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On Madison Avenue between the Palace Hotel's courtyard and St. Patrick's Cathedral, the air horns of either the police cruisers, the M.E. van, the ambulance, or the CSI van would not stop squawking. With their light bars and the frequent smartphone camera flashes dazzling in the evening, they were like sirens to the onlookers scattered throughout the street all the way up to Fiftieth and peeking out of the windows of hotels and Villard Mansion. Police milled about the courtyard to keep these onlookers back as two M.E. officers wheeled out two covered bodies through the marble lobby that joined the mansion with the hotel and into the van. 

Thea de Nemours and her daughter Céline exchanged a few words with a young black cop in the lobby and then shuffled over to where Detective Leora waited with a bedraggled Jonas Simpson. Patting her short brown bob, her usually hard-angled Mediterranean features made softer in the glow from the lobby, Leora said to the two elders, "Ms. de Nemours, Mr. Simpson, homicide will take over from here. They just wanted me to talk to you, because of our connection to Clio. Um, Blondie. Thea, they'll want to speak with your stepson alone, first."

As if the sweat on his neck and face and shirt collar clenched his throat, Jonas barely managed to choke out, "When will we be able to see Nahum?"

Leora replied, "They'll try to make that happen as soon as they can." Seeing another officer approach from the lobby and point to one of the cruisers, she gently prodded Thea by the elbow and guided her to it. "Thanks for speaking to us. I won't say I can imagine how this must be for you because obviously, I can't."

Jonas and Leora watched the tall blonde and the officer climb into the cruiser, and it pulled away up the street, followed by the vans.

He looked over the vehicle lights and when they were gone gleamed with his tears. Jonas whispered to himself, apparently before he realized, "I won't be able to cover for her anymore, especially with that Griffin Quinlan fellow's arrest. They'll want to know about Ava...about everything."

"What was that?" asked Leora.

Jonas stammered, "I only wanted to protect her."

Leora spoke gently. "I know, but the feds are still going to need to speak with you all. About why you held off on telling them who Ava was. If you can help them find her father that would be a big help."

Jonas crossed his arms over his chest. "I was trying to hold my family together. I mean, we only found out about Thea and Abner and Blondie's uncle and aunt." At aunt, he gestured at Céline. His voice threatened to break again. He slurred his words a little as if drunk. "Oh my God, why did she do this? How could she? I should be with Thea, she'll need..."

Leora squeezed his hands to try to steady him. He did not stop swaying slightly from side to side. "I think you are holding things together as best you can, but her attorney is meeting her at the station. We need to speak with her too, even if we're sure she acted in self-defense. I'll follow them down; you take care of Céline till they ask for you."

"Nahum," he moaned. As if he had not heard her. "Thea told Blondie to stop. She told her. But...all the blood, oh my god. And she had no choice; Blondie was coming at her with the knife after she killed him. There was nothing on her face; she looked like a zombie. All that blood. And pain, they say, they say the brain takes six minutes after the heart stops, to die..."

“Don’t,” Céline said.

Without looking at Leora again, Jonas moved away with Céline. Rather, he floated like a ghost. Leora watched them awhile, then headed for her car.

In the M.E van, Blondie’s dying brain fluttered its last, scrambled images, not only of her life but, curiously, her mother’s and others who played their part in her demise, flashing before its fading mind’s eye...
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Moneta said, "Thank you" to the elegantly dressed woman behind the cash register. Still in his school uniform, ridiculous as ever in his mop hair as far as Moneta was concerned, Nahum just stood there beside her. He wouldn't disappear, no matter how many times she closed her eyes and wished it. She took the packaged long red dress off the counter and with Nahum started to exit the store, finally, trying not to wilt away from all the haute couture around them.

Nahum noticed her frowning and of course, he wouldn't let it go. "What is it?" he shot at her. "What, you don't like it? I know clothes aren't your forte but isn't this the new thing this season, a...Christian Lacroix Spanish style...something or other?"

"Something or other," Moneta said drily. "So." She flicked a string on his flannel shirt. "Paul Bunyan is suddenly into high fashion now, is he?"

"I heard a couple of the girls talking about it today in school." Nahum laughed.

Moneta laughed with him. "You were listening to a couple of Libbies talk about fashion and now you know all about..." Then it struck her. The scene with Dad this morning before school came back to her with an unpleasant clarity, especially unpleasant because of what must have happened after she ran out of the suite. "Oh my God. You recommended this to our dear new stepmum, didn't you?"

"Ah, yes," Nathan admitted. But he couldn't resist getting his own back. "I bet you felt foolish this morning before school when you yelled at Dad, huh?"

In her fit of self-righteousness, perfectly justified as far as she was concerned, Moneta wasn't impressed or ashamed. "Well, he is forcing me to take this from Thea, isn't he?" She thrust the dress at Nahum as if she would strangle it, actually squeezing it at the neck. "This isn't gonna fix anything. Do you have any idea how this would make Mom feel? It's not enough that Thea's Mrs. New York Society, she has to fling it in Mom's face too?"

Nahum started to stammer as he did when he was trying to keep his anger from making him incoherent. Like he had the right! "Ah, you know what, Moneta; I really don't want to hear it on Dad's marriage again, alright, enough!" Moneta started to storm off. He grabbed her, a little more roughly than even she was used to, and barked, "How many months has it been already?"

Moneta wrenched herself from his grip. His apologetic look angered her further for some reason, or maybe, she thought a little ashamedly, she just sensed weakness. "Since Dad forced me to come here? To leave Mom all by herself?"

Nahum stiffened. "Look, why don't you give it a chance for more than four months before..." 

"Before what?" someone asked and Moneta and Nahum saw Reuben and a tall, slim, well-groomed blonde, also still in their school uniforms, approach them. It was Reuben who had spoken. He was holding a suit draped over his right arm.

Nahum responded lightly, "Oh, you know, before the world ends, the heavens fell down, space and space-time warp out of existence, whatever. Céline."

Maybe seeing the way Moneta held the dress while in reality, Moneta was only giving pompous Nahum a fuck-you look, Céline hesitated. Moneta tried to appear softer, but the anger wouldn't stop boiling inside her. Finally, Céline said to Moneta in her nasal voice, "You don't like the dress? If I'd known, I would have picked better. Your father seemed so lost at sea when he asked me."

And she had to be so nice about it too. Moneta swallowed, a little embarrassed, and smoothed the dress over as if comforting it. Nothing like shame to tamp down anger and make you doubt yourself. Trying not to think about her argument with Dad that morning, and avoiding Nahum's doubtless condemning look, which he and Dad were so good at, she stammered, "Of course I like it. Um, Christian Lacroix, of course. I love it."

Moneta's stab at enthusiasm didn't seem to convince Céline either. "Well, I'm still glad I ran into you," Céline said, and she laughed uncertainly. "I needed to thank my knight and shining armor. Thank you so, so much, Moneta, for this morning."

Moneta shook her head in befuddlement. What the hell was Céline talking about? Reuben enlightened her. "The way you put Percy—that's the guy I was with, my best friend, even though I hate him—the way you put Percy in his place on the bus when he was trash-talking Céline..." 

Céline chirped up, "Just when you think Percy couldn't be any more of a scumbag, he's slurring me all over school."

"I got to school after Moneta as usual and I didn't hear anything," said Nahum. "Why was Percy slagging you?"

Reuben turned defensive. "He isn't like that, exactly. Percy, he's...he's Percy. You can't judge him by other people's standards; he's sort of a force of nature. It'd be like getting mad at a hurricane for blowing. Also, he is my best friend, so I'm sure he wouldn't..." He and Céline exchanged a knowing look. He grinned. "Who am I kidding; he totally would."

So that was it, Moneta realized. Reuben and Céline thought she purposely dissed Percy on the bus in defense of Céline. She was anxious to clear up the misunderstanding and her words ran ahead of her brain. "Actually, he was pretty nice to me in coding class today," she said. "The thing about this morning, that isn't exactly what happened, you see, he totally dissed me and that was why, I didn't even hear..."

"No one stands up to him," Céline grumbled. She elbowed Reuben, who looked sheepish. "I know you don't know him, Moneta, but it's still nice to see someone with balls and a conscience."

Remembering the change in Percy's manner when he had approached her in class and the relief she'd felt, Moneta stammered. Nothing coherent would come out.

Céline was jumping in anyway. "Listen, my best friend and Percy's girlfriend"—she added with disdain —"Clemence is having her annual back-to-school bash at the Chelsea. On the sixteenth. Most of the kids in our grade are gonna go. If you wanna get to know them, you should come."

Shit. Moneta said quickly, "I'd love to, really, but I'll probably auditing one of my neuroscience courses at NYU/CNS."

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that." Céline actually pursed her lower lip in disappointment. How dramatic could you be about something as insignificant as a politely refused invitation?

Nahum placed a hand on Moneta's back like a lawyer correcting his client. Moneta tried not to bristle at his touch and his impudence. "What my workaholic, school-addicted sister means to say is, of course, she'd love to come."

"Auditing a class on a Friday night?" Céline wondered.

Nahum snorted, so sure of himself. "Oh, I wouldn't put it past her. But she is coming. We both are. Thank you." As Céline nodded and smiled, he had the nerve to mouth to Moneta, Remember what Dad said about making friends, coming out of your shell.

