goon he's currently dealing with. "Thethingis™ he says, "evenif |
knew where the specimens were, they're not just empty jars you can pour apersonaity into. Evenif you
could find the right person to put back into hisorigina body, | don't think that would work. The neura
pathways wouldn't fit anymore. They especidly wouldn't fit if you wanted to put someone dsein there.”

"So you're saying we can't use their existing brains" said the sailor.

"Well, not if you want them to be exactly likethey areinthe Virt," Alvin agreed. "But who's going to
know?Will they?"

"I don't know. Wl they?'
"Interesting question,” Alvin says. "We never did figure that out.”

The sailor looks at one of his crew, adark-skinned Asian woman in afloppy hat. "Quick take on the
lidbility isues?"

"How quick?' she says. "Theres still no settled law on whether they're people.”
"Just get a sense, okay?"
She puts on an eyeglass display and starts working a pamtop.

"Tdl youwhat," Alvin says. ™Y ou wouldn't have this problem if you used them." He jerks athumb over
his shoulder &t the house.

"Who'sthem?"

Clearly thisisgoing to takeawhile. Alvin lights his half-cigarette. " Soon as1'm done with this, come on in
the house. I'll show you."

"Okay," the sailor says, and stands a short distance away. "Y ou know, | was seriouswhen | said | wasn't
hereto arrest you. But that doesn't mean | don't think | should.”

"Alviniasafree country,” Alvinsad. "Y ou're welcome to your opinion.”



"Uh huh. Why'd you do it? | mean, gpart from being a soulless mad-scientist wacko?"

Alvin chuckles. "That was modtly it. But d<o...." Hetrails off. Thisisthe part he can't explain to them, or
shouldn't, anyway, because it makes him seem even more pathologica than most people dready think he
is. But the plain truth--the real reason why he did it, and why heintendsto do it againif hegetsa
chance--isthat the world becomes anicer placein direct correlation to how many of the moonpieidiots
afraid of experiencing it are subtracted viathe Squirt.
"Never mind," he says. "Come on insde and meet the help.”

somewherein the virt

Every room just opensinto another, dl full of booksand al populated with deranged Avirtars
impersonating writers. Currently Shannon isin a scene out of a Renaissance pastord: sheep, gentle
hillsides, bumpkin shepherds composing poems. There are three of them, two throwing verses back and
forth and the third tapping time on hisknee. "Methinks | hear when | do hear sweet music,” one of the
Avirtars says, and the second picksit up: "The dreadful cries of murdered men in forests.”

"Ain't everyone who can write adouble rhyming sesting,”" adds the third, and barks. "Now that's order."

Shannon doesn't know what a sestinaiis. Thethird Avirtar sensesthis, and explains. She'salittle shocked
by its sudden coherence, and starts to ask about Charon while she'sgot alucid Avirtar to work with, but
afourth Avirtar manifests and stepsin the way. It's wearing an old noir-movie getup, trench coat and top
hat and lip-stuck cigarette.

"Y ou know Philip Sidney, kid?" it asks.
"It'sMarlowe," Shannon says. "I read that book. Everyone knowsit's Philip Marlowe."

"Isyouis, or isyou an't my Strephon?' asksthe second Avirtar. Then al four of them vanish, and sheis
no closer to Charon.

somewhere on earth

The next morning, amemo goes out, sketching the chalenges of the Situation. Mike Chancey isill
shaking his head over yesterday's meseting. "A lottery?' he saysincreduloudy. "What about the rest of
them?'

What about Abe?

He's back in his office, attended by Nerd-in-excelsis Avogadro Pierre. ™Y ou're pushing your luck here,
you want my opinion,” says Pierre, and sneezes.

"And now they're dediing with Alvin Kuntz again. Could this get any more cynica ?*
"Whao's Alvin Kuntz?' Pierre wantsto know.

"He's the guy who Squirted abunch of patients at his VR clinic and then warehoused the bodies for nano
experiments.” Pierreis staring pop-eyed at him. "Y ou didn't hear about it?"

