VECTORS 

A Bantam Spectra Book / November 2002 

SPECTRA and the portrayal of a boxed "s"
are trademarks of Bantam Books, a division
of Random House, Inc.


All rights reserved.
Copyright © 2002 by Michael Kube-McDowell
Cover art copyright © 2002 by Bruce Jensen


No part of this book may be reproduced
or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or by any information storage and
retrieval system, without permission in writing
from the publisher.
For information address: Bantam Books.


If you purchased this book without a cover you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as "unsold and destroyed" to the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this "stripped book." 
ISBN 0-553-29824-0 
Published simultaneously in the United States and Canada 
Bantam Books are published by Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc. Its trademark, consisting of the words "Bantam Books" and the portrayal of a rooster, is Registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Marca Registrada. Bantam Books, New York, New York. 
PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
In memory of Marion Zak
and John McDowell


who now know
the answer
to the question


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
The song Circles is copyright © 1977 by Gwendolyn Lee Zak, and is used by permission. 

Many friends have been part of a long-running exploration of the themes of this novel. To preserve their privacy, I would like to thank them obliquely by place rather than by name: Starwood, Otter Creek Park, Heartstone, Windshadow, Hotel California. 

The following people graciously answered questions in their areas of expertise or previewed portions of the work in progress: 

Arlene E. Bradford, University of Michigan 
Office of Continuing Medical Education 
Cindee Hayes, Briarcliffe Apartments 
Colleen, Village Green of Ann Arbor 
Dr. Rob Allen, USAF 
Eve Madsen, University of Michigan 


Department of Biology 
Greg Cronau
Michael J. Tines, Assistant Manager, 
Huron Towers 
Dr. Michael A. Kron, Associate Professor 
of Medicine, Michigan State University 


Brian Proctor Villy Somthida, California Alumni Association Susan Carpenter, University of Michigan 
Department of Neuroscience 
Arlyn Wilson
and the GEnie gang, R.I.P.
The following allies made other invaluable contributions to the writing of this book: 

Russell Galen, Scovil Chichak Galen 
Literary Agency 


Betsy Mitchell, Tom Dupree, Michael Shohl, and Juliet Ulman, Bantam Spectra 
Special thanks to my wife, Gwen, for her unwavering love and support, and to my children, Matt, Amanda, and Gavin, for helping make the future something to look forward to. 

CONTENTS

 The Dance of the Electrons 1
 The Intersection of Purposes 15
 A Discontinuity in the Continuum 74
 The Fine Thread of Reason 112
 The Inchoate Incarnate 157
 A Spark Flies Upward 219
 The Ghost in the Machine 256 

VECTORS

1
The Dance of the Electrons 

D r . Jonathan Briggs's train from Toronto was stopped 

and boarded by armed men twice before it reached Ann Arbor. It was almost enough to give him second thoughts about his journey. 

In Windsor the VIA New International was halted on the main line, in a right-of-way corridor flanked by walls of green trees. Customs 8c Revenue agents swept the train with bomb-sniffing dogs and chemical-sniffing wands. The agents were polite and quietly professional, and their sidearms remained invisibly holstered. In less than thirty minutes, they had satisfied themselves that it was safe to send the train on through the tunnel below the Detroit River. 

In Detroit, what had become the Amtrak New International was diverted to the edge of a deteriorating concrete sprawl in front of a towering ruin of a train station. Looking out his window, Jonathan could hardly believe it was the same season—everything was a depressing bombed-out brown. 

But it was clearly not the same country. Homeland Security officers carrying unslung automatic weapons herded the passengers off the train and into the shabby structure for processing. More men with assault rifles looked on from the rooftops, and a three-meter-high fence topped with razor wire steered them in the right direction. After two hours, their keepers had still not satisfied themselves that it was safe to allow the passengers into the country. 

"Is it always like this?" he asked a fellow passenger as they waited together in a plywood-walled cubicle to be called to their interviews. 

"Since the trouble at the Ambassador Bridge," the man said with a bob of his head. "But it's worse trying to cross the border in a car. You Canadian?" 

"Mostly." The stranger grunted. "Aren't you headed the wrong way, then?" 

It wasn't the first time he'd been asked that question. His mentor at the University of Toronto, Dr. Bernard Hoffman, had tried to talk him out of applying for the neuroscience post at the University of Michigan. 

"You should be catching an elevator going up, Jonathan—not an elevator going down," Hoffman had said. "I can think of ten schools where you'd be better off, and at least half of them would be happy to have you. Hell, there're probably a half dozen research labs that'd be interested, and you'd get paid twice as much and not have to teach." 

But Jonathan had his reasons, and he had prepared for his interview with Dr. Elizabeth Froelich as diligently as a presidential candidate preparing for a debate he could not afford to lose. 

The train finally reached Ann Arbor in late afternoon, giving him time to walk through the campus and spot some of the blemishes that the official tour would bypass. The obvious blemish was hard to miss: the red brick and wrought-iron "castle wall" going up all around the main campus, turning it into an island fortress in the middle of the city. 

Though he was curious to see it, the wall was not a surprise. The Observer and the Michigan Daily had thoroughly documented the violent year on campus, the worst in a decade-long deterioration of the atmosphere on and near campus. There had been shootings on the Diag and in the Law Quad, two dozen rapes in the dorms, and four murders. 

The perpetrators were nearly all outsiders, many from Ypsilanti and points east. But the victims were nearly all students. Even so, it had taken a student strike, a donor revolt, the exodus of several key professors, and—finally—the glare of national publicity to break through the denial and force the decision to create a closed campus. 

It was clear to Jonathan that the "Harvard of the Midwest" reputation of the university and the cosmopolitan cachet Ann Arbor had once enjoyed were both on the wane—victims of the general economic blight and the violence that had crept westward from Detroit until it engulfed both. The new wall was a symbol of the new realities: Ann Arbor was no longer a place where graduates strove to linger, and the university no longer quite the magnet for top talent it had once been. 

But that was not enough to keep him away. In fact, as he wandered, he counted it as a reason to hope. 

Card scanners kept him locked out of the Medical Science Research buildings, but he roamed through the University Hospital and most of the Kresge labs unmolested. At the Taubman Medical Library, he took over a terminal and spent half an hour sizing up the collection and the connections. Along the way, he struck up conversations with anyone who seemed receptive— half a dozen students, a cheerful clerk in Research Administration, and a pair of facilities engineers on their dinner breaks. 

As night was falling, he wandered out into the city, scouting the storefronts, browsing at Borders and Ulrich's. When hunger seized him, he indulged himself with a massive deli sandwich, a Vernors, and a poisonously rich dessert at Zingerman's. He took his time eating, eavesdropping on the students and townies at the other tables and scrolling through the free papers he'd downloaded at the counter—an arts calendar, a sex-classifieds rag, and an eccentric alternative paper called the Iconoclast. 
By the time he returned to his hotel room, he was already starting to feel that he was where he belonged. The only obstacle left was to persuade Dr. Froelich of that. 

Though barely five feet tall and elfin in face and build, Dr. Elizabeth Froelich had a sharp, sure mind and a quick tongue that earned her all the authority her appearance tended to deny her. She was friendly but focused during the tour of the medical center, and even her casual questions seemed meaningful. In the privacy of her sun-bright office, her questions were pointed, probing, and hard to answer with interview glibness. More than an hour spun by before she showed any interest in the details of his vita. 

"You worked for Dr. Hoffman at the University of Toronto?" she asked, lifting one corner of a paper on her desk, then letting it drop. 

"Yes." 

"And did your masters' work with James Anderson, at MIT." 

"Yes," Jonathan said, shifting in his seat. "He retired the spring I graduated, or I would have stayedthere." 

"Fine letters of recommendation. They were bothobviously impressed with you. As I am, to be honest.Jonathan, can I be blunt?" 

"Of course." 

"Why do you want to come here?" 

He cocked his head at her. "What do you mean?" 

"Your credentials are excellent. Your recommendations are glowing. Your thesis is interesting and probably publishable. The field is healthy enough thatsomeone like you has lots of options," Froelich said."I'd like to have you here, but I don't want to bring insomeone who thinks hanging out for a year or two atMichigan would be a great way to cozy up to a biomedical company." 

"Dr. Froelich, it's probably a character flaw, but Ihate the idea of letting some MBA or marketing gurutell me what I'm supposed to be interested in," saidJonathan. "If I wanted that, I could have gone intomaking widgets, or politics." 

She laughed, startled. "I've lost a senior professorand three associates in the last eighteen months. I don'twant to bring in someone who sees this as a stepping-stone to what they really want. So I need to knowwhat you really want." 

"I want to see your other triaxial SQUID," Jonathan said, sitting forward. "After I've seen it, I'llbe able to tell you the rest." 

"The other one? You already saw the one that'savailable." "I saw the one that already has a date for the prom.I want to see the one that's been sitting home alone." 

Shaking her head, Froelich flashed a quizzical smile."You know, I've had candidates try to hold me upfor university cars, free housing, and the department secretary's phone number, but this is the first time I've ever had someone ask me to fix them up with a dead SQUID," she said, her smile broadening at the punch line. "But, all right—let's go get the key from Charlie. We've been keeping your date locked up in the basement." 

The Biolmaging SuperSQUID superconducting quantum interference device was a triaxial 3-D scanner design based on the 2005 New York University prototype. By using compact fast-response "warm" superconductors licensed from IBM, Biolmaging had cut the size and cost of the system in half. 

Even so, the guts of the machine occupied four gray cabinets the size of dormitory refrigerators and required a control station worthy of a small research reactor. The cabinets, the crates of cabling and auxiliary equipment, and the several file boxes of manuals nearly filled the little windowless storeroom. 

Froelich stood by the door and looked on silently as Jonathan rejnoved plastic dust tarps and peered through the slatting of the crates. "Is it all here?" he asked finally. 

"As far as I know. Are you going to tell me why you're so interested in it?" 

Jonathan straightened up and looked back at her. "There are nineteen SuperSQUIDs in Canada, and they're all still front-line diagnostic machines with three-month waiting lists," he said, brushing at a smear of greasy dust on the sleeve of his dark blue suit coat. "But there're more than 160 of these beasts in the United States, and most of them are considered two generations behind the technology curve. This is one of three that aren't being used at all—the other two are at NIMH and Cambridge Neuroscience." 

She nodded uncertainly. "The University Hospital replaced this one with a META scanner a year ago. They tried to sell it, but the offers were so pathetic that the U decided to keep it. I offered it to the department, but no one had any use for it. So it's waiting here to be cannibalized for parts—we'll probably end up selling it a piece at a time." 

"I have use for it," he said, and started making his way back toward her. "You asked me what I want. What I want is for you to take this thing off the market and have it moved into a lab with my name on it. I can't take the work I want to do any farther without this equipment, or the freedom to modify it in ways that'll probably make it useless to anyone else." 

His boldness took her by surprise. "What problem do you intend to work on?" 

"The same one you addressed in your master's thesis. The problem of consciousness. Is consciousness a metaphor? An illusion? Or a process? How does the brain experience itself? What is it that thinks, and even thinks about thinking?" 

Despite herself, Froelich smiled, pleased and surprised. "That's another interviewing first for you. They've always read my last paper, but my master's thesis—well, you are thorough. Go on." 

"Everyone's interested in disease, because that's where the money is. Neuropsychiatric disorders and neurotherapy. Alzheimer's and alcoholism. Learning disabilities." He was gesturing animatedly with his hands. "Well, I already told you I'm not interested in going into business. I'm interested in the healthy mind. I want to reopen some of the questions the Dennett school closed—individuality, personality, personal identity." 

"Metaphors," she said. "Not neurologically meaningful." 

"You didn't believe that eighteen years ago."

"Eighteen years ago I was—younger." 

He pounced on her answer. "But there's somethinginside you providing continuity between then and now, something that connects yesterday and today—the I, the ego, the self. Something endures. That's whatI want to look for—that something." 

"I see now where your doctoral work fits into that.But—" 

"Dr. Froelich, I want a chance to show that personality isn't just a psychological metaphor. I want to lookfor the neural signature of human individuality, theDNA code of our uniqueness. I think it exists. I think Ican find it. I think Anderson vector matrices are the key. And this machine is the key to mapping them." 

She nodded slowly and pursed her lips. "This is aserious question, Jonathan—if such a signature exists,why is it still waiting for you to be its discoverer?" 

"Maybe because no two people think alike—" "You're assuming your conclusion," she said witha hint of a smile. "Not a good start." 

"Maybe because no one else has looked for it. Everyone's written off consciousness in favor of neurochemistry. And, yes, they've made wonderful discoveries—but what they've discovered doesn't cover all thebases. A program needs more than code. It needs structure." 

"So—you want to use my department as a basefrom which to declare war on Clement Harris and the materialists?" 

"That sounds like a jazz band," Jonathan said,wrinkling his brow. "Dr. Froelich, I am a materialist.But I'm not satisfied with the answers we have to the paradox of consciousness. Are you? Don't you feel likea 'you' exists? Don't you speak and act and think ofyourself as though there were something more to experiencing than some complicated set of electrochemicallevers inside the skull?" 

She frowned and crossed her arms. "Yes." 

"Even what we're doing right now—is this a conversation between two minds, or two neurochemistries? The Dennett disciples would say there'sno distinction. Dr. Froelich, what do you say?" 

She was looking at him oddly. "Two minds," shesaid. "I would vote for two minds. We share the same universal neurochemistry and we still think differently." 

"Exactly," Jonathan said. "Because there's something sitting on top of consciousness, mediating experience." 

"Cogito ergo sunt." 
"Yes! Nothing enters the mind without first beingtranslated by the consciousness. So that's where I haveto look to see what a human being really is." 

"Then you're looking for nothing less than the soul—the ghost in the machine. Do you believe in souls, Jonathan?" 

"No," he said firmly. "Do you believe in ghosts?" 

She thought for a moment. "Yes," she said. "I haveno choice, if I say no, I deny myself. Tell me, do youhave any idea what it is you're chasing?" 

Words had been pouring out of him, but that questionstopped the torrent for a moment. "I really don't know," Jonathan said slowly. "I imagine it as somekind of dynamic synthesis—thought, experience, hormonal cravings, sensory responses, all captured in thevector matrix. I could see it being an elegant organicprogram that starts with biology alone and then overtakes it, becomes self-modifying and starts grabbingthe biological interrupts. But, the reality—" 

He raised his hands in surrender. "If I knew, I wouldn't need this job, or this machine. Dr. Froelich,how many candidates are you interviewing?" 

"Seven."
"How many of us have you already seen?"
"As it happens, you're the last of them."


"Do you have a timetable for making a decision?" 

Dr. Froelich pursed her lips and sighed. "Jonathan,I don't think you even realize that this conversationwould have blown your chance to get hired at ninety-nine out of a hundred labs." 

"I only need one position—this one. Dr. Froelich, you said you wanted stability," he said earnestly. "I'mlooking at two years' work just getting the system up.I only have fifty-one vector maps, all of them justthree-axis—I need better maps and I'm going to haveto collect tens of thousands of them, do longitudinalcase studies. For better or worse, if you want me here,I'll likely still be here when you retire." 

"I want to make something very clear," she said,frowning. "I'm not just hiring a researcher. Our budget doesn't allow us that luxury. You're going tohave to teach—everyone has to teach here, even me.One grad, one undergrad, and you'll supervise a GAwho's teaching two more." 

"I do understand that." 

"You also need to understand that the departmentdoesn't have much money. You're going to need tohustle grants, and you're probably going to have a hellof a time doing it." 

"I know. Excuse me, did I miss a job offer somewhere in here?" 

"No. This is it." She held out her hand. A slightlydazed smile spread across his face as he shook handswith her. 

"Jonathan, welcome to the University of Michigan.It's not official until we turn some paperwork, but youcan go home and start packing while you wait for theletter." 

His smile widened to a grin. "Thank you, Dn Froelich—" 

"Elizabeth," she said. "I prefer names to tides."

"Elizabeth. Would you have any idea where I mightstart looking for a town house? Money was tight, so Itook a chance and bought a one-way ticket," he said."As far as I'm concerned, I am home." 

It was the last dream of a resdess night in a strange bed. 

Jonathan Briggs stood on the grass, watching as a gusty wind curtained the evening sky with a quilted blanket of churning steel-gray clouds. The wind and the clouds carried all the turbulent energy of a summer thunderstorm, but none of it touched Jonathan. The air on the lawn was almost still, no more than a dry breath on his face. The light filtering through from above was a cool, pale yellow, draining the color from the world— 

It was a familiar dream. He remembered the storm, and knew what was to come. Sometimes there were others with him, watching. Tonight, he was alone. 

A flicker of virgin white burst into life on the face of the clouds—a silent tracery of lightning erupting. Clinging to the underside of the sky, it branched and fractured and cascaded across its expanse, reaching with spidery fingers to the horizon. It lasted only a moment, a moment long enough to watch it unfold, but too short to hold the vision in his memory. 

Moments later it happened again, the spark struck in a different part of the sky, a new chain of potentials collapsing, the electric fire racing outward along courses invisible until it filled them. 

His breath caught in his throat. The lightning had all the fragile beauty of lace—but organic, like the spreading crown of a hundred-year-old oak—but dynamic, 

like a tumbling waterfall—but evanescent, like a thought. Not a drop of rain fell. No thunder sounded. Jonathan's feet were rooted, though not by fear. He watched in awe and breathless wonder— 

A lucid dream. He remembered the dream, and knew that he was dreaming. He remembered the storm, and knew that it was a memory of an eerie late-summer day, four years ago, when the wind had blown a silent, rainless lightning show across Waterford and away into the night. 

Just as the wind was now blowing the storm away— 

They had chased the storm across the countryside, he and his friends, chased it down the two-lane highways of the open countryside in Kenny's rusty Ford pickup truck, trying to capture what they were seeing through the lens of Ben and Tracy's camcorder. Though they chased it all the way to the state line before they gave up, they never caught it, never captured it. 

This time, he would catch it. 

Closing his eyes, Jonathan told himself, You have always known how to fly. As he drew a deep breath, his feet lifted off the ground, and the breeze caught him and spun him slowly like a leaf in a vortex. Opening his eyes, he stretched out his hands and flew toward where the horizon was dancing under electric fire. 

He flew over the fields and woods and two-lane highways, chasing the storm. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. If he could touch it, he would know it. If he could catch it, he would own it. 

But it ran from him, like a wild thing that did not wish to be known or caught. 

It was not enough that he had remembered how to fly. He needed lighter wings, and a vessel to hold the fire. 

Here the dream had ended the last time—as always, in frustration. 

But this time, Jonathan brought his empty hands together and found between them a crystal bubble so flawless it reflected every facet of the clouds, so light it skated on the wind. Clinging to it, his body was as buoyant as a thought. 

Renewed, he resumed his pursuit, chasing the fire in the sky until the ground vanished beneath him, leaving only the dark water of the lake to be lit by the flickers of pure white light. He chased the fire until it was again the roof of the sky, surrounding him, above, behind, ahead, to either side. But the chase had exhausted him, and he could go no farther. 

"Now," he said, a plea. 

The bubble between his hands mirrored the clouds on its surface, then slowly absorbed the reflection, drawing it inside, capturing the storm in miniature within. He stared as the clouds turned and folded and twisted, drawing in on themselves, still flickering as they collapsed into an echo of a fissured, furrowed human brain, turning slowly in the captured eddies of wind. 

"Are you of fire, or earth?" he asked the tiny storm. 

When there was no answer, he reached to touch it. But the crystal bubble shattered like glass, the pieces falling into the water below. The storm within unfolded, spread itself on the wind, and faded into the night. He looked up, but above him were only stars. The wind had blown the storm away. 

Jonathan woke from the last dream of the night to find himself sitting up in his bed, breathing fast. His senses jangled as though an alarm had shaken him awake, though the glowing numerals of the clock told him it was an hour too early for that. 

He felt the fatigue in his limbs, tasted the disappointment. 

After a moment's hesitation, he threw back the topsheet and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Therewas no point in trying to nap until the alarm screamedat him, not with all the thesis notes and reading-to-dospread across the kitchen table. 

But as he showered, he knew that he would dream that dream again, and someday catch the storm. Andthen, finally, he would know what it was, and what hewould have to do to hold it. 

2 

The Intersection of Purposes

The young professor perched on the edge of thetable at the front of the lecture hall wore a brightyellow button that asked CAN I READ YOUR MIND? 
"One last thing before I set you free to resume yoursearch for used copies of the overpriced study disc forthis course," Jonathan said, setting the syllabus aside."I'm looking—I'm always looking—for volunteer subjects for my own research into the neurology of personality. 

"Now, volunteering will not help your grade in thisclass. It will not improve your sex life, reduce yourrent, or alter the point spread for the MSU game. Itwill not put you on my Boxing Day gift list or temptme to underwrite your plans for a spring break binge. 

"What it will do is give you a chance to possiblyhelp answer a question that neuroscience still can'twrestle to the ground, namely 'What makes you you?'Anyone who's ever had trouble making themselves understood can appreciate the fact that no two peoplethink alike. I'm interested in uncovering why that's so. 

"I'm asking for two hours that you'd otherwisespend watching television or playing VR. You'll havenearly as much fun and go home with ten dollars forpizza, besides. I promise you that it's completely painless and noninvasive—all you need to do is sit in achair with a big SQUID on your head and think cleanthoughts." 

Four years of practice had polished the pitch tocarny smoothness, and they were with him, smilingand laughing at all the right spots. "If you're interestedin lending your brain to what passes for science here,please take a scheduling form on your way out. Youcan turn it in next class, or sign up on the Web. My labis Room 1110 in the basement of Neuroscience, behind the freight elevator. If I'm not there, my lovely assistantEric will help you. Bring him food and he'll tell youmost anything—except the date of the first pop quiz." 

A handful of students in the two-hundred-seat lecture hall groaned, and Jonathan grinned up at them."Now we see who was planning on letting the readinggo until the last week of the semester. Don't worry, Ihave all your names, this will become part of your permanent record. As for the rest of you—shore leave foreveryone. Be back on board by ten Thursday." 

While the exodus up the aisles began, Jonathan wastied to the podium by the knot of students that formedaround him. When he had answered all their questions, a thumb riff through the stack of remainingforms told him that Human Neuroscience 1 had been even more receptive than he'd thought. Of course, theappeal for volunteers always went over best with thelecture courses and the undergrads, both of which seemed to generate a certain eagerness to be noticed. 

Jonathan regretted taking advantage of student insecurities—there was no doubt that many heard him say, "It won't help your grade" and thought to themselves, It couldn't hurt, though—but he had little choice. The amount of hardware needed to capture thedynamic human mind in vectors, bytes, and pixelsmade Jonathan a prisoner of the basement. He had tocoax his subjects to come see him. 

And since there had never been enough money topay subjects more than a token (though ten dollarsseemed like more than a token when it was coming outof Jonathan's own pocket, as it frequently did), he wasobliged to rely on good-natured begging and pleading. 

Between what he thought of as "pledge week" andmid-semester ads in the Michigan Daily, a thousand or so students a year took Jonathan up on his offer. Beyond that, Jonathan had cheerfully wheedled nearlyeveryone in the Neuroscience Building into coming downstairs, and was working his way through theMedical Center directory as well. Many staff membershad become friendly "procurers," regularly sendinghim their in-town friends and out-of-town visitors. 

Despite the easy atmosphere in the office, the pacehad burned up a doctoral research assistant, three graduate assistants, and four teaching aides. Since setting up the vector lab, Jonathan had averaged eightmind maps a day, forty-five weeks a year—more thanseven thousand all told. His current doctoral student, Eric Lutton, updated the total every week on an oldfund-raising "thermometer" chart hanging on the backof the office door. The goal at the top was ten thousandvector maps—three years away. 

Outside the med school lecture hall, Jonathan found that the morning gray had turned into a mistydrizzle. Dodging traffic in the bikeways, he hurried hissteps on his way back to the lab's street-level basement entrance. 

The smell of preservative and alcohol that hit himas he entered seemed stronger than usual. Dr. Kosslyn must be cutting this morning, Jonathan thought. As heturned the corner by the freight elevator, he heard awoman's familiar laugh from inside his lab suite. Hefound Elizabeth Froelich in the office with Eric, sipping a mug of coffee. 

The office was large enough for a lab table, a fewfile towers, two workstation desks, and a moderate amount of clutter. "Captain, my Captain," Jonathansaid, depositing his wet portfolio on top of a file tower. 

His light tone had a hint of an unspoken questionin it—a casual visit from Froelich was hardly a curiosity, but late afternoon was more typical of her habitsthan midmorning. 

"Hello, Jonathan," she said, gesturing with hercup. "How goes pledge week?" 

"Okay. I think we can count on enough trafficdown here to cement the suspicions of Dr. Kosslyn thatwe're running drugs out of the lab," he said, reachingacross Eric's desk and dragging the doughnut box toward him. 

Froelich smiled. Out of professional etiquette, shewould not join him in his jibes at the current occupantof the Benjamin and Adele Holtom Laboratory, butshe always seemed to appreciate them silendy. "Ericwas telling me about the new student services clerklosing it on her orientation tour this morning." 

"Why? What happened?"

"No one warned her about the freezer in the basement," Eric said. "Apparently the prospect of 250 brains waiting on ice under her feet all day—" 

"—Thinking little frozen thoughts at her—" addedFroelich. 

"—inspired her to reconsider her career plans." 

Jonathan laughed and bit into a cinnamon roll. "Sounds like a Fox midnight-movie-of-the-week.Tonight, Sex Slave of the Zombie Brains—" He sum

moned his best monster-movie voice. " 'She thoughtthe frozen brains were harmless, but there's nothingcolder than an evil thought'—" 

"People are weird," Eric said. 

"Amen," said Froelich. "Did you hear? Last semester a student in the psych department accused her advisor of psychic sexual harassment and molestation." 

"Are we talking about a formal complaint? A Form230E?" asked Jonathan. 

"We sure are." 

Jonathan shook his head. "Sounds like someone who's bidding for a free tour of all the trash-TV shows." "At least she picked the right major," said Eric.Froelich laughed lightly, then set her coffee cup

aside. "I actually came down here to share some goodnews—departmental e-mail just doesn't make it forsome things. I got a call first thing this morning—theInternational Foundation for Brain Research acceptedour bid to host next year's Machinery of the Mind symposium—" 

Before she could finish, Jonathan slapped the top ofhis desk. "All right! That's terrific. Congratulations,Elizabeth. That's a real coup—a real credit to you andthe U, and a big plus for the department." He lookedto Eric. "MOM's the top event on the neurosciencecalendar." 

"I don't know how much of a coup it is," she said,standing. "The truth is that I had to call in about everyfavor I had coming to get past the board's lack of enthusiasm. And they insisted it be a satellite symposium, with three remote teleconference sites." 

"So no one who doesn't want to come here has to," Jonathan said with a frown. "Too bad." 

"But this gives us an opportunity to sell ourselves tothe community, and that's what I wanted. Which brings me to the other reason I came down here. I want you presenting, Jonathan. When the call for papers conies, I want one of the applications to be from you." 

Jonathan's expression darkened. "Elizabeth—you know we're not ready. I need at least three thousand more maps. And I need to do more special populations—families, twins. The oldest longitudinal studies are only four years old." 

Froelich frowned. "Eric, could you give us a moment, please?" 

"Sure," he said, gathering his limbs and easing past her on his way out. When the door closed behind him, Froelich took her seat again. 

"Jonathan, I've helped you all I can, and more than I should have," she said. "But there's a limit to how long I can make allowances for you. There's a limit to my ability to defend special treatment for you. How many new med school profs do you think get away with not publishing so much as a letter to the editor?" 

"Not many." 

"Not any," Froelich said. "And this being your tenure-or-out year, the U grant board and the director of the medical center have both been asking about you. You need to do something to help yourself. And it would be very helpful if you were to present at Machinery of the Mind. It would go a long way toward securing your lease on this lab." 

Jonathan sighed into his hands. "I'm not overly comfortable with the idea of putting this before a jury now. There's so much still to be done—" 

"Jonathan, you're starting to worry me. Is this just creative insecurity, or do you have something to hide? Did something happen? Don't you believe in the work?" 

Flustered, Jonathan said, "No, it's—I believe in the work. I—look, you know they're not going to like this. I want it to be bulletproof." 

"It can't be. And I think you're wrong, Jonathan. 

Frankly, I think a lot of people in the community want to believe what you're trying to prove. They're hungry to hear someone make a case for the whole being greater than the sum of its parts. Besides, you don't want to wait so long in the quest for perfection that you end up playing Darwin to someone's Alfred Russell Wallace." 

"No. No, I don't want that." Jonathan thought a moment, pivoting side to side in his chair. "I suppose we are in the piling-up-the-proof stage. The redesign we did on the SQUID, the vector map paradigm, the storage and classification system, the analysis tools—I could talk about all of that. I could walk through a single subject profile, or some basic correspondences." 

He flashed a wry smile and shrugged. "The work is more ready than I am, I suppose. All right. Do you have any idea how much time I'd have?" 

"First call for papers will probably be January 1. Four months," she said, standing. 

Jonathan rose with her, and buried his hands in his pockets. "Okay," he said with a brave smile. "We'll see what MOM thinks about what we've been up to." 

For the two minutes or so that it took Jonathan Briggs to read the letter from the IFBR, the only sound in Dr. Froelich's office was the sound of sleet pelting the windows. 

Finally, he looked up, his mouth twisted by a frown. "Well, that's that, isn't it." 

Froelich shook her head in commiseration. "I'm sorry, Jonathan. Angry, too. And more than a little shocked. It's a good paper." 

"And up against the best. Only twenty-four slots in the schedule. Lots of heavy hitters," he said, dropping the letter back on her desk. 

"You're right about that. I was told there were more than two hundred proposals submitted." 

Jonathan settled back in his chair and folded his hands in midair. "Probably needed a catchier title. 'Functional Patterning and Individuation in Anderson Vector Matrices.' What was I thinking? I should have gone with 'The Invasion of the X-Ray Telepath Squids, Or, I Know When You're Thinking About Sex,'" he said, and forced a grin. 

"I don't know how you can laugh. And I feel terribly guilty for putting you in this position," Froelich said. "You didn't want to do this now. I admit, I was selfish—I wanted your name, U of M's name, in the Proceedings volume. I want the community to know we do good work here, that we know how to do more than send out invitations and cater a banquet." 

"Well—Dr. Kosslyn will be on the program." 

"Dr. Kosslyn's work is boring. Dr. Kosslyn is boring." She frowned. "You didn't hear that." " Gesundheit," Jonathan said agreeably. Froelich nodded her appreciation. "But it isn't just 

institutional ego. Jonathan, I'm damned impatient for you to start talking about what you've been doing. No one's working on synthesis. No one's working on the brain as a system. Your work could change the whole focus of the field in a year." 

"Maybe. When it's ready," Jonathan said. 

"Someone will publish that paper. Behavioral Neuroscience. Eurojournal of Neuroscience. Don't give up." 

"I'm not going to send it out," he said, shaking his head. "It was a rush job, Liz. I'm glad they rejected it. I can't do what I need to do in one paper. I have to be ready to follow it up." 

"Do I hear a campaign in the planning?" 

"Not a campaign. Not even a plan. Just a wish, about how I'd like it to be. Three papers—all three bigjournals. An article in Scientific American. A book to pull it all together for the general reader. Dreamland,though." 

And then she said it: "You know, you should do tothe symposium what you've done to us." 

"What do you mean?"

"Co-opt them. Get as many of them as you candown to your lab, sit them in that chair, and makethem part of it. Just like you made yourself the department's favorite son." 

"I never—" 

"Oh, I know, you didn't plan it that way—that'sthe greater part of why you pulled it off." She smiled."When I hired you, I thought all the black-box psychpeople and the wet-brain cutters would end up yourenemies. I expected I'd have to protect you from them.But you managed to turn that around. The truth is thatthey protect you—if I were to spank you as hard as Ishould, I'd be facing a mutiny in the department." 

Bemused, Jonathan said, "Gee, that's useful to know." 

"If you were the kind of person who'd try to use it,we wouldn't—couldn't—be friends." She plucked a Dove miniature from a small bowl on her desk, and slowly and precisely unwrapped it. "I'm serious aboutthis, Jonathan. You'll be way ahead if you can startgetting people on the outside even a little bit investedin what you're doing." 

Jonathan shook his head as she made the candy disappear. "It ought to be enough to be right." 

"Yes," she agreed. "It ought to. But it isn't. Personalpolitics counts in this field. It affects who gets grants,who gets cited, who gets into the top journals, who getsa pass on peer review, who gets read, who gets listenedto, who gets the awards, who gets the buzz." 

"I don't want to play that game," Jonathan said. 

"It's not a game. It's tilling the soil. I'm not insisting that you sell yourself," Froelich said. "But, if you want, I can get you the conference registration list. You can be in touch with people and line them up for appointments before they even get here." 

"I don't think so, Liz." 

"Think about it some more, please?" 

He did. It took him two days to work through his misgivings. And ultimately, pride was the solvent for his resistance. Hours after Eric had gone home, after the janitor had made her pass down the corridor and the building's lights and heat had dropped to their evening setback, he sat staring at the 100cm monitor, at the Technicolor lightning dancing within an infinity the size of a human skull. 

His skull. His mind at work, thinking about thinking. Was this it? Was this the flame that burned within the vessel? Is this me? Is this what I am? he thought, and watched the vector matrix shimmer and shift colors. Is this real? 

He would never know unless he earned a hearing on the main stage. He had sculpted a vision of the reality of being, but it was still green. It had to be offered to the fire. 

I have to risk being wrong. 

The matrix twitched and shuddered. 

He called Froelich at home. "I'm ready to whore myself, madam," he said cheerfully. "Send me your client list." 

Spring came to Ann Arbor on a Monday as cold, wet,and gray as the Michigan winter it ended. Chewing his lower lip and looking harried, Jonathan ran his staff ID through the new scanner at 

the back entrance to the Neuroscience Building and drummed his fingers impatiently on the glass as he waited to be cleared through. When the door buzzed, he shouldered his way inside with a distracted wave toward the camera. 

The long corridor leading to Jonathan's office was deserted, and he half ran its beige-floored length, arriving at his door breathless, feeling the tiny first beads of perspiration starting to form on his forehead. A fine way to start the week, he thought as he let himself in. 

As Jonathan entered, Eric Lutton looked up with surprise from his terminal and a cinnamon doughnut. "Doc—what are you doing here?" he asked, rising. "I thought you were going straight to the symposium." 

"I forgot the backgrounders we printed up Friday," Jonathan said, sweeping past Eric and into the adjoining lab. "They are here, aren't they?" 

"I didn't see them," Eric said, trailing Jonathan into the next room. The vector lab made the office look tidy, congested as it was with tables covered with electronics and the five gray modules of the S-SQ. "But you should have called me—I could have met you with them over at Towsley." 

"I would've called you, but my portable's dead. I think the battery's fried—the last charge only lasted two hours. Do we have any more around here?" Jonathan asked, standing in the middle of the clutter and scanning the room. "Ah—there they are," he said suddenly, and pounced on a short stack of printouts nestled atop a rack of amplifiers. 

"Any more what?" 

"PenCell batteries." 

"I'll look." 

Jonathan glanced at his watch. "Damn, I'm going to be late. Was there trouble on campus this weekend? 

The guard at the Glen Street entrance was more zealous than usual." 

"None that I heard about," Eric said. "Isn't this the hospitality hour?" he called back as he disappearedinto the office. "I thought the sessions didn't begin until nine." 

"Right. But the hospitality hours are actually halfthe reason to be there," Jonathan said, frowning andpeering closer at the master controller's display. "The most effective sucking-up is done in person." 

Eric chuckled. "Kind of like the difference between watching a blow job on TV and getting one yourself?"he called. 

A grin briefly broke through Jonathan's frown as hestudied the numbers on a smaller screen. "Kind of. All the difference in the world, in other words. But it's giving one, not getting one. Take notes, young man. Technique is everything, and your day is coming. Areyou all set for our first appointment?" 

"As soon as that calibration series finishes running," Eric said, reappearing at the office door andwaving a battery pack. "Here you go, Dr. Briggs—Istole it from Kelly's Toshi. It should get you throughthe morning. When Kelly comes in, I'll get her to tracka real PenCell battery down for you and bring it overon one of her shuttle runs." 

"Thanks, Eric," Jonathan said, collecting the battery as he brushed by on his way out. He paused by hisdesk, looking down. "What d'you think, should I wearthe button, or not?" 

"Depends on whether you're doing Respectable orApproachable." 

"Right," he said, and picked up the button.

"Have fun, Dr. Briggs." 

"I'll try. The IFBR grant committee will be wearingred carnations—remember turn the dials up to eleven for them, and whisper 'Repeat after me: Briggs deserves more money—Briggs deserves more money—'" 

Laughing, Eric followed him to the office door. "Dr. Briggs?" he called. "Any word? Are we going to get Clement Harris to come down here?" 

"I still don't know," Jonathan said. "Wish me luck." 

Like the weather, the construction bosses had made no allowances for the fact that there were guests on campus. Walking the four blocks across campus to Towsley Center Jonathan ran a noisy gantlet between the riggers building the gate station for the skyway to North Campus and the road crews beginning the work of turning Huron-Washtenaw into a cross-campus tunnel. 

Entering Towsley the back way, he found the blue-draped registration tables set up in the upper corridor, beneath a black-and-white collage of the medical school's class of 1922. Inevitably, there was a line. 

But the line was not long. Form had held, despite Froelich's best efforts to lure researchers to Ann Arbor. The collective attendance at the teleconference sites in Cold Spring Harbor, Palo Alto, Amsterdam, and Tokyo would be higher than the head count at the host sessions. 

Even so, by the time Jonathan had collected his badge and participant's packet and found his way to the breakfast reception outside the Dow Auditorium, he had had enough time to work himself into a fine state of anxiety thinking about approaching Harris. 

Dr. Clement Harris—two-term president of the Society for Neuroscience. Cowinner of the Nobel Prize for Physiology at age thirty-seven for his work in biopsychology. Head of the Emory University research center created for him. Founding partner of Precision Medicine, the leading "kitchen company" in neuropsychiatry: drugs. Keynoter for the symposium. If neuroscience had a celebrity superstar, Harris was it. 

Jonathan had written, faxed, e-mailed, and called Harris at least once at each of his several addresses, but had never connected with him or received a reply. With anyone else, Jonathan would have taken that as a no. But Harris was worth chasing a little harder—and he had a reputation for, as Dr. Kosslyn had put it, not stopping to pick up passengers. 

The lobby was bright and moderately crowded with bodies. Cheerful chatter and the rich tang of coffee hovered in the air. Jonathan picked his way mostly unmolested through the milling strangers, looking for Dr. Froelich. 

He found her in the back corridor, engaged in a hushed but obviously earnest conversation with a Towsley technician. When she dismissed him and turned toward where Jonathan was waiting, she was wearing a cross expression. 

"Problem, Liz?" 

"The Tokyo feed is breaking up." She made an effort to wash the annoyance from her face. "Not much I can do about it, though, except let the gnomes do their incantations." 

"Perhaps the ritual sacrifice of a remote control, or a Mac—" Her face cracked. "You'd like to see that, wouldn't you? A real turn-on." "You bet. So, any late arrivals? Did we break three hundred?" 

"About a dozen late cancellations, I'm afraid. A couple of them on your appointment list, too. Check your mail," she said, gesturing at Jonathan's shoulder pack. "I cc'd the lab, so Eric would know." 

"Thanks. Have you seen Dr. Harris?" 

Froelich shook her head. "I know he got in all right last night, but he passed up the president's breakfast this morning. I have no idea where he is. But I expected the heavy hitters to be the last to arrive, because they really are here just for the coffee." She glanced at her watch. "Jonathan, I need to go play hostess. Good luck today," she said, and was gone. 

Jonathan settled in one of the long row of blocky redlounge chairs facing the courtyard windows just longenough to retrieve his mail, update the open appointment list, and call up Harris's picture to refresh his memory. 

As he was finishing, he was greeted by a white-haired professor from Iowa, one Dr. Salgmann, ambling alone along the back corridor from the direction of the lecture rooms. They chatted briefly, and Jonathan passed the time remaining before the keynote session mingling and working the room, watching for but never spotting Harris. When the migration from the reception to the auditorium began, Jonathan resignedly joined it. 

To avoid getting caught in the congestion at the end of the session, he took an end seat halfway down the pitched aisle, opposite one of the red fire doors. That obliged latecomers to sidle past him to reach the many open seats in his row, but the auditorium would not be crowded, so few challenged his claim to it. About half of the Dow's green velour seats were filled when Clement Harris entered through the fire door at the stage level and settled in the front row. 

A large man with a larger personal space, Harris took up three seats. His portfolio and topcoat spilled into the space to his left, and he himself crowded the space to his right. He did not look around the auditorium, nor acknowledge Froelich with much enthusiasm when she crossed the stage to greet him. 

Sighing, Jonathan unlimbered his notepad and logged on to the university net to check in with Eric. While he was occupied, a late arrival stopped by his row and said, "Excuse me." Without looking up, he tucked in his legs to let the speaker by. 

Only after the fact did he realize that the voice had been female, and the presence passing close to him a very pleasant and congenial one. He looked down the row and saw a woman he had not noticed at the reception settling four seats away. 

If she had been there, he thought he surely would have noticed. She wore a thin-ribbed black turtleneck sweater and blue jeans rolled up at the ankles, which made her stand out among the tweed suits and white shirts, the navy-blue dresses and linen pantsuits. And though she looked young enough to be a student, she also defied the sorority-hooker look that had taken over campus. He couldn't imagine her flashing black lace and spandex (though it was pleasant to try) or wearing a big bow in her hair. 

But it wasn't just the clothing that set her apart. She was nearly the only woman in the room with hair long enough to reach her shoulders. Hers, light brown and wavy, spilled like a waterfall to the middle of her back. The scent of it was still in his nostrils, almost familiar. 

She seemed somehow elemental and unaffected, as though she'd escaped all the shaping and molding from those who would tell her who to be. And just as he realized he was staring, she glanced his way in time to catch his deer-in-the-headlights expression, and smiled in a friendly way. She had dark eyes and a rich smile. 

Jonathan tried to smile back, felt his face freeze, and quickly looked away. When he did, he discovered Froelich was already at the podium, addressing thegathering. He gave her meaningless words his devotedattention until he finally stopped feeling painfully stupid and self-conscious. 

He scrawled to Eric, I just broke University SexualHarassment Rule No. 16. Good for you! came the reply. Any chance of breaking any more rules? Jonathan risked a quick sideways glance towardthe woman. No. But a fellow can dream— 

Dr. Clement Harris gave exactly the kind of presentation Jonathan had been led to expect. It contained nota hint of what, if anything, Harris himself might beworking on. Instead, he offered the kind of highlyquotable senior-statesman "vision" speech that wassure to earn him a few lines in the front matter of 

Science. 
A clearly envious Professor Salgmann had offeredthe uncharitable explanation that Harris cared morefor protecting his reputation than advancing the field."I hear he hasn't gotten his hands dirty in a lab for tenyears," Salgmann had told Jonathan confidentially.And it was true that Harris had nothing to gain andeverything to lose by bringing a new dog to the pit. 

But it could also be that, now in his fifties, Harris was more businessman than researches He talks like someone who has a patent attorney on retainer, Jonathanthought as he listened. And maybe a publicist, too. 

"—As Copernican astronomy was to the sixteenth century and Darwinian evolution to the nineteenth century, neuroscience has become the defining intellectual revolution of the twenty-first century," Harris wassaying. "We are helping dismantle the last vestiges ofthe Empire of Human Egocentrism." 

"There are more than a thousand neural disorders affecting a hundred million Americans, a billion people worldwide. We owe all of the progress we've madein fighting them to our willingness, beginning at theend of the last century, to put ego and mysticism asideand view the brain as a machine, a system, a chemical computer. 

"Afflictions once beyond our control are yieldingto the new power of that vision. We have finer toolsnow—precision tools." He smiled, letting them knowthat the allusion to his company was intentional. "We attack human misery not with myths, mysticism, ormetaphors, but with molecular science. 

"Neurochemical therapy can now preserve the memory of an Alzheimer's victim, replace a suicidalteen's depression with joy, or reinvigorate the sex driveof a desire-deficient spouse. Neuropharmacology canunlock the doors to learning and liberate the prisonersof addictions, compulsions, and phobias. 

"Within another decade, psychiatry will be whollytransformed by a new generation of practitioners intoa true medical science—a status it's long claimed butnot deserved. Another decade beyond that, and I expect to see psychology finally recognized for the superstitious folk art it is, and to see it vanish from the intellectual stage just as phrenology and palmistry didbefore it. 

"Beyond that, as our new vision of human naturefilters out to the general population, a conspiracy ofdestructive myths linked to the old vision will finallybegin to lose their hold on us. I'll mention just three. 

"The myth of individual consciousness. The fact isthat each of us is a committee. Impulse negotiates withintellect, heritage with learning, hindbrain with cerebrum. What we see intersects with what we've alreadyseen and what we foresee. We can never understand ourselves until we realize that we literally embody contradiction. 

"The myth of the soul. The fact is that what animates us is not something trapped in the flesh, like amoth in a bottle. It is something of the flesh. We cannever properly value life until we realize that life isn'tjust the overture, it's the whole opera. 

"The myth of dualism. The fact is that mind is brain,and brain is body. All distinctions between them are artificial and misleading. We can never accept our place inthe universe until we realize that every human quality—both base and noble—is part of our animal heritage. 

"This is the real promise of neuroscience, the giftwe can give the world. 

"A hundred thousand years ago, our ancestors bored holes into the skulls of madmen to allow the demons to escape. The human species still has its demons. But we now have the power to exorcise themhumanely. We can lighten the lives of a billion people,and enrich the lives of the rest. We can commute the cruel sentence passed on those whose neurochemicaldysfunctions make them experience the world as irrational, unpredictable, terrifying, or simply joyless. 

"I hope that you are proud of your part in that, as Iam proud of mine. May this conference take us all farther toward our goals." He stepped back from thepodium, and the applause began. 

There were twenty minutes left in the hour, andJonathan was caught unprepared by the abrupt end ofthe session. Harris bowed his head once, then returned to his seat without lingering to milk the applause. WhenFroelich walked to the podium, Jonathan was still sitting back in his chair, expecting a question-and-answersession. But she merely thanked Harris warmly, announced a room change for an afternoon session, anddismissed them. Harris was the first one on his feet. 

Jumping up and frantically gathering his notepadand bag, Jonathan watched Harris sweep out of theauditorium by the same fire door he had used to enter.It could not have taken Jonathan more than thirty seconds to get his things in hand and push through thefire door to the long stair-corridor beyond. But by thetime he did, Harris was nowhere in sight. 

Jonathan stood there, stupefied, while the corridorslowly filled with people and sound. "This was not meant to be," he muttered with a sigh. 

Out of pure stubbornness, he picked his way downthrough the migration toward the surviving pastriesand searched the first floor. Finding no one but a Towsley staffer at a copy machine, he ran back up thestairs and scouted the reception lobby. 

The hell with it, he thought. The morning's coffeewas boiling through him, and Jonathan retreated toward the rest room on the stair-corridor. He was within a couple strides of the door when it swung openand Harris emerged. The two men nearly collided. 

"Dr. Harris," Jonathan said, stepping back. "Excuse me." 

Harris squinted at the younger man's badge."Briggs. Are you the one who's been pestering me?"His voice seemed as loud as it had in the auditorium, the brick walls as effective as a microphone. 

"My apologies, Dr. Harris. I didn't mean to 'pester'you—I just didn't quite know where or how to reachyou—" 

"What was it you wanted, again?"

Jonathan swallowed. "I was hoping I could interestyou in coming over to my lab while you were here andtaking a look at what I'm doing," he said, digging inhis bag for one of the project summaries. "In fact, if you have an hour to spare, you could be part of the study. We have several people coming over, but I keptan appointment open today and another tomorrowwith you in mind. Two o'clock." 

Harris gave the summary a cursory glance and handed it back. "Why did you think I would be interested? This is not cutting edge. You're playing with oldtechnology, and old ideas." 

His voice was carrying all up and down the tunnellike corridor and had collected an audience of a dozen or more people who were lingering and trying to looklike they weren't listening. "I'm sure you're collectingsome pretty pictures," Harris went on, "but any ten-dollar-an-hour radiology technician in Two Sticks, Idaho, can make pretty pictures of brains these days—and those pictures even have some utility." 

Struck dumb, Jonathan could neither escape nordefend himself. Harris reached out and grabbed thecheery yellow CAN I READ YOUR MIND? button pinnedto the young professor's jacket long enough to read it. Then he tapped the button sharply with a forefinger,twice. "The answer is no. Not mine, not anyone's. Didyou hear my address, just now?" 

"Yes," Jonathan managed.

"Then I can only assume you did not understandit," Harris said. "This prattle of yours about 'directlyobserving consciousness as a property of living systems'—ludicrous." 

Sucker-punched, Jonathan gaped, staggered. Thequote was not from the sheet he had handed Harris,but from his submission to the symposium's reviewcommittee. 

Harris was not finished. He leaned closer crowdingJonathan and looming over him at the same time. "Youmight as well be trying to photograph fairies or phlogiston. Listen carefully, and you might rescue your career: Mind does not exist. Only the brain exists. You are wasting your time, Dr. Briggs—and mine. Now, you will excuse me." 

As Harris brushed past and headed up the stairs, Jonathan became painfully aware of the embarrassed silence in the corridor. His cheeks burning and his mouth a tight line, he started toward the rest room to escape the eyes he felt on his back. 

"Dr. Briggs." 

He turned toward the voice, blank-faced. It was her—the woman from the morning session. "I'll take that appointment," she said hopefully. 

It was a delicate moment. Had there been so much as a hint of pity or insincerity in her tone or expression, the humiliation would have shredded him. But there was no hint of that. And in her hand was a copy of his project summary—though where she had gotten it, he could not guess. 

"If that's all right," she added. "Alynn Reed." 

Her voice was strong but soft, and made him feel like they were alone. But his emotions were a snarl, and his reactions molasses. "Jonathan. Jon Briggs." He swallowed. "If you really want to take part, I— sure. Of course. Thank you." 

"Terrific. Two o'clock?" 

Royal manners, he suddenly thought. It was as though she were pretending to have overheard a much more civil conversation—a tack that worked much better than pretending she'd heard nothing at all. "Right. Two o'clock. We'll need at least an hour—" 

"That's fine. There's nothing on the afternoon schedule that interests me," she said. "Is there someplace I should meet you?" 

"Eh—the Taubman entrance? Ten till?" 

"I know where that is. I'll see you then. Oh—and, Jonathan?" 

"Yes?" 

"I think Harris is an ass." And she smiled that friendly smile again before she walked away. 

Hiding in a rest room stall, his body leaning heavily against the inside of the door, Jonathan tried to collect himself. He did not begin to understand everything that had just happened. 

How had Harris seen his paper? Someone on the peer review panel must have sent it to him, but why? And the calculated viciousness of Harris's rebuff—it was almost as if he'd been lying in wait. Hunting squirrels with a buffalo gun. It just made no sense. 

And Alynn—he couldn't read her at all, but she seemed to read him perfectly. Somehow she was attuned to what he needed, even to excusing herself before he went to pieces in front of her. But he knew nothing about her—he could not remember if he'd even glanced at her badge to see where she was from. He could hardly believe she had been looking for him, and had just happened to witness his public evisceration. 

As he washed his face at the sink, steeling himself to return to the symposium, all he was really certain of was that in the space of ten minutes, his tranquil life had been turned upside down twice—and that thinking about Alynn Reed was a pleasant antidote to thinking about Clement Harris. 

Eric Lutton seemed both surprised and glad to see Jonathan. "Doc, do you have any idea what's going on? Kelly said that the one o'clock never showed, and there've been three other cancellations." 

"Yeah, I have sort of an idea," Jonathan said, picking his way through the office toward the lab. "No point in worrying about it, though. Have you had lunch?" 

"Well—nothing more substantial than I can get from raiding the vending machines." 

Stopping in the doorway to the lab, Jonathan folded his arms over his chest and said, "Why don't you take a break, then, and go get yourself something civilized from the Fleetwood, or Krazy Jim's?" 

"You have an odd idea of civilized food, Doc." 

Jonathan shrugged and smiled back over his shoulder. "What do you expect? My best friend has brains in her freezer." 

"You have a point," Eric said. "All right, I'll go get some lunch, so long as I can pick my own caterer." 

Distractedly waving a hand in assent, Jonathan said, "Find Kelly and take her with you, why don't you?" 

Eric frowned. "Doc, are you trying to get rid of us?" 

"Yes." 

"Is Harris coming?" 

Jonathan's chuckle was short, sharp, and bitten "No. He's not coming. He's the reason some of the others aren't coming, either." 

"Oops," Eric said with a grimace. "Okay. Translator's working now. I'll clear out and take Kelly with me. When do you want us back?" 

Jonathan glanced up at the clock. "When's the next appointment?" 

"Four." 

"Four, then. Or thereabouts." 

"Check. Doc, are you all right?" 

"I'll be all right," Jonathan said, turning back toward Eric. "I guess. You know, Eric, I never had the least interest in being a salesman or a politician. And I never thought I'd have to be both to do a little science. I should have learned from my father." 

"How do you mean?" 

"Back when, Dad wanted to be a musician. That is, until he and his band started to have a little success, and he got a square look at the business side—leg-snarecontracts, touring, agents, promoters, image consultants, payoffs, bare-skin formulas for the videos—"Jonathan shook his head. "He decided he'd rather justmake music. Still plays every Thursday night in thegarage with his friends, and every other Saturday at aretro bar, for free beer and the love of it." 

"Sounds like a pretty cool guy, your dad." 

"Yeah—I guess he is. Anyway, what it comes downto is I've had it with all the 'business' crap. Too muchtalking, not enough doing. Time for me to get back inthe lab, get refocused on the work. I've got someonecoming over at two—I want to run her through the series myself—" 

Eric perked up. "Miss Rule Sixteen?"

"Yeah," Jonathan said with a wry and embarrassedgrin. "As it happens. But this is strictly professional."He saw Eric's dubious look and added, "No, really.She asked to be mapped." 

"Right. Strictly professional," Eric said straight-faced. "I don't doubt it for a moment." 

"All right, all right—nine-tenths professional." 

"Half." 

"Two-thirds, and that's my final offer." 

"Sold," Eric said. "So who is she?" 

"Alynn Reed. She's from some company calledArcadia, in Pennsylvania. Not part of the community,apparendy. Not sure why she's here, to be honest. I havea search running on the net, trying to find out more." 

"You could ask her." 

"I just might get a chance, if you ever snag Kellyand clear out of here." 

"Going, going, gone," Eric said with a mock saluteas he retreated out the door. "You want Kelly to pick up your two o'clock?" 

"No. I'll take care of it." "Okay. Think about Rule Nine, Doc. That's mypersonal favorite—"Jonathan smiled, but the smile vanished as soon as Eric did. Thank you, but no thank you, he thoughtruefully. Sorry to disappoint, but I've never made aplay for a student or a subject, and I'm not going tostart now. 'Sides, I've already had my quota of rejection for today— 

The testing room was walled off from the rest of thelab by canvas curtains and painted particle board,with its own door off the suite's short hallway. 

"In here," Jonathan said, turning and standingaside at the open door. Alynn smiled as she passedhim, and he swallowed hard as he followed her into the room. On the way over from the conference center,he had discovered that it was hard to be close to her without jangling. He was at a loss to explain it or evento properly describe it, but he was finding himself unnaturally aware of her. Her presence pressed in on allhis senses, including some he had been previously unaware of possessing. 

Two steps into the testing room, she caught sight ofthe SQUID's scanning unit and, stopping short, burstinto laughter. "That's terrific," she said, her eyes brightand bemused. "Exactly as promised. That must helpput people at ease." 

The silver-and-black scanner approximated the shape of a huge helmet with a bulge at the crown. Butit was painted to look like a goofy lavender sea creature sitting on a tangle of its own arms. The scannerwas perched in the retracted position at the end of atelescoping positioning arm, above a weary but cozygarage-sale armchair. 

"The kids, especially," Jonathan said. "And olderadults, mundanes. That's the third paint job it's had,actually. The first one was the best one—she made itlook like a giant robot's head with open access panels,and all this Rube Goldberg gearing and gimmickry inside? It was really very clever, but it weirded some ofthe subjects out." 

"She?" "Rebecca—Rebecca Walsh, my first grad assistant.She's at Texas now, working with Brandleigh." 

Alynn had crossed the room to examine the scanner, peeking past the curtain through which the cabling disappeared and then peering up into the cavityat the grid poles. "So why don't you tell me what thisis all about," she said, clambering onto the armchairto get a closer look inside the scanner. "Without thejournal-jargon, if you can." 

"As many times as people have asked that, you'dthink I'd have a ready answer—" "Just pretend you're trying to explain it to yourmother." "Well, since my mother is a quality-assurancechemist for Merck Canada—" 

"All right, then pretend you're trying to explain itto my mother," Alynn said cheerfully. "She was anEnglish major before becoming a four-stripe mom." 

"An English major? Oh, make it easy for me, whydon't you." He paused to consider. "I'm trying to takea picture of a thought—and find out if there's a way totell whether it's your thought or mine. I want to findout if personality leaves fingerprints on the brain." 

Sitting on her heels, she turned and cocked herhead at him. "Do you believe in the mind, Dr. Briggs?Or is that button you wear another paint job, to makepeople comfortable?" 

Jonathan frowned. "Any neuroscientist who doesn't 

want to be laughed at is supposed to say, 'No, I don't,'" he said, wondering at his own honesty. "We're all supposed to be reductionists. As you saw this morning." " 'There is no mind, only brain,'" she intoned. 

"So—you were listening," he said with a sorry smile. "When I started this work ten years ago, my answer was 'maybe.' Now—now I think I have to say yes. Something's going on in here"—he touched his temple—"that the reductionists haven't accounted for. I'm trying to figure out what it is." 

She nodded approvingly. Lifting herself for a moment on the arms of the chair, she unlimbered her legs and settled into a more normal seated position. "So now that we've agreed that I have a mind, how exactly do you plan to read it?" 

"The basics are pretty straightforward," he said, coming forward and unlocking the positioning arm. "I present you with a series of images, sounds, words, questions—" 

"No touching?" 

He determinedly blocked any thought that she was flirting with him. "I'm just beginning to fool around a little with touch, smell, and taste. The experimental controls are ten times harder, though." 

"Because no one knows if they have twenty-twenty taste, or red-green scent blindness?" 

"And because presenting a consistent test suite is a lot harder when you can't give the job to a multimedia computer." He smoothly drew the scanner down until it was only a few inches above her head. "Anyway, what I'm going to do is present you with the test suite, and monitor your brain's activity as you process and react to what I show you. The hard part comes after you've gone home—analyzing the session." 

"And the product of this is a map?" 

"That's what I call it. Technically, it's an Anderson vector matrix—a mathematical portrait of the func

tional links in the conscious regions of your brain." 

"Is every map unique?" 

"That's one of the questions I wanted to answer. Sofai; yes." 

She looked happy at that. "I don't think you shouldtell me much more until we're done. How long willthis take?" 

"How much time can you give me?" 

"How much of my time do you want?" There itwas again—or was it? Her eyes were guileless, but farfrom innocent. 

"There are four test suites, but I only have to havethe first two—" 

"How long will all four take?" 

"With filling out the biography, you're looking attwo hours, plus-or-minus fifteen minutes." Alynn frowned. "With or without potty breaks? Idrank too much coffee this morning." 

"With," he said, smiling. "We always stop at theend of every suite, let the subject get up and movearound." 

"Fine," she said brightly. "Shall we get started?" 

"Okay. Get comfy—" 

"Do I have to keep my head still, like in a CTscan?" 

"No," Jonathan said. He showed her a white paperdisc with a black cross, about the size of a quarter."We record the whole session digitally," he said as heplaced the sticky disc in the middle of her forehead,"and we use this as a registration mark to correct thereadings for any head motion." 

"Straightforward 3-D transformations," she said approvingly. "I know all about those. What's next?" "The spiff science-fiction part," he said, pulling thescanner down until the "helmet" settled over her head 

and rested lightly on her shoulders. "You okay? Any claustrophobia?" 

"No." 

He stepped aside and lowered the scanner's display visor over her face, thumbing a switch as he did. "Still okay?" "I feel like a deep-sea diver," she said, her voice slightly muffled. "I want a picture of this." 

"Can do," he said. "We keep a camera in the office. Okay. I have to go next door to start the first suite and monitor everything. If there's a problem, say something—you're miked, I'll hear you. Otherwise, I'll see you in about twenty minutes." 

Once he had settled at the control station, it only tookJonathan a few moments to verify the scanner's videofeed and the audio level. Then he queued up test suite1 and sat back in his chair to watch. 

The wide-screen HDTV monitor was divided into thirds. On the left was Alynn's face as it appeared to the visor's tiny lens, the arms of the registration mark on her forehead highlighted with fine red crosshairs. It was Jonathan who'd dubbed that part of the display the sniper window, but the joke didn't seem funny today, and he quickly deleted the hairlines. 

On the right ride, a slave window showed the progress of the test suite, echoing what Alynn was seeing. At the moment, the suite was walking her through the alphabet, beginning the process of locating and identifying her basic synaptic vocabulary. 

