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TO DELPHA AND BRAD

BUILDING YOUR OWN TIMESTREAM

STEP BY STEP






1

BECAUSE HE WAS a teenager, and teenagers take pleasure in exploring wacky ideas, Laz Hayerian had wondered since the sixth grade whether we are the same person when we wake up that we were when we went to sleep. Specifically, he wondered if he was the same person, because sometimes his dreams persisted in memory as if they had been real events. Did dream memories change him the way real memories did?

This always led to the deeper question: Since Laz had memories that came, not from dreams, but from timestreams he had stepped out of, did his intertwined memories of other realities make him less sane? Or more experienced? Or both?

Since, as far as he knew, no one else in the world had the ability to side step from one timestream to another, there was no one he could ask, and no philosopher who had written about it.

As he woke up this morning—morning?—he felt very strange, and it wasn’t the residual effect of some dream. He didn’t even remember dreaming. It was his own past that felt like a disjointed dream, as if sometime in the night his whole life played out in his mind, but completely out of order, an incoherent scattering of scenes, facts, feelings, people, places.

When he opened his eyes, he was in nearly complete darkness. Even on mornings at Dad’s place, there was always plenty of light that seeped around the curtains.

All he could see was a tiny amount of green light coming from a few inches to his left.

He was lying on a plastic mattress that felt no more cushioned than the pad in the bottom of a portable crib. Yet he didn’t feel any aches or sore spots, and when he flexed muscles up and down his body, nothing caused him pain.

So Laz did what he had always done since his earliest memories of childhood. He searched for the alternate paths through time that were always close enough for him to take hold and shift, changing the story of events in bold or barely perceptible ways. It didn’t matter which, as long as it got him into a place where things made more sense.

For the first time in his life he could not find any of the alternate timestreams.

No, no, he was finding them, yes, thousands of them—as always. Only none of them went back even a moment earlier than the moment he woke up just now. And none of them showed him doing anything different, so there was no point in side stepping from one to another.

He was afraid. He had never reached out and found that all his pasts and all his futures were identical. It meant he had no choices. Whatever was going on right now, he was like other people—he was trapped.

He didn’t like feeling trapped.

Why was he feeling trapped? He extended his hands away from his sides and they bumped into solid walls. He was in an actual container.

The green light came from some LED letters and numbers on a panel at his left side, inside the box, but he didn’t know what any of them meant. Someone else would explain them to him. If he was in some kind of—what? A medical treatment chamber? An anti-infection box while some damaged part of himself healed without gangrene? If somebody had operated on him, he had no idea where.

Laz reached up, straight out in front of his chest, and his hands almost instantly bumped into some kind of ceiling or lid or cap. It felt like plastic; it had a little bit of give to it. So he was in a sealed environment, though he didn’t feel claustrophobic or even particularly warm. He was definitely a claustrophobe. The time his mother rented an RV and invited him to sleep on one of the bunk beds, he couldn’t sleep that night at all. He didn’t complain, though. His mother loved the RV. And Laz didn’t want to ruin it for her.

He was only about eleven, maybe ten—before she remarried, so he knew that this RV experiment was meant to provide his mother with some kind of bonding opportunity. But when he asked her if he could please stay home instead of gallivanting along all summer, she seemed stricken. She also wanted to feel like a good mother. Now she felt like she had failed.

So Laz figured he had no choice but to side step into a timestream in which his mother had decided not to rent the RV after all. While Laz always remembered the alternate timestreams that he had lived through, even for a single hour, he knew that he had to make sure she never got back on this RV kick again. Now his mother had no idea she had ever rented an RV, and there was no timestream in which Laz told her how claustrophobic he was in an RV bunk bed. As long as she didn’t get another RV, there was no need ever to have that conversation.

Here he was now, reaching out for timestreams that did not provide him with any alternatives at all. Just waking up, feeling the thin plastic mattress, seeing his arm only vaguely in the green light, feeling the plastic lid arching over his bed—box? Container? Coffin?

Got to get things moving. He pushed on the lid. It gave a little, but now he pushed harder, then shifted his hands down near the edges of the lid. This time there was no give at all on the left side, but a lot more give on the right. He pushed harder with his right hand. The lid seemed to separate from the edge of the coffin/box/chamber and rise a few centimeters, then drift down when he stopped pushing.

Now he twisted his body and got both hands to the right-hand edge and pushed upward. An awkward pose, but it worked. The lid rose fairly easily and smoothly, and once it passed about twenty centimeters above the rim, the lid raised itself the rest of the way, and then seemed to slide down into the wall of the coffin.

He sat up. He couldn’t see anything. The green light from the message panel did not illuminate anything outside his box.

Then, when he looked to the left, he saw a lot of blurry, twinkling green lights extending in a direct line away from his own instrument panel. And others, in other rows, above the head of his box and below the foot.

He looked back the other way and saw no lights, but he understood why. His own coffin only had a light on the left side. Therefore if there were boxes extending away on his right, all their green lights would be hidden behind the left wall of each chamber. He could be in the exact center, but only boxes to his left would reveal themselves to him.

Why hadn’t somebody turned on the lights? Why didn’t some kind of generalized lighting come on when his coffin lid opened? At least some mechanical voice could have said, You are fully healed now, Lazarus Hayerian; your parents will arrive to pick you up and take you home within the hour.

Who designed this unfriendly system? Who decided to let somebody wake up with no greeting, no guide, no explanation?

Why couldn’t he remember getting in this box? Or going in for some kind of treatment? Since he had always been able to avoid illness or accident by side stepping into a timestream where he hadn’t caught the disease or hadn’t made the choices that got him in the way of the accident, for him to be sick enough to need incarceration in a box like this one would have been memorable. He felt his abdomen, arms, shoulders; no sign of a healed injury or any kind of scar.

He remembered that he did have a kind of marker on his body. It was a weird toenail growth on his left little toe that had been there since he was four and would never go away. “Nonthreatening,” said every doctor who looked at it, “so clip it if it gets big, there aren’t any nerves in it, and wear socks.” Laz reached with his right foot, rubbed it over the warty toe.

That growth was missing. Just a normal nail on the little toe.

What was really going on? Why would any hospital remove that warty growth on his toe? Accident or no accident, why would they include that in their treatment? Or did the healing box handle it automatically, because genetically it wasn’t supposed to be there?

Laz started pressing every spot on the display panel but nothing gave him any feedback. There were no unlighted buttons or switches or levers, either. Whatever controls this healing cave had, they were on the outside of the box—which made sense, since a patient might accidently hit one of them in his sleep, and no medical professional would allow a patient to have a significant vote on his own treatment.

Maybe he had an illness or accident that attacked his brain and made him unconscious for a while. Then he wouldn’t have memories of it.

His dreams had been an array of memories, playing out in almost random order. And it occurred to him that this box might not have been a healing chamber at all. Maybe his dreams came from recorded memories being played into his brain, his empty brain, because he wasn’t actually the real Lazarus Hayerian. Maybe he was a copy.

