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“Amazing characters… The way the author combines the energy of a thriller with the ideas of SF is reminiscent of William Gibson’s best.”
Library Journal (starred review)


“This taut, brisk, gripping narrative, dazzlingly intercut with flashbacks and sidebars, oozes warmth and wit. A hugely entertaining, surprising and perhaps prophetic package that, without seeming to, raises profound questions about the human mind and the nature of perception.”
Kirkus (starred review)


“Gregory dashes off his near-future story like a ‘chemjet’ printing out sheets of smart drugs…The tragi-comical satire dispenses with sermons and easy morals, preferring to be entertaining and thought-provoking instead.”
Publishers Weekly


“This is a real science-fiction crime thriller… like the best crime and SF novels, those moral and philosophical questions linger, after the mere whodunnit puzzles have been solved.”
Locus


“Funny, fast-paced, and wickedly observant, Gregory has written a great SF thriller full of memorable moments.”
Toronto Star


“Gregory’s world-building is top-notch… a story with hefty implications but Gregory wisely keeps the focus tightly on Lyda and her friends and ex-friends, giving the story as much emotional as conceptual impact.”
RT Book Reviews


“One of those odd books that’s really dark when you look at it closely, but at the same time is just a blast to read thanks to the fast-paced plot, tons of action, and chipper dialogue… My first novel by Daryl Gregory, but based on the amount of fun I had with it, it definitely won’t be my last.”
Tor.com


“The way he takes a moment of intense crisis, then tells us the story of what happened afterwards–what happens to the people who don’t necessarily live happily ever… one of my hands-down favorite authors.”
SF Signal


“A technothriller that asks big, philosophical questions and catches the answers on the hoof. It’s smart, stoned neurofiction for the post-everything world.”
Cory Doctorow, Campbell Award-winning author of Little Brother


“A great giggling psychedelic trip down the big pharma rabbit hole to a place where designer drugs hack the human mind for its limitless potential… Load up the pharmaceutical printer, drop Daryl Gregory’s words on your tongue, and get ready to trip hard.”
Paolo Bacigalupi, Hugo Award-winning author of The Windup Girl


“Smart, funny, fast, more than a little terrifying: this could happen, or already has. The god drug described in the novel seems to have got into Gregory’s story-telling. Really an exhilarating read.”
Kim Stanley Robinson, Hugo Award-winning author of the Mars trilogy


“Brain-stretching speculation in brain science and metaphysics, built on a solid cyberpunk foundation. I really liked this one.”
Walter Jon Williams, Nebula Award-winning author of Daddy’s World


“Gregory’s amusing, quick-paced and laconic style deftly dodges cliches and gives us a new highpoint in the subgenre of Future Noir.”
Gregory Benford, Campbell Award-winning author of Timescape


“A good engrossing read… smart biological cyberpunk focusing on designer drugs rather than AIs and virtual reality. Recommended.”
Neal Asher, Philip K. Dick Award-nominated author of Cowl


“His best yet, combining interesting ideas about religion and the brain with the distinctive Gregory brand of wit and the superb Gregory writing. I can’t recommend this novel highly enough!”
Nancy Kress, Hugo and Nebula Award-winning author of Probability Space


“Afterparty is a novel so good it had to wait for Daryl Gregory to write it. Like NME One-Ten, the book’s God drug, Gregory opens doors in our heads that we didn’t even know were there. This is a great read.”
Jack Skillingstead, Philip K. Dick Award-nominated author of Harbinger
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For Jack




If some great Power would agree to make me always think what is true and do what is right, on condition of being turned into a sort of clock and wound up every morning before I got out of bed, I should instantly close with the offer.
T. H. HUXLEY


And he said unto them, Unto you it is given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God: but unto them that are without, all these things are done in parables.
MARK 4:11




THE PARABLE OF THE GIRL WHO DIED AND WENT TO HELL, NOT NECESSARILY IN THAT ORDER


There was a girl who lived on the streets in a northern city. She was sixteen years old when she found God, and had just turned seventeen when God abandoned her.


She didn’t understand why He would turn His back on her now, after He had saved her life. She’d been living rough for two years. At night she navigated by bunk-finder apps, competing for space in the shelters with the thousands of other teenagers roaming the city. She did bad things to get by. She worked the crowded sidewalks, beaming her profile pic to the dashboards of the trolling cars, climbing into front seats and climbing out again fifteen minutes later. She stole, and she beat other teenagers who tried to steal from her, and once she did something terrible, something unforgivable.


When she thought of what she’d done, even glancingly, a black tunnel seemed to open up behind her eyes. Anything might trigger the memory: a word, the sight of an old woman, the smell of soup burning on a stove. On those days she thought the black would swallow her whole.


Then one night, at the end of a week of black days, she found herself in the Spadina station looking over the edge of the platform, measuring the short distance to the rails. She could feel the train coming, growling to her, pushing its hot breath down the tracks. The concrete rumbled encouragement to her feet. She moved up to the yellow line, and the toes of her sneakers touched air. The only way out of the black tunnel, she realized, was through it.


She felt a hand on her arm. “Hey there.” It was a friend, one of her first on the street, a tall black boy older than her by a few years who maintained a crazy rectangular beard. He said, “You doing anything?”


She didn’t know how to answer that.


She followed him up out of the station. A while later, an older man with hardcore prison tattoos picked them up in a rusting SUV and drove them a few miles to a strip mall. Most of the stores were empty. The man, who said he was a pastor, opened one of the doors and said, “Welcome to our little church.”


People began to filter in and take seats in the circle of folding chairs. The service began with singing, songs she didn’t know but that sounded familiar. And then the pastor stood in the middle of the circle for the sermon. He turned as he talked, making eye contact with the people, making eye contact with her, which made her uncomfortable. She couldn’t remember now what he’d spoken about.