Céline practically hopped in place in her eagerness. She had to be one of the perkiest people Moneta had ever known. "You have to come!" she gushed. "Oh, won't you, please? Nahum said you'd want some intel on your classmates. What better time than when they're all letting their hair down before plunging into the new school year?"

Moneta glared at Nahum. She could not decide if Céline's chipper attitude was an act, a put-on the blonde had worked out with Nahum, or genuine. Either way, it didn't seem like she had much choice. Almost through gritted teeth, emphasis on the almost, she admitted, "I suppose missing one Friday won't hurt."

Céline clapped. Moneta started, almost afraid her new stepsister was going to hit her. "Goody, Mo! We've hardly spent any time together since the wedding, and this is the perfect opportunity."

"'Mo,'" murmured Moneta.

Reuben prodded, "Céline."

"Right, right," Céline said, embarrassed. "Your suit and Clemence's tote bag."

Moneta elbowed Nahum, suddenly remembering. "Clemence," she said, "that's the snot I was telling you about earlier."

Reuben held up the suit and said to Moneta, "Another evening, another dinner with my father's friends from the Turk School. Maybe you've got the right idea, with all your auditing classes."

The real envy in his voice surprised Moneta more than anything else that had transpired. She could only smile sheepishly.

Céline grabbed Reuben, suddenly off in a rush again. "I'll see you guys at home," she said. "Come on, Mr. Wait-till-the-last-minute." She was already dragging him further into the store.

"Bye," brother and sister said in baffled unison.
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Maggie was in her office discussing Adira Dastgir with her lawyer Ms. Themis on the phone. Edie was playing in a corner. Edie was seven, blonde, all ringlets and energy, wearing the blue velvet dress she liked so much, white knee socks, and black buckle shoes. Maggie was saying, "So the feds finally started jury selection today to prosecute Dastgir, Firth, and Gallagher, even though they haven't moved against my father yet and the case against Gallagher looks weak? How has my father gotten off so far, particularly with the counts of insider trading they were also supposed to charge him with? And why the rush all of a sudden?"

"I don't know," said Ms. Themis in her watery voice that always made Maggie think she was chugging even in her presence. "I'm still looking into it. No idea what the feds have, but it looks like they have something. They seem sure about your father's partners' conspiracy against Groupe Bell and Arcelia Worldwide, but not sure enough to move against him. You want me to get you everything I can on the indictments..."

It wouldn't do to sound too greedy, too hopeful. Espionage. If the feds got him for that, it would solve all Maggie's problems with him. She took a deep breath before saying, "OK. Thank you. And keep it quiet. I appreciate you and the others doing what you can, especially since he might make his move against me soon."

"Call you back there?"

"Yes, thank you." Later, she would wonder if she could make herself clearly forget what she would need to, but for now, her head was spinning so much she thought her forgetfulness was just some more of her weak-mindedness.

Which of course was when Father stalked in, brushing off her secretary, poor old Ms. Amynta.

Maggie hung up quickly and told her, "It's OK," but signaled her to call security.

Father saw the signal—was there anything he did not see?—and swaggered about as the secretary fled. He said, "Do you really think you have what it takes to handle the company after years of irresponsibility, no matter what your mother thought? Do you have any idea how hard it will be to run it?"

Maggie was annoyed by his condescension, and when he had the nerve to suggest, "Why don’t you make me your representative on the Hugues Inc. board and I’ll handle that for you?" she retorted, "I’m not sure that's the way I want to go."

"Why not?" he asked brusquely

"I'm not sure I can explain," she said.

At least he didn't spend too long dissimulating. "So I can stop pretending with you?" Maggie almost giggled.

She wasn't laughing, however, when he admitted, "I'm in trouble again." She reached for, and then restrained herself from, the vodka bottle inside her desk. A quick flicker of his eyes told her he saw the motion, dammit. Dammit. "You promised you would never do this again," she scolded him.

"I fucked up," he said, not sounding sorry at all. "I’m out hundreds of thousands of dollars after the Oracle deal went south and they went with IBM's Cognos platform. Almost everything else I have is tied up in my personal partnership with Firth Global Management till my lawyers can sort it out and get the feds to unfreeze those assets."

"You shouldn't have used your personal funds on that project after the board told you..."

"My daughter coming into her inheritance," he said, casually as you please, "even if you're now running the largest IT consulting firm in North America after Sprague, bigger than Proclus, Firth, and Gallagher, even..."

"I already told you, if you want to stay on here in Armonk or in your own office in Manhasset... But anything other than that..."

Father smirked. "Thanks for the crumbs, darling," he said, leaning down to Edie on the floor, and pinching her cheek. "For now. But I'm sixty-four to your almost-thirty, and I'm telling you, you'll just help me." He did the money-behind-the-ear trick with the little girl, who giggled and took the quarter and tried to jam it back into her ear.

"Get away from her," she whispered, and he did, grinning.

With interest Edie watched all this drama go down between them.

David strode in and stood between Maggie and Father, edging the older man into the hallway with his bulk and the sheer force of his anger. Or the older man reeled him outside a little, either way with the same Joker grin. She could imagine Father thinking how this young whippersnapper glared at him in the usual futility of the young, comparing his impeccable Armani with this combed-over lothario's nondescript suit jacket and trousers, wondering why David didn't grease his olive skin while he was at it.

"Really, Mr. Salvador?" Father asked—trying to play it cool, Maggie thought.

"I will beat you here in the office, Mr. Quinlan," David assured him.

"Really?" For once, Father almost looked interested in David. Almost. "When that would only cause people to be more suspicious of Maggie's role in Jada’s sudden passing—you've heard the rumors—and suspicious of you as well?"

The secretary looked on, worried. The tension rose.

"I've only asked for a small portion of what should be mine anyway," said Father.

David continued to clench in silence, trying not to rise to the bait. He was close to losing it, now.

Father said, "It might be a bad idea for you to get tough with me since I'm perfectly willing to testify in court about drunken incidents she likely never even told you about. Incidents involving cars and her child. So," he sarcastically concluded, "having said all that, I suppose you better take your swing."

Reluctantly, David waved him away, his command a parody of real authority. But he couldn't help himself, as Father's triumphant grin showed the old man knew. Every second breath of David's came out hard as a panting bull's. But thank God he only swung around and fixed Maggie with a look of such white-hot intensity. He walked out, pausing only a second next to Griffin to make sure he really did leave. Maggie eventually caught her breath enough to ask the secretary to see Father out.

"Will you marry me now?" David called back with a quick glance at the old man.

Maggie nodded.
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Damn. He was there, Nahum reading on the living room couch. Moneta tried to bite back a curse; she wasn't sure she'd succeeded. It was as if he'd been lying in wait for her. And he'd seen her now, hadn't he, so too late to sneak back to her room. She should have stayed there till after it was too late to go and then she wouldn't have even had to bother making excuses. Stupid, stupid. That's what she got for being unable to wait a little longer for one of Dad's frozen dolmas, one of the few things he did well. How much more time could Nahum possibly wait to go meet Céline? Moneta forced herself to continue padding in, still on tiptoe. Smoothing over the nightshirt she was wearing so he'd notice and maybe take the hint, she spoke with an air of practiced casualness that, regrettably, seemed to raise his hackles anyway. "I don't think I'll be able to make it to Clemence Palermo's party after all. With all the studying I need to do to get up to speed, I just don't think it's a good idea. And I still have to find something in the classifieds, and start looking at the internships they listed today at school." That sounded a lot stiffer than it had in her head, and she wondered where all her mental elegance had gone.

The resigned air in Nahum's sigh, so superior, made Moneta bristle. "Look," he said, "Dad's been worried about your study obsession." 

"Getting into a good school for neuroscience and starting the rest of your life is an obsession, is it?" Moneta tried not to shout.

"He's gonna keep insisting you make more of an effort with Thea and Céline," Nahum continued without listening. Without even listening! "I mean, Mom did agree that you should live here."

"After Dad and Thea threatened her," Moneta growled, her practiced air of calm evaporated because of either this irrefutable fact or his perceived smugness at it or both, she wasn't sure which.

Nahum sat up. Bolted up, really, so aggressively. "They're worried about you, and going to this party could help change that. Show that you're giving things a real chance."

Even though he sounded reasonable—more or less, despite his completely ignoring what she'd said about Mom—and she hated his reasonable voice, Moneta shuddered a little in fear, and then in shame that he might have seen. Could he see her face flush? "And I should be giving them a real chance for what, exactly?"

"Oh, Moneta, not this again." 

Moneta snorted at his intolerant tone, particularly since she was obviously being so logical. As if he had anything to be frustrated about. But she wasn't letting him get away with it. "Yeah, keep not listening to me. Just when I begged, begged Mom and Dad not to make me go and he guilted her into saying yes after the million times I told him no and hung up on him and he fucking took me from her after threatening her—" 

"You know what, I don't need to replay the exact conversation we had all summer." Nahum stood, puffing out his chest the way Dad did. Despite their nearly identical height, he seemed to loom over her. "Look, I'm sorry that being with your family is such a burden to you, alright, but you are here. Dad and Thea are not gonna be happy to know that you refused Céline's perfectly nice invitation." He gave Moneta a meaningful look she cringed at, no matter her resolve, and stormed away—in triumph, the nerve of him.
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Blondie sat by herself in the student lounge to unwind from the day’s classes. She heard two students talking across the lounge.