"Hewhat ?"

"I'm serious. | think he did nearly fifty of them before anyone caught on. Now he's hiding out on anidand
somewhere. Working on robotics, | think.”

"Jesus," Pierre says, and sneezes again.



"Had aflu shot, Fierre?" Mike asks.
"Ahh," Pierre says.
"Y our funera. Just don't die before | get in touch with Abe.”

Pierréswaving his hands and shaking his head before Mike finishes the sentence. "No no no no no, lala
lalala, | don't hear you--"

"Jesus, shut up." Mike has everything in place. He starts the creeper, of Pierrésdesign, that will raise
Abe. It cregps. Pierre drops his three-monkeys attitude and watches, a proud craftsman. The channel

opens.

"Abe, you there?' Mike says. Helistens. "Tell me about it ... no shit. Okay, we're doing what we can ...
they're what? Who's looking for you?"

Helooks up at Pierre. " Meatspace News isdown."”
Pierre shrugs.
"Did you do that?' Mike says.

"Lalala" Pierre says, but he's pointing over his shoulder, in what Mike belatedly figures out isthe
direction of the boardroom. Mike wishes alingering death on dl of the board members.

"Kid," says Mike, "we've got bad trouble down here. And it's not getting any better. Y ou need to get out
while theres till the bandwidth to doit.”

He pauses.

"Abe" hesays. "Pleae.”

He pauses.

"Isthat right?" he says, and cracks athin smile. "I'm the M eatspace News now?"

Rerreslaughing.
somewherein the virt

Sheisthrough the door and into asmall, old-fashioned kitchen with awindow that |ooks out onto sooty
brick picked out by a shaft of faling light. The air isthick with cigarette smoke. An old man--thisis
enough to make him stand out, since very few Virtizens, native or Squirt, choose the appearance of old
age--leans on agrimy kitchen counter. Also unlike the vast mgjority of Virtizens, heiswearing
eyeglasses. On the back of his T-shirt, Shannon reads the name HENRY .

"Hey, baby," he says, and drinks from a bottle on the counter.

"Excuse me?' She doesn't think she's ever been called baby, at least not since she was one.
"l sad hey, isdl."

"Well, hey what?'

"Hey, you one of the onesleaving?'

Shannon nods. "Yes."



Henry shakes hishead. "Lots of & em think they'releaving,” he says. "Not asingle one knowswhere
hesgoing.”

"I know," Shannon says, which if not alieisinarguably optimistic. How is she supposed to get out of this
kitchen? There's only the window.

"That right? Y ou know?" Henry finishes his cigarette and lights another. "Now what you want to do that
for anyway? Zero-one silicon switch, zero-one quantum foam bubbling up into prokaryote paramecium
parakeet philosopher, what difference does it make?' Shannon has spotted afire escape, and she climbs
over the kitchen sink and squeezes through the window. Behind her, she can hear Henry ill talking.
"Baby, stay here, hey, baby...."

somewhere on earth

Two soldiers are watching oil platforms burn. "Man, check it out in UV," one of them says. The other
flicks his goggles and takes in the high-spectrum show. He likes the infrared better. They're both
tweaking alittle, and when bullets start to pock the wall around them they bound like rabbits around the
corner and Sit giggling until they hear the whistle and impact of automated ground-flash response shels
torching the back sde of the hill.

"BelieveI'll peek out and seeif the peasants got their barbecue yet,” the infrared partisan says.

"Let me know how it turns out,” says his UV-inclined comrade, but the planned peek never occurs
because a that moment an ail termina aong the waterfront goes up in ablast that they find quite diverting
intheir spectraof choice.

somewherein thevirt

And maybeit'struethat on the zero-onelevd it'sal the same, and maybeit'strue that after doing the
Squirt, that's the level Shannon should be thinking about, but she isn't. When the Virt is coming down
around your ears, Planck-length semantics are the last thing on your mind. Out Henry'swindow isafire
escape that goes down into an abyss, and now that she's clinging to it she can see that the airshaft is
hexagonal in cross section, and that narrow wakways encircleitsinterior every ten feet or so, forming
what looks like a cast-iron ribcage as far as she can see up or down.