At the end of the service, everyone stood up and formed a line in front of the pastor, their hands out, mouths open like birds. Her friend looked at her questioningly; it was her decision. She stood up with the others, and when it was her turn the pastor held up a piece of paper with a single word printed on it: Logos. “This is the word made flesh,” he said.


She wasn’t stupid. She’d eaten paper before, and knew that the ink could contain almost anything. She opened her mouth, and he placed it on her tongue. The paper dissolved like cotton candy.


She felt nothing. If there was anything mixed into the ink or the paper, it was too mild to affect her.


That night, as she lay on a bed in a shelter that the pastor had lined up for her, the black tunnel was still there. But there was something else, too: a feeling, as if she were being watched.


No: watched over.


She made her way back to the church the next day, and the day after that. The feeling of a loving presence grew like sun rising over her shoulder. The pastor called it the Numinous. “It’s knowledge,” he said. Proof that we are all loved, all connected.


Her problems weren’t solved. She still slept in restaurant bathrooms, and lifted snacks from gas stations, and gave blow jobs to men in cars. Still struggled with the black tunnel. But she could not shake that secret knowledge that she was loved. She could not yet forgive herself, but she began to think that someone else might.


One night, a month after that first church service, just a few days before her birthday, the cops swept through the park, and she was arrested for solicitation. Because she was underage, they would not release her until they found her parents. She wouldn’t help the police; the last thing she wanted was to let her parents know where she was. God, she thought, would provide a way out of this.


But as the days passed in the detention center, something was changing. God’s presence faded, as if He was moving away from her, turning His back on her. She began to panic. She prayed, and wept, and prayed some more. Then a female guard caught her creating her own sacrament, swallowing scraps of toilet paper, and thought she had smuggled in smart drugs. They took her blood and swabbed her tongue and made her pee in a cup. Two days later they transferred her to a hospital west of the city, and locked her up with crazy people.


On her second night in the hospital, a red-haired woman appeared in her room. She seemed familiar, and then suddenly the girl remembered her. “You let me sleep on your couch once.”


The woman stepped into the room. Her red hair, the girl saw now, was shot with threads of gray. “Wasn’t my idea,” the woman said. “But yeah.”


It had been ten below, and the red-haired woman had found her shivering outside a gas station. The girl had thought the woman wanted sex, but no; she’d fed her pizza and let her spend the night, and the girl had slipped out of the apartment before morning. It was the kindest thing a stranger had ever done for her, until she met the pastor.


“What are you doing here?” the woman asked. Her voice was soft. “What did you take?”


How could she explain that she’d taken nothing? That they’d locked her up because she’d finally realized that God was real?


“I’ve lost it,” the girl said. “I’ve lost the Numinous.”


The woman seemed shocked at the word, as if she recognized it. Perhaps she was part of the church? The girl told her her story, and the woman seemed to understand. But then the woman asked questions that proved she didn’t understand at all: “This pastor—did he tell you the name of the drug? Where he got it? How long have you been in withdrawal?”


The black tunnel seemed to throw itself open, and the girl refused to say any more. After a time the red-haired woman went away, and the nurses came to her with pills that they said would help her with her depression, her anxiety. A psychologist brought her to his office—“just to talk.”


But she did not need antidepressants, or soothing conversation. She understood, finally, why God had withdrawn from her. What He was trying to tell her.


When she was full of God’s love, she couldn’t do what she needed to do. God had to step back so that she’d have the strength to do what she should have done months ago. So she could make the required sacrifice.


At her next meeting with the psychologist, she stole a ceramic mug from his desk. He never noticed; she was practiced at lifting merchandise. An hour after that, before she could lose her nerve, she went to the bathroom and smashed the mug against the edge of the stainless steel sink. She chose the largest shard, then sawed apart the veins in her left arm.


God, she knew, helps those who help themselves.


—G.I.E.D.




ONE


“So you want to leave us, Lyda?” Counselor Todd asked.


“It’s been eight months,” I said. “I think it’s about time, don’t you?”


Dr. Gloria shook her head, then made a note on her clipboard. The three of us—Todd, Dr. Gloria, and I—sat in Todd’s closet-sized office in the NAT ward. Three chairs, a pressed wood coffee table, and no windows. Todd leaned back in his chair, flicking his smart pen: snick and the screen opened like a fan; clack and it rolled up again. The file on the screen appeared and disappeared too fast to read, but I could guess what document it was.


Todd liked to portray himself as a man of the people. A white man who favored work shirts that had never seen a day of work and work boots that had never touched mud. This in contrast to Dr. Gloria, who occupied the seat to his right. She believed in the traditional uniform of doctors: white coat, charcoal pencil skirt, femme heels that weren’t so high as to be impractical. Her nondigital clipboard and Hot Librarian glasses were signature props. I did not want her in this meeting, but neither Todd nor I had the power to keep her out.


“Lyda,” Todd said in a knowing tone. “Does your desire to leave now have anything to do with Francine’s death?”


Francine was the girl who had killed herself with Todd’s mug. I presented my I’m-not-quite-following-you frown.


“The transfer request was placed two weeks ago, on the day after she died,” Todd said. “You seemed upset by her death.”


“I barely knew her.”


“You broke furniture,” he said.


“It was a plastic chair,” I said. “It already had a crack in it.”


“Don’t quibble,” Dr. Gloria said. “It’s the display of anger he’s worried about.”


“I was mad at you doctors,” I said. “I told you to put her on antidepressants—”


“Which we did,” Todd said.


“Too Goddamn late. Jesus, her symptoms were obvious. I couldn’t believe no one had taken steps. Her parents should be suing the hospital’s ass off right now.”


“We haven’t been able to find them,” he said.


“Perfect. Homeless orphans can’t sue either.”


Dr. Gloria put down her clipboard. “Insulting everyone who works here isn’t going to help you.”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just—she was so young.”


“I know,” Counselor Todd said. He sounded suddenly tired. “I tried to talk to her.”