The boy, a smarmy-looking freshman with a long forehead and spiked, wet-looking hair—disgusting, really—said, "Now that she has admitted to being a drug addict? I mean, she admitted to 'self-medicating' which means drugs and alcohol. Wake up and face reality. Wake up and look up the definition of addict." They both laughed. He added, "She's still hooked on drugs and alcohol even now, wake up, you silly fangirl."

His Goth friend rolled her eyes and said, "Tucker, go fuck yourself. Deidra isn't a drug addict, and I was only kind of friendly with her."

"Uh yeah she is and most people except for a few pathetic fanboys know it. Deidra is a drug addict...end of story."

Their certainty. The way they held themselves while judging this other girl, whoever she was, so confidently dismissive, so facile. Blondie felt her temples pulse.

"Fanboys?" the girl said. "We only said that the interview she gave the school journal isn't as bad as you all are making it out to be. Nothing wrong with reaching out by sharing your own struggles. And right...proof?"

"Arthaith, she admitted to self-medicating, what exactly do you think that means? That she was gorging on cookies? You're another chump if you believe all her tears now, man." This Arthaith replied, "Self-medicating does not mean addict. OMG. She was having a bad day so she got drunk. Who cares? And honestly, who hasn't? She was never addicted to drugs and alcohol. Yeah, she has probably tried it or done it before, just because you get drunk or high once or twice or every once in a while does not make you an addict. Why are you guys saying she is addicted? I mean she obviously really is struggling with eating disorders, look how skinny she is. If you read the whole interview, she did say she partied some, and that included alcohol and drugs. She's not on them anymore, though, which is part of her recovery."

Tucker snorted. "Actually, I hate to do this, but, seriously, are you that naive? She, in fact, is a drug addict, and I know personally." He stared as if to beam his truthfulness into the girl's brain. "I know I don't have proof to show you and I'm sorry about that. I know you're going to say oh it's a rumor, but you know there is some truth in every 'lie.'."

"She's not an addict," the girl insisted, though she sounded no less smarmy than he. Blondie wanted to strangle her first. "She's come out with all these problems to help others. Why not add drug addiction to the list and help drug addicts?"

"Whatever," Tucker said. "Look, you're gonna be out later tonight?"

"With what that girl said about those attackers running around, I don't know."

A short blonde girl suddenly rose from a couch a few feet away, got up, and fled the lounge. Deidra, from the tightness on her pixyish face and the half-curious, half-blank, completely indifferent looks from her tormentors.

Blondie caught up with Deidra outside. Deidra was having a smoke. Blondie laughed with sympathy for her and scorn for her tormentors and said, as if she'd always known her, "That guy’s right you know. Tucker, or whatever his name is. Just saying screw you is the best way. Nice. Simple. Don’t overthink it. People like that..." Blondie shook her head. "They’re just...lower than you. You only get one chance at life, in the physical world at least, and you are going to allow other people’s thoughts to make it less enjoyable? Fuck that, right?"

Deidra laughed too in her scratchy voice. In the back of her mind, Blondie wondered at the suspicious way others around regarded them. Deidra said, "Yeah, well, that’s what I tell myself. But sometimes..."

"Just look at them," Blondie said, suffused with the urge to show her. "Look." Both girls looked at the assholes inside and laughed like the two of them shared a secret. After a moment, the smiles of the assholes faltered and Tucker seemed perturbed. Both girls walked off.

Deidra said, "You’re Clio, right?"

"Blondie."

Deidra seemed to like that. "I’ve overheard Professor Baruti say you’re one of the best students she’s ever had in Foundations of Neurobiology. I know I’m not in any of your classes or anything, but I am gonna have to take some of them next year. I was wondering, could I pick your brain sometime?"

Open. Friendly. Yep, she would do. "Wanna go up to my room for a beer and talk about it?"

"Sure," Deidra said, and they went. 

"So?" she asked as they sat down on the bed a few minutes later.

"Look," said Blondie. She was nervous. Deidra seemed more so. "What I really want is to show you something? Can I?"

Deidra leaned in, for some reason, as Blondie pulled out from under the bed her mnemonic encoder and the dosage regulation device. "The hell is that?" Deidra wanted to know. Oh no, she sounded disappointed. Blondie glanced at the little fridge in the corner and wondered if she should have brought some beer.

Well, nothing to be done about it now, and time was of the essence anyway. Blondie said gently, "There’s something I need you to do for me. Something I can't do for myself. And it’s way more important than...well, than anything. Way better than this." She observed Deidra’s curious expression. Here we go. "You don’t know anything about memory surfing?"

Deidra gaped, closed her mouth, appeared to be waiting for something else, then slowly recovered. "I’ve skimmed articles about it, but..."

Blondie started, to ease Deidra into it, "You never really live in the present, you know. Thou hast nor youth nor age, but, as it were, an after-dinner's sleep, dreaming on both. Everything you do, everything around you, is what you remember. Without memory, either conscious or unconscious, you can't live, you can't..." She picked up a nearby notebook and fiddled with it, and with a few other things beside the bed. "You can't tie your shoes or ride your bike or even perceive anything, not to make sense of it. Everything, everything you see and do and interact with is memory. Without it, you’re like...in a world of shadow."

"Wow," Deidra said, clearly not understanding.

Blondie tried again. "Well, the mind is a palace. Like one of those fairy worlds the theosophists were always looking for, far bigger on the inside than it is outside. So big that it can contain almost any number of other minds. Almost. And you can walk around inside it. In a sense, you’re always doing that anyway, in your own mind. Well, other people can walk around in it too. Other minds, like I said. In your memory, inside your universe, your reality, as it were."

Deidra was totally attentive now if still bewildered. She said, "You mean surfers? Mind surfers? I thought those are just rumors the politicians are screaming about." She stared slack-jawed at the mnemonic encoder.

Good. She seemed like she was warming up to this. "Not at all," said Blondie. "In fact, there’s a whole subculture of people who do this. I mean, all over the world. They use mnemonic encoders like this one"—she patted the rectangular machine, caressing the CAT, PET, and MRI displays on the long sides, the neuro goggles ports on one shorter side, the gas masks wired to the dosage regulation device on top, the keyboard wired into the other short side, making sure Deidra saw how comfortable she was—"to enter people’s minds and even experience their memories."

"Experience their memories?" Deidra repeated.

"Just like you experience the waking world," said Blondie. Keep the voice open, and casual, reinforce this is a good thing. "It’s the closest you can ever get to another living soul, inside their consciousness, but it's usually illicit, see? That’s why they’re called paramours, the people whose minds we infiltrate."

Tentative comprehension crept into Deidra's face. At least Blondie hoped that was what it was. She wasn't running from the room, at least.

Blondie tried to tamp down her excitement a little, maybe almost ashamed of it. She couldn't, though. "But I think you can do more. I mean, you can copy and steal people’s memories, and some surfers do that. And since everything you learn and everything you feel is memory, why can't you put anything in there as well, anything you want to learn, even anything you want to feel? Change your response to future experiences by changing your memory of past ones?" Deidra still didn't feel it with her, even if she seemed to get some of it. Better than the professor, but still, why couldn't they see it? The obviousness of it? "Professor Baruti doesn't agree, but I think you can remake yourself. I think you can use this"—Blondie indicated the mnemonic encoder—"to make yourself better. To make yourself more. Maybe even invulnerable."

She picked up the birthday card from the nightstand and showed it to Deidra, who only muttered, "How?"

"Well, not by myself, that’s the thing," Blondie enthused. "I’ve tried to do it by myself but it wouldn't take. I know how to search my mind and find the best spot to plant this stuff. Even when I’m asleep, my mind's guard is never down. I know what to do, but I can't implement them without my mind rejecting the new memories I’m trying to plant. My mind knows they’re artificial, not natural, and the mind tends to reject artificially implanted memories, just like the body rejects viruses and other outside agents. Even when it’s me, my core self, in my own mind. I need to trick the mind, myself, into believing that the artificial memories are natural. I need someone else to do it for me." And there it was.

After a long moment that almost had Blondie bouncing off the walls waiting for Deidra to take the hint, Deidra stammered, "You want me to...to go into your mind?"

Did she sound disappointed? Odd, even if it was better than outright rejection. Blondie said quickly, "I don’t expect you to do this for free. I’d pay you. We both go under. We both inhabit the world of my mind, my own memory world, so to speak. We bring the memories I want to plant into my mind. And you plant them there in secret." There, easy-breezy. "So...?"

Deidra shrugged, apparently still disappointed. "OK."

Blondie laid her down on the bed, as she trembling for some reason, and fitted one of the goggles over her head and placed a gas mask over her nose and face. Tucker and his asshole girlfriend, whatever her name was, were right about one thing; Deidra didn't even blink as she inhaled the oxymorphone and her body went still. Blondie activated the encoder then placed the other pair of neuro goggles and the gas mask over her own face and lay on the other side of the machine as if the machine was a sword between the girls on the bed.

They were standing in a small, plush bedroom. Deidra looked around, utterly shocked; this had happened so suddenly. She gasped, "Where did all this...where...where are we?"

Excitement and wonder. Blondie laughed. "I told you."

"We’re inside your mind? Your memories? But, I’m wearing..." Deidra picked over her clothes and Blondie’s. "And I’m breathing air and..." She pinched herself. "Ow!"