He didn’t know whether to be excited or dismayed. How far had cloning technologies advanced? Cloning nonverbal animals didn’t allow for questionnaires about how well the clone remembered being the original animal, though they had experimented with memory recording and playback in sheep, pigs, dogs, and baboons—he had read about that stuff.

Did those experimental clones feel what he was feeling now, with memories forced on him, pushed to the front of his mind, but in no rational order?

While he was thinking, Laz did an ab crunch, and felt that his muscles were taut and strong. It was a feeling of strength beyond anything he’d ever felt before. He was a leisurely hiker, but summers of hiking everywhere left him with a decent core and great thighs and glutes and calves. But now his belly was as tight as a swimmer’s. As a gymnast’s. And sitting up from mid-crunch wasn’t just easy, it was almost automatic. He was built to make this move; it required no particular exertion.

Still, it wasn’t easy to get out of the box. The sides weren’t more than fifteen centimeters high, but that was still an awkward lip to get his feet outside and over, and then raise himself up and slide his bare thighs and butt across the edge.

He was glad that however long he had spent in the box, his muscles hadn’t atrophied. Once he was standing up on the cool hard floor, rubbing his buttocks and thighs to help get over the scraping they had just had, he realized that in some ways he was in better shape than ever. His arms and chest were well muscled and he had very little body fat—for the first time in his life, he actually had washboard abs.

But, feeling his thighs and calves, he realized that these could not be his own legs. His calves were ropy and wiry, his thighs well developed, his glutes tight from having spent all his teenage years taking long, long walks, many times over the mountains from the Valley down into Hollywood or Beverly Glen or to the houses of some of his friends in Brentwood or Highland Park, or even, once or twice, to Malibu or Topanga Canyon.

Southern California was full of long distances that required grown-ups to drive everywhere—but a kid like Laz, with no responsibilities and no fears, had all the time in the world to walk. Nobody ever accosted him or caused him grief, because any situation that had the potential to be dangerous or even just annoying caused Laz to side step into a timestream where the obstacle wasn’t present.

He looked into his parallel timestreams and saw that in some of them, he had already discovered the packet of lightweight clothing on a shelf built into the head of his coffin. It fit loosely. It felt like paper. But it wasn’t uncomfortable.

He could imagine his nonexistent guide explaining, We can’t be sure if any of our clients are allergic to various fabrics, so we made our wakeup clothing out of hypoallergenic paper. If this causes you any discomfort, or if the fit is not just right, merely tell me and I’ll bring you a replacement. We have cotton, rayon, silk, and hemp, though all of those are heavier and warmer than the paper.

There was no guide. But there was a paper costume, and it covered his body adequately. Unlike the normal hospital gown, which left your butt open to the air so you could get injected or bedpanned without formalities, these were genuinely modest.

Or at least no less modest than the pajamas his grandparents sent him every Christmas. Those always had two-snap flies, so that either you flashed other people every time you sat down, making the fly gape open above and below the middle snap, or you wore underwear, so that there was no particular reason for you to have the pajamas at all, since underwear was fine for sleeping in.

Dressed now, right down to the lightweight slippers on his feet, he rested his left hand on the lip of his own coffin and reached out with his right hand. The next coffin was close enough he didn’t have to reach very far.

He leaned over that new coffin and found that it, too, had a green light, though the only numbers it showed were zeroes. He could see the other person’s arm.

Only it wasn’t an arm. It was a radius and ulna, with a humerus above the elbow. There was still some tissue there, stretched like parchment between the bones. Whoever was in that box, they weren’t alive.

Laz suppressed ridiculous thoughts like the zombie apocalypse, which he thought would be even less likely to happen than the Christian rapture. He was still in the real world, where dead was dead.

Could the people here be prisoners? Was this a prison that kept its inmates in boxes where they could be sedated automatically? A prison where three consecutive fifty-year sentences could be served, even if you died thirty years into it. No wonder he woke up feeling groggy.

“Excuse me,” he said aloud.

No, that’s what he meant to say. What he said was more like a strangled whispery cough. He cleared his throat. Some phlegm came up and he didn’t know what to do with it. Spit it onto the grimy floor? That felt too piggish—he was indoors, after all—and he certainly wasn’t going to spit it into his bed. So he swallowed it. Which was difficult because his mouth and throat were really dry.

He hadn’t been aware of thirst, but he certainly needed to get some water into his mouth and throat.

“Excuse me,” he tried again. This time if someone had been there, they might have understood his words. “Drinking fountain, anyone?” he asked. “Bottled water? Don’t care about the brand. Room temperature is fine.”

No sound came back to him; there wasn’t even an echo.

Either he was alone in a room full of healing boxes, or the observers could see him through heat-sensing lenses or infrared scopes and were watching to see what he would do.

Well, what would he do? Sleeping in that box hadn’t hurt him at all—every joint was working smoothly, every muscle clearly had more power than he had ever felt. He thought he could run a marathon. He thought he could do a hundred chin-ups in a row. If the floor weren’t filthy, he’d drop and do push-ups until he got tired of it, and the way he felt right now, that would be never. So whatever his silent observers had done, they hadn’t tortured him, they hadn’t weakened him.

Nobody was watching. He was alone in the room.

Unless Laz could find another timestream in which the other boxed-up human was not dead.

He couldn’t. The timestreams were slightly different now. He dressed more quickly in some than in others. He had already found that his right-hand neighbor was dead in some, and he had not yet checked in others. But there was no reason to make a change, because none of the timestreams had any lights on, or any explanatory signs, and certainly no helpful attendants to make his waking up ceremonies more pleasant or understandable.

I’m a clone, Laz decided. Nothing else made sense.

Of course, being a clone didn’t make sense, either. The process was still experimental and ridiculously expensive. Only the most important people in the world were having their DNA stored and new bodies grown. Not teenagers in SoCal whose sole contribution to humanity was walking every road, sidewalk, bike path, and trail from Oxnard to Koreatown. Who would be crazy enough to clone him?

His parents had a little money, but not like that. Plus, shouldn’t he remember at least some kind of discussion about being cloned?

I can’t figure out anything standing here. The fact that the lights in the coffins were on—even the ones that were zeroed out—suggested that this building had electric power, so that in the rooms where employees worked there were bound to be lights and explanations. Why not look for the light switch in here?

If he just started walking in any direction and kept going, he would eventually come to a wall, because this was an enclosed space and something was holding up the ceiling and keeping wind and weather out. Come to a wall and follow along until you come to a door. Open it if you can, walk through. Or at least search along the walls near the doors to find a light switch. That’s where people put light switches, so they could turn them on as they entered the room.

The pulse display inside the healing cave showed his heart rate as forty-one. But now that he was outside the box and moving around, it must be reporting his last inside-the-box reading.

He put one hand on the long side of his healing cave, and the other hand on the side of the adjacent box. Then he started walking in the direction where his feet had been pointed inside the box. That was “down” and it was a direction, so why not?

