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The second time I used The Tools a girl was standing at the bar of The Good News talking to her friend, who was the bartender or barista or whatever you call someone who could serve you either liquor or coffee depending.  She wore black tights and a black skirt and her lips were the color of old blood or a rotting apple, which was not my type, but she had big tits and pigtails, which was.  Her friend was one of those anonymous hot chicks that all look the same, which sounds like a bad thing but isn't, really, or not much.  She had just asked the bartender, or barista, what Pauly Shore was doing these days.  "You never hear about him anymore," she said.


"Oh my god," the bartender/barista said, "I haven't though about him in like ten years."


"Has it been that long?" the friend said.  They passed a moment in silence.


"Now I feel old," the bartender/barista said.


"Me too," the friend said.


"Thanks," the bartender/barista said.


"Sorry," the friend said.


"Excuse me," I said.  I'd taken the two steps necessary to close the distance between us and leaned against the bar myself, mirroring their postures the way the chick-getting books said you were supposed to do.  "I don't mean to eavesdrop -"


I'd been hoping for smiles and brushings-aside of my worries, but got only raised eyebrows.  The friend's expression had already shifted into something defensive.


"-but Pauly Shore?  He's in therapy for a sex addiction," I said.  "He also owns a fast-food restaurant called Whiz Burger."


"Really." the bartender/barista said.


"Huh," the friend said.  "Well, that answers that."


"Thanks," the bartender/barista said.  "Do I dare ask why you know this?"


This was the intro I'd been hoping for, waiting for.  Training for, you might even say, ever since the surgery.  So I smiled my eighty-twenty smile, looked at my hands, one of which was casually picking at a nail of the other, and said: "You'd be surprised at the stuff I know."


"Huh," the friend said again.


And they turned slightly more toward each other, and slightly more away from me, and resumed their conversation, this time on some other topic.


And that was about as good as it ever got.

#


It took two months or so to heal and to learn how to use The Tools in real time.  But as soon as I could leave our impromptu hospital they awarded me a new honorific, which meant that I'd gone from Atrocius Theodocius to The Rev. Atrocius Theodocius.  Which made me the highest-ranking member of The Curse, the most notorious and successful biohackers in the world, and the pride of 612.  


Or we would have been the pride of 612 if the residents of that area code had known we were there, which they didn't.  Less than two hundred people in the world knew about The Curse, and of those, we'd only met a handful in the flesh, which made for a pretty fucked-up headspace: to go from living gods in a virtual community dispersed across four continents, to nobodies, as far as the world at large was concerned.  It could really do your nut.


"If these people knew what we did," Darc Deathe said, while stuffing half a slice of pizza into his face, "they would be kneeling in front of us."


Some of the guys were taking me out to celebrate my new honorific, and celebration to our group meant pizza at Fat Lorenzos, an event we all looked forward to but perhaps none so much as Deathe.


"We would get all the chicks," The Incognito said.


"We would get so much pussy we wouldn't even want it anymore," Darc Elvis said.


"I'd still want it," Creeper said.   Then the waitress came over to our table with our second pizza and more root beer.  She was blond and pretty and the leering and jowly face of Deathe tracked her from the moment she emerged from the kitchen through the entire trajectory of her retreat, as her shapely ass motored her away to more comfortable territory.  The baldness of Deathe's lust made us all feel awkward, and so we turned en-masse to more acceptable topics, like the new Terminator TV series.  Or perhaps that topic was less acceptable, since we all agreed  the show sucked, and sucked hard.


"What pisses me off the most is that who's the audience for that show?  Geeks, and geek wannabes," Elvis said.  "They could pay some guy a pittance to vet their idiotic ideas, or to re-write their idiotic ideas into something more plausible.  Hell, a million people would do it for free.  I'd do it for free."


Along with Darc Wes, who was absent while he prepared for his upcoming wedding, Darc Deathe and Darc Elvis and I had been the highest ranking members of The Curse until I finished my work on The Tools, which had been an accomplishment of such significance that a new level of honorific had had to be invented.  The vote to make me a Reverend had been unanimous, though I am told there had been grumbling from the usual quarters. 


"I'm raising an unofficial protest even though I'm voting yes," Lil' D had said.  Lil' D looked about twelve years old and so his scowling, brooding face never created the effect he was after,  except for the rare circumstances where the effect he was after was to look like a petulant twelve year-old.


"What are you protesting?" Wes said.


"You know," he said.  Which meant he was protesting the fact that he was Lil' D and not Darc Lil' D.  Or the fact that his moniker was "Lil' D" in the first place, which had been our choosing and not his.  We antagonized him in this way because there was something profoundly satisfying about calling him Lil' D.  His annoyance, and the consequent scowling and brooding, brought us such joy that we endured what trouble it caused as the price for group cohesion.  Every group needs its goat.  Even ours.


In our own way, of course, we were all Lil' D.  Despite our limited noteriety the world at large didn't know who we were and never would, since if They found out they'd arrest half of us and make the other half wards of the state.  Performing informal brain surgery on your friends was just not a notion that either the medical establishment or mainstream America was ready to deal with.


"I'll tell you one thing," Darc Deathe said, back in present time.  He'd polished off the lion's share of the pizza and the resultant physical discomfort had him even more surly and confrontational than usual, which was a pattern we at The Curse were well-familiar with.  "I would fuck so many chicks I'd wear my dick out." 


Good luck with that, I thought to myself.  DD was two hundred pounds overweight, had giant black lambchops, and looked exactly like the sort of guy you'd expect would be sawing holes in people's skulls.  It's just that you wouldn't expect him to also have a PhD in biomedical engineering with so many publications it would take a week to even read all the abstracts, and this despite being run out of three universities because of his impulse-control issues.  


"Yeah, well, they don't know who we are," I said, "and they probably won't, not for years."


"Someday we'll get our due," Darc Elvis said.


"Someday," Creeper said.  "But for now, we celebrate."  He scooped a slice of pizza out of the pan and deposited it on my plate with a flourish.  Creeper wasn't much of biohacker, to tell the truth, but he was a good friend, and he worked at an industrial test lab with shitloads of equipment and insecure inventory procedures.  "To the Rev.  Atrocius Theodocius," he called out, raising his glass of root beer.


"To the Reverand!" the others called back, their own glasses high in a return salute.  "To The Tools!" Darc Elvis hollered.


"And The Tools will set you free," Darc Deathe said, and we all smiled, especially me.  For a second I forgot that my high status extended only to the twelve people sitting at that table.  Then the waitress came by to refill our root beers, her eyes pooled with a solution of pity and contempt, and I remembered that to everyone else I was a short, balding academic who looked like Skeletor crossed with a weasel.  The deflating faces of my colleagues showed they were on the same track.  Even Darc Deathe clammed up and concentrated on cramming the last slice down his already overflowing gullet.


This, too, was something we were used to.

#


The first time I used The Tools I didn't understand that people don't care if you know everything.  Once upon a time this wouldn't have been true, and that time wasn't so long ago, either.  No more.  Now knowing everything and knowing nothing are worth about the same.


I also didn't realize how few opportunities you have to show that you know everything.  Where do you go?  When I'd built The Tools I'd imagined myself walking down Hennepin whistling with a jacket flung over my right shoulder, nevermind that I rarely walk anywhere and never with a jacket flung over my shoulder.  Some hot chick would be stopped at an intersection, peering in both directions, muttering into her cell phone: so wait, to get to the theatre I head toward that running store, and then …?


and I'd stop by and say, you just walk six blocks in this direction - I'd point confidently in the appropriate direction - and then you'll turn right at Lagoon Avenue.  But that's a bit of a walk from here.  Perhaps my car…?


Which is an idiotic thing to imagine, of course I'm aware of that now.  But I had to learn the hard way, and I did, as soon as Darc Deathe and Logic Bomb released me from the recovery room, my hair grew back, and I'd mastered the Tools HMI, which was no easy task.  You had to activate certain patterns in motor cortex and visualize certain geon combinations.  It's as hard to describe as how to ride a bicycle, and even harder to master.


But I was fresh faced and excited, and I marched up and down the street looking for people in distress, people with questions.  "Can I help you with something?" became my introduction.


"Why, yes!" a lady said, on my first time.  Mid forties, too much makeup, wearing some kind of rainbow-colored turtleneck.  Looking for her car, which she'd parked someplace in the area.  The Tools couldn't get me the answer directly, but the lady told me what she remembered - parked near to a school, not far from a tea shop -  and I called up and manipulated street views and maps with the speed only a man who received inputs directly into the parahippocampus could do: I sensed space like a superhero, and I felt like a superhero as I led her down one street, across the next, down the street where Parker Elementary sat on one side, a few blocks from the tea shop.  To her car.


"You know this city like the back of your hand," the lady said, smiling.


"I'm plugged into it," I said.  I made a mental note to repeat this to Darc Deathe later.


"You certainly are," she said.

#


When Lil' D left The Curse we all felt guilty, Darc Wes most of all.  "I suppose I shouldn't have given him so much shit," he said.


"Well, you're not alone in that," I said.  But it took an almost superhuman act of will to not give Lil' D shit.  He was like the little brother you had to antagonize; or maybe it was just that finally somebody was more easily antagonizeable than we were, the poor babyfaced little jerk.  