"Laws of nature, love," Blondie said. "Took me a while to get used to it too. The subconscious usually retains enough to be able to get on in the world, the waking world, I mean, and in here the rest is the mnemonic encoder." She handed Deidra the birthday card—the memory image of it anyway, she felt compelled to remind herself.

"Is this your house?" Deidra caressed the card, doubtless getting used to the real feel of its texture.

"The house I lived in when I was a kid in St. John's, Michigan," Blondie said. She breathed in the warm Michigan air and tried to recall if it had actually been so. "Well, my memory of it, remember."

"And you, you're a memory too?"

"You're talking to my core self-image," Blondie explained. "The generator and intrinsic subject of my own experience of phenomena—you know, perception, emotions, thoughts—including a body map to bind them." She gestured at herself up and down with a flourish. "And I'm talking to yours." While Deidra touched herself all over, Blondie said, "Right now, our bodies are laying down in the waking world where we left them, so to speak, while the encoder streams our core selves through, well, this time my own brain. The machine and my subconscious supply the rest." She touched the waist of her jeans. 

"What's this?" Deidra asked about the stimulator strapped to her armpit.

Blondie explained, "It's how I jerk you out of here, wake you up if I need to." She showed Deidra a stimulator. "It's hard to do by accident when you put it there. And don't worry if you feel your insides tug a little, that's perfectly normal." Excited, suddenly impatient while they were so close, she said, "Now listen to me very carefully, OK? I need you to write some...Deidra?" She finally got the other girl's wandering attention. "We’re going to do a little test, start out small, OK? I need you to write birthday wishes on this card. No, no, don’t let me see what you write. Then I need you to put it somewhere downstairs."

Deidra started, "How about...?"

Blondie said hastily, "No, don't tell me where you put it." Jesus, she had almost forgotten. "Just anywhere will do, so long as it isn’t obvious; not anywhere I should have remembered by now, understand? Remember, we don’t want to violate my memory but to trick my subconscious into thinking there actually was this card with these...um, with these things on it." She turned sad. "I’ll know you wrote this and not...well, not her, so I don’t know how long this memory will last before the reboot, but it’s a start."

"Reboot?" asked Deidra.

Blondie turned away as Deidra wrote, and when Deidra went downstairs she put her fingers in her ears to make sure she couldn't hear exactly where Deidra went.

Deidra reappeared just as both heard the front door open downstairs.

"My mom," said Blondie with a grimace. "She didn’t hear you, right?"

"No," Deidra said.

Blondie pressed the stimulator under Deidra’s right arm. Deidra grew dizzy and her image accordioned like folded origami and she vanished from sight. Blondie reached for the one on her arm just as the bedroom door started to open.

She woke up. Deidra was watching her. Slowly a smile spread on Blondie’s face before she quite realized the memory had taken hold, and she could remember Mom being reminded of her birthday and promising not to forget subsequent birthdays. She felt a new sense of emotional well-being from the new memory. She grinned at Deidra. "I’m lucky," she gushed, "for however long this lasts. A tiny part of my subconscious has been rewired for the better." She got up. "It worked. See I told you, I told you." She actually clapped her hands rapidly as if hearing the best part of a childhood story. "Daniel Dennett says that whatever you perceive is really being filtered through multiple self-reports generated by part of the mind we used to think of as the Cartesian theater. You have to remember from second to second what’s been reported and that’s what you’re seeing, hearing, etc. You see? Everything is memory." She bounded up, much to Deidra’s apparent confused delight, and leaned in close to her. Deidra's ragged breathing proved she had to be as excited about this as she was. Good, good, and the girl had done so well, too.

"So it worked," Deidra said. "Do you, do you remember me in there? In your house when you were a kid?"

Why did Deidra sound so shy just then? Blondie waved impatiently. "No, not if my past self didn’t actually see you. So, do you wanna do it?" She thought for a moment. "I could pay you maybe fifty bucks a session?"

Deidra stared into her eyes again for some reason but she did nod. "OK."

"OK?" asked Blondie to be sure, for Deidra to be sure.

"OK," Deidra said again.

Pfew. "Great!" Blondie exclaimed, overjoyed. "Can we start tomorrow night, if that’s alright?"

"OK," Deidra repeated breathily. "OK."
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Standing very close to her in the corner of the school courtyard nearest the school entrance, where almost no one ever lingered, Percy told Moneta, "So, that's all it involves. It's almost as if you're working out of college, which was what you wanted, right? You'd be filing and getting coffee and delivering mail, the usual schtick. But you would also be working on interesting projects with other interns, like writing your own implementation of SSH in Go, writing a full-text search-engine language parser in F#— that's been ongoing—creating core features for our single-page app based on Node.js, WebSockets, and Backbone.js, working on mobile apps in their native languages, interesting stuff like that. With the work on your transcript from St. Agnes and your previous internship, none of that should be a problem for you and it should provide interesting challenges. Even for a neuroscience major, that's what you want, right? Doesn't that sound exciting?"

Didn't it sound exciting? So he didn't see the ebullience surging through her, then? Moneta wondered. Didn't everyone in the courtyard, all these judgmental rich kids who were trained from birth to enforce social mores at the slightest faux pas? Moneta answered as calmly as she could manage, which at least didn't send Percy laughing back to his clique. "It's got me ecstatic." Say something smart, ask a question. "Um, as far as the features, will they involve migrating apps to IPv6?" If he even knew what that meant, she couldn't help crowing a little. Inwardly, of course.

Percy said, "Probably, I would think so, yeah?"

He looked sufficiently impressed, or at least interested in her interest. OK, build on that, what's a natural follow-up? "What about the APIs you'd expose for other applications to communicate with your applications? Do they work well with IPv6? With all the mashups we'll have to do..."

"Mm-hm." Percy nodded. "Our applications do expose APIs that have IP address format dependency, and they so consume APIs with the same dependency. But how much depends on the transport and data payload of the API, of course. You do know how to deal with APIs that make REST-based calls over regular HTTP connections?"

That hadn't been what Moneta meant exactly, and she couldn't help letting a little impatience creep in. "Yes, yes, but what about apps that make the API connection through additional web servers running on different ports?" She immediately regretted her tone, but he didn't seem to notice it. "What if the server is listening to the IPv6 address also?"

Maeve, Tamsyn, and Linn strode through the courtyard's front entrance and honed in on the pair. Two other girls coming in behind them squeezed through without asking them to move and very carefully not touching them. "Isn't that the new girl with Percy?" Linn asked. She shook her brunette curls which almost exactly matched her chocolate skin and Tamsyn's spikier locks. Like a lion alerting its pride to some threat, Maeve thought with some amusement. The trio watched in rising outrage as Percy and the new girl spoke excitedly and closely, the new girl touching his shoulders many times.

Tamsyn shifted her slim weight, all hard-worked-for 100 pounds of it, off the wall and declared, "Looks like she's defied great expectations and rules of order. Good thing you're not at your doctor so much like last year, Maeve. Clemence will destroy her if she's moving in on her man, and we need to keep order."

Maeve tried not to laugh at Tamsyn's attempt at cliquish authority, though she did smart a little at the personal reference. "So, he's talking to her. Maybe it doesn't mean anything." She did not have to bounce off the wall to stand out among the trio. On the tallish side like the other two, but not quite as tall as Céline de Nemours, or Jabez now, she guessed, she didn't need her New South Wales accent either, just the force she carried inside her that etched her outline like a light. The other girls, even Tamsyn with a glower, responded accordingly with an almost unconscious genuflectory shift in the way they stood. "He could be offering to show her around the school, being nice to score points with the headmistress after all his shenanigans."

Linn and Tamsyn seemed doubtful, or as much as the latter dared. Tamsyn insisted, "I think we might have to let the new girl know how things work around here." Linn cooed in a tentative agreement.

When Percy and Moneta shook hands and joined the other kids filing back into the school building, Moneta found herself intercepted by the three. She watched Percy disappear among the others while Tamsyn said, "We were gonna invite you to lunch today. Moneta, isn't it? I'm Tamsyn, this is Linn and Maeve."

An electric, mysterious look passed between Moneta and Maeve. Moneta was not even sure if Maeve felt it, but she was shaken enough so she could only lamely stammer—that damn stammering again—"I'm sorry, but I already have lunch today with..." 

"Percy!" Linn snapped. She grinned at Moneta's look of fear, misunderstanding its meaning; Moneta was both alarmed and glad to see. "Yeah, we see."

"Bad idea," said Tamsyn. Perhaps encouraged by Linn, she lowered her voice menacingly and moved into an attack position. "It could be hazardous to your health. Social and otherwise." She let a book slip from her fingers and thump on Moneta's foot, clearly by accident.

"Ow!" Moneta cried. She hopped on her good foot with as much dignity as she could muster, which wasn't much. 

Tamsyn didn't even bother to feign an apology. "Clemence, you know, Céline de Nemours's best friend, won't tolerate you moving in on her man."

"And neither will Céline," Linn piped in.

Moneta tried to say that she was Céline's stepsister and would never do what the girls were suggesting. But her tongue tied itself again, the way it always did with Dad. It might as well have been working against her. Or maybe she was distracted by a flood of gratitude that their accusations meant they didn't know about her. Surreality chased away anger but not bafflement. She even picked up Tamsyn's book and handed it back to her as if the other girl really had dropped it by accident.