Laz tried to count the boxes and he believed he was at fifteen when he thought, No, thirteen, and then he didn’t know anymore. He stuck with fifteen.

At eighteen—or sixteen?—the boxes ended. At this point there was no light at all. The wall might be one meter or a hundred meters away. There might be a steep drop-off, though why there would be he couldn’t guess.

If he got disoriented maybe he’d walk in circles in the dark and never find his way back. But if that happened, he could side step to a reality where he went in a different direction from his healing cave. It was sometimes wrenching to make such a shift, but apart from the concentration it required, it cost him nothing, so he never had to live long with the consequences of bad choices.

He had spent half of fifth grade thinking of ways that he could die without being able to side step in time. Like if somebody sprang from ambush and bashed him in the head with a meat tenderizer, immediately rendering him unconscious. They could stay there beating him until his brain was tartare on the sidewalk, and he would never be awake enough to side step.

Nobody wanted to kill him.

But if somebody did, there would be ways.

Back to his dilemma in the dark in the tomb room. What if no direction led anywhere useful? Would he then return to his healing cave? Take the clothes back off, fold them neatly, and get inside again? He couldn’t pull down the lid because it had slid into some neverland without a trace. Should he choose a reality in which he never caused the lid to open? Then what, wait some long or even infinite time for somebody to notice he was awake?

Why should he go back? He was blind now, but he was blind back there, too, and he wouldn’t learn anything by sitting around. If there were wardens or alien zookeepers watching him (he was flashing now on every movie and TV show he had ever seen) they should at least see him try to add more information to his meager supply.

He used gentle pressure from his fingers to push off simultaneously from both boxes under his hands, and tried to keep a steady direction as he moved out into nothingness. At first he felt gingerly with his toes before taking a step, but that was slow going, and if there was a precipice, he’d find out no matter how careful he was. Maybe there’d be a handrail. Dad worked in risk management for a school district—he would have made the schools put in handrails or guardrails on any floor that led to a drop-off or downward stairs.

How many steps? He hadn’t counted. Eighteen boxes, but no idea how many steps he had taken after leaving them behind.

His foot kicked something. A wall. The slipper offered scant protection, so Laz was relieved that he had been walking so gingerly. He wouldn’t have wanted to jam a toe.

It was a full-height wall, as high as he could reach. Should he go left or right? Left won, so it was his right hand trailing along the wall, feeling for any kind of gap or doorjamb.

It was a doorframe. The door was closed. He couldn’t find a handle at any reasonable height.

There was no light switch or any kind of protuberance or indentation on the wall he had walked along. But on the far side of the door, there was a raised rectangle with two depressions in it, one over the other. A light switch?

He pressed the upper one.

The door opened.

There was a bright light in the corridor on the other side.

The corridor ran parallel to the wall Laz had just walked along. There were no written signs visible from where Laz was. He did not dare walk out into the corridor because the door might close behind him.

But now that some light was spilling into the big room, he could see that it was filled with row after row of healing caves—if that’s what they were.

Would the door stay open?

Laz pressed the lower button. The door closed and everything was dark again.

He pressed the upper button. The door opened back up. Light.

Leaving the door open behind him, Laz walked to the nearest healing box. Now he could see that the lid was fully transparent. That had not been obvious before, because the whole room had been dark. Now, though, there was enough ambient light for him to see that this box was indeed occupied.

By a mummy. A desiccated human shape. This time he could see the whole corpse at once.

Laz cried out and stepped back toward the corridor.

Is that what I would have become, if I had never pushed on the lid and caused it to open?

He forced himself to go back and look into the box with the corpse inside.

The display panel was there, but everything said zero. Clearly this person had not had a heart rate worth recording for a long time.

Laz went to the next box, the next, the next. If these had once been healing caves, they had failed at their function. These occupants were beyond healing.

Most of them seemed to be small. Many were child-sized. Same size box as Laz’s though, as if they were supposed to grow into them, like oversized hand-me-downs from older siblings—a concept which Laz, as an only child, had never experienced for himself.

Now as he looked out over the dim array of boxes, he knew that this was no hospital. It was more like a graveyard. All these boxes must contain dead bodies.

Why had his cave still functioned? Did these boxes all go dark because the clone inside was dead? Or did the occupants die because the boxes went dark?

Why am I alive? And why hasn’t anyone come to meet me? To yell at me for getting out of my box without permission? It would be nice to get into a brisk argument with some idiotic adult who was castigating him for not obeying rules that Laz had never heard of.

Laz enjoyed arguments in which the opponent was locked into positions whose absurdity made it impossible for them to speak sensibly. Other kids would give up and walk away—or get mad and jab at him. But adults always had a completely unjustified certainty that if they just talked long enough at a younger person, they would prevail.

In this case, Laz would have liked the argument for a completely different reason: It would mean that there was another person present. It would mean he was not alone.

Laz walked back to the open door and stepped halfway through, one foot inside, one outside of the room. He saw controls for the door on the outside, too.

He would have to try the outside buttons. If they did not work and the door closed behind him, then he could decide whether to side step into a reality in which he had not chosen to step outside, or just live with the decision and continue exploring the building.

He pressed one set of buttons and the door closed and reopened. He pressed the other, and bright ceiling lamps flooded the interior of the huge room with light.

It turned out the corridor lights had not been bright at all—in fact, they were as dim as the EXIT lights in a theater. Laz realized that even the lights now illuminating the room were probably not all that bright—his eyes just weren’t accustomed to having light at all.

His impressions of the big room had been correct. By chance he had gone the shortest way from his healing cave to the nearest wall; there had to be upwards of fifty rows in every direction. He could see that there were doors about every thirty meters along the walls, leading somewhere. It wasn’t Laz’s job to find out where, unless it turned out that this corridor led nowhere.

Laz turned off the light. He closed the door. Maybe there was another functioning healing cave inside another room, and maybe he would locate it and find a living human being.

Later. First he needed to find out where everybody was. Who was in control of this operation.

No. First he had to find a drink of water.



In the course of wandering around the corridors, he found two drinking fountains, but the chilling unit wasn’t working in either one, and when he pressed the button, water didn’t flow. It didn’t even dribble out. The water seemed to have been cut off.

But I didn’t dry out in my box, thought Laz. Moisture got to me somehow. My box kept me alive. Something in this place is still working.

The corridors formed a maze—or maybe it was a perfectly consistent pattern that he just didn’t understand. There were doors in other walls, but they didn’t respond to a button press.

Then it dawned on him that there was something else that none of the walls had.

Windows.

Maybe he was underground.

He went to the end of a wide corridor. It butted up against a wall.

To the left and right, though, there were buttons. No doors, no numbers, no labels, just buttons. He pressed one.