Down, shethinks, and then is uncertain. What if it's up? She takes a quarter from her pocket and flipsit,
thinking that on tails shell go down, but she misses the quarter on its downward arc and it pings through
theiron grate between her feet and goes on pinging for severd floors before ricocheting around on a
platform and coming to rest.

Shel'sin amood for omens. Okay, she thinks, and begins to descend.

somewhere on earth

"] think it worked," Gautam says. "They don't know what the hell they're doing, but the oneswho won
thelottery, dl of asudden they al took off like Don Quixote. Problem isthat the rest of them, not the
natives but the Squirts, also took off, you know? But like in random directions. There are subspaces
ramifying in there faster than | can catalog them. Thisisn't sustainable, Mike. What are you going to do
with them?"

"Looks like we're going to drop them back into bodies," Mike says.

Gautam looksill. "How ... bleah. Back into the meat. Hope you have abudget line for therapy expenses,”
he says.
somewherein the virt



The quarter liesin front of adoor that opens onto a cracking blacktop road. There is honeysucklein the
air, and the smdlsof oil and aftershave hitching aride on evaporating sweat. An ancient car Stsat the
sde of theroad, black and dusty, one of itsrear tiresflat. Standing next to the hood, ayoung man with
blisters on hisface and bloody fluid leaking from behind his sunglassesis preaching.

"Where you come fromisgone," he shouts. "Where you thought you were going to never was there, and
where you areis no good unless you can get away from it. Whereisthere aplace for you to be? No
place”

She'slooking around for walls of books, or fire escapes, or anything but this stretch of sun-baked asphalt
that fades away into the hazy distance. Should | be looking for water? she wonders. I'm not going to find
aferry out here. The crowd, al tranducent men who can only seethe color yellow, shufflesitsfeet. Then
one of them steps out, shedding his shape. He's like one of those blind spots back outside--if that'sthe
right word--in Shambhala. Shannon can't quite see him.

She can hear him, though, when he says, "Keep going. Keep it up.”
"Charon?' sheasks.

He's gone. The not-quite-blind men &l look at her, then look back to the preacher, who is pouring
broken glass out of his shoes. Then she's moving again, down the road, past the crowd of men, who as
she passes them momentarily flicker into the shape of Aunt Sara. When they reassume their shapes, she
can seeadtarway in the distance, rising from the shimmer where the road meets the horizon.

somewhere on earth

Thetruth, if anyone around the table isinterested in the truth, isthat the Situation is getting dire. Meatsde
relaives of Squirts are screaming bloody murder, literdly. The courts are still wrangling over the legd
gatus of Squirts, and whileit'sal upintheair Legd is hip-deep in court filings and injunctions.
Shareholders are antsy enough to talk about a board shakeup. Things are far from optimal. They'll get on
top of it, sure, because innovating and solving problemsiswhat Shambhaa Virtua does. Right now,
however? This moment under discussion? Right now they don't have the resources they need for the
Virt--"divert to the Virt," someone saysin passng, and they laugh harder than it deserves--because
everyone from the Chinese to the Indians to the Saudis to the French to the Americansis busy putting out
political and environmental and military brushfires of every description. Thelittle misadventuredownin
Venezuda, the earthquake-breached damsin Chinaand the Pacific Northwest, the refugee problemin
Bangladesh ... instead of agleaming posthuman future, the board of Shambhda Virtua find themsdves, at
least temporarily, sole proprietors of amonstroudy expensive and utterly irrelevant luxury commodity. If
only they could get al the goddamn Bangladeshisto do the Squirt, one of them jokes, they'd have one
problem out of the way. Especidly if they then pulled the plug.