Todd could be an idiot, but he did care about the patients. And as the only full-time counselor on the ward, he worked essentially alone. The neuro-atypical ward was a lab for the hardcore cog-sci docs, the neuro-psych researchers. They didn’t much care for talk therapy, or for talking therapists like Todd.


So as Todd became more isolated, he couldn’t help but grow attached to the people he spent the most time with: The patients had become, without him realizing it, his cohort, his troop. I knew that my degrees intimidated him. He suspected that because of my résumé I was more aligned with the neuropsych folks—which was true. But my highfalutin background also made him secretly desire my approval. Sometimes I used my power to get the lab to do the right thing for the patients, but I wasn’t above using it to get myself out of here.


Todd did his best to pull himself back to counselor mode. “Were you disturbed by Francine’s symptoms?”


“How so?”


“They were so similar to your own. The religious nature of her hallucinations—”


“A lot of schizos have religious delusions.”


“She wasn’t schizophrenic, at least not naturally. We believe she’d been taking a designer drug.”


“Which one?”


“We haven’t figured that out yet. But I was struck by the way she talked about God as a physical presence. That was how you used to speak about your angel.”


Dr. Gloria looked at me over her glasses. This was her favorite topic. I stopped myself from glaring at her.


“I’ve been symptom free for months,” I said to Todd. “No angels. No voices in my head. I didn’t think the antipsychotics you prescribed would work, honestly. My hallucination’s been so persistent, so long, that…” I shrugged. “But you were right, and I was wrong. I’m not too proud to admit that.”


“I thought they were worth a try,” he said. “When you showed up here, you were in a pretty bad place. Not just your injuries.”


“Oh no,” I said, agreeing with him. “It was everything. I was fucked up.” I’d been sentenced to the NAT after creating my own drive-thru at a convenience store. I swerved off the road at 60 KPH and plowed through the wall at three in the afternoon. My front bumper crushed a woman’s leg and sent another man flying, but nobody was killed. The owner told a reporter that “somebody up there was watching out for them.”


God gets the easiest performance reviews.


I said, “I feel like I’ve finally gotten a handle on my problems.”


I glanced up. I’d delivered this statement with all the sincerity I could muster. Todd seemed to be taking it in. Then he said, “Have you been thinking about your wife?”


A question as subtle as a crowbar. Counselor Todd trying to pop me open.


Dr. G said, “He noticed that you’re touching your ring.”


I glanced down. The wedding band was polished brass, six-sided on the outside. A friend of ours had forged a matching pair for us.


I placed my hands on the arms of my chair. “I think of her every day,” I said. “But not obsessively. She’s my wife. I miss her.” Perhaps this struck him as an odd thing to say about a woman who had tried to kill me. Instead he said, “It’s interesting that you use the present tense.”


“She has been dead almost ten years,” Dr. Gloria said.


“I don’t believe that there’s a time limit on love or grief,” I said. A paraphrase of something Counselor Todd had told me very earnestly in my first month on the ward. I was detoxing then, vulnerable and wide open, sucking in Todd’s bromides as if they were profound truths. When you can’t get the heroin, take the methadone.


“And your child?” he asked.


I sat back, my heart suddenly beating hard. “Are you working through a checklist there?”


“You’re sounding angry again,” Dr. Gloria said.


Todd said, “You mentioned her only once in our therapy sessions, but according to your file…”


If he flicked open that damn pen I was going to leap across the table at him.


“I don’t have a child,” I said.


Dr. Gloria looked over her glasses at me, the Medical Professional version of an eye roll.


“Anymore,” I said.


Todd pursed his lips, signaling disappointment. “I’m sorry, Lyda, I just can’t sign off on this. I think you’re trying to get out of here so you can score, and you still haven’t addressed some key issues in—”


“I’ll take the chip.”


He looked up at me, surprised.


“The terms of my sentence give me the option,” I said. “All you have to do is sign. You know I’ve been a model patient.”


“But you’re almost done here. Two more months and you’re out. If you go on the chip, that’s a mandatory year of tracking. You won’t be able to leave the province without permission.”


“I understand that.”


He gave me a long look. “You know they can’t be spoofed, yes? Not like the old chips. Your blood alcohol levels will be sent to us every ten seconds. Anything stronger than aspirin throws up a red flag. And any use of a controlled substance, other than those prescribed to you, gets immediately reported to the police.”


“Any drug can and will be used against me,” I said. “Got it.”


“Good. Because the last time I brought up the chip, you told me I could shove it up my ass.”


“Well, it is very small.”


He suppressed a smile. Todd enjoyed being joked with. Made him feel part of the troop. And as the least insane person on the floor (if I said so myself), I was the person he could most easily talk to. The only question was, would he be insecure enough to keep me here, just so we didn’t have to—sob—break up?


Time to seal the deal. I looked at my feet, feigning embarrass-ment. “I know this may not be technically allowed after I leave, but…”


“This room is a safe place to say anything,” Todd said.


I looked up. “I’d like to keep in touch with you. If that’s all right.”


“I’m sure that would be fine,” Todd said. “If I sign on for this.” But of course he had already made up his mind.


* * *


The NAT ward was small, a population of twenty-five to forty, depending on the season. News traveled the floor with telepathic speed. Two of the residents believed they were telepathic, so who knows.


I was packing when Ollie appeared in my room. Five foot two, hair falling across her face. Quiet as a closed door. And like everyone on the ward, Severely Fucked in the Head.


She stared into the room, eyes pointed in my direction. Trying to work out the puzzle. That stack of shapes probably belonged to one thing, those horizontal shapes to something else. Once sorted, labels could be applied: bed, wall, duffel bag, human being.


To help her out I said, “Hi, Ollie.”


Her face changed—that slight shift of recognition as she assigned the label “Lyda” to an arrangement of red hair and dark clothes—then went still again. She was angry. I’d made a mistake by not telling her I was leaving. Not as big a mistake as sleeping with her, but enough.