The whole floor, from the end wall to about six meters out, rose smoothly. A low wall appeared on the outside edge, enough to keep a rolling cart from falling off. The ceiling parted above him. He went past another floor, with dimly lighted corridors. This time when the ceiling above the elevator platform opened, there was a much brighter light. It was daylight, Laz knew, simply from the quality of the light. Nothing artificial. Sun through glass, that’s what he was seeing.

The floor with his healing cave was two floors below daylight.

The elevator stopped—apparently this was as high as it went. The low barrier wall was gone. Laz stepped out into the sunlit corridor, which quickly led to a large open glass-walled reception area.

There was nobody at the reception desk. Nobody at the doors. Nobody on the furniture.

And not much furniture, either. It was as if all the good pieces had been removed, and only the ones with tatty upholstery were left. Like at an underfunded school.

There had once been electronic equipment at the reception station, but all that remained were sockets of various kinds.

This place screamed, Out of business.

Yet one of those healing caves two floors down had contained a living person. Did you all just forget me?

There were big letters on the glass wall. They were backward—they were sending their message out onto the street. But Laz easily read them, though he had to walk through the large open space for a while before he was sure he had seen all the letters.

From the outside, passersby would have read the word “Vivipartum.” It sounded like a company name. Laz thought through his Latin roots and figured that it might mean something like “born alive.” He had once had “parturition”—birth—as a vocabulary word, and “vivid” clearly was related to life.

And that was his confirmation of what this place was. Not a hospital at all. Not even a retirement home for dying people hoping to be kept alive till there was a cure.

He remembered the articles and essays and op-eds and diatribes and slogans from three or four years ago, when the technology for cloning and fast-growing human bodies had been developed. At that time, cloning was justified solely as a means of supplying organs and limbs for the genetic owner, in case things went badly and a transplant was needed. No more hoping for a liver donor or heart donor, no more matching blood types and using immunosuppressants. All transplant needs were met using organs and limbs that were genetically identical to the transplant recipient.

The clones will never be brought to consciousness, the proponents assured everyone. They will never have legal existence as people. They are not citizens. They are organ and limb banks, with individual proprietors whose DNA had been used to create them.

Meanwhile, religions were in a frenzy over the question of whether clones had souls, whether they were tainted by original sin, whether they were eligible for redemption. They were never alive and could not be resurrected; they were definitely alive and to kill one in order to harvest a vital organ was murder. So many people were sure that their view was the only one a decent person could have.

This was all mildly interesting to Laz as a kid. He remembered that the courts had allowed cloning and harvesting to continue, under the legal theory that clones never achieved consciousness or acted upon their own volition in any way, and were therefore nonpersons in the eyes of the law. Property.

The controversy didn’t die down completely, so the big cloning corporations spun off the cloning operations into a lot of smaller companies with different names. They all pretended to be in another line of work, and most of them actually conducted other businesses.

In this Vivipartum building, all the rows of boxed clones were underground.

Maybe when the owners of the clones stopped making their payments, the life support was cut off and the clones all died. That made sense to Laz. These weren’t people, so nobody cared if they died.

But somebody had kept up payments on Laz’s body, so he lived.

And something else. The clones were never supposed to achieve sentience or volitional behavior. Yet here was Laz walking around, full of memories of a childhood that this body had never lived through. If he was in fact a clone.

He was a clone with a memory.

Had the technology moved forward, without anybody reporting on it? Could they take the memories out of the original owner’s brain and then play them into the brain of the clone? Laz had never heard of such a technology, but then, after the huge brouhaha about cloning in the first place, the companies would keep such a development completely under wraps, because it would reopen the whole person/nonperson debate again, and who knew where the courts would land?

Laz had not been cloned to provide body parts for some older version of Laz. Laz had been given the memories of his life up to age seventeen. Laz was being prepared to be a replacement.

Ridiculous. Why replace somebody who wasn’t dead? If his older original self had died, they could only revive him if they had recorded his memories while he was alive. Laz had no memory of that. If somebody judged a teenager like him to be important enough to record, Laz would not have forgotten it.

If his original self was alive, why would they be prepping Laz to replace him?

Maybe they now put memories into all the clones. Maybe so that they could do a brain transplant, if that was necessary. And it was just random chance that Laz’s clone had survived when so many others downstairs had died.

Maybe I’m not a clone at all. Maybe I’ve read this whole situation wrong.

In the whole time he had been standing in the glass-walled reception area, not a single vehicle had passed by on the street outside.

Laz walked to the window, then to another spot in the glass wall, and he saw that the parking lot wasn’t empty. There were a few cars in it, but they were parked any which way. Like nobody cared. And there were a couple of cars with people in them, but they weren’t moving. Neither the cars nor the people.

There were crash bars on the doors—strictly according to fire code—but Laz was afraid again that once he went through the doors and let them close behind him, he wouldn’t be able to get back in. Besides, he didn’t know if the weather outside was sunny and hot or sunny and cold. He sure wasn’t dressed for cold.

He pushed open the outside door. A blast of air came in. Cold. But not bitterly cold. Colder than Los Angeles. More like San Francisco standing near the water.

Holding one door open, he pulled on the handle of the other. Locked.

He looked for a way to unlock it. If nobody had noticed him so far, he wasn’t going to count on being able to knock on the door and have somebody let him back in. He stepped back into the doorway and looked for a way to unlock the door mechanically. No such.

So he pulled one of the tatty sofas over to the door and awkwardly pushed it out between the two doors, to hold them both open. Surely this would bring some kind of security guy into the reception area.

It didn’t.

Laz went outside and walked toward a car with a guy in it.

A dead guy. A guy who had been dead for a long time. A guy with a smashed-in head. Or a blasted head. There was no gun in the car, though, if he had killed himself.

The other car had a couple in it. Also dead. A long time dead. And a bottle that must have held pills. Suicide?

The other cars were all empty.

How long ago had they died? Why hadn’t anybody cleaned up the mess? Why had three people chosen the same parking lot to kill themselves, one by gunshot and two by overdose? And who had removed the gunshot guy’s pistol? Why had they left the empty pill bottle? Somebody had done some cleanup, yet they had left these corpses.

For me to find? thought Laz.

It’s not about you, Laz could hear his mother saying. Don’t be such a drama queen, Laz. The world doesn’t revolve around you.

But what if nobody else was ever going to come out of that building to this parking lot? thought Laz.

The pill guy was wearing a jacket.

Could Laz wear a jacket whose owner had rotted away inside it?

A gust of wind told him, Yes, he could, because it was cold out here. He would try to replace it with something not so disgusting as soon as he could.

The car door opened when he pulled on the handle. Not locked. Laz tugged on the jacket. The body kind of fell apart inside it. Much of the body came out of the car with the jacket, but then fell out of it onto the asphalt. Laz felt a moment of nausea, a moment of horror, but he knew that the people in this car did not pose any danger to him, so he paused a moment to let his rational mind take control again.