But back to thetask. Thereésa PR crigsto be massaged. Even if they haveto pull the plug--which
according to Finance might be workableif they strategize the settlements correctly--they at least need to
get the lottery winners out. One of them opens alink to see whether Alvin Kuntz has come around.

somewherein thevirt

The stairs go on forever, it seems. Shannon is exhausted by the time she reaches the top, and frightened
because she shouldn't be exhausted. She's never going to get out of the library, she's never going to find
Charon, she's never going to talk to someone in meatspace and figure out what has happened. She dits
on thetop Stair, ready to give up, and hasthe clear redlization that she hasin that moment understood

despair.
Someoneistaking behind her. "Asishe who dreaming sees, and after the dream the passion remains



imprinted, and the rest returns not to the mind, sucham 1."

She doesn't look up. "What now?"

"For my vison amost wholly departs, which the sweetness that was born of it yet distillswithin my heart.”
"Okay," Shannon sighs. She stands up. "Get to the point.”

When sheturns around, sheisin asmal stone chamber not unlike parts of the game-immersion spaces
(although she shuddersto think what this Virtquake, or whatever it is, has done to them and the personae
in them; rampaging diensand balrogs are al she needsright now). Set into the oppositewall isalow
stone gate, dightly open. On the other Side of it she glimpses a path that winds up the flanks of a
mountain, the top of whichislost in agentle obscuring radiance. Between her and the gate, aweary man
with eyes that might have been transplanted from the preaching kook on the dirt road is speaking:
"...through my sight, which was growing strong in me as | looked, one sole appearance, as| mysdlf
changed, was dtering itsdf to me."

"Change," Shannon repeats. "Okay, change. Keep taking."
Themenfdlsdlent.
"I meanit. Kegp taking," shesays. "I've comethisfar.”

"My mind was smitten by aflashin which itswish came," the man says, and ablaze of light from the top
of the mountain floods the room, blinding her. When Shannon looks back, the old man isgone, and sitting
in his place she sees a compact, dark-haired man wearing aworn suit. A smile plays about the corners of
hismouth.

"What's 0 funny?' she asks.

"No one else could ever be admitted here, since this gate was made only for you," he says, and beginsto
bleed from invisible wounds. "I am now going to shut it."

By the end of this pronouncement, he is unable to contain himsdf. He burstsinto shrieks of laughter as
she pushes past him and rocks the gate on its hinges. It holds fast, and he laughs harder.

somewhere on earth
"I'mtelling you, it won't work," Alvin saysfor the hundredth time.

"No, you haven't told me," comesthe voice over the phone. Alvin has refused a video feed. Hed rather
look out over the ocean and devote only one of his sensesto whichever bureaucrat is going to harangue
himthistime.

"Then you could look it up. The neurd pathwaysin dl of my specimens are dready set. Do you know
how to rewirethem? | don't, and that means that probably nobody else does either.”

"Isthere away to make them think that they've come back down?"' the voice asks.

"Could be," Alvin says. "That's not my field. What you're talking about is just another Virt, only, what,
smaller. Go make one. Y ou've got abuilding full of engineers and geniuses probably looking for achance
to getit right thistime."

"Mr. Kuntz," the voice says. "Thiswill al be much smoother if you can refrain from acerbic comments.”

"My acerbic comments are hardly the worst of your problems, bud,” Alvin says. "Y our problem isthat



you've promised something you can't deliver. Way | seeit, you can either brush up your resum or you
can just use the goddamn robotslike | dready told you."

somewherein thevirt

Smoke and laughter roll out when Shannon opens the next door. It's cooler here, which gets her hopes
up that maybe she's nearing water. "Thisideal moment when man,” someoneissaying, "inthe gripsof a
particular emotion, is suddenly seized by this something stronger than himself which projectshim, in
sf-defense, into immortdlity.”

She shuts the door, then opensit again. The way must be there. "And who are you supposed to be?' she
asks.

"A key," the man says. Heiswearing ahigh collar and tie, and waving a bottle of something green and
dluring. She smdlslicorice. "Capable of opening indefinitely that box of many bottoms caled man, akey
that dissuades him from turning back, for reasons of sdlf-preservation, when in the darkness he bumps
into doors, locked from the outside...."
And sheisalready through the door past him, and deeper into the library.

somewhere on earth
"You're going to what?' Mike says.