At last she said, “Can I see it?”


“Sure,” I said. Ollie concentrated on the changes in the scene: The object that swung toward her in her visual field must be, logically, my arm. From there she found my wrist, and slid a finger along my forearm. Tactile information integrated more easily than the visual. She peeled back the Band-Aid, pressed the tiny pink bump. She was as unself-conscious with my body as with her own.


“So small,” she said.


“My new portable conscience,” I said. “Like I needed another one.”


Her fingers lingered on my skin, then fell away. “You’re going to look for that dead girl’s dealer.”


I didn’t try to deny it. Even on meds Ollie was the smartest person I’d ever met, after Mikala.


She closed her eyes, cutting out the visual distraction. She looked like a little girl. Told me once that her Filipino mother was 4’10”, her white Minnesota father over six feet, and she was still waiting for those Norwegian genes to kick in.


“You can’t know that it’s the same drug that hit you,” she said without opening her eyes. “There are thousands of countertop tweakers out there. Somebody just happened to whip up something with the same symptoms.”


The glories of the DIY smart drug revolution. Any high school student with a chemjet and an internet connection could download recipes and print small-batch drugs. The creative types liked to fuck with the recipes, try them out on their friends. People swallowed paper all the time without knowing what they were chewing. Half the residents of the NAT ward weren’t addicts; they were beta testers.


“You’re right,” I said flatly. “It’s probably not the same drug at all.”


She opened her eyes. Now seeing right through me. “I can help you,” she said.


There was a certainty in her voice. Ollie used to do things for the US government, and the US government used to do things to Ollie.


“I don’t think they’re going to let you walk out of here,” I said. Ollie was not one of the voluntary patients. Like me, she’d been convicted of a crime, then sent here because the docs thought she was an interesting case. “Just stay here,” I said. “And heal.”


Heal. That was a NAT joke.


She said, “I can be out of here in two—”


“Nurse,” I said in a low voice, warning her. We residents did this a lot on the ward, like kids playing in the street calling “car.”


“Seconds,” Ollie finished.


Dr. Gloria and one of the day-shift nurses walked toward the room. “Ready?” the nurse asked me.


Dr. G looked at Ollie, then back toward me, a knowing smile on her face. “If you’re all done here,” she said.


I picked up my bag. “I’ve got to go,” I said to Ollie. I touched her shoulder on the way out. This is me, the touch told her. This is me moving away from you.


* * *


“She’s in love with you, you know,” Dr. G said.


“Hospital infatuation,” I said. We stood on the sidewalk outside the hospital, waiting for my ride under a gray sky leaking sunlight. Dirty snow banked the sidewalk, peppered with black deicer pellets. Behind us, staff and visitors passed in and out of the revolving doors like ions through a membrane.


I folded up the plastic bag that contained my prescription and jammed my hands into the pockets of my thin jacket. It had been early fall when I went in, and my street clothes had failed to evolve while in storage. But I was not about to go back inside that building, even to stay warm. I was a free woman—tethered only by the plastic snitch attached to my vein, broadcasting each taste of my bloodstream to the ether.


Dr. G had followed me out. “You’d be better off staying with her and finishing your sentence inside,” she said. “Less temptation. You were staying clean, Lyda.”


“Edo’s making NME One-Ten.”


“You don’t know that.”


“All Francine could talk about was ‘the Numinous.’ That is no fucking coincidence. Edo broke his promise.”


“He never made that promise,” she said.


“Yeah, well, I made a promise to him.”


“Listen to yourself,” Dr. Gloria said. “You’re pissed off. Have you considered that you’re overreacting to the girl’s death? You have a blind spot for little lost girls.”


“Fuck off.”


“Lyda—”


“I’m responsible for the drug that killed her.”


“Even if the substance is the One-Ten, which is doubtful, that doesn’t mean that it’s Edo Vik.”


“Then I guess I have to find out who is making it.”


A car pulled up to the curb, a decrepit Nissan hybrid. The cost of the gas had to be enormous. The driver jumped out of the car, ran to me with arms out. “Lyda!”


Bobby was a could-have-been-handsome white boy, twenty-three years old, with stiff black hair and almond eyes, so maybe a little Asian in the mix. A former ward-mate, and batshit crazy. But a good kid. More importantly, he lived in Toronto, and he owned a car.


I let him hug me. The price to pay for the ride.


“You look all healthy,” he said. Hanging from a leather thong around his neck was a small plastic treasure chest, one of those aquarium accessories with Real Working Hinge. He never went anywhere without it.


“Where are we going?” he asked me.


“Take me to my dealer.”


He blinked in surprise. “Uh, are you sure?”


“Relax. I just want to talk to him.”


“You just got out of the ward. Don’t you want to go home?”


“I don’t have a home. That apartment is long gone.”


“Oh, then maybe a hotel?”


“I’m getting cold out here, Bobby.”


He opened the passenger door for me, then hustled around to the other side.


Dr. Gloria said, “I can’t protect you if you don’t listen to me.”


“Then stay here.”


“Oh, you don’t get away that easy.” Dr. Gloria’s wings unfurled from her back with a snap, and the world vanished in a blaze of heavenly radiance. I winced and looked away.


“Lo, I am with you always,” she said. I opened one eye. She pulsed like a migraine aura, throwing off megawatts of holy glow. Then her wings convulsed, and she was airborne.




TWO


We rode into Toronto on the 401 with Dr. Gloria flying point: a star to guide us. Bobby couldn’t see her, of course. The doctor was my permanent hallucination, a standing wave thrown up by my temporal lobe and supported by various other members of my mental parliament. My supernatural companion was a fake, but unlike Francine, I knew it.


We left the highway and dropped south toward the lake. I rolled down the window, and cold wind filled the car.


“What are you doing?” Bobby asked.


I tossed out the bag containing my prescription bottles. “Ballast,” I said.


“What?”


