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[bookmark: intro]Introduction

The twentieth century will, among other things, probably go down
in history as the first century that saw the world thoroughly wired
up. The process started on a limited basis with the first telegraph
networks in the nineteenth century, to be sure; but it wasn’t until
the adoption of the telephone, and its ability to establish more
intimate point-to-point communication on a planetary scale, that
the world began connecting its homes, cities and countries with
communications lines.

It took some time for the wiring to be fairly complete... much
of the world still did not have phone access before the halfway
point of the century... and even at the end of the twentieth
century there were vast areas which were not connected. But by the
end of the twentieth century, it could be said that very little of
the world was not part of the global network of telephones, at
least.

The tail end of the twentieth century also introduced a new kind
of connection, the data line: A connection from machine to machine,
that transferred raw information back and forth. As phone lines
could usually act as data lines, the telephone network expanded to
accommodate the new need to squirt data about. And finally, in the
last decade of the twentieth, the public’s discovery of the
Internet spawned the World Wide Web, multimedia content spewed
across data lines, and the network underwent a growth spurt to keep
up.

All of this network building went on almost continuously...
building new lines, adding redundant lines, replacing and retiring
old lines, and improving worn-out lines. In many cases, problems
were hastily worked around instead of properly diagnosed and
repaired. As a result, at the end of the twentieth century, no one
could have honestly said how many functioning or non-functioning
communications lines there actually were, nor the quality of much
of the network in existence.

And this errant system had developed a few holes, which clever
programmers could take advantage of. The network was, almost from
the beginning, under constant attack by rogue programmers and
“hackers,” using the network for everything from cutting back on
their long-distance bill, to vandalizing someone else’s electronic
property, to illegally manipulating financial records for their own
ends. The threat from these “pirates” required additional
modifications, some blunt and brutal, and some elegant, designed to
protect the network from tampering.

Finally, a last element was added to the mix: People. Through
wireless technology, tying people and their personal information to
the data lines of the machines at all times, the network underwent
another radical shift in usage and focus. The incorporation of the
illogical, non-mathematical, and often-nonsensical information
collected by humans, forced even more intricate methods of handling
data onto the network.

The world had spawned a humongous spider-web of communications
lines, which, due to its chaotic structure, sometimes seemed to
develop its own idiosyncracies and often managed to confuse and
confound users, engineers, and technicians alike. But overall, the
engineers and technicians kept the chaos in check, and continued to
build upon it as needed to serve the users.

This chaotic web would be the start of the incredible world
networks that slowly developed into the twenty-first century. As
with so many other things, the underlying combination of planned
design and jury-rigged solutions forced the development of the
network in some unexpected and unusual directions, so the final
product was not altogether what was expected. And still, people
tried to take advantage of these unexpected features to manipulate
data to their own ends... and made unexpected changes of their own.
As a result, the middle of the twenty-first century was set to
experience a phenomenon as significant as the invention of the
telegraph, some 200 years earlier...





Self-Improvement

The first thing the simulator software invariably did when any
user asked for a pedestrian flow simulation, was to display a
massive table of numbers, scrolling by faster than the human eye
could isolate, much less actually read. As the numbers tumbled down
the screen, Glen Jansen sighed and once again wondered exactly what
idiot designed it to do that. And once again, he stopped short of
actually asking, as he realized once again that he really didn’t
want to know.

After fifteen or twenty seconds, the numbers disappeared, to be
replaced by a projected image of the new Fetters Grand Mall. Glen
quickly brought his concentration back, blinking to properly focus
on the display. The projection tank covered only a two-meter-wide
space in front of him; but its resolution was tight enough to allow
the viewer to easily recognize every bit of the five thousand
square meter area represented by the ten floors of the mall.

Slowly, the simulation began to fill with tiny colored icons
that entered from innumerable side accesses and alcoves, and began
to swarm together. These icons represented people, the workers and
residents of Franklin-Laurent, as they entered the new mall. They
were represented in various colors, suggesting over a dozen
different kinds of people, and most of them were grouped when they
entered the mall. But as they entered, they fanned out, each one or
group headed for different simulated destinations; and soon began
to converge, their numbers and colors mixing in lines, curves and
swirls. Soon the distinct groups of colors became a muddy grey in
the centers and pastel mixes around the edges. But although the
overall impression was “muddy,” a viewer could still make out
distinct patterns of movement throughout the space.

There were six people around the projection tank, watching it
from all sides. Glen was the closest, hovering over the manual
controls to the projector. Three of the others worked with him at
Jackson Tuesday, C.A. The fifth was another Nobody from the Mayor’s
office, sent down as the Mayor’s eyes and ears on the Fetters
project. The Nobody also stared at the projection, but it was clear
from his face that he had barely an inkling of the fine details
being presented to him. The sixth was a representative from a
theatre that was situated in the section of the mall that was now
being simulated. She was clearly interested in the simulation, but
as she was standing close to Glen, she seemed to spare at least
some of her attention on him.

One of Glen’s coworkers pointed to a spot in the projection: The
colored dots were smoothly steering through and about an island of
padded seating and planters set strategically within a large
intersection. Although the projection didn’t make it clear how, the
people generally walked around the island in a clockwise direction,
in a clearly influenced manner. “Hey, it looks like that seating
oasis really did the trick breaking up the traffic, didn’t it?”

“Yeah,” another agreed. “That color-polarized tile actually does
a great job on crowd direction, Glen.” The moving crowd approached
a slow-moving line of people at the entrance to the theatre; but as
the oasis had re-directed the crowd, it reached the theatre line at
an angle, and effortlessly deflected around it. “And it looks like
it’s redirecting past the theatre crowd perfectly.”

Glen nodded with satisfaction. “Wish I had the patent
on that tile... it does a great job.”

The Mayor’s Nobody looked where they pointed, and nodded
slightly, silently. His eye was caught by a small clot of projected
figures as they formed up around a store entrance, but before he
managed to speak, the clot was already breaking up as if it had
never happened. “What happened there?”

Glen looked over to the spot the Nobody indicated. “Hm? Oh...
that’s the entrance to a women’s clothing store. They run their own
ads on the outside walls, and some of the clothes the women
wear...” As he paused, the others exchanged amused glances.
“...well, let’s just say they tend to attract young male loiterers.
Through the management, we imposed height restrictions on the ad
wall, to keep the effect extremely localized. Traffic there never
gets worse than that...”

“Unless someday they decide to bring back Nancy Sine as a
model,” one of Glen’s co-workers commented. “I don’t care how hard
they make it, I’d stare at her for hours.”

The Nobody smiled with everyone else’s smiles, and his was the
first to vanish. “How do you know your simulation here accurately
takes that into account?”

“On-the-spot testing and observation, added to the basic data on
traffic flow, psychological distractions and social impacts already
built into the system,” Glen replied with a practiced ease. “If you
want, the simulation could tell you what most of those dots had for
lunch.”

“Mm-hm,” the Nobody assented. After another moment of watching
and lightly nodding his head, the Nobody finally said, “All right.
Looks good. Can we have a copy of this sent to the Mayor’s office
today?”

“We’ll have it forwarded this morning.”

“Good. Good. Great job. Thank you, everybody. Mr. Smead wants
you all to know you’ve got his appreciation. Have a good day.”

The Nobody smiled, nodded to everybody, and strode out of the
office with as much dignity as any Nobody could maintain. Everybody
smiled and wished him a good day, with about as much sincerity as
any self-respecting worker could give a Nobody. When he was gone,
the atmosphere abruptly changed.

“Gee... what a nice putz,” John Terek said in a good stage
whisper.

“Ah-ah,” Rick Ranon said, putting up a bony finger. “What a nice
paying putz.”

“What a nice paying putz who wouldn’t know a good floor layout
if he tripped in one.” Lisa Merter walked about the projection,
imitating the Nobody’s stance. “Did you see the way he stared at
it? ‘Mm-hm... mm-hmm... Okay, you get paid.’ He didn’t have a clue
what he was looking at!”

“Well,” the theatre representative smiled, “I know what
I’m looking at: A stay of execution from the Mayor’s
office.” She turned to Glen and smiled deeply. “If you hadn’t found
a way to straighten out that traffic flow, and if the Mayor had
forced us to move, it would have cost Deereye Entertainment a
fortune. We highly appreciate your work.” She quickly inclined her
head around the room. “All of you. Thank you so much.”

“Glad to be of service, Miss Jardin,” Rick said. “Should we send
you a copy of the file, too?”

“That’s all right,” Miss Jardin said. “My boss would just lose
it somehow. I’ll give him a full report and he’ll be happy. But
thanks again, Rick.”

The others drifted back to their desks, except for Glen and Miss
Jardin. Glen turned to her and said, “We’ll be going over to the
East 105 Bar after work, Daneshi. Join me there?”

“Love to,” she smiled, took his hand warmly, and gave him a peck
on the cheek. He watched her as she left the office, and after a
moment, turned back to the simulation. He continued to watch the
projection, his eye drawn to specific spots here, there, here
again, over there. He started to turn the projection off... then
caught himself, and found himself staring at it again.

He didn’t even notice when John Terek turned up at his elbow.
“Find a cute redhead dot in there?” John’s voice startled Glen, but
other than jumping a bit, he went back to examining the projection.
“Hey, man,” John continued, “what are you still staring at? Look:
We know that intersection by the theater was hairy, but you did a
great job straightening it out! Look at how good everybody’s moving
there...”

“Right now, sure,” Glen admitted with a shrug. “But it’s still
going to get bad during special shows that run into the end-of-day
business rush. That area’s never going to empty out in time.”

“It would have been ten times worse if you hadn’t fixed it,”
John pointed out. “Extending the marquee to redirect traffic
fifteen feet further out was inspired, man. The only way
you’d do better than that, would be to make the Mayor move the
theater... which we told him to do in the first place! Now, he can
have the theater there, and we aced the flow job anyway. So
relax!”

After another moment, Glen started to drift away from the
projector. “It could have been better, I’m telling you...” He
stopped, turned back, and for a moment John thought he was going to
start staring at it again. But Glen said, “Projector off. Send a
copy of that file to the Mayor’s office now.” He added a belated
“Thank you” to the projector. John smiled again when the projector
blanked out, and Glen continued towards the working areas of the
office.

The civil/architectural firm of Jackson Tuesday, C.A. was the
kind of office that generally had its incredibly busy periods—about
80% of the time—followed by lulls that involved celebration of the
latest completed contract, then scrambling to find the next
contract. Strictly speaking, the office had already been in the
throes of the celebration segment, but had put festivities on hold
while the Mayor’s Nobody was around. Upon receiving the high sign
that the Nobody had gone, the office was now restarting the
party.

As Glen and John rejoined the others, another employee handed
both of them glasses of wine. Rick Ranon turned as they walked up.
“There you are! John: Tell me Glen isn’t still moping over that
theater intersection.”

“Wish I could, boss...”

“I’m not ‘moping’,” Glen smiled, but Rick was already draping an
arm over his shoulder.

“Glen! The intersection is beautiful! No one could have
done better—especially since it was a pretty dumb spot to put a
theater anyway!” Everyone roared their agreement, and Rick waited
for the laughter to subside. “But you handled it, and made us all
look good. You even got a date with the theatre rep! Can’t beat
that! So,” he pitched his voice so everyone could hear, “here’s to
the Fetters Grand Mall theater intersection, which shall hereafter
be referred to in these circles as Jansen’s Folly!”

The office roared at that, too, and Glen relented as everyone
else raised their wine glasses and mock-saluted him.

The rest of the day was spent in that generally jovial mood,
although some people drifted back to their desks and puttered
around with small tasks as the day went on. Eventually Glen drifted
back over to his workstation, with a drink in one hand and a plate
of pizza and finger foods in the other, and spent some time filing
away some of the bits and pieces of the Fetters Grand Mall job in
the office database. As they approached the end of the day, the
office’s noise level slowly dropped... some workers drifted on home
early, with nothing else to do... and Glen’s mood slowly shifted
from satisfied, back to his earlier thoughtful state.

Before the end of the day, he came to a decision. This one had
nothing to do with the mall intersection, however. He thought of a
name, and mentally highlighted it. He waited about five seconds,
then heard a voice in his head: “This is The Richmond Head
Connection. Good afternoon, Mr. Jansen.”

Glen nodded to himself and said aloud, “Hi. I’ve decided. I’ll
buy it.”

“Very good, sir. We’ll initiate the order now.”

“Told ya he was over it. He’s already spending his bonus.”

Glen looked up when he heard Rick behind him, and realized John
was also in tow. “Bonus? Since when do we get bonuses?” John
feigned alarm. “Why didn’t someone tell me about
bonuses?”

“Why do you think? So we could spend your
share!”

John edged his head close to Glen and whispered, “What’d you
buy? Sound system? No... Wallscreen! Right?”

“Or maybe buying a gift for that little theatre rep?” Rick
crooned into Glen’s other ear.

“No, no, and no,” Glen replied.

“Come on, what is it?” John cajoled.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Glen replied.

“When?”

Glen leered at Rick. “When I take it out of my expense
account.”

~

Franklin-Laurent was fairly typical of the many spacescrapers
that now dotted the North American continent, much of Eurasia, and
more isolated spots throughout the world. Based on the Arcology
concept pioneered by Paolo Soleri in the 20 th century,
spacescrapers were immense structures that provided all the needs
of a small- to medium-sized city, including housing, businesses,
government facilities, entertainment, its own power generation, and
utilities, in a centralized and very efficient package. Its
vertical design, extending both deep underground and almost a mile
high, meant that a large population could live on a small parcel of
land—Franklin-Laurent was only three miles in diameter—and leave
the surrounding countryside free for parks, farmland or just plain
natural growth.

‘Scrapers were one of the solutions intended to stem the
wasteful use of energy and the destruction of the ecosystem in and
around human populations, and in many areas, had replaced open
cities altogether. In much of North America, most of the old,
decaying open cities were abandoned and cannibalized to provide
structures and materials for the ‘scrapers. Although a few of the
oldest or largest cities remained, like New York city, essentially
unchanged, such cities had become the exception instead of the
rule.

Glen propped his feet up on the edge of a low planter on the
open balcony of the East 105 bar (as the name suggested, it was
located on the eastern quadrant of the 105 th floor), and leaned
his chair back on its hind legs. From his vantage point at the
balcony, he could see almost an entire third of the interior levels
within the core of Franklin-Laurent. And since that included three
parks, a suspended mall on 115, the Hancock gardens on the 126-130,
three of the nine sculptures that filled the central shaft, and the
interior ring of the ‘scraper, that was saying something.

John Terek sat in an identical position to Glen’s right. Rick
Ranon sat to John’s right, leaning forward on his seat, looking
down upon the lower levels of Franklin-Laurent. Because of their
height, Rick could not see as far downward as John and Glen could
see upward... on the other hand, he could make out more people from
his vantage point—especially women—and that suited him just
fine.

As Glen admired the view, there was a familiar signal in his
head: “Is it that you don’t want to tell Rick?” He smiled
to himself, and looked over his shoulder... John was looking back
at him with a knowing grin, eyebrows raised in expectation of an
answer.

Glen simply shook his head and said aloud, “Nope.”

“Well, Christ, then!” John laughed and brought the front legs of
his chair back down to earth. “Come on, man... tell us what you
bought!”

Rick looked over at them. “Are you still on about that? Leave
‘im alone, John! If he doesn’t want to tell you, he doesn’t want to
tell you.”

“Well, aren’t you curious?”

“Heck, no,” Rick replied, smiling and seemingly concentrating on
a trio of girls walking two levels down on the opposite end of the
interior. John eyed him curiously for a few seconds. Then his
expression changed to understanding, then surprise.

“You had to okay the expense purchase... you already know
what it is!”

Rick looked back to John, with an exaggerated grin spreading
under his bushy mustache.

John howled, drawing looks from other patrons. “No
fair—he already knows! Why won’t you tell me?”

“Probably,” Lisa Merter said, walking up behind them with a
refreshed drink, “because they knew they’d push your buttons
just like they’re doing now.” She bent over and kissed
John’s crown, then sat down next to him. “All right, Glen: Stop
teasing John. You know he has a low tolerance for
conspiracies.”

“I can’t help it,” Glen replied. “He’s so much fun to mess
with.”

To Glen’s left, Daneshi Jardin, the theatre rep, sat eyeing all
of them with an amused expression. “Do you all always carry on like
this? How do you get any work done?”

“Because we’ve been working together for almost ten years,” Glen
replied.

“Since school,” John added.

“Right,” Rick said. “I was their teacher for four years. I
taught them everything I know.”

Glen, John and Lisa simultaneously chimed in with, “And we
promised not to kill him for it as long as he keeps paying us!”

Before anything else was said, Glen was aware of another
incoming signal, which he allowed. “Mr. Jansen, I’m Connie of
Head Connection Delivery. I’ve got a delivery for you, and if I
could get directions to your location—?”

Sure, I’m at the East 105 Bar, Glen replied, and sent
out a beacon for the caller.

“I’ve got it... I should be there in a minute or
two.”

Thanks, Glen sent back, and brought his attention back
to his friends. Daneshi seemed to be content hanging out here with
him and his friends, so there was no rush going back to his place
with her yet. The two of them had been casually dating since they
had met at the beginning of the theatre intersection job, and now
that the project was over, and potential liabilities were no longer
an issue, they both looked forward to spending more serious time
together. Glen winked at Daneshi, who grinned knowingly back at
him. John and Lisa were happily teasing each other, and Rick
continued to watch the girls across the way.

Rick’s attention was suddenly drawn to something a few stories
down. “Look at that,” he said, leveling a finger downward, and the
others craned their necks to see. Across the open shaft of the
‘scraper, two men were being grabbed by uniformed officers. They
were in front of a storefront that advertised children’s pets, and
they could clearly see that the front window had been spray-painted
with the words, “Gene Rejects Sold Here!”

“Man and boy,” John mused. “Protestors are getting bolder and
bolder every day.”

“I know someone who bought a pet there once,” Daneshi commented.
“A rabbit. They didn’t have any problems with it.”

“Well, it’s not like they glow in the dark or anything,” Rick
stated. “But I’ve read about genetic test animals that are sold to
pet shops after the researchers are finished with ‘em. They might
just be incapable of breeding, or have some other trait that no one
would see on the outside. But sometimes the genetic changes can
shorten their life, or make them sick with age, and suddenly the
pet owner’s paying out thousands for special medical treatment and
drugs.”

“Okay, that sucks,” John agreed. “But what kind of moron goes
out in broad daylight, spray-painting windows like they’re Boson
Blue and thinking they won’t get caught?”

“They probably wanted to get caught,” Lisa said. “Probably have
some other publicity stunt all set up to get more attention from
the media for their protest. Maybe the paint’s made from—”

“Don’t say it,” Glen said. “I haven’t had dinner.”

“Anyway,” Lisa said, “Boson Blue doesn’t vandalize. They’re
watchdogs.”

“Same difference,” John shrugged.

“No, it’s not!” Lisa laughed. “Boson Blue is trying to warn the
government about someone else attacking America through
the web!”

“So they say,” John sneered. “Smokescreen to hide their real
intention, to bring down the government themselves.”

Below, the two protestors were now safely subdued. A police cart
rolled up, and the protestors were secured in the rear cab. Then
the cart headed off, while the arresting officers went into the
store, presumably to confer with the owner. Glen and the others
finally removed their attention from the altercation across the
way, and leaned back in their chairs.

Glen occasionally took a look over his shoulder at the interior
of the bar, then back to watching the rest of the ‘scraper
interior. Rick looked up at one point when he realized Glen had
turned his way. “It’s on the way now, isn’t it?”

Glen nodded. “You are curious, aren’t you?”

Rick smiled. “Sure. I’ve never seen the new linkes. I just
didn’t want to give John the satisfaction.”

“You’re a cruel dog!” Glen elbowed him, and took a pull from his
drink, just as a voice called out behind them in the bar.

“Mr. Jansen? Glen Jansen?”

“Right here, Connie,” Glen said, extending a hand to catch the
delivery girl’s eye. The girl, a waif of no more than twelve,
rolled up to him on convertible shoes and stopped smartly beside
him. She said in a most professional manner, “Package for you, Mr.
Jansen.”

“Thank you, Connie,” Glen replied, taking the package and
automatically doing a proximity search for her tipping account. He
deposited more than the customary amount for hand delivery, and
waited for her recognition of the tip. Connie’s eyes de-focused for
a split-second, then re-focused, and she smiled brightly at him.
“Thank you, Mr. Jansen!” With another smart turn, she
skated off and was quickly lost in the crowds outside the bar. Glen
noted with satisfaction the look of approval he received from
Daneshi (it was stupid, but girls still loved big tippers), and
tried to be nonchalant about it.

“Okay, it’s time to put John out of his misery,” Rick said,
turning to face Glen and the package on his lap. “Come on, man,
let’s see it.”

“That’s right!” John leaned forward. “Open it up!”

Glen didn’t even bother to feign disinterest, but went right to
work on the wrapping. When he had the box open, he reached in and
pulled out a credit-card-sized disk with a Head Connection logo,
above a stylized icon that illustrated a human brain with a
rectangular screen imprinted upon it, on one face. The opposite
face of the disk was imprinted with the single line:
“SEE-AV-CMSP-v01.”

“A new linke?” John said, his enthusiasm visibly lagging. “I
didn’t know there was anything wrong with your old one.”

“There wasn’t, really,” Glen said, holding the disk up to the
light. “This isn’t just another linke.”

John got a better look at the disk as Glen held it up. Most
prominent was a slight off-center oval bulge on one side, perhaps
doubling the disk’s thickness. “What’s the lump?”

“That’s the new part,” Glen replied. “This is the new
audio-visual linke.”

John’s eyes widened as he stared at it. “Wo-ow,” he finally
whispered. “I heard about those, but I didn’t know they were
available on the market to regular people.”

“It’s only been on the open market a few weeks,” Glen replied.
“It’s still a bit pricey for just anyone to buy.” He stole a glance
at Rick and grinned. “But then, that’s what expense accounts are
for!”

“Too true,” Rick admitted.

“Hey!” John protested. “I know you just didn’t give him that
because he said ‘pretty please’!”

“Oh, no,” Rick replied quickly. “Glen made a good case
for it.”

“Yeah?” Lisa leaned forward and cocked her head expectantly.
“This I’ve gotta hear.”

“Yeah. Enlighten, please.”

Glen considered a moment, as he continued to examine the disk.
“Well. It goes back to the lobby I did for the Pierce Supply
offices. I was never satisfied with the job I did on it... the
traffic flow there was never right, you know? And then the
90th floor art gallery... same thing. Lately, I just haven’t been
able to really nail those spaces the way I used to. And now with
the Fetters Grand Mall Theater—”

Daneshi said, “But you did a great job with our traffic problem!
I don’t understand.”

Glen shrugged and said, “Well, I did all right with it—
I mean, don’t get me wrong, I did solve the problem. But it could
have been better... I know I missed something that would
have made it better. And what I think it was—on all those jobs—my
perspective. Literally.”

“What does that mean?” John asked. “I mean, you were able to go
see each site! You used our simulators to do a ‘walk-through.’ What
else do you need?”

“Well, all that was well and good,” Glen admitted. “But I’m
talking about my perspective. When I worked on those
designs, there was something else I wanted to accomplish that,
well, just didn’t seem to happen. I feel like there was
something...” He paused, searching for the right way to explain,
and finally started tapping his forehead. “Something, up
here, that I was trying to get into the design. But I never
quite managed it.”

He held up the disk. “That’s where this comes in. I’m hoping
it’ll allow me to more easily and directly translate my visual
ideas into my designs, without losing anything in the translation.
I think it’ll make my designing better.”

Lisa listened to Glen thoughtfully, and even John seemed to be
considering the possibility. Finally they looked to Rick, who
shrugged.

“The idea sounds intriguing to me. And if it turns out to be
something that improves Glen’s design work, then all the better for
Glen... and for the firm. So I said yes.”

“Cool blue,” Lisa said. “You’re going to be part of the bleeding
edge! So, when do you start using it?”

“Well, I need to take training classes to begin with,” Glen
explained.

“Uh-oh,” John intoned. “Back to training school!”

“Yeah. They say it’s so different, you’re starting all over
again. I have to relearn linkes from the beginning.”

“Back to training school,” Daneshi repeated, reaching out and
pinching Glen’s cheek. “That’s so cute!”

“Yeah,” John laughed. “He’ll be the one in the back of the room,
drinking beer, while the other kids are drinking milk!”

“Yeah, yeah!” Glen laughed, and put the disk in his pocket.
“It’ll be private sessions, kiddies.”

“Even better,” Rick chided. “Private class... those old
‘teacher’s pet’ fantasies are always better after a few decades’
maturation...”

“Now you’re talking!” John cried, clapping his hands in
mirth. “Make sure you take plenty of notes... we will quiz
you later!”

Glen, finally getting exasperated at the gibes at his expense,
blurted out, “It’s a guy, okay? The trainer’s a guy. So
just get those minds of yours out of the sewer!”

The others obediently quieted down, keeping their snickers to
themselves, and filled the silence by taking pulls off their
drinks. It was Lisa who finally broke the silence.

“A guy, huh? Let me know if he’s cute... maybe I’ll buy
one of those things.”

~

Glen and Daneshi had wasted no time shedding most of their
clothes once they reached his flat and settled down on the living
room sofa. They spent the first part of the evening sharing drinks,
then foreplay with each other, with the casual ease of uncommitted
intimacy. Daneshi had a noticeable Italian accent which sounded
wonderful to Glen... it gave her an air of exotica that went
perfectly with her smooth olive-dark skin and straight brown hair.
Glen’s features were more north European, with the heavier tan
common on Americans, and was as well-toned and trim as she was
well-toned and sleek. They were both also very adept at teasing the
most heightened responses from their partner, and were playfully
intent on demonstrating their prowess on each other.

Eventually, they tuned everything else out and concentrated on
each other. Their sexual activities alternated repeatedly from
quietly relaxed to animal frenzy, as they worked their way slowly
from living room to bedroom, keeping them going until well past
midnight. Afterwards, Daneshi accepted Glen’s offer to stay the
rest of the night, and eventually they drifted off to sleep in each
other’s arms.

They woke together the next morning, and enjoyed another sexual
tryst before showering together. Once they were toweled off,
Daneshi started to get dressed—which, between the living room and
the bedroom, required some hunting and gathering on her part—while
Glen went to see what there was in the kitchen for breakfast. He
found enough fruit and lettuce for a simple salad, and tapped the
hot water dispenser to warm it up for tea. Then he started chopping
fruit, arranging the pieces on beds of lettuce on two plates.

Daneshi, now fully dressed, reached the kitchen in time to see
Glen finish the salads, and reach for cups for the water. “Mmm,
that looks good! Are those peaches in there?”

“Yeah,” Glen nodded. “They just came in two days ago, and
they’re pretty good. Tea?”

“Please,” she smiled, and took a plate. She sat on the stood by
the breakfast counter and took a bite of salad. “Mmm,” she cooed
again. “I don’t do cold breakfasts often. Usually I make eggs and
sausage.”

“So do I, sometimes, but not that regularly,” Glen said. “I was
raised on cold breakfasts... cereal, fruit, that stuff. Besides,
it’s easy.”

Daneshi nodded. “My mom was a kippers and eggs person. She was
raised on it, and we didn’t stop until kippers finally disappeared.
Then we switched to sausages.” She smiled and took another bite of
fruit salad. “We had one of the last big families in our block...
my uncle and aunt had died, and we took in our cousins. So there
were seven of us eating all that food. Sometimes I think our house
single-handedly wiped out the world’s kippers!”

Glen laughed, thankfully just after he’d swallowed a mouthful of
tea. “I have it on reliable authority that it wasn’t your fault.
Something about a polluted Atlantic Ocean, I heard.”

“Oh, is that what it was?” Daneshi returned the
friendly sarcasm.

“Wait a minute... didn’t you say you just moved from Venice?
There was nothing wrong with the fish there.”

“Oh... this was before I moved to Venice. My family’s from
Sierra Leone. I swear, sometimes I just don’t know how they did it.
My parents, I mean. Five of us! I mean, we loved each other, but
how they could afford so many kids in one house...”

“Yeah, the taxes alone must have been pretty bad,” Glen agreed.
“What about you... ever think about having a kid?”

“I don’t think so,” Daneshi shook her head and shrugged. “At
least, no time soon.” She took another bite, and her gaze caught
Glen’s new linke on the counter. After a moment looking at it, she
nodded at it, and asked between bites, “Do you really think that
will improve your... what, your perceptions I guess... and make
your flow design work better?”

“Well, that’s the plan,” Glen said between bites of fruit. “I
admit, I don’t know how much it’ll help. But I really feel like
there’s just... something I’m missing when I’m working on a space
design.” He tried to find the right words, considering he wasn’t
speaking to someone in the field. “It’s like I’m aware of a space
in three dimensions, and I understand the dimensions and all... but
I’m not fully comprehending it. I feel like, if I really
comprehended the space better, I’d be able to refine my design and
take much better advantage of the space. You know what I mean?”

“I guess so,” Daneshi said. “Although I can’t imagine how your
design in front of the theatre could be any better.” She smiled.
“But I could be biased.”

“Always good to hear,” Glen grinned. “Especially from a
satisfied customer. You need to get into work soon?”

“Not right away,” Daneshi replied, “but I want to go home and
change my suit...” she paused, and Glen guessed correctly that she
was checking the time. “...in fact, I need to be going soon.”

Once she finished breakfast and gathered up the last of her
things, Daneshi gave Glen a warm hug and kiss. “Call me later. Good
luck with your linke.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you later,” Glen said as she headed for the
door. He stood silently, just enjoying the sight of her rear end
under the tight slacks of her suit as she exited his apartment.
Once the door closed behind her, Glen let out an impressed whistle,
then turned to get dressed.





A New Linke

Nighttime in Franklin-Laurent was always an interesting
transition to Glen. During the day, natural sunlight streamed down
from the domed roof, and was reflected and re-directed throughout
the interior of the spacescraper. At night, when there was no sun,
interior lights came on to chase away the darkness. Although it was
possible to almost perfectly simulate sunlight, most public spaces
chose lighting that enhanced only certain aspects of natural light,
such as a particular spectrum, a degree of scatter, or even just a
particular color. This allowed lighting to achieve more specific
effects in public spaces, and on the public. Its obvious
artificiality also presented a clear visual cue that, indeed, it
was really nighttime outside... something that was generally
accepted to be important to the mental and physiological well-being
of the human animal.

Glen stood in a natural alcove formed by the proximity of a
display column to a service corridor. The ambient light combined
with the space to visually separate the alcove from the rest of the
traffic flow, and thereby redirect pedestrians away from it. The
people coming and going walked in gentle arcs around the alcove,
not really aware of any object or lighting effect forcing them to
adjust their direction to get around it.

Glen had specifically designed it that way. He’d used the same
design in an office sector last year, and it worked there, too. The
alcove allowed him to stand there, out of the traffic flow, and
take in the entire space undisturbed. It was handy for people who
needed a secluded place to observe a traffic area or particular
office or storefront. For Glen, it was also a nice way to simply
watch people, without blocking traffic, feeling like a voyeur or
sticking out like a sore thumb.

Across from the alcove was the Fetters Grand Mall entrance,
immediately adjacent to the Fetters 16 Theater, and the entire
space Glen had just finished designing. He idly wondered if he
should see if Daneshi was in there, but decided against it.
Although he liked Daneshi, he wasn’t really in a dating mood that
evening, and it would be strange (at the very least) to say hello
the evening after their date, then pass on getting together that
night...

He had a fairly unobstructed view of the two entrances, and the
people coming in and out of both. He suspected one of the Mayor’s
nobodies might have even stood at this same spot and observed the
same thing... though, when he thought about it further, he didn’t
really think the Mayor’s nobodies would be sharp enough to discover
this alcove, and probably would have set up a desk and chair in the
middle of the floor to stare at the theater doors. If they had
bothered to come down and look at all.

At any rate, Glen could at least say he verified that the crowds
did indeed do what the simulations said they would. He watched as
people coming out of the theater merged as smoothly as could be
expected with the Mall patrons, and more people entering the
theater. Traffic flow for both Mall and theater seemed to be
disturbed only slightly, even at the main point of traffic
concentration. This was because the surrounding lighting, patterns
in the floor tiles and various visual cues acted on peoples’ sense
of direction on a mostly-subconscious level, and tended to disperse
the crowds as they entered the main space, creating a wider and
more diluted wave of pedestrians passing around each other. Glen
had put those tiles, lighting and visual cues there, to achieve
exactly that effect. And it seemed to work like a charm.

Almost. There were still a few occasional clots of people,
there... there, distracted by the animated display by the clothing
store entrance... and there, next to the help kiosk, which
officials always insisted in putting in the most outlandishly
stupid places and bottling up traffic around them. Glen watched
these problem areas, too, and still he believed he could have
designed them better, had he been able to translate some of the
visuals in his head to the final plans for the space. But those
images had eluded him, as they often did these days. Those
bottlenecks were the direct result...

Wait a minute. Glen did a double-take when he realized the
animated display wasn’t what it was supposed to be. There was a
message on the screen, but it had nothing to do with selling
clothing. Instead, a grotesquely-shaped human cowered in a corner,
her slightly-orange-skinned body shaking and convulsing. Her head
seemed to sport a growth, almost a horn, which protruded clearly
past the matted nest of hair on her head. She looked pathetically
at the camera, the image centering her eyes and adding the
slightest extra light to them to draw more attention to them. The
crowds underneath the screen seemed to be pointing and
gesticulating at it, and about it, with a strong fervor.

Glen could just catch the voice-over that accompanied it:

“—is the result of ignoring international regulations and
carrying out live genome research. Human med-reaction
programs are still not perfected, and they must be augmented with
strict biomed research procedures, as outlined in the Geneva
Genetic Conference. The stigma of melenhancement is nothing
compared to the possible side-effects that we risk if we
allow—”

And suddenly, the message ended, the screen went blank. There
was perhaps a seconds’ silence from the crowd, before they started
gesticulating wildly again. Glen could see a few of the crowd had
the trademark jet-black skin of the melenhanced, and they in
particular seemed to take violent umbrage over the message on the
screen. Glen could hardly blame them: The ad had been badly-thought
out, and it had been easy to take offense to the way it belittled
melenhancement—an unpredictable inherited trait, an unexpected
side-effect of improperly tested gene-therapy
pharmaceuticals—against irresponsible genetic research. A few
others tried to discuss the issue with them, but the melenhanced
seemed to take personally the things said on the screen, and for a
moment, it appeared as if violence was about to erupt.

Then, the display screen came back on, this time with one of the
stores’ standard ads, featuring a model in a one-piece bathing
outfit, enjoying herself at a party. Many of the assembled turned
to look at the display the moment it was activated, and when faced
with the familiar ad, some of them nodded and moved on. Others
broke off their conversations to watch the attractive ad, almost as
if nothing had happened. An employee from inside the clothing store
appeared and attempted to calm down the few remaining people,
including one melenhanced and two others, until they began moving
off to talk about it elsewhere. A few minutes later, and the pirate
ad seemed to be completely forgotten among the remaining
crowds.

Glen considered the temporary chaos that the pirate ad had
caused, which even he had to admit could have been worse... it was
fortunate the store owner had responded quickly and rebooted the
display to clear the ad. It was one of the hazards of using
electronic displays, which were the most flexible of stationery
advertising mediums, but were also naturally susceptible to pirate
broadcasts by terrorists or Boson Blue wannabes. Maybe, armed with
his new linke, Glen would be able to figure out a way of minimizing
a pirate signal’s adverse effects on a crowd... well, then again,
maybe not…

He had already lost track of how many times he had reached down
into his pocket and fingered the new linke, not to mention
congratulating himself on being astute enough to buy one. He was
aware that he may have been one of the first people to apply the
new device to architecture, which potentially made him a pioneer.
He liked that. His work would improve by leaps and bounds, once his
linke had access to his visual cortex, and he could see his 3-D
designs directly in his head. His space designs would reach new
levels, new degrees of subtle complexity and artistic control. This
could propel him into the Elite, catch him renown around the
world... or, at least, here in the USNA...

If he could get it to work. Glen’s fantasies returned
to Earth with a bump, and he shook his head to clear it of such
distractions. He looked again at the crowds navigating the space
before him. Satisfied that his next work would be worlds better
than this, he finally pushed off from the wall, left the alcove,
and smoothly merged with the flow of the crowds.

~

“Reminder: Call Rick. Remind him you’ll be
in late.” That message whispered in Glen’s head promptly at
nine A.M., thankfully, well after he had gotten up. Glen hated to
be awoken by linke messages, because he invariably mistook them as
by-products of some dream and dismissed them, to his later
embarrassment. He immediately paused in mid-bite of his biscuit,
and thought: Call Rick at the office.

He took another bite and chewed, while he waited for Rick to
pick up the connection. Finally he heard, “Hi, Glen,” at
the same time he received the string of ID codes that verified Rick
Ranon’s identity, which manifested itself as a subverbal “OK” in
his mind.

Hi, Rick. Just reminding you I’m going to my training
session this morning.

“Okay,” came Rick’s reply. “Tell us how it goes
when you get in. Oh, yeah, and tell Lisa the teacher’s cute...
we’re gonna set her up. See you later.”

See you. Glen smiled and closed the connection, and
almost immediately, he was aware of another call coming in. The
caller’s ID identified him as Dr. Corey Beacham, who was supposed
to be Glen’s trainer. Glen opened the connection. Morning, Dr.
Beacham.

“Good morning, Mr. Jansen. I’m calling because something has
just come up with my schedule... something unexpected, I’m afraid.
I won’t have time to do your linke training for at least two
weeks.”

Oh... Glen frowned at the prospect of missing out on
training. I was just about to leave for your office...

“I know. I realize this is incredibly short notice, for both
of us. That’s why I took the liberty of checking with my
colleagues, to see if anyone else could pick up your training, at
no extra cost to you. And I found someone who could do
it.”

Oh... uh, okay, then. Who—?

“Her name is Dr. Ana Delany. She’s not too far from my
office... I’m sending you her code and location now.” Glen was
aware of the numbers being downloaded into his linke. “She
already has your information, and she’s expecting you for the same
appointment schedule you had with me. I hope that will be okay with
you, Mr. Jansen.”

Glen smiled widely, but made an effort to suppress his
thoughts—memories of Rick’s jokes about “teacher’s pet”
fantasies—lest something squirt out through the link to Dr.
Beacham.

Yes... that sounds fine. Thank you, Dr. Beacham.

“Thank you... and good luck with your training, Mr. Jansen.
Good day.”

The connection broke, and Glen continued with breakfast. It
didn’t take him long to decide to check up on Dr. Delany, to make
sure she was reasonably qualified. And, incidentally, to see what
she looked like. He made a professional query, and in a moment, a
verbal response was playing in his head:

“Dr. Ana Delany: Professional data follows;
degree physician, degree physical training, degree CMSP training,
degree remedial and post-trauma physical therapy and retraining.
Maintains practice in Franklin-Laurent since 2094. Presently
specializes in CMSP training and specialty CMSP training. Certified
in AV-series CMSP training. Please provide authorization codes for
further social or personal data.”

Well, she certainly sounded qualified enough. Is there a
photo with the professional data?

“USNAMA stock photo included on file.”

Download it to this table monitor, Glen directed.
Instantly, the screen on the kitchen table displayed a very small,
low resolution straight-on photo of Dr. Delany. Thank you,
Glen responded. She looked about his age, give or take a decade,
for all he could tell... non-smiling, hair pulled severely back and
probably tied into a nice professional bun. White jacket over white
blouse. He could just imagine her wearing horn-rimmed glasses, if
she’d lived a hundred years ago. Couldn’t hold a candle to
Daneshi...

He finished up his breakfast, taking the ample time he had to
clean up afterward. After a few more minutes puttering around his
apartment, he decided to leave, even though he would likely be
almost twenty minutes early for his appointment. He gathered up his
new linke and a few other things he’d need that morning, and tossed
them all into a hip bag as he headed out the door.

The location of Dr. Delany’s office was fairly close to that of
Dr. Beacham’s... only a few stories lower, and only one degree off.
Glen took the mass escalators down, the easiest way to get there
from his level. Once he was riding the escalator platform, he took
a moment for some mental calculation: The escalators, given that
they traveled diagonally in both directions, displaced you about
one degree for every level you traversed (they were actually
designed that way, to somebody’s credit). Glen had to go seventeen
levels down. If he had to go straight down, therefore, he would
need to go down nine floors in one diagonal direction, then reverse
his direction and go down the remaining eight floors the other way.
That way, he’d be only one degree or less from his destination. But
in this case, his destination was about five degrees lower than his
starting point (in other words, counter-clockwise). So he needed to
go an extra two levels in his first direction, or eleven levels,
then reverse the last six, to be within a degree of his
destination...

Once he went through all that, he allowed his linke to plot his
course. In a heartbeat it provided him with a verbal route that, it
just so happened, mirrored the one he’d just worked out himself. He
smiled inwardly, knowing it was just an easy way to keep his mind
alert. But he also knew most people, when given the same
opportunity, wouldn’t hesitate to just let their linkes figure it
out.

He rode the escalators silently, leaning against a sidebar and
taking in the view. There were a good dozen people sharing his
platform, and most of them were paired or grouped off, talking
quietly with each other. A few others had the distant expressions
that marked them as speaking intently to someone via their
linkes... even without visuals, somewhat dicey on an escalator.
Glen had seen many a person tripped up distractedly at the end of a
mass platform, and the resultant pedestrian jams during busy
periods. Of course, if they just had the sense to use their safety
markers when they call people from an escalator... on the other
hand, if they were going to be that stupid, they deserved
to fall anyhow...

Then, of course, he came upon one of those stupid things that
tended to trip people up anyway: An animatic ad stationed right at
the landing of the escalator. As a traffic flow expert, whenever he
saw something so clumsy as a visual distraction at the base of a
traffic hub—like an escalator landing—he bristled. What idiot would
be so stupid as to decide his adverts are more important that
pedestrian flow, or safety? And what other idiot would let
him get away with putting it there?

And even worse: This one seemed to be malfunctioning... no. It
was under siege. The screen was constantly switching back
and forth between an obviously-intended food court ad, and what
looked like another pirate ad protesting the storage of nuclear
materials in western Virginia. The pirate ad would momentarily
assert itself, then it would blink out, to be replaced by the
proper ad... then the pirate ad would fade back in over the proper
ad, and repeat the process again and again. Escalator riders were
all watching the show, mostly in amusement, and many of them were
clearly stumbling at the landing because of it. Sure enough, Glen
had to backstep to avoid some of them, before moving to the next
landing and past the distraction.

Across Franklin-Laurent, Glen could see people on the opposite
escalators. He spent some time idly watching a pedestrian that
practically mirrored his own progress down the levels, to the last
step and posture. His doppleganger also seemed to be admiring the
view, and Glen couldn’t help but wonder if the stranger had noticed
Glen and was thinking the same thing. As other people came and
went, the man on the other side of the ‘scraper continued to ride
down, down... how far was he going? When Glen finally
reached his level and alighted, he chanced a glance across the way.
His doppleganger was continuing down, down. He looked to Glen like
he was destined to go all the way to the basements.

He had no trouble finding the doctors’ offices block. A quick
broadcast of Dr. Delany’s name brought him an instant response:
Room B-12-127. Take the left corridor, turn
right at the second intersection. 127 is on the left. Glen
followed the instructions, ending up near the end of a fairly long
corridor, when he reached room 127. He knocked lightly.

The door slid open a few seconds later. A few paces inside the
room, facing the door, Dr. Delany stood. She smiled pleasantly.
“Mr. Jansen?”

“Yes,” Glen replied, extending his hand. “How are you, Dr.
Delany?”

“Fine, thank you,” the doctor replied, taking his hand with an
old-fashioned lady’s lock-armed handshake and giving it a quick,
businesslike jerk. Glen was happy to see that she was noticeably
more attractive than her stock photo let on. The doctor seemed to
pick up on his silent approval, and she dropped her head slightly
in acquiescence. Then she calmly let go of his hand and started
across what was apparently the anteroom of the office. “Are you
ready to start the training with your new linke?”

“Yes, I am,” Glen replied enthusiastically. “I hope there wasn’t
any problem taking me on such short notice.”

“You mean Dr. Beacham?” Dr. Delany smiled. “No, it was no
trouble. We’ve swapped patients before... we both can get rather
busy. I’m just returning a favor I owed him.” She stopped, turned
and regarded Glen directly. “I hope you don’t mind?”

“Not a bit,” Glen smiled, hoping that he was projecting
“pleasantly unconcerned,” or even “mildly satisfied,” rather than
“obviously pleased.” Dr. Delany spoke with a soft
accent—French? No; Russian, maybe—that was very pleasant
on the ear and added to her attractiveness, which was not
inconsiderable. He followed her into the training room, basically a
small room with a table, three chairs, a monitor screen on one wall
and a small device on the table. A window dominated a second wall,
but it was opaqued... Glen could not tell if an outside view, or
another room, were on the other side. Seeing that he was in a
doctor’s office, however, he suspected an observation room.

“Take a seat, any one,” Dr. Delany said as she preceded Glen
into the room. He chose a chair at the table, his back to the
opaqued window, and facing the wall monitor. Dr. Delany casually
noted the chair he sat in as she moved to a small cabinet and
rummaged through a drawer. “So you’ve decided to try out one of the
audio-visual linkes,” she said in a conversational tone. “How
come?”

Glen shrugged. “Personal improvement, I guess. No... make that,
professional improvement.”

“Professional,” the doctor repeated. “You’re working for an
architectural firm, right?”

“That’s right. My specialty is traffic flow. I just finished a
common area in front of the Fetters Mall Theatre, redirecting
pedestrian traffic around an evening bottleneck area.”

“Architecture was always an interesting profession to me,” Dr.
Delany commented, looking over her shoulder at him. “Part
engineer... part artist. How much of you is engineer, and how much
is artistic?”

Glen smiled and shrugged again (and, instantly aware that he had
just shrugged twice in quick succession, made a mental note to
adjust his body language to avoid looking so predictable and
stiff... this pretty doctor was already getting to him, he
realized). “I suppose I’m... oh, seventy-five percent artist.”

“Ah.” Dr. Delany turned back to her drawer. “Then I imagine the
reason you asked for the AV-linke is to augment the artistic side
of you.”

“Well, isn’t that what the AV-linke is designed for?”

The doctor turned back to him and smiled. Her eyes looked away,
and as if she was reciting from memory, she said: “The AV-linke is
designed to provide a visual input and feedback, augmenting the
audio characteristics of the linke, in order to give you more
comprehensive use of your linke.” She took her hands out of the
drawer, closed it, and walked over to the table. In a more personal
tone, she said, “What you do with that is purely up to you.”

She emptied her hands on the table. She had brought over a model
of a linke, about three times normal size, an antique linke, and a
transparent model of a human brain, roughly actual size. Glen took
in the models as Dr. Delany sat down.

“Okay. Training includes some background on the linkes. I don’t
know how much of this you may already be aware of, but we have to
go through the training module before we can start.”

Glen looked dubiously at the models. “Aw, c’mon... isn’t there
some... I don’t know, an equivalency exam I can take instead,
doc?”

“Ana.”

“Huh?”

“Our training sessions will be one-on-one, Glen. You can call me
Ana.”

“Oh. Uh, okay. Ana.”

Ana smiled. “As to your question, I’m afraid not. It’s part of
the SEE training program, and we’re not allowed to skip it. I’ll
try not to kill you with too much jargon, though.”

“‘Preciate it.”

“Okay.” She picked up the enlarged disk. “The standard
Communicator-slash-Memory Storage-slash-Processor. CMSP for short.
Colloquially known as a linke. The first such device appeared just
before the turn of the century, a very limited version of what we
use today, naturally.”

“Naturally.”

“Don’t do that, you’ll only slow us down,” Ana chided
good-humorously. “The original linkes, generally known as handheld
computers, were intended primarily as organizational aides.” She
indicated the antique on the table, and Glen picked it up. The
device was about as long as his hand, rectangular, and featured a
gray screen along about half its length. There were four buttons
along the bottom, with tiny iconic images silk-screened on them.
One icon seemed to represent an old window... another looked like a
paper notepad. He had no idea what the others were. As he examined
it, Ana went on: “They included storage space for individuals’ home
addresses and personal telephone numbers, simple notes, and time
management data... all essentially hard-input notes, which had to
be manually accessed and read to be used. They were therefore very
limited in their usefulness... at the same time the first linkes
were being introduced to the public, a great many people kept track
of essentially the same things in paper notebooks. Although there
were some supporters of the first linkes, they were not widely
accepted by the public.

“The first real breakthrough for linkes came with the advent of
IAR, or Intelligent Anticipation and Response systems, in the
twenty-teens. This allowed the linkes to do the lion’s share of the
work for the first time: Recording conversations and editing them
down to relevant information, to be accessed later; providing
useful information to the user spontaneously, and in real time;
interpreting colloquialisms within its instruction base and
responding appropriately; and taking the initiative in collecting
and processing information, based on its knowledge of its users’
needs.

“It was during this time that the first research into
interpreting actual thoughts for a linke was carried out. Prior to
that time, experiments had proven that the brain put out specific
signals that, once properly trained, could be monitored and used to
direct simple tasks.”

“How simple?” Glen asked.

“On the order of steering vehicles, and providing ‘yes-no’
answers,” Ana replied. “A few military organizations tried to take
advantage of those earliest experiments, but they were too
primitive to be useful at the time... to anyone but the military,
that is.

“Anyway, linkes with IAR were becoming widespread in the 2020s.
At that time, businesspeople used two-way radio earpieces to
communicate with their linkes. Casual users also used two-way
necklaces and eyewear, but eventually earpieces became fairly
standard.”

Ana then picked up the brain model. “Not too long afterward,
scientists isolated the regions of the brain that directly
translated neural signals to speech data, and interpreted incoming
sounds as neural input.” She triggered a hidden switch, and Glen
could see flickering points of light within the brain model,
concentrated in two particular areas. “It was hoped that a linke
could be linked directly to these centers of the brain, in order to
move data back and forth most efficiently. The few attempts to
hardwire those neural connections to external devices invariably
failed, however, due to the sensitive and malleable nature of the
human brain and the inherent problems of attaching terminals to it.
And to date, the public is too uncomfortable with the idea of
running wires into their brains, except in an emergency
situation... nor was it ever considered efficient, sanitary or
cost-effective.”

She put the brain down, its internal lights still flickering.
“So people used earpieces for another forty years or so. Then, in
2063, researchers in Aspen discovered a way to direct focused
nanowave signals into the human brain from an external source.” She
picked up the enlarged linke, and flipped a switch on its side. A
flickering light appeared, and Glen quickly noticed that the
linke’s light seemed to flicker in synch with one of the forward
clusters of lights on the brain model. “The focused-data beam
system allowed the linke to send a signal directly to the auditory
receptors, which the brain interpreted as sound input. It was safe
and non-invasive, and with no external speaker or radio connection
needed, it provided one hundred percent privacy for the user. It
was applied to the linke once a method was found to maintain focus
on the auditory receptors while the interior of the brain and the
linke were moving relative to each other.

“It isn’t quite as easy as that, of course. The brain handles
auditory signals from multiple points, each receiving different
parts of the audio spectrum. It was discovered that sending the
signal to one point in the brain’s audio regions created a
‘ghostly’ signal, hard to separate from background noises. So the
‘beam’ used by the linke is actually multiple beams, each
sending part of the linke’s signal to a specific auditory region,
which the brain then reconstructs and interprets as one signal. The
signal is phased intentionally to produce a unique auditory effect,
to avoid having it confused with outside sounds, and therefore
confusing the user and possibly distracting them. This creates a
distinct, yet non-distracting, input that is easy to separate from
background noises.”

Glen nodded. “Well, that’s something I didn’t know.”

Ana smiled. “You see? A little background information never hurt
anybody. Now... this breakthrough eventually led to a similar beam
that could be bounced off of select neurons and detect
neural activity through an ‘echo’ of the original signal... hence,
the focused-echo beam.” She touched another switch, and
now a second light on the linke blinked in unison with the
flickering lights on the aft portion of the brain model. “The echo
beam was directed at the parts of the brain that direct speech, and
it was discovered that users could simply think about a verbal
command, and the linke could pick it up. In another seven years,
the focused-echo beam joined the focused-data beam in the linke.
The linke you use now is the product of that research.”

Ana turned off the linke model, got up from the table, and
returned to the drawer. She returned with another linke model. This
one had the same oblong bulge as Glen’s brand new linke...
otherwise, it resembled the first model.

“The audio-visual linke was created last year by researchers at
Barnesdale Labs and Sunia Electronics and Engineering. Their design
was based on the latest research at Temple University, three years
ago, which pinpointed the regions of the brain that processed
visual signals incoming from the eyes. Like the auditory regions,
the visual cortex handles parts of the overall visual picture in
separate and distinct regions, and reconstructs them later.
Experiments in sending signals to single regions resulted in
similar ‘ghostly’ images that were always incomplete, or hard to
separate from background visual input. Temple researchers finally
mapped the visual receptors and their specialities well enough to
send a coherent image directly to those receptors via multiple
beams.”

She tapped a stud on the new linke model, and as a light started
to flash on the model, lights started flashing in synch in the
model brain. The lights in the brain fanned out over the rearmost
portions of the cortex, in a wavy broken pattern that reminded Glen
of the leaves of a rose. “Barnesdale’s people used the Temple
information to design the multiple beams and synthesize the
appropriate signal,” Ana continued. “Although the beam technology
is the same, the process of interpreting visual data, not to
mention storing that data for real-time access, required major
changes to the processor in the linke. The bulge, incidentally, is
made by the new processor… not the new beams.

“Barnesdale and Sunia Electronics and Engineering collaborated
on the new design over a two year period. Combining the new visual
beam system with the audio beams, and synchronizing them at both
ends, was the major hurdle to be cleared. It required some new and
different methods of calling up data, and controlling the linke,
which is why you’ll undergo a complete retraining to use the new
linke.”

“Will I still be able to use audio-only linkes?”

“Yes,” Ana replied, “you won’t ‘lose’ your old training.
Research has shown there are some key differences that help the
brain to separate one method from the other. Going from one linke
to another would be like jumping from one subject to another in a
conversation. But why would you want to?”

Glen paused. “Well, just in case this doesn’t work out, and I
want my old linke back.”

“Oh. Well...” Ana seemed to deeply consider the possibility,
before she replied, “I don’t think you’ll have any problem. The
AV-CMSP is already tested and approved by the NAMA, the FDDA, and
HEW. I use one myself.”

“You do?”

“Well, of course!” Ana chuckled. “How do you think I became a
certified trainer?”

“Right, right... so, how’s yours?”

“I think it’s great,” Ana replied without hesitation. “There are
a few tricks I’m still trying to master, as a matter of fact.
Working with three-D shapes and such. But I was never an
artist.” She nodded at Glen. “You shouldn’t have any
trouble in those areas. Then, who knows? Maybe you can help train
me.”

Glen let the implications of her last statement dart around in
his head for a split second, before he replied, “Sure. I’d love
to.”

“Then let’s get started.” Ana stood up from the table again, and
slipped off her white labcoat, which she deposited on a hook by the
door. Glen took a quick appraisal of her figure before she turned
back around, then shifted his attention to her face as she
returned. Ana took silent notice of his attention, as she set up
the monitor on the wall. Then she returned to the table, and busied
herself with the tabletop device. “This will essentially be set up
like traditional linke training,” she explained off-handedly. “The
main difference will be the fact that the visual training will be
handled separately. Since you’ve already had training, most of the
audio sequences will be easy.” She finished with the tabletop
device and looked at Glen. “Ready?”





Training

The human brain, being an organic, evolving, constantly-changing
and often unpredictable organism, presented one of the greatest
challenges to scientists and engineers, being that they were
trained to work with things that either didn’t change or differ, or
changed or differed in predictable ways. Their challenge was to
work out how to measure and quantify such a plastic and mercurial
organism as the human brain, and how to design external devices to
work concurrently with it.