"What can we do? Kuntz says the bodieswon't do the trick. Understand, Mike. We've got to make a
gesture here"

"I'm not going to be aparty to this" Mike says. "We can fix the problem. Gautam ison it. Hell get it
done."

"Gautam islosing hismind, Mike. Y ou're going to walk into his office one of these days, maybe today,
and find that he's done the Squirt from his desktop just so he can be there for the end. Guyslike him, the
true believers, thisisal about the apocalypse.”

This possibility hasin fact occurred to Mike. "Whereas for usit's about what?' he saysto himsdlf, but
he's overheard.

"Thisisthewrong timeto get sentimenta, my friend. Don't ask questions when you aready know the
answers. Look, the robots are actualy a pretty good solution. The evacuees will be out of the Virt, but
they'll also il be out of the meet, which iswhat they wanted in thefirst place, right?'

Mike hearshimsdf say, "Right.”

"Right."

"So how many Squirtswon this|ottery?"
"Wesent six.”

Out of about thirteen thousand who have done the Squirt. And the millions of native personae who may
or may not be people, depending on who you ask. Six. Mike doesn't have to ask. He knowsthey're
going to pull the plug. Y ou get akind of sixth sensefor betraya and deviousness when you spend time
around these people.

"One of them," Mike says, "isgoing to be Abe."



"| said that my son isgoing to be one of them. That's my price. Y ou want to keep Alvin under therug,
and you want meto pretend | don't know that you've aready decided to pull the plug, you get Abe out
of there"

"Mike, Abeis about the happiest Squirt there's ever been. Plus we need him up there. Y our
conversations are hel pful to our marketing people.”

Thanksalot, Fierre, Mikethinks. "Burn meif it makes you fed better," he says. "But Abe comesout.”
"Okay, if that'swhat you want, but that's not avery nicething to do to your kid, isit?"

"Fuck you," Mike Chancey says, and goesto tell Avogadro Pierre that he needsto look for anew line of
work.

somewherein the virt

Sheis certain thismust be the last. Theroom isbare and dark. The sméll of old hay tickles her nose, and
the scene resolvesitsef into astable. Tack and farm implements hang from nails on thewalls.
Somewhere water drips. The man in front of her puts down apad of paper and offersasad smile. "Y ou
are not thinking of finitude," he says. "'Y ou are contempl ating an apotheosis in which atemporary state of
mind will become symmetrica above the flesh and aware both of itself and of the flesh it will not quite
discard."

"I am?" Shannon says. "L et me pass. Please, let me pass.”

"You will not even be dead,” he goes on, and istalking over her as she shovesinto him, pushing him back
againg the far wall, where the two doors are marked 0 and 1. He vanishes between them, and she hears
hisvoice: "...until someday in very disgust herisks everything on asingle blind turn of acard no man ever
doesthat under the first fury of despair or remorse or bereavement he doesit only when he has redlized
that even the despair or remorse or bereavement is not particularly important to the dark diceman....”
Shannon leans againgt the wall between 0 and 1, and it gives way.

somewhere on earth
"Good news," Avogadro Pierre says when Mike gets back to the Brain. "Weve got al six of them down
their blind aleys. At least | think we do."
"There needsto be aseventh," Mike says. "Find Abe."
"Weweretold six," Pierre says.
"The board says seven now, and one of themisAbe."
"If you say s0," Pierre says, "but Abe makes himsdlf awful hard to find sometimes.”

"That'swhy you're part of the Pragtorian Nerds, Pierre. Get it done.”
somewherein the virt

Between zero and one, Shannon islaughing. It fedslike years since she'slaughed. "Rall dice? After al
this, dice?"

"We're down in the quantum,” the Dark Diceman says. "It'sal probability here.”