"Thank you," Tamsyn said, with no sign that she'd picked up any of this, just smugly triumphant. "Glad we've made ourselves understood," and she went off into the school building with her friends.
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In Maggie's living room, Edie was going over her vocabulary when Miss Avian came in. Floated in, really, like a ghost. Who could tell, with one of her excessively floral print skirts dragging so low even an expert walker should have tripped? So like Ms. Amynta, except on that septuagenarian, the effect was always comic. Here, the clash with Avian's sallow skin was frightening in its incongruence. How, Maggie wondered, could a woman only in her late thirties already boast a face that had obviously seldom seen a smile, a widow's peak, and a head that seemed almost skull-like, particularly with that deathly pale hair?

Avian asked Maggie in her calm, inflectionless voice, "So I'm out, then?"

Silently, Maggie handed her back her smartphone with Griffin Quinlan’s private number displayed. She said, "You’re my father’s spy, sent by him to uncover any dirt on me, including my continued struggles with alcohol. I’ll have to let you go. But I will give you six months’ severance and I’ll help arrange for your trip back home."

Avian said, primly, "Thank you, Maggie." She absentmindedly waved at Edie when the little girl reached out for her and took her leave, taking the incriminating phone with her.
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In biology class, Mr. Ichiro said, "You will need to pick up your textbook from EHS in June. Call ahead to be sure Mr. Olds will be on campus to assist you." He held up a very thick green textbook and became oracular. All the better for clarity, what with some of the incessant murmur of indifferent conversation among her fellow students, Moneta supposed. "We are using: Starr, Cecie and Taggart, Ralph, 2006, Biology: the Unity and Diversity of Life, 11th edition, Thomson Brooks. The controlled experiments outlined in the back will be the focus of our semester together. In particular, the questions they pose." He opened the book and showed them a page full of diagrams. "For example, the snake mimicry experiment on page 897 provides an example of how scientists design experiments to test the effect of one variable by canceling out the effects of any unwanted variables, such as the number of predators in this case. The design is called a controlled experiment, where an experimental group, the artificial king snakes, in this case, is compared with a control group, the brown artificial snakes. Ideally, the experimental and control groups differ only in the one factor the experiment is designed to test. In our example, the effect of the snakes' coloration on the behavior of predators. What if the researchers had failed to control their experiment?" Putting down the book looked like a relief to him. He almost seemed too short to heft it; sweat sheened his skull and soaked through his comb-over. "Now your first assignment will just be a paper based on one of the experiments in the book. You will be making a case for the validity or lack thereof, of the experiment."

Behind Moneta, Tamsyn, Maeve, and Clemence continued contributing to the class merriment. Clemence sunk in her seat, nearly doubled over, her hair a frizzy yellow mop peeking over her hands while they covered her face. Maeve said, "Did he say 'we can't control the snake'?" and made a gesture of masturbation and wilting.

Clemence said in her alto voice, "I could have told him that," and she and her friends exploded into more giggles.

An intense-looking girl next to Moneta said, "Excuse me, could you please be quiet?"

"Excuse me?" Tamsyn aimed vaguely in Moneta's direction, not sure who had spoken.

Without turning around again, the girl said, "I can't hear the teacher."

Tamsyn, Maeve, and Clemence gave Moneta a dirty look, target acquired. Tamsyn seethed, "Some of us may not have received enough warnings."

They all heard Mr. Ichiro say something about partners. Maeve raised her hand and asked, "Excuse me, sir? Partners?"

"Partners, yes," sighed Mr. Ichiro. "And since you and Ms. Jabez seem so chummy, you two can work together."

Tamsyn blurted out, suddenly serious, "But sir, me and Maeve or Clemence are always together." 

"Then you can have Ms. Palermo all to yourself, Ms. Aindrea." Looking at the intense girl, Mr. Ichiro added, "Ms. Ordell, you get the honor of Ms. Thomas's company for this semester to start with." Linn looked downcast.

Moneta approached Mr. Ichiro as the other students were filing out after class. Mr. Ichiro was friendly enough to inquire, "Ms. Jabez, how are you finding Nightingale-Bamford so far? Not too big a change from your old school, I hope?"

Maybe there was some hope after all. Still, Moneta tried to tread carefully. "Sir," she said, "I was wondering, at St. Agnes my teachers always let me work on these kinds of projects by myself; I always worked better that way. You already have Trinity, Bella, and Alyson together. You could pair one of them with Maeve, and I could work on my experiment myself. I've done it before; it's really no trouble. I'm told Maeve isn't exactly the best student, and I'd really like to keep up my grade."

But no. His friendly manner in no way softened his firmness, which Moneta could hardly believe. "I'm sorry, Ms. Jabez," he replied. "I understand your apprehension. I've seen your grades and I know how anxious you must be to maintain them." Apparently, he did not notice the rage boiling over in her. "But the policy in my classroom is teamwork. Trinity, Alyson, and Bella work well together. Not so much Maeve, with them or any of her friends. You probably don't need it, but she does. I'm sorry."

Moneta caught up to the terrible trio approaching the limo waiting for Maeve. In the middle of the school day, no less. Maeve kissed Tamsyn and Clemence goodbye and they left (Clemence particularly glaring at Moneta) as Maeve's bored-looking driver opened the door for her and she started to get in, a queen mounting her carriage.

"Maeve, Maeve, please, we really need to talk about this." Could she sound any more desperate? Moneta fretted. She couldn't reel it in, though, and the smug contempt Maeve almost tossed off her way felt fully deserved, which was hateful too.

"No, we don't," Maeve drawled. To the driver, "We're going to my parents' first."

The engine revving up struck Moneta like the sound of doom. She said in a rush, "Mr. Ichiro thinks you need me."

Maeve hesitated on closing the door.

OK. Quick, quick, quick. "He says you're failing. Well, not in so many words, but..." 

Maeve looked at her the way you do when you're filling in the blanks yourself. Moneta only had to add casually, "I wanted to do this by myself, but he wouldn't let me."

Maeve said in a good imitation of his dogmatic manner, "'Teamwork is my policy.'"

"Yes." Moneta tried to affect thwarted innocence. I agree with you, but this isn't my fault, is it? "I tried to get him to let me do it by myself, and I figured he would because of Trinity."

"And Bella and Alyson?" Maeve snorted. "They're even stupider than we are. My friends and me, I mean."

"I know we got started on the wrong foot," Moneta offered.

Maeve still derisive, "I'll say."

"I'm not after Percy, believe me." If Moneta could have beamed this truth into Maeve's brain, she would have. How could anyone not feel her sincerity as keenly as she? "That's why Clemence kept giving me the killer stare, isn't it? Believe me, I wouldn't be." Another look passed between the two girls, an understanding, no less electric than the one in the courtyard. "I really need to maintain my average to stay on my course to Caltech."

"And I need to get an A," Maeve said, evidently warming to the idea as if she'd had a choice.

Let her think so, though. "So why don't we just work together?"

Maeve threw back an apprehensive look at Clemence and Tamsyn walking away. Very slowly, it seemed like. "We could meet at... You're living at your stepmother's, right?"

Moneta tried not to sound too relieved. "Ah-huh. It's pretty quiet over there, especially when Céline's social butterflying elsewhere, and hardly anybody comes by."

"Your brother's got no friends, huh?"

"No," said Moneta lightly. "Not really. More than me, but still. No one here. Not yet, anyway." Maeve seemed to notice that she said this with a hint of scorn. "I get plenty done there," Moneta added bravely, trying not to kick herself.

But who knew if Maeve really saw, the anxious way she looked over at Clemence, Tamsyn, and a male friend, who were regarding them with scorn. "Why don't we see if we can get plenty done there? Um, after school?"

Moneta nodded.

Maeve smiled and shut the door. "I have to pay my respects to the lord, to the lady, really, and master of the manor," she called out like a passenger on a train already pulling away. "Have to ditch my afternoon classes to do it too. Meet you after school?"

Moneta nodded again, mute, baffled.

Maeve said, "OK," to the driver, and the limo pulled away.
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Moneta cracked open the bottle of bourbon she'd bought on the way home and activated her voicemail. Yamanu said in his booming voice, "I guess you really did find a good no-credit-check realty. Worried over nothing, that's my girl. It's like you're a ghost again, without changing your name again this time. Good luck." She erased the message.

Nursing straight from the bottle, she brought the new tablet she'd just bought, transferred the identity info she needed, and destroyed her old one. Smashing the plastic didn't make her feel as good as she had thought it would. She opened a Yahoo email account and tied it to her new corporation and voice mail.

She investigated California houses up for sale until she found one suitable for her purposes, near an enclave of memory surfers, isolated, sparsely populated, in Altadena. She called up the realtor there and confirmed that the house was for sale.
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Moneta and Maeve sat on opposite sides of Moneta’s bed with a mass of diagrams, lists of definitions, and notes spread out between them. Both in jeans and Nightingale-Bamford sweatshirts. Something rolled from one of Maeve's pockets, a bottle of Gravol, and she quickly tucked it back in before Moneta could see. Almost.

"OK," Maeve started reading the sheet in her hand. "So in conclusion, if apes can adapt to human-like language, can we not readily dismiss the ideas that our differences from them stem from our unique linguistic creativity and responsiveness, that said capacity is a sure sign of the presence of an immaterial soul proprietary to humans and that non-human animals, by contrast, are merely complex organic memory machines whose actions can be fully explained without any reference to the operation of mind in thinking?" She put it down, panting. "Pfew. Sounds about right?"