Laz unzipped the jacket, shook it, beat it against the car to get all the body parts out of it. Then he pulled it on. It didn’t smell. Well, it did, but not as bad as the inside of the car had smelled, and he could stand it. It blocked the wind. It was long enough to protect Laz’s butt and privates as well as his stomach and chest and arms. It would keep him from dying of exposure wearing paper clothing out here.

Was that why they left these bodies? For him? So he’d realize there had been some kind of cataclysm, that civilization had ended and bodies were left where they died—and so that he could also salvage important articles of clothing from the corpses?

They could have left him a note and a nice warm set of clothes.

He reached back into the car and felt in the guy’s pockets, trying not to stare down into the pelvic cavity surrounded by the waistline of the pants.

Nothing. No wallet, no car keys. No keys in the ignition, though he realized that this car would certainly have had a proximity key.

He went around to the other side because he saw the woman had a purse. He opened it. What would he do with a makeup compact? It had a mirror in the lid. He closed it, put it in his jacket pocket. There was also a small pocket knife. That might come in handy. But that was all. Surely women carried more than this in their purses.

Missing car keys. Missing wallet, missing money, missing almost everything. Somebody had taken from these bodies everything they didn’t want Laz to have. He was allowed to have a small knife and a mirror. He could have a jacket. Nice of them.

He shuddered in the chilly breeze and gathered his thoughts. These things were not directed at him, at Lazarus Davit Hayerian, seventeen-year-old high school senior and smart mouth extraordinaire. Beware narcissism, you stupid heap.

No, this was not according to somebody’s plan, or at least not a plan for him. Laz just happened to wake up right now and happened to be the person who found these bodies and these things.

But somebody took everything from the guy’s pockets and most things from the purse. Somebody had taken the pistol from the guy who shot himself.

And in these cars, in the building, there hadn’t been a scrap of paper with any writing on it. Not a book, not a pamphlet, not a newspaper, not a magazine on the tables in the reception area, not a wad of trash or packaging tumbleweeding down the street in the breeze.

There was nothing to show him the date. Nothing to show even the year. The weather told him it was during a cold season, but Laz didn’t know enough about the sky to judge from the position of the sun whether it was the dead of winter or near one of the equinoxes. Nor could he guess where he was. The name Vivipartum didn’t give him any clue to the latitude and longitude, and therefore whether this was as cold as it ever got around here, or if this was an unusually warm spell.

And still not a car had passed by on the street.

Why had everybody gone away and left him here to wake up alone?

He felt the impulse to get away, to simply leave and return to a better place. With people in it. With his people in it.

But before he could try to act on that impulse, and side step into a different set of conditions, he realized: He had learned before he was twelve years old that he could swap realities only by stepping into a version of himself that already existed in the different reality. That was a rule he had never been able to break. So whenever he side stepped, he got the whole set of memories of the version of Laz that already existed in that reality, plus his memories of the reality he had left behind.

If he was really a clone, though, then there was no version of him in any other reality. He and his original were not the same person, regardless of DNA or physical appearance or shared memories. He couldn’t side step to get out of this situation, because this was the only reality in which he, Clone-Laz, had ever existed.

Then again, what if he was wrong?

He tried to side step, but couldn’t find within his mind any other reality to move to, apart from realities since his waking, in which he was still inside the building, still in the dark, exploring a different wall, lying in the healing cave, walking along different corridors without realizing that there had to be elevators, or shivering in the wind without wearing the dead man’s coat. Petty local differences. Nothing to move him out of this abandoned place. Nothing to put him in living human company.

He was stuck here.



No internet, no blogging. Since I may be the last human being on Earth, there’s nobody to read the blog anyway. Of course, there might be five billion people in Asia, for all I know. But since I haven’t found a working computer since I woke up, I can’t post anything for them to read.

I’m going crazy not having anybody to talk to. I’m beginning to realize that I actually did need friends back in school. I just didn’t notice the fact because I had friends.

So I’m inventing a new thing: the plog. Paper blog. I know, “blog” is itself a conflation of “biographical” and “log,” but it’s a word on its own now. Or it was back when I was alive. (Not sure yet if what I’ve got here is actually living.)

I got the idea of doing this when I broke into a Staples and found that the reams of paper that were wrapped in plastic had survived. So then I started trying pens. They were all dried out, even with their caps on. Paper-eating fungi, bacteria, and the moisture from this damp climate that seeps its way in wherever it can doomed the cardboard. The half-cardboard part of the packaging on the pens crumbled under my fingers. I remember you used to need heavy shears, a sturdy sharp knife, or lightning from heaven to get those packages open in the old days. Now they tear open like toilet paper. Like damp toilet paper.

So I tried mechanical pencils, because you don’t have to sharpen them. But all the mechanisms are either frozen or completely ineffective. If the lead can’t be advanced and then stay in place, you don’t have a pencil, you have a stylus. And even when it did advance, it kept breaking. Really, crumbling. Becoming a smudge of graphite dust on the paper.

You know what I’m writing this with? A regular old-fashioned wooden pencil with an eraser on the end. The eraser is brittle and crumbles pretty easily, but for a while at least it worked, and it doesn’t matter anyway because I’m not going to erase anything, I’m just putting down whatever comes into my head like I’m talking to you instead of writing to you, because I don’t know if you, my future reader, will ever exist.

Here’s the thing. Wooden pencils don’t have any mechanical parts that will rust. Of course fungi and bacteria have been dining out on this pencil, but it still works anyway. And instead of a clunky mechanical sharpener, which I wouldn’t want to lug around anyway, you know what works great? Those cheapo little plastic sharpeners with a razor blade in them to shave the pencil point at the correct angle. I carry a couple of those in my backpack now, along with a dozen pencils, and I have to remind myself that this ancient technology only came into existence in, like, the seventeen hundreds. Or the seventeenth century. Who cares when, but the Romans didn’t have them, and the Babylonians and Egyptians and ancient Chinese didn’t have them, and paper itself is only about a thousand years old or so, and that’s all I remember from a couple of reports in school. Not mine, some other kids’ reports, so this is proof I was awake and I did listen.
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DURING WHAT REMAINED of this first afternoon awake, Laz had no leisure time for generalized exploration. His agenda had only a few items: warm clothes, water, food. There was no map, and no transportation other than his slippered feet. He toyed with the idea of going back to the Vivipartum parking lot and taking Poisoned Man’s shoes—or maybe it was Gun Man’s shoes that would fit him better. But no, slippers would do for now, and Laz had no time for doubling back.

In a town you don’t know, without maps, with only traffic signs, how do you find a useful store? Since no cars were moving on the roads, Laz could not imagine that any stores were operational, or even if any of them would still have clothing that he could buy or borrow or beg or steal. But even if they were empty, they would have walls and probably roofs, and he would be warmer inside than out.

Once he got away from the direct neighborhood of Vivipartum, he found that so many ridiculously tall trees grew in this place that there was no meaningful view in any direction. If this town had any tall buildings, they would be hidden behind the trees. Even though there wasn’t a leaf on most of them, they had so many twigs and branches that he couldn’t see through them.