“Eyes on the road, kid.” He slowed as we entered the university campus. It was a Wednesday, the start of the college weekend, so Brandy, my old dealer, would be working the frats. We cruised past Victorian houses lit up and vibrating with heavy bass. College boys in shorts stood outside, ankle deep in the snow. Girls in microdresses teetered on high heels across the icy sidewalks. Bobby drove slow, one hand on the treasure chest and the other on the wheel, while I kept an eye out for Brandy’s vehicle, a beat-up VW delivery van. Twice we jerked to a stop as drunken kids lurched into the street.


“Jesus Christ, pull over,” I said.


“Why are you mad?”


“You’re distracted. You keep playing with yourself.”


He let go of the treasure chest. “No I’m not.”


His first week on the NAT ward, Bobby shyly explained to me that he used to live up here—he poked a finger at the spot between his eyes—but now he lived in there—the plastic chest. Most of us have the illusion that our consciousness sits behind our eyes like a little woman at the controls—very handy for steering a body, or a car. Bobby, however, thought he lived inside an aquarium toy. Who the hell knew what that did to your reflexes?


I climbed out of the car. A few feet away, Dr. Gloria descended in a nimbus of righteousness. She folded her wings, adjusted her glasses. “Of course,” she said. “If you want to find a drug dealer, go to a college.”


“Higher education,” I said. We were in front of a row of rundown frat houses that I assumed looked more glamorous through the alcohol-blurred eyes of the young. I walked up to a group of boys, all holding red plastic cups. “I’m looking for a guy named Brandy,” I said.


They ignored me. I smacked the nearest one in the shoulder, and he jerked away from me, sending a fan of piss-colored beer across the snow. The other boys fell out laughing.


I pointed to the next closest kid. “Where’s Brandy?”


“Are you her mom?”


“It’s a guy,” I said. “Brandy. Deals specialty stuff.”


“Narc!” one of them said. Another of them took it up, quacking like a duck. “Narc! Narc!”


“Yes, very good. You’ve penetrated my disguise. Now where the fuck is he?”


The guy I’d whacked said, “Sigma Tau maybe?”


“Yeah! The GFD party.”


Most of them pointed in the same direction.


“Thanks, boys.”


I waved Bobby over to me, and the three of us walked the street, reading the giant Greek letters on the fronts of the buildings. Every house was rocking, the parties spilling outside. Scent trails of marijuana etched the cold air.


A boy burst out the front door of the Sigma Tau house, threw up his hands, and screamed a war cry. He was skinny and naked but for a pair of flip-flops, grinning madly, with an erection like a wall sconce. He jumped down the steps, and half a dozen naked boys charged after him, hooting, beer sloshing from red cups. They ran straight at us, hard-ons first, like a herd of rhinos.


“Oh geez,” Bobby said. The stampede broke around us. The lead boy ran for the corner, white ass shining, with the frat brothers in pursuit.


“GFD,” Dr. Gloria said, getting it now. “Gay for a Day.”


“Maybe we could come back later,” Bobby said nervously.


I marched up the steps. The party was going full tilt. The crowd was all boys, many of them naked, others in boxers and tighty-whities and terrycloth kilts. I started asking for Brandy, and followed a chain of nods and maybes through the house. Doors hung open, every room part of the party. In some of them the brothers had thrown down mattresses and set up display tables stacked with condoms and lube. The kegs were decorated with rainbow bumper stickers. A male blow-up doll dressed in vinyl bondage gear lay sprawled across a foosball table. Nobody did gay kitsch like straight boys. And they were enjoying themselves. A pile of white bodies writhed in a kids’ wading pool, slathered and shining in Crisco. I stepped over two kids going at it on the stairs, the one on the bottom trying to hold onto his Natural Lite can.


“Watch where you put your feet,” Dr. G said.


In the basement, a dozen boys in various states of undress played beer pong, shouting over music that was half a beat behind the bass thumping from upstairs. I spotted our guy sitting on the couch. He was the only male in the house over twenty-five, and the only one wearing all his clothes. Chubby, grinning like a Baptist preacher, with tufts of gray hair sprouting from the neck of his sport shirt.


He’d made the couch into his office. A shaggy-headed kid in Valentine-heart bicycle shorts held out a HashCash card, and Brandy tapped it with his smart pen—presto, crypto, anonymous monies transferred. He gestured for the boy to hold out his hand, then dropped four blue-and-green pills, one at a time, into his palm.


“How you doing, Brandy?” I said.


He looked up, then smiled wide. “Lyda Rose! My home-again rose!”


I was afraid he was going to start singing. My mother liked musicals, and had named me after a number in The Music Man. This was not the worst gift she ever gave me—that would be her tote bag of genetic predispositions I inherited—but it was one of the most annoying.


“I thought you left town!” Brandy said.


“I’m back now.”


“Wrong night for you!” I could never place his accent. Something Eastern European. “No action from these boys.”


“I bet,” I said. “May I?”


“I can’t see how they will do you much good.” He laughed, then handed me one of the capsules.


I rolled it between two fingers. Blue with a band of green, a smudged “50mg” on the side. The drug had several street names—Flip, Velveeta, Vertical—but its brand name was Aroveta. Made by Landon-Rousse to treat hypothermia, it massively increased the production of vasopressin, a busy little peptide with a hand in vascular constriction (which is where the hypothermia application came in), but also kidney function, circadian rhythms, and sexual attraction. Aroveta had a few side effects, including water retention and wakefulness at night. Oh, and if you owned a dick, other dicks suddenly looked a lot more attractive. Not something that most fishermen pulled out of the chilly ocean were likely to appreciate.


The party culture had turned all these bugs into features. Stay up late, stay hydrated, fuck your buddies… what’s not to like?


Flip couldn’t turn you gay—sexual orientation was too deeply wired for that—but the drug did let the brothers get down for a night of uninhibited man-love, with a chemical third party to blame for any morning-after regrets. That wasn’t me, bro! It was the Flip!