And in the center of the big display, the real-time data window was painting the dance of the potentials inside Alynn's cranium, in a Technicolor palette. Jonathan folded his hands in his lap and focused his attention there. Each new image placed before Alynn's curious eyes became a hot blue spike in her visual cortex, and then a furious spectral cascade through the cerebrum. The lightning of her thoughts was bottled within a ghostly gray wire drawing of the structures of her brain. 

All three windows were locked in synchrony: how she looked, what she was seeing or hearing, and the matrix of her thoughts, microsecond to microsecond. How old are those memories being tripped? Kindergarten? A, B, C, D, E, F, G... The senses live in the present, but the mind lives in the past. 

Test suite 1 had moved on to number concepts, but Jonathan's own thoughts were elsewhere. He reached for the keyboard and deleted the wire drawing from the center window. That left the animated tracings of Alynn's thought-vectors playing against a black background, as though suspended in space. 

The sparkling web of lines was deceptively and artificially thin, as if Alynn were only thinking one plodding thought at a time, one after another: Q, 11, two times two, tree, mother^ cat. But the human brain is a far busier place than that—a series of data filters was suppressing the swirl of activity unconnected to the experimental inputs. 

One by one, Jonathan disabled the filters, until the tracings expanded to a rich, almost frenetic swirl of activity, like a great ball of lightning yarn with an electric cat inside. He fiddled with the trace decay until the display lost some of its clutter but none of its complexity, and then settled back in his chair once more. 

Before him was the whole of Alynn's thoughts and emotions, bright and dark, conscious and concealed—a global vector map. Jonathan did not have the tools or the knowledge to decipher so much as a thousandth part of it. There was no scientific value, no practical reason, for such a view of the data stream from the scanner. 

But there were other reasons. The global map was the only view that offered Jonathan his subject in wholeness, as a person and not a process. Here was consciousness, learning, personality, emotion, and the billion-year-old neural machinery of instinct, all merging into one interconnected Self. It was, Jonathan thought, like watching a meeting of the Committee of the Whole. I am large. I contain multitudes. Involution balanced against essence. This defined Being. This was what it meant to be human, and alive. 

It was with profound wonder, then, that Jonathan contemplated the view through his window. Yet even that was not why he had brought Alynn's map to the screen. 

Jonathan could not speak of it to anyone, but in the course of viewing so many minds in such unguarded intimacy, he had discovered—or, he thought, more likely invented—an aesthetic of the inner self. When he looked into someone's working mind, he found himself responding to what he saw. He knew his response was emotional, subjective, and wholly unscientific—but still, it was impossible to avoid. Like Rorschach blots and astrological charts, the mind maps invited divination. 

Some people were—there was no other way to say it—ugly on the inside. Others were frightened, or angry, or lonely. Some minds were chaos. Some were as tranquil as long swells on the ocean. This one was sharp and alert, that one pale and sluggish. Some said to Jonathan, "We could be friends." Others, he despised on sight. 

Rocking ever so slightly in his chair, Jonathan gazed at the display and contemplated that which was Alynn. The palette had given her map a generous shading in warm blue hues, shot through with murmuring webs of new-grass green and fire-spark threads of hot amber, all tied together in a delicate violet nebula that pulsed with the base rhythms of her being. 

Now this is pretty sad, eh?, he chided himself mockingly. Standing in the bushes outside her window, wearing your X-ray shades. Briggs, you have to get out more— 

Shaking his head and smiling with wry self-consciousness, Jonathan reached out and restored the standard test display. 

As if you even needed to peek. As if there was any chance you weren't going to find her beautiful. 

But she is, you know. You can see it, can't you? 

Stop that right now. Man, you'd better hope Eric comes back early. 

Early? Ha! I'm hoping he gets hit on the head by a giant hoagie and forgets to come back at all. 

Danger^ danger, Will Robinson! Captain, she kinna take much more o'this! Mayday, mayday! Ten seconds to self-destruct— 

Which would make it only about ten years past due, eh? 

Jonathan steepled his hands over his mouth and swiveled slowly in the chair. The first test suite was almost over—almost time to go free Alynn from the confines of the scanner. Just another test subject, maybe a little more kindhearted than most. A stranger, who'd be out of his life by nightfall. File number 7414. Best to keep it in perspective, especially on a day like this. 

Aw, fuck perspective. Life's too short. Let's have another look— 

"Thank you, Alynn. Now, please tell me about a place that you'd like to visit again," Jonathan said, and checked off that question on the suite 4 script. 

"Mammoth Cave," Alynn said, and smiled happily at the memory. "When we moved from Kansas City to Cincinnati—I was seven—my mom flew ahead to get the house ready, and I got to ride with my dad. We had a minivan packed to the liner with plants and breakables Mom didn't trust to the movers—her mom's china, more Hummels than I want to count, some stained glass, that sort of thing. Mom collected tchotchkes. 

"Anyway, we were already on the road when we heard from Mom that there was some sort of problem about the house not being ready. So Dad decided he and I would just dawdle and sight-see. We had a stack of AAA guidebooks, and he told me to pick out anything along the way that sounded half-interesting, and we'd give it a try. 

"We went to Cahokia Mounds—which was a big disappointment, just stupid little hills that didn't look like anything—and to some little classic car museum in the middle of Nowhere, Illinois, because I knew Dad liked that sort of thing. We went to Lincoln's boyhood home, after which I swore off historical sites forever. And we went an hour out of our way to Mammoth, because I'd never been in a real cave and wanted to see what it was like. 

"It was October, and really cold—half of Mom's plants froze sitting in the van all day. I remember being surprised that it was in the middle of a forest, except there were hardly any leaves left on the trees, and we had to drive up a mountain to get there—I wasn't expecting that. And I remember being surprised that it was warmer inside the cave than it was outside—not warm, mind you, but warmer. 

"But mostly I remember how huge the first room was, and how quiet, and how very old and magical it all seemed. We took the standard tour that everyone goes on, and the guide—his name was Ranger Guy, which, being seven, I thought was very funny. Since it was October, the park wasn't crowded, so Ranger Guy let us take our time, and told us great stories about thecave and the people who'd used it. 

"Dad and I both thought it was such a kick thatwhen we'd climbed up the tower from the Ruins ofKarnak, we resented the guide making us leave. So we went and got a hot lunch in the motel, and then bought tickets for an even longer tour that took us tosee the flowstone. Frozen Niagara. Dad and I wereboth wiped when we got back to the van, and wecrashed at the first motel we saw. Ate pizza in bedwatching an old movie on sat-vee. That was our lastnight, our last detour. The next day, we joined Mom inCincinnati." 

She paused and looked away, and for a momentJonathan thought she was done. But then she added,"Mom and Dad had some problems, and Dad leftabout two years after that. He moved to Clevelandand was killed in a car crash when I was eleven. So that trip is just about the nicest memory I have of being with him. I always wanted to go back and see whatMammoth looks like in the summer, and walk throughthe woods—he and I talked about how pretty it mustbe. But I haven't done it. I don't know why." Shesmiled brightly. "Maybe I'm afraid of what I'll do thefirst time I see a seven-year-old kid with her parents." 

She showed him her scar matter-of-factly, almostproudly, as though she wanted him to see that thewound no longer hurt. But he was not convinced, andhe hurt for her in any case. "I bought the National Geographic VR discs of Mammoth," she was saying,"and I've taken all the tours that way, even gone freeexploring, but it's just not the same as getting wet feetand cave mud on your clothes, and knowing that you're five hundred feet under the mountain. So— someday I'll go back." 

Jonathan waited until he was sure she was finished, then said, "This is the last question. Tell me about a day that you never want to forget." 

Alynn laughed lightly. "This must be the part where you get to hear a lot of men tell you about losing their virginity, and a lot of women tell you about their weddings." 

He smiled, but said nothing as she considered her answer. 

"I'm pretty sure this isn't the kind of answer you were looking for, but I try not to spend too much time looking back," she said slowly. "The day I never want to forget is tomorrow—tomorrow and tomorrow and the tomorrow after that. I never want to forget that it's coming, because that's where all the promise lives. You can't change the past, and sometimes you can hardly bear the present, but if you remember that tomorrow's coming, you can get through anything, and even allow yourself a dream or two." 

She wrinkled her nose. "That sounded like the last act of a sappy musical, didn't it? I hate it when I open my mouth and Pollyanna comes out. Sorry to inflict that on you. I'm done." 

"Then so are we," Jonathan said, putting up his datapad. "Thanks, Alynn. No apologies required. That was all terrific." 

"Can I take a peek behind the curtain now, Oh Great and Powerful Wizard of Squids?" "Sure," he said. "Come on over." 

Alynn was no wonderstruck child. When she entered the lab, she looked over the clutter of hardware with the knowing eye of a mechanic on a used-car lot, a swap-meet veteran sizing up the aisles. Her gaze fell on the bank of workstations that were the heart of the 

lab's data-processing LAN, and she stopped to shakeher head. 

"Oh, my," she said. "Those are SGI Octanes, aren'tthey? I haven't seen an R10000 used for anything more demanding than talking to the Library of Congress for at least five years." 

Jonathan's smile was faintly embarrassed. "If youthink that's bad, go look at the Dumpster-edge technology sitting on our desks." 

"I don't think I could take it." Her face twisted into a sympathetic expression. "You really are doing thison a shoestring, aren't you?" 

"Beggars and choosers—I'm the original secondhand Rose," Jonathan said. "Believe me, if I could getmy hands on any faster gear, I would. The analysisprogram runs twenty-four hours a day on three nodes,and most days we're still falling behind." 

"Forgive me. I'm being horribly rude—" "No, you aren't. It's no secret to us that we're doingthis on a shoestring." 

Alynn had reached the center of the room by then,joining him at the control station. "I'm experiencing culture shock," she said with a shake of her head. "When I need something for my work, I just go order it." 

"Academia is a different animal from the business world. Not as much different as it used to be, but, still—" 

"Oh, it's me, I know, not you," she said. "But I'mafraid that when I think of a research lab, I still think of something pristine and state-of-the-art, all gleamingtile, crepe soles, and glowing lights. Like somethingout of The Andromeda Strain, or those DuPont ads." 

"None of that here," Jonathan said. "This is garagescience." 

Something new had caught her eye—she was peering curiously at a cartoonish sketch taped above the 

control station. "Complete with pornographic pinups," she said. "What in the world? 'Dr. Briggs's Trisexual Pet Squid'?" 

The playful drawing, hand-rendered in marker on plotter paper, showed an imaginatively equipped squid in simultaneous sexual congress with a variety of partners and objects, including a marching-band tuba and a tricycle. Jonathan flushed. "I'm sorry. That's been here so long I don't see it anymore—" 

"Oh, I'm not offended," she said, and underlined it with a smile. "It's kind of kicky, actually. But I want to know the story." 

"One day in class I said 'trisexual' instead of 'triaxial,'" Jonathan admitted sheepishly. "The next morning, we found someone had graced the testing room door with that." 

"Clearly, you're not working your students hard enough," Alynn said, her smile widening. "Well, do I get a peek inside my gearbox?" she asked, and touched her temple. 

"Sure," Jonathan said, surrendering his chair. "Sit here. I'll replay part of suite 3 for you." 

When her face came up on the left side of the display, Alynn wrinkled her nose. "Ugh," she said. "You had to look at that for two hours?" 

With pleasure, he thought. "I can blank it, if you'd rather." 

"Please." 

"Done. Okay, here's suite 3, time normal." 

She leaned forward on her elbows and studied the rainbow matrix of her own thoughts, captured as she responded to the questions just audible in replay: What is your name? What color is the triangle? Pick a number from one to ten. Think about the smell of coffee. How many are there in a dozen? 

"What do you call this?" she asked, pointing at the swirling matrix. 

"That? We call that Homo screensaver." 
Alynn laughed brightly. "I like that. Two points." 

"I've been waiting a year to use that on someone," he said, breaking into a relaxed smile. "Actually, what you're looking at is a restricted vector matrix—theoretically, only the neural activity directly related to the test suite." 

"There's more, then? That's not everything I was thinking?" 

"No. Here, I'll show you the whole picture." He reached across in front of her, blocking her view for a moment. When he straightened up, the center display was showing the same violet-haloed map that earlier he had been guiltily watching alone. 

She stood so she could peer closer at the display, and reached out a finger to touch the glass. "That's me?" 

"That's you," Jonathan said with a pleased little smile. "Science fiction. Just like in all those Star Trek episodes. 'Captain, it's—it's a creature of pure energy!'" 

"No—magic," she said, her wide-eyed gaze fixed on the screen. "The genie in the bottle." She swept her finger in a circle over the display. "Do you know what this all means? Can you read all these thoughts?" 

"Hardly. I don't think anyone ever will," said Jonathan, sitting on the edge of the console. "We mapped about four thousand high-level vectors in the last two hours. But compared to how many connections there are in a human mind—trying to read a complete matrix with four thousand vectors is like trying to get along in Montreal on three badly pronounced words of French. It's just a pretty picture. Your thoughts are still your own." 

"I don't know if I'm glad or disappointed to hear that. But it is pretty, isn't it? Like one of those plasma lamps." She turned toward him. "I was afraid it would be like dissecting that poor pig in high school biology." 

He nodded. "All the wonder in a living thing disappers when it dies," he said. "I've never seen anything in a specimen jar that I found half as interesting as a cat playing with his toy du jour." 

"Butterflies," she said. "Butterflies are still pretty when they're dead. But that's it. I never understood people who decorate with dried flowers. It's like saying 'I can't win, I can't break even, so I give up.'" 

Jonathan shifted into a mock ring announcer's voice. " 'And in this corner, weighing in at a million pounds even, fresh from his triumphant tour of children's bedrooms everywhere, it's your favorite bad guy and mine, Cosmic En-tro-py!'" 

She laughed delightedly. "Jonathan, can I ask you a question about what you've been doing?" 

"Sure." 

"What about turning the whole process around?" 

"How so?" 

"What about playback? Is there any possibility of letting people see and think and feel all over again what you record—of putting it back in their minds?" 

"Oh—not with the SQUID. Probably not by any means. It hasn't even occurred to me to think about it, honestly. It's a one-way street." 

"Does it have to be?" she said. 

"I think so." He turned his head and tapped the side of his neck with his fingers. "No jacks. Unfortunately, human beings don't come with a data port. —Well, we do, five of them, but they're old-fashioned—analog, not digital. Incompatible." 

Alynn wrinkled her nose in a frown. "I guess I thought you'd say that, but I still don't want to believe it. Playback would open up wonderful possibilities." 

"Some pretty dismal ones, too. It's already too easyto brainwash people." 

"I suppose," she said, sitting back. "Well, I guessyou'd better give me that questionnaire to fill out, orI'll be here all night." 

The palmtop holding the questionnaire was waiting on Eric's uncharacteristically clear desk. Alynn needed no help with the machine, so Jonathan retreated to the lab, nursing his unhappiness about herimminent departure and blaming himself, wonderingwhy he'd chosen that particular moment to launchinto a lecture on social responsibility. 

But a few minutes later, his ship of gloom grounded on old-fashioned stubbornness. Carpe diem, he thought, and determinedly returned to the office. Alynn looked up as he neared the desk, and he droppedinto a crouch beside it, putting himself at her eye level. 

"Do you have any plans for dinner?"

Her face brightened. "No." 

"Then could we make some? Because I'd like to hear more about those possibilities you were seeing.And I need some more time to figure out why I've beenjust a little dazed since I saw you in the auditorium thismorning." 

Her slow smile on hearing that surprised him—itwas shyly pleased, and gave him just the tiniest peekpast her easy self-assurance. "I'd like that," she said. "I really don't know anybody here, except you—orwhere to go to avoid crowds and food poisoning both.How much longer do you have to stay in the lab?" 

Jonathan smiled back, and pointed at the palmtop."That's how much longer. I'm the boss, remember? Say boo when you're done, and we'll lock up the garage and see if we can't find civilization." 

Kirby's Upstairs occupied the second floor of a newly restored hundred-year-old brick building located on a side street a block from Main. Bucking both the declining local economy and the wisdom that an Ann Arbor restaurant had to appeal to the Lexus crowd or be on the campus's doorstep to survive, Kirby's was staking its survival on the formula that had made Kirby's Back Room a success cross-state, in Grand Rapids. 

That formula included a menu heavy in please-your-mouth retro grill, a bar well stocked with North American alcohol, and the illusion of privacy. The restaurant was a maze of nooks and high-walled booths cleverly arrayed so that it was difficult to see or be seen by other diners, and to hear or be heard by them. 

"I've been in A-squared long enough now that I know a lot of people around campus," Jonathan explained to Alynn as they were seated. "Every now and then I want to be able to go out and catch a meal without having to deal with that." 

"So this is the romantic hideaway where you bring your girlfriends," she said with a smile. "What do the matchbooks say? LET US CATER YOUR NEXT AFFAIR?" 
He laughed. "What girlfriends? You must have mistaken me for someone who has a life. No, I just come here when I want to get out and not be elbow to elbow with eighteen-year-olds planning to get drunk, or already drunk, or trying to get laid, or bragging about getting laid, or being breathlessly political, or complaining about the profs—" 

"Or complaining about getting drunk with a breathlessly political prof and not getting laid—" "Exactly. Don't get me wrong—I like teaching, and I love the energy of a big campus. But sometimes I 

have to get away from it. Besides, you have to like a place that serves Upper Canada beer and a half-pound Cardiac Burger." He glanced down at the menu. "Will you let me be old-fashioned and get this?" 

"The check? Oh, no. I'm on business. My company will pick it up." He could not keep his disappointment off his face. Seeing it, she added, "But you can buy me an ice-cream cone afterward, if you like." 

"Ice cream?" Jonathan said disbelievingly. "It's eleven degrees outside." 

"No better time." 

"How about summer?" 

"No, thank you. Don't ask me why, but having yellow jackets grazing on the mint-chocolate-chip trails running down my forearm never appealed to me." 

His broad smile chased the disappointment from his eyes. "Fancy that. All right, dessert at Washtenaw Dairy is on me." 

When they'd ordered, Alynn sat forward and propped her elbows on the table. "I feel like you know so much more about me than I do about you—" 

"All the important stuff, like whether you think left to right or top to bottom." "—So I'm declaring it my turn to ask the invasive personal questions." 

"I'm braced. Fire away." 

"Who was the guy on the baseball card?" 

"The baseball card?" 

"Tacked to your bulletin board, in the office— Johnny Briggs, Philadelphia Phillies? Relative?" 

Jonathan chuckled. "Oh, that. Only related in the sense that we're all relatives—oh, I don't know, he could be my thirty-second cousin, nineteen times removed, or some such. One of my students gave me the card. He was amused, and so was I. Souvenir of my first term." 

"It's not a very close resemblance. You look morelike LeVar Burton." 

Jonathan shuddered and flashed an exaggerated grimace. "You just evoked a painful childhood memory involving an itchy gold costume, a girl's hair band, a mediaconvention in Toronto, and an eight-year-old boy." 

She laughed. "Are there pictures?" 

"No," he said emphatically. "Not since the mysterious problem with the family file server. Which wasright after my brother printed them out for my firstgirlfriend." 

"Maybe there are relatives who still have copies,"she said teasingly. "So does anyone call you Johnny?" 

"Nope. Dad calls me Jon, Mom calls me Jonathan, my brother called me—well, it took me years to shedit, so you'll excuse me if I don't tell you—and everyoneelse lined up behind one of them. Where does 'Alynn'come from, anyway? I like it a lot—" 

"My mother hates it." 

"—but it's really unusual. She does? Why?" 

A little sigh. "It comes from Alexandra Lynn," shesaid, settling back against the cushion. "That's what's on my birth certificate. But I didn't like my auntAlexandra and I didn't want to be a Sandy. So in ninthgrade I started writing A-period-Lynn Reed—like F.Lee Bailey, you know?—on all my papers. But it wastoo pretentious, so I dropped the period." She smiledfaintly. "My father's name was Lynn." 

"I think I'm getting a picture, now." 

"My mother won't call me Alynn, says I've rejectedher family in favor of his. My mother is one of thosewomen who can make a naked pronoun sound nastierthan a New York hack pilot effing his way through abad day. Anyway, she's right, but she hasn't figured outyet what her part in it's been." 

"Sounds like she's still holding a grudge." 

"A bagful. I don't know if she hates him more for leaving or for dying—which she considers a nasty trick on his part to escape the grief she hoped to give him." She stopped and thought. "Do you know what an ant lion is?" 

"Eh—isn't that the critter that digs a little pit in the sand and sits at the bottom waiting for lunch?" 

"Right—except that it doesn't just sit there waiting. When the ant tries to run up the side of the pit and escape, the ant lion uses its claws to cause little sand avalanches. Poor ant runs as fast as it can and gets nowhere. And if it stops running—crunch. That's my mother. An emotional ant lion. She likes to keep the people around her off-balance. And I don't think she's said 'I'm sorry' or 'I forgive you' in twenty years. Certainly not to me." 

"I'm going to go out on a limb and bet you don't go home very often." "That isn't home," Alynn said. "The last home I had was Kansas City." 

Jonathan swallowed, and couldn't find any words with which to reply. She was still displaying her scars stoically, as though she wanted to show him how strong she was, to say "That? That didn't hurt." But he knew that game for the fraud it was, and hurt for her. 

Mercifully, the waiter arrived with their salads before Jonathan's tongue-tied silence became obvious. When they were alone again, she smiled brightly and said, "You're very sneaky. How did I end up answering the questions again?" 

"I don't know. I have a lot of practice asking them," he said. "And I like hearing about you. I'm sorry some of it's unhappy." 

"It isn't, really." She glanced down at her hands in her lap. "Doesn't everyone's childhood feel normal to them, no matter what it's like? I just know that 'family' doesn't mean the same thing to me as it does to some people. Andthat I don't identify with all those at-least-we-have-eachother loving-family-faces-crisis dramas. Does a blind kidmiss color, or is he just puzzled by the idea?" 

"Well, I guess that rules out our going to a playtonight," Jonathan said with a rueful smile. 

"Why?" 

"The U theater department is doing a revival of The 
Waltons—" 
She squinted at him. "Did I hear that right? Thestudent theater group is doing a live-action revival of atelevision show?" 

He looked surprised. "Oh, sure, they do one everysemester—a different episode every night, two for ahalf hour show. M-TV, they call it. The audiences really come out. I caught one night of Cheers in the fall—they did a nice job." 

"I must have been looking the other way while thiscaught on," Alynn said, shaking her head. 

"I was a bit taken aback the first time I heard about it, too. But I've heard the head of the department saythat most of the best plays written in the last fifty yearshave been teleplays—and most of the jobs waiting forhis theater majors are in front of a camera, anyway,"he said, then frowned. "The only part that still bothers me is that they can fill the auditorium for The Simpsons, but they can't for Shakespeare or Shaw." 

"Ack," she said. "Enough. You're going to makeme lose my appetite. Why don't you tell me about yourfamily." A playful smile spread across her face. "And if you don't have anything awful to say about them,please feel free to make something up." 

"Okay. American mother, Canadian father, 2.2 children—my brother is the .2, and half of that is purecourtesy on account of the fact that he's technicallyhuman—" 

By the time the plates had been cleared, Jonathan andAlynn had killed off a bottle of '00 Cabernet and the better part of two hours and a pound of marbled prime rib. There had been no lulls in the conversationsave those forced by table etiquette, and no taboo subjects. 

They talked and laughed together about religion.She called herself a Catholic in recovery. "My parentswere devout Unitarians, if there is such a thing," hesaid, "but only the rationalism stuck. I never got therest of it." 

They talked and laughed together about sexual politics. "I'm not one of these people who think thatwomen are just men with better morals," Alynn said."I defy anyone to compare the afternoon TV ads withthe after-midnight ads and tell me that men and women hear the same siren songs." 

Jonathan allowed that, seen from the point of viewof neuroscience, men and women were as identical as two computers with different CPUs and different operating systems. "And nearly as compatible," he added,and she laughed. 

They sparred lightly over the president's call for anational police force—he was mildly for, she suspiciously against. She surprised him a time or two with aglimpse of a playful wickedness in her smile and herthoughts, though he was too cautious to flirt with heropenly. 

But he was feeling good about having negotiatedthe dinner without running aground on any conversational shoals—right up to the point that Alynn drainedher glass of the last of the wine, gathered her red clothnapkin from her lap, and sat back against the benchpadding, eyeing him with a little frown. 

"Jonathan, I have to ask you something." 

"What's that?" 

"By my count I gave you three chances, and all three times you studiously avoided asking what I'm doing here at the conference—or anything about what I do, period." 

Jonathan sat back and dabbed at his mouth with his napkin before answering. "Caught me," he said. "Guilty as charged." 

Her surprised-turning-to-hurt expression told him she would have preferred a denial or an apology to a confession. "Why?" she asked with a touch of anger. "Is what I do not important?" 

"The truth is that I'm terribly curious," he said with a rueful smile. "I'm just afraid that if I ask what you're doing here or why Arcadia is interested in me, I'll find out you're a front man for the CIA or something even worse—like a televangelist, or a venture capitalist. If this really was just a business dinner for you, I didn't want to know." 

She looked at him thoughtfully. "Do you have something against making money, or people who do?" 

"No—I just have enough masters to please already, without leasing myself and my lab to some company that does its long-term planning on a three-month calendar or to someone who's looking for a better way to sell soap or religion. That's not why I'm doing this." 

Her smile gave forgiveness for the slight. "Well—I came to the conference for Arcadia. I even came to your lab for Arcadia—mostly. But coming to dinner was for me—mostly." 

His answering smile was nervous. "I'm glad." 

"And there's less difference from what I do for myself and for Arcadia than you might think, anyway." 

Jonathan cocked his head at her. "Now I'm confused." 

"For all practical purposes, I am Arcadia," she said. "Just me, a lawyer, an accountant, a librarian, and a tech." 

"What do you do?" 

"You really don't know the name, do you?" She shook her head. "Glory is so fleeting—" "I'm sorry—" "Don't be, I'm teasing you," Alynn said with a 

quick smile. "Well, you finally gave your curiosity a tongue. But I think it's only fair for me to keep you waiting a while. Back on campus, you promised you would show me what a thought looks like. Do I get the same chance?" 

At once puzzled and intrigued, Jonathan nodded. "Of course." 

"Good," she said brightly, and called up the bill on the touchpad. "We'll need to go to my hotel, though. I didn't want to carry everything around with me today on campus." 

"That's no problem—wait a minute, you're not in the designer drug business, are you?" She just laughed as she slid out of her seat. "Come on. You'll see." 

Alynn Reed's hotel was the Bell Tower, a small full-service hotel nestled up against the northwest wall ofthe main campus, only a few blocks from the Neuroscience Building and in easy walking distance ofthe conference center. Jonathan had been past it a hundred times without ever setting foot inside, and confessed so to Alynn as they approached the entrance. 

"The only time I ever rented a room in town—when I was here for my interview—it was at the StarMotel, for thirty bucks." 

"I didn't want to have to fuss with either a rental car or taxis while I was here," she said, showing her keycard to the doorman, who passed them through. "Should I have warned you that Clement Harris is staying here, too?" 

"No. I haven't thought about him for hours," he said, and realized it was true. 

"Good. You know, I had advance warning that he was a self-important jerk," she said as they reached the elevator. "I saw him reduce a waitress to tears at breakfast, in the hotel restaurant, because something or other wasn't to his satisfaction. I almost skipped his keynote because of it." 

He smiled. "I'm glad you didn't." 

Her room on the fifth floor was modest in size, but plush in an old-fashioned manner, after a guest bedroom in a mansion. "Nice," he said, glancing out past the brocaded window drapes. "And a view of Burton Tower and the League. I'd guess you can hear the carillon from here." 

"When does it play?" 

He turned away from the window. "On the hour, with a recital every Friday afternoon. But come to think of it, I haven't heard the bells for several days. I wonder if the tower's been locked up since the last suicide." 

"The last suicide? Is that a regular occurrence around here?" 

"Oh—about once a year, since I've been on campus." 

"No connection, I hope." 

"None yet, thank chance," Jonathan said with a grim smile. "I'd hate to lose a student that way. The last suicide was someone from the comptroller's office, though." 

"Light fingers?" "His wives found out about each other," he said. "What do you have there?" Alynn had burrowed into a soft-sided carry case 

and retrieved what looked like a game system—a silver-and-black unit the size of a keyboard portacomp, and two sleek black "bug-face" vEYEsors, which reminded Jonathan more of skiing goggles than insects. The unit went on the nightstand, connected to the phone with an optic cable. With the bug-faces in hand, she climbed onto the bed, stretching her legs out and sitting back against the headboard. 

"Draw the curtains and come here," she said, patting the mound of pillows beside her. 

He did, pausing to kick off his shoes before clambering onto the flowered comforter beside her. Alynn handed him a bug-head, which he held delicately, as though it were something fragile or unpleasant. "I hope you don't mind the leashes," she said, rescuing the free ends of the trailing cables and jacking in to the base. "The wireless versions just don't have the fidelity I need." 

"This is VR—" 

"Right." 

"I don't own one." 

"Really? But you've used them, right? VR parlors? Arcades?" 

He shrugged apologetically. "Twice, maybe." 

"Huh. Well, I guess you're not going to be able to claim me as a dependent, are you? Here, I'll show you—" 

The bug-face adjusted itself to the contours of his head, completely enclosing his ears and covering his eyes and nose. "I can still see you," he said in surprise. 

"Latest feature in the top-of-the-line gear—a transparent display matrix. Ready?" 

"Um—sure." 

Jonathan saw her pull her own visor on, then reach out and touch the unit. Then his visor darkened, and 

the room faded away. He jangled—it was like waking up in pitch-darkness and not knowing where he was. 

A pair of electric-blue chevrons appeared at the extremes of his field of view and glided toward each other. As they crossed in the center, the space between them filled with what looked like mottled blue marble. Floating above the marble wall in black script were the words: 

Ideation V
by Alynn Reed


He had thought the wall to be in front of him, like the screen of a television. But suddenly he sensed himself to be suspended in midair—no, falling toward the wall, the rush of air at his ear marking the ever-increasing speed of his descent. He clutched a handful of the bed's comforter with each hand, but that did nothing to shatter the illusion. 

Below him, the lettering was fading to gray and dissipating like smoke in a breeze—all but the dot of the "i," toward which he was plunging. It rose up to meet him, swallowed him in blackness like a tunnel, and spit him back into a world turned inside out. 

In the end, Ideation V was indescribable. 

The television metaphor failed Jonathan almost at once. From the moment the credits ended, he could turn his head in any direction he chose, and his line of vision would sweep through a three-dimensional unreality that completely enclosed him. He did not seem to have a body, but his consciousness occupied a space in that realm, floating in the center of the universe. 

It was a universe with few familiar sights or references. Neon bubbles of nothingness formed, swelled lazily, and burst. Sometimes they released a shower of light, sometimes they freed a shape that darted restlessly like a water spider, or tumbled eccentrically like a butterfly in zero G. 

Like paint flung on glass, the showers of colored light splattered themselves against invisible shapes and limned them. The shapes pulsed like living things, metamorphosed defiantly, then shed their color and vanished when rain washed the light down the sides of the universe. It collected in a swirling rainbow pool beneath where Jonathan floated. The swirls became a spiral, the spiral a vortex, the vortex a hole that collapsed the universe on itself until it had but two dimensions, time and color. 

For those first few minutes, Jonathan fought to make sense of it, to find meaning in it and to understand that message. But it was not a story, or any sort of didactic structure. It was not a journey. It was a visual and aural dance, sometimes languid, sometimes frenetic, and frequently startling. 

Before long, the sights and sounds overwhelmed his ability to analyze them. He fought for control, but control was wholly beyond his powers. His remaining choices were flight or surrender, but he had forgotten that there was somewhere to flee to. He surrendered. 

And surrender was a liberation. When he stopped trying to fit what he was saw and heard into familiar patterns, he began to experience it directly, unfiltered. Sensation superseded sentience. Wonder displaced wondering. The space occupied by his consciousness expanded until his experience was his consciousness. And from that point on, he could no longer think about what was happening, or talk about it afterward. 

When the final image—an undulating electric sea stretching out to infinity—was slowly wiped away to black by crisscrossing chevrons, and the visor brightened slowly to return him to Alynn's hotel room, Jonathan found himself wide-eyed and breathless. He looked in Alynn's direction. "Wow," was all he could say. 

She smiled shyly, pleased, and shed her visor, finger-combing her hair. Clumsily, Jonathan slipped off his own visor. "You wrote that?" 

Nodding, she said, "Last month." 

"You write like I dream." 

Alynn sparkled. "What a wonderful thing to say. That's as close as I've ever gotten to capturing something in my mind and letting someone else see it." 

"Well—you said you were going to show me what a thought looks like. I think you did. And I think I'm starting to understand why you are interested in what I'm doing." 

She nodded and turned toward him, sitting on her heels on the bed. "Those recordings you have—thousands of them—just think of the lives they represent, what it would mean to be able to read them in detail. If you could play them back in the mind instead of on a screen, it'd be the ultimate diary of a life, wouldn't it?" 

"Go to your Sears Mind Center once a year, have your picture taken—" 

"You're teasing me." 

"No. I don't think it's possible, but I understand—" 

"Don't you ever wish you could go back and see yourself being seven again? Or it could be a dream catcher—all those times when you wake up and a dream that you're sure meant something slips away faster than you can remember it." Her enthusiasm lit her eyes. "What if you could read someone else's, and not just your own? What if two people could use it to share consciousness, to tear down the walls that keep us apart? Self is so lonely—what a gift it would be to let people touch that way. Have you thought about any of that?" 

"Not until now," Jonathan said. 

"Then it's a good thing we crossed paths, isn't it?" she said with a smile. Then she added, with a shrug, "At the very least, a visit to someone else's mind'd be the ultimate in VR." 

"I can't imagine it being any better than that," he said, gesturing with the visor. "You do good work." "I'm glad you liked it. You're the first person I've let see number Five—" 

"I'm flattered." 

"—But that wasn't work," she said. "When I'm working, I write what the market's buying—mundane VR scenarios. Games." 

"Popular ones, I'm guessing," he said. "You were surprised I didn't know you, or Arcadia." 

"I have two of the five best-selling games at the moment," she admitted. "And two of the other three are VR porn. But Ideation isn't commercial. That's something I do for me." 

"I don't see why it couldn't be commercial." 

"Because most VR users think of themselves as players. VR scenarios are built around adventure motifs. That's what gives them high replay value. With Ideation, I'm trying to make sensation the structure, to see if I can capture the ecstatic experience. I haven't, quite—though I still like this one. But there's no market for it." 

"What do you mean, you haven't?" he demanded in mock indignation. "Look, don't take this wrong, but one of the words I keep coming back to to describe what it felt like is, well, erotic." 

"Sensual." 

"No, that, too, but I meant erotic." He frowned as he collected his thoughts to explain himself. "Erotic like getting lost in a kiss, or a dancer completely intune with the music and the rhythm. Erotic like—thisis probably starting to sound like a come-on, isn't it?Never mind. Is there more? What about numbers One through Four?" 

"I gave you the best first. It's all downhill fromhere." 

"I don't care," he said cheerfully. "See, Alynn, youhave to realize that I'm one of those people who harbors a dark suspicion that virtual reality is sucking mystudents' minds out through their eyeballs. You'll never get a better chance to convert me than this. Because what you just showed me—that's art." 

Her smile mixed embarrassment with pleasure. "If you're really interested—" 

"I am," he said. "I like where your thoughts go." 

"Then I guess I could find somewhere else to takeyou." 

They visited Ideation II, Firefly, and played tag inAlynn's game world Devil's Keep. When they finallytook the visors off for good, it was well past midnight,and the bright lights of the hotel room made Jonathan's eyes ache. He reached out and turned offone nightstand lamp. 

"Are you a player, too?" he asked. "You must be, or you couldn't write for them." 

"Not as much as I used to be," she said. "It's kind of funny, but most of the designers I know don't playmuch anymore. When I was younger, though—it was aplace I could be in control. It was a place where I coulddo anything I wanted and still be safe. I needed that fora while." 

He tried to look past her at the clock. "What timeis it?" 

"Almost two." 

"I guess I'd better go." He smiled. "Thanks for rescuing my day." "Are you okay to drive?" "Sure," Jonathan said, pulling on his right shoe.

Then he stopped, left shoe in hand, and added, almostto himself, "But I wish it'd been sleeting ever since Igot here and the streets were skating rinks, so I'd havean excuse to turn around at the sidewalk and come back up here and knock on your door." 

He twisted sideways so he could look at her. "I'mprobably making a mistake saying it, but what I reallywant to do now is fall asleep holding you in my arms.And you're probably going to throw me out of here allthe faster for having the arrogance to think that justbecause you invited me up to your room you wantedto be asked, even though that's not what I thought atall, or what I'm asking. Alynn, I just don't want to saygood-bye." 

It was her turn to stare at him like a deer caught inthe headlights, her eyes blinking, her brows knit in aslight frown. But she said nothing for long seconds. Hesmiled as brightly as he could manage and returned tothe task of putting on his other shoe. 

Then she touched him on his arm, and he looked back toward her. "I think I'd like it if you stayed," she said. 

Alynn slept in a long T-shirt that said WAKE ME AND DIE, but also in the warm cradle of his arms. Jonathan kept on his boxer shorts, so there was hardly any bare skin touching beneath the blankets. But the sleepy warmth that flowed between them filled the bed all the same. 

"Where do I know you from?" he asked in a whisper. 

"I don't know." 

"I keep looking at you and having that bell of recognition go off, and I can't explain why. I've been doing that since I saw you in the auditorium. I know I know you. I just can't figure out where from." 

"Did you go to the Norman conference?" she asked. "Or Mt. Mercy?" 

"I was at Mt. Mercy." 

"That must be it, then." 

"But the thing is, I can't imagine that if I really had met you, I'd be having trouble remembering when. Is this crazy?" She found his hand and laced her fingers with his. "Maybe. But it doesn't matter." 

The truth of that seemed clear to him, and his thoughts drifted to other matters. "We forgot the ice cream." 

"Don't think you're off the hook," she said. "You owe me." 

"Tomorrow," he said. 

"Tomorrow," she agreed. "I insist." 

Outside, an ambulance whined through a nearby street. The blower for the room's heat pump started, masking the sound of their breathing. Though neither was practiced at sharing a bed, they slipped easily into a comfortable lie—spoon-fashion, her head pillowed on his arm. She felt small in his light embrace; she and the moment both seemed fragile. How long can I hold you? Jonathan thought. 

"I think I'm in love with you, Alynn." 

Her voice was drowsy. "You don't have to say that to stay." 

"I know," he said. 

Alynn said nothing for a time, and Jonathan wondered if she had fallen asleep. Then she turned and kissed him softly, as though she had thought on it all night and only just decided. "That's a loaner," she said. "Give it back to me in the morning?" 

He breathed her in with a contented smile. "I'll take good care of it." 

They both slept as though cradled in the clouds. 
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A Discontinuity in the Continuum 
Angelo's was nearly filled with late breakfast trade, but Jonathan Briggs had no trouble spotting the woman he was meeting there. He tossed his gloves onto the empty seat of her booth and slid himself along after them. "Hello, boss," he said sheepishly. Elizabeth Froelich lowered her Ann Arbor Observer and shook her head at him. "It wasn't your boss who was calling you all weekend," she said as she folded the paper and tucked it beside her. "It was your friend. Jonathan, are you all right?" Her voice carried a shadow of anger along with the concern, and a flash of memory put him in mind of how, after any number of his misadventures, his mother would take pains to determine that he was unhurt before launching into a scolding. Despite himself, Jonathan smiled. "I think so." "You could have let someone know, then. No one's seen or heard from you for three days. And considering the circumstances—" She glanced away, then sighed. "I wasn't completely sure I was going to see you again." 

"I'm sorry," Jonathan said, the amusement chased from his face. He shook his head. "I'm sorry if you were worried. But Clement Harris isn't nearly reason enough for me to kill myself." 

"Evidently." 

A young blond waitress appeared at their table, and they sent her away with their orders. "You blew off the conference," Elizabeth said. 

"Yep. Hardly even thought about it, to be honest." She looked curiously at him. "There's something you're not saying. You seem—buoyant." 

He sat back against the cushion and smiled broadly. "Light," he said. "I feel light." He shrugged apologetically. 

"And you're not your usual voluble self, either. Where did you go, off to an ashram? What's going on?" 

"I met someone." 

"Oh!" Taken aback, Elizabeth looked for more to say, but found her way blocked by etiquette. "She— she must have made quite an impression." 

"My endorphins like her endorphins." 

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. 

"Well—being in love is being on drugs, right? Who knows that better than us?" "You're such a shameless romantic." He grinned. "All I know is that I spent three days 

with a woman I can't stop thinking about. What is it the pushers say—the first fix is free?" 

"This is serious, then." 

"It is for me," he said. 

Their meals arrived, his a country platter, hers an omelet and raisin toast. Jonathan sprinkled salt from the shaker into his hand to measure it, then scattered it over his eggs. "It's funny," he went on. "I think you learn half of everything that matters in the first hour 

you know someone, and spend a lifetime trying to get the rest. Don't you think?" 

"I think I'm the wrong person to ask that," Elizabeth said, her smile fragile. It was Jonathan's turn to be taken aback, but she did not leave him an opening to probe. "I'm happy for you," she said. "And I'm glad you had someone to pick you up after what happened Thursday. Have you thought about what you're going to do?" 

"About Alynn?" 

"About your work." 

His brows knitted. "Keep going. What else?" 

"You still believe in what you're doing, then." 

"Of course." He spun a forkful of pancakes in a puddle of syrup. "I don't think I ever told you where this began. When I was an undergrad at the U of Toronto, I read Dennett's Consciousness Explained for a psych class. Coming from my background, I should have taken to it like water. But it upset the hell out of me." 

"It upset a lot of people, in the beginning." 

"Well, most of them apparently got used to the idea that they don't really exist," Jonathan said. "I never did. I read Consciousness Explained three more times, back to back to back, before I finally decided that he hadn't and it wasn't. He explained it away, if anything." 

"You wouldn't be the first to raise an objection along those lines." He noticed then that her eyes were bloodshot, her cheeks pallid, and realized how different her weekend must have been. 

"No. But I hope to be the first to make one stick. That's what started me on this path. Liz, I don't want to have to believe that the Dennett school is right. Reductionism is—too cold to be right. Intellect without heart." 

Jonathan sipped at his coffee and went on. "When it was time to leave Toronto for postdoc, I deliberately went looking for someone who wasn't under Dennett's spell. But I never forgot which piper calls the tune. And I never deluded myself into thinking that I was going to be beloved for trying to snatch the piper's pipe away." 

"That's good," Elizabeth said. "Because I don't want to see you become the Walter Pitts of your generation. Do you know Pitts?" 

"No." 

"Not many do anymore. That's because he stopped believing in his own work. He burned all of his unpublished papers in logic and mathematics, and drank himself to death afterward." 

"Ouch." 

"Ouch, indeed. Jonathan, if you don't already realize it, I have to warn you—last Thursday was just a skirmish. Are you tough enough for what's to come?" 

"I guess we'll see, won't we?" he said with a too-easy smile. "What alternative is there?" 

"Change your direction. Fold your hand." 

Jonathan was shaking his head before she was finished. "No. I can't do that without giving up my whole view of what it means to be a human being. Maybe we really are evolution's androids, as Harris says. How did he put it? 'Biomechanical imitations of the idea of a self-aware organism with free will.' But I'll be damned if I'll concede him the point just to avoid an argument." 

A pleased smile. "Then I need to put on my boss hat." 

"Go ahead." 

"Even though it's detestable and thoroughly unprofessional gossip, your encounter with Harris has complicated things for me. It's weakened my position that you deserve some latitude. There's another round of budget cuts on the horizon, and I don't think I can protect you as things are today." 

"What do I need to do?" 

"What you've been resisting doing. You have to leave the lab in Eric's hands, hide away in your little cave office, and get that first paper ready for daylight. And that's as close to an order as I'm given the authority to issue." 

Jonathan pursed his lips. "I have to confess I've been trying to think of a good way to send a message to my pal C.H. that this particular bug didn't stay swatted." 

"I'll give you something else to think about— speaking as your friend, now," she said. "Harris could hardly hold a conversation all weekend without bringing you into it, to ridicule. If he's trying that hard to swat you, he must be worried that there's something to what you're doing. I wouldn't be surprised if he went back to Atlanta and put two or three of his rent-a-docs to work on it. You really can't wait any longer, Jonathan. You have to publish." 

"I wanted to make it bulletproof," he said with a sigh. 

"It never will be." 

"If I had another year, even—" 

"You don't," she said bluntly. "But you have enough data to stop whispering in the basement. And somebody who tears your paper to pieces will say something that'll open your eyes to something you missed, and your work will be the stronger for it. You don't want your intellectual children to have that inbred look, after all." 

Jonathan laughed. "All right. I'll start work on a paper, and you start trying to figure out who we'll have to bribe to get it published." 

"We'll find some way to get it out there, Jonathan. 

Just get it written," said Elizabeth. She glanced at her watch. "I have to be going—I have a meeting at nine." "I'm going to finish this," he said, gesturing at his half-filled plate. "Don't worry about the check, I'll get it." 

"Thank you." As she stood and began donning her winter armor she asked with studied casualness, "Where's Alynn this morning?" 

"Pennsylvania," Jonathan said. "She flew home last night, late." "Ah. Too bad—I would have liked to have met the woman who could do this to you." 

"You will," Jonathan said. He looked up, a foolish grin sneaking onto his face. "She's coming back—with her stuff. To live." 

Elizabeth stiffened and blinked in surprise. "Well. I guess her endorphins like yours, too. Congratulations." 

"Thanks, Liz." He shook his head in wonder. "It's been so strange. I had no idea that I was lonely until I met her. Does that make any sense?" 

"Don't ever ask love to make sense, Jonathan." She smiled faintly as she retreated a step toward the entrance. "It's the wrong part of the brain, after all." 

The new sign above the entrance to the suite said The Squid is OUT. But that morning, Jonathan's view of it was partly blocked by the head-high double stack of white boxes that narrowed the corridor by half. Easing past them, he called, "Eric, your order from the Chinese restaurant is here." 

He was answered with a distant chortle. "Hey, Captain—isn't this the day? I didn't expect to see you here." 

"I didn't expect to see me here, either." Eric emerged from the lab and followed Jonathan into the office. "What happened, some delay?" 

"No, Alynn's moving in today, right on schedule." "Um—I'm not trying to meddle, but shouldn't yoube there helping?" 

"No need—I'd just be in the way. She paid for shelf-to-shelf, cupboard-to-cupboard moving. DesignerRelocations, Inc. I offered to hurt my back for her,though." 

"Hey, it's the thought that counts. DesignerRelocations, eh? Those guys are fun to watch. My father's company paid for a turn-key mover when hewas sent down to head up the Orlando division. Awoman came in with a digital camera, photographedeverything before it was packed, then went down toDad's new place and planned where everything wouldgo. And you're right, you'd have been in the way." Ericpointed past Jonathan toward the boxes in the hallway. "Speaking of 'in the way,' were you expectinganything?" 

"Huh? No," Jonathan said, looking back. "Is that for us? I thought it was just waiting for the freight elevator." 

"It got tired of riding and got off here. And it hasyour name on it." 

"My name?" 

"Yep. I had to sign for them. And FedEx almostdidn't settle for me." 

Jonathan frowned. "I'm confused." 

They went together out into the corridor and inspected the boxes. "If these are what I think theyare—" Eric said, and shook his head. "You sure youdidn't commit fifty thousand dollars of grant moneyand forget about it?" 

"Why, what do you think they are?" 

Eric pointed to the corporate logo in the center of theside of the nearest box—a stylized carbon ring enclosingthe initials ML. "Molecular Logic makes a deskside supercomputer with a massively parallel bus. A thousand twenty-four processors clocking twenty gigahertz, and it'll run any operating system ever made." 

"Been window-shopping again?" 

"I saw the one over at the meteorology department a couple of months ago. They're using it to test weather and climate models for NOAA. I'd love to see what it can do with Flight Simulator 3000." 

As Eric was speaking, Jonathan found the packing slip glued to one of the largest boxes and tore the plastic envelope open. "Something called a Model 1?" 

"That's it." 

Jonathan handed the packing slip to Eric as he passed him, heading back toward the office. "I have to make a phone call. Don't touch anything," he said, and closed the door firmly behind him. 

Since he wasn't sure where she was at that hour, he used Alynn's 700 number. When she answered, he could hear other voices and a hollow metal clanging—someone running up a loading ramp, perhaps—behind her. 

"Hi," he said. "Sounds like the truck's there. Um— did some of your stuff maybe get misdirected over here?" 

Alynn laughed happily. "Oh, good—you got your surprise on schedule. So now you've got something to unpack today, too." 

"I don't understand—" 

"I want you to have what you need to do your work. I was going to see if you could use my old Octal, but I decided half measures wouldn't do. Will the Model l's do the job? I described your situation to my Arcadia tech and that's what he recommended." 

"Lynn—I can't take this kind of gift from you." 

"Oh, don't worry," she said. "None of the papers even mention the university. So nobody from the controller's office is going to be able to come say, no, we want those for the School of Family Ecology. And they're all paid for, including a year of on-site service. All you have to do is put them to work." 

"Lynn, I—thank you. I'm—completely stunned. This is an incredible, an incredibly generous impulse. But we have to talk about this." 

"All right," she said. He wondered if he heard a touch of impatience in her voice. "They need me upstairs right now, though. Is tonight soon enough?" 

"You're coming back to Village Green? Or should I come over there?" 

"That's the plan—to finish up at your place. And, Jon? We'll talk tonight, but those boxes aren't going back—so there's no reason to wait to open them up. Dive in and have fun." 

When the connection was broken, Jonathan sat back in his chair for a long moment, blowing a long sigh through his hand, then scratching his cheek. Then he went out to rejoin Eric. 

"Well, this stuff is ours," he said. "On loan from Alynn." 

"I figured as much, from the 'Ordered By:' on this," Eric said, returning the packing list to Jonathan. "There's two of 'em, Doc," he went on, excitedly. "And they've got the extensible bus with Niagara optical interconnects—we can run them as one unit if we want. Doc, I'm worried. Once these puppies are wired for sound, I might actually get caught up on processing the archives." 

"Why does that worry you?" 

Eric shook his head, his expression gravely earnest. "That backlog—why, it's the only thing that's given meaning to my life. It's been the defining focus of my existence. What do you do once you've seen Disney World? What did Armstrong do after his stroll on the Sea of Tranquility? What does Sisyphus do on federal holidays? I see a crisis coming, Doc. I don't know if I can cope with leisure." 

Laughing, Jonathan captured the top box of the nearest stack in his arms. "Come on. I want to see you sweat." 

"Think one of these boxes has a factory technician in it?" "It's not on the packing list." 

Simply making room for the new systems in the crowded lab was a challenge in itself. Before long, the chronic shortage of clear flat surfaces exploded to a full-fledged crisis. 

Midmorning found Jonathan and Eric sitting on the floor in the midst of a chaos of packing and immaculate eggshell-blue components, studying different volumes of the Molecular Logic documentation set by means of laptops perched on laps. When visitors peeked in to see if the rumors circulating upstairs were true, the two men seemed as oblivious to the clutter as a child on Christmas morning is oblivious to the pile of discarded wrapping paper and bows, and easily as happy. 

By noon, they had the first system up in diagnostic mode, its configuration daemon pulling down gigabyte-sized blocks of operating system. They also had a call out to Eric's friend in the meteorology department for help. While they devoured a lunch of Caribbean conch roll and pate turnovers courtesy of Takeout Taxi, they marveled at the spectacular screen displays of the Model l's Graphics Obstacle Course. 

"We'll have to get some VR 'sets in here. We may never use a flatscreen again," Jonathan said. "Your lady does come from another world, doesn't she?" Eric said respectfully. "I mean, normal people 

have a couple of extra calculators in the kitchen drawer—" 

"—including one that uses a battery nobody sells anymore," offered Jonathan, "and another that has a 7 key that sticks every third time you press it—" 

"—and maybe an orphan Compaq in the garage, that used to belong to their father when he was in college—" 

"—which they can't quite bring themselves to throw out because it still works just fine, even if the kids can't be bothered with anything that won't run Killer Elite." 

"That's the one," said Eric. "It's in the box next to the turntable that they kept in case they ever wanted to play any of the records that seem to have disappeared the last time they moved. Pass me the chips?" 

Jonathan complied and took up the theme. "Normal people have a cabinetful of kitchen appliances their parents thought looked really useful and turned out not to be." 

"Normal people," said Eric, wiping crumbs from his mouth, "have one more car than they really need, sitting in the driveway dripping oil onto a piece of cardboard and waiting for Jennifer to come home from college for the summer." 

"Normal people still have the discs for the last three upgrades to their favorite software, just in case." 

"Rusty padlocks without keys, and keys to places they used to live." 

"Three corkscrews—five if they don't drink wine." 

"But normal people," Eric said, "do not have extra pianos, spare forced-air furnaces, or surplus deskside supercomputers. Am I right?" 

"Unquestionably. Not even one, much less two." 

"So, it's settled, then. You've managed to find a woman as strange as you are, you lucky dog. Ching,ching, ching—jackpot!" 

His mouth full of steak sandwich at the moment, Jonathan smiled and raised his paper cup as in a toast. 

"She's going to have her own apartment in HuronTowers, right?" 

"Yep. Eighth floor, view of the river. More her office than her apartment, though—I think." "How's that going to work, exactly?" "We'll probably be making it up as we go along,"

said Jonathan. "You know, neither one of us has lived with anyone for a long time. She said she wants a placeto work where she can get away and completely controlthe environment. And she needs a place for her cats." 

Eric cocked an eyebrow. "You have something against cats?" 

"Village Green doesn't allow pets, and I just starteda new two-year lease. But I don't think that had anything to do with her decision," said Jonathan. "Thecats keep her honest, she says—having to feed themand such. She said Archimedes and Hypatia are betterthan any scheduler at making sure she works every day or two, and comes back eventually when she runs away. I guess that sounds strange, too." 

"Actually, not to me," Eric said. "I had an uncle who bought a macaw after my aunt died. He said itgave him a reason to come home, and someone to talkto when he got there." He grinned. "Of course, maybeshe just doesn't want you to have a relationship withher cats. And who could blame her for being careful,after all?" 

Jonathan wadded up the waxed paper that had surrounded his sandwich and hurled it in Eric's direction. "Just remember, you're going to want a letter of recommendation from me someday." 

Eric caught the missile and flipped it into a nearby trash can. "As I was saying, Doc, she's obviously a sterling judge of character, a woman of impeccable taste—" 

"And don't you forget it." 

"Good God, Eric," a new voice said. "Who's your decorator? It looks like you set off a ten-kiloton mess bomb in here." 

"Hey, Archie," Eric said, scrambling to his feet to greet the newcomer. "Thanks for coming over. This is Dr. Briggs. And these—these are our new babies. You may drool enviously at will—" 

They worked through the afternoon, backing up the Vector Integration Counter programs on the Octanes, substituting the Model l's in their place, and bringing the router and storage subsystems back online. Their progress was slowed by the need to rebuild several automated routines, solve timing and interface problems, and test and retest. Archie left them a little after four, but Eric and Jonathan pushed on well into the evening. 

"Unless I've missed something," Jonathan said finally, "all that's left to do is bring up VIC and let him at the matrix library. Have I missed something?" 

Eric plucked a micro DVD from his vest pocket and held it up with a hopeful look on his face. Jonathan squinted to read the logo, then smiled tiredly and sat back in his chair. 

"Right. It occurs to me," Jonathan said, glancing at his watch, "that we need to do some certification runs before we bring VIC up full-time. Put some of last week's work through the grinder again, so we can A-B the results and know that we've got everything set up right. Which means getting into the backup cabinets. What do you say we leave that for morning, and let this rig burn-in overnight?" 

"Fine by me." 

"And if you want to do a little—eh, independenttesting between now and then, I don't see where that'ddo any harm." 

Eric grinned. "Thanks, Doc."

Jonathan left Eric happily introducing the new computers to Flight Simulator 3000. When he reachedhis apartment, he found it quiet, and Alynn and thecats all curled up in bed together. His bed. Their bed. 

Of the three, only Archimedes, the sable tiger,seemed to notice his arrival. Lying curled in the smallof Alynn's back, he raised his head, ears cocked alertly,and studied Jonathan suspiciously. But Hypatia, herpurr audible across the room and her orange fur warmin the glow from the reading lamp beside the bed, didnot stir from the pillow she was sharing with Alynn.And Alynn herself, fully clothed but for shoes, lay onher side atop the bedspread, hugging a pillow in apparent restful sleep. 

Jonathan stood silently and watched them for a longminute or more, memorizing the sight with a smallhappy smile on his face. Then he tiptoed out, closingthe door to a crack, and went to the kitchen to make himself dinner. There were strange appliances on thecounters, a surfeit of silverware in the drawers, and a stack of three boxes beside the refrigerator, the top oneopened to reveal glassware wrapped in tissue paper. 

After a survey of a refrigerator uncommonlycrowded with unfamiliar foods, he started construction on a sandwich. Before he had finished, Alynn came upbehind him, her arms going around his chest and hercheek against his spine. "Hi," she said. "You must bethe papa bear. Sorry, but I ate all the porridge." 

"Hi," he said, turning into the embrace and kissingher forehead. "Sorry if I woke you. It's hard to be perfectly quiet in a kitchen." 

"I didn't mean to fall asleep. It's only nine o'clock. For some reason today just wore me out." 

"Stress. Moving's one of the top ten stressors in everyday life. Right up there with new relationships." He advanced his kiss down the bridge of her nose to her lips. "If I'd known I was going to find you in bed, I'd have been home hours ago." 

"For all the good it would have done you," she said with a smile, breaking the embrace. "Go on, finish making your dinner." At that moment, Archimedes appeared and rubbed himself on her ankles. "Is it all right about the cats? I didn't want to leave them alone tonight, they're both still spooked by the move. Once I spend some time with them there tomorrow, they should settle down." 

"It's fine," he said. "The management will never know unless they both decide the living room's their sandbox. How did everything go today?" 

They sat together at the dinette while he ate and she related the Case of the Disappearing Pentagram. A wall hanging that appeared in the photographs and on the inventory had come up missing from the truck. The move supervisor the driven and Alynn were mystified for several hours as calls and faxes bounced back and forth between Ann Arbor and Pittsburgh, until finally the story unfolded. 

"Do you know what a woman's star is?" Mouth full, Jonathan shook his head. "Sure you do. The mirror of Venus, the astrological symbol? With a pentagram inscribed in the circle. Mine was hand-carved from rosewood, unfinished, about this tall." Alynn held her hands a foot apart. "I had it by my front door. 

"Well, it seems that the packer assigned to the living room—a brand-new employee, on his second job—was a Liberty Cathedral member. And all his training about packing without prying and treating what you handle like your own went pffft. He decided my woman's star was satanic and blasphemous, and disappeared it." 

"Oh, no—" 

"Oh, yes. Threw it in the Unrecyclables Dumpster for my cottage circle."^ "That's outrageous. He confessed to this?" "I think 'boasted' is the word you want." "Any chance that they can find it?" "Oh, they already have. It's on the Pittsburgh dis

trict manager's desk. If we'd been on a twice-a-week waste pickup schedule, it would've been gone. But it's been rained on, and I guess it drew up some stains from Lady-knows-what in the Dumpster. Maybe it can be saved, though." 

"They'll pay for that, I assume. And so will he." 

"He's now looking for work. And DRI's been very apologetic. Since what happened wasn't exactly accidental, they're taking 15 percent off my bill, plus covering repair or replacement, price no object. And my poor little star will be here in the morning, air freight," she said. 

"I think I'd be a lot more upset than you seem to be." 

"It's a thing, Jonathan," she said, then smiled. "But just think if that Bible-blinded wunderkind had been assigned to my library. Or the chest at the foot of my bed. I'd be missing a lot more than a hundred-dollar sculpture from a craft fair." 

Jonathan drained his glass of birch beer and set it aside. "So when do I get to peek into your library?" 

"I was thinking you might pick me up tomorrow after you're done at school. You can come up and see the office, and then you can take me car-shopping. I sold the SUV to my old landlord—I need a little town car." 

"Sounds doable," he said, rising and carrying his plate to the kitchen. 

She followed him as far as the refrigerator. "If you're ready to talk about your day, I think I'm awake enough to have that conversation now." 

"Oh—" Jonathan shrugged. "It can keep." 

"No, no. Bad precedent. This is our first night together, and I don't want to start out that way," she said. "I don't want you afraid to tell me how you feel. I don't want to have to think that what we've started here is that fragile." 

"So—truth time?" 

"Please." 

"Let's go sit down somewhere," he said. 

After displacing some boxes that had settled there first, they settled on the couch. Alynn waited for him to start. 

"When I called you this morning, I was—" Jonathan searched his thoughts for a word both truthful and diplomatic. 

She waited several seconds, then offered, "Angry?" "No. Finding it hard to be grateful. Finding it easier to be a little suspicious." 

"Was that because you started wondering what I was up to? Did you think I'd sent those workstations to you for me—for my purposes?" 

"I wondered, anyway." 

"Because it's too big. Too much. Makes you feel like you owe me." 

"I guess." 

"I thought so." She sighed and sat back against the arm of the couch, facing him. "I thought we'd have to have this conversation, and I hope we don't have to have it twice. Jon, I could do that for you without a second thought or an ulterior motive. There doesn'thave to be an angle for me except wanting you to behappy." 