The wind was picking up, and as the day waned, the air was not getting warmer.

Nothing about any of the roads promised a built-up commercial area in any particular direction, but if the sun was trending to the west, then he would go south, because if it led nowhere he could side step to a reality in which he had chosen to go north or, at the first cross street, east or west.

He couldn’t tell anything from the number of cars parked along the streets because there weren’t any. No more dead people, either—not in cars and not on front lawns or porches. Had they left those corpses at Vivipartum so Laz could get a warm coat? Had there been a cataclysm or not?

He would get no answers on this walk. All that mattered was getting clothes. Especially shoes. The slippers were wearing out fast. He’d feel more optimistic if he had any idea where there might be a shopping center with a shoe store. Or a Walmart.

A nice wide street looked promising, but at first it led past nothing but a park and some school buildings, which had neither students nor parked cars. But he kept walking because ahead there was some kind of major intersection, with what looked to be an overpass. And then there was a sign that said FRIENDLY CENTER and an arrow. He walked to the left, up a short hill.

He ignored the hotel and restaurant on the left, though he thought he should remember the hotel because a smaller room would be easier to warm up with his body heat. At the brow of the hill he could see an outdoor shopping center where cars once parked right among the shops. And a couple of big stores announced themselves to be Macy’s and Belk. Department stores usually had a men’s department, and so if there was any merchandise at all, they might have clothing that would suit him.

He went all the way around both department stores in search of an unlocked door. No such luck. But a nearby gas station had an open service bay with a few nice heavy steel implements. He chose a tire iron and a heavy object whose purpose he couldn’t even guess at. Carrying them both was too awkward, he discovered after a couple of shopping-center blocks, so he set down the heavy object and carried the tire iron to a door of one of the stores—at ground level, he couldn’t see any signs, but he didn’t have any brand loyalty so it didn’t matter which.

The tire iron couldn’t get into a gap between the doors, so he finally stepped back and threw it at the glass doors. Nothing. Then at a big window. It didn’t break, but it did make a lovely pattern of cracks and crazes. So Laz went back, got the heavier unidentified thing, and pitched it into the same window. The whole thing shattered and tumbled to the ground in a pile of glass kibbles rather than jagged shards. Safety glass. A very thoughtful design feature, planning for the safety and comfort of a future solitary burglar.

There were no lights in the store, and little outside light got through the doors and windows. But he could see that the store seemed to be well stocked, and with clothes appropriate for chilly weather. Once his eyes got used to the interior dimness, he found the men’s department—in the darkest corner of the bottom floor, of course—and after rejecting the idea of a nice business suit, he found sweatpants, a sweatshirt, a T-shirt, an array of underwear, and a heavy jacket that hadn’t been died and rotted in. He happily stripped off the dead man’s coat and all the pathetic lightweight pajama stuff from Vivipartum, and wished, momentarily, for a shower. But Neanderthals didn’t have showers either, he reminded himself, or soap, or deodorant. And Laz at least had warm clothes with a drawstring waist on the pants.

Shoes were easy. He rejected fancy athletic shoes in favor of simple walking shoes, light but rugged looking. And sweat socks that went way up his calves. Warm.

He thought of taking changes of clothing in the pockets of the jacket and then decided instead to find a backpack. It wasn’t at the department store that he found one, but in a store with lots of camping gear. He chose a backpack that didn’t require a frame, just something he could strap onto his shoulders to carry a change of clothes. Along with anything else he found, like food and water.

Water. They had a nice selection of canteens, plus packages of water purification tablets. Would they still work? Laz figured that he’d find out, knowing he could always step into a timestream in which he hadn’t tried drinking water that he had “purified” with ineffective tablets.

He was clothed. He was shod. He had a water container. He had a small knife and a small mirror.

What he didn’t have was a map or a clue. Where now?

How long had this town been empty? Was there any chance that grocery stores would have edible food?

Canned food. The soup aisle. The fruit juice aisle. He thought of Dole pineapple juice, which his mother used in the dressing for the fruit salad she made every Thanksgiving. She always let him drink the leftover juice. If it hadn’t gone off, he could sure use some.

At the far end of the same shopping center, up on a hill, there was a huge grocery store named Harris Teeter, and this time he didn’t have to try to break or pry his way in: One set of double doors stood open.

It meant that the produce section had been ransacked by animals long ago—years ago—and the frozen food section, full of faded packages depicting food, would be worthless. The butcher shop section had long since been gutted and this time the animals had eaten up every scrap.

But the aisles of canned and bottled goods looked promising.

Twist-off caps, that’s what Laz needed right now. But first his gaze was drawn by a group of pineapple juice cans on the bottom shelf. Every one of them had been corroded near the bottom, and a stain of ancient spilled juice spread over the shelf and down on the floor. Laz’s first thought was: What animal can gnaw through a metal can? But then he realized that the juice had eaten through the metal from the inside.

If pineapple juice was so acidic that it could eventually dissolve the metal can, didn’t that mean that from the moment it was canned the process of destruction began? Didn’t that mean that even the most freshly canned pineapple juice contained tiny bits of the dissolved metal? And I drank it, thought Laz. And it was delicious.

But it would not be delicious now. The juice remnant was just a stain—it wasn’t even sticky, and certainly had no depth. Insects or larger creatures must have eaten it back when it was freshly spilled; there were the desiccated corpses of ants, or at least the shadows of the ants, embedded in the stains.

Laz reached for a bottle of V8 with a twist-off cap.

He hadn’t had V8 since elementary school, and hadn’t loved it then, but that might explain why it was still in its plastic bottles on the shelf. The stuff that was labeled as regular V8 was a dark brown, which was not encouraging. His purification tablets were for water, not decrepit vegetable juice. Some other kinds of V8, fusion this or fruit that, had twist-off plastic lids. They looked like they might still be something like the color they were meant to be, and so he opened one.

It passed the sniff test, meaning it didn’t smell fermented or rotten or dead, and he sipped it. It didn’t taste like any commercial beverage with a chance of success in the marketplace, but it also didn’t make him gag or retch. He swallowed it. His stomach responded with a kind little thank-you gurgle, and he sipped a little more.

After about a minute—which wasn’t long enough for a real safety test, Laz knew—he succumbed to thirst and guzzled the whole thing.

Then, his thirst satisfied, he stood there in the dim aisle and waited for some store manager to come screaming down onto the sales floor to demand that he pay for what he had just consumed.

No manager. Nor did his stomach rebel. He had half expected to vomit right there in the aisle, but no, his body seemed to be dealing with the liquid.

But now that he had drunk something, Laz needed to pee. A very quick passage into the blood and out through the kidneys, he thought, but then figured that maybe the liquid had merely made his body remember about urination. There was no catheter in the healing cave, so maybe he had been kept in a weird kind of stasis where his body fluids were kept in balance and he didn’t need to pee. Maybe.