“The colors are wrong,” Dr. G said.


She was right. The casing was too thick, opaque where it should have been translucent, and the blue was the wrong shade. The capsules definitely didn’t come out of a Landon-Rousse factory. Probably the product of a small-batch gel-cap press in somebody’s basement.


I said to Brandy, “Do these kids know they’re knockoffs?”


I didn’t raise my voice, and maybe he didn’t hear the whole sentence above the music. But I’m pretty sure he made out that last word. “Hey!” Brandy said angrily. “Enough of your crazy talk!”


Bobby took offense at this. “She’s not crazy! She saved my life from a werewolf!”


Brandy raised his eyebrows. “You don’t say?”


“Were-hyena, actually,” I said.


“Okay then,” Brandy said.


“I’m looking for something,” I said. “Got a minute?”


“Amphetamines? Oxy? I think I have all your favorite ingredients.”


“Something special,” I said. “Can we talk somewhere without all these…”


“Genitalia?” Dr. G asked.


“… distractions?” I said.


* * *


Brandy had parked his van around the corner. I told Bobby I’d ride with Brandy, which may have been a mistake: The inside of the van smelled exactly like what it was, a rolling drug lab. I climbed in the front passenger seat, then pushed aside the curtain that separated the compartments. Steel racks lined each side, bending under the weight of beige chemjet printers and car batteries. Foil precursor packs were scattered over the floor. The c-packs were technically legal for someone with the right papers (and Brandy had all the right papers), but break open those silver packages, and some major toxic shit would hit the air.


“Jesus, Brandy,” I said. “You’re a movable cancer cluster.”


We drove to a diner on Bloor Street. Brandy knew the waitress, who seated us in the back. I made Bobby sit next to the dealer, because Dr. Gloria wanted to sit down with us. God knows why.


“I’m looking for something designer,” I said. “I think it’s new.”


He opened his hands: Yes?


“Some people call it Numinous,” I said. “Ever hear of it?”


“Nope. What else does it go by?”


I doubted anyone was calling the substance by its birth name of NME 110. “I don’t know. Maybe Logos. This one makes you see God.”


“Like LSD?”


“This is different, it operates on the temporal lobe, makes you—”


“Because I can print LSD out in the parking lot,” Brandy said.


“Please shut the fuck up and listen to me,” I said. Bobby winced. He didn’t like conflict.


Brandy chuckled and raised his hands in mock surrender. The waitress arrived with water glasses and a plate of French fries and gravy, which she placed in front of Brandy. He thanked her with enthusiasm.


“She walked away without taking our order,” Dr. G said, miffed.


“The drug makes you feel like you’re in touch with a higher power,” I said to Brandy. “The supernatural being is there in the room with you. You can see it, integrated in the visual field. Sometimes it talks to you.”


“It’s very convincing,” Dr. G said.


“And it’s very annoying,” I said. “The drug makes you believe in the higher power. Depending on the dosage, the effect can last for hours or days. And if you OD…”


Then it doesn’t go away. For the rest of your life, you have to expend a tremendous amount of energy, every day, reminding yourself that it’s a delusion.


“Well, it’s exhausting,” I said. “Have you seen something like that?”


“Nope,” Brandy said, chewing. Didn’t even pretend to think about it. Bobby eyed the plate of fries.


“There was a homeless girl named Francine Selwig,” I said. “Cute chick, colored streaks in her hair. Her friends were getting it from some guy who ran a church.”


“Does this preacher have a name?” Brandy asked.


“I don’t have that, either.”


“You’re wasting my time, Dr. Lyda.” He shoved several more goop-laden fries in his mouth, but chose, unfortunately, to continue talking. “I have horny college boys waiting for my product.”


“You mean your placebo.”


“My customers are happy. Did you not see how happy?” He lifted his forearm and made a fist. “Grrr.”


“How much did you cut it?”


“I’m offended.” He looked anything but offended. “Okay, maybe twenty-five percent dextrose. But it doesn’t matter, because what I give them is better than Aroveta. I add a secret ingredient.” His eyebrows levitated. “Sildenafil.”


Everybody’s a cook, I thought. “That would work.”


Bobby looked at Brandy, then back to me. “Wait, what would work?”


“Sildenafil is what Viagra’s made out of,” I said.


“Oh.”


“These boys are so easy,” Brandy said. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, then took out his smart pen and waggled it at me. “When the mast is high, it’s any port in a storm.”


“I don’t think he knows how metaphors work,” Dr. G said.


Brandy gripped the pen with two hands, snapped it in half, and dropped the two pieces onto his plate. It was a practiced gesture, like stubbing out a cigarette. Drug dealers, I thought, went through a lot of phones.


He stood to leave, and I put out a hand.


“Here’s what I’m buying,” I said. “Pass the word to your suppliers. Your other customers.”


“You don’t want to talk to my suppliers, Doctor.”


“Have them call Bobby. I don’t have a phone yet. I’ll pay good money to whoever tells me where to find Numinous.”


“Oh, the good money?” Brandy said. “Not the bad money?” He fished a new smart pen from a plastic-wrapped six-pack of the devices.


“Fine upstanding money,” I said. “Goes to church on Sunday.”


Brandy grinned. “You look like a person who used to know money, but he left you for another woman.”


“Back to metaphors,” Dr. G said.


“I’ll look around,” he said. “But are you sure you don’t want me to print up one of your old favorites?”


I thought of the little daub of plastic fastened to the inside of my forearm. “Maybe later,” I said.


* * *


My apartment was long gone, and all my belongings had been left behind in a storage locker. I didn’t have the energy to find out if the locker had been emptied and my stuff auctioned off because of lack of payment. Bobby seemed a little too happy that this meant that I was going to spend the night at his apartment. Not anything sexual to it; he just liked sleepovers.