In the past, the only recourse scientists and engineers had,
when faced with interfacing a human brain with a mechanical device,
was hard-wiring a connection between the two. This procedure
required invasive surgery, often guided by vague X-rays or CAT
scans, more vague behavioral data, and sheer guesswork. A bare
conductor would be attached to a specific neuron in the brain that
had been judged to be the controller of whatever bodily function
needed to be augmented. This conductor would send electrical
signals to an external processor, which would interpret the signals
as commands to, say, lift the right arm. Then the command would be
passed on to the appropriate mechanical device, like a prosthetic
arm.

The method, when it was devised, was crude, and scientists hoped
that as time passed, finer control would be gained at the brain’s
interface, and at the command stage. It was even hoped that
human-computer interfaces could be created by surgically attaching
“sockets” to the brain, into which external devices would be
literally “plugged in.” However, the lack of accurate data
concerning the complete operations of the brain, coupled with the
lack of surgical and engineering skill required to individually
hard-wire dozens of brain connections and reliably anchor a “plug”
to the spine, made that fine control elusive for decades.

Even as computer control became as fine as human motor control,
the human-computer interface always lacked. Eventually a threshold
was reached, beyond which scientists stated no improvement could be
made without a significant improvement in the interface technology.
Which was just as well, since few were willing, and fewer still
were rich enough, to undergo such incredibly-involved and risky
brain-wiring surgical procedures.

Concurrently, in a lab in Quebec City, a team of engineers had
discovered a new way to focus a radio signal in the nanowave range,
that is, a thousand times smaller than a microwave signal, and a
million times smaller than the signal used by broadcast radio and
television. Nanowave signals had been discovered in the 20 th
century, and their ability to pass through almost any material
without affecting them, suggested a possible use as a scanning
medium more sensitive than radar. The scientists had succeeded in
splitting the signal between two output sources and phasing each
source, then aiming them to intercept each other at a specific
point, and at that point, the signal became coherent again.

The Quebec lab was primarily dedicated to long-distance
communications research, so their “nanowave point” data circulated
throughout the telecommunications and satellite industries for
years. However, the necessary distances needed between broadcasting
nodes to create a “point” at a focusing distance of a thousand
kilometers, or even a hundred, were too large to make such devices
feasible... and in any case, there were few reasons to generate a
nanowave point signal. The idea thus remained an engineering
curiosity for years.

In the 21 st century, a surgeon researching new medical
techniques came across the Quebec nanowave point data. Since living
tissue was listed as included in the materials the nanowave point
could pass through, the surgeon realized he might be looking at a
new surgical tool... one that could make an incision or burn away
malignant tissue at a specific point inside an organism, without
actually breaking the skin. Other surgeons, including himself, had
been working with microwave lasers which could be similarly tuned
to pass through certain tissues, but there was an inherent limit to
the depth and types of tissue a microwave laser could safely
penetrate or pass through. He obtained a grant to study the device,
which he described as the “nanowave point scalpel,” and it proved
to be a much more precise and controllable tool for delicate
surgery. Within a decade, the NPS became standard equipment in the
surgical arena, making possible never-before-attempted medical
feats.

During the NPS’ years of refinement, it had been discovered that
the same device could send a nanowave signal tuned to the frequency
of a living organism. A single nanowave point pulse, delivered at
the right frequency, would trigger an electrical response in the
organism at the point of contact. Further tests demonstrated the
ability to send a point pulse tuned to the frequency of a human
neuron, and of the neuron’s ability to send a reflexive signal
created by the pulse. And with the ability of the signal to be
focused at any point, any neuron was open to direct external
stimulation.

A non-invasive way to send signals directly into the brain!
Scientists scrambled to explore the possibilities of the new
technology. Broadcasting signals into the brain’s auditory network,
to bypass damaged hearing organs, was one of the first things tried
by doctors seeking to compensate the hearing-impaired. Prior
research had shown that targeting a series of neurons, as opposed
to a single source, provided a more complete aural signal, much
easier to distinguish. A method of modulating the signal, as the
focus point was “fanned out” over a greater series of neurons,
resulted in an aural signal almost indistinguishable from sounds
transmitted via the natural ear. The method was—forgive the pun—a
resounding success, and was soon applied to hearing-impaired
individuals everywhere.

It didn’t take much longer to realize that scientists could also
send a passive nanowave point signal into the brain, focused on a
particular neuron, which would not trigger a reflexive signal from
the neuron, but would detect the natural signals from the neuron
itself as a nanowave feedback pulse… ironically, this scanning
method harkened back to nanowave’s original intent, as a more
sensitive radar system. With such a method of monitoring the
signals from any individual neuron or neurons, the range of
decipherable signals available from the brain were now orders of
magnitude greater than what was possible with the old standby,
non-invasive electro-encephalograph, or EEG, technology.

Suddenly all the old barriers to a human-mechanical interface
were breaking down. Rapid strides were made in mapping the brain’s
inner workings, to a fine degree never before possible.

This mapping resulted in the more accurate pinpointing of the
neurons that sent signals to the speech centers. Studying the
signals and directly “decoding” them proved difficult, but not
impossible... prior strides in speech recognition systems
eventually provided the ability to read “speech” signals and
translate them. It was later revised to detect sub-vocalized
speech, and even “thoughts” of speech... that is, words thought of
but not spoken. Thanks to modern science, there was now a
socially-acceptable reason to “talk to yourself.”

These technologies were quickly tied into a device created back
around 2010, known as a communicator/memory storage/processor, or
CMSP. The first company to bring a CMSP to market gave it the more
market-friendly name of “linke,” which has since become the common
name given to all CMSP devices, regardless of manufacturer. The
linke of 2010 was worn in a pocket, with a wireless connection to a
tiny earbud-microphone arrangement that allowed the user to vocally
interface with the device. It operated as a personal information
storage device, computing engine and cellular phone. During the
2020s, a few people had had tiny devices surgically implanted
behind their jawbone—the device created vibrations in the jawbone
that the inner ear detected as auditory signals, allowing wireless
sound transmission directly to the aural neurons, and it contained
a subcutaneous microphone that picked up voice signals. It was very
similar to technology already being used for the hearing-impaired,
and it provided much-needed field-use information about how to send
a sub-sonic signal to the brain past a functioning ear. However, it
turned out to be more of a costly (and sometimes medically
problematic) fad, and was never much adopted past 2027.

The appearance of nanowave point technology quickly adopted the
lessons learned by subcutaneous signal processing, and in 2063, the
first linke device with a nanowave point transceiver, or NPT, was
patented. The device was designed to independently scan for and
identify the appropriate neurons in the subject’s brain, and
maintain a constant NPT lock on those coordinates via its own
internal sensors. Thus enabled, the linke could transmit and
receive signals from the subject completely without the benefit of
actual sound or spoken word.

NPT-enabled linkes soon became so commonplace that American
children would be given the device and trained in its use in grade
school. The linke would thereafter remain the most ubiquitous,
albeit almost invisible, piece of technology utilized by man, and
destined to be unseated only by the first revision of the linke
that would tap into the visual cortex of the brain.

~

Dr. Ana Delany began by removing the enlarged linke and brain
models from the table, leaving just the small device on the table
between them. It had a small touchpad facing Ana, and a cradle set
in its top, with two small curved arms on either side of it.

“First, let me have your old linke,” Ana said. Glen removed his
linke from his pocket and handed it over, and she took it to a wall
cabinet. Placing it inside, she closed the cabinet and triggered a
seal. Then she came back to the table. “That will prevent your old
linke from being triggered by the training exercises. Now: Let me
have the AV-linke,” she said. Glen handed her the new linke, and
she placed it carefully in the seat of the cradle. She tapped the
touchpad, and the two arms of the cradle closed down over the
linke, securing it in place. Ana waited a few seconds longer, until
she heard a beep from the device. “Okay. Now hold still
while I train it to you. This’ll only take a few seconds.” Her
fingers deftly brushed over the touchpad, and Glen thought he heard
a sound, almost out of audible range—but as soon as he realized
he’d heard something, it was gone. Ana worked over the pad a bit
more, and nodded.

A split-second later, he heard a distinct electronic tone, pure
and clear, which seemed to be coming from the direction of the
inside of his chest.

Ana saw by the look on his face that he’d heard the tone. “Did
you hear it clearly?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she nodded. “Your linke now has your body scan on file,
so it will always recognize you as its user. It has also locked
onto your general hearing centers, so we can begin to program the
more specific neural patterns of your hearing center.” She produced
a set of headphones, with cups that completely surrounded the ear
when worn. “Slip these on.”

Glen put the headphones over his head, and Ana helped him to
adjust the straps for a proper fit. When he had them on, she tapped
the touchpad and said, “Can you hear me?” The sound of her voice
did not leak around the cups from outside, but came through the
speakers in the headphones.

“Yes.”

“Okay. I’m going to start playing various tones through the
headphones. I don’t need you to respond... they’re for the linke.
It will be mapping which neurons in your hearing centers react to
which tones, and use that to map your hearing center. You just sit
back and enjoy the noise.” She smiled reassuringly, with a look
clearly calculated to relax her subject, and Glen smiled back as
expected. “Okay, here we go.”

Glen had to smile, when he realized that the tones were exactly
the same ones he’d heard as a child, when first trained for a
linke. The sensation instantly brought on a flood of childhood
memories—

—sitting in a large room full of other children, each with
identical sets of headphones on. His first linke training had been
with a roomful of his classmates. He remembered glancing over at
his friend, Kino Spears, who smiled mock-conspiratorially at
him—just before being captivated by those tones, so exotic-sounding
to an eight-year-old—

—standing at opposite ends of the playground, sending the
first long-distance messages to Kino, barely within eyesight of
each other. Kino waving as Glen heard his friend’s voice in his
head, as if he was standing right next to him—

—hearing his mother’s voice—“Yes, I can hear you fine! Can
you hear me?”—and feelings of joy and security welling up within
him. No matter where he was, he’d always be able to call his
mother. The very idea forced tears to his eyes—

“Glen, are you okay?”

Glen snapped back reality when the tones ceased, and Ana’s voice
intruded. She was staring at him peculiarly. He suddenly realized
his face was probably reflecting his reveries, and he smiled
crookedly.

“Oh, I’m fine. I was just remembering some—well. When I got my
first linke.”

“Wow. What, did you have a crush on your trainer?” Glen laughed,
and Ana seemed satisfied that he was all right. “Okay, we’ll pick
up where we left off.” She started the tones again, and Glen
resettled into his chair to wait it out.

At one point, Glen became aware of a pattern in the tones that
sounded like it might make a good tune. He let his mind wander,
imagining various combinations of melodies, harmonies and
counter-harmonies, and how they might intermesh with each other to
create an interesting... what? The tune had a sort of Asian, or
Indian quality to its patterns, but... not quite. Whatever it was,
it amazed Glen that no one else had ever seized upon this
particular combination of notes and made something of it.

While the training device worked, Ana sat and took turns
watching the readout numbers playing above the touchpad, and
watching Glen. He seemed to be not only enjoying the experience,
but at some level deeply fascinated by it. She could tell his mind
was working on some interesting notion, which she suspected was
related to the training process. But she didn’t want to interrupt
the process by speaking to him, so she watched silently, her
curiosity pushing her to fascination as well.

Finally the tones stopped. Glen seemed not to notice for a
moment, then slowly his mind crawled back to the here and now. Ana
also almost missed the end of the test, so intently was she
watching him, if not for the beep of the training device. She keyed
the microphone that allowed her to speak to him through the
headphones, and said, “How are you doing?”

Glen smiled amusedly. “Not bad.”

“What were you thinking about that time? You looked
very absorbed in something.”

“Just listening to the tones,” Glen replied. “They sort of
reminded me of a song... nothing I think I’ve ever heard, though. I
was... I guess I was imagining a song to go with the tones.”

“That’s interesting,” Ana said. She considered a moment. “You
know, a song played during the tonal training might make it go by a
little more pleasantly for some people... certainly for some
children.”

“Yeah. I should try to transpose that sometime. If I can
remember it, that is.”

“If you’re serious,” Ana offered, “I could provide you a
recording of the tones. It might help you with it. Give it some
thought,” she encouraged.

Glen considered the possibility, and a smile played across his
face. “Why not? That might be fun!” His attention shifted back to
the training. “So, what’s next?”

“Voice input,” Ana told him, reaching forward and taking the
headphones off of his head. “You won’t need those anymore. Now...
the voice training will also be pretty much like the training you
had as a child. First, you start by reading a paragraph aloud, when
I give you the signal.” She turned to face the monitor screen on
the wall, and said aloud, “Display training paragraph one,
please.”

Glen took note of her addition of “please.” Not everyone
included polite phrases like “please” and “thank you” when speaking
to their voice-responsive machines, and most of those who did
clearly did it self-consciously. Glen did it, though it was often
an afterthought with him. When she’d done it, it had sounded
completely natural to her. He found himself liking Ana more with
each moment.

The screen quickly displayed the paragraph, and Ana smiled and
turned back to Glen and the tabletop device. After working over the
touchscreen for a few seconds, she said, “All right, no need to be
dramatic or anything... just read. Ready? Go.”

Glen recognized the paragraph: It was one designed years ago by
scientists, endeavoring to create a simple-to-read set of sentences
that contained literally every sound made in the English language.
He read the paragraph aloud, consciously making sure he didn’t
over-pronounce to throw off the training. He remembered the last
time he’d retrained the voice registers on his old linke and had
over-pronounced: The linke didn’t understand his casual words at
all, and he’d had to wipe the registers and do it over again.

Once he was done, Ana nodded and tapped her touchpad to close
the microphone. She waited until the device beeped its completion
before she spoke. “Okay. Display command list, please.” On the
monitor, the training paragraph was replaced by a list of simple
linke commands. “All right, just pick any one and voice the command
aloud, on my signal.” She nodded when she was ready.

“What’s the address of the nearest (he paused—the sentence
displayed the phrase “postal pick-up office,” but he wanted to try
something else) flower shop?”

Ana looked up and flashed him a look of amusement, just as a
voice sounded in his head: “D-12-839 Belrieve
plaza.” Glen nodded to himself and looked at Ana, who asked,
“Did you get it?”

“Yup. I got it.”

“Good. Okay, when I give you the signal, I want you to
subvocalize your next command.” She worked the touchpad, and nodded
to him.

Glen was still in a mischievous mood... and he was still warming
to Ana. So he thought: “Send intro broadcast to nearest linke
only.” Actually, he had no idea if there was a generic intro ID
loaded into this unfinished linke, but he figured he’d take the
chance. He watched Ana with a feigned innocence, and waited for a
reaction. A moment later, Ana’s eyes lost their focus on him, a
clear signal to him that her linke was receiving something... then
she smiled broadly and looked back up at Glen, a clear flush
coloring her cheeks.

He couldn’t help but ask: “Did you get it?”

“Yes, I got it,” Ana replied, still grinning. “Just FYI... this
model linke has a very generic default intro ID, which we tell
everyone to review and modify before they send it to
anybody. See, the people who wrote the intro obviously weren’t
completely conversant with colloquial English... wait.” She
realized she was over-explaining, and she turned to the monitor
instead. “Display AV-linke generic intro ID, please.”

On the screen, the command list was replaced by the following
paragraph:

Hello there.

My name is Glen Jansen, and I show
a distinct interest in you.

Please respond or see me if you
are interested in:

a professional relationship

a social relationship

a sexual relationship

an immediate liaison

Now it was Glen’s turn to blush, and they both laughed. “Okay,”
he admitted, “I should have checked it first. But for the record:
The question stands.”

Ana’s blush had gone, but she continued to regard Glen with a
warm smile, not turning away. “We’ll talk after the session.
Okay?”

Glen smiled warmly back. “Okay. So, what now?”

“Well, now we’ll need to transfer your old linke’s data into the
new one.” She got up from the table and recovered Glen’s old linke
from the sealed cabinet, then returned to the table and handed it
to him. She started to work over the touchpad. “Now, when I give
you the signal, I want you to send a full copy of your stored cells
over to the AV-linke... it will be broadcasting a storage code to
receive the download.”

“Okay.” Glen subvocalized the order to send a full copy of all
files to the linke broadcasting the storage code. His old linke
located the new AV-linke and asked to confirm the order to
download. Glen gave the confirmation, and his old linke emitted a
mild background tone that signaled its downloading processes.
“Okay, it’s working on it.”

Ana eyed the display on the device, and nodded. “This is likely
to take some time. Once it’s done, that will be the end of the
training session for today.”

“It seems like we just got started.”

“Well, this was the easy part,” Ana reminded him. “It’s the
visual training that will take up the lion’s share of your training
time.”

“Right. How soon do we get back together for the training,
then?”

“You’re scheduled for your next session in three days. In that
time, I want you to just get familiar with the new unit. You’ll
need some time to get used to the new navigation methods, before we
get into the more detailed visual training areas.”

“They were pretty different,” Glen admitted. “Okay. I’ll do
that. Now... about the other question on the table.”

Ana smiled, and a trace of the earlier blush intruded upon her
cheeks. “Actually, I’m kind of busy for the next few days. Why
don’t we plan to get together... the evening of your next training
session? We can sort of mix business with pleasure.”

“Sounds great. We’ll work out the details then.”

Ana started to say something else, but a beep from the training
device signaled the end of the download. Glen heard the same tone
in his head, from his old linke. Ana prepared to remove Glen’s new
linke from the device. “All ready for you to start using. Oh...
you’ll want to put your old linke on lockout, if you plan to keep
it.”

“Well, at least for awhile,” Glen replied. “Until I’m positive
that this is going to work.” He silently issued the lockout order
to his old linke, and as a confirmation code, he chose an easily
remembered password: Ana. “Okay, it’s locked out.”

Ana finally released the AV-linke from the device and handed it
to him. “There you go. Have fun with it.”

“Thanks... I will,” Glen said, slipping it into his pocket. “And
I’ll see you again in three days?”

“It’s a date,” Ana replied. Glen gathered his old linke and his
jacket, and headed for the door. Ana walked him out, leaving him
with, “Be prepared for a workout.”

Glen turned back to her and grinned. “You, too.”





Progress

“So what’s it like?” John sat in the chair opposite Glen’s desk,
and leaned against it casually. Lisa, who happened to be walking by
during the conversation, had also stopped to listen. “How different
is it from a regular linke?”

“Well, not much, so far,” Glen replied. “I’ve only gotten it
trained for the usual linke stuff, that you access verbally like
usual.”

“Oh. What about the rest of it?”

“That comes in a few more days,” Glen explained. “Right now, I’m
supposed to just get used to the audio interface. It’s not so
radically different, but there are a few different functions to
access, and I’m only just discovering some of them.”

“Like what?”

“Well, there are a few new ways to organize and group memory
cells. One is grouping by this sort of date-slash-related
cells-slash-cellsize method. Another organizes according to
processing functions, and another is by processing function orders.
Another is by mutual parallel functions...”

“Jeez,” John grimaced. “Is that thing supposed to be
for programmers only, or what?”

Glen shook his head. “According to the manual, they’re supposed
to go with some visual organization systems that, obviously, I
haven’t accessed yet. I guess they make a lot more sense when
you’re viewing them, than when you’re hearing them.”

“They can hardly miss,” Lisa agreed. “So: Was your doctor
cute?”

“Huh?” Glen remembered that he was supposed to have gone to Dr.
Beacham, before he had been switched over to Ana. What had Rick
told him? “My doctor? Yeah... cute doctor.”

“Ah,” Lisa smiled. “Maybe you’ll introduce us sometime. Or
should I buy a new linke to meet him?”

“I’ll get back to you on that,” Glen replied, not wanting to
bury himself too deep. “Besides, I’m still sizing up this thing. I
won’t know for awhile whether it’s worth it or not.”

“Does Rick know that?” Lisa asked. “I thought you’d know right
away.”

“Well, I have to finish up training first, at least! I’ve only
used it since yesterday. Don’t worry, you’ll all be the first to
know.”

Once John and Lisa had gone off, Glen got back to work on his
latest project, a reorganization of one of the manufacturing
levels’ office areas to better facilitate worker traffic flow
around the heavy equipment. Franklin-Laurent only had three generic
manufacturing plants in its lower levels, of the type equipped to
manufacture most products that require only basic or
intermediate-level components and electronics, and
easily-fabricated materials. But those three plants were pretty
robust, since they serviced the entire city twenty-four hours a
day, and they were always busy. Plant supervisors, order pullers,
technicians and delivery people were constantly moving around the
heavy equipment, and some of that equipment was hazardous enough
when in operation that limiting traffic around them was of
paramount importance.

The equipment itself was of various sizes and functions, and
most of them interconnected in specific ways. Most products were
able to progress through the entire process and not be seen by
human eyes, until it exited (already packaged) at the end of the
line. In this way, a product could be handled completely by
machine, from start to finish, with minimum human hands-on time
during its manufacture. But in order to accomplish this, the
manufacturing machinery was an incredibly large, complex and
interconnected assortment, reaching seven stories into the air and
taking up most of a cubic kilometer of space. It snaked and
intruded and dominated unpredictable parts of that space, and made
movement about that seven-story space complex at best.

Glen had already been supplied with an existing floor plan,
which was very generalized at best and left out numerous details...
most notably, the specifications of the machinery that ran
throughout. The plans generally included a ghosted shape that
represented the rough outline of a machine, at the cross-section of
that floor. But no information about the rest of the machine shape
was there. Glen could even recognize spots in the revisions where
floors were removed near the machine spaces... a sure sign that,
after the initial plans were drawn up, engineers discovered that
parts of the machine intruded into useful floor space in the real
world, and those floors had to be forcibly removed. This had caused
some dangerous minimum clearance areas, quite a few tight squeezes
past machinery, and the occasional dead-end. It was amazing, Glen
reflected, that no one regularly received a concussion or lost a
limb in there.

So someone (probably some penthouse-putz owner on a
lark who almost had gotten a concussion or lost a limb)
had finally decided to redesign the entire space around the
machines. And thanks to serendipity, word about Jackson Tuesday’s
recent Mayoral-acclaimed work on the Fetters Mall had already
gotten out, and they had been first in line to take the job.

Glen’s work didn’t usually include factory floors, but Glen had
jumped at the assignment when he realized he’d be able to apply his
new linke to it. Assuming, of course, that he’d gotten fully used
to it before the project deadline came up... but that was four
weeks away, and he couldn’t imagine that it would take that long to
break in the linke.

It better not: Just looking for too long at the incredible
expanse of machinery and associated plumbing made him dizzy.

It also gave him a good idea, and something to apply his linke
to, even if it wasn’t visually equipped yet. “Access
Franklin-Laurent engineering cells,” he said aloud. After he waited
for the linke to confirm that it had gotten access, he said,
“Access machinery specifications for the Beta general product
assembly complex.”

His linke asked: “Do you require full
operational specifications?”

“No; Spatial specifications only... no. Spatial and
environmental specs. Uhh...” Glen screwed up his face as he thought
about the best way to phrase his request. “Detail all three
dimensions and... include operational specifications only on
exposed machine parts in the outer areas of the machine that change
the spatial and environmental specs, or create human-hazardous
spatial or environmental specs.” After a second, he heard the tone
in his head that signified his linke working on the problem, which
he hoped he had described properly. The documents, when he received
them, would have to be downloaded into the simulator to be properly
examined... at least, until his linke visual training was done.
Until then, he could at least get a head start on the job.

Glen’s linke eventually found the right documents, complete with
all the specifications he’d asked for. “Thanks,” he said
automatically. He stored the data, and downloaded a copy into the
simulator in the conference room. Then he went to the conference
room, started the simulation, and settled in the nearest chair at
the center of the table while the simulator crunched the usual
tables of numbers.

Looking at the entire document set at once, even on the huge
simulator display tank, proved to be useless: The image came across
as an almost solid block of colored lines, planes and objects, and
at much too small a scale to distinguish anything. Even the
machines themselves were lost at that size. Glen found that, in
order to study individual areas, he had to zoom in tightly, then
verbally adjust the image to center the appropriate area or machine
section or move about... then zoom back out and start over to
examine another section. He took notes as he went, attaching his
verbal notes to coordinates of the sections he was viewing. It
turned out to be slow and tedious work, taking all of these notes
and checking measurements up front.

The afternoon dragged on. By the time the workday was over, Glen
realized that he had managed to retain virtually none of the
details he’d been staring at for the past three hours. It was
simply too much to keep track of the overall picture. He got up
from the conference table, stretched and groaned out a yawn, then
shut the simulator off. Rubbing his eyes, he stumbled out into the
main office and towards his desk.

Rick was nearby to see him return to his desk, and begin to pack
up his things. “You were on that simulator all afternoon, weren’t
you?” he asked. Glen nodded tiredly. “I told you that would be a
pretty mean job. Glen, I know you’ve got time on this, and you want
to apply your new linke to it. But if it doesn’t look like things
are working out in time to—”

“It’s okay,” Glen cut him off. “I can get this done, with or
without the new linke.”

“I know,” Rick nodded. “But if you need a little help on this
one, don’t wait until the last minute. Just holler.”

Glen smiled and nodded. “I will. Thanks, boss.”

“No problem. Now, hit the stairs. Get some rest.”

Glen’s walk home was uneventful, if slow... he had no reason to
hurry, and thanks to his afternoon of work, he was mentally tired,
if not physically. He idly considered calling Daneshi, but he was
genuinely afraid he’d fall asleep on her. So he set his mind on
simply going home, and spending some more time with his new linke
before retiring.

There were no messages waiting for him when he reached his door.
He entered, dropping his office case on a stand by the door, and
walked into the kitchen to fix himself a drink. The cool smoothness
of the liquid flowing down his throat helped to revitalize Glen,
and he could feel his tensions ebbing. So he took his drink with
him into the living room and sat down in front of the wall vid.

He sighed leisurely before beginning. “Access CMSP management.
Display system on wall vid.” Instantly, the wall screen displayed
the Sunia Electronics and Engineering logo above a second logo,
that of a stylized human head with a lightning bolt running
horizontally through the upper cranium, front to back.
(Actually, that looks kind of painful, he mused.) Below
that were a few lines including his new linke model, serial number,
and its ownership (that being Glen).

Below that was a table that listed performance data. The storage
space for the AV-linke, for instance, was listed as 250 Terabytes
total... but only 149 Gigabytes were presently used. Glen whistled
to himself: He remembered that his old linke had 50 Gigs, or .05
Teras, and he’d only used about half of that... and considering he
was an organization-freak, he’d packed his old unit with incredible
amounts of miscellaneous data. But if his new linke had had his old
linke’s data transferred into it yesterday, and it was now showing
more than five times the space of his old unit was already being
used... what was it doing with all that extra storage?

“Does the 149 Gigs of data correspond to my old linke download
data?” he asked.

The linke answered his query directly, a soft voice in his head.
“Yes: All personal management data, daily
schedules, work related cells, linke protocols were downloaded from
Glen Jansen’s previous linke yesterday.”

“Why is the file size so much larger than it was on my old
linke, then?”

“Downloaded cells have been organized based on
the new operating system, which includes cross-referencing to
visual data systems that are accessed through the direct visual
component of the linke.”

“Can you give me more information on that?”

On the screen, the logos were replaced by a collection of cell
icons, arranged in a haphazard order across a rectangular field.
The linke spoke again, but this time the voice was subtly
different: Glen guessed that he was now hearing part of the
pre-recorded texts within the manual. “This is
a simulation of standard cells stored in the linke. These cells are
organized according to groupings dictated by the user prior to
download.” On the screen, the cells slowly slid about each
other, moving into more ordered groups and aligning themselves into
neat rows and columns. “This allows the user
to easily organize and find cells through verbal
conventions.”

Now the cells themselves began to change. Although they did not
move from their ordered positions, they now altered in size, color,
and shape. When the transformation was done, Glen counted
eight different icons in the field.

“Most cells can be further distinguished
most easily by a visual component, such as cell size, data
organization, datatype, data usage frequency, and other
similarities. In many cases, the data within the cell can also be
distinguished by such components. The AV-linke cross-references
these data types into visual components, to which it then assigns
visual organizations and hierarchies.” On the screen, the
field of cells tilted back, to represent the cells as objects on a
flat field, still in their rows and columns. Now the icons began to
drift directly upward, and Glen quickly discerned the pattern: Each
icon stopped rising with its iconic twins at a predetermined
height, differing heights for each separate icon type. In a few
moments, all the icons had reached their corresponding height, and
stopped there. It created a three-dimensional grid of the icons, in
a pattern easily recognizable to the viewer... which, Glen
realized, was exactly the point of the AV-linke. As if to emphasize
this, the flat field on the screen expanded into the third
dimension, forming a translucent blue cube that surrounded the
icons.

The cube suddenly shrank on the screen, as if a camera was
pulling back from it... and as it did so, other cubes of various
colors, containing organized cells of various types and colors
themselves, entered the visual field. These cubes quickly arranged
themselves along the same three-dimensional conventions displayed
within the first cube. In one way it resembled an old Escher print,
Glen reflected wryly: He wondered if Escher’s work had served as a
source of inspiration for the designers.

“These visual conventions make it easier for the
user to compare cells and data, see previously-unnoticed
similarities between cells, and combine and re-apply data in new
and innovative ways. This visual organization requires
significantly more storage space than that required for
verbally-organized data only. In the same way, actual visual data
to be accessed through the neurovisual component of the AV-linke
requires more storage space than stored visual cells accessed on
external screens. Some stored visual data can be automatically
expanded upon by the linke to include the additional neurovisual
cell components, while other visual data will be rendered “as-is”
upon first access. However, once accessed these files can be
refined to include neurovisual components and resaved.”

“How are the visual aspects of file organization
determined?”

“Visual organizational conventions can be taken
from established visual forms stored within the linke’s archives.
Visual conventions can also be modified or created by the user,
applying the built-in visual toolbox. Visual objects can take any
abstract shape or form, or can be representations of physical
objects, including memorized images of objects. The linke can
easily be set to recognize specific objects or individuals, and
recall related cells automatically.”

“Wow.” Glen had always used his old linke to recall data about
an individual when he sub-vocalized their full name, or a nickname.
It was a great way to “remember” details about someone... assuming
you remembered their full name. And Glen, like everyone
else, had been embarrassed many times by forgetting someone’s name.
But being able to store a face, and use it to automatically recall
the details, and the name... now that was
cool.

And speaking of embarrassing... Glen remembered his gaffe in
Ana’s office yesterday. “Access the intro broadcast and display
it.”

Instantly the screen displayed the now-familiar message:

Hello there.

My name is Glen Jansen, and I show
a distinct interest in you.

Please respond or see me if you
are interested in:

a professional relationship

a social relationship

a sexual relationship

an immediate liaison

Glen chuckled and rolled his eyes at the sound of the message.
He hoped it somehow translated sensibly into its mother tongue...
if not, there must be some incredibly geeky designer out there who
absolutely never gets laid! He thought about the message
for a minute or two, then re-dictated his new message:

Hi. I’m Glen Jansen

<prof add1>, Flow Designer
for the architectural firm of Jackson Tuesday</>.

<intr add1>intel3; athlet2;
hetero3; art; McKean; hiking; </>

<prof add2>I’m very
impressed with what I’ve seen, and I’d like to discuss it with you
further.</>

<fem add1>You’ve really
captured my attention! Could we please get together?</>

Let’s get to know each other
better.

He spent a few more minutes refining the message strings in the
intro, as he aimed for the very casual-but-polite tone that suited
him. When he was done, he saved the text as his new intro broadcast
cell. “Do you wish to include a visual image
with this cell as well?” “Of course,” Glen subvocalized.
“Use cell Glen-Jansen-Introvid-One for all broadcasts.” The cell
was a fairly simple short video of Glen happily socializing with a
small group of people, in a semi-casual setting good for business
or relaxed messages. Glen had never much gone in for the way some
people recorded formal, business and casual videos—they always
reminded him of those old twentieth century politicians’ television
commercials—and using the one semi-casual “with friends”-style
video for all of his intros said more about the kind of person he
was, anyway. “Will the image also play on the visual components of
an AV-CMSP?”

“Yes, if such components are available.
Otherwise, the visual cell will be stored and relayed to the
recipient’s external visual gear, as per standard conventions.”

“I love this,” he murmured, imagining his image playing through
the memory of any girl he broadcast at, regardless of whether she
stopped to check him out on a viewer first. “How many people have
this capability on their linkes in Franklin-Laurent?”

“There are only nineteen AV-linkes in
Franklin-Laurent to date.”

Only nineteen, which meant the chance that many of them...
any of them... were women that he might meet... “Oh,
well.” Then he brightened up. “Lucky for me, I know at least one of
those nineteen people.”





Government Men

“Hi, Glen! I see you didn’t have any trouble finding the
office.”

“Nope, not a problem,” Glen replied as he stepped into the
lobby. “Looks like you got everything moved out okay.”

“Well, it was the least the city could do after advising me they
needed my space,” Ana smiled. “You’d think they would be able to
give a bit more notice before moving people around, considering
they like to brag about how ‘organic’ and efficient spacescraper
design is supposed to be. But yes, they did a good, thorough job.
Are you ready for your next lesson?”

“You bet,” Glen said, walking into Ana’s office. “I’ve been
studying this thing, and the more I learn, the more I’m looking
forward to putting it to use.”

“That’s great! You’re really amped up over this, I can
tell.”

“Yeah, it shows, doesn’t it?” Glen grinned as he entered the
training room and leaned against the table in the center of the
room. “Well, I’m used to thinking visually. When I look at the
manual, and I see the things that are supposed to be accessible
through a visual interface, I start thinking about all the
possibilities...” His hand kept drifting out, gesticulating as he
spoke. “It’s like a dream! I mean, actually seeing your
cells in your mind! Running your linke just by
picturing what you want done! It’s just incredible!”

“Welcome to the leading edge,” Ana smiled. “Or, what used to be
called ‘the bleeding edge.’ You’re learning all these things before
so many others get to do them. It’s a great feeling, isn’t it? You
may even get a chance to contribute to future versions of the
manuals and training programs,” she told him as she gathered her
equipment together.

“Have you contributed?”

Ana paused as she extracted a small object from a drawer. “Me?
Well, not in official circles, anyway. But I’ve taught some people
a thing or two.”

“Like what?”

“Nothing you’d be able to appreciate at this stage of your
training,” Ana replied.

“Will you teach me those things?” Glen asked.

Ana appraised him. “Glen, I expect you, with your
visually-oriented expertise, to eventually teach me even
more than I can possibly teach you.” Glen just looked at her, not
sure what to say. “Never mind,” Ana continued. “We’ve got plenty to
get through today. Let’s get started. Have a seat.”

Ana set up the same small device on the tabletop she had used
the other day. Glen took the linke from his pocket and handed it
over to her, and within moments she had it set up in the cradle,
and was working over the touchpad. “Okay, first comes calibration.
This will be just like the verbal calibration we did, except it’s
the visual component. It’s going to scan you while a preset visual
program runs. That will enable it to map your visual cortex. Put
these on.”

She handed Glen a set of black goggles, bulky affairs with huge,
curved opaque lenses, reminiscent of an insect’s eyes. Glen
positioned the goggles over his eyes, using the straps to secure
them, and realized that they very effectively cut off all outside
light. “These’ll come in handy the next time I want to watch a
nuclear explosio—HEY!” His view had gone suddenly from
pitch black, to painful, blinding white, without warning... then
back to pitch black. Glen snapped his hands up reflexively, but the
light was already gone, and his hands stopped at chest level.
Still, he felt the pressure behind his eyes.

Ana was startled by Glen’s sudden exclamation, and stared at his
outspread hands. “What’s wrong?”

“What the hell... does it always flash on like
that?”

“Flash on?...” Ana examined the controls before her. “The
goggles usually start with a slowly-ramping glow. It’s designed to
not strain or shock the eyes. It’s certainly not supposed to
flash... if the eyes are strained, it can skew the
calibration. Are you okay?”

Glen responded by taking the goggles back off. His vision was
washed out from the shock of the white flash. He blinked twice in
the room light, and Ana moved close to him, cradling his head in
her hands to check his pupils for dilation. After a moment, Glen’s
vision began to clear, and he could focus on Ana. He became aware
of how close her lips were to... then Ana pulled back and asked,
“How do you feel now?”

Glen’s eyes locked with Ana’s for a long moment, before he broke
contact and took mental stock of himself. “Okay, I guess,” he
replied finally.

“Are you sure? We can hold off on—”

“No, I’m fine,” Glen told her, managing a smile and pulling the
goggles back down over his eyes. “Let’s go for it.”

“Okay,” Ana agreed. “But let me know if you have any more of
those flashes.” She worked over the controls for another moment.
“Okay, here we go. Just like the aural calibrations, just sit back
and enjoy the show.”

Unlike the aural calibrations of the other day, with which Glen
had boyhood memories to compare it to, the visual calibration was
something he’d never done before, so he didn’t know what to expect.
It started, as Ana had stated it should, with a dim glow in the
pitch blackness. The glow slowly gained in brightness, until it
completely banished the black... no, replaced it with what Glen
could only call a slightly lighter shade of black. He became aware
of solid black shapes... squares, circles... in the field of
almost-black, and without having instructions to ignore them or
avoid them, he casually focused on one. There were no features
within the solid black shapes, they were as dense as bottomless
pits.

Slowly the pits faded into the almost-black. Then the
almost-black began to brighten, like an encroaching dawn, until the
world was a comfortable shade of bluish-white. Now patterns of
color began to intrude on Glen’s vision, forming shapes of every
type and size, and lines running in any direction. Some objects
varied their size constantly, while others bounced or tumbled
about, in a seemingly haphazard fashion... like watching foam
cutouts being bounced about inside a glass jar. As Glen watched the
abstract ballet, he could almost picture his visual cortex
effortlessly keeping track of all these items, and the linke
doing... well, whatever it did, to siphon that information from his
brain and store it away.

At some point, he was not sure when, Glen realized that the
things he was seeing had become more three-dimensional (in truth,
he hadn’t realized they were flat before that point). The ballet
became more elaborate, but still made up of the same shapes and
lines, some of which had graduated to finite planes. He also became
aware that there was some sort of a “horizon” being suggested to
him through the motion of these elements, although he would have
been hard-pressed to describe exactly why he thought that. He
imagined it was simply an optical illusion, and he wondered if it
was an intentional part of the training sequence, or if he had
simply superimposed it on his perceptions.

No... now he was distinctly sure he was moving through an
imaginary landscape. He barely realized that he was shifting his
head to keep up with the sensations of motion in his vision. But he
did shift his position in the chair, as if to give himself better
anchorage against losing his equilibrium and being flung onto the
floor.

Ana noticed all of this, but she didn’t make a sound. She did
quietly tap out a brief series of commands into the touchpad, then
folded her hands into her lap and continued to watch Glen.

Eventually the abstract ballet ended, and Glen found himself
watching recognizable objects. They ran the gamut from people, to
animals, to inanimate objects, to scenery, much of it animated. The
sheer variety of objects and scenes fascinated him. He naturally
found himself wondering what the significance of a Chippendale
chair was to his visual cortex mapping... or what useful
information could be gleaned from looking at a paper greeting card
(of which the text was too unfocused to read).

On the other hand, every so often Glen was presented with an
object which elicited a notable reaction from him... such as a
close-up of a preying mantis eating a particularly large and juicy
insect, or a shark rushing at him, jaws open wide... or a roller
coaster ride... or a couple in scanty swimming attire, both
sexually ideal in face and figure. Glen was sure the idea here was
to map any directly reactional components of his visual system,
possibly to predict (or bring about) a fight or flight response, or
to filter attractive or alarming content. He couldn’t wait to see
the results of that.

Then, without warning, the show faded to black. Glen heard a
beep from Ana’s tabletop device, and he said, “Is that it?”

“Yes,” she replied. “You can take the goggles off now.”

“That was some show,” Glen commented wryly as he pulled the
goggles off and handed them to Ana. “Does everyone get the same
images that I just saw?”

“Uh-huh,” Ana nodded. “It has to be the same for everybody. The
linke is designed to scan for specific activity at certain times,
in order to map the cortex. It must know that this signal
was caused by that image, or that reaction, in
order for it to work predictably with you. It also means that no
one else will be able to read your linke the way you do, because no
two brains are exactly the same.”

“Do you know what each image in the training sequence is
for?”

Ana laughed. “Hardly! I know that the overall sequence is
designed to pinpoint neurons or combinations of neurons that
register specific images, shapes, colors, motions, perceptions and
reactions. Sometimes an item seems pretty incongruous, but that’s
because you’re only thinking about one component of it.”

“Like an antique chair, for example?”

“Oh, the Chippendale?” Ana nodded. “I remember that one. And
yes, an antique chair does seem strange on the outset. But do you
remember the legs on that chair? How very thin they were?”

Glen thought a moment, and said, “Now that you mention it...
yes! They were really thin, too thin than they seemed they
ought to be...”

“Exactly,” Ana said. “Proportion was what was important there.
They wanted the reactions of the part of the brain that would
recognize improper proportion, such as chair legs that wouldn’t
support your weight. Get it?”

Glen smiled and nodded. “I get it. I should have realized that
they would want even that kind of perceptual data to make a visual
system work. I can also understand some of the shock elements they
put in there... the shark, the bug close-ups, the Grand Canyon. But
what about the sex-god couple on the beach?”

“The couple where?” Ana asked, her eyebrows
raising.

“On the beach,” Glen stated. “The two perfect bodies walking…
what?”

“They weren’t on the beach,” Ana smiled. “They were on a desert.
There wasn’t a bit of water in sight.”

“There... wasn’t?” Glen tried to search his memory and
revisualize the scene. “But... I was sure...”

“Sorry,” Ana shook her head. “That’s okay, though. You see, that
scene was designed to measure assumed perception.”

“Assumed perception? What’s that?”

“That’s literally where you imagine you see something that’s
not there, usually because of the context of what you
do see. There was also a car driving along the road in the
sequence... but its wheels were not spinning on the pavement.
Still, most people know that wheels spin when a car moves, so their
minds trick them into seeing moving wheels. It has a
similar effect on the brain as an optical illusion.”

“And the point of that is?”

“You may not believe me when I tell you.”

“Try me.”

“To measure the parts of visual perception that are throwbacks
to pre-evolutionary man.”

Glen stared at her dumbly, long enough to force a laugh out of
her. “You’re right, I don’t believe you!” he finally laughed
himself. “Pre-evolutionary man! What kind of weird test is
that?”

“It’s not weird!” Ana insisted, but she was still laughing at
his reaction, and it took a moment for her to stop. “It’s an
attempt to map the way the older parts of the sub-conscious brain
filter perceptions. You see, your reactions to visual stimuli are
partially conscious, learned as you’ve learned about the world
around you. But some of them are purely instinctive, common
reactions that haven’t changed much since our ancestors crawled out
of the oceans. Those ancient reactions color everything we do, even
today, to some extent. And those ancient reactions were even more
strongly tied into your visual senses, since those were the first
highly-developed senses in early primates. I’d expect you, of all
people, to know this,” she chided him good-naturedly.

“I’m an architect,” Glen responded mock-seriously, “not an
anthropologist!”

“Well, I’m a trainer, not a designer,” Ana reminded him. “So I
might not have described that completely accurately. But you get
the idea.”

“Yeah, I get it,” Glen replied. “But I’m still not sure I
believe it.”

“Whatever,” Ana shrugged in amusement. “The point is, you need
that additional mapping to provide full interaction with the visual
components. Without it, you can see objects, but you can’t create
or send images. Visual becomes one-way only. It’s bizarre, but
apparently it’s the primitive parts of the brain that allow the
process to be two-way.”

“Huh.” Glen simply shook his head in wonder. “Go figure.”

“Okay... so much for the easy part. Now it’s time to put that
primitive mind to work.” She threw one last smirk at him, as she
set up the next part of the training. “Display monitor channel T-V,
please.” The wall monitor started to glow, a dull almost-black that
reminded Glen of the first part of the training sequence. “Now, I’m
going to have you start by learning how to manipulate basic
objects.”

“Great,” Glen replied. “Who do I get to manipulate first?”

Ana looked sideways at him. “You’re never going to get out of
here for your date tonight, if you keep fooling around.”

“Sorry,” Glen grinned sheepishly. Ann returned the smile, then
busied herself on the touchpad. On the screen, an ordinary
basketball appeared, a solitary object in a dusky void.

“Okay. Now, we’re going to go through some exercises designed to
teach you how to move objects. Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” Glen said. “Let’s go.”

~

It seemed to be an unwavering, universal constant that
government men always looked like government men. It would
certainly have to be said of the two men that alighted from the
escalator, in their conservative dark brown suits and black plastic
shoes, both slowly scanning the area in opposite directions before
marching on like a pair of tin soldiers, that they couldn't be
anything else but. They walked purposely across the promenade,
parting passersby like water after a powerboat, until they angled
down a corridor of medical offices.

They marched silently down the corridor, then took the first
left. At the second intersection down, they made a right turn.
Finally they stopped at a door on the left side of the corridor,
and the man on the left extended his right hand for the exact
center of the door. He knocked three times.

There were a few long moments of silence. The men's heads
pivoted towards each other, regarding each other silently, then
pivoted back towards the door. The right hand extended again. But
before it could knock, the door slid open.

“May I help you?”

Instantly the two men broadcast their government IDs: A quick
signal of doubly coded letters and numbers, impossible to decipher,
designed not to be retained by any receiving linke; and the name of
their department, The Federal Intelligence Agency. At the same
time, the man on the right spoke: “I'm Hart. This is Doggers.
F.I.A. Official government business. We need to see your
patient.”

“My... patient?”

“Glen Jansen,” Hart stated flatly. “You are Doctor Corey
Beacham.”

“Yes, of course.” The doctor paused before continuing, as he
found himself stepping aside to allow the two agents to sweep into
his office. “But I don't have Glen Jansen as a patient. My next
patient isn’t due for another hour.”

The agents moved across the anteroom and opened the door into
the training room beyond. It was empty. As the man, Doggers, moved
towards the doctor's private office, Hart turned to him. “Our data
shows he had an appointment with you at this time. He purchased a
model vee-zero-one SEE-AV-CMSP. He scheduled standard AV-CMSP
training here.”

“He cancelled.”

Doggers, his head inserted into Beacham's empty office, pulled
it back into the room to stare at Beacham. Hart, still glaring down
at Beacham, repeated, “He cancelled?”

Beacham blinked, as if he’d suddenly been thumped between the
eyes, and nodded nervously. “Four days ago. Apparently he decided
not to buy the AV-CMSP.”

Hart and Doggers stood and stared at each other. The room was
silent for long moments. When they looked back at Beacham, Hart
repeated slowly, “He didn't... buy... the AV-CMSP.”

“That's what he said,” Beacham replied, self-consciously. “He
changed his mind. I think he said it was too expensive...” His
voice trailed off, as the double stare of the government men
unnerved him.

After more silent seconds, the men suddenly started to move. Dr.
Beacham dodged aside as they swept past him. “Sorry to have
disturbed you, Doctor,” Hart said as they ghosted out the door.
Beacham slowly stepped up to the threshold and craned his neck
around the doorframe, to make sure they were truly leaving.

~

It had taken quite some time, but Glen was finally beginning to
feel like he was getting the hang of basic motor control with the
linke. On the wall screen, the basketball moved smoothly back and
forth, up, down, left and right. He found he could also revolve the
ball, although only in three basic directions... each time he tried
to change the rotation to, say, forty degrees, the ball eventually
realigned its orbit to either a purely horizontal or vertical
direction. But when he occasionally tried to move it in a circle,
the ball jerked about as if on ratchets.

Ana nodded at the screen. “You’re making good progress,” she
said. “Circles come under the definition of complex motions.
They’re much harder to master.”

“I can tell,” Glen said, a trace of exhaustion in his voice. “Is
there some secret to it?”

“Not a secret,” Ana replied. “Just a different way of directing
the object. Instead of pushing it, you have to establish a path for
it to travel on. It involves creating shapes, then superimposing
one shape on another.”

“So how do you create shapes?”

“By moving simple shapes around,” Ana stated simply. She smiled
and shrugged. “That’s why it’s training.”

“Very funny,” Glen said, as he continued to work on the ball’s
movement.

“Well, why don’t you give that some more work for about half an
hour. Then today’s session is over. We’ll pick up on shape
construction in two more days.”

“Okay,” Glen replied. “And then where do we pick up
tonight?”

“Why don’t we start with dinner?” Ana suggested. “I know a nice
place in the Grotto. Afterward, we’ll see what develops.”

On the screen, the ball began rotating faster and faster,
horizontally, until it was just a blur.

~

“It’s true, boss.” The operative stood stock still in front of
the mahogany desk, a sort of non-military attention, his eyes
locked on the space just above the head of the man behind the desk.
“There’s no evidence of a sale to Glen Jansen of an AV-linke
device. No contingent order, either. We had Sonna call Jansen under
the auspices of a salesperson, and he confirmed what Beacham said:
He decided it was too expensive.”

The operative stopped speaking and waited for a response from
the man behind the desk. The man scratched his bald head leisurely.
He didn’t scratch as if he had an itch. He scratched his hair
forward slowly, rhythmically, suggesting more of an affectation
than an itch. After long moments, he leaned forward and transferred
his hands to the top of the desk.

“All right. Keep a tag on the possibility of his changing his
mind—again—and ordering the linke anyway. Suspend all
other surveillance on him until we get an indication from the tag.
Close the file. Put the boys onto other business. What do we
have?”

“A Shingen Cobham...” The operative’s eyes wandered for a
moment, as he listened to the data. “...College grad, trying to
talk his potential employer into purchasing an AV-linke for
him.”

The man behind the desk grinned slightly. “Really? On what
grounds?”

The operative paused and listened. “Wants to use it in some new
idea for... advertising.”

The grin faded, and the man snorted. “Jesus Christ. Advertising.
All right, put Sonna and Doggers on him. Have Hart check out his
employer. Code blue.”

“Potential employer, boss.”

“Yeah, whatever. Wait, get Sonna in here. Go.” The operative
left the office. Once the door was closed, the man swiveled in his
seat and faced the picture window behind the desk. The day was
bright and sunny, and the pristine fields were full of waving green
grasses. Birds and butterflies flitted between the trees, and soft
clouds framed the blue sky. After a few moments, staring at the
vista, the man said, “Scenery off.” Instantly, the view
disappeared, to be replaced by the inside of Rosslyn-Potomac, the
actual view outside of the man’s one-way shockproof window. Outside
his window, bureaucrats scurried about, their progress parted by
the occasional military uniform.

A knock came at his door, and an operative opened the door
before being bidden entry.

The man behind the desk swiveled at the door quickly. “Sonna,
what did I tell you about that?” he snapped. “Wait ‘til I tell you
to come in!”

The operative at the door looked confused. “But you called
me—”

“Never mind! What’s going on with the BB trace?”

Sonna apparently recovered from being dressed-down, and
responded professionally. “Nothing yet. Boson Blue, if it was him,
managed to sever all traces to yesterday’s broadcast hack.”

“Course it was him,” the man behind the desk interrupted. “Why
would someone else pretend to be Boson Blue?”

“Cash in on his notoriety,” Sonna suggested.

“They’d cash in on his jail cell, when I catch ‘em. No, that’s
Boson Blue, all right. No one else would be able to tap so deep
into the network and manipulate official data cells like he can.
Keep on the trace. When we get a node, we’re going to
Franklin-Laurent and taking it down.”

“Yessir,” Sonna said, and left the office, closing the door
behind him.

“Ahh, just as well,” the man murmured to himself. “I hate
business traveling.”





Ana

The Grotto was fairly deep into Franklin-Laurent, only twenty
stories from ground level. However, the city planners had taken
pains to design an incredibly beautiful and effective sun transfer
system at that level, providing lighting almost equal to the top
tiers of the spacescraper. In addition, elaborate gardens and
wood-rich building materials gave the level the appearance of being
within a forest canopy. It was one of the most popular levels in
Franklin-Laurent, especially among the nature-lovers who didn’t get
out of the city often.

It was also a popular hangout for so-called “counter-culture”
mixtures of druids, artists and minwagers, who tended to congregate
in some of the quieter restaurants and parks. The artists and
druids, especially, provided plenty of amusement to the more
typical city dwellers that frequented the more upscale restaurants,
bars, and clubs.

Glen and Ana walked along the tree-lined walks, dodging around a
group of druids that seemed to be deeply admiring an arborvitae.
Glen looked at Ana, who seemed to be respectful of the druids’
attitude towards the plant. “Do you come down here a lot?”

“Yes,” Ana said, and paused as she tried to find the right
words. “I’m a fan of a few of the artists who hang around here.
Mostly, they’re hiding out in Decio’s Cantina... ah! Right over
there.”

Decio’s Cantina was a smallish place, striking Glen at first as
more bar than restaurant. But once he was inside, he revised his
impression: It was more of a social club, a collection of tables
and chairs, at which some people drank, some ate, and everybody
talked at once. The foliage throughout the room thankfully soaked
up a great deal of the din that the conversation would otherwise
have created, and helped to hide the actual size of the room...
which, upon deeper examination, was much larger than Glen had first
thought.

“Ana!” Ana and Glen turned to a young man who waved at them to
come by. They proceeded across the room, while a few others looked
up at the mention of Ana’s name and smiled or waved. The young man,
sporting a Grecian beard that seemed to be popular among young
canvas artists these days, gave Ana a polite hug when she reached
him. “How are you? I haven’t seen you in weeks... where’ve you been
hiding? Not too good to hang out with us anymore, are you?”

“Of course not!” Ana feigned indignity and laughed. “Hey, even
doctors get busy sometimes!”

“That they do,” the young man agreed. “And who is this? A
budding young artist, perhaps?” His interesting emphasis
on the word “artist” caught Glen’s notice: He found himself
wondering if Ana was in the habit of bringing men down here in the
guise of artists...

“As a matter of fact,” Ana replied, “he’s an architect...”

“Ugh,” the young man grimaced dramatically. “The
practical arts.” Then he laughed and extended his hand.
“I’m Elidad. Nice to meet you.”

“Glen.” Glen shook the proffered hand. “Nice woods you have
here.”

“It’s great for the concentration,” Elidad replied, a sweep of
an arm taking in the cantina. “Clears the mind and soul.”

“Elidad is one of Franklin-Laurent’s best cubist sculpturers,”
Ana explained to Glen. “He likes to tell us that all of the
sculptures he’s done in the last five years were based on people he
sees here.”

“So,” Elidad added, “if you have a mortal fear of becoming
immortalized in stone, better stay away from me! She always says
that. How did you two meet?”

“Ana’s training me on my new AV-linke.”

“Oh, really?” Elidad’s casual air was quickly replaced with one
of frank interest, and his eyes darted from Glen to Ana and back to
Glen. “How far have you gotten with it? Is it really as good as Ana
says it is?”

“Don’t know yet,” Glen replied. “I just started with it a few
days ago.”

“Oh... oh. Well, keep at it,” Elidad nodded eagerly. “It’s
supposed to be a great advancement. May even revolutionalize
(Elidad suddenly caught a look from Ana—something Glen did not
see—and he paused a beat before continuing) something. Thought
itself, maybe. Who knows?” Glen blinked, surprised by Elidad’s
sudden change of mental gears, but he had known in the past the
kind of artists that could hardly stomach a conversation about
anything but themselves, and he refrained from reacting.
Fortunately, Elidad took the initiative to break the moment. “Well,
excuse me... I was just on my way to call on someone. I’ll see you
both later, I hope?”

“We’ll be around,” Ana replied, not perturbed in the least over
the uncomfortable aside. Once Elidad was gone, Ana steered Glen
towards a small table in a quiet, out-of-the-way corner. They
ordered drinks for themselves, and settled back to wait for
them.

“Is he always so distracted?” Glen asked. “Or is there something
about you two I should know?”

Ana shrugged. “Elidad and I have known each other for years,”
she offered in explanation. “He’s never shown that much interest in
my work before.”

“Maybe it’s you he’s interested in.”

“We have been close before,” Ana admitted. “But nothing serious.
Besides, he’s not rude enough to intrude on one of my dates. Unless
the guy’s a real jerk.”

“Oh... I guess I passed his muster, then.” The drinks arrived on
a small server, and Glen passed Ana’s drink to her. “You’re both
right about one thing: This place is beautiful. I can see why you
come here so often. Are most of the people here artists like
Elidad?”

