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GOD IN THE IMAGE OF WOMAN

A NOVEL

In the future, people lose the ability to have daughters; and as women begin to disappear from a world already gripped by chaos, some people begin to think that a 10-year-old black girl will be the next Messiah. Seven years after the onset of this genetic apocalypse, all women have disappeared from cities like New York. Civilization, itself, seems to have ground to a halt as men, numbed by the holographic pleasures of their technological age, wait for the inevitable death of their species. It is then that a powerful military force, known simply as The Horde, begins a systematic offensive against the world’s great cities. As this final battle unfolds, the girl presumed to be God escapes from the fortress where The Horde had been keeping her (and thousands of other women). Once free, she forms a series of alliances-first with a cult convinced of her divinity; then with Mansmann, the scientist originally responsible for the genetic apocalypse; and finally, with a man without a past, called Wang, whose evolving conceptualization of reality seems to be the key to saving the human race.

Interwoven with a rich mosaic of characters-like the seemingly supernatural Quibb; the industrial magnate, Shaka; the gender-defying cyber witch, Circe; and the revolutionary firebrand, Tio Mendez-God in the Image of Woman tells the epic story of people searching for their humanity in an age where the end of the human race seems terrifyingly close at hand.
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D.V. Bernard emigrated from the Caribbean nation of Grenada when he was nine years old, and settled in New York City. He has made extended trips to Southern Africa and the Caribbean over the last few years. God in the Image of Woman is his second novel. His first novel is The Last Dream Before Dawn.
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Some day there will be girls and women whose name will no longer signify merely an opposite of the masculine, but something in itself, something that makes one think, not of any complement and limit, but only of life and existence…
—RANIER MARIA RILKE, Letters to a Young Poet


BOOK I

LIFE BEFORE DEATH
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In the beginning there was nothing, but then men began to dream.
VERSE 1:1 OF The Teachings

Dr. Vincent Mansmann blinked drowsily and transferred his gaze to the dark, smog-cloaked streets outside his car. After hours of sitting idle in traffic, he had the peculiar feeling that his body was melting into the seat. Because of the heat of the summer night, he had turned up the air conditioner so high that he was shivering. His eyes were red and bulging; his hair was long and untamed; and as he had neither bathed nor changed his clothes in days, a musty stench hovered in a low, ominous cloud around him. Presently, as the chill of the air conditioner reached a new threshold, he shuddered and squinted out of the windshield to see what was about him. The smog was now so thick that the only clue that there were thousands of stalled cars ahead of him was the eerie glow of their taillights. He was in Times Square now, but with the smog, all the bright lights and neon signs of the surrounding buildings and billboards registered only as blurred etchings in the darkness. Even the throng of pedestrians on the sidewalk seemed to be nothing but ghosts drifting aimlessly through the world. There was something dreamy about it all—especially with the calming hum of his car’s engine—but he felt somehow beyond sleep and the simple blessings of normal men. There was a strange energy around him—the quiet panic of someone who was still in shock. He felt both as though something in him had died, and that some new thing were gestating within him—sucking nutrients and life from his already frail body….

It had been three days since he had slept. He had spent those restless days and nights at his laboratory, crouched over microscopes and computer printouts and calculations that had left him numb and staring blankly into space. With the exception of some stale, caustic coffee, which had eaten away at his stomach lining, he had consumed nothing during that time. The horror of what he had discovered had nourished him and kept him awake—

And just then, as he once again blinked drowsily and transferred his gaze to the outside world, he saw a figure approaching through the smog. The figure’s features were of course obscured by the smog, but the voluptuous proportions immediately identified it as a woman. Its swaying, stylized stroll was somehow mesmerizing. Some of the other male drivers were honking their horns wildly now; some were leaning out of windows, yelling propositions and declarations of their sexual prowess. Mansmann stared on as the figure continued to walk up the middle of the clogged street. A flimsy miniskirt was stretched taut over the figure’s shapely body. Its hips were wide, rocking in a daunting manner that seemed to threaten the structural integrity of its spine. Its breasts seemed incredibly huge and firm; and as the figure drew near, Mansmann leaned forward in his seat eagerly. His mouth gaped; his eyes bulged as he stared hungrily into the smog. It was only when the figure was about two car lengths away that a feeling in Mansmann’s gut told him that something was amiss. He noticed that some of the other drivers had stopped honking their horns—and yes, those breasts were impossibly huge. Now that the figure was close enough, he saw that its nipples, which stood out prominently, even in the smog, were more like spiked battlements than objects of desire. The figure’s face, finally coming into focus, had the telltale signs of excessive plastic surgery. Its cheekbones were accentuated to the point where the effect was macabre—especially with those huge, vapid eyes—

Mansmann shuddered: it was one of those women of dubious sex, as he referred to them—a transsexual prostitute in search of its next john. Mansmann looked away, feeling suddenly queasy; but the transsexual, no doubt attracted by his Ferrari, came up to the side of his car and started dancing. When Mansmann looked over, the transsexual was gyrating its voluptuous hips, its tongue hanging out of its mouth in a manner that was supposed to be erotic, but which was only grotesque. As he watched the freak show, Mansmann found his mind returning to a thought that had been building to a frenzy over the last three days: Women were objects of worship, sent down to the earth as conduits of hope and magic, and their desecration by the hand of man had thrown the universe out of balance….

After a while, the transsexual left, returning to the smog like a woebegone wanderer. Mansmann looked around warily, as though checking for other smog-borne horrors. All seemed clear, but he was more on-edge now—maybe just more awake. His thought about women being desecrated by the hand of man came back again. Feeling suddenly restless, and remembering the small TV mounted on his dashboard, he gave the voice command for the screen to turn on. He stared at the show—an emergency news report—for about 30 seconds before it made sense to him. He had been so dazed from the events of his laboratory that in the four hours he had been waiting in traffic he had never wondered why traffic was stalled. After watching the news for about three minutes, Mansmann gleaned that there were two reasons.

First of all, this was the President’s final night in town; and as the woman had shepherded the country out of its deepest depression, huge crowds of worshippers were gathering to get a final glimpse of her. Actually, now that America was being drawn into the Asian war, the woman rose up like some kind of god of war and vengeance to the millions of people whose only goal in life seemed to be to defer to her will. With all the fanfare, and the restrictive security measures that had been put in place, perhaps one-third of the city was now inaccessible to vehicular traffic. The other two-thirds was choked with cars that would still have been moving at a snail’s pace if they had had access to the entire city. That was the first reason for the traffic jam.

The second reason for the traffic jam was perhaps more difficult to explain in logical, objective terms. Now, as Mansmann stared at the screen, what he saw could only be described as mass insanity. Just a few blocks away from where he was trapped in traffic, a huge protest had gotten out of control. On Mansmann’s TV, there were images of hundreds of thousands—if not millions—of protesters and anarchists. As he watched it all, he felt himself being pulled in two directions. On the one hand, given what his experiments had revealed about the world and its future prospects, all the information of the emergency report was irrelevant; but on the other hand, after driving himself mad with those same revelations, he was desperate for some respite—some distraction…. It was strange how the sight of anarchy could be a calming influence on him now. On the TV, there were images of angry mobs…scenes of groups of youths throwing Molotov cocktails at armed columns of policemen—images of fear and paranoia and people striving to destroy the social fabric…And yet, there was something inherently ridiculous about it all. There was a story about a notorious doomsday cult, whose leader was a 10-year-old black girl from the South Bronx. Supposedly, her cult had blown up several water mains throughout the city, killing two-dozen people in the process. Elsewhere, a group dedicated to the rights of homosexuals in Papua-New Guinea was shown running through the streets naked. All this was on top of more bewildering stories, like the one on armed insurrectionists who had thrown a grenade at the mayor’s motorcade earlier that evening. As Mansmann watched these events, he genuinely wished that he could be swept up in the panic—perhaps in the same way that an adult often wished that he could view Christmas with the innocence (and, indeed, the naiveté) of a child. However, in the end, he merely shrugged his shoulders.

In actuality, for months now, New York City had been the Mecca for every fringe group that claimed to have a grievance against the powerful. In a sense, tonight was only the natural culmination of what had been put in motion 10 months ago, when a corporation known simply as The Company announced a technological breakthrough: a telecommunications complex that would allow information to be beamed directly into people’s minds. Mansmann had thought little of it at the time, but the protests that arose to stop the construction had grown into a kind of religion over the months. Protesters had come not only from all over the country, but the world. In its effort to neutralize the protests, The Company had even enlisted the services of the President. For the last few months, the woman had been appearing in The Company’s commercials, smiling in her grandmotherly way as she attested to the safety and unobtrusiveness of the complex. Yet, even her godlike powers had not been enough to keep the protest from growing. Soon, thousands had been protesting at Company Square—the site of the complex and The Company’s other buildings. The movement was like a newly formed moon, changing tides and gravitational fields. It was up there in the heavens: a constant reminder of the insignificance of man; and with the complex ready to go online in the morning, millions of protesters were taking to the streets worldwide, as though this were their last chance to save their souls.

As Mansmann watched the screen, and his mind went over the series of events that had brought them to this place, he could not deny that there seemed to be a kind of precision behind it all. Something about the way the movement had escalated reminded him of the frenzied last days of salmon, when millions of the fish fought their way upstream, struggling against natural and man-made barriers, in their genetically programmed determination to spawn and die; and just then, as this thought passed through his mind, the emergency news report returned to the events of Company Square. The crowd of protesters stretched across the square like a sea of bitterness and desperation—like a reservoir for all the rage and madness that had been built up in society over the eons. The camera zoomed in as a few of the protesters broke free of the barricade. The entire sea seemed to surge forward then, but the guards quickly fired their stun guns; and after the lightning of the guns crackled in the air, frying the clothes and flesh of some, and incapacitating hundreds of others, the fried and the unconscious were heaved back behind the battle line by the guards, and the barricade was returned to its former position, as though nothing had happened.

Mansmann sat back in the seat and closed his eyes—not in horror of what he had just seen (or even in some lamentation to the state of the world) but with the renewed assurance that all of it was just a showy prelude to the thing that perhaps only he, as the scientist responsible for its development, had knowledge of. As his gaze returned to the TV, and his mind went to the calculations he had completed just hours ago, he felt like a god looking down on all the irrelevant actions of men. He could not really think of himself as a human being anymore—he had gone too far for that. He looked back on his former life—his former existence as a man—with wonder and disbelief. Only four years ago, he had been Norman Needlebaum: a frail, bald, fifty-seven-year-old, five-foot-five-inch genetics professor from Queens. Then, after his scientific breakthrough, and the rise of his pharmaceutical empire, Needlebaum had faded from existence and Mansmann had risen like a phoenix, soaring to that place of gods that America set aside for the rich and famous.

In fact, just three days ago, right before he went to his laboratory, he had been on stage—the focal point of a bizarre burlesque show. Around him had been a dozen semi-nude, Las Vegas-style cabaret dancers. The lights had been bright and colorful; the audience, lost somewhere in the glare, had been boisterous; and the weird music of youth (which got louder and less melodic with each generation) had been ear splitting. Mansmann had been the center of it all. The dancers had been performing pirouettes around him, while he performed a stiff, uncoordinated maneuver that had been a bad imitation of a dance kids were doing that year. On the corners of the stage, four other geezers had pranced around as well, aping horribly—if not bastardizing—the energetic dances of youth. Yet, none of that had mattered, because Mansmann was a star—a mogul and guru and drug dealer combined into one. His scientific breakthrough, Luxuriant Hair, had the almost supernatural power to make hair sprout on bald heads overnight; but more than that, it was like a combination of Viagra and crack, which empowered the hairless and impotent, gave courage to the slight of heart and shy…it had even been proven to increase penis size! As such, every man on the planet had been a potential customer.