He waved his key fob at the door, but it refused to unlock. He fiddled with the lock, waved the fob again. Finally he got it to open.


“No pillow fights,” I said.


“Ha!” A bark like a Tourette’s outburst, direct from his body and unmediated by the consciousness in the treasure chest.


His apartment was a single-bedroom place over a Turkish takeout, and the smell of fried onions had risen up to bake into the carpet and paint every surface. The furniture looked like it had been collected from a variety of garage sales: a brown-and-orange couch; a blue swivel chair with a broken strut, tilted at an angle; a white wicker table from a lawn set. The kitchen was just big enough for one person to stand in and spin. No room for an oven, just a fold-down cooktop and a hanging microwave.


So. This is where Bobby lived. We’d spent three months together on the ward, and in that time I learned what he was most afraid of, and the kind of person he wanted to be, and how he felt about me. I understood, for lack of a better word, his heart. But I didn’t know what his job was now, if he had a job at all, or who his friends were, where his parents lived, or what he liked on his pizza. That was the nature of bubble relationships. Prison, army, hospital, reality show—they were all pocket universes with their own physics. Bobby and I were close friends who hardly knew each other.


He smiled, embarrassed. He gestured toward the bedroom door. “My roommate lives in there,” he said. “He never comes out. Well, hardly ever. I sleep on the couch.” He quickly added, “But not tonight! That’s for you. I’m going to sleep on the floor.”


Dr. G said, “We can’t let him do that.”


I thought, Sure we can. I’m a forty-two-year-old woman. He’s a twenty-something kid with a good back. “I’ll need clean sheets,” I said.


His eyes shifted up and right. Trying to picture where, in this tiny apartment, there might be undiscovered clean linens. “I’ll be right back,” he said, and turned toward the front door.


“Wait, can I borrow your pen? I need to send some messages.”


He fished it out of his pocket. “Pull on the side-thingy to get the screen.”


“I am familiar with your advanced technology,” I said.


“Right, right.” He pointed at me. “Breakfast! What should I buy for breakfast?”


“Just coffee,” I said.


Bobby locked the door behind him—trying to protect me. I went to the bedroom door and listened for the hermit roommate, but I heard nothing but a hum that could have been a room fan.


Still, I moved to the far side of the room before I opened the pen’s screen. “Message to Rovil Gupta,” I said. A stream of faces and contact details scrolled down the screen. Dozens of Rovils, starting with those geographically closest to me. I recognized the one I was looking for, even though it had been ten years since we’d seen each other. He worked for Landon-Rousse, and his title was now VP of Sales—a promotion since the last time I’d checked. Good for you, little Rovil.


I touched the icon of his face and said, “It’s me, Lyda.” The words appeared under Rovil’s face: It’s me, Lyda. “I thought we should talk.” There was too much to say for one message. Hey, so I’m out of the crazy house for the third time, I’m on electrochemical probation, and oh, Edo’s cooking our old product.


“Call soon,” I said. “It’s about… spiritual matters.” I signed off.


I wasn’t sure the message would get through. This phone ID wouldn’t be on his white list, and Rovil’s spam filters might block me out of hand.


The pen chimed. The screen was still extended, and now Rovil’s face—streaming live, no icon—smiled up at me.


Shit. I’d sent the message, but I wasn’t prepared to have the conversation now. Who immediately calls back like that?


I put on a pleasant expression, then clicked to answer. “How you doing, kid?”


“I can’t believe it! Lyda!”


Still the enthusiast. Rovil was our first and only hire at Little Sprout, our designated Rat Boy, though we had stopped calling him that when a visitor thought it sounded racist. He was fresh out of school then, but in no time became Mikala’s right hand. The chemistry wizard’s apprentice.


“You look like you’re doing all right for yourself,” I said. “VP now?” Landon-Rousse was one of the Big Four pharmaceutical companies, with headquarters in Belgium but offices everywhere.


He looked bashful. “Everybody’s a vice president,” he said. “You wouldn’t believe the bureaucracy here.”


We hadn’t spoken since the Greenland Summit, ten years before. That meeting hadn’t ended well. I told both Edo and Rovil to fuck off and never talk to me again. Rovil, obedient kid that he was, did as I asked. Even Edo gave up eventually—before disappearing completely.


Every so often over the past few years, usually when I was drunk and feeling maudlin, I’d do a search on my friends from Little Sprout. Gil’s status was always the same—still incarcerated. And all the news on Edo Anderssen Vik was either (a) corporate PR-speak from his own company, or (b) speculation on why he’d disappeared from public view. But Rovil seemed to be leading an actual life. I was relieved when he went to grad school, happily surprised when he was hired at Landon-Rousse, then pleased every time his title changed to something more important. I wondered if he’d managed to hide his crazy, or if he was so good that the company kept him on despite it. Maybe Ganesh, the Remover of Obstacles, had cleared the way.


The small talk stuttered to a stop. He had to be wondering why I’d called him after ten years of silence, but he was too polite to ask. Did he know about my stints in rehab, the car crashes, the psych wards?


I said, mock-casually, “So, have you heard from the others? Edo, Gil…?”


He blinked. “Gilbert, no, of course not!” Poor Rovil, walking on eggshells just saying the name in my presence.


“I hear he’s allowed to have visitors,” I said.


Rovil’s eyes widened. “You’re not thinking of—?”


“No, no. It’s Edo I want.”


“Oh,” he said. “That may be difficult.”


“I tried calling him on an old private number, but it’s dead now. Every address I’ve found online for him is corporate, blocked by either voicemail or receptionists. I’ve left messages, but he hasn’t called me back.”


“I know, I know,” Rovil said. “A couple times over the years I tried to reach out to him, but he never responds.” He grinned. “Like some other people I know.”


Wow, little Rovil yanking my chain. “I’ve had some issues,” I said. “But Edo… what happened to him?”