And that was the other thing - he had even less social sense than any of us but Deathe, and less excuse for his transgressions.  He grew a beard that looked exactly like the beard on a ninety year-old woman; his dark hair was greased to his skull from not bathing; he chewed with his mouth open, talked too loud, laughed like a barking hyena at all kinds of dumb shit.  He couldn't spell.  He had too much self-esteem.  He assembled his wardrobe from various odds and ends he found in thrift stores or maybe in the garbage.  Once he strutted into The Curse wearing one of those 1920s-era hats and carrying a pocket watch.


"Are you leaving us to become a train conductor?" Wes said, barely looking up from his monitor.


"Fuck off," Lil' D said.


"Toot toot," Wes said, making a whistle-pulling motion with the hand holding his ever-present mug of coffee.


"Casey Jones you better watch your speed," Darc Deathe called out from across the room, where he was doing a bad job of pretending not to look at porn.


"Fag," Lil' D said, after a slight pause.  He was too young to know the reference, but he knew that if Deathe was deigning to speak to him he was probably being burned.  Despite their similarities Deathe had little use for Lil' D.  He probably felt that Lil' D's annoying habits lessened our appreciation for the dignity of his own suffering.  Deathe, after all, had a degenerative neurological condition.  Lil' D was just a jerk.  We'd brought him in because when he actually got to work he was astoundingly smart, even smarter than Deathe or Wes, though of course they'd burn in hell before admitting that.


But he'd left his access card on the meeting room table, with a yellow sticky stuck to the front that read "Suck it!"  He'd deleted his user account and cleared off his desk.


"I'm sure I'd feel much worse if I weren't under such heavy sedation," Wes said, in a faux-British accent.


"Now's not the time," I said.


The bulk of Darc Deathe appeared beside me.  "We shan't work together again," he offered, in the same accent.  I just shook my head and went back to my desk.

#


I hung around The Good News because of the bartender/barista, who told me, eventually, that she was a bartender and that I could drop the slash.  Her name was Emily and she wasn't strictly hotter than a hundred other chicks in Minneapolis, but I liked the way she looked at people when she talked to them and I liked her lack of artiface.  A few days after I'd answered her question about Pauly Shore I came back to get a cup of coffee and brace myself for the coming seminar - Irv Biederman from USC was giving a talk and those conversations were like getting tickled to death - and as soon as I stepped up to the counter I saw her face change.


"Hey, the guy who knows spookily too much about Pauly Shore," Emily said.  "What can I get you?"


"Good memory," I said, and ordered my double shot.  And then: "What else do you remember?"  which was stupid, because what does that even mean, but I had a habit of constantly running my mouth when it came to hot chicks.  It was a technique from one of the hundreds of chick-getting books I'd read.


"What is this, like, psychoanlaysis?" she said, over the gurgle and hiss of the machine.


"Sorry," I said.  "I'm a cognitive neuroscientist."


"What does that mean," she said.


"It means I ask a lot of inappropriate questions," I said.  "And know a lot of irrelevant answers."


"What's the capital of Mongolia?" she said.  Now she was pouring the espresso into a little ceramic cup.  I thought-typed "CAPITAL OF MONGOLIA" and sent it out, and half a second later had the answer.


"Ulaanbaatar," I said.


"Really?" she said.


"Yup," I said.  She handed me the espresso, and I sipped from it.


"What's your name?" she said.


"Ted," I said, between sips.


"I tell you what, Ted," she said, crossing her arms and leaning against the bar.  Her deltoids were beautifully defined, and her rotten-apple lips reconfigured themselves into a wry expression.  "When you come in next time I'll remember that you know the capital of Mongolia."


Of course that was all it took.  Once I figured out her schedule I was in every day she worked, carrying a sheaf of journal articles with me ostensibly to review but really just to have something to do with my hands while I was waiting to be noticed.  I knew from experience (and from Creeper's experience) that trying to talk to her all the time would be a mistake, especially because her friends would show up and give me dirty looks.  


She had a lot of friends and I got to know a few of them by sight.  The hot blond girl I'd seen the first day was called Alessandra.  As I myself became a regular Alessandra would at least acknowledge my arrival with a nod, when I made eye contact, but when she talked to Emily she never looked at me or gave any indication that I was there.  Another guy showed up more sporadically - tall, dirty-blond, good looking and trendy, with the manner of someone who'd been born to an aristocracy.  Emily introduced me to him once and I don't think he even bothered to say hello; and when he'd show up he'd lean forward and mutter comments to Emily, then look over to where I was sitting with his mouth crinkled up like he'd smelled a fart.  Sometimes Emily would laugh; sometimes she'd punch him in the shoulder; but she'd always shoosh him.  I couldn't hear what he was saying and I didn't want to; I stared at my papers and pretended to be studying them intently.


I knew that showing up at TGN all the time made me look like a stalker, but I couldn't stop myself.  Emily rewarded my diligence from time to time with a smile, a bit of conversation.  She'd make my espresso when I walked in without me having to order it, and if they were busy I'd just sit in my usual spot at the end of the bar and she'd bring it over to me when she had time, sliding it in front of me and saying things like: "Well, Teddy, how old is that chick from the Brady Bunch?"


"Which one?" I said.


"The mom," she said.


"Florence Henderson?  She was born in 1934," I said, after a moment.  "On Valentine's Day."


"No shit," Emily said.  "How the fuck do you _know_ these things?"


I shrugged.  "I'm full of surprises," I said.


"You're full of something," she said, but with a smile, and she ruffled my hair, and she went back to the counter to serve the next customer while I swooned, slowly and rhythmically, like a sheet of falling paper arcing back and forth to the ground.

#


"When the fuck will you be ready with version 2, Reverand?" Darc Deathe said.  He said this more or less every time I showed up at the lab, which was less and less often since I'd been spending more time at The Good News worshipping at the alter of Emily.  I thought about Emily a lot more than the next version of The Tools.


Obviously this was not an acceptable excuse, so I told the brothers I was still working out the kinks of the current rev, which was sort of true.  Sometimes at my 'real' lab at the U I'd be running Matlab sims of V1 and the square and trianglular test patterns would kick open an input window in my brain.  I'd sit there blinking, in a daze, and whoever was near would ask me if I was okay.


"Yeah," I'd say.  "It's just that a direct brain interface to the Google toolchain opened up in my head," I said.


"Ha ha," whoever would say.  "Wouldn't that be cool."


"Not as cool as you'd think," I'd say, and then we'd get back to work.  I was known for being ugly as hell, a wizard at brain/machine interfacing, and a maker of un-funny jokes.  None of those guys from Real Life took me seriously


Now, cornered in Deathe's secret subterranean lab and squirming as the man himself bored into me with his bulging eyes, my vapid 'pursuit' of Emily seemed especially treasonous.


"A feature set like what you want takes time," I said.  "It's a significant API extension, and subcorticals aren't my forte."


"It's the same hardware lizards have," he said.  "We've got a room full of rats.  The homology is considerable.  How fucking hard can it be?"


"Deathe," I said.  "You know better than that."


"There's prior art," Deathe said, taking a different tack.  "Incog did his thesis on the vagus."


"The vagus isn't your problem," I said.  He made a face and then yelled "fuck!" as loud as he could, which made me jump and brought quiet crashing down around the place.  Five faces were suddenly staring at us, blinking and startled.


"Look," I said, "I'll pull Wes and Elvis onto it.  Wes doesn't know anything about sub-corticals so he'll have to learn everything."


"That will take about a week," Deathe spat.


"Yeah, well, we'll see," I said.  "This is exactly the kind of shit we wanted Lil' D for."


"Tell you what: you bring the MacArthur geniuses up to speed, and I'll case out the local McDonald's Funland waiting for Lil' D to show up for his medicinal immersion in the pool of plastic balls.  I'm fucking falling apart here, Reverend."


"I'm doing my best, Deathe," I said.  He opened his mouth to say something but then closed it again, an act that, for Deathe, amounted to a superhuman exercise of control that would probably use up his reserves for the rest of the calendar year.  He waddled back to his office, slammed the door and locked it.  I wondered if any other four walls had ever witnessed such scientific genius mixed with such masturbatory depravity.  


Of course both of us knew I wasn't doing my best, and far from it.  All of this - the sprawling underground lab, the equipment, the people gathered here to push the frontiers of the human - none of it would have happened without Deathe, who needed its resources far more than I did, for far better reason.  I had every reason in the world to throw myself into this job, but I'd been trained for decades in the crucible of reason and knew that when push came to shove I still wouldn't give him enough of me.


Shame's slow acid licked at my gut as I stared for a second at Deathe's shut door.  Then I walked over to the other end of the room, where Darc Wes engineered so furiously the air practically glowed. 


"My dark brother," I said, walking into his office.  "You are summoned."

#


For the next couple of weeks I told myself that little could be done till Wes and Elvis got up to speed on The Tools.  I'd been working on both the hardware and software for the better part of a decade, and while I'd written a lot of papers and documented my hardware design and my code, it was still a lot to get your head around, and I couldn't really speed up the process.


Of course, that was about eighty percent bullshit.  The real reason was that things were moving forward with Emily and I couldn't stay away.  During this stretch I'm sure I didn't know how Deathe felt, but part of me believed that I did - the obsession, the inability to behave in accordance with what you knew, rationally, was true.


Emily brought her laptop in for me to look at.  "It's so slow," she said.  She was wearing my favorite pair of jeans, the ones frayed under the pockets so that all that kept those swathes of ass from sunlight were two thin patches of white string.  "It just keeps getting slower and slower."


"Yeah," I said, "that happens."


"Can you fix it?" she said.  "Is that one of the mysterious things you know?"


"What will you give me if it is?" I said, then immediately blushed.


"What do you want?" she said, looking at me until I looked away.  Now is the moment to be bold, I told myself, but of course all I did was stammer and mutter and then she had a customer and of course I fixed her laptop, which involved uninstalling a bunch of stupid shit (a geneaology program that auto-launched some mysterious background processes; a greeting-card maker; Google Desktop) removing spyware, defragging her drive.  To do the job right I would have had  to reformat and I didn't have time at the bar, but even so the speedup was significant.  


"You did it!" she said, hopping up and down and clapping, an expression of childlike exuberance somehow made both more exuberant and more childlike by her bobbing breasts.


"It took everything I had," I said.


"Well then, you must be exhausted," she said.  "Why don't you come out with us tonight?  To unwind."


"That might work," I said.  That's what I think I said, anyway - I could hardly hear my own thoughts for the pounding in my ears.  "But I'll have to see if I've already made plans."


"I don't think you have any plans," she said.


"I don't have any plans," I agreed.


"I'm meeting Alessandra here at nine," she said.  "We can go together."

#


I won't linger on the amount of time I spent staring at the mirror getting ready.  It's unworthy of me.  It's unworthy of anyone, and it's unworthy that most of the time I was mired in such profound disgust at the awkward, weasel-like person staring back at me, trying to effect a physical transformation by smoothing his hair in different directions and trying on a series of unattractive shirts.


When I got to TGN Emily was sitting at one of the corner tables and for this reason was almost impossible for me to recognize; and when I sat down across from her the unusual context was palpable.


"Hey there," she said, without looking up.  Her thumbs were flying over her phone's keypad.  She was wearing a top I'd never seen before, some frayed canvas something or other that made enough cleavage to hide a small dog.  Her hair was up except for a rivulet that ran a winding stream down her neck.  I'd never seen anything I wanted so badly.


"Hi," I said.  "How's the computer?"


"What?" she said.  "Oh, fine, probably, I dunno.  I haven't looked at it again."  


Yeah, good idea, I thought.  Talk to her about computers.  Chicks love talking about computers.  Maybe later we can talk about sticking electrodes into monkey brains.  "So what's this party?" I said.  "Do you need a magic egg or something to get in?"


"Ted, are you, like, high?" she said, distractedly.  "You say the weirdest shit I've ever heard."


"Sorry," I said.  She must have heard the self-loathing in my voice because she set her phone down and reached across the table to ruffle my hair.  


"Don't be," she said.  "You're not without your charms."


After a few minutes Alessandra showed up and gave me a grudging hello, which I returned cooly.  I didn't care about Alessandra so it was easier to apply the tools from the chick-getting books, which mostly involved ignoring chicks, and when you weren't ignoring them alternating between extreme arrogance and extreme graciousness.  When Emily went into the bathroom to prepare for departure I turned to Alessandra and appraised her.  "Are those new pants?" I said, raising my eyebrows a little.


"Why?" she said, snapping her eyes to her legs.


"The fit's a little odd," I said.  "Around the hips.  But it's no big deal."


"Are you serious?" she said, still staring at herself.


"It's probably the light," I said.  "I've only seen you in the daytime."


Emily came back and we walked outside.  October days are either surprisingly warm or surprisingly cold, and this was one of the too cold ones.  "You wanna drive, Al?" Emily said.  "My car's full of crap."


"My car's full of crap, too," Alessandra said.


"I can drive," I said.  "My car's empty."


"Your car's full of crap whenever you're in it," Alessandra said.  Emily laughed but I knew Al wasn't kidding, which was good because it meant my techniques were working.  We walked over to my car.  At first I was going to open the door for the girls but then remembered not to. 


"Wow, Ted," Emily said.  "Nice car."  The forty thousand bucks I'd sunk into the Audi instantly felt like money well spent. 


 Both girls piled into the back seat, which was annoying.  I slid into the driver's seat and asked where we were going.  Emily rummaged in her purse and pulled out a  piece of paper, which she began to read from to direct me.  I interrupted her.  "Just the address," I said.


"Really?" she said.  She gave the address.  I coded it into The Tools and brought up a map, and in two seconds I knew the area like my hometown.  I pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the Warehouse District.  


"Doesn't Al look good tonight?" Emily said, after we'd been driving for a couple of minutes.


I kept my eyes on the road.  "She's stunning," I said, as if describing a nice meal I'd eaten once.  "But she'd be stunning in a dirty bathrobe and bunny slippers.  When she comes into the The Good News it's like the whole world stops."


The few seconds of silence emanating from the back seat indicated a direct hit.  I smiled as I pulled onto the freeway.  "Jesus, Ted," Emily said, finally.  "Now I feel like ground beef,"


"You're not without your charms," I said.  

#


Jim somebody lived in an expansive hipster haven with twenty foot ceilings and exposed brick walls.  Lighting was dim, and hotness ebbed and flowed in the bodies of laughing girls and low-voiced guys on the make, all of whom looked like entrants at some Ocean's 11 lookalike contest.  All slick cool, all sardonic smiles.  Couples flowed about the place, stopping to stare at pictures, freshen drinks, or touch heads and coo on various couches.  The music put a slow grind in your bones, the kind that buzzed until your dick got hard.  Or whatever.


"Wow," I said, as we stood in the entryway, blinking.


"Pretty cool, huh?" Emily said.  She was standing on tiptoe, craning her neck, looking for something, which she apparently found.  "I've got to go talk to somebody," she said, lighting me up with a brief smile before turning away again.  "Mingle!  Frolic!"


"Okay," I said, uncertaintly, but she was already gone.  Somewhere in the course of this Alessandra had already disappeared, which left me in the familiar position of feeling like a complete fucking tool: knowing nobody, nothing in common with any of these glowing superhumans, feeling as stupid and out of place as anybody ever had or ever could, dressed in my stupid shirt and stupid pants and stupid shoes and stupid face.  


In short order Emily was secreted in a corner with some guy I'd never seen before, a guy with a physical presence almost the perfect inverse of my own.  She was leaning into him, her nipples grazing his rib cage in two perfect tangents, fingering the top button of his shirt.  She'd just said something funny, apparently, because he was laughing, his features arranged in an expression of easy confidence my own face was physically incapable of producing.  He reached up with a hand that also held a drink and used his index finger to fondle Emily's own top button.


At this point I did what I always do in these situations, which is head to the drinks table to equip myself, then find an unoccupied wall and lean against it, gazing vaguely over the expanse of the room, scanning slightly above head-level as if I'm looking for somebody and vaguely dissatisfied at not being able to locate that person.  Fifteen minutes into this routine I saw Tyler, saw Tyler see me, and watched him approach me wearing a shit-eating grin.  I couldn't think of a face-saving way to run away or else I'd have done it.


"Well, lookie lookie.  It's the rat scientist."


"I don't use rats," I muttered.


"I'm not talking about what you use, I'm talking about you," he said, and then laughed.  This was the closest I'd ever physically been to Tyler, and even though I'd only been at the party for fifteen minutes I was both drunk enough and disgusted enough to give him a thorough looking over, the results of which surprised me a little.


"You trying to figure out how to dress?  You should have done that earlier.  You're kind of out of place here," he said.  "Although those glasses are almost right.  My advice would be to scurry back to your hole and whatever friends you actually have."


"That makes two of us," I said.


"What's that?" he said.


"Out of place," I said.


"How do you figure?" he said.


"First, I can tell by the crow's feet and the slight inelasticity of your skin that you're older than you act, probably by fifteen years.  You spend every night trying to get on chicks you almost could have fathered.  But it's probably not that big a gap because you're the same dumbass you were in high school.  You own CDs everyone here would mock if they ever found out.  You remember TV shows none of these people have ever heard of."


The burst of adrenaline that blew through me was like an ejaculation, and even the fear as Tyler's smile vanished was like some drug I'd finally surrendered to.  Tyler took a step closer to me, probably expecting me to retreat, but instead I stepped into him, so that we were closer than Emily had been with that guy in the corner, and just like Emily I smiled, and just like Emily I stared up into his eyes.


"So if that's true," I said, calling up The Tools and doing a quick bit of research, "the probability of somebody your age being named 'Tyler' is tiny; nobody born in nineteen sixty-eight was named Tyler.  Which means that it's probably a nickname, and probably one you gave to yourself after you saw Fight Club, which is just so … cliched I don't even know what to say.  My advice would be to re-invent yourself as something more original."


Tyler's face went deliciously blank, and he stopped pressing against me.  My own euphoria was ebbing rapidly away, replaced by a mixture of common sense and despair and fear.  I lurched past him and toward the bathroom which was, thankfully, empty.  Once the door was shut and locked I stood over the bowl, dick in hand, trying to unclench myself enough to piss.  The music that found its way to the bathroom was muted, like birdsong through a closed window.


I am in the wrong place at the wrong time, I told myself, as the piss finally flowed.  Home never seemed so welcoming as that moment, and as I unlocked the door and walked out I didn't care, even a little, that I was too drunk to drive.


Tyler slammed me into the wall before I even saw that he was there.


"Hey, Dr. Lector, that was a supercool bit of, uh, analysis.  I'm tempted to give you a supercool response, like smashing your face in, but that would be like beating up a girl.  So instead I'll just point out that your 'friend' Emily?  The one you're following around like a puppy?  Well, first, you've got no shot whatsoever.  I mean, none at all.  You're like a toy.  She collects them.  She'll play with you for a while, and then she'll play with someone else.  Probably you know this already - I mean, she's shit-hot, you look like a cat that fell in the bathtub, but you're dreaming your little pussy dreams, which is fine, but, you know, now you know."


His face was close enough to kiss, and he was throwing off all kinds of smells - cologne and hair gel and vodka and mint.  The grin was back.  He waited a second for me to say something, but when no response was forthcoming he nodded into the body of the room, to where Emily was now sitting on one of the couches talking animatedly to that guy and Alessandra.  


"The other thing you should know is that I've fucked your little precious more times than I can count.  I've done shit to that girl that you haven't even seen on the internet, and I bet you're the kind of guy who's seen a lot of shit on the internet.  And if the thing with that nutsack she's talking to right now doesn't work out, I'll be fucking her tonight, too, and when her eyes are rolled back in her head and I'm hammering away at her she ain't gonna be thinking about you.  Which I mention as a, like, public service announcement.  Because you're really pretty fucking sad, on top of being a smarmy little cunt.  And I'm a good person deep down."


He smiled at me, equal parts pity and triumph.  Part me of thought he was actually sincere.  "Enjoy the party," he breathed, then pushed away from the wall and sauntered back toward the drinks table.  A few people who'd been nearby watched me curiously, waiting for I don't know what, something I didn't deliver, so after a moment they turned back to their conversations, and after another moment I walked casually back into the party, stopping at a table full of appetizers to pick up an eggroll, which I ate on my way out, but did not taste.

#


When I got to The Curse the next day Darc Wes accosted me before I'd even got my lab coat on.  "Reverand," he nodded.


"My Darc brother," I said.


"I need you to look over the new specs," he said.


"What new specs?" I said.


"For the new Tools hardware and API," he said.  "Elvis and I finished testing the sims last night.  It should be ready to deploy."  Wes had the annoying habit of delivering astounding news the same way he talked about getting work done on his truck.  I've never figured out if this is because he honestly thinks his superhuman accomplishments are no big deal, or because he wants us to think he thinks they're no big deal.  Either way it's annoying, and after spending a day babysitting post-docs at the lab at the U I admit my reverence for his abilities was not as much in evidence as he deserved.


"Show me," I said.  Wes walked me over to his station and ran me through the new schematics; they'd swapped out the CPU for something crunchier but in a wider form factor; re-routed the leads; designed new cross-hatch attachments for the inside of the skull.  For the software, he'd added a whole other ISR to monitor subcorticals.


"What did you use for the HMI?" I said.


"The one you'd started.  It was almost done," he said.


"Jesus," I said, impressed despite my hangover and foul mood.  "That's slick work, brother."


"Your design was unbelievably clean," he said.  "Elvis and I got into it and just hammered it out."


"Which means," Darc Deathe breathed, appearing from behind me, "that we can proceed."


"Um," I said.  "I'm gonna need to check this out."


"Then get to fucking checking, Reverend," Deathe said.  "With all due respect."


"And then what?" I snapped.  "What are we supposed to do, Deathe, even if it's sound?  You're the only neurosurgeon here."


"You're close enough," Deathe said.  "Logic Bomb is close enough.  Between the two of you you've done a thousand procedures."


"On rats and macaques," I said.  


"Anatomical differences, which you know already.  And I can prepare you," he said.


"This is retarded," I said.  "We should wait until we bring another neurosurgeon in.  We're bound to find a candidate eventually."


"I don't have until 'eventually!'" Deathe hollered.  The brothers were starting to gather round.  Maybe they sensed the significance of the event; or maybe they'd discussed it already, a sort of Curse-intervention to pull me back into the fold.  Certainly the atmosphere seemed to be on Deathe's side, judging by the way they stared at me.  "Have you been enjoying your new superpowers, Reverend?  Living it up with the chickie-poos?  I dunno if you've noticed, but things aren't going so great for me.  You might be fucking weird looking, but I'm not even a man.  This is not a man's life.  You think I want to be the psychopath you guys talk about when you get together without me?  The guy you snicker about because he's addicted to porn, who's so fat he's got tits all the way around to his scapula?  The guy who beats his dick until it's bloody?"


"It's not like that -"


"Don't fucking patronize me!" he shrieked.  It was the most horrific sound I think I've ever heard a human being make, like he'd been posessed, and judging by the way the others jerked upright and then stepped away from him I think they felt the same.  Deathe, who was panting and drooling a little, wiped his mouth.  Everybody just stood there for the space of three breaths, and then Deathe continued, now so softly I could barely hear him: "Maybe you've got your share now, Reverend, but I don't."


"I don't have my share, Deathe," I said.  Seeing Emily leaning against that guy, eyes glowing.  Smelling Tyler's cologne.  "Not by fucking half."


"Then fix me," he said.  "And we'll bootstrap each other."


Everybody in the world who knew me, who cared about me, stood there staring at me.  I sighed.  "It's your brain," I said.


"No, Reverend, it's _our_ brain," Deathe said, a smile spreading across his fat, blotchy face.  He gripped me by one shoulder, hard.  "Haven't I taught you anything?"

#


I'd been wandering for twenty minutes since I left the Tea Forest, lost in thought, and when I came to my senses I realized I was near to where that lady had parked her car, the one I'd helped the first time I'd used The Tools in real time.  The recollection made me smile.  Made me wonder if I'd come here, unconsciously.  To remember something good, however small.


Deathe's surgery had gone well, as far as anyone could tell.  The hardest part had been keeping the fucker from eating beforehand.  In the end we'd locked him in his office and posted Creeper and DDB at the door.  They had to escort him to the bathroom when he had to go, and they reported that during those stretches he regaled them with profanity so lewd and so ferocious that it bordered on poetry.  But those guys don't know shit about poetry, so who knows if that's true.


Logic Bomb and I spent a couple of days reviewing Deathe's fMRIs and planning the surgery.  We stayed away from The Curse because I couldn't concentrate there.  We couldn't use my lab at the U because it would have raised questions, so we wound up going to my house.  As I banged around my kitchen looking for the coffee pot I realized that I'd never had any of the brothers over to my house before.  Even to each other we existed only as our monikers.  I wondered if something was lost in being only this slice of ourselves, or if it was the opposite.  Then I found the coffee pot, started it brewing, and walked back to where Logic Bomb was waiting in the living room, looking over Deathe's scans.  We had a lot of work to do.


When Deathe was waiting on the operating table he looked more peaceful than I can ever remember, more peaceful even than he looked moments later, unconscious, his face finally relaxed, the muscles around his eyes finally released.  "Welcome to Darc Deathe mark II," he said, as Incog turned on the anesthetizing drip.  "I hope you'll enjoy my new direction."  He grinned at his own joke, then his eyes closed.


"Do it," I said, and Incog started up the saw and handed it to Logic Bomb, who walked over and lowered it to the dotted line we'd drawn on Deathe's forehead.  It was no harder than the tracing you did in Kindergarten, really, as long as you didn't think about what you were doing.  The surgery I don't much remember even though it took seven hours.  The implant was clean, the hardware diagnostics are true, and Deathe's alive.  We've induced a coma that will last four days or so.  When he comes out of that we'll know what we've got.


Afterwards, after we'd scrubbed and were standing in The Curse's kitchen drinking coffee, Logic Bomb and I spontaneously hugged.  And then we each hugged Incog, who was getting the cream out of the refrigerator, and then everybody was hugging everybody, and some of us were crying, and it was all so inexplicable, so … I don't know what.  Cathartic, maybe.  I honestly don't know if we were sad or happy.  Afterwards everyone was sort of embarassed; we didn't know how to exist in the middle of that feeling, so we dispersed, or at least I did.  I went home, fell into bed, and slept so long I had to call in sick to the U.


It had been a long time since I'd had a totally free day, one where I didn't go to the U and didn't go to The Curse.  I drove around for a while, then was seized with a sudden urge for bubble tea, so I drove to the Tea Forest, and loitered for a while, watching the people.  Mostly Asians, mostly young and attractive.  So many smiling, pretty girls.  I wondered if they had any idea what they did to us.  I thought briefly of Emily, but then put her out of my mind.  I finished my tea and walked outside, wandering around aimlessly, both thinking and trying not to think.


When I found myself at the site of that lady's car I decided to retrace my steps, just for the hell of it, and I walked back the route we'd taken, which I'd geo-tagged for posterity, then back up Hennepin, toward the corner where we'd met.  Then past the corner, toward the Basilica.  After a few minutes I found myself approaching a group of kids bunched on the sidewalk, laughing, pushing each other, screwing around, yelling out parts of what I assumed were lyrics.  Groups like this always make me uneasy, but I was in a weird mood and decided not to avoid them, and instead keep walking toward them, knowing the snickers and the comments would come.


Lil' D was with them, in the middle of it all, though he didn't look to be enjoying himself the way the others were.  Daniel, his real name was.  He'd been the smartest of us, and now here he was, jostling with skateboarders, marching down Hennepin in pursuit of some idiot enthusiasm.  I watched him as I approached, and after a moment he saw me, too, and his lips tightened, though whether out of embarassment for his present company, or dislike of me, I don't know.


The kids muttered the usual comments and snickers, accompanied by hand-slaps and jocular punches.  I kept watching Daniel, and he kept watching me, until I couldn't proceed because the group took up the whole sidewalk.  Daniel looked at his shoes, and a mop-haired kid with his pants just above knee level stepped forward, to the giggled acclaim of his fellows.


"Hey man," he said, "Where the fuck can you find Ecstasy in this town?"


"My brother," I said, as Daniel looked up and met my gaze.  "You're going the wrong way."