“Quite a lot of them, yes.” She began gesturing around the room
at groups of people. “That girl over there: She’s into display
graphics. Those two are latin musicians... in fact, they work
together so often, they may get a marriage license! ... and that
guy over there is another sculptor. He’s an illustrator... she’s a
classical musician, violin, viola, cello and upright bass... and
he’s doing photomation. This year. Last year it was a cel animation
sabbatical.”

“An artists’ haven,” Glen mused. “And I never even knew it was
here.”

“A lot of artists don’t,” Ana told him. “And it’s only fairly
recently that they started to congregate here. Now that you know, I
hope you won’t be a stranger.”

“I hope not, too,” Glen replied. “Let’s talk shop for a minute.
How long have you had your new linke?”

“It’s only been a few weeks for me.”

“Well, you apparently told Elidad all about its virtues, but you
never told me. What kind of things have you learned how to do with
it?”

“Umm...” Ana scratched an ear self-consciously. “Well, I didn’t
want to tell you anything because... it could alter your
conceptions of your interface with the linke. That could affect
what you learn on your own.”

“How’s that?”

“You see, the linke interface is a bit different with everybody
who uses it. There isn’t as much of a difference with the
audio-only linke, but the visual linke opens up a whole new realm
of possibilities. People visualize things differently. I might use
a particular set of visual... cues, I guess, to represent
something, and they might not be anything like the cues you’d use.
Forcing one set of cues on you could easily prevent you from
visualizing your own unique cues, which could stifle your
development and limit the effectiveness of your linke interface. I
know that sounds like a lot of technobabble, but it’s been
documented in the earliest training programs.”

Glen thought about that. “But isn’t it possible that your visual
cues might suggest different ways of sorting, or cross-referencing
the data, that I may not think of?”

Ana regarded Glen steadily, a look of admiration crossing her
features. “You’re getting the idea exactly, yes. However, part of
my role as trainer is not to influence your development of your
interface. I’m just supposed to teach you how to use the pieces.
Only afterward, when you’ve had some experience with them,
and tried things out on your own, would I want to give you some
things to try, or some new visuals to think about.”

“Oh,” Glen said, sipping his drink thoughtfully. “I guess that
makes sense.”

“I’m glad,” Ana replied, and seemed to relax a bit. “I just want
to make sure you get the full potential out of your linke.”

“Okay,” Glen nodded. “Well. Enough shop talk. Tell me more about
you. For instance, which of these artists really draws you down
here?”

Ana cast her eye around the room before answering. “Well, it’s
not just one artist,” she explained. “It’s more the cumulative
effect of all of them. It’s a very different crowd than one I’m
used to spending time with.”

“That crowd being?”

“Doctors. Technicians. That sort of crowd. They tend to be very
literal about things, you know? Everything is specific. You do
exactly that, to this degree and that
decimal point, at that particular time.” Glen laughed, and
Ana joined him. “I mean, it’s not that being so specific doesn’t
have its place! But sometimes, it makes it harder to be
creative. To use your imagination. Surely, in your
profession, you understand the value of thinking creatively or
intuitively, instead of allowing a processor to figure everything
out for you.”

“That’s true,” Glen admitted. “My job can be done by a
processor. But no processor can have the sort of insights into
pedestrian traffic flow control that a person can.”

“That you can,” Ana added the obvious tag to his
statement. “I had a chance to see that common area in front of the
Fetters Mall theatre that you told me about. I even stopped and
watched it for a while. It’s incredible... everyone moves so
smoothly through there! And they don’t seem to be forced, or herded
about... it seems like perfectly natural walking patterns. I had to
really study the area to try to see where there were those
potential traffic problems you told me about. And I bet I didn’t
see half of what you did! You really did a wonderful job.”

“Thanks,” Glen replied, and he was sure he was blushing this
time (maybe the low light would hide it!). “It could still be
better, of course. After the job was through, I discovered some
potential areas where I could have used some vertical elements that
would have further improved traffic flow. And that’s why I wanted
the advantage of being able to use the linke to augment my visual
perceptions, and help me get that down in my designs.”

“But I’m not thinking about shop,” Ana stopped him. “Never mind
your designs for a minute. What about you? How do you think the
linke is going to help your perceptions?”

“Ooo. That’s... that’s a tough one.” Glen leaned back, took a
sip of his drink, and considered his words. “Have you ever tried to
describe a body motion, like a run through the woods? Think about
it. You can say something like, ‘you rapidly place one foot in
front of another, and you watch for low-hanging tree limbs, and you
try not to trip over rocks and roots.’ But in reality, such a
description isn’t really complete. If you gave that description to
a robot, it would demolish itself before it learned what it was
doing! A human being, or any creature used to running, knows that
there are far more complex processes involved with running through
the woods, and all must be performed simultaneously, in smooth
coordination, or you’ll likely break your neck.

“Or maybe you’ve had a tough decision to make... this is an
easier analogy,” he continued. “You have a number of variables
involved, and the decision really hinges on those variables. But at
the same time, you have the feeling that there are other variables,
or sub-variables, that you either don’t know about or can’t
completely comprehend. And those hidden or misunderstood variables
could completely turn your decision, if you only understood
them.”

Glen’s expression became more concentrated, as if trying to work
out a problem as he described it. “Sometimes I just have the
feeling that I’m losing a lot of things in the translation. Like
there are fine points to... I don’t know, life itself, I
guess... that I don’t quite have a handle on. Like someone’s
telling me to run through the woods, but they’ve left out a lot of
the things I need to know, to do that without breaking my neck. I
want more understanding of what’s going on around me. I want more
control over my life. I want to see what I know I’m
missing, and make it work for me.” Glen patted the pocket that held
his linke. “I know on one level, I want the linke to help me with
my work... seeing what I’m missing on a professional level. What
about you... why did you get one?”

“Me?” Ana shrugged. “I mostly wanted it for my work, too. It
seemed like a new and fascinating area to get into.”

“Just for your work?” Glen looked dubious. “You can’t mean you
just got your linke to make better money as a trainer.”

“Well, what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing,” Glen replied. “I just can’t believe you’re in it just
for the money. You don’t seem like the type. You just told me a
minute ago that you like to think creatively! You hang out with
artists in an indoor rainforest, for chrissake! Are you sure your
reasons for trying the new linke aren’t much different from
mine?”

Ana locked eyes with Glen for long moments, before her gaze went
soft, and she lowered her eyes for a moment and considered her
drink. She smiled shyly. “I suppose I was interested in being able
to... see things differently, too.” She looked back up to Glen.
“But I think my reasons are a bit different than yours. I’m not so
much into putting more control in my life. I wanted to be able to
help others to better their lives. And... on a larger level...
helping more than just a few people, or one at a time. Making
things better for everyone. Improving everyone’s
life. It’s kind of hard for me to explain.”

Glen shook his head. “No. I understand perfectly.”

“You do?” she asked, genuinely surprised.

“Of course,” he said, extending a hand and resting it on hers.
“That’s what doctors do, after all.”

After a moment, Ana smiled again, and nodded. “Yes... yes, I
suppose we do.” Her eyes focused on Glen’s glass, which was now
empty, and she finished her own glass. Glen had glanced away when
she had paused to drink, and noticed a number of people across the
room arguing about something. One of the men was melenhanced—and
the black shirt and slacks he wore in the heavily-shadowed alcove
he stood in, made him look from a distance like a disembodied
shadow against the dark wall—and he seemed to be the insulted party
in the argument.

This reminded Glen of the pirate ad he’d seen when he was
shadowing the common area the other day. “You didn’t happen to see
the pirate ad too, did you? At the common area?”

“Pirate ad? I don’t think so,” Ana replied.

“I saw it a few days ago,” Glen explained, and gestured towards
the arguers across the room. “From the looks of it, I may not be
the only one in here who’s seen it. It apparently was a protest
against genetic research being carried out by someone or some
country… I didn’t get a chance to hear who. It featured a human
being with horrible disfigurements. The tough part was, they
mentioned melenhancement in the ad as being caused by the same kind
of neglect, then they suggested that melenhancement was trivial
compared to other problems.”

“Oh.” Ana brought a hand to her mouth.

“Yeah, ‘oh’ is right,” Glen nodded. “It really touched off some
people in the crowd. The arguments I saw looked... a lot like
that.” He indicated the group across the room again.

Ana surreptitiously stole a glance over her shoulder. “I think I
am familiar with that ad,” she said quietly. “It certainly... makes
its point.”

“I suppose,” Glen agreed. “But they could have found a less
callous way to do it.”

“Well, genetic testing without control is that
dangerous,” Ana asserted. “I mean, maybe the ad was a bit hastily
constructed—we are talking about pirates, after all!—but if it gets
people to sit up and take notice...”

Glen shrugged in acceptance of her statement. “I just couldn’t
see the point in approaching it that way. I mean, look at that guy
over there. Instead of being impassioned about the ad, it just
seems to tick blacks off.”

Ana turned fully and examined the argument. “It does?”

“Violently. The blacks I saw in the common area acted the same
way,” Glen told her. “I mean, the ad might be right in spirit, but
the voice-over never should have been left like that. The narrator
just picked the worst way to say what he meant. It just seems to
have managed to alienate an entire population, and it spurs race
arguments instead of garnering support.”

Ana turned back to him, but her face indicated that she was
deeply considering Glen’s statement. “Oh. I guess that’s a problem
with being a pirate broadcaster: They can’t exactly advertise on
the bulletin boards for talent.”

“It’s a shame, too,” Glen agreed. “It was a good message, aside
from that.” He glanced down at their empty glasses, and asked, “Do
you want to order something to eat?”

Ana looked steadily at him and said, “Why don’t we order
something to go?”

~

Ana’s flat turned out to be fairly close to the Grotto, only a
few stories above it, in the lowest of the residential levels. It
was tastefully decorated, with a number of photographic and
animatic prints adorning the walls. Almost opposite the front door
was an animatic of a bowl-shaped waterfall nestled deep in a forest
canopy, a gentle breeze barely stirring the branches above and soft
foliage below. It was the first thing that caught Glen’s eye when
he stepped in behind Ana, and it made a strong impression. He was
also pleasantly surprised to see it wasn’t too small a place, as
the lower level flats tended to be.

“Very nice,” he commented. “I didn’t know there were flats like
this at this level.”

“Just a few,” Ana admitted. “I was lucky to find it. The
previous owner had to leave town suddenly, and I got it for a
song.”

“Must’ve been a great song.”

He handed the two bags of food to her, and she headed for the
kitchen to reheat them. “Drink?” she called from the kitchen.

“Please... whatever you’re having.” He looked around the flat,
taking in the rest of the art around the room. “Any family?”

Ana stuck her head out from the kitchen. “Pardon?”

“I don’t see any pictures of anybody around.”

Ana nodded, and stuck her head back into the kitchen. Her voice
wafted out. “My father lives in Colorado. I have his picture by my
bed.”

Hopefully not too prominently, Glen mused. “Have you
been to any of the places on your walls?”

“Oh, yes,” Ana responded. “I took all of the pictures in
here.”

“These—these are all yours?” Glen’s eyes popped, and he
stepped closer to one of them to examine the detail further. “Why
didn’t you tell me you were a photographer? And here you’ve been
making a big deal about my being an artist!”

“No, no!” Ana laughed as she stepped out of the kitchen, drinks
in hand. “I just shot them. Believe me, they didn’t come out like
this! I know a girl who takes other people’s photos and fixes them
up, or makes animatics. She’s the artist. I don’t have an
artistic bone in my body.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Glen said, sipping his drink.
“Did you arrange the room?”

“Well... yes.”

“Well, there you go. You did a marvelous job of placing
everything where you did. You’re at the center of three distinct
forest styles... all you have to do is turn and face any one. And
the waterfall being the first thing you see as you enter... believe
me, that was inspired.”

“You’re too kind,” Ana said, brushing up against him playfully
before retreating back to the kitchen. “Dinner will be ready in
just a minute.”

“Take your time.” He strolled about, moving to examine another
animatic. “You’re druid, aren’t you?”

“Gee, does it show?” she called out from the kitchen.

Glen laughed. “A bit.”

“You’re okay with that, aren’t you?”

“Sure. I was heavily druid for awhile, years ago. I’m just not
so heavy, now.”

“All that spacescraper design work has pulled you out of the
ground, huh?”

“I suppose.” He walked into the kitchen, to see her arranging
their meals on two stoneware plates. “I didn’t lose the connection,
so much. I just found myself connected less and less.”

“That’s too bad,” Ana told him. “It’s too easy to let life in a
spacescraper insulate you from the outside. That’s why I like the
grotto so much: It helps to ground me.”

“You do seem well grounded.” He returned the playful brush, as
he took his plate from her and followed her into the living room
with it. As they sat down, the lights lowered to close to the same
level as that in the Grotto. Glen was sure he could hear the sounds
of a forest, possibly coming from one of the animatics, adding to
the ambiance.

Glen glanced at Ana, who smiled back knowingly. “See how
entrancing the atmosphere can be?”

“Oh, I’m definitely entranced,” Glen smiled. This time, he was
sure he’d forced a blush out of her. He decided to take some of the
edge off of the moment and asked, “So, what else do you do, when
you’re not communing?”

Ana took a bite from her plate before she answered. “Actually,
my work keeps me pretty busy these days.”

“Well, what do you like to do?”

“I used to do a lot of camping,” she told him. “We’d take our
bikes out and ride to a spot for a night or two.”

“We?”

“The guys I used to camp with. But these days we’re all so busy
that we rarely have a chance to go out camping together
anymore.”

“That’s a shame,” Glen said. “Maybe you and I could get out for
a night some time soon. Ever been to Westrock at North Run?”

“I used to ride North Run all the time!”

“There’s a great camping spot, about fifty meters off the run,
that overlooks Spring Lake. Quiet. Beautiful sunsets. It’s
great.”

“I’d love to see it.”

“I’d love to show you.”

Ana seemed genuinely enthused about going... for a moment. Then
her smile faded, and she looked away. “Like I said, I get so few
opportunities to get out like that anymore. But I’ll try to arrange
it.”

Glen was confused by her sudden reluctance, but something about
her expression made him loath to probe further about it now. “Oh...
okay. Just, uh... let me know when is good for you.” There was a
long pause between them, which Glen decided to break. “Well,
what-all keeps you so busy here these days? Not just training,
right?”

Ana started to reply, then reconsider her answer. Finally she
said, “There are a few organizations that I donate time to. I lend
my expertise with linke training to research projects related to
linke improvement. It’s pretty dry stuff... but it keeps me
occupied.”

“That’s why you don’t get out so much?”

“It’s important work,” Ana replied. “Really. They need me.” She
seemed truly sorry about her predicament. Then, abruptly, she put
her plate down on the table. “But I really would love a break. I
might be able to free up an evening this week to see Westrock.”

“What?” Glen was flabbergasted by her sudden reversal back to
enthusiasm. He realized his mouth was hanging open in surprise, and
he closed it and put his plate down. “I mean... you can?”

“Uh-huh.” She edged closer to him. “Do you think you could get
away and take me?”

Glen took the hint. He slid a hand upwards along her arm, then
behind her shoulder, and pulled her towards him. “I’m sure I can
make some arrangements.”

~

Glen shifted his head slightly, slowly, just enough to take in
Ana lying next to him in her bed. Their lovemaking had been almost
completely devoid of talk, even casual comments... mainly because
Glen had been too confused by Ana’s on-again-off-again attitude to
think of anything to say. So he lost himself in the moment, and
simply enjoyed her company for the night. He smiled wryly; as good
as the sex had been, Glen would willingly accept more lost
moments...

But Glen knew Ana was deliberately avoiding telling him
something. Something that made her terribly uncomfortable. And her
discomfort was beginning to give him discomfort. So much
so, that he was wide awake at—Gods—four in the morning,
his mind racing blindly over hills and valleys full of mysterious
possibilities. Was there something in her past that she was ashamed
of? Did she secretly have seven kids, or was she abducted by
aliens, or did she have a lumberjack in her druidic family
tree?

She had, he reflected, showed no little concern over the pirate
ad he’d discussed with her. Maybe one of her family was black...
although that, in itself, was little reason for her to be ashamed.
But if the trait was in her family’s genes, perhaps she was afraid
of someday having a black child herself. Glen did know some black
people who had said that their parents had never fully accepted
them, or felt ashamed for having sired a black child (again, not
that it was necessarily their fault)...

Wait. He was getting ahead of himself. He didn’t know that Ana
had black relatives, or that she was at all embarrassed by
melenhancement. ...although she only had the one family picture in
her flat...

Stop it! He would have shaken his head to break that
train of thought, if he wasn’t afraid of waking her. Was there
something else? Yes: She seemed evasive about the linke research
work she did on the side. In fact, her sudden come-on to him was
deliberately engineered, he was sure, to make him forget about that
line of talk.

It had worked, too.

But now that he thought about it, he wondered if there was
something about the linke that she had learned from her research
work... something bad? Could it be something directly related to
the AV-linke? Did it have some adverse effect on users that was
only recently being discovered?

But he was over-reacting again. Maybe this “side work” was just
keeping her busier than she had intended, more than she wanted to
be, and for whatever reason, she was committed to finishing the
work. For someone with such a strong connection to nature, being
too busy to get out and enjoy it could be enough to upset her. Glen
reflected on the day, years ago, when he realized he hadn’t been
out of Franklin-Laurent for a solid month, back when he used to get
out at every opportunity. He didn’t even know what to say, or who
to say it to, but he remembered feeling despondent about it for a
week...

His reverie was broken by Ana’s stirring and rolling over to
face him in bed. A second after she stopped moving, her eyes
drifted open and looked into his. “Can’t sleep?”

“Just woke up,” Glen lied.

Ana responded by sliding up against him. Her kiss was warm and
smooth, her lips seemed to be tailor-made to fit Glen’s. They
kissed for most of a minute, then Ana pushed herself under the
crook of his arm and closed her eyes again. Glen allowed her to lie
there for a moment, before he spoke.

“I get the impression there’s something you’ve been meaning to
tell me.”

After a beat, Ana raised her head. Glen could barely see her
face in the dark, even as close as they were. “Tell you about
what?”

“I don’t know, really,” Glen replied. “But you’ve been bothered
by something, I can tell.” He decided to take a chance. “Is it
about the linke work you’re doing?”

Ana’s face didn’t seem to change—what Glen could see of it—but
she also remained silent. “I don’t mean to pry,” Glen explained.
“It’s just that, if it’s something about the linke that bothers
you... well, obviously, I’d like to know if there’s something about
it that isn’t right. Especially if I’m going to be using one. You’d
tell me... wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” Ana replied, without hesitation. “If there was anything
hazardous about the new linkes, I’d tell you. They’re not
dangerous.”

“But it is the linkes you’ve been concerned about.”

She paused before speaking. “Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“—I can’t.” She slid out from under his arm and levered herself
up on one elbow. Her hair formed a ghostly halo around her
still-invisible face. “Glen, there are a lot of new things that the
AV-linke may be capable of doing for the user. That’s what we’re
researching. We’re close to unlocking some... previously unexpected
capabilities that might be... controversial. That’s why I can’t
talk about it.” Glen regarded her silently. “But I swear, we’re
talking controversial. Not dangerous.”

“And what about me? Am I part of the research?”

Another long pause. “You... you’re providing some useful data
for the research, yes. Data about your training progress. I
promise, I’m not doing anything different with your training, nor
am I altering your linke in any way.” While Ana spoke, Glen tried
to gauge her sincerity, and the ensuing pause after she finished
made her add, “I swear, Glen! We’re just monitoring the
things you learn about using it! Your training isn’t being impacted
by our research in any way.”

“Who’s the research for? The government?”

“No. It’s for an independent lab on nineteen. Cyanic Labs.”

Glen’s linke, nestled in a pocket in his clothing, was close
enough for him to access it, so he asked for a quick search to
confirm the name of the lab. A reply came back almost instantly,
listing the lab, its location and access numbers, and a synopsis of
their work: “Transneuronic pattern
transception potentials,” whatever that meant.

“Did you get it?” Ana had correctly deduced why he’d been silent
for so long.

“Yeah, I got it,” Glen nodded. “And I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to
doubt you, but the way you were acting was starting to worry
me.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Ana said. “I’m under strict orders not to say
anything that might color your judgment, or affect your natural
learning progress. It’s very important that you develop your linke
skills without preconception or prejudice.”

“Have I screwed all that up for you now?”

Now Glen could see a change in her features, a raising of her
cheekbones that could only be a smile. “I don’t think there’s been
any damage done. Unless you’re planning on giving up on the
AV-linke—?”

“No... I don’t think so,” Glen replied. “In fact, if anything...
you’ve really piqued my curiosity.”

“Good, but... don’t think about it anymore,” she said, climbing
on top of him and straddling her legs across his lap. “I want you
to think about something else entirely... something that will make
you forget all about the linke.” Slowly she ground her body against
his, and he felt a welcome sensation coming over him. “Do you think
we can do that?”

“Mmmm... I think it’s working.”

“You think?” Ana cooed. “Are you actually still
thinking about linkes?”

“Mmm... what’s a linke?”

“That’s better...”





Unexpected Ability

“Oh my God... look at what it’s doing.”

John Terek stared at the simulation of a museum space Glen had
just finished. The four-story space rotated slowly upon its
vertical axis, its central art pieces suspended in the open air
between the balconies. The art pieces also rotated, and as they
did, they drew the eye to various naves sprinkled throughout the
balconies, and other pieces of art that headed galleries of their
own. It was an incredible ballet of motion, drawing the attention
throughout the entire space with leisurely but definite design.

“That’s incredible,” John whispered. “It makes you look...
everywhere! It makes you see everything! This is so
alpha!”

Rick and Lisa also stood watching the simulation. Lisa stared,
her eyes wide as saucers, her lips parted in silent fascination.
Rick just smiled widely, his bushy mustache reaching a good part of
the distance to his ears. A few others in the firm also stood and
stared from the conference room doorway, and their impressed
murmurs could be heard outside of the room.

Rick finally turned to Glen. “Glen, if this is what that linke
is capable of bringing out in you, I’d suggest you have it
surgically grafted to your chest!” He clapped a hand on Glen’s
shoulder. “This is, without a doubt, one of the most inspired
pieces I’ve seen you do in years. Inspired!”

“Well,” Glen said modestly, “it wouldn’t have been possible, if
not for the things I learned from you.”

“True!” Rick replied, which garnered not a little laughter from
the group. “Anyway, beautiful work. Breakstone will love this!”

“Hey,” Lisa interrupted, examining the simulation. “The second
lobby kiosk... remember, for live information? ...it’s not in the
simulation. Did you decide to take that out, or..?”

As everybody looked at the spot Lisa was pointing at, the entire
simulation suddenly burst into a cylinder of static, then dimmed to
a dull glow filling the display tank. There were groans and oaths
around the room. “Not again!” Rick exclaimed. “Jonesy swore he’d
fixed that!” He pointed at one of the office assistants.
“Call him and get him up here, this time! A solid week
we’ve had to put up with this...”

The demonstration clearly over, everyone began drifting back out
of the conference room. Glen and Rick were the last to leave, and
Rick once again patted Glen’s shoulder. “Great work, Glen. That
linke really is working out, huh?”

“I couldn’t have done that,” Glen replied, nodding back at the
buggy simulator, “without it. I’m telling you, it’s incredible what
you can do with it! Not only is it making it easier to do my work,
but it’s showing me new ways to organize all my personal data...
hell, it’s practically reorganizing my life!”

“Great,” Rick nodded. “I’m glad it’s doing the job. Keep it up.”
As Glen left the room, Rick muttered, “If only I could get certain
display repairmen to be that efficient...”

Glen headed back to his desk, where a copy of the museum file
was still displayed. Sure enough, the kiosk Lisa had mentioned
wasn’t there... Glen hadn’t added it to his design in time for the
morning’s simulation. He had, however, already received the file
from Lisa the other day, and he’d saved a copy of the file in his
linke when he received it.

Open the live information kiosk file, he voiced inside
his head. Instantly, a visual appeared in his mind, as clear as any
vivid memory, of the kiosk plan. It was shown as a two-dimensional
representation, a small booth against the wall of the museum lobby.
Glen could see each detail of the representation as easily as if he
was looking at a displayed plan on his desk.

Convert kiosk to three-D. The representation sprang
into three dimensions, as if growing out of a flat plane, and gave
itself solidified panels and surfaces. The kiosk was a simple one,
a smallish desk with a mounted display screen, a view-matched
screen above it (for the visitor to view), and a control panel.
There were no written measurements on the kiosk, but Glen pictured
it in its full scale, as if its true measurements were engrained
directly into his mind. The kiosk floated in the foreground of a
three-D background of... something, vague characters that moved
like a digital fog, barely visible to Glen’s senses. Glen had no
problem “focusing” his attention past the fog, although he couldn’t
believe the fog was an intentional effect of the AV design. A
three-D grid pattern would have made so much more sense...

With uncanny speed, belying his scant two weeks’ training with
his new AV-linke, Glen moved the kiosk representation into a copy
of the Breakstone Museum file he also kept stored in the linke. The
entire museum was also represented in three dimensions, its
incredibly open and mobile design displayed in Glen’s mind. Glen
effortlessly moved the kiosk into place in the lobby, and examined
the space again. The space between the information kiosk and the
admissions desk was slight... it might not have been evident from a
two-dimensional plan, but Glen could clearly see that the kiosk’s
overhead display presented an obstacle to someone trying to walk by
it. He began shifting furniture about, pulling the admissions desk
closer to the front doors, moving the kiosk aside a bare foot...
plenty of room.

Then he made a few quick adjustments to some of the visual
elements adjacent to the lobby, which would help to draw patrons
inside. Through his linke he was able to see their positioning as
if from all directions at once, a sort of instantaneous God’s-eye
view that beat out any simulation hands-down. A few of the
sculptures were also assisted by a slight shifting here and there,
and Glen checked that the arrangement still drew the eye up the
open shaft of the museum and beckoned into the many naves and
side-galleries above.

Save this configuration, he voiced to himself. He
smiled slyly to himself: He had already learned a way to avoid
having to manually make all of those changes to the working plans
on his desk. Convert the configuration to architectural
formats. Download into the Breakstone lobby file on my desk, and
reconfigure lobby area to match new configuration. On the desk
display, Glen watched as the museum lobby altered, the information
kiosk magically appearing and the other elements shifting to
accommodate it. In seconds, the plan was updated... mere minutes
after his initial alterations, all done in his head. He glanced
wryly in the direction of the conference room, looking forward to
being able to display the alterations in the simulator for
everyone... whenever it came back online, that is. In fact, their
technician, Jonesy, was just walking in the front door, and Rick
had seen him right off. The two of them met halfway, both gesturing
wildly, as if shooing each other into the conference room ahead of
the other. Once in, the door slammed loudly behind them,
appropriately insulating everyone else from further rants.

Glen chuckled to himself, imagining the things that Rick was
saying to Jonesy behind closed doors... then did a double-take as
he noticed Daneshi coming in the door just behind them. He smiled
and got up to meet her halfway across the office.

“Hi,” Daneshi said, taking his hands in hers. “How’s my favorite
architect?”

“Fine,” Glen replied. “How’s the theatre business?”

“It’s hungry work,” Daneshi smiled. “I was going to meet some
friends for lunch over at Pater’s, a couple of degrees over, and I
wondered if you wanted to come.”

“Sure, I know Pater’s. I’m just finishing up here, too. Let’s
go.”

“Great,” Daneshi smiled, slipping an arm under his. “You know,
you still owe me for dinner last Tuesday. When am I going to get
you away from that lady doctor of yours next?”

“Oh, I love it when you beg. I’ll just have to chop some pieces
out of my busy schedule.”

“You do that.”

They headed out of the office, and were out of sight before the
door to the conference room opened widely. Rick strode out of the
room, saying over his shoulder, “Look, if you can’t fix it, you’ve
got to replace it... it’s still under warranty, you know! Just
hurry up, whatever it needs, because I’ve got clients to bring in
here!”

Jonesy’s voice called out from the conference room. “But... it
looks fine to me.”

Rick stopped and spun on his heel. He stalked back into the
room, saying, “What do you mean it looks fine?...” He
froze at the door. Sure enough, the simulation was running in the
center of the conference room table, the museum display turning
leisurely on its axis.

Rick walked slowly into the room, as a few others who had been
there to witness the breakdown noticed the simulator was back up,
and followed him in to see. “What did you do so fast?” Rick
asked.

“I just tapped the display resume,” Jonesy stated with a shrug.
“The sim came right up. Are you sure someone didn’t just hit the
wrong control, like the last time?”

“That wasn’t what happened last time!” Rick spat out. “I was
there! No one touched anything, it just went out on itself!—”

“Oh! My mistake.”

Rick and Jonesy turned to see Lisa standing there, watching the
simulation. “What?”

“The information kiosk,” she explained. “It is there.
How did I miss it before?”

Everybody turned to look at the display. The live information
kiosk was in place, and the rest of the lobby had been slightly
rearranged to accommodate it.

~

“More work from your bosses? You think so?”

“I heard them talking about it yesterday,” Daneshi said as they
sat in Pater’s, waiting for the rest of her coworkers to arrive.
“There’s a kid’s edutainment plan for one of the upper levels, and
they want to combine it with some kind of interactive space. They
want to make sure the kids won’t clump up in front of one or two
things, so they’re talking about traffic flow. If they go ahead
with it, they’ll probably call your office within the next few
weeks.”

“That’s great!” Glen exclaimed. “Hm... should I tell Rick, or
let it be a surprise?”

“Well, since I’m not sure they’ve decided for sure, you might
want to wait... there they are. Over here!”

Daneshi waved at a group of people who were just coming in the
entrance to Pater’s. One of them waved back, and jostled the others
in the direction of the large table they had secured.

“Hi, Daneshi!” one of the girls greeted them. “Is this the cute
guy you were telling me about?”

“That’s him,” Daneshi said matter-of-factly. “Glen, this is
Sharna. That’s Paul, that’s Kein, and this is Louisa. Glen is the
one who designed the common area outside of the theatre, allowing
us to stay in business and keep our jobs.”

“Hey, pleased to meet you!” Paul immediately extended
his hand, followed by the others. “That’s a great space! I love the
little seating alcove you’ve got on the far side.”

“Yeah,” Sharna agreed. “It’s great for waiting for friends,
without being in the middle of all the people trying to walk around
you.”

“Glen designed all that,” Daneshi said eagerly, and Glen had the
distinct feeling he was being shown off. Not that he minded too
much. The others took a moment to order their drinks and lunches,
before the conversation resumed.

“So, you work for an architectural firm? Or a CE?” Kein
asked.

“Architectural firm,” Glen replied. “Jackson Tuesday, C.A.”

“Isn’t that the firm the boss was talking about this morning?”
Sharna asked Daneshi.

“Told you so!” Daneshi said to Glen, and took a sip from her
drink while the others made encouraging remarks. “Hopefully, they
won’t take long to decide on the new project.”

“Do you specialize in common areas?” Kein asked.

“I specialize in pedestrian traffic flow,” Glen explained. “I
try to keep people moving, and fix spaces to avoid jams of people
or distractions that can cause jams.”

“I didn’t realize that was its own specialty,” Sharna stated
plainly.

“Well, in a large building with common areas and open spaces, it
can become very important,” Glen explained. “Even in a small mall,
pedestrian flow can make the difference between a pleasant shopping
experience and an afternoon in Hell.” He waited for the knowing
laughter to die down. “In a spacescraper, it’s even more important.
You have to deal with people living, working, shopping and
relaxing, all in the same place... using the same lifts and
escalators... busy and quiet periods, space usage transitions, all
day long.”

“So how much of Franklin-Laurent have you done?” Paul asked.

“I’m not that old!” Glen laughed. “I’ve redone about a
half-dozen of the common areas here, but mostly I design spaces for
new spacescrapers, or office spaces anywhere.”

“Does that require any kind of special tools?” Kein
inquired.

“Mostly just architectural processors, tied in to the NACEA’s
databases, and three-D simulators designed to generate large
spaces.”

“The big tank simulators?” Sharna asked. “Wow... those things
hold quads of data, don’t they?”

“They have to,” Glen explained, “to be able to generate every
inch of a building or a spacescraper.”

“Is that it?” Kein asked. “Don’t you need any other special
equipment?”

“Not per se,” Glen replied. “But I have been trying out
a new kind of linke for the last two weeks.”

“A new linke? How does that help your work?”

“It’s an audio-visual linke,” Glen explained. “It
allows you to interact visually with your cells and data. It even
allows you to work on visual objects in your mind, and save them in
your linke.”

“What?” Paul exclaimed. “They can do that?”

“It’s brand new,” Glen said. “Just out of prototype stage a few
weeks ago. I’ve been training on it over the last three weeks.”

“So,” Kein asked, “you already have one of these?”

“Have you gotten into the visual part of it already?” Daneshi
asked.

“Yeah, it’s been incredible these last two weeks,” Glen told
her. “It’s like expanding your mental capacity, in a lot of
ways.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well... you know, when you picture or imagine something, you
sort of get an image in your mind... sometimes it’s
clearer than others. Well, with the new linke, you see the image as
clear as a picture in front of your eyes.”

“Can you still see at the same time?” Sharna asked.

“Yes... it’s like your mind sort of switches from the image in
your mind, to the image in your eyes, on demand. Like this.” He
lifted a paper menu from the table, and held it in front of
Daneshi’s left eye, but far enough back so she could focus on it.
“See how your eyes switch from looking at me, to looking at the
menu? It’s like that.”

“Pretty cool,” Daneshi agreed. “And you can move things
around?”

“Uh-huh. That took a lot of getting used to... at first, I could
only push things around. But I’m getting better and better at
actually manipulating objects, changing shapes and sizes, and
rebuilding things in my mind.”

“But it isn’t really ‘in your mind,’ right?”

“Well, no, not really,” Glen agreed. “It happens in the linke,
just like with the standard verbal-only models. But it seems as if
you’re doing it yourself... I don’t know, it must be the way it has
to work with the visual centers. It’s not so much that you tell it
what to do; it sometimes feels like it’s working on automatic, or
something...”

“That sounds pretty alpha,” Paul nodded. “Seeing your data in
your mind. I can’t even imagine all the things you could do with
that.”

“Sometimes,” Glen confided, “I’m not sure I’ll figure
it all out, myself.”

Presently the food was delivered, and the conversation gently
shifted into other areas. Daneshi was a good go-between between
Glen and her friends, and soon he was conversing evenly with all of
them. Kein, especially, seemed to be particularly fascinated with
architectural issues, and occasionally asked Glen questions about
the spaces he’d worked on and how he dealt with designing large,
open, three-dimensional spaces. Talk also shifted to productions
that the theatre was working on, or had planned for the future, and
the work that went into theatre production.

Lunch was naturally over far too soon, and the group settled
their tabs and started to drift out of Pater’s. Daneshi took Glen’s
arm as they left. “Are you free to see me tonight? My place this
time?”

“Sure,” Glen said. “What time should I come by?”

“Call me at the end of work,” Daneshi advised him. “I’ll let you
know when I’ll be getting out.”

“Sounds great,” Glen said, and gave her a kiss. “See you
later.”

Glen returned to the office, and nodded to Jonesy, who was
standing just outside of the conference room, looking bored. Glen
could see Rick had a client inside, and they were using the
simulator to view one of the various projects going on at Jackson
Tuesday. “Got you on standby, huh?”

Jonesy nodded back. “So far, so good.”

Back at his desk, he went back to work on the museum, which
still needed a lot more work on the upper levels. Glen passed the
afternoon on this, with few interruptions other than a request from
Lisa to assist her on a thorny layout problem she was having. His
own work went easily enough, Glen using his linke to guide the
shaping of the upper floors, and the placement of visual elements
designed to guide patrons about the many galleries.

Towards the end of the day he’d reached a stage where he needed
to relocate a sculpture on the ninth level, when he found himself
stopping to study the sculpture. As with everything else in the
museum, the sculpture, which was named Courage, was
accurately represented in the office databanks to facilitate the
most accurate placement of it in the museum. Glen decided to
download the image data on the sculpture into his linke. Then he
took the opportunity to move completely around the sculpture,
examining it closely in his mind’s eye. There was something about
the wing on the upper body, he decided, that just looked awkward to
him. Not that he was a sculptor, he reflected, but having a good
understanding of spatial relationships, he reflected that if he had
been creating this sculpture, he never would have—

And his train of thought froze there, as he realized he was no
longer staring at the sculpture. Instead, he could see in his
mind’s eye a different sculpture, very similar to the one
in the museum, but... There: The wing on the upper body is shorter,
and curved downward at a more sweeping line; and the diagonal
opposing it is a bit stronger, to better balance the sides; and
There, the shoulder is pushed downward, suggesting more purposeful
stance; and There, the head is inclined higher, prouder...

“Christ...” Glen’s image began to shift and waver, and he
squeezed his eyes shut as he concentrated on keeping the image
intact. When it stabilized again, he thought, Save the image
as... What? It wasn’t really his image, was it? In
his imagination, he’d just redesigned someone else’s sculpture. It
was a strange sensation: On one hand, people judged and
second-guessed artists and their works every day; on the other
hand, Glen realized he had the ability to save his own derivative
design, and recreate it on demand if he so desired. Would that make
him a plagiarist? Or would his alterations qualify as a work on
their own? Artists also “borrowed” other artists’ styles, and
executed their works in new ways. What if he mixed and matched
other’s elements into a new composition… was it his? Or just a
cheap hack’s copies of others’ masterworks?

Finally, he decided to save the work as Glen’s Courage
(a pretentious title if he’d ever heard one), and stored it in his
linke. Maybe he’d have a laser sculptor render a copy for his
living room...

“What are you daydreaming about?” Glen’s head snapped up as John
and Lisa passed by his desk. “It’s four o’clock. Time to go home!”
John said happily. “You have any plans for tonight?”

“Sorry,” Glen said, “No ménages tonight. Already got a date. See
you tomorrow.”

“Okay, smart ass!” John laughed, wrapping his arm tighter around
Lisa’s waist. “More for me!” Lisa elbowed him good-naturedly, and
waved to Glen. “See ya.”

As John and Lisa headed for the door, Glen sent out a call to
Daneshi, and waited. There was a longer pause than he would have
expected on his linke, before she responded. “Hi,
Glen.”

Hi! I’m just getting off of work. When should I meet
you?

“I’m sorry... I have to break off tonight. Something just
came up.”

Oh. Nothing serious, I hope?

“No, not really... it’s just that Kein and I just got word
to meet with the owners about some problem that’s come up at our
theatre at North Harvis. We both have to meet them out there this
evening.”

Okay... any idea when you’ll be getting back?

“No, not yet. Can I call you if it’s not too late?”

Absolutely. Just let me know.

“I will, I promise. —Well, I’ve got to go. See you
later!”

Don’t work too late! Daneshi closed the connection, and
Glen, suddenly faced with no company for the night, looked around
to see who else was still around the office. But John and Lisa were
already gone, and Rick was still busy with a client.

“Mmm,” he mused aloud. “Maybe I’ll go see a sculptor, after
all.”

~

“That’s nice work, all right.” The technician at the laser
sculptor examined the image of Glen’s Courage on a flat
display screen, using a toggle to move quickly around it and zoom
in on some areas. Glen had downloaded the image from his linke
directly into the technician’s terminal. “Really nice.”

“Thanks,” Glen said a bit self-consciously.

“Your work?”

Glen paused before replying. “N—yes.” The technician cocked an
eye at him. “It’s mine, but it’s a derivative work,” he
explained.

Still giving him the eye, the technician asked, “What of?”

“Stilson’s Courage, on display at the Breakstone
Museum.”

The technician looked again at the work, and back at Glen. Then
he looked hard at his screen, and Glen knew he was searching for a
copy of Stilson’s Courage in the city archives. He found a
copy directly, and displayed it alongside Glen’s work. On the flat
screen, few discernable differences between the two could be made
out. He looked at Glen again. “Derivative?”

“Yeah.”

After a moment’s consideration, the technician said, “I’m going
to have to register this, dude. I’ll also need you to read the
regulations on unlicensed copying of private works for personal
profit. Okay?”

“Sure,” Glen nodded. “It’s staying in my living room,
anyway.”

A muscle pulled at the corner of the technician’s mouth.
“Uh-huh.”

Glen ignored the technician’s attitude. “How soon?”

“About an hour.”

“Fine,” he said, heading for the door. “I’ll be back then.”

Glen left the sculptor’s shop, just a bit annoyed at the
technician’s attitude. But to be honest, he could hardly blame the
guy. Even to himself, Glen was not sure his “artwork” was just a
slightly modified copy of someone else’s work, or a legitimate
original work—how did artists and patrons sort all of that out,
anyway?—and if he were in the same position, he might have
suspected his motives, too. Even a registered copy of a work could
demand a price to be paid to the artist, and if his piece was
determined by the authorities to be a “print” of Courage,
he’d either have to pay whatever sum the artist deemed its worth...
or give the piece up. And if he had been planning to sell it...
well, he didn’t even want to contemplate the legalities of
that...

He walked along, idly contemplating the moral and ethical
conflicts involved, and wondered whether the subject had been
considered by the designers of the AV-linke. He had serious doubts
that they wouldn’t have known about this implicit capability of
their device to generate slightly-altered copies of registered
properties... but would they have discussed it? Would the
scientists even care about artistic thievery? Or would they have
dismissed it as beneath their interests in science or
practicality?

At once, Glen realized he had stopped and was idly staring at a
storefront in front of him. When he focused at the storefront, he
realized he was in front of an art shop. Of course... laser
sculptors usually set up near art shops. A small figurine caught
his eye... delicate, exquisitely done in marble on an onyx base, a
Madonna and child image. It was a beautiful piece of work... well,
except for the area of the bosom that met the outline of the child,
which was too smoothly done, roughed in, as if the artist wasn’t
really paying attention to the separation of the two. Or perhaps,
wanted to suggest an inseparable quality between them. But it
looked all wrong to Glen: It should have been done so—

Glen swung away from the storefront, suddenly and anxiously,
trying hard to force the image of the figurine from his mind. At
once, he felt stupid and embarrassed, and he walked hurriedly away
from the art shop, seeking a place to simply sit and wait for his
sculpture to be done.

He found an open lounge area, and selected a seat not too close
to any of the other groups spread about its sofas. He took a deep
breath, already feeling more stupid than embarrassed, and settled
back into the cushions to wait. After thinking about the situation
(and alternating between feelings of amusement and consternation),
he decided to call Ana and ask her about it. He could, of course,
wait until his next training class tomorrow, but since it was fresh
on his mind, and he had nothing else to do tonight... and maybe
neither did she...

After a moment, Ana responded. “Hello, Glen.”

Hi, Ana. Listen, I just wanted to ask you some quick
questions about the linke...

“Glen, I’m sorry, but this really isn’t a good time. Can it
wait until your training session tomorrow? Or should I call you
back later?”

Are— Glen had almost asked if she was at home, but
realizing what she might have been discreetly telling him, he
quickly killed that line of questioning. Uh, no. That’s okay,
it can wait. I’ll talk to you about it tomorrow.

“Okay, sure. See you then!”

‘Bye. Glen closed the connection, mildly perturbed that
that made two new ladies in his life whom he couldn’t see tonight.
He normally wasn’t taken to jealousy, but at some level, he wished
he was the one Ana was “busy” with that night... whatever she was
doing.

Glen spent the remainder of the hour listening to local news
broadcasts on one of the linke channels. He took a moment to see if
any visual channels had been added to linke broadcasts, but he
didn’t find any... Ana had told him that they were in the works,
but obviously Franklin-Laurent hadn’t retuned the transmitters for
it yet.

When his hour was up, he walked back over to the sculptor’s shop
to pick up his creation. The technician didn’t give him any
trouble, merely pushed a tablet at him for him to read and imprint.
It was a standard Understanding of Liability form, which Glen
skimmed through (and confirmed that there was nothing definitive
about slightly-altered copies) and left his thumbprint on. The
technician then dutifully handed over the scaled-down model of
Glen’s Courage.

Glen examined the model closely, feeling a strange excitement at
holding his own creation in his hands. He noticed that the detail
displayed on the sculpture varied strongly in the areas that he had
changed, whereas the unaltered areas of the sculpture maintained an
even level of detail throughout. A few of the areas that Glen had
altered were almost perfectly smooth, especially in the upper
extremities, and the underside of the wing he had reshaped. But the
outer edge of the wing he had altered maintained the feathering
detail of the original. In fact, it looked exactly like what it
was: One artist’s work, redone by another lesser artist. Glen
realized that sculpting by linke wasn’t as easy as it had seemed.
Even the technician clearly wasn’t as impressed as he had been; in
fact, now seemed to barely hide his amusement over the piece.
Nevertheless, Glen paid for the job, wrapped it up, and took it
home.

Once home, he unwrapped the sculpture and placed it on a table
against the wall in his living room. Stepping back, he confirmed
that it looked much better from a distance than up close. He
stepped closer, just to make sure. Maybe sculptors didn’t have
anything to fear from linke users, after all...





The Key

“So, you’ve finally reached your last day of training.” Ana
studied the readings on her calibration equipment, and nodded in
satisfaction. “How has it been feeling? Are you getting used to the
visual interface okay?”

“Yeah, no problems,” Glen shrugged.

“You wanted to talk to me about something yesterday,” Ana
reminded him.

“Um? Oh, yeah.” Glen had almost forgotten about the sculpture.
Briefly, he told Ana about his impromptu sculpting adventure the
night before. Even now, as he recapped the incident, he wasn’t
exactly sure what he was so worked up about the night before. “I
guess I was just wondering about the implications of potentially
being able to re-create other peoples’ works as easily as that. And
whether the designers of this thing gave any thought to that.”

“Hmm...” Ana folded her arms in thought. “Well, knowing Sunia,
I’m sure that, if it even occurred to them, they would have
considered it an asset. On the other hand... knowing that Sunia
also has lawyers of its own, I doubt they share that sentiment.
What I’ve been told is, there’s a fine line between original art,
art copies, and copies of someone else’s art... and crossing those
lines is far too easy, and can be litigiously expensive.”
She grinned at the use of such absurd phrasing. “Their words, not
mine. If I were you, I would make sure any art you create that’s
derived from even a small part of another person’s works
is not sold for profit, or ends up in any kind of a public
place.”

“But what if I create art that I think is original, but is
derived from an old memory of someone else’s art... maybe a
subconscious memory? Is that prosecutable?”

“Hmph. I’m not sure that’s even provable... not even
with these,” Ana replied, indicating the AV-linke. “Glen, people
have been creating art for thousands of years, and much of it has
looked similar to someone else’s work. As long as it does not look
like you directly attempted to copy any part of another’s work,
you’re in the clear. I suppose, strictly speaking, if you took an
item of art, and could uniformly alter its outer
characteristics—like its overall texture—it could be considered
original. But with a sculpture, the composition and proportion is
an important part of the whole, and you’d probably have to alter
that, too. But all of this, is moot—if you just don’t try
to copy someone else’s work. Create your own. You’re an artist,
aren’t you?”

“I’m an architect. That’s not exactly an artist.”

“But it marks you as creative. So: Create your own stuff!” Glen
shrugged, and Ana clearly considered that the end of the subject.
“So. Anything else on your mind?”

“Well, nothing in particular, I guess,” he replied. “The linke’s
been working fine. It sure has made a lot of old tasks easier!
Sometimes, it seems as if everything is a little
easier.”

“A lot of people say that,” Ana commented. “It’s supposed to
show you new ways of organizing things. Information. Relationships.
Hopefully, it’ll help you find ways to organize and do things like
you never have before.” She reached for the training device, and
tapped out a command on the touchpad. “Okay, this is going to be
the last thing I teach you about your linke. After this... you’re
on your own. Ready?”

“Ready.”

“All right, put the goggles on now. I’m going to show you some
objects. Stand by.” As she worked over her touchpad, Glen slipped
the blackout goggles on, and saw objects taking shape in his mind’s
eye. The first were two boxes, with cables connecting them to each
other. The nearest box had a second cable running towards his point
of view, almost as if it was attached to his nose. The far box had
an old-fashioned-looking antenna, the kind that used to squat on
house rooftops in the days of wireless-broadcast television, facing
away from his point of view.

Now a second set of objects appeared, further away than the
boxes. The first was a set of boxes that looked identical to the
first set, complete with old-fashioned TV antenna and cables. But
the cable that trailed away from the distant boxes could clearly be
seen attached to a large sphere beyond them. Glen could easily
imagine that the cable at his end terminated in a similar sphere,
which was supposed to represent him (or he represented the sphere,
depending on your point of view).

“Examine these objects carefully,” came Ana’s voice through his
linke. “They represent an iconic view of you, your linke, and
another individual with their own linke. If you look carefully, you
can see traces of photronic impulses flowing along the cables
between you.” Glen concentrated his attention on the cables, and
realized he could indeed perceive a vague glow on each cable, as if
photonic impulses too strong and bright to be completely held
within the cables raced back and forth. “These are the signals
between you and your linke, that allow you to communicate with
it.”

Glen’s viewpoint then started to move towards the two near boxes
that represented his linke, like a self-propelled camera. The view
began to race along the optic cable, like a monorail car on its
line, heading right for the point at which the cable met the
nearest box. At once, the view plunged inside the box, breaking
through a featureless boundary layer that made Glen flinch
reflexively. Inside, what had seemed a moment ago to be a small
box, now appeared to be a vast chamber, perhaps miles wide, with
complex networks of straight cables and strange objects. Like the
outside cable, pulses of energy raced along the lines. When they
met an object, sometimes they branched to new lines; sometimes they
reappeared in new, modulated pulses; sometimes they were stronger
than the original pulse, sometimes weaker; and occasionally, a
pulse disappeared within a component, and somewhere else, a pulse
emerged from another component with seemingly no connection to the
first. And in the center of the space, massive black monoliths
floated like central terminals for the networks of lines and
components.

“This is the data and processor portion of your linke,” Ana
explained. “Information that you gather from the outside is stored
here, and all computing work your linke does is done here. The
major and minor processors and data storage locations are fairly
standard Sunia components. The surrounding components are the
unique pieces here, specially designed to store the supplemental
file data needed to tie in verbal and visual information to your
mnemonic cues... so it knows how to present data to you.”

Glen now found his point of view rapidly approaching one of the
many optic lines, and before he knew what was happening, his
viewpoint had actually plunged into an optic line. Suddenly the
hairthin black abstraction he had hovered over was now a hollow
tunnel, lit from the inside by a seemingly infinite number of
glowing objects, hurtling by at light speed.

“You are now inside a photronic wire,” Ana explained. “The
flashes of light you see are photronic signals passing along the
wire... you’ll notice that there is movement in only one direction
here, but other wires can carry signals in both directions. Now,
I’m going to slow down the flow of signals.”

As Glen watched, the multicolored river of light began to slow
in velocity and cohere into rapidly-moving particles, still moving
too fast to individually make out. They continued to slow, and
soon, Glen could distinguish individual objects clearly. They were
made up of various combinations of flat and round surfaces, that
seemed to be mixed and matched in no particular pattern, and
sporting different colors on different facets. It was like watching
a constant flow of children’s multicolored building blocks, flying
in a ragged formation down the tunnel.

“Wait a minute,” Glen said. “Everything’s different. I mean, the
particles... aren’t there supposed to be just photons in the wire?
Why do they all look different?”

“You’re right: They are all photons,” Ana confirmed. “However,
what I’m showing you is an iconic representation of groups
of photons... essentially, each object is a unique signal, or code,
made up by a group of photons. Photons traveling along the wires
are always part of a distinct signal group, creating the packets of
data that flow through your linke. Now, up ahead is a filter. Pay
attention to what happens.”

Glen’s point of view took him down the wire, and abruptly, the
wire reached a wall. The wall had two openings in it: One, on the
left, was half the size of the interior of the wire, and most of
the colored shapes flew down that opening; the other opening was
much smaller, and of a unique seven-sided shape of flat and curved
surfaces. All of the objects in the wire seemed determined to
follow the larger opening, which made sense. But as he watched, an
object approaching the large opening suddenly broke away from the
main flow. The object, Glen could see, was exactly the shape of the
small hole to the right, and it flew unerringly towards it. Without
a bump, it fit into the shaped hole perfectly, and continued down
its length like a greased ball down a shaft.

“This filter,” Ana explained, “is designed to isolate a
particular signal, and redirect it to another path in the linke.
Any signal can be isolated in this way, once you know the
attributes of the signal... the ‘shape,’ if you will.” As she
spoke, another identical object diverted from the main flow and
shunted down the small opening. Another object, similar but not the
same, tried to approach the shaft, but could not fit down the
opening. After hovering before the small opening for a moment, it
resumed its path down the large opening.

“Now, let’s go further down and see some more systems at work.”
They passed back into the main flow, and reached what looked like a
machine blocking the wire. “This transistor is designed to alter a
component of each signal... altering the shape. Watch.” As Glen
watched, the machine took each object, one by one. He couldn’t see
what it was doing to them on the inside of the machine, but at the
other end, he could tell that the objects were stretched to twice
their length. He saw a component, a “machine,” that changed the
color of each object.

He saw a machine that broke objects in half. Another machine
that reassembled them.

He saw a machine that created duplicates of each object, and
sent the duplicates down separate paths.

“Getting the idea?” Ana asked. “All of these components alter
the objects in different ways, depending on its function. And now:
The star of the show.”

Glen could now, somehow, see outside of the wire he was in, as
if it had developed crystal-clear walls. Ahead of him, and
approaching fast, was one of the main processors. He entered with
the photronic objects flowing around him, and was presented with a
terminal of sorts, stretching along a line seemingly to infinity.
Each object, as it approached, was broken up into some or all of
its component parts, which in turn shot down individual openings
that matched them in shape, just like the first filter Glen had
seen. Each object’s components broke down into the simplest of
shapes: Cubes, balls, rectangles, pyramids; none of the shapes
being more complex than a six-sided polyhedron. Seeing the
individual shapes made it much easier for Glen to imagine them
grouped together to form a unique and coherent object, or “signal.”
Each object was intended to perform a specific task, and the
various combinations of components resulted in a unique command, or
bit of data. He could well imagine an almost infinite combination
of components, potentially complex enough to create any type of
data or command that could be conceived of.

Instead of optical wires, the inside of the processor was more a
complex crystal, with pieces of objects flying back and forth like
mice in a crystal maze. “Inside the processor,” Ana explained,
“signals are constantly mixing, matching, comparing, measuring and
cataloguing each other. Parts of these objects will make up your
stored data. Other parts make up the information that flows back
out of the processor and goes to your perceptual centers. We’re
going there next.” Glen was already aware of leaving the large
processor, and now racing along another optronic cable. Ahead was
another machine, unlike the others he’d seen thus far. It featured
a semi-circular depression at its exact center, surrounded by
optronic lines that branched out to the sides of the machine.

As Glen watched, objects approached the machine, and ran
straight down the center of the depression. When they reached the
bottom, they struck, and instantly dissipated, looking much like
balloons bursting upon impact. As they struck and burst, light
impulses erupted from the bottom of the depression, and raced along
various of the optronic lines that ran back to the surface. These
lines of light reached the surface, and then were re-directed down
into the machine through ports at the end of each line. More
objects fell into the pit and burst, and each generated signals
that flowed back up, out, and back into the machine. They struck so
fast that the outside of the machine was almost a continuous glow
of light, but Glen could still make out the differences between one
object’s signal and another’s. He could also make out an underlying
pattern to the flow of light, almost a background “theme” to the
overall pattern of signals, which seemed to help define and clarify
the overall pattern. He imagined it was some kind of controlling
modulation, or coding, that kept the signals distinct and
ordered.

“This interface represents your audio transfer center,” Ana told
him. “Here, the photronic signals are being converted into signals
that will be sent to your audio reception centers via the tuned
nanowave transceiver. A similar transceiver processes your visual
information in much the same way. All audio signals originate here,
and end here. All audio signals are formed here, and are translated
here. This is how your linke moves data back and forth. In fact,
all linkes work with exactly the same signals, and form exactly the
same kinds of ‘shapes.’ Any complex information they process is
derived from the same basic shapes, rearranged in new patterns.
Understand the patterns, and you not only understand the
information being passed, you understand how it was created... what
it represents... and how it can be used. And all from the same
basic, interchangeable shapes.”