"Wow," Moneta blurted, "you really believe this stuff, huh?" She couldn't help immediately becoming apologetic, doubtful. A softer tone, then. "I’m not sure how Mr. Ichiro will swallow this. I mean, isn’t it terribly reductionist, the idea that humans are almost biological robots, the only difference between us and other species being one of complexity? What about free will? What is it in us that moves us to make this decision instead of that one?" Heh, let's see her answer that.

Maeve shrugged, unruffled, dismissive. "I don't think there's such a thing as free will, but I don't think things are predetermined either. It's all about causality; many things can happen, but in the end, only one thing does, and only one thing will ever happen. For each quantum action, that is. Everything that occurs is the result of the forces around it exchanging energy. I rejoice in that."

Ha. Moneta pounced. "But we are among those forces, so doesn't that give us a certain measure of free will that isn't necessarily deterministic?"

Maeve wasn't fazed at all, much to Moneta's chagrin. "I'm talking about the fundamental forces: strong, weak, electromagnetic, and gravity unless you've managed to gain control over these things. If so, we should talk; teach me your ways." She unknowingly assuaged Moneta's immediate anger with a gentle laugh. "But seriously, all I'm getting at is that the conscious mind can't make decisions. The brain still makes choices based on acquired knowledge, chemical imbalances, and the unique, specific state that it's in at the moment of said choice. That sensation we get, that feels like free will, is an after-effect of that choice passing through our brain and intermingling with our consciousness, our core self." That did not feel right. Moneta struggled to say something against it, but Maeve's next sentence stopped her. "The thing is, we are our brain, therefore we're still making choices the same way we've always thought; it's just not 'free will'. Rather, it's a complex, yet imperfect construct deciding on what it determined is the best option for a desired outcome. The closer you look at it the more you'll realize these two concepts are nearly identical; one just follows the laws of nature while the other doesn't." Maeve didn't seem to notice Moneta shaking her head in reluctant disbelief. "All that's lost is the illusion that we somehow have control over our own brains. But when you accept that our brains and our selves are one and the same, you'll see that nothing about the way you live your life would change in giving up this illusion. I still go through the day deciding what I want to do; I still want to have an effect on this world. A positive one, I hope." Wait, when had her right hand circled Moneta's? Soft and cool. "But at the same time, I accept that 'I' am the result of everything that came before me, and the choices I make are an expression of the totality of existence localized within this relatively minuscule collection of particles that make up my body. It's both exalting and humbling all at once."

After a moment made uncomfortable by the hands or the feeling of being overwhelmed, Moneta thought up her comeback. "So does that make us, would you say, in essence no different from neurological or behavioral zombies?" she started. "You know, not to sound too harsh...but with qualia and sentience that make us a little more...if you would even accept the 'little more' as valid?" Dammit if she didn't feel apologetic like she'd been too harsh. "I'm not trying to imply that you're a type of physicalist, which you may not even think relevant anyway, and I know that I'm reaching, but I can't help wondering if we could be so sure the natural construct you spoke of must be epiphenomenal if we're incapable of perceiving nothing but what that epiphenomenon tells us?" Not too bad. "I don't mean to sound whiny, but Cartesian dualism dies hard, even if you believe more and more in causal interaction, so I can't help but ask." Was that too apologetic, too willing to conform?

Maybe not. Maeve seemed understanding as she answered, "I wrangled hard with ideas of free will and determinism for a while, and concluded that Cartesian dualism can be tossed. I do think that we have an inherent 'free' nature in our 'will' since our minds are ultimately quantum computers, and at least some of those computations will depend on atomic-level events which are dependent on quantum-level events...events we could never precisely measure and more importantly events whose outcome we'll never be able to predict. A universe that's set in materialist motion will play out as it will, no pun intended, but it remains 'free' to me in that we'll be forever unable to reliably and precisely predict the outcomes of the human mind. Of course, these quantum uncertainties apply to everything non-living as well." Suddenly she was conscious of her hands on Moneta's if she wasn't before. With an apologetic—well, half apologetic—look she backed herself into the headboard. "There's unpredictable chaos in the swirling of dust, as well. But within our brains, those tiny quantum uncertainties can be magnified to world-changing events. Perhaps even thermonuclear war? So I like to think of our brains as 'chaos amplifiers.'"

"But is that true free will," Moneta insisted, bristling, "just because we can't be aware of all the possible outcomes of events surrounding us or of all the physical phenomena driving us? Doesn't that sound like a kind of freedom in not knowing just necessarily opposed to any idea of ontologically irreducible mental phenomena? Can we ever know for sure, for the reasons you suggest?"

Maeve shrugged, infuriatingly indifferent. How could she be indifferent? "I'm OK with us not knowing for sure. What I put forth is just what I've concluded and feels most sensible to me. As for what's 'true' free will or not, it's just a semantics issue, right?"

No! Moneta had to fight not to scream.

Until: "To me," Maeve went on, "being able to predict anything with absolute certainty renders it 'un-free,' so if our minds will never succumb to such a prediction, they're running wild as far as I'm concerned." She might have seen Moneta begin to soften. "And I think we can be aware of all the possible outcomes, but we can't be sure of the actual outcome until it happens. I feel that to be a big distinction." Nodding along with a somewhat abashed Moneta, "I’m not sure about your 'irreducible mental phenomena'. But I don't think I subscribe to dualism. I think we're essentially outstanding computers that not only process but meta-process. That meta-processing is our mind. I've never really been too mentally agitated over the how and why of the existence of such a self-aware computer."

Moneta still felt Maeve's hands. She was exhausted, she wasn't sure why. "'That meta-processing is our mind.' Yes, this sounds right," reluctantly, "and I would certainly be hasty in denying the possibility that natural biological processes can wholly account for it." Unable to come up with a counterargument, her head swirling, Moneta tried to regain some intellectual dignity. "Given the things being done in the, um, burgeoning fields of whole brain emulation, brain mapping, and neuroinformatics, and projects like Blue Brain, I wonder if one day that will be possible. To map the human mind just like any physical entity. Ian Pearson thinks that by 2050, people may be able to save their consciousness, their core selves, in virtual environments."

"Just like the Cylons on Battlestar Galactica," Maeve joked.

Moneta wondered at the serious way Maeve was regarding her under the joking façade. She said cautiously, "On the other hand, futurists tend to be optimistic. But who knows, forty years ago few predicted the rise of the internet and social networking. It will certainly happen one day."

Maeve grinned. "Can we be so sure it hasn’t happened already?"

Huh? "What do you mean?" Moneta said.

Maeve shrugged as if to say, just kidding. "Never mind. We should probably start putting this together. Get out of each other’s hair." Both girls giggled at the sentiment's odds with the tender moment they had just shared. "Seriously. Boy, I need really this grade. My academic advisor’s really been at me about how my science grade will look on my transcript." She grew contemplative, morose. "I don’t know how my mother will react if I have to cram another Regents prep course. Sometimes no matter how hard I work..."

"It never seems good enough for them does it?"

Maeve scoffed. "It's like there’s this image of the perfect child they wanted to mold me into without telling me how exactly and when I wouldn't fit in, they just..." She made a gesture like a bird flitting away. "And now they just like me at a distance, close enough so they could be sure I’m not destroying their legacy, but far enough so they don’t have to deal with me otherwise."

"They’re still your parents," Moneta said weakly as if trying to convince herself too and failing. "I’m sure they think more of you than that."

Maeve grimaced. Moneta was about to apologize almost instinctively when she said, "Wanna know what my mom said to me the last time I brought it up to her? She looked me in the face and said, 'You are nothing but a poor sick little rich girl never doing anything significant, just pretty enough to get by with our help, particularly with all your doctor's bills.'"

"At least your dad didn’t drag you out here to live with him and his hideous new family. No offense to Céline," Moneta added quickly, not wanting to ruin this moment of camaraderie. "At least your mother didn’t suddenly turn weak and let your father browbeat her into doing what he wanted just because...just because you made some mistakes."

"They never let you get past those, do they?" said Maeve. "And no offense taken about Céline. We don’t share everything and I know she can be a little..." 

"Self-righteous?" Moneta ventured eagerly. "Smug? Self-absorbed?"

Maeve laughed, maybe despite herself.

Still, Moneta couldn't resist, "God, how she and Nahum can breathe in the rarefied air that surrounds them on their lofty little cloud."

Maeve admitted, "She can be a little overly certain of herself, can she? It’s why we don’t include her in everything."

"You and Clemence?" Moneta wondered.

"Mm-hm. But Clemence is a lot closer to her than I am. Clem’s a stand-up girl, though; she’s always got your back and she respects other people who’re the same way."

"Yeah," Moneta said, Clem's words coming back to her just then, "she said something about some teacher you hazed and how she hadn’t wanted any part of it? But the next day the headmistress asked the teacher and she acted like she couldn’t remember or something?"

Maeve looked shocked. "She actually told you about that?"

Moneta shrugged. "She isn't that bad, once she lightens up a little bit, despite her friends. Maybe because Percy's been so nice to me."

"Unbelievable." Maeve smiled, though. "But see, that’s what I’m talking about."

Moneta made a placating gesture, to indicate that Maeve’s secret was safe with her. "With graduation only a year away, isn’t it dicey to do anything that’ll look bad on your college applications? Admissions boards wouldn’t look kindly on a teacher hazing incident. What did you do to Ms. Melete, anyway? Um, allegedly."