No arguing that, Shannon thinks. She cups her hands and the dice drop onto her pams, one, two. She



rollsthem without looking.
"Lucky seven," the Dark Diceman says. " Okay, good enough. Follow your nose.”

And she smdlswater, fed sthe breath of it on her face. Shannon walks into the darkness. She closes her
eyes when she can't see anymore.

somewhere on earth
"Moregood news," Pierre says. "'l got Abe."

Mike nods. He wants to be happy, he wantsto fed guilty, he wantsto fed anything but what he does
right now, which is selfish and abused and complicit in something horrible. "Thanks, Pierre," he says. "By
the way, the board knew about Abe the wholetime, | guess.”

"No kidding," Pierre says.

"Yeah. | figure we're both about to walk the plank.”

"Huh." Pierrethinksfor awhile. "Gautam's going to kill himsdlf when they pull the plug.”
"Y ou might be right about that.”

"Damn right I'm right about that." Rierrethinksalittle more. "So, listen. Y ou know whereto find this
Alvin Kuntz guy?'

"Comeon, Pierre”

"No, | meanit. Gautam killshimsdlf, I'm going to fed guilty for therest of my life. Gautam goes off to an
idand somewhere and engineers his own, what, gpotheos's, that's good for me.”

Rerre hasapoint, Mike thinks. "Huh. All right." He hasto look al through his desk drawersfor a pen.
When he finds one, he writes alatitude and longitude on the back of a Chinese menu. ™Y ou should go
t00," he says as he hands the menu to Fierre. "I doubt there's going to be much work around herefor a
litlewhile"

Rerreislaughing. "Dope," he says. "Youthink | redly got thisfor Gautam?'

And despite himsdlf, Mikeislaughing too.
somewherein the virt

I'm going to have corpuscles, Shannon thinks. Alveoli. Phalanges. Or at least | won't be here anymore.
Haf-full, haf-empty. Shefinds hersdf mimicking Henry. Silicon, quantum foam, what's the difference? If
you haveto ask, | can't explain.

How long have | been away?

Her next footstep splashes. She opens her eyes and sees a boat rocking in black shallows, five Squirts
already aboard. A rope runs from its bow to the bootsole of the Dark Diceman.

"Oh," Shannon says.
"Fare?' the Dark Diceman says.

Sheredizes she ill hasthedicein her hand, and gives them back. She sees the Diceman looking over
her shoulder, and turns to see another Squirt walking with hiseyes closed in their direction. He's crying,



his muscles are twitching like he's having a seizure, but he'swalking. *No no no no no no," he's saying.
"And two for him," the Diceman says.

"I haveto pay for him?' Shannon says. "He doesn't even want to go."

"He got you here."

"That's Charon?"'

"That'shim."

"No no no no no," the Squirt weeps.

Shannon searches her pockets. "That'sal | have."

But Charon'stearsarefdling like slver; suddenly there are coins everywhere, faling out of theinfinite
black around them. They ping and patter on the stones, plink in the water. The Diceman laughs the way
you laugh when you've been made the butt of a pretty good joke.

"Okay," he says. "Good thing nobody eseisseeing dl this. The boat would never hold them al.”

He steps asde. So does Shannon, because Charon iswalking like a condemned man into the
flat-bottomed boat. When he is seated on the front bench, Shannon steps aboard.

somewhere on earth
"Shannon DeWdat?!

It's been along time since anyone used her last name. Eyes il closed, Shannon redlizes she'sheard a
voice. Vibrationsin an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere have collided with the bones of her inner ear. | have
abody, shethinks. It'sawondrous, impossible thought. Sheis exalted by it, feels her heartbeat quicken
and asmile break across her face. Alveoli, corpuscles, phalanges! Sheinhdes, fedsthe oxygenfilling
her lungs, raises her arms over her head and fedls the muscles stretch. Her nose registers the smdlls of cut
flowers, somekind of lubricating oil, antiseptic, afaint hint of deodorant. | madeit, shethinks.

She opens her eyes. The ceiling iswhite. Indirect light suffuses the room. She sees her hands, polished
and shining.