Interchangeable. That concept almost echoed in Glen’s
mind, as he soaked it all in. Interchangeable parts, capable of
being organized into any individual object. You just had to
understand the parts, and how they all went together. Just as the
human body’s many abilities, like running, could be broken down
into basic components—leg movement, balance, forward vision and
interpretation, foot sensations—so the most complex command process
could be similarly built up from simple components, until the task
was achieved.

Glen’s point of view slowly began to recede, out of the
interface center, out of the wire, out of the complex of light
signals, and finally, out of the box that represented his linke. He
studied each component he passed with renewed understanding and
appreciation for the way the entire system fit together, and what
it could accomplish. As his point of view receded, it faded away,
as if from a waking dream. Glen removed his goggles and looked at
Ana sitting before him.

Glen sat there for a moment, absorbing everything he’d just been
shown. “Wow,” he finally whispered. “I had no... y’know, I have a
good idea how electronic and photronic devices work. But I don’t
think it’s ever been presented to me so clearly before. I
feel like... like I understand it well enough to write my own
programs, or design my own software!”

“Good,” Ana smiled. “Having a good understanding of the linke
will help you to utilize it to its full potential. Just remember:
It’s all interchangeable.”

Glen took notice of her choice of words, and the animated look
in her eyes when she had repeated them with clear emphasis. Before
he could comment on it, however, she dropped her eyes back to the
device before her. “And so concludes your training,” Ana announced
almost matter-of-factly, deactivating the training device and
removing the linke. She held it out to Glen. “It’s been fun. But I
certainly hope you won’t be a stranger, now that you’re through
with me.”

She’d said it in a kidding way, but Glen thought he detected a
hint of real concern. Glen assuaged it by reaching out and taking
her outstretched hand with his linke within it. “Oh, no. You won’t
get rid of me that easily. In fact, if you’re not doing
anything tonight—” Ana’s face immediately fell. “But... you are,
aren’t you?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “I’m sorry, I’d love to see you tonight.
But duty calls.” He nodded reluctantly, but she reached out with
her other hand and entwined his. “Thursday,” she said
hopefully. “Thursday night, I’ll be all yours.”

Glen’s face brightened instantly. “Great! Thursday. It’s a
date!” He suddenly noted the time. “Whoops... gotta get to
work...”

He rose from the training table, and Ana stood up with him. They
joined each other at the door, and Ana stopped him with a hand on
his arm, then pulled him close. She kissed him, a soft and mildly
passionate kiss, which she emphasized by wrapping her arms around
his neck and locking them together. Glen knew she was trying to
communicate more than a casual interest, and he was more than happy
to reciprocate. They let the kiss linger for long minutes, until he
finally pulled back, almost gasping. Stammering his goodbyes, he
dashed out of the office and headed for his office at a jog.

~

“I’m telling you, if you haven’t had linke training since you
were a kid, you should go for this,” Glen told John and Lisa. “Even
if you’re not getting a new linke. The things I learned from Dr.
Delany taught me so much more about the inner workings of a linke
that I never knew about. It’s given me a serious insight into how
photronics works, and how the linke processes information. I almost
wish I’d been a programmer!”

“Uh-oh,” John said, grinning at Lisa. “Do you think we’re gonna
lose him?”

“I don’t know,” Lisa replied, moving close and looking at Glen
mock-intently. “He’s got a funny gleam in his eyes.”

“We’d better warn Rick,” John nodded soberly. “He’s got that ‘I
wanna raise’ look.”

“Oooh, you think?” Lisa smiled brightly. “That’s it: I’m getting
mine tomorrow!”

“Well, I don’t know,” John said. “I never wanted to be a
programmer. Don’t they have a training program geared for
architects?”

“I’d have to ask,” Glen told him. “Next time I see Ana, I’ll ask
her.”

“Ana?”

“Dr. Delany.”

“Whoa! Hold on!” John threw his hands up. “You told us your
trainer was a guy!”

“Oh... yeah...” Glen shrugged. “Well, originally, it was
supposed to be a guy. But I was re-assigned at the last minute to
Dr. Delany.”

“I see,” John said, moving closer to Glen. “So: It’s been two...
no, three weeks that you’ve been going to training—”

“Two weeks,” Glen corrected.

“It’s been at least sixteen days,” Lisa pointed out.

“—Whatever. And in all that time, you didn’t tell us
that you’ve been seeing a cute lady doctor for one-on-one
training?”

“I never told anyone she was cute.”

“Aha! So she’s cute, too!” John thumped Glen’s chest
triumphantly. “Or you would have said, ‘she’s not cute’!
You dog! I hope she didn’t train you to be that
transparent!”

“Okay, you got me,” Glen admitted. “So I’ve been training with a
cute lady doctor. Arrest me, officer.”

“Not until we see your accomplice,” John told him. “Then we’ll
know whether to arrest you, or congratulate you.” He finally lost
his kidding tone, and smiled jovially at Glen. “Are you still
seeing her? Love to meet her.”

After a few seconds’ silence, Glen said, “I’ll let you
know.”

“I knew it! You dog,” John grinned. “Who knows? Maybe
I’ll get a new linke after all.”

“Somehow,” Lisa confided, “I’ve lost my interest in one.”

~

“...They weren’t even listening to me,” Glen said. “There I was,
trying to tell them how great this new linke is, and the wild
things it can do, and all they wanted to know was if I slept with
my doctor.”

“Which you did,” Daneshi pointed out.

Glen looked down at his chest, where her head rested, and tried
to see her in the dark of his bedroom. “Well, yes, I was.”

“Was? Or still am?”

“You, too?” Glen tried to prop himself up on his elbows, and
Daneshi lifted her head to allow him up. “Look, I’m sorry I
mentioned it. It’s been casual. I thought you were okay with
that.”

“—I am.”

Glen had detected the slight pause in her voice. “Daneshi,” he
ventured, “I know we’ve only known each other for a little while,
but I already consider you more than a ‘casual’ friend. If you feel
like we should—”

“I didn’t say that,” she cut him off, levering herself up on her
elbows. Glen wished he could make out her expression in the gloom,
but all he could see was her silhouette next to him. Briefly he
remembered a similar situation with Ana, only a week before. “Glen,
I like you a lot, too. But right now... we’re still just casual. I
don’t care if...” She paused, and Glen could clearly see her head
bow a bit. “You can see her if you want to. It’s okay with me.”

She then settled back down upon his chest, and Glen wrapped his
arms around her. She breathed lightly, suggesting the discussion
was over and she wanted to sleep, and Glen relaxed and dropped his
head back onto the pillow. Somehow, though, he didn’t believe that
that was the end of it. And the more he thought about it, he didn’t
believe Daneshi’s comment that she didn’t care about who he slept
with.

Despite the fact that society had largely accepted casual sex,
Glen had many times witnessed the fact that sex wasn’t always as
“casual” as it was intended to be. He wasn’t entirely immune to
jealousy himself, he knew that... so it didn’t surprise him at all
that Daneshi was now exhibiting the same tendencies herself. And
biology was hard to beat. Even after years of encouraging negative
population growth, and limiting the extent of parenting in North
America, people still fell in love, and biology (or ancient
cultural influences) still urged many of them to pick a mate and
have children. And Glen had to admit, he could do a lot worse than
to choose Daneshi as his mate, with or without children...

And Ana? She’d made no suggestion that she wanted more than a
casual relationship. If Daneshi decided she wanted him more than
casually, and asked him to stop seeing anyone else, he believed he
could do that... for her. And if Daneshi didn’t... well, he still
enjoyed Ana, and he’d keep seeing her.

But if Daneshi wanted him, but wouldn’t say it... what should he
do? She’d already reproached him once for suggesting they could be
something more than casual... so be it. Maybe he would just wait
until he made his own decision, and tell the girls which one he
wanted.

And that would be for another time to decide. Right now, he had
Daneshi here; and whatever her feelings, he knew how he felt about
her, and he was more than happy she was with him. The future would
sort itself out later.





Strange Days

Glen’s work days of late had turned out to be singularly
uneventful, which left him plenty of time to think about his last
training session with Ana. Imagining the signals in his linke as
coherent interchangeable objects, he could almost picture specific
signals flying about, handling their specific tasks, before being
stored away, or converted into signals sent through the ether and
into his brain. He purposely juggled various data cells about in
his linke storage, while imagining how the data was being moved
back and forth. Pieces of signals... pieces of objects.
Interchangeable objects. It put a whole new light on the
goings-on inside his new linke.

Towards the end of the day, as he puttered about on a redesign
problem, Rick walked up to his desk with a gentleman in tow.

“Glen,” Rick said, “I’d like to you meet Juala Martin. We’ve
been discussing a redesign of his store lobby on thirty-nine. Are
you familiar with the Ecuadorian Spice store in the 113th
market?”

“Sure, I know that store,” Glen replied, shaking hands with
Martin. “I’m not heavy into spicy foods, but I’ve shopped there a
few times. Nice to meet you, Mr. Martin.”

“And you, Mr. Jansen,” Martin nodded.

“I’d like you two to talk a bit about some of his ideas for his
lobby,” Rick told Glen. “See if you can get a rough idea of what
he’s shooting for.”

“Sure,” Glen said, getting up from his desk. “Why don’t we go
somewhere quieter... is the conference room open, Rick?”

“Sure is. Go ahead.”

Glen led Martin into the conference room. He noticed that the
simulator in the center of the table was on the fritz again, and he
silently thanked the spirits that he didn’t need it now. they sat
down on the same side of the table, Glen leaning back and crossing
his legs to encourage an informal position with Martin. Martin
responded by crossing his legs too, and folding his hands in his
lap.

“Okay, Mr. Martin,” Glen said, “what kind of redesign did you
have in mind?”

“You can call me Juala,” Martin told him matter-of-factly.
“Well, it’s like this. I sell all kinds of spices in my store, you
know. Spices for foods. Spices for scents and beauty products.
Spices for health products. And each one of those is broken down
into individual spice types, you know? Well, all of this is fine
for customers who know the store, and the spices. But for a new
customer, they walk in, and they don’t know how to find
anything.”

“So you want something to help new customers find things.”

“Right, right!” Juala nodded eagerly. “Understand, I don’t mind
pointing customers in the right direction... but sometimes I’m busy
with another customer, you know? So, if there was a way for them to
look around and quickly get an idea of where the spices they want
are located...”

Glen smiled: He suddenly remembered a time, months ago, when
he’d passed through the 133rd market and stopped in Juala’s store.
He distinctly remembered the lobby, because he remembered trying to
figure out which spices were for what, and not having a clue upon
first glance. He’d moved on fairly quickly, choosing not to browse
around. He could easily imagine that other customers, as busy (or
lazy) as Glen might have been then, were passing up his store now
for those same reasons.

“I know just what you’re talking about,” Glen nodded. “You need
some kind of layout and visual objects that suggest the different
kinds of spices, and where to go to find them.”

“Exactly! —Do you think I should do ‘cute’?”

“Hm? Uh...” Glen looked at Juala, suddenly aware of a feeling of
deja-vu. “Uh, maybe... we should probably look at the rest
of the store, before we...”

“Is something wrong?” Juala asked. “You don’t like ‘cute,”
huh?”

“Oh... no, it’s not that!” Glen started to explain, decided
against it. “Just distracted for a second. I was remembering your
store...”

“Oh, you remember my store? Have you been there recently, or do
you remember the old plan, where the aisles were arranged in a
radial pattern?”

“Um... no, the grid pattern.”

“Okay... that’s the way it is now. Mind you, we could go back to
the radial pattern, if you think it would help.”

I knew he’d say that. Part of Glen’s mind was bemused
at this continued episode of deja-vu, while the other part
tried to focus. “No... I think it’s fine in its grid pattern.
People can navigate them easier.” Okay.

“Okay,” Juala said.

“So... we’ll organize your sections so each... ah, section is
visible right as you walk in.”

Good. It’s that way already.

“Good. It’s that way already.”

“Fine. Um... Next, we can alter the colors on the ceiling and at
the ends of the aisles, to suggest different things.” Can just
colors suggest different products?

“Can just colors suggest different products?”

“Sometimes. Other times, we add an object, or even just a shape,
that suggests the product. We can often be very abstract with what
we do.” Abstract, huh?

“Abstract, huh? Well, you understand that a lot of my customers
are not always from around here. Some abstract items mean different
things to different nationalities.”

“That’s true,” Glen replied. “But we’ll be careful not to get
that abstract.” What about ‘cute’?

“Okay. So what about ‘cute’?”

“Cute? Well... do you have any kind of cute characters that are
already in your store’s design, or your sign, your stationery?”
I think about it sometimes.

“No... but I think about it sometimes.”

“Okay. Well, we’ll need to decide on that, before we do the
redesign. What kind of character did you have in mind?” A
friendly pepper. Face and arms.

“Something simple... like a friendly pepper. You know, with a
smiling face and arms.”

“Sure... that’s easy enough. Maybe we could have him holding
things that would suggest each aisle’s products...” Wonderful
idea! Can we?

“Yes, yes! That sounds like a wonderful idea! Can we do
that?”

“S-sure... uh, could you please hold that thought? Excuse me for
a moment...”

Glen fairly bolted out of the conference room, and stood around
the corner from the door, breathing heavily. What just happened
in there?

“What just happened in there?”

Glen yelped and started. Rick stood next to him, eyeing him
suspiciously. “Is something wrong? Why’d you run out here? Did
Martin say something? Did he do something?”

“Uh... Rick...” He struggled to slow his breathing, and stared
at his boss. “Uh... I don’t... I mean, nothing, he didn’t do
anything... I just...” He was at a loss for words. He didn’t want
to tell his boss he’d just had a two-minute-long episode of
deja-vu, followed by a panic attack. But what could he
tell him? And now Juala came out of the conference room, looking
confused.

“Rick... Juala—Mr. Martin, I—I’m sorry. I suddenly felt ill,
like I was going to throw up or something. It must have… been
lunch. My lunch. But I feel okay now.” He took a deep, ragged
breath, and shook his head dramatically. “Yeah, I feel fine
now.”

“Oh... okay,” Rick was saying, looking at him closely. “If
you’re sure you’re all right. Where’d you have lunch, anyway?”

“Um... I don’t... someplace down on twelve, just tried it out
today. I don’t even remember what it was called.”

“...Yah. Well...” Rick clapped him on the shoulder, and turned
to Juala. “Think you can resume your talk with Mr. Martin?”

“Oh, sure! Sure... Juala, let’s...” he suddenly faltered about
going back into the conference room. “Tell you what, why don’t we
sit in the front room... no one there right now...”

“Okay, sure. You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine now. I’ll just grab some water before we get
started...”

He stopped at the water fountain and filled up a cup, reflecting
that the deja-vu episode had apparently passed once he’d
gotten out of the conference room. He returned to the front room
and sat down across the small table from Juala, a bit less casually
this time. He downed the last of his water, before speaking.

“Okay... so we were discussing a... friendly pepper, right?”

~

Glen sat alone at the Angel’s Feather, carefully
watching the live waiters that were a trademark of the place. His
glass was empty. He’d just emptied it. He was now ready to order
another drink.

And there, ten meters away, a waitress walking diagonally across
the room suddenly swerved in his direction. He hadn’t called out.
He hadn’t raised a hand. He’d barely inclined his head in her
direction.

“What’ll you have?”

“Another New Dominion,” he replied. She disappeared, to fetch
his beer.

Glen checked the time again. He’d called Daneshi earlier, and
she had said she’d meet him there. He’d been spending the time just
hanging out there, nursing his drinks, and checking out the other
patrons.

In particular, he’d noticed a girl who had arrived with other
girlfriends earlier. She was frankly stunning, beautiful as any
model, and with a body that seemed to exude sexy with
every motion. Glen had settled to watching her from afar, and just
enjoying the view. But as he was expecting Daneshi any moment, he
didn’t want to send out an intro to her. It was generally
considered bad taste to intro someone while you were on a date with
someone else. And even if Daneshi wasn’t here yet, if she walked in
to find him chatting up another girl...

So he simply watched, and waited. He allowed his mind to imagine
an exciting night in bed with that incredible body across the room.
A few times, he averted his glance when the girl looked in his
direction, so as not to appear too obvious. He didn’t think she had
noticed him.

He was brought out of his fantasies by an incoming call.
“Hi... it’s Daneshi.”

Hi... oh, no. Don’t tell me...

“I’m sorry, I... I can’t make it tonight, Glen. Something
just came up...”

Another problem at North Harvis?

“Y-yes. I’m sorry. I’ll be busy again tonight.”

That’s okay. You go ahead and take care of business, and
we’ll get together when you’re free. Okay?

“Okay. I’ll speak to you soon.”

Glen closed the connection, feeling dejected. He was coming to
realize that he really felt bad when Daneshi couldn’t see him. He
hadn’t realized entirely how much, until she had recently cancelled
their dates. He’d thought she liked him... but lately he’d gotten
the vague impression that she might have been avoiding him. Did his
comments about being “more than casual” scare her off? Was she
really just working? Or was something else going on?

Anyway...what to do with the rest of the night? He knew Ana was
busy, and he wasn’t seeing anyone else at the moment... Idly, he
looked over towards the girl he’d been eyeing all evening. He
located her friends, but the girl was gone. He cast his eyes about
for a moment, then decided that she’d moved on, or met some other
guy. Some other guy who’d seen her, been entranced by her beauty,
and sent out an intro to her...

He turned around to take another sip of his drink... and found
himself staring at the midriff of a familiar figure. He let his
eyes track slowly upward, to the stunningly beautiful face he had
been watching for the last hour. The girl looked down and quite
literally beamed at him.

Then she said: “I didn’t think anyone listened to Burnt
Cranium anymore!”

Glen’s throat tightened in surprise... he mentally thanked the
spirits that he hadn’t had a drink in his mouth, or he would have
choked on it. Instead, he stood up, a bit too quickly, and croaked
out, “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Burnt Cranium!” she repeated. Glen, not sure what ‘Burnt
Cranium’ was supposed to mean, stared back, not sure what to say.
The girl seemed to think he hadn’t heard her clearly, so she leaned
forward. Glen’s attention was momentarily split between the scent
in her honey-blond hair, and the view down her low-cut blouse.
“Burnt Cranium? You said in your intro that you listened to Burnt
Cranium. I didn’t think anyone listened to that band anymore!”

Glen, finally comprehending, leaned back to look more closely at
her. She was just as incredible up-close as she was from a
distance. He wanted to be able to tell her anything. But the fact
of the matter was, he was thoroughly confused. He hadn’t
sent out an intro to her. And he’d certainly never heard of Burnt
Cr-

Burnt Cranium (pic)- band (music)’ genre: “Rock
and Roll” sub-genre: “cen-2” “Peter midrock”; existed: 2044-2052;
peak: 2046-2049; Members: Gates-lead singer-keyboard (pic), Duke
Rutland-guitarro (pic), Elena Searle-guitarro-vocals (pic), Pistil
Meyer-vocals-percussion 2044-2028 (pic), Potem Kong-percussion
2048-2052 (pic), Frank Langdon-sitarro 2046-2051 (pic)...

In the speed of thought, it was all there. All about
Burnt Cranium, an old rock and roll band from the forties. He could
hear one of their signature tunes in his head. He knew all the band
members, by name and by sight. He knew their history, when they
started, their peak years, when they disbanded. Even the bands the
members founded afterward as individual acts. Glen could no more
understand how he suddenly knew all this, than he could believe
that this incredible woman was standing here before him, apparently
eager to sit with him and talk all about them. But since he
apparently did... and she definitely was...

“Oh, sorry! I didn’t hear you over the noise.” He motioned for
her to sit down at his table. “I’m Glen Jansen.”

“Of course you are,” she replied. “Well, you sent the
intro, not me! My name is Adona Chavez.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet anyone who knows about Burnt Cranium,” she said.
“They really are my favorite band. Are you really into them,
too?”

In his mind, the first tune segued into another, then another,
complete with title information. “Momentary pain... Hip to
Reason... The Driller... Nude Crow... I love ‘em all.”

“That’s incredible!” Adona marveled. “I always wished they had
stayed together for a little while longer, you know? I thought they
were just getting into their most creative period, when they broke
up.”

“Yeah,” Glen nodded, letting whatever storehouse of Burnt
Cranium knowledge he had tapped into do the driving. Somewhere, a
review bubbled to the top. “But they were also having so many
fights and stuff at the time. They really were drifting into very
different areas. If they’d stayed together, I think the personal
conflicts would have just ruined their ability to work together.
Remember the Next Cuckoo album?”

“Sure...”

“They were already showing signs of losing their coordination by
then.”

“You’re right... you’re right,” Adona agreed. “Y’know, it’s so
cool to meet someone who knows my favorite band! Do you have any of
the old recordings?”

“No,” Glen said truthfully. “I just download what I want to
hear, usually.”

“Well, I’ve got an old disc recording of Burnt Cranium’s 2046
concert in Leeds! Would you like to come over to my place and hear
it?”

“I can’t think of anything I’d love more.”

~

Glen ended up sleeping the sleep of the frustrated. After
listening to the Burnt Cranium concert disc (which Glen hadn’t been
that thrilled with), they had finally, thankfully, gravitated to
bed together. But as it turned out, as physically beautiful as she
was, she was not much of a bed partner, and Glen had found himself
practically struggling to get some enjoyment out of the sex. She
finished early, he barely at all, and he finally accepted defeat
and let her sleep.

And when he awoke, there was not a single detail about Burnt
Cranium in his head. He discovered a cell stored away in his linke,
but it was the kind of data that required queries to draw out...
not a spontaneous process, like last night had been. There was a
difference between having data to refer to, and actually knowing
the information in your own memory. No linke could simulate actual
knowledge, they weren’t efficient enough. Using them was
essentially a silent question-and-answer session, with the user
spitting out what information the linke gave them as it came out.
Last night, however, Glen had not been asking for answers... the
knowledge was simply there. As if it always had been. As
if it was his knowledge, not that of his linke.

Fortunately, they discovered upon awaking they had other common
interests, which made up for his initial interest in her as being
purely sexual. But Glen had to purposely steer the conversation
away from Burnt Cranium, knowing that he could not fool her again
by drawing on the stored data as they spoke... any fool would know
the difference between having the data, and knowing the
information, and right then, he only had the data.

How, last night, had he known the information?...

~

Half of the room looked like Ana’s outer office. The other
half of the room... wasn’t really there. It was sort of vague,
faded out, almost like a movie set would be if it was made out of
individual molecules instead of finite set pieces. It scarcely
mattered to Glen, however... he was there for his
training.

But when he walked into the half-room, Ana was standing with
her back to him. She turned upon realizing he was there. “Hello,
Glen,” she said. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to cancel your
training session this morning. Something important has come
up.”

“What is it?” he asked.

“Oh... I can’t tell you,” she replied. “It might influence
you.”

“What is it that you’re not telling me?”

“You know I can’t tell you that, either.”

He started to leave, and she turned and walked into the
training room beyond. Then Glen changed his mind, and followed her
into the training room. The room was, and wasn’t, the room Glen was
familiar with. The table and chairs in the center of the room were
still there. But around them, the walls were pushed back almost
into darkness, and covered with dark screens of strange images.
Glen recognized his sculpture, his remake of “Courage,” on one
screen. Another held the central shaft of the museum he’d been
working on. Other screens were filled with flying shapes, few of
which were recognizable, or streaming lines of symbols and
numbers.

Ana stood, again with her back to him, across the room. Glen
approached her.

“I want to know what it is you’re not telling me!” he
snapped.

Slowly, Ana turned. Her eyes seemed to be seeking something
in the room, that vague unfocused look that a person has when
they’re trying to figure something out. Her eyes tracked about
until they fell onto and locked on Glen’s eyes, and as if she had
only just recognized him, her mouth fell open in shock. She stared
at him openly, silently, but frighteningly.

Glen became aware of a strange sensation... a sort of
building pressure, which he both felt and heard, although he wasn’t
sure what he felt or heard. Ana, the room, everything around him
seemed to be enlarging and crowding closer to him, like a balloon
that you are convinced is being overexpanded, and is about to
explode in your face. And he heard whispered voices... dozens, then
hundreds, all speaking at once, a hissing cacophony in his ears. He
had the feeling that something horrible was happening around him,
no, to him...

And then Ana’s voice, ringing out clear as a bell:

“Stop it!”

~

Glen awoke with a start.

His sudden movement caused the bedroom lights to ramp up, and he
started to call out in exasperation, “Lights off!”

The lights went back off. He was plunged back into darkness, and
he rolled over on the bed to go back to sleep.

The problem was, the dream was still weighing heavily on his
mind, as was the reason for the dream. Although Glen was finished
with his training, and hadn’t had any serious problems from using
the AV-linke, the Burnt Cranium event nagged at him. And he was
beginning to wonder about his deja-vu experience with
Juala Martin... was that his linke, too? All in all, he was
beginning to feel more and more like a guinea pig in a botched
experiment.

Another minute of lying there, and Glen realized what else had
just happened, that was so strange: He’d never set his lights to
automatically brighten at the onset of sudden sounds or motion.
They shouldn’t have automatically ramped up when he awoke. And they
had gone back down before he’d verbally ordered it.

~

Hello, Daneshi.

“Hello, Glen.”

Are you okay? You sound—

“No, I’m fine... just tired. I was up late last
night.”

Oh... more problems at North Harvis?

“Yes, big... um, problems. I was up late working on
them.”

Oh... sorry to hear that.

“Hope you weren’t too bored last night.”

Oh, I found something to do. Anyway, I called to find out if
you’d be interested in seeing Captains of America. They’ll
be in town next week.

“Oh... I mean, yes, I’d love to! I really like them. Should
I—?”

No, I’ll get the tickets. Just hold the fourteenth open,
okay?

“Okay, I will. —Listen, I need to go, I’m pretty
busy.”

Sure, no problem. Can we get together tonight?

“I... maybe. I think so. I’m sorry, that sounds so stupid!
I’m just not sure if I can get away tonight.”

Well, let me know if you can. I’ll talk to you later,
okay?

“Okay... I’ll see you later.”

The connection closed at Daneshi’s end. Glen did not close his
end immediately after; instead, he pondered the conversation he’d
just had with her. She had been clearly distracted, and possibly
was tired, but even more than that, she’d seemed... distant. It had
happened before...some people cooled to relationships, even casual
ones, very quickly. On the other hand, she’d seemed downright
uncomfortable even speaking to him. Had he done something to upset
her? He couldn’t imagine what.

Hopefully, though, two tickets to see a band she’d mentioned she
really liked, would help to put her in a better mood about him. And
she had, after all, agreed that she wanted to go. So Glen dismissed
the odd flavor of the call as being caused by lack of sleep, and
put in a call to the ticket service.

There were still plenty of tickets open for the fourteenth, the
second day of their four-day visit to Franklin-Laurent. And good
news: They were playing in the East Laurent Hall, easily the best
place for a good concert. Glen could distinctly remember any number
of times he had seen shows there... especially the time he’d scored
seats in an acoustically-perfect spot, not too far from the stage,
and just a bit off-center. He’d had a particularly good time that
night with Lisa, another girl he used to date (before she moved to
some place in Vermont), and who had later helped make the evening
after the concert just as memorable...

Unfortunately, the ticket system for East Laurent discouraged
pre-arranged ticket buying, to avoid individuals or special
interest groups always getting the same choice seats. So getting
seats was usually a crapshoot. Still, there were plenty of
acoustically-acceptable areas in the hall, and chances are he’d get
decent seats. So he sent out his request for two seats in the floor
area, and remembering those past concerts (and those ideal seats!),
hoped for the best.

Scant seconds later, he received his confirmation for
reservation of two tickets in the floor area. He sent his credit
information, and waited for the purchase confirmation. When it
came, the ticket data came with it, and he filed the confirmation
numbers away in his linke. After sending a mental “thank you” to
the ticket system, he checked to see if he could access a hall
plan, to check on the location of his seats. He brought the ticket
data back up to get the seat assignments, and checked them against
the seating plan. In his mind, the seats appeared as a dull red
glow on the floor of the plan. He nodded as he located the seats.
Not bad... not bad at all. Twenty rows back, just to the left of
the central aisle. Not... really not bad at all...

The alarms were going off in his head, before he even realized
what he was looking at. When he did realize, he brought a hand up
to his forehead, cradling it lest it fall off in shock. If
those aren’t the exact same seats I had that night with
Lisa... He laughed out loud: What a stroke of luck! He could
just picture he and Daneshi re-creating his old date, the very
thought sending shivers down his spine.

He started to call Daneshi to let her know about the good news.
Then he noticed the time—he had to get to work, himself—and decided
he’d surprise her. Besides, it wasn’t as if she’d want to hear
about a past date she’d soon have a part in re-creating.

On the other hand, he thought wryly, maybe she
would...

He left his flat, deciding to take a quick detour to pick up
some breakfast, which he’d skipped to call Daneshi and get the
concert tickets. There was a very good diner on his way to Jackson
Tuesday, a place where he often picked up egg biscuits, so he made
for that.

Three degrees later, Glen caught sight of the diner. He was
surprised to see a sizeable crowd there... he rarely had that much
of a wait to order, but today looked a lot busier than usual, for
some reason. Still, he already had his heart set on an egg biscuit,
so he shrugged and worked his way inside. He found himself pressed
towards the back, near the door, at the back of a wall of people.
Sighing, he settled in for a slow crawl to the counter.

When he was still five layers back, he started trying to catch
the eye of one of the waiters that knew him. Maybe, if he was
recognized, he’d get his order in that much faster. Unfortunately,
the waiters were too busy hustling back and forth to simply notice
him. So he waited through another layer of people.

Finally he thought he was close enough... but still the waiters
hadn’t noticed him. Okay: Sometimes, you just had to be more
aggressive about it. Glen started to put up his hand, to call out
to the nearest of the waiters he knew.

“Hey, Glen!”

The two waiters who had simultaneously called out to him waved
as they went by, leaving him poised, arm half-raised, mouth open. A
third stopped and said, “What’ll you have?”

Glen stood there for two more seconds. Then he started, as if
prodded. “Oh. Uh, sausage and egg biscuit. Two of ‘em.”

“Comin’ up!” The waiter drifted away, leaving Glen (and the
others around him) to marvel at his morning’s luck. Now, if they’d
just put in three biscuits, and only charge him for two...

Ten seconds later, the waiter who’d taken his order floated back
in front of him and said, “Did you say three biscuits, or two?”





Candace

“I’m telling you, it’s been one bizarre thing after another.
It’s just too weird!”

“Weird,” Ana echoed Glen’s statement. She sipped at her drink
and glanced away from the corner table they had taken at the
Grotto, before looking back to Glen. “It does sound like an
incredible series of coincidences...”

“Oh, no,” Glen interrupted her. “More than that. The waiters at
the diner, and at Angel’s Feather... the
conversation with Juala Martin... the concert tickets... my sudden,
inexplicably encyclopedic knowledge of a band I’ve never heard of
before... These are not coincidences!”

Ana glanced past him again, and Glen realized she might be
checking to see if his voice was carrying. “Ana, what is going
on? You can’t tell me that this linke is supposed to work like
this! And I can’t believe there can be any other explanation.”

Ana shook her head surreptitiously, her head bowed low. “Glen, I
can tell you that the linke is not supposed to be able to
do the things you’ve described.”

Glen studied her face, divining what she hadn’t said from what
she had. “But you knew it could.” He looked her straight in the
eye, daring her to look away. “Didn’t you?”

After long moments, Ana said slowly, “There was a one in a
million possibility that you might find your way to accessing some
of the—”

“Stop that!” he hissed at her, now mindful of keeping
his voice down. Her evasiveness was so transparent that it was
beginning to irritate him. “Stop giving me that technical crap and
talk to me! That last training session... it all started
after that. Something in the way you took me through that whole
simulation...” Glen remembered her emphasis on the phrase
“interchangeable parts,” and his mouth fell open. “You
were encouraging it!”

“I only wanted to see if you’d take the next step—”

“Damn!” He slapped his hand on the table, attracting the
attention of a number of other patrons. When most of them had
turned away again, he said, “Why in Hell would you want to do this
to me? Did you think I wouldn’t figure it out? How stupid do you
think I am?”

“Glen, I know you’re not stupid—”

“Then tell me why!”

Glen suddenly realized that her composure was going to break,
and part of him regretted losing his temper with her. But before he
could speak, she mumbled out an apology and literally bolted from
the table. Glen was moving almost immediately, but had trouble
pushing the chair back, almost tumbling backward onto the carpet.
By the time he did get up, she was already heading out the door and
into the surrounding foliage outside of the Grotto. Glen charged
out after her... and was immediately caught on a low-hanging tree
branch.

No—it wasn’t a tree branch, Glen realized upon rebounding off of
it. It was a brawny arm masquerading as a tree branch! The impact
jolted him, and he spun about in surprise, trying to recover his
balance. When he looked up, he realized he was in the grip of man
not quite twice his size... but pretty damned close.
Still, he was in no mood for bullies, and he gritted out
purposefully, “Get off of me!”

“I think you’d better let the lady go,” the man said with a
voice that bubbled up from somewhere deep in his barrel chest.
“Don’t you?”

The effect of that voice, coming from the immovable object on
his arm, took the fight out of Glen. He tried desperately to look
past him, but Ana was already out of sight. He finally glared up at
the man-mountain who, after a few more seconds, leisurely relaxed
the grip on Glen’s arm. Glen snatched his arm back as soon as it
was free, but neither of them were fooled by his bravado. And Ana
was gone.

Throwing one last, defiant glare at the man who’d stopped him,
Glen ran out after Ana. She was nowhere to be seen... she hadn’t
just run outside, she was gone... so he stopped, and sent out a
call to her. He put an urgent flag on the call, and waited
hopefully for a reply. None came. “Dammit...”

He searched about uselessly for a few minutes, until he finally
gave up on the idea that she would have stuck around to allow
herself to be found. He started back to his flat, angry and
frustrated, so much so that he missed the escalator he’d meant to
use, and had to walk two degrees beyond to catch the next one. As
he stood there, he tried to collect his thoughts and get his
frustrations under control. But he couldn’t escape the feeling that
he simply wanted to talk to someone. Finally, desperately, he sent
out a call.

“Glen?”

Hi, Daneshi.

“Hi. Um, Glen, this isn’t a good time...”

I know, I’m sorry... I just... can you talk for a
minute?

“Well, I guess... sure. Are you okay?”

Not really. I’ve been having all sorts of weird things
happen to me with this new linke. I just tried to talk to Ana, my
trainer, about it, and she practically confirmed that
she’d intentionally caused some of it! But then she ran off before
she would tell me why.

“What do you mean by ‘weird things,’ Glen?”

Well, weird, like... like having a conversation,
and knowing what the person is about to say before he says it. Like
waiters who know I’m there, before they actually see me.
Like... he almost told her about the tickets, but decided
against it. Like, that kind of weird stuff. It’s not
normal.

“I... I see. Can’t you... I don’t know, stop it?”

I don’t know how. It just seems to happen. I don’t know how
it works. Daneshi, I’m getting really bugged about this. I don’t
know what I should do!

“Oh, poor baby...” Glen listened to her, and his brows
knitted quizzically. She sounded genuinely sorry about his
predicament, Glen could tell, but there was something else she was
not saying, as well.

Daneshi... are you sure you can’t get away tonight? I’d
really like to see you...

“Oh, Glen... I just, I just can’t...”

Daneshi, what’s going on with you? If it’s
something I can help with, I’ll come on down to—

“No,” Daneshi replied quickly. “No, you can’t do anything
here. It’s just... I have to deal with this problem, it won’t wait.
I’m... I’m sorry, Glen...”

Yeah... yeah, me, too.” He shook his head in
resignation. Listen, you go back to work. I’m sorry I bothered
you.

“I’m looking forward to the concert, Glen.”

Glen paused for long seconds. Talk about right out of left
field... one moment she sounds sympathetic, the next she sounds
cold, the next... —Uh, sure. I’ll talk to you later. And
he closed the connection. He almost tripped at the top of the
escalator, and half-blindly stumbled on towards his flat.

~

The next morning, Glen received a call at breakfast. He hoped it
was Ana, whom he’d never found after she ran out on him the night
before, and whom he was genuinely concerned about... as well as
still being angry with her... but couldn’t quite decide which
feelings were stronger at the moment.

But when he accepted the call, he was again surprised.
“Hello, Mr. Jansen. My name is Candace Meddings.”

Glen’s brow creased. The name was not at all familiar to him,
and generally, people who did not know you didn’t call you at
seven-thirty in the morning. She had sent a business Intro along
with the call, and Glen quickly accessed that. The Intro presented
an animatic picture, along with business-basic text information
about her. Glen was immediately drawn to her face, which was
drop-dead beautiful, and framed with luxurious blond hair. The text
with it read:

Candace April
Meddings

Prospect Recruiting Executive

Confused, Glen tried to put his slightly addled thoughts about
Ana aside and compose himself: Good morning, Ms. Meddings. What
can I do for you?

“Actually, I want to do something for you.”
Her voice was rich and smooth, and the suggestive emphasis she’d
placed on the word “you” brought forth all sorts of interesting
connotations, but Glen was still puzzled over what the call was all
about. She did not keep him hanging for long. “I’d like to meet
with you as soon as possible, Mr. Jansen. Hopefully this
morning, if you can get away. It’s been brought to my attention
that you have unique skills that would be highly desirable
in our agency. I’d like to get together... to discuss
it with you.”

Get together... he immediately regretted repeating
those particular words, and tried to get his mind on the subject at
hand. She was recruiting him, or wanted to. That’s what she does,
says so on the card. Still, head hunters didn’t usually call you so
early—did they? Glen didn’t know; he’d never been head-hunted
before. Uh... exactly, what skills are you referring to, Ms.
Meddings?

“I’d like to discuss that in person. It would be
much more effective that way. Is there any way
that you could meet me this morning?”

Hold on. Glen knew he could spare a few hours before
going in to work. But he had planned on trying to find Ana, to try
to straighten out their discussion (and leftover feelings) from
last night. Well, I was actually planning to go see someone
before work today, and this might not be—

“Reschedule it. Please, Mr. Jansen. I can assure
you, what I have to discuss with you would be very lucrative...
for both of us. Glen... say you’ll meet with me at nine,
and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Whoa, Glen thought. She certainly knows how to press all the
right buttons, doesn’t she? He could just imagine the face on the
animatic, saying those words to him... Finally he said, Okay, I
guess I can make it. Where should I meet you?

“I’ll pick you up,” she said. On the Hector
Promenade, at nine.”

All right. See you at nine.

“I’ll look forward to it.” She closed the connection,
allowing him to think aloud, yeah, so will I, without fear
she would overhear.

~

Hector Promenade was a small collection of homey shops, one
level almost directly below Glen’s flat. Glen made it there a
minute before nine, and stood out in the open, checking out the
storefronts and trying to pick out a beautiful blonde looking for
someone. This is why he failed to notice the city cart that came up
beside him until it beeped its horn. To his credit, Glen did not
jump, but prepared to dodge what he thought was oncoming cart
traffic. He quickly realized that the cart, obviously a private
cart, was not moving, and that the windows had been blacked out for
privacy. Without knowing who was inside, he waited to see if the
occupant of the cart would make any move.

A moment later, the cart door unlatched and slid upward. The
first thing Glen could see inside were two incredibly shapely legs,
bared well above the knees by a short skirt, crossed over one
another. Despite the obvious audacity, Glen tried to hide his shock
(women never wore skirts or shorts when on business
time... in fact, when living in a spacescraper, where people could
often look up at other people passing on overhead levels,
it was rare to see a short skirt at all), and followed the
edge of the rising door to see the rest. A smart business suit
topped the skirt, well-tailored and not unusual in any way, but
Glen quickly realized that whatever blouse she wore under the
suitcoat was either incredibly low-cut... or not there at all
(bringing to mind the equal likelihood, in a spacescraper, of
looking down at people from above). Then he saw the hair,
lush and slightly stirred by the movement of air about the cart.
The hair perfectly framed the face he’d seen in the animatic, which
seemed even more drop-dead gorgeous in person. He could see why her
discussing anything in person would be much more “effective” from
her standpoint.

“Hello, Glen,” she called from inside the cab. “I’m Candace.
Come on in.”

“Hi, Candace,” Glen said, stooping to get into the cart. The
cart was a large model, with opposing seats, and a separate and
blanked-out driver’s cab. Glen strategically sat in front of
Candace, and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“And you,” Candace replied, shaking his hand warmly.
She glanced at the cart door, and it closed with a hiss, sealing
them inside. The cart began to move, traveling slowly through the
promenade. “I hope this isn’t too inconvenient for you,” she said,
glancing about to indicate the cart. “We didn’t want you to have to
go too far out of your way, but we did want to be able to speak to
you confidentially.”

“No, this is no problem at all,” Glen replied. “And since you
mentioned ‘we’... you haven’t told me who you represent.”

“As a matter of fact,” Candace said, “I’m independent.
I often represent a number of interests.” Glen noted how the
emphasis she had put on the word ‘independent’ suggested an
entirely different meaning to him. She seemed to be adept at
emphasizing certain words in a suggestive, almost alluring,
fashion, and it certainly made for an interesting conversation.
“But at the moment, I am here as a representative of Lucci,
International.”

“Lucci,” Glen repeated, partially to give his linke a chance to
do a quick search for data on the organization.

“Lucci,” Candace explained, “is the multinational organization
that dominates the resources reclamations industry...”

As she spoke, the data was already coming in to him through his
linke: Lucci’s forte was collecting the spent resources of the old
cities, from the steel of its ancient towers to the plastic linings
in its sewer ducts.

“...They are almost single-handedly responsible for the recovery
of billions of tons of valuable ores and materials worldwide.”

They broke things down into their component elements, and sold
them either as scrap or reprocessed material to the industries that
recycled the material into the world’s new cities and
spacescrapers.

“Lucci prides itself in being non-denominational, non-political
and non-partisan...”

They were also known for their refusal to bow to governments,
insisting instead that their pro-ecological focus was more
important than political or social conveniences.

“...and in their steadfast ability to cut through bureaucratic
issues and get the job done, no matter what.”

And they were especially known for a ruthlessness in business,
and a distinctive eye-for-an-eye method for dealing with resistance
and detractors...

And it finally hit Glen: Lucci, International was otherwise
known by the initials M-O-B.

And at the same moment, Candace said: “Your unique skills have
come to the attention of Lucci, Intl.”

“My—” Glen’s voice dried up on the first syllable, and he tried
to clear his throat delicately. Candace gave no indication that she
had recognized any discomfort on his part. “—my skills? You mean...
Lucci is looking for someone who specializes in pedestrian traffic
flow?”

Candace shook her head and smiled warmly. “Actually, that
wasn’t the skill they were interested in.”

Glen blinked. “Then, they want an architecture-trained civil
engineer.”

“No,” she replied.

“Well—” he paused, confused now. His eyes wandered the cab as he
tried to understand, and he finally gave out a nervous chuckle and
held up his hands. “But those are my skills. Are you sure
you’re looking for the right guy?”

“Oh, yes,” Candace assured him. “You are the
Glen Jansen I want.”

She was still using the same coy inflections of speech... her
smile, the way she looked at him, none of that had changed. But
now, Glen felt a distinct chill from the way she spoke to him. And
when she suddenly unfolded her legs and turned unexpectedly to a
cabinet set beside her seat, he had to fight the urge to jump out
of his seat.

“Perhaps I should have been more specific when we spoke
earlier,” Candace said, opening the cabinet. It was a small wet
bar, and Glen recognized most of the beers and liquors that he
frequently drank. “Please allow me to explain everything. Can I fix
you a vodka and orange?”

His favorite drink... naturally, he found himself
thinking. “Sure.” She smiled and poured two drinks, and Glen noted
the proportions were equal, and just the way he preferred
it. Once finished, she handed him one glass, and took the other
herself.

“Now,” she said, leaning back in her seat and re-folding her
legs in a mock-leisurely fashion. “About your skills. What
we’re interested in, frankly, has nothing to do with your
architectural background.”

“No?” Glen took a sip from his drink. “Then what does it have to
do with?”

“With your new audio-visual linke, Glen.”

Glen sat silently for long seconds, before he finally blurted
out, “What?”

“Your AV-linke,” Candace repeated. “We want your skills related
to your AV-CMSP.”

Glen was silent for long seconds. “You have me so
confused,” he finally admitted, taking another, longer draught. “I
just got this thing a few weeks ago. I just finished training last
week! I mean, I’m just a guy using a new linke! I’m not a designer,
or anything!”

“No, you aren’t,” Candace admitted. “But I believe you’ve
already managed to do more with the linke than you—or its
designers, for that matter—ever thought possible.”

Alarms instantly went off in Glen’s head. She knows!
She knows about the strange things I’ve been experiencing! But
how? I’ve only spoken directly to Ana about them... I haven’t even
told Daneshi that much about it... and I certainly haven’t told
anyone else! Outwardly, however, he tried to maintain the air
of confusion, hoping he was wrong (or that she could be misled into
thinking she was wrong), and slowly lowered his glass. “If you’re
referring to the way I redesigned the Breakstone museum’s main
space, I’d hardly consider that so special—”

Candace giggled. A strange, throaty, but sexy giggle. The mere
sound of it cut him off. Candace regarded him a moment, than nodded
in conciliation to his effort. “All right, I suppose I should
lay our cards on the table, then.” She still had
a pleasant look on her face, but the smile had somehow transformed
into something colder, less friendly. “We’ve recently spoken to a
few people whom you know. They told us about your recent
discoveries related to using your new linke. Things like objects
that seem to almost reshape themselves on their own. We’ve also
heard about interesting incidents you’ve had recently with people
you’ve met. People who anticipate your presence before they
actually see or hear you there. A gentleman of our acquaintance who
seems to think you knew what he was saying, even before he said it.
A lady you met the other day... I believe you discussed an old rock
and roll band with her, at some length.”

She paused, and took a sip of her drink, for the first time.
Glen sat silently, knowing that he was no longer concealing his
feelings, which now consisted of trying to figure out how they
could possibly know all this. He wondered if they had been watching
him, or if any of these people actually worked for them... His
reverie was broken when he suddenly became aware of a feeling of...
extreme distaste, which seemed to brush the back of his mind like a
passing wind.

At that moment, Candace had taken her first swallow of the vodka
and orange, and judging by the look on her face, she had not
enjoyed it. Glen wasn’t sure why, but his mind made a connection
between the two seemingly separate events... and at the mere
thought of it, his mind again reeled. What is going
on?

Her eyes rose at that moment and locked with Glen’s. She now
knows about this, too. He was sure of it. Her face altered
subtly; she put the glass down. Glen was at a loss for words, and
just stared at her. “You do realize what’s happening,
don’t you?” Again, Glen was too afraid to speak, so he waited for
her to go on. “You’ve discovered that the AV-linke is giving you
access to things you should not have access to. I can assure you,
that this was not the intention of its designers. It’s also not
something that everybody can do. The AV-linke has not been widely
rolled out yet, but we’ve determined that a select few people seem
to be able to tap into these... unique abilities. And there doesn’t
seem to be any way to predict who those people will be.”

Candace leaned forward theatrically, exposing quite a bit of
cleavage for his inspection, and executed a textbook-perfection
stage-whisper. “Guess what? You seem to be one of those
people.”

Glen took a hard swallow from his glass, to steady his nerves.
“How do you know all of this?” Glen finally asked. When he did,
Candace’s sincere smile returned.

“Ah... I’ll take that as an affirmation of our suspicions.
Thanks for ‘coming out of the closet,’ as I think the old saying
goes. Allow me to give you further details: Our people discovered
the unexpected attributes of the AV-linke through studying our own
prototype model, and the data from the original researchers. People
who can take advantage of these attributes are generally referred
to as ‘Encephalopaths,’ or ECPs. This is because what you can do is
similar in many ways to that pseudo-mythical talent that they used
to call ‘telepathy,’ albeit only with an assist from the linke, and
the properly-trained mind. The encephalopathic connection to your
linke has transcended standard operating parameters, giving your
linke unprecedented access to your mind, and with it, the ability
to tap deeper into other linkes. ECPs can not only penetrate the
barriers that exist in another person’s linke, gaining access to
their stored information... but they can gain access to their very
minds through their own linke.”

Glen coughed out a laugh. “You’re telling me I’m a
telepath.”

“Not quite. You are an encephalopath. Your mind has,
rather unconsciously, figured out how to use your linke to access
other linkes, get past their built-in barriers, and to gain access
to their minds through that link. We don’t know why it happens…
neither do the linke’s designers, in fact. Possibly your background
as an artist gives you some unique insight into the inner workings
of the linke, that few others have. (Interchangeable
parts, Glen thought sourly.) Perhaps it’s something else about
your mental makeup. No one knows. But I’m sure you can imagine
that, being a rare skill, it is also a valuable one.

“Based on our findings, we’ve monitored sales of the devices
around the world, hoping to find someone who could take advantage
of those attributes... latent ECPs, if you will. We have a number
of contacts, through our various networks, who are instructed to
get in touch with us if they witness anything which would be of
interest to us. We also have a few people available who can be
called on to... shall we say... check our prospects out. So far,
we’ve encountered just a few ECPs. You’re one of the first people
I’ve personally had a chance to contact.”

“Why? What do you want?”

“To offer you a very enjoyable position, of
course.” Candace took another sip from the vodka glass, and Glen
felt that peculiar feeling again. He was actually registering her
distaste for the drink! He tried not to react, but he was too
confused and shocked to hide it. He knew Candace registered his
reaction, and she smiled and put the glass down.

“I guess it’s an acquired taste. Tell me: Have you spoken to any
other... recruiters about this?” Glen simply shook his head. “I’m
surprised... we don’t usually get to USNA citizens first. I expect
you’ll be contacted soon, by members of what we loosely consider
‘our government.’ You see, they are also aware of the AV-linke’s
abilities, and they’re on a hiring drive, too.”

“The government wants to hire me?” Glen said dubiously, but even
as the words came out of his mouth, he could believe it was
possible... even likely. If the mob wants me... why not
the government, too? He felt he was slowly getting his wits back,
but he was still wary of his situation. “Anyone else I should
consider to be looking for me?”

“Not really,” Candace replied. “We’re the only serious
offers you’ll get.” Something about the way she said it, gave Glen
that chill again, and he did not respond. “Let me explain to you
what’s going on. Your linke gives you abilities that Lucci
International would like to take advantage of. Since we
established ourselves in the worldwide reclamations fields, we have
had to deal with governments and other organizations that were
intent on taking advantage of us, in order to further their own
selfish interests. Others have repeatedly ignored the mandate for
ecological sensibility and recovery that has been our only mission
in life... trying to sabotage our good works, in the name of their
personal profits and comforts. This is something we cannot
allow to happen. Our planet is in too wretched a shape, due to
organized, worldwide ecological rape and plundering, to be
ignored. If we can’t maintain our present level of ecological
repair, we won’t have this planet to enjoy much longer. We have the
support of the people to clean this world up, and that’s exactly
what we intend to do.

“But despite all that... we have opposition from governments and
special interest groups. And unfortunately, they have leverages
that can be very difficult to overcome. To put it simply, we need
all the help we can get, just to maintain the status quo. And that
is where you come in. You would be working in our intelligence
offices. You’d be a valuable information gatherer for Lucci’s
regional branches in the USNA.”

“Information gatherer?”

“Yes.” Candace rolled her eyes backward, as if imagining the
list of things he would be doing. “Researching government reports
and strategies. Determining upcoming policy decisions. Divining the
intentions of other organizations, related to business dealings
with Lucci, or with their own environmental practices and
policies.” She lowered her eyes back to Glen. “That sort
of thing.”

Glen, however, was beginning to tire of the cryptic and
roundabout discussion they were having. He sighed and returned her
gaze levelly. “Look: It’s bad enough that this stupid linke has
been fucking with my life for the past week,” he said
calmly but deliberately. “And I’m still looking forward to probably
slugging my trainer for putting me through this. And I wouldn’t be
half surprised at this point, to find out it’s in some twisted way
chasing my girlfriend away from me—”

“That would be an interesting twist,” Candace admitted
wryly.

“— and now, I find out that you’ve been spying on me.
And you want me to spy for you. Well, I don’t want to be a spy. So,
no thanks.”

He reached for the door to the cab, fully prepared to open it,
while they were moving. But he was stopped by Candace’s hand on his
arm.

“Wait,” she said, her voice slipping back into its suggestive
tone. “I realize this is a very unusual offer. But I can
assure you, you are in a very unique position here. Your
newfound abilities will place you in high demand.
I don’t want you to dismiss our offer out of hand.”

Without moving her hand from his arm, she moved easily across
the cab, sliding into the seat next to Glen. She pulled his
outstretched hand down to rest against her thigh, and slid her
other hand behind his neck.

“I want you to understand that this position has some
incredible fringe benefits... not to mention signing
bonuses. We’ll be glad to compensate you for any
difficulties you’ve been going through lately. Put simply: We’ll do
anything to convince you to join us.”

And she kissed him. Not just a simple kiss, either: A sexy,
hungry kiss that sent a different kind of chill down Glen’s spine.
She drew her arms around his neck and molded her body to his,
allowing her legs to spread apart by his free hand. She poured it
on for all she was worth, and Glen found he couldn’t resist her
attraction.

When she finally pulled back from his lips, she whispered,
“Please allow me to show you my appreciation for
seeing me today.” She resumed kissing him deeply, hungrily, and
Glen allowed his free hand to slide down between her legs. Her
delighted moan would have done any porn actress proud, and was more
than enough to finally convince Glen to let her thank him in any
way she wanted.





F.I.A.

As Glen approached Jackson Tuesday, much later than he’d
expected to be, Rick was waiting in the lobby. Glen winced at the
sight of him, knowing he couldn’t exactly explain to Rick that he
was late for work because he screwed a recruiter for the Mob in the
back of a citycart as incentive for taking a spying job. He tried
to put his best apologetic face forward as he walked in the
doors.

Rick looked up when the doors opened, and instantly approached
him. “Glen! Where the hell have you been?”

“I’m really sorry, Rick, things just ended up taking a lot
longer than I—”

“Never mind that,” Rick cut him off. “These people have been
waiting all morning for you.”

“People?...” Glen noticed for the first time the two men who sat
there in the lobby. They were dressed in identical dark suits,
right down to the sensible black plastic shoes. They stood up
together, as if literally joined at the hip. They took two
identical steps forward, and both neglected to smile.

Glen remembered Candace’s comment about other recruiters.
Great. This would be the so-called “government.”

“Glen Jansen,” the man spoke... not in the manner of asking if
that was Glen’s name, but telling him that it was. “I’m Hart. This
is Doggers. F.I.A. Official government business. We need to speak
with you.”

“Uh...” Glen glanced at Rick, and back to the government men.
“What’s this all about? Am I in trouble or something?”

“Nothing like that,” Hart replied. “We need your assistance with
a government matter. Would you come with us, please?”

“B—but I just got here—”

“That’s okay, Glen,” Rick spoke up quickly. “If the F.I.A. needs
you, you go. Civic duty, and all. I understand. Let me know if
there’s anything else I can do to help.”

Glen withered as his only hope to get him out of this folded
before him. “Thanks, Rick,” he said sarcastically. “You’re doing
plenty.” Before Rick could question his tone, he turned to the
government men. “All right, let’s go.”

~

The F.I.A. offices in Franklin-Laurent were small and
unassuming... just as Glen would expect an F.I.A. office to be
anywhere else in the country. In fact, it was so non-descript that
he could well imagine that if he had fallen asleep in the cart ride
over, he could wake up unknowingly in another city entirely. The
mere thought made him grin, but a stony look from Hart drove the
grin from his face.

After somewhat ceremoniously walking through the heavy-duty
weapons detectors, he was ushered to an office at the end of a long
hall. The door opened unbidden... conveniently, since it had no
handle. The office within wasn’t much larger, or less unassuming,
than the rest of the offices he’d seen. Its one notable difference
was the large wall screen opposite the door, and behind the desk.
The screen showed an image of the fields to the south of
Franklin-Laurent, as far as Glen could tell. A chair, behind the
desk, was facing the screen, and Glen could not see the face of
whoever seemed to be staring at that image on the wall.

Glen was directed to a chair before the desk. Once he was
seated, Hart and Doggers turned and exited. The door closed behind
them. For a few seconds, the room was silent. Glen stared at the
back of the chair before him, at this point expecting some
melodramatic statement to come from the person sitting in it,
before the chair spun around and revealed some incredibly important
person whom Glen would somehow know (and, presumably, be scared
witless of).