"That's $100,000 worth of happy you dropped on my doorstep." 
"More like 120, if you're counting—Boone slappednew tariffs on Korean electronic components, effectiveJanuary 1. But Jonathan, Ant Wars alone earned me half a million dollars last year, clear. And it was therunt of the litter." 

Jonathan was blinking in surprise. "Really?" 

"Really." She drew her legs up on the couch andcrossed them beneath her. "I'm not rich—I've met rich people, and I know the difference. But I've made moremoney than I had plans to spend. You know, like thosepoor folks who win the lottery and keep working, because they don't know how to live any other way?That's what I did—I hit the lottery." 

"It's not like it was luck, Lynn—" he protested. 

"Wasn't it? I didn't pick my talents from a menu,after all. Luck of the draw. Please—don't try to talk meout of thinking this way. If I start to think I deserve it,I won't be fit to live with." 

Jonathan yielded. "All right. But if you're not rich,if you're just Fortune's child—" 

"There's a limit to how much I can spend withoutturning into my mother," she said. "I don't want theBig House on the Hill—it just makes me feel small. Idon't have enough ego to fill it. I don't want to trade inmy jeans for thousand-dollar dresses. I don't want tostart collecting Hummels and jewelry, like the curatorof some private museum of kitsch." 

"Do you do anything for yourself?" 

"Of course," she said cheerfully. "I buy every neatnew gadget I want without waiting for it to comedown to commodity prices. I throw as much as the IRS will allow into a pension plan that I think of as bottledluck. I indulge myself with weekly professional massages, a Skynet subscription, wild-hair weekenders instrange cities, and having Kansas City barbecue flownin once a month. 

"And every now and then, I do something for acause—or a friend—I believe in." She smiled almost shyly. "I love you, Jon. That's all the reason I need.Please let me do this." 

Finally, he understood. It was a selfless gift—the expression of a selfless spirit of a kind that was new andalmost alien to him. He scooted along the couch toward her and drew her into his arms. "I'm sorry I wassuch a dunce," he said. "Thank you, sweet." 

"My pleasure," she said. "You big jerk."

Jonathan answered the insult with a kiss, to which she did not seem to object. "Can I get you to tradein your jeans for a ten-dollar set of washed-intosubmission percale sheets?" 

"Maybe—if the sheets have ugly flowers on them." 

He gaped at her with dumb suspicion. "Why?" 

"Why? Everyone knows ugly flowers are the Western world's one true aphrodisiac." 

"They are?" 

"Well, they must be," she said with deadpan earnestness. "It can't be an accident so many people haveworked so hard to fill our bedrooms with ugly flowers—can it?" 

A grin broke through his uncomprehending stare."I can safely say that I've never considered the question," Jonathan said with a shake of his head. "But I think we should go test your theory on a bed of faded—eh, I think they might be peonies. Purely in theinterest of science, of course." 

"Why, Jonathan, you silver-tongued romantic, you." 

"What can I say? You inspire me." 

She smiled piquantly. "Well, I can try." They made slow, quiet, intense love under the watchful and possibly envious eye of Archimedes, who perched determinedly on one corner of the bed while they were so engaged, then insinuated himself between them when at last they stopped moving in unsettling ways. As sleep crept up on him, Jonathan was filled with a profound contentment, and the apartment seemed bathed in peace. There was a Tightness about Alynn's presence in his life, his spaces, as though she brought to them all that had been missing from them. It was a feeling and a moment he wanted to remember. "If I'm going to be held responsible for anniversaries, I want advance warning," he said, nudging Alynn. "What do we count tonight as? I'm going to have to write these things down, you know." She opened her eyes and smiled at him. "Count it as Flowers 1, Forces of Chaos and Entropy nothing." 

They lived out of time-sync. She was an owl, he a lark, and they made their lives together in the twilight. 

The pattern of their days that spring was this: Without benefit of alarm, no matter how late he had been up, Jonathan would awaken shortly after the sun first struck the panels of the bedroom's vertical blinds. Slipping out of the room, he would eat a simple breakfast with the overnight news. Then, still wearing only the T-shirt he had slept in, he would closet himself in the second bedroom and go online to the lab to wrestle with his paper for a few hours. 

As noon approached, he would rejoin Alynn in bed, or she would come find him at his desk. They would eat together; breakfast for her and lunch for him—or, sometimes, make love in the warm light that bathed the bed. Then he would have to hurry to the earlier of the two afternoon classes he was teaching that semester. The balance of his afternoons he kept for office hours and class preparation, leaving the lab in Eric's hands. 

Alynn spent her afternoons in her own apartment-office. Jonathan knew little about what she did there— she would only work when she was alone, and would not talk about her projects until they were finished. He imagined her in her rooms high above the river, looking out from her balcony with a cat on her shoulder, and saw her as a twelve-year-old tomboy perched in a tree, imagining a more interesting world to inhabit. 

Jonathan could not call her—her voice mailer intercepted any interruptions from outside—but every day, late in the afternoon, she would call him to make plans for their evening. She had discovered how little he knew about what existed off-campus and bought a coupon passbook, less for the discounts than to serve as a "visitor's" guide. It became the focus of a game they called Recreation Roulette—one of them riffling through the book, the other sticking a finger in at random to decide what they would do or where they would eat. 

"With what I do, it's too easy for me to end up staying home all the time with people I made up," Alynn told him. "You have to make me go out and do things if you want to keep me sane. It doesn't matter what we do, as long as it's not canned fun." 

So they braved bowling, canoeing in Gallup Park, and even paragliding lessons, and turned miniature golf into a fierce but friendly war for bragging rights. Ice-skating was a disaster of laughter, but riding rented bikes through Nichols Arboretum and along the river was sufficiently delightful that both of them bought twenty-one-speed mountain tourers the next day. And though Alynn expressed disinterest in what she called "looking-at" entertainments, they spent a night at theharness-racing track, another at a comedy club, andseveral nights taking in live folk music at the Ark. 

Weekends allowed for more ambitious adventures. Alynn surprised Jonathan with box-seat tickets for aSaturday afternoon game at Tiger Park, and then Toronto surprised him by stealing a 7-4 victory overthe home club. Jonathan talked Alynn into tryinghorseback riding at the state park in Pinckney, andthen had trouble talking her into giving back thehorse. There was no lure powerful enough to temptthem into Detroit, but they took the SpeedRail all theway to Chicago and then back to Toronto in the samebreathless weekend—just because Jonathan had neverbeen to the top of the Sears Tower and Alynn hadnever been to the top of the CN Tower. 

In mid-April, Jonathan's parents, Julian and EllenLee, made curious by something they'd heard from orin their son, came to Ann Arbor for a weekend. Without crowding too close, they joined Alynn andJonathan for three meals, a long afternoon of flea-market shopping, and a Saturday evening of easy conversation in an outdoor hot tub. 

"I like the way they are together," Alynn toldJonathan when his parents had gone back to Toronto."We could be like that." It was as though until thenshe'd had no vision of what it might mean for two people to grow old together comfortably and happily. 

Life reacquired an intensity Jonathan had forgottenit could have. But his life had seemed full to him before, and he wondered how he kept finding room forso much more. Part of the answer was that he was cheating his classes. Only his glibness and the fact thathe had taught both courses twice before kept it fromshowing more than it did. And he and Eric had temporarily shuttered the SQUID chamber, since neither of them had the time to build or keep up with even a modest testing schedule. 

But it seemed to Jonathan that most of the difference was inside him. Everything was lit by a different light, somehow all at once steadier, softer, and brighter. He had not known he was lonely until the day he knew he was in love with Alynn. Perhaps, he thought, he had not let himself know. 

Their best times were at the end of the day. Curled up together on the couch or in bed, her head on his shoulder or his in her lap, they would listen to music or the day's news queue, talking quietly if at all. If they made love then, it was languid, unfocused, unselfish, a gentle passion rather than a fiery or playful one. 

No matter how they passed the time, most nights, he would be asleep by midnight. In what had become a tender ritual, she would kiss him and whisper, "I want that back in the morning." Then she would leave him to do whatever undone thing most nagged at her—perhaps to test-play a competitor's new product in the living room, perhaps to return to Huron Towers for a few hours' more privacy. 

But she would come back in the middle of the dark hours and wordlessly cuddle up against him like a child seeking the security of her parents' bed. He kept that perception to himself, for it was important to Alynn not to need anyone's protection, and there was no hint of need or dependence in what they would admit to each other about their bond. Alynn had bloodied her own hands hammering out her armor, and wore it with a craftsman's quiet pride. 

Even so, when Jonathan would wake in the morning and find her small and trusting in the cradle of his arms, or clinging to him spoonwise in a sleep-stilled hug, he felt like her shield and defender, and liked the feeling. Against what dragons he sheltered her, he could only guess; but it pleased him that he could offer her refuge, even if only in a wordless Morphian pact. It was the least that he would have done for her, even if it were the most she would allow. 

His own dragons sneered and mocked him as they prowled outside the door; but as long as he held her, they would not enter. So he laughed at them and lingered, listening to her slow, deep breaths, knowing her warm against him, looking on her face in sleep when geometry allowed, until the cool morning called him away. 

And those were the very best moments of all. 

It was almost predictable. On the morning Jonathan'slife blew up under him, rude surprises were simply inthe air. 

A cup of coffee in one hand and a plastic-wrappedpastry in the other, Jonathan wandered sleepily intothe living room. "Good morning, Alfred." 

Across the room, red lights winked on. "Good morning," said his digital secretary. "Ready." 

"Show me new mail," Jonathan said, settling onone end of the couch. The television panel brightened.He scanned the list that appeared and sat back, raisingthe cup to his lips. "Defer. Show me my news queue." 

It was the morning after Blue Jays pitcher BrianThomassen threw a one-hitter in Yankee Stadium, and then was killed with one shot by a Yankees fan in hishotel lobby. The fan had watched the game on cableTV in a Bronx bar, where, witnesses said, he had been both drinking and betting heavily. 

It was the day after Cincinnati police raided JaecoMedia, publishers of the lesbian videozine Fist, arrestingthe owner and thirty-one employees—all women. Theraid was Ohio's first under the MacKinnon "hostile environment" women's civil rights statute. Mrs. Amanda Pickson, a minister's wife and the complainantin the case, primly told CNN that "the very idea of awoman lying with another woman degrades me as awife and mother." 

And it was the morning that the new Republican administration defaulted on nearly $6 billion in treasurynotes held by Korean banks, calling it "not a retaliation, but a warning to all of America's trading partnersthat we will not sit still and be bled by foreign leechesuntil all that's left is an economic corpse." The best thepresident's cheerleaders could find to say was that themove would (momentarily, albeit) reduce the nationaldebt, the first time that had happened in two decades. 

The Thomassen murder and the Jaeco Media raid were one-shots, headed straight for the talk shows. Butthe default story would carry the buzz all day long.Before Jonathan finished his crumb cake and coffee, the European Community called an emergency meeting of the ministers of commerce, and the Korean ambassador was demanding an audience with the president. 

As Jonathan rinsed his mug in the kitchen, NBCiannounced a flash poll showing 71 percent support forthe default. While he brushed his teeth, the New York Stock Exchange, apparently heeding some other poll,suspended trading until 2 P.M. as a "precaution." 

Jonathan took it all in without any clear idea whatit might mean to him. Alfred had no instructions toshow him routine political and economic news, and sohe had missed most of the foreshadowing. Dump-andgouge strategies? Korean-Chinese price collusion? Inflation-stoking? Predatory marketing? He suspectedAlynn had paid more attention and would have a better grasp of the ramifications, and thought briefly about waking her. 

But he did not have much time to think about it. The phone rang as he opened his office door, even before he could settle behind his keyboard. The caller IDwindow showed that it was Eric calling, on the labline, and Jonathan picked up. 

"What's up, guy?" 

"You are, finally," Eric said, with the impatient ill humor that comes with worry. "I've had a Notifypending for almost an hour and a half now. I didn'tknow you had a do-not-disturb sign up at night." 

"I didn't used to." 

"Yeah, well, I was on the verge of riding over thereand throwing rocks at your window. Doc, you'd bettercome in. Molly One kicked out an anomaly reportovernight that you need to see." 

"What kind of anomaly? What was Molly One doing last night?" 

"Deep correlation analysis—the new program." 

"And—" 

Eric hesitated. "A matrix match. Tweedledum and Tweedledee," he said finally. "How close?" "To four nines." "I'm on my way," Jonathan said with a worried

frown. 

During the short drive to campus, Jonathan kept his fears at bay by brainstorming a list of ways to explain away the threat now looming over the project. 

From the start, he had understood that uniqueness was the keystone of any antimechanist model. Premise: We are different because we think differently. Premise: We think differently because there exists something uniquely individual about each neural matrix, something at once dynamic and stable, something 

that both distinguishes one from another and provides the unity between the child and the man. Jonathan did not know quite what it was, but he had glimpsed it, in the dancing patterns of the vectors. 

Brains and environments are all that is, said Clement Harris. Consciousness is the membrane of the cell, nothing more—the sentry at the door, the face it presents to the world. When I think a thought about thinking, is there any difference between the "I" and the thought? Where can a thought stand to see itself? 

Uniqueness was Jonathan's answer. That all brains "think" alike, following the strict mechanistic rules of neurochemistry, was a reality Jonathan could not dispute. But he hoped to show that all persons do not think alike—thanks to the integrity of process he called personality, because he dared not call it consciousness. We are not the sum but the synthesis and the synergy of our parts. 

But if the matrices were not all different—if all personalities were not unique— 

"Then I'm fucked," he said glumly to the empty car. 

There was a beggar at the north entrance to campus, a curly-haired middle-aged man with a droopy moustache and dead eyes, wearing faded jeans and carrying a cardboard sign that read WILL WORK FOR FOOD. The beggar showed the sign in Jonathan's direction as he waited in line to be cleared through the gate, but it was a gesture empty of hope, calloused to the expected rejection. 

Toronto had not prepared Jonathan for such things. He had never grown accustomed to the sight of homeless people, or to the guilty discomfort the sight evoked in him. While in Boston, overwhelmed by their numbers, he had learned to avoid eye contact, almost to avoid seeing them entirely. When he had first come to Ann Arbor, he had been relieved to find that there were mercifully few of them, and compassion crept back in. 

But their number had increased with time, and he had fallen back into his old habit of looking away. This time, though, he found himself staring. 

Isn't misery personal? Isn't pleasure? Isn't love? he asked the beggar silently. I'd like to see Harris tell you directly that your pain is an illusion—that you don't really exist to feel the despair you wear on your face. 

Jonathan shook his head. What arrogance. What a hollow vision. Dear God, if I had to believe that, I think I'd kill myself. Wind-up machines with push-button controls—there has to be more to being than that. The matrix match has to be a mistake. I can't accept anything else— 

Despite his insensible state, the beggar finally noticed Jonathan's attention, and decided to take it as encouragement. Jonathan lowered his window and fumbled in his wallet while the beggar approached. 

"Here," he said, and held out a fifty-dollar bill. The man was slow to take it. "Rather have work than a handout," he said with stiff pride. 

"I know," Jonathan said. There were three car lengths open ahead of his car, and a horn sounded impatiently from behind. "But you earned it." 

"How?" 

By being there, hurting more than I am. But he couldn't say that, so he said, "Someday, somewhere, you earned it and didn't get it. You know better than me when." 

Jonathan expected an argument, but the man nodded wordlessly, took the bill, and said a quiet "Thanks" before turning away. 

The horn sounded again from behind. Jonathan answered with a contemptuous one-finger salute, held high out the window, and stood on the brake a few extra seconds before pulling ahead. 

Even you, he thought. Even jerks are more thanprogrammed responses. I'll give anyone the benefit ofthe doubt on that. Only children say "I couldn't helpit"—adults should be ashamed to take that dodge. 

Kelly and Eric were both waiting for Jonathan by thelab dooii wearing expressions that belonged in an emergency room lounge. 

"Long faces won't help any," Jonathan said, managing a respectable imitation of a smile. "Let me see the anomaly report." 

"It's on your desk," Kelly said. 

They followed him inside and stood back while he skimmed the single sheet of paper. "All right," Jonathan said. "I'll entertain any possibility except one. That includes any manner of screwup or stupidity on my part or yours, any flavor of software or hardware glitch. The only unacceptable answer is that this match isn't an error." 

"We have a few ideas." That was Eric, cautious. 

"I have a few of my own. I want a look at it myself first, though. Can you bring these two records—0218 and 6853—up side by side on Molly One and Molly Two?" 

"All ready to go." 

Jonathan stood with his arms crossed and one hand on his chin, studying the shimmering matrices as the first test suite ran in synchrony at half speed. 

"I don't see it," said Kelly. 

"Shh," said Jonathan. "I do." 

He watched through to the end, though he had seen what he needed to in the first minute, in the intangible gestalt of the matrix about which he would not speak. 

When the first suite ended and Molly One's screenwent blue, Jonathan was wearing an expression grimmer than either of his assistants' had been. 

"It's a closer match than twins," said Eric. 

"Let's look at the documentation on those two subjects, and the audit trail," Jonathan said. "Isn't there any more to compare?" Kelly asked. Jonathan shook his head. "Not for the early num

bers, the old scans I did while I was in Toronto. I added the second suite in Boston and the third here." He sat down at the terminal and called up the firstrecord. 

Number 0218 was one Dugan Beckett of Toronto,male, age sixty-one at the time he was tested. "I remember him," Jonathan said, leaning back. "Lookedlike the perfect gentleman grandpa in the chair. But hehad a very dry and bawdy sense of humor when hewas out of it—kept us all laughing." 

Number 6853 was one Brett Winston of Toledo, Ohio, male, age four when tested. "That was one ofmine," Eric said. "Can't say as I remember him, though. We mapped a lot of preschoolers last spring." 

"Well," said Jonathan, "let me make perfectly clearwhat the stakes are. A matrix match would falsify either the definition of personality on which all of ourmapping has been based, or—worst case—could falsify the entire premise of the research. 

"The reason is that it's an absurdity," he went on,"to say that two different brains possess the same personality, or that personalities are mosdy unique, except for the exceptions. 

"If an infinite number of mental monkeys types onan infinite number of neural typewriters, and two ofthem produce War and Peace with no more difference between the manuscripts than a few synonyms, commas, and the typeface—" He pointed toward Molly One. "That's all the differences amount to. Closer than twins, as Eric said." 

He tried the smile again, but less convincingly. "So,quick—give me some reasons not to be worried aboutthis." 

"What about a file error?" asked Kelly. "We could have copied over part of one file with another, gottenthem cross-linked. We've been moving things around alot in the last couple of months, after all." 

"No," Eric said. "Can't be. Those two files never even resided on the same server. And I did byte-forbyte compares on the backups—unless we somehowmanaged to mung them at the same time, the files Molly matched are the original session records." 

"Any other ideas, then?" Jonathan asked. 

"Sure. We're running a hundred-thousand-line program on a massively parallel networked platform withwhich we're not all that familiar yet. Maybe we finallyhit just the right combination of routines and data toflush out a bug. Every system's got 'em." 

"I was wondering about the possibility of anotherkind of bug." 

"How's that?" 

"A cruise virus," said Jonathan. "The lab's not isolated, after all. We're on three nets, you and I bothhave remote command access to the system manager,and we've all been known to walk a disk in here from time to time. If I wanted to stop us in our tracks,hatching a virus to rewrite a couple of our data fileswould be a particularly nasty way of doing it. It's a booby trap for publication. Whether we include thosedata or not, we're wide-open to challenge." 

"Doc, you have a devious mind," Eric said admiringly. "I don't think I ever want you pissed at me." 

Kelly asked, "But who'd want to do that?" 

"Anyone who has reason to want to see us look like idiots," Jonathan said. "Not that I'm making an accusation, mind you." 

"Oh. That someone. Of course not." 

"Well, you're right enough that the lab's wide-open," said Eric, "despite the virus scanners on all the front doors. And you're right that there's been enough time for a cruise virus to find us. But if you're right, there won't be a trace of it left anywhere in the system, except maybe a hidden marker to tell other copies that it's already been here." 

"But it would still be out on the nets." 

"Probably." 

"And if it was a hardware glitch or a software bug, we should be able to re-create it and track it down." 

"Maybe," Eric said slowly. "Not easily. There's no such thing as a perfect diagnostic or debugging tool, either. Sometimes computers get a little quirky and in the end there isn't anyone who can tell you why." 

"Well—at the very least, we need to recertify our systems and our procedures," Jonathan said. "If I can't have confidence in the work product, we're all wasting our time here. We have to pull the plug, quarantine the Mollies, and rebuild the system from the bottom up before we continue. And everything we've done since they got here has to be considered suspect until we can do a verification pass on a clean system. How long, Eric?" 

"How many hands?" 

"All three of us. Hired hands, too, if we need them." 

Eric frowned. "Three weeks. Maybe more." 

"That's about what I figured," Jonathan said with a little sigh. "In the meantime, we're going to have to find Mr. Beckett and young Mr. Winston and get them both in here for retesting. If retesting doesn't solve our problem, it ought at least to define it." He looked to Kelly. "Can you take on that job?" 

She nodded. "I'll find them," she said. "Do you want me to make the calls once I do?" 

"Yes. Tell them we'll pick up transportation and lodging—all their expenses. If you have to, offer them a fee." 

"How much?" 

"I don't think we can afford to have them say no. But I don't want it to look like there's a problem. Make it sound routine, longitudinal studies or some such." 

"I can do that," she said, standing. "I'll get on it right now." Jonathan looked to Eric as Kelly left them. "Can we get anything useful done before my one o'clock?" 

"Decide exactly what we're going to do, before we start pulling cables and wiping files. I was thinking that the disaster recovery plan might give us a good skeleton." 

Jonathan reached for a tablet. "Let's call it up, then, and take a look." 

They were still at work an hour later when Kelly rejoined them. She wore a stunned, wide-eyed expression, as though someone had slapped her. "Dr. Briggs—" 

Jonathan and Eric looked up. "What is it?" 

"I found Brett Winston. His parents will drive up with him next week—" 

"Terrific. Great work." 

She shook her head. "Not so terrific," she said. "I found Dugan Beckett, too. He's in St. James's Cemetery, in Cabbagetown. He died of colon cancer five months after you tested him." 

"Damn," Eric said softly. 

Jonathan closed his eyes momentarily, a slight twitching at the corners of his mouth the only outward sign of his struggle to hold himself together. "Thank you, Kelly," he said, looking away. "We're going to be spending a lot of hours here. Let's put in some munchies and everyone's caffeine of choice. Would you put together a list and make the run?" 

"Sure," she said. 

"Thanks," said Jonathan, standing. "I'll be back in a while. I'm going to go put Dr. Froelich in the picture, then find a good wall to pound my head on." He grinned ruefully. "Adversity builds character right?" 

"That's the rumor" Eric said. 

"Better hope so," said Jonathan, as lightly as he could manage. "I think we're looking at a major construction project." 

A low-flying helicopter beat a raucous tattoo against the sliding glass doors of the apartment's balcony, interrupting the conversation under way there. 

"No searchlight—probably a scrambulance, headed to the U hospital," Jonathan said, craning his head to follow the lights across the night sky until they vanished behind the roof of the building. 

"Sometimes they pass over the Towers so close that it sounds like they're landing Marines on the roof," Alynn said, and snuggled closer to him on the glider. "You were telling me about Dugan." 

Jonathan drew a long breath and let it out as a sigh. "When Kelly came in and told me he was dead, I was just crushed. A party balloon the morning after. A 'toon who's had a piano dropped on him. 

"All the way over to the lab this morning, I was telling myself, 'You can always get them back in and map them again. That'll settle this.' It never even occurred to me that one of them might be gone." 

"I remember when my father was killed," she said, "the biggest shock wasn't that he could be taken away. It was that I was sure I would have more time. It's so easy to take for granted people who are out of sight—as if they'll always be there, waiting for when we needthem. It's not how close we are to them—it's the unfinished business we have with them." 

"Yeah. That's kind of how this feels," he said, and squeezed her hand. "You know, honestly, I've had iteasy. All I ever had to do was take the road that wasopen to me. Oh, I've worked hard enough, but you canwork just as hard in a miserable job as you can in agood one." He shook his head. "It's all gone—pffft. Ifeel like I've used up all my luck." 

She smiled brightly at him. "You'll find a way to getpast this." 

"There isn't any. It's a dead end. It doesn't make anydifference, though," he said with a shrug. "There's novirus. There wasn't any hardware glitch, or softwarebug, or file error. We don't need to re-spec the map. Amonth from now, Eric and I are going to look at eachother and say, 'Huh. Guess it is a match, after all.'" 

"But you said—" 

"As soon as I saw the matrices side by side I knewwe were in trouble. Eric said they were closer thantwins. He was right. Lynn, I've seen thousands of thesethings. I've learned to see things in them that evenMolly can't. Those two maps are like snapshots of thesame person ten years apart." 

"I don't suppose you can just discard those twodata points. Or even just one of them." 

He laughed. "Sure we could. And we could getaway with it, too. Hell, who'd know? It's all in the family. But it'd be like sending a sub out on its shakedown cruise knowing that there's just this one littlebum weld concealed behind a bulkhead—" 

Neither said anything for a time. The steady white-noise rain of the pond's aerator fountain, masking thepedal tone of tires and motors from US 23, filled the space. Somewhere, a keening siren rose and fell away

like the call of a night bird. 

"Jonathan?" 

"What?" 

"If you're sure that it is a match, what would retesting them have settled?" 

"Where we went wrong," he said. "Now I'm probably going to have to find a second match to explainwhy we got the first one. And who knows how longthat will take?" He sighed, hooked his heels on therailing, and closed his eyes. 

"Jonathan—" . "Mmm." 

"Maybe they really are closer than twins." 

"What do you mean?" 

"When did Dugan die?"

"Eh—five years ago, more or less." 

"How old is Brett?" 

"Four—no, no, no, no," he said, sitting up. "Don'teven say it." 

"Why not? What if they match because they are thesame person?" 

"Alynn—look, that's just flat impossible, all right?When you close the refrigerator, the light goes out. Ifthere's one thing everyone in neuroscience agrees on,it's that." 

She shook her head. "I didn't expect this from you."

"What?" 

"Pulling rank." 

He frowned and looked away. "Well, I didn't expect to find out that you believed in reincarnation." 

"Why? Because you thought I was too well educated to fall for that kind of nonsense?" 

Jonathan made a face. "I'm in trouble with youhere, aren't I?" 

"No," Alynn said. "I just want you to realize that you're harboring a prejudice about something you apparently know nothing about." 

"What is there to know?" 

"That life is a circle," she said gently. "It's everywhere else in the sciences—conservation and transformation, cycles of matter and energy, the planets in their courses, parent to child to parent and death begetting life. And the connectedness of everything, from a beginning that might have been an ending right through to this moment. Why should consciousness be the only reality that never touches anything and always dies?" 

Her earnest sincerity did not persuade him, but it squelched his inclination to argue. No reason I have to try to take this away from her, Jonathan thought, sitting back in his chair. "I guess science class wasn't the religious experience for me that it was for you," he said with a crooked grin. 

"Maybe you missed something, then?" 

He covered his mouth with a hand and looked off into the night. "Alynn, I'm in trouble enough already just for walking through the neighborhood where consciousness and personality and the soul hang out. Even if I believed your explanation, the slightest hint that those things have any reality apart from the body would ruin me professionally. The best I'd be able to do after that is tabloids and talk shows." 

"You're probably right," she said. "Is that a good enough reason not to look at it?" 

"Alynn—I just don't have anyplace in my paradigm for that hypothesis. I don't know what to do with it." 

"Think about it," Alynn said, "like you would any other. Maybe it's your paradigm that's the problem, not your results." 

"I guess I can do that," he said slowly, then smiled ruefully. "A paradigm is nothing more than a prejudice about the way the world works, after all. But, Alynn, I don't want to deceive you. Much as I'd like to stick a knife in Harris's materialism, I don't believe for a minute that reincarnation is anything more than the wishful thinking of intelligence faced with its own extinction." 

"I know," she said. "That's why we've never talked about it before tonight." 

"But I will think about it," he promised. "And maybe I'll print out Holmes's Law to hang on the wall in the lab, as a reminder." 

"Holmes's Law? I don't remember that one." 

. " 'When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth—'" 

"Oh—Sherlock Holmes," she said, laughing. "Fair enough." She cocked her head at him. "Can we go in? I'm getting cold." 

"Sure. All of a sudden, I've gone from wired to exhausted." "Then let's go to bed," she said with a tender smile, standing and rubbing the chill from her bare arms. 

Jonathan let her lead him into the apartment and into the cocoon of quiet warmth they made together under the thin blanket. Nonsense. Wishful nonsense, he thought just before he fell asleep. But appealing nonsense. 

He dreamed again of storms. 

4 

The Fine Thread of Reason 
The long plush starboard corridor of the Radisson Diamond was deserted except for Alynn—the man she had been pursuing had disappeared, behind one of the dozens of gilt-trimmed wood-panel cabin doors. Her sunbrella was not much of a weapon, but she clutched its handle tightly nonetheless as she tried the nearest door. The door was locked—which settled nothing. He could be anywhere. Alynn could hear the cruise ship's turbines, far away and below in the twin hulls of the catamaran, but faintly enough that she did not expect to feel them. Her own footsteps on the soft blue floral carpet made no sound she could discern. When she heard distant laughter, she looked back over her shoulder. She saw a drunken female passenger, hanging on the arm of a tall black crewman as she staggered down the corridor. "Evening, ma'am," he said with a nod as they neared Alynn. She stepped back to let them pass, then watched as they stopped at a door a few paces farther on. 

"Here's your cabin, Ms. Macey—" 

"You have to come in and put me to bed," she saidin a wine-slurred voice as she unlocked the door. "I'm afraid I can't do that." She peered up at him. " 'Service is our specialty.' I

saw it in the brochure. I jus' wan' a little service—personal service." The crewman disentangled his arms from hers. "I'm very sorry," he said firmly, and retreated a step. 

An angry look crossed her face. "Pansy," she saidwith a sneer, and disappeared into the darkness beyond the door. 

. With a shake of his head, the crewman turned and saw Alynn standing there. 

"Can I help you, Miss—" 

"Margarie Timmons. You most certainly can helpme! My purse is missing from my cabin," she said loudly. "I saw a man on the fantail—he was carryingit, bold as you please!—and I followed him down here.But he went into one of these rooms, and I'm not sure which one." 

"You're saying your purse was stolen?" 

"Yes, stolen!" she said, even more loudly. "And Iinsist that you search these cabins at once, or I'll be going back to Boston and telling everyone I know thatthis ship isn't safe for decent people." 

"There's no need for that, Ms. Timmons—we won't tolerate theft on board, you can be sure of that." "Good, then get your keys out and start checkingthese cabins for the thief—" 

At that moment there was a shriek from Ms. Macey's cabin. The door flew open, and a man in agray sweater dashed out and took flight down the corridor, toward the bow. The crewman ran after him, but Alynn did not follow. Moving quickly, she slipped inside the open cabin before the door could slam shut, 

which brought her face-to-face with a startled Annie Macey. 

"Who are you? Get out of here." 

"You seem to have sobered up in a hurry," Alynn said, watching the spy carefully. "I want the portfolio. Those discs belong to me." 

"I don't know what you're talking about." 

The curtains masking the glass doors to the cabin's veranda were blowing ever so slightly, and the sound of the ship cutting through the whitecaps was clear and bright. Standing safely to one side, Alynn cautiously drew the curtain back with the point of her sunbrella. She could just see one corner of the portfolio, resting against the back of a lounge chair facing the night sky and the sea. 

"At least you weren't stupid enough to throw it overboard," Alynn said as she retrieved the portfolio. She circled around Macey toward the door. 

"That wouldn't help anyone, now, would it?" 

"Tell your partner he can—" 

At that moment Ms. Macey, the cabin, and the sea beyond all vanished, replaced in an instant by a flat blue static mask. "Oh, poop," Alynn said, and slouched back in her chair. "Tom? Raider? Are you still out there?" 

"Still here," said the crewman's voice. "Did I crash the game?" 

"Looks like one of you did. What happened? What did you try to do?" 

A second voice. "I think it was me. I clobbered Tom with a room service tray, then tried to slide down the banister of the spiral staircase—you know, the big one, in the atrium?" 

"That's his idea of how to fade into a crowd," Tom said with a chuckle. 

"Well—wisdom aside, what he did is supposed to be possible," Alynn said. "I'll have to work on it. Would either of you be interested in hooking up later this week for some more playtesting? I'm afraid that this module's been spoiled for you, but High Seas has some other mods that could use wringing out." 

"Like what?" 

"Oh—there's a scenario that plays like paranoia, where you can't trust anyone and the only way to win is to get off the ship before someone kills you." She thought a moment. "There's a ghost-ship scenario. There's a Poseidon Adventure scenario, where the ship hits a World War II mine and turns turtle. There's a time-travel scenario, with the ship boarded by pirates. And there's an add-on module with a UFO scenario— the entire ship is plucked out of the ocean by a giant spaceship." 

"Cool," said Tom. "Count me in." 

Raider asked, "Can I ask you a question? What would have happened if I'd gone into the cabin with Mrs. Macey? Can you get laid in this game?" 

Alynn laughed. "How old are you, Raider?" 

"Sixteen." 

"Um. Well, the answer is, not with the pseudos, you can't. You'd probably have been conked on the head and had your keys taken. Do you know the best way to tell the players from the pseudos in an interactive?" 

"No—what?" 

"Proposition them. If it says yes, it's a player." 

Raider chuckled nervously. "Why's that?" 

"The Malton Code," Tom said. 

"Right," said Alynn. "Designers are obliged to constrain the sexual behavior of the characters. But nothing constrains the behavior of an aliased player." 

Raider chuckled. "You can say that again."

"Which doesn't mean that there aren't unconstrained black-channel imports that can be had. So to speak. Youjust won't find them at the mass-market outlets.". "They're disappearing from the nets, too, now,"said Tom. "The thought police have been busy." 

"I'm sorry to hear that," Alynn said with a shake ofher head. "The Code treats designers and players like children. I'd rather let people make their own choices.Besides, I have some ideas the Code keeps me fromworking on." 

"I have to go," Raider announced. "Will you message me when you want players?" "I'll pick a time and let you know," she said. "Thanks for your help." "It was fun," he said. An icon vanished from Alynn's viewer to mark his departure. 

Tom asked, "Do you need to get right to work? Because I'd like to do what you do. Do you mind if Iask you a couple of questions? I've never had a chanceto talk to a professional designer." 

Alynn glanced at the clock. It was nearing midnight, but the chances were that Jonathan was still atthe lab—he and his students were debugging a revisionof the analysis program, and the earliest he'd been home that week was after 1 A.M. "Sure," she said, leaning back in her chair. "Shoot." 

"Um—it seems like you're the only designer whouses realistic settings regularly—" 

"Well, there's Matthew Michaelson's simulator stuff, and the Alternities Group, which does all thealternate-history games," she said. "But what I'm trying to do is create games where it's possible to forgetyou've got the goggles on. I don't know about you, but 

I can't do that when I'm wandering through something that looks like Escher crossed with Dali." 

"But that can be fun." 

"Sure. But it's more like being taken for a tour than it is playing a game. And the surprises come too easily, because there aren't any rules." "Well—that's true," said Tom. "Where did you get the idea for High Seas?" 

Alynn slid her goggles up and reached for her drink. "If you do want to design games, remember that you have to draw a line around the world or the graphics overhead will kill you—" 

"Even with the systems out now?" 

"Even with. We all use dynamic generation now, but you still need primitives for building blocks, and high-quality objects eat storage or processor cycles. Did you know that there's a three-tenths of a second lag on most closed-goggle PRG systems? We don't notice because there're no external references." 

"I didn't know that." 

"It's true. So game designers look for natural bottles. A cruise ship is great because there's a lot of repetition. You only need five different cabin layouts, a few big sets like the atrium, and vistas for morning, midday, and night—plus a few weather algorithms, a storm, rough seas, like that." 

"So that's why there're so many quest-in-anunderground-maze and stranded-on-a-space-station clones." 

"You've got it. Using a smaller ship like the Diamond keeps my character set down, too. It only carries 354 passengers, and I can get 350 good walk-ons with just ten character variables—eight in a pinch." 

"Your characters are great. And it's a very rich scenario, too. I like it." 

"Thanks. You can pick any of a hundred different 

aliases in any of the modules, interact with both the pseudos and live players, up to a dozen—" "Why only a dozen? A lot of games support a hundred players now." 

"I know." She shrugged. "I don't like mob-scene games. They degenerate too easily. Every time I visit the nets, all I find is wolfing and general anarchy. They aren't games, really—just settings, with no rules and no consequences." 

"I liked the touch of seeing yourself in the brass at the elevator." 

Her face brightened. "Oh, good, you noticed—I was afraid it was too subtle. I try to put reflectives in all my games. I always put my own picture somewhere, too. Kind of my signature." 

"Neat. I'll have to look for it, now. Any other tips?" 

Alynn thought a moment. "Just one. There's always an alternative to violence in my games. And the person who takes it usually comes out ahead. That's my little reply to the stuff that plays like a shooting gallery, and you win by splattering the most blood." 

"I know a lot of women who love your games," Tom said. "Maybe that's why." 

"Well—I'm a woman, and I like my games," she said, smiling. "Look, I need to take a peek at the transaction log for that crash—" 

"Sure," Tom said quickly. "I understand. Thanks for talking to me." "Glad to," she said. "You should hear from me about the testing in a few days." 

Logging off, Alynn stood up and stretched her arms ceilingward, fingers intertwined high above her head. "Cassandra, attend." 

"Yes, mistress."


"Cassandra, is Jonathan home yet?" There was a moment's pause. "Jonathan is not home," her digital secretary reported. 

"That's too bad," she said, with a restless sigh."There's nothing like a couple of hours in goggleworldto make you appreciate being touched by a real person." 

Alynn went to the glass doors that opened onto thebalcony and looked out on the city. The night sky wasa shadow of clouds, lit from below by streetlamps andfrom within by silent flashes of heat lightning. Shecracked the door open and tasted the air. It was hot, a simmering breeze carrying a burned tang. Her eyesfound the leaping yellow demons of a fire off to thewest, somewhere downtown. The light played crazilyoff the faces of buildings. 

"Cassandra, attend," Alynn said, closing the balcony door. 

"Yes, mistress." 

"Cassandra, what's burning in Ann Arbor?"

Several seconds passed. "I have a news report.Waiting." 

"Hold," Alynn said, and turned away from thewindow. She sat down in the padded wooden rockerthat had been her grandmother Reed's, and almost immediately Hypatia appeared and sprang lightly ontoher lap. Alynn stroked the long-haired cat between theeyes with her thumb, and was rewarded with an answering purr. "Going to hold me down, golden lady?Cassandra, show me." 

The monitor flickered on. 

"This is Barbara Sawicki, reporting from Ann Arborfor Michigan NewsNet. The saga of the controversialgentlemen's club Boots, target of protests and lawsuitsin recent months, came to a fiery end earlier tonightwhen two masked men firebombed the lobby—" 

"Craziness," Alynn whispered. "—About two dozen customers and employees escaped out a rear entrance. 

"As you can see, the fire is still burning at this hour,and the club appears to be a total loss. Two adjoiningbusinesses have also been damaged. Police say theyhave no suspects in the incident. According to a witness, one of the men shouted 'Death to whores and harlots' before hurling his bottle bomb against a display of videos featuring the club's dancers—" 

Alynn shook her head. "Could that be more Freudian, Patti?" 

"—The Reverend Donald Jakes, whose Christian action group organized two of the protests against theclub, released a statement which said, 'MichiganCitizens for Decency does not condone violence, andcategorically denies any responsibility for this unlawful act. At the same time, we cannot help but celebratethe elimination of a cesspool of evil and sexual degradation from our community'—" 

"Stop," Alynn said sharply. It made her so angry—the chaos and foolishness and fear everywhere. Hideyour bodies, hide your thoughts, hide your children,hide your wealth—from envy and meddling and a coldand arrogant intolerance. TTie richness that could bewas being beaten down into a gray gruel of joyless sameness. 

"Patti, you have to let me up," she said. "I've hadall I can take tonight. I'm going home." She gatheredthe cat in a cradle of her hands and set her on the floor. "Cassandra, attend." 

"Yes, mistress." 

"Call it a night." 

Those words set Cassandra to work closing downthe netlinks, saving Alynn's workspace and files, andbacking up everything to a remote archive. The lights dimmed to half, the element under the teakettle began to cool, and several appliances dropped into sleep or setback mode. 

Alynn crossed to her altar and blew out the white candle, cupping her hand behind it so the wax would not splatter. Then she changed her mind and relit the candle. Sinking to her knees on the carpet, she let out her tension in a puff of breath, closed her eyes, and began humming a throaty chant. 

The rosewood woman's star hung on the wall above the small table. On the table, beside the fat pillar candle, a long-haired bronze nude sat perched on the curve of a crescent moon. 

Alynn did not ask anything of the goddess-figure— no wish or promise. But she held its image in her thoughts as she searched for a peaceful place, a balance, and the sound of her own voice drew her into the light. 

Hate was a poison, anger a drug, and when she let them touch her and enter her thoughts they made her feel dirty and small. She had lived too close to both hate and anger—virulent, impotent, unrelenting—for far too long, and seen how they shriveled living things. She had gone a long way to escape them, and would not let herself invite them back into her life. There were better ways to live and brighter thoughts to embrace. 

Alynn knelt, chanting almost in a murmur and rocking on her heels, until the tightness had left her shoulders. Opening her eyes, she wet her fingers and deftly quenched the candle flame between them. Then she rose to her feet, swept up her belt-pouch from an end table, and headed for the door. 

"Cassandra, mind the store," she said as she let herself out. "I'm going home." The door locked behind her. 

A slow elevator ride down, a nod to the securityguard lounging in the lobby, a shoulder against twosets of double doors, and she was outside on the plaza.The hot breeze had blown a few star-littered tears in the canopy of clouds, but the air still smelled of smoke. 

Alynn had been in early enough to beat the commuters home, and had found a parking place close tothe east tower, in the southwest corner near a wall of trees and the walkway to the pool and the river. As shestepped off the sidewalk and approached her car, shefished in her pouch for the wireless key fob and thumbed the switch. 

There was an answering chirp from the Saturn, andthen a popping sound. Alynn cried out as bloody fireripped through her right shoulder. As her knees buckled, her hand flew to the spreading wetness, slippery asraw meat. Stunned, she slumped against the nearestsupport, the hatch of a bright red van. 

"Do it, come on!" 

Twisting toward the high-pitched voice, Alynn sawtwo girls, sixteen years old, maybe younger. They werestanding twenty feet away, near the concrete walls flanking a service stairway to the tower's basement.One of the girls clutched a black pistol in a tight, two-handed grip. Her eyes glowed with excitement. 

In a long, frozen instant, Alynn's mind jumpedfrom thought to thought. She had walked right pastthe stairway—how could she not have seen them?—Ifshe could just scream, surely the guard would hearher—Pain broke through the numbness with such force that she was nearly sick. 

"C'mon, c'mon," one girl urged the other. "Get on." 

Alynn looked at the girls in disbelief. She let the keyfob slide from her hand and land with a tinkle at her feet. It was all she could do. She had never known agony, violation, like this before. The burning in her shoulder and chest had turned to a slashing knife that scored her with every minute movement. She looked to the girls with childlike hope, for mercy. 

There was no mercy in them. 

Pop. Pop. Pop. With a strangled cry, Alynn tried to run, but her legs would not hold her. She fell hard against the trunk of the car parked beside hers, and then slid down it to the ground. 

Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Glassy-eyed, her cheek hard against the oily pavement, Alynn felt her body twitch as though it belonged to someone else. Enough, she pleaded, enough. They danced right over her, shadows, and car doors slammed. She heard their callow laughter as they roared away into a night growing ever darker. 

The fire downtown had been extinguished by the time Jonathan emerged from the lab. Though it had been only blocks away, a freshening breeze from the south carried the smoulder away from his nostrils, leaving him no clue as to what had happened while he had been cocooned. 

As Jonathan drove east on Fuller in his Imp, he passed two police cars parked soixante-neuf in a driveway, and a third beside the road a half block past Huron Towers. The two officers standing by its bumper looked hard at Jonathan as he passed, in a way that made him markedly uncomfortable. He checked his speed, and wondered nervously, glancing in his mirrors, if he had missed a stop sign or run a light. Guilt adrenaline grabbed him and did not let go until he was sure the police were not going to follow. 

When he reached Village Green, he was surprised to find himself alone there, but also relieved. Exhausted by a long and frustrating day of system glitches and bug-hunting, Jonathan welcomed, with guilty pleasure, the quiet of solitude. He felt brain-burned, weary of talk and of people, and doubted he could muster even enough energy for a friendly smile. Instructing Alfred to intercept all calls and to wake him at noon, he fell into bed without wondering where Alynn was. 

But when Jonathan woke to find bright sun beating on the bedroom blinds and the bed beside him still empty, that was enough to furrow his brow with curiosity. He padded out to the living room in bare feet, his hair mussed and his face still lined by the wrinkles of his pillow. When he discovered Alynn was nowhere in the apartment, puzzlement displaced the curiosity. 

Still, he was not concerned. He called Alynn's 700 number, fully expecting her to answer. When Cassandra answered instead, Jonathan called the office-apartment directly, still expecting to hear Alynn's voice. Cassandra answered again, and the first hint of concern darkened his gaze. But his first thought was What did I do? Had he missed a rendezvous, broken a promise, given some insult, exhausted her patience? What was keeping her away? 

"Alfred," he said. "Messages." 

"One message waiting, sir," his secretary reported. "Elizabeth Froelich, voice." "Isn't there anything from Alynn?" "No, sir." Now thoroughly confused, Jonathan scratched the 

stubble along his jawline. "Play Liz's message." 

At first, she seemed to be talking under her breath. "Oh, damn—it's the machine." And when she spoke up, her voice was thick and tremulous, uncharacteristically full of emotion. "Of course it's the machine— like you have nothing to do now but answer the phone. I'm an idiot, forgive me. Jonathan—I just want to say that I'm so sorry. If there's anything I can do tohelp you, to make things easier these next weeks, don'thesitate to ask. You don't have to carry it all on yourshoulders, or tough it through alone. 

"And please, don't give a thought to anything overhere. As of this morning, you're on emergency familyleave—all the clocks have stopped ticking. Do whatyou need to now. Everything else can wait." She hesitated, then added, "I'm just so sorry. I don't know whatelse to say. Call me when you can. I want to help." 

The silence was filled with a terrible dread. Jonathan's mouth had gone dry as he listened, even ashe struggled to understand. How would Liz know ifAlynn had left? She's talking like— She was talking asthough— His mind rebelled at completing the thought. 

"Alfred, news queue," he said. 

Jonathan had given Alynn's name and the name ofher company to Alfred's knowbots months ago, partlyout of curiosity and partly as silent penance for notknowing who she was when they met. Now he scanned the list of nuggets panned from the stream ofnews, hoping against hope not to find her mentionedthere. 

"Next page," he said, hugging himself. "Next page," he said a few moments later. The queue wasnearly a hundred items long, for it had been several dayssince Jonathan had last cleaned it. His blood hammered in his ears as he scanned down the list. "Next page." 

And then, "Oh—" It was a small sound of surprise,almost a grunt, that belied the power of the blow. Hisskin tingled all over. There was a roaring in his ears,and his legs would not hold him. He sank to his kneeson the carpet. 

"Show me sixty-four^" he whispered. 

The header said On the Scene, the time stamp

05:00. 

"Bobby Thurman, On the Scene in Ann Arbor. They'll be crying in Ant Town, in the Devil's Keep, and all through the digital kingdoms tonight—the Queen of Imagination is dead. A few hours ago, superstar VR imagineer Alynn Reed was found on the sidewalk outside her Fuller Road apartment, lying in a pool of her own blood, murdered by unknown assailants. 

"Ann Arbor police refused to talk to your On the Scene reporter, but our Hot Scene tipster reported hearing semiautomatic gunfire. Reed's shocked neighbors say it looks like another of the parking-lot carjackings that have terrorized this city for months—" 

Jonathan could only stare numbly. Disbelief had stolen all feeling from him. He had driven right past without knowing. He thought of the police, lingering, waiting perhaps for the forensics experts, thought of her blood still wet on the ground as he fell into bed. But for a matter of a few minutes he might have driven into the middle of it. But for a matter of a half hour, an hour— 

"—her late-model Saturn Zephyr was later found abandoned near Parker Mill County Park, just a few miles from the gruesome scene—" 

There was a floodlit shot of the car being towed tail first out of a grassy ditch. Alynn's vanity plate KC KID was clearly visible. He wanted Alfred to stop the playback, but his mouth had gone dry, and he could not make a sound. 

"—The assault took place within sight of two hospitals, but, even so, by the time EMTs reached her, it was too late—" 

The On the Scene camera had caught it all, and the editors held nothing back. 

The dance of the red-and-blue emergency lights on the trees, the parked cars, and the lonely dark street. 

The police photographer leaning over Alynn's motionless body and lighting it with the cold light of herflash. 

The faces of neighbors, looking down from theirbalconies with a mixture of horror and relief that whatever had happened had happened to someone else. 

The covered stretcher disappearing into the back ofan ambulance. 

The black puddle of blood in the gutter. 

It was the last that catapulted Jonathan forwardonto his hands and knees, his stomach suddenly convulsed by dry heaves which for all their exquisite violence produced nothing but shame, a bitter taste in hismouth, and an empty ache. As the wrenching spasmseased, the tears began, great racking sobs that becameraw, wordless, abandoned wails of anguish and loss asbitter as bile. 

Jonathan cried with rage and blind hate, cried forlost dreams and selfish hopes, cried out from the deepest parts of his being in protest, cried for Alynn, in heragony and terror. 

The news clip played on, and Bobby Thurman went on talking, unaware of the wound he had opened. "—This is the latest in a series of black eyesfor the once-proud city of Ann Arbor, which rankedamong the country's most desirable addresses as recently as 2008. But tonight, it's a war zone, with moralzealots filling the air with smoke and amoral predatorsspilling blood in the streets. 

"The irony is compelling—Alynn Reed's VR gamesgave millions of would-be spies, gunslingers, and warriors thrilling adventures in fantastic settings. But when virtual violence spills over into reality, living becomes the most dangerous game. Some might say thatAlynn Reed reaped what she and her peers have sown.True or not, millions of her fans are learning tonight 

that when the guns and bullets are real, death is for keeps." "End of item sixty-four," said Alfred. "Keep or delete?" 

Curled in a trembling ball in the middle of the floor, Jonathan did not hear the machine, and could not have answered if he had. 

It was not standing or even stopping the tears that was hard. It was facing the question, What now? Jonathan escaped it for a time in a long scalding needle-spray shower, leaning against the tile with eyes closed and letting the water beat on his body. The heat seemed to boil away some of the poisons, and the pounding numb some of his pain. 

When he finally emerged from the shower, Jonathan knew the answer to the question. He knew he needed to find Alynn—and then try to find some way to say good-bye. 

It didn't take long for Jonathan to learn that in the eyes of the law, being in love and making love with someone confer no status at all. 

"Detective Division." 

"This is Dr. Jonathan Briggs." Acid rose in his throat, and he swallowed it down. "I need to get some information about Alynn Reed." 

"You have information about the Reed case? Just a minute." Shortly, a new voice came on the line. "This is Detective Anderson." 

Jonathan repeated his introduction. 

"What kind of information are you looking for, Dr. Briggs?" "Anything I can—I want to know what happened." He drew a deep breath. "And I need to know 

where her body is, so I can start working on—on arrangements." "Excuse me, but I didn't catch your relationship to the victim?" 

"We lived together." 

"Where exactly did you do that?" 

"Here—Village Green." 

"You were registered as domestic partners, then." 

"No—we hadn't gotten to that. Isn't there a six-month waiting period, anyway?" "But her name is on your lease, then." "No—" "Is your name on hers, then?" "No, that was her office—she just went there to 

work." 

The detective's voice dripped skepticism. "Let me see if I understand this, Dr. Briggs. You had separate apartments, separate finances, you weren't registered—did you buy anything together? That new car of hers, is your name on that? Is there anything resembling an official document on which I'd find both of your names?" 

"No. None of that means anything," Jonathan said with frustration. "We've only been together a few months, and that wasn't what our relationship was about. Wait, she bought me some computers—" 

"I'm afraid a gift isn't enough to establish a relationship existed, Dr. Briggs," Anderson said. "And keeping a toothbrush at your girlfriend's doesn't make you family, even under the city's generous definition. I'm afraid I can't discuss the details of the case with you. You're free to request a copy of the case report when it's filed, of course. You can make your request at central administration, six weeks after the case is closed." 

Jonathan was certain that Anderson was about to hang up. "Why are you treating me like this?" he demanded. "I just lost the woman I loved—love—andyou're acting like I'm some kind of—I can't even imagine what you're thinking." 

"Can I be blunt?" 

"Please, by all means." 

"Dr. Briggs, I've been working on this case sinceabout three this morning, and your name hasn't comeup once," said the detective. "I don't know you fromAdam's off ox, and everything I have so far says thatthis girl was a loner. Now, when someone calls out ofthe blue on a high-profile murder, and he wants to getinfo, not to sell me a tip or try to confess, I smell aphony FVCA claim coming—" 

"What the hell is FVCA?" 

"Families of Victims Compensation Act." The question seemed to give Anderson second thoughts, for histone softened. "Now, if you really were close to Ms.Reed, you have my condolences and my apology. ButI'm not a social worker and I don't do PR for the department. My job is to solve felony crimes and put thecriminals in front of a judge. So if you know anythingthat might help me do that job, I'd like to hear it." 

Jonathan hesitated. "I don't know anything. We were both working late, and she just never came home," he said, a wobble in his voice. "I found out why from the news." 

Anderson made a sympathetic noise. "That's hard," he said. "All right, I've got your number andaddress off caller ID. If anything develops that I canshare, I'll get ahold of you—" 

"Why would anyone do such a thing?" Jonathanblurted out. "They didn't even keep the car! You killsomeone for their car, and then toss it away again, tenblocks down the road? Does that make any sense?" 

Sighing, Anderson said, "Dr. Briggs, don't try to make it make sense. A lot of what happens out there isas near to pointless as can be. The people that do thesethings, they're not like you and me. They just don't care." 

"But a two-mile joyride—" 

"Some of them'll kill you for looking at them wrong. They'll do it for a dollar, or a bet, or to showoff to a cunt—" Anderson stopped short. "Excuse me.This is why I don't do PR. My guess is that this wasprobably a gang initiation—someone showing thatthey have what it takes to wear the colors. That's whythey didn't keep the car. I'm sorry. I know that's probably hard to hear." 

Jonathan fought back his emotions as he listened."Where is she now? That's what I really need to know." 

"That I can't tell you. That we don't tell anyone butfamily." 

"I'm all the family she had," Jonathan said hotly. 

"Well, now, that's not exactly so," Anderson said. "How well did you say you knew this girl? Her mother is on her way up from Ohio to collect the body." 

Neither the pathology department nor the cold room appeared on the maps given to visitors, as though University Hospital preferred not to remind them that sometimes patients die. But Jonathan knew the unmarked corridors of the catacombs, Basement Level 2. He hesitated outside an open door, steeling himself, and then entered. 

"Hello, Peter." 

The chief pathologist looked up from his desk withan uneasy expression. "Jonathan. I was hoping not tosee you." 

"Is she here?" 

Dr. Peter Ash leaned back in his chair and folded 

his hands in his lap. "Yes." 

"I wondered. I thought—this is the closest, if theytried at all to save her. I didn't think they would takeher to the VA." Rubbing his arms, he tried to smile. "Iguess everyone knows by now, huh?" 

"You know the grapevine. Tragedy and scandai,they get priority handling. I'm very sorry, Jonathan. Ican't imagine how this feels for you." 

"Peter, I want to see her." 

"No, you don't."

"You don't understand, Peter. I never got to saygood-bye—" 

The doctor acknowledged his words with a nod."Jonathan, think. We have a presumed-consent lawhere. Alynn didn't have a refusal on file." 

"So?" 

"Do I have to spell it out? The EMTs brought herinto the ER on life support. As soon as she was pronounced dead, we autopsied, then the surgical teamharvested—whatever wasn't damaged, at least. Theytry to respect the body, but—" He shook his head."Besides, the remains are already prepped for transport." 

A knot formed in the pit of Jonathan's stomach."What did you take?" 

"Christ, Jonathan, why beat yourself up—" 

"Please." 

Frowning, Ash rocked forward in his chair andclicked a mouse button. "Both corneas, both cochlea, the middle ear bones," he recited, looking at the monitor. "One kidney, about three meters of small intestine. Skin grafts. The aortic arch, one ovary, lymphnodes, the pituitary. Four teeth—" He wrinkled hisnose in discomfort. 

"What? And what?" 

"You know Dr. Kosslyn has a standing request for brain tissue, for research—" Jonathan bit down hard on his lower lip and looked away. 

"Oh, hell, Jonathan, they didn't know who they had on the table. Somebody would have called you. I knew a surgeon once who was halfway through a harvest before he realized it was his own daughter. Please believe me, you don't want to see her." 

"I can't let you make that decision for me." 

"I'm afraid you have to. You're not kin, 'next of' or any other kind," Ash said. "I don't have any grounds to give you access." 

"You're going by the book on me?" Jonathan whispered, incredulous. 

"Believe me, Jonathan, I'm doing you a favor. Go home and get out your pictures. Remember her that way." 

"Just five minutes," Jonathan pleaded. "No one has to know." "I'd know," said Ash. "On top of which, we're expecting the chaplain with her kin anytime now." 

"Where are they going to take her?" 

"I don't know, Jonathan—they're not obliged to tell us. Why do you want to do this to yourself? What do you think you're going to get out of it?" His eyes went bright with water. "I don't know. I just don't know what else to do." 

Ash pursed his lips and studied the younger man. "Have you ever lost someone close to you before?" he asked finally. 

Jonathan shook his head wordlessly. 

"You're in denial, Jonathan." He jerked his thumb in the direction of the cold room. "She's not in there. There's no one in there. She's gone." 

• * » 


Jonathan fled to the only place he could think to go. 

The air in Alynn's apartment stank. It was the first thing Jonathan noticed on letting himself in, and a surprise. He followed the smell to the lavatory and found that one of the cats had lost a battle with diarrhea and not quite made it to the litter box. 

The most likely culprit was Hypatia, whom Alynn had called her worry-cat. As if to confirm his suspicions, Archimedes came right to Jonathan and watched curiously as he cleaned the mess off the tile floor while Hypatia was nowhere to be seen. 

Jonathan slid the glass door to the balcony as far open as it would go and turned on the exhaust fans. Then, prodded by Archimedes rubbing against his ankles, he rummaged the kitchen cabinets until he found the cats' food. 

The sound of the clinking glass bowls coaxed Hypatia out of hiding, but while Archimedes attacked the offering eagerly, she hung back timidly until Jonathan sat down in the rocker. Then she climbed into his lap and curled up into a tight ball there. 

"If I didn't know better, Patti, I'd think you were embarrassed," he said, scratching the cat lightly on the bridge of her nose. "It's all right. It's not your fault. You can tell something's wrong, can't you." 

It was the first time he had ever been alone in Alynn's apartment. At once, he felt her everywhere around him, and felt her absence keenly. She had filled this place with herself, but the place she herself filled was empty. 

He cried quietly for a time, sitting in the chair with Hypatia huddled on his lap and Archimedes on the back of the chair lightly touching his shoulder. When Archimedes went off to explore the smells at the balcony screen, Jonathan gathered Hypatia in his arms and walked soft-footed through the rooms, as though there were something fragile about them, as though he were an intruder. 

Alynn had set up one bedroom as a library, with a quartet of eight-foot-tall bookcases and a recliner with a brass reading lamp beside it. A fine dusting of yellow cat hair on the flowered seat cushion declared it to be one of Hypatia's sleeping spots. 

"This must be your little garden, eh?" Jonathan said to the cat, and deposited her gently among the flowers. 

He sat on the floor in front of one of the bookcases and began to scan the shelves. About half the titles appeared to be discs—games, visual libraries and gallery catalogs, reference works. He spotted a whole row of National Geographic DVD-VRs, with their distinctive yellow endpapers, and briefly fingered the one titled "Inside Mammoth Cave." 

The other half of Alynn's collection, taking up most of the shelf space, was comprised of books—as eclectic an array as Jonathan had seen outside of a flea market, and less noticeably organized. 

Critical studies of twentieth-century French films, two biographies of John F. Kennedy, and a signed edition of de Camp's The Ancient Engineers were cheek by jowl with undistinguished mystery novels and what appeared to be the complete oeuvre of the Victorian novelist Anonymous. A "Calvin and Hobbes" anthology was sandwiched between Shaw's Pygmalion and The Collected Stories of Guy du Maupassant. 
By the window, Jonathan found two stacks of books on millennial prophecies, secret societies, and supernatural phenomena. The top one in the taller stack, Stokes's A Quarter to Never, had several torn-paper bookmarks, earmarks of research for a project that now would never be completed. 

Looking around the room, he started to wonder which books she had paged through, sitting cross-legged in the recliner with a cat in her lap, and which ones were unkept promises to herself. The thought cut him, and drove him from the room. 