He decided against peeing right there inside the store, because even if he was the last person alive in this town, he didn’t want to turn a future food resource into a urine-soaked latrine for the town’s lone homeless person. He went back outside the store and peed into the gutter. This looked like a place where rain came often enough to clean out the gutters.

In the distance, far across the parking lot, he saw a couple of dogs trotting along, paying no attention to the urinating man by the Harris Teeter store.

Inside the store again, he looked for bottled water. He found the price tags on the fronts of the shelves, along with the expected brand names—Fiji, Aquafina, Dasani, Evian—but the water shelves had been completely cleared out. Wherever everybody went, they had apparently needed to take water with them. But not V8.

He found an aisle that sold flashlights. None of them worked. He pried open battery packages and put the batteries into a flashlight. He used the brand that claimed a ten-year shelf life. He had no idea how many years they had been there, but the flashlight gave a feeble light, so some juice must have remained.

He used the light to find the employee break room, where he looked for a church key opener for cans of beverage that didn’t have a working pop-top cap. When he couldn’t find one, he remembered that grocery stores sold some hardware, and on the kitchenware shelves he found a pristine church key plus a hand-cranked lid-removing can opener. Nothing that needed to be plugged in to operate.

He searched for some likely canned food and, even though he had a can opener, he chose some small tins of Vienna sausage and various kinds of potted meat products and Spam and dried beef in little glass jars, all of which could be opened without an opener.

The Vienna sausage cans opened right up with their pop-top arrangement, and when he poured off the greyish sludge, the sausages looked grey but intact. He knew they were supposed to be pink, but he bit into one and then sat on the floor deciding whether or not to swallow or spit it out.

He swallowed. Better to know than not to know.

He ended up eating the whole tin of sausages. That was enough experimentation with protein for now. A plastic jar of mandarin oranges looked vaguely orange in color and he ate those and drank off the sugary liquid and to his surprise, it all tasted pretty good, meaning that it tasted like nothing but at least it wasn’t nauseating.

He thought of trying to get back to Vivipartum to sleep, but what would he do, crawl back into his box? Say good night to the resting dead? Vivipartum had nothing for him—no welcoming committee, no instructions, no explanations, nothing. Why go back there?

He knew why. To look for another survivor.

But that was for later. Right now he had to look out for his own survival.

He thought of the hotel he had passed, but it was over at the other side of the sprawling shopping center, and even though he had once been a long-distance hiker, that was with a different body; this one was strong but it wasn’t used to hiking. So he went back to the break room, closed the door, made an awkward pillow out of his backpack and an inadequate blanket out of his jacket, switched off the dim flashlight, and went to sleep.

He figured that even though this place must have been filled with rats and whatever other wildlife was extant in this town back when the meat and produce were still edible, they would have learned long ago that there was nothing for them in this place. So if he was inspected by any small animals in his sleep, they were thoughtful enough not to wake him.

Laz woke up only once during the night. He had been dreaming, something about his dad honking the horn for him, impatient to get a move on, get out here to the car. When he woke up, worried that his dad might leave if he didn’t get out there pronto, he realized where he was, knew that his dad couldn’t possibly be there, and for a moment he tried to get back to sleep.

Then he felt around for the flashlight, turned it on, and found his way out to the open doors and onto the sidewalk fronting the vast parking lot. No cars. Certainly not any cars containing his dad or any other impatient human honking a horn. But there was the gutter that he had turned into a personal latrine, so he drained his bladder and tried to decide whether he felt nauseated from the old canned food and drink he had consumed. He didn’t.

Laz went back in, found the break room, closed the door, crawled onto his bedlike arrangement, and went back to sleep. He forgave himself for the fact that he was kind of crying himself to sleep. After all, he had just woken up from a long nap in a kind of box that had turned out to be a coffin for most of the inmates of such boxes. He had no one to talk to and, when he thought about it, no particular reason to be alive. His survival was surely an accident, just like the placement of the dead people in the Vivipartum parking lot, because if it was somebody’s deliberate plan, where the hell were they?

But even lonely self-pitying teenagers eventually sleep, and when he woke up again, opening the break room door revealed daylight streaming into the store. He had slept through the night.

There was a thin layer of snow on the parking lot outside. Or was it frost? He walked out into the parking lot. It was snow—though in the Los Angeles area he had never had any experience with either. His parents had taken him skiing a few times, but this wasn’t skiing-type snow. This was more like slippery fall-on-your-butt-if-you-walk-carelessly snow. He watched his feet, walking carefully.

There were three dogs in the parking lot, much closer than the ones he had seen the night before. They were just standing there, looking at him. Could they possibly be familiar with humans? He tried to remember just how long dogs lived. If everybody had been gone for twenty years, it was probable that none of these dogs had seen a human before.

But they had seen mammals before—squirrels, certainly. Did he look like meat to them? They were all so skinny their ribs were showing. Hunger can make anything look like food. Including grey Vienna sausages.

Their stillness and silence were unnerving. He thought of talking to them, then decided against it.

He heard a sound behind him.

He turned very slowly and saw another dog between him and the store entrance. Surrounded. Smart dogs with a plan, apparently.

Laz wasn’t even holding the flashlight, so if they decided to attack, he would have no defense.

From his hiking days, he knew that if you didn’t want dogs around, you did not run away from them, because that triggered their chasing instinct. However, he was also reasonably sure that holding out his hand to be sniffed while saying, Good doggy, might not be any smarter.

He angled toward a part of the store entrance that was a little bit away from where the dog was. It stepped between him and the entrance.

My backpack is in there, thought Laz. It has a couple of tools in it.

It has a pry bar in it. That would make a nice resounding smack against the head of an attacking dog.

But getting to the pry bar would mean that either the dog had simply let him pass, which would mean he didn’t need a weapon at all, or that he had outrun the dog and made it inside the closed break room door before the dog got to him, which seemed unlikely.

The dog in the doorway growled softly. A turn of his head revealed that the other dogs were much closer to him now. He was encircled.

He thought of continuing to walk toward the store entrance.

Then he decided that this was an excellent time to side step.

When he looked inside his mind for the threadlike timestreams, he didn’t see images, not really. What he saw were threads leading to places different from this version of the present. It’s not that he could step back into some earlier place in the timestream and then make different decisions—there was nothing time-travelly about his little trick. Instead he had to find a different version of the present moment in which he had already made different decisions that took him to a different situation, a different place but the same exact time.

Yet he couldn’t always be sure of what he’d find.

He made a choice and stepped into it.

In this timestream, at the exact same moment, instead of being outside with the dogs, he was still in the break room. Had he slept longer? He consulted the memories he found in this version of himself, and yes, he had only just woken up, and had not even opened the break room door.

He pulled the pry bar out of the backpack, then shrugged the pack onto his shoulders. He made a few practice swings with the pry bar, and then carefully opened the door.

Well, hello. All four dogs—the same ones; he recognized their different mixed-up breeds—were sitting outside the door, waiting for him.

He closed the door again. Almost immediately, something thumped against the door, and the barking began.

All right, let’s find another timestream.

In the next one he tried—again, at the exact moment in time when he had retreated back into the break room and the dogs had begun their sad little assault on the door—he was not in the break room. He was wearing the backpack, and he was in the dark stockroom in the back of the store, shining the flashlight around. Maybe the dogs were inside the store. Maybe they were out in the parking lot, waiting for him. Maybe they were in a different part of town. He had no intention of looking for them.

He hesitated before trying to stock up on more food, but finally decided that as long as the dogs weren’t actually inside the store, he probably had time. He found the shelves he needed and added canned meat, canned pasta, canned fish, and plastic bottles of mandarin oranges to his backpack. It was way heavier now, but if the dogs—or something else—started chasing him, he’d drop the bag and hope to return to it later.

With the heavy backpack, he went into the stockroom and found a back door. When he tried the handle, it opened to the outside. Daylight, the expected skiff of snow—because it was rare for a timestream to have different weather—and no dogs.

But behind him, in the stockroom, he heard the padding of doggy feet.

He stepped out the door and pushed it closed behind him. It was slow going because the hydraulic hinge mechanism was sluggish, so before it was closed, a couple of noses were sticking out and there was a bit of growling. Laz looked around to make sure there weren’t any canine co-conspirators lurking outside, but no, the little four-member pack seemed all to be on the inside. He finally got the door closed and latched. The dogs complained.

Laz took off walking along the asphalt behind the stores, wondering if the dogs would know enough to go out the front door and come around to find him in the back. So he picked up his pace. As long as the dogs couldn’t see him, running was not forbidden. The snow made it dangerous—it wouldn’t be good if the dogs found him lying on the ground with a sprained ankle—but he watched his path and planted his feet squarely. He didn’t slip or skid.

And soon he was on a road headed back toward the lower part of the Friendly shopping center. Not so friendly this morning, he thought. Wouldn’t it have been nice of the former inhabitants to take their dogs with them when they left?

But if it hadn’t been dogs, it might have been something else. Not knowing where he was, for all he knew the woods nearby had bears and wolves, and he figured dogs were a much better choice of peril.

He needed a home base that didn’t have a permanently open front door. On the other side of the street, over a high fence and then down a ways, there were houses. If he went to the end of this street and turned, maybe he’d connect up with a neighborhood. Either he’d find an inhabited house, in which case he could start finding out what was going on and maybe make phone calls to his parents, or he’d find a lot of empty houses, and he might be able to pry his way into one in such a way as to leave the door reclosable. A house would be nice. Houses were made by humans for humans, and he was a human, so… not a bad fit, maybe.

He was still moving quickly. Dogs had a great sense of smell. He certainly was giving off a scared human smell. Getting into a house soon would be nice.

There were several houses that had already been broken into. Any house with a dog door or a cat door had quickly become a shelter for raccoons or weasels or rats or possums or something that pooped everywhere and stank.

But there were also houses that had been sealed shut pretty well. He thought of prying a door away from the doorframe, but couldn’t imagine how he would reclose it afterward. He settled on a window that seemed not to have any convenient fence or air conditioning unit for a raccoon or whatever to jump from. It was pretty easy persuading the window to open—apparently burglary became much easier when you weren’t worried about alerting neighbors or waking the residents with the noise of prying at a window. He was about to toss his backpack into the room but then he realized: If I can’t climb in after it, I’ve lost my backpack.

If I had a skinny little kid as an assistant, I could lower the kid inside, and then go around to the front door so the kid could let me in. Being the lone survivor from Vivipartum had its inconveniences.

Or am I the lone survivor?

It was a fascinating thought, because he had no reason to believe that all the boxes held mummies.

But now was not the time to go off on a wild-goose chase. Vivipartum could wait, at least until he had a reasonably secure nighttime shelter.

Even with the backpack on, Laz found it pretty easy to clamber in. The pack did not snag in the window frame. And there was a table right under the window, so he didn’t have to fall inside and land on his head on the floor. He knocked a bunch of stuff off the table, but once inside, he recognized everything. Monitors, computer game consoles of several brands, controllers, and even a keyboard, as if one of the items was a real computer. It didn’t matter—nothing switched on, there was no power in the house. And if somebody didn’t like the mess he had made in the computer room, he’d have to ask their forgiveness later.

He went through the house and found a bed with a mattress. It had no bedbugs—what would they have been eating for the past umpteen years?—and even though it also had no sheets or blankets, it was going to be better than the floor of the break room in the Harris Teeter.

No food in the house. Not a book. Not an old magazine. Nothing to read. Nothing to eat. Toilets, but bone dry, so he didn’t think he wanted to treat them like open pit latrines. Still, once he reclosed the window in the computer room, the wind wasn’t getting inside, so this house might make a decent place to stay.

He went to the front door, unlocked it, opened it. Then he reclosed it and tried to see if it had locked automatically. It had. He found the little knobby thing that set the lock, turned it, and this time the door did not lock. He could leave the place and come back in through the front door. As if he lived here.

And why not? He was alive, and this was a decent place, until he found a better one. He could go back to Belk or Macy’s or wherever and see if they still had blankets and sheets somewhere inside. Or maybe there was a Target or Walmart or something.

No pistol. No rifle. No ammunition. So he’d have to find a way to deal with dogs and other animal hazards using a poky or smacky weapon. Maybe a Walmart would have an archery set that still had some spring in the bow. It was a pretty sure bet none of them would have a nice javelin. But darts? Maybe darts. If there was a Walmart.

This was America. Of course there was a Walmart.

For now, all he had was a pry bar in his hand, a backpack on his back, and a conscious effort to keep track of his movements so he could find this house again.

By mid-afternoon, having located several small strip centers, a few useless restaurants, some gas stations, and a bicycle store that only had tires that crumbled when he tried to turn the wheels, he was starting to head back toward “his” house when once again he saw a shadow moving in the middle distance. He stopped cold and did not move at all. Finally he saw the motion again. It was a squirrel. As far as he knew, squirrels weren’t dangerous to anybody, unless they had rabies. Wouldn’t it be pathetic if somebody spawned me as a very expensive clone and then I died from a squirrel bite? A whole lot of advanced technology wasted.

There was electricity back at Vivipartum. Not a lot, but enough to keep his coffin—no, his healing box—running, giving off light from LEDs on the console. Keeping him alive. Electricity at Vivipartum might mean that it had its own generator—quite possible, once he thought about it—but it might also mean that the power grid was still working at some rudimentary level.


OEBPS/e9781481496216/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394








OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/Quantico-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481496216/images/9781481496216.jpg
The bestselling author of ENDER'S GAME

RoON
]






OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/Mali-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481496216/images/title.jpg
The Side Step Trilogy
BOOK ONE

WAKERS

ORSON SCOTT CARD

Margaret K. McElderry Books
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/Lato-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/Mali-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481496216/fonts/Lato-LightItalic.ttf