Maeve grinned. "You know how Melete came in here, the school, I mean, pushing her weight around and getting the headmistress to come down on us about wearing our skirts down, hanging around the courtyard during study hall, and texting during class?"

"Huh?"

"I guess that was before you and Nahum came to do your senior year here," Maeve said after a moment. "Well, she’d been riding us for a while so we finally decided she needed to learn how things worked around here."

"What did you do?" asked Moneta. Hopefully, that didn't sound too eager, too mouthy. "Allegedly."

"Allegedly, said Maeve, "we found her Facebook page where she had all this sob story about her ex-boyfriend, who left her, I guess. We found his email address and faked a message from him asking her to meet him at Columbus Circle under the statue."

Moneta couldn't believe it. "And she went."

"Mm-hm," Maeve said, chortling. "We had Tamsyn watching her from Eighth Avenue and send us video from her smartphone."

"You had Tamsyn playing spy? That can't have ended well."

Maeve was already bringing up the video on her phone and now she showed it to Moneta: Ms. Melete spotted Tamsyn filming her and stood up slowly, outrage spreading over her face as she realized what had happened. Ms. Melete rushed toward Tamsyn, who gave a little squeak and ran off.

"Melete's like a hundred feet away and Tamsyn's not even hiding behind anything," Moneta choked out between guffaws.

"They can't all be brainiacs," Maeve said drily.

They watched Tamsyn’s camera POV race down Eighth Avenue. Incredulous, Moneta asked, "How exactly do you forget something like that?"

They stared at each other and fell to giggling. Their hands touched again and they realized they had moved to side-by-side positions on the bed, stomachs down, propped on elbows, feet in the air. They stopped giggling and Moneta kissed Maeve briefly. She did it before realizing it and afterward could never pinpoint the exact moment she'd decided to. She drew back, frightened. But Maeve smiled and they went back to collating the papers.

A little later Maeve said, "I think we have everything we need." She hopped off the bed with the papers. "I’ll run you off a copy and we can get together right before the next AP Bio class." At ‘get together,’ Moneta did a double take, but Maeve continued, again apparently without noticing. "You can do the introduction, I’ll do the initial illustration. Can we start with Nim? You can lead to Terrace’s objections to the project results, then expand into an explication of ape grammar and onto Fouts’s work with the Washoe project."

"Yes, yes," said Moneta. Breathed, really, more than spoke.

"Then I could bring it up to pro vs. con on animal consciousness," Maeve said, apparently unaware of Moneta's reaction, which baffled Moneta, "using Griffin’s book to illustrate the former view and Dennett to illustrate the latter. And on into examples from the Washoe project and Terrace’s views versus the Gardners’ on apes’ apparent ability to handle generative grammar."

"You have the videos of Fouts’s sessions," Moneta blurted out after too long a delay.

"On my laptop," Maeve assured her. "We can walk through them again before the presentation. I’ll do the conclusion, picking up your argument from the videos, the Washoe project, and Nim."

Another long moment to respond. Jeez, Maeve must think she was crazy. "OK."

Maeve misinterpreted, maybe. "You don’t have to be nervous; it’ll be alright."

Moneta nodded. Words wouldn't form in her head, not that she could have spit them out.

It seemed Maeve didn't know exactly where to begin either. "If you want to hang out sometime, that’s cool; but I don’t really like people getting all up in my business, know what I mean? And the kids in this school..." 

Like the only student with the right answer, Moneta said enthusiastically, "Oh I totally understand, believe me." She turned contemplative and moody. "They can be pretty welcome-to-the-dollhouse, can they? Keeping things in your life separate and just so, I think that’s probably the best way."

"I’d better get going," said Maeve.

The spell wasn't broken. Moneta led her downstairs almost in a trance. Dimly she heard Dad and Thea in the living room. She opened the front door for Maeve, who stepped past her.

On a wild impulse, she brushed Maeve’s hair suggestively and said, "You know, maybe this time I should be seen talking to more guys in the halls or something, just so people don’t..." Maeve took Moneta’s arm in a vice grip.

The feral pain on Maeve's face finally broke the glamour. Moneta gasped more from all the old terrors flooding back in. "What the fuck?" She winced as the grip got tighter.

"What do you think you’re doing?" Maeve snapped. How could someone change this much this quickly? Moneta wondered. "Someone we know could have been out here. That could be Céline or Clemence there in the living room."

Gritting her teeth, Moneta said, "It’s probably only Dad and Thea."

Even that didn't calm Maeve down? "'Probably'?"

Moneta tried again, the voice of reason, "Céline’s out hanging with Clemence; they won't be back for hours. Nahum’s over at our friend Cara’s coffee shop in Soho. Jesus, dude, my arm." That last part was good. Casual, non-judgmental, but letting Maeve see for herself—that was the key, for herself—how crazy she was being.

And she did, hopefully. Maeve let go and gasped, "Oh my God, I’m so sorry." She reached out for Moneta’s arm again, this time with her former tenderness. It was like she'd been possessed a moment ago and had now recovered.

Moneta drew back instinctively. "It’s alright, it’s alright." She rolled up her sleeve for a quick look, saw the bruise, and rolled the sleeve back down. "It’s nothing; forget it." Maeve reached out again. Moneta drew back further. "Don’t worry about it, I’m fine really." Her fear started to ebb. "You probably have a point. Céline or one of her other friends could have been out there. You think I would have learned by now. No, I’m fine, really."

To change the subject, and because she actually was curious, Moneta asked Maeve, "How did you fake the ex-boyfriend’s address?"

Maeve shrugged. "We just modified the FROM field of the email message from my phone."

Ah. That was it? "That’s pretty easy to spot, so maybe Melete would have figured out it was you even if Tamsyn wasn’t such a genius. You could have used telnet to send an email over port 25 using SMTP."

Maeve looked impressed. "Maybe you should have come with me instead of Tamsyn."

Moneta tried not to beam. Really, to thump one's foot on the floor while one's ear is being scratched, like a dog. "The elevator’s coming up."

Maeve hugged Moneta. "I’m sorry," she repeated, and she left.

Everywhere Maeve's hands and arms had touched tingled long after. She hadn't floated on air like this since Durga, she thought before she could stop herself, and then that part of her mind closed like a steel trap or a sort of mental quarantine.
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MAGGIE, JANUARY 14, 2032 
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In his office at Hugues in Armonk, NY, Griffin was speaking with his lawyer Mr. Ayah, a perfectly ordinary-looking man except that with his coffee skin, he seemed to blend into the walls, when they heard a knock.

"Come on," Griffin said. It was none other than Miss Avian. His 6-foot, 180-pound frame shifted uncomfortably in the chair, and he ran a hand through his slightly receding hairline and down his Armani suit jacket. He tried not to shiver in front of Ayah, which of course would have been ridiculous. He pulled out a chair for her to sit. "Well?" he said.

She said in her whispery voice that seemed to flutter in his skull, "I got everything," and showed him the smartphone. "She didn't manage to find my hidden folder. Look." She showed him picture after picture of all the bottles Maggie kept in her office.

Griffin forgot about the voice and her shuddery presence and smiled.
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MONETA, SEPTEMBER 9, 2011 
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Tamsyn, Linn, and Clemence observed Maeve and Moneta across the courtyard. Maeve and Moneta obviously did not know they were being watched. They laughed while dipping their heads close together.

"I told you!" Tamsyn cried, vindicated as her friends' disbelief slowly faded. "I know a girl whose cousin went to St. Agnes and she said there was some big dustup and the, ahem, other girl's parents asked the school to make Moneta leave."

"Relieved, Clemmy?" Linn wanted to know.

Clemence was scornful. "Like that skinny, awkward Ellen Page wannabe could actually pose any threat to me. But what is Maeve doing?" She looked at her watch. "I've got to see the headmistress soon." The girls looked worried and she added, "No, no, no, I'm sure she's blowing smoke. Mrs. What's-her-name wouldn't dare say anything after the lesson we gave her."

With another leer at Maeve, Linn said, "Well you do remember the whole thing with that girl Lilith in seventh grade? You'd be surprised, I could tell you some stories."

Tamsyn said, "Nah," with definite finality. It was bullshit. The girls continued to observe.
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MAGGIE, JANUARY 20, 2032
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In Armonk City Hall, the town justice said to the bride, "Repeat after me: I, Margaret Ashley Quinlan, take you, David Calvin Salvador to be my lawfully wedded husband and my better half. I will take care and cherish our relationship and love you today, tomorrow, and forever. I will always be open, honest, and faithful to you. I take you for my husband, to have and to hold from this day on, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish for all the days of my life and until my last breath."

Bouncing on her heels giddily, Maggie chirped, "I, Margaret Ashley Quinlan take you, David Calvin Salvador, to be my lawfully wedded husband and my better half. I will take care and cherish our relationship and love you today, tomorrow, and forever. I will always be open, honest, and faithful to you. I take you for my husband, to have and to hold from this day on, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish for all the days of my life and until my last breath." She barely heard David repeat the vow before they exchanged rings, and she nervously fumbled until the old man had to reach over and help David stop her jittering so she could get the ring on.

The old man laughed, which made her feel less embarrassed, and went on. "Repeat after me: "This ring, which has no beginning and no end, symbolizes the love and trust between us that will never cease. May its presence on your hand remind you of my love and vow. I place it on your finger as a visible sign of the promises which have made us husband and wife."