A second bedroom was a sanctuary. The door was always kept closed, and he had never been invited beyond it, though he had never been ordered to keep out. He hesitated, then entered, feeling like a trespasser as he did. Archimedes followed him in—though whether as chaperone or to satisfy his own curiosity, Jonathan could not tell. 

It took him a moment to realize that, except for an overhead lamp with no bulb in it, there was no technology in the room. There was also little furniture—a sturdy, ornate oak coffee table in the center of a circular Oriental rug, four smaller oak stands along the rug's periphery, a corner full of cushions, a folding foam mattress beneath the window. 

Here was another small library, the bookcases flanking a dark oak sideboard—books on the Aborigine altjiranga, on transcendentalism, on astral voyaging, on reincarnation. The Wiccan Path for Solitaries, Into the Beyond, Love and Will, Meditation for Moderns, The Sacred Dance. The tides blurred past his eyes. 

The surfaces of the furniture collectively hosted a curious array of ordinary objects—candles fat and slender sculptures, a ceramic bowl half-full of sand, a crystal stopper-botxle of salt, matches in a wooden box, and more. He tried the drawers to the sideboard and the low table, but found them locked. 

An altar: The table's an altar. The realization came slowly, because he had never known anyone—not his parents' friends nor his own—who had any sort of space set aside in their homes for nakedly religious purposes. 

Jonathan was wrestling with that alien thought when he heard the apartment door unlock with a buzz and a loud click. Archimedes heard the sound, too, and trotted hopefully in that direction. A moment later, Jonathan heard voices in the living room. 

"—you understand that we can't let anyone in unsupervised, and we have to inventory anything that's removed." That was a man, trying to sound sympathetic but only managing apologetic. 

"Oh, heavens. Well, to start with, that disgusting cat will have to be destroyed," a woman said. "Can you call animal control and have it taken away?" 

"The most we can do is have a pet boarded, if there's no one to take care of it. The laws are set up to protect the tenant's estate, and pets sometimes inherit, you know—" 

Jonathan drew a deep breath, and stepped out into the hallway. "The cats won't be neglected, Mrs. Reed." 

It was the consummate awkward moment, and it ended with confusion, as all three of them spoke at once. 

"Does this man work for you?" Stacey Reed asked her escort, eyes cold and wary. 

"Excuse me, what are you doing here?" asked the assistant manager, puffing himself up and stepping forward as her knight. 

"Mrs. Reed, you and I have to talk," said Jonathan, who won the floor and went on. "I know who you are. I don't think you know who I am. The important part is that I loved Alynn, just like you, and my world's been turned upside down by this, just like yours. We don't know each other, but I think— maybe—we need each other." 

Stacey Reed's eyes remained cold. 

"No, he doesn't work for us," the manager said. "Look, fella—you'd—" "Then how did he get into my daughter's apartment?" she demanded. 

"I live here," Jonathan said. "I let myself in." 

The manager retreated a step, and Stacey Reed shot a hard questioning look his way. "I thought you said the apartment was sealed. I thought you said my daughter lived alone." 

"Well, we'd have changed the key codes by now, but your daughter had her own locks, and our security technician's out sick today." The assistant manager looked to be unhappy at finding himself in the middle. "I suppose she might have given someone a key—but she is the only one on the lease." 

"Then I want him out of here, now." 

"Well, now, it's not that simple—" 

As Jonathan listened to them talk past him, as though he were not there, or furniture, his face went hard. 

"Mrs. Reed, my name is Dr. Jonathan Briggs," he said in a measured but clenched-jaw voice. "I was your daughter's friend and lover and the reason she was in Ann Arbor to begin with. I know this must be a hard time for you and I have great sympathy for your pain, but you have to respect my loss, too." 

Even as he was speaking, he realized he was looking into the face of bigotry. She waited until he was done, and then said coldly, "I do not acknowledge your relationship with Alexandra." 

Jonathan shook his head. "You didn't even know she was living here until the police called you, did you? She didn't even want you to know where she was." 

"No doubt she was ashamed," said Stacey Reed, unfazed. "She always had trouble facing up to her mistakes." 

"This is crazy," he said. "Alynn loved me. There's no reason we have to be on opposite sides. We should be able to talk about what she would have wanted. We should be able to mourn her together." 

"Alexandra is on her way home for a Christian burial," said Stacey Reed. Jonathan swallowed down anger. "Then I'd like to know where and when." 

"No," said Stacey Reed. "You are not welcome to involve yourself in any way. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to get her clothes." 

"She didn't keep clothing here," he said. "Those things are at our place—where she slept." 

For just a moment, Jonathan thought that he'd gotten to her. Then her mouth twitched, and she said, "Clothing can be bought." She turned her back on Jonathan. "Mr. Mitchell, I'm finished here. May we go?" 

The anger Jonathan had swallowed blew back up his throat. "Flow can you do this? You don't even know her! What colors did she wear? How long was her hair? Where was she pierced? What did she like on her pizza? She wasn't even a Christian, for God's sake—" He pointed down the hallway toward the sanctuary. "Go look for yourself! If you're doing this for her, at least honor what she believed. These cats were her children, and your first order's to kill them? No wonder she despised you." 

Stacey Reed glared back over her shoulder at Jonathan, the ice having melted in fury. 

"I don't care what she professed under your influence," she said. "Alexandra was weak about men, naive, and too eager to please. But my daughter was baptized in the Episcopalian Church, and I will remember her as she was, and pray for God's forgiveness as to who she became." 

Turning back to the assistant manager, she snapped, "I want him out of here. I want those stinking cats out of here. I'm her mother, and I have rights. If anything of my daughter's is stolen or destroyed by this man and his friends, I'm going to hold the management of this building responsible. I'm telling you, get him out, today." 

On that note of high dudgeon, she stormed out of the apartment, without looking back to see if the assistant manager was following. The two men looked at each other for sympathy, and, finding none, to displace blame. "It would really make things so much better for everyone if you'd just leave—" the assistant manager started to say. 

"Get out of my apartment," Jonathan said, in a voice shadowed with threat. 

After a moment's further consideration, the assistant manager opted for a strategic withdrawal. "You'd better think hard about saving yourself some trouble," was all he said in parting. 

When he was alone again, Jonathan began to shake and collapsed into a chair. "Cassandra, attend," he said. 

"Ready, sir." 

"Lock the door," he said. "Change the key." 

"Door locked," Alynn's secretary said. "I will need the mistress's permission to change the key." 

That was the breaking point. Without thought, he snatched up the nearest loose object from the end table—a ceramic bear holding a basket of candies— and hurled it in the direction of the workstation. 

His aim was high. The candies scattered like mines on the carpet, and the bear crashed against the wall and shattered spectacularly. Both cats fled the room. Jonathan buried his face in his hands and began to weep anew. 

* * * 

Jonathan stood on the balcony of Alynn's apartment, looking by turns out into the night and down over the railing toward the concrete walkway to the plaza, eight stories below. He was hugging himself, arms crossed over his chest, with Alynn's portable phone cradled in one hand tucked against his cheek. "Liz—" 

"Jonathan?" 

"Can you help me?" 

"Of course—just tell me what you need." 

"I need you to pick some things up for me from my place. I'm afraid that if I leave here, they'll lock me out." "Where are you?" "Alynn's place. Eight-oh-one, in the east tower." 

He found himself leaning against the railing, looking down at the walkway. 

"Jonathan, are you all right?" 

"Everyone's trying to take her away from me, Liz. I'm not going to let them. They can't make me let go of her." He felt himself swaying and closed his eyes. "In my whole life, I never met anyone like Alynn. All the places I've lived, there was never anyone who—she filled all my emptiness, Liz. Did you realize that? She made me feel whole." 

"Jonathan—" 

His legs were folding under him, until he was sitting on the balcony with his back against the railing. "I wanted to be with Alynn forever. Not 132 days. That's not enough, Liz. That's just enough to make me crazy." 

His voice suddenly turned hard. "And don't tell me that life's not fucking fair. I know that. I know that. But why not someone who hated being here? Why not someone who was just marking time, plugging in and drugging out? Why should some—" Jonathan could not find words with enough venom. They were all too shallow to carry the depth of his contempt, and his hate. "It just shouldn't be possible for someone so small to destroy something so beautiful." 

There was a long silence from the other end. "I'll need your key." 

"Last six digits of your phone number, then your middle initial. I already had Alfred change it, so you wouldn't have to remember." 

"Tell me what you need." 

It was an effort to think such simple thoughts. "The pillow on the right side of the bed. Eh—my toothbrush. I don't have a toothbrush here. Clothes. It's the blue one. My toothbrush." 

"What kind of clothes do you need?" 

"Her clothes. Yesterday she wore—" He winced. "I can't remember what she was wearing. In the movies, he can always remember what she was wearing, what was playing on the radio, what she said, her exact words." His voice broke. "I don't have any of that, Liz." 

"Whatever's important will come back," she said. "I'll be there as soon as I can." "Please," he said, and let the phone fall from his hand. 

The glowing red numeral above the doors changed from 4 to 5. "Come on, come on, even I could climb stairs faster than this," Elizabeth Froelich muttered to herself, shifting the large soft-sided bag she carried from one hand to the other. Still chafing from being stopped in the parking lot by a zealously officious rent-a-cop, Elizabeth Froelich had little forbearance for the painfully slow Huron Towers elevator. 

But when the doors at last opened to the plain and narrow eighth-floor corridor she felt a sudden twinge of apprehension. It was strong enough to slow her footsteps as she approached the door at the south end. Jonathan had buzzed her in, so he was alive—but beyond that, she had no idea in what state she would find him. He had sounded so fragile on the phone, so unlike himself—almost as though he was riding a carnival ride that was about to whirl itself to pieces. She was frightened for him, and just a little bit frightened of him, as well. 

The door to 801 opened before she reached it. Startled, she took a step backward. Jonathan emerged far enough to snatch the bag from her hand, then turned his back on her and disappeared into the apartment, leaving her to follow him. She found him in the living room, sitting in the middle of the floor with the bag's contents on his lap and picking through the pile. 

"I didn't know what to bring, so I just filled a bag with anything that looked clean," she said tentatively. "I brought some of your clothes, too." 

He held up a black knit top with shoulder cutouts and silver trim. "This is what she should be wearing. This was her favorite blouse. And jeans." He shook his head. "I just know she's going to bury Alynn in some sort of prom-fabric dress with a flower print and lace collar, like she was some sort of fucking Barbie doll—" 

"She?" 

"Mrs. Stacey Reed." Jonathan scowled. "Alynn's mother." 

"She's here? Was here?" 

"She took Alynn away. To Cincinnati, so a bunch of people Lynn didn't know can come and make sympathetic noises to Mrs. Fucking Stacey Reed." 

"Why do I get the idea that you two didn't hit it off?" She hoped for at least a wry smile from him, but his usual easy humor was beyond reach. 

"I don't care. I still want to go to the funeral," he said. 

"Well—of course. When is it?" 

"Tomorrow at three. I found the announcement on a mortuary site in Cincinnati." 

"If you need someone to go with you—" 

"I'd need someone to stay here, so they can't lock me out." 

She was not so quick to offer this time. "All right. But if you're going to go, you should fly, or have someone to go with you. You're in no shape to be driving three hundred miles." 

"It doesn't matter," he said, standing and letting I the black top fall from his hand to the jumbled pile of clothing. "I'm not welcome. I'm not invited." He walked to the balcony door and let himself out. She hurried after. 

"I should go anyway," he said when she joined him at the railing. "What's she going to do, have the bouncer throw me out? Have me arrested? Aren't i there people who go to funerals all the time, like court watchers?" 

"I think you're thinking of Harold and Maude." 
"I guess I am," Jonathan said, and a welcome hint of a wry, crooked smile appeared. "Still, they don't check your ID at church doors now, do they? You don't need a pass to get into a cemetery." 

"But if you and Mrs. Fucking Stacey Reed—did I j get that right?" She was poking at him now, like a parent tickling a sulking child. 

He smiled tiredly, and shook his head. "—If you and the effing Mrs. effing Stacey god-damned Reed—" 

This time he laughed despite himself, his chest rising and falling with a sound that was closer to a grunt than a chuckle. 

"—If you two aren't able to be civil to each other, then what good will your being there do either of you? 

You can have your own ceremony for Alynn," she said. "You don't need a box in the center aisle for that. You could do something here, with your friends. I'd like to be part of it." 

"Maybe that is what I should do." He turned and sat down on the balcony, his back against the railing. "I can't help thinking that we should have been able to hug each other, like two people who loved someone and lost her. But she made me feel like a nigger, Liz. Maybe other people are used to that, but it hasn't happened to me very often." 

She reached across and squeezed his hand. It was a mistake. "No," he said, pulling away. "I don't want to be touched." 

But she was certain he did—wanted and needed it. He was clinging to his pain like a drowning man strangling his rescuer. What was the secret to reaching him? He was struggling for control when what would start the healing was surrender. Alynn was dead and he was alive and alone. And he had to know that nothing he did would change that. Jonathan could come to terms with what was, or he could bludgeon himself with his own misery. 

The same choice Elizabeth had. 

I know about wanting someone who isn't there, she thought as she watched his head loll back against the metal mesh and his eyes close. We're alike in that, now. 

And as she thought those thoughts, she wondered in passing why she did not say them aloud. 

"You look exhausted," she said. "I know you don't want to sleep, but you need to be gentle with yourself." 

Eyes closed, he nodded. "I can't think anymore," he said slowly. "I can't feel anything. I'm just—I guess I'd better go lie down for a while." 

"I think that's a good idea." He opened his eyes. "It's just that I don't want todream about her." "You won't," she assured him. "You're going to goa long way down and stay there." 

"Will you stay, please?" 

"Of course." 

She followed Jonathan into the bedroom, which was lit only by the glow from a perpetual candle.Without pausing to turn on a light or turn down thecovers, he climbed onto the neatly made bed in hisclothes and crawled toward the ornate wood headboard. Pulling a pillow toward him, he collapsed onhis left side with his arms wrapped around it. 

With no sign or invitation from him, Elizabeth satlightly on the edge of the bed, near him, but not touching. She listened to his deep, ragged breathing andtried to decide if he was crying. 

"Please—let me hold you," she whispered at last. 

To her surprise, he reached for her. Finding herhand, he drew her toward him. She was a foot shorter than he, and half his weight, but cradled him as bestshe could, letting him be small in her arms, sendingcomfort into him at every point where they touched.She closed her eyes and listened as the rhythms of theirbreathing approached each other and merged. 

And somewhere in that moment, what was for him and what was for her fused, and his needs and hers blurred together in her mind. The first kiss was on hisforehead, and tender. It was the kind of kiss that heals wounds and numbs hurts, but it also had its own loneliness and longing. The second, a cautious interval later, was full on his mouth, and at once tentative and hungry. 

For just a moment Jonathan kissed back. Then he came up from his drowsy haze as though she had driven a pin into his flesh. He shoved her away andscrabbled backward on the bed. "Jesus, Liz—" 

"I'm sorry—"

"Get out," he said darkly.

"Jonathan, I—" 

"Don't talk to me. Just get out."

Retreating toward the door, arms crossed in frontof her, she pleaded, "Please let me explain—" "No! I don't want to talk about it. I want you outof here! I want to forget what you just tried to do." 

Her cheeks burned with shame, but her eyes flashedanger. "Damn you. Don't make it a mistake for someone to care about you." 

"Liz, I'm trying very hard not to hurt you. But if you don't get out of here soon—" 

She fled. Waiting for the elevator, Elizabeth huggedherself and bit her lower lip until it bled. When she finally reached the privacy of her car, she punished herface with her fists, muttering "Stupid, stupid, stupid!"under her breath, until tears came. 

Then she slumped over the wheel, sobbing. Themoment was gone, and there was no undoing it. 

Jonathan awoke with his heart hammering in his chest, his senses jangling. For agonizing moments, he did not know where he was, and scrambled for his bearings—darkness inside and out. He was sitting in a big chair, in a strange room— 

Then he remembered the look on Elizabeth's face, and his own shame and anger—remembered straightening the bedcovers, as though brushing out the wrinkles would sweep away the guilt, and retreating to the library. Hypatia had yielded the recliner to him, then bounded back onto his lap. He thought he had fallen asleep petting her. 

But how long ago, and what had startled him so? He was alone in the chair now. He strained to hear the echo of any sound, to grasp any fragment of a dream that might have jolted him awake. There was nothing. 

It was almost as if someone had touched him—but there was no one there. 

The chair's mechanism creaked loudly as he brought the back forward and stood up. if there is someone out there—He didn't complete the thought. 

He stepped out into the hallway. The only lights on were to the right, in the office. "Cassandra, attend." 

"Yes, Jonathan." 

"Turn the lights on. All of them." 

Night turned to day, and a quick if cautious search of the apartment showed that he was still alone. He settled uncertainly into the chair at Alynn's workspace. "Cassandra, do you keep a sensor log?" 

"Yes, Jonathan." "Cassandra, give me what you have for the last half hour." 

There was nothing—no helicopters passing the balcony, no buzzers from the lobby, no cats chasing each other over the furniture. He learned that it was almost five in the morning, that he had been asleep for just over three hours, and that he had cried out as he awoke. 

His eyes were burning from lack of sleep, and his mouth tasted foul. He found the toothbrush Elizabeth had brought and used it, then washed his face with cool water. It did not ease the burning, but made him feel a measure more human. 

Standing on the balcony, he looked out at the still-sleeping city, and drew deep breaths of cool morning air into his lungs. He gripped the railing with both hands and looked down on the parking lot, on the spot where she had died. 

"What do you do the first day after?" he said softly, and went inside. Sleep was out of the question. He was thoroughly awake, and restless. 

"Cassandra, do you keep other logs?" 

"I maintain a security log, a command log, and a connect log, Jonathan." "Cassandra, are any of the logs passworded?" "Not to you, Jonathan. You are on the family list." Momentarily undone by the answer, he made his 

way to Alynn's chair and shakily sat down. She had wanted no secrets from him, even in her private space. Even now. Yet he felt an uncomfortable rush of guilt, as though he had been caught snooping. It was minutes before he could accept that he had permission. 

"Cassandra—how do you keep your logs?" 

"As recordings, Jonathan." 

He covered his mouth with his hand. "Cassandra, do you have recordings of Alynn?" "Yes, Jonathan." "How far back do they go?" "The security log is a seventy-two-hour loop. The 

command log and connect log are archival, and begin February 26, Jonathan." 

That was the day she moved in. He leaned back in the big chair and said quietly, "Cassandra, play them for me. I want to hear her voice." 

"Would you like the oldest or newest first, Jonathan?" 

"Oldest." He folded his hands over his stomach and sucked his lips between his teeth, steeling himself. "Now, please." 

A time stamp appeared on one of Cassandra's small monitors. "—No, all of that goes in the second bedroom. Cassandra, are you up yet? Oh, good. Welcome 

to Michigan. We have some settling-in to do. Let's putsome knowbots to work. We need our netlinks back, I want all the current project libraries pulled down fromthe Arcadia server and I'd like to know if there's anyplace in town I can get incense, charcoal, and a goodRolfing—" 

The time stamp kept changing, jumping forwardnow half an hour, now half a day, skipping a night, aweekend. Most of what was logged was wholly inconsequential. But at times, she would chat at Cassandrain a way that turned the log into a makeshift diary. 

No matter what the content, Jonathan listened without interruption, sometimes just to the sound of hervoice rather than to her words. As he did, he found himself smiling—a smile that darkened to bittersweet regret and brightened to broad delight, but settledmost often in warm affection. 

He laughed aloud only once.

"—Stop, Cassandra. I've heard enough. Letter tothe White House, personal letterhead. But you'd betternot let me mail the first draft. Begin: Dear MadamPresident. Pardon me for asking, but are you out ofyour fucking mind?—" 

A few small surprises were waiting for him, and afew missing pieces fell in place. "—Cassandra, wouldyou find a number for Kelly Mizimi, Jonathan's gradassistant, and see if you can get her to pick up—" 

"—Hi, Tommy, this is Lynn. I need to buy a coupleof workstations. No, I already know what I want. Ijust want you to take care of the paperwork.Molecular Logic Model One. Cassandra will send youthe details on the configuration. I'm told there's a waiting list for these machines, so I'm not expecting a bargain. In fact, I want you to buy your way to the frontof the line, if you can—" 

Time compressed, then blurred. The longer he listened, the more he missed her, and the more acutely he knew that she was gone. He had thought he might find Alynn here, but all he had found were shadows and echoes. And he knew that both would haunt him if he let them. 

But still he listened, twisting the chair slowly from side to side, his hands folded at his mouth, until the sky brightened and sunlight pooled on the carpet for the cats. This was his vigil, his remembrance, his goodbye. He closed his eyes and searched for a quiet place to begin healing. And when he could not find one, he began to think about stopping the reading of Alynn's diary before the final entry, the last words of her last night. 

Then a new emotional note in Alynn's voice called Jonathan back—two parts ebullient joy, a hint of earnest worry, a touch of impatience. But he was too slow to refocus his attention, and couldn't catch the thread of what she was saying. 

"Cassandra, go back thirty seconds and resume." 

"—He doesn't know what he has, Cassandra," Alynn was saying. "He doesn't know! But maybe we can help him discover it. This is so exciting. There're so many people who've forgotten how to believe, how to let themselves feel what they can't touch and know what they can't prove. He could open the door for all of them, Cassandra—the door to the infinite. The door science slammed shut." 

He sat forward in the chair, resting folded arms on the edge of the console and his chin on his forearm, listening intently. 

"Oh, sweet Mother, it's so hard not to talk to him about it. This is the next step up. This can restore what's been missing—knowing that everything we do matters. But he has to find it for himself, on his path. He could change so many lives, if only he can find it. If he comes to me—if he comes to me, I want to be able to help him. But he has to come to it himself. If I try to show it to him, he'll run away. 

"—Oh, Jonathan, it's right there in your hands. It can only mean one thing. I wish I could whisper the right words in your ear. Oh, sweet, I hope you can take the leap. You see with your eyes, but you understand with your heart—" 

"Cassandra, stop." He sat bolt upright and stared at the time stamp. It was from the day after Molly One had kicked out the matrix match and kicked the props out from under the project. 

In just a few hours—perhaps because she would think him ready and receptive, perhaps because her eagerness would get the better of her judgment—Alynn would quietly and matter-of-factly ask him to think about the unthinkable. 

And he would refuse, just as she feared. 

And she would never bring it up again. 

"Cassandra, I want you to connect to Molly One at the lab. Grab as much bandwidth as you can. I'll talk you through the security." 

It took Jonathan less than a minute to introduce Cassandra to Molly One. On the way in, he deferred a long queue of mail, but took a moment to check what else was happening in the lab. No other users were logged in, and the door was locked. 

"Cassandra, I need to talk to Molly directly." 

"Yes, Jonathan. The keyboard is now pass-through." 

DISPLAY 
Ready 

CALL RECORD 0218, TIME ZERO, he typed. 
Cassandra's giant display monitor brightened, and the now-familiar matrix appeared to fill it. 

CALL RECORD 6853, TIME ZERO, AND TILE 
Now there were two frozen vector maps side by side on the screen. The one on the right had more bright traces, deceiving the eye into thinking that it was more simple. 

VIEW AXIS -Y, AND ANIMATE 
Both matrices smoothly rotated to a top-down view and came alive with the dance of the mind. Jonathan pushed the keyboard back and propped his chin on folded hands, his elbows on the edge of the desk. Both maps were familiar enough now that they entered his dreams, like a song that wouldn't stop playing in his head. Even so, he studied the screen for a long time: 0218 and 6853. 

Dugan Beckett and Brett Winston. 

The old man and the infant. 

He found himself shaking. Wishful nonsense. Brain weasels. Lynn, if I invite this thought into my head, it'll drag me down a hole I'll never come back from. Can't you see that? Don't you know how much I'd like it to be true right now? 

STOP, he typed, his fingers barely able to find the keys, then pushed his chair away from the desk and fled to the kitchen. He gulped cold water from a hand cupped under the faucet, then splashed his face with vigor, rubbing his eyes as though trying to wake himself up. Water dripped from his elbows to the floor and from his chin to darken his shirt. 

Finally, he drew the back of one hand across his mouth and again turned toward the desk. The vector maps of Dugan Beckett and Brett Winston were still visible across the room. 

"Cassandra, say good-bye to Molly." 

The display went black. 

"I guess this would all give Harris a good laugh, eh?" he said, and looked up. "How about you, Lynn? Are you sitting somewhere watching, shaking your head and smiling that indulgent smile at me? I stopped believing in Santa Claus when I was five and heaven when I was eight. Did I ever tell you that? I've never needed there to be anything beyond what I could see— until now." His eyes filling, he frowned and hung his head. "Christ, I don't even know who I think I'm talking to." 

Never in his life had he felt so terribly and completely alone as he did in that moment. Neither Cassandra nor the cats had any comfort to offer. No one he could reach could help—not Liz, not his parents, not the scattered friends who hadn't yet even learned of the joy that had been shattered by gunfire in the night. Nothing he could still call his own could fill the emptiness left by what had been torn from him. 

No one but Alynn. Nothing but being with her again, a thought so suffused with longing as to be nearly unbearable. 

There's still no other answer. How much would it hurt just to look at this one? 

"Cassandra." 

"Yes, Jonathan." 

"In the logs—does Alynn ever talk about reincarnation? Besides the last segment you played." 

"Yes, Jonathan. That word appears twice." 

"Play those segments," he said, walking back toward the desk. 

Alynn's voice, eager and earnest, rose up to meet him. "Let's see what we can pull together for him off the nets, Cassandra. A reading list, or at least a place to begin. Program a knowbot to look for—oh, reincarnation, eternalism, The Tibetan Book of the Dead, Dr. Ian Stevenson, Romy Crees, Sangyyal Dorjee, the Thouless key. Use my reference list from Immortality— it's at Arcadia if we don't have it here. 

"But screen out anything involving channeling—it'll peg his hooey-meter. I'm really after case studies, and primary sources. Build a table of bibliographic citations and locate as many of the top hundred as you can. Maybe that will help separate the wheat from the chaff. Job name, let's see—A Bouquet of Reincarnations." She giggled. "No, too silly. Job name: Just Trying to Help." 

The second entry was short, and Alynn's voice was tired and unhappy. "Cassandra, is that reincarnation job still running? Well, kill it, and purge the work files. Help was not wanted." 

It only took him a moment to figure out what conversation lay between the two time stamps. And in that moment, Jonathan realized that he no longer had a choice. Everything was pushing him in the same direction—what he wanted, what he needed, what he owed Alynn. 

"Cassandra, can you restart that job, Just Trying to Help?" 

"Yes, Jonathan." 

"Please do," he said, and went down the hall to Alynn's sanctum. 

Crouching before the bookcase, he could only find seven books devoted to reincarnation. He told himself that that meant there was a good chance that they were especially meaningful to Alynn. Taking them down one by one, he paged and skimmed through them, glancing at copyrights and indexes, looking for something that would tell him he was on the right path. Finally, he settled on the least-fragile-looking of the books, a large volume titled What Survives? 
Then, as the sunlight poured in through the slatted blinds and Hypatia lounged on the windowsill, Jonathan curled up in the corner of the altar room, on the huge pillows from which he thought he could still catch Alynn's perfume, and began to read. 
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The Inchoate Incarnate 
It took only two days for the siege to begin.
The first to try to dislodge Jonathan from his refuge


was the manager of the Huron Towers. After his many 

calls went unanswered, he gave way in turn to a vice 

president of the management company, who passed 

the baton to an arbitrator from the Ann Arbor 

Housing Commission, who threw up his hands 

and ceded the field to Barr, Anhut, & Reno P.C., 

Attorneys-At-Law. 

But by then, the real estate lawyers had to wait in 

line. Ahead of them were Hyatt & Garris, representing 

Mrs. Stacey Reed in an action against Jonathan Briggs 

to recover Alynn's property, and Fawcett, Donovan, 

Bishop, &t Associates, representing Mrs. Stacey Reed 

in a wrongful death suit against Huron Towers, with 

the city of Ann Arbor, General Motors, and himself 

among the eleven codefendants. 

Jonathan ignored them all. It was not possible to 

harass him by phone, because he had Cassandra to 

insulate him. With privacy set to high, he did not even have to hear the incoming messages, much less answer or return the calls. 

The attorneys kept trying to reach him, all the same, reinforcing their efforts with registered e-mail, certified street mail, FedEx document packs, and finally process servers. It made no difference. E-mail accumulated in Cassandra's in-box, street mail in the key box in the lobby, and parcels in the manager's office. The eviction notice was taped to the outside of the locked front door. 

But it was not all the yelping of attack dogs. Condolence calls from colleagues at the university and friends outside it trickled in as word of Alynn's murder spread. And Jonathan did talk to his mother once, his father twice, but only to keep them from flying down from Toronto. Eric and Kelly sent regrets and flowers, then respectfully waited a week to call and ask what Jonathan wanted done about the lab. The question seemed wholly irrelevant, so he did not bother to reply. 

Only Liz did not call. And though he thought they should talk, he did not know what he wanted to do about the breach between them, so he did nothing. 

Throughout this time, Jonathan never left the apartment. The front door had been opened only to food deliveries, flowers, and one surprise—Dr. Rupert Kosslyn, who showed up Sunday night with a large pan pizza and a larger bottle of Scotch. 

"Life sucks," he said when admitted. "Where are the glasses?" 

Jonathan would not have counted Kosslyn among his friends. They had never socialized, and barely spoke when their paths crossed. And, behind his back, Kosslyn had been an easy target for Jonathan's barbs. 

But Dr. Kosslyn's dour blandness was oddly comforting now, because Jonathan had forgotten how to laugh. There was little conversation between the men, and none of it was about Alynn, or anything else that mattered. They gorged themselves and got drunk together like old friends spared from talking by already knowing each other's stories. 

At midnight, Kosslyn rose on wobbly legs to keep a rendezvous with the taxi he had arranged for in advance. "Life still sucks," he said, collecting the near empty bottle in an embrace. "But this is very good Scotch." 

Jonathan tried standing with him, but the room tilted, and he quickly sat down again. "Rupert— why'd you do this?" he blurted out. 

Kosslyn paused by the door. "Son, you're gonna feel lousy in the morning," he said. "But later on, you'll feel better. I just wanted you to remember that that's possible." 

By the end of the week, he was sleeping in Alynn's bed and living at Cassandra's desk. He had read every reincarnation book on Alynn's shelves, but found them wanting—full of metaphysical systems that didn't map in the least detail against the physical universe he knew, of earnest speculations riddled with faulty logic, of unverifiable testimonials and credulous reporting. 

To be sure, he also found elegant visions and eloquent, evocative prose. But Jonathan had hoped for more. He needed a reason to believe. Instead, he was finding only fuel for his skepticism. 

Still, he persisted, pushing his skepticism away for Alynn's sake. He patiently sorted through the domains of reincarnation and transmigration, of immortality and immortalism, of anatman and annihilationism, until he came to understand that there was no metaphysical Unified Theory of Reincarnation, but dozens of mutually contradictory notions. 

There are millions of educated Westerners who believe in this, he told himself. Lynn believed. I have to understand why. I have to understand how they think it works. If there's anything to reincarnation at all, there has to be more at the heart of it than need-tobelieve. Somewhere the metaphysics has to touch the physical world. 

But it was hard to see where that might be. The popular press, a direct descendant of the carnival freak show, eagerly offered up reincarnation as part of their parade of cults and the occult. And the popular culture was periodically held spellbound—to the tune of millions of copies—by Seth and Michael, Omm Sety and the Thouless key, and the past lives of minor entertainers and first ladies. 

Between the gawking and the gullibility, Jonathan had found plenty of reason to keep his distance. 

Still, he thought, in ten thousand years and a thousand cultures, somewhere, someone must have gotten hold of a piece of the truth—and an open mind should be able to recognize the truth. Even if their tools are no better than guesswork and serendipity, and the water's muddied by fraud and imagination and wishful thinking, someone will have a piece of the truth—a piece that will connect to the piece I have. And if it's there, I'm going to find it. 

Holding fast to that determination, Jonathan turned to the list Cassandra's knowbot had produced. But he soon discovered that most of the books on that list were among the millions of texts that had yet to be published electronically, or even to be released in a scanned facsimile. They simply weren't anywhere to be had, online. 

He thought of how his father came to haunt yard sales and flea markets in search of moldering vinyl LPs, which he dubbed to digital minidisc via a Rube Goldberg record changer so delicate everyone was required to go about the house on tiptoe. 

"Vinyl to CD, mono to stereo, 78s to LPs—every time they change the rules, wonderful performances, and performers, sink from sight, never to reappear," Julian Briggs had complained, and pointed to his complete set of Schwann catalogs. "Those are my treasure maps to the Lost World. How many people today have ever heard the real Billie Holiday, or Toscanini conducting the NBC Symphony?" 

I understand, Dad, he thought, looking forlornly at Cassandra's list. New technologies did not just replace the old. They also winnowed and widowed. 

Prompted by that memory, Jonathan recalled another long-past conversation with his father. Julian's habit was to play his LP recordings at performance volume, for hours on end. And the immaculately reproduced sound of analog tape, mechanical record-cutters, and a diamond stylus scratching across worn plastic was, to the ears of a teenage boy spoiled by digital perfection, a fcfrm of torture. 

"How can you stand that?" he had demanded one day, confronting his father. "Between the hiss and the Rice Krispies effect, you might as well be listening to AM radio in a thunderstorm." 

Faintly surprised, his father had shrugged. "I listen to the music, not the noise." 

At the time, he had thought it a glib, annoying answer. But now Jonathan seized on it as a way of thinking about his mission. 

Listen for the music. Ignore the noise— 

The obvious place to turn next was the university library system. It still owned more than a million books in paper, as well as extensive periodical holdings. Though most of the printed matter was now held in the closed stacks of various special collections, that was no obstacle to a member of the faculty. 

But as he browsed the online catalog, Jonathan discovered anew that the two worlds he needed to draw together had almost nothing to say to one another. 

A keyword search under reincarnation turned up 155 entries. Under immortality, there were nearly 400. Under soul, half again as many. Promising. 

But when he added science to the search criteria, those long lists were quickly winnowed to a handful of books, most written long before there was anything resembling a science of the mind. Using "personality" instead turned up a Jungian analysis of the belief in reincarnation, and not much more. 

Jonathan could have all the works written in the foreign languages of Hindi and theosophy he wanted. But when he asked for something from a more familiar culture, he was left waiting while Mirlyn thrashed through long searches that produced short, disheartening reports: 

MIRLYN 
Search Request: K=REINCARNATION AND NEUROSCIENCE 
UM Online Catalog Search Results: 0 Entries Found No Keyword Entries Found 
No Keyword Matches Found 
And, he found, this was not merely a matter of the U's undeniable intellectual prejudices being reflected in the library's acquisitions policy. It was the same up the road in East Lansing: 

—MAGIC 
Search Request: K=REINCARNATION AND BIOLOGY 
MSU Libraries Catalog 
Search Results: 0 Entries Found No Keyword Entries Found
D3AB 
No Keyword Matches Found

It was the same everywhere. It was as though, sometime late in the nineteenth century, the Great Rift of materialist reductionism had created a kind of intellectual continental drift, separating and isolating the cultures of I-Believe-What-I-Know and I-Know-What-I-Believe. There was no intersection between them at all. 

The reincarnation books were consigned to the religion, anthropology, and philosophy sections of the undergrad library. The only journal that seemed to consider the subject fit for serious discussion was Religious Studies. Even the remaining psychologists, effectively defrocked from the priesthood by Harris's neuroanimatics, were interested in reincarnation only as a belief system and a therapeutic tool. 

It seemed to Jonathan as if no one were allowed to hold citizenship in both countries—to be both a skeptic and a believer, to combine the fruits of deduction and intuition. There was a terrible schism, vigorously enforced from both sides. One refused to subject its beliefs to testing, while the other refused to believe in anything it could not test. 

And with head and heart not on speaking terms, no one was asking the question Jonathan was desperate to answer: whether there was room in Darwin's naked ape for a touch of the divine, and in a finite, chaotic, temporal universe for an infinite, eternal consciousness. Could what he knew and what Alynn had believed coexist in the same reality? 

If it wasn't possible, she was gone forever. 

And because that was still an unthinkable thought, he pushed back the wall of frustration and discouragement, and pressed on. 

* * * 

Hours later Jonathan finally realized that he had lost his way in the unfamiliar jungle. He was reeling from conceptual overload. Everything was coming through as noise. There was too much new to absorb, much less to process and integrate—from astral physics to oversouls, egregores to zodiacal bodies. He needed a native guide and interpreter. 

He was certain there had to be someone nearby. Cassandra's inventory of local resources included a women's spirituality group on campus, two crystal-and-wand bookstores in town (and five more within thirty miles), an active CUPPS group at the local Unitarian church, and a pagan grove in Royal Oak. And if he needed more, Cassandra had located three back issues of an electronic newsletter, phenome-NEWS, which was edited in Brighton and filled with ads for esoteric workshops and alternative practitioners throughout the area. 

If he could only get out and start talking to people, Jonathan was sure that he could find the help he needed. 

But he was a prisoner in the apartment. And he harbored a suspicion that the person he was looking for would not likely be found in the business directory under "Past-Life Counselors," ready to take his money in exchange for telling him what he wanted to hear. 

In search of help, he went back to the nets. Somewhere among the tens of thousands of postings archived from the newsgroups, and the threads still current on the commercial data channels, he hoped to find someone who could do for him what Alynn would have, if he had let her. 

Even with Cassandra's help, it was a tedious process. There was no substitute for wading through the long, rambling conversations in search of someone whose intellect and sensibilities he could respect. And then he feltobliged to scan every other post by them he could find,to confirm or contradict that first impression. 

After three hours, only two prospects were still viable—an Air Force master sergeant who posted underthe handle "Sherry," and a Seattle hypnotherapistnamed Tom Lightfeather. Anyone who claimed a pastlife as an historical figure was struck off the list without appeal. Several others with promise had lost pointsby proclaiming a belief in Atlantis, Strieber communionism, halo therapy, or the Weekly World News. 
Sherry had been convinced by her own past-lifememories, which came to her in lucid dreams. Tom had been persuaded by twenty years of watching his clientsduring regressions. But both explained themselves calmly and measured their claims, with no sign—yet—of the credulous certainty of the True Believer. 

When the knock at the door came, a wearyJonathan was struggling to concentrate on a long essayby Lightfeather, his response to an attack from a rabidAmerican Family Church member. 

"Go away," Jonathan muttered distractedly.

But after a polite interval, the knock came again—sharp, measured. It was then that Jonathan remembered that he was expecting Kelly or Eric to show upwith the first batch of books from the library. 

"Cassandra, show me the hallway." 

The secondary monitor brightened, and the peephole camera showed a man twenty years Jonathan'ssenior, balding but trim and well dressed. Jonathan didnot recognize the man, but he recognized the look—three-piece suit, expressionless face, hundred-dollaran-hour billings. 

So—it begins.The man leaned forward and rapped smartly on thedoor with his knuckles. He peered at the peephole 

lens. "Mr. Briggs, my name is Arthur Steuben—of Hillerman-Steuben-Welch, in Chicago. I apologize forintruding on you, but you apparently haven't been receiving my letters and messages. It's very importantthat I speak with you." 

A new player Jonathan noted with idle curiosity,sitting back in his chair. "Cassandra, tell him I'm nothome," he said, and listened as Cassandra relayed themessage through the security intercom. 

The man shook his head. "Mr. Briggs, forgive me,but I know otherwise. I've spoken with your parents,and I understand your situation. I believe I may be ableto simplify matters somewhat for you. But I need to speak with you, and sooner is better than later, foreveryone." 

Jonathan reached out and touched the intercom key. "You lawyers must think the rest of us are idiots. Idon't know whose lizard you are, but you can go backand tell them I'm not budging—not for phony firealarms, not for the neighbors-from-hell, and especiallynot for a lawyer-of-the-week who says he just wants tohelp. Fuck off." 

The man's eyebrows shot up in surprise as he took inJonathan's broadside. Then, at the end, a glimmer of understanding washed across his face, and he smiled tolerantly. "Mr. Briggs, I'm afraid you have me confused with some other lizard. The only lawyers at Hillerman-Steuben-Welch are tax lawyers. We're an investmentcounseling firm—a bunch of hard-partying CPAs." 

Frowning, Jonathan touched the key again. "Thenwhat do you want with me?" 

Steuben's smile faded, his expression turning serious. "Mr. Briggs, I'm the principal trustee for the estate of Alynn Reed. And I really think you should talkto me." 

A shiver ran through Jonathan's body, with no obvious cause or meaning. "Cassandra, do we know Arthur Steuben?" 

"Arthur Steuben is vice president of Hillerman-Steuben-Welch, trustees for the Arcadia Trust, an instrument created and funded by the mistress. There arethree letters, six phone calls, and a lobby page fromArthur Steuben in the Pending queue." 

Sheepishly, Jonathan reached for the key. "Mr. Steuben, I'm sorry about the lizard crack. Cassandra,please let him in." 

They settled at the only table in the apartment, the small dinette in the kitchen. 

"Mr. Briggs, do you have any identification?" 

Brow furrowed, Jonathan handed his visitor his National Health card. When Steuben looked at him expectantly, Jonathan also produced his Michigan Resident Services ID. The accountant studied both briefly, then pushed them back across the table. 

"Thank you," he said. "Mr. Briggs, how much did you know about Ms. Reed's finances?" 

"Almost nothing," Jonathan said. "I know she's— she was very successful. But we didn't mingle money. I paid for everything at my place, where we lived—I was glad to, I never asked her for anything. She took care of this place. And when we went out together, we took turns. Whoever suggested something usually paid." He shook his head. "I can't remember a money conversation that went much beyond 'I'll get this one.'" 

Steuben nodded. "So you didn't know anything about the Arcadia Trust." 

"Not a word." 

"I had better fill you in a bit, then." As he spoke, Steuben retrieved a pocket PC from inside his suit coat and opened it on the table. "The Arcadia Trust is principally funded by the income stream from Ms. Reed's properties, all of which are held in the name of the trust. She, in turn, drew her living expenses directly from the trust." 

"For tax reasons, I assume." 

"In part. The current value of the trust assets is"— Steuben glanced down at the computer—"slightly more than $13 million. The annual investment income on the assets is, in a difficult market such as we see today, a little less than $1 million. Income from sales and licensing varies from year to year. Last year, with no new release, it dipped below four hundred thousand." 

Jonathan rested his folded hands on the table and cocked his head to one side as he looked at his visitor. "Mr. Steuben, why are you telling me this?" 

"Because you are the principal contingent beneficiary, Mr. Briggs." 

Jonathan jumped up out of his seat, knocking his chair backward as he retreated. "No, no, no—I don't want this—" 

"And my instructions from Ms. Reed are to provide you with what you need," Steuben continued. "That's why I'm here—to discuss the necessary arrangements. I'm sorry if this comes as a shock, but there was no way around it. If you'd been reading your mail—" 

"Why me? Jesus God Almighty—" 

"Ms. Reed didn't discuss her reasons with me," Steuben said, closing his computer and tucking it away. "It's probably safe to assume that there wasn't anyone she wanted more to have it." 

"Do I have to take it?" 

"No, of course not. But you can't change the terms of the trust, either—you're only the principal beneficiary, not the owner. If you choose not to draw on the trust, all the earnings will be reinvested, save for the amounts reserved for certain onetime gifts specified inthe trust documents." 

"Her mother?" 

"I'm not at liberty to discuss those gifts, Mr. Briggs,I'm sorry." 

"It doesn't matter—her mother will never stand for this." Jonathan shook his head. "I need a drink. Can I get you one?" 

"Thank you, yes." While Jonathan opened cabinetsand clinked glassware with trembling hands, Steubenadded, "I can tell you that Mrs. Reed's lawyers havealready been in touch with us. I'm afraid there's verylittle they can do on her behalf. We're very good atwhat we do, Mr. Briggs, and a trust is much more secure than a will." 

Jonathan brought the glasses to the table, then retrieved his chair. "Speaking of lawyers," Steuben continued, "I understand you've been having some trouble with Huron Towers. You should see the end of that, now." 

"Why?" 

"I stopped at the management office before comingup to see you, to straighten matters out. It was entirelya problem of miscommunication. They were under themistaken impression that a personal corporation wasinvolved, not an ongoing trust instrument. We holdthe lease, you see." 

"So—the trust is technically the tenant?" 

He nodded. "I informed them that we'd be keepingthe apartment for another three months, at minimum,and I've paid them in advance, to smooth the waters abit. That will give you enough time to decide what youwant to do." 

"I'm free to come and go now?" Jonathan stared athim, afraid to believe. 

"Entirely free." 

A flash of paranoia seized Jonathan. "If this is a trick to get me to leave—" 

"—It would be a good one. But it's no trick. I don't play games with fragile people." He sipped at his glass. "This is respectable. Single malt, right?" 

"I didn't even look, to tell the truth." 

Steuben smiled. "I understand. —Mr. Briggs, I know that you've suffered a terrible blow. I liked Alynn Reed. I suspect you loved her a great deal, and I can see how a man could. It's always hard to deal with the thought that you're profiting from someone else's misfortune—and all the harder under these kinds of circumstances." 

"I'd trade every last nickel of it to have her back," Jonathan said, tears suddenly streaking his cheeks. "A million, fifty million, or fifty times fifty. Without a moment's hesitation." 

"I know you would, Mr. Briggs," Steuben said gently. "Any decent person would. But that option isn't on the table." 

"This just doesn't feel right." 

Steuben folded his hands and looked down at them. "I'll tell you the same thing I've had to tell a number of people over the years—you didn't ask for this, and you need not feel guilty about accepting it. This was her choice. This is her last gift to you. And chances are, the last thing she wanted was for you to tie yourself up with guilt over it. She thought you were worthy." He looked up. "So let yourself be." 

"What does that mean?" 

"It means you can best honor her by accepting her gift and using it well—to realize your ambitions, to help make yourself comfortable and happy, whatever. She probably had some idea what you'd do with it, after all. Clients don't usually come to my office to get 

help giving large sums of money to people they thinkirresponsible or undeserving. 

"Hard as it may be to accept, Mr. Briggs, she'sgiven you an opportunity. Let yourself be grateful. Myfather used to say that when one door closes, Godopens another one. I don't know if you're a religiousman, but I do think it's true. Perhaps in a month ortwo you'll be able to see it that way." 

Jonathan was silent for a long time. He rested hisforehead against his fist and stared at the tabletop."Yes," he said finally, his voice surprisingly collected."Yes, I can use this to open a door." He looked up. "I suppose there are papers to sign, or something?" 

"I'll send you a copy of the terms of the instrumentas they apply to you," Steuben said. "But there aren't many. My initial instructions are to provide you withone hundred thousand dollars per year for personalexpenses, and an unrestricted renewable grant in thesum of $1 million per year to support your research.Apart from that, this is one of the most open trusts I'vewritten. Your access to the money is essentially unrestricted. You're free to use it for whatever purposesyou deem fit. I also have the discretion as trustee todisburse larger amounts if those are not sufficient, though professional ethics require that I strongly discourage you from touching the principal." 

Steuben stood, reaching into another inner pocketof his jacket. "I brought you a debit card," he said,laying a small leatherette wallet on the table. "It drawsagainst a starting balance of fifty thousand dollars.The balance of the year's distribution will be added tothe account in four months. If you need that money sooner, contact me. You do understand that most of the trust's assets are tied up at any given time? It's nota pile of money in a drawer?" 

"I—yes." 

"Good." He glanced at his notepad. "Now, the research grant will be handled as a gift to the university, creating a discretionary research account for you. We negotiated a fee of 20 percent for account administration and indirect costs, and will add that amount to the gift. 

"I believe this arrangement will keep you clear of all of the paperwork associated with sponsored projects, as well as all of the tax and accounting complexities involved if you handled the money yourself. Alynn wanted to give you the most freedom with the least administrative nuisance." He closed the notepad and tucked it away in his jacket. "I think she also hoped to bolster your status in the department. It's my impression, based on the tone of our conversations with the university, that a gift of this size will likely have that effect." 

Reaching down, Steuben picked up his glass and finished his drink. "Good luck, Mr. Briggs," he said, offering his hand. "I'm very sorry about your loss." 

Jonathan sat at the table for fully half an hour after Steuben left, staring into his folded hands and glancing uncomfortably at the gift Steuben had delivered to him. The thin wallet contained the distillation of Alynn's hard work and creativity, rendered to its simplest form—the money that people were willing to pay to play in her imaginary worlds. 

Is that all we amount to when we're dead? Assets to be disposed of, debts to be paid? A trail of entries in the big record book, ending with unkept promises and unfinished work, an obituary and an estate sale? 

Or was it possible that something of Self did survive? How comforting a fiction that would be—but how wondrous a truth. 

Jonathan did not want the money for himself. But he could not help but wonder if there were something he could buy for Alynn with it. At last, he reached outand, with a light touch of his fingertips, drew the wallet across the surface toward him. 

The debit card bore a hologram of the Visa Expresstrademark, and a touchmark waiting for his thumbprint. Holding the card by the corners, Jonathan angled it to catch the light. The winged horse sprang intosilvery flight. Where do you go in the darkness? hethought, tipping the card away to make the Pegasusvanish. Maybe the body is nothing more than the lightthat illuminates the soul, and without which it hides from our eyes. 

Jonathan peeled the protective cover back from thetouchmark and pressed his right thumb firmly onto thesquare. Then he stood, tucking the wallet into his backpocket. He walked to the bathroom, where he shavedand trimmed his moustache for the first time since Alynn died. 

Then he took the elevator to the lobby, and emergedinto the sunlight. He stopped to take a white mumfrom the landscaping and lay it on the spot whereAlynn had died, but he did not linger there. The chainshad fallen from his limbs, and he had much to do. 

Walking into Moonstone Craft House for the first time reminded Jonathan of the first time he'd gotten up the courage to go into one of the Toronto Centre sex shops. He was as unsure of himself now as he had been then, and equally at a loss to understand the uses of much of what he saw for sale. 

Moonstone boasted all the usual and expected trappings of a mundane bookstore—a wall full of multimedia, another of books on disc and paper; a Canon self-service demand printer; greeting cards and calendars, software and sharetext samplers. Only the subjects covered and the roster of publishers represented were unusual. 

But at least half the store was given over to brass bowls and "singing" bells, earth-tone stoneware and porcelain statuary, and esoteric jewelry in silver and crystal. There were "dream catchers," healing stones, and an array of double-edged knives and swords, which Jonathan eyed with some alarm. The offerings in candles, oils, herbs, and incense gave the air in the store an almost overwhelmingly organic smell, like a forest after a summer rain. 

And everywhere there were instruments and noisemakers, from skin drums and rainsticks to rattles, bells, and "moon chimes"—enough to outfit an exotic percussion ensemble. 

It's a hardware store for an alternative technology, he thought as he gazed wonderingly at the shelves and displays. 

Jonathan had become accustomed to the smotheringly helpful "sales assistants" that were retail's answer to web commerce shopping. But when no one pounced on him while he lingered near the door, he made his way to the register. Tending it was a twenty-something woman with a pentacle and a labrys dangling from her throat piercings. 

"Can I help you with something?" she asked as he approached. 

"I hope so," he said, trying a smile. "I need to find someone in the area who's knowledgeable about reincarnation, and I thought this might be a good place to start looking." 

"Have you looked at the multimedia rack? We just got a new disc in from Aetherius Press that Sharra is very high on—" 

"No, you don't understand," Jonathan said. "I 

need to find someone who really understands this—I need to be able to talk to them about my questions." She studied him for a moment. "Someone close to you recently crossed over." "Yes," he said, not questioning the source of her perception. 

"And you've been in great pain," she said, shaking her head sympathetically. "Your aura is awfully weak, and much too yellow. You're going to have to be careful, or you're going to make yourself terribly sick." She played idly with her throat jewelry while she thought. "Are you hoping to try to contact this person?" 

"I don't know," he said. "I guess I'm trying to find some way to make it all right. I really don't quite know what that will take." 

The woman turned and called toward the back of the store, "Barbara? Is Lady Aryanna still in town, or has she already left for Wisconsin?" 

"She left Tuesday," the answer came back. 

"Oh, that's too bad," the young woman said, frowning. "I'm sure she would have been good to talk to. But she's gone off to a Midsummer gather, and she's staying on for a month to teach some workshops at Mt. Horeb. I could give her your name when she comes back—" 

"I can't wait ? month," Jonathan said anxiously. 

"I know," she said. "But I don't know what to tell you. We have a networking bulletin board in the back, with the business cards of some metaphysical therapists. But there really isn't anyone I'd care to recommend—" 

She suddenly snapped her fingers and her expression brightened. "Wait. You know what I would do if I were you?" Emerging from behind the counter, she led him by the hand to a literature rack near the front door. She plucked a sheet from its bin and handed ittriumphantly to Jonathan. 

"What's this?" he asked. "Starpath?" 

"It's the biggest open pagan festival left in the East,and it's just two weeks from now. They get three orfour thousand people in, from all over. And that meansjust about every path you've ever heard of. It's a wonderfully eclectic mix—that's what it's all about, sharing. I went three years ago and had an incredible time." She gestured eagerly with a ring-bright finger."Look at the list of workshops, on the back." 

Jonathan turned the flyer over. At first glance, hesaw at least four sessions that mentioned past lives orreincarnation, each led by a different presenter. 

The young clerk edged closer. "See, your problem isthat a lot of the local people have gone undercover withthat new state law," she said quietly. "Anyone who'seasy to reach wants your money and probably isn'tworth it, and the real teachers are going to make youwait at least a month to make sure that you're sincere.Lady Aryanna is about the only one who wouldn't." 

"But she's in Wisconsin for a month." 

"Right. You said you weren't really sure what youneeded. Maybe going there will give you a chance tofind out," she said with a nod, and squeezed his hand."I believe we always find the teacher we need, whenwe're ready. I hope you find yours." 

Jonathan folded the flyer and looked up. "Thank you," he said, tucking the paper in his jeans pocket."You've been very kind. And trusting." 

"I don't believe in secrets," she said. "These thingsbelong to all of us. The problem's not that too manyknow, it's that too few do." She held open the door forhim. "Come see us when you get back." 

Once western New York forest, then a hope-and-sweatfamily farm, the rolling field was returning to forest once more. 

Great arcs of young broadleaf trees bridged theStarpath site from one side to the other, subdividingthe field and creating ribbons of sheltering shade. Butthe sun breaks were neither so tall nor so dense yet asto hide the fact that the field was filled with tents and canopies of every color and description. 

There were striped beach shelters, towering tipis,nylon dining flys, and sun shields snapping in thebreeze, white pyramid-peaked campaign tents with fluttering corner pennants, even a few air-supportedTubeTents, with their cushioned floors and hummingcoolers. The two permanent structures—the "waterhouse," with a swimming pool, showers, and taps, and a covered stage—were lost among the hundreds of transients. 

Jonathan was amazed to see so many people already there. He had timed his own arrival to place him at the festival the afternoon before events began.Better to come early to a party where you know noone, he had thought—it's easier to meet people as theroom fills than after. 

But the party was already well under way. Fromsome unseen corner of the field, Jonathan heard the deep heartbeat pulse of drumming. From inside a tentsomewhere nearby, he heard someone singing over thestrum of a steel-stringed guitar. There were cookingsmells in the aii^ and laughter and happy voices spicingthe bustle of activity. 

Shouldering his bags, Jonathan followed the trailflags to East Meadow, to which he had been assigned.He found a place for his two-man pop-up along theborder of the Wild Grove forest camping area. There itwould catch morning shade from an old oak, but bake in the afternoon. It seemed an agreeable trade-off, considering how much of the space left had no shelter atall. His tent was soon staked and his kit stowed inside. 

Jonathan had not brought much of value, but, outof habit, he hesitated to leave it unwatched and unsecured. Standing protectively before his tent, he watchedhis neighbors moving about their business, setting upcamp and greeting friends. 

Before long he began to feel foolish for havingpacked his urban fears along. He zipped the screendoor of his tent against the insects and dismissed thethought of keeping out anything larger. Then, with hissite map folded in his pocket, he set off to exploreStarpath. 

The ten largest meadows were named for the compass points, the elements of Empedocles, and the Sunand Moon. Common tents were set up and workshopspaces set aside throughout the camping areas. SunMeadow, in the center of the site, was home to a tent mall of artists, artisans, and hucksters offering a wide array of esoteric and handmade wares. Jonathan found there the source of the cooking smells—a file offood booths offering an eclectic menu of alternativesto backpack and cooler fare. 

Moon Meadow was reserved for large gatherings,and held the stage and little more. A gentle hill providednatural risers. Fire Meadow, to the northeast, was similarly forsaken, dominated by an extensive labyrinth ofhedges on the slope above a huge fire circle. 

Beyond Fire Meadow, Jonathan found the source of the drumming he'd been hearing since he arrived. Abranch-and-vine structure known simply as the Domehoused a small band of trance drummers, apparentlyexiled from the greater community. The reason forthat exile became clear later that night—the trancedrummers carried on around the clock, until the relentless rhythms and exhaustion combined to placethem in an ecstatic state. 

As he wandered, Jonathan stayed within himself,looking without touching, exchanging a few politesmiles but few words. When he realized he was hungry, he wandered back to Sun Meadow and boughthimself a plate of curried rice at a booth called Smokey's Grill. He ate alone, sitting in the shade of atree and watching children cavorting in the pool. Heenvied them their easy joy, and tried to remember being filled with the same light. 

That evening, he sat near the back of a crowd ofthree or four hundred that gathered on the dew-damp grass of Moon Meadow for an informal concert. Loneliness was an ache in his throat, but he was not able to reach out. Though no one had done anythingto force the feeling on him, he saw himself as an intrude!; an impostor at someone else's family reunion.Alynn would have been at home, but he did not knowhow to claim a place for himself. 

Without Alynn, I don't belong here— 

Jonathan tried to lose himself in the music, which was surprisingly professional. Nine musicians sharedthe stage—Celtic harp and several acoustic guitars,flute, and African percussion—taking turns and collaborating on tunes. All but one were accomplished performers, and the sound engineer discreetly submergedthe hapless guitarist's contribution in the PA mix. 

Though Jonathan knew none of the songs, it became obvious that he was the exception. Through"Gently, Johnny" and "Spring Strathspey," "Lord of the Dance" and "Time and Stars," he found himself sitting in the middle of a soft-voiced people's choii; asthose arrayed around him on the hill quietly sang along with the performers. 

It was like going to St. Andrew's Catholic Church with his friend Steven, when they were both ten. The music was grand, but he was embarrassed to be the only one not singing. Worse, because here there was no hymnal. And his discomfort became acute when the harpist announced a song called "Circles," and the sound from the throats of the audience swelled from contented accompaniment to a level more appropriate to an anthem: 

"—Around and around and around turns the good 
Earth
"All things must change as the seasons go by." 
"We are the children of the Lord and the Lady—" 


But I'm not, Jonathan thought, the realization bitter. I shouldn't have come. He stood, turned away from the stage, and retreated up the hill and into the enveloping darkness. The music followed him all the way to his tent, but long before he reached it he could no longer distinguish the words, and it became only another sound in the night. 

One more day, Jonathan thought. I'll stay one more day. 

He lay on his foam bedroll, staring at the ceiling of the pop-up and listening to the wind in the trees and the voices of late arrivals setting up camp by flashlight. The gates were closed at midnight, halting the trickle of newcomers. The concert ended soon after, but a furious chorus of insects soon usurped the silence. 

Somewhere a few tents to the north, a camper was snoring. Somewhere closer by, Jonathan heard the muted cries and writhings of two people making love—he thought both voices might be female, but he was not certain. 

Those sounds, he filtered out, in time. But he could not quiet the distant drumming or his memories of Alynn, and they conspired to keep him a prisoner of consciousness until dawn. 

If there was any doubt in Jonathan's mind that theStarpath community was a culture unto itself, it vanished the next morning. 

Leaving his tent when he started to hear the encampment stirring, Jonathan walked through the cool,wet grass down to Sim Meadow and the water house.There were two dozen indoor showers and another dozen outdoors there, and he hoped a long, hot soakwould wash the fatigue from his muscles and the burning from his eyes. 

But the program had neglected to mention that theshowers were both unisex and communal. Jonathan found himself standing in a short line behind a womanof grand proportions wearing naught but the toweldraped over her shoulder, and trying not to stare asfive men and three women soaped their water-brightnude bodies under the outdoor showerheads. 

He soon discovered that the arrangement and therules inside were no different. The sign on the doorsaid not MEN nor WOMEN, but PEOPLE, and the gangshowers, locker-room style, offered no concessions tobody modesty. It seemed that avoiding exposure to themorning's breezy coolness, not exposure to strangers'eyes, explained the line. 

Jonathan was not particularly shy about his ownbody, except that he did not quite trust it not to misinterpret the sights. As if to test him, the shower thatopened up placed him between two women. On hisleft, an older woman with olive skin, black hair to midback, and the lush figure of a Reubens goddess. Onhis right, a tall college-age woman with short-croppedhair and a sleek runner's body. 

It was impossible not to look, especially after the older woman smiled at him. The most he could do was not linger, or allow his gaze to. 

Now, wouldn't that tickle any university harassment officer's heart—a man afraid of getting an erection in a roomful of wet, naked women, he thought wryly as he toweled off. I do believe Dottie Stone's managed to bob me after all. 