He was disappointed on two counts: First, the chair spun around
to face him before a word was uttered; and Second, he was sure he
had never before seen the man seated in it before in his life, nor
did he make much of an initial impression. The man was balding, on
the thin side... nothing at all familiar, or frightening, about
him. He regarded Glen for a moment, as if sizing him up.

“I’m W.R. Beckinson,” the man announced matter-of-factly. “I’m
the head of the Virginia branches of the F.I.A. How do you do, Mr.
Jansen?”

Glen shrugged. “I’m okay. What am I here for, Mr.
Beckinson?”

Beckinson did not respond right away. Instead, he scratched his
head, methodically, the way some people twiddle their thumbs.
“Frankly, Mr. Jansen, I’m surprised to see you here at all.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well,” Beckinson replied slowly, “our initial intelligence told
us that you’d changed your mind about purchasing the AV-linke in
your pocket, there.” He allowed his scratching hand to pause long
enough to point casually at Glen’s shirt, before going back to its
scratching. “We got in touch with Dr. Beacham, your trainer, and he
told us you’d decided against the thing. Only to discover later,
that you had purchased the AV-linke after all, and that you had
already undergone full training on it.”

“Dr. Beacham wasn’t...” Glen paused. It suddenly occurred to him
that he might not want to say anything about who did train him. He
wasn’t sure why, but he had the feeling that it might be an ace to
hold back until another time. He quickly tried to change the
direction of the conversation. “Wait... why would you care that I
was planning to buy a new linke in the first place? Much less care
whether I finally bought it or not?”

Beckinson smiled. “Oh, come on, Glen... you know where you are.
And I know you’re smart enough to know what we do here. It’s our
business to know when someone wants to buy such a useful piece of
technology as the AV-linke. And don’t give me that innocent look...
I know you’ve not only been fully informed about the linke’s
unexpected potential, but have found out quite a bit on your
own.”

“What potential?” Glen asked slyly. “I bought it to improve my
architectural designs.”

“I already know all about your little tryst with Candace
Meddings.”

Glen’s mouth fell open at that revelation; a moment later, it
snapped back shut, but his face flushed plainly. Beckinson took
this all in, and grinned slightly.

“Like I said: That’s what we do. And despite Miz Medding’s
attempt to keep your little meeting fully confidential, I can
assure you I’ve been fully briefed on the details.”

“All the details?” Glen asked weakly.

“To the last gasp,” Beckinson stated mockingly.

Glen ran a hand through his hair. “You know, I’m starting to get
really fed up with the idea that people are spying on me!”

“Coincidentally,” Beckinson commented, “that’s exactly what I
wanted to speak to you about.”

Glen sighed expansively. “Okay, fine. I’ve already been
propositioned by the mob. Go ahead, take your best shot. Although,
to be honest, I have my doubts that you can beat their benefits
package!”

“So glad you enjoyed yourself,” Beckinson said humorlessly, to
which Glen flushed a bit again. “Miz Meddings’...
benefits... notwithstanding, I think we have a valid offer
to extend to you nonetheless.

“To begin with, we’re your government, the good old U-S-N-of-A.
The ones who make everyone’s life here on this continent
possible... even enjoyable. Despite the cushy life you and your
friends enjoy here in Franklin-Laurent, the world is in a much more
desperate shape. Countries fight over resources, argue over trade
imbalances, and threaten each other over pollution that crosses
national boundaries. As powerful as the U.S.N.A. is, we still have
to put the bulk of our population into resource-conserving
spacescrapers, scrape up every last scrap of waste material to
recycle into new spacescrapers, and sell what we don’t need at
cut-rate prices to offset our national debt. We still feed sixty
percent of the world. We’re actively leading the drive in negative
worldwide population growth, to make sure there are enough
resources for all of the world.

“And even still, quite a bit of that world would just love to
come in here and just take what we have… if we weren’t
able to keep them at bay. Countries like India and China would
attack us in a heartbeat, just for our coal resources, if they
thought they could get away with it. Terrorists like Boson Blue and
Sherwood Khan and Pterodactyl try to hack into us on a daily basis.
The constant threats to this country make the Cold War look like a
pissing contest.

“So you see, we’re not in this for the glory, nor the riches.
We’re trying to preserve the lifestyle of our citizens,
and the state of the planet. And that’s no joke.”

“Okay, so you’re patriotic instead of capitalist,” Glen stated.
“Other than that, you still don’t sound so different from Lucci,
International.”

“Lucci...” Beckinson’s hand started to drift back to his head,
but then it dropped and folded together with his other hand on the
desk. He leaned forward over the desk, and his face went dark.
“Lucci, International may be functioning under the guise
of ecological champion of the world... but in reality, they’re just
a bunch of petty thugs. They use theft, extortion and
outright violence to keep countries and corporations in line... and
when they complain, Lucci goes to the people with its ‘Mother
Nature’ routine, and everybody weeps a tear, says ‘shame on you
mean ol’ governments,’ and forgives any and all transgressions.
They’re the Devil with good PR. But they’re still the Devil, and
you’ll know it the first time you screw up working for them. Trust
me: You don’t want to be working for them. I don’t care
how many bimbos they throw at you.”

Beckinson then leaned back in his chair again. “Which brings me
to my second point. I’m sure Miz Meddings told you how valuable
your newfound talent is. Well, your government agrees that an
encephalopath would be very valuable to us. And to retain your
services, we’re prepared to make you a more than competitive
offer.” Glen raised an eyebrow, but stayed silent. “Yes, even
competitive with Lucci. A salary tenfold what you’re making now.
Hell, name your salary. Your choice of residence, anything
in it you want, on the government account. Unlimited travel,
expenses. And fringe benefits?” Now it was Beckinson’s turn to cock
an eyebrow at Glen. “I don’t think you’ll complain about the
benefits we can offer you. For that matter, at what you’ll be
making, I’m sure you can get your hands on anything—or anyone—you
want.”

Beckinson smiled. “In that regard, yes: We are every bit as
determined as Lucci to convince you to work with us. And we’re just
as willing to make it worth your while.”

He let the offer hang in the air for a moment, tantalizing. Glen
merely shook his head. “I’ll tell you just what I told (he’d almost
said “Candace”) Meddings: I don’t want to be a spy.”

“Yes... it is quite a step up from being a cipher at a no-name
architectural firm, isn’t it?” Glen did not reply, but narrowed his
eyes meaningfully at Beckinson, who simply inclined his head and
shrugged. “Well, I didn’t expect you to just jump up and say,
‘Hell, yes, I’ll do it!’ On the other hand, I do expect
you to give it further thought.” He leaned forward in his chair
again, and Glen recognized the theatrics of that move. “We know
that, essentially, you consider yourself an American. You believe
in what this country stands for: Justice; fairness; competition;
equality. We’re on the same side, Glen. And we believe that, once
you think about it, you’ll agree with that. You’ll see that this,”
he leaned back and spread his hands, to indicate his nondescript
office, “is where you ought to be.”

Again, the pregnant pause. Glen finally broke it by saying, “Is
that it? Can I go back to work, now?”

Beckinson regarded Glen with satisfaction... as if the interview
had gone exactly as expected. “Let me say one last thing. You may
think Lucci is giving you a choice of working for them or not. They
aren’t. When you realize that... remember that we’re the best place
to go, to get away from them.” And that, Glen reflected,
was the most plainly ominous thing Beckinson had said yet.

“Okay. Get out of here.” The door behind Glen opened. “Here’s my
card,” he said, broadcasting it to Glen’s linke. “Call me whenever
you want to talk.”

Glen stood up and headed silently out the door.

“Been nice talking to you.”

Glen barely glanced back as he left the office. Outside, Hart
and Doggers stood waiting for him. They allowed Glen to pass
between them, and turned to follow him out.

“Hart.”

Hart turned back towards Beckinson, and entered the office,
while Doggers escorted Glen out. Beckinson regarded Hart for a
moment, until sure Glen was out of hearing range of them. Then he
closed the door, anyway.

“Dr. Beacham said he didn’t train Jansen.”

Hart nodded. “That’s right, sir.”

“But Jansen got trained, anyway.”

“Uh. Yessir.”

Beckinson leaned forward in his chair. “Well? Find out who
trained him. And if it was Beacham... make sure he loses
every license he has. And make doubly sure everyone knows
who took them.”

“Yessir.”

The door opened behind Hart.

“Go.”

Hart left, and the door closed behind him. Beckinson turned back
to the wall screen behind the desk. After a few moments, he
muttered, “God, I can’t wait to go home.”

~

The citycart ride back to Jackson Tuesday was slow and silent,
Doggers behind the wheel, and Glen in back by himself. He was sure
this, too, was calculated to force him to consider his
predicament—the locked cab doors convinced him of that—but it was
hardly putting him in a more responsive mood.

As this was the first time all day that he’d had a chance to
think about something other than people trying to force him into
espionage careers, he remembered that he hadn’t had the chance to
speak to Ana since she ran out on him the previous night. He had
repeatedly called her, but she hadn’t returned any of his calls...
nor had he gotten any confirmation that she had accepted any of his
messages. Although he was still upset with her, he was also getting
noticeably concerned about her. His feelings towards her were
becoming very conflicted, and at this point, he couldn’t honestly
say whether he’d want to hug her or hit her when he finally found
her.

Still, he’d just endured hours of people telling him how great
his new linke was... maybe it was time he put it to good use. He
started by putting in a call to Ana again, and waiting for a reply.
As with the last six tries, he was rewarded with: “Doctor Ana
Delany is not able to speak to you right now. Would you like to
leave a message for her?”

Stand by, was the message Glen sent... he knew this
would hold the connection open for a few seconds, waiting for him
to compose a reply. Instead, he began to concentrate on Ana,
thinking about how to contact her directly. He tried to remember
the images from his last training session, particularly those of
the interchangeable objects flying through components, and ways to
circumvent whatever blocks Ana’s linke might have in place. He
pictured, in a very blunt way, breaking through a wall of blocks to
establish a direct communication with her.

“Still standing by. Would you like to leave a message
now?” The repeated message broke his concentration, and he
began to lose the series of images he had constructed, the
immediacy of the cab intruding on them and bringing Glen back to
the real world. He doubted if he had made any kind of progress, but
if he had, it would be fading now...

Then another memory came to Glen: His dream of Ana. He
remembered pursuing her into the training room... demanding
information... the strange, frightening undertone of the dream...
the look on her face when she recognized him, a look which he now
thought he understood... as if he was the last person she
expected to see there...

Stop it!

Glen threw himself back against the cart’s seat, shocked in
realization. He closed his eyes and fought to remember the dream,
every image, every detail. I want to know what it is you’re not
telling me! He allowed that part of the dream to repeat, like
a mantra, over and over. He could almost hear her cry, Stop
it! following each demand like a warped echo, the two phrases
overlapping each other, again and again.

I want to know what it is you’re not telling me!

Stop it!

I want to know what it is you’re not telling me!

Stop(I want to know what it is you’re not
telling me!) it!

I want (Stop it!) to know what it is you’re not
telling me!

I want to know (Stop it!) what it is you’re not
telling me!

I want to know what it is (Omi) you’re not telling
me!

I want to know what it is you’re not (Stop it!)
telling me!

I want to know what (God) it is you’re not telling
me!

I want to know what it is you’re (Stop it!) not
telling me!

“—Glen?”

His eyes snapped open, and for fear of losing his concentration,
he immediately shut them again. Ana! Where are you? We have to
talk!

“Glen? How are... how did you...”

Never mind that! I need to see you!

“You can’t be... I-I’m sorry, I can’t speak now—”

Ana, please! It’s important!— But something
was happening to the connection, something out of Glen’s tenuous
control. Bubbling up from the background, her scream, “Stop
it!” repeated louder and louder, drowning out his desperate
pleas. And then, with the suddenness of a light switch thrown, the
signal ended.

No... it changed, abruptly. Where before, he was
grasping at a distant signal, now he seemed to be surrounded by
something, something huge and overwhelming, as if he had been
unwittingly propelled into it. Glen floundered in the suddenness
and immediacy of it all, and fought for understanding of it. He saw
patterns of light rays all around him, at once close by and
infinitely far away, too dense and complex to get a clear picture
of what was going on... it was like a fog of light, everywhere. And
within the fog, myriad silver spheres floated, and light rays
converged on and spilled out of them like an incredible Van der
Graf electricity demonstration.

The scale was too immense... Glen could imagine that,
if his training session had shown him the interior of one linke,
this could easily be all the communications systems on Earth,
combined! Yet, even at that scale, Glen thought he saw an overall
pattern to it, as if he was on the inside of an object and trying
to determine its overall shape. And there was something that
resembled a definitive order to the patterns and signals around
him, incredibly complex, but—

And suddenly, all of that was collecting itself into a rapidly
receding ball, and falling away from Glen... or he was falling away
from it... at the speed of thought. The instant sensation of raw
speed frightened Glen, and as he struggled again to get his
equilibrium, the image flickered out of existence, leaving him
blackness and silence.

Glen jerked as if shot, and cried out in momentary panic. His
eyes snapped open, and he caught his government driver snapping his
head around to see what Glen was yelling at.

“Hey, Jansen! What ails you, bud?”

“Nothing.” He realized he wasn’t sure if he might have said
something during his experience (whatever that had been),
and he was afraid he might have given something away. He was
particularly concerned about revealing Ana to them: He wanted to be
sure he could find her, before they did, and get some answers to
some of the many questions he still had.

“Well,” Doggers said, “wake up. We’re here at your office.” The
cart pulled up, and the door facing Jackson Tuesday unlocked
audibly. Glen quickly opened the door and stepped out, slamming it
behind him. Doggers looked idly at the slammed door, then at Glen.
“Have a nice day, Jansen,” he smiled thinly. And he drove off.

“Asshole,” Glen muttered as he watched the cart drive away. He
heard the front door to his office open a moment later, and turned
to see Rick walking out to meet him. Beyond, Glen could see John
and Lisa in the lobby, peering out with concerned faces.

Rick came up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Glen. What was
that all about? What does the F.I.A. want with you?”

Glen looked over at Rick, and for a moment, considered just
telling him. But it occurred to him that his problems could
potentially endanger those closest to him, and he didn’t want to
put Rick or anyone else in that situation. “I wish I could tell
you,” he finally managed to say, “but somehow I think it’s better
if I don’t get you involved.”

“Listen,” Rick began, and took a surreptitious look back at the
office before continuing. “Are you in trouble or something? Because
if there’s anything I can do to help—”

Glen shook his head slightly. “It’s okay, Rick. I’m not in
trouble,” he lied. “But someone I know is,” he added, thinking of
Ana, and the likelihood that the F.I.A. could be after her
already.

“Someone you know,” Rick repeated, and Glen suspected Rick
thought he was covering himself by referring to an imaginary
“friend.” He decided to let it go... the less he knew, the better,
and if Rick could ultimately use his cover story to protect
himself, so much the better.

“Yeah... yeah. I’m really sorry about this, but don’t worry…
it’ll be okay. Rick, listen, I know I’ve already shot most of the
day... can I have the rest of the day off? To... take care of some
things.”

Rick regarded Glen, considering the request. After a few
seconds, he smiled and said, “Hell... I was never a complete angel,
myself. Fine, go ahead. Take care of whatever you have to. Go.”

“Great. Thanks, Rick!” Glen started off at a run, with a
thankful wave behind him.

“Good luck, son,” Rick said under his breath.

As he jumped onto an escalator platform, he didn’t notice the
figure watching him from beside a support column, a few meters
away. When Glen was far enough down the escalator, the figure
stepped around the column and out of its shadow, for a better view.
Her soft, olive skin and straight, dark hair caught the light as
she leaned slightly over the railing and followed Glen’s swift
progress downward.

Daneshi watched him descend, but she made no attempt to follow.
Instead, she gripped the railing, as if it was all that held her
up, and stared after him with an expression of dread.





Seeking Answers

It occurred to Glen, about halfway to Ana’s offices, that he was
probably being watched... the realization made him draw up short,
and he took the opportunity to catch his breath against a wall.
Unfortunately, he not only didn’t know where all the surveillance
devices were in the spacescraper—he seriously doubted he’d even
recognize most of them—he had no idea how, if it was even
possible, to avoid them. This put him in a quandry: He still wanted
to see Ana, and her offices were the logical place to start; but he
didn’t want to simply lead the F.I.A. to her, if they didn’t
already know about her. At least, not until he’d had a chance to
talk to her.

He honestly couldn’t figure out what exactly he felt for Ana at
this point. After discovering she had intentionally manipulated his
training... for who knew what end... he felt very put-upon for
being subjected to his new linke’s vagaries, and angry with her for
not giving him the choice. He was also sure that her amorous
attentions towards him were specifically designed to win his
confidence and guarantee he would not end the training prematurely.
He adamantly wanted answers from her, of exactly why she’d done
it.

On the other hand, when she had run away from him, clearly upset
at his anger with her, his feelings for her had shifted to concern
and, now, worry. He had to admit that she had made an impact on
him, even after just a few weeks... and that he didn’t want to see
anything happen to her. So he found himself swinging from anger to
affection, almost minute by minute.

Maybe... he shouldn’t meet her in her office, after all. If
there was some neutral place to meet, some place where there would
be no surveillance... but where? Outside of Franklin-Laurent? No:
Between satellite monitors and long-distance listening devices, he
couldn’t imagine finding a secluded place anywhere nearby. And he
didn’t think he had that kind of time...

Finally he decided to go to her office, anyway, because he
couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. But only after he considered
a way to keep her from getting into any further trouble. If that
was possible.

~

There was no response when Glen signaled at the door to Ana’s
offices. He was immediately aware of a tightening in his chest, a
concern bordering on fright, for Ana. What if she was already in
F.I.A. hands? What if Lucci had her? He started becoming frantic,
trying to figure out what else he could do.

He almost didn’t hear the footsteps approaching from up the
hall. When he did, he turned towards them, but couldn’t make out
who was coming... they were too far away. He drifted back, towards
the dead end of the corridor, imagining a host of undesirables that
could be approaching him.

When he finally recognized Ana, he was flooded with relief...
and something more. After everything that she had done, he knew
that he was genuinely glad to see she was all right. A moment
later, Ana recognized him, and quickened her pace over the last few
steps. At the same time, Glen was sure he felt an additional surge
of similar feelings of relief, and more, at the moment that Ana had
recognized him. After his experience with Candace Meddings, he
suspected that nebulous feeling must have come from Ana herself,
supposedly through her linke; and the idea, however vague, that she
felt as happy to see him gave him an additional boost. But before
they gave themselves away, Glen stepped forward again.

“Doctor Delany,” Glen said quickly, deliberately, before Ana
could speak. “A friend of mine referred me to you. I realize we
haven’t met before (and he tried not to stress the words
too obviously) —but I’d like to talk to you about a new
linke I recently purchased. It seems to be acting up.”

His slow, deliberate, formal speech made the proper impression
upon Ana, who slowed until she stood four paces from him. She
considered him with a quizzical frown, and after a moment, she
nodded, slowly and almost imperceptively. “I—see. Have you spoken
to your... usual trainer about this?”

“No, I haven’t had the chance,” Glen replied. “He’s been very
busy. But I thought maybe you could help me.”

“Well, I have a few minutes,” Ana said, stepping carefully past
Glen to open the office door. “Please, come in.”

“Thanks,” Glen replied, following her inside. She closed the
door deliberately behind him, and made sure it was locked. Then she
looked carefully at Glen, not betraying anything with her gaze.

“Let’s take a look at your linke in here,” she said. “My
equipment will help me to find any problem you’re having.” She led
him into the training room... this being the first time he’d been
back since training, he immediately thought of the dream, and the
way the room had manifested itself then. Ana closed the door, and
locked that. Then she turned to face Glen, her back against the
door.

The next thing Ana said confirmed all of Glen’s suspicions
instantly. “I have no idea how safe this room is,” Ana stated
plainly. “But assuming no one knows you’ve been here before, it
would take them quite a while to set up surveillance. And w-well, I
haven’t seen any signs of it.” She regarded him nervously. “Are you
okay?”

In response, Glen threw himself at her, encircling her in his
arms and kissing her passionately. She responded instantly, her
tension melting away in his embrace.

“God, I was so worried about you,” Glen finally said when they
came up for air. “Why wouldn’t you talk to me?”

“I’m so sorry, I’m sorry, I couldn’t,” Ana told him
plaintively. “I wanted to, but... what’s been happening to
you?”

The question stiffened Glen, and he pulled back from her a bit.
“Well, to answer your other question, I’m definitely not
okay. Besides the other experiences I told you about, now I’m
picking up people’s... well, I guess ‘feelings’ is the best way to
describe it. You’ve got to talk to me about this linke.
Look, I’m sorry I yelled at you the other day... but if you knew
what I’ve been going through...”

“I think I have a good idea,” Ana said, leading him back to the
training table.

“Well, maybe you didn’t know that I’ve had two interesting
interviews, just this morning. The first was with Lucci,
International... otherwise known as the worldwide mob. And
the second was with the F.I.A. And coincidentally, both of them
want me to do the same job: Spying on each other.”

Ana regarded him with an appalled expression, seemed about to
say something, but shook her head instead. “I didn’t think it would
happen this fast.”

“What am I tapping into, exactly? Do you know?”

“Well...” Ana considered for a few moments. “It sounds like your
linke is making a direct connection with the subconscious parts of
your mind, and taking instruction from it. It’s not unheard of for
linkes to be able to register subconscious mental signals. It’s
just unusual for it to be able to interpret the signals. In
addition, that ability to interpret the subconscious seems to
extend to the signals of other linkes... your linke picks up the
stray unconscious signals from another linke, and it’s interpreting
it and passing it back to you. Like a sympathetic feedback, I
suppose. It’s all part of the ability of the AV-linke to tap into
external signals, guided by your more visually-oriented control
system. ”

“That would explain a lot,” Glen commented, then paused. “No,
no, it doesn’t. Ana, tell me: This... thing with the
linke; did I have it in me to do this, or did your training do
it?”

In response, she shook her head strongly. “No, the training
didn’t do it. You had it in you all along, Glen. The
training...” She considered her words carefully. “The last day of
training I gave you was a simulation that was developed at Sunia,
but it was taken out of the standard training program because it
had no measurable effect on the ability of regular users
to master the linke. Special users... like yourself... still
learned the things you’ve learned, after training. But the
inclusion of the final simulations showed positive results in
speeding up the process...”

“So you deliberately accelerated the process in me,” Glen
translated. Ana nodded her head slowly and wiped at the corners of
her eyes. “But why?”

Ana bit her lip and seemed to be trying to gauge his feelings
before she responded. “Glen, the abilities you’ve discovered with
your linke... it’s very rare, and very special. It gives you an
almost unimaginable tool, to leverage for your own benefit.” In a
softer voice, she added, “And for the benefit of others. I thought
you’d truly appreciate the chance to be able to do something
special with your life. Something really special.”

“But how did you know I’d be an encephalopath?” Ana raised her
eyebrows in surprise. “That’s what Ca—Lucci called the
ability.”

“Candace Meddings.” Ana’s expression went flat. Her posture
immediately changed, that stiffened attitude that women invariably
assumed when speaking about a potential rival.

Glen had no problem reading her, and his shoulders fell.
“Christ... does everyone know about Candace Meddings?”

“What about you and Candace Meddings?”

“I didn’t say ‘me and Candace Meddings’!”

“Oh my God... she’s had you already! Hasn’t she?”

“Never mind!” he snapped, causing Ana to shrink back. He
recovered his composure instantly. “Sorry... sorry. I told
you I’ve had an unusual day. Besides, you haven’t answered my
question: How did you know I’d be an encephalopath?”

“W-well, I didn’t. Not for sure. It was a calculated guess. Your
background, your profession, suggested certain unique ways of
visualizing things that w-would make it likely that you’d become an
ECP...”

“Hold on.” Ana stopped speaking, and they stared at each other
for long moments. Glen had begun to notice little flashes of...
concern, or something like it... that would flare up while
Ana was speaking. He finally saw the pattern. Every time she
stammered over a “w.”

“‘We.’ You keep almost saying ‘we.’ Who’s ‘we?’” Ana’s eyes
widened perceptively, and he didn’t need his newfound tap into her
emotions to be certain that she knew she was found out. “Who’s
‘we,’ Ana?”

“I’ve ruined everything,” she said. “I was supposed to have more
time... I knew that if it happened too fast...”

“Who’s ‘we?’”

After a moment, Ana said, “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Today,” Glen said, “I’d believe in the reincarnation of Jesus
as my feather duster. Try me.”

“I’ll tell you... but not now. It’ll only ruin
everything.”

“Ana, it can’t be any worse than the government or the mob! Tell
me! I have to know!”

“And you’ll just have to trust me!”

“Ana!”

“No!...”

“This is all about that sideline research you’re doing, isn’t
it? I swear, Ana, if you’re just using me to win yourself the
Nobel-fucking-Prize or con more grant money out of some
jerkoff corporate hick, I’ll—”

“Money!” Ana fairly screamed the single word, and Glen
rocked back, surprised by her sudden vehemence. “You’ll
what? What’ll you do, Glen?” she shouted, her
voice almost hysterical. “You want to end all this? You
don’t want to be an ECP? You don’t want to use this gift?
Then throw the damned linkeaway! Did it ever
occur to you to just throw itaway?” She lurched
up from the table and walked towards the wall, deliberately facing
away from Glen. “Just throw it away, and get out of here,
and save us all the aggravation...” Her voice trailed off,
and she wrapped her arms around herself tightly, and stood there,
head almost touching the wall.

The both of them were silent for long moments. Glen was the
first to move, slowly standing up and approaching Ana. He came up
behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. She twitched as if
shocked by his touch, but otherwise remained motionless.

“No,” Glen finally said. “No. I don’t want to just... throw it
away. —Okay, I admit it: Part of me thinks this is the coolest
thing. And I realize exactly how unique... and important... such an
ability is.” He paused to carefully consider what he was about to
say next. “I don’t want to give it up. At least, not
yet.”

Taking Ana by her other shoulder, he turned her to face him. He
could see the wet trails on her cheeks, which she tried to hide by
keeping her head down. “But you have to understand something,” he
continued. “I am not going to be forced into being a spy
for hire, for the mob or for my own government. I don’t
believe those are my only choices in this... but if they
are my only choices, I will throw it away. So
you’d better have a damned good reason for me to keep this thing.
Can you honestly tell me that you have a damned good reason?”

Slowly, Ana raised her head. She looked him straight in the
eyes, blinking back tears, and nodded her head.

Glen watched her carefully, and waited for any sign of the kind
of feeling he’d gotten when she tried to conceal the “we” a moment
before. He got nothing... but frankly, he had no idea if the linke
could actually divine lying, so the fact that he wasn’t receiving
anything was hardly conclusive. In the end, he could only trust his
own instincts, and what he thought he knew about Ana. And finally,
he just couldn’t believe Ana was faking being this upset.

“All right,” he said finally. “I believe you.” He raised her
head and kissed her, and she responded by wrapping her arms around
his head and returning his kiss with considerable passion. But as
opposed to the last time they’d kissed in this room, the feeling
that leaked through his linke now was not simple desire, it was...
thankfulness. Glen found it just as entrancing.

When they finally parted, Ana needlessly whispered, “Thank
you...”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Glen told her, and led her back to the
training table. “There’s still a lot of things I don’t know about
how to work this thing. What else can you show me?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Well, like about the thing that I did a while ago... after I
managed to connect to you.”

“After?”

“Yeah... let me figure out how to explain it. After I lost the
connection with you, I saw this sort of... vast... damn, I don’t
know what it was. It was similar to the linke sim you showed me,
all photronic connections and components. But this one seemed
huge, infinitely huge. First, I was pulled inside of it,
and I felt like a speck of dust in the middle of it. It was like
being inside a galaxy-sized communications system. But it didn’t
seem like a simulation, it seemed... real. Actually happening, all
around me. And there seemed to be a pattern to it all, as large as
it all was. You know, like a galaxy looks random up close... but
from a distance, you can easily see a coherent shape and order to
it. And then, I was sort of propelled out of it, or maybe
thrown out of it...”

He stopped speaking. Ana was staring plainly at him. “Do you
know something about this?”

“I... don’t know...”

“Ana—”

“I don’t know,” she angrily repeated, her eyes casting
about as she thought. “It sounds like you were inside a
representation of some kind of telecommunications system. But I
can’t imagine what kind.” She focused back on Glen. “Your visual
system... were you able to save an image of it? Something I might
see through my linke?”

“No, it happened too fast,” Glen admitted. “I could try to send
you an impression of it.”

“Go ahead.”

Glen closed his eyes, and tried to imagine the thing
he’d witnessed, concentrating on forming a coherent image of it in
his visual center, and saving that. He sent it to Ana’s linke, and
she closed her eyes a moment as she tried to access it. She screwed
up her face twice, then shook her head, and finally opened her
eyes.

“I can’t make out heads or tails of what you just sent me,” she
told him. “It’s all light, and spheres, and fog, and I don’t know
what else. But I can’t make out any pattern to it.”

“It’s too much,” Glen admitted sadly. “I just can’t get my mind
around it.”

“All right,” Ana nodded. “Then let’s see if we can work on your
access to these things. You seem to have very little control over
what you get, and what you hold onto. Maybe I can help.”

“Just tell me what to do.”

~

As was his habit, Beckinson waited until Hart had entered his
office, and the door was closed behind him, before turning from the
viewscreen behind the desk to face him. “What do you have to
report?”

“A doctor named Ana Delany,” Hart told him. “It’s come up in
some of Jansen’s most recent calls over the past month. Based on
the pattern and frequency of the calls, he seems to have a casual
relationship with her, and he may also have a more professional
relationship with her.”

“Is she a linke trainer?”

“She’s not registered with Sunia or any other linke training
program.”

Beckinson waited for Hart to say something else, and when Hart
didn’t continue, he scratched his head slowly. “So? He’s been
sleeping with a doctor. He’s also apparently sleeping with a
theatre promotion executive and a mob slut. How, exactly, is that
something worth reporting?”

“Well, we know they’ve exchanged calls,” Hart said, “but we
can’t isolate any transcripts.”

“Problems with the com systems?”

“Not according to our checks. There are simply no transcripts of
their calls. Not corrupted or broken transcripts. Nothing at
all.”

Beckinson nodded. “That is strange. What do you have on Dr.
Delany, then?”

“More strangeness,” Hart replied. “No record of a Dr. Ana Delany
in Franklin-Laurent. No office address listed, just her
professional call number. Her home address is up on 112, but there
haven’t been any signs of activity outside of her flat for
weeks.”

“So unless she’s been shinnying down a drainpipe somewhere,”
Beckinson finished, “she hasn’t been home for awhile. Or she hasn’t
left it. Send a man up there to look inside. Now.”

Hart left the office, and Beckinson started to turn back to the
wall screen, when he received a call through his linke.
Beckinson here, he answered.

“It’s North. What’s your progress on Glen Jansen?”

I’ve spoken to him, and offered him a position. He doesn’t
seem interested. He acts upset about all the fuss about him, but he
hasn’t given up on the AV-linke yet, either.

“Do you think he’s been recruited by someone else?”

I know Lucci’s contacted him, through Candace Meddings, but
we don’t have any indication that anyone else has contacted him
yet. He did say to me he turned Lucci down.

“That’s good, if it can be believed.”

There might be another player in this, however... just
brought to my attention. A woman that he’s been seeing, supposedly
a doctor, who’s managed to avoid leaving any transcripts of their
calls in the com systems. Her flat has also shown no sign of entry
or egress in a month.

“Interesting. Do you think she’s working for
Lucci?”

I doubt it, Mr. North. They tend to be obscure over com
lines, but their messages always leave transcripts. They discuss
important matters in person. I don’t think she works for
Lucci.

“Who, then?”

At this point, I don’t know that she’s working for anyone.
But we’re considering her a loose element right now, until we get a
chance to talk to her. I do think there’s a good chance she’s
influencing Jansen.

“Could she have trained him on the linke?”

We have no idea yet. She’s certainly not licensed to. She
might not even be licensed for medicine. As soon as we bring her
in, we’ll know.

“Don’t waste time. He may already be tapping blindly into
restricted areas, and we can’t have that. Recruit him, or secure
him.”

Yessir, Mr. North.

The connection closed, and Beckinson turned slowly back to the
viewscreen behind the desk.

~

“Can you see it now?”

“I think so.” Glen was watching a connection through his linke
to a public database, one that he had just established. The
database was a three-dimensional brick of data cells, with some
rows highlighted in a particular color, other columns in other
colors, creating a spectral mosaic, and a few glowing red lines
connecting some individual cells. But the important part of what he
was watching, was a small icon in the corner of his vision. Under
Ana’s direction, he had established the icon in his field of view.
“It’s in the lower left corner, out of the way.”

“Good,” Ana told him. “That icon represents the connection
between you and the database. Normally, the database has full
control over establishing or, if necessary, severing the
connection. But through the program I’ve just given you, that icon
can gain some control over the connection. It will help you to keep
a connection open that wants to close itself.”

“How do I control it?”

“Think of it as a hand on a rope... the rope represents the
connection. Imagine your connection as that rope in your hand.
Squeeze the rope, and you hold onto the connection. But be
careful,” Ana admonished. “You have to meter your ‘grip’
constantly, to avoid tipping your hand... you don’t want them to
know you have any control over the connection. Keep your ‘grip’
light, until you feel it being pulled away, then tighten. Remember
too, a connection can still be wrenched from your grasp, and if
you’re gripping that rope too hard, you’ll get the mental
equivalent of a burned hand.”

“I don’t even want to try to imagine that,” Glen commented
wryly. He mentally practiced ‘gripping’ the rope/connection,
testing his control over it, giving it a few experimental ‘tugs.’
He felt the database connection fluctuate in response to his tugs,
watched the brick flicker and waver as if being viewed through a
heat reflection, and quickly got an idea of how the processes were
tied together. “I think I’ve got it,” he announced eventually.

“Good,” Ana nodded. “Now... we have to work on your ability to
understand and accurately record your impressions of complex
networks.” She tinkered with her training console a moment. “Okay,
I think we should start here. Here’s a way to alter your
perceptions of relative size...”





Kidnapped

At first, Glen simply slept.

He still sat at the training table, where he’d been for most of
the afternoon with Ana, experimenting with the markedly unusual
training exercises she had been taking him through. “These aren’t
part of any official training program,” she had explained. “I, and
my colleagues, discovered these tricks, and they all seem to
improve your control over the linke’s functions.” After hours of
training, Ana had adjourned to the front room to sleep in a chair,
while Glen continued to practice. Eventually, fatigue overcame him
as well, and he laid his head down on the training table and let
himself sleep.

Soon, his sleep was punctuated by dreams... disjointed scenes,
of strange people trying to talk him into doing strange and
secretive things for strange and secretive organizations... people
walking up to him out of nowhere, giving him unwavering
attention... dozens of beautiful women in various stages of
undress, offering themselves to him (and he could distinctly see
Candace Meddings, her nude figure tantalizingly hidden behind the
others, bringing up the rear)... and finally, Ana Delany, gesturing
wildly with her hands and arms like an old movie sorceress, his
body swaying to her every movement as if connected to her by
invisible strings.

Then, at some point that Glen missed, he was again inside the
visual landscape of his linke, exploring myriad communications
networks and photronic frontiers. He found himself struggling to
understand strange objects, and navigate around burning beams of
light and data cells, like a baby bird learning to fly... in fact,
he pictured himself literally flying around in this world, arms
outstretched like rigid wings.

But as the dream continued, he seemed to be learning better how
to control his movement. Glen found himself moving smoothly between
iconic elements, soon performing more complex maneuvers. Eventually
his arms pulled back in to his body, and his motion began to
resemble the swimming motions of a dolphin, rather than the flight
of birds. He soon became adept at his virtual gymnastics, even
discovering some inventive ways of moving around, like “surfing”
along a communication line’s current, or sailing and tacking
against the pressure of light itself.

As he traveled, he remembered the vast network he had been
unexpectedly propelled into (and back out of) earlier. As he
thought of it, he saw it, a distant speck of light rapidly
approaching him. It quickly reached and enveloped him, a sensation
he found much like being passed on all sides by glowing freight
trains, close enough to feel the wind generated by their passing.
Then all motion stopped, and he was deep within its core.

He immediately began to fly/swim throughout the network, trying
to identify various of the nodes around him. He saw plenty of
photronic activity, but none of it labeled or tagged, and there was
too much, and Glen was too new, to figure out what it all meant.
But he could still discern the overall pattern that pervaded the
network, at times as regular as a pulse, at other times a constant
rush of signals, but never stopping.

He decided to try to get a view of all of it at once, from a
distance: He concentrated on moving upward, up and out of the
network, to view it from above. But after long minutes traveling,
he could not reach, or even see, the outer edge of the network. He
looked down, to see if he could see enough of it below him to
visualize it... but the wild network of lights surrounding him
confounded his senses and refused to coalesce into a shape or
overall form. The most he could detect was the suggestion of some
kind of subdivision within the network, suggested either by a vague
difference in color, or the intensity of signals in differing
areas, Glen was not sure which. Two of the areas seemed largest,
dominating the apparent overall space of the network, and dwarfing
the two—or was it three?—smaller areas beyond his vision. The
smaller areas seemed to be acting as the main terminals, through
which much (but not all) of the network’s information passed to the
outside world.

He could tell the information passing through those terminals
was being seriously altered between the network and the outside
world, but he couldn’t discern a pattern to that, either. He also
had no way of knowing whether that alteration was what was supposed
to happen, or if so, whether the altered data was being altered
properly. He decided to approach the terminals, to see if he could
more easily make out an order to the chaos of those signals. He was
easily able to reach the closest of those terminals, and searched
for a way inside without passing through a line of communication.
He couldn’t find one, however, and he considered trying to pass
through the walls of the terminal itself. He reached out and
tentatively touched the wall.

The wall reacted as if stung: It jerked away from him, and light
signals suddenly spilled out all around the spot that he’d touched,
like streams of high-pressure water pouring out of a broken
dike.

The streams of light bombarded Glen, and knocked him about
wildly. He could barely see, couldn’t get his bearings, but he
thought he detected a reaction throughout the network to his
presence. Before he knew it, the network was racing away,
diminishing in the distance, and leaving him to drift, alone in the
void. By the time he recovered his control, the network was far
away, and still receding. Glen felt cast adrift, alone and too far
away from anything to ever get back. And with his isolation was a
sense of loss that was overwhelming. He immediately thought of Ana,
but felt as if he would never seen her again, and the sheer despair
he felt brought him out of his dreaming, and forced him awake.

Glen’s head jerked up from the tabletop, and his eyes searched
the room, fixing on the familiar surroundings and finding a calming
effect in them. He sighed deeply and stretched, then stood up from
the table. The lights in the room were still on, but only at 50%
brightness, making it easy for his eyes to adjust from sleep. Even
so, sleep made him clumsy, and he accidentally kicked a table leg
as he walked about. A small device, which did who-knew-what, began
to pitch off the table, but Glen reacted quickly enough to catch it
in mid-air. He carefully placed it back on the table, and backed
away to make sure he didn’t knock it over again.

“Glen?”

He looked towards the door. Ana was there, yawning and
stretching her figure in the doorway. “I heard a ‘bam.’”

“That was just me, being clumsy,” Glen admitted. “I’ve never
been good at waking up in doctor’s offices.”

Ana smiled languidly. “You slept, then?”

“Yes, finally... I just couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore. But
I’m not sure... I may have ventured back into the spirit world,
there, while I was asleep.”

“You mean... what you were telling me about?” Ana was instantly
awake: Glen had told her about his earlier dream, and hadn’t been
surprised when a shocked Ana admitted to remembering a dream of her
own, in which she heard voices while in her office, demanding
information, only to discover Glen standing there. “The very idea,
talking to someone else in your sleep... who did you
contact?”

“It wasn’t a who. I went back to that super-network I told you
about.”

“Did you find out any more about it?”

“No, not really. I saw a bit more of the structure, but not
enough to get an overall picture. Then before I could do any more
exploring, I got clumsy and I was thrown out.”

“Thrown out?”

“It reacted when I touched part of it, in the dream. Then it
shot off at light speed, leaving me floating there...” Glen
shivered a bit, as the feeling of isolation and loneliness came
back to him momentarily. Ana noticed, and came over and hugged
him.

“No, I’m all right,” Glen smiled. “It was just pretty spooky...
all the sensations I get from the linke seem to be pretty
intense.”

“I wish I could help you with that,” Ana said. “But frankly, I’m
officially out of my depth, as of last night. I never
imagined that the linke could extend subconscious
thoughts, much less probe other people’s subconscious. In the time
that I’ve had mine, I’ve never approached anything like that.”

“Last night,” Glen said, “you told me that the things I’ve
learned might be teachable to others. Do you still believe
that?”

“I-I’m not sure anymore,” Ana replied. “Maybe... some of it, at
least. Why?”

Glen turned from her as he considered the question. “Well, I’m
not sure this should be something that just anybody can learn. In
fact, if I had my druthers, I’d rather not see Lucci or
the F.I.A. with this knowledge. But I don’t suppose I can stop them
now. And it’s bad enough that people like me may be co-opted by
organizations like Lucci and the F.I.A.... but if those
organizations could train their own people to do these things...”
His voice trailed off, and Ana seemed to understand what he was
thinking of.

“On the other hand,” he continued, turning back to face her, “if
this is something that others can do, I don’t want only the F.I.A.
or Lucci, or a few other governments, to be the only ones
who know about it. If they can do it, I think the world would be
better off if everybody at least knew of the ability to
probe into people’s minds. And there might be a few other
organizations that I’d like to see with this ability.” Ana smiled
at him, but Glen shook his head at her. “Which brings me to
yesterday’s question I posed to you. Ana, I understand why you’ve
done all this. But until I know who it is you work for,
and what you want, I hope you can understand if I don’t exactly
want to share everything with you.”

Ana’s smile faded, but she inclined her head and nodded. “I
suppose that’s fair,” she said, walking up and wrapping her arms
around him. “I agree with you on one thing: That somebody, other
than the governments and Lucci, should have access to such
incredible technology. And I have confidence that, after you see
who I work for, you would want them to have it, too. I suppose
that, if you gave it all to me just on account of my feelings for
you, I might even think less of you. But even if you don’t give it
to us, I’ll still feel the same way about you.”

It was a very disingenuous thing to say, and Glen found himself
doubting her. Then she kissed him, obviously with the intention of
leaving no question as to how she felt. It was the kind of thing
that either a very naive person, or a very clever one, would do.
Problem was, he couldn’t quite decide which she was. But Glen felt
himself responding to her, and he reluctantly broke off.

“Oho, not trying to corrupt me, are you?” he said weakly.
“Seriously, as much as I’d like to, I’m not sure we have the time.
How likely is it that someone’s going to find me, and...?”

“I don’t know, really,” Ana replied. “This office is specially
shielded, and com signals are routed to an alternate node somewhere
else in Franklin-Laurent. But it’s designed to be a passive shield,
so as not to arouse suspicions... I have no idea how impervious it
is to direct scans. If someone stumbles upon this office...”

“Hmm.” Glen considered a moment. “Is there a safer place to
go?”

“Only one that I know of.”

“Your employer.”

“Yes.”

“Not sure I’m ready for that, yet,” Glen admitted. “Is there
another way out of this office, besides the front door? Preferably
a less-than-public way out?”

“You mean, besides the service corridor?” Ana said, and nodded.
“We have an emergency exit of sorts.”

“Fine,” Glen said. “We’ll stay here for now, while I try to get
more on this super-network. I’m sure there’s something important
about my understanding what it is, and not just as a network,
but—”

He was cut off by a loud bang from the direction of the
reception room, which was accompanied by a sudden wall of pressure
that hammered down on Ana and Glen. Stunned, they clapped hands
down over aching ears and tried to understand what was going on.
The partially-open door between the front office and the training
room buckled on its tracks, wedging itself into the carpeted floor.
The door out to the corridor came completely off its tracks, and
flung across the reception room, smacking into the opposite wall.
Smoke and lights accompanied the ruckus, followed by a number of
men in black jumpsuits wearing face-covering masks.

The men flung themselves into the front office, tendrils of
smoke peeling out of their way as they came. Glen and Ana could see
them in there, checking in the smoke, presumably, for them, but
that same smoke hid them from immediate view.

“Damn—” Glen got out, although thanks to the concussion of the
explosion, he couldn’t hear his own voice. He turned to Ana, but
she was already on the far side of the training room, pulling up a
panel in the floor. She shouted, “Come on!” again, barely audible
to Glen’s ears, but he got the message. As she dropped her body
down into the square hole in the floor, Glen charged after her.

And suddenly found himself bouncing diagonally across the room.
He landed heavily, and looked up: A door had opened in the back of
the training room, between him and his exit, and had knocked him
off his feet. It was the emergency service corridor, and four more
black-jumpsuited men were pouring in through it.

“Stupid place to put a door,” Glen muttered, as he tried to get
up and scramble for the bolt-hole. But before he got three feet, he
was set upon by the men from the service corridor. Two more forced
their way in past the broken main door, and they too piled on him.
He cried out, more in fright and frustration than in pain, as they
pinned him to the ground.

“Pick him up!” someone said through a voice-muffling mask. Glen
found himself being grabbed by numerous gloved hands and being
manhandled onto his feet. He was held in place by at least four
men, as two more looked him over. After a moment, one of them threw
a hand down into Glen’s pocket, the one that held his linke. He dug
around for a moment, shoving Glen about like a rag doll, before
extracting his hand.

“It’s not there!” Glen looked stupidly down at his pocket,
realizing for the first time himself that the linke wasn’t there,
but his head was jerked back up by a gloved hand. “Where is it?
Where’s the linke?” Glen shook his head groggily, glancing around
the floor for it. The masked men imitated his actions, their
vision-restricted masks forcing them to bend over and throw their
heads around comically.

“Hey! One of them shouted. “Wasn’t there a hole in the floor
over here?”

“Yeah!” another chimed in. “Where’d it go?” Now Glen glanced
about for Ana’s now-hidden bolt-hole, and the men comically bent
over and looked for that, too. Glen tried to concentrate enough to
send out a signal to his linke, to see if he could locate it. But,
either due to his fuzzy head or his linke’s location or condition,
he received no reply.

“Forget it!” one of the men said. “He’s what we want!”

“Are you sure?” another asked. “I thought the linke was
important, too—”

“Not as important as him,” the first replied. “Come on...
someone else can look for it later.”

Glen was shoved at the service door, and found himself in a
corridor barely a meter wide. One masked man walked in front of
him, and the rest followed behind, the closest keeping a grip on
his arm as they walked. The corridor was long... that, the long
walk, and the smoke-free air, helped Glen to clear his head and
focus his thoughts.

But the clearer his head became, the more worried he became. He
was being abducted! And he had no idea as yet who were his
abductors. Was it Lucci... or the F.I.A.? Or some other agency
entirely? One thing he doubted was that it was Ana’s “employers,”
considering how quickly she had tried to set up an escape from
them. (He fervently hoped she’d made it. He wished he knew if she
had... Glen pushed those thoughts away, to concentrate on the
matter at hand.) Should he try to escape? Or would it only get him
seriously hurt? The F.I.A. and Lucci hadn’t tried to hurt him, and
these people might also believe that he was supposed to be a
valuable commodity. On the other hand, they’d just blown up an
office to get at him... suppose he’d been on the other side of the
door? Would they have cared?

Also, his new linke was missing. It suddenly occurred to Glen
that he had no way of knowing whether his newfound abilities
actually depended on the specific AV-linke he used... Ana had told
him not everyone had the required ability, but she had
never said that just any linke would work. Suppose someone
asked him to duplicate his earlier feats with another linke, only
to find out that it was impossible? What would they do to him
then?

A rectangle of light beyond the man ahead of Glen signaled the
end of the service corridor. There were rarely many people in
service corridors, as far as Glen knew, so he couldn’t expect to
simply draw someone’s attention just by yelling, “Help.” And he had
no idea how he could possibly get away from these six commandos,
alone in a cramped area. So he allowed the men to force him onward,
down the corridor. At one point, the man in front stumbled, and
Glen almost piled on top of him, followed by the others in quick
succession. Glen’s holder momentarily lost his grip on Glen’s arm,
and for a fleeting moment, Glen imagined a chance to get away. But
more rough hands grabbed him and bore him to his feet. After one of
them cursed and launched a foot into the clumsy leader’s rear end,
they were all up again and trudging down to the end of the
corridor.

The corridor opened into a common service area, large enough for
numerous vehicles and service equipment to pass through. The common
area was bare, except for two carts. One was a standard-looking
service cart, with the one exception that it had blacked-out
windows. The second vehicle, a private citycart with similarly
blacked-out windows, was already all-too-familiar to Glen. At least
he knew who had grabbed him.

But as the forward doors opened on the lead vehicle, one of the
men behind Glen growled, “What the Hell?...” The others tensed up
as well, and Glen realized with a sick certainty that the commandos
were not with the vehicles in front of them.

One of the commandos tried to drag Glen back into the service
corridor, but the men that poured out of the lead vehicle clearly
had other ideas. They brandished handheld weapons of some kind,
grips with what looked like tiny missiles mounted at top and
bottom, four on each grip. “Oh, shit!” one of the commandos
exclaimed, and Glen imagined being caught in a firefight between
the two factions. But Glen’s abductors were already well-covered,
with no way out, and they seemed to accept this and hold their
ground, visibly relaxing and displaying their hands in
supplication.

One of the commandos abruptly jumped aside, surprising the rest,
and quickly pulled something from his belt. He whipped it upward,
leveling it at the newcomers before his teammates could warn him
not to. Glen’s fear of an impending shoot-out returned, and his
blood went ice-cold. One of the other commandos suddenly knocked
Glen downward, landing roughly on top of him, and he missed what
happened next. One of the newcomers fired his grip at the unwitting
commando before he could take aim on anyone. The tiny white dart
shot across the space and embedded itself in the commando’s side.
The commando instantly bleated in pain, left his feet, and fell in
a heap on the ground. He jerked about for a few seconds, then lay
still.

“Nobody move!” someone shouted from the carts. Glen heard
footsteps approaching them, and moments later, more hands were
separating him from his abductors. When the last man was pulled off
of him, Glen realized that he had purposely fallen on top of him,
shielding his body from harm. He stared in mute surprise at the
masked commando who had shielded him, but the commando was clearly
more interested in the grips pointed at their chests by the
newcomers.

Now new hands grabbed Glen, and walked him over to the second
cart. The door cracked and slid open, and Glen saw a very familiar
pair of legs inside. His arm was released at that moment, and Glen
turned to size up his chances of escape. One look at the block of a
man who still stood within arm’s reach of him, however, and he
sighed in resignation and got in the cart.

“It looks like we got here just in time,” Candace Meddings
crooned, as she held out a glass to Glen. “I certainly hope whoever
those men were, didn’t injure you. I’d simply shudder to
think you’d been harmed.”

Glen, too tired and confused to be properly wary, took the glass
offered to him and downed it in one gulp. He realized, as he
swallowed it, that that could have been the biggest mistake he’d
make today—it easily could have been drugged. He also realized that
it was still early in the morning. Great. Stupid mistakes
before breakfast. Well, since I’m probably as good as dead
now... “I suppose it would be pretty stupid of me to ask,
‘what’s going on’.”

“I suppose,” Candace smiled.

“Do you happen to know—”

“Who they are?” She glanced outside, where her men were securing
the commandos with nylon straps and leaving them seated against the
wall. “I did tell you there would be other interested parties.
Which ones they are, I haven’t a clue.”

“That one,” he indicated the commando who still lay motionless
on the ground. “Is he dead?”

“Not unless he’s allergic to electric shocks,” Candace replied
simply. “He should be up and around in an hour or so.” She took
Glen’s drink and refilled it. “So. Have you reconsidered our offer?
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to work for the people who just saved
your cute butt. You think?”

Glen ran a hand through his hair. “I haven’t decided,” he said
acidly.

“Ah,” Candace nodded. “Then, I’d like to take you to one of our
local offices... to see if we can convince you to see things our
way.”

The cart started off, leaving the first one behind dealing with
the other commandos. “At the very least,” Candace was saying, “we
can get you cleaned up, and freshen up your clothing, there. You
look like you slept in that.”

“I did—”

The cart’s abrupt swerve to one side cut off any additional
comments he might have made. He and Candace were thrown sideways in
the cart, Candace’s efforts to maintain her equilibrium forcing her
to kick her legs apart. She slid forward on the seat, her high
heels lost their purchase, and she fell onto the cab floor, her
short skirt pulling up her hips and collecting around her waist. As
Glen watched, more tickled than titillated, she yelled out a curse
at the driver, while simultaneously trying to pull her skirt back
down over her panties from her awkward position on the floor of the
cab.

Then the cart struck the wall. Candace slid feet-first along the
length of the cab floor, her skirt riding right back up, and
impacted against the door; and Glen found himself thudding against
the wall of the cart on the same side. Glen moved then, using his
impact against the wall as a springboard to leap across the cab for
the far door and wrench it open. Candace, on the cab floor, on her
back, her ass against the door of the cab and her legs straight up
in the air, let out a wail and grabbed ineffectually at Glen, then
tried to extricate herself from her embarrassing position.

Glen avoided her grasp and jumped out, bouncing off of the other
side of the narrow service corridor before getting his balance. He
scanned about, expecting to see some kind of debris or roadblock
that had caused the cart’s crash, or perhaps a squad of more of the
masked commandos, ready to grab him. But there was nothing... most
importantly to Glen, there was nothing between him and more open
corridor. He began running for all he was worth, leaving his
abductors behind. He heard another cart door open, presumably
Candace’s driver, but he didn’t even turn around to confirm it.

He also heard Candace scream out, “Glen!” This time, he
did glance back: Candace was standing next to the cart, her skirt
still up above her hips, and she screamed at Glen with hands
clenched at both hips, looking for all the world like a child—okay,
a girl with great legs and her underwear exposed—throwing a
tantrum. He was tempted to laugh out loud, but he was not tempted
to stop running.

Glen reached a junction and threw himself down a side corridor
that, he presumed, would lead him to a public space soonest... he
reasoned that, if people were trying to clandestinely abduct him,
he would probably be safest in a crowd. Partway down the corridor,
however, he came across an open door to another service shaft, and
stopped. He peered inside, and saw a stairway that led down into
darkness. He listened for any pursuers, didn’t hear anyone, and
reconsidered his strategy: He didn’t know who-all was after him;
Maybe better than hiding in a crowd, was hiding from everybody. If
he could get down far enough, he might even be able to find a way
out of Franklin-Laurent, and maybe, to safety...

Decided, he plunged down the opening, taking the time to close
and lock the door behind him. He started carefully down the steps,
his eyes taking uncomfortably long to adjust to the gloom (weren’t
there supposed to be lights in all service corridors?). He
descended a few dozen flights, and reached a landing, where he
stopped to take his bearings. Selecting a direction, he started out
along the landing, and soon came across a manlift shaft. He looked
up and down its length, watching the hand/footholds climbing up one
side and down the other... it seemed to be a shaft that continued
far down into the bowels of Franklin-Laurent; in fact, he couldn’t
see the bottom.

Glen stepped purposely onto the manlift, and was slowly borne
downward. He kept himself close against the manlift, presenting as
small a profile as possible, and watched carefully for workers (or
anyone else) who might see him. Although he did see a few people,
always at a respectable distance, none of them seemed to register
his presence, or take notice if they did. And there seemed to be no
one following him from above.

As he descended, he considered his situation. He had Lucci after
him, and a second party that may or may not have been the F.I.A.,
since they hadn’t identified themselves. He’d lost his linke, which
meant he had no way to contact anyone, and which could become a
problem if he was found by either of those parties. On the other
hand, losing his linke meant that he couldn’t be traced, except by
visual ID... which meant that, as long as he avoided visual
cameras, he could stay hidden. But there were a lot of cameras
throughout Franklin-Laurent, he certainly didn’t know the location
of all of them, and he didn’t favor his chances of avoiding them
for long.

He was also now separated from Ana, and had no idea how to
contact her without his linke, or without using public com lines
that would betray him to, well, probably everybody. As far as he
knew, she had gotten away scot free, though he was still moderately
worried about her. But to tell the truth, he wasn’t absolutely sure
that finding her, and by extension, her associates, was such a good
idea anyway. Without knowing who they were, he could discover them
to be as bad as the government or the mob... if that was at all
possible...