“He hasn’t been seen in years,” Rovil said. “I’m not even sure what country he stays in. He’s a, what’s the word? Not a hermit…”


“A recluse. Growing his fingernails, storing his urine in jars, that kind of thing.”


“What have you heard?” Rovil said, shocked. Missing the reference entirely.


“Never mind that,” I said. “I have a favor to ask.”


Rovil considered this, then with complete earnestness said, “If I can provide it, it’s yours.”


“Get me Edo’s private number.”


“I told you, no one knows—”


“He’s got to have lawyers, staff, whatever. Get a message through to him. He likes you, Rovil. He’ll respond to you. Tell him it’s important.”


“What is it? What’s happened?”


My instinct was to keep him out of it as long as possible. Rovil was the youngest of us at Little Sprout, and not even a partner. He shouldn’t have been caught up in what happened at the party. But he had been there, and he’d gone down like all of us. The little Christian boy woke up with a Hindu god in his head. We were part of a very small club.


I asked, “Is this a company line?”


He processed the meaning of the question. “It’s my personal device.”


That didn’t mean that no one was listening. Landon-Rousse might be monitoring its executives’ private communications. Plenty of corporations had been caught doing the same. But if Rovil was comfortable, I decided to risk it.


“I met someone who saw God,” I said.


Rovil tilted his head, not quite getting it.


“Someone is making Numinous.” That he got. The word went off like an information grenade, and I watched his face shift through several emotions before he controlled himself and settled on an expression of Polite Doubt.


“You… did you have some of One-Ten left over?”


“No. It’s new.”


“Perhaps it’s some other drug. Do you have it with you?”


“Not yet. I’m working on it.”


He shook his head. “I don’t see how that’s possible. Little Sprout shut down before the trial. We all agreed that no one—” His eyes widened. “You think Edo is doing this?”


“I didn’t say that. I just want to talk to him.”


“But he’s a… spiritual man,” Rovil said. “We are all spiritual people now.”


“Not all gods are created equal,” I said. “Rovil?”


He wasn’t looking at the screen. He was imagining our friend Edo breaking the law, and our trust. I’d blown his mind.


“It’s probably nothing,” I said. “A coincidence.”


His eyes slid back to me. “How can I help?”


“Now that you bring it up,” I said. “I need to borrow five thousand dollars.”




THREE


Oh, we were such geniuses. A company of smartypants. Mikala the chemistry wizard, Gil the tech brain, Edo the money man, and me—the neuroscientist with the brilliant idea that we could cure the Afghanistan of mental disorders.


The disease of schizophrenia was a quagmire, swallowing the careers of scientists of all stripes. The definition of what it was and wasn’t constantly shifted. Its causes were various and overlapping, with research pointing to everything from genetic mutations to socioeconomic status to amphetamine use… or all at the same time. Whatever the causes, one effect showed up clearly on the MRIs: The brains of actively schizophrenic patients withered with each passing year. Frontal and temporal lobes shrank in volume, and the connections between the lobes became unreliable. The brain literally disintegrated. The illusion of a unified consciousness broke down; now when other parts of the brain spoke, the messages seemed to be coming from outside agents hovering menacingly just out of sight, whispering threats. My mother had fought this civil war for thirty years, and lost.


I’d had the idea for a drug that could trigger new growth in those withering lobes, a little sprout in the dying forest. Mikala was going to make it happen. We were as confident as marines.


But no drug, especially one that crosses the blood-brain barrier, can change just one thing. Unintended secondary effects abound. A drug for hypertension can become a treatment for erectile dysfunction. A hypothermia medicine can find new life in sex parties. And a chemical designed to grow neurons in damaged brains can destroy five lives in a single night.


Edo threw the party at Cité at the Lake Point Tower. A private room big enough for friends and family, surrounded by glass, Chicago lit up around us like an undersea kingdom. Kensington Inc. was buying us out. We were all going to be rich. True, Edo was already a billionaire, and we’d never approach his heights, but we were all going to be so much more wealthy than we’d ever been before. New Molecular Entity 110, the latest NME in a long string of disappointments (a hundred and nine, to be exact), was showing promise, and in the world of bioengineering start-ups, promises were bait, and a big fish had taken the line.


Mikala didn’t attend the restaurant, and we were all relieved. She was the only one of the partners who didn’t want to sell. Outvoted and angry, she’d told us we weren’t just wrong, we were fools. Not just greedy, but evil. She accused me of voting against her out of spite.


The marriage had come apart over the past year. However, until the buyout offer we had never argued, never yelled. We slept in the same bed, ate breakfast across from each other, drove together to the industrial park where Little Sprout’s labs were located, and worked in the same room, never more than twenty feet apart. We kept up our routine. Eventually I realized that it was the routine that was keeping us. The marriage had become a set of autonomic responses that let us absent ourselves without having to separate.


I told myself that Mikala exited first. She’d started working later hours, going in to the building without me. She no longer needed me for her work, and maybe, I realized, not at all. She’d always been smarter than I was, but now there was something new in her face, something like pity, as if she understood things I’d never comprehend. What wounded me most was her newfound calm. She was happy. Happier than she’d ever been when we depended on each other. I should have known when she began calling our product Numinous that she’d started using it. She’d found her god, and we mortals had stopped mattering to her.


The party at Cité stretched on, until the friends and spouses and parents went home and the hotel staff kicked us out of the glass room. The four of us—Edo, Gil, Rovil, and me—took the elevator down to the condo Edo had borrowed from equally rich friends. Edo, burly and towering over us all, was so drunk he kept skimming the walls of the corridor. Gil, who was a foot shorter than Edo but at least the same weight, seemed only a few drinks behind him. Rovil and I, the sober sherpas, guided them to the room.


It was sometime past 3 a.m. when Rovil said, “Guess who’s here?” Mikala had appeared, carrying a bottle of champagne, already opened. She wasn’t intoxicated—not with alcohol, anyway. She was wide awake, vibrating with energy.
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