For Jonathan, the water house was the beginning of a crash course in the aesthetic of the human form. For, once the gates were closed against the outside world, those inside seemed to quietly set about shedding its conventions and taboos. Defying the odds and the sun, they wandered the meadows in every possible state of undress, revealing bodies of every shape and size. 

There were high-collared capes made of zero-transmission fabrics, worn with nothing but skin underneath. Jonathan saw his first zero-modesty breechclout, and his first pierced and tattooed penis. An uncountable number of women were bare to the waist, even several who had had mastectomies. And more than a few men and women went about completely nude but for a waist pack, shoulder bag, head scarf, or a drape of silver-andstone jewelry. 

It was an education—no, a reeducation, adjusting the expectations created by years of camera-perfect models and sex-charged commercial nudity. Jonathan had never been to a clothing-optional beach or a sun resort, or even in a hot tub with more than three other people. The novelty and the variety both captured him. 

Where's National Geographic when you really need it? he thought, sitting near his tent and unobtrusively people-watching. 

Most who chose to shed their clothing seemed wholly casual about it. But some were proudly ostentatious. The lithe hard-bodies, the elaborate piercings and body art, were meant not only to be seen, but admired. And there were any number of carefully assembled outfits that covered nothing, such as the woman Jonathan thought of as the Irish Cherokee princess. 

All high cheekbones and high breasts and flame-red hair in a single braid to the small of her back, she wore nothing but jewelry, a few feathers, and a tiny beaded medicine pouch. And, yet, she seemed able to go about unmolested to a degree that her six-foot-tall walking stick didn't account for. Even fully dressed, she couldn't have walked two blocks on an Ann Arbor street without having to fend off an advance. 

But after puzzling for a while over what he was seeing, Jonathan caught on to what was happening. A naked woman is a sensation, unless she's but one of five hundred. A bare breast is a titillation, unless bare breasts are commonplace, available to every casual glance. For the women, Starpath had become a place where it was safe to stop hiding their bodies and celebrate them. Here, they could escape the entice-butconceal games that sexualized every hint of cleavage and every inch of bare leg. 

Wittingly or not, the women of Starpath had successfully conspired to debase the sexual currency to the point that it was no longer worth stealing. Desensitization therapy, on a mass scale. 

Jonathan found for himself that, within the first hour, the link connecting nudity to the promise of sex had been broken, or at least benumbed. His appreciation of the women he found attractive was undiminished, but it was subtly changed. The teenage eagerness and wish-to-possess seemed muted, or transmuted. 

But that was not the only thread of liberation in the nudism. The other challenged the body snobbishness that insisted that those whose appearance deviated too far from the cultural ideal must cover up. The surgical scars and birthmarks, the stippled stretch marks of childbearing, the round bellies and pear-shaped bottoms, the softness and sag from aging, the fullness of a Venus of Willendorf or a Henry VIII—the defiant unveiling of these declared them variations, not flaws. 

It seemed to Jonathan that he had come to a place where ordinary people, not just genetic celebrities, were allowed to love their bodies and know that they were beautiful. And in that aesthetic, he found the first thread of affinity with the people around him. It was something they believed in that he could believe in, too. It was a beginning. 

He knew his allegiance had changed when a state police helicopter made two slow, obviously voyeuristic passes over the site, and he laughed at them for their foolishness. You poor sorry sods, he thought, peeking through keyholes and up girls' dresses on the stairs. You're up there leering at the freak show and don't have a clue that you're the freaks. 

And because he did not know what it felt like to stand naked on a forest meadow in the sun and the wind, Jonathan shed his own clothes, all but his watch and a red sweatband. It was an agreeable feeling, not least because no one around him took particular notice, and he walked to Sky Meadow for the first workshop feeling lighter and more hopeful than he had at any time since he arrived. 

With his mane of shoulder-length black hair intense gaze, short beard going to gray, and belted pirate's blouse, Adek Greystone was well cast for his role as leader of the past-life regression workshop. He looked like a man out of time. 

"Without a doubt, the two most important tools for past-life regressions are hypnosis and meditation,"Adek was saying. "I want to focus on the second of those today. 

"Many people in the community believe that onlyhypnosis can produce a true connection to the higherself. I consider this equivalent to the Christian beliefthat you need a priest or a saint to intercede for youwith God." 

There was a ripple of laughter, which Adek acknowledged with an easy smile. "Hypnosis is only atool," he said, "and we PLR hypnotherapists aren't thechosen gatekeepers of the eternal. Much as I like beingable to pay the rent, there's no reason why you shouldneed me to introduce you to your inner self. Motherdidn't hand out exclusive franchises, especially not fifty-dollar-an-hour ones. There's always more than one way to get to the truth." 

He's good, Jonathan thought, listening. Self-assured, likable—draws everyone right in. I want to believe him. 

"The truth is that our past lives bump into ourpresent lives all the time," Adek was saying, "and notjust in the subconscious realm of emotions and the unconscious realm of dreams. If that wasn't so, our pastlives would be irrelevant, and our present lives—ourchoices, our lessons—would be much easier to understand. 

"What I want to do in the next hour is try to guideyou through a meditative process that I've found useful for learning to listen with the whole self," he said,walking slowly among his attentive audience. "I believe that anyone can learn this technique. I can'tpromise that you'll all learn to do it today. Those ofyou who've been meditating for other purposes willprobably come to it more easily. The rest of you willneed to take this home with you and work with it. 

"The secret, if there is one, is that the fragments of our godhead that lived our past incarnations are dearer to us than a sibling or a parent. No matter howmuch pain is there, we can't help but love them, andwe never let them get very far from us. They whisper inour souls. 

"And they can't help but try to steer us toward theunfinished work they started—which is why there aremany voices in our heads and why they so often can'tagree. The key to meditative PLR is learning to identify your own voice and to mask it—to listen only forthe thoughts that don't belong to it. Those are thevoices of your past incarnations, whispering in the shadows. And once you know how to listen, they'll tellyou who they are." 

"Isn't there a danger in this?" a woman called out. 

Adek stopped and turned toward her. "Go on."

"My half sister has had multiple personality disorder for the last five years," said the woman, rising toher knees. "And after spending time with her, I reallybelieve that it's a psychic affliction. These other personalities are past-life fragments taking over her body.If we open the channel wider without someone thereto ground us—" 

Adek nodded. "I can understand your apprehension. In fact, I have the same suspicion about the causeof multiphasic syndrome." 

"Well, then—" 

"But I think it happens not when we open the channels," Adek went on, "but when we close them. I think it happens when, for whatever reason, someone breaksthe connection, tries to silence their other voices. I have to believe that'd be like watching your one-yearold wander out into traffic. It's not the kind of thingyou let happen and chalk up as a learning experience." 

"No," said the woman. "You act—you do whatever's necessary to snatch them back out of danger." She frowned. "Interesting. And it fits with what my sister was doing with her life just before this came on." 

Jonathan's curiosity was aroused. I wonder what we'd find if we put the oP squid hat on some MPD patients, and compared the vector matrix of one personality with another— 

"Good," Adek said. "But don't let me mislead anyone. There are no safe quests. There's always the risk that what we learn will subvert what we thought we knew. There's always the risk of having to face something you've been avoiding. When you go digging in the dark, you never know what you'll turn up. 

"But there's a greater danger out there to keep in mind. And that's the danger of living unconsciously, with no understanding of how your choices connect with what's come before, or what's still to come." 

Several heads nodded in agreement, and Adek clasped his hands together. "I think we should probably get started—they haven't given us any too much time. Get yourself in a comfortable position, something you can sustain for the next hour. It's best if you're not touching anyone else, and if you are in touch with the Earth. Mother can be a wonderful amplifier—" 

Jonathan tried. He tried earnestly and hopefully, with his skepticism stuffed as far into a dusty corner of his consciousness as he could manage. He listened attentively, and he followed Adek's instructions faithfully. And he failed utterly. 

The only thoughts he could hear were his own. He never achieved the desired state, which Adek called passive awareness. Every sound from the camp pulled him back, reminded him that he was lying on his back in the grass, eyes closed and naked, with forty other 

people. He never silenced his own "voice," which insisted on busily thinking about eleven things at once. 

"Create spaces between your thoughts, and listenin the spaces," Adek said. "Slow the pulse of your consciousness, and listen between the heartbeats." 

But that was not how Jonathan was accustomed to thinking about thinking, and the imagery did not help.He tried instead to envision his own matrix map andlet it separate into its elemental components, hoping tofind a ghost left behind. 

Listen to the noise, not the music— 

It was hopeless. And when a woman nearby suddenly cried out and began to sob, Jonathan sat up witha start and stayed up. He watched Adek come to comfort the woman, listened to her agitated voice as shetold of her discovery, watched her face and waveredbetween doubt and envy. 

"I was hiding in a tunnel in the dark," she was saying, the words tumbling out as Adek led her away, "a tunnel in the rock, in a mountain, with some kind of gun in my hands—and then fire came pouring downthe tunnel, and it stuck to everything it touched, andwe were all burning—I could see my friends' faces—itwas horrible, horrible—" 

It was obvious that something had happened to herduring the meditation, something that had affected herprofoundly. The question Jonathan struggled withwas, where had that experience come from? Why her,and not him? Past lives implied past deaths. Surely oneof his had been traumatic enough— 

If I was on the inside of that, I'd know if it was real, he thought. That would be enough—that's all I want.Just a little taste of something so extraordinary I can'texplain it away. Oh, a hard left jab to the paradigm,ladies and gentlemen, and he's down on the canvas.Folks, I don't think he's going to be getting up— 

But it didn't happen. He had had an ordinary experience, while people ten feet away were having extraordinary ones. Was it something about him? Something about them? He was the one in the chairnow—his own work said that when you map the experience against the stimulus, what appears betweenthem is the personality. Was he too hidebound andstodgy, or were they too suggestible? Was he preventing himself from touching it, or was there nothingthere to touch save the epiphanies of imagination? 

There were no answers—nor could he expect any.It's just going to have to be the front door. As the workshop drew to a close, Jonathan watched for anopportunity. When it came, he stood and claimed thefloor. 

"Excuse me," he said to Adek, then addressed himself to the group. "My name is Jonathan. My girlfriendwas murdered a month ago. She was shot in a carjacking, and died before I knew anything had happened." 

"Oh, no," someone said. All around him, expressions of concern and sympathy leapt to faces. Jonathan shut them out so that he could get the wordsout. "She's why I'm here. She believed in reincarnation—and I, I don't know what to believe. We onlytalked about it once, and I wasn't the most receptiveaudience." 

"Don't blame yourself for that," Adek said quietly. 

"But I do," said Jonathan. "I've been trying eversince she was killed to understand the way she lookedat things, what it meant to her—what it means for me,looking at going on alone. The truth is that I feel likeI'm standing on the edge of a pit and I don't know ifletting myself believe as she did will pull me down intothe pit, or pull me away from the edge. 

"None of you know me, and it's not your problem.I know that. But I'm asking for help, because I don't know where else to turn. If any of you'd be willing tocome up sometime and talk with me about what youbelieve, about what you think happens, about whereshe might be now—well, I'm in East Meadow, in a tan-and-copper pop-up, along the tree line. I'd be very gladto see you, and to buy you a meal or a bottle for yourtime." He looked back toward Adek. "I apologize for the interruption." 

He sat back down, feeling exquisitely vulnerable.The shield he had carried not just for the last month,but for a lifetime, lay on the ground, cast aside. Thesmallest cut, and he would bleed to death. The slightest breath of air would carry him away. 

But almost immediately, the people nearest to himon either side reached out and took his hands, holdingtight, holding him down. From behind, someone elselaid a comforting hand on his shoulder. The rush of relief was as rain in the thirsty dust, shock and balmboth. 

"I'll come," said the woman holding fast to his right hand, giving it a squeeze. 

"I can, too," said a man a few feet away. 

"No apology needed, Jonathan," said Adek. "AndI have some time right now, if you do." Jonathan nodded. "Thank you. I'd like that." 

In all, Jonathan took seven people and several morepromises away with him from the workshop. Thenumber gathered under the old oak swelled to elevenwith later arrivals. To Jonathan's great delight, thegroup included not only Adek, but the woman whohad had the fire vision, and Jonathan turned immediately to her once they had settled on the grass. 

"Excuse me—what's your name?" 

"Katherine Elaine Carlson," she said, and smiled. 

"But I was born on Easter, so everyone calls me Bunny." 

Jonathan answered the smile. "Bunny, you had something happen to you down there that's completelyoutside of my experience. Can you talk about it?" 

"Okay," she said, and retold her vision of burningto death in the tunnel, this time with more composure,but no less earnestness. "I can't feel it the way I didthen, because I have my shields back up. But it's stillvivid. All I have to do is close my eyes." 

"What do you think it means?" 

"Oh, I don't have any doubts. I was reliving myown death." "Why that? Just because it was so vivid?" "Oh, no," said Bunny, shaking her head. "You see, 

I've always been skittish about fire. You won't see meat the bonfire Saturday. I can hardly make myself lighta match. I was always afraid that there'd be a firewhile everyone was sleeping—I have five smoke detectors in my house. 

"And it's not just real fire that frightens me. When Iwas little, anything with a dragon in it, even a Disneycartoon, terrified me. That scene at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, with the German soldiers beingmelted by the fire from the Ark? I threw up all over myboyfriend's couch. 

"I used to think I was that way about fire becauseI was burned as a witch, in the Middle Ages. Now Iknow—I was a Japanese soldier, on Corregidor, and Idied in a flamethrower attack. And I'm pretty sure thatthat was my last incarnation before this one." 

"Wait—were those details part of the vision?" 

"Not at first. They came out talking to Adek, after.See, I don't know anything about military history, orweapons—" 

Frowning, Jonathan glanced over toward Adek. 

"You're troubled by the problem of proof," Adek said,catching the meaning of the glance. "And my talkingto her taints the evidence." 

"Well—yes. It raises the issue of how much she gotfrom you and what came from somewhere else. Look,I don't mean to insult anyone. I don't think anyone islying. But I've had nightmares, too, only no one evertold me to believe in them." 

"Jonathan, one thing you have to understand isthat the evidence is always tainted," Adek said. "There's no way of knowing what people have seenand learned, but forgotten. And the past isn't usuallydocumented in enough detail, even when a regressionis. Besides, any memory that can be verified could be afraud, just as any memory that can't could be a fiction. 

"I've been involved in this for fifteen years, and Idon't think proof is possible. That's why it's so individual. The only real gauge we usually have for what'strue and what isn't is our inner compass. Somethingclicks, or it doesn't. The dreamer knows." 

"It was horrible, Jonathan, but it wasn't a nightmare," Bunny said. "I was awake. I wasn't dreaming,or making it up. I can understand your doubts, but Idon't have any." 

Jonathan looked around the circle. "Is this sort of thing common—has anyone else here made that kindof connection between the past and the present?" 

A man to Jonathan's left spoke up. "I once lived with a woman who would start rubbing her wrists onher pant legs whenever anyone talked about a suicide.She didn't know she was doing it until I pointed it outto her. But she couldn't stop, even when she knew. Sheworked with a scryer and found out that she'd killedherself at least three different times. The last time, she'd slit her wrists in her husband's parked cut, while he was upstairs in his girlfriend's apartment." 

"If not in his girlfriend," a woman added acidly. "Ouch, Tavis," a man said. "I'll bet he never enjoyed sex again." 

"I think that was probably what she had in mind," said Tavis. "Anyway, Toni got a lot of insight out of the scrying. She had a lot of anger toward men, and at the same time a really insecure need to be loved. She'd pull men to her—and, boy, she could do it, too, she was maiden ne plus ultra—and then drive them away again. And, of course, then she'd get depressed, and start all over again. It was not healthy." 

"And this past-life discovery helped her get better?" asked Jonathan. 

Tavis shrugged and laughed lightly. "She's living as a lesbian now, so I guess she worked something out for herself." 

"I know a couple back in Albany," said an older man, resting his back against the trunk of the tree. "They've been together for about three hundred years now. He used to have the oddest reaction to crowds— he could go into New York by himself, go to a ball game, ride the subway, walk Fifth Avenue at lunchtime, like he was born to it. But if she was with him, he'd get frantic, paranoid—almost a panic attack. They did some hypnotherapy with a friend of mine in Rochester—" 

"Lady Calida?" asked Adek. 

"That's her. You know her?" 

Adek nodded. "She's very good. I'm sorry, you were saying?" 

"Well, what they discovered is that she'd been a Japanese prince, or whatever they call a prince in Japan, and he'd been her bodyguard. She was stabbed to death by assassins, in the crush of the crowd at a festival. A couple of days later; after the assassins were executed, he committed seppuku, out of shame for hisfailure to protect her." 

"Wow," someone said. 

"No wonder he came back to her," Bunny said quietly. "Does everyone have a story like that?" Jonathanasked. 

On Jonathan's right was the slender dark-haired woman who had taken his hand at the workshop. "Idon't have a story," she said. "I haven't been able to access any past-life memories yet. I may never be able to." 

"But you still believe in reincarnation?" 

"Oh, yes—"

"Why?" 

"Because it makes more sense to me than the big-

God-in-the-sky paternalism my parents believe in. Andit makes more sense to me than the life-is-short, party-hard nihilism that my brother opted for," she said. 

"How so?" 

She considered for a moment. "In a world where every drop of rain and every speck of dust goes arounda million times, where every ending's a beginning—well, why should consciousness and intelligence, thetwo most precious elements there are, be the only onesthat are squandered? Laws of conservation, right? Lifeis a circle," she added. "I don't think there are anystraight lines, anywhere—not even time." 

Jonathan stared at her, stunned. Her ideas were so eerily close to Alynn's that it was as if this stranger hadreached into his memory to show them to him again.His mouth worked, but he was struck dumb. 

"Are you okay?" she asked, and reached to touchhis hand. 

"Did that hit something, Jonathan?" asked Adek. 

"That was the way she talked about it," he said finally, looking toward Adek. 

The hypnotherapist nodded. "Jonathan, do youwant to define the problem for us? How can we helpyou? Do you expect us to try to talk you into, or outof, something?" 

"Define the problem," Jonathan echoed. "Yeah, that's usually a good idea, isn't it?" He covered hismouth with his hand and blew a sigh into his palm ashe stared at the grass. "I don't want to let go of her.It's—still unthinkable that she's gone forever." 

"Then don't think that," said the woman holdinghis hand. "The chances are she doesn't want to let goof you, either." 

"But I also don't want to get caught in a, a foxholeconversion, getting sucked into believing somethingthat isn't true just because it makes life a little easier toface," Jonathan said. "I'm very afraid of that trap." 

He looked around him and tried to read their faces. "I mean, these stories I've just heard—sure, they tug atme. They tug at the part of me that wants to believemy life's important enough not to end up on the universe's discard pile. But that's exactly what stops mefrom believing. Everything has a reason, and there's always a second chance—it makes it sound like the kindof things grown-ups tell children so they can sleep atnight. Reincarnation makes everything so easy." 

There was sharp laughter at that, which took Jonathan by surprise. 

"No offense," the old man at the tree said to Jonathan's puzzlement, "but whoever told you thatreincarnation was a blessing? Instead of one life's heartbreak, and one dumb, embarrassing death, you get to go through that drill twenty or a hundred times." He raised his palms to the sky and looked up."Thank you, Universe—how very thoughtful. Youshouldn't have, really." 

There was more laughter, which the old man seemed to take as encouragement. "If you're especiallylucky, like Bunny here, you even get to see the highlights film, all the best moments," he said wryly. "Andyou're stuck with the mastery learning plan—insteadof just carrying your lousy grade home to Mom andDad at the end of the term, you get stuck there atschool, taking the same tests over and over again untilyou stop repeating your mistakes." He flung an acornaway into the grass and grinned. "Nah, you'd be better off being a Christian. Much simpler. Fourscore-and-out, and then you're somebody else's problem." 

"Ah, Kyrdwen, you have such a charming way offinding the gray lining inside every silver cloud," saidAdek, bemused. "Kyrdwen's in his curmudgeon phase,Jonathan. Don't mind him. Even he doesn't know when he's being serious." 

"Do, too," said Kyrdwen, launching an acorn inAdek's direction. 

"The thing is," Adek said, his tone now earnest,"we can't make you believe—even if we wanted to. It's your choice what shape you want to give your reality.And if that's what you want from us, to make thatchoice for you, I'm going to have to beg off." 

"No," Jonathan said, shaking his head. "No, I canmake my own choice. Just—just show me the worldthrough your eyes. Tell me how it works. You"—heturned to the woman next to him—"what's your name?" 

"Kari." 

"Kari," he repeated. "Will you show me what thatcircle looks like—where consciousness goes and whatbrings it back? Kyrdwen, is it? Tell me how you thinkyour friends found each other again. Bunny, Tavis,Adek—what's on the other side? Who or what decides if, or when, or where you come back? That's what Ihave to understand. If everything makes sense when you know the context, give me the context. The devilis in the details." 

He paused and looked around the circle at theirfaces, then drew a deep breath. "You see, it isn't justlosing the woman I loved that's pushing at me. I'm a neuroscientist. I've been researching personality—mapping brain activity. Photographing minds, if you want. And there's a chance I may have caught a glimpse of the same mind in two different bodies—going out the door and coming back in. 

"If that's what it was—I really don't know, and Idon't want to say any more about that right now. But,you see, I have two reasons to want to believe, and reason enough to be doubly careful." He frowned. "Alynnthought the work was important, though. So this isn'tjust about her, it's also for her." 

A surprised and delighted smile had spread acrossAdek's face as Jonathan was talking. The others werelooking at him with a mixture of curiosity and hopefulwonder. 

"Why don't we get some lunch and liquids uphere," Adek said softly. "And maybe some cushionsfor bottoms, or even some chairs. I think we're goingto be at this a while—and me, I've sat on enough acornshells already. There's a reason there aren't any tentshere—" 

When everyone returned from their expeditions and settled in, Jonathan was surprised to find there were thirteen bodies instead of eleven. By dinnertime, there were fifteen—after dinner; the number climbed past twenty, loosely arrayed in two circles. 

And the roster kept changing. As new people came, they would settle on the fringe and listen until they caught the flow of the discussion. Some would leave without ever joining in, while others would edge forward into the inside circle and the conversation when an opening appeared. Some who left came back later, bringing still others with them. 

The faces changed by the hour, and the flavor changed unpredictably from Socratic inquiry to intense argument to speculative discussion to pagan support group, and back again. At one point in the early evening, Jonathan looked around the gathering and realized that he recognized only a few faces from the workshop. 

Where did all you people come from? Why are you here?, he wondered. 

It was then that he realized Starpath had adopted him, and the Oak Tree Reincarnation Roundtable had become an unofficial minor event of the festival. Whether compassion or curiosity brought them, they kept coming. The numbers dwindled as darkness fell, until the last half dozen adjourned to one of the hot tubs at the water house, but in the morning they were back again. Jonathan returned from his shower to find blankets being spread, a cooler of ice water on a chair, and the question already joined. The roundtable had taken on a life of its own. 

Many of the new faces that appeared on the second day belonged to people who'd come not to argue metaphysical systems, but to tell Jonathan a personal story of their struggle and their discoveries. He was struck by how different the stories were, and how shyly and uncertainly many of them were told. 

To be sure, there were a few obvious egotists who eagerly paraded glamorous past fives, apparently hoping to gild a mundane middle-class existence with reflected glory. And there were two or three troubled souls whose grasp of reality Jonathan wouldn't have 

trusted for directions to the nearest fast-food joint. Butthose extremes were, surprisingly, the exceptions. 

"You know," Jonathan confessed to the roundtable over dinner, "I more than half expected that everyonewas going to tell me that they'd been Marie Antoinetteand Julius Caesar, and I was all ready to say, 'Okay,where the hell are all the serfs?'" 

They laughed, and he looked down at the noteshe'd been taking. "But the serfs are here, aren't they?"Jonathan went on. "Look, here's a German cooper, aMayan farmer, a French trapper—six foot soldiers andonly a single knight, a Spanish one at that." 

"I admit, I have the same reaction when someone says they used to be a famous personage," a man named Gareth said. "And I've sure heard my share ofstories I didn't believe two words of." 

There were several nods of agreement at that. "Youmeet your third or fourth Marie Antoinette," said Tavis, "and you start to realize it can't all be taken atface value. Sometimes the young souls have an irresistible need to feel important." 

Kyrdwen claimed the floor with a gruff grunt. "I always thought there should be some sort of reincarnation registry—'I'm sorry, all French kings after 1500 arealready taken. Please enter an alternate famous person,or select from this list of minor Prussian nobles—'" 

Smiling broadly, Gareth added, "But, still, I wouldn't be surprised if Marie and maybe even Juliusreally are still kicking around somewhere. John Kennedy, John Lennon, that pope, too. Bad deaths bring you back, I think." 

"The towers," Bunny said simply, and the gathering grew respectfully quiet. 

"Yes. Very bad deaths. They're all among us, somewhere," said Wakanda, looking toward Jonathan."They were so surprised—so confused. They lingered for days over the pit. A lot of them had to be helped to leave—there was a lot of work done in the etheric to guide them." 

"If my practice is any guide, people who died in the towers aren't ready to talk about it," Axel said quietly. "They aren't even ready to know." 

"Well—we've talked about plenty of bad deaths here today," Jonathan finally offered into the sober silence. "A petty thief, hanged, and a horse thief, shot. Women who were raped and murdered—though not by any killer with a nickname and a serial killer trading card. Women dying in childbirth in Utah and Montserrat—clearly, two of the hot stops on any time traveler's itinerary. We've had a fourteen-year-old boy sent on the Trail of Tears, and a fifteen-year-old girl sold into slavery from the Children's Crusade—a little history there, but no glory." 

Jonathan closed his notepad and set it aside. "All in all, a lot of hard lives and nasty deaths. None of them much to brag about, no matter how exotic the surroundings." He tried for a smile, then shook his head ruefully. "If you folks have been making this all up, I gotta tell you, you could do better. I'm really about ready to hear from a sultan beloved of his people and his wives, who fathered a hundred children and died of old age in his sleep—just to make things a little less bleak." 

"See—I told you," said Kyrdwen from his perch against the tree. "A fine blessing, reincarnation." 

"Amen," said a man who had told of being murdered in a love triangle. "Only masochists would invite this kind of pain into their lives." 

"That's not true," protested a pregnant woman— seven months, Jonathan guessed—stretched out on a blanket behind the latest speaker. "I knew my regression work was going to be hard, but I wanted to know my demons by name. I couldn't make sense of this life until I knew about the last one." 

"I couldn't make sense of my kids until I knew who they were," said a round-cheeked woman, her fingers flying over the crochet work in her lap. "A young king and an old wizard, sharing a bedroom—Goddess preserve! " 

That drew a ripple of knowing laughter. 

"That's really what this is all about for most of you, isn't it?" asked Jonathan. "That's the common thread—that everything makes sense when you know the context. That irrational fears aren't irrational— they're old scars from real wounds—" 

"Exactly," said Adek, who had rejoined the group in the last hour. "If someone walks in with a phobia, or an obsession, or destructive interpersonal scripts, you try to explain everything you can in the now. But when you run out of answers there, you start looking farther and farther back. That's standard therapeutic practice, ever since Freud." 

"You just don't stop at toilet training and birth trauma." 

"There's no reason to," said Adek. "The results can be astonishing. If you'd seen the transformations I've seen, in my clients, you'd know just how potent those revelations are. Rediscovering your past can be tremendously healing—tremendously empowering." 

"Hardly any of this is about the future, then," said Jonathan. "In two days, no one's talked about where they're going—only about where they've been." 

"I don't worry about tomorrow," a woman said simply. "I know that whatever I need to do, there'll be time. And the people that are important to me will be there in my life, to love and learn from." 

"There's something else," said a woman who reminded Jonathan of Elizabeth. "There's knowing that we're going to live in the world we create. None of this leave-the-world-a-better-place-for-your-children crap. We're going to inherit the consequences of what we do." 

"I'll tell you what this means to me," said Tavis, who was sitting to Jonathan's left. "It doesn't wash away all of my problems, or guarantee happiness. It doesn't pay the bills or protect me against the wolves. But I'm not afraid of dying—which means that I'm not afraid to live." 

"That's it," someone said. "That's it exactly." 

Jonathan crossed his arms on his knees and rested his chin on a forearm. To the west above the trees, the broken sky was being painted muddy scarlet and pale yellow in wide, sweeping brushstrokes. Booming sound checks for the night's big concert had begun to rumble across the festival site from the direction of the stage, heralding the imminent end of the roundtable. Already, half a dozen people were starting to gather themselves to leave. 

But there was one question Jonathan had not touched directly, and could not leave alone. "Let's say something happens and I die tonight—clear-sky lightning, or that old family aneurysm," he said slowly. "When do I come back? And where? What controls it? Who decides?" 

Adek chuckled. "That's like asking a Christian what heaven's like," he said. "Really, nobody knows— even though we've all been through it. There seems to be a wall that separates the incarnate from the astral. But I think you'll make those decisions, while you're on the other side." Several heads nodded in agreement. "I think we choose our culture, our community, our parents, our birth sign and aspect, our sex, our issues—with full knowledge of our entire history. The most potent force in the Universe is will." 

Jonathan looked at the hypnotherapist thoughtfully. "I think I'm beginning to understand." 

Saturday dawned with steady patter of rain on thetent, and an unsettled feeling that nagged at Jonathanmore strongly as the morning wore on. The feelingwas hard to put into words, even for himself. It was asif he had been busy through the night, and his workwas not quite finished. It was as if there was a shadowon his thoughts, though he could not see what wascasting it. 

Imprisoned by the rain, he opened his notepad andtried to write a letter to Elizabeth. She had left campusimmediately after the end of the term—a week afterJonathan was freed from his hermitage, but before hehad worked up the resolve to talk to her. The department secretary thought Elizabeth might have gone toHawaii, but could only say for certain that Dr. Froelich had written herself authorization for four weeks' leave. 

Jonathan soon discovered it was much harder to say in phosphor what he had worked himself up tosaying in person. He had planned an apology, first, forhis overreaction, then something delicate about it justbeing something that happened, as much his fault asanyone's, but really no one's fault at all—not anythingwrong, even, well-meant, just a wrong moment, andunexpected. 

In short, he wanted to say, "I'm sorry—can weboth forget it and get back to being friends?" But hefound it impossible to write a letter impervious to misinterpretation, or that anticipated every possible adverse reaction. Without being there to see her eyes, hecould not be sure what he wrote was not making matters worse. It would have to be said face-to-face. 

So he filed his failed sketches for the letter and turned to browsing back through his roundtable notes.After a time, he called Cassandra from his pad andasked for some of his files. He spent the morning becoming more and more unhappy with what he hadheard and collected. 

When he became aware of it, he found himself wondering if the elves of skepticism had crept in during the night and rearranged his mental furniture. 

The spores—the spores are gone, Leila, he thought,self-mockingly. 

The rain tapered off by noon, and the sun brokethrough soon after. Wearing jeans and a long-sleeved tee against the dampness, Jonathan went down toSouth Meadow for the final workshop he had plannedto attend. But he had no great enthusiasm for it, norany sense of hopeful anticipation—it was mere duty,keeping a promise to himself. He sat by himself in theback, making himself as inconspicuous as he could. 

But several people who'd been in on the roundtablespotted him soon after he arrived. One came and satbeside him, whispering, "Do you have some time afterthis? There's someone I want you to meet—" 

Worst of all, the presenter—a boyish woman withblond hair clipped so short it was nearly invisible—emerged from a huddle with a woman he recognizedand headed directly for him. "Hello. I understand you're Jonathan—of the East Meadow Jonathans?" she asked with a pixieish twinkle. 

He nodded, wary. "Yes."

"Wonderful—I'm glad you're here. You're going tobe very interested in this, and I'm very interested intalking to you about your research. From what I'vebeen hearing, I think we can help each other. Let mebuy you lunch after, if you haven't eaten yet." 

She turned away before he could say anything and addressed herself to the workshop. "Welcome, everyone. I'm sorry the carpeting's so soggy," she said. "I'm Dana Stover, and the title of this workshop is 'Reincarnation and Telepathy.' And what I hope to doin the next hour is offer you another way of looking atthe evidence for past lives. 

"Like many of you, I've had powerful PLR experiences. However, unlike most of you, I no longer believe in reincarnation." 

Jonathan's wandering attention was suddenlysharply focused on her words. 

"What I now believe happens in the PLR experience is telepathic communication with the unintegrated dead," she went on. "If you'll join me in a thought experiment, I'll try to show you why. 

"Begin with the understanding that substance is intrinsically Mother, spark intrinsically Father—botheternal in their separateness and cocreators of life andconsciousness. The Goddess can only know herselfthrough the God. The God can only know himselfthrough the Goddess. Where they touch, creation beholds itself—the greatest of the mysteries. 

"Science tells us that the living body is self-createdout of simple raw materials drawn from the Earth. Atdeath, the binding force releases and that which hasbeen borrowed is returned to the Goddess. 

"I believe that, in just the same way, the living soulis self-created out of the simple raw materials of theGod-spirit. And at death, the binding force of will isreleased, and self returns to the source and mergeswith the All, like a raindrop falling into the sea—" 

Jonathan listened for ten minutes, first with resistance, then with growing dismay. When he could takeno more, he stood and quietly walked away, across themeadow, down toward the pond and the woods beyond. He did not notice that someone had followed until she came up alongside him as he reached thewoods. 

She had been at the roundtable, too—a quiet, kind-eyed woman he might not have noticed but for the unusual suede breast drape she wore both days. Her softkhaki hat spread out over a leonine mane of grayinghair. But he did not know her name, and could not remember her ever having spoken. 

"Hello," she said. "Can I talk to you?"

Jonathan stopped and turned toward her. "I'm alltalked out. I'm sorry," he said stiffly, and started toturn away again. 

She reached out and caught his wrist lightly to stophim. "Please—it won't take long." 

"I don't—" 

"I'm just afraid you're thinking about leaving." 

He grunted, and his face wrinkled in a rueful frown. "You're right enough about that." He lookedaway toward the woods. "All right—since you followed me all the way down here." 

Her name was Eleni. They found relatively dryperches on a jumble of broken concrete at the edge ofthe pond. "What happened, just now, up there?" sheasked when they were settled. "What made you angry?" 

"Who said I was angry?" 

"Your face did." 

He stared at the cloudy water, his eyes followingthe travels of a water strider across its invisible skin. 

"What is it?" 

"What is it?" He gestured toward the campsite. "I sat under that tree for two days listening to one personand another grope the elephant, thinking I could figureout what it looks like. And now here comes someone who says there is no fucking elephant. You peoplearen't even all on the same page." He shook his head."I'm sorry. I appreciate what everyone's tried to do. 

But I was wrong—it was my mistake. I can't use any of this. I'm sorry." 

"You sound like a different person today." 

"Return to reality, I guess." He plucked a tall green weed from the soft ground and methodically began to shred it, peeling the leaves off one at a time. "I've been letting myself be impressed by people's sincerity, and the strength of their beliefs. I haven't been asking the hard questions I should've, didn't even think to do it, like I checked my critical thinking at the door, because everyone's been so nice to me that it would have been rude. Well—this morning I turned the analytical engine back on." 

"What kind of hard questions?" 

"I don't want to get into a long argument about it," he said, with a weary shake of his head. 

"I promise I'll just listen. I do it well, you know." 

He studied her face for a moment. "Well—for starters, the problem of population growth. Where do all the extra souls come from? Someone actually tried to explain that one away by saying many of the bodies walking this planet don't have souls." 

"I could be persuaded," she said. "Sorry, that's an editorial comment, not an argument. Go ahead." 

"Hmm. Then there's the problem of misery—why in hell would anyone choose to be born in the streets of Calcutta, or Los Angeles? Pretty convenient ethic for a world where there's not enough to go around, shrugging off suffering as a life choice. Why don't we all just choose to be rich and happy?" 

She said nothing, but her smile had a touch of sadness. 

"And there's the epistemological issue—the problem of self-delusion. I actually let a woman tell me she couldn't be making it up because she could never make up anything that detailed and believable, when what I should have said was, 'Come on, don't you ever dream?'" He shook his head again. "I guess I wanted to believe." 

"So—what do you think about reincarnation now?" 

Jonathan was slow to answer. "I think it's comfort food. I think it's just another human belief born in self-defense against the terrible knowledge that we're going to die." He looked away, toward the brush-covered field north of the pond. "I think she's gone forever." 

She unslung a wineskin from her shoulder and took a drink, then offered it to him. "I think you're wrong," she said. 

"Yeah, well, so it goes." The contents of the wineskin were sharp on his tongue, all cinnamon and must, and hot in his throat. "What is this?" 

"Mulled wine," she said. "I make it strong, to keep off the chill. Jonathan—was your girlfriend's name Alynn Reed?" 

The question snapped his head around. "How did you—I haven't told anyone her last name, or mine. I didn't want anyone knowing anything about us. What did you do? Some sort of net search?" 

Her expression was guileless and earnest. "I did some work with my cards last night, about you." 

"Cards?" 

"The Tarot." 

He slipped down off the concrete and started walking away. "I don't want to hear this." 

"This wasn't the first time you two met," she called after him. "You've been together before." 

"I don't care what you believe." 

"This isn't what I believe. It's what I know." 

He turned and glared angrily at her. "Stop it. Why are you doing this?" 

"Because you're about to make a mistake." 

"Did your cards tell you that?" 

"You think that if you let yourself believe, you'll begiving up something you can't cope without." 

"Which is?—" 

"The illusion of control. The security of living in anorderly world with clearly defined boundaries. You'vetamed the universe by making it small and ordinary,"she said. "But the universe is vast enough for dreamsto be real—" 

"Please—leave me alone." 

"And it's wonderful enough for will to survive. Don't be afraid to let creation make you feel small,Jonathan. It's the first step toward seeing the grandeur." 

"That's all just words. Nonsense words—" 

"No," she said patiently. "You never were in control, Jonathan. It's always been bigger than you knew.You're fighting against admitting that. Being wrongscares you more than giving her up does—so you'regoing to give her up." 

He stood there silent, looking lost. She climbeddown from her perch and came toward him. 

"Let me ask you this," Eleni said softly. "Did youand Alynn ever discover that there'd been some earliertime that you'd had a chance to meet, but didn't?" 

Yes, he thought. "Why?" he asked. 

"Because it happens, when we have a bond with someone, or work to do with them. Listen to me, Jonathan. I don't understand it all, but I'm sure of this: You don't have to let go of Alynn. She'll come back toyou. You'll be together again." 

"How?" 

"Because you both want it." 

He took a step toward her. "Just that easy—everybody gets three wishes." 

"At the very least," she said. "Jonathan, we makedecisions on the other side that shape the currents. Andthose currents push us toward each other, like two 

thoughts on a collision course. We're given opportunities to find our partners. And if we miss one vector—" The word slashed through his resistance. He staredblankly. "What? What did you say?" 

"If we miss one vector; the currents keep pushing usat each other, until we finally recognize each other.Then we have the choice, to follow through or turnaway. The work we set for ourselves—sometimes it'shard work." 

Jonathan blinked and ran his hand over his hair. "Vectors," he said. "Signals. Points of connection." 

"Yes." 

"And what about when someone dies?" 

Compassion filled her eyes. "It happens. Sometimesbond-partners miss each other. And sometimes they'realready caught up in something else when they meet.Opportunities aren't guarantees." 

"Why should it be this way?" he demanded, gesturing angrily. "Why should there even be opportunities?" 

"You don't need me to answer that." 

"Yes, I do—" 

"No. Everything that is, is inside you. And you'repart of everything that is." "I don't know what that means," Jonathan said, and kicked a stone into the water. 

"It means the answers are inside you. What youtouch, the cosmos touches. When you want, the cosmos wants. We're thoughts in the mind of creation,Jonathan. How can we not be connected? How can we not help shape what is?" 

"You're turning me around," he said. "I don't know what to believe." 

"That's a beginning," Eleni said, and smiled. "Jonathan, this is the one thing I really came to say to you:Don't let go of her. Throw away everything else, if youwant, but hold on to your hope. Life is only a whisper, 

a whisper in a long dark night. But the whisper has an echo." 

He shook his head. "I wish I could hear it." 

"You will," she said. "If you keep listening." She stepped forward quickly and kissed him on the cheek. "Good luck, Jonathan." 

The woods wrapped Jonathan in solitude and silence,but he still could not hear Alynn's voice. He wandered on until he was stopped by a chicken-wire fence topped with a single strand of barbed wire, then followed the fence north until he sank a shoe to the cuff in soft mud. 

As he stood there, indecisive, he started to hear drumming from the camp again. It was louder and more focused than what the trance drummers were capable of by then. He thought it had the sound of a rehearsal, like some metaphysical marching band practicing on a hot August afternoon. 

Unwilling to turn back yet, Jonathan decided to make a circuit of the property, even though he had no map and no sense of how long a distance that was. Using the distant drumming as a compass, he picked his way around the little slue and started on a sweeping, irregular arc toward the north. 

He crossed several trails but stayed off them, heard laughter once but saw only a splash of red nylon off among the trees. When the drumming stopped, he lost his compass, but still found his way to the east fence without it. 

Shortly after, his attention wandering, he stepped on a half-buried rock and rolled his right ankle over. Pain ripped through the ankle, and it would not hold him. He stumbled to his hands and knees, grimacing and grabbing for the injury. 

"Damn, damn, damn, damn," he muttered to himself. "Sweet mother of chocolate, I hope I didn't tear it." 

Up until then, he had managed to let the business ofpicking his way through the trees fully occupy his mind.But the longer he sat and rubbed his ankle, the morethoughts rushed into the space swept clean by the pain. 

All I want is a decision I can live with. I don't even care anymore what flavor it comes in. Alynn—I'mcrazy with missing you. You spoiled me for beingalone. I keep turning to talk to you, turning over totouch you—and when you're not there, I die a litde.God, I don't want to be doing that for the next fiftyyears—I can't do that for fifty years— 

A few minutes of such thinking was enough togoad him into testing the ankle. But it showed no eagerness to carry his weight, and he settled on the trunkof a downed tree to work the pain a while longer. 

They have beliefs without evidence. And I mighthave evidence of something I don't believe in, he thought. There's only one place I can go now. I've gotto follow the evidence, wherever it leads—even if it leads me someplace I don't think exists, to something Iwould have laughed at before this happened. 

That's the only road that might lead to you, Alynn.I have to find the proof, or make it—or become it. The moment he thought it, he knew it for the answer he had been seeking. 

All of the people he had met were struggling for understanding, just as he was. But their tools were not histools. Naively, wishfully, he had hoped he might learnfrom them some ancient truth overlooked by a blinkered science. But the strength of their paradigm wasnot in the answers they could give him but in the questions they thought worth asking. 

The question was what mattered—what alwaysmattered most. The answerable question. The testable 

hypothesis. The right question, not the right answer. Ask the right question, and the world can change. And in that new world, the question answers itself. 

He had come to Starpath seeking nothing less than salvation. He would take away with him nothing more than direction—but it was enough. For the first time since Alynn had been killed, he knew what to do next. The road had a destination. 

Like a fire consuming its fuel, the pain had numbed his ankle. On the second try, it felt better—better enough for him to go on. 

The same could be said of his heart. 

By the time Jonathan reached East Meadow, the sun was low in the west and shining full on his tent. With the rain flaps still zippered shut from the morning, the air inside was muggy, stiflingly hot, and unpleasantly reminiscent of the inside of a gym bag. He exposed himself to it just long enough to compose and send a short message to Eric: 

Had enough vacation yet? Urgent we resume full testing schedule at earliest possible opportunity. Please return to campus ASAP. Double pay and my earnest gratitude await you. 

Then he borrowed a sockful of ice from a neighbor on the tree line, and lay on his back in the grass outside his tent, with the makeshift ice pack draped over his throbbing ankle and a forearm shading his eyes. 

His body welcomed the warmth of the sunlight, and he dozed, slipping in and out of consciousness and losing track of time. 

A now-familiar female voice called him back. 

"Hey," it said, and something nudged his foot. "Made up your mind yet?" 

Jonathan looked up to find Eleni standing by his feet, wearing a friendly smile and a full-length sea-blue cloak. The sky behind her was violet dusk. "About leaving?" he asked, and nodded before she could answer. "In the morning. It's too late to start home tonight." 

"Will you come to the bonfire with me, then? They're gathering down at the stage for the procession." 

Only then did he realize how deserted the meadow was. "I think I'll just stay up here," he said, and jabbed a finger in the general direction of his ankle. 

Crouching, she plucked the sodden sock off him and inspected what lay beneath. "What did you do to yourself?" 

"Exceeded design specifications." When she looked at him blankly, he added, "Twisted the hell out of it. Say—are you still carrying that wine around, perchance?" 

"I've switched to the hard stuff—mead," she said. She unslung the wine bag from under her cloak and handed it to him, then sat down and took his ankle in her hands. "I think I can help a bit with this," she said. "Find anything in the woods besides a hole?" 

"It was a rock," he said, and drank. A moment later he was coughing. "So that's what mead tastes like. Well, I found thorns and deerflies," he added, pointing in turn to long scratches on his forearm and a lump on the side of his neck. 

"You should have someone check you for ticks, too," she said. He let that pass. Propping himself up on his elbows, he peered curiously at her hands. "I don't know 

what you're doing down there, but it feels wonderful. What are you doing down there?" "Smoothing," Eleni said. "Your meridians are unhappy." 

"I don't understand a word you just said," Jonathan said, shaking his head. "But please don't stop." He sat all the way up and tried another squirt from the wine bag. "I can only describe this as feral beer." 

She laughed. "When I asked if you'd made up your mind—" 

"I knew what you were asking," he said with a wry smile. "Eleni—thank you, for the things you said earlier. For coming after me." 

"If any of it helped, I'm glad," she said. "What are you going to do?" 

"I want it all," he said. "I want Alynn back. I want my orderly world and my illusion of control. I'm not willing to give up either." 

"Good for you," she said. "But you can't build a bridge between those two places—you have to fly." 

"I can't fly," he said with a shrug of the shoulders. "So it'll have to be a bridge. —Besides," he added, "if I do somehow manage to build a bridge, it'll be there for anyone who comes after." 

She looked at him curiously. "So what will you build your bridge out of?" 

"I have, ah—I have an experiment in mind." 

Below, the processional was beginning. A steady heartbeat of drums began, and was soon overlaid by a thousand voices in chant. Jonathan could see torches bobbing, leading the way. "—Spirit of fire, come to us—we will kindle a fire—" 

"Tell me," she said. 

"I'd rather not." 

"You don't trust me, or you don't think I'd understand?" 

"I trust you," Jonathan said. "But I can't talk aboutit, to anyone. All the blueprints have to say 'observation tower.' There are people who'd try to stop me.Who could stop me. I can't—won't let that happen.When people look at me, they're going to see just whatthey expect to see. I'm going home, and I'm going back to work." 

Eleni released his foot and sat back. "Try that," shesaid. He gathered himself to his feet. "That's incredible,"he said. "A thousand percent better." 

"Good," she said. "Jonathan—what will you do, ifyou do find the proof you're looking for? If you findyour reason to believe?" 

He looked down at her for a long time, and hereyes told him that she already knew. With a quick,slight smile, he held out his hand to her. "What do yousay we go down to the bonfire," he said. After a moment, she took his hand and let him help her up, andthey never spoke of it again. 

They met the procession where it entered the labyrinth and watched it pass into the entrance as aparade, torches and drummers and fire maidens dancing. Then they fell in with the throng following, joining the human chain, hand to hand to hand, windingthrough the darkness of the pathways. When theyemerged on the other side, the chain was shattered byexuberance, as they ran down to join the great circleforming around the towering cone of unlit branchesand timber. 

They found themselves near the drummers, so closethat he could feel the rhythm in every part of his body,so close that the sound swept him up. Talking was impossible, thinking barely less so. Pressed in on all sides by other celebrants, they drank Eleni's mead and chanted and clapped with the drummers, while the fire maidens circled and will, given voice, called up the fire. 

Higher and higher they built the cry, until the current circling through the crowd had Jonathan vibrating, until at last the torches were plunged into the great woodpile from the four quarters. A bare minute later it was a great light in the night, the chant rising with the flames until the fire had its own roaring voice and the chanting dissolved into a cheer. 

Without any cue Jonathan could hear, the character of the drumming suddenly changed, from pulsing, driving heart to happy celebration. And as the heat pouring off the bonfire beat on the faces of thousands and pushed the crowd back, the fire maidens shed their garments to dance naked in its embrace. 

Primal, ecstatic, their bodies painted a rich red-orange by the flames, they danced light in heart and provocative in step, circling and passing into silhouette as each in turn briefly eclipsed the bonfire. And others came out of the crowd to join them, men and women both, until there were so many bodies that they nearly walled off the heat. 

The rhythms changed, and changed again, the drummers dancing with their hands, on dumbek and ashiko and jimb, and tar. The fire glinted off the copper and silver drums, off jewelry and bright eyes, and threw sparks high into the night. 

Sometime after the last of the mead was gone, Eleni slipped off her cloak and handed it to Jonathan as she went to join the dancers. He edged forward through the crowd to watch her, knowing that to do so was to begin wanting. She saw him watching, and her smile sealed a silent pact. 

When Eleni returned, breathless and sleek with fire-sweat, she led Jonathan away into the darkness. There she spread her cape on the dew-damp grass and wordlessly drew him down atop her. 

And he embraced the warmth and comfort and desire she offered him, and gave back all he could in kind. The ache of aloneness was too acute for him to do otherwise. He craved the healing touch of tenderness, and the cleansing surrender of ecstasy. She understood, and asked no promises of him, and let him cry in her arms without shame afterward. 

When the night chill settled on them, he walked her to her tent, and said good-bye with a long hug and gratitude that only eyes could speak. "Blessed be, Jonathan," she whispered. 

By dawn, the space under the oak tree in East Meadow where the tan pop-up had stood was empty, and Jonathan was thirty miles west of Cleveland, going home. 

A Spark Flies Upward 
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teaming coffee cup in hand, Jonathan quickly surveyed the lab, counting heads. "I think this is everybody. It's been so long, I almost made up name tags for us," he said with an easy grin, and took a sip. "I don't intend to dwell on recent history. There isn't anyone here who doesn't know what happened. The project took a direct hit amidships, and then I did. It's been a rough couple of months. But as of today, we're back in action." 

"All right," said Eric around a mouthful of doughnut, giving a thumbs-up salute. 

"We've done everything we can to explain away the matrix-match as an anomaly," he went on. "From now on, it's a phenomenon to be investigated. We're not going to try to make it go away—in point of fact, a top priority is to find another. 

"I'm going to be the point guy on subject contacts—we're not going to be just taking whoever walks through the door. Our sample's too heavily skewed to young, healthy adults, and we're going to be trying to balance it at both ends. If everything goes the way I intend, we're going to have a pipeline to the pediatricand geriatric services in the area hospitals. 

"I've brought Stephanie Oroz—Steph, raise yourhand. She's going to be our subject liaison, taking thescheduling and accounting off our hands. I stole herfrom Washburne Travel, and I know she's going tomake that end of things run smoothly. For the moment,she'll be operating out of her home, out past Dexter.We'll probably need a second person before long, too,so if you have any hardworking, well-organized, andunderemployed friends, point 'em her way. 

"We're aiming for a twelve-hour schedule by theend of the first month and round-the-clock by the endof the summer. Eric, Kelly, when the semester starts, Iintend to bring on more grad asses, so no one ends upwith more than a forty-five-or fifty-hour week. I knowsome of you still have lives. Eric, as always I'll becounting on you to run the lab in my absence. Kelly,I'm looking to you to supervise a shift, handle training,and generally cover when Eric's not here. 

"David Helms is also joining us," Jonathan said,nodding in the direction of a round-faced young manin jeans and a faded I Survived the Millennium T-shirt."David's going to work on bringing our biographicaldatabase up to snuff—" 

"What biographical database?" asked Eric. 

"Exactly. You probably won't see much of him, since he'll be working primarily out of my old apartment. But he'll be online to the lab and have full access to the subject library. 

"There'll also be some strangers in and out of herefrom time to time to run some tests on the SQUID," Jonathan went on. "I'm probably dreaming, but Iwant a mapper I can take on the road, even if it endsup filling the back of a van and plugging in with an extension cord as thick as my wrist. This is fifteen-year-old hardware, which is two weeks past forever ingeek years. 

"And if I can't have portability, maybe they'll atleast find a way to give us some useful new functionality or increased sensitivity. I think it's worth a bit ofdowntime to find out. 

"The first new subjects will be here next Monday.That gives you four days to get ready for them. Eric'salready started on a full system checkout and catchingup on some deferred maintenance. If there's anythinganyone else needs, I want to hear the what, the where,and the how much by the end of today." 

Jonathan's coffee had cooled while he talked, but he paused for a long draught he barely tasted. "Steph,I'd like to see you for a few minutes before you headback out to the farm," he said, wiping his lips with aswipe of his hand. "And David, I'd like to come by totalk about where things stand. About one?" 

"One's fine," said Helms. 

"Good." He clapped his hands together and surveyed the room with a smile. "Overwhelmed yet?" 

"Heck, no,"said Eric. "This is going to be fun." 

"I hope so," Jonathan said. "The last thing I haveto talk about is discretion. I don't want this projecttalked about outside this lab. If you can't be a teamplayer in that respect, please get out now. We're goinginto high gear because we want to get there first. Idon't intend to take any hitchhikers along." 

"Doc?" 

"Yes, Eric." 

"Where exactly are we going? Do we have a working hypothesis?" 

"The working hypothesis is that the matrix matchisn't a mistake," Jonathan said. "Other than that, we'll know where we're going when we get there." He 

smiled. "Thanks, everyone. That's it for now. Steph, why don't you walk me to my car?" 

The stolen Saturn Zephyr had finally been released by the police two days before Jonathan left for Starpath. But Jonathan did not want it, and had told Steuben so. He could not even bring himself to sit in it, knowing that Alynn's murderer was the last to have been at the wheel. 

Steuben had not asked for explanations, even when Jonathan told him what he did want. While Jonathan was away, Steuben made the Zephyr vanish, and replaced it with a new dual-power Honda Imago midivan. 

That was the "car" Jonathan had parked east of the Neuroscience Building, in a space reserved for campus jitneys and university vehicles. And though he had only been inside a half hour, the Imago had nevertheless collected a ticket. 

"One of the great little mysteries of the universe," Jonathan said, folding the ticket and tucking it into a pocket. 

"What's that?" asked Oroz. 

"Why parking enforcement is always the most efficient department on campus," he said, and she laughed. 

They climbed in and used the front seats as a temporary conference room. Oroz jotted notes as Jonathan rattled off the decisions he'd made overnight. 

"The rat pay is now two hundred dollars. But we'll be flexible—I don't want to be held up, but if there's someone over sixty or under five we really need to get, we'll negotiate. The University insists on paying human subjects through the payroll office, by the way— but let's do whatever we can to make that painless. 

"Out of town, we'll pay mileage up to 150 miles,air or train fare beyond that—" 

Oroz was shaking her head. "You won't get manypeople driving three hours each way for two hundreddollars. Or flying in, for that matter. I know it soundslike a decent day's pay, but settled people who havebusy lives won't think it's worth the trouble." 

"I know. And I'm going to work on another answerto that problem," Jonathan told her. "But let's try, anyway. Now, for mothers with infants, the base fee'll be$500 plus transportation, plus one room night, andwe'll go ahead and map both of them. 

"If we can't keep the lab busy at those rates, tellme, and we'll increase them. I'm willing to pay to getthe right subjects, and to get them now. Don't let thatget out." 

"I won't," she said. "You don't have as much money as you think. Have you thought about settingup a budget?" 

"There'll be more money after the first of the yeat,"he said, shrugging off her concern. "For now, I'll makethe initial contacts and give you names for follow-up—" 

"You're going to need some help with that," saidOroz. "You're looking at a lot of calls. And maybesometimes it will help for the point man to be a woman. Or white. Or not a media celebrity." 

"I'm no celebrity," said Jonathan. "I'll handle it." "I just want you to know I'd be willing to take onsome of that, too." 

"There is something you can take off my shoulders," he said. "Track down some identical twins raised apart and get them in, for a side inquiry. I knowthat podlings are celebrities in the psych community,but I'm willing to outbid other researchers if need be.I'm even willing to pay a finder's fee to anyone whobrings us a set. Can you get the word out?" 

"Of course. But a finder's fee? Identical twins aren't that rare, are they? And doesn't someone keep a list?" 

"There are dozens of twins registries, but they make you jump through hoops before they'll deign to give you access," he said impatiently. "I want to do this fast." 

"I'll see what we can do working the net." 

"If I thought we had a chance, I'd love to get sometrue multiple personality disorder patients in, too," headded. "Now, those are rare. And everybody wants tostudy them." He smiled wryly. "I hear you can make apretty good living out of being a research rat. Thecages are clean and the food's good, anyway." 

"I'll see what I can do on both of those," she said. "Now, about that budget?" Jonathan waved a hand in the air. "Whatever it takes. Get results, and I'm not likely to squawk." 

The Village Green apartment looked like it had been stripped by thieves and invaded by squatters. Gone was anything and everything personal, from Jonathan's and Alynn's clothing to the marinayda-style nested ball of Dante's circles of hell. Half the furniture was gone, and the rest had been pushed against walls and into corners to make room for several long tables. 

David Helms's workstation was set up on one ofthem, under the cathedral ceiling of what had been theliving room. It shared the table with a page scannerand a page printer. Nearby, a brand-new plotterwaited to be released from its shipping box. 

The two men settled facing each other at one end ofone of the empty tables, and Helms pushed a sheetof paper across at Jonathan. "I've identified thirteen ofyour subjects who are deceased—two heart attacks, one AIDS, two auto wrecks, one drug O.D., one 

armed robbery, two cancer, a drowning, the murder end of a murder-suicide, and two suicides." "Thirteen?" Jonathan said in surprise. "That's good." 

"Not really," Helms said contrarily. "If your sample was more representative, you should have close to a hundred by now—nine out of every thousand people die in any given year and you've got more than seven thousand subjects, some of whom you've been carrying for almost ten years." 

"But thirteen's more than I was counting on," said Jonathan. "And it's enough to get started. You're going to maintain an obit watch on the rest of them, right?" 

"A newsfilter with seven thousand search terms? They'll clip you for two grand a month, at least." 

"Do it," Jonathan said. "Now, these people who're dead—I need as much information as possible about them, especially about how they died and what kind of unfinished business they had when they died." 

"Unfinished business?" 

"Reasons they would have had to want to keep living—personal, professional, creative, whatever. I wrote up Alynn's for you as a sample. Check your mail." 

"Okay." 

"And for each dead subject, I'm going to need a separate—well, I've been calling it a target list, and I suppose you might as well, too. What I want is a list of new births associated in some way with the person who died." 

"Associated how?" 

"Blood. Geography. Children born in the extended family, in the place they were born, the place they died. Something that comes out of the unfinished business. Again, look at the one I wrote up for Alynn." 

"I will. Dr. Briggs, would it be nosy of me to ask what it is I'm doing?" 

"Trying to rig the wheel," said Jonathan. "Is there a problem? Is what I'm asking for not doable, or outside your expertise, or outside the law?" 

"No, it's doable. It's just—a bit unusual." "That I knew." Jonathan glanced at his watch and stood. "I have an appointment. I have to go." He took the list of the dead with him. 

By the time Jonathan reached the Ann Arbor municipal airport, the sleek twin-engine Raytheon Starship II was already on the ground, and its sole passenger waiting in the terminal's tiny lounge. 

"Dr. Jonathan Briggs," Jonathan said, extending his hand as he approached. "Sorry I'm late." 

"Tommy Ramirez. You aren't late, we were early. Big storm over Tennessee—we had tail winds goosing us almost all the way here." 

"Well—thank you for coming. Especially on as little information as I gave you." 

Ramirez jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the Starship. "Nifty little butterfly, that. Never been up in one before. Worth the trip by itself, I think. Thanks for arranging it. I'd have flown commercial, though." He smiled. "Even into Detroit." 

"You heard about the 757 that somebody shot up, then." 

"Oh, yeah. Dead Bob had a funny bit about it. 'In the event of a landing in Detroit, your seat cushion can be used as a flak jacket—' I am curious as hell to know what this is about, though." 

"Come on, then," Jonathan said. "We can talk on the way." They headed east on Ellsworth, past an old research 

park and into the domain of the prefab metal buildingand the commercial warehouse. "You were Alynn'shardware specialist," Jonathan said. "She told me youwere involved in getting the Mollies for my lab." 

"That's right." 

"What's your background?" 

"Caltech, Carnegie-Mellon, Cooper Union. Endedup with a double bachelor's in EE and microsystemsdesign. Then I put in five years with Agilent workingmostly on measurement control, until I went stale. Didcontract consulting for a while, but I didn't like beingin business for myself." 

"Big government fill-out-the-paperwork nonsense." 

"Dead on. I already miss working at Arcadia. Itwas just about perfect for me." He paused and lookedout the side window. "I can't tell you how sorry I am about Lynnie." 

"Yeah," said Jonathan, turning left onto a side street. "Well, your work might not be finished yet, ifyou don't want it to be." 

"Oh?" said Ramirez. 

Jonathan steered the car into the otherwise deserted parking lot at the front of a one-story commercialbuilding. The name of the building's last occupant hadbeen whitewashed, but was still discernible on the concrete wall: PM Technologies. 