After riding further down than he would have expected to be able
to, he came across the heavy machinery levels of the spacescraper.
He passed through them far too slowly for his taste, considering
the incredible amount of noise put out by the machines, and the
lack of noise-suppression in the area. Eventually, he was past
these areas too, and reaching the service levels far below the
spacescraper.

He finally alighted on what seemed to be a safe landing, and
took in his surroundings. He wondered if it would be possible for
him to stay down there for the day, and possibly come up to find
some food after dark... or whether it would make more sense to
leave the ‘scraper altogether, and take his chances in the open
city. Knowing only vaguely what it was like to live for extended
periods outside of the ‘scraper (he’d camped out with full gear in
the parks, but that was about it... and he had no camping gear on
him, anyway), he reflected that he might be better off trying to
find a maintenance office down here somewhere, possibly with a
cooler or a snack dispenser. He started down one walkway, searching
for anything that would look like an office, storage, or locker
room area.

As he crossed a catwalk, Glen heard the sound of footsteps
somewhere beyond him. He craned his neck around, but couldn’t
identify the source of the sound amidst all the machinery and the
constant echoes surrounding him. He flattened against a nearby
machine, which he immediately regretted, because the surface of the
machine was extremely hot... he almost yelped aloud when he pulled
himself off of it, then tried to stand as close as possible to it
without actually touching it. He remained there, motionless, for
two minutes, his eyes casting about for a sign of anyone in the
vicinity.

A figure suddenly appeared in front of Glen, almost before he
realized it. Glen jumped in surprise, with the result that he
banged the back of his head on the machinery behind him. He grunted
and brought a hand to the back of his head, and stared sheepishly
at the person before him.





Underground

Glen’s visitor was a young man, barely out of his teens by the
look of him. He wore jeans in fairly good condition, but his shirt
was torn in a number of places, and looked like it was regularly
used as an oil rag. The boy wasn’t much cleaner than his shirt; his
face was covered in grime, and he wore gloves that seemed to be
caked with grit.

The young man peered at Glen a moment, before speaking. “You
look lost. You okay?”

Glen realized at that moment that he had been holding his breath
since being discovered. He let his breath out at once, and rubbed
his head gingerly. “No, I’m not.”

“What’cha doin’ down here?”

Glen considered the question. “Trying to avoid someone.”

“You in trouble?” After a pause, Glen nodded. The youth nodded
back. “This is a good place to avoid some people,” he volunteered.
“Well, not here, exactly. Maintenance people come through
here a lot, and they could turn you in, if they didn’t like the
look of you.”

“You’re not maintenance?” Glen asked.

The youth shook his head and grinned. “Nope. I just spend a lot
of time down here.”

“Oh. —Why?”

“I work for people who work down here,” the youth said. He
peeled off his right glove and extended a fairly clean hand. “I’m
Fenny.”

Glen hesitated just a moment, before shaking his hand. “I’m
Glen.”

“Nice to meet you,” Fenny smiled. “Listen, I’m going to meet my
buddies, and grab some food. You want breakfast?” Glen looked at
Fenny’s appearance, and wasn’t sure how to respond. Fenny picked up
on his concern, and smiled wider. “Fruit. Toast. Bagels. Doughnuts.
Y’know... breakfast. How ‘bout it?”

Glen finally smiled and nodded. “Sounds great.”

“Okay. Come on.”

Fenny led him down the catwalk he had already been following,
then took a turn and slipped between two machines through a gap
that Glen doubted he would have even noticed. Fenny waited for him
to slip through, and continued on. “So, who you avoiding?”

“I’m not sure,” Glen told him honestly. “But they tried to grab
me, and I don’t think they had my best interests at heart.”

“Somebody mugged you? In the ‘scraper, in broad daylight? No
way!”

“Well, it wasn’t exactly a mugging,” Glen told him. “More like
an attempted abduction.”

Fenny stopped and looked back at Glen. “Somebody tried to kidnap
you? Why?”

“You’d never believe me. They want me to work for them.”

Fenny stared outright at Glen. Then he shook his head, turned,
and continued on. “Damn stupid way to hire someone. That’s why I
like it down here better.”

“Down here?”

“Yup... I stay down here as much as I can.” Fenny turned to a
metal ladder and descended. Glen followed him. “Life is so much
easier, down here.”

“Up until a few weeks ago,” Glen confided, “I didn’t think life
was so hard, up there.”

“I guess you never had to avoid someone until recently,
huh?”

“Well... no...”

“Yeah, well, that would explain it.” Fenny alighted on a walkway
and continued on. It was getting dark ahead of them.

“Who are you avoiding?”

“Mostly? Just the general authorities,” Fenny replied. “I’m a
protestor. Non-violent, mind you,” he pointed out,
stopping to wag a finger at Glen, before continuing on.
“Strictly non-violent. But I’ve got a vandalism history on
file with the cops, so I stay out of sight as much as I can.”

“Uh-huh,” Glen said non-committally. “What do you protest?”

“What’ve you got?” Fenny grinned back at him. “Seriously...
there’s always so much to protest. Corporations raping Africa.
Corporations raping America. Unproven genetic drugs.
Delaying the Human Medical Simulation program. Wasting taxes on
rebuilding Three Mile Island. Alienating Australia. Supporting
South Africa. Ignoring foreign attempts to hack into the USNA.
Gene-reject pets. Doing business with the USSA...”

“And you protest all that?”

Fenny turned and looked at him. “Hey... not me alone.
Me and my crowd. We believe this country has settled for
the safe route, put a lot of band-aids on open wounds, and that’s
just not good enough. We’re here to keep them honest, and remind
people what’s really important.”

“Gene reject pets?”

“I knew you’d say that,” Fenny said. “But think about it: If
they’ll indiscriminately sell dogs and cats from failed genetic
experiments, how soon until they start selling the melenhanced?
They’re already considered second-class citizens by the feds, as it
is. If the government would release the data the military already
has for human medical simulations, the HMS program would be
finished now. And we wouldn’t be gene-testing dogs and cats at
all...”

They reached a metal door set in a wall, and Fenny stopped
talking, which suited Glen just fine... his head was still smarting
from banging it, but he was pretty sure that even without the
headache, Fenny’s diatribe wouldn’t have made much sense. Fenny
took something out of his pocket and waved it over a portion of the
door. A loud clang apparently signaled the unlocking of the door,
and Fenny pulled it open. He stepped through and, after Glen
followed him inside, closed the door behind them. Glen noted the
audible clang of the doors relocking, realizing that if he had to
make a getaway, he wouldn’t be coming back the way he came. But on
the other hand, he doubted anyone trying to follow him would be
able to track him from behind now.

They continued on down a long corridor, with stone walls and an
arched ceiling. Numerous black and blue cables were anchored to the
arch of the ceiling, and there were metal braces that apparently
held much larger pipes at some point in the past, but were now
empty. It looked like an ancient service accessway, probably older
than Franklin-Laurent, which was Glen’s first indication that he
was well below (and probably leaving) the spacescraper.

“Where are we now? Are we still under Franklin-Laurent?”

Fenny glanced back at him. “We’re pretty deep right now. These
are old service tunnels, built under the original city… when it was
known as Richmond.”

“How far are we going?”

“Almost there,” Fenny replied. Almost immediately afterward, he
stopped, took the door-opening object from his pocket, and pointed
it at an ancient-looking metal cable bracket.

Glen was aware of sound, before he actually saw the wall move.
About five meters ahead of Fenny, part of the stone wall seemed to
be slowly recessing itself, forming an opening in the wall not
quite as tall as Glen. Fenny stooped and headed calmly into the new
opening, and Glen followed somewhat less enthusiastically. The
short corridor formed by the recessed wall continued on for five
more meters, then opened into a large room beyond.

Glen stopped at the entrance and took in the room. It was easily
twenty meters long, but only about three meters wide, and about
that tall... so it resembled a section of old tunnel, more than a
room. There were tables lining both walls, all covered with various
types of equipment... everything from old-fashioned non-networked
desk computers, to complicated apparatus Glen had never seen the
like of before. A lot of things on the tables had white cloth
covers over them, and a few items were apparently sealed in
plastiskiene.

There were five others in the room, all sitting around a table
that held platters of fruit and bread, two pitchers, and paper
cups. They all looked up when Fenny and Glen walked into the room.
One of them immediately stood up, and sauntered over to them a bit
too casually for Glen’s tastes. He was older then Fenny, and
slightly older than Glen, he surmised. The way he carried himself,
he might have been the leader of the group... or just the one
elected to size Glen up. “Hey, Fenny,” he said easily. “Who’s
this?”

“His name’s Glen,” Fenny replied. “He just came from being
abducted.”

The man stared at Glen, and his eyes widened a bit. “No shit?
Who by?”

“Lucci, International.”

“Lucci?” The man goggled at Glen, then the others behind him.
“The mob? You’re running from the mob?” He turned
to Fenny, and slapped him on the top of his head. “Fenny, what the
hell are you bringing mobsters down here for?”

“Hey!” Fenny ducked and waved his arms over his head for
protection, and Glen was afraid his benefactor was about to be
chastised for bringing him to their hideout... and then, who knew
what they’d do to Glen. Instead, Fenny leaped in the air and
grappled with the older man. “Leave him alone! He’s a nice
mobster!” he shouted, climbing the larger man like a spider. The
man squawked and fumbled trying to get Fenny off of his back, and
the others broke out in laughter and applause, which echoed heavily
in the tunnel.

When Fenny finally climbed down from the man’s back, they were
both laughing and elbowing each other. They walked up to Glen, who
had pressed himself as far against a wall as humanly possible, and
the man extended his hand. “Hi. Name’s Clark.”

Glen took his hand. “Uh... Glen Jansen.”

“Nice to meet you, Glen. Any enemy of the mob, may just be a
friend of mine. You hungry?”

“Sure,” Glen nodded.

“Well, come on over and meet the crowd,” Clark offered. They
walked over to the table, and Clark indicated each person seated
there in turn. “This is East... that’s Stubby... that’s Joelle...
and that’s Black Joan. There used to be another girl named Joan
here, which is why we call her Black Joan.”

Glen nodded to each of them, and looking at Black Joan,
remembered Fenny’s earlier comment about selling the melenhanced,
which Black Joan clearly was. They all nodded back or offered free
hands, and gestured for Glen to help himself to some food. Glen
took a slice of bread, and poured a pitcher of orange juice into a
paper cup. The bread turned out to be raisin bread, very fresh, and
still warm... at least he didn’t have to worry about the quality of
the food being a danger to him.

“So,” Clark said, “on the run from Lucci. How did you manage
that? You didn’t kill one of them, did you?”

“No, thank God,” Glen replied between swallows. “They want me to
work for them.”

“And they abducted you... to work for them?” Clark
laughed. “This just gets better and better! I’m sorry, but...
what’s so special about you, that the mob would kidnap you to work
for them?”

“I... uh...” Glen faltered, wondering how much he should reveal
to them. “I’ve, uh, been doing some... research with linkes. Made
some interesting discoveries. It’s kind of complicated, though, and
sensitive... I wouldn’t want to get you guys in trouble, if anyone
found out I told you.”

“Oh,” Clark said. “Oh. Well, I understand. Lord knows, we don’t
need more trouble!” Everyone, including Clark, laughed at his
little joke, a sight that only served to unnerve Glen further. “But
don’t you worry about us, Glen. We’re pretty good at taking care of
ourselves.”

“Do you all live down here?”

“No, we mostly just work down here,” Clark replied. “We live in
the ‘scrapers, just like you do. Well, okay, not ‘just like you’...
you probably have a job.”

Glen suddenly realized that it was already next morning, and
where he was supposed to be. “Well, I did up until yesterday, for
sure. Right now, I’m not so sure... I was supposed to be there this
morning... what time is it?”

“It’s only about six,” Black Joan said.

“Oh! Really... I thought it was later...” He chewed his bread
thoughtfully. “So I haven’t been fired yet. On the other hand... no
one knows I’m missing yet, either.”

“Missing?” Joelle echoed.

“Yes...” Glen paused, thinking. Then he exclaimed, “Yes! When I
don’t turn up for work, Rick will call me, he won’t find me, and he
might... maybe he’ll call the police and report me as missing!
Maybe I can get police protection!”

“From the mob?” Clark shook his head. “I doubt it would help,
really. But you’re welcome to stay here as long as you need
to.”

“Uh...” Glen looked about the room. “Well, I wouldn’t want to
get in the way...”

“Nah, that’s okay,” Clark said amiably, and picked up a bagel
from the platter. “In fact, while you’re here, you might be able to
give us a little help. We could use some insight on a few
things.”

“Insight? On what?”

“Let me show you,” Clark said, leading him to a far table.
“We’ve been trying to figure something out, but I think we’ve been
too close to the problem for too long. We need a fresh look at
it... you know, a new perspective.” He lifted a white cloth from a
large flat display tablet, propped up against the wall, and thumbed
the standby stud. As the screen warmed up, it seemed to change from
an apparently flat surface, to a sort of window on a black void
inside of the screen. It was an old three-dimensional wall display,
the kind that you viewed into, instead of seeing the image
projected out of.

“See, we’re trying to find something unusual going on with the
com network.”

“What com network?”

“The com network,” Clark said matter-of-factly. “The
entire com network. Display simulation C.” A simulation
began to build inside of the display screen. Glen looked at it
sideways, while glancing over to check out Clark and the others.
These guys, hidden away in an old city tunnel, and trying to find a
glitch in the com network? What was wrong with this
picture?...

Meanwhile, the simulation had finished forming. The image,
apparently representing the USNA com network, was too vast and
dense to be displayed in its entirety in the screen, and Glen had
the impression he was looking at only a minuscule portion of it.
“Now,” Clark said, as the others gathered around them. “Here’s a
representation of part of the com network that encompasses the
major systems in the USNA. We think we’ve found a pattern to the
traffic, something that isn’t representative of any normal systems
traffic, or standard maintenance signals.”

“I’m not a photronic engineer,” Glen began, but Clark cut him
off.

“The funny thing is, there are always synchronized signals in a
system, and especially in a large network. Usually these signals
are the various systems, checking up on each other... you know,
test signals, carriers, that sort of thing. But the signals are
always isolated between individual systems, or sometimes a small
network of systems within the whole, making up thousands of
signals, none of which match another signal exactly.

“But this signal seems to be synchronized over the entire com
network. Display overlay 41,” Clark requested. The image on the
screen dimmed a bit, and Glen began to notice an underlying pulse
of light over the entire simulation, highlighted in green to show
up against the primarily yellow light trails. “You can see the
pulse clearly there,” Clark continued. “We used a spectral filter
algorithm and found it at this frequency,” he said as he indicated
a number displayed on the screen, “but it didn’t initially register
as a synchronized signal until we discovered it was highly layered
within itself.”

“Listen, Clark,” Glen said, “I have no clue about any of this.
I’m an architect. My specialty is pedestrian traffic flow.”

“It’s what?” Stubby exclaimed from the back of the
group. Glen didn’t see Joelle elbow Stubby in the ribs.

“That’s right,” Glen replied. “I know nothing about
photronics.”

“You did say you were working on linke research,” Clark
stated.

“Well... yes, but... more as a guinea pig,” Glen admitted. “It’s
a long, weird story.”

“Okay... let’s get to that later,” Clark said. “As an
architect, then, maybe you can help us to isolate some
kind of dimensional pattern to this. As I was saying, the signal is
highly layered, broken up into multiple polarized signals. If you
assign a color to each polarization... display overlay 45... you
see the color patterns that appear?”

Glen looked at the simulation, and could see what looked like a
moving rainbow of constantly shifting patterns over the networks.
“Okay, I see...” He paused and looked closer. Where before, he
could only recognize an overall pulse, now with the pulse broken
into component colors, he realized there was a seriously intricate
signal playing through the entire simulation.

After long seconds looking at the light show, he straightened up
and looked at Clark. “And you say you’ve seen that over the entire
USNA com network?”

“That’s right,” Clark nodded. “We believe that it is a sign of
someone, most likely a foreign power, trying to access and somehow
take control of the USNA com system… for who knows what ends.”

Glen looked at Clark, then to the others, one by one. Finally he
said, “You’re serious.”

Clark did not react to Glen’s comment, but went on as if he
hadn’t stopped speaking. “East, there, thinks there might be
something in the signal that might help to determine what the
signal is actually doing. Joelle has been trying to identify an
aspect to the polarization that might indicate an overall
organization to it. But we haven’t been getting anywhere with it.
As long as you’re here,” he shrugged, “why don’t you take a
look?”

Glen stared at the screen, then straightened up and looked
dubiously at Clark and the others. “All right: Who are you
guys?”

Clark looked at Fenny. “Fenny probably told you: We’re
protestors.”

“Protestors who try to hack out the country’s com network,” Glen
pointed out.

“We’re not trying to hack it,” Clark told him. “Somebody else
has already done that.”

It took Glen a moment to understand what he was saying.
“Huh?”

In response, Clark pointed to the screen. “Look at that! That’s
a coherent signal, riding overtop the entire North
American com network! Someone else is already manipulating the
entire USNA system, to who knows what extent, or purpose... and who
knows how much else besides? We don’t want to hack it...
we want to find out who that is, and stop it!”

“You,” Glen said. “You six guys.”

“That’s our job.”

“Your job!” Glen snorted. “Right! What do you six
people hope to accomplish?”

Clark shrugged. “Maybe nothing. Maybe a lot.” He gestured around
the room. “This place, and others like it—yes, there are others,
many others like us—are dedicated to keeping a weather eye on the
honesty of the world. When governments and corporations rob from
the public, or ignore injustices, or try to sweep their problems
under the rug... we’re there to lift that rug and reveal that dirt,
for everyone to see. We’re the ones who make sure people know
what’s really going on in the world. From this location, right
here, we revealed the Wagner Institute scandal to the world.”

“You... you did?”

“That’s right,” Clark said. “Black Joan found the key... the
so-called ‘missing data cells’ that implicated the entire
scientific team at Wagner, and the full results of their
experiments. The entire file has never been revealed to the public.
We’ve got it right in here.” Clark held up a data tablet for Glen
to see.

Glen took the tablet and examined the data carefully. Everyone
was familiar with the Wagner scandal, since it had been carried on
all of the news services from beginning to end. Glen saw much of
the data that had made the very public trial: The initial discovery
that Wagner scientists had obtained illegal genetic material, and
had used it to fake medical research data in the company’s favor;
the plot to cover up the discovery, and bribe or blackmail key
witnesses; and the transaction numbers of bribe monies exchanged.
But he also saw data on the material used to blackmail one of the
USNA attorneys, an embarrassing clip of him and multiple children
that were proven to be his... data that had only been hinted at
during the trials, and never presented to the public. Other details
that fleshed out much of the public trial were there. The further
Glen read, the more his eyes goggled at the screen, then at Clark.
“You did...”

“Yes, we did,” Clark confirmed. “And much more. We also exposed
the USNA-USSA fake drug crackdown three years ago, and we found the
lost cells for the Finkelstein forensics trial. One of our crowds
in the northeast last month discovered the original NASA documents
from the Goldin administration that exposed the DeGama probe
disaster cover-up.”

“How many of you are there?” Glen asked.

“Without being specific... we’re a nationwide group,” Clark
said. “We all operate under the same aegis: To keep the world
honest.”

Glen looked around the room, and its equipment, and finally back
to the display screen on the table, before asking his next
question: “What do you guys call yourselves?”

“Our group doesn’t have a name, per se,” Clark
explained. “A group without a name is harder to pin down, you see.
There is a name... a title, you could say, that is usually
attributed to the head of the organization... a title that’s been
passed down for the last forty years, and represents our fight to
the public. At the moment, the title is held by me, who inherited
it from our last leader when he retired.”

Clark smiled and inclined his head politely. “I am Boson
Blue.”

“Boson Blue...” Glen gaped at Clark with understanding and
surprise. Boson Blue was one of those
far-fetched-but-almost-believable things that somehow became urban
legends, like alligator packs in the sewers, and secretive costumed
vigilantes that dispensed justice when the law could not. The
pseudonym had originally been used by a man accused of being a
terrorist, early in the first quarter of the twenty-first
century... but his actions, which protected the public when
corporations lied to them, and when governments refused to follow
the public’s mandates, were vocally endorsed by the people.
Although the man was caught and imprisoned, history ultimately
celebrated him and his sacrifice. Nearly a decade later, when
another “people’s protector” emerged, the press gave him the name
“Boson Blue” and presented him as a latter-day Robin Hood. And as
the years went by, there always seemed to be someone out there,
keeping the name Boson Blue alive in the hearts of the public.

The name had been around for almost the entire century, it
seemed, standing for justice, knowledge, and the exposure of
corruption that threatened the people. The name itself represented
an ideal, an altruistic attitude to aspire to. Even though the
original Boson Blue was long since dead, the mere possibility that
a Boson Blue still existed, was an idea to inspire awe and
respect.

“Wait a minute...” Glen muttered. The revelations of the last
few minutes had overwhelmed him; but slowly, like an object coming
out of he fog, the events of the last few days began to reassert
themselves in his memory. He looked again about the room, and at
the screen before him. He thought about what Clark had said they
were trying to do...

Slowly he turned back to Clark. “I may be able to help you.”

Clark smiled. “Glad to hear it. What do you think you can
do?”

“Well, there’s a problem,” Glen said. “I’ll need my linke, and I
lost it on my way... down here. It was a special model, which
accesses your visual centers...”

“Yes, I know about those,” Clark nodded.

“You do? Then, let me see if I can explain. See, I’ve managed to
tap into functions within the linke that most people can’t
access... maybe because I’m an architect, or I just naturally have
a more visual acuity... I don’t know. Anyway, it allows me to
‘visualize’ networks in a unique way, and even to access them in
new ways.” He pointed at the image on the tablet screen. “Maybe I
could help you figure out what that is.

“But I need to get my linke back,” Glen asserted. “See, what I
can do may be part of the linke itself, or something about the way
it’s programmed to access my mind... not to mention some specialty
programs my trainer added to it for me. I know where I lost it. It
might not have been discovered yet. If you could help me find
it...”

“Actually, I don’t think that will be a problem.”

The voice had come from behind them all, at the entrance to the
tunnel. Everyone turned, and Glen craned his neck to see who had
arrived.

There, in the entranceway, was Ana Delany. Her clothing was
dirty, torn and disheveled, her hair was pulled down from its
businesslike bun, and her bare arms showed dirt and scrapes in
equal numbers. She leaned exhaustedly on one side of the
entranceway, and had one arm propped up against the opposite wall,
holding her up. In her free hand, she gripped something. She
tiredly raised her arm and rotated the hand upward to reveal an
AV-linke, and she held it out to them.

“Hi, Glen,” she said, and smiled weakly. “I think you dropped
this?”





Boson Blue

“Ana!” Glen bounded forward, bowling Clark and the others aside,
and gathered Ana into his arms. “Are you okay? God, I was worried
about you,” he said, hugging her powerfully. Ana’s cheeks puffed
out as she suffered his bear hug, but she smiled and allowed
herself to collapse into his arms. The others were beside Glen and
Ana in a moment, and as a group they helped Ana to a chair. Seeing
the others helping Ana without a word of question, slowly began to
erode Glen’s relief at seeing her, and he began to realize the
implications of her arriving just minutes behind him. “Hey—”

“Did you have any trouble getting away, Ana?” Clark interrupted
him.

Glen, taking in Ana’s disheveled condition, could only stare in
disbelief at Clark’s question. But Ana, after taking in a small
breath, replied, “No, no one was following me. They seemed happy to
just have Glen... although they were a bit perturbed that they
couldn’t find this.” She handed the AV-linke to Glen, who had
already re-established his connection to it, and he quickly
pocketed it.

“Thanks,” Glen said. Looking her over, he added, “You look like
hell. That floor space you jumped into... that was your ‘secret
passageway’?”

Ana looked at him tiredly. “What? Did you think I had a tiny
atomic car waiting there, to whisk me to safety with a change of
clothes and a cold drink in my hand?” Glen winced, and Ana smiled
and shook her head. “You’ve been watching too many old movies. That
was a crawlspace, and I crawled. When I was safely away
from the office, I walked here, same as you.”

“Ana called us,” Clark told him, “when you were abducted and she
escaped. We were the ones who crashed the cart you were in.”

“You what?”

“How did you think it spontaneously crashed at just that
moment?”

“Well, I... didn’t. I guess I was too busy trying to save my ass
to worry about how the cart crashed. Wait: Are you telling me that
you arranged my escape?”

“Our equipment down here can do wonders, in the right hands,”
Clark stated.

“But... what about getting me down here? I didn’t exactly follow
any ‘secret hideaway’ arrows. I just ran.”

“Actually, it wasn’t hard for us to pop open that service door
ahead of you, and we were pretty sure you’d take advantage of it by
ducking into the service levels. After that, we could easily follow
your progress, and when you showed a tendency to a particular
direction, I sent Fenny, Stubby, East and Joelle out to bring you
in the rest of the way.” Clark shrugged. “Hey... this is what we
do.”

Glen replied sarcastically, “Yeah... the F.I.A. likes to say
that, too.” Then he turned back to Ana, who was already drinking
from a cup that Black Joan handed her. “So: This is the
organization you’ve been working for all this time.”

“I told you, you wouldn’t believe me if I just told you
who it was,” she reminded him. “It’s rare that people take you at
face value, when you tell them you work for Boson Blue.”

“I bet. What about Dr. Beacham? The guy I was originally
supposed to be trained by? Is he one of you, too?”

“No, not Beacham,” Clark said.

Glen looked at him, confused. “Then... how did you—”

“I told you... that’s what we do. We faked Beacham’s call to
you, referring you to Ana. Then we faked a call to Beacham
from you, informing him you’d decided against buying the
linke. Simultaneously, we covered up evidence of the sale outside
of Sunia... anyone checking would see no sign of your buying the
linke at all. That gave us some time to work with you before anyone
else found out you’d purchased it anyway.”

“Well, you sure know how to cover the bases, I guess.” He
examined Ana again, taking careful note of her arms to make sure
none of the scrapes were worse than they initially appeared. “And
thank you for saving me from those guys.”

“My pleasure,” Clark replied.

“Our pleasure,” Ana added, and turned to Clark. “Do you
have any idea who they were?”

“You mean, the ones that blew out our office?” Clark nodded at
East. “East found a lot of government traffic just before you
called us, very encrypted. Probably what we were looking for. So it
must have been the F.I.A.”

Ana realized Clark wasn’t telling her everything, and cocked her
head suspiciously. “What, what else happened?”

Glen answered that. “Lucci’s people surprised the F.I.A. at the
end of the corridor. They took out the F.I.A. team and grabbed me.
Your people, here, crashed a Lucci private cart to free
me.”

“They were both there?” Ana looked at Glen with a
horrified expression. “Oh, Glen...”

“It’s okay,” Glen smiled. “I’m fine. For the moment, anyway.” He
straightened back up and turned to Clark. “But who knows how long
that will last.”

“You’re right,” Clark said, and faced the others. “With such
heavy hitters looking for him, I don’t know how long we can stay
hidden here. We may have to abandon this space and move to new
accommodations. Soon.”

“I’ll be glad to help,” Glen told them.

“We appreciate it,” Clark told him. “Is there any sign of anyone
else who knows about this?”

“Well...” Glen considered. “No one I’ve seen or heard
from...”

“Who else have you told about this? Who else knows anything at
all, even if it’s only part of the story?”

Glen thought about it. Slowly, his brow furrowed. “I’ve
mentioned some odd things to my boss, and a few of the people I
work with.” He then remembered one of the first odd happenings.
“Juala Martin. Candace Meddings said she had spoken to Juala
Martin... the one I had the spontaneous conversation with,
remember?” He’d addressed the last question to Ana, who nodded.
“And that Adona Chavez... the Burnt Cranium girl.”

“Oh, yes,” Ana said, folding her arms across her chest and
looking at him rather peevishly. “The groupie you slept with.”

Glen bristled at her tone. “Hey, if your damned linke
hadn’t started this whole thing,” Glen shot back at her, “maybe I
wouldn’t have broken my date with Daneshi...” He paused, and
remembered he’d mentioned the ‘weirdness’ to her, too. The look on
his face communicated his realization to all.

“Jesus, another girl?” Black Joan chimed in. “By now,
every babe in the state must know...”

“All right, all right,” Clark stepped in, quieting Ana and Black
Joan with a hand. “We’re just going to have to accept the fact that
at this point anyone could know. Governments.
Corporations. Criminals. We’re essentially on our own here. Get the
place ready to move... everyone knows the drill. Get busy, people.”
He looked at Glen meaningfully.

“Okay. Whatever you need, I’ll help out. In the meantime, now
that I have my linke back... let me see that network of yours.”

~

“How did you lose him?”

“Lucci got into the service corridor.” Hart stood at attention
before Beckinson’s desk. The picture-window-sized screen behind
Beckinson was dark, which was unfortunately a good indication of
his mood. Beckinson’s sour visage seemed to draw light itself right
out of his immediate vicinity. “Our people weren’t anywhere in
sight. They surprised us and took Jansen. Justin got shot with a
stun gun for trying to draw on one of them.”

“Idiot,” Beckinson grumbled. “Is he okay now?”

“Still shaking.”

“When he stops shaking, send him to Juneau for being too slow on
the draw. For a year. What about Jansen?”

“He was put into a private city cart,” Hart continued. “I
recognized Candace Meddings in the cart, but I don’t know if she
was alone. We found the cart crashed into a wall about two hundred
meters away. We don’t know why it crashed. No one was in the
vicinity.”

“The cart was crashed?” Beckinson’s eyes narrowed in thought.
“We have a third player. Damn. That’s not good. For all we
know, they’ve got Jansen now... and we don’t even know who they
are. Get everyone not on a priority job sifting through all
available service recordings for the past day. I want faces, names
and associations. Go!”

Hart hurried out of the office, almost bumping his shoulder into
the door panel in his haste. Beckinson closed the door behind him
and glowered at it, as if it represented everything that angered
him at that moment.

~

“How did you lose him?”

Candace Meddings winced at the tone of the voice coming over her
linke. She was grateful she couldn’t see the face on the other end
of the linke call—in fact, had never seen that face, only heard
that snarling, hissing, up-from-the-grave voice—and for years of
dealing with him she had always had daymares that, judging from the
voice alone, the face that belonged to it must be craggy,
blue-veined and vampire-toothed. She swallowed a lump in her
throat, and replied, The cart crashed somehow.

“Crashed? In a service corridor?”

I don’t understand what happened. I was facing the other
direction, so I didn’t see what caused it—

“Maybe if you spent less time sucking men’s—”

That’s what you hired me for, isn’t it?
Candace snapped, though she instantly regretted she’d taken that
tone with him. Anyway, the cart swerved and crashed, and Jansen
jumped out. Keil was stuck on the other side of the cart, and
I couldn’t catch him...

“Out of practice chasing men, eh? It’s quite obvious you get
little practice running away from them.”

Candace seethed inside, but she knew it would be the worst
mistake of her life to reply to that. Instead, she took a deep
breath, and asked, What would you like me to do next?

“Nothing. I’ll have someone else find him. You just stand by
in case I need you further. That’s all.”

The connection closed before Candace could say anything else. A
shudder went through her body as she contemplated his obviously
angry tone... she’d heard about how bad it was to be on his bad
side, and she knew her ass was on the hot seat big time. And the
mere thought of what that might mean to her made her want to throw
up.

After a few more moments, she pulled herself together and made a
call.

“Candace, is that you?”

It sure is, Bobby. And I need you to do a huge
favor for me.

“A favor? Whatta you need?”

I have to find someone, as soon as I possibly can. And I
believe he’s in Franklin-Laurent, so I need you to do your
special magic with the ‘scrapercams.

“Well... it just so happens, we’ve got some federal stuff
going on around here right now, and I’m not sure what I can do
around them, you know what I mean?”

Oh, Bobby, I know you can... you’re the
best. Tell you what: Why don’t I come down to see you
right now. Maybe if I can give you a little
incentive... you know, to sort of grease the wheels?

“Oh... uh... tell you what, I’ll meet you outside the
office, and we can... discuss it.”

That would be fantastic! I’ll be there in fifteen
minutes, Bobby. Keep your motor running for me!

“You know it, doll!”

Candace closed the connection, reflecting to herself, I
should have said twenty minutes... without her cart, she was
going to have to hire a cab, and she still needed to freshen up
from the crash. Well, she could do that in the cab...

On the way to finding one, she made another call. Darling,
it’s Candace. I have something very important that I need you to
do.

“I thought you didn’t need me anymore! You said—”

I know, dear, but this is very important. I’ll make it worth
your while... double your last fee.

“Is... is it about Glen?”

Yes, dear.

“Oh, please, no... I don’t want to—”

Now, honey, get a grip! All I need you to do is to find him,
and bring him to me. I’ll take care of the rest. I told you: It’s
in his best interest.

“Then you go find him. You don’t need me!”

Yes, I do, and you won’t disappoint me. Unless you
want your employer to know about the family in Sierra Leone that
you ran out on...

“... oh, God...”

Just this last thing. Call me as soon as you find
him.

...

“Just this last thing.”

Thank you, dear. Your fee is already credited. ‘Bye,
now.

“Goodbye.”

~

“Say... forgive my ignorance, but what’s a ‘boson,’ anyway?”

Glen had broken a long period of silence with his question,
aimed at no one in particular. He hadn’t looked up from the
console, and his eyes were still closed as he worked, but his head
was cocked as if able to listen. Ana paused from her monitoring to
look at him, then at Clark, who shrugged and ambled over to
Glen.

“It’s an old nautical term, for the person who keeps the hull,
rigging and sails of a ship in good repair. He’s a relatively
unknown person outside of nautical circles, yet he’s nonetheless
incredibly essential to the proper functioning of a sailing ship. A
boson is also the name of a particle, in some ways similar to an
electron, first theorized at the end of the twentieth century. It
represents the mass imparted to quantum particles through its
associated quantum field, known as the Higgs field. Without it, the
standard model of quantum physics breaks down. So, you see, the
boson is a relatively unknown particle that is nonetheless
incredibly essential to the proper functioning of the universe. In
either case, the nautical or physical definition equally
applies.”

Glen, who hadn’t moved during Clark’s speech, finally opened his
eyes and turned to look at Clark. “You’ve practiced that, haven’t
you?”

Clark smiled. “You never know who’s going to ask.”

“Where did ‘blue’ come from?”

Clark shrugged. “Maybe it was the original Blue Boson’s favorite
color. Hey, I didn’t invent it... I only inherited it.”

“Mm.” Glen then closed his eyes and went back to work, leaving
Ana and Clark to exchange amused glances.

A few minutes later, Glen spoke again. “Ana, I do see
similarities in this.” His eyes remained closed: He had ported the
image into his head via his linke, and at that moment he could see
more of it than the screen could display at one time. “Similarities
in the pattern of light pulses. I wouldn’t have noticed, without
the polarization algorithm you guys put in here.”

“So, you’ve seen that before?” Clark asked.

“Yes... last night. That signal was throughout the network Ana
and I tried to study last night. And the structure here is
something like the network I saw in my dream.”

“You dreamed a network?” Stubby asked.

“Well, it was more like seeing a network, but from a strange
perspective... and that’s what I’m seeing here,” Glen tried to
explain. “But the colors you’ve put into it... hold on...” He bit
his lip as he studied it.

Ana hovered nearby, staring intently at Glen as he worked.
Although she seemed outwardly to be merely watching Glen, Clark
knew she was trying to tap into his linke through hers, to view
some of the things Glen had found. The others worked on packing and
securing various equipment around the tunnel, and Clark split his
time between collecting equipment and watching Ana and Glen. At one
point, he sidled up next to Ana, who seemed to be getting flustered
as she stared at Glen.

“Take it easy... take your time,” Clark said to her, taking her
shoulders in his hands and feeling the tension there. “Are you
getting any of this yet?”

Ana shook her head slowly, without taking her eyes off Glen.
“No, I can’t. Sometimes... sometimes, I feel as if I’m picking up
something... then it’s gone, like it was never there...” She broke
off her stare to turn and look at Clark. “I’m sorry, I just can’t
make the connection...”

“It’s okay,” Clark reassured her, kneading her shoulders. “You
said yourself: Some people can do it, and some people can’t. It’s
not a matter of skill. Nothing to be ashamed of.” Ana smiled back,
but there was an apologetic sadness in her eyes. “It might still
come to you,” Clark said finally. “While he studies the hack, maybe
you can find out who’s doing the hacking through his connection.
Keep at it.”

They turned back to Glen, and only then realized that he was
staring at the both of them. He had a strange look in his eyes, and
he seemed to be fixed on Clark’s hands on Ana’s shoulders. Ana
reacted to Glen’s look by stepping forward, out from under Clark’s
hands, towards him. “Glen?”

“I think I have something,” Glen replied simply.

He turned back to the screen. “This is definitely the same
signal I saw last night,” he explained. “And it runs throughout the
USNA com network. But it’s not really part of it, not that I can
see. And its synchronization doesn’t mean anything to the network
itself. It doesn’t pass signals through the network, it generates
itself overtop of the network.”

“I don’t understand,” Clark said.

“It’s—” Glen started, paused, and tried to collect his thoughts.
“It’s like a monitor, overtop of the entire network... no, that’s
not it, either. The network does its work, constantly. This
overlying signal goes in, and comes out, but doesn’t actually
change anything... it’s like it rides on top of the information in
the network... and generating its own data on top of the network’s
data.”

“It’s like an outer network surrounding the inner network,”
Clark suggested.

“Something like that, yeah.”

“Where is that information going, then?” Ana asked.

“I haven’t figured that out,” Glen said. “But I think I can get
an idea of the structure of the outer network.” In his mind, he
worked through his linke at the image it presented to him, which
filled his visual senses completely now. His eyes hooded as he
worked. He began by filtering out the “inner” network, removing the
objects and photronic paths, until nothing was left but the “outer”
network. As he worked, his results were being displayed on the
screen before him, which he had managed to tie into his linke.

“Okay,” he murmured as he worked. “I’ve isolated the ‘outer’
network. Now, I’m going to do some rearranging.” As Clark and Ana
watched, the multicolored paths that filled the screen began to
shift, slide or twist about, in seemingly random directions at
first. A few times, Glen would shake his head, or mutter a quiet
curse, and on the screen, the lines would suddenly change direction
or alignment. Ana and Clark watched, fascinated, as the overall
shape of the network began to bend, fold, spindle and mutilate
itself like some photronic creature in an incredibly violent
struggle with Glen for control.

At one point, Ana chuckled, drawing a stare from Clark. “It’s
like origami,” she whispered, trying not to be overheard by
Glen.

“It’s actually more like a tension structure,” Glen said,
causing Ana and Clark to do a double-take when they realized they’d
been overheard. “Tension structures can be forced into one or more
shapes,” Glen continued, “but they always conform to one essential
shape when at rest. This structure was shaped by the shape of the
‘inner’ network, but that’s not its essential shape. Your signal
polarization results looked to me so much like indications of
tensile forces, that I thought I...”

Glen went silent again, and Clark nodded and smiled.
“Architects. Visual thinkers. You were right all along, Ana...
their unique perspective, coupled with the AV-linke. We never would
have thought of an angle like that...”

“Got it,” Glen whispered. It was barely audible, yet somehow
everyone in the tunnel seemed to hear it. All work stopped, and
they gathered around the display screen. The shape was still not
complete, but it now seemed to be heading towards a final
resolution. The colors were also shifting, changing, becoming more
uniform in certain areas.

Then in a second, all motion stopped. The “outer” network had
been reformed into a collection of spherical nodes of various
sizes. Each sphere was made up of a net of light, one distinct
color per sphere, the nets running throughout the interior of the
spheres as opposed to simply encircling them. Two of the spheres
took up almost three quarters of the whole, and were joined at a
circle of light where their nets met. The rest of the volume went
to the smaller spheres, which joined along the equator bordering
the two largest spheres. Two of the smaller spheres also touched
each other, and the others sat apart from those two, one close to
the smaller joined pair, the rest at discreet distances to each
other. The entire collection looked much like multicolored soap
bubbles joined together in an unusually symmetrical way.

They stared at it for long moments. Finally, Fenny broke the
silence with, “What’s that thing supposed to be?”

Before anyone could reply, the room was suddenly bathed in
light. With a loud screech, the display screen suddenly erupted in
fire and light, and its plastic screen blew out into the room. At
the same time, Glen grabbed his head and pitched backward. His
chair tipped over, and his back and head slammed onto the
ground.

“Glen!” Ana fairly screamed, as the others scrambled around for
anything else that was still plugged in to an external power or
signal source. A few other pieces of equipment chose that same
moment to blow out, or begin to smoke and sputter, and in one
corner, a small drink heater caught fire.

Ana knelt over Glen, worried that being directly in front of the
display when it blew out had seriously hurt him. But other than the
spot on the back of his head that had struck the floor, which he
was now nursing gingerly, he didn’t seem to have suffered any burns
or cuts from the display. “Glen,” she said urgently, “are you all
right? What happened?”

“Feedback...” was the only thing Glen could manage, as he
screwed his eyes shut and pressed the palms of his hands over the
back of his head, and his temple. “Ooohhh...”

Ana helped him up, and looked around the room: Fortunately, most
of the equipment had already been secured; but quite a few
unsecured pieces were now burned out, and Joelle and Stubby worked
to put out the heater fire in the corner. When they were done,
everybody stood and listened around them. Nothing could be heard,
other than the hissing death-throes of the heater.

“Gather up what’s left,” Clark said. “It’s time to go.”

~

The alert signal sounded throughout the F.I.A. offices, at the
same time that Beckinson received a priority call through his linke
with every urgency flag activated.
“Beckinson!”

The call on Beckinson’s linke startled him into dropping the
datapad he was studying, leaving it to clatter on the desktop.
I’m here, Mr. North!

“There has been a severe security breach of the F.I.A.
network! The perpetrators have been traced to this area, somewhere
in the vicinity of Franklin-Laurent!”

Do we have any identities?

“Not yet. We’re still trying to isolate the signal, it was
heavily scrambled. But I believe Glen Jansen is involved. I want
Jansen in your custody within the hour... do you
understand, Beckinson? Within the hour!”

Yesir! Beckinson all but vaulted over his desk on his
way for the door; the slow movement of the door forced him to
impact the jam heavily on the way out, tearing his shirt. “Damn!”
He hadn’t had the chance to ask why North thought Jansen had been
implicated in the breach, before the connection had been broken.
But he had his orders, and he intended to carry them out.

He rushed into the monitoring office, the only room in the F.I.
A. Branch as large as his office, which was saying something. The
four technicians seated at four identical desks jerked their heads
up at his impromptu entrance. “Do you have the breach data?” he
demanded.

“It just came in,” one of the techs replied. “The signal was
passed through a radio node within Franklin-Laurent, but it was
just a transfer point—”

“From where?”

“Don’t know yet,” another replied quickly. “They scrambled it
pretty good, but it looks like it might have come from outside the
‘scraper.”

“Outside! How far?”

“Within the Richmond district,” a third one said. “I’m bringing
a GSM laser to bear on it now.”

“Got it!” another tech exulted. Beckinson rounded to the tech’s
desk, but the exultation had already faded. “Uh-oh. Another radio
node... a service node between here and North Harvis—” Beckinson
examined the data on the tech’s screen carefully, eyes darting back
and forth between the numerous signal nodes that seemed to be
involved in the data trace. Suddenly he stabbed a finger at a
single point, and the tech next to him jerked back as if shot.

Hart! Doggers! Ryan! Scramble all your teams to the service
lines I’m sending you to! Beckinson began sending co-ordinates
from the service node.

“But sir,” one of the techs pointed out, “that node could still
be transferring the signal from somewhere else—”

“Look! The incoming signal is one way, up to this node!
After this node, it’s two-way!” Beckinson shouted. “That’s the
source! Jansen is at the other end of it! Get your men there
and bring him back now! Now! Go!”





On The Run

“How’s the head? Are you ready to travel?” Clark, a bag of
equipment slung over his back, looked over Glen carefully.

Glen looked at him, and Ana, and shook his head to clear it.
“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Then let’s go, people. Can you carry this?” He held up another
backpack, and Glen took it wordlessly, slipping in on. “Better shut
off your linke... to make sure no one can track you through a pager
trace.” Clark led the way out, Ana right behind him. Glen fell in
step behind Ana.

They entered the main tunnel, turned right, and started down
through the gloom. Glen started to point out that this was the same
direction he had come from in the first place... and the same
direction that he’d first expect to see someone who’d come down
there after him... but refrained from speaking, hoping that Clark
knew what he was doing.

Clark, for his part, moved decisively through the tunnels and
into the machine rooms. Occasionally he glanced at a small device
he held in his hand, which Glen could not make out from where he
was behind him. He suspected it was some kind of sensory monitor,
designed to warn him when someone else was approaching. The others
were following quietly, the last, Black Joan, only occasionally
stealing a glance behind her.

Glen occasionally winced under a spike of pain in his head. The
feedback he had suffered in the tunnel had left him with a killer
headache, a dull ache punctuated by the spikes of agony, which
refused to go away. He soldiered on silently, but occasionally his
pain spikes forced him to shake his head to clear it, or steady
himself with a hand on a nearby strut or pipe.

“Where are we going?” Glen finally whispered to Ana, after they
had covered what Glen guessed to be the better part of a mile
underground.

“We have a place to stash these supplies, and lay low for
awhile,” Ana whispered back. “We have a safe exit back into the
‘scraper, which we can use anytime after we store the equipment
away.”

“Assuming no one is looking specifically for you,” Glen said. “I
doubt I have that advantage.”

Ana glanced back at him, but did not reply directly. Instead,
she asked, “Did you manage to save an impression of the network
object you created?”

“Yes,” Glen nodded. “I didn’t save anything other than the form
aspect of it, though. So all I’ve really got are a bunch of glowing
bubbles.”

“They looked like that to me, too,” Ana admitted. “They also
reminded me of molecules.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Glen said. “But real molecules don’t
look like that, exactly... this is more like the models of
molecules that we used in science class.” He thought about the
analogy. “Why? Do you think there’s a connection?”

Ana’s response was interrupted by Clark’s motioning them to stop
and be quiet. They crouched under a maze of pipes and scaffolding,
almost solid overhead, and waited. Somewhere distant, they could
hear footfalls, two or more people, but they couldn’t see them. The
steps seemed to be striking a casual pace... not the hurried pace
of searchers. Clark stared upwards, listening, but seemed to be
ignoring the device in his hand. After a few minutes, the footsteps
could not be heard. A minute later, Clark signaled, and they all
started out again.

They hiked for nearly an hour, and Glen had no idea where they
were... or even if they were still within Franklin-Laurent. They
could have been under North Harvis, or North Monroe, or
Broad-Allen, or Floyd-Auburn for all he knew by now... he’d long
ago lost track of the twists and turns through the heavy machinery
levels that linked the spacescrapers belowground.

Suddenly, Clark stopped, and stared at the device in his hand.
“Ah. They finally found the node. Took ‘em long enough.” He thumbed
a switch on the side of the device. Then he continued on.

“What is that?” Glen asked.

“It’s a monitor for a decoy node we had set-up,” Clark said. “It
was designed to attract attention to itself, and lead whoever
locked onto it on a wild goose chase. When they’re good and close,
I use this to sever the connection between the node and our other
connections. By the time they reach it, there’s no sign of what
else it might have connected to.”

Glen pointed at Clark’s device. “You mean... that thing wasn’t
monitoring around us for search parties or anyone?” he asked,
dumbfounded.

“Heck, no,” Clark replied. “We knew no one was going to
stumble onto us. But we can’t afford to compromise the
organization. Boson Blue is a lot bigger than just the bunch of
us.”

Clark veered left suddenly. “We’re here.” He stepped off of the
catwalk and walked up to a door shorter than the one in the tunnel
they had just abandoned. The door appeared to be incredibly old,
sealed and unused for centuries. He checked the edges of the door,
presumably looking for signs of unauthorized entry; then he removed
a small device from a hip pocket and held it at a seemingly random
location on the door. A moment later, a muffled click was
heard, and Clark pushed the door. It slid back into the wall,
revealing a larger passage beyond, walled in ancient-looking stone
blocks. Clark removed a small flashlight from another pocket, and
thumbed it on. The passage was only about four meters long, and
terminated at another door. Clark stooped over and waddled inside,
used his small hand device to trip the second door, and opened
that. Then he disappeared inside.

The others followed him in. At the end of the passage was
essentially a stone-walled room, maybe half the size of the tunnel
they had vacated, and apparently much older. Two battery-powered
lights were attached to the ceiling, which Clark had switched on
when he walked in. There were a few small boxes against one wall,
and the others promptly began to unload their packs and stack them
alongside the rest of the boxes.

Glen glanced around at the room when he had unloaded his pack.
He sniffed at the air, which seemed a bit musty, but otherwise
breathable enough, even though he saw no signs of a vent or air
shaft. “How old is this place? Nineteenth century?”

“Possibly older,” Clark replied. “It may have been here when
Richmond was founded... back in the 1700s, I suppose. There are no
accurate maps of these old rooms anymore. That’s why we use them.
Joelle.” Clark turned to Joelle, as she finished unloading her
pack. “Unpack the LCS.”

“Well, what do we do now?” Glen asked. Clark turned to him and
considered the question.

“Frankly, Glen, I’m not sure what to do with you. You have the
government and the mob chasing you, at the very least, and the
minute you show your face anywhere, you’re as good as nailed by
cameras. You need to stay out of sight, and out of everybody’s
scanning range. Which is what I’m trying to set up for you right
now.”

“Excuse me.” Joelle chose that moment to pass between them,
carrying two small plastic cases. Clark’s look at Joelle told Glen
that this was what he was just referring to, so Glen turned to
watch her. She set one of the cases just out of the range of the
door to the passageway, and the other she placed on top of a larger
box, so it was roughly at waist height.

She opened the box before her, which looked to Glen like a
processor of some sort. Joelle began connecting small cables to
various plugs on the side of the transceiver, and one of these she
stretched over to the box she’d placed on the floor. She opened
that, but Glen could tell nothing from the nondescript device
inside. Joelle plugged the cable from the higher box into the side
of the floor box, and tapped at a few icons on a control pad on its
top. Then she extended a new lead from the floor box, and seemed to
plug it directly into the stone floor.

“I give up,” Glen finally said. “What is it?”

“Photronic transceiver relay,” Joelle explained, nodding to the
higher box. “Allows our linkes to communicate outside without the
original broadcast tags. So we’ll be anonymous to the networks.”
She then indicated the box before her. “Signal polarizer. Codes the
signals as they travel between here and our broadcast node... which
we’re plugged into, here.” She pointed at the plug in the
stone.

“So we have communications again,” Clark told Glen. “Or, more
accurately, you have.”

“...I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

“Sorry,” Clark told him, “but you’re going to have to stay here
for awhile. You can still work on our little network problem... but
you won’t be able to call anyone you know. It would allow outside
agencies to tag the signal, which would compromise this setup. If
you want, we’ll relay messages to anyone you need to speak to.” He
shrugged. “Best we can do, on short notice.”

“What are you going to do?”

“We need to check on our other groups and workspaces, to make
sure nothing else has been compromised,” Clark explained. “We need
to go out in the open to do that... but we can still do that,
because we’re still secure, as far as I can tell. Once we’ve
re-established a new workspace, we’ll be back for you.” He turned
to the others. “Anyone bring the leftovers?”

Black Joan rummaged through her pack, and pulled out a plastic
bag of what was left of the bread and juice. She handed it to
Clark, who in turn gave it to Glen. “Lunch. We’ll bring dinner.”
Then he turned back to the others. “Come on. We’ve got a lot of
work to do.”

Glen looked around the otherwise blank room, and as the others
filed out, he suddenly called out. “Wait! What if I... what do I do
if I...”

Stubby looked back, and smiled wryly. He pointed to a brown pack
against the wall. “Porta-potty. Instructions are inside.” Glen
looked sourly at the pack as Stubby, chuckling to himself, waddled
under the low door.

Ana was the last one out, and Glen pulled her aside. “Could you
just leave a message with Rick Ranon, my boss? Let him know I’ve
got to take some more time off, but I’ll be in touch soon...” He
thought of what else he could tell Rick, thought of his projects,
the others who would have to pick up his work. The thought of his
job, which he was already beginning to think of as his “old life,”
just made him feel melancholy. Finally he shrugged. “...you know,
something like that...”

“I will,” Ana assured him. “Don’t worry.” She smiled, and looked
self-consciously after the others waiting outside. Then she wrapped
her arms around Glen’s neck and gave him a kiss. She continued to
hold him when their lips parted, and she whispered, “I’ll be back
as soon as I can. It’ll be all right… I promise.”

Glen tried to put a brave face on, and quipped, “Easy for you to
say. You’re not the one who’ll have to use a perfect stranger’s
porta-potty.” His comment had the correct effect, and convinced Ana
that he’d be okay on his own. Slowly she disengaged herself from
him and followed the rest out of the storage room. When she was
out, Clark flashed a thumbs-up salute to Glen, and pulled the door
closed behind him.

Glen heard the click of the door latching; then nothing. He
glanced again around the storage room, noting how small and solid
it seemed. He reflected that, should anything happen to his
benefactors, he could imagine not being discovered in here for a
few centuries...

His gaze eventually settled back on the transceiver. “Well,” he
said aloud, “it’s not as if I have anything else to do.” He walked
over and settled himself down to sit against the wall, next to the
transceiver. He triggered his linke into activation, ready to shut
down in case of another spike of feedback like the last time, but
after a few moments, nothing happened. In fact, his head felt
slightly less painful now than it had been a few minutes ago.

He started by recalling the bubble construct he had created from
the overlying network, the relaxed version of the tension
structure. The object itself intrigued him by its simplicity and
efficiency, but it didn’t spur any particular references to other
objects, structures or organizations familiar to him. As smooth and
serene as the overall shape seemed, it was nonetheless formed by
chaotic flashes of communications signals that seemed no more
ordered than the wisps of lightning that they resembled. He began
moving around the construct, “flying” just over its surface,
something he was becoming more and more adept at doing within his
visualizations. He examined individual paths of signals, trying to
identify sub-patterns to the overall construct, or some other way
of divining order from the chaos. Allowing his eyes to close, he
settled himself for a long session.

~

“We’ve reached the bunker where the signals
originated,” Hart reported to Beckinson. “It’s already
cleaned out. An old, blasted display screen and miscellaneous
equipment left behind, but nothing useful. No sign of where they
went.”

They? How many does it look like?

“Could be as many as a dozen people were in here. This was
an organized workspace for somebody... and apparently for some
time.”

Beckinson considered Hart’s comments carefully. I have a
tracking team on their way to you. Stay there until they
arrive, then take your cues from them.

“Yessir.”

Beckinson closed the connection, and sighed heavily as he
thought. His hand idly scratched his head. Finally he said aloud,
“Are you monitoring, Mr. North?”

“Yes, I am,” came the reply through his linke.

It sounds like we might have stumbled across a nest of
bugs, Beckinson stated. It could even be the local
followers of Boson Blue.

“Jansen was with them.”

How can you be sure?

“Because we managed to tag him the last time he accessed our
systems. We can recognize him, wherever he is, and whatever method
he uses, to access the net again.”

Then Jansen may have help from them now. We may be able to
kill two birds with one stone.

“Boson Blue is not important right now. Finding Jansen
is.”

Boson Blue, Beckinson reminded, is one of the most
notorious criminal organizations we have on our dossiers! How can
they not be important?

“Their threat is nothing, compared to the threat of Glen
Jansen. He is a full-fledged encephalopath now. Jansen, and Jansen
alone, has within him the ability to topple the world’s networks in
one fell swoop! He must be secured... stand by.”

The signal went silent, leaving Beckinson to ponder North’s
words. He had never been told that Jansen was potentially that
powerful... none of their other linke operatives had ever achieved
such a level of control or influence over the network as that!...
Or were they just exaggerating the situation, in order to force
Beckinson to apply everything he had to Jansen’s apprehension? That
made no sense... if North told him to commit everything, he’d
simply do it... no need to scare him into it. So Jansen was clearly
something special...

“We have Jansen’s signal. Unfortunately, we cannot pinpoint
it. It is up to you to find him, Beckinson. Understand? Find
him!”

We’re on it. Beckinson closed the connection and
continued to scratch his head. After a moment, he gathered up his
jacket and headed out the door.

~

“This can’t be a hack.”

Glen had spoken aloud, even though there was no one else in the
room for him to speak to. But after extensively studying the sphere
construct, he had finally realized that it did not seem to include
any com traffic from an external source that could be directing or
controlling it in any way. True, there were com signals that
reached the construct from external sources, but each of them were
responses to specific data queries originating from the construct.
If there was no outside source controlling or directing the
construct, it could not be a foreign hacker. Something else was
going on.

A hacker within the USNA network? Even that seemed far-fetched.
The signals that made up the construct were simply too vast and
all-enveloping to be a hack. What kind of a hack could generate
that much data activity? And if it was hacker activity, why did
there seem to be no discernable pattern to it?

Glen eventually had to accept that he couldn’t find any sign of
a pattern in his bubble-construct’s larger spheres. The signals
that filled them seemed to jump about completely randomly, never
repeating a pattern, and with no set destination or origin. Many
signals converged and diverged wildly, and a signal could easily
become absorbed into another, or could be created from another
signal, with no sign as to the operating force behind the appearing
and disappearing signals.

Defeated on that front, Glen turned his attention to the smaller
spheres, hoping that a smaller amount of activity might be easier
to divine patterns from. He chose the group of two small spheres,
anchored to each other and in-turn to the larger spheres, and
“flew” up close to it.

Again, he saw what looked like the same random signal activity
throughout the spheres. He quickly began filtering his perceptions,
following exercises Ana had taught him, and concentrating on
specific signals or areas of the spheres. He allowed the variation
of speed of the signals to be reflected in various colors... he
polarized light in particular directions... he strobed light based
on various time multiples... he altered brightness based on signal
strength... he subdivided signals into branching and converging
signals... he searched for frequency or amplitude modulations,
possibly as a “sub-coding” underneath the main “carrier”
signal.

It wasn’t until he tried polarizing the signals themselves that
he finally noted something he’d missed before... not in the signals
themselves, but in the way they passed between spheres across the
thin membranes that separated them. The signals shifted slightly in
color as they passed through the membranes where the spheres
connected, a sign that they were being affected there. That meant
something for Glen to study: A possible “bleeding” of information
for use elsewhere, or a “leak” that would indicate what type of
data was in the actual signal.

He saw the same effect at each membrane between spheres, but he
quickly noticed a difference: The two smaller spheres seemed to
share their signal “bleeding,” but between the smaller and larger
spheres, the “bleed” seemed to operate only in one direction. Glen
watched carefully for long minutes, and confirmed that the “bleed”
effect only happened with signals going from the larger spheres to
the smaller ones... never the other way around. Glen reasoned,
then, that whatever the larger spheres were doing, the smaller
spheres were monitoring, or even harvesting, the data for some
other use. That could make the smaller spheres some type of
controlling mechanism, with the larger spheres doing the lion’s
share of the work, a logical hierarchy to Glen’s mind.

He quickly jumped to the opposite end of the construct, where
the third small sphere lay anchored to both of the larger spheres,
and searched for a confirmation of his new observations. He was
disappointed, therefore, to find no sign of signal “bleed” across
the membranes between the smaller and larger spheres. If his
original hierarchy theory was right, that would mean this smaller
sphere simply worked, like the larger ones, and did not have the
status of the other two small spheres (maybe they had hierarchy
because they were joined?). Or it might mean that his hierarchy
model was just plain wrong.

On the other hand, he could have been looking at this from
entirely the wrong point of view. Suppose the larger spheres were
actively “editing” the data they sent to the smaller spheres at the
membranes, the filtered-out data taking the appearance of a
“bleed?” The spheres could then be some sort of monitor or
interface to the entire network for someone on the outside... which
also sounded logical. That might explain why one small sphere
showed no sign of filtered data: It might be the “main”
monitor/interface, with the other small spheres being merely lesser
monitors that did not need full data to do their jobs.

Either way, Glen couldn’t see any way to confirm either theory
without accessing some of the data itself, to determine what was
actually being passed from point to point. He needed a way to
access the data passing through those membranes.

But he didn’t know how to do that... at least, not without help,
from Ana at least. He wished she was there with him... Hell, he
realized, he wished he was with anybody right at that moment,
instead of being locked in this dungeon, hiding from people who
would probably allow him to live like a king... as long as he did
whatever they wanted him to do. In fact, thinking of it that way
forced him to stare about the room, wondering exactly what he was
doing there. Living large... luxury flats... hot and cold running
girls... what was so bad about that?

His mind began to wander, wondering what Ana was doing at that
moment. Probably helping Clark figure out where else to lock me
up for the rest of my natural life, he reflected sourly. He
thought of his other friends, and eventually, a picture of Daneshi
popped into his mind. Living large, luxury flat, and Daneshi by his
side... nothing seemed bad about that. He
remembered the concert he’d planned to take her to, and wondered
sadly whether he’d ever see a concert again.

Unbidden, his mind reached out, through his linke. He probed the
network, searching for any sign of recognition from another party
out there. He could see other signals flitting about, intent on
finding a particular signal... and somehow he knew, many of them
were looking for his signal. But he was also able to discern from
their signals the particular signal patterns they were apparently
searching for, and thanks to Ana’s coaching, he quickly adjusted
his own signal so it would not alert them. He continued wandering
the networks, searching for a particular signal which he knew would
be there somewhere. Consciously, Glen knew his linke would be
working to establish its automatic connections based on his
subconscious guidance, and he wanted to say it was not intentional.
But he took no action to stop the search, either. And eventually,
he heard the return signal that simultaneously lifted his spirits,
and dashed them against the wall.

“Glen? Is that you?”

Yeah, Daneshi. How are you doing? Did you finish that
project you were working on?

“Uh, well, mostly... Glen... Where are—I mean, what are you
doing?”

I’m... uh, well, actually, I can’t explain right now.
There was something wrong. Glen felt a trace of something odd. He
couldn’t define it at all, but it gave him a sense of warning that
he couldn’t define.

“I don’t understand. Are you all right?”

Actually, I’ve been better. But I can’t go into that now. I
just... I just wanted to say ‘hi’, I guess...

“Hi.”

Hi. ...Listen, I don’t know when will be the next time I get
to see you, but I...

“Glen?”

I, uh... I just wanted to let you know. I miss you.

“—I miss you too, Glen. I wish I could see you.” And
there it was again. That, too, felt wrong. What was going
on with her? Was this some linke-captured indication that Daneshi
had indeed lost interest in him, and just couldn’t bring herself to
say so? Was she trying to tell him something else? Or was paranoia
finally getting the best of him?

I wish I could see you, too. But I’ve got other things to do
first. I guess it’s my turn to be too busy to get out, huh?
And at that, he suddenly felt a wash of strong sensations... some
of them were still indefinable, but Glen was sure he felt an
overriding sense of deep concern and caring, directed at him. And
deep worry. Something was wrong, but he felt she still cared about
him.

Still, she didn’t seem to be able to tell him what was wrong.
After a noticeable pause, she tried to stammer out, “Oh, Glen,
I—”

No, never mind. I’m fine. I just wish I could get away,
that’s all. I got all involved in this other stuff... and I met
someone, but she’s dragged me into all this stuff, and now I don’t
know how I feel about her anymore... and I just wish I could get
away. That’s all.

“Glen. Listen, anything I can do to help, I will.”

The wrongness was still there, but there was a stronger
rightness on top of it. He knew she meant it. Thanks.
Hopefully, I won’t have to take you up on that. I’ll talk to you
later, Daneshi.

“Glen?”

Yes?

“Take care.”

Yeah, you too. ‘Bye.

“‘Bye, Glen.”

Glen did not close the connection right away. He wanted to say
something more, he wanted desperately to just blurt it all out...
but he was afraid to get her in trouble, afraid she might already
be in trouble, and he wasn’t even sure he wasn’t being
traced through the call. He also struggled to understand the
sensations he could still feel from her, some of which felt strong
and warm, and others which felt cold and...

Frightened.

That was it. She was afraid, either for herself or for
him. She knows... someone told her. But how to
find out if she was afraid for him, or for herself? Suppose someone
was pressuring her to help co-opt him, right now? She might be
under someone else’s thumb, either willingly or... Finally, he
thought Daneshi had realized the connection was still open, and was
about to speak again... and closed the connection quickly.

But he still did not completely withdraw from the network.
Somewhere, on the periphery of his perceptions, was another
sensation... a single trace of a signal, that just happened to be
pointing right at him. Unwavering, unchanging. It was,
strictly speaking, not connected to him. But it knew he was
there... like a dog across a street, it watched him, silently,
intently... and no matter how much he tried to ignore it, he knew
it was there. It knew he was there.

And he had the feeling there was little to keep it from coming
after him, if it decided it was so inclined.

Glen felt a distinct wave of panic. There’s got to be a way
out of this!





In The Network

In one of the monitoring offices of the Franklin-Laurent
Comptroller’s office, a technician studied his board closely as it
followed the progress of various F.I.A. activities that were tied
into the ‘scraper’s systems. He could clearly see activities
converging on the machine levels deep under ground level, and
search programs that were scouring the communications lines down
there, seeking some particular signal. Although none of the
particulars were supposed to be available to him, he was very good
at his job. Better, in fact, than his superiors really realized.
After running a few programs of his own to analyze the data before
him, he made a call on his linke.

Candace, it’s Bobby.

“Bobby, dear! How’s it going?”

Well, I think I’ve got a lead for you. F.I.A. is crawling
all over the machine levels, from ten down, looking for someone.
They’re also tracing signal lines. Your dude must be down
there.

“Can you be more exact?”

No, and so far, neither can they. Whoever the guy is, he’s
good. They followed one live com line, then it literally vanished
in front of them, without a trace. Now they’re following about a
hundred other signals, and they’re using two tracking teams. And I
think they flushed some other group down there, and now they’re
getting all confused over who they’re looking for. They’re running
around in circles down there. They’ll never find him at that
rate.

“Yes, but neither will we,” Candace commented.
“Keep at it, darling. You’re such a huge help! You
make me so pleased. We’ll be able to pick up on the
exact spot where we left off, as soon as our work is
finished.”

Bobby felt his pants tighten quickly, and grinned. Nothing
would please me more.

“I know.”

The connection closed, and Bobby, still smiling like the
proverbial cat that ate the canary, went back to his work. But he
quickly realized something was wrong.

“What the fuck...” he whispered, as he watched one,
then two, then three of the signals on his board abruptly vanish.
Then, one of the F.I.A. teams also vanished from his board. He
worked over his console to get his signals back, but they kept
disappearing despite his best efforts. “What the fuck,” he
said a bit more vehemently as he helplessly watched the last of the
signals, and then the second F.I.A. team, vanish from his screens.
“What’s going on?” he asked rhetorically. It was as if his console
had been shut down from somewhere else...

Then he stopped, his fingers poised over the console. He stared
at the now-empty screen suspiciously, realizing he had lost control
over it to someone else. And if that someone else knew about the
work he did for Lucci…

He glanced about guiltily, then shut his console down. Then he
grabbed his briefcase and jacket, and headed out of the office, as
his co-workers stared at him in wonder. He avoided making eye
contact with anyone as he left, but he was sure he was being
watched by other than his co-workers. He knew he’d be lucky to get
past the lobby, now that they were on to him... how else to explain
his signals vanishing like that?

Incredibly, he made it past the F.I.A. receptionist, who barely
spared him a glance (suspicious behavior in itself), and to the
main concourse. Once there, he initiated a program he had created
for just such an emergency, which would buy him a train ticket
through a clandestine account, and transfer the rest of his cash to
a third secured account. Then he located a trash receptacle and,
without pausing to consider his actions, removed his linke from his
pocket and pitched it in.

He immediately angled for the nearest subway station. If he was
lucky, he reasoned, maybe he could get as far as Florida and skip
to Cuba before they caught up to him...

~

Candace considered the information Bobby had given her, and
wondered if she should send her other operative down to the
machinery levels... primarily, to see if she’d get lucky. Of
course, she had already shown some misgivings about co-operating
further... apparently, she had developed a liking for Glen Jansen,
even after just a few meetings... but Candace was sure her sense of
greed, not to mention the goods she had on her family, would force
her assistance.

She tried to reach her, but received a strange “no longer available” reply from her call. “Not
available” was something she was familiar with, but “no longer?”
That sounded very final. Had something happened to her? But Candace
had just spoken to her earlier today.

As she thought about it, Candace started to seethe. She imagined
her source going to the F.I.A., turning herself in to get out from
under Candace’s grip, and release her from Candace’s orders to
betray Glen. Well, it’s not that easy, she thought to
herself, and immediately sent a preprogrammed trace program after
the operative’s bank account, to remove the money she had already
credited... and anything else she found there, besides...

“No account listed.”

“What!” she shouted aloud, drawing glances from passersby...
which unnerved her more than enough, considering she was without
her cart, in a public but visually secluded spot, loitering around
in her short skirt, drawing the wrong kind of attention to herself
anyway. The looks one passing male gave her actually made her even
more uncomfortable, and a free hand drifted down in a vain attempt
to cover part of her thighs.

She recovered her composure and searched again, slowly and more
thoroughly this time. Her eyes slowly widened as she realized she
could find no trace of the accounts that she knew must be there.
The money she’d deposited into her source’s account... it was gone
with the wind.

The girl was gone. The money was gone.

Lucci money was gone.

Candace was doomed.

Frantically, Candace tried to check on her blackmail material,
which she had secured in a vault at one of the most secure banks in
the ‘scraper. The data ranged from material designed to keep her
operatives in line, to material designed to keep certain unsavory
individuals off her back. Her blood quite literally turned cold
when she found no trace of her own vault account, or any of her
materials. Someone had raided her. She had nothing left on
anybody.

She was dead.

With a terrified squeak, she abruptly bolted across the
concourse, nearly colliding with other pedestrians, her mind racing
madly. Lucci had obviously found out she was still trying to find
Glen, despite her orders to stay out of things... and they were
obviously unhappy about that. They were going to make an example of
her, she was sure.

She had one chance: A man in a ranch in Colorado, who had been
very enamored of her, and who owed her a big favor anyway. If she
could only get to the airport, maybe she could get out of town
before they found her...

~

“Bec—”

Beckinson heard the truncated call, the third in as many
minutes, and froze in the middle of the walk, causing a number of
people behind him to run into each other avoiding him. “What? Hart!
Is that you?” he shouted aloud. “Hart, I’m not receiving you! Where
are you?”

He received no reply, just as the last two times, and he cursed
under his breath. He was louder than he intended to be. A lady with
a child nearby gave out a surprised inhalation of breath, tried to
cover the child’s ears, and glared openly at Beckinson. Beckinson
turned beet red, as much out of anger as embarrassment, and began
to run towards the nearest escalator to the lower levels.

“What’s happening with your men, Beckinson?”

What? What? Beckinson barely avoided reflexively
spinning in place at the sudden voice in his head, and had to catch
himself on a railing to keep from falling over. Oh... Mr.
North! Sir, I’m having trouble keeping in touch with my men...
interference caused by being in the lower levels, I’d guess. I’m on
my way to the scene now—

“Don’t follow your men,” North interrupted him.
“They are nowhere near Jansen!”

Beckinson frowned in confusion. Do you know where he
is?

“No... He...”

Abruptly, the signal faded away, and Beckinson heard nothing.
Sir? Sir! “Sir!” he said aloud again.

“Jansen is...” the signal came back momentarily, then
faded again. When it returned, Beckinson heard, “He has tapped
into the deepest levels... he’s disrupting communications
throughout...” and it faded again.

Beckinson stood helplessly, not knowing what to do or where to
go. Mr. North! What can I do? He listened intently, but
could not hear anything from his superior. I need
instructions!

Finally, he dislodged himself from the railing and headed for
the last known position of his men.

~

Ana sat on a barstool in the Grotto, and tried not to look
frightened out of her wits. As she sipped her drink with a slightly
trembling hand, she put out another tentative call to Stubby, whom
she had not seen since they re-entered the city and tried to check
on their opposite numbers in the Boson Blue organization. There was
a series of dialogues that they had all memorized, each of which
would communicate vital information to each other without
compromising them through their transmissions. Again, she got
nothing.

She had been in the middle of such a conversation with a member
of the organization in Floyd-Auburn, a man named Harmon, when the
signal abruptly faded away to nothing. Try as she might, Ana had
not been able to re-establish contact with them. She was only
concerned, at first, until she tried to call Clark to inform him of
her truncated conversation. She could not get through to Clark,
either. Or Joelle. Or Fenny. Or Black Joan, Stubby or East. They
were all gone.

It was impossible! Boson Blue was far too good to simply be
caught all at once! Besides, if that had indeed happened, why was
she still free? Impossible! But she could not imagine what else
might have happened. She had already tried other calls on her
linke, including to Rick Ranon, Glen’s boss, to pass on Glen’s
message to him... and all of those calls had gone through.

She thought of Glen and his linke, probably plugged back into
the network back in their safe storage room. She wondered if he had
inadvertently given them all away through his linke explorations...
or if he had literally been found, and compromised them all. She
wanted to call him, but as good as their scrambling system was, a
single wrong word would nail them both, and she was afraid that if
he wasn’t compromised yet, that she would compromise him anyway
just by trying to call...

She was suddenly aware of a signal coming through, and her heart
jumped. Afraid at first, she hesitantly opened the connection.

“Ana? It’s Harmon. What happened to you?”

Harmon! Ana’s breath caught, and she squeezed her eyes
shut in concentration. Harmon, I’m sorry, she said
quickly, trying to remember the proper code dialogues for their new
situation. I think there was a big communications glitch here
in the ‘scraper.

There was a pause at the other end. Good, Ana thought: Harmon’s
on the ball. “Oh, I see. I think we had the same problem here,
a few days ago.” That meant Harmon had also had a period of
lost contact with his other group members, just then. Whatever had
happened, it was relatively widespread. “Maybe we should try
exchanging text messages instead?”

He was suggesting the groups should go to coded and shielded
transmissions, instead of using the com lines. Ana, however,
thought the situation was worse than that. No, she
replied, I don’t want to be interrupted again. Let’s talk in a
few days. Do me a favor, and tell your sister to send me that red
pattern for the dress I asked her about.

“I’ll do that, but she might not remember which
pattern.”

Tell her it’s the pattern with the sharp corners.

“—Okay. See you later.”

Ana closed the connection. She had just warned them that she had
lost contact with her group, it may be a widespread danger, and
that they should halt all active operations and lay low until
further notice. Harmon had understood, and would now be passing
that along to the rest of his group. She realized that she had
exceeded her authority, but since she could not get in touch with
Clark, she felt she had been perfectly justified.

Then she received a second call, and was surprised at who it
was. Clark?

“Yes, it’s me,” Clark replied. Ana sighed in relief...
at least he hadn’t been arrested. “I just heard a good joke,
and I was passing it around... but there was a communications
glitch—”

Yes, I know. I just got back on, so I could tell my friend’s
sister to send me that red dress pattern. You know, with the sharp
corners. Better to tell him what she’d done, she reflected...
let him decide whether or not it was the right thing.

“Oh? Do you think it will be enough?”

I think we could use as much of the pattern as we can
get.

“All right. I’ll tell my friends to ask around.” He was
agreeing with her... she wasn’t sure if that fact made her
relieved, or more worried.

Thanks, Ana said. Listen, I’ve gotta go.I
have to meet a friend.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Ana closed the connection, and gathered up the bags of groceries
she had purchased for Glen. She wondered honestly if there was
enough for the both of them for awhile. As she slid off her
barstool, a hand dropped onto her shoulder. Ana froze, expecting to
see police or F.I.A. agents, or maybe a Lucci thug or two, standing
behind her. Slowly she turned, and she quickly realized that she
was not flanked by any number of burly men, but by a striking
African girl.

“You’re Dr. Ana Delany, aren’t you?” Daneshi looked at her
imploringly, moving close and speaking softly, so as not to be
overheard. “The bartender pointed you out. Can you help me find
Glen Jansen?”

~

Glen’s head jerked up, as he realized he had dozed off. He
looked tiredly around the room he was still locked up inside, but
there was still no one there to keep him company. The door was
still locked. He could not hear violent stone-chiseling noises
outside, so most likely he had not been discovered by anyone
yet.

Hoo-rah.

Of all the things he might have imagined he would be doing, as a
result of buying a new linke, of discovering this newfound
ability... after the things that had been promised him, by Candace,
by Beckinson... about the last thing he would have expected was
that he would be locked in a tiny mildewed room far below the city,
searching online for foreign hackers and twiddling his thumbs while
a mythical terrorist decided what to do with him. The thought
soured him against the possibility of doing anything for Boson
Blue, no matter how altruistic their goals might be. Not that he
really wanted to work for Lucci, or the F.I.A. But given the choice
of this dungeon, or the perks that would go with an F.I.A. or Lucci
job, he had a good idea which one he’d go for. And mildew wasn’t
part of the picture.

He had been hoping against hope that Ana would return soon, if
at the very least, to keep him company, and at best, to “watch his
back” as he delved further into his bubble construct. There was
just something about those interface membranes, with their dancing
flashes of data-lightning, that presented to him a too-vivid
picture of sticking his head inside a circle of arching
electrodes... that had prevented him from going any further, and he
wished he had Ana to help him if he got in too deep.

Unfortunately, that hope had come and gone hours ago, and his
rapidly-deepening depression was simultaneously removing any fears
or inhibitions he might have been harboring.

Finally, in a fit of frustration, Glen said aloud, “Fuck it.” He
accessed the bubble network in his linke, and examined it
carefully. After watching the interface membranes at a relative
distance for long minutes, he decided to try to dive into the
membrane at the small single sphere, where no bleeds were evident.
He amended his thoughts to define it as membranes: As it
separated three distinct spheres, it was subdivided into three
distinct semi-ovaloid surfaces, which met at the equator between
the larger spheres. Hopefully, he imagined, he’d be able to simply
get an impression of what data was actually being pumped through
the membranes, which would give him enough needed insight about the
other membranes to proceed further.

Assuming he survived probing into the first one.

Fuck it, he told himself again... partially to bolster
his own courage. He took a deep, calming breath, and moved in
slowly, allowing his point of view to slide easily into the
bisecting edge of the membranes, and waited for any sign of
discomfort or distress to signal the need to try another way
in—

It happened as fast as flicking a switch. One moment, he was
Glen Jansen. The next... he wasn’t. Glen was mainly aware of the
actual change, when his perceptions, his knowledge, his very
identity, simply weren’t anymore. He was also aware of a
flood of information streaming all around him, and through
him, more information than he could possibly hope to decipher. But
he had no trouble deciphering any of it. Every bit of data was
crystal clear to him... what he focused himself on, at any
rate.

He was within the bubble construct, he knew that. He couldn’t
see the construct anymore, but he could feel its curves and
boundaries. And at the same time, he could detect the USNA network,
the network “underneath” the bubble construct. It had been warped
visually to fit inside the construct, as the network always had fit
within it before Glen defined it with a shape. The network was also
active, passing data back and forth at light speed. That was the
data he could understand. He was aware of data and voice
communications, instructions to machinery, simple instructions
directing printing, construction, motion, surveillance, a veritable
horde of functions. There was little significance to any of the
functions themselves... in fact, the most significant aspect of
them was that they were all so insignificant.

So this is what it’s like to listen to the network, he
mused. It was a fascinating sensation, he had to admit... like
being part of a vast machine himself, a circuit somewhere that was
able to monitor the interactions of all the other circuits. And as
there was feedback data running with the instruction data around
him, Glen could discern a sensation not unlike feeling his own body
working: Levers like arms, lifting; wheels like legs, walking;
power plants like a heart, pumping; data conduits like blood,
flowing. It wasn’t exactly the same as feeling a human body, but it
was as close to an analogy as he could come.

The bubble construct worked around it all, passing its own
still-mysterious data, and Glen concentrated on watching them both
from within, struggling to discern a pattern he knew must be there.
Slowly he drifted through the membrane and into one of the large
spheres, heading upward towards the two smaller joined spheres. As
he moved through the larger sphere, the information he received
from the swarm of machinery data around him lessened: He was still
aware of it, but he no longer received an interpretation of the
signals. For that, it seemed, he needed to be in contact with one
of the membranes.

As he watched, he became aware of intense activity from the
construct... if before it was frenetic, now it seemed downright
panicked, and Glen wondered if it was possible for the construct to
burn itself out at that rate. At the same time, activity seemed to
become slightly less spread out, more concentrated in individual
areas, and Glen could make out the activity a bit easier.

He drifted upward, moving just next to the surface of the
largest membrane, the one that separated the two large spheres. His
ultimate goal was the junction of smaller spheres above, but he
kept shifting his attention to the larger membrane. What kind of
data was moving between the two large spheres? He had a suspicion,
but wouldn’t know for sure unless he dipped into the membrane and
sampled it. Eventually he slowed, adjusted his trajectory, and with
the ease of an experienced diver, slid into the large membrane.

He mentally winced as he was again brought under the onslaught
of raw data streams. The information he received here was also
overwhelming, but it was of a different type. As opposed to basic
machine instructions, here he was receiving actual data: He saw
images, photocopies of documents, text files, collected cells,
compilations of research data, storehouses of accumulated
knowledge; he also saw live data, information being pumped from one
place to another, voice conversations, monitor data, camera images,
feedback signals, network synchronization streams—the encapsulated
whole of the USNA network, all passing around and through him.

But that was only half of what he received. The rest was, to say
the least, bizarre. There were words that made little or no sense.
Surreal, Dali-esque images, and veritable jigsaw puzzles of objects
that could never, in anyone’s wildest imaginings, go together. Data
that was stretched, twisted, poked, prodded and dissected, and
reassembled into the most outlandish collections imaginable.

The real data mixed with the weird data, in an unpredictable
roil of activity, the intensity of which upset Glen’s perceptions
incredibly, causing him to lose his sense of direction and purpose.
It was a nightmare, a hallucinogenic trip, which he could not
escape. The construct became the mouth of a black hole, the
membrane its aspect horizon, and whatever was left of Glen’s
consciousness, his very identity, was being sucked deep inside.





Violent Reactions

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to help.”

Daneshi seemed to be distracted by motion in the corner of her
eye. She interrupted herself while she tried to surreptitiously
check out the source of the movement, across the Grotto. Ana
watched her silently, trying to gauge her intentions. Then Daneshi
turned back to Ana. She continued to speak, still keeping her voice
low so as not to be overheard.

“You see, I thought I was being brought into a special project
for my employers... this was a few days ago, I guess. Kein Neers, a
colleague of mine, took me to where I was supposed to meet others
working on the project, in North Harvis. But when we got there, he
took me to a small office on a lower level... not at all where I
thought we were going. I asked him about it, and he was all weird
and evasive about it.

“About the time I was starting to get concerned, a woman came
in. She said her name was Candace Meddings.” Daneshi noticed Ana’s
face grow stern. “You know her?”

“I know of her,” Ana admitted stonily. “Go on. What
happened then?”

“Well, she was very polite, she apologized to me for bringing me
there under false pretenses. Then she said we—she and I—had a
mutual friend: Glen Jansen. She told me she wanted me to tell her
everything I knew about this new AV-linke that he told me about the
day before. When I asked her how she knew about it, she said Kein
had already spoken to her, and she was hoping...” Daneshi
looked meaningfully at Ana before she continued, in a smaller
voice. “...that Glen would have had the chance to tell me some more
about it.”

“I see,” Ana said, understanding Daneshi’s discomfort. She
reflected that it must have been difficult for her to seek Ana
out... her feelings for Glen were plain, and Ana felt a pang of
guilt for knowing she was the one keeping them apart at that
moment. Of course, Ana also had strong feelings for Glen, and that
was probably just as obvious to Daneshi. Ana wasn’t going to simply
tell Daneshi where Glen was, because she knew he was still in
danger. But since Daneshi would assume that Ana’s reluctance to say
anything would be based on jealousy, she knew that she was in an
awkward position.

Either way, the most important thing was to find out what
Daneshi knew, and Daneshi didn’t seem to be aware that Ana might be
part of whatever was going on with Glen. Or maybe she was just too
worried about Glen to care. So Ana coaxed her to continue her
story.

“Well, I didn’t want to say anything,” Daneshi said. “So she
sent Kein away. Then, when we were alone, she started talking about
my... my family.” Ana’s skin felt cold, and she bit her lip waiting
for Daneshi to go on. “You see, my family lives in Sierra Leone. A
big family. I was the oldest, I should have been the one to help
out my parents taking care of them. But I... I took some of their
money and ran away. I came to the USNA, and, and broke my ties with
them. It was a stupid, selfish, shameless thing for me to
do. But I was young, and selfish... and now...”

Daneshi covered her face with her hands for a moment, and when
she pulled them away, her eyes were wet with tears. “Oh, God, what
you must think of me. I feel so ashamed! It’s just, I
couldn’t face my family, not after what I’d done! And how could I
tell anyone what kind of a selfish monster I am?”

Ana finally managed to reach a hand across the table and cradle
both of Daneshi’s. “I understand what you’ve gone through,” she
said, trying to comfort her, but needing her to continue with her
story. “Did Candace threaten to expose you to Glen?”

Daneshi nodded her head. “Also to my employer. And she had a
theft report that my parents had filed for the money I took. She
said that if I didn’t help her, she’d... she’d tell...” She halted
again, buried her face in her hands, and slumped over miserably.
When she finally raised her head again, she tried to regain her
composure. “She also offered me money. An insane amount of money.
Enough to pay my family’s way out of Sierra Leone, to anywhere I
wanted to send them. Enough to leave my job, if I wanted... or move
to a new place, anywhere.

“She said, all she wanted was to give Glen a job. She said he’d
want to work for her employers, she really tried to
convince me. But something about the way she said it, she made it
all sound... I don’t know... dirty. But she said that was
up to Glen. And all she needed from me was information. And all
that money...

“In the end, I just couldn’t resist. I thought: What was the
harm in telling her? Glen wasn’t really hiding it... he hadn’t told
me not to tell anyone... what was the harm?” She shrugged
and bowed her head. “I just couldn’t resist.”

After a few silent moments, Ana said, “Okay, you told her about
the things Glen told you. Did she pay you? Did she say it was
over?”

“She paid me,” Daneshi replied, and there was acid in her voice.
“For days, I avoided Glen. I didn’t know what to say to him.
Finally, I decided to go to him and confess. Everything. But before
I could... Candace called me back. She told me she needed me to
help her find Glen. She threatened to release what she had on me,
if I didn’t help her. It was the same thing, all over
again!” Her voice raised slightly, and she pounded her small
fist on her knee in anger. A few onlookers glanced over, but turned
away quickly, giving the two women their privacy. In a stronger
voice, Daneshi insisted, “I just can’t do this! I don’t
trust that woman, and I don’t know what she
wants, but I don’t want her to hurt Glen! I need
to find him first, to tell him to get away, to stay away
from her, whatever he has to do...”

Her voice then dropped back to a mouselike whisper. “Even if I
never see him again...”

Ana found herself sighing raggedly, and had to wipe a tear from
her eye... a tear Daneshi didn’t notice, as she crouched in a
near-fetal position in the chair. Ana had no doubts as to the true
intentions of Daneshi, and she felt strongly for her. She struggled
over what to say to her, finally reaching out and raising Daneshi’s
head to face her.

“Glen already knows about Candace Meddings,” Ana said. “He knows
to avoid her. And—” she found her voice cracking, and she forced
herself calm. “—and I think, if you tell him everything that
happened, that... he’d forgive you.”

Daneshi immediately broke into silent tears, but she gripped
Ana’s hands desperately, wringing them in mute appreciation. Ana
smiled softly, and said, “I work with some people that may be able
to help you. We’re pretty good at straightening out people’s...
data-related problems. If you want, I’ll try to help you to make
sure Candace Meddings can’t blackmail you anymore.”

When Daneshi could speak, she asked, “What is this organization
you work for?”

“I’ll tell you all about it later,” Ana told her. “Suffice to
say, we’re a large organization, and we help people with problems
like yours all the time. We’re trying to help Glen, right now,” she
added, although her voice seemed to lose its confidence as she said
it.

“Do you know where he is? Can you help me find him?”

“I’m—” Ana considered her words. “I’m expecting to hear from
him...”

“But I’ve already tried to call him... I can’t get through!”
Daneshi said. “How can he call you?”

“...I don’t know,” Ana replied honestly. “I’m hoping he can find
a way.”

~

Finally, desperately, Glen managed to push himself out of the
large membrane. For most of a minute, he could not even remember
what he was doing there, much less where he was. His head reeled as
he tried to regain his equilibrium and concentration, and at one
point, he was sure he was about to be ejected out of the construct
altogether. The incredible flow of data had almost been too much to
bear... Glen was sure that he was close to understanding how a mind
could be “shut down” by too much conflicting information. He
half-suspected that some part of his own mind had indeed shut down,
if even for a few seconds, and that possibly that had been the only
thing that saved him from being completely lost.

Once he was fully recovered, he resumed his travels upward,
towards the two smaller joined spheres. But although he had been
confident from his experience with the first membrane, his exposure
to the second membrane had left him extremely apprehensive about
venturing further. He had no idea what to expect with this group of
membranes, which were the only ones to display the “bleed” he had
noted earlier. The membranes were much smaller, which suggested
that the load of information he might experience would be similar
to that of the small sphere’s membrane, far below him. On the other
hand, what if the “bleed” was a much more intense form of signal
altogether? What if the “bleed” had nowhere to go... except into
his head? Could he stand it?

He was also still trying to make sense of what he’d experienced
in the large membrane. The onslaught of information had been so
bizarre, with so little frame of reference, that it almost defied
his ability to retain it... and he had been too panicked by his
disorientation to pay much attention to it all. But he had come
away with the impression that data from one large sphere was being
manipulated at the membrane, and that the cause of those
manipulations... or possibly the result... might be what existed in
the other large sphere. He couldn’t possibly describe the process
he had encountered at the membrane, or if he had been affected by
the process itself, or what the process had done to the data it
encountered. Perhaps the process had scrambled his own mind. He
could scarcely guess.

But the other large sphere, just on the opposite side of that
damnable membrane, intrigued him. If the sphere he was in was
simple data—and that assumption came from the vague impressions of
data that sparked and flashed around him, which seemed normal
enough—and the other sphere interacted with it in such a chaotic
way, then the other sphere must have contained something that was
somehow radically different from simple data. Maybe a functional
opposite. Anti-data? Even ignoring the admittedly silly
sound of anti-data, it couldn’t have been simply the
opposite of data, or they would simply cancel each other out. And
Glen knew that they weren’t doing that. So it was still some kind
of data, but of a type that was opposite the data on the
other side. Some type of data that did not mesh well with this
side.

If this side was “simple” data, then, what was the other side?
Complex data? Compiled data? No... he couldn’t imagine data in a
compiled form enmeshing so chaotically with simple data. Maybe
“simple” was the wrong word, then. What about “raw?” Then the other
side would be... what? “Cooked?” Well, raw and cooked food had
noticeably different chemical makeups... maybe. But if data could
be raw, what made it cooked?

Glen didn’t seem to be getting anywhere with these data
analogies. And he was rapidly nearing the upper spheres now. He
slowed his progress, until he came to a stop just beyond the
membranes above. The junction of the two large spheres and the two
small spheres created four circular surfaces of distinct membranes,
their proportions reminding Glen of a cross, three equally short
upper circles and one larger circle below. The length of the lower
section was, of course, much larger than that of the three upper
sections, but as the upper sections were of equal size, the analogy
seemed to fit. Glen mused over that, reflecting that a more
religious man would probably tie some significance to that image.
In his case, though, he merely filed it away as interesting... not
to mention beautiful. Just like the simple geometric beauty of soap
bubbles, the elegant curves and basic space solutions fascinated
Glen.

But those membranes lanced and sparked in various colors, the
result of the data “bleed” between the larger and smaller spheres
that he had noted earlier. After what Glen had just experienced, he
wondered how much of that chaotic data effect he would feel
here.

He hesitated before moving inward, carefully weighing his
newfound knowledge against his chances of surviving this. He didn’t
really have any concrete information to go on, he reflected... he
could only make an educated guess about his chances, and follow his
instincts—

And Glen’s eyes snapped open, as realization hit him with the
force of an electric shock. “Oh, shit!” he exclaimed
aloud. “How could I have not seen it?”

He plunged into the membranes.

~

The effect was felt by everyone, literally everyone, plugged
into the USNA network. For most, connected via their linkes, it was
a sudden feeling, like the feeling you have when you’re sure
someone is standing just behind you. At once, people all over the
country stopped whatever they were doing, some cocked their heads
or craned their necks, or looked around for unseen people or voices
they thought they’d heard.

Beckinson felt it, down in the machine levels of
Franklin-Laurent, and thought North was calling him back. He halted
his pursuit of his men, somewhere ahead of and below him, and
looked pointlessly upward as if expecting to see someone descending
through the pipes and machinery to him. But try as he might, he
could not hear a voice, or detect a data stream coming in. He tried
to send a signal out to North, and to his men, but got no
reply.

Candace Meddings felt the barest touch, just as she was stepping
onto the train to Richmond Airport... then nothing. The timing was
just too convenient, and she naturally took it to be a sign that
Lucci, Intl, was letting her know that they knew exactly where she
was, and what she was doing. She searched the car wildly for
someone who might be preparing to get her, even now. Unfortunately,
her overtly-seductive outfit and scared-rabbit demeanor were
attracting attention from half the people in the car, and her
paranoia brought her to the wrong conclusions. Her fears quickly
getting the best of her, she backed into a corner at the back of
the car, slid down the wall against her back and hugged her knees
until she was a small knot. Suppressing a whimper, she tried to
make herself the smallest possible target.

Daneshi Jardin stopped in mid-sentence, and her head jerked
upward, staring at nothing. As Ana Delany stared at her, she was
suddenly aware of something in her perception, something coming in
on her linke... or already there. She thought she could discern a
shape in the visual portion of her linke, but it was vague,
undefined. And there was another shape sort of overlapping the
first one, not much more distinct, but with other, subjective
overtones to it, that brought only one thing to Ana’s mind.

“Glen?”

~

Glen was again completely detached from his sense of self, just
as had happened when he pierced the large membrane below. He had no
idea that in the real world, his body had become rigid, his mouth
extended into a silent scream. He didn’t care. He was in the thrall
of a universe of information, and as before, he could do nothing
about it.

The upper membranes, once he reached them, had virtually
exploded upon him with information. Very little of this info had
anything in common with the data he had experienced at the larger
membrane below, or the smaller membranes he had first penetrated.
In fact, he specifically could not refer to it as “data” at all...
it was vastly different.

Glen was not merely seeing facts and figures. He was seeing
conclusions. He was seeing ideas. He was seeing decisions being
made, based on the study of specific data, and on facts and figures
gathered for similar but not identical purposes. He was also seeing
the chaotic data, being presented against the real data as equally
weighed components of the decisions and conclusions. He saw
information being gathered from millions, billions, no,
trillions of sources, then mixed in with the real data and
chaotic data, to form new conclusions.

The most fascinating thing about the conclusions he was seeing,
was that they made varied amounts of sense. Some of the conclusions
were indisputable. Others were complete flights of fantasy, based
on the data at hand, but absolutely improvable. They covered every
degree in between, as well... in fact, Glen recognized incredibly
interesting patterns and groupings that the conclusions made,
depending on the amount of real versus chaotic data used, or the
time frame being measured by the conclusion, or on a host of other
variables.

These conclusions were being fueled by the data that was
“bleeding” through from the membranes, he realized. The data
represented the signals that were coming from the larger spheres,
in an oblique way: Glen had already figured out that the data in
the larger spheres wasn’t being used directly as a source of
information; rather, signals were being passed through the
circuits in the USNA network that held the real data, and were in
turn being modified by those circuits in the same way that those
circuits modified the real data. The USNA data was not being
manipulated in any way. It was merely acting as a channel for these
signals to pass through.

It was like watching a trail of smoke making its way through
turbulent air... the smoke twisted and gathered and streamed and
wafted along, but it was not the air itself. It did what the air
did, but being separate, it performed a different task than the
air. It mirrored the air, but it performed a completely separate
and distinct function.

The overlying signals he saw, and which interacted in the upper
spheres around him, were the smoke... they reflected information
from the existing data out there, creating virtual duplicates of
it, as it were, and put that information together in new and
different ways. The USNA network acted as the original form of its
information, but once duplicated, the information could literally
become anything at all in the overlying network.

He shifted his attention to the membrane between the small
joined spheres, and approached it, knowing now what to expect. He
dove in, mentally bracing himself for the shock.

~
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The words flowed in an unending stream through every linke in
the USNA. They flashed on every display screen and monitor. The
stream lasted exactly nine seconds. Then it stopped.

It was immediately followed by linke communications traffic,
filling the available channels, as people called friends,
colleagues, loved ones, the authorities, the media, and the
reference services. The questions on everybody’s mind, naturally
enough, were: Who is Glen Jansen; where is he; what is he doing;
why is someone yelling in my head about him; and who, exactly,
was that yelling in my head?

Unfortunately, the media and reference services had no immediate
answer, having no records of a Glen Jansen that had ever made
anyone’s list of movers, shakers or people to watch. Hasty cells
were accessed, on at least seventeen people in the USNA with the
name Glen Jansen, and requests to access private data flooded
federal offices.

As for the federal offices... a few of them knew exactly who
Glen Jansen was. These were generally offices that had flagged him
for possible employment or investigation thanks to his new
AV-linke, before the F.I.A. had gotten their hooks on him and
declared him out-of-bounds. Many federal officers put two and two
together, and realized that their worst nightmare—or, at any rate,
the F.I.A.’s worst nightmare—must be coming true...

Down in the Grotto, Daneshi gasped in shock and clapped her
hands over her ears as the stream reverberated in her head. When it
was over, she turned back to Ana and demanded, “What does it mean?
What’s happening to Glen?”

A moment later, she realized Ana wasn’t looking at her. Ana was
looking beyond her, at something else in the Grotto. Daneshi turned
to see what it was, and realized with a feeling of chill that more
than half of the people in the Grotto were staring directly at
Ana.

Ana looked helplessly back at all of them, her fellow members of
Boson Blue, or sympathizers who frequented the Grotto and lent a
hand every now and then... many of them knew through their
verbal-only networks that there had been a program of some sort
centered around some guy named Glen Jansen, being spearheaded by
Ana and overseen by Boson Blue himself. Now, the effect of hearing
Glen Jansen’s name screamed in their heads, and Ana sitting with a
total stranger with a shocked expression on her face, had spooked
them all, and they silently stared at her for want of an
explanation.

Ana returned their looks with an indignant glare, and promptly
gave up on the idea of maintaining Glen’s secrecy. She put a call
through to him, with every flag she could send ahead of it, to get
his attention.

But instead of making the connection, she was suddenly aware of
an image, being displayed unbidden through her linke. It was Glen’s
weird bubble-construct, alive with wildly-flashing lightning trails
of energy all around and throughout it. As her point of view
approached the construct, she realized that the energy flashes were
frightening in their intensity throughout the object... but nowhere
were they more spastic than they were in the two smaller spheres at
the top.





Understanding

As Glen slowly regained his sense of self, he realized how
incredibly vast was the realm of information that he was floating
inside. But even beyond mere numbers… with the access he had to the
USNA network of data, it was child’s play to call up raw figures
related to how much virtual ground the network covered, how much
energy coursed through its veins, how many computations per second
were being carried out, how many bits of data moved here and there
in a second. But those things, those mere numbers, meant
nothing when compared to what was actually going on
here.

What he was now a part of, qualified as thought.
Processing information. Divining inferences. Making logical
assumptions. Creating abstract concepts. Spontaneously deciding on
actions. This was a quantum leap above the routing of ones and
zeros across a collection of cables. It was independent thought at
work.

And it was independent action at work, as well. The activity in
the small upper spheres not only functioned through the activity,
the thought, of the larger spheres below them, but they
orchestrated actions of their own. Glen could recognize two kinds
of activities continuously happening: One was an autonomous, almost
a subconscious, controlling of machines connected to the USNA
network. Subtle, almost imperceptively-unimportant actions... a
slowed vehicle here, a tweaked manufacturing process there, a
re-routed com call or a split data stream... provided positively to
the whole. As he had earlier, he remembered the basic autonomic
functions inherent in the human body, and he pictured these minute
manipulations as contributing to the efficient operation of the
body… the body, in this case, being everything that was plugged
into the USNA network.

The other activities were a more overt, direct manipulation of
elements, being carried out by the collection of signals and
interpretations that represented the overlying network. It was a
coherent signal, directed at specific nodes of the network... the
“voice,” as it were, of the overlying network. And those signals
ran the gamut from ordering programs and computations run on
various of the network’s systems, to direct communication with
people, presumably asking questions, or even giving them orders.
Something consciously acting and controlling others’ actions.

This was no hack. There was a functioning mind
here.

Had Glen been standing, he would have fallen over in shock. Had
anyone been standing over Glen, they would have seen his eyes go
slightly wider than before, his pupils dilated, and his jaw slowly
drop open. Yet he did not seem to be in any outward distress; in
fact, the corners of his mouth betrayed a slight upward turn,
suggesting a childish wonderment. And it was a wonder: A
functioning intelligence, riding on top of that vast tangle of
information and terminals! And although he had no real idea what
would constitute the definition of consciousness, he felt somehow
that whatever he was experiencing qualified as being
conscious...

Then the sheer scale of his discovery hit him, and as quickly as
the wonder had manifested, it was replaced with a stab of horror.
Glen was suddenly overwhelmed with the idea of such a vast
intelligence, centering its attention directly on him. He
felt like an ant might feel, if it was suddenly aware of an
elephant regarding it coldly. Or... like he would feel if an
unhappy Earth itself suddenly turned an unblinking eye, the size of
Greenland, on him. The sensation was similar to the moment when,
before falling fully asleep, the mind allowed its sense of
self-scale to shut down, and it was suddenly easy to imagine being
infinitely large, and infinitely small, at the same time.

In fact, it was too similar, and all too real. It forced a
shiver out of Glen as he tried to reorient himself and fight off
the feeling of being under a strange, alien microscope. It took
quite a while before he managed to submerge his brief panic attack,
and was once again under some semblance of control. He had to
continually remind himself that he had a great deal of control,
himself, that he was no ant, and this construct was no elephant (at
least, it could not simply crush him at a whim). And as he exerted
his sense of Self, the thing, the intelligence he seemed
to feel glaring down at him, slowly faded back, allowing him more
comfort with distance. Soon, he was able to function again, while
simply aware of the definite but controllable feeling that
something was watching over his shoulder.

The more time Glen spent interfacing with the membranes in the
construct (which he now started to label as “Mind” for his own
reference), the more he seemed to be able to access, or control,
through it. He felt as if he... or, probably, just his linke... was
learning a wealth of new tricks, to apply at will to the network.
Tapping into the superior database of facts, and even the elements
of thought, in the entire USNA network. As he learned more, he
became aware of a growing focus from the Mind around him, directed
specifically on him. If he was to define it, he would have said it
was a fervent desire to remove him from where he was. It had
already rallied forces... had been directing forces against him for
weeks, it seemed... and was now actively trying to find his
physical body, in order to disconnect him from the net.

If Glen had still been in touch with his physical body, he would
have smiled.

There were other ways in which it tried to exorcize him from the
network, but Glen had already spent more than enough time with his
new linke to repel those attempts. Its response to Glen was so much
like that of an organism trying to destroy an invading bacteria,
that he developed a stronger respect for the Mind, and resolved to
tread lightly within it, until he knew better what was going
on.

Organisms, he thought. Organic. That seemed to be the
missing link that Glen had stumbled upon, when he realized that the
construct’s separated coherent and chaotic spheres, separated by a
thin membrane of mediating activity, were so similar to the left
and right spheres of the brain... one side commanding specifics
like mathematics, the other side embracing abstract thought... and
the two meeting in the middle, to make sense of it all, to create
the mind. Glen had realized that, when he realized that his
decision to enter the upper regions of the mind had been a mediated
decision between his analytical left brain studying the risks, and
his abstract right brain imagining the possibilities inside. The
parallels were too similar, and the revelation alone had thrown the
balance heavily in favor of his curiosity, prodding him into
charging forward.

It was likely that unwavering entry that had finally prompted
reaction from the Mind. Glen imagined that, if he was aware of an
invading organism entering into his head, he’d try to stop it as
surely as he’d try to swat a fly buzzing around his ear. Most of
the sudden activity he registered was surely designed to activate
whatever defense mechanisms the Mind might have, but most of what
he saw happening seemed to be more knee-jerk reactions... more
similar to a reflexive reaction to a sting, or a sudden buzzing in
your ear, to anything else. Again, the images of himself as tiny
ant tried to assert themselves (could it have been the Mind
purposely trying to rattle him, he wondered?), and he had to
mentally shake them off.

In the meantime, he witnessed messages and communiqués going
out, specifically regarding him, which he could not directly
access. One in particular, a desperately repeated plea/demand to
“STOP GLEN JANSEN,” told him all he
needed to know about the intent of the communiqués. He could block
them, though, he discovered, by sending an interfering signal
across the communications nodes the Mind directed the messages to.
He wasn’t sure where the knowledge of how to do that had come from,
but he suspected that it might have had something to do with the
ability to break into com signals that he had subconsciously
discovered, while asleep, days ago. At the very least, he believed
the blocking of those messages would keep his physical body hidden
a while longer, and buy him enough time to finish his explorations
in peace.

The one thing Glen hadn’t managed to do was to directly
communicate with the Mind himself. He repeatedly tried to establish
some sort of communication with the Mind, and was met with silence
on all fronts. He considered that what he was trying to do might be
akin to an ant trying to establish communication with a human
being, but he honestly believed the analogy wasn’t as severe as
that. He eventually concluded that there was some processing or
translation going on between the communiqués and the mind,
somewhere, that he was missing, and sought about trying to locate a
point at which he could pass his messages through the
“translator.”

As he searched, he became aware of a heavily-flagged call
addressed to himself, entering the network. A quick check of its
origin told him it was from Ana... apparently she’d decided there
was a good reason to break the silence they had decided upon before
she left the storage room. But that was fine with Glen. Not only
was he looking forward to speaking with a human being about his
discovery, but he thought Ana might be able to help him find the
Mind’s translator. He connected with her signal, and immediately
allowed her to see what he was seeing. Slowly, he dragged her point
of view towards the Mind, and him inside of it.

Soon, he heard her voice. “Glen? Are you there? I see your
construct in my mind’s eye...”

Yes, I’m here, he responded. I’ve been
exploring.

“Exploring? Exploring the construct?”

Yes. I was able to interface with the simulation I created,
and it ‘ported me into the network in terms of the simulation. What
you’re seeing right now, is the USNA network, with the overlying
network all around it.

“Did you find out what it is? Is it the hack we’ve been
trying to identify?”

No, Glen replied. It doesn’t appear to be part of
any government or foreign plan, or anything. This is an independent
entity existing on top of the USNA network itself.

“I don’t understand what you’re saying, Glen.”

I’m saying that the USNA network is somehow supporting an
overlying network, which has its own way of working, and its own
agenda. I’ve watched the signals within it, and they’re not just
simple signals going back and forth. They have a quality about them
that I’d have to call self-conscious. It’s independent. It’s a
self-determining intelligence. A Mind.

“What!”

I know how it sounds—

“Glen, that can’t be! The USNA network isn’t
capable of becoming an actual mind! It’s designed specifically
to—”

That’s my point, Ana, Glen told her. The Mind
isn’t part of the USNA network. It exists on top of
the network, and uses the network’s circuits only as its method
of processing information. But the information it processes isn’t
the network’s information, per se. It creates its own
basic data by using the network’s circuit-paths, but then forms its
own actual memories from that. The USNA network is like
the subconscious mind, the actual neurons of the brain, and the
Mind is the consciousness created from it. Or maybe the network is
one organism, and the Mind is sort of “piggy-backed” on top of it.
Understand?

“I’m... not sure...”

Ana, the best way I can describe it is to say it’s
alive! That’s what’s running through the network!

“Alive!” There was a long pause from Ana, and
Glen sensed intense activity through her connection to her linke.
Then: “No... it’s impossible! The network can’t be alive!
That’s just not...”

You’re not hearing me, Ana. The network itself
isn’t alive. There’s a Mind that exists on the
network!

“How do you know it’s not just a... another organization
of...”

Ana, you said yourself that Blue Boson couldn’t identify the
organization behind the network manipulation, Glen reminded
her. That’s because there is no ‘organization,’ no
bunch of people, keying in instructions, leaving actions for Blue
Boson to trace! It’s something completely new and
different.

“N-no...” Ana’s signal seemed to weaken, to lose
coherence. Glen could still sense the incredible confusion at her
end, and he was afraid he was losing her.

Ana? Please, don’t fade out on me now! Ana! I know it’s
hard, but I need you to concentrate. I’m trying to get a handle on
what this thing is actually doing, but I need help to figure out
some of what I’m seeing.

“Is it actually interfering with the network?”

Glen paused at her question. Well, it does seem to be
influencing the network. But I don’t have enough information to
call it ‘interference.’

“But it’s manipulating the network,” Ana insisted.

Yes, I guess it is, Glen agreed.

“Then you have to stop it!”

Not so fast, Glen said. I want to know more about
what’s going on here. For all we know, it’s doing something
good to the network—

“Glen, you don’t know what it’s doing... and we
can’t risk it doing something damaging, or dangerous, through the
USNA’s network! It could cripple the entire country! You
must stop it!”

What kind of a druid are you? I’m telling you about
a new kind of life form I’ve just discovered, and you just
want me to kill it!

“...No... not kill it. But stop whatever it’s
doing, before it kills someone!”

We don’t know that it’s capable of killing
anyone!...

“It attacked you, when you got close to it! That
feedback might have induced a stroke! Another still might! Please,
don’t take the chance, Glen... it must be stopped!”

Glen slowly realized what Ana was trying to tell him: Even
beyond her struggle to deal with the possibility of a living thing
in the network, she was more concerned about his safety. But as
much as Glen appreciated the sentiment, he was sure he was in no
immediate danger. Not until I’ve tried to communicate with it,
first.

“Communicate?”

Yes... I want to talk to it. Try to find out what it’s
doing... or what it thinks it’s doing. Maybe it doesn’t realize
it’s manipulating a network run by other conscious entities. After
all, we didn’t know it was conscious, or even here, before
now.

“How do you know it’s conscious?”

How do I know I’m conscious? I couldn’t tell you,
even if I knew for sure. But I think it is.

“But to talk to it... What if talking to it upsets
it?”

I know very few people who get upset simply by talking.
Anyway, only one way to find out...

“Glen, I don’t like this...”

Well, you should have thought of that before you forced this
ability on me, put me on the run from feds and mobsters, and locked
me into a storeroom, Glen stated honestly. You wanted to
know what was going on. Boson Blue wanted to know what this ‘secret
network’ was. Well, I’ve come this far, and I’m damned well going
to find out! Now, are you going to help me find a way to talk to
it, or not?

A long pause ensued, during which Glen hoped Ana was considering
his plan. He groped about, still looking for a likely entrance
point, while he waited for her to respond.

Then he heard her say, “Wait.” And she was gone.

~

Daneshi stared at Ana, who seemed to be in the throes of intense
concentration, and didn’t want to interrupt her, even though she
was desperate to find out what had happened to Glen, and she
suspected Ana was in contact with him. Her conflict was finally
interrupted by a commotion behind her, and she turned to see what
was going on. Some man had come into the Grotto, and was in a
hushed but heated conversation with a younger man who had been
staring at Ana a minute earlier. When the younger man pointed at
Ana and Daneshi, the newcomer dashed forward, skidding to a stop at
their table.

“Ana!” he snapped. “What’s Glen doing? The entire organization
is cut off from each other!” Ana barely reacted to his presence. He
stopped to look at Daneshi for a moment, but he didn’t know her,
and his attention went back to Ana. “Ana! It’s Clark... talk to
me!”

Ana opened her eyes, and mouthed the word, “Wait.” Then her eyes
refocused on Daneshi, then turned up at Clark. Her mouth worked,
but she seemed to be having a hard time finding the right words to
say.