Even the depression had not been able to stop him. The world had needed him: his blithe spirit and the aura of sexual adventurousness that he exuded like cheap cologne. His long, flowing tresses of bleach blond hair had become one of the icons of their generation. His trademark arrayment of platform shoes and gaudy, sequined outfits from the disco era had had a strangely aphrodisiacal effect on society; and as his power over the masses became complete, the maddeningly addictive slogan of all his ads, “I’m a Mansmann’s Man!” became stuck in everyone’s head, like one of those jungle parasites that bored under your skin and laid eggs in your brain.

…But three nights ago, after the burlesque concluded in a pyrotechnic extravaganza, all of that had come to an end. As he walked offstage, Mansmann had waved and bowed and blown kisses for minutes on end; when he finally shuffled behind the curtains, he had been grinning and panting as he heard the audience (which had of course been composed mostly of geezers) clapping and asking for an encore. It had been then that two of his lab assistants confronted him. Looking as though they were in shock, they had informed him that something was very wrong. Somehow, the Luxuriant Hair formula had gone airborne, and was in everyone’s bloodstream—even in people who had not brought the product! Mansmann had looked on dubiously, telling the men to go home and rest, because they had obviously been mistaken; but later that night, he had gone to his uptown lab to investigate and do some calculations. After an hour bent over a microscope, he had known that it was far worse than his formula having gone airborne. The formula had been acting in new ways, operating on a genetic level that he had never thought possible. Going on a horrible hunch, he had eked a sperm sample out of himself and done a DNA analysis of it. When the first set of results came back, a chill had traveled up his spine, and he had stared ahead numbly. Still, holding out hope that the results could be wrong, he had run the test again. When the second set of results came back, and they also showed the mutation, the realization of what had happened, had seemed to drain years from his life. It was the sperm that decided the sex of a child; as such, Mansmann’s sperm sample should have had the genetic material to produce both boys and girls…but that had not been the case. The results had seemed impossible, yet there had been no denying the cold facts of science. According to the results churned out by his computer, his genetic material had been corrupted by a series of molecules found only in his Luxuriant Hair formula. That led to only one conclusion: his formula had caused some kind of genetic mutation, and now it was impossible for daughters—for females—to be born.


All societies are built on brutality. Those societies that survive for extended periods—great societies—manage to codify and bureaucratize that brutality, so that it takes on the veneer of justice.
VERSE 194:9 OF The Teachings

Four months ago, when the protests at Company Square began to show the telltale signs of impending anarchy, the FBI had been called in to set up a command center at The Company. Five hundred and eighty-seven agents had been assigned the task of investigating all the groups that had gathered to protest; every protester in Company Square had unwittingly had his or her picture taken—and matched against an FBI database of known terrorists. One hundred and thirty-seven cameras were now trained on Company Square and the surrounding blocks, documenting the steady dissolution of society, and accumulating evidence for the thousands of cases that were going to be prosecuted when this was all over.

In order to guard against the very real possibility of a terrorist bombing, the FBI had located the command center on a secure sublevel of The Company’s main building—a 150-story skyscraper. The command center was a gigantic cube whose sides were all about 100 meters. Within the cube, the FBI agents sat in rows, at consoles arrayed with the latest computing and telecommunications devices. There were 50 consoles to a row and 10 rows in the room; and as all the rows faced a huge screen (which took up an entire wall) the command center was reminiscent of Mission Control at NASA. The noise of the place was mind numbing, with phones constantly ringing and people yelling across the room. Just to have a simple conversation with one’s neighbor, one had to yell above the din. Furthermore, with scenes of chaos flashing on the gigantic screen before them, and the cacophony blaring all around them, it was as though they were being systematically driven insane. The musty odor of anxious sweat pervaded the place—especially as the air conditioner was broken. It had actually been broken for days now, but nobody knew whom to call to get it fixed; and in that way peculiar to huge bureaucracies, the small, simple tasks that would make everyone’s life easier were tantamount to moving heaven and earth….

Special Agent Mark Respoli was a tall, swarthy man who had the kind of delicate facial features that women found handsome, and other men thought to be a sure sign of homosexuality. His entire life had probably been spent overcompensating for this by engaging in overtly manly pursuits—like sports, the military and now the FBI. He had excelled in all three; and until he had been assigned the task of tracking down the 10-year-old girl/Messiah from the South Bronx, he had probably never been in doubt about who he was and what was to be expected from life. He had been a naval intelligence officer before joining the FBI; and all his life, he had been single-minded and uncompromising—especially, as the cliché goes, in defense of God and country.

However, the 10-year-old seemed to be the harbinger of a storm that was still gathering strength on the horizon. After months of searching for the girl, he felt more as though he had been tracking down a myth, rather than an actual human being. The girl left no clues behind: no fibers, no residues…nothing that could be used to find her hideout. Her followers’ attacks seemed so precise that Respoli had often found himself thinking that they had somehow managed to metamorphose into one monstrous creature, which had the girl as its soul, and her followers as the vast tentacles. In the city alone, 8,496 people (including the girl’s mother and the other people blown up in her tenement) were now dead because of her; 17 buildings, including the girl’s elementary school and her church, had been blown up. Thousands of people had been wounded and maimed in these attacks, and yet each new terrorist act only seemed to attract more followers. He called them followers, not believers, because he was seriously beginning to doubt that the girl’s worshippers—that is, the vast majority of them—believed that she was God. It was more that they did not believe in anything anymore and that the girl was somehow the embodiment of that. The senselessness of their attacks attested to this. They had no grand philosophy; they presented no manifesto—no demands…All they did was destroy and kill. Even anarchists believed in something—or were at least against something—but the girl’s will negated all beliefs and all motives.

Now, as Respoli daydreamed at his post, he sat leaning forward, so that his elbows rested on the console, and his outstretched head rested on the vertex of his clasped hands. He had been sitting in that pose for about 15 minutes now, staring up at the gigantic screen before them all. His eyes were glazed; he had two days’ worth of beard on his face; and as he stared up at the huge screen, and saw the chaotic, hive-like events of the city, he was overcome by the feeling that the forces of evil had been underestimated.

Shaking his head at it all, he finally began to come out of his reverie. Looking around, he realized that the agent to his left (a gray-haired man on the verge of retirement) was snoring loudly with his head resting on the console. The agent to Respoli’s right was talking on the phone, trying to sweet talk his fiancée—whose loud cries of heartache and anguish Respoli could hear reverberating through the telephone headset.

Respoli yawned and sat up straighter, then groaned as his tired muscles protested against his sudden movement. With all the work to be done, he had not been home in about a week. That morning, he had washed himself in the bathroom sink, using a wad of toilet paper as a washcloth. Half a dozen other agents had been there doing the same thing. One of the men had had a stick of deodorant, and they had passed it around. In actuality, few of them had gone home in days—nor slept in days. With the Image Broadcast Complex going online tomorrow, and the chaos of the city rising to a climax, it was as though they were all hostages of current events.

Now making a conscious effort to return to work, Respoli pressed a button on the console. Instantaneously, a picture of the 10-year-old appeared on his monitor. It was the picture from the girl’s yearbook. After all these months of staring at it, the waif-like image of the girl had been seared into his mind. Yet, the girl had one of those faces that seemed different every time one saw it—which always seemed to present new possibilities for those willing to open their minds and hearts. He frowned, disturbed by his thoughts, and yet unable to keep them from unfolding to their natural conclusion. He had thought before that people flocked to her because she was a conduit for their lack of belief, but the more he looked at her picture, the more he found himself thinking that maybe that was not such a bad thing. Maybe the time had come for all their beliefs to be cleansed by the storm that always hovered on the periphery of civilization.


The ability to kill is man’s only tangible weapon against death.
VERSE 2137:1 OF The Teachings

G.W. Wang stamped on the accelerator, and the tires of the huge, tank-like SUV pealed in the dark emptiness of the parking garage. He could not believe that he had gotten this far—and that he was still alive. Just then, a drop of blood trickled down his temple: a reminder of all that had passed. He wiped it away nervously, then grimaced as he felt the damp, matted region on top of his head—where one of the guards’ bullets had left a groove. He still held a handgun in his right hand, and had another in his lap; and as the SUV lurched forward in the darkness, he gripped the steering wheel tighter, only to realize that his left hand was broken. He had fractured it when he broke the jaw of one of The Company’s security guards. He had thrown the man down a flight of stairs, breaking his neck, and had gunned down three other guards. The imperatives of survival had demanded that brutality; but in the back of his mind—in that place of circumspection and conscience—there was a voice screaming that he had damned himself tonight. Some dark force had called to him; mesmerized by that siren song, he had taken a step that seemed like madness itself. He could not even begin to explain it, but somehow he had just murdered the President of the United States! One moment, he had been going about his life; then, out of nowhere, he had found himself overcome by terrible instincts…and then the President had been lying at his feet in a bloody heap…. All the forces of heaven and earth would be unleashed on him now: there was no crevice that would hide him from that impending wrath. Even as he held the guns, he knew that there was no weapon on earth that could protect him from what was coming—

He was only a 37-year-old, but he was a wreck. He had lost weight over the past few weeks, but he had lost it the way a starving man lost it. There was something sickly and attenuated about his face now—as there was about all of him. His corporate attire was soaked through with nervous sweat and stained with blood; and with all that had happened, his mind was a kaleidoscope of madness, pulsing with images of the President’s bloody, unmoving form lying at his feet—with her bodyguards heaped to the side…all of them dead…and the smoking gun still in his trembling hand—

He had killed the President of the United States…! He kept repeating it to himself, but he could not even conceptualize it. The President of the United States! He could not have killed her—it did not even seem possible. A side of him wanted to go back and check—

But just then, the SUV swerved precariously as it went up on the ramp: only one more level before he reached the surface. With all that had happened, and his loss of blood, he was barely managing to hold onto consciousness. Everything around him was like a dream placed within a dream; and as these thoughts passed through his mind, there were gunshots behind him, which caused the rear window to shatter in a loud explosion. In his desperation to escape, he had not noticed the two guards getting out of the elevator. Everything was passing him by so quickly…and now, another guard appeared before him on the ramp: old Ernie—a 20-year veteran, with whom G.W. had joked for years. Some savage cry blared in G.W.’s mind, and he pressed the accelerator: stamped down on it mercilessly, so that the huge vehicle lurched forward like a rampaging beast; and in the blink of an eye, old Ernie, who had stood there with his gun drawn, but in total shock, disappeared as if he had been nothing but a flimsy scarecrow stuck in loose soil.

G.W.’s mind went blank. He could practically feel the life draining from his body. He mumbled a Chinese epithet under his breath and blasted through the final barrier of the parking garage—which old Ernie had been manning. As he sped up the incline, G.W.’s eyes focused first on the dark, smoggy abyss of the nighttime sky and the upper stories of Manhattan skyscrapers; and then, as he reached the surface and looked at what was happening to the world, a primal, irrational fear was triggered within him. He stamped on the brake; after the vehicle came to a screeching, jarring halt, he sat on the edge of his seat, gasping for air. He had been seeing this scene for months now; and yet, every time he saw it, the same creepy feeling came over him. He was now on the perimeter of Company Square; before him, in a region which measured perhaps six football fields placed side-by-side, there had to be at least 500,000 people, all of whom were screaming and waving their hands in the air. He could literally feel their chants reverberating in his chest—as if they were planting a seed in his soul. Two huge searchlights kept sweeping across the multitudes; and as G.W. watched the briefly illuminated sections of the crowd, and saw their enraged, almost disfigured, expressions, it was as if the light were torturing them. The huge pyramid-shaped building across the square was what they were all there to protest. There was a gigantic digital clock over it, counting down the time until it went online and was able to beam information directly into their minds. Nine hours, forty-seven minutes, twenty-two seconds and counting…G.W. stared at it for a while, mesmerized by the flashing numbers—and the inescapable precision of time. He forced himself to look away—from the clock, from the pyramid-shaped building, from the hundreds of thousands of people ready to rush in and tear it down with their bare hands…And it occurred to him that if they only knew what he had done, then they would turn that rage on him. All the hatred they had for The Company would be supplanted by the hatred they would feel for him when they rose up to rip him to shreds. For a moment, the weight of the thing left him numb and indecisive and fatalistic. Where could he really go at this point—and what could he do? He was so overcome by a feeling of inevitability that he found himself considering giving up. He had killed the President of the United States, and there was nowhere to go—nowhere to hide—

But just then, he glanced in his rearview mirror, seeing half a dozen guards running up the incline; and as the first shot rang out, G.W. stamped on the accelerator and entered the night. The SUV again rocked precariously as he swerved to the left and started down the driveway. With all the protesters, The Company had posted thousands of guards in the driveway surrounding the square. The latter were fully armed and armored. When G.W. started down the driveway, the first few guards managed to jump out of the way—but others disappeared beneath his tank, and still others began firing their guns at him. As he passed the entrance of The Company’s main building—the 150-story skyscraper—his stomach churned with the realization of all that was lost to him… But he was cruising on automatic pilot, now barely aware of the outside world. Shots splintered his front windshield, so that he was forced to duck down as he drove. Everywhere, people were screaming and running for cover. The screams, not to mention the thuds and bumps as the vehicle rolled over people, were sickening—maddening… but it made no difference.

And then, to exit the square, he had to go down another ramp. Due to lack of space in the city, the huge square was actually on top of 20 ten-story buildings. The world of The Company was like another city in the sky: another reality, just slightly out of phase with everything else. G.W. sped down the ramp, curling down and around, so that he felt giddy and sick. And then, at last, he was on the street, in what was supposedly the real world. There were brightly colored billboards all along this block, which lit up the smog in perverse colors. The entire thing again conjured the feeling that he was trapped in a fanciful dream world. As he looked around, a huge billboard of The Company’s spokesperson caught his attention. He had always thought it strange how that computer-generated character looked so much like the 10-year-old girl/terrorist from the South Bronx…but he did not have time to think about that now. He did not have time for anything…. He zoomed down the avenue like a madman; the streets were of course clogged with traffic, but he went down the lane reserved for emergency vehicles…. The traffic signal at the upcoming intersection changed to red, and the cars before him ground to a halt; still, with the smog, he saw neither the cars nor the light; and even if he had, he was so desperate to get away from everything—even his own thoughts—that it would not have made a difference. With his foot firmly on the accelerator, he plowed into a waiting cab, obliterating it; and then, running over a few dozen screaming, darting protesters in the crosswalk, he zoomed through the intersection, narrowly avoiding a truck.

…What difference could any of it mean to him now? He was as good as dead anyway. A horrible feeling of inevitability again came over him, so that even his frenetic flight seemed pointless. He realized, all at once, that one of the guards’ bullets had penetrated his shoulder, and that he was bleeding profusely. The sensation was a dull ache, which quickly faded into the numbness that was rising about him. He was supposedly fleeing to his home in the suburbs, where his pregnant wife would be waiting, but even she did not seem to exist for him anymore. Behind him, were his career, his life and his sanity—all the things that would be useless in the world that was coming. He had gotten a glimpse of that world today; and like a child corrupted by filth, there was no going back to innocence—

But he had lost so much blood that the world was getting blurry. He did not see the policeman trying to wave him away from one of the areas where a water main had been sabotaged by the 10-year-old Goddess’ followers—nor did he notice when the man disappeared beneath the SUV. About a block later, he came upon a parked tractor; and at the speed he was going, when his SUV hit the tractor’s huge shovel (which had been left in the down position), it flipped in the air three times before landing in the window of a pizzeria. By then, G.W. had already passed out.


Science is the systematic pursuit of myth and superstition.
VERSE 1083:12 OF The Teachings

Even now, as Mansmann sat in his car, staring blankly into the smog, he could hardly grasp the immensity of what he had put in motion. If his formula had the same effect on other men—and really was in everyone’s bloodstream—then soon millions of hospitals worldwide were going to experience statistical flukes in their maternity wards. Maybe the first day or so everyone would laugh at the fact that only boys had been born. Maybe they would see it as good fortune, in the way that our patriarchal society saw boys as good fortune. However, it was only a matter of time before one doctor mentioned it to another, and they called around to all their colleagues, and good-natured, humorous banter turned to worldwide panic. He looked to the sidewalk then, to the restless procession of pedestrians and beggars, thinking of what was going to happen when they finally found out. In a flash, he saw it all: society turning on itself, without patience—without the civility that the hope of passing on genes had somehow engendered. The revelation of what had happened would be a kind of Pandora’s Box. Society, reeling from the shock, would wake up from its trance and see its illusions gone. News like this could not be suppressed for long. In fact, it would not be the “news” that was spread at all, but fear and madness…. A few nights ago, there had been a report on the news about a right wing group that refused to drink milk because they believed that the government was treating it with enzymes to shrink white men’s balls and keep them from having children. Mansmann had laughed out loud at the time. However, when this got out, there would be no laughter. If a cure was not found within the next few months—maybe even weeks, or days—then it would all be over—

And yet, as he stared at the vague outlines of the throng on the sidewalk, he all at once found himself thinking that maybe the world’s population could stand to be thinned out a little. He looked at all the traffic, all the pollution, all the shabbily dressed, half-starved people on the sidewalk, again finding himself thinking that maybe what he had done was the will of God. Maybe he was to be like Abraham, or Noah. Maybe the world, bloated and filthy, needed to be cleansed, and he was to be the agent of that purge. For a moment, his mind, gripped by the possibilities, was not so much horrified as thrilled by the place that he would have. After all, billions of people were already dying from the effects of wars and starvation and disease and environmental degradation; entire countries were already paralyzed by terrorists and drug gangs: maybe what he had done was only hastening the inevitable—perhaps putting them all out of their misery. Indeed, the end of the world was passé. With the war between India and China raging out of control—and America being pulled into the fray—the world had been hovering on the precipice of nuclear annihilation for months now. This was an age when mob violence and internecine warfare were every year responsible for the slaughter of millions of innocents. Billions of people were out there starving at this very moment, subsisting in poverty that was at the same time heart-rending and repulsive; and in the face of all that…no, Mansmann could not really be horrified by what he had done. The coming apocalypse would not be some grand cataclysmic event, but the natural culmination of human existence. Moreover, as Mansmann glanced at the TV and saw more images of the protest at Company Square, he knew that any blood that was spilled because of what he had done, would be spilled onto land that was already blood-splattered. Thus, the only real concern he had left was if he should kill himself now, or wait until he got home. His handgun was in the glove compartment, promising a sudden, eternal silence—

He groaned and settled himself uneasily in his seat. When he looked up, one of The Company’s commercials was playing on the TV. With all that weighed on his mind, he did not have time for such nonsense, but he nonetheless found himself being drawn into the world of the commercial. Every image flickering across the screen seemed somehow perfect; every sound seemed to satisfy a deep psychological yearning that he had been unaware of before this very moment…. In the commercial, The Company’s computer-generated spokesperson—an incredibly beautiful, raven-haired woman—was floating in the heavens. She was dressed in a billowing white gown, and below her was the dark world of men and filth and chaos. She gestured majestically with her hand and the light came: the filth was cleansed; the men were healed and civilized; the crude mechanics of society were made more efficacious and efficient. And then that computer-generated vision of beauty and majesty bowed her head and there was sorrow there—but also forbearance and hope, as though she had taken all that filth and crudeness within herself as to save us—

Mansmann forced himself to look away—to block it all out. It was all propaganda of course—no doubt with hypnotic undertones…. He suddenly thought about having sex—about spending these last hours or days, or whatever the case may be, in some kind of orgasmic daze. There were women to go to—he definitely had the money to buy this momentary bliss—but it suddenly occurred to him that he was bored with sex…perhaps as they were all bored with it. In fact, since becoming a star, so many women had spread their legs for him that he had begun to think of himself more as a gynecologist than as a lover. His lust, surfeited by the mercenary sexuality of countless whores and groupies, was now just a mechanical shell of its former self. He was bored with listening to fake screams of ecstasy from women that dispensed their sexuality with the efficiency of an automaton. The mystery and allure of women—all the things that made a mistress exciting—had long been replaced by the sterility of a business transaction. He was tired of the entire sexual industrial complex, as he had come to think of it….

He sighed…. For the first time in years, he thought about praying: he succumbed to that momentary weakness of cynics and nonbelievers throughout the ages; and, in his desperation, he found himself on the verge of beseeching God for mercy—for some loophole out of what was coming. However, as his tired eyes again wandered over to the TV, there was another report about the 10-year-old girl whom some thought to be the Second Coming of Jesus. It was ridiculous of course—another part of the cosmic farce; and with all that weighed on his mind, the idea of a murderous 10-year-old Messiah from the ghetto was suddenly amusing to him. He could still remember how he had laughed a few months ago, when he first heard about the bloodthirsty exploits of the girl’s cult. It all seemed fake—perhaps like all the news reports had become. Moreover, what made Mansmann more suspicious, was that the girl literally seemed to be a 10-year-old version of the beautiful, computer-generated angel that appeared in The Company’s ads. It was a little too convenient: while her grownup version was telling people that technology would solve their problems—would bring peace and tranquility, nourish the hungry, salve the wounds and diseases of the sick and infirm—her prepubescent version was blowing up schools and factories, leaving death and destruction in her wake. Mansmann wanted to laugh at the contradictions, but in light of all that was happening in the world, he suddenly found himself thinking that maybe they had outlived a Jesus preaching peace and love and happiness. In fact, it occurred to him that if Jesus were to come back again, He would need an army (lest He wanted to end up the way He had the first time). Just to survive and have time to spread His message, He would have to find a way to outwit and overpower the terrible brutality and ruthlessness of men; and now, as Mansmann stared at the TV screen, allowing his mind to drift on the possibilities, all the scenes from his fears and the news headlines blurred into one; and as he sat there in awe and horror, all these terrible things congealed into the serene face of a 10-year-old black girl.


If one’s intention is solely to pursue pleasure, then seek out the basest and most convenient means of doing so. If one desires sex, for instance, then seek out the most repulsive of partners. That way, when the objective of one’s pleasure seeking has been achieved, one will not be deceived into embarking on further adventures—and therefore losing sight of one’s original intentions. In all things, never allow a tryst to become a preoccupation.
VERSE 528:5 OF The Teachings

Just a few blocks away from where Mansmann sat in traffic was The Erotic Palace: an establishment whose name was a euphemism for a dilapidated theater that showcased pornographic movies from decades past, which it referred to as “classics.” Business was relatively good, but as the proprietor, Anthony Dimitri, knew well, it was not the type of business that would ever make a man a success—especially in an age where technology allowed people to fully interact with their fantasies. The real money was in holographic chambers called Dimensional Portals, which were a communion of virtual reality and the Internet. They allowed anyone worldwide to interact within the same realistic, three-dimensional scenes, called “Dimensions.” Like most great technological achievements as of late, Dimensional Portals were products of The Company. That also meant that they were everywhere, and that their usage grew in a kind of frenzy that was as all encompassing as teenage lust.

Of course, being a connoisseur and pornographic purist, Anthony Dimitri hated Dimensional Portals with a passion that verged on religion. He was a portly gentleman of middle age who wore a beard to cover up his badly pockmarked skin; and as he lumbered out of the lobby of the Palace, there was a sense of self-satisfaction about him. Just then, he nodded almost regally to the ticket girl—a silver-haired matron that squinted at him through the smog then grinned and waved demonstrably when she recognized him. He was about to smile in response, when he realized that she had forgotten her dentures again, and that her “grin” was a gaping black hole fenced in by three unusually long, yellowish teeth. He moved on with haste….

Every man had one deep regret in his life, and Dimitri’s was that he had missed out on his chance to become a porn star. At the moment of truth, he had been unable to perform before all those lights and cameras. The bored-looking porn queen, known as The Ghoul (purportedly for her ability to suck the meat off of men’s bones), had only chewed a huge wad of gum and looked on disdainfully while Dimitri attempted to bring his flaccid equipment to life manually. After that fiasco, it had taken him a year of therapy before he could even have sex again; and after that, his affairs with women had been more of the celluloid and digital variety, than flesh and blood—hence The Erotic Palace.

Dimitri now made his way to the corner of the block, where there was a huge, noisy arcade filled with video games and the aforementioned Dimensional Portals. When he first started going to the arcade two years ago, his only intention had been to get a beer and ogle the teenage girls; but as he was the kind of man that made a pastime out of complaining about his woes (and he had found a ready ear in the bartender at the arcade), he had quickly built up a kind of therapist/patient relationship with the bartender.

Indeed, it was probably this strange dynamic, along with the prospect of a cold beer, which explained Dimitri’s high spirits. As he entered the arcade, he was reassured by the noisy crowd, the flashing lights and the huge video screens on the walls—which currently showcased the frenzied events of Company Square. As the arcade was a haven of the young, coming here made Dimitri think that he was hip. Accordingly, when some teenage girls passed by, Dimitri gave them a sickly grin that years of practice before his bathroom mirror had deluded him into believing was sexy. When the girls shivered in disgust and went on their way, Dimitri was unfazed. He was like a puppy that chased after a speeding truck, barking and frothing at the mouth: not only would he be unable to do anything if he actually caught the truck, but the poor fool would probably be run over.

Still self-satisfied, he surveyed the arcade with a smile. The Dimensional Portals were the dozens of doorways lined up to the wall on his left. About 200 holographic video game machines were situated in the middle of the room, then the concession and payment areas were on the right. Dimitri spotted the bartender in his usual spot, and nodded to himself. The latter was also a short man with a dangling paunch, but he did not have a beard. He instead had a ruddy, affable face that made him look more like one of those gnome lawn ornaments than an actual human being. He seemed to be mulling something over as he rubbed a glass with a rag—

“Hey, Charlie!” Dimitri said when he was close enough.

Charlie looked up at him absentmindedly, still lost in his thoughts. And then, with a helpless expression: “Tony, do chickens got pussies?”

“Huh…?”

“I mean, where the hell do eggs come out of? I know they come out the chicken’s asshole. There has to be something else, right?”

Dimitri flashed back to having the same thought about women and babies when he was six, and shuddered at being drawn back into that intellectual and emotional rigmarole. “Geez, I don’t know, Charlie,” was all he said at last, looking sorrowful. “Give me a beer, will ya?”

“Sure thing,” Charlie said with a sigh. As he went to get the beer, Dimitri looked at one of the huge screens that showcased the events of the city. He looked at it for a few seconds, then grunted noncommittally. On another screen, there was an emergency report on what had happened to the President; but as there was no audio for the screens, nobody realized what had happened. Dimitri sighed, then sought out Charlie—and his beer. It was then that the girl came in. Charlie noticed her first as she entered the arcade and stood just beyond the door. Dimitri followed his friend’s eyes and was equally enchanted by the blonde girl who was no more than 18—and quite possibly much younger than that. It was not that she was extraordinarily beautiful, but that there was an appealing quality about her: a freshness that men like Dimitri and his colleague translated into gullibility—i.e., susceptibility to their charms. She had long blonde hair and a thin sundress that was practically see through—especially in this humidity. Furthermore, she had a huge bag that seemed about half her size and weight—a telltale sign of either a runaway or a young girl chasing big dreams in the big city. It was almost too good to be true. Dimitri and Charlie both seemed to gasp when they realized that she was naked under the dress—or at least was not wearing a bra. Their eyes seemed to zoom in on the supple breasts; when they looked at one another again, they were practically salivating.

Dimitri forgot about his beer and lumbered through the crowd, towards the girl. Charlie, who had to remain behind the bar, hated him then. The girl was looking around wide-eyed, seemingly impressed.

“First time in New York?” Dimitri said when he reached her.

She looked down at him (she was actually taller than he was) as though she had been expecting him. There was a slight smile on her face, but it was not the sneering expression he was used to seeing from women. It was calm and confident, and this left him a little unsure as she said, “Yes, I just got here from Kansas.” There was something in her eyes and timbre of her voice—some hidden ease and single-mindedness that he could not account for. Having answered his question, she went back to watching the huge screen, where there was a scene of protesters throwing something at guards at Company Square. Dimitri followed her eyes in that awkward moment, then turned to her again, saying:

“You here to protest like the rest of them?” There was a slightly mocking tone to his voice, and this pleased him. He went on: “Think The Company is going to take over your soul when that Image Broadcast Complex thing comes online tomorrow?”

“No,” she said, looking him in the eyes again, “—I’m here to have sex.”

“…Pardon me?” he said, thinking that he was in a dream—or at least one of his plot-less pornos.

“Sex,” she said with the same calm confidence, “—it’s the reason I came all the way here.”

“They don’t got dicks in Kansas?” he joked, then groaned nervously when she did not laugh. She just stared at him for a while before saying:

“Would you like to have sex with me?”

He looked her over greedily; he could feel his heart beating in his chest. “Me?” he said anxiously, “—hell yeah! …You ain’t no prostitute, is you?” he said, cautiously—not that he would have rejected her on those grounds or any for that matter.

“No,” she said with a smile, “I’m not going to charge you any money, if that’s what you mean—I just like sex. In fact, I think of sex as an act of worship. All that pleasure lurking within our bodies [she placed her hand on his chest then, and began massaging his B-cup]…all that pleasure and so many people are afraid to seize it. You’re not afraid, are you?”

“Me?” he said with drool in his mouth, “of course not!”

“Do you like my body?” she asked, still massaging his breast.

“Yes!” he said, trembling with excitement.

“Do you think it could give you pleasure?”

“Oh, I know it can!” he said, looking her over greedily, “—without a doubt!”

“Then go and rent a Dimensional Portal,” she ventured.

He set off quickly, but then turned back uncertainly, “How long should I rent it for?”

“How long do you think it’s going to take?”

“Fifteen minutes?”

“Fifteen minutes?” she said with a frown and a smirk.

“—Half an hour—an hour,” he corrected himself quickly, flustered and ashamed. “Just hold on,” he said, gesturing for her to stay there. “I’ll go rent it now,” he said breathlessly. Then, looking around uneasily for any threats to his prize, he ran off. In his haste, he bumped into a scrawny kid with a tray full of tortillas and salsa, so that the entire tray fell noisily to the ground. Dimitri was in too much of a hurry to stop. He pushed past some more kids, then grinned proudly at Charlie as he passed him and went to the attendant in charge of renting the Dimensional Portals.

In the interim, the girl smiled and took a mobile phone from one of the side pockets of her bag. With one press of a button, a number was automatically dialed. After two rings, the man on the other end answered with:

“FBI, Agent Respoli speaking.” He had had to scream. Now that news of the President’s assassination had gotten out, all agents had been reassigned to the manhunt for the murderer—the assassin. His old feelings of patriotism left him almost wanting to cry—a few of the agents around him actually were crying. Respoli felt as though this were the thing he had sensed approaching on the horizon—

“You’re the man in charge of finding the Goddess,” the girl said then. It was a statement, not a question.

“…Who is this?” Respoli said with a frown.

“I’m someone who wants what you want—to find the Goddess.”

There was something about her voice that Respoli could not quite place; something about it called to him on a deep, primal level, and this both disturbed him and intrigued him. He forgot all about the President. “…What makes you think you can help me?”

“I’ll answer all your questions when you come and get me. I’ll leave the line open, so you’ll be able to trace my location. Come alone,” she said at last. Having said that, she placed the phone back in the side pocket. As she looked around, her attention again went to the screens, where the emerging report on the President’s assassination had gained supremacy. She smiled. As she waited for Dimitri to return, other men ogled her. She ignored them. Besides, Dimitri was back in a flash, panting and sweating as he wore a silly nervous grin on his face. He grabbed her bag for her, surprised by its weight.

“What’s in here?” he said as he picked it up with a grunt.

“All the teachings of the universe,” she said enigmatically.

He looked at her uneasily, but he was so eager for the sex she had promised that that uneasiness was soon lost. When they got to the Dimensional Portal that he had rented for an hour and a half, he was panting horribly, his face streaming with sweat. “Okay,” he said through gasps of air, “which Dimension do you want to go to?”

“I have the perfect one all picked out,” she said with a smile as she entered the code. She then held the elevator-like doors open for him as he lugged the bag in. They entered a tropical beach at sunset. There were neither people nor edifices around them, and the majestic sun hovered just over the horizon. Groaning from his effort by now, Dimitri dropped the bag into the sand, huffing and puffing. He turned to her then, and she pushed him playfully, so that he toppled into the sand. For some reason, he was disturbed by her strength. He had wanted to be the one to push her to the sand and hold her there while he ripped off her dress. But she was undressing now. With a simple tug of a band, the dress was open and he gasped at her perfect body.

“Tell me something,” she said as she stood above him, “do you believe in the Goddess?”

“That 10-year-old bitch blowing up half the city?” he said without thought, his eyes devouring her body.

“Yes,” she said, stepping up to his torso now, so that to look at her, he had to look past the arch of her legs…His eyes did not get past the mass of pubic hair; his trembling hands, as if of their own volition, began moving up her smooth, soft thighs.

“Do you believe in her?” she asked him again as he lay there mesmerized.

“What?” he said absentmindedly; and then, “—of course not.”

“—But you believe in sex, don’t you: in the pleasure of the body.”

“Believe in it?” he said, chuckling as his trembling hand cupped her pubic area, “—I guess you could call it that.”

“Would you sell your soul to me for sex?”

“My soul?” he mumbled, still preoccupied with her pubic mound.

“Yes, would you freely give your soul to me in the name of the Goddess?”

He looked up at her sharply, unsure again.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid?” she said with a smile.

“I ain’t afraid,” he said defensively. “I ain’t afraid of nothing.”

“Don’t you like my body?”

At that, his eyes again went to her pubic mound, “Yeah, but…be quiet won’t you,” he pleaded.

“I’ll be anything you want—all you have to do is offer your soul to the Goddess.”

“All right!” he said in frustration, “—anything.”

She smiled then and lowered herself onto his paunch, straddling him. As she smiled, he thought about how incredibly beautiful she was. In that strange way of men, his lust now transformed her into the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Now, as she brought his trembling, clammy hands to her breasts, she closed her eyes and smiled again. Then, all of a sudden, the wind began to pick up, blowing her hair wildly and erotically. It had been sunset before; but all at once, it was the darkest night. No stars shone in the heavens; everything was as dark as pitch; and except for the howling of the wind, there was nothing. Then, from nowhere, lights began to flash, giving a strobe light effect to everything. His head began to swim; nothing seemed clear anymore. He could not even see the woman anymore. It was at that moment that he felt a jolt of energy go through him. It literally made his hair stand on end. He wanted to cry out, but it seemed suddenly pointless. All about him, there was now a bizarre sensation. He felt as though he could feel every pore in his body; and that through each of these millions of pores, he could feel his energy—his soul—leaving him. He panicked at first, remembering what the woman had said about the Goddess; he tried to push the woman off and flee from this place, but he could not even move his arm! He lay there shuddering, suddenly realizing that he had reached orgasm…. A millisecond or so later, everything went black, and his blank eyes stared into space, seeing nothing. Technically, he was still breathing and alive, but there was no consciousness—no soul.

When the woman finally stood up, the wind died down and the scene returned to the idyllic beach at sunset. “Goddess be praised,” she whispered as she looked down at Dimitri. A terrified expression was frozen on his face, and this amused her for some reason. She felt refreshed and at peace. She went to the huge bag and unzipped it, revealing a portable Dimensional Portal. All the consciousnesses of her victims were stored within it, working together to bring about the sum of all human thought and emotion: a living oracle of human existence, which she and her followers referred to only as The Teachings. She checked the phone in the side pocket then—to make sure that the connection to Agent Respoli was still open—then she went for a swim in the ocean.


The danger of madness is that it seems so reasonable at the time.
VERSE 322:3 OF The Teachings

When the report of the President’s assassination came on the air, Mansmann stared at it with the renewed belief that it all had to be the will of God. Suddenly restless, he got out of his car. It felt good to stretch, but the hot, smoggy air was putrid, with its usual burnt garbage smell. Their cars all burned Syntheline now that oil stocks had become unreliable. It was cheap and easy to make, but it was filthy. After breathing it for a few seconds, Mansmann gagged and spit out the thick, discolored phlegm before looking about the world in bewilderment.

Somewhere, lost in the smog, someone was cursing—several people were arguing in fact. He tried to get the threads of the arguments, but they were as incomprehensible as the staccato horns and sirens littering the air. He had a sudden urge to tell them all to shut up, but the only thing he did was walk away from his car. He did not even bother to lock the door. He had been waiting four hours already, and the car would probably be there if he came back in another four…But he would not come back of course. He had the handgun in his vest pocket….

His gait was stiff and timid—as if he actually were an old man. It’s a perfect night for the apocalypse, Mansmann thought to himself as he reached the sidewalk and began walking towards lower Manhattan. He had a condominium on 35th Street; when he reached the corner and squinted up at the sign, the realization that he was on 41st Street opened for him the heretofore-untapped possibility that he could have walked home hours ago. He groaned and walked on…. Someone bumped into him in the smog and ran off without bothering to apologize or acknowledge him. Numb, Mansmann grunted and walked on.

He probably walked another block before he came to one of the places where the Goddess’ followers had burst a water main. He was only aware of the fact that he was walking in water by the splashes his feet made. The area was of course barricaded and blocked off by emergency vehicles, so he was forced to walk down a cross street. This street was somewhat deserted, and the businesses that lined it were mostly closed. He probably walked another two blocks before the sound of a speeding vehicle broke his reverie. He looked up just in time to hear the loud crash—and then to see the huge vehicle flying towards him. He stood there frozen as the careening black blur passed no more than five meters in front of him and crashed into a pizzeria. The force of the blast knocked Mansmann to the ground, where he lay cringing. It was perhaps another ten seconds before he picked himself off the ground and looked around. The vehicle—the huge SUV—had totally obliterated the front of the shop. The SUV had actually landed sideways—and on its top. The neon lights around the pizzeria flickered on and off eerily as Mansmann stepped up. The dust from the crash joined the smog, so that everything remained dark and inarticulate. Somewhere in the pizzeria, a man was screaming hysterically. However, with the heavy smog, it was as though they were the last people left on earth—

Mansmann stumbled over some debris and fell to the ground, cutting his hands on some shards of glass. The driver of the vehicle had gone through the windshield. His torso was actually lying outside of the SUV. The man was a mess—Mansmann saw this at once. Blood was dripping from the man’s matted hair as he lay supine on the ground. As Mansmann walked over, he expected to find a corpse; but when he bent down to discern the man’s vital signs, the man mumbled something that took a few seconds for Mansmann’s stunned mind to decipher: “…I killed the President of the United States!”

The man was in fact mumbling it over and over again. He was delirious of course, but the realization that this man was the President’s assassin set Mansmann’s mind off in strange directions. Before, the realization of what he had done—and of the hatred and madness that would descend on him when the world found out what he had done—had stunned and incapacitated him. But now, looking down at this man—this killer—Mansmann saw not a wanted criminal, but a brother. Death was a solitary thing, and those who took their own lives (as Mansmann had been on the verge of doing) more often than not did so because of the loneliness: the perception that no one else understood or cared. However, finding this strange man here, confessing his crime from the depths of his stupor, changed the vital dynamic that had guided Mansmann’s thoughts. The man below him was literally something that had been tossed from the heavens—an aegis perhaps against the loneliness. This reasoning was seriously flawed of course, but Mansmann gripped onto it nonetheless. He felt himself imbued with new energy and resolve; and now that his mind was on this new track, he found himself thinking that he had to do something to help—that he could not let this man die. Yes, in the long run, they were all as good as dead, but Mansmann would do what he could to help the man. And even though he only had a Ph.D. in genetics—and not a medical degree—two years of medical school had taught him how to stabilize a wound until it could be properly dressed. Examining the man in the darkness, he tried to assess what had to be done—

It was then that the owner of the pizzeria emerged from the wreckage. The man had no doubt been trying to close up the shop when the accident happened. He was a middle-aged Italian of sallow complexion and pendulous gut. He squeezed past the SUV and came out looking like he was in shock.

“You hurt?” Mansmann asked from the ground, where he squatted, tending to G.W.; but once the Italian was outside, he squealed:

“Look at my goddamn business! Look at what that dickhead did to my shop!” the man cursed again; and then, looking towards the curb, he squealed out and ran up to a car parked there: “Look at my car!” he said, pointing to a classic Cadillac that now had a missing roof. “Look at what he’s done!” the man screamed, his voice now taking on a shrill edge; then, turning back towards his business, he squealed out again as he got a full view of the damage.

As the man continued to squeal an incomprehensible mix of Italian and English, Mansmann, who was applying pressure to G.W.’s head wound, glanced over and cursed: “Calm down, goddamnit!”

“Calm down!” the man cried, outraged, “—Look at what he’s done!”

Mansmann was not a combative man—in fact, he was probably about a quarter the size of the Italian; but preoccupied as he was, he again yelled out, “Would you shut the hell up already!”

“Shut up?” the Italian yelled, as if that were the final straw. “I’ve got your ‘shut up’ right here!” the man said then, picking up a brick from the ground.

Mansmann saw the man out of the corner of his eye; and before he knew it, he grabbed his handgun from his vest pocket and pointed it at the man. The latter, finally discerning the gun through the smog, stopped short. In fact, the man was so stunned that the brick fell from his hand.

“All right!” Mansmann said, getting up, “give me your keys!”

“What!”

“Your car keys—give them to me!”

The Italian’s face configured itself into a horrified scowl!

“Give them to me!” Mansmann demanded, brandishing the gun again.

The Italian got out his keys from his pocket, then tossed them to Mansmann as he began to sob and enumerate his sorrows and grievances against the universe.

“Pick him up!” Mansmann said, pointing to G.W.

“What!”

“Pick him up and put him in the back seat!” Then, as he brandished the gun again, the Italian blanched, picked up G.W. by the shoulders, and dragged him over to the car. Mansmann opened the back door while keeping the gun pointed at the Italian. When that was completed, Mansmann got in the car and drove off.

This is how the two great devils formed their alliance.


[image: Images]


Trust is an act of war.

Always be willing and able to kill those you trust.
VERSE 321:4 OF The Teachings

It was one week earlier. G.W. was in the midst of a dream when the world finally began to reveal itself to him. The dream, itself, faded away, and he was left trapped in a formless netherworld. However, as he emerged slowly and fitfully into the waking world, he was overcome by the feeling that something horrible had happened. The feeling was so powerful and devastating that his awakening was more like losing consciousness. Shapes were all blurred; noises were all garbled in a high-pitched manner reminiscent of speeded up recordings. Fanciful, barely recognizable images flashed in his mind, further eroding his connection to reality. Then, as his strange awakening continued, he remembered that he had a family: a wife and an unborn son. The thought, itself, calmed him; the idea of them provided something concrete that he could focus on, but then his mind conjured images of them mangled somewhere—butchered by some monster. An insane impulse to kill and take revenge seemed to explode within him then. The impulse felt like the jolt of electricity from a defibrillator: his body convulsed; his heart and chest felt like someone had dropped a trunk on them; and as the jolt coursed through him, a disconcerting, tingly feeling spread over his skin—as though he were on fire—

Suddenly, the universe regained its substance, and he was gripped by the feeling of falling—of careening through space. Then, as his journey drew to an abrupt close, there was the feeling that his body was crushed and splattered against the ground. Whether real or imagined, he now felt as though his body were a sack of broken bones and ruptured organs. The pain was impossible to describe; but beyond the pain, the feeling that a hidden monster was stalking him, made more inroads into his psyche; and finally, when some unsustainable level of terror was reached, his body and soul rebelled, and he sprang upright. His eyes had been closed: they now burst open. He went to search the landscape frantically (as if to check for the hidden monster), but no sooner did he look out on the waking world than he was forced to clamp his eyes shut! A hot, blinding light was on him. The light was so brilliant that his eyes felt as though they were melting in their sockets. In fact, the pain was so intense that his skull felt like it had been cracked open with a sledgehammer. On top of that, the air reverberated with a sound that brought to mind the cries of a million madmen. The chaotic screams rose all around him, deafening him, so that he brought his trembling hands to his ears and clamped them there so as to block out the noise—

It occurred to him that he was in the sitting position—and that he was restrained in some kind of chair…but his thoughts went off in crazy directions, trying to piece together how he could have possible gotten into this position. With the hot, blinding light and the chaotic screams, it was impossible to discern what was around him. The sudden fear that the monster was using this confusion to sneak up on him, left him quaking inside; and even when his eyes began to adjust to the light—and to focus—there remained huge blind spots for things too painful to be perceived. The noises in the air were too powerful; the light was too bright; he, himself was too overwhelmed and confused to believe that he was a real man in the real world. He was about to grasp his head in frustration when he miraculously realized that he was in a cab—and that the restraint he had felt earlier was a seatbelt.

Still, as he had absolutely no idea how he had come to be there, this bit of information only confused him further. Desperate to get his bearings, he began looking around and realized that the cabbie—who was looking back at him through the bulletproof glass—was yelling that they had arrived. It was an old woman with a huge nose that made her seem like a fairy tale witch. G.W. looked at her hopefully for a moment, thinking that she might be the source of all the noise and confusion; but then, as he saw what lay over the woman’s shoulder, he turned his head to the left (towards the brilliant light and out of the window) cringing against the seat.

…And at first, the tens of thousands of screaming protesters did not seem real. They were simply a sea of forms: tens of thousands of people drowning in blinding light. For a moment, he thought that he was in hell—and that they were all suffering in lakes of fire. However, as he looked up, he realized that the brilliant light was the blazing sun; and in the distance, there were skyscrapers and other tangible proofs of the world of men. All at once, he realized that he was on the perimeter of Company Square—up in that strange super-world. Then, as he forged more links to reality (and the facts that explained his current circumstances) he realized that he had just come from the airport, and that he had fallen asleep in the cab during the ride. His suitcases were on the floor beside him, and he instinctively touched them with his foot to prove to himself that they were real.

His spirits brightened: he was a human being—a businessman returning from a trip; but as he considered the trip, and his life, new anxieties began to grow within him. With the war between India and China escalating into madness and genocide, The Company’s CEO had sent him to make a report on The Company’s Asian holdings. In that endeavor, G.W. had spent the last two weeks in India and China, talking to businesspersons and ambassadors and military attachés…but his mind had never been able to get over the bewilderment of being in countries where every possible nook and cranny of the landscape had seemed to be crammed with people and their edifices. India was a behemoth that was just past the threshold of two billion people; China was conservatively placed at 1.9 billion; and crammed into that pressure cooker of human activity and filth, the people had not seemed like human beings anymore, but as maggots consuming a corpse.

The two weeks of his trip had felt like lifetimes, in which the horrors of poverty and overcrowding—and the human drive towards self-destruction—had left him with the conclusion that they were all doomed. This was a world of billions—11.5, or whatever it was now—where everyone was clambering for space, willing to kill one another over the most elementary of resources. In fact, the strange war between India and China had supposedly started out as a dispute over water rights. Now, at least seven million people were dead. There was absolutely no sense to be made of it. The reasons and rationales for the war were too convoluted to be explained by any but a few of the true believers. To everyone else, it was all like a story that had been passed from person to person, evolving as it went.

Worse still, India and China were not isolated examples of degradation. In Africa, there were the so-called AIDS Wars, where overlords had managed to unify the horrible invulnerability of those who had AIDS (and therefore had nothing to hinder their brutality but death) and those who simply had nothing (and therefore had nothing to lose but their lives); so that now, the continent was pockmarked with vast fiefdoms and/or expanses of anarchy. In Latin America, and all over the globe, there were similar developments: similar desperation, leading to similar self-destructive capacity. Even in the United States and Europe, martial law had to be instituted every few weeks in order to combat the ubiquitous terrorist attacks and ethnic strife.

Yet, even the age-old struggle over finite resources could not fully explain what he had seen on his trip—and what he now felt. It was almost as though they had all been enchanted—possessed by some dark, malicious entity that drew strength from their sufferings. Their lives were like G.W.’s awakening—full of indefinite horrors and stimuli so overpowering that they warped and short-circuited the senses. Nightly news reports seemed like imaginative ghost stories—the kind of things made up by adults to scare children into behaving—

G.W. blinked deeply to further clear his vision, and his mind. However, as he imbedded himself in the surrounding reality, a kind of lassitude came over him. He sat back in the seat, staring up thoughtfully at the blank ceiling, while the cabbie continued to yell and the protesters outside continued their chaotic mix of chants and execrations. G.W. nodded to himself then: his trip to Asia had not simply been an event that took place over two weeks, but one of those points of no return in his life. He was not the same man he had been two weeks ago. Indeed, China, the home of his ancestors, had once been a kind of moral and spiritual ideal to him. As a boy, growing up in New York City’s Chinatown, his father would take him on his knee at night, telling him wondrous stories about China, while his doting mother looked on from the couch. China’s history, its breathtaking scenery, its people…everything had unfolded in those vivid stories, so that G.W. had felt himself being transported into that wondrous place. His father had told these stories in Chinese; but every once in a while, the man had interjected an English word: Beautiful, Peaceful, Nice; and in this way, G.W. had grown up with an unusually nostalgic view of China, based not on his own recollections, but another man’s homesickness. Indeed, all the people he loved most dearly in the world—including his wife—had been born in that distant, fairy tale place. As he, himself, had never actually been there, he had embarked on his trip expecting to see all of his loved ones’ stories come to life. Instead, he had been confronted by filthy, packed cities, a ravaged landscape…polluted skies and rivers…and death hanging over everything like a shroud—

The cabbie was still yelling for him to leave. G.W. looked up at the woman sharply, but he was so dazed from his strange awakening that he continued to look around confusedly. Despite the reality of his trip—and the surrounding world—he could not free himself of the feeling that reality itself had been corrupted somehow. Worse still, he did not merely feel as though he had fallen asleep during a 45-minute cab ride from the airport: he felt as though he had been in a coma for weeks, recovering from broken bones and head trauma. Actually, his sleeping patterns had been weird over the last few weeks. A couple of times, he had seemed to fall asleep at his desk at work and awaken at home—and vice versa. Just a few days ago, he had gone to bed at one hotel and awakened at another. In fact, he could not even remember traveling from China to India—he had just seemed to awaken there one morning. Everything seemed disjointed, so that even now his old thoughts about being trapped within a dream began to gnaw at him again. Considering all the blind spots that plagued his life, it was as though he had stumbled upon God while He was in the process of rewriting the universe; and in order to blind him and shield him from that sacred knowledge, God had glossed over his mind with a blurry sketch, which, while it kept his mind from conceptualizing the Master’s grand design, was devastating, in that it would forever damn him and separate him from other men….

G.W. looked up from these vague thoughts and noticed the small TV screen in front of him. It was placed within the back of the cab’s front seats; and as his eyes focused, he saw the face of a young Latino with long black hair and incredibly delicate features. The man was saying, “Sex Cult Goddess” in that contrived voice that reporters used when they were trying to be dramatic. Actually, with the noise from the mob outside, G.W. was barely able to hear the man’s voice: he actually gleaned what was going on by reading the man’s lips and looking at the images. The man was standing in front of the smoldering wreckage of a building that the 10-year-old black girl’s cult had just bombed, talking about death and madness; and for whatever reason, G.W. stared down at the screen as if it held some key to his own existence—

But the next report was on the President and her visit to New York City. At the mention of politics, G.W., who was totally apathetic in that regard, was about to look elsewhere. However, when the President’s picture came on the screen, his heart seemed to leap in his chest; new feelings of rage and hatred rose to a frenzy within him; images again seemed blurred; noises again took on that warped, speeded-up aspect. On the TV, the President was smiling and shaking hands in a crowd, but he found his mind going to things he could not fathom, like the placement of the Secret Service bodyguards. The impulse to kill and take bloody revenge again seized him; and yet, these things seemed so strange to him that he found himself thinking that something alien and toxic had been rammed down his throat while he was unconscious. Some poison seemed to have been introduced into his body—and his soul. As he sat there gagging on his rage and vengefulness, this seemed to be the moment of truth, when he would either expel the poisons from his body or succumb to them. His skin was crawling now. The rancid odor of his sweat only seemed to heighten his panic and rage and horror—as though he were reacting to his own pheromones. And then, as he sat there shuddering, one realization broke free from the swirling mess that was his mind: his sole reason for being—indeed, the only thing that made sense to him—was to kill the President of the United States….

More seconds flew past. The cabbie was still cursing him, exhorting him to get the hell out of her cab; the protesters outside the cab continued their chants…Still, all he could do was stare at the President’s image. Mercifully, the news story on her visit came to an end; and as a segue to the next story, the theme music of the show—several staccato notes played on a synthesizer—boomed in the air, so that G.W. jumped in the seat. Released from his trance, he once again looked around confusedly. He felt drained beyond reason now. His queasy stomach now seemed like an ocean churning in a storm…. He shook his head…he looked at the TV warily, but the report on the latest sports scores did nothing to him. It was not the TV—it was the President’s image that had seized and provoked him. He nibbled at his fingernails, asking himself why he would want to kill the President. It did not even seem like the kind of thing he would have thought. He was a family man. He lived in the suburbs with a loving wife and a son on the way. He was not a maniac…! In fact, what had just happened was so inexplicable that he found himself wondering if it had even happened. Returning to the last thing he knew was real, he reminded himself that he had just come back from Asia; like a criminal trying to get his alibi straight, he went over everything in his mind once more. Again, he tapped his suitcases with his foot so as to validate all that had passed—and his own existence in reality.


Stupidity is nature’s way of covering its ass and leaving the way open for those revelations that are so profound that they can only be reached through bungling.
VERSE 5232:7 OF The Teachings

The cabbie was still yelling at him; the guards surrounding the perimeter began to get suspicious of the lingering cab, and looked into the window. One of the men came over to the cabbie and demanded that she pop the trunk; but as all vehicles—and people—were automatically scanned when they entered the super-world, the cabbie assailed the guard with a shrill tirade on the conspiracy to waste her time…. G.W. watched these events disinterestedly—as though they were events in someone else’s life. Desperate for something of his own, he again returned to thoughts of his family—his wife and the son that was to come. He felt a hunger for his wife that was stronger than anything he had ever felt. He remembered the way her skin smelled after she took a shower…the smooth elasticity of her skin…and that place on the nape of her neck that always made her giggle when he kissed it. Unfortunately, with all his traveling, he had not been able to talk to his wife in days—almost a week! As a consequence, even his wife now seemed like a distant fantasy. Similarly, at that moment, his unborn son only had a theoretical place in his life. In his desperation for something concrete—and indissoluble—his mind suddenly conjured the image of his huge, tank-like SUV. He had left it in The Company’s parking garage before embarking on his trip….

He shook his head and noticed (beyond the agitated crowd, and the guard trying to get his attention by banging on the window) the huge pyramid on the opposite side of the square. It was the soon-to-be-completed Image Broadcast Complex; and despite all his anxieties and preoccupations, he could not help thinking that there was something magical about it. The dark, lustrous alloy that it was composed of was engrossing; the way it glistened in the sunlight gave one the impression that it was exuding power. However, there was something unnerving about the huge digital clock above the complex, which counted down the time (now seven days) until the next epoch of human history. Something about it reminded him of one of those time bombs in movies, so that his mind went off on another tangent, with wild conjectures about what was going to happen in seven days’ time. There had already been riots and bomb threats: what would happen when they were all pulled along by a technological leap that would change the nature of communications—and everything else for that matter—forever? …Billions of minds, able to exchange information instantaneously and perfectly: the world was bound to change. The Company was already the standard bearer of world technology. Eighty-five percent of the computers in the world were either made by The Company or used so many of The Company’s components that they may as well have been. What would happen when The Company had everything: was defining the very nature of possibility, if not thought! As an employee of The Company, G.W.’s reaction to all those screaming protesters was instinctively that of a true believer to sinners—to infidels. The Company was changing the world—pushing it into the future—

But glancing at his watch, he suddenly realized that he was supposed to attend a board meeting in a couple of minutes! He was to give a report on Asia before the CEO and all the board members! The imminence of the meeting made his stomach churn; his first impulse was to rush into the 150-story building, in front of which the cab was parked. However, for some reason, he could not bring himself to step outside the cab. He was like a child that was terrified that the monsters would get him if he got out of bed—

The guards were still arguing with the cabbie. A second guard was now trying to get G.W.’s attention by banging on the window to the right. Yet, despite the commotion, and the fact that it was imperative that he rush in order to make the board meeting, G.W.’s mind unwittingly returned to thoughts of an unknown monster stalking him—peering at him from the shadows. More troublingly, his mind unwittingly drifted back to the image of the President; and as it did so, those old feelings of rage and madness began to build within him—but stronger than before, so that he suspected that they were taking over his mind with each successive assault. He gnashed his teeth—

But it was at that moment that a beautiful aria issued from the TV. The aria accompanied another of The Company’s commercials; and despite everything that was going on around him—and within him—G.W. felt himself being drawn into that universe of ease and security. In the commercial, The Company’s founder and CEO—a 51-year-old black man who went by the single name, Shaka—was standing heroically on a mountaintop, his eyes glistening as he watched the sunrise. The camera retreated, so that Shaka was seen holding the hands of two awe-stricken kids—an Asian boy and a cherubic European girl; a further enlargement of the scene showed that the man was surrounded by dozens of other kids, all of whom were of different races and creeds and nationalities. They were all looking at the spectacular sunrise with hope, and one felt one’s self being drawn into it—mesmerized as the kids were mesmerized. Then, the angle changed, so that the viewer realized that everyone was staring up at The Company’s computer-generated spokesperson. She was up there in the sky, in a sheer, billowy dress that gave her a regal appearance. The sun behind her acted like a kind of halo—but she was brighter than the sun, seeming not only able to illuminate the universe, but to purify it. And there was something almost hypnotic about the way the aria came to a crescendo in the background, and the way that Shaka’s deep baritone declared, “We are making the future now!”

G.W. sat back in the seat and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. That small reminder of what The Company was (the scale and perfection of everything it did) was as unsettling as it was reassuring. G.W. had a bad habit of scratching the nape of his neck when agitated, and he did this now. He felt so very weak—and indecisive; and, on a level that seemed out of proportion with everything, terrified. He had lost something over the last few weeks, which may have been as inconsequential as his train of thought, or as all encompassing as his conceptualization of himself as a human being. So much had happened…He felt older—like a boy suddenly realizing that he was a man, and that he would either succeed in the world, or break under its weight. That moment, sitting there in the cab, was strangely poignant: he wanted to hold onto it for as long as possible—even though he knew that he should be rushing in order to make his appointment with the board. It was one of those rare moments when one could see just how one had changed—and that there was no going back. For a moment, he was overwhelmed by the changes—and the weight of the world. He was afraid, like a child was afraid of the dark. The huge, angry crowd, and his strange urge to kill the President, and the waiting board members, and his pregnant wife sitting at home…all of these things combined into a wall of darkness, and his only respite again seemed to be in hiding inside the cab like a frightened child. However, just then, the cab driver’s screams reached a pitch that literally made G.W.’s skin crawl; and coming to his senses, he looked up at the screaming woman—who was now red in the face—and nodded contritely….

When G.W. alighted from the cab, he was almost immediately overcome by the heat—and the pollution. The cabbie took off in a huff, leaving a huge exhaust cloud in her wake. The burned garbage smell of Syntheline sickened him. He could actually taste the air and see it wafting by. Confused, he realized that the cab had had those holographic windows, which projected bright, clear skies on an otherwise smoggy world. In reality, the day was overcast and brooding—as it usually was—and there was no sun in sight. He wondered how the tens of thousands of screaming protesters kept up their energy in this place, but then he considered that maybe they had simply been driven mad by the filth in the air—and the heat. He, himself, was already drenched in sweat; and he realized, after he had taken a few steps, that his left buttock had fallen asleep. As a consequence, he was forced to waddle up to the guards surrounding the perimeter. Several of the men gathered around to scrutinize his ID and himself. He was a disheveled mess: from his hair to his sweat-drenched, rumpled suit. On top of that, he had the tendency of tall, overweight men to appear clumsy. He needed a shave—and a shower; and as he looked around, his eyes were red and puffy, and his face wore an expression that was at once harried and forlorn. The guards patted him down several times and looked through his suitcases; and then, when they seemed to be finished, the head guard, who had been rifling through his suitcase, stood up and said:

“Here is your gun, sir.”

“…What?”

“Your gun, sir,” he said, proffering the .45.

“I don’t have a gun,” he said in bewilderment.

“It was in your bag, sir. No problem—your permit seems to be in order,” he said, handing over a laminated card that had supposedly been in G.W.’s wallet.

G.W. looked at the card in disbelief. “I don’t have a gun!” he said hysterically.

“Relax,” the guard said with a smile, seeming unusually cordial, “I said you’re all right. Here,” he said, putting the gun in G.W.’s trembling hand, “just take it.” G.W. shook his head feebly; the weight of the weapon in his hand seemed unbearable. “Take it,” the guard coaxed him. And then: “Maybe you should put it in your holster.”

“I don’t have…” But looking down, G.W. saw that he wore a holster. His mind was like a car sputtering down an isolated desert highway. Did he have a gun? He could not remember having had one—he had never even held one before. He was G.W. Wang—family man….The guard nodded encouragingly, and G.W. put the gun in the holster….

Suitcases in hand, and his buttock slowly coming back to life, he waddled up the building’s walkway as if he were somnambulating. The walkway was only about 50 meters; but with his mind pulverized by all that had happened, he felt as though he were setting off on an epic journey…. Did he have a gun? Of course not! He could not have one. He could not have come from the airport with a gun. No airline would have allowed him on board with a gun—especially during these times, when the fear of terrorism made passengers and the authorities paranoid. He would not have even made it through the scanners on the street below, which the cab had to go through to get up to Company Square. And he did not have a holster either! He had never put the thing on. Yes, he was dazed from the trip and the jetlag, but he did not have a gun! That was not the kind of thing a man forgot! This all had to be some trick! Someone was doing something to him—that had to be it. Either this was all a trick or he was having some kind of nervous breakdown…. He returned to the same thought he had had when he woke up in the cab: someone had trapped him somewhere—was forcing him to see and feel things…. He was now trembling to the point where he was losing his grip on the suitcases. He touched the gun with his elbow to prove to himself that it was real—and that what had just happened had actually happened. He wanted to stop and make sense of things, but he felt too vulnerable out in the open. He wanted to go somewhere and hide again…. Thoughts of the imminent board meeting made him sick and lightheaded—he was in no shape for any of that! He was so desperate to reconcile all the incomprehensible things around him that he scoured his mind like a starving child scraped a bowl for the last speck of food. Like he had been doing for the last few weeks, he asked himself when was the last time he had been sure of who he was and what he wanted from life; and like all the previous times, he acknowledged that everything had changed a month ago—the day he had met Shaka….

As incredible as it seemed to him now, just four weeks ago, G.W. had lived another life. Back then, he had manned a cubicle in a forgettable nook of The Company’s International Finance Department. As had typically been the case over his eight years of employment with The Company, he had been working late to translate the continuous stream of data into charts and figures and projections. Exhausted by the tedium of the work, but happy to be going home, G.W. had been waiting by the elevator, his mind inevitably going to thoughts of his wife and the family that was to come. It had been then that Shaka seemed to emerge out of the nothingness, like a stray thought impinging on G.W.’s daydreams. The man had walked up in his trademark white suit, with his entourage of attendants and bodyguards, and G.W. had stood there frozen—the way a punctilious peasant stopped in his tracks at the sight of the king, or the Pope. G.W. had been staring in awe when Shaka, who stopped before the door of the elevator in deep thought, looked over and said:

“Pardon me, sir, do you happen to speak Chinese?”

“…Yes, sir,” G.W. had responded after the shock of being spoken to.

“What is your name?”

“G.W. Wang, sir—from International Finance.”

“Come up to my office,” Shaka had ordered, just as the elevator opened. And then, in that vast penthouse suite, with its daunting array of flickering TV monitors and computer consoles, G.W. had been given the mission to go to Asia and make a report on the escalating strife. On the surface, it had seemed like the chance of a lifetime—an opportunity to impress the CEO and finally make some headway in his career. But deep down, G.W. had always been honest enough with himself to know that it did not entirely make sense. Certainly Shaka already had people to make such reports for him. Besides, to get a report like that nowadays, Shaka needed only to open a Dimensional Portal to his Asian offices—or to look at television. It had been like sending a man on a Pony Express delivery when Internet and satellite links between the farthest reaches of the globe made communication instantaneous. Ultimately, it all came down to the question of why Shaka had picked him of all people. Obviously he had not distinguished himself—

G.W. groaned. As he waddled up to the entrance, he felt as though his soul had been sucked dry. He had not really slept in weeks. He had closed his eyes and retreated from what was ostensibly the waking world, but the complexities of his dreams—and the truths shown only to his subconscious—had only drained him further. Now, as he walked along, all the uncertainties again flared up in his mind, so that he had the sensation that he was being swept along by a raging river. So many things were happening in his life—and in the world. The good (like his career advancement and unborn son) seemed inconceivably good; and the bad (or potentially bad), seemed so horrific that it did not seem possible either. It was as if he had lost the ability to put things in perspective. Simple realities, like the fact that he was, for all intents and purposes, Shaka’s herald, did not, in the face of what his life had been, seem possible. It seemed like a passing daydream, from which he would soon awaken—either relieved that the horror had been dreamed, or devastated because his place of importance in the world (as Shaka’s herald) had been imagined. His life and dreams and accomplishments—not to mention his fears—seemed like delusions that were escalating wildly out of control; and several times a day, he would find himself thinking that he was imagining it all, and that he was lying around somewhere, in a world where the dark pyramid had been online for years, living a fantasy in which he, the all-American, pure-of-heart, every-man protagonist, was destined to rise above all the powers of heaven and earth.

G.W. sighed again. How much of that actually registered in his mind it was impossible to say. Everything was passing him by so quickly now; and with the heat, and the undulating cries of the crowd, he felt more and more unreal by the second. He needed rest badly—rest on a spiritual level, not just physical. For a moment, he stopped and craned his neck, looking up at the 150-story building. As he was so close to it, the building seemed to go on forever, like some stairway to the heavens. He could actually see it swaying in the wind, and the motion made him feel slightly sick, so that he closed his eyes and took a deep breath before continuing on.

The uneasiness waxed in him as he entered the revolving door: this seemed to be the point of no return. However, once within the air-conditioned confines of the building, he felt relieved for some reason. The heat was gone, and the screams of the thousands seemed distant. Furthermore, with the expansiveness of the lobby, the relative silence and emptiness were solemn—and peaceful. The lobby was enclosed by rose-tinted glass; and just then, as a few faint rays of the afternoon sun penetrated the huge chamber, the effect was spectacular. It was almost like a cathedral: he had the urge to bow and whisper a supplication to God. However, the sun soon disappeared behind a smog bank, and the supernatural solemnity of the lobby disappeared, leaving only glass and brick and stone.

He groaned again as he headed for the security console. With his appointment with Shaka and the board imminent, he desperately needed to focus; but the more he tried to channel his thoughts, the more diffuse and convoluted they became. It was then that it occurred to him that the lobby, which was usually bustling with hundreds of people, 24 hours a day, was empty. The only other people were the two guards at the security console, who were watching a monitor and chuckling between themselves.

G.W. was happy for the familiar face: “Hey, Ernie,” he addressed the old guard when he was close enough, “what’s so funny?”

“Hey!” Ernie said with a laugh—more at the screen than G.W. He then glanced up from the screen, which still had his partner totally engrossed, saying: “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“I was out of the country,” he said with a certain amount of pride, “—went to India and China for Shaka.”

Ernie nodded his head, seemingly impressed; but as something on the screen caught his attention, he and his partner again began to laugh.

“What’s going on?” G.W. demanded, like a child left out of a secret. He leaned over the console to get a look, and saw the same TV show that had been in the cab. Now, a reporter was interviewing a homeless man that was convinced that the 10-year-old black girl was God. The man was sweaty and fidgety—he looked insane in fact.

The guards continued to laugh, but all G.W. could think about was how unreal it was. Still anxious, he glanced about the lobby again. “…Where’s everyone else?” he asked then, more to hear himself speak than anything else.

“What?” Ernie said, barely glancing up from the screen as he chuckled again.

“Everyone else—all the other workers. I’ve never seen the lobby this empty before.”

“Oh,” he said, finally understanding. “Shaka sent them home—especially with all the protests and bomb threats.”

“Things gotten that bad?”

“You don’t know the half of it,” he said, still staring down at the screen. “I’m surprised you made it through. Some of our workers have been killed. Anyone connected with The Company is a likely target.”

“Maybe Shaka should hold off on the complex.”

At first, Ernie only grunted equivocally; but when a commercial came on a few seconds later, he sighed and looked up, as if refreshed. Then: “What?” he said, as if he had just heard what G.W. had said. “Hold off on the complex?” he said as if outraged. “Trust me, those people outside are just a tiny band of paranoid nuts—a small, vocal minority. They think The Company is going to take over their minds or something—turn them into zombies. Ninety-five percent of people—the world over—are excited by the Image Broadcast Complex.”

“I guess,” G.W. said vaguely, still looking at the screen. The commercial was for Luxuriant Hair. Mansmann was shown besieged by half a dozen bikini-clad women whom, along with Mansmann, were all chanting, “I’m a Mansmann’s man!” over and over again. Something about it—and the weirdness of everything else—was maddening, and G.W. again felt the urge to get away. He quickly placed his palm on the security sensor, which scanned both his identity and his body; then, when the green light came on, he nodded to Ernie and continued on to the elevators. Behind him, the two guards again began to chuckle between themselves as the reporter said, “Sex Cult Goddess,” and more of the girl’s victims and converts gave their testimonials. As he stepped away from the security console, G.W. remembered his gun; and as he did so, it occurred to him that he should never have been able to make it through the scanner! The queasy feeling intensified in him again, but he walked on, still with his waddling gait.

The elevator was a technological breakthrough, designed specifically for the 150-story building. It not only went up and down: it moved laterally as well, switching shafts, so that one could get anywhere one needed in the huge building. When the doors closed behind him, the airy, formless music playing within the elevator seemed to encompass him. In fact, he felt as though the music were emanating from within him. He stared blankly at the digital display, watching the floors pass by: 15, 16…35, 36…. He closed his eyes and leaned against the back wall of the elevator, trying to clear his mind; and then, when his mind was as formless as the music, there was a loud ding, and the elevator opened onto the 150th floor. G.W. seemed to have to rouse himself back into consciousness. Once again taking his suitcases in hand, he rushed out, onto the marble floor. Right across from the elevator, there were huge windows; rather, the entire wall was a window. The top of the building was above the smog banks, and the sky here was blue and bright. For a moment, he stared in awe and wonderment, but then he found himself wondering if even that was real. There was always the possibility that it was another holographic window—

“Can we help you?” demanded a gruff voice to G.W.’s left, in a tone that actually meant: What the hell are you doing here! About 20 meters away, four burly guards, all of whom were wearing the same dark suits, were sitting behind a security console. The console was right before the huge mahogany double door that led to Shaka’s office chamber. The entire floor was in fact Shaka’s chamber. There was an Olympic-sized swimming pool and a gym—everything imaginable.

Coming to his senses, G.W. nodded his head to the guards hopefully, as he stumbled towards them with suitcases in hand. It was at that moment that the huge mahogany doors opened and some figures emerged from the darkness within. When G.W. saw the President walk out of there, sandwiched between those two Secret Service bodyguards, it was as though something were tearing at his insides. Some monster seemed to be trying to rip its way out of him. His suitcases fell out of his hands and he stood there trembling as the murderous rage began to build within him again. The President’s bodyguards, seeing him standing there like that, reached for the guns under their suits. They did not draw them out yet—they just reached for them and kept their eyes on the strange man who stood in their way with that startled expression on his face…. G.W. wanted to draw the gun! His right hand was trembling violently; his every impulse told him to grab the gun and empty the clip into that bitch! As he looked at the President’s grandmotherly face, all that he could think was that she had done this to him. She smiled instinctively, no doubt thinking that he was some awestruck worshipper, but she seemed like a beast to him now. She was the unknown enemy: she had done this to him; and the only way to rectify the situation was to kill her—obliterate her! He wanted to watch her squirm: to listen to her last gasps for air. She was walking up to him, still smiling at him…G.W.’s trigger finger flexed in anticipation, but then some voice—not exactly of sanity, but of self-preservation—held him back. The President and her bodyguards were coming straight for him, and with his last iota of strength and reason, he moved to the side and leaned against the wall, panting and clamping his eyes shut. He did not look up again until he heard the elevator open and the steps of the President and her bodyguards as they entered it. No doubt they were going to the roof, and the helicopter pad. G.W. sighed in relief when the elevator door closed, but he felt even more drained now.

While he had been struggling against the beast within, Shaka’s guards had sat staring at him. Now, as if some unknown signal had been exchanged between them, the men came at him with metal detectors (which they seemed to produce out of thin air); he was frisked again, then his suitcases were taken away. It all happened in a whirlwind—he was literally spun around—then the door to Shaka’s chamber was opened and he entered timidly, feeling slightly dizzy. To his amazement, he realized that the guards had left his gun—as though the thing had been overlooked in their scans and frisking. He began to wonder if the thing were only a figment of his imagination—perhaps a psychological crutch against a world that terrified him….

The chamber was dimly lit—which was to say that the blinds had all been drawn. However, with its spaciousness, and its scores of flashing TV monitors, it was like a way station in the universe. It was huge—perhaps 100 meters by 50 meters—with a ceiling that was so high that he could not even make it out in the darkness. A gigantic conference table was in the middle of the chamber, along with couches and a smaller working desk. The many TV screens were all set to different channels—and all showcased lives and conflicts and people babbling what seemed to be nonsense. As he glanced at the screens, he felt as though he were looking out on a hundred different worlds. It was disconcerting in fact: scores of people talking at once—in just as many languages and accents…people dying, people falling in love, people killing and hating one another, people making passionate love…there were the starkest news reports, the most fanciful stories…it was all there: a disconcerting window into their souls. As G.W. watched it all, he found himself thinking that Shaka could use the screens to attain not only cognizance of daily events, but some measure of omniscience….

After looking around confusedly, G.W. saw Shaka standing on the far side of the chamber, before a screen. The man’s back was of course turned, and G.W. wondered if the man knew that he was there. He felt as though he had intruded somehow. But just then, the man turned around:

“Ah, Young Washington,” Shaka said, his voice booming across the chamber. (“Young Washington” was the nickname that Shaka had used since G.W. told him that his full name was George Washington Wang—his immigrant father’s gesture of appreciation to America.) “Come in,” Shaka added.

G.W. nodded timidly, then swallowed deeply before he began walking over to the man. His footsteps resounded unsettlingly on the hardwood floors; over all the babbling voices, it was unreal—as if he were walking inside of someone’s head, passing all her thoughts. Furthermore, there was always something unnerving about being alone with Shaka. To his alarm, a few weeks ago, G.W. had realized that he felt for Shaka the same discomfort that he felt when in the presence of unusually beautiful women. Indeed, around Shaka swirled a contradictory sexual aura that was probably attributable to all deities. The man seemed either asexual or hypersexual; he was either beyond the need for sex, or his every action and touch and word was inherently sexual. The man had never been married and was childless, but he was seen with a different young, beautiful woman every few weeks, like clockwork. He did not so much seem to date them as consume them. For a few weeks, these women would be the toast of the town, then they would disappear from sight and be replaced by another; and if these replaced women were ever seen again, they would seem wretched and haggard, as though the life and youth had been drained out of them. Of course, these spooky transformations all added to the belief that Shaka and The Company were not to be crossed. They were like the sun: they warmed the world and brought life, but if you stared at them too long, you were blinded; if you exposed yourself to their rays, you were burned.

Whatever the case, as G.W. drew close, he realized that Shaka was smiling at him. This of course made him uneasier. He felt self-conscious and unsure about everything in fact. He could not help thinking about his disheveled appearance—especially in contrast to Shaka, who was standing there in an immaculate white suit, with a clean-shaven, taut face that seemed ineluctably youthful and powerful. Also, even though G.W.’s buttock was not asleep anymore, he could not stop the waddling gait—

“Am I late for the board meeting, sir?” G.W. heard himself ask as he took the last couple of steps up to the man.

“No, you’re right on time. I just finished my meeting with the President.”

As he had reached Shaka, he instinctively went to shake the man’s hand, but then he remembered in time that Shaka did not shake hands. G.W. put his hands in his pockets. “…Yes, I saw her,” he said vaguely. That reminder of his murderous impulses left him feeling a little lightheaded. “Have you known her long, sir?” he went on, hoping that the banter would instill a level of comfort in him.

Shaka smiled in his usual enigmatic way: “When politicians think that you’re rich and powerful, they are always eager to make you believe that you know them.”

“So, she wants a favor?”

“She wants a cabinet secretary.”

G.W. nodded uneasily when he realized that he had nothing to say on the matter. “…What about the board meeting, sir?” he asked, looking about the empty room.

“Like I said: you’re right on time. All our meetings are broadcast via satellite, Young Washington. The cameras are ready.”

“Oh…” G.W. said as he looked about uneasily and wondered where the cameras were.

Shaka again smiled enigmatically, then continued, “You passed by that little rally outside. What are they saying now?”

“Well…[G.W. cleared his throat anxiously] I suppose they think that everyone is selling his soul to you, sir.”

At G.W.’s comment, Shaka laughed before responding: “One doesn’t have to buy souls anymore, Young Washington. There’s a glut on souls nowadays, and even the Devil can’t be bothered to buy. Souls are lying in the fields, rotting, and no one can care less.”

G.W. was always a little taken aback by these sayings; but feeling that he had to say something, he responded: “Don’t these protests bother you, sir?”

“One can’t let rats and ants decide one’s actions…but,” he went on thoughtfully, “that’s the problem with the world: how high you can rise is always dependent on those who don’t want to go anywhere. Man is the only creature who carries his own gravity around with him—carries it in the fear and ignorance of the masses…. Escape velocity, Young Washington: we have to find some new way to utilize energy, so that we can blast off with so much force that we’ll finally be free of gravity.

“Are you a nostalgic man, Young Washington,” he went on quickly.

G.W. had been staring blankly, but he cleared his throat hastily, responding: “No, sir.” And then, with a hopeful smile: “I like to believe that the best times are ahead.”

“And so they are,” he said with a smile. “They will be if we make them so, rather than sit around and hope for the best…Technology is our only hope for the future, Young Washington. In fact, technology is the only reason we are still alive as a species. [G.W. thought this was a good occasion to nod his head.] Take away even the most rudimentary microchip and society will be thrown into chaos; take away the computer and within a few days, 90% of us would be starving; entire countries would cease to exist. And yet all those fools outside sit around complaining that technology is killing the world and complicating their lives. On the contrary, every great technological advance has involved taking that which is complex and making it so simple that practically anyone can use it. The computer revolution started when the operation of the computer was reduced to pointing and clicking with a mouse. What does The Company do? Get rid of the mouse and turn point and click into look and blink: so simple that you become one with the computer—you don’t even have to think about it. This is the way that technology, and the world, advances, Young Washington. There was a time when people were excited because the information of the world was at their fingertips. Hell, The Company is getting rid of computers as we know it. No longer is it a huge piece of machinery, taking up space on a desk. With the inception of our DreamVisors a decade ago, they now look no different from a pair of eyeglasses. And in two years, they’ll be down to the size of contact lenses. With our Dimensional Portals, all the possibility of the universe is at the disposal of the masses. And when the Image Broadcast Complex goes online in a week, you’ll no longer even need the Portals: all that possibility will be available wherever you are! Want a vacation? You can be in Tahiti in nanoseconds. Don’t just see a movie: feel it. This is an age of biblical possibilities, Young Washington. With our technology, the blind can see; the deaf can hear; the old and infirm can run without pain and effort. We are performing miracles: changing the world and bringing hope back into the lives of billions of frightened, misled people; and the Pharisees, frightened out of their wits by our works, can only complain and pine for the good old days. The Company has seen the promised land, Young Washington, and it is all here,” he said, tapping his temple with his index finger.

G.W. nodded inanely.

“Talking of making the world better, the board is ready for your report.”

G. W. nodded numbly, expecting Shaka to flip a switch or turn on an interface, but when the man simply stood there, looking at him, G.W. blurted out: “Can they see me already?”

“Of course, Young Washington,” Shaka said nonchalantly. “They see everything that happens in this room.”

G.W. felt as though his guts were clawing their way up his throat. He took a deep breath to calm himself, then realized that he had left the report in the suitcase—which was outside! Fighting his every instinct not to panic, he decided to “wing it.” “Well sir,” he began, his voice cracking slightly, “with the war between the Asians going on, we can expect our Asian holdings to dip still further. The entire region’s a mess, sir—Korea, Japan, Indonesia… [When he looked up at Shaka’s intent gaze, he got the feeling—as he always did when he talked to the man—that Shaka’s mind was already made up, but that he was only asking questions to see how stupid G.W. was. He again cleared his throat nervously.] Besides lingering and deepening economic problems,” G.W. continued, his voice again cracking slightly, “anti-Western sentiment is high there, and anti-Asian sentiment is high here.”

Shaka looked at him with pursed lips, then continued: “The board wants to know if you believe that nuclear war will break out.”

A creepy feeling came over G.W. as he wondered how Shaka was receiving questions—and where the cameras were in the room. There were rumors that Shaka had microchips inserted in his brain…G.W. shook his head: both to free himself of these thoughts and to answer the board’s question. “…Stranger things have happened…but no, sir—sirs,” he added quickly. “To me, it’s mostly saber rattling. Not only would it be self-destructive, but they need one another economically. They may hate one another’s guts, but they can’t get around needs.”

“Right you are!” he said, like a proud professor addressing a prized pupil. “Worse than the heathen who does everything differently from you, is the heathen who does the same things as you—but does it better than you. This explains the relationship between most warring parties…. The board asks if you still suggest that we get rid of our Asian holdings.”

“I do, sir,” he said, unconsciously scratching the nape of his neck.

“I see,” he said, coyly. “And everything’s a mess, as you say?”

“Yes, sir,” he said with a rising sense of alarm, feeling that he was falling into a trap.

“—And Company stocks are due for a further dip as well?”

“Yes, sir…” And then, uncertainly: “You’re not worried?”

“The board isn’t worried at all, Young Washington,” he said, straightening and looking as impeccable as in the commercial.
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