"Alynn and I were starting work on something thatmeant a lot to her—a new interface," he said, killingthe engine. "We hadn't gotten to the point of bringingyou in yet when she was killed. I want to continue withthe work. And I want to know if you're interested inbeing part of it." 

"I'd like to hear more. I'm willing to swear silenceon a dead lawyer if you want." 

Jonathan shook his head. "Not necessary. Let's go inside." 

* * * 

Carrying his bulky laptop in a case under his arm, Jonathan unlocked the steel front door and led the way past the bare desks to a conference room. The appointments were plain and functional, the air stuffy and warm. 

"Have a seat," Jonathan said, sliding into a chair and starting to unlimber the computer. "Tommy, I won't drag this out. For the last dozen years or so, I've been learning how to map and record human thought patterns directly." He turned the computer toward Ramirez, allowing him to see the sinuous sparkle of the matrix displayed on the screen. "Like this." 

"Huh," said Ramirez. "This anyone I know?" 

"Me," said Jonathan. "I made this recording with a thousand-pound scanner that cost umpty-million dollars when it was new. I'd very much like to have a portable mapper if it could be done. But more importantly, this's been strictly a one-way process—record and analyze. Alynn hoped there might be some way to play back recorded data in a human brain instead of on a monitor. A two-way machine-mind interface." 

"Mind reading," Ramirez said. "The gearheads have been waiting for that for fifty years." He turned the computer back toward Jonathan. "You know, it's not like this hasn't been tried. People keep running into brick walls." 

"I don't think anyone's tried using this door before," said Jonathan. "And I thought you might relish the challenge of picking the lock." He stood up. "Come on. I want to show you something." 

Leaving the office area, Jonathan led his guest to a narrow stairway and up onto a small balcony that looked out over the production floor. From there Ramirez could see that the rear two-thirds of the building was one cavernous, metalTroofed expanse, with several smaller rooms nesting inside. 

"Two six-hundred-square-foot Level II clean rooms, two eight-hundred-square-foot prototyping workshops, a Nakamachi direct-to-silicon chip-etching station, and two thousand square feet of enclosed production space. Everything they didn't spend to make the offices pretty, they spent out here on good tools. I'd like to set you up here, working on the Reed Interface." 

Ramirez pursed his lips as he studied the facilities. "What kind of arrangement do you have in mind?" 

"Bring in other people as you need them. You'd have complete autonomy. I'm only interested in results. I want to do this for Alynn. I want to see what we can make out of my research and her vision." 

"If we can make anything at all, we can probably make a very big pile of money," Ramirez said, turning to Jonathan. "But I'll bet your pockets aren't very deep right now. And we will have to spend a few bucks between here and there. So I'll work without salary for now. But I want to be paid with a piece of the back end if this goes to market." 

"I had in mind a one-third share." 

Arms crossed over his chest, Ramirez shook his head. "Twenty-five percent." 

"Um—I don't think you—" 

"But I want another twenty-five to use as bait to bring in the other people I want," said Ramirez. "If it turns out it's a dead end and the Reed Interface never goes to market, I'll take what I was getting at Arcadia for the time I put in—if I haven't spent all your money already. Fair enough?" 

Jonathan offered his hand. "Welcome to Vector Systems, Tommy." 

By the end of that first day of meetings, Jonathan knew he would need a confidant. 

The truth was the only map on which he could plot the progress of the different wheels he was setting in motion. He would be keeping secrets from everyone, filling the air with lies and partial truths. He feared that if he was not honest with someone, he would lose sight of what the whole truth was. 

There had to be someone who would let him say the things he could say to no one else. That would make the truth at least as real as the lies. 

But he only needed someone who would listen, not someone who might interfere. He did not want to have to explain or defend himself. It had to be someone he could trust completely. 

So Jonathan had Cassandra find a Turing program, and create for him an invisible friend. He named his confidant Stuart, after a stuffed triceratops he had had as a child, and gave him an animated avatar that nodded and smiled and yawned. Cassandra hid Stuart in a voice-locked and encrypted directory that she walled off from all networking. Should anyone break in— through a door or a data line—Stuart would be the first file deleted. Should the power be cut off, the ghost directory would vanish. 

But after all that, he found that the sound of his own voice made him self-conscious. Moreover, he realized he only wanted a listener, not an interrogation. So most of Stuart's higher functions were quickly disabled, reducing him to little more than a face for a digital diary. Jonathan's ensuing conversations with Stuart were all one-sided, and as private as silent, solitary keying could be. 

How completely laughable this all seems sometimes, Stuart, he admitted. In a matter of a few months, I've gone from catecholines and neurometric 
voltammetry of ion channels and Neher-Sakmann clamps to the wish-fulfillment fantasy of the age. Completely laughable, except that there's no joke. If I can find where Alynn's gone, I'm going to follow her. 
I tell them only what they need to know, and keep them apart, so they can't figure it out. Eric and Kelly are just happy to see me back at work, back to "normal. " And the others are just happy to have the work. So long as I'm the only one who can see it all, things can move ahead. 
This is a death watch. For me, and for everyone who's ever passed through the doors of my labs. How strange will it be to get up every morning, hoping to hear that another subject has died? I'm suddenly rooting for the other side, because everything turns on finding another match. 
I hope I can be patient. I don't want to find out what impatience might bring me to. 
If death sends a spark flying upward from the earth, how long does it take to fall back again? It took Brett Winston a year and a half. Was he in a hurry, or dawdling? 
Patience and luck both, Stuart. If it's one of the thirteen, maybe it'll only be a year, a few thousand more heads under the SQUID. If it's someone who hasn't left yet—three years? Five years? Ten? 
I don't know if I can wait that long. I don't know if I can pretend that long, keep the secret that long. Maybe we should just kill them all, and let karma 
sort them out. 
I don't mean that. I don't think I mean that. 
I'll have to watch the money. I'll have to make sure my position with the U is secure. 
Better still I find an answer soon. The thirteen give me a place to start, at least. 
And I've given Ramirez a place to start, too. That door won't open to any combination of ones and zeroes. The human brain isn't digital. It's analog. And I'm the only one in the world who knows the wave equations of consciousness. 
Damn it, why do I still hedge? I've glimpsed the soul. And I'm chasing one that's dearer to me than anything. 
I'm not afraid to be wrong, Stuart. If I'm wrong, at least it will be over. I'm only afraid of being stopped. 
I feel very calm and focused, clear in my purpose. I sleep well when I sleep. And yet I know the foolish, pathetic absurdity of loving a dead woman this much. I wonder, is this what madness is like to the madman? 
Sometimes I think that Alynn will come to me, will come into my mind and help me to find her. But I can't feel her anymore, the way I could at first. I can't keep the memories sharp. I have no way to know that she still exists—if the universe still sings her song, or there's only silence beyond. 
What life gathers, time disperses. The real enemy of will is entropy. 
But, still, I do believe. We are, like the world we live in, always in a state of becoming. Even Alynn. Even now. And I will never let her go. 
The next and potentially thorniest problem was Elizabeth Froelich. 

By the time she finally returned to town and campus, the department gossips were entertaining several competing rumors about Dr. Froelich's summer, from interviewing for jobs elsewhere to a beach-blanket romance. She came back the first week of August, tanned, ten pounds thinner, and as tight-lipped as the departmental secretary had been in her absence. All three facts gave credence to the romance theory, quickly amended to have a broken-heart ending. 

Jonathan monitored the rumors carefully, but kept his own counsel. The longer Elizabeth had remained absent and out of touch, the more her absence seemed like a ticking bomb in the middle of his delicate plans. There was a real prospect that he had turned a friend and defender into someone who might have reason to want to see him leave—and who could easily make it happen. 

Which would be a disaster of the first order. 

So, at first opportunity, Jonathan moved to try to defuse the threat. The hour he heard that Dr. Froelich was back, he called her. When she didn't respond to her phone, he followed it with mail asking about lunch. When at the end of a week that, too, had gone unanswered, he went up to her office to see her. But her door was closed. 

"Just tell her I stopped by and I'd like to see her when she has a minute," he told the secretary, and retreated. 

That evening, sitting in his idling car at the street end of the long driveway to Elizabeth's house, Jonathan wondered if he was about to make a strategic mistake. 

He had never been there before. He didn't know anyone in the department who had. Sixteen miles west of the city, Elizabeth's house was a private hideaway, the wooded lot nestled between farmland and a state recreational area. The driveway was not gated, but it was posted against hunting, trespassing, soliciting, snowmobiling, and country music. 

Despite the humor of the last, the net effect was not to make the uninvited feel welcome. But Jonathan put the Imago into gear and eased the van up the narrow, rutted driveway to the house. He 

parked behind Elizabeth's four-wheel-drive Yukon and climbed out, wondering if—living alone next door to nowhere—she kept a gun. 

Elizabeth must have heard him coming. She opened the front door, though not the screen, before he could knock or try the doorbell. 

"I hadn't figured you for this persistent," she said. 

"I thought we'd been awkward around each other long enough," he said. "Can I come in?" "I don't think so," Elizabeth said. "I really think we need to talk." "We can talk right here," she said. "I'm told that 

you've really bounced back, have the lab humming. Congratulations on your grant—the provost was impressed. I'm glad for you." But there was no smile. "Oh, I've restarted your tenure clock. You'll be reviewed during the fall semester." 

"Thanks," he said. "It feels good to be back at work." He edged closer to the screen door. "But this doesn't feel good—this stuff hanging between us. Liz, I want to apologize. It was my fault. I can't believe I treated you so badly—I just lost myself, lost my compass. It had nothing to do with you. You saw how I was—exhausted, all torn up and turned around. I just couldn't stand to let anyone comfort me. That's all it was." He shook his head. "I wish I could tell you how sorry I am. I don't have the words." 

Elizabeth clung to the door, half-hiding behind it. "You have a good heart, Jonathan. But that's not what happened, and both of us know it. I give you points for trying to do the gentlemanly thing and take the blame. Heaven knows I'd like to let you. But we both know better. And excuses won't help me get over this." 

Frowning, Jonathan cocked his head and looked at her with puzzlement. "What are you talking about, Liz?" "Do you know where I've been, this summer?" 

"No. Not in Hawaii, I take it." 

"I was in the Kincaid Center at St. Luke's Hospital in Tuscon, Arizona," she said evenly. "That's a residential clinic for adult chemical dependency patients. I'm a drunk, Jonathan." 

Taken completely aback, he stared. 

"I told myself it wasn't a problem, because no one noticed. Except I was working at hiding it, which should have rung the alarm. I told myself I had it under control, because I only drank at home. Except I used to come home alone every day, close this door, and open a bottle. 

"I was drunk when you called that night, and I kept drinking after you called, because I was afraid to see you in that state. I almost rear-ended a truck on 1-94, almost rolled the Yukon over on the exit ramp by your apartment, taking it too fast." 

"I didn't know," Jonathan said. 

"I didn't want you to, so you didn't," she said. "I didn't want anyone to know about any of it. I didn't want to know. The Kincaid program doesn't ask for public confessions, and I don't intend to offer any. I wouldn't be telling you now except that you were hurt by my drinking." 

"I promise you, no one will hear this from me—" 

"I know that." 

If there had been no door between them, Jonathan would have tried to hug her. "Are you sure I can't come in?" 

"I'm sure." 

"I don't understand—if nobody's angry—" 

"Jonathan, I have to remember where I am, and what I'm up against. I drank mostly because I'm lonely, and unhappy about it," she said bluntly. "When Donald divorced me—" 

That was a second, smaller shock. "I never knew you were married." 

"For six years, twenty years ago. We were students. He got his doctorate first and was gone like a shot," Elizabeth said. Her voice remained even, in control as always. "The point is, I never planned to end up alone. It just happened. 

"I've been dry for sixty-six days. But I'm still lonely, Jonathan. And I'm not sure that I can keep my feelings about you neatly confined to friendship. I don't want you to become either the crutch I use to stay dry, or a reason I start drinking again." 

"Liz—" 

"That's why I won't let you in, and why I'm asking you to not come back. I wish I could let you be my friend, because I miss you. But I need to work on being my own friend. Giving up drinking is part of that. So is closing this door with you on that side of it." She attempted a smile, but it never brightened past wistful. "You did me a great favor by chasing me out of your home, Jonathan. I'm returning the favor by keeping you out of mine. Trust me on that." 

"Elizabeth—" The door closed gently, but the lock's snapping into place a moment later made its point firmly enough. 

Jonathan drove back to Ann Arbor feeling sharp pangs of sadness for a friend in pain. But at the same time, he realized that she had removed herself from the equation, at least for a time. Her perceptiveness was no longer a threat. And, he told himself, being at a distance would help cushion Elizabeth against what was to come. 

It was not what he had expected from the evening, but it was enough. 

August brought hundred-degree days and record rainsthat spilled the Huron River over its banks for a week.Truckers staged a twelve-hour blockade on Detroit'sAmbassador Bridge over a two-dollar increase in thetoll, and the FBI arrested eight state employees over $11million in fraudulent charter-school grants. A tornadoripped through Whitmore Lake, and a weekend of arson and gang violence ravaged the south side of Ypsilanti, with the latter doing twice as much damageand the former getting twice as much press. The lastadult bookstore in Washtenaw County was firebombed,and "soldier of decency" Marion Neal stepped forwardto claim the credit, defying prosecutors to find a jurythat would convict him for "protecting women and children from Satan." 

Jonathan barely noticed any of it. Jumping fromone task to the next like a frantic carnival juggler, hespent most of the month getting all of the wheels spinning. But once they were, a new equilibrium was established, one that almost began to feel normal. 

Though he was technically ineligible, he had requested a scholarly activity leave for the fall semester,hoping they would bend the rules to accommodate hiscircumstances. His request was politely declined,which was a disappointment, but no real surprise. 

It made it all the more important, however, for himto spend long hours at Vector Systems with TommyRamirez and his "punkworks" team—a blond Californian named Chip, a dark-eyed Canadian woman named Margie, and a Korean superconductionspecialist with a shaved head and the culture-clashname Jacob Lo. 

Working together they defined the design concepts for the two projects on the table: prototyping theportable mapper and a direct memory player whichChip dubbed "Mind TV." When that task was complete, they spent an intense weekend identifying the technological and theoretical hurdles and trying to settle on a strategy. 

"Here's how I add it up," Ramirez said at the endof it. "The portable—six weeks to prototype, sixteen to twenty to program for garage quantities. MindTV—I'm guessing, but I'd say a year just to find outhow to do it. If we can do it." 

"That's too long," Jonathan said.

"So we concentrate on the portable?"

"No," Jonathan said. "I need them both." They looked at him in surprise. "The portable would be a convenience," he said, standing and closing his notepad, "but we have the SQUID. I want my MTV. Ihave to know that we can have direct access to the recordings." 

In the days that followed, he supplied Ramirez &cCo. with the most current research on induction of Hebb synapses, precipitation of matrix cascades, principles of active neuroammetry, and the like. He taughtthem the basics of reading a matrix, and providedthem with access to the SQUID to record a series of simple one-concept maps of single colors, images,words, and sounds, for testing purposes. 

"If you crack open a man's skull, you can touch hisbrain with a probe and cause him to see, hear, crave,remember—all according to where you touch him," hetold them, in what amounted to a pep talk. "If you leta man sleep, his brain will create a dozen imaginary realities a night, out of nothing more than his neurochemistry at idle. What we want is a way to get insidethe skull without a bone saw, a way to give that man awaking dream. We know how to listen to the brain atwork. All we need now is a way to talk to it. Find it,and we can change the way people live." 

Then he got out of their way. 

* » * 

At the lab, Eric and Kelly had risen to the challenge he had dropped in their laps, relieving him of the need to spend time supervising the testing and analysis. But as September approached and the students returned to campus, they were nowhere near his goal of keeping the lights on and the test chamber seat warm around the clock. And with the odds against them as long as they were, 30 percent of capacity—forty or fifty new subjects a week—did not satisfy Jonathan's sense of urgency. 

The fault was not with Eric and Kelly, or even with Stephanie Oroz and David Helms. David had assembled a criterion list for new subjects, based on the profiles of the thirteen "volunteers" (as Jonathan, with morbid humor, now referred to them). But, so far, the list was proving to be a filter that caught either too much or nothing at all. 

The one criterion about which there was any certainty was age. The earliest death of a volunteer had been seven years ago, which meant that anyone under the age of seven was a prospective match. But with 4 million births a year over that span, the candidate pool numbered well over 25 million—an impossible number. The odds so favored the house that there was hardly any point in playing. 

I might as well be buying lottery tickets and tearing them up on the way back to the car, Jonathan told Stuart. 

So Jonathan began looking to geography to shorten the odds. Brett Winston had been born 244 miles away from where Dugan Beckett had died—an interesting factoid, but only wishful thinking could find any logical necessity in it. Wishful thinking or not, six of the volunteers had died in Michigan, and Jonathan could not help hoping that one of them had returned there. 

But even if that was so, there had been three-quarters of a million births in the state since the earliest Michigan death, and a circle with a radius of 250 miles enclosed Chicago, Cleveland, Columbus, and at least a million more births. The house still had no reason to worry. 

And what if they've already come and gone, Stuart? What if they died a second time on the preemie ward, or in a Woodward Avenue Dumpster, or at the hands of a kid-stalker? There has to be a better way— 
But other, more substantial connections between Winston and Beckett were still in short supply. Brett Winston was a cheerfully energetic round-faced five-year-old, and—in his mother's opinion—a precocious flirt, which seemed to recall Dugan Beckett's bawdy good humor. But that tenuous link, the next best association available, was of no real value. 

Grasping at straws, Jonathan even turned to an astrologer, to have Winston and Beckett's charts drawn and compared. But the results, even spelled out in great detail during an hour-long consultation, did not seem meaningful. A numerologist made much of obvious similarities in the names—five letters in the given, seven in the patronymic, with a double T—and the places of birth—Toledo and Toronto, Ohio and Ontario—but Jonathan was no more impressed. 

The best he could do was direct David to map five-hundred-mile circles around the places of death for the volunteers and give the areas where those circles intersected the highest priority. That map became the guide for his and Stephanie's initial efforts to find candidates for testing. 

But he was now dealing with the notoriously protective parents of young children, not notoriously cash-poor college students. And it was proving harder to allay the suspicions of parents, even at $250 a session, than it had been to interest students at $10. 

New tactics were needed. After a brainstorming session with Stephanie, Jonathan took to visiting maternity wards in person, passing out new-parent gift boxes and coupons for educational savings bonds. Together, they created a "sunrise squad" of students to blanket day-care centers with slick information packets, applications, and Stephanie's phone number. Traffic at the lab nudged up toward 50 percent of capacity. 

The only problem with that solution was it meant the money was flowing out even faster. 

"Dr. Briggs, this is Arthur Steuben, of Hillerman-Steuben-Welch. I should like to talk to you at the earliest—" 

"Cassandra, let me talk to him," said Jonathan, looking up from the plotter charts filling the living room floor in front of him. "Mr. Steuben, this is Jonathan. What can I do for you? Have I broken the bank?" 

"Not yet," said Steuben. "But the year is young. I've accelerated the balance of this year's gift to the university on your behalf, but doing so forced me to liquidate some assets on less than wholly favorable terms—sacrificing some of the long-term value of the trust to finance your short-term expenditures. In short, we're snacking on the seed corn. I highly recommend a more prudent strategy." 

"Consider your fiduciary duty discharged, Mr. Steuben," said Jonathan. "But the money's all going into the research and the new company, not for thousand-dollar hookers and jaunts to Axuba. I haven't bought as much as a new pair of shoes for myself. 

There isn't a lot I can do to hold down the expenses without holding back the work." 

"I thought you might say that," said Steuben. "So I'd like to offer some alternatives to the present arrangement." 

"I'm listening." 

"Arcadia still has substantial income, but rapidly falling expenses. It's a paper company—no one works there anymore. Everything that needs doing is contracted out, from accounting to production and shipping. On the other hand, Vector Systems has no income, and rapidly climbing expenses—my information is that there are now seven full-time employees." 

"That's right. Though three of them are being paid mostly with promises." 

"Very well. I propose that Arcadia acquire Vector Systems. If Arcadia is to be the milk cow, let Vector suck directly from the teat. It makes no sense for Arcadia profits to be funneled through the trust to the university and then from them to Vector, and taxed every step of the way." 

About that time, Archimedes decided that the plotter charts had been laid out for him to burrow under, and pushed his nose under one edge until only the twitching tip of his tail was visible. 

"I don't suppose it does," said Jonathan, smiling as he watched the cat. "Except that this way I control the money, and Vector Systems." 

"I believe this deal can be constructed in such a way that you'll retain all the control over Vector that you now have, and pick up a voting interest in the operation of Arcadia—something you only have now as a matter of courtesy," Steuben said. "And there'll be more money to control. Arcadia's tax bill takes a third of profits, 13 percent of the gross. And the university takes its cut after that." 

"I'm missing something. What's the downside? What do I lose?" 

"Potentially, your independence," said Steuben. "Since Arcadia and Vector are both private stock companies, we can escape most regulatory complications.But I am obliged to warn you that other trustees—mysuccessors—may view these arrangements with a morejaundiced eye. Even with me, there will be issues of accountability—I cannot allow this arrangement to harm Arcadia or starve the trust. You still won't have a blank check." 

"But I'll have more to work with right now." 

"That's the entire reason for doing it. The sale willprovide a one-time infusion of capital, and certain ongoing operating expenses will be covered internally bydollars that would otherwise have gone to pay the tax man or the university. But you will have to show progress toward a marketable product for that to continue." 

"Then let's do it," said Jonathan. 

"Very good," said Steuben. "Then I can talk aboutmy other proposal. Correct me if I'm wrong, butdoesn't the Vector start-up depend directly on your research at the university?" 

"We're working on some ideas of Alynn's," saidJonathan. "But yes, it feeds off the work we've beendoing—work we're still doing." 

"Then perhaps there'll be an opportunity for Arcadia to do what Vector could never afford to, which is underwrite the lab work directly, as sponsored research. Same upside, same downside." 

As Hypatia cautiously but curiously approached the cat-sized bulge under the scattered charts, Jonathan got up and walked to the desk, where thevideo portion of the call was playing on one of thesmall monitors. 

"I wonder," he said. "Would there be any chance of Arcadia leasing my lab from the U? Or maybe they'd even be willing to lease me. I need access to that equipment, but teaching is a time sink I'd love to escape." 

"Are you talking about resigning?" 

"No, no. There are benefits to being there that we can't buy at any price. Prestige and face credibility, for one. Bargain brainpower, for another. But I wonder if just maybe we could make it worth their while to change my appointment—move me from the instructional faculty to the research faculty." 

Steuben frowned. "Did I screw up, Jonathan? Is this something we should have planned for from the outset? It never came up in my conversations with the university—" 

"No, they wouldn't suggest it. They always want the fewest possible conditions on gifts," Jonathan said. "Besides, most everyone stays in the track they were first appointed to. They start to think of you in a certain way, and it becomes your destiny. But if I could show them that I had the prospect of sponsored research that I could only take on as a full-time researcher—or that they stand to lose a substantial gift if I can't give more time to the work the grantor favors—" 

"I see. Very well, we can explore that—" 

"Great." At that moment, a sudden chorus of crinkling-paper sounds announced that a wrestling match had broken out between Archimedes and Hypatia on, under; and among the charts. "Hey! Enough!" Jonathan called sharply, looking up. "Excuse me, Mr. Steuben, gotta go. The cats are eating my homework." 

Jonathan had only been inside a police station once before, to fill out a complaint on a theft from his car— and that only to satisfy the insurance company. But he had a headful of preconceptions from a lifetime of television, most of which fell away in the first minutes inside the Larcom Municipal Building. 

Needs theme music, he thought as he made his way to the Investigative Division offices in the basement. The juxtaposition of suits and sidearms made him think of an accounting department under siege. A hint of that smile was still lingering on his lips when he found Stephen Anderson's desk. 

"Detective? Jonathan Briggs. You wanted to see me?" 

Anderson pivoted in his chair and looked up toward the doorway of his cubicle. "Dr. Briggs. Thank you for coming in," he said, though he neither smiled nor offered his hand. "Sit down, please. How have you been?" 

"Busy. Is there some news about the case?" 

"Busy," Anderson repeated. "Yes, I can imagine you must be. I had to call you five times to arrange this meeting. I'm a little surprised you haven't been calling me. Open cases usually mean lots of calls from the victim's families. I hear from Alynn's mother a couple of times a week." 

"I don't hear from her at all," said Jonathan. "So— is there news?" "No news. What I have are questions. I'm hoping you could help me with some of them." 

"lean try." 

"Good. Good. Have a seat, would you?" Anderson sifted through the papers on the cluttered wing of his workspace as though looking for something. There was only one empty chair, directly opposite, and Jonathan settled himself there. 

"You don't mind if I record this, do you?" Anderson asked, pausing in his search. "It's department policy, protects everybody, avoids a lot of nuisance lawsuits." 

"Go ahead." There was no point in refusing. Jonathan had already noticed the camera module hanging below the shelf above and behind Anderson, its lens tracking Jonathan's movements. It occurred to him that another possible use of the camera was as the one-way mirror, a set piece in every police drama. Anyone could be behind the glass, monitoring the interview. 

"Good," Anderson said, and touched a menu pad beside his computer. "You did know that there's a parking lot security camera recording of the attack?" 

Jonathan frowned. "No." 

"You haven't been keeping up with the news coverage of the case, then." "No. I haven't." "Too uncomfortable," Anderson said, nodding. 

"We released the video to the CrimeStoppers program months ago. Would you watch it with me?" Jonathan flinched at the suggestion. "What good would that do?" 

"Memory's a funny thing, Dr. Briggs. But I guess I don't need to tell you that," said Anderson, turning his monitor toward Jonathan. 

"I really don't want to do this," Jonathan said sharply. 

"I asked you in because I thought you'd want to help. Dr. Briggs, do you want the person responsible for this crime caught and convicted, or not?" 

"Of course I do," he said, because it was expected. 

But it was a lie. The startling realization was that he no longer cared. It all seemed wholly irrelevant. He had moved beyond thoughts of vengeance, or even of justice. Neither vengeance nor justice was of any use to him. Neither could make him whole again. Only his work could do that. 

"Then why not let me do my job?" Anderson was saying. "I'm pretty good at it, you know—we have a 94 percent clearance rate on murder in this division." 

Several sharp replies offered themselves to Jonathan, but he quelled the urge to voice one. "Go ahead," he said, turning sideways and hooking an arm on the back of the uncomfortable straight-backed chair. The camera followed every move. 

"Thank you, Doctor." Anderson started the video playback, then sat back in his chair with hands folded in his lap. Jonathan watched the video with his face averted, as though it were a light too bright to look at directly. He didn't realize there was an audio track until the first gunshot, which startled him. When Alynn crumpled to the ground, a loud sob tore through his chest and escaped. By the time Alynn's car surged forward from its parking space, tears were streaming down Jonathan's face. 

"You see how little we have to work with," Anderson said quietly, offering a box of tissues. "Those images were enhanced to the limits of current technology. There simply isn't enough detail. It shows everything, and nothing. It's frustrating." 

"But the killers were in the car—isn't there DNA, fingerprints, fibers? What about the gun?" 

"We kind of have to have a suspect before we can try to match them up with that kind of evidence. And these two seem to have disappeared." Anderson sat forward and rested his elbows on his desk. "Do you know where they are, Dr. Briggs?" 

Jonathan stared disbelievingly. "What?" 

"You're a smart man, Dr. Briggs, so I'm going to put my cards on the table. When this case first hit my 

desk I was just about certain it was a random initiation killing—" 

"What do you mean, do I know where they are? What are you saying?" He gripped the front edge of his chair fiercely, as though that was all that was keeping him from launching himself at Anderson in a blind fury. 

"Gang killings make poor secrets," Anderson said calmly. "Someone brags to the wrong person, or thieves fall out, or someone needs money. But this one hasn't played that way. There hasn't even been a whisper. So I started looking at things a different way." 

"Looking at me, you mean. This is crazy." "How much money did you receive as a result of Alynn's murder?" That question set Jonathan back on his heels. "I'm the beneficiary of a trust she set up." "And about how much benefit would that be? Ten thousand?" "I get a hundred thousand dollars a year." Jonathan's voice was suddenly dry. "And you control another million, isn't that right? How much is the trust worth?" 

"Eleven million and change." 

"That much," Anderson said. "And there weren't any insurance companies involved, or any probate court, were there? No marriage license. You weren't even registered as a domestic partnership, were you?" 

"No." "But now her money just comes straight to your pocket instead of hers." Jonathan felt the ground shifting under him. "That's what trusts are foi; isn't it? To avoid probate." 

"Whose idea was that, Dr. Briggs—hers or yours?" 

"Look, I didn't know a thing about it. I didn't know she'd done it. I didn't even think about her 

money. You can ask Arthur Steuben, at Hillerman-Steuben-Welch." "We've already talked to Mr. Steuben," said Anderson. "Where are you living now, Dr. Briggs?" 

He answered grudgingly. "Huron Towers East." 

"In fact, you're living in Alynn's apartment, aren't you?" "Her former office. Yes." He stared at Anderson with a mixture of amazement and amusement. "Apartment 801, isn't it? The three-bedroom suite, with the river view?" 

"Yes." 

"You happy there? Nicer than your old place?" 

"No. Maybe more convenient. But that's not why I'm there." "Why are you there, then?" "I wanted to be in her spaces, close to her memory. 

That's not hard to understand, is it?" "I would have thought you'd choose the place you lived together." 

Jonathan loosed an exasperated sigh. "Look, I thought you asked me in because you had some news for me." 

"The news is that I don't think we're looking at a random killing. I think we're looking at a hired killing," Anderson said calmly. "Eleven million dollars, you say? And you've moved into Alynn's apartment. I understand you're driving a new vehicle, though—not sentimental about everything, then, were you." 

"Would you want that kind of reminder around?" 

"And yet you can see the parking lot from your window, can't you? You're down there every day, in fact, aren't you? But I suppose that's different, isn't it." Anderson glanced sideways at his computer display, which was once again angled away from Jonathan. 

"You've been making a lot of calls to Toronto, I see— your parents live there, don't they?" 

Jonathan saw the trap and sidestepped it. He had scarcely spoken to his parents all summer. "Toronto is a critical link in my research," he said. "A lot of my early subjects live there." 

"And a lot of your friends, too, I'm sure. I suppose if I gave you this list, you'd tell me which names were which, wouldn't you? You grew up there, went to school there—you must know a lot of people there. Any of them ever come visit you?" 

"Almost never," he said. "It's too much of a nuisance for a weekend trip—two border crossings, and Homeland Security greeting you at the door—" 

"But thousands of people from Toronto come into the United States every day. They fly into Detroit and Cleveland and New York, they enter at Sarnia and Windsor and Niagara Falls." He touched his keyboard and peered at his monitor again. "Quite a list, really. Some of them even stay for just a few hours, then turn around and go right home. It's not that difficult getting back into Canada, after all, is it? Not such a nuisance." 

"No, not by comparison." 

"In fact, I understand you can get from Ann Arbor to Windsor in four hours—even less if you cross in the middle of the night. Have you ever tried that?" 

"Detective, why is this conversation about me? I was at the lab when Alynn was murdered—you know that." He sat forward on the very edge of his chair, his voice and body language all earnestness. "I wish to God I'd been with her, so we'd have been in that parking lot together, so she didn't have any reason to be out there in the first place. I love Alynn. I love her more than I've ever loved anyone. She's the woman I was waiting for my whole life and thought would never come. I could never hurt her." 

"Oh, I'm sure that wasn't you in the video, Doctor. But you can't deny you've been the principal beneficiary of what happened in that parking lot." 

"You're an idiot," Jonathan said tersely. "This is so pathetically laughable I can't even be insulted." 

"Dr. Briggs, last week I arrested a sixty-two-yearold woman for poisoning her husband because she couldn't stand his snoring," Anderson said coolly. "The week before that, it was a man who raped his stepdaughter and left her in pieces in County Farm Park. If I didn't ask respectable people any hard questions, half the bad guys would get away." 

"Which doesn't mean you're not being an idiot this week." 

Anderson was unfazed. "If not you, then who?" 

"I haven't the first idea." 

"Are you seeing anyone socially?" 

Jonathan squinted at Anderson. "No. I don't have the time or the inclination." "So how would you describe your relationship with Dr. Elizabeth Froelich?" 

That was unexpected, and he felt his face betraying him. "A friend. Something of a mentor. She's responsible for my being at the U, thinks my work has merit." 

"You see each other outside the department?" 

Only Jonathan's determination not to be caught in a lie or an evasion made him answer at all. "Sometimes we have a meal together." 

"Visit her at home?" 

"Once." 

"She visit you at yours?" 

"Once or twice." 

Anderson nodded slowly. "Do you know what kind of gun your girlfriend was killed with?" 

"If you told me, I forgot," said Jonathan. "I don't know diddly about guns. But I don't think you told me." 

"It was a .32, probably a .32 H&R Magnum—almost certainly a revolver, since there weren't any cartridges at the scene, and we didn't see the killers pick up their brass." 

"None of that means anything to me." 

"No? Because it turns out Dr. Elizabeth Froelich owns a Lady Ultra revolver chambered for the .32 H&R—or did, before she reported it 'stolen.' She said that her house was burglarized while she was on vacation." 

Jonathan stared. "She didn't say anything about it to me." 

"No? Not even when you went to see her on August 5, the day before she made that report? But I guess she wouldn't want to make you suspicious." 

Jonathan's answer was a disgusted stare. "You think she had Alynn killed? Why the hell would she?" 

"Jealousy. It rivals greed as a time-honored motive. Come on, Doctor—she's a lonely old bookworm. And a drunk." 

"You're despicable." 

"Me? No, Dr. Briggs, I'm one of the good guys. The person who murdered Alynn is despicable. No matter how many awards and diplomas they can hang on an office wall." 

"Liz would never do that," Jonathan said emphatically. "She'd never do that to me." 

"Why is that? Because of your special friendship? Or is it more than friendship?" 

"Christ—this is so completely absurd." He shook his head. "You can't really think either of us had anything to do with this." 

"I think $11 million is a lot of money to an assistant professor with a fringy research project hurting for money," said Anderson, folding his hands on his lap. "Awfully good luck—kind of like finding a winning Lotto ticket on your way to bankruptcy court. I think eleven million's enough to make a lot of people change their life plans. It's certainly more than enough to hire a shooter and buy some kind of silence—" 

"It probably is. But that isn't what happened." 

"Then tell me what did happen. Why haven't I heard from you, Dr. Briggs? Did you lose interest in who killed your girlfriend, or did you just start feeling safe—" 

"That's it exactly. I lost interest. I'm not part of the war you're fighting." 

"No? Why is that?" 

"Because I'm looking forward, not back. I'm not living in the past. I have somewhere else to be." 

"Somewhere else to be," Anderson repeated. "Why didn't you go to your girlfriend's funeral, Dr. Briggs? Did you have somewhere else to be then, too?" 

"Mrs. Reed didn't want me there." 

"That's not what she says." 

"Then she's lying," Jonathan said calmly. "She's a bigot, Detective, and she lost it when she found out Alynn had been living with me. If you've been listening to her, that goes a long way toward explaining this farce. I didn't go to the funeral because I wasn't welcome—because going would have meant an ugly public fight with Mrs. Reed. But I remembered Alynn in my own way." 

"By spending her money?" "What I'm doing now I'm doing for her, and because of her. It's all I have left." 

Anderson seemed unimpressed. "Mrs. Reed offered a fifty-thousand dollar reward for information leading to the arrest of her daughter's murderer. How much of your $11 million did you put up to help catch your girlfriend's murderer?" 

That stopped Jonathan for a moment. "You're not 

going to understand this, but it's just not something I thought of doing," he said finally. "You're right, I don't understand. Enlighten me, please." 

Jonathan sighed impatiently, looking away for a moment. "What happened to Alynn is as impersonal as—as being struck by lightning, or stung to death by hornets, or going into the woods and ending up bear food." Jonathan shook his head. "It doesn't matter who did it. Maybe they're dead already themselves, and that's why you can't find them. 

"The point is, anyone can get caught turning the wrong corner saying the wrong thing to the wrong person. That's the way the world is now. The woods aren't safe. I suppose they never were. You think you're making a difference here, but you're not. And my obsessing about who killed Alynn—that wouldn't make any difference, either. I only have a little piece of my life and sanity left, and I have need of both. I have work to do." 

Anderson listened with a stone mask of a face. "Thank you for the philosophical illumination, Dr. Briggs," Anderson said, leaning back in his chair. "But to me, it does matter who did it. I don't like unsolved murders. I don't like it when someone thinks they've gotten away with killing someone. Maybe that makes this more personal to me than it is to you." 

"Maybe it does." He regretted the words at once. 

Coming to his feet, Anderson leaned across the desk wing in a way that managed to convey a surprising degree of threat. "Dr. Briggs, I'm going to stay on this until I've nailed to a wall anyone and everyone who was involved. And I really don't care if you think I'm being insulting, or you think I'm a crazy son of a bitch bastard with a badge. Because in fifteen years in this job, I've had every kind of lying filth there is sitting across from me, and, you know, some of them didn't look a whole lot different than you. And I learned a long time ago that there's no hard line between the grieving and the guilty. 

"I don't know if you had Alynn Reed killed. I don't know if Dr. Froelich did. I don't know if maybe the two of you worked it out together; so you could both have what you wanted. But I'm putting you on notice, Dr. Briggs. I'm gonna find out." 

"You do what you think you have to, Detective," Jonathan said, standing to leave. "Just understand that I have my own priorities. And, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to go attend to them." 

He felt the eye of the camera on his back as he turned away, and imagined the muttered words behind the closed doors. 

As he returned to his car, he wondered if he should talk to a lawyer. But the thought was too absurd to embrace. The guilty needed defense attorneys. He was still free, and he was innocent. Surely, he told Stuart, that was all the protection he would need. 
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The Ghost in the Machine 
The first day of Jonathan Briggs's seventh fall on campus found him presenting the syllabus for an unfamiliar course to rows of unfamiliar faces in an unfamiliar lecture hall. He would have preferred not to teach at all, but when that was denied him, he had expected to at least return to what he knew. But it did not fall out that way. By the time he returned to campus, other instructors, including Dr. Kosslyn, were already slotted for Jonathan's usual class load. And Elizabeth Froelich— who was still keeping her distance—refused to inconvenience them further with a cascade of late changes. The assigned classroom was halfway across campus from the Neuroscience Building, in Mason Hall, and the assigned course was wholly outside the department—an interdisciplinary survey course, Foundations of Behavior, required for history and anthropology majors. Since receiving the assignment, Jonathan had felt like the department's pariah, and he could not get Elizabeth to say anything to reassure him otherwise. 

"This is the course we need taught right now," she said, with no hint of her earlier sympathy for his circumstances. "And bear in mind that your tenure review is under way. You should expect observers in the classroom." 

But he had no warning about the cameras of Detroit's Fox affiliate waiting outside. Though the news crew didn't directly confront him, there was no doubt but that he was the subject in focus as he walked across the Diag and up the walk to Mason Hall. 

Another surprise was waiting inside the lecture hall, in the person of a uniformed Ann Arbor police officer. The officer contented herself with standing at the back of the room with a digital voice recorder clipped to her uniform's blouse. But when the news crew invaded the room later, they made a point of getting a shot of the uniform. It was a safe prediction that that image would survive the editing process. 

Unsettled by these developments, Jonathan struggled through the hour. Though he tried to ignore the intruders, all of the humor and most of the confidence were driven from him by self-consciousness. And though the head count was as expected, even the students seemed to be holding themselves at a distance. Jonathan was struck by the thought that it was like being in front of a grand jury, and from that moment on he could not get the image out of his mind. 

When the hour was over, he knew he had failed to connect with them. So it was with puzzlement that he watched fully a third of the class, almost all of them female, make their way forward toward him instead of toward the exits. They formed a ragged line in the left aisle behind a round-hipped young woman whose hard eyes were framed by a tangle of black hair. Jonathan met those eyes and braced himself. Her denunciation was as practiced as it was emphatic, and the news crew caught every word. 

"Dr. Jonathan Briggs, we accuse you as an abuser and exploiter and destroyer of women. You are morally unfit to lecture us on human behavior. Your presence in this room betrays the traditions and principles of a fine university. You belong behind bars, not behind a lectern. In protest of your conduct and the regents' refusal to act, we are withdrawing from your class." 

Then she presented him with her drop card, followed by each of the others in turn. They trooped out together disappearing into the corridor with the news crew in pursuit. 

The last to leave was the police officer. "Planning to come back?" he called up to her. 

"Every day," she said, pocketing the recorder. 

"Good," said Jonathan. "It might be just the two of us by Thanksgiving. Think about enrolling. Work on those professional development credits." 

She did not smile. When she was gone, he slumped against the projection wall. Anderson, you son of a bitch—you're trying to destroy my life. 

Students from the next class were starting to arrive, so Jonathan collected his materials as he tried to collect himself. But there was one more obstacle between him and enough privacy to let loose the feelings he was bottling up—the Fox news crew. This time they homed in on him as soon as they spotted him. 

"Dr. Briggs, can you give us a minute?" asked the reporter. Jonathan brushed by them wordlessly, but they followed him out onto the Diag. 

"Dr. Briggs, are you aware of Stacey Reed's recent accusations?" the reporter called after him, loudly enough to turn several nearby heads. When Jonathan did not respond, the reporter added, even louder, 

"What do you have to say to her allegation that youhad her daughter murdered?" Jonathan stopped short and allowed them to catchhim. "What's your name?" he demanded. 

"North Barber, WJBK True News—" 

"North Barber? Really?" Jonathan said, with a shake of his head. "Some parents—Mr. Barber, don'tcome into my classroom again unless you're invited, orenrolled." 

"We had permission," Barber said quickly."What?" Jonathan was rocked back on his heels bythe claim. 

"We had permission from Chancellor Paton to filmin your classroom, so long as our presence wasn't disruptive," said Barber. "Now, how about the question,Doc? Stacey Reed claims—" 

Jonathan held up a hand and looked away for a moment, fighting for focus. "Stacey Reed is a grieving motherdesperate to find order and justice in a world that has precious little of either," he said. "I can't hold that kind of wild misstatement against her. I know how she feels. Weboth loved Alynn, and we both miss her terribly." 

"But isn't it true that you're raking in millions ofdollars from her work—" 

"I haven't taken a penny for myself out of Arcadia," Jonathan said. "If I had suddenly come intomillions, do you think I'd be back here teaching asophomore survey class? How much do you think theuniversity pays assistant professors?" 

Jonathan walked away pleased with himself, andeven more pleased that they didn't follow. He wouldnot realize until that night why they allowed him to go. 

Since the morning after Alynn's death, Jonathan had had no use for the media. Those first days that he was unplugged from the world shattered a lifetime habit, his morning news-with-breakfast. When he emerged from his hermitage, he had new priorities, and many things that had mattered to him could no longer command his attention. 

The day he returned from Starpath, Jonathan had instructed Cassandra to begin scanning the nets for anything that mentioned Alynn. But he had also asked her to keep it away from his consciousness and archive it sight unseen. The time had not yet come when it was either possible or necessary to look at what the know-bots had found. 

Now Detective Stephen Anderson had made it necessary. 

Blowing off a meeting with David Helms, Jonathan went home and asked Cassandra to show him what they had been saying about Alynn—and him. He discovered they were saying altogether too much. 

In the last month alone, a Cincinnati news service, Ohio River Journal, had done two local-interest features on the case, with Stacey Reed starring as the grieving mother. 

"I think my daughter was killed by someone who knew her," Mrs. Reed told the reporter earnestly, though she named no names. She taxed the host's system in a follow-up netchat with ORJ columnist Marcia Rose Morgan. 

By the time the more staid webpaper Cincinnati Enquirer got around to interviewing her, Stacey Reed had lost her reticence. "Only one person benefited from my daughter's murder—Dr. Jonathan Briggs. Why the Ann Arbor police are blind to this, you'll have to ask them." 

But it did not stop there, not nearly. Insider, a tabloid channel out of Hong Kong, had picked up a rumor off the chat nets and thrown to

gether a piece suggesting that Alynn had lost the ability to distinguish between VR and real life, and died thinking her attacker was a harmless character she had invented. It followed that story a week later with another "revealing" that Alynn had foretold her own death in her games, and would appear as a phantom in her final creation to accuse her murderer. 

Among the less fevered entries, another tabloid, Real-Life Mysteries, took a straight true-crime angle, with Stacey Reed's anguish given a featured place and Jonathan himself described as the "mystery man" in Alynn's life. And when Games Unlimited previewed High Seas under the slugline "Arcadia's Last Diamond," the editor found it necessary to include a sidebar about the unsolved murder; which quoted both Tommy Ramirez and Stephen Anderson. 

Until that night, Jonathan had simply never quite grasped that Alynn's death was a celebrity murder; because Alynn had not been a celebrity to him. By the time he finished viewing a dozen retrievals, he understood what a mistake that had been. 

Her murder was becoming a story that would not die. Stacey Reed was providing all the impetus it needed. And the longer it went on, the brighter the spotlight became, the more reason the police had to find an answer to the question that wouldn't go away. Only now, they needed an answer as big as the story had become. 

A carjacking gone wrong, a gang initiation, a random, sociopathic street punk—those would no longer suffice. But a contract murder for profit, a love-triangle conspiracy, a spurned and jealous rival—those scenarios would propitiate the media gods, satisfy the public need to nod knowingly, and think Ah-ha, I thought so— 
He watched North Barber's piece about him with the sound off, saw the images of himself besieged,furtive, angry, arrogant woven into the tapestry withStacey Reed's tears and Alynn's smiles, and understoodthat the words barely mattered. 

"That's enough, Cassandra. Resume blackout andcontinue archiving." He rubbed his eyes and tried tothink. It doesn't matter what Anderson believes. He can't follow me where I'm going. He can only catch me on my way there. He stopped and considered that.So I just won't let that happen, eh? 
"Cassandra, call Tommy, secure." He wondered ifthe police had already started trying to monitor hiscommunications, and what they would think when they discovered he was using an encryption lock that Homeland Security's backdoor key didn't fit."Tommy? This is Jonathan. Isn't it about time you hadsome good news for me? I want to know where thingsstand—" 

Weeks flashed by almost unnoticed. The football team got off to an 0-3 start, losing to Georgia Tech, Central Michigan, and, for the fourth year in a row, Notre Dame. There was a double suicide on Fraternity Row, a sixteen-hour blackout on North Campus, and a disc-trashing virus called Quicksand that infected the primary campus network. The law school was sued for ideological discrimination by three conservative white male applicants from the Upper Peninsula, and the student newspaper was sued for refusing an ad from a death-with-dignity clinic in Windsor. 

Outside the university cocoon, eleven people were killed when a gunman shot up an overpass restaurant on Chicago's Tri-State Tollway. A phantom air traffic controller directed a taxiing Delta red-eye onto a live Hartsfield runway and into the path of a UPS freighter on final approach. Nine days of riots in Mexico City toppled the government of Ramon Ortiz y Carrera and left the country on the brink of civil war. 

Over that span, Jonathan reached an accommodation of sorts with what was left of his class. It was forged the day he arrived to find four of the students trying to scrub a paint-stick graffito off the glass face of the video blackboard. Working under the disapproving gaze of Officer Kimberly Rodriguez, they had managed to reduce the blue M to a pale smear and blur the maize U and the final R, leaving only RDERE readable. 

Nothing was said about the gesture, but around their indignation and his gratitude the lecture hall became a place he did not need to fear. 

But outside that sanctuary, the harassment by the Ann Arbor police continued. It was intermittent and unpredictable, at times low-key and at others heavy-handed—exactly the schedule guaranteed to make Jonathan hyperconscious of every uniform, every police car, every siren in his vicinity. The heavy-handed episodes were frequent enough to drive a wedge between Jonathan and those who might have remained casual friends, and thorough enough to test the loyalty of those closest to him. 

Two or three times a week, a police car openly followed Jonathan wherever he went, with the officer riding shotgun armed with a digital camera. Just being seen talking to or visiting Jonathan meant a knock on the door that evening, or a visit at work the next day by a uniformed officer with "a few questions to ask." The questions asked were damning enough that many of those questioned chose to keep their distance from Jonathan from then on. 

Quirky behavior of the netlinks at Huron Towers convinced Jonathan that police technicians were trying to monitor his communications traffic, and he had Cassandra adopt a higher level of encryption and change his keys more often. He also suspected that the new resident of Apartment 815 was an undercover officer, filming the comings and goings through a keyhole camera and snooping through the common wall. 

His answer to that was a box of soundproofing tile, heavy drapes for the windows, and the keyboard. When there had to be conversation, Cassandra could produce a stream of white noise that masked the vocal frequencies almost too well. The rest of the time, the apartment was as quiet as a church on Tuesday. 

For all of that, Jonathan tried to tell himself that the police were little more than a nuisance, their tactics more amusing than threatening. He relied heavily on the fact of his innocence to fortify himself against the intimidation. 

If asked, he would have insisted that nothing had changed since his meeting with Anderson, except perhaps that he was more focused. Those still close enough to notice might have added that he was more demanding and impatient, and the laugh light, already weakened by Alynn's death, came less often to his eyes. 

Jonathan's tenure notification letter arrived unexpectedly early, delivered by messenger on the afternoon of September 15. It was short and coldly formal, and carried a painfully blunt subject line: Notice of Non-Reappointment. 

After review and evaluation of your instructional and research record during the probationary period, I regret to inform you that we are unable to offer you tenure in the Department of Neuroscience, College of Human Medicine. Your 
appointment will end June 15. 
That was all. No polite "We wish you the best in your future endeavors." No words of appreciation for past service. No face-saving allusions to "evolving departmental priorities." No offers to help him find a "more suitable position," not even a hint that a self-serving letter of recommendation might be forthcoming. 

Just Elizabeth's signature as department chair. "No, no, no, this is wrong," he said aloud. "I haven't even gotten the review committee's report—" 

But it was there in the unread mail, dated September 14. It was a weasel-worded document that was obviously more the product of sympathy than enthusiasm. Splitting the difference between endorsement and disapproval, the report recommended he receive an additional year's appointment to address "certain recognized deficiencies." 

The committee had salved its own conscience, and in doing so justified any decision by the department chair. And perhaps that had been exactly what Elizabeth had wanted, since she had moved so decisively after receiving it. She would not have been obliged to follow any recommendation, but now she would not even be questioned. 

I thought I would have more time. 
But he discovered there were no guarantees in the faculty handbook, only guidelines—all of which had been honored. There was no appeal for an unfavorable decision on the merits at this level. And even if there was, Elizabeth could always point to current circumstances—the police investigation, the ugly publicity, the student protests. 

It was becoming hard to breathe in the apartment. He threw back the sound-deadening drapes and fled to the balcony, where he sucked in the late-afternoon heat in lung-filling gasps. 

It was all coming to an end, and a year sooner than his worst imagining had calculated. He was going to lose the lab, his team, his credentials, his identity. There would be no re-appointment, no terminal contract. He had counted on another year beyond this one, but he had only nine more months, and nothing was ready. 

Seven stories below, a police car appeared, slowly cruising through the parking lot. The sight of it hardened Jonathan's will and drove him back inside. 

"Cassandra—I need to see Elizabeth Froelich as soon as possible. Today." "I'm sorry, Jonathan. She has no open appointments." 

"Tomorrow? This week?" 

"I'm afraid not." 

"When can I get in?" 

"It seems as though there is a problem. The system is refusing to schedule you, all the way into next year." Pariah, Jonathan thought. "Get me a person." "No one in the department offices seems to be an

swering," Cassandra said after a few long seconds. "Shall I leave messages?" "No," said Jonathan, grabbing up his coat. "Lock up after me." The police cruiser followed him all the way to the campus gate. 

The departmental secretary looked not only surprised to see Jonathan, but uncomfortable being alone with him. He tried to take advantage of it, cornering her behind the counter, then crowding her at her desk. 

"Betty, I want to talk to Dr. Froelich." 

"She's not here, Dr. Briggs. I don't expect her backtoday." "Is she on campus?""I—I don't know, Dr. Briggs. She just told me she'd

be away from the office." 

"But you can reach her, can't you. If her dog was onfire, if the dean wanted a back rub, you could get her.She'll take your call." 

"Yes, I—Dr. Briggs, you don't want to get me introuble. I'm sorry. She specifically said she wasn't available to you." 

"I know. Tell her I want to talk to her about leasingthe lab." "I'll relay your message," said the secretary. "That'sthe best I can do." 

Sighing resignedly, Jonathan took half a step backward. "No, it isn't. But you have a future here to think of, eh?" 

He waited fifteen minutes in his car before returning. This time the secretary was nowhere in sight, andthe door to Elizabeth's office was ajar. He followed thevoices and found them together in the conference area. 

"Dr. Froelich," he said. "Thank you for makingtime for me." 

Her tone was every bit as annoyed as his was frosty."Betty, please tell Dr. Mansfield that I'll be a few minutes late," Froelich said as she walked past him. 

He took that as an invitation and followed her into her office. 

"Why?" he asked when the door closed. 

"There's nothing to say," she said, retreating behind her desk as though it were a castle rampart."There's no way to unscramble this egg." 

"I need more time." 

"You needed more results," she said. "And you needed to take better care of your relationships inside the department. I don't think you can claim you didn't have fair warning on both points. Did you think you could buy a place with us?" 

"I didn't think I had to," he said. "You don't believe I had her killed, do you?" 

"No," she said. "No, I don't. But I've stopped stepping up to argue with all the people who do. It's just too much, Jonathan." 

"The police are looking at you, too, you know. Because of your missing gun. Because they think—" 

"That I'd be stupid enough to hire a killer and provide them with a gun registered to me? They aren't looking at me, Jonathan. No one is looking at me. And I want it to stay that way. Please don't come visiting." 

"I've been afraid to come see you, even to call you. Detective Anderson said—" 

"Oh, I know, he asked about our relationship. He tried his best to put us in bed together. But he couldn't do it, either. It's laughable, really. It isn't as if I had anything to gain, Jonathan. It isn't as if I ever had any reason to think you'd end up with me." She glanced at the clock. "I think your five minutes are up." 

"Wait—wait. You have to give me another option. What if we were to lease the lab, beginning in June? A business partnership." 

She shook her head. "There's no one here who wants to be partners with you. Jonathan, this isn't a mistake you recover from. It's time for you to leave Ann Arbor. You'll be paid through June because that's policy, but I'd encourage you to give some thought to pulling out now, before things get any worse for you. You won't be needed for teaching winter semester, and I'm assigning Eric to take over Foundations of Behavior. You're essentially free to leave at any time." 

"Now, hold on—I need Eric in my lab—" 

"Jonathan, you're not getting the picture. What you think you need and what you want isn't going to have much to do with what happens now. And I wouldn't necessarily count on your lab privileges continuing until June. I may need to give that space to your replacement." 

Fury and frustration squeezed his hands into tight fists. "Why are you doing this?" 

"I just can't protect you any longer. I have to protect this department, the med school, the university— and you pose a risk to all of them." 

"No—this is vindictiveness. This is personal." 

"It really isn't, Jonathan. You've been here on sufferance for at least two years. You just ran out of time." 

Mouth dry, he stared at hen "What about my people?" he said finally. "Maybe I deserve this, but you have to give me a chance to do right by them." 

"We aren't out to punish anyone. Their current appointments are safe. They have nine months to find new positions. That's going to have to be enough," Elizabeth said, touching her phone. "Betty, let Dr. Mansfield know I'm on my way." She raised her eyes to Jonathan. "You'd better go." 

"I want to buy my test rig. I can pay a fair price." 

"But it isn't for sale." 

"Hell, I'll pay an unfair price." 

"My hands are tied, Jonathan. It hasn't been declared surplus, and I can't imagine why it would be. But you can probably find one somewhere else." 

"Not with our modifications—six years of refinement. Look, it was in a storeroom when I got here." 

"I'm sure we can still find space there for it," she 

said lightly. "You never know when something youtake for granted might become useful.""Damn it, Liz—this is important. And we are soclose—" 

"What are you close to?"

"Restoring the balance. Reductionism has us in astranglehold—" "That's because the reductionists have been producing all the results." 

"But they have a blind spot," he insisted. "They'vegotten locked into a digital computing model for cognition, and all they understand is ones and zeroes, onand off. You should understand—you were a functionalist." 

"Now I'm an administrator. One who's late for a meeting." 

"One more minute, please." He paused, breathingheavily. "You know how unsatisfactory reductionism isfor emergent conditions. Why can't consciousness befundamentally analog? Natural processes aren't digital—the sound of the wind, the course of the planets,the light from the sun. They're cyclical, variable, persistent. I think we can show that consciousness is, too." 

"If you'd succeeded in doing so, we wouldn't behaving this conversation, Jonathan." She picked upher notepad as though making ready to go. 

"We're going to succeed," he said determinedly,moving to block her way. "But, Liz, we're up against acommunity convinced that the brain is an organiccomputer that generates the illusion of a mind. Let'ssay, just for the sake of argument, that we can showthat the brain's really a transducer, monitoring something that has an independent existence—" 

"Just for the sake of argument." "If the breakthrough comes while we're still insidethese walls, maybe we'll get a decent hearing. We'd 

have a shot. But if it comes after you throw us out— hell, we'll just look like cranks." 

She looked at him with pity. "Jonathan, I'm afraid your credibility problems are already beyond the powers of this department to heal. The cold hard fact is, the university doesn't want its name associated with you or your work any longer. That was made clear to me. Letting you keep your credentials till the end of the year is all the consideration you can hope for." She sighed. "I'm sorry it's ending this way. I really am." 

Jonathan collected a speeding ticket and a reckless driving citation during the short, furious trip home. 

The next blow—just as predictable, yet just as surprising—came the following week. 

Jonathan had been taking a break in a long afternoon of reading, standing shirtless on the apartment balcony and watching brightly colored leaves make their death dives onto the surface of the river. There had been just enough of a chill overnight to condemn the bright yellow sugar maples, and there was just enough of a breeze out of the north to tear the leaves away from the branches. The edge of the slow-moving river was blanketed with yellow. 

He had been pointedly ignoring the CrimeSolver trailer below in the Huron Towers lot. It was parked sideways in the two spaces closest to the entrance, its shaded videoscreen facing the walkway. Every time a car passed by or someone came near, the recording began anew: "Your neighborhood police need your help solving the brutal murder of Alynn Reed. The crime scene is close by, and you may have crucial information—" Then the screen would replay the security camera video and the street-level digital reconstruction based on it. 

"Excuse me, Jonathan." 

Jonathan turned away from the rail. "Yes, Cassie." 

"Voice call from Eric Lutton." 

Stepping inside the apartment, Jonathan closed the sliding door and the heavy floor-length curtains behind him. "Go ahead." "Hello, Doc. Say, are you planning to steer by the lab today?" 

"No." 

"Oh." Jonathan could almost hear Eric's frown. 

"In that case, maybe you could reshuffle your plans?" 

"What's going on?" 

"Well—there's a guy from Research Services here taking inventory—" "I know about that. Let him." "He's got a lot of questions about what was bought 

with whose money, wants to see purchase records on the stuff that doesn't have a university inventory tag. Frankly, he's in the way." 

"We have records, don't we?" 

"We have a box." 

"Then give him the box. You don't have to help him any more than that. Was there something else?" Lutton hesitated. "Maybe you should come over, boss." 

"Just tell me, goddamn it." 

"Kelly's leaving," Lutton said. "She did a set of twin scans this morning and I noticed it was the last thing she had on the schedule for the month. I asked her about it and she said she's finished." 

"Where is she going?" 

"Across the hall, it sounds like. She said she's talked to Dr. Kosslyn. And I can't really blame her. The way it looks to her—" 

"I don't want to hear this filtered through you. Tell her to call me. I'm going to make her say it to my face." 

"I have a better idea," Lutton said stiffly. "Why don't you come in? You've been everywhere but here for the last month. Maybe it would make a difference to her if she thought you were still interested." 

"What are you talking about? Have her call me,"he demanded. "No, better, have her come here." "I'll ask her," said Eric. "I don't think this is the best time to be giving her orders." 

It was deep in the evening before Kelly and Eric appeared outside Jonathan's door. He had worn himself out with mental rehearsals of the confrontation, his mood changing according to how he imagined her demeanor. But none of those rehearsals had included Eric, and Jonathan was momentarily nonplussed. 

Kelly seized the opportunity the silence offered. Standing in the doorway, she handed Jonathan a paper report with a disc clipped to the top. "This is my final report on the twin studies," she said. "I completed thirty-two screenings, all of which have been analyzed. I attached the list of remaining candidates, with a contact history and other annotations. It shouldn't be too difficult for someone to step in and continue." 

"You've really made up your mind, then." "I appreciate the opportunity you gave me, Dr. Briggs. I just need to move on." 

"They're closing me down in June. There isn't time to replace you—to train anyone. Please—just see it through to the end." 

"I'm sorry," she said, with a tight little shake of her head. "I need to put my energies into something with a future. I have to start thinking about my career. Right now, I don't have anything to show for my time here." 

"You're a semester away from a double masters from the University of Michigan, most of it paid for by my lab. You're going to get a letter of recommendation that'll glow right through the envelope." 

"I don't mean to be unkind, but that doesn't help me. It's becoming a real liability to be associated with you. I stayed longer than I should have. I didn't expect things to be as they are this fall. And—" 

She hesitated, and Jonathan pounced on her. "What? Say it!" 

"All right. This project used to be fun. You used to be fun. You've squeezed all the joy out of it. I know something terrible happened, but it isn't a betrayal to her if you survive it, if you pick yourself up and carry on. You've turned yourself into the second victim." 

He wanted to stab back at her gut with equally hurtful words, but he was disarmed by too much truth. All he could do was clutch the report and blink. 

Eric finally broke the silence. "I'm going to ride down with Kelly and see her to her car," he said to Jonathan. "I'll be back up." 

By the time he returned, Jonathan had sunk deep into a couch and a bottle of wine. The wine had deserved better than to be drunk that fast, but he had no sympathy to spare for it. "And what about you, Eric?" 

"Too late for me," he said, helping himself to the bottle. 

"You're staying on?" 

Eric pushed aside a pile of books and perched on the end of the mahogany coffee table. "I didn't say that. I need a few questions answered first." 

"All right. Ask them." 

"I'm having trouble seeing the direction. This goes all the way back to the anomalous pair. Ever since then, we've been going in too many directions at once. I don't see where they connect." 

"Will you be getting to a question soon?" 

"If I'm going to keep working, I have to know what we're really working on." 

"What do you mean?" 

"I know what Kelly was doing. I know what I've been doing. I know what the work-study drones are doing. I even sorta know what Tommy is doing. But I don't know what you've been working on, Dr. Briggs. It's like you're afraid to tell us." He hesitated. "Doc, are you looking for Alynn? Is that what this project has turned into?" 

Jonathan took a long draught from the bottle before answering. "We're looking for another anomalous pair." 

"And if we find it, what will we know? Will we be able to publish then?" 

Jonathan said nothing. 

"Are we ever going to publish? Or isn't that part of the plan anymore?" "It doesn't seem terribly important now." "What does? Are you going to answer my first 

question? Are you trying to find Alynn?" 

"No," Jonathan said, his eyes focused somewhere far away. "Too soon for that. I'm trying to figure out how to find myself." 

"Why?" 

"Because I'm thinking about following her." 

Eric reached for the bottle. "Following her where?" 

"Into the future. Finding her there. That's what would be worth doing." 

"How do you know she's going to be there?" 

"She knew," he said simply. 

"And you're a believer now?" 

Jonathan shook his head slowly. "No. That's why it's so hard." He gestured at Kelly Mizimi's report, which was resting on the pillows of the adjacent couch. "Have you looked at the twins results?" 

"Sure." As an afterthought, he added, "Kelly needed someone to talk to." Ignoring the reproach, Jonathan asked, "What do you think?" 

"I don't have any problem with how Kelly scored them. I just don't know what it tells us. So identical twins have a 90 percent match on the matrix parameters, more or less. Does that help or hurt our model? Do we still have a model?" 

"The only closer match is the anomalous pair." "Yeah, well, so what? Come on, Doc, unpack this for me. I need a map." "I hope the twins are teaching us something about how the same mind looks inside different brains." 

Skepticism bordering on contempt twisted Eric's features. "Twins only get one soul between them? Mind is immanent in the blastocyte?" 

For the first time that night, Eric saw life in Jonathan's eyes. He put the bottle down beside his chair and sat forward, emphasizing his words with his hands. "Identical twins are more like each other than any other two people alive are—but even their brains aren't 90 percent identical in the fine structure. Throw out the sloppy studies, and twins raised apart still show remarkable behavioral and dispositional similarities. Kelly was able to show us exactly where it comes from. So now we can focus on the forty or sixty or hundred parameters that really matter, distill the matrix down to a fingerprint of personality." 

"And you had me pulling in the early subjects for longitudinal studies, so we can learn how the same mind looks at different ages. But what doors does it open? Is there anything the matrices can tell us that the subject can't? Or if the subject won't? Can we tell a lie from a truth? A boy from a girl? Can we tell the difference between twins who love each other and those who hate each other? Sometimes I think what we're doing is like taking thermographs of cars so we can tell the owners when the engine's running and the air conditioning's on. If we get really good at it, we might someday be able to tell them the make and model. Where's the depth?" 

"There's one thing we might be able to tell them that they didn't already know—who's driving. We might be able to tell them who they are." 

"Nineteen-ninety-five at your nearest Psychic Counseling Network sweatshop." "I think it might be worth more to Dugan Beckett than that." "You really think Beckett and Winston are the same person—the same mind?" 

"I think we're right on the edge of knowing." 

"Goodness," Eric said, surprise softening his expression. "That's how you intend to find her." "That's how I'm going to find her," Jonathan quietly corrected him. 

"Oh, Doc—that's not realistic. Even if you're guessing right on all the things we don't know, even if a second anomalous pair shows up tomorrow, the pure chance likelihood of finding any one person is minuscule. We have a few thousand matrices recorded. Most of those people are still alive. Hell, even if we went out and started killing them off, how many people are born each year—" 

"Four hundred thousand for Canada," Jonathan said with calm precision. "Four million for the United States. A hundred and fifty million and up worldwide." 

"Doesn't that tell you how impossible it is? Minuscule overstates it. We'd need to put a thousand SQUIDs in the field, record every newborn for ten years running just to raise the odds to minuscule." 

"You assume that chance is all that's at work." 

"Well, actually, I don't, because I think the wholething is too crazy to care about the details." Shakinghis head, Eric stood and walked to the desk, where a matrix trace was playing on the larger of three displays. Resting heavily on the back of the chair, hestared at the swirling colors. "Doc, what you saidabout following her—" 

"Yes?" 

"It's crazy talk." 

"I want to be able to find her after I die. That doesn't mean,I want to die yet." 

"So you're not talking about suicide." 

"Of course not." 

"Does that include working yourself to death?"

"I'm all right, Eric." 

Eric turned toward him. "No, you're not. What'sthe hurry, Doc? What are you lying to me about?" Hegestured toward the matrix. "Another twenty yearsand the library will be huge, the tools will be better.Lay the proper groundwork now and you'd have a realchance of finding someone—if there's anything here." 

"I can't wait twenty years." 

"Why not?" 

The bottle got Jonathan's attention for the next fewmoments. "Another twenty years and I'll be middle-aged," he said at last. "I don't want to be a creepy oldman hanging around school playgrounds watching hergrow up. I don't want to be held out of her life becauseI remember things that happened before she was born.I don't want to come to the door and be taken for one of her father's friends. We aren't supposed to be separated that way." 

"Kill yourself, and you give up what slim chance you have of finding her. You'll lose the tools, the knowledge, and most of all the reason." 

"How do you know I won't remember? People find each other. Soul mates. Cadre brothers. People who have work to do together. People who have lessons to learn from each other." 

"Show me where we've proved that." 

"It's there," Jonathan said, stabbing a finger in the direction of the overflowing bookcases. "The experience of thousands of people from dozens of cultures. You can't dismiss it out of hand. She and I have a bond." 

"This isn't love. This is obsession." 

"If you can say that, you've never been in love." 

"What are you talking about? What's love to a neurobiologist, Doc? Pheremones and endorphin highs and neurotransmitter storms in the hindbrain?" 

Jonathan gathered himself unsteadily and rose out of the chair. "I'll tell you what love is, Eric. It's knowing you're not alone." His voice had a warning rumble of anger in it as he advanced on Eric. "It's not having to face that moment when the world is quiet and the room is dark and you can't escape the fact that there's no heat in the bed but yours, no voice in the house but yours. You can work yourself to exhaustion all day, and it won't save you from that moment. You can be a hero or a genius or as rich as Gates, and it won't save you from that moment." 

"Doc—you knew her half a year. You don't kill yourself over a cold bed—" 

Jonathan fought back a blind fury. "You think this is about sex? You think I just got cut off from my drug before my addiction ran its course?" 

"I didn't say—" 

"There's more to what I felt with Alynn than the heat of her body. There's nothing I want half as much as just to hear her breathing beside me in the dark again, to know that I can reach out to her and she'll take my hand and squeeze it. I lived without that for too many years, and the only way I got through it was by not knowing what was missing. 

"But I know now. I had it. I know what's missing. I can stay busy during the days. But I'm not going to face that moment night after night for twenty more years. Or fifty. I can't. And no friend would ask me to." 

"If that's what's on your mind, I'm gone," said Eric. "I won't help you talk yourself into suicide—" "Then go," Jonathan said dismissively, starting toward the balcony. "Cassandra, I want to go outside." 

The long drapes opened with a purr as he approached them, and the balcony door unlocked with a metallic snap. 

"There's an alternative, though," Eric called quickly after him. "If you'll let yourself take it, I'll be right there with you." 

Jonathan stopped short of the door without looking back. "I'm going out for air, not to jump," he said curtly. "You don't need to reel me back from the edge with empty promises." 

"Completely self-serving, Doc. I told you an hour ago that it was too late for me to leave and salvage anything." 

That was enough to make Jonathan turn halfway and study Eric's expression. "What, then?" 

"If you're right—if Alynn was right—Beckett-Winston will only be the first. If we keep building the matrix library, there'll be more. Not just one more, but enough to convince anyone." 

"How many nights will that be, Eric? Another thousand? Two thousand?" 

"Just one night at a time," he said. "Don't think any more about following Alynn. Think about following her lead, instead. Make us all believers. Change the world." He took a step toward Jonathan. "Let's do this together. Let's find the proof and rub Dr. Clement Harris's face in it." 

"That's not important." 

"It will be." 

Jonathan pushed the balcony door open. "I'll think about it," he said, turning away. "Cassandra, let Eric out, then lock up." 

Eric called after him, "The deadline for submitting papers to the Berkeley conference is eleven days off." He glanced sideways at the clock. "Make that ten days." 

"Is Harris still on the panel?" 

"Taking a year off." 

Jonathan stepped away from the open doorway. "You have something in mind?" 

"I was thinking maybe the twins data were interesting enough to let us present on the methodology. If we can get some acceptance for the technique—" 

"It's not exactly a secret, what we're doing," said Jonathan. "We ran twenty conference participants through the lab last year before Harris lowered the boom." 

"All the more reason. Who knows why Harris cut back on his outside obligations? Maybe he's got a pet SQUID of his own now." 

"You think we can pull it together in ten days?" " 'Neural Matrix Visualization and Differentiation in Homologous Structures: A Preliminary Assay.'" 

Something which vaguely resembled a smile creased Jonathan's face. "Well—we can keep the colon. The rest we'll work on." 

The paper was submitted with six hours to spare. That mattered less to Eric than the fact that when it was finished, Jonathan didn't retreat back into the her

mit's cave he had made of Alynn's apartment. The portable scanner-recorder was finally ready to come off Tommy Ramirez's workbench, which meant the start of an intense cycle of benchmarking and calibration in the lab. Jonathan was there for all of it, either at the console or in the chair himself. But the first subject was Ramirez, who had never been mapped. 

"I can make the next one prettier," he said as Eric fitted the new sensor unit on his head. "The rafting helmet made a convenient substrate. Lightweight, too. But if we're going to be making more of these, we can do a custom mold." 

"How long to build the next one?" asked Eric. "Doc's going to want this one on the road as soon as we get it dialed in. Isn't that right, Doc?" 

"Exactly so." 

"Well—I didn't quite get it down to carry-on luggage size, but a couple of two-suiters is a lot better than what you've got here," said Ramirez. "Give me another two months and the next one will be a couple of overnight bags. I made some trade-offs to get this done quickly." 

"We can live with the trade-offs," said Jonathan. "How long?" 

"I can start the team on it this afternoon. We can do them in batches of three, I think. Four weeks, if I can stop myself from trying to improve the design. I already gave you 11 percent more sensitivity, by the way—selectable, so you have a compatibility mode. It's mostly in the quality of components, the cryo elements and the stage switches particularly. That dinosaur over there was designed before I got out of diapers. I could do better still—" 

"There are other projects that need you first," said Jonathan. "Right now, though, I need you to shut up and devote your attention to the inside of the goggles, so I can start—" 

"Aye, shutting up." 

They discussed the other projects over a drive-through lunch eaten on the smokers' patio at the back of the Vector building. The bright sun seemed to have no warmth in it, but at least they enjoyed some privacy from the police car that had followed them there, and was now idling at the curb in front. 

"The games were Alynn's livelihood, but her private passion was material like Ideation V—the experience of being," Jonathan said between bites. "I want to find a way to bring those programs to the right audience. But I also want to find a way to go further. What I want you to focus on now is closing the loop— getting data to flow in the other direction." 

"You want to be able to record a thought out of one person's head and play it back in someone else's?" 

"More or less, yes." 

"This goes beyond what we'd talked about before." 

"Yes. Not game-to-gamer. Mind-to-mind." 

Ramirez frowned. "Practicalities aside, aren't we moving into a touchy area, Dr. Briggs? Folks tend to feel really personal about their heads. Protective. I'm surprised more people don't balk at letting you listen inside their skulls. Letting you talk at them from inside—" 

"No, you don't understand what the goal is." 

"The goal is wireheading, without the wires. Isn't it? Ultimate VR. What did I miss?" 

"Something that Alynn and I both believed—both believe—about evil." 

"Which is—" 

"That it begins with a failure of empathy. I'd go so far as to say that's the definition of evil. Greater and lesser degrees of sociopathy, allowing us to discount the suffering we cause." 

"Well—maybe. I don't doubt that Alynn believed that, anyway." 

"So what if we could give a person even a few seconds of experience being someone else? What if we could get past the limitations of language, of the senses, and connect two consciousnesses directly? How could you deny the humanity of the other then? That would be an incredible legacy for Alynn." 

"Until someone evil figured out how to use it for mind control, or whatever. Anyway, I'm dubious," said Ramirez. "What I did for you the first time is build an antenna for listening to signals we already knew the brain was throwing off. But I can't build one to transmit to the brain unless the brain's already equipped with a receiver." 

"Who's to say it isn't? Telepathy, precognition, channeling, twin communication, kin communication—unless you think that everyone who reports extrasensory experiences is a fool or a rogue—" 

"I know that Alynn believed in some of that, too," Ramirez said. He gnawed thoughtfully on a steak fry. "I've been thinkng in terms of a crystal radio. But you want global digital wireless broadband." 

"Yes, I do. By the way, did you do any shock testing of the portable?" 

"Not formally. I knocked it off a stool once." 

"Well, I expect to give it a good workout, courtesy of the airline baggage handlers' union," Jonathan said. "Don't be surprised if you get a service call from Tampa, or Tempe." 

"I'll put together a parts kit and a scramble bag. How are we doing on money?" 

"Don't ask," said Jonathan, crumpling his trash into a ball. "And don't take any calls from Hillerman-Steuben-Welch." 

* » * 

The Boeing 111 shuddered underneath Jonathan as the Fowler flaps extended and bit into the air. He glanced out the window and saw that the patchwork quilt of fields and pastures beneath them was almost completely obscured by snow. The scene was strangely monochromatic, as though all the color had been stolen from the earth by the overhanging clouds. 

As the plane continued its descent into Denver, Jonathan resumed keying. I feel bad about lying to Tommy. In all probability, he could have dealt with the truth and would have worked just as hard on the problem. He's the only one who's never looked at me with that mixture of pity and disapproval that sets my teeth on edge. He would have told me what he thought, but he would have left the choice in my hands. 

But, still, I can't forget that I do this in defiance of custom and belief, in defiance of common sense and received wisdom. I would be accused of selfishness at best, insanity at worst. I can afford no confidants. I can count on no allies. I can't change the mind of a skeptic. Nor do I care to be pressed on my own doubts. 

That which remains to be done must be done for other reasons, good and sufficient to themselves. Even the urgency must have its own explanation. Let them think I fear arrest, the dismantling of my career. I hold the real reason safe in my heart, and I will never let her go. 

David Helms and Stephanie Oroz had done sterling advance work in laying out the itinerary. In Denver; Jonathan packed twenty-two sessions into three days, including two second cousins and a best friend from high school. Portland and Vancouver were similarly intense, with only a single missed appointment. 

By the time he left Vancouver; Jonathan had constructed a practiced and polished ritual, down to howhis bag was packed and how much he unpacked ateach new stop. Every night he uploaded the new matrices, and every morning he reviewed the analysis over breakfast. He fast became a connoisseur of omelets and sausages, and graded restaurants by thesize of the orange juice glass. 

Winnipeg was only a two-day stop, but while thereJonathan picked up an elderly aunt and the entire roster of residents at her assisted-living center. He wasamused to learn that they'd turned down the "sittingfees" Helms was offering, holding out instead for some top-of-the-line VR gear and a library of Arcadiagameworlds. 

Crossing back into the United States, Jonathan logged over fifty matrices in four sixteen-hour days inMinneapolis. The focus there was on infants and toddlers, since Subject #041 had drowned in a Mississippiboating accident three years earlier. Stops in St. Louisand Indianapolis tallied more of Jonathan's kin, including a favorite first cousin he hadn't seen for moreyears than he had realized. 

The portable scanner and the schedule broke downin Louisville, Jonathan's jumping-off point for a babycrawl through thinly populated Kentucky cave country near Mammoth. He lost a day waiting for TommyRamirez, and most of another day while repairs weremade. Banished from the hotel room as a nuisance, he spent the hours walking the 400-million-year-old fossilbeds at the Falls of the Ohio, contemplating time andchange and the mystery of extinction and survival. 

By the time Tommy was done, Helms and Oroz hadmiraculously managed to reschedule all but three ofJonathan's cave country appointments. The rented Toyota's MapMaster navigator guided him flawlessly 

up and down winding two-lane asphalt ribbons into half a dozen one-stoplight towns, and onto farms so isolated in the hills that a hard look from the driver of another car could make him hyperaware of the color of his skin. There wasn't time to go into Mammoth Cave itself—that was a casualty of the rescheduling, and Jonathan promised himself and Alynn that he would come back. 

He gave up the car in Nashville, his jumping-off point to Texas and the South. There were five former students in Dallas to be brought into the longitudinal studies, plus another first cousin in Fort Worth and a retirement home in Mesquite. Mobile, Jacksonville, and Miami flashed by, ritual devolving into the numbness endemic to touring. He could see the road glaze in his own eyes in the motel mirrors. 

The scanner broke down again in Atlanta, and Jonathan looked forward to the break that promised. But just four hours later, he found himself accepting custody of a new portable scanner from Tommy Ramirez at Hartsfield Airport—its polished aluminum case an inch or two smaller, a pound or three lighter, and bearing a smart Vector logo and the sky-blue numerals 03. 

"Second of the new batch," he said. "Eric's already put the first one in the field with the drones—I mean, the undergrads. We'll have six more of these finished by the first of the year. You're gonna need to line up some more people, Dr. Briggs." 

A wave of unexpected emotion—perhaps it was weariness intersecting with gratitude—made it an effort to say "Thank you" without his voice breaking. 

"My pleasure. I've got a return flight to catch," Ramirez said, jerking his thumb toward the gate. "Be sure to watch the tutorial when you start her up—Eric suggested a few changes to the interface, some training wheels for novice operators." 

Then he was gone, and Jonathan rode the MARTA South Line back downtown alone, the scanner cradled on his lap. The bustle at the airport had hit him like an assault, and it continued on the train. It was more than the energy and relentless Brownian motion of the crowds and the traffic. It was more than the holiday decorations mocking him with their commercialized cheer. It was doubt slipping past his defenses and attacking his resolve. 

So many people, he thought, looking out at the city. How do we ever find each other, even alive? How many chance encounters never quite happen? How many soul mates never meet? How much love and magic do we miss out on just because we're looking the wrong way, or in the wrong place, or at the wrong time, or simply forget what we should be looking for? Even if she does come back, how many years will it take to find her? How do I beat the odds? How the hell do I rig the game? 

One of the pleasant surprises during the odyssey from Denver to Atlanta was how few times the subject of Alynn's murder had come up. Even though he was using his own name, by and large Jonathan went unrecognized. Only once was he greeted with such suspicion that a door closed in his face. Only twice—both in Winnipeg—was he called on to defend himself before a session could go forward. Whether it meant that he had overestimated the reach of Stacey Reed's media campaign or the attention span of the audience, he did not know. Jonathan had been happy to credit it to good advance work and not think about it further. 

But by the time he finished the Atlanta schedule, it was clear it was not going to be that way in Columbus. The first warning sign was a trickle of cancellations by the adult subjects, most of whom were relatives or former friends of Alynn's. Then the dam broke, with a one-day flood of cancellations from the parents of the infant subjects. 

"We've had some interference," Stephanie Oroz explained apologetically. "Apparently someone on the list got in touch with Mrs. Reed—maybe innocently, I don't know. But she went right to work undermining us. She got on the phone asking people not to cooperate. And she worked her media contacts, and got herself on the local news again yesterday." 

"To warn the city that a murderer was coming to town." 

"Something like that," said Stephanie. "What do you want me to do? I don't think I can turn this around quickly, if at all. I could get one of the under-grads down there for Saturday, but there really isn't enough of a schedule left to make it worthwhile." 

"Skip it," said Jonathan. "I'll go straight to Philadelphia. Or is that buggered, too?" 

"Nothing so far." 

"Okay. Don't reschedule anything. I'm going to take a couple of personal days there, catch my breath, see a few things." 

Philadelphia was a city Jonathan had always felt he should know better. His mother, Ellen Lee Mercer, had grown up there, in a hundred-year-old house in Conshohocken. She had met her husband-to-be, Julian Briggs, there while a student at Drexel. 

And her family was still there. The Mercers were throwbacks to the last century, an unusually cohesive family, and several of his mother's closest kin still made their homes in the north suburbs. Half a dozen others were scattered from Allentown to Absecon, still safely within an hour's drive of Jonathan's one living grandparent, Beverly Ann Barnes-Mercer. 

It was almost as though they did not dare to roam farther. Formidable as she was traditional, Beverly Ann was the family's gravitational center the hostess of holiday meals, the organizer of family reunions, the enforcer of etiquette, and the arbiter of disputes. 

He had scheduled Philadelphia so he could map those relatives, ostensibly for the kinship study. But they were largely strangers. Aside from one barely remembered summer visit when he was a preschooler and two weekend reunions as a teen, his family had kept its distance. He was well into his twenties before he understood why. As the only daughter, Ellen Lee's sole defense against being programmed to succeed Beverly Ann was to leave. Only after an heir apparent had emerged from the ranks of the daughters-in-law was it safe to return. 

But by that time, Jonathan and Ellen's family were firmly and happily established in Julian's home city of Toronto, which Ellen had often pronounced the most civilized large city on the continent. They welcomed guests, but rarely traveled southward themselves. The maternal relatives Jonathan knew best were the ones he had seen in his own living room, at the family table— Beverly Ann and Grandpa (who died when Jonathan was eleven), bawdy Aunt Ann, funny cousin Carl. 

Jonathan spent his days of liberty acquainting himself with some of the strangely named places that were part of Beverly Ann's stories—the Schuylkill River, Manayunk, Elfreth's Alley, the Main Line. He even braved the cold to visit Grandpa Mercer's favorite landmarks: the ancient battleship New Jersey on the Camden side of the river, and the even older cruiser Olympia on the Philadelphia side. The name Benjamin Mercer appeared high on the donor plaques of both ships. 

The nostalgia for old battles was largely lost on Jonathan, but the connection across time was not. Did you care enough about this place for it to draw you back, Grandpa? he thought, fingering the bronze casting about the battleship. Have you dragged your parents here, joined the youth volunteers? Can you tell me where Alynn's special places are? Or mine? 

His mind was still occupied by questions of what changes, and what endures, when he reached his first appointment the next morning. It was supposed to be with the four assorted cousins of the Thomas Mercer family. He was completely unprepared to have the door opened by his mother, or to see Beverly Ann standing behind her, looking on possessively as though the moment was her creation. 

"Jonathan," his mother said, inviting him into a hug. "I'm so sorry about Alynn." Those words were whispered at his ear, where he found he had no defenses at all. Clinging to her, he cried for twenty minutes. 

Twenty minutes after that, he was looking for a way to escape. 

"Beverly Ann tells me that you're trying to see all of the family while you're here, for this project of yours," his mother said when they'd gained the privacy of a bedroom. "She thinks the sensible thing would be to set you up at the house in Conshohocken, and have the family come to you. Otherwise, you'll be wasting half your time driving." 

"I have a schedule to keep to, Mom. People are expecting me." 

"People will understand. Beverly Ann will make the arrangements." 

"I don't want her to." He moved away. "Why did you come down here?" 

"I've been on the verge of coming to Ann Arbor for months," she said. "I'd given up hope of getting you to come to Toronto. Jonathan—when you're hurting, it's all right to lean on family." 

"That's the last thing I want right now." 

"Why?" 

"Because I don't want to feel better. I need—all of it— to get through the things I need to do. I can't afford—" He sighed. "I can't let myself be taken care of. I can't deal with people's—sympathy. With pity. I can't start feeling sorry for myself. I can't start feeling—normal." 

"Jonathan," she said, making the single word a tender reproach. "You can't stay in a perpetual state of mourning." 

"I can do anything I have to to keep her in sight." His tone was angrier than he had intended, and he hastened to fill the silence. "Is Dad here?" 

"No. This is a women's intervention." She smiled tolerantly at him. "Did you think we don't talk about you, just because you wouldn't talk to us?" She hesitated, then added, "Is any of what we see in the news true?" 

"Almost nothing after the first week." "I can't imagine everything you're dealing with," she said. "Do you have anyone there you can talk to?" 

"I'm getting help," he said, and flashed what he hoped was a convincing smile to sell the lie. "No shortage of headshrinkers in the building, after all." 

"So I suppose you really don't need any well-meaning amateurs meddling and muddling things," she said, and squeezed his hand. "What do you need me to do?" 

"Don't crowd me." 

"Practical terms, dear." 

"Talk to Beverly Ann for me. Tell her this isn't going to fly. Get her to leave me alone. I just want to do my work and go. I'm not about to deal with a houseful of relatives who're trying to distract me and undermine me—" 

"No one wants anything but good for you. You have to know that," she said. "Can I offer Beverly Ann one big family dinner? Could you deal with that?" 

"At the end," he said. "When the work is done. You could both sit for me today." 

"This is something you're doing for her isn't it?" 

"For both of us. It's important." 

"All right," she said, standing. "I'll talk to Beverly Ann. Can I say one more mother-thing first?" "One." "I know you loved Alynn. But if you're not careful, 

you're going to have her photo on your desk the rest of your life." She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. "The world is always full of possibilities. Promise you'll call me if you find yourself having trouble seeing them." 

"I will." 

His mother was as good as her word. By late afternoon, the sittings for Beverly Ann, his mother, and the Thomas Mercers were completed, and dinner was on for the following Saturday. 

On Friday, with all the matrices he had come for safely in hand, Jonathan boarded a plane for Ann Arbor. He made his apologies to Beverly Ann by voice mail, blaming a crisis at the lab that demanded his immediate attention. 

As though invoking the crisis had invited it, within twelve hours of his plane touching down in Michigan, it was even true. 

The Cottage Inn was less than half-full, which wasn'tnearly enough to mask the loud, sharp, and angryvoices arising from the conversation at Jonathan andEric's booth. 

"Frozen?" Jonathan stared disbelievingly at Eric."My discretionary account's frozen? What the hell gives them the right—" 

"The Human Subjects Committee does. I tried tomake inquiries," he said. "I didn't get many answers.But it seems we've been reported to the committee forirregularities in our recruitment and payment of human subjects, and violations of subjects' privacy.We've been shut down pending a review of our protocol and procedures. You have to appear before thecommittee at their January 5 meeting."

"Of all the fucking—what irregularities?"

"You have to admit you've been doing a certainamount of improvising. And we've gone way outsideour original protocol. You ought to pull it up and readit. I'm sure they have. We should have gone back tothem this summer." 

"No one's been harmed. No one's been coerced—" "It's Gray Booklet stuff they're worried about. Alot of NIH money comes in here—" "We're not spending NIH money—we're spendingArcadia money." 

"It doesn't matter, Doc, and you know it," Eric saidcurtly. "Did we run all our recruitment material through the Institutional Review Board for approval?Did we pay everyone the same? I don't know. Youturned all that over to a goddamned travel agent. Didshe know the rules? What about Helms—if there've been patient privacy violations, it has to be him." 

"They knew what I asked them to do," said Jonathan. 

"Okay—so did you know the rules?" 

"Why are you taking their side? Why are you angry with me?" 

Their plates arrived then, though Eric pushed his away as soon as the waitress had left. "Because it was fucking embarrassing, and it wasn't my fault. Because we can't even wind the project down with some measure of dignity, on account of the sheriff's sale signs and the repo men." 

"We're not winding down. And they can't keep our money forever." 

"Turns out they can. Because it isn't actually our money, and the provost's promises to the donor only extend so far. Our account manager told me, 'Kiss it good-bye.' Apparently when Human Subjects freezes funding, they're already pretty sure of their facts. She called it a 'death penalty' case." 

"Well—I don't know that we had very much left for them to freeze," Jonathan said after a moment's thoughtful chewing. "And we're about to lose the drones anyway—when does the term end?" 

"Yesterday." 

"Oh. How tough was my final?" 

"A gimmee. I thought we owed them." 

"I suppose we did. So—we were going to be short

handed anyway—" "We've been shorthanded. We're going to be no-handed." 

"—and the holidays would make it impossible to get anyone new in. So let's just accept that we're going to be down for a while and not lose any sleep over the games the university is playing. I can defend everything we've done. I'll make this problem go away. Are you going anywhere for Christmas?" 

"Actually, the freeze isn't the big problem," Eric said, and handed Jonathan a white envelope. "This was in my box this morning. I thought it was some kind of practical joke—see, it wasn't mailed. But Icalled and checked. It's real." 

Jonathan unfolded the single-page letter. "Goddamn it all. They rejected us again. Without asingle word about why." 

"Actually, Doc, someone gave us three thousandwords about why." He handed Jonathan a thin stapledpacket of paper. "This was with the letter. I guess itwouldn't be a complete surprise if Clement Harris hasa sycophant somewhere on the staff. Whoever it is didn't know you were back, so they delivered it to me.Makes things pretty clear." 

Inside the envelope was a prepublication galley fora guest editorial due to appear, according to the footer,in the next release of the British quarterly Journal of Neurometric Studies. The author was Dr. Clement Harris. The title, "Mysterians At The Door." 

Jonathan pushed his own plate back and read it. 

In essence, it was a three-thousand-word version of Harris's terse dismissal outside the Dow Auditorium. Without ever mentioning any particular target byname, Harris managed to thoroughly savage the matrix research as part of "the creeping infection of egotism and mysticism against which neuroscience mustbe regularly immunized." 

Never one to limit himself to a single metaphor,Harris—writing at his passionate, eloquent, and arrogant best—likened the "soul-hunters" to "gypsy barbarians at science's gate, dressed in the rags of Freudian dogmatism and wearing the blinders of Christian dualism." 

They appear unarmed, but they are fully capable of once again poisoning the well of progress, he had written. Befriended by the philosophers and psychologists whose vocations are threatened by the empire of the empirical, they seek to sell us the shabby old myths of our grandfathers, wrapped in the bright, fragile paper of a new paradigm. 
Earnest though they may be, and innocent though they may be to how they are being used, the price of kindness is too high—the gates must remain barred to the mysterians. For should we drop our guard, we would find ourselves enslaved again, forced to bow and pray to the graven images of an inscrutable black box and a transcendent soul. And, so long as we wore those chains, we would be blinded, like our captors, to the subtle wonders and secrets of evolution's most elegant creation—the scrutable human brain. 
With a wan smile, Jonathan handed the editorial back to Eric. "He's good," he said, shrugging. "You have to give him that." 

"Why aren't you upset? This destroys us. Am Iwrong, or am I wrong? Where can we go from here?" 

"Why does it destroy us? I don't see that it matters.I didn't find my name in there, or yours. I'm not important enough to criticize by name, obviously." 

"It doesn't matter. No one is going to take us seriously." 

"And that changes the status quo how? The peoplewho matter to us don't read Journal of Neurometric Studies. The people who do read it already know whatthey think—even if they don't know how." He smiledat his own joke. 

Eric would not be dismissed that easily. "Look, maybe the person who delivered that to us wasn't afriend of Harris's after all. Maybe it was a friend ofours—someone who wanted to warn us we'd been chosen to get a pie in the face." 

"Contrarily, it could have been someone who couldn't wait to throw it." 

"But either way, Doc, he gave us a chance to get ina shot or two ourselves." 

"Using what for ammunition? Don't you think that one of the reasons Harris did this is he knew we couldn't fight back?" Jonathan shook his head. "I don't know why I let you convince me we had a chance to get a paper accepted. Harris didn't need to be on the review committee to squelch it." 

"All the more reason to do something about him." 

"Do? There's nothing to do." 

"We have to fight back somehow." 

"No, we don't," said Jonathan sharply, getting up from his chair. "What we have to do is find another matrix match. Not get caught up in a shouting match with Harris. Which we can't win." 

"If we get heard, we win." 

"Wrong. Say we write a letter to JNS calling Harris a constipated old. twit with fossilization of the forebrain, and by some mistake JNS actually publishes it. What does that do for us, except identify us as the barbarians he had in mind?" 

Eric's frown and glower telegraphed his growing impatience. "That's not what I was talking about—" 

"You want something to lift spirits around here?" asked Jonathan, folding his arms across his chest. "Forget Harris. Forget JNS. Bring me another match. Nothing else matters. Nothing else can get us where we need to go. Find another match, and we can all have the last laugh." 

"How?" Eric demanded, throwing his arms wide in frustration. "I don't get it. What will another match do for us? Whom do you think that will magically convince? How does that put us back in the university's good graces?" 

They glared at each other for a long moment, until Jonathan reached for the bill, scanned a payment and a generous tip, then started to climb out of the booth. "In other words, do I know what I'm doing?" he said. 

"Well, the answer is yes. I'm just waiting for the right time to do it. No one's going to get there before us." 

"Be careful you don't lose me along the way," Eric muttered to Jonathan's back. "And, yeah, I'm going away for the holidays. Cope." 

A longer and less emotionally charged conversation with Arthur Steuben the next morning persuaded Jonathan not to fight the Human Subjects Committee's death penalty. 

"I'm not obliged to send them another dollar," said Steuben. "We made it a calendar-year gift to get you off to a fast start, and the last installment was paid in November. How much was still unspent?" 

"About sixty-two thousand dollars—but there are several thousand dollars in promises against it." 

Steuben grunted. "We were planning another gift for the new year, of course, but obviously that won't happen with your status there in question. We can wait on the outcome of your meeting. But perhaps a return to the status quo is not worth the fight?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Simply that trying to funnel funds to you through an institution you're at war with is not what Alynn envisioned. Do you need them badly enough to take on what may be a series of running battles?" 

"There are certain advantages." 

"If I may suggest it, they may not be what they once were." 

"Do you have an alternative arrangement in mind?" 

"The obvious one, Dr. Briggs—keeping everything in the family. Does Arcadia-Vector have everything you need to become your primary research site? When it does, the foundation can work through them instead." 

"All our analysis still goes through the lab. And they're holding our data hostage, too—no one will publish a paper which has Common Rule violations hanging over it." 

"What do you think the university really wants most out of this? The sixty-two thousand dollars? To stop you from publishing your research? To reform you?" 

"No," said Jonathan. "To remove me." 

"Perhaps you can help each other, then." 

Jonathan opted to open negotiations with direct action. Early on the morning after Christmas, when the Neuroscience Building was effectively deserted, he appeared at the lab with a small truck and two hired movers. In less than an hour, all the essential components of Molly—data cabinets, digital cables, and display consoles—were being unloaded at the side dock of the Arcadia-Vector building. The SQUID was left behind, rendered redundant by the new portable mappers. 

Jonathan then returned to the lab alone to pack up his office and his team's personal effects, a process that consumed most of the day and all of his sense of triumph. Dr. Kosslyn made a brief appearance near the end and wished Jonathan well, which somehow only underlined the ignominy of being forced out of the department. 

Eric Lutton returned three days after the new year, just in time for the Human Subjects Committee inquisition. But that meeting took place without Jonathan, for two hours before he was to appear, the dean's office verbally accepted his proposal that he withdraw from all research activity on campus, and that they pay the pending claims against his account and keep the change. All that went on paper, however, was a notation in the complaint report, "Allegations not sustained." 

The next day, Eric accepted a job offer from Arcadia-Vector. By the end of the week he had the analysis system and test databases operational in the back room of the Research Park Drive facility. But there were no new data to process yet, because all twelve portables were lined up neatly along one wall of the conference room, like giant aluminum dominoes. The drones were gone, making Jonathan's first task to rebuild a field staff. 

Toward that end, the building now bore a low-key Arcadia logo on the rust-stained front wall, and there was a temp in the front office answering calls as "Arcadia-Vector." Jonathan got a rude education in how little could be had for work-study pay rates, and how much the kind of competence and diligence he had taken for granted cost once you crossed the campus boundary. 

But by the end of January all twelve portables were in the field with new surveyors, organized in three operating units. One was dispatched to Columbus, and the other two roamed from city to city at the direction of Helms and Oroz. Nicknamed the "squid squads," they did not know that their itinerary was dictated by the geography of dead subjects, which by then numbered sixteen after a Christmas Eve fire in Benton Harbor. 

The recruiting continued into February, for another twelve portables were nearing completion in the assembly room, where Tommy Ramirez supervised a technical team that now numbered five. But Jonathan was far from satisfied with the progress. 

"It's not enough," he complained to Ramirez. "We need hundreds of these out there—thousands." 

"I don't get it. What could you possibly learn that'd be worth that kind of investment? Arcadia isn't Microsoft, or even Sega. We publish for other people's 

hardware. We do playtesting. We don't reinvent theVR game interface." 

"Why not?" Jonathan demanded. "What if I wantthe game to respond differently depending on whathead it's sitting on? How much of one of these couldyou build into one of those?" he asked, pointing inturn to a portable mapper and a VR headset. 

"At what price point? Gamers won't pay ten thousand dollars to indulge your curiosity. Well, not enoughof them will." 

"Let's worry about the cost later. Talk to me aboutthe feasibility." 

"Without superconduction for the sensors? Without reference alignment?" He picked up the VR headset and turned it over thoughtfully in his hands."Basically, you want it to be able to sense whose headit's on? To read the same sort of information the silver boxes do, match it against a stored profile, and alterthe game play?" 

"Or maybe access a hidden message—what do youcall them, an Easter egg." "It'd have to be one hell of an Easter egg to get people to buy thousands of 'em," Ramirez said dubiously. 

Would something like, "I can tell you who youwere in your previous life" do? "Let me worry aboutthat," said Jonathan. "You figure out what can be done." 

"I might have to rent some neurons for this one,"Ramirez said. His expression confessed his lingeringskepticism. 

"Is there any reason to think I'd object?" 

"Well—I thought we were in business. Profit andloss, that sort of thing." 

"Your paychecks haven't started bouncing, havethey?" 

"No—" "All right, then. Hire whatever neurons you need." "What about the matrix player?" 

"Didn't you say you wanted some live heads to test it on?" Jonathan asked. "Give what you have to Eric. He can line up the heads." 

Since returning from his expedition with the suitcase scanner, Jonathan had enjoyed a respite from the police's heavy-handed attention. 

At first he'd thought it had something to do with the holidays. When it continued into January, he wondered idly if Detective Anderson realized he was back. But, in the main, he tried not to think about it at all. Thinking about it was allowing Anderson to run a game on his head. And that, he realized, was the likeliest explanation for the reprieve—just another attempt to break him down, this time with uncertainty. 

If he can get me jumping at shadows, wondering what he's up to, wondering when the knock is coming, he wins, Jonathan told Stuart. If he can get me to act like a guilty man who has something to fear, he wins. He doesn't understand that my guilt comes from a place he can't touch. He doesn't understand that the pain I feel every day is worse than anything he can threaten me with. 
So he carried on with the work that he qould trust to no one else, the preparations no one else could make. The rest of the time, he counted days and dollars, rode Tommy and Eric to the limit of what they would stand for, and studied each day's new matrix maps in long sessions that kept him up past midnight. He adopted Satchel Paige's most famous epigram as his motto, pasting a copy across the top of Cassandra's main screen and endeavoring to keep sight of the underlying humor: Don't look back, somethin' might be gaining on you. 

But he never deceived himself with hope that it wasover, that Anderson had reconsidered his theory of thecrime, much less given up. So it was with weary resignation rather than surprise that Jonathan listened toan angry rant from one of the new surveyors, DaryaTapley. 

"I did not take this job to be hassled by the policein front of my neighbors. I did not take this job to bepulled over and interrogated on the highway while myson was waiting to be picked up from day care. No, Iwill not sit down. I did not take this job to have sniffers watching my every keystroke online. And I certainly did not take this job because I wanted to workfor a murder suspect. That woman, Miz Oroz, shouldhave told me who she was fronting for. I had no idea acriminal owned this company. I have a child and a nicehome and I am not going to get myself mixed up insomething unsavory. Why are you interested in thosechildren, anyway? Mind control? Nondisclosure clause be damned, I have half a mind to go down andtell the police everything I know. I am not going tokeep secrets for a criminal enterprise—" 

"Two weeks severance, a month's bridge insurance,letter of recommendation with Stephanie's signatureon it." 

She looked down her nose at him. "Three weeks severance. And you pay my speeding ticket." 

"All right. But you turn your kit in now." 

"Fine by me," she said haughtily. "I want it out of my car before the police stop me again." 

When she started toward the door, he called after her, "Did they look inside the cases?" 

"I told them it was none of their business," Daryasaid with pride. "Just your luck my taillights work and I had my seat belt buckled and my phone didn't ring.They were very interested in those cases." 

By the end of the week, Jonathan had lost two morenew surveyors thanks to police harrassment, and thatwas not the worst of it. Brent Packard was pulled overby Ann Arbor police on the pretext of failing to signalfar enough before a turn. Thinking himself in the clearand invited to think cooperation would let him escapea ticket, he agreed to let the police search his RoadStarfor "guns, drugs, or contraband." When they foundthe five-inch double-edged sheath knife in his road emergency box, Packard was promptly arrested for aconcealed-weapons violation. 

The weapons charge, like the traffic stop itself, waspure pretext, and it was dropped shortly after the bulldog defense lawyer hired by Arcadia descended on thedistrict attorney's office. But for that forty-eight hours,Packard's car and everything in it was in police custody. When the portable was finally returned to theirhands, both cases rattled when moved—their contents had been disassembled "with a crowbar," in TommyRamirez's words. 

"Did they bother to give any kind of explanation?"he demanded indignantly of Jonathan. "Lawyer says they performed an 'inventory search'for other concealed weapons." Ramirez held up the optical drive, its cables dangling. "What did they think was hidden in here?" 

"Can you tell if the drive was read—copied?" 

"I think we should just assume it was. Nothing toprevent it, really, when they can do this. Not that anything that was on the system is of any goddamned useto them. Did you go out of your way to piss them off,Dr. Briggs?" 

"I didn't have to," he said, and gestured at thecases. "Get it fixed, will you? Brent quit, but Stephanie 

will find someone else. And we'll hire them a car and 

driver, I guess." 

By the end of the week, everyone on the payroll atVector had heard from the Ann Arbor police and fromStacey Reed. Most received two mailings at their personal accounts, one the CrimeStoppers appeal, the other from something called Mothers United for Justice. Together they as much as said, "Do you realizewhat kind of man you're working for?" But the capperfor the week was the video mail Jonathan himself received from Detective Anderson. 

"Dr. Briggs, this is Agent Gallin of the FederalBureau of Investigation's Technical Services Division,"Anderson said, indicating the man sitting beside him."He's been providing us with some assistance on theAlynn Reed case. I wonder if you could help us understand this conversation." 

The audio file that followed carried a streamingtime stamp as a guarantee it had not been edited. ButJonathan did not have any trouble remembering it, forit came from a recent call between himself and David Helms. 

"Got some news for you tonight," said Helms."Two more of your subjects are dead." 

"What was it this time?" 

"Light plane crash near Manistee. Went down in asnow squall." "Fire?" "No, they survived the crash. Froze before they

were found. You'll want the usual profile?" 

"Yes, please."

"Getting close to statistical average on your samplenow. A little more bad luck and you'll be right there." 

"It isn't going to help." 

"No? You mind me asking why not?" 

"I don't mind you asking. I just can't talk about it." 

"All right. I don't need to know to do my job. It's just hard not to wonder, considering." 

"What do you think death is, Mr. Helms?" 

"I believe dead is dead. Just you and the maggots." 

"They say if you die a hard death, your spirit lingers nearby. You believe that, Mr. Helms?" "Sounds like wishful thinking to me. Are you a ghost-hunter, Dr. Briggs? Is that what this is about?" "No. But don't you think everyone deserves a second chance?" "No, sir. I've met too many people who didn't deserve their first one. Should I call off the death watch?" 

"No. Maybe I'm wrong about something. We may need them all to die. It may take a potful of bad luck to purchase a little good luck." 

The recording ended there. 

Jonathan had no intention of explaining anything to Detective Anderson, and he doubted Anderson had expected any different. But the detective's message came through clearly nevertheless. The police were not going away. They were still watching, still listening— listening now with the help of the FBI. And they were curious now about matters where Jonathan could not tolerate curiosity. 

I should pack everything up and move it somewhere else. Take it across the border. I'd do that, if I was smart. I'd do that if I could make myself leave the only place I ever knew with her. 
Stuart, I'm afraid we're running out of time. 
The final schedule for the Berkeley conference was released while Jonathan was in Toronto, mapping or remapping Julian Briggs and his side of the family. Eric wordlessly handed Jonathan the printout on meeting his return flight at Detroit Metro. By the time they got back to Phoenix Drive, Jonathan understood why. Four teams from Clement Harris's lab were listed— two of them presenting unpublished papers on "dynamic neural imaging" and "visualization of personality types." 

For the next half hour; Jonathan raged from one end of the building to the other. "The son of a bitch is poaching off us," he thundered. "He's taken everything we're doing and given it to his people—while cutting us off at the knees so they can catch up. And with their resources, they're probably ahead of us now." 

"They're not headed in the same direction," Eric suggested. 

"The hell they aren't. 'Visualization of personality types'? They're going to come to the podium with our results and tell the world they mean something else. They're going to get it wrong, but they're going to go first, and they're going to be on the big stage with Dr. Clement Walter Harris standing behind them. Damn him! He didn't come down to our lab because he didn't need to. His spies had already been there." 

"Spies, Doc?" 

By then, they were standing in the conference room, which doubled as a lunchroom. Jonathan riffled impatiently through the depleted honor box of snacks as he answered. "How many conference attendees did we run through? They saw everything. They asked questions. We didn't try to keep any secrets. We didn't worry about who they might talk to. We wanted to win their approval, remember? Son of a bitch—" 

"There's nothing to be done about it now." 

"No, there isn't, because I had a major outbreak of the stupids back then. I let Elizabeth spook me into worrying about departmental politics. I should have been thinking bigger." Jonathan pounded his clenched fist on the nearest wall. "I handed it all to Harris on a 

platter." 

"It was the best play we had at that point." 

Jonathan glowered at Eric. "Don't handle me. I don't want to be placated." 

"All right. What do you want? Should I break something? Curse in Reverse Polish Notation? Buy a vowel?" 

"How about going back to work? How about finding some way to contribute?" 

"I'd love to," said Eric. "But I can only bang my head against the wall so many times. Maybe it's time for us to take a lesson from Harris." 

"What lesson can you learn from a claim jumper?" 

"Sometimes you can learn where the gold really is. We sure as hell haven't found it." 

Jonathan's gaze narrowed. "Did something happen while I was gone?" 

"Are you sure you want to know?" 

"Why the hell would I ask if I didn't? You're trying to handle me again. Treat me like an adult for once." 

"All right. This thing you had Tommy drop on me—the matrix player? It's crap. It's a dead end. I can't make it work." 

"Why not? The principle is sound. Energy transfers are reversible," Jonathan said. "Not perfectly, but at least partially. You can wire up a speaker as a microphone. You can use an electric motor as a generator." 

"This is more like trying to stuff the electrons back into a television tube. The whole idea is wacky. The brain just isn't listening. There's zero perception on playback." 

"At what playback level? What's the measured sensitivity?" "I told you—zero. I could pump enough power into Tommy's headset to cook a brain and it won't 

make a bit a difference. Jonathan—I'm sorry. It's useless. I can't hear your recording, and you can't hearmine." 

"What about your own? Can you hear your own?" 

"What the hell good would that be?" 

"What good is a diary?" 

Eric squinted at Jonathan quizzically. "You want touse it on Brent Winston? With Dugan Beckett's vectormatrix?" 

"There's no point in that until Winston's older. Alot older. You really didn't test anyone with their ownrecording?" 

"What Tommy conveyed to me was that the wholepoint of the project is social uplift by means of ultimate VR—or something like that. So I tested for transmission A-to-B, not A-to-A." 

"The whole point is finding out what works. Wecan figure out what use we can make of it later. Let'sgo to the lab—you can try it out on my head." 

A few minutes later, Jonathan was sitting beside thetest console, waiting impatiently while Eric adjustedthe straps on the heavy prototype playback headpiece."I wouldn't get my hopes up," Eric said. "I did bringin two sets of our local twins when the other pairingsdidn't work out." 

"And that wasn't any better?"

"Only because the twins I brought in are better-looking than the rest of the folks around here. Otherwise,same results." Eric straightened and frowned. "That looks good. Try not to move around too much. Which ofyour mappings do you want me to use?" 

"Better that you don't tell me." "In that case—" Eric turned Jonathan's chair until it faced away from the console. "Don't tell me when you start, either. I have thething memorized. I don't want to fool myself." 

Jonathan released a long sigh's worth of held breath, and tried to relax into the cushions. He closed his eyes and made a futile effort to clear his mind. 

Just a touch. Just a whisper, an echo of memory, a twinge of emotion pressing in out of nowhere. Let me feel what I felt, know what I thought, let go of the present and get lost in the past. Just one little glimmer of hope— 

"Doc? I'm going to try a different mapping." 

"What's your hurry?" 

Eric sighed. "I restarted the replay four times already." "Let it play to the end next time." "What makes you think if 'cat' and 'tree' aren't 

coming through, Verdi and Kierkegaard will?" "Just do what I say, damn it. Start it again and let it play." "Fine. Since this isn't science anyway, any objection to me slipping out for a Coke?" 

"Go. I don't need you." 

What he wanted was silence, and then the dream. He could not remember the last time it had come to him. He could barely remember the dream itself—only that he had believed in it, and that belief had changed the course of his life. But nothing came—neither the silence nor the vision. 

After a few minutes, Eric returned. Wordlessly, he settled in a chair across the room and quietly sipped at a plastic bottle. His presence was nevertheless a ticking clock in Jonathan's awareness, counting down to humiliation and recantation. 

"Can we try my other maps?" 

"Sure," Eric said. He set his bottle aside to come briefly to the control console, then returned to his chair. 

But it was the same with each in turn—not a whisper, not an echo, not a touch, not a glimmer of promise. All he heard were his own anxious and restless thoughts, growing darker and more bitterly sorrowful with every passing minute. 

There's a little piece of me locked in those swirling vectors, but there's no way to access the moment, the memories—no way to get back to what I was before Alynn was taken, no way to recapture the joy, no way to freshen the memories. How long can I pretend that I can still feel her heat on the sheets, still catch her scent on her clothes—that I can remember any words that weren't recorded, any moment that wasn't photographed— 

His mouth was so dry he had to work to summon enough moisture to speak. "Queue up her matrix." "Alynn's? Oh, hell, Doc, why do you want to beat yourself up?" 

"I have to know." 

"You already know." 

"Queue it up, damn it. Then leave me alone." 

Eric ratded the empty bottle into a trash can, then went to the console once more. "Coming up now. Are you sure—" 

"Yes. Just go." Jonathan sat forward in his chair, chin resting on folded hands, elbows resting on knees, rocking slightly as his unfocused gaze shifted peripatetically about the room. Where are you, sweet? Come back to me. 

This time, he could not bear the silence for long. Before five minutes had passed, he ripped the headset off and threw it aside as he stood and turned to the console. Leaning forward, he reached out until his fingertips touched the glass face of the display. The swirls of color danced mockingly just out of reach. 

I don't want all your secrets. I only wanted to see that day through your eyes, to know what you were thinking when we met. I just need to know that I'm not a fool to still be loving you, still be feeling this unbearable longing to be wherever you are. 

Finally, the recording ended, and Jonathan numbly shut the system down. He found Eric waiting nearby in the corridor outside, sitting on the floor with a sheet of digital paper balanced on his knee. 

"Go home," Jonathan said hoarsely as he passed him. "Tell them all to go home. It's over. We're done." 

This time, Jonathan did not disappear into hermitage at Huron Towers. Instead, he threw himself into an eleven-day orgy of self-amusement as single-minded as his workaholism. Starting early, finishing late, and cheating his sleep in between, he looked a lot like a man who would do anything to avoid being alone at home. 

He wandered the nearly deserted galleries of the Detroit Institute of Arts to see its ninety-six Rembrandts, and squeezed into the Soup Kitchen Saloon to hear gritty blues and drink beer. He spent two days taking in the Henry Ford Museum and another day watching gorillas at the Detroit Zoo. He fed a pocketful of two-dollar coins into slot machines at the MGM Grand casino, but found more entertainment with a pocketful of tokens and the antique arcade games at Marvin's Marvelous Mechanical Museum. 

When he bothered to eat at all, it was with a hedonistic insistence on variety—Greektown, dim sum in Windsor, fresh kielbasa in Hamtramck. At night, he restlessly cruised the jazz clubs of Rivertown and the fleshpits along 8 Mile Road, though he found only the most superficial pleasure in each. He worked his way through a checklist of local landmarks—Lili's 21, 

the Magic Bag, the Blue Goose Inn, Lionel's—and themoney flowed out like water. 

But there was scant joy in any of it. It offered littlemore than distraction, and little enough of that. Still,he could not stop, even when he became aware of howempty it was. 

At least he did not have to deal with his own notoriety. Whether it was his new short haircut (which revealed a scalp tattoo he had been concealing since heturned seventeen) or the public's short memories, notonce was he confronted. Even the police seemed uninterested—if they were tracking him at all, they werenow doing it unobtrusively, by technical means. Hehad glancing contact with three former students andone university staffer on four separate occasions, butnone of those led to as much as a conversation. 

The last place Jonathan expected to be accostedwas the sterile lobby of the east tower at one in themorning. He was not drunk, but he was exhausted tothe point of staggering, and he didn't notice the smallwoman sitting by the windows until she stood andcalled across the room to him. 

"Johnny?" 

Her voice was familiar enough to stop him, but notfamiliar enough to instantly know as friend or enemy.He was still rummaging his memory as he turned toward her. 

"Johnny?" she repeated, advancing toward him. 

He fell back a step, squinting at her. "I know you—" 

"Quite well, if perhaps not wisely," she said. "Starpath. I suppose I look rather different in mycivvies," she added, gesturing at her business suit. 

"Eleni. Yes, of course. But what—" 

She closed the last few feet between them and went on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. "You smell like a wet-wood campflre. Cigar smoker?" 

"Blues club that attracts them. What are you doinghere?" 

"I was leading a workshop in Royal Oak." 

"On witchcraft?" 

"Violin pedagogy," she said, smiling brightly. "Though there are witches in Royal Oak. But youmeant what am I doing here, didn't you?" 

"Not like that—" 

"It's all right," she said. "I fly out in the morning.This was my only opportunity. One of your neighborskindly let me in out of the cold." 

"I didn't know I had any kind neighbors." 

"Well—I didn't tell them you were the one I waswaiting for." "Oh. Have you been here all night?" "Only since I gave up on you responding to mymessages. A couple of hours." 

"I haven't heard your messages—" 

"So I chose to assume—kinder to my ego. Whydon't you invite me up before either of us gets to thehard questions?" 

In the elevator, Eleni took his arm with a lighttouch, reassuring rather than flirtatious. He remaineduncomfortable, nevertheless, and the feeling grewstronger the closer they drew to the apartment. He wason the verge of changing his mind as they stood beforethe door. Then she said, "This was her place, wasn't it,Johnny." 

"Yes." 

"It still will be after I've gone. I won't disturb herenergy." "There isn't any of it left," he said sadly. "Of course there is," she said. "Let's go talk." They moved enough of the clutter to settle at oppo

site ends of the couch. Archimedes wounded Jonathan by appearing and making himself comfortable in 

Eleni's lap, then nudging her hand with his head until she began to pet him. 

"It's not a betrayal," she said, reading Jonathan's eyes. "He's just telling you that you're always in motion, never at rest." 

"He's always impersonating other scientists," he said, then had to explain the joke. "But he's right. So— how did you find me?" 

Eleni smiled tolerantly. "As tired as you are, you should really start with the question you most want to ask." 

He nodded. "Okay. Why?" 

"Because your pain stayed with me after Starpath. And because I want to know more about your work. I wanted to know if you succeeded." 

"No. The truth is, I've failed completely." It was easier to say than he would have guessed. "I gathered that much in the course of tracking you down." "Then why bother to come see me at all? A waste of your time." 

"Oh, no—just the contrary. What I heard the last few days made it mandatory. I was prepared to spend the night in the lobby, in the hope of catching you staggering in or out. I would have camped outside your door if the elevators weren't key-controlled." 

"Why?" 

"Because your failure so far doesn't mean you're wrong. And because the right answer matters." 

"Not to the people who matter. They're not interested in even considering the possibility. They're not even listening." 

"Are the people who came to your tree 'people who matter'? Because you became one of the stories of last year's gathering. I must have seen a dozen articles in the pagan press. And the dialogue is still going on, in the newsgroups and on the lists." 

"I didn't know that," he said, then looked away and sighed. "But the neuroscience community hasn't been so receptive. I'm tired of throwing myself at locked doors." 

"When was it any different for a paradigm-smasher? Who ever welcomed a revolution but the revolutionaries ? " 

"Well—I expect most revolutionaries know enough to lay in some ammunition before they pick a fight. I didn't." 

"The other army will provide," she said. "The one essential is passion for the cause. What do you believe, Johnny?" 

"I believe the universe doesn't care what we believe. I believe asking what someone believes is asking the wrong question." 

"That sounds like the rationalization of someone who doesn't want to risk being wrong." 

"It's the only way science works." 

"I'm not asking science. I'm asking a man. Do you believe that the woman you love still exists? Or has her spark completely disappeared from the universe?" 

He looked away. "You don't understand." 

"What do you think I don't understand? You're looking for scientific proof of something you won't let yourself believe in any other way. But underneath that veneer of scientific rationalism, you're still a being of light. You're still connected to the living universe that created you. Why can't you trust what it tells you?" 

"It doesn't matter without evidence," he said, feeling the anger rise. "What did you come here to do?" "I wasn't sure. I think maybe to ask you if you know why you've quit." 

"Quit? You don't have a clue what's happened to me—" "What do you believe, Johnny? Do you even admitit to yourself?" 

"I think you should leave." 

"I think you should stop lying to yourself," she snapped back. "Because if you failed because you werewrong, and if being wrong didn't cost you something you wanted to believe, you wouldn't be angry at me right now. It would just be a neat idea that didn'tpan out." 

"Why does any of this matter to you?" 

"Because I do believe. And when you admit thatyou do believe in something, then it becomes time toact." She stopped, as if reflecting on her own words."Maybe that's it. Maybe it's that you're afraid thatyou're right. You think you've made your choice, butthe choice still lies ahead of you. Being wrong rescuesyou from having to make it. So does quitting. But ifyou admit you believe, the decision is upon you—there's no reason to wait for proof." 

"Science can't deliver proof. Just theory and evidence." 

"You're hiding behind semantics. You already haveyour theory. Who is the evidence for? Who is it supposed to persuade? What is it supposed to justify?" 

"I suppose you think you have answers to thosequestions."

"I'm not the one who's conflicted," she said, offering a gentle smile. "I already know you're right. I wantyou to find the evidence because I want it top center inthe New York Times, instead of phenomeNEWS and the tabloids: 'Scientific Proof of Reincarnation: Souls Are Eternal.'" 

"That's a lousy headline," Jonathan said. "And I wanted to see it somewhere even harder to ignore." 

"To accomplish what?" He sighed again. "That's a good question. And Idon't think I want to answer it." 

"You don't need to. It's only important that youknow the answer," she said. "Besides, it isn't that difficult to guess. I'm the one entertaining fantasies aboutweaning the Western world off Christianity. Yourgoals are much more personal." 

"Like seeing a certain apoplectic expression on Dr.Clement Harris's face as he stutters through a feeblerebuttal—" 

"I was thinking more along the lines of not feelingfoolish for what you believe. Or looking foolish forwhat you do." 

The silence that followed admitted more than words could. "I should let you get to bed," she said finally, gently coaxing Archimedes off her lap. 

"No—wait." Her hesitation created an opportunity for Archimedes to possessively return. "I don't really know which prospect worries me more—beingright, or being wrong," Jonathan said finally. "If I'm right, I get a chance to be a first-class coward. If I'mwrong, I get a chance to be a first-class fool." 

"I'm not sure what's stopping you from being bothat once, right here in the present. What do you believe,Johnny? Why won't you let yourself say it?" 

He met her challenging gaze with a strength thatanticipated his words, and when he had voiced themhe felt a calm clarity he had not known for weeks. "I believe I can find her." 

"Do you think finding her in this life was an accident? Do you even think it was the first time?" "That's what my mind tells me. But that isn't how itfeels." 

"So who is the evidence for?" 

"I thought it was for me—the me that won't let himself believe. To show him the way. But I want to leave the way marked." 

"Is that what's keeping you?" 

"I think it is. I really think it is." He cocked his head and smiled ruefully at her. "So I suppose I'm not finished after all." 

"I'm glad to hear it," she said, answering with a pleased smile. "Can I tell you something about Alynn's energy?" 

"I don't know what you could tell me—" 

"You're carrying it all inside you. You're so afraid of losing touch with her that you've vacuumed every bit of it up from this place with your grief. That way you can keep it with you wherever you go. The problem is you've bottled it up in sadness and loneliness and loss, where it hurts to touch it. Let her out. Let her be part of you. Let knowing her keep changing you." 

The sob that rose in his throat could not be held back. "I don't want to let go of any of it. There's so little as it is—" 

"I never saw anyone make a leap forward without letting go of what's behind them," she said gently. "The choice is still in front of you." 

She held him a time while he cried, tears that burned as though distilled to pure acid by the months they had been suppressed. Then she held him as he slept. Whether she slept at all herself he did not know; it seemed as though whenever he stirred, she was there with a whispered word or a light, reassuring touch. 

Morning found them in a jumble on the floor beside the couch, glued together by damp clothing and weighed down by two coiled cats. The first thing Jonathan did after disentangling himself was throw open the curtains to admit the sunrise. The first words he said to Eleni were, "Thank you." 

"I didn't do anything," she said. "But can I ask a favor anyway?" 

He waved a hand. "Of course. You need a ride?" 

"Make me part of it. Take my matrix." 

"How much time do you have before your flight?" 

She searched the room for a clock. "Two and a half hours." 

"Tight. And the gear is all over at the plant—" he began, then caught himself. "But I was going over there first thing anyway. If we can get out of here in the next ten minutes—" 

He was not at all surprised to find that Eleni's matrix was strong, clean, and deep. Neither was he at all sure who had taken whose measure that morning. But he did not dwell on it, for there was work to do. As her cab disappeared from the driveway, Jonathan reached for his phone and began trying to put the pieces back together. 

Eric Lutton had left Ann Arbor and Jonathan could not coax him into returning. In fact, Eric had left the academic environment completely, taking a position with corporate services giant PersonAll in Denver. 

"Suspicion is a growth industry, Jonathan," he said in voice mail. "The big multinationals want to know everything the law will allow before they hire, promote, fire, or trust anyone. The psych-testing unit here has grown 30 percent a year three years running. Everything's out of the box new, including my supervisor—he's twenty-six, with a brand-new Ph.D. from Stanford. 

"The truth is, Jonathan, I'm lucky to catch on here, and if I didn't know a couple of people here already, I probably wouldn't have gotten a chance. I should have left Ann Arbor in December. Sooner, really. I've got nothing to gain by coming back. I don't blame you,but I don't think I owe you, either. And I need thismore than you need me. 

"I'm still pulling for you, not least because I've gotthis big dead spot in the middle of my curriculum vitae.Feel free to rehabilitate your reputation anytime. It'd benice to be able to be proud of those years. 

"Be careful out there, Doc, and good luck." 

At the other end of the spectrum, Tommy Ramirezhad ignored the shutdown order and continued to work long hours on the augmented headset. "I'm a minority owner, remember? I figured you didn't meanme," he explained without looking up from his workbench. "Besides, it's a good enough idea that someonewould want it—if you really intend to close downArcadia, I can walk it across the street to Sony." 

"I don't intend to close down Arcadia," Jonathan said. "I intend to keep it alive for another hundredyears. Have you made any progress?" 

"I think I've taken it as far as I can with available technology, assuming we're still looking at somethingsimple enough for the consumer market—somethingyou might eventually sell a few million of, instead often thousand." 

"We're going to give them away, not sell them,"said Jonathan. "With Arcadia's next release. With Alynn's Anteriors. How many points of correspondence can the headset map?" 

"Twenty. Is it enough?" 

"Show me." 

Ramirez gestured toward where the prototype wasresting near the end of the workbench. "Plug in," hesaid. 

"What're you using for the reference signal?" 

"I've got it online to the entire research database.You're going to have to cut it down to fit it into a game 

module, though. We don't need all the data, and wading through it just slows everything to a crawl." "In other words, we need a classification system. Categories, not examples." 

"Yeah. It'll probably take our system a few minutes to figure out who you are. A standalone V-deck would take half an hour." 

The headset crackled to life, carrying Jonathan into V-space. It was a more or less standard design-and-test environment, with static wire-frame objects in a fractal landscape under a neutral sky matte. But the dynamic sprites were a towheaded boy and a tiger three times his height, and when they wandered near to each other snowballs would momentarily fill the air. The only sounds were the wet thumps of snowballs finding their marks. 

A few seconds after the third donnybrook, the words THIS SPACE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK appeared in the middle of virtual space. Jonathan read them aloud and asked, "Is that what it's supposed to say?" 

"For you and about six hundred other people. Mine says 'Eat a cookie.' You can plug any message you want in there, or have it trigger any event in the playscript." 

"And anyone who might be sharing the V-space with you?—" 

"They won't see the text. You could have personal audio, too. It's routine, really—just not triggered the way we're doing it. But the playscript is shared." 

Jonathan reached up and removed the headset, handling it as though it were fragile as crystal. "This personalization module could be inserted at any point, in any script?" 

"Sure. Elementary cut and paste. The only thing hard about this was making the headset sensitive enough. I'd like to try it on a few more heads." 

"How long will it take to put this in production?"Jonathan said, gently returning the headset to the workbench. 

"There's probably three, four contract productioncompanies on the Asian Rim that could do it in forty-five days. But 'how long' is the wrong question. Youshould be asking 'how much.'" 

"I asked the question that matters to me," said Jonathan. "I don't suppose you know how many copies of Alynn's last game were sold?" 

"Grand Hotel? It was a bit of a dog—maybe fourhundred thousand legit, half again that many bootleg,twice that many pirated over Freenet. Hey, I just realized—the pirates are going to need headsets. Oh, they're gonna hate that—" 

"I need someone to handle getting a manufacturerfined up—bids, contracts, specs, all that. Can you do it?" "Me? No. But I know whose desk it belongs on,and I can take care of that." "Thank you. What about production of the gameitself?" "First we have to finish it. Are you going to writeall the add-ins yourself?" 

"Is there a reason I shouldn't?" 

Ramirez shrugged noncommittally. "The payoffhas to be special enough to justify the dedicated hardware. If it isn't, it's just going to look like a lame attempt at copy-protection." 

"It'll be special enough," said Jonathan. 

"It wouldn't hurt to talk to some other designers.Maybe even pick the brains of Alynn's playtest group." 

"Give me the name of someone who worked the way she worked—someone who saw things the wayshe did." 

"Well—" 

"Exactly. She left us one finished game, pieces ofthree others, and her high-art experientials. If theyaren't special already, just as they are today, we'rewasting our time." 

"They are special. Because she was special." 

"Which is why I'm not letting anyone else touch thescripts. I know what she would want. I've been thinking about this for months. I know what she would do.I know what she was trying to do. If I need help withthe mechanics of it, I'll say so. But it's time to get itdone. This has to take on a life of its own sometime, if it's to amount to anything. It needs to go on autopilot,and soon." 

"You worried they still might arrest you?" "I'm not worried," said Jonathan. "But they might do it anyway." 

The director of Rosehill Memorial Gardens was a round-faced man with thinning blond hair and a dress shirt a half size too small for his stout neck. His handshake was firm but slightly clammy, his smile quick and tired. His hazel eyes had had all the sincere empathy wrung out of them over the years. 

This is one of those jobs, Jonathan thought, that no one has written under their yearbook photo. Everyone ends up here by accident, not by design. 

"Mr. Anderson," the director said. "How can we be of service?" 

"That's what I'm here to find out," Jonathan said. "I would like to create a memorial for someone who was very dear to me. But I don't know if the rules will allow it." 

"We allow a very wide variety of stones and markers at Rosehill, in the traditional style," the director said. "We mean to create a cemetery designed for 

human needs, rather than the needs of lawn mowers. Have you driven through?" "It's not the marker that I'm concerned about. You see, there's no body to bury." 

"Ashes, then?" 

"No. No remains at all." 

"Oh, that is tragic. How difficult for the family." 

"Yes," said Jonathan. "And what we would like, then, is to fill a casket—I suppose it needn't even be a casket—with memorabilia, things which were special to the deceased, and have it interred. If that's even the right word." 

"An empty-casket funeral—except rather less empty." 

"Yes. Of course, since there are no remains involved, such a memorial could be created almost anywhere," Jonathan said. "It doesn't require a cemetery plot. It could be in my backyard." 

"That's very true," the director said, warming to the job of selling. "But at the same time, interment in a well-managed cemetery offers a combination of permanence, atmosphere, tradition, and ritual which many families find extremely comforting. The site is protected, maintenance is provided, and access is guaranteed. Which is unlikely to be the case with a memorial on private land." 

"True enough. And how could you ever sell your house, after you'd consecrated it that way?" 

"Exactly. So—you want to know if there are any obstacles to creating your memorial here. The answer is, none at all. There are several cenotaphs already in Rosehill. We had two empty-casket interments last year." 

"Can I presume that the empty casket is treated with the same respect accorded one with remains?" 

"Of course, of course. We fully honor the symbolism of the event." "Would you need to know the contents of the casket?" 

"No, that's private." The director laughed uncomfortably. "As long as you aren't trying to bury the proceeds from a heist. The casket will go into the ground exactly as it reaches us." 

"I just want to remember all her love and joy and beauty. She was a princess out of time. She should be laid among flowers and the things that were special to her." 

"I can't imagine a finer tribute," said the director. "Shall we go out and look at the spaces available, and see if we can't find just the right setting for it?" 

The Denver headquarters of Hillerman-Steuben-Welch were a marriage of old wood and new technology. While the firm had eighty-one employees, the suite had just four rooms—a data center (one corner of which doubled as reception), a teleconferencing room, and two executive offices. Most of the staff had never set foot inside the suite; they were full-time telecommuters. 

Two hundred Brandberg existed only because the occasional need for face-to-face meetings had stubbornly outlived the need for ink signatures on paper, over-the-shoulder supervision, hot-breath-in-the-face recrimination, and even office romance. Such were the meetings when one man wished to take the measure of another; when matters of great delicacy needed to be discussed, when the assurance of privacy was more important than convenience. And all those considerations were in play as Jonathan sat down for his meeting with Arthur Steuben. 

"I don't imagine I've endeared myself to you in thelast year," Jonathan began. "You probably think I'vebeen irresponsible, going so deeply into the principal." 

Steuben wrinkled his nose. "It's not my place astrustee to sit in judgment. If Alynn had intended to tieyour hands, she could have structured the trust verydifferently. I wrote it the way she wanted it." 

Jonathan nodded slowly. "Do you think I killed her, Mr. Steuben?" "I think that highly unlikely. But that, too, is outside my responsibilities as trustee." 

"It still matters to me," said Jonathan. "But I can live with that answer. I finally got around to reading allthe documents you've sent me since that day youshowed up at her apartment. Am I right that the trustgives me the power to pick the trustee?" 

"Nearly correct. You have removal power. If it'syour intention to replace me, I'll do what I can to helpyou find candidates with an appropriate background." 

"It's not my intention—yet," said Jonathan. "Whatother powers do I have? What exactly can I do as beneficiary?" 

"This trust was intended to give you unusuallybroad powers. You enjoy almost as much control overthe assets as if you owned them directly. It's thosepowers that have allowed me to accommodate yourmany requests." 

"But I don't own Arcadia." "No. The trust does. The trustee directs the operation of the business." "They don't have to do what I tell them—they have

to do what you tell them." 

"Yes." 

"But you have to do what I tell you."

"With very few exceptions." 

"What are they?" 

"A beneficiary can't alter the trust agreement,"Steuben said, leaning back in his chair. "A trustee can'tviolate any of its specific provisions. Other than that—" He shrugged. "You even have special power ofappointment—that means you can make gifts of anyof the trusts's assets at any time, or arrange to havegifts made at the time of your death." 

"Could I give it all away? To another trust, say?" "Even that. If the receiving trust were properlystructured." "Does a beneficiary always have to be specified byname?" 

"Contingent beneficiaries are often defined, not named—'the grandchildren of John Law,' for instance.But one must be careful about the rule against perpetuities." 

"I'm quite sure I don't have a clue what that means." 

"For which you should feel no shame," Steubensaid, raising a hand in warning. "It may be the mostcomplex rule in all of the law, as generations of lawstudents can attest. At the heart of it, though, is thesimple fact that the common law abhors uncertainties,and so an uncertain gift—one that cannot be given to anamed person at once—is only tolerated for a limitedtime." 

"As long as you understand it," said Jonathan. "Speaking of contingencies—what happens to the trust if I walk out of here today and get hit by a bus?" 

"Alynn chose not to designate a remainderman. Sothe trust would be terminated on your death, and thecorpus—the assets—would pass to your estate. Do you have a will, Dr. Briggs?" 

"No." 

"Perhaps we should address that oversight beforeyou do walk out of here." 

"Could my estate be used to create a trust, likehers did?" 

"Of course." 

Jonathan leaned forward and rested his elbows on the finely polished Philippine mahogany. "How goodare you, Mr. Steuben? Because I have some very complex arrangements in mind." 

"I'm extremely good, Dr. Briggs." 

"Are you equally discreet?" 

"Always." He turned and retrieved a sheet of digital paper and a stylus from the credenza. "Why don'tyou tell me what it is you want done and I'll tell you how we'll do it." 

Jonathan returned to Ann Arbor and to the two onerous tasks that could not be deferred any longer—classifying the matrix database, and scripting the triggersfor each variation. 

At twenty points of correspondence, there provedto be more than two hundred families of matrices in the database. A dozen or so were represented by a single example. At the other extreme, Type 20 had nearlya thousand exemplars, and four other types had morethan five hundred. Alynn's Type 1 had thirty-eight.Jonathan's Type 2 had nineteen, including his fatherand, curiously, Eleni. 

Jonathan kept the mapping teams in the field withthe portables while they waited for the augmentedheadsets to start arriving from Senegal. There was more than enough for him to do in the meantime, andhe allowed almost anything to take him away from thescripting once the crucial Type 1 and Type 2 pathswere written. 

He subjected himself to the Myers-Briggs personality assessment and a battery of similar profiling tools. 

He closed out his affairs with David Helms and gavenotice to Stephanie Oroz that the mapping effort waswinding down. He met twice more with Arthur Steuben, once in Chicago to review arrangements andthen in Windsor to sign documents. He observed thefirst anniversary of Alynn's death with a quiet visit toEastlawn Cemetery in Columbus and a bouquet oflilies placed on the hill just above the Huron Towersparking lot. 

But his main focus was the upcoming 10th International Neuroscience Symposium hosted by the HelenWills Neuroscience Institute—the Berkeley conference.Though the organizers would not allow him at theirpodium, Jonathan had every intention of stealing theirspotlight. 

After auditioning a dozen public relations firms, hehired Stolla & Renfrew of New York, which had represented several well-known scientists in Nobel campaigns, and whose regular clients included both sciencepopularizers and fringe health gurus. The check hewrote SRI was large enough to put two senior publicists full-time on the task of planning his assault on thegeneral media and his preemptive strike on the scientific press. They in turn assigned him a semester's worthof homework, beginning with writing a summary ofthe research project for translation into memes andsound bites. That was followed by three intense dayswith an SRI contract speechwriter and the West Coastevent coordinator, shaping not only the announcementin Berkeley but the whispering campaign leading upto it. 

The scripting was still not finished when the firstcarton of augmented headsets hit Vector's doorstep."They did a good job for you," Ramirez pronouncedtwo hours after he tore open the box and took a handful of headsets to his test bench. "Damned shame we don't have a game to package with them yet—" With Ramirez's help, the balance of the scripting was farmed out to a veteran VR writer, and the work was wrapped up two days later. 

Meanwhile, Jonathan continued to dismantle the last pieces of the project. The portables were withdrawn from the field, the mapping technicians dismissed, and the units turned over to Ramirez for maintenance upgrades and final modification. This must be what it feels like to call off the search after a ship has sunk, or a hiker has disappeared on the mountain, he told Stuart. I know it doesn't mean I'm giving up. But it still means letting go of a hope. 
It was time to finalize the database—each of the modified portables would need its own reference copy. But there was a sizable backlog of unprocessed submissions spanning the weeks since Eric Lutton's departure, and Jonathan could not bring himself to discard them unexamined. 

With Berkeley less than a fortnight away, Jonathan plunged into a series of marathon sessions in the processing lab. Eric had managed to automate much of the actual importation, integration, and analysis, but there was an irreducible amount of validation and documentation that had to be handled by a human being. And the vector matrices themselves were still seductive as a crystal ball, still tempted Jonathan to stare into their restless chromoluminescent tangles, to scry for pattern and meaning. 

He did it without hope, driven by his inner ethic of order and completeness. He did it because he needed to know that it was done, one more piece moved into its place for the endgame. 

His great fear continued to be that someone else would take note of the pieces lining up and realize what kind of picture they made. His best defense against that was keeping the people he was relying on isolated from each other. He had already managed to distance himself from the people he considered the greatest threats—Elizabeth, Eric, and Eleni. But it was important to finish before one of them decided to rein-vade his life. 

The complementary fear that preyed on him was that a piece was missing—something he had forgotten, overlooked, mismeasured, discounted, or refused to consider. He wanted more than a mere leap of faith. He aspired to a leap of knowledge. 

Both fears occupied him through the many idle moments in successive fourteen-hour days. The third day, with the end in sight, he slept in late and barely managed to reach Arcadia-Vector before noon. 

Even at that hour, coffee took precedence over checking the logs for the processing jobs he had left to run overnight. It was twenty minutes before he noticed that the matrix display had a flashing green bar across the bottom, and had gone into a split-screen mode with two vector maps displayed. Their ID numbers were almost ten thousand apart. But the maps showed more than 170 points of correspondence. 

At long last, the second anomalous pair had been found: the late Ruth Treadwell of Hamilton, Ontario, and seven-year-old Kristina Calvin of Sarnia. He held his breath until he saw that the death and birth dates were compatible—he didn't know what he would have done at that point had it turned out that Ruth was still alive when Kristina was born. His theory had survived the new data intact. 

There's your experimental falsifiability, Clement Harris, he thought with fierce satisfaction. A correspondence this close between two living subjects would have cut the heart out of my model. 

But beyond that brief gleeful moment, the discovery of the second anomalous pair was strangely inconsequential. It no longer mattered. Anything the new paircould tell him had already been factored into his plans.As Eleni had shown him, it was evidence he did not need. And there was no one to celebrate with in any case. 

No, the triumph began and ended there, in oneafternoon in the processing center. Jonathan alreadyknew he was not going to drag Kristina Calvin andher family into the spotlight with him. There was noreason to intrude on their lives. Nor could he have properly introduced Kristina to Ruth if he had wanted to. He had little in the way of a personality profile for Ruth—not even a photograph. When she was mapped, he had been pursuing a very different line ofinquiry. 

He had been very different then, too—the kind ofscientist to whom 179 points of correspondence between Subject 208 and Subject 9873 would have beena paradigm-rocking discovery, one to be teased apartwith the finest of conceptual tweezers and endlesslyexamined under the high-powered microscope of theory and intellect. 

Can I even call myself a scientist now? he asked Stuart that night. This feels more like exploring, adventuring—grand schemes married to dubious speculations. Preparing to follow a fragmentary map that points beyond the horizon, because what other way is there to know? Colonel Spofford Herringbone, expounding to the fellows of the Travelers Club concerning what he hopes to find in Aftermatterstan. Why, no, Lord Leaping, cameras would never survive under those conditions. But I vow to return and tell you all that I have seen— 
If my journey means the frontier moves forward, isn't that enough to justify the rest? 
I wish it was over. 
I wish it would begin. 
Stolla & Renfrew had earned their fee in full. Not only were four cameras waiting outside the Alumni House entrance, but SRI had talked up a crowd of more than two hundred curious onlookers with rumors of a controversial breakthrough on the nature of human consciousness. The controversy, with its subtext of scientific censorship and academic infighting, was the key selling point of the lead-up campaign on a campus where the Free Speech Movement was still part of the institutional self-image. Six UC Berkeley police were also in sight, though keeping their distance. 

"My name is Dr. Jonathan Briggs. I've just come from a meeting with symposium director Mark Wilkins," Jonathan said, addressing the gathering from the steps. "It was a short meeting. Once again, Dr. Wilkins refused to allow me to present my findings at the conference that opens here today. He refused to examine the evidence himself, or to ask the peer review panel to reconsider their rejection, or to expedite an appeal to the sponsoring body. All doors are closed. 

"I won't use the word 'conspiracy.' I won't use the word 'suppression.' It's enough to understand that careers and reputations are threatened whenever there's change. But that isn't science—it's bigotry, and jealousy, and politics. And they have no right to stand between the public and the truth." 

He pulled the golden disc from a white envelope and raised it above his head, where it glittered in the California sun. 

"I'll make my data available to anyone—to any researcher who wants to challenge my findings, or build on them. This discovery belongs to everyone, even the skeptics. Especially the skeptics. 

"But I'm going to remind the skeptics that science is not supposed to be about what they believe, or what's easy to believe, or what's comforting to believe. It isn't supposed to be about what you wrote in your last book, or what you taught for the last ten semesters, or what the company who funded your grant wants to hear. It's supposed to be about the evidence. It's supposed to be about the truth. 

"I have a great deal of sympathy for Dr. Mark Wilkins and Dr. Clement Harris and all the other smart, accomplished men and women who're meeting inside this building this week to share their ideas and argue about which ones deserve to be taken seriously. Being taken seriously is the secret need of every scientist. I know. It's the reason why even I wasn't willing to accept what the evidence was plainly saying. They haven't even heard the evidence, so how can they do anything but reject the conclusion? 

"But the truth belongs to everyone. No one should be allowed to bottle it up and lock it away. And the truth is that this disc contains extremely strong empirical evidence of human consciousness occupying two different bodies—the second one following the death of the first. 

"In other words, this disc contains the first scientific evidence of human reincarnation. 

"No, I don't mind the snickers. I expect them. A year ago, I would have joined in. My training and background are absolutely conventional. I've spent the last ten years working as a neuroscientist in traditional university settings. 

"My work involved taking pictures of the human mind at work. Like many of my peers, I've found it easier to take the pictures than to understand what they show—what is thinking, what is knowing, whatis feeling? What is personality, and what is consciousness? The one thing I thought I knew for certain wasthat all of the pictures were different—that all of ourminds are unique. 

"I never expected to end up talking about reincarnation. I never expected to have two pictures of thesame mind taken six years apart, and have one of thembe a sixty-one-year-old man and the other a four-yearold boy. 

"Even now, I can't say that without wanting to add, 'How amazing. How extraordinary.' 

"But it might not be extraordinary at all. Because Ialso find myself with pictures of a forty-two-year-oldwoman and a seven-year-old girl—just as before, onemind, two bodies. 

"These matches are closer than parent and child,closer than siblings, closer than identical twins. Theyare as close as a photograph of you today and a photograph of you five years from now. Personality persists.Consciousness is continuous. It's the integration ofself, child to boy to man—and to child again." 

"Metaphysical cant," a gruff voice growled at Jonathan from behind. He whirled to see Clement Harris and three other conferees standing just outsidethe Alumni House entrance. "You are no scientist, young man, and what you are peddling is not sciencebut fantasy." 

There was a smattering of applause from the crowd, but less than Jonathan might have expected.His blood had started pounding at the interruption,but he had not been taken completely by surprise. SRIwas also inside Alumni House, making sure that whatwas happening outside did not go unnoticed. Moreover, he had been rehearsing for this encounter for a year. 

"No, Dr. Harris. It's a question. What do the data mean? What's the explanation?" 

"Fraud. Incompetence," Harris said curtly. "You've published nothing of consequence. You are uncredentialed. Your last appointment was a teaching position in a department that can barely keep its head above the intellectual waters. You were rejected for tenure. And then there was that ugly business with that girl—" 

Someone in the crowd hissed, though Jonathan was uncertain who was being rebuked. 

"Deal with the evidence, Dr. Harris," he shot back. "When did dismissing data out of hand become acceptable to you? Is ad hominem the best you can do? Questioning authority is even more important when you become one." He took a step toward Harris and held the CD out toward him. "Deal with the evidence. You have forty people on staff in Atlanta. You have the resources to replicate the experiment. You thought enough of what my team was doing to copy the imaging design. You could start work on this tomorrow." 

"My lab doesn't do remedial work for failures. Why don't you close up this little sideshow and let the real scientists get back to work?" 

Jonathan advanced another step, still offering the disc, still keeping his voice calm. "Dr. Harris, if you weren't afraid I was right, you'd take these data and prove me wrong. Instead, you've done everything you can to keep this from being talked about. Are you a scientist, or a censor?" 

The man to Harris's right tugged at his sleeve. "Come on, Clem, this is a waste of rime," he said, barely loud enough for Jonathan to hear. "Let's go get ready for the opening session." 

But Harris had the fire of righteous indignation in his eye. He jerked his arm free and took a step toward Jonathan. "You question my integrity? Do you have any idea how many young talents I've mentored, how many grants I've arranged, how many papers I could have put my name on? I'm not afraid of new ideas—" 

Jonathan raised the disc higher, to shoulder level. "Here's one." 

"Legitimate ideas, Dr. Briggs. Not desperate attempts by unproductive postdocs to salvage their careers at the expense of their betters—" 

"Nothing you've said has anything to do with science," Jonathan said, and he was startled to hear some applause behind him. He had forgotten the audience, the cameras, and the plan. "Empirical evidence. Testing hypotheses. Observation and theory. Not personality. Not race. Not politics. Not credentials." He had let his arm fall to his side. Now one more step brought him within arm's length of the older man, and he offered the disc up one last time. "The game is 'What's going on here?' The only rule is 'Can you explain this?' I believe I can. You can't prove me wrong by refusing to play." 

The second interruption and Jonathan's rapid-fire elocution derailed Harris. He was clearly not accustomed to being challenged so openly—and for one long moment, Jonathan was afraid that Harris would reach out and take the disc. 

But Harris had not forgotten the audience—the one spilling down the steps, or the one watching inside Alumni House. His wounded ego gave SRI everything they were hoping he would, gave them a moment that crystallized the debate in a way that would resonate longer than all the words that had gone before. 

His face cut by an ugly scowl, Harris cuffed the disc from Jonathan's hand and sent it spinning into the nearby bushes. 

"Ignorant quack," he muttered dismissively, then retreated into the building, still shaking his head. 

Jonathan found a bemused smile as he turned back to the crowd. Their faces were noticeably friendlier now—he could no longer pick out the ones who'd turned up on their own. "You see?" he said. "You see how closed a mind can be? But I refuse to believe that everyone in my field is'like that." 

Someone appeared at his elbow, buffing the rescued disc on a sleeve, and he accepted it back without taking particular notice of the courier. "Don't worry, it's not the only copy," he said, and a ripple of laughter lifted the last of the tension from his shoulders. 

"What comes next?" The question came from the middle of the crowd. 

"I've created a nonprofit foundation, Virtual Vectors, to manage access to our research database, and to add to it—" 

"Will you tell someone who they used to be?" asked a woman in the front rank. 

"If we can," Jonathan said. "Eventually, when we can. But we have to be realistic—there won't be many matches for quite a while. The sample isn't terribly large at this point, and 98 percent of those people are not only still alive, they're in no hurry to die. We feel very lucky to have as many as two matches to study." 

"Who's 'we'?" 

"Well—it keeps changing. But, everyone who's worked on the project. Thirty-one people have had a part in getting us this far—my postdocs, Ph.D. candidates, grad students, field technicians, engineers. And most of all a woman whose generosity gave me a chance to do this, and whose vision and confidence pointed the way for me. She was taken from me, but she is still very much with me." 

The SRI rep, who had warned Jonathan not to talk 

about Alynn, was grimacing. But her disapprova/ wasbelied by the warm, respectful wave of applause. "So where do we go to get our personality backedup to CD?" 

With a little laugh, he said, "There'll be announcements about that in the coming week. But there'll befour regional sites to start. I hope other labs will eventually join in." 

"What will it cost?" 

Jonathan frowned. "Nothing. This isn't dial-ascam. This isn't a business." "So anyone will be able to walk in?" "My own feeling is there's no point in mapping

anyone born in the last ten years until another tenyears have gone by. But Virtual Vectors will make thefinal decision on that. A lot will depend on what theycan afford." 

"Why are they making the decisions? Where areyou going to be?" 

"I've got about fifty interviews to do, starting with one on CNN-Science this afternoon. Then I'm going totake a little time off." More and more people were arriving for the conference, and having either to circlearound the crowd on the grass, or push through thecrowd where it was thinnest. "One more question, andthen I think the campus police would appreciate it ifwe'd get out of the way of progress." 

One of the officers raised a hand in acknowledgment, but a man standing near the back shouted loudly, "You're not the one blocking the way." 

"Thank you," Jonathan said with a smile. 

"I have a question, Dr. Briggs," called a clear contralto voice that settled familiarly in his ear. 

Jonathan squinted in that direction and saw, withno small pleasure, that it was Eleni. "Go ahead." 

"Have you had breakfast?" 

"No." 

"I have a table for sixteen reserved at Mortimer's. Can we treat you?" "Who's 'we'?" "Anyone who wants to." Hands went up all through the crowd. "We're go

ing to need a bigger table," Jonathan said with thesmile of someone who felt embraced. 

A man ten feet away said loudly, "The next time you come here to speak, you're going to need to bookthe goddamned Greek Theater." 

Laughing and applauding, the crowd began to break up at that point. Jonathan started toward Eleni. 

"Dr. Briggs," someone called from behind him. 

Jonathan turned to see a lanky, curly-haired man of perhaps forty approaching down the sidewalk from Alumni House. "Yes?" 

"My name is Tom Weisschurch, Arizona State University. We were in Boston at the same time, if you remember." 

He offered his hand, and Jonathan shook it. "Yes," he said. "Working on visual memory storage and recall, wasn't it." 

"More or less," said Weisschurch. "Dr. Briggs, I'd like to look at your data." 

Jonathan stared blankly for a moment. Then the gold disc changed hands to the loudest applause of the morning, and the quiet whirring of four cameras. 

There was never a chance for Jonathan to talk privately with Eleni. She sat near but not next to Jonathan in the restaurant, saying little, and slipped away after breakfast with an oddly shy smile and a wave. 

Jonathan had no choice but to let her go—his day was fully scheduled. He spent it being squired aroundthe Bay Area by SRI's Kinca Utali, who kept him focused and grounded through a series of five interviews and an impromptu meeting with a small group of Buddhist clerics at the Odiyan Monastery in the hillsabove the Berkeley campus. 

"There's nothing at stake here—a private meetingwith no cameras, no recorders," said Kinca as their car approached the entrance to the parklike temple grounds. "We get everything we need just by beingable to say we were here. If we can get a handshakepicture afterward, that's gravy." 

"But what do they want?"

"I expect they're just like a lot of people who werelistening this morning—they heard something that made them curious. They have questions. The invitation used the phrase 'an exchange of perspectives.'" 

"Most American Buddhists don't believe in reincarnation," said Jonathan, looking ahead as the car began to slow. "Only the Tibetan tradition explicitly embraces it." 

" Should be interesting, then, don't you think ? Relaxand enjoy it. When we want to strike real sparks,though, we'll sit you down with some Protestants. Butthe images from this morning need a few days to sinkin before we replace them." She unlocked the car doors. "See you in ninety minutes." 

It was an ecumenical gathering, with Shin, Thai,Tibetan, Minh Yuek Jiu Shyu, and Hsi Lai temples represented along with the monastery and the NyingmaInstitute. Jonathan spent more time listening than talking, as it turned out that his hosts' primary concern wasto see if they could be of assistance to him. 

The minister of the Tibetan temple had both themost questions for Jonathan and the most to impart tohim, describing in patient detail how the monks carried out their searches for the new Dalai Lama and his predecessor. He, in turn, showed them the matrices of Dugan Beckett and Brett Winston on a portable borrowed from the clerical office. 

All seemed intrigued, but Lama Surya Khenpo, aslight and stooped man whose eyes remembered nosmile, had words of caution. "Essence is hard to see. The eye craves familiarity, and the mind imposes order.One must learn to search with the eyes closed. Essenceis not expressed in physicality. We are not what wethink we are." 

Then Kinca appeared, and it was time to go. LamaSurya Khenpo was the first to leave the garden. The others also withdrew with little ceremony—all but ReverendMaster Hozan Kusada, who came to where Jonathan was standing and touched him gendy on the arm. 

"Friend—do not be disheartened. Dharma does not come suddenly. Your quest has only begun." His smilebecame broad and joyful, until Jonathan could nothelp but smile back. "See everything like a dream." 

Dinner was slightly hurried and grandly public—the former because of Jonathan's scheduled return flight, the latter because Kinca Utali insisted on it. 

"By the time we're done, you may not be able totake a meal out in peace again for a year" she said asthey were being seated at Bernardo's at Ferry Point.The aircraft carrier USS Hornet and the Bay Bridgeframed the view out the panoramic dining room windows. "You may not get through this one, for thatmatter—we had very good local penetration today." 

Jonathan had little to say. He felt as though he hadbeen talking all day and had used up his supply ofwords. His dinner companion, though, was sufferingno such shortage. Thankfully, she seemed not to mindcarrying the conversation by herself. 

After the orders had gone to the kitchen, Utali gestured toward the ship with a piece of breadstick. "They say she's haunted—dozens of people have seenthe ghost of a sailor. Of course, that could be a ploy toboost attendance. I've been meaning to ask you, doyou believe in ghosts, Dr. Briggs? Well, you must, ofcourse, the soul has to be somewhere while it's between bodies." 

The breadstick lost another inch. "I have to tell you, Doctor that I've enjoyed my work today. This hasbeen terribly exciting. And you did very well." 

She delivered him to Oakland International Airportwith a bare ten minutes to spare, which would havemeant disaster in any larger airport. "Check yourclient clip file when you get airborne," she said, leaning across the car seat toward the open door. "The preliminary report should be available by then. Goodluck, Dr. Briggs." 

Dutifully, he logged in with the seatback terminalas soon as the ONLINE light began glowing. Therewas a note from SRI's Brian Fox, who would handle the next two days' events in Michigan. The article inthe Daily Cal was friendly, even managing to presentAlynn's murder as a tragedy rather than a mystery. Butthe animated "Pot, Kettle" comic in the student humor newspaper Heuristic Squelch was twice as gratifying.It turned that morning's encounter into a tableau of awizard attempting to feed a duck; the duck refused even to taste the offering, stubbornly squawking"Quack" again and again. 

But he left the rest unread. All Jonathan reallywanted by then was for everything to stop moving.The closest approximation he could manage was tosleep, so he pulled a noise-canceling headset from hiscarry-on, turned off the seat light, and closed his eyes. 

Somewhere over Nebraska he awoke. Still exhausted, yet strangely energized, he amused himself 

for a time looking out the window at the gibbous moon and the patterns of lights created by the towns and cities below. 

Then something he had seized on from the Tibetan's exposition at the monastery burst forth in his head as a full-grown brain weasel. As they passed over Iowa and Illinois he kept himself busy drawing up two lists: one inventory of his own social and behavioral idiosyncrasies, and another of Alynn's. Even though it had been more than a year, he found the latter list much easier to construct—it was hard to see himself with any semblance of anthropological distance, let alone affection. 

Doesn't like to swim, but is drawn to the water 
Never wears socks with sandals 
Drinks milk from a chilled glass 
Prefers cats to dogs 
Bats right, throws left 
What is your name ? What is your quest? What is 
your favorite color? 
As they passed over Goshen, Indiana, already descending toward the planned landing in Detroit, he mailed both lists to Cassandra. Then he dozed until the tires squealed against the runway. 

Jonathan chose not to rush out before the economy class passengers, nor to fight his way through them. He was one of the last passengers to leave the plane, and it nearly saved him. He was only a few steps past the jetway door when he spotted Detective Stephen Anderson standing near a pillar beyond the last row of passenger lounge seats. 

Instantly, Jonathan dropped his bags where he stood and turned back. "Left something on the plane," 

he said breathlessly to the gate attendant as he duckedpast her. 

Digging in his pocket for his phone, he broke into arun as he entered the deserted jetway. It seemed aneternity before the handshaking was complete and hecould place the call. 

"Cassandra, verify Jonathan," he said, slowing to afast walk. 

"Hello, Jonathan." 

"Verify security status." 

"Status normal, Jonathan. I have a log of attemptedpenetrations." "Verify comm status." "All interfaces active, Jonathan." "Process the file Rainy Day." There was a momentary pause, during which 

Jonathan heard nothing but the blood pounding in hisears—or was it the sound of footsteps pounding downthe jetway behind him. "Acknowledged, Jonathan. Closing connection." 

In the next instant the phone was ripped from hishand and he was thrown against the wall of the jetway.His arms were seized and twisted behind him, and his wrists were imprisoned by metal handcuffs ratchetedone stop too tight. 

"Jonathan Briggs, you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder in the first degree in the death ofAlynn Reed. Anything you say can and will be usedagainst you in a court of law—" 

It required a supreme effort, but Jonathan limitedhimself to four words. "I want a lawyer." 

Anderson seemed disappointed to have elicited nomore reaction than that. He grabbed Jonathan roughlyby the arm and started back up the jetway with him."You really should have stayed off TV," he said. "Thatwasn't smart. I thought you were supposed to be smart." 

But Jonathan was barely listening. He was thinking about the tasks in the Rainy Day file, and hoping fiercely that Cassandra could finish before they broke down the door. 

Nothing in Jonathan's past had prepared him for the Washtenaw County jail. 

Though a new facility had recently been built on Zeeb Road to house sentenced felons, the worn-out Hogback Road Corrections Center was still being used for arrestees awaiting trial or arraignment. It looked and felt a hundred years old, and being on the wrong side of the bars evoked even older and more barbaric nightmares. 

Everything about the jail was alien and ugly. There was little color and no beauty. The smell was a cross between stadium men's room and chemical plant, a sour sickness that hung in the air and tainted every breath. The predominant sounds were those of the asylum, the monkey house, and the factory, all reverberating through a warren of claustrophobic spaces shaped in steel and stone. 

Everything was taken away from him, even the right to know the time. He sat on the edge of a thin foam mattress in a bright orange uniform, waiting. He could not stop his hands from shaking. He tried to shut it all out with imagination and memory, picturing gardens, the Pastorale, sunlight. But he could not make himself close his eyes, even though he was alone in the tiny cell, even though he had not slept. 

He tried not to think about Alynn; he did not want to bring her there. He waited, his mind screaming, for the slow-motion nightmare to end. 

"You should have brought me in sooner," said Robert Clark Giddings. The Chicago lawyer had a strong, angular face and a courtroom voice, self-possessed yet powerful. "Did you think that innocent people had nothing to fear from the law?" 

"I suppose I did." 

"That was damned foolish of you." 

"Apparently," said Jonathan. "I plead guilty to not watching enough reruns of NYPD Blue. Can you get me out?" 

"Ordinarily, I'd say yes. The case is tissue-thin, a ham-sandwich indictment if I ever saw one," said Giddings. "But even if it wasn't, murder suspects routinely get bail—high bail, of course, a million or two. You certainly don't look to be a threat to the general public. You've been out there for a year without stubbing your toe." 

"And they've been right there watching in case I did." 

"Which helps you now. But they're not going to like this business of your Canadian citizenship with the border forty miles away. Plus, this is a media case. Your little publicity campaign is working against you. Judges don't like to look soft when cameras are pointed in their direction." 

"So—" 

"No predictions. We've got a shot. I'll do my best, and we'll both know more when the judge tells us so. Now, they're probably going to add charges of resisting arrest and destroying evidence—" 

"Walking the other way is resisting arrest?" 

"So you call that walking? Yes, it can be. Did the police identify themselves to you at the airport? Ask you to stop?" 

"Not that I heard." 

"You just saw Detective Anderson, and remembered somewhere else you had to be." 

"Yes." 

"Why?" 

"I had to make a call." 

"Which is where the destruction of evidence complaint comes from. You called home. Apparently yourhome computer was found brain-dead—files missingall over; overwritten with strings of ones." 

"Were they?" said Jonathan. "Nothing I destroyedwas evidence of anything. Nothing I did was a crime." "They don't know that. And the destruction will betaken as a guilty act." Jonathan sighed. "Can you tell, do they really thinkthat I did this?" 

"How does it matter? Look, even if they were framing you, it wouldn't change anything—you'd still be inhere. Their sincerity isn't the issue." 

Jonathan held his head in his hands. "Look, youhave to get me out. That's all there is to it." 

"Number one on my list." He glanced at his watch,then started gathering his papers. "Probably have youin front of the arraignment judge within an hour. Don't be scared, don't be stupid, don't be talkative.You're a learned man, a teacher; a doctor. Hold it together. Control and dignity. Leave the indignation tome. Innocent people get arrested, but when they're myclients they don't get convicted." He stood up andknocked on the door. 

"Mt Giddings—if you do get me out on bail, whathappens if I—" 

"Don't finish that question, Dr. Briggs," Giddingssaid as the door to freedom was being opened by a uniformed officer. "Especially not now." 

"Emphatically not guilty, Your Honor." Giddings'svoice carried to every corner of the courtroom, defyingdisagreement. 

Judge Arden Thompson showed no sign of beingimpressed. His eyes were well armored with skepticism by fourteen years in the Washtenaw criminalcourts. "Does the prosecution wish to be heard onbail, Ms. Monaghan?" 

"Yes, Your Honor." A tall, slim, jet-eyed womanwho wore the black-and-red tattoos of the Christian Transformation down her right forearm, Monaghangazed levelly at Jonathan as she spoke. "We ask that the defendant be held without bail. We believe that there is a substantial risk of flight. Moreover, it is ourbelief that Dr. Briggs represents a threat to any and allof his twelve thousand research subjects—" 

"Outrageous," Giddings muttered loudly enoughto carry to the judge's ears. "You'll have your turn, Mr. Giddings," rebuked thejudge. "Ms. Monaghan, was there more?" 

"Our theory of the crime is that Dr. Briggs hadAlynn Reed murdered to advance his discredited research—which claims to prove human beings can bereincarnated." Her voice dripped syrupy ridicule. "Her death not only provided him with the means topursue his work, but a test subject for his pet theory.We have witnesses who will testify to his continuingobsession with the death of his subjects." 

Jonathan's face wrinkled in disbelief, and he looked beseechingly toward his lawyer. 

"Mr. Giddings?" asked the judge. 

Giddings opened his rebuttal with a contemptuoussideways glance at the prosecutor and an exasperatedsigh. "This prosecution is an exercise in face-saving,nothing more. The killing of Alynn Reed was in furtherance of an ordinary carjacking, not a scientific study. My 

client is accused of conspiracy, but the prosecution cannot even say who he is supposed to have conspiredwith—the real killer is a Jane Doe. The suggestion thatmy client is out to kill his subjects is pure fantasy." 

Then he turned his intense gaze on Monaghan."And I take it as a personal affront for you to evensuggest that a client of mine would run instead of fighting to restore his reputation. This man has beengrievously wronged by the district attorney's baselesscharges. We will be here to answer every one of them." 

"Please address yourself to the bench, Mr. Giddings,"said Judge Thompson. "Rebuttal, Ms. Monaghan?" 

"The Michigan Constitution gives no weight to theegos of either defense attorneys or their clients," shesaid. "This is a murder case, not a case of hurt feelings.The state is explicitly empowered to deny bail to protect the public or guarantee the appearance of the accused. Both considerations clearly apply in this case." 

"I am compelled to agree," said Thompson. "Bail isdenied. Suspect is remanded to custody." 

Giddings positioned himself between Jonathan andthe judge before the former could give voice to the dismay and incredulity carved into his face. "Control anddignity," he said warningly. "This is meaningless. I'llget a bail hearing—the prosecution will have to makea case, not just make accusations. I'll get you out,Jonathan. Hang on." 

The bailiff was at Jonathan's elbow by then, but heresisted being led. "I need you to get me some information—" 

"We'll talk later. Be strong. Believe." 

There was no aspect of being jailed that was not difficult for Jonathan, but one of the most unexpected washow hard it was to be unplugged. 

It was more than being denied the music that might have helped make the strange familiar or the books that might have helped hasten time along. He had never known a world without day-and-night access to terabytes of information, to the knowledge and experience and even the company of countless other people around the globe, to every kind of product and service imaginable. He went to the net for answers scores of times a day, as reflexively as breathing. 

Now his questions had more weight and urgency than ever but he was cut off from the answers. Access to a computer much less a connected one, was not on the list of prisoner rights. His communication with the outside world started and ended with two monitored phone calls a day, and that was not enough. 

There had been twenty-eight instructions in rainy-day.cscript.vgp, and knowing that the last had been completed—the purging of Stuart and other personal material from Cassandra's local file storage—did not guarantee that the others had been successfully completed. He needed to know if parcels had been shipped, parcels had been received, files had been transferred, trojans had been activated, messages had been delivered. He needed to know if anything remained undone. 

Beyond that, he needed to talk to Brian Fox and Kinca Utali, needed to know if anything was left of the foundation they had been building now that his arrest had blown up under it. He needed to know what was being said about him, not just where they had counted on sympathy and support, but in the mass culture where last impressions counted for more than first impressions. He needed to know what to do. 

But he was not yet entitled to visitors, though they had allowed him to fill out a form with the names of 

the five people who would be permitted to see himwhen he was. 

For the moment, all the questions he had, all theanswers he needed, had to be squeezed through themicroscopic pipeline of two calls a day and the visits ofRobert Giddings. 

"Don't you have a friend, an employee, a familymember, who can help you with some of this?" Giddings asked in annoyance as he considered thehandwritten list Jonathan was pressing on him. 

"No. No, not really." 

"Your parents would be here on the next train ifyou'd let them. You didn't even put them on your visitor list." 

"Not open for discussion." 

"Do you want to at least tell me why any of this isimportant? Or pretend it has something to do with the case?" 

"I have to know what's happening with my work—"

"I have a bulletin for you, Doctor—your work ison hold. Let's focus on Tuesday's bail hearing, shallwe? I have a lot of questions for you, a lot of things togo over." 

"Will I have to testify at the hearing?" 

"The judge may question you. The prosecutorcan't. Let's talk about what you might be asked—" 

The first night in jail, he did not sleep.

The second, he had the dream again. 

This time, the green-black clouds of the storm spanned the sky above a curiously sunlit and silentlandscape. He could feel the wind trying to lift himfrom his feet, but could not hear it, and the surface of the lake before him was still. When he looked into the water at the reflection of the sky, he could see the sinu

ous energies dancing across the underside of the turbulent clouds. But when he raised his eyes to the sky, he could no longer find them. 

"Where are you?" he shouted. "What are you?" 

The wind was beginning to break up the overhanging clouds, pushing them away toward the east, across the lake. Through the rents in the fabric Jonathan glimpsed stars like jewels in black velvet, achingly beautiful, seductively distracting. He felt drawn to sit and watch until the entire pattern of night was revealed above him. 

But he could not stay. The storm was moving out of reach. 

He spread his arms and allowed the wind to lift him. You have always known how to fly. As he skipped across the sky in pursuit of the storm, he looked down at his reflection in the lake. He saw only a many-hued lacework of light, cartwheeling and swirling. 

But when he looked back from where he had come, he saw a man, naked and bronze of skin, sitting by the shore where he had been standing, looking up at the stars. 

By the time he caught the storm he was the wind. He reached out and danced with the clouds until he became the clouds. He sensed the deep energy within, and felt the delicate embrace and caress of the energy without. Far above the ground and far below the sky, he was suspended between the real and the infinite, full of longing, full of joy. 

"I know you," he cried, his words a rumble that carried to the horizon and beyond. The dancing energies laughed happily back in a thousand voices. He awoke to clarity. 

Benumbed by five days of imprisonment, Jonathan listened to the arguments before Circuit Judge Marion Miller as though he were watching a stage play. 

He knew intellectually that he had a stake in the outcome, but he felt powerless to influence the process. The absurdity of it all reduced him to a mute spectator with a front-row seat to madness. How could he be here? How could accusations so empty of truth receive such earnest consideration? How could any of what he was hearing be real? He had done nothing wrong. How had these people gotten so much power over his life? 

No, it was only by distancing himself that he could manage to hold his tongue, to check himself from trying to get up and walk out the door. It was only a play. He graded the performances as they unfolded. 

Giddings was a bulldog, strong, stubborn, and passionate. His energy filled the room, and he seemed to have gotten the greater share of the good lines. Monaghan was diligent, precisely spoken, icily dismissive in her rebuttals—and somehow not quite equal to the role. Her words would read well enough in the transcript, but they were delivered by rote, without conviction, and with a hint of defensiveness. 

Judge Miller yielded nothing to Giddings, questioning him closely and cutting him short on more than one occasion with a curt, "Very well." But she was equally hard on Monaghan, freezing her with openly skeptical gazes and registering her disagreement with a shake of her head. 

It went on for more than an hour, a third of it spent at the sidebar. Finally, Miller asked with weary impatience, "Do you have anything else of substance, Ms. Monaghan?" 

"Nothing further unless Your Honor has other questions." "I've heard enough from the prosecution." Sheturned her gaze on Jonathan. "Dr. Briggs." Taken by surprise, Jonathan's mouth went suddenly dry. "Yes, Your Honor." 

"You've heard Ms. Monaghan outline the state'scase against you, and you've heard your attorney's defense. Is there anything you would care to add before Irule on the motion?" 

Jonathan rose unsteadily to his feet, as much tostall as to be respectful. "Yes, I, uh—" He took a deepbreath and started again. "Your Honor, I'd like to confess something." He heard Giddings startle beside himat that, but he pressed on, the words coming in a rushonce unbound. "I want to confess that I'm afraid. I'm afraid because I don't know what's going to happen.I'm afraid because I've learned that innocence is no defense against arrest—which makes me wonder if it'sany better defense against conviction. 

"I'm afraid that my work has been irreparablytainted—and listening to the district attorney say theword 'reincarnation,' I wonder if that's not the real reason we're here. I'm afraid that even if I'm cleared, people will never understand, will always wonder.Salvaging my own reputation matters only to the degree that it will allow the work to continue, with me orwithout me. I'm afraid that the prosecutor wants toput my work on trial along with me. 

"But I'm not afraid of the truth. As a scientist, I went where the evidence led me, even when it led me places I wasn't expecting, even when it forced me toconclusions I knew wouldn't be popular. 

"If Ms. Monaghan can manage to do the same as adistrict attorney, I have nothing to fear from the law,either. I didn't hurt Alynn—and whoever did cut the 

heart out of my life. I will never stop loving her. I'd do anything to still be with her." Tears ran freely down his cheeks, and his throat closed down so tightly he could scarcely swallow. 

"Thank you, Dr. Briggs," said Judge Miller. "You may sit down." She glanced at the top of the bench, then leveled a hard gaze in the prosecutor's direction. "Ms. Monaghan, not only am I unimpressed by your arguments against bail, I'm not even convinced that this case won't collapse if any of us sneeze. Mr. Giddings no doubt knows how to write a motion for summary dismissal. Tell the police they need to shore up the timbers. A good start would be tracking down this Jane Doe number one, the shooter, and proving that she and Dr. Briggs actually know each other." 

"Yes, Your Honor." 

Miller turned her attention to the defense table. "Dr. Briggs. I don't think you're going to run, but in case I'm wrong, I'm not going to let you have a head start. Bail is set at three hundred thousand dollars, cash or bond. Counselor, can your client make bail?" 

"Yes, Your Honor." 

"Very well. Dr. Briggs, the release I am granting you is a conditional release. When your bail is posted, you will be restricted to your home, your place of work, and the shortest route between them, by means of cellular GPS tether. Do you have any problems with that?" 

"No, ma'am." "Good answer." She rapped the gavel smartly. "This hearing is adjourned." 

Robert Giddings settled himself back behind the wheel of his silver BMW and handed the new keycard to Hudson Towers apartment 801 across the shifter to Jonathan. 

"Thank you," Jonathan said, turning it over in his hands as though examining a gemstone. "Did the office give you a hard time?" 

"How could they? The rent is current. The trust holds the lease. They don't dare to try to keep you out. And you have a right to change your key." 

"I never really read rental contracts," said Jonathan. "I guess I figured they all had a clause in them that amounts to 'We decided we don't like you, go away.'" 

Giddings laughed lightly. "Look, Jonathan, no one who knows a man accused of murder stays neutral for very long. I can't really prepare you for that. You find out fast who your real friends are. And the rest of them, frankly, don't matter. It isn't pleasant. Some days it'll get to you. But you can't say anything to change their opinions. You have to learn how to be a duck—just let the rain roll off your back." 

"I'll be all right," said Jonathan. "Thank you, Robert. I'll try to be a duck. Thanks for being my three-hundred-pound gorilla. Thanks for getting me out." 

"I enjoy it," said Giddings. "This is just the beginning. At the end of this we'll be celebrating a malicious prosecution settlement so big you'll actually be able to ransom your reputation." 

"Okay," said Jonathan, his attention focused out the window. The sidewalk was empty and the lobby seemed quiet. "Where are the press?" 

Giddings jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "Owner won't let them any closer than the street." Stealing a glance in that direction, Jonathan said, "I'm going to go up now." 

"You're sure you don't want me to come with you?" 

"I'm sure," said Jonathan, mustering a reassuringsmile. "The cats are going to be spooked enough aftera week without seeing anyone but Pet Nanny." 

"The cats are fine. We sent a cleaning service in onFriday, because we know from experience the policedon't pick up after themselves. But I understand. If youneed help with anything else, call Sharon any time,"Giddings said. 

"Okay." 

"And don't forget that just because you have tostay here doesn't mean you have to stay here alone. Wecan get you any kind of company or assistance youneed. Don't turn your home into a slightly larger jailcell. Next week I'll go back at Judge Miller and see ifwe can't get your travel restrictions loosened. In themeantime, get a massage—throw a party—have theChess Club up—let your parents come and fuss overyou." 

"I'll remember." Jonathan cracked open the door,and the late-afternoon heat beat in on him. "I want you to know I am grateful, Robert." 

"My pleasure." The men shook hands.

Jonathan reached the doors just as two college-agewomen were emerging. They took no particular noticeof him beyond a friendly smile from the rounder of thetwo. But the slim thirtysomething man who enteredthe elevator behind Jonathan carrying a stack of threelaundry baskets pushed the button for Five, but left onTwo. The woman who had called for the elevator on Two never boarded at all. 

His apartment door had been repainted, but thefresh paint bore even fresher graffiti, red letters tencentimeters high slashing across the face at an angle: KILLER. 
Inside, he found a handbill that had been shoved under his door. It bore large photographs of bothAlynn and himself, each labeled with the single word VICTIM. Smaller print promised "the complete truestory" at a NewWeb site. He suspected the hand ofSRI, attempting damage control. 

Hypatia came to him at once and insisted on beingpicked up and held. But Archimedes hung back. Later,when he was certain Jonathan was watching, the graycat defiantly peed on the carpet in a sunny spot in acorner of the living room. It was unmistakably a rebuke. Jonathan could not bring himself to yell at him.When the cleanup was complete, Archimedes softenedand came to sit beside Jonathan on the couch. He took the time to clip both cats' front claws, a ritual Alynnhad called "counting ten." 

There was no mistaking that the police had been inthe apartment. Much was missing—the bookshelves inparticular were denuded. Much of the rest was displaced. He cataloged the many wrongnesses as he satwith the cats. It felt like when company took it uponitself to helpfully put the kitchen in order, having neverseen how its owners preferred it. 

Cassandra stood inert in the middle of the room, her drive bays gaping, her media trays empty, her landlines cut. When he finally extricated himself from thecats, Jonathan made one token effort to power her up.The attempt only produced a systems error report toolong for him to deal with. None of the answers heneeded would come from Cassandra. 

But the phone had a rudimentary browser; and itwas capable enough to confirm the shipment of a box,visit the directory of a graveyard, and check an FTPsite. It was adequate to consult a client file, alter a contract, verify a purchase—to make a request, service adebt, and say a good-bye. 

The good-bye was the hardest by far. He had known for a long time that he could not leave without a word to his family—to his parents, at the very least. But there were no words he could say that would protect them from the same kind of wound he still carried a year after Alynn's death. 

He had avoided thinking about it, because when he allowed himself to think about it, the guilt was almost enough to paralyze him. His parents were innocent, they loved him—and he was going to devastate them. 

Even now, even in the last hour, it was almost too much. 

I'm sorry, Jonathan scratched on the touch pad at last. I have to do this. I love you. I'm not afraid. I believe I will see you again. 
He sat staring at the unsent message for a long time, erased it, rewrote it. He inserted No one failed me after I'm not afraid. He stared a while longer, erased I'm not afraid, then added it back at the end. 

It was not enough, but it was all that he knew to do. He signed his name and sent the message on its way. 

His hands were suddenly shaky. His chest ached as though the room had been emptied of air. He was committed, and yet all the momentum had left him. Finding his way back to the couch was all that he could manage. 

Hypatia wound herself between Jonathan's legs, rubbing her head against his ankles, then looking up and trilling. He heard it as a question. 

"I don't know, Patty," he told her guiltily. 

The phone had remembered Eleni's UCN for him. She answered on the sixth ring. 

"Jonathan?" 

A glowing light promised him an encrypted call, but he was still disinclined to say more than the mini

mum necessary. "Can you take Hypatia and Archimedes?" "Is it time, then?" Her words were matter-of-fact, but her voice was touched by a tender concern. 

"Yes." 

"Do you want to talk?" 

"No. I just need to know if you can take the cats." 

"I can be there late tomorrow. Is that soon enough?" "I'll tell them," he said. "Thank you—from all of us." 

Then he disconnected the phone's base station and carried it and the walkaround to the kitchen. It was not only that he did not want to take any calls, hear any other voices. His final arrangements were fragile improvisations. He didn't know if the phone would remember its recent activity, and he intended to take no chances. 

Sixty seconds in the microwave produced several spectacular episodes of sparking, along with enough foul-smelling smoke to trigger the range fan. After contemplating the lightly scorched and partially melted remains, Jonathan taped over the kitchen smoke detector, closed the oven door, and keyed in another five minutes. He was rewarded with open flames, which had to be extinguished with baking soda. 

Then he started with Alynn's room, putting things right. All of her herbs and incense were gone, and her library had been plundered. He began by restoring the altar as best he could remember. The meditation candle, red wax filling the bowl of a great geode, had been dropped and cracked. He placed it carefully in the center of the low table and lit the wick. The fire drew him in, and he sat cross-legged before it. 

They will see cowardice, not courage. They will see guilt, not injustice. They will think I took the easy way, not understanding how easy it would be to back away. 

Eleni knew. The decision is still ahead of me. What can 

I live with? What can I live without? 

As it grew dark outside the tower, he moved from one room to the next, putting their world in order— towels folded in the wrong direction, lamps facing the wrong way. Hypatia followed him, talking to him. 

"I know, Patty," he said. "She's gone." The cat fell mute, but continued to hover nearby. 

When he had done all that he could to erase the invasion, Jonathan returned to the altar room, and sat before the candle. He emptied his mind of thoughts until only one remained. I can't allow them to take my freedom again. I can't lose the chance to choose. 
He blew out the candle. 

Stopping before Cassandra, he scrawled a few words by hand on the back of a printout, and left it by the keyboard. When he stepped to the balcony door, he had to firmly shoo an insistent Hypatia away from the opening. 

He stood there in the darkness for a minute, feeling the breeze on his face, looking at the city lights reflected on the surface of the river, squinting to find stars in the nightglow overhead. Then he climbed the railing, folded his arms across his chest, and stepped off into the air. 

The air would not hold him. 

He counted the floors as he fell, turning lazily head down. He glimpsed a couple tending a hibachi on the third floor; heard their surprised shout a moment before the ground rushed up to him. 

There was agony, and ecstatic light. They faded together; more slowly than he had counted on. 

Detective Stephen Anderson bent down and peered at the blackened, melted mass inside the microwave. 

"What the hell." He straightened up, scowling angrily. "Will someone tell me why this headcase was on the street?" 

A uniformed police officer poked his head through the apartment doorway. "The professor's here." 

"Let her in." 

Elizabeth Froelich entered the apartment timidly. Her gaze darted uncomfortably about, as though fearful of what she might see. Her face was flushed and blotchy, as though she had been crying. 

"Detective Anderson? I don't understand why you wanted to see me." Anderson handed her a piece of paper. "Is this for you? Do you have any idea what this means?" Jonathan's note was brief. 

lu, 
Consciousness is analog. 
Jonathan 
P. S. Please take tk e cab fot <£leni. 
She handed the paper back, somewhere finding a smile-—a tear-bright smile full of deep sadness and tender hope, a smile that at once loved folly and mocked foolishness. 

"Yes, it's for me," she said. "Where are the cats?" 

Anderson glowered warningly. "I need more than that, Doctor. What the hell does it mean? 'Consciousness is analog'?" 

She changed her mind and reclaimed the paper. "He and I had been having a dialogue on fundamental properties," she said. "Do you know the difference between adieu and au revoir, Detective?" 

"I don't want a goddamned French philosophy lesson, professor. Just unpack it for me." 

Her bright, sad, tolerant smile returned. "It means he believed, Detective Anderson. He wanted to tell me he's just gone away for the day." 

"So Dr. Briggs was nuts, after all." 

"I can't say," said Elizabeth. "But ask me again in a hundred years. By that time, all of us should know." 