David and Maggie said together, their voices blended so well they might have been one person, "This ring, which has no beginning and no end, symbolizes the love and trust between us that will never cease. May its presence on your hand remind you of my love and vow. I place it on your finger as a visible sign of the promise which has made us husband and wife."

The town justice said, "Until now Margaret and David have spent each moment of their lives as separate individuals. But from this day on, and every day after this day shall be shared and spent as one. By the power enthroned in me, by the state of New York, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss your bride." David and Maggie kissed. She wanted to swoon, and she was fairly sure she levitated.

The old man flourished a hand above his head a little showily for the small crowd gathered. "Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Salvador." As everyone around them cheered, Maggie whispered to David, "I really do promise you the drinking is over. When I need the strength, I go back to when my mother and I went to that museum when I was ten."
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MONETA SEPTEMBER 9, 2011 
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Just inside the school, Moneta pulled Maeve aside and whispered, "I'm not sure what you heard about me." None of the other kids streaming in from the courtyard could possibly have heard her, she knew that, but she perused every face that went by for the slightest sign until Maeve had to elbow her to cool it.

"I've heard enough," Maeve assured her, enviably confident and calm. "I heard you the other day."

So this much happiness can make you hard of hearing or comprehension. Moneta could not be sure what Maeve had said. "What do we do now?"

Maeve stepped close to Moneta. Moneta flinched, but none of the kids looked at them. Yeah, that's why she had flinched, she told herself. Maeve touched her shoulder and said, "Don't be nervous." She ran a hand down Moneta's chest. Moneta would have collapsed against the wall had Maeve not started to lead her down a side hall, where, Jesus, where no one went except for the boiler room. "I'll take it from here."
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MONETA, MAY 6, 2032
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Jonas entered the Ossining family court and moved on to a table at the front of the room where his greasy, sallow, middle-aged lawyer John Kopano waited. He moved as if he had rehearsed this a million times.

The doors at the back of the courtroom swung open and Moneta, along with her own lawyer, Mr. Panoptes, took their seats at the table opposite Jonas and his lawyer. The way he constantly fiddled with his horn-rimmed glasses and frowned seriously at everything made her feel better too. It offset his badly dyed grayish-black hair and ill-fitting blue suit, which she had never seen him out of.

The clerk called out, "Oyez, oyez, Third Circuit Court of the State of New York, Judge Nilo is now in session. All rise."

The rotund, red-faced judge entered and took his seat.

Panoptes got to his feet before Moneta did. Somehow, that filled her with a little confidence. "Your honor," he said, gesturing to Moneta. "As our first witness, I would like to call Ms. Ava Nise."

Kopano leaned across to Jonas. She heard him whisper, growl, really, "Real direct. Motherhood. They're going right for the throat."

Moneta went to the witness stand and was sworn in. Jonas Simpson leaned forward like a vulture, listening intently, wearing that intense look of compassion to try to soften her up, she was sure.

Panoptes said, "Now then, Ms. Nise, would you tell the court how long you were married?"

"Sixteen years," Moneta said.

Panoptes said, "And would you describe those years as happy?"

Moneta said, "The first couple, yes, but after that, it became increasingly difficult."

Panoptes said, "Ms. Nise, did you ever work in a job while you were married to your ex-husband?"

Moneta said, "Yes, I did."

Panoptes said, "Did you wish to?"

Moneta said, "Yes. I tried to talk to Jonas, my ex-husband, about it, but he wouldn't listen. He refused to discuss it in any serious way. I remember one time he said I probably couldn't get a job that would pay enough to help provide for Clio's care. She was a sickly child."

Panoptes said, "Tell me, Ms. Nise, are you employed at the present time?"

Moneta puffed her chest, anticipating Jonas's reaction, trying not to feel too prideful about it. "Yes, I work for Hugues Inc. as a software designer."

"And what is your present salary?"

"I make eighty-two thousand dollars a year."

Jonas looked stunned, Moneta noted with satisfaction she couldn't help.

Panoptes noted his reaction with satisfaction too and continued, "Ms. Nise, do you love your daughter?"

"Yes. Very much," said Moneta. "To the point where I took a lesser job so I could stay home more and take care of her when she was small."

Panoptes let that sink in with the judge and the few scattered onlookers on the benches. Moneta couldn't help thinking that they didn't look as amazed as they might have. "And yet you almost chose to leave her?"

Moneta choked out, "Yes" then cleared her throat. She rushed to add, "Look, during the last five years we were married, I had...I was getting more and more...unhappy, more and more frustrated. I needed to talk to somebody." Egotistical as this seemed to her, she found her rhythm and let herself slow down as if she'd rehearsed this a thousand times in her head. Which, she admitted to herself reluctantly, she had. "I needed to find out if it was me—if I was going crazy or what. But every time I turned to Jonas, he couldn't handle it. He became very...I don't know, very threatened. I mean, whenever I would bring up anything he would act like it was some kind of personal attack. Anyway, we became more and more separate, more and more isolated from each other. Finally, I had no other choice; I had to leave for a little while. Just a few weeks or so." Moneta felt her face tighten in pain. "Blondie would probably have preferred to stay with him anyway." God, that sounded petulant, even though she had every right. "And because of my ex-husband's attitude, his unwillingness to deal with my feelings, I had come to have almost no self-esteem." Unable not to sound bitter, she added, "At the time I left, I sincerely believed that there was something wrong with me, that my daughter would be better off without me. It was only a little while later that I began to realize I wasn't a terrible person. And that just because I needed some creative and emotional outlet other than my child, that doesn't make me unfit to be a mother."

She knew Panoptes's expression of understanding was part of his job, but she still felt better seeing it as he asked, "Ms. Nise, why did you and Jonas set up residence in New York after leaving Michigan?"

"Because my daughter wanted to go to Ossining High," Moneta said, "because of their neuroscience program." She let that sink in. "Clio, but everyone calls her Blondie, I forgot to say that. I inherited a penchant for weird names, I guess. And her father preferred to be here for his work. As a mother, I don't want my child to be separated from her father," she insisted.

"Ms. Nise, could you tell the court why you are asking for sole custody?"

Moneta carefully enunciated almost every syllable. It wouldn't do to be misunderstood at this point. "Because she's my child. Because I love her. I know I left my daughter in my heart, I know that's a terrible thing to do. Believe me; I have to live with that every day of my life. But just because I'm a woman, don't I have a right to the same hopes and dreams as a man?" She had some slight awareness of how much her voice was rising, but not enough to tone it down. It was as if her anger was controlling and yet she was outside herself, unable to stop it. "Don't I have a right to a life of my own? Is that so awful? Is my pain any less just because I'm a woman? Are my feelings any cheaper? Emotionally I left my child. I know there is no excuse for that. But since then, I have gotten help. I have worked hard to become a whole human being. I don't think I should be punished for that. I don't think my daughter should be punished for that, no matter how she feels about me right now. Clio's only sixteen. As mature as she is for her age, she needs me, and her father is hardly at home. I'm not saying she doesn't need her father, but she needs me more. I'm her mother."

"Thank you, Ms. Nise," Panoptes said when he was sure she had finished. She tried not to blush and failed. "I have no further questions."

Kopano stood, collected his papers, and, taking his own sweet time, approached Moneta. He started, "Now then, Mrs. Simpson, you said you were married sixteen years. Is that correct?"

"Yes," said Moneta.

"In all that time did your husband ever strike you or abuse you physically in any way?"

"No!" she exclaimed, almost offended on Jonas's behalf.

"Did your husband physically abuse his child in any way?"

"No!" again. "He may have been a lot of things, but never that. Jesus."

"Good to hear. Would you describe your husband as an alcoholic?"

"No."

"A heavy drinker?"

"No."

"Was he unfaithful?"

Moneta chortled. "No."

Kopano smiled with her, building camaraderie. "Did he ever fail to provide for you?"

"No. Though," she was quick to add, "I could always provide for myself."

Kopano's smile turned wry. "Well, I can certainly understand why you left him."

"Objection!" Panoptes snapped. Moneta tried not to feel too stupid for falling into this easy trap.

"How long do you plan to live in New York, Mrs. Simpson?" Kopano asked.

"Permanently," Moneta said firmly.

"Permanently?" Now the smile turned sharkish. "Ms. Nise, how many boyfriends have you had permanently?"

Moneta felt like she'd been hit. "I don't recall."

"How many lovers have you had long-term?"

Moneta looked toward Panoptes for help. He only stared at her, undoubtedly thinking how stupid she was. "I don't recall."

Kopano said, "More than three, less than thirty-three long-term?"

Panoptes was again on his feet, outraged. "Objection!"

The judge droned, "Overruled. The witness will answer, please."

Moneta couldn't raise her voice above a whisper. "Besides Jonas, you mean? Only two."

Kopano asked, "Do you have a lover now?"

Furious, Panoptes cried, "Objection!"

Kopano said to the judge, "Your honor, I would request a direct answer to a direct question. Does she have a lover?"

"I'll allow that," the judge said reluctantly. "The witness will answer, please."

Moneta whispered, "No." Inside she raged against the injustice of the question, but she couldn't figure out how to voice it here and now.

"Is that...permanent?" asked Kopano. How many times was he going to harp on that word?
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