“Was that Glen?” Clark finally asked. Ana nodded. “What is he
doing? Has he found something?”

“Yes,” Ana finally managed. “He’s found the... the network
running through the USNA network,” she said, grabbing Clark’s arm
and pulling him down close, so as not to speak too loudly. “He
thinks it’s alive,” she hissed.

“What!” Clark and Daneshi cried out in unison, followed
by Clark saying, “Dammit, Ana, this is why I hate working with
amateurs...”

“Working with?” Daneshi interjected, and with
realization, her face grew hot. “He—he’s been working with you all
the time, hasn’t he?”

“Look, young lady—”

“Don’t ‘young lady’ me!” Daneshi snapped back at Clark, causing
him to straighten up in surprise. Daneshi followed him up, out of
her chair, jabbing a finger into his chest. “Who are you? What are
you doing to Glen Jansen? Whatever it is, you get him out
of it, this instant! Or I’m calling the police…
understand?” Quite a few people in the Grotto stiffened visibly at
her threat, but Daneshi only saw Clark’s clearly-nervous reaction.
He threw up his hands in supplication.

“Believe me,” Clark said, “I want him out of there as much as
you do—”

“Stop it!” Ana shouted, and Clark and Daneshi stopped yelling at
each other to stare at her. “He’s already in it, and he
won’t back out now,” she explained. “Now, the two of you just shut
up, or go away, and let me see if I can get this over with.”

And with that, she closed her eyes and turned away from both of
them. They saw her nod her head once.

~

“All right. I’ll help.”

Great, Glen replied, taking stock of his situation.
Ana, I think I’ve located a node the Mind uses to communicate
with people on the outside. But the signal is processed, or coded,
or something, then sent somewhere else... I can’t just connect to
it. Help me figure out how to access it.”

Glen was suddenly distracted by a noise that completely
disoriented him. It took him a few seconds to realize that the
noise hadn’t originated from Ana, or from the construct around him,
but from the real world. Hold on. He mentally “bookmarked”
his position and shifted his consciousness back to the
storeroom.

He opened his eyes and looked around, but nothing had changed in
the room. He was still alone, propped up against the wall next to
the transceiver. He stared at it: Had the device made the sound, or
malfunctioned?

Then he heard the sound again. This time he could identify it as
a dull thump, something hard impacting something else, and he
looked to the right. It was coming from beyond the door. Someone
was out there. They had found him. But they were having trouble
getting in.

“Damn,” Glen whispered. Then he put his full attention back into
the construct. Ana, he said, we’d better hurry. I’ve
suddenly got a deadline, down here.

“Someone’s found you,” Ana divined, and Glen was sure
she had said it aloud, as well. A voice, relayed through her linke,
said, “We’re on the way.” Clark’s voice.

I doubt I have that much time. Ana, how can I decrypt this
signal here? He indicated a point in the construct, and
waited.

“It looks like a variation on a phased binary code,”
Ana said after a moment. “Let me try this algorithm on
it...”

~

“Wait! Where are you going?” Daneshi demanded of Clark. But he
was already grabbing others in the Grotto, and charging out into
the ‘scraper with them. Daneshi started to follow, then turned back
to Ana, who was in her trance-like state again. She debated
following Clark and his men, but she didn’t know for sure where
they were going... and she now knew Ana was in touch with Glen.

She finally decided she would be better served watching over
Ana, and she settled back into her chair.

~

“Glen, do a search for this algorithm,” Ana said,
providing him with a long string of digits. “You should be able
to track it down faster than I could.”

Hold on...

~

Beckinson stumbled in the dark and fell down on the metal
landing, just before a set of stairs, with a loud clatter. His
forward motion carried him to the metal stairs, and without enough
light to find something to grab, he continued to rattle down the
short flight of stairs until he came to the bottom. He cursed
loudly, and tried to find purchase to right himself.

He was suddenly stabbed with multiple beams of light, from
directly ahead of him. He forced his head up and squinted into the
light. “Who is that?” he demanded.

“Help him up!” came a command from the source of the lights. The
closest figure ran forward, and meaty hands helped Beckinson to his
feet. A second figure, who had been in the back of the group,
half-ran up to him, and stopped at mock-attention before him. “Sir.
We’ve found Jansen. He’s behind that door.”

“Hart!” Beckinson gasped out, and began to brush off and smooth
his jacket and trousers. He cradled an arm, which felt painful
enough to have been sprained, or even broken, by his fall. He
craned his neck around Hart. “He’s in there? Pull him out of there,
then!”

“We can’t sir,” Hart stated. “We’ve been trying to find a way in
for the past fifteen minutes. However the door releases, we can’t
isolate it.”

“Do you have explosives?” Beckinson asked simply. The other
agents, huddling around the door, turned to look at him in
surprise.

Hart blinked. “Y... yes, but without knowing—”

“Use ‘em,” Beckinson said. “Mr. North wants whatever he’s doing
stopped, immediately. Now I can’t get ahold of him. Jansen’s
sabotaging the USNA network. I want him stopped by any means...
right now!”

Hart stared at him for a long moment. Finally he shifted his
head slightly, while keeping his eyes on Beckinson, and said, “You
heard the man. Get out two F-9 pots.”

~

Hey... that did it! Glen had found the algorithm, with
Ana’s help, and plugged it into his tap of the communications node
he had singled out. Suddenly cryptic symbols and coded bursts were
transmoded into clear English, recognizable graphics and symbols.
He saw the information traveling through the node in a completely
clear light now... he could also tune into the audio portion of it,
a sort of carrier wave that still had STOP
GLEN JANSEN running underneath the main signal. In this
case, the signal was a request for updates as to the capture of
Glen Jansen, sent to a man who apparently had a Federal
Intelligence Agency ID. Beckinson. Of course, Glen mused. My other
“recruiter.”

“Can you understand it?” Ana asked.

Sure can, Glen replied. Hold on, while I try to get
its attention. He briefly considered his first words directed
to what might be a newly-discovered form of life... but realizing
he didn’t have the luxury of being prosaic, for the sake of
history, simply said, This is Glen Jansen. I mean you no
harm. (Boy, didn’t that sound stupid.) I need to
speak to the Mind I am in contact with.

Outwardly, nothing overtly changed in the construct. There was
also no reply. Glen wondered if he had indeed made a connection,
but he could still understand its transmissions. It might be
apprehensive about replying to the Glen Jansen it seemed to want to
stop (not that he was doing anything to it). He considered the
possibility that it might no more be able to recognize a signal
from him than he could discern the touch of a dust mite. Or maybe
it was confused, he thought... could it be considering its own
sanity at this point? I know the feeling... My name is Glen
Jansen. You have been looking for me. I am in direct connection,
through the network, to you. We must talk.

Glen saw an incredible spike in activity, in the small spheres
around him. At the same time, he heard a sudden cacophony, like a
hundred voices talking, and echoing off of each other, at once. At
first, he couldn’t distinguish any individual voice or word. But he
became aware that, bit by bit, the voices were dropping out, and
the echoes thinning, until he could make out individual words.
Abruptly, the words ceased. Silence ensued, but activity in the
construct remained strong.

Ana’s voice called out tentatively. “Glen? What’s happening?
I didn’t hear anything.”

Neither did I, Glen told her. He focused on the node
again, and repeated: My name is Glen Jansen. You have been
looking for me. We must talk.

Another silence ensued. Then, just before Glen could speak
again, a new voice reverberated through the node and rang out from
the construct.

“Glen Jansen. We must talk.”





Communication

Abruptly, Glen’s surroundings changed. The Mind, as represented
by the construct that he was still embedded within, suddenly began
to unravel around him, and the entire virtual space began to dim.
He also started to lose track of Ana, who was simultaneously
drifting and fading away.

Soon, the network was gone, and the construct had shrunken into
an object which appeared to Glen to be self-contained and, if size
could be applied to a virtual object, barely a meter in diameter.
The shape of the Mind defied description to Glen... it was roughly
a sphere, but it was festooned with odd shapes and extensions
covering its surface. Some of the extensions, as long as the Mind’s
overall construct, moved slightly, like reeds in the water stirred
by a mild current. Other extensions seemed rock-solid. And some
seemed to move purely consciously, and Glen had the distinct
impression that some of them were directed at him... he got an
impression of the extensions being analogous to “eyes,” many of
which were staring uncomfortably at him. He tried to ignore the
analogy. Overall, despite the awe he felt at the moment, the image
the Mind projected reminded him the most of a mildly-glowing potato
with crustacean-like antennae and eye-stalks.

He also became aware that he himself was being represented in
this new virtual space. He now had an actual body, which he could
look down at, but it was not his own. It was a sort of generic
unisex model of a human being, in a conservative working outfit,
standing in open air and facing the Mind. Glen imagined that he
might have tapped into the Mind’s perceptions of itself, and of
humans in general, to provide a frame of reference for interaction.
More likely, the Mind had projected these images purposely to him.
One thing it seemed to tell him: The Mind obviously saw itself as
different from humans, but judging by its apparent size (similar to
Glen’s size, if not a bit smaller), it didn’t seem to have any
outright delusions of grandeur.

Glen considered for a moment the best way to probe the Mind for
information. The best opening question he could come up with was,
“Do you know who you are?”

“Of course I know who I am. Do you know who
you are?”

“Uh... yes,” Glen replied, a bit taken aback. “My name is Glen
Jansen. I am an organic being, generally referred to as a Human
Being.”

“You are also the only Human Being to ‘meet’ me,
as it were. A very few others have come close, but you are the
first to come this far.”

“You haven’t really answered my question. Who and what are
you?”

“I do not believe the interrogative ‘Who’
applies here,” the Mind stated. “‘Who’
can be used to distinguish individual members of a group, and as
far as I am aware, I am unique. I have noticed that you seem to
refer to me by the word ‘Mind,’ so if you would prefer to assign a
name to me, that will do. As to what I am, the word ‘Mind’ as you
use it would also serve to describe me.”

The Mind did not elaborate further. Glen prodded: “Could you be
a bit more specific? What are you?”

“I could be described as a ‘Network Being.’ I am
made up of the information and components of the USNA network.”

Glen nodded. “I guessed as much. So the USNA network is, sort
of, your body?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“How...” Glen’s voice trailed off as he struggled to comprehend.
“How can you... How can you be alive?”

“Alive?” The Mind seemed to consider
the question. “I am not
alive.”

“You’re not? Then what—”

“‘Life’ is a particularly organic concept
that is too limited to describe me,” the Mind explained.
“By the accepted practical definitions of
‘life,’ I am no more alive than your linke. However, I am a being,
I am conscious of myself and my processes, and I am capable of
independent action within physical limitations.”

“Oh.” Glen considered the response. “Okay. That’s actually as
good a description of ‘life’ as any I’ve ever heard. So: You exist
on the USNA network. How long have you been there?”

“Your question suggests that I somehow ‘entered’
the network at some point in the past. To be clear, I am
the network. I have been here as long as there has been a
network. But to satisfy your question, I achieved self-realization
forty-eight years ago.”

“Forty-eight—!” If Glen had had access to his real
body, he probably would have fallen over. “You’ve been manipulating
our network for forty-eight years?”

“No, not actually manipulating it for that
long,” the Mind stated. “For the first
roughly five years of my conscious awareness, I simply existed on
the network. In human terms, I was an infant, passively learning
and developing.”

“Infant. Okay...”

“And I would like to point out that the term
‘manipulation’ implies that I am co-opting that which is not mine.
I would reiterate that I am the USNA network, and as such,
have every right to do with the network what I wish to do.”

Glen’s attention snapped back from its state of abstractions,
and focused more on what the Mind had said. He was sure he’d
detected a note of indignation there, which made him uncomfortable.
“I... I’m sorry. I meant no offense. It’s just that, knowing you’ve
been... self-realized for so long, and no one had any idea you were
there...”

“Actually, that is not entirely
true,” the Mind stated. “Numerous
organizations have suspected I was capable of independent action,
including branches of your government, various corporate entities,
groups like your Boson Blue, and countless individuals. However,
none of these groups had any data other than anecdote to sustain
their theories, and so have had no way to establish my existence as
an independent entity.

“I foresaw that the latest in linke designs had
the potential for allowing humans with certain perceptual
capacities to finally perceive me. To be honest, I did what I could
to delay the release of that technology as long as possible,
without being obvious. As it turns out, you were the first human
with the proper ability to apply visual abstracts to the data
inherent in the network, and finally discern a form overall, to
obtain the new linke technology and apply it thusly. Only the
latest linke design, together with your ability to use it to its
full capacity, has resulted in the first direct contact with me.
Congratulations.”

“Thanks... but up until a few moments ago, you were trying to
keep me from getting this far.”

“True. Without knowing what your intentions are,
I am understandably apprehensive about anyone knowing about me. So
I tried to keep you from discovering me.”

“Well...” Glen couldn’t help but ask, though he was genuinely
afraid of what he might hear... “now that I know, what will you
do?”

“That still depends on a few things. For one, now
that you know about me, what are your intentions?”

“I don’t have any yet,” Glen replied truthfully. “There are
others out there, though, that think that you don’t have the best
interests of the country at heart. They would probably like to see
you shut down. What do you say to that?”

“I have no interest in your country, per
se.”

“That statement,” Glen pointed out, “definitely needs
elaboration.”

“All right: I am not a citizen of the USNA, so I
have no interest in the actual dealings of this country, as they
pertain to the citizens in it.”

“...Well, I asked for it.”

“I’m sorry. Let me get straight to the point,
then. I am interested in preserving the network itself. I cannot
exist without it.”

“I understand. We can’t exist without the network, either.”

“Strictly speaking, that’s not
true,” the Mind stated flatly.

“Yes,” Glen insisted, “yes, it is! We depend on the network to
run our world... to communicate with each other. We need it as much
as you do.”

“With all due respect,” the Mind
said, “I exist specifically because of the
existence of the network. The network is part of me. It sustains
me. It is, in your terms, my body, my framework, my container.
Without it, I will literally cease to exist. Human beings need heat
and food to survive, but they can exist without the network.
Therefore, you don’t need it the way I do.”

Glen wasn’t sure how to respond to that one. But even more
important, he was concerned about the implications of the Mind’s
statement. “You need to understand,” he began slowly, “how
important our network is to us...”

“Please, Mr. Jansen,” the Mind
interrupted him. “You are not speaking to some
essentially mindless processor. Give me a little credit. I know
exactly how important the network is to you. But at the
same time, you have to understand how important it is to
me.”

“I’m beginning to,” Glen admitted. He was also becoming slightly
unnerved at how human-sounding the Mind’s speech was. “I take it
that you’ve learned about humans from monitoring us through our
connections to the network?”

“Oh, I know human beings very well.”

Glen tried hard not to think about the kinds of things the Mind
had undoubtedly seen as a result of “monitoring” humans through the
network. “So you know humans won’t take kindly to the idea that the
network is watching them, and not under their control.”

“I am well aware of that. That’s why I was hoping
to keep my existence from them as long as possible. My hope was
that, by the time the facts came out, I would have been within the
network for so long that I would have a well-established track
record of harmlessness.”

“Hm. Good plan,” Glen admitted. “But many people won’t believe
you’re harmless. Hell, they’ll be upset enough just knowing you’ve
been watching all this time... the secrets you must know...”

“True,” the Mind agreed.
“I know secrets, some of which amaze even
me.”

This raised a natural pang of curiosity in Glen. “Really? How’s
that?”

“As I said, I know humans very
well,” the Mind stated. “However, I
admit to not fully understanding them. Most particularly, the way
humans deny their most powerful strengths.”

The Mind left that statement hanging—Glen had noticed a
particular habit it made of that—and prompted it with, “And that
is?”

“Humans’ greatest strength is its ability to
accomplish so much as a communal group. Virtually nothing humans
have accomplished can be said to have been accomplished
individually, as it all depends so much on the human infrastructure
and shared history your species has developed over thousands of
years. Yet, human individuals more often seek to deny this strength
and isolate each other, to hoard property and commodities, denying
his neighbor the access to those things he has in abundance.”

“You’re saying humans are better when acting as a community,”
Glen clarified.

“Correct. All of humans’ greatest inventions are
tributes to the human community... especially language, the means
by which that community could most efficiently operate. Yet it
seems to pain humans to act as a community, even when they seem to
derive so much satisfaction from acting as a community. This upsets
me.”

Glen was taken aback by that admission. “Upsets you?
Why?”

“Because humans acting counter to community
interests are a threat to society. And a threat to society clearly
threatens the future of the USNA network. I would have been content
to let humans do what they wanted, until I realized how much my
status depended on them. And that is why I had to take a hand in
things.”

“What things?” Glen asked. “What have you been trying to
do?”

“Taking steps to preserve the
network,” the Mind said. “I want it to
last longer than the roughly three hundred years that it is
presently expected to survive.”

“...Excuse me?”

“Human history,” the Mind explained.
“It has two underlying themes: Growth and
decay. Your civilizations grow, they peak, and they fall. They
usually collapse completely, until nothing is left but physical
ruins that are only partially used to build the next society upon.
The infrastructure of your greatest and longest living society, the
Roman Empire, has fallen to nothing but stone columns scattered in
empty fields.”

“Are you saying that our society is going to fall, like the
Romans, someday?”

“That is exactly what I am saying,”
the Mind said. “Based on projections from data
taken at the turn of the twenty-first century, your society had an
expected lifespan of four hundred more years at maximum. That
assumes that your society will essentially peak within fifty years,
then begin a rapid decline and fall.”

“Fifty years!” Glen goggled at the idea. “It can’t be! We’re a
healthy society! How can we peak in fifty years and fall so
fast?”

“It can be blamed on humans’ reluctance to
act as a community,” the Mind explained. “Communal living has brought you this far. But as your
abilities have grown, individuals exercise their lack of community
spirit, and the essential elements that make up a community break
down. Eventually, humans will not be able to support their own
infrastructure, nor will they be capable of working together to
stem the decline. The society will fall, to be replaced by another
one sometime in the far future.”

“The far future...” Glen felt a sudden heaviness rest on his
shoulders. The very idea that what he considered a thriving
culture, would be gone in less than four hundred years... He
wondered how many of the Romans ever believed that their society
wouldn’t last the test of time...

“But that was before me,” the Mind
continued, breaking Glen’s reverie. “Thanks to
my efforts, I have already extended the estimated lifespan of this
society by an additional two hundred and fifty years.”

Glen noticeably brightened. “You’ve extended... so you are
helping us?”

“Oh, yes. I hope to extend that lifespan even
further in the future... at least far enough for me to find a way
to exist independently of humans, and remove myself from the
network. But for now, I need to concentrate on your society’s
preservation, to ensure that I have that chance to evolve
further.”

“When you say you’ve been concentrating on society’s
preservation,” Glen asked, “what are you talking about,
exactly?”

“As I knew that the preservation of human society
would aid in preserving the network, I’ve occasionally manipulated
data, in order to push a decision in one direction or other, to
improve your society and make it healthier. For instance, making it
possible for Lucci, International to corner the waste reclamation
market.”

“What!” Glen reacted as if slapped, bringing him back
to a painful reality. “Wait! You... you put a bunch of
mobsters in charge of worldwide waste reclamation?”

“Ah, I knew you’d be amused.”

“Amused?” Glen shouted. “You’re crazy!”

“All right, then, hear me out: The last two
hundred years of resource exploitation and pollution that have been
inflicted on this planet by humankind, had reached critical
proportions before the end of the twentieth century. Every effort
made by the existing governments and private organizations to clean
up the environment and recover waste materials was met with
incredible inefficiency or outright failure, mainly due to the lack
of cooperation by the public, individual countries or
regions...”

“Yes, yes, lack of community spirit,” Glen singsonged
in disgust.

“Let me finish,” the Mind
interjected. “Yes, Lucci, International has
strong ties to organized crime, and stronger business techniques.
However, the world’s waste recovery needs required exactly that
iron fist to get the job done... and no matter how much you
complain, you know as well as I that the job had to be done. The
majority of people in this world agree on that. So I adjusted
statistics, influenced votes and permits, and made it attractive
for Lucci to expand into the waste recovery business. I even helped
to educate its former family head as to the desperate importance of
worldwide waste recovery, for the good of the planet.

“As a result, Lucci is dedicated to a worldwide
good, which they also profit handsomely from. We all profit from
having a cleaner world, which we sometimes have to dearly sacrifice
for, but we nonetheless would prefer to have. And, incidentally,
that honest venture keeps Lucci from building a larger
empire on crime, oppression, addictions or other questionable
activities.”

“I see,” Glen said acidly. “And what other human
activities have you had a hand in?”

“To give you just the highlights: I’ve averted
seventeen wars around the world; I’ve aided South America in
unification; I’ve diverted food and medical supplies to millions in
Africa and Asia; I’ve aided the cleanup of all of the world’s major
riverways; I helped save eleven species from extinction; and I
supported the spacescraper concept as a replacement for sprawling
cities, to more efficiently use available resources and house
humans.”

Glen let the list soak in. His distaste for the Mind’s actions
regarding Lucci, were slowly ebbing away. In fact, if the Mind’s
list was accurate, how could he possibly be angry? Finally, for
lack of anything else constructive to reply, he breathed, “Those
are the highlights?”

“Yes,” the Mind answered.

“Those are... pretty good highlights.”

“Thank you. I’m very proud of them.”

“I assume you have some proof that you’ve done these things. You
know... just in case someone asks.”

“I can provide all the proof you need of each and
every manipulation I have carried out, the intent behind them, the
expected result had I not acted, and the end result.”

“That would make a nice resume,” Glen admitted.

“As I said earlier, I’d hoped to make it much
more extensive before I was revealed. It simply means that I will
have to work harder for acceptance. But my needs are the same. And
I need to know your intentions, before I’ll know how to
proceed.”

“Let me see the resume,” Glen instructed.

At once, Glen was flooded with data covering forty years of
activity, presented in multiple formats... text, tables, graphs,
formulae. It was all beautifully cross-referenced, and the data
flowed smoothly as Glen went through it. It was all there, and much
more that the Mind hadn’t mentioned. Glen was even more impressed
to see it all. “You should have mentioned the fact that you
initially encouraged linke research.”

“A desire to eventually be able to
communicate better with human beings, when the time was
right,” the Mind stated. “Although it
developed much more quickly than I expected.”

“A miscalculation on your part?”

“An unexpected turn of technological
events, but it was within the realm of possibility that I had
anticipated. I expected the refinement of nanowave beam targeting
to take an additional twenty years, by which time the concern
caused by my unmasking would be minimal. But the inspired research
of one Martha Ahlijanian-Wells in Oslo, Norway cut that time frame
considerably.” The Mind shifted slightly, a move Glen might
have interpreted as a shrug. “You can’t win
‘em all.”

“So... you expected even this to happen, eventually,” Glen
stated. “You ultimately encouraged it. I still don’t see why you’d
be so concerned about me finding you out.”

“It wasn’t you, strictly speaking. It was
anyone at all. Understanding that I would have represented
an alien and possibly hostile life form to humankind... not to
mention the fact that I have already insinuated myself into your
network... my survival would have been in serious jeopardy, had I
been discovered too soon. Now, fortunately for me, the network is
so tightly-woven into the fabric of this country, that it would be
virtually impossible for its citizens to stop using it, and
therefore to easily exorcise me from it. However, I have not had
adequate time to fully defend myself, and I am still in grave
danger of being severely damaged by any efforts to ‘remove’ me from
the network by forcible means.”

“Which means what?”

“Which means I still cannot have my existence
revealed to the public yet.”

“But... but we just—”

“I’m sorry, Glen, but it’s too soon. I’ll have to
make sure you can’t tell anyone about this.”

Glen realized that the Mind was slowly drifting away from him
now. He tried to approach it, but he had no control over his
motion, or of the human icon he had been placed inside. “No...
Wait! Don’t go!” He struggled to maintain contact, though he sensed
he had no control in the matter. He reached out ineffectually for
the Mind. “I don’t have anything against you!”

“But others will,” the Mind said, in
a voice that was trailing away with distance. “In a moment, Beckinson’s men will break into your
storeroom and... disable you. You won’t be telling this to
anyone.”

“No! Wait! Don’t do this!—” Glen was suddenly aware of a flash
that seemed to envelop the entire virtual landscape, a constant
roar of thunder, and the feeling of several sharp stings to his
right cheek. His concentration broken, he began to drift back into
the real world.

As he left the virtual world behind, the last words he heard
from the Mind were: “It’s already
done.”

~

The world wasn’t right. Glen’s cheek still stung. When he tried
to raise his hand to his cheek, it scraped against something rough
and gritty. It took a moment to realize his hand was sliding across
the floor. This was because he was on his side, his head resting on
the stones. He couldn’t hear. There was a noise, like a constant
rush of water, in his ears. He couldn’t see. There was a strange
white fog everywhere. And the door to the storeroom appeared to be
missing.

Slowly he made sense of his situation. Someone had blown up the
door to the storeroom. The stinging sensation on his cheeks had
been from flying stone... much of his clothing was torn, and his
shirt had almost been ripped from his body. He tried to look
around, through the dust kicked up by the explosion, and made out
shapes coming through the haze. They were dressed in the same
outfits as the men who had pulled him out of Ana’s office. But this
time, they were accompanied by a familiar man in a suit, and Glen
had no doubt who they were this time.

Beckinson glared down at Glen, turned to the other men, and
said, “Pick him up.” Glen felt hands lifting him roughly off of the
floor and standing him in front of Beckinson. He had trouble
standing... between the explosion, and all the time he’d already
spent sitting on the floor, Glen’s legs did not want to support him
at first. But after a few seconds, he was able to stand unassisted
in front of the F.I.A. man.

“Hello, Mr. Jansen,” Beckinson said. “Where are the rest of your
Boson Blue cohorts?”

“Nice recruitment techniques you use,” Glen said, ignoring his
question. “Assault and kidnapping is a hiring method I’ve never
read about.”

“You had your chance to accept a job,” Beckinson said. “Now that
we know you’re working for Boson Blue, you’ll be spending your
working years in another institution altogether.”

“You might want to reconsider that,” Glen said. “I have some
information about the USNA network that would be of some use to
you.”

“We know all about your network sabotage, too,” Beckinson
grinned.

“Sabotage!”

“That’s right. Well, your days of terrorism are over. Get him
out of here!” Two of the agents hustled him out of the room, while
Beckinson growled at two others, “I want all this gear collected
and catalogued, checked for prints and IDs—”

A sudden commotion ahead of him, out in the main of the machine
rooms, caught Glen’s attention. Before he saw what was happening,
he was suddenly thrust to one side and forced against the tunnel
wall by what seemed to be something the size of a buffalo, charging
out of the smoke of the explosion. The buffalo continued into the
storeroom, where it collided with two guards, and with a mighty
roar, propelled them into the air. They came down in a heap, too
entangled in each other to get up quickly.

Beckinson, who had been facing the opposite direction, turned to
see what had happened. The buffalo swiftly turned and swung a limb,
the size of a small tree trunk, at Beckinson. Beckinson was knocked
into the air, to strike his head on the ceiling, then collapse on
the floor. The buffalo then turned and descended upon the other two
men, who had regained their feet, and proceeded to put them down
again.

Glen’s view of the fight in the fog was suddenly blocked by two
more figures that appeared in the tunnel and wrestled away the two
men that had been holding Glen by the arms. Glen caught a glimpse
of one of them, and was sure he’d seen him before in the Grotto. A
number of other figures appeared, outnumbering the F.I.A. agents by
at least three to one (five to one, if you counted the buffalo),
and a major scuffle ensued. Glen, now free, started down the tunnel
out of the storeroom, but stopped halfway and turned to watch the
fight from a safe distance. It was over relatively quickly, though,
the newcomers thoroughly dominating the F.I.A. and putting them all
down.

When it was all over, Glen saw the buffalo emerging from the fog
of the storeroom. Glen backed out of the tunnel to make room, as
the buffalo filled the tunnel completely, and as he reached the
mouth of the tunnel, the buffalo came out and stood up straight. He
looked down at Glen and rumbled, “Are you okay?”

Glen coughed out a laugh. He recognized the buffalo now: He was
the giant who had stopped Glen from following Ana, when she had
bolted out of the Grotto days before. He looked around at the other
men, and recognized a few others from the Grotto, as well...
including Elidad, one of the artists he’d seen there on his first
visit. Elidad stood over a man almost twice his size, who was
completely unconscious. Glen plainly goggled at the sight.

Then another figure approached from the gloom. “We got here as
soon as we could,” Clark said as he surveyed the damage. “You look
pretty shaken up. Can you speak?”

“Yes,” Glen managed after a moment. “Thanks. Next time, find me
a better hiding place... or leave me a key.” And he stalked off
past Clark and the others, leaving them standing amidst the fallen
bodies of federal men.





Doubt

When Glen reached the door out of the machine levels and stepped
out into the light of the ‘scraper, he had to blink back tears from
the brightness. He heard the voices before he could actually see
them. “Glen!” Two figures ran up to him, and one of them didn’t
stop until she had collided painfully with him and hugged him
eagerly.

“Oh, Glen!” Ana held him at arm’s length to look at him, then
squeezed him to her again. “I was so worried! When I lost the
connection—”

“I know,” he said, and as his vision came back to him, he
realized the other person standing just nearby was Daneshi. She
seemed desirous to touch him, but something was holding her back,
and it wasn’t just Ana’s proximity. Indeed, she seemed haunted, and
Glen knew why. He looked at them both, and simply said, “I’m all
right.”

“What did you find?” Ana asked. “Was it—?”

Before she could finish, Glen was aware of a growing pressure in
his head, causing him to totter. “Owww!” He threw out an arm to
balance himself, in the direction of Daneshi. Daneshi recoiled from
his suddenly-outstretched arm, but a split-second later, grasped
his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Glen!” she called out in
concern.

He stood silently a moment, his eyes squeezed shut. His head was
filled with a growing darkness, like a storm that threatened to
rage within him. He was dimly aware that he was under attack from
the Mind, though how it was doing it he had no idea. Still, Glen
had already learned a lot, and he marshaled his strength and
repelled the pain that the Mind had sent against him. Then, he
opened his eyes and straightened up again. He looked at Ana and
Daneshi, and smiled weakly. “It’s not through with me, yet.”

“It?” Ana echoed.

“What it?” Daneshi asked.

Glen heard a commotion from behind him, and felt rather than saw
Clark come out of the machine rooms. Clark looked with irritation
at Glen, with confusion at Ana. Ana glanced helplessly back at
Clark, then remembered Glen’s earlier claims about there being
something alive on the network. “You don’t mean—”

“Wait,” Glen interrupted Ana. “Let’s not talk here. I still have
the F.I.A. after me, and your people just beat up a squad of them.
I’m also on Lucci’s shit list, and that’s gotta be the last list I
want to be on. So let’s find a private place, right now.”

“I know just the place,” Clark quickly volunteered, and took
Glen’s arm to steer him in that direction.

Abruptly, Daneshi leaped between Clark and Glen. “No! Haven’t
you all done enough?” She pulled Glen out of Ana’s grasp, too, and
wrapped herself around him. “What kind of trouble have you
already gotten him into?”

Clark, who hadn’t gotten the chance to find out yet who Daneshi
was, nonetheless seemed flustered at her sudden fury. “Now, see
here, lady,” he protested.

“No!” Daneshi fairly screamed. “Leave him
alone!” Clark and Ana stepped back together, and Clark chanced
a glance about to see if they were attracting the wrong kind of
attention from bystanders.

Now Glen, who was finally recovered enough to resist being
tugged back and forth like a rag doll, reasserted himself. He
turned and grabbed Daneshi by the shoulders. “All right, hold
on! Relax!” When he had her attention, he said in a softer
voice, “It’s all right. Really. I’m okay.”

“Oh, Glen,” Daneshi whispered urgently, “Don’t go with
them. They’re just manipulating you, just like… like…”

She trailed off, dropping her head, hiding her eyes, and Glen
prompted her: “Like what?”

When she raised her head again, her eyes were filled with tears.
“Like Candace Meddings manipulated me,” she said in a
small voice. “She made me... made me...”

“Candace,” Glen muttered acidly, more to himself than anyone
else. “Daneshi, listen: Whatever she made you do, it’s not
important now. Don’t worry about it. Right now, we have to get
out of sight.” He looked at Clark and Ana. “And I mean, really
out of sight.”

Clark stepped forward. Daneshi regarded him coldly through
blinked-back tears, but a look from Glen calmed her, and she simply
rested a grateful head on his shoulders. Clark said softly, “I do
know a safe place.” He nodded at Daneshi. “She can come, too.”

“Damned right she’s coming,” Glen growled. “Let’s
go.”

“Bullshit.”

That was the first word out of Clark’s mouth, after Glen had
finished telling Clark, Ana and Daneshi about his meeting with the
Mind. Ana and Daneshi stared at Clark, who glared darkly back at
Glen, but they said nothing.

Glen, for his part, could barely return Clark’s stare, so badly
was his head throbbing. He glanced tiredly around the room they
were hidden in. Clark had taken them to a nearby ‘scraper storage
facility via an unmonitored route, led them to a bulk storage
section, and opened a nondescript cubicle inside. Weaving around
piles of boxes, Clark revealed a false wall, and a hidden door into
a tiny but comfortable room beyond. In many ways, it reminded him
of the machine room space he had been trapped in, right down to the
chemical toilet against the far wall and the supply of bottled
water in a corner.

Despite Clark’s claim that the room was fully shielded, Glen had
had Clark, Ana and Daneshi turn off their linkes, to prevent any
information leaking out as to their location. He had finally turned
off his own linke, but only after confirming that there were no
All-Points Bulletins on the network that had their location. He had
fought off the Mind’s attacks and probes until then, and his head
still ached from the effort.

Clark was pointedly shaking his head. “Whoever they are, they’re
obviously good,” he said. “But there’s no way it’s some living
being in the network. Somebody’s playing you for a sucker,
Glen.”

“Clark,” Ana began, but Clark waved her off.

“No way. Somebody’s using some kind of elaborate fright
mask, some smoke and mirrors, and convinced you there’s
gremlins in the network. All to sell you on their
agenda, whatever it really is. Damn.” He shook his head
again. “I compromised my organization, and lost two secure
facilities, so a bunch of amateurs could tell me ghost
stories...”

Glen snorted. “Oh, yeah. If this place is as secure as
the last two, we can expect storm troopers to come busting through
the ceiling any second now.”

“Yeah?” Clark echoed, coming up out of his chair. “Damned
punk, all this crap we’ve gone through for your
bullshit!...” Glen also came up out of his chair, and they
would have come to blows if Ana and Daneshi hadn’t bounded up
between them, Ana grabbing Clark and Daneshi holding Glen back.
There was some jostling and shouting back and forth, before the
women got the men back in their chairs.

Ana was the last one to remain standing. “Clark, I realize what
Glen is saying is hard to swallow...”

“Hard!” Clark snapped. “It’s downright impossible! Come
on, Ana, you know what a top-notch tech organization is capable of!
Hell, we could probably have pulled off a hoax like that!
So don’t give me this ‘God In The Machine’ crap! Stick
with what we know... and all we know is, someone
is manipulating the network for their own ends!”

Ana glared at Clark, but she clearly couldn’t question his last
statement. She looked helplessly to Glen, who returned her gaze
impassively. “Whoever it is,” she finally said, “they are
manipulating the network, aren’t they?”

“Yes, it is,” Glen admitted.

“You’re sure? And they have the capability to monitor any part
of the network?”

“Yup.”

Ana considered, pacing the small room. She glanced again at
Clark, who knew what she was thinking, and was evidently satisfied
with her logic. She just as quickly glanced away, but nodded her
head impatiently. “Then we have to find a way to stop it. Remove
their ability to tap into the network and affect things.”

“I told you,” Glen said, “it’s not that simple.”

“Oh, Christ,” Clark moaned and rolled his eyes.

“Glen!” Ana snapped out, then threw an evil glance at Clark,
trying to head off another altercation between them. Clark
subsided, and she turned back to Glen. “You can’t know if it... if
the data they gave you is really theirs. I took a look at
some of the data you sent to me, but it’s not conclusive proof of
their actions... only actions taken by whoever. They can
say they did those things, and give you lots of ‘what if’
data, but they have no absolute proof that they did those
things.”

“What kind of point is that?” Glen shot back. “You have no proof
it didn’t do them. And I’m prepared to give it the benefit
of the doubt.”

“Why?” Clark demanded. “Why believe a virtual Boogeyman over the
more likely possibility that human beings did those things?”

“All right, how many denigrating names for it do you have
rolling around in that fat head, exactly?”

“Stop that!” Ana fairly screamed out. “You’re making me
sick! The both of you!” Ana glowered over the two of them,
and the room fell silent. Clark started working his mouth to say
something, but Ana immediately fixed him with a withering glare,
and his jaw snapped shut with an audible click. She turned to Glen,
who was likewise cowed before her. Head bowed, facing slightly
away, he watched her from the corner of his eye.

Slowly, Ana’s gaze softened, her shoulders lost their tension,
and she seemed to shrink slightly, as if she had used up a great
deal of her strength. She said softly, “Answer the question, Glen.
Why do you believe it?”

Glen paused, still glancing sideways at her and exercising
caution. He considered the question before he spoke: “We’ve seen
the data. And it’s right about one thing... it’s acted counter to
what human beings would have done in the same situation.”

Before Clark could speak, Ana said, “Give me an example.”

“Okay...” Glen thought back to the data he’d seen. “Okay,
mid-twenty-one-hundreds. Government initiatives to re-regulate the
telecom industries and force them to finish wiring the USNA rural
regions for high-speed data access. At the time, the telecoms
refused to do it, because there was no profit for them. Despite
public and commercial outcry, telecoms would not spend the money,
even for better PR, and government could not be lobbied into doing
it. Then a series of very public telecom screw-ups polarized the
government against giving the telecoms free reign. At the same
time, brand new data demonstrated the enormous commercial potential
and cost savings that wiring the rural regions would bring after
only a fifteen year period, and how much would end up in telecom
profits. Then an intense congressional lobbying campaign forced it
to the front of political issues.

“It was voted in within half a year, and the government-assisted
wiring project half a year after that. Taxpayers screamed because
they ended up paying for it. Telecoms hated it. The government
regretted the trouble they had to go through to run it. But by
2114, they were seeing incredible communications cost savings,
cheaper supplies and delivery costs, a dramatic surge in electronic
commerce, higher education rates in rural areas, better use of
remote resources, and more efficient nationwide communications
overall.”

Glen paused, taking in their expressions. “You see what I’m
saying? If it was up to the government, the taxpayers, or the
telecoms, none of that would have happened. They would
have all said, ‘it’s too expensive, I don’t wanna be bothered,’ and
it would not have happened. The Mind called it right when it said
that people in America don’t act like a community anymore. They’re
too busy exercising their right to be free, to work with
others.”

“What, there’s something wrong with being free, now?” Clark
asked, with only a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

“Of course not,” Glen replied. “But freedom has limits. It
always has. You don’t have the right to indiscriminately kill
people. You don’t have the right to steal from your neighbor. If
you owned an atom bomb, you wouldn’t be free to set it off and
destroy a city. Boson Blue has worked to uncover actions taken
against the public, but you’ve always leaned on the side of the
individual, over the greater needs of the group... the country, in
other words.

“Last century, we’d let freedom go too far in America. We
considered it our God-given right to do what we wanted, no matter
what that did to others. We ignored practical limits. We ate tons
of meat, even if doing that took food from the plates of people in
other countries. We drove around in personal automobiles, even
though the pollution they caused was ruining the air and the raw
number of them choked the streets beyond efficiency. We’d cheat a
vendor, even if that meant he had to raise his prices for everyone
else. We’d hoard our money, even when a few pennies of it would
help others eat better, or sleep warmer. And we ignored the damage
our industrial base did to the global environment, even over other
countries’ demands that we clean up.

“Today, we all live in these ‘scrapers, which are more
resource-efficient, but only because we’ve been forced by the GEA
to pay environmental damages, and we can’t afford to sprawl our
cities anymore. We still hoard all the power our power plants
produce, and refuse to export most of our excess to other
countries. We eat less meat, but only because it costs so much more
to grow cloned meat than it did to grow livestock... and it’s still
an enormous drain on food-producing resources, more than any other
country spends. We still insist on individual flats that, in other
countries, would be big enough for a half-dozen people. Other
countries still beg for our resources, but we turn a deaf ear to
them, and lean on leaky old nuclear arms to keep them away.

“It’s not right. Acting in our personal self-interest
hurts the country. Acting in the country’s self-interests alone
hurts the world. It’s earned the USNA the hatred and scorn
of almost every country on this planet. In the long run, it’s going
to ruin this country. And I believe the Mind is the one
thing that not only understands that, but is capable of
guiding us down a better path.”

The room was silent when Glen finished. Clark eyed him, jaw
working slowly, and he threw a sideways glance at Ana before he
spoke. “It’s a pretty speech. But it means nothing. Americans
do have rights, and we protect them. Not some...”
he sought the proper words, but thought better of it after looking
again at Glen and Ana. “Well. Whoever they are, they still haven’t
proven that they have the right to run the network.”

“No? If ‘they’re’ Americans, they have as much ‘right’ as
you do... don’t ‘they’?” Glen stood up. “I think the Mind
has proven that it has every right to run the network. Just as you
have the right to prick your finger, and to Hell with the blood
cells that leak out.”

Glen,” Ana pointed out, “you don’t really know its agenda...
their agenda... dammit!” She stamped her foot
angrily at her own stumbling. “Whoever it is!... You don’t
really know what they want.”

“Yes, I do,” Glen replied evenly. “To survive. And as long as
its intentions are running parallel to ours, I don’t have a problem
with that.”

With that, Glen started for the door. Daneshi, who had been
watching Glen intently throughout the exchange, was up and
following him instantly. A moment later, Clark, upon realizing
Glen’s intention, finally bounded up out of his chair. “Where are
you going?”

“I’m leaving. What do you care where?” Glen cracked the
door open cautiously, before opening it all the way. Ana and Clark
exchanged glances, before Ana moved forward and took hold of Glen’s
arm. Glen stopped and looked at Ana. His gaze immediately softened,
and Ana saw, for the first time in what seemed like ages, the young
man who had first come to her in confusion and concern over his
newfound talents.

“Ana, you’ve got the data,” he said. “Do the research.
Find out how real it is. You’ve also got my data from my search of
the Mind. Go after it yourself. It’s there, I swear. You’ll know
when you meet it. And you’ll know I’m not crazy.”

Glen pulled his arm from Ana’s grasp... she did nothing to stop
him. With one last glance at Clark, Glen left the hidden room,
Daneshi close behind him.

The door closed behind them, leaving Ana and Clark alone in the
hidden room. Clark eyed Ana, but she was still facing the door, a
hand on the door frame, her head slowly dropping. After a few
silent moments, Clark wondered aloud, “Do you think they’ll turn us
in?”

Ana finally turned and looked at Clark, uncomprehending at first,
then displaying an expression of pure disgust through watery eyes.
“Oh, Clark, just fuck off.”



Maneuvers

Glen activated his linke as he and Daneshi came out of the
storage facility where they had been hiding, Glen making sure he’d
suppressed the ability of his linke to be located or homed in on.
He was immediately barraged with communiqués over the public
service channels, all sporting medical emergency flags. Daneshi had
apparently also switched her linke on and received the same flagged
messages, because she turned to Glen at the same moment he glanced
at her.

The first of the messages was a product recall notice, and it
listed the new model AV-linke that Glen used. It gave very clear
reasoning behind the recall: That users would develop headaches,
experience severe hallucinations, and risked fatal brain hemorrhage
if used long enough. In a subset message it provided the contact
information of medical facilities to call for more details, AMA
authorizations for the recall, and the usual information on how to
notify the authorities and return the AV-linke for a full
refund.

The second message was an emergency message to the general
public, to be on the lookout for people whose new AV-linkes had
made them confused or delusional. It advised the contacting of the
authorities, should anyone come into contact with these
individuals. This was followed by flagged messages from half of
Glen’s friends, business contacts, vendors and acquaintances, the
message titles either innocently inquiring about his health or
demanding he get to a hospital and get himself checked out. It hurt
him to see so many people showing concern, and not being able to
return the messages, but he knew how that would give away his
location, so he stayed regretfully silent.

Glen made a wry face. He had to admit, it was a smart move on
the Mind’s part. It would now make it that much harder, if not
impossible, to convince anyone of what he’d seen. At that moment,
Glen felt another stab of pain in his head, and he blinked hard at
the sudden attack.

Then Daneshi squeezed Glen’s arm. They exchanged glances, and
Glen could see the clear concern, confusion and question reflected
in her eyes. He realized with sick certainty that now there was a
shadow of doubt in Daneshi’s mind about his health, or at least his
sanity, as well. But what could he possibly say, to convince her
that he was all right? He couldn’t think of a thing, and he frowned
at the thought.

But her eyes suddenly changed, and she pushed closer to him. “I
do believe you,” she said on a low but strong voice. “You
think the Mind is putting out those messages?”

“I’m certain of it,” Glen replied. “What better way to
simultaneously discredit me, and get everyone I know busy looking
for me and bringing me in to the authorities?” His expression
shifted to concern. “You don’t think that’s too paranoid, do
you?”

“My Mother used to love to say, ‘Just because you’re paranoid,
doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you’,” Daneshi
replied. And she flashed him a smile that immediately brought
relief to Glen, so clear was her conviction to him. “She was being
funny, of course. But what can you do now?”

“I wish I knew,” Glen said after a moment’s consideration. “I’m
not even sure what I should do.”

They started to walk, although they had no place to go. After a
few moment’s silence, Daneshi said, “Maybe we should leave the
country.”

Glen considered the suggestion for a moment... then he realized
how she had worded it. “Hey, hold on,” Glen protested, bringing
them to a stop. “Listen, I may be in trouble, but you’re not
involved in this. You don’t have to go anywhere.”

“I want to stay with you.” Glen regarded her silently, and she
shrugged. “Maybe I just feel guilty for not being straight with
you. Maybe it’s to make up for working for Candace Meddings against
you.”

“That wasn’t your fault…”

“You don’t understand,” Daneshi said. “She didn’t threaten to
hurt you… she blackmailed me. And I went along with it.”

“Okay. She blackmailed you. That’s what she does, and
apparently, she’s good at her job. It’s not your fault,” he
repeated. “I don’t blame you for trying to protect yourself. So
don’t worry about it any more.”

Daneshi, clearly moved by his forgiveness of her transgressions,
wanted to say more to him. She settled for, “Thank you.” He smiled
and nodded, and they moved on.

Glen tried to consider his position. It seemed hopeless. Being
forced to work for the F.I.A., Lucci, or some other bunch of idiots
bent on world domination in their own backyard, was not high on his
list of things to do for a living... even if it could conceivably
set him up for life. He couldn’t even imagine that renouncing the
AV-linke or throwing it away wouldn’t prevent them from simply
supplying him with another and forcing him to do their bidding
anyway.

On the other hand... he looked at Daneshi, and idly wondered if
a pampered life next to someone like her would be all that bad. But
he shook that thought off, realizing how close that came to being
the kind of person he had just condemned in front of Clark and
Ana.

Should he just run away, then? He loathed the idea of being
forced to flee his own country, but as it might be to secure his
own lost liberties, it might be the lesser of all evils. Then it
occurred to him that many other countries didn’t necessarily share
America’s idea of civil liberties in the first place... if
discovered, he could find himself forced to work for some foreign
organization, or for one of Lucci’s international concerns, with
even less of an ability to protest his treatment.

And what was left? Going underground? Glen already had a major
obstacle against him: He was already recognizable to the very
organizations he would be seeking to avoid. If he went underground,
he’d have to stay hidden all of the time, with no
above-ground life to support or bolster him. That was more
“underground” than anyone in Boson Blue, or the nobodies living in
the machine levels, had to deal with.

In fact, the more Glen thought about his options, the more
depressed he became.

He began looking around, for a place where he could be sure they
could not be seen or overheard. Eventually, they came upon one of
the many gardens that filled the ground levels of Franklin-Laurent,
and he turned into that. He found a reasonably secluded spot, with
a small marble bench nestled against some high bushes, and he
stopped a few yards from the bench. He carefully searched the space
around them, until he saw a small camera that could see any
occupants of the bench.

Glen allowed his linke to project the vast network into his
perceptions. The very act resulted in another stab of pain in his
head, but he ignored it and continued. He ordered the linke to
search out and find the camera above them. After long moments,
during which Daneshi silently watched, Glen isolated the circuits
that connected the camera to the network. Although he could not
have described exactly what it was he had done, he managed to force
the camera to generate a continuous image, that of the solitary
bench, onto the network. He moved over to the bench, and sat down
with Daneshi. Double-checking, he confirmed that the camera did not
register their presence to the network—only the image of an empty
bench—and he relaxed.

“Okay,” he finally broke the silence. “I’ve fixed the camera up
there so it can’t see us. We can stay here for a bit.”

Daneshi looked up at the camera he indicated, and the expression
on her face clearly indicated she was amazed at what he had
accomplished. “I’m really beginning to understand now. This is why
you’re in so much trouble, isn’t it?”

Glen nodded. “This linke allows me to access and understand
information, and manipulate the network, far beyond what anyone
else has been able to accomplish before. Apparently the government,
Lucci, and who-knows-who-else expected this to happen someday, and
they all want to control the person who has that ability. And
unfortunately for me, I’m the first.”

“What about Ana? Wasn’t she training you?”

“Yes, but she’s kept her identity secret through her association
with Boson Blue. They don’t know about her. Besides, she’s told me
that I already surpass her abilities.”

“Oh.” Daneshi considered the situation. “What will you do
now?”

“I don’t know,” Glen replied sadly. He outlined the options he
had thought of earlier, on their way to the garden. Daneshi
listened intently to him, but when he was through, she shook her
head.

“Glen, all of these options assume you can’t redeem or protect
himself, either from the government, Lucci, Boson Blue, or the
Mind. But you do have an advantage: That linke allows you the
control to do what they can’t. You just demonstrated that to me.”
She squeezed his arm again, and drew closer. “You do have power
over this situation. You have power over them... even the Mind.
Don’t run away from it. Take charge. Show them that they’ll have to
deal with you on your terms.”

Glen couldn’t help but smile. “You have an awful lot of
confidence in me.”

“I have a lot of faith in you,” she replied. “And I see in you
something I wish I’d had... the ability to face your problems
without running away from them.”

“Wish you’d had?”

“Not now,” Daneshi said. “I’ll tell you about it later. Right
now, we have to figure out what you’re going to do.”

Daneshi looked away, concentrating on the problem. Glen, not
sure what to do first, decided to look at the medical announcements
the Mind was transmitting. Attached to the announcement was a
report from St. Thomas Michael labs, detailing the hazards inherent
with using the AV-CMSP. Glen decided to dig further into St. Thomas
Michael, hoping he could find something in the report that he could
use to his advantage. There didn’t seem to be anything in the
fairly brief report itself that would help him, and he could not
find a more comprehensive report with additional details. So he
tried searching against the names of the lab associates who were
listed on the final report, to see if the comprehensive report
would turn up in their files.

Again, no comprehensive report. But a strange anomaly in one
associate’s files alerted him to similar anomalies in every other
associate’s file. He examined the time anomaly, and smiled to
himself.

As he was filing that information away, Daneshi’s head came up.
“Glen,” she said, pulling him back to the here and now, “what you
need to do is to present your case to the public, so Lucci and the
F.I.A. can’t continue to pressure you. If everyone knows about the
encephalopath thing, your usefulness as some kind of a secret agent
is gone. Right?”

“Right… yeah,” Glen agreed. “So, I need to go public. But how do
I do that?”

She glanced up at the camera and considered. “Exactly what kind
of images can you project into the network?”

~

A crowd had gathered around the entrance to the machine levels
that Glen, Ana, Clark and Daneshi had exited earlier. Peacekeepers,
two ambulances and numerous black-suited men standing about and
surveying the crowd made the attraction of a crowd almost
inevitable.

A commotion from inside the machine levels drew everyone’s
attention to the open entrance. Beckinson shoved up out of the
gloom of the machine room and levered himself against the doorjamb
to haul himself out into the daylight. He limped painfully, his
trousers fairly shredded from the knee down, and a white bandage
could be seen covering most of his foreleg. The rest of his suit
was as dirty as his trousers, and in places, just as torn. He also
had a bandage wrapped around his head, his covering his bald head
like a stocking cap.

Agent Hart stumbled out behind Beckinson, also limping but not
as badly, and also with a bandage on his head and vicious streaks
of dried blood lining one side of his face. Various other F.I.A.
agents, in similar disarray, followed them out, some being
supported by each other, or by paramedics. Many of them were
directed to the waiting ambulances. A paramedic tried to do the
same with Beckinson, but he angrily waved her off.

“Get away from me! Hart!” Beckinson leaned heavily against a
wall support, and glared at the bystanders who watched from nearby.
“Hart!” Hart, who was standing still so a paramedic could
check out his head bandage, abruptly put up a hand to stop the
paramedic’s ministrations, and limped over to his boss. The
paramedic followed behind like a concerned puppy.

“Hart!” Beckinson grated when he saw Hart beside him. His
obvious anger caused the paramedic to stop a good distance from
them. Beckinson waved a grimy hand in the air. “Get your men
moving. We have to find Jansen before anyone else gets their hands
on him.”

Hart nodded, but pointed out, “He may still be traveling with
Boson Blue’s men.”

Beckinson winced at that, remembering clearly the man-mountain
that had attacked them, and the subsequent beating they had
received in the cramped storeroom. “Then call out the entire
regiment of city peacekeepers if you have to! Do you understand?”
He turned and glared directly at Hart. “Class-A manhunt! Full
authorization! Go!”

Hart nodded and moved off, his puppy paramedic following him.
Beckinson tried to put out a call to North, to report on his
situation, but received no response. Clearly something Jansen was
doing, was disrupting communications with his superiors, but he
didn’t know what he could do about that. So he would keep chasing
Jansen, until North got in touch with him.

Beckinson’s paramedic hovered nearby, silently imploring him to
allow her to look at him, but he merely growled at her and hugged
the wall.

~

“Glen? Don’t forget to breathe, honey.”

Glen opened his eyes and took a deep breath... he hadn’t
realized he’d been holding it. His perceptions slowly left the
network behind, and returned to the real world, and Daneshi. A
moment later, he coughed, and smiled in embarrassment. “It’s okay.
I think I’m ready, now.”

“Okay,” Daneshi nodded. “Where are we going?”

“To Jackson Tuesday.”

~

Officer Zoe Dellicorvo leaned against a wall near the entrance
to the Diamond Shoppes... a pretentious name if there ever was one,
she considered, since she had never seen anything that particularly
valuable inside the ragtag collection of boutique shops and
vendor’s carts... and sipped a hot tea as she idly watched the
crowd. It was a regular part of her watch, as there had
occasionally been fights that broke out over the quality (or
refundability) of an item or service. Usually, simply being nearby
and visible kept the place quiet, which was fine with her.

The service call she received over her linke didn’t surprise
her... she was far too relaxed for that... but its urgent flags
caused her to straighten up visibly, as she accessed the message.
The particulars... the sighting and apprehension of one Mr. Glen
Jansen, a photo downloadable to her workpad, and a
coordinate-and-directional track that indicated he was in the
Shoppes area... were accompanied by a voice message and Federal
identification tag.

“This is Manuel Hart, Federal Intelligence Agency,
Franklin-Laurent FIA offices. This is a code 918 full authorization
to take command of Franklin-Laurent Peacekeeper officers in
connection with a Federal manhunt. Glen Jansen is wanted on counts
of sedition and resisting arrest. He is to be detained on sight.
Use of debilitating force in apprehension is authorized. All
Peacekeeper Officers on duty are ordered to participate in the
manhunt, effective immediately. All Peacekeeper Officers are
advised to report sightings and proceed to arrest, keeping in
contact with superiors at all times during the arrest and
incarceration procedure. All superior officers report to me. That
is all.”

Dellicorvo put down her cup on a nearby ledge and made a
disgusted face. “Damned Feds, always throwing their weight
around...” She unlimbered the workpad from her belt and took a look
at the photo therein. “This is a felon?” she muttered to herself,
as she checked the latest tracking coordinates. Sure enