THE MANUSCRIPT

By Michael Stephen Fuchs

The story of a lost, possibly mythical, online document said to hold the answers to humankind’s most enduring and important questions—and the perilous contest to recover and control it.

What if, during his mysterious, months-long trek into the remote highlands of Argentina, the infamous 19th-century explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton wandered into a village that appeared on no map—and the population of which were possessed of an esoteric wisdom? An aboriginal people whose unique genetic heritage has laid bare for them the truth behind mysteries which have flummoxed philosophers, priests, and scientists for five millennia and counting. These include: The nature of consciousness—does it come from a soul, or simply a very complex brain? Which is true of our fate—free will or determinism? What's the truth about morality—are some things really right and others always wrong? Why have we been put on this planet, if we have been put here? And God: yes or no? And what if "Ruffian Dick" Burton really did make a record of the miraculous knowledge he received in South America, but never dared publish it—leaving the manuscript to be burnt by his wife Isabel upon his death? Could a copy have survived? Could this revealed wisdom yet be out in the world somewhere—perhaps, of all places, online, in the vast, out-of-bounds spaces at the far edge of the Internet?

Among the characters confronting these questions are some so beset by existential unease that they are willing to risk death to know the truth—and others who have little compunction about killing to keep it hidden. They include Miles Darken, a twenty-something computer jockey with time on his hands and disturbing questions on his mind; Dana Steckler, a graduate student assigned to the mother of all research projects; Celeste Browning, a gun-toting urban professional with a tragic weakness for Internet discussion groups; FreeBSD, a chemistry student and hacker turned online narcotics dealer; Noel, a demonstrably unstoppable hit man; operatives (some of questionable moral probity) from at least one U.S. intelligence agency; a cadre of very menacing and well-armed mercenaries (possibly in the employ of one of the world's major religions); and an entire gang of Angry Young Taoists, serenely promoting accordance with the Way through carefully targeted home invasions and computer fraud.

The result of their struggles is an ungentle ride where a number of people will get enlightened, a few will get rich, and all too many will get dead. Along the way it is also an uncommon commentary on the eternal verities, network security, rules for gunfights, the nature of our post-millennial spin cycle of spiritual anesthesia and information soot, and the likely fate of a generation that believes in nothing—save what they read on the Net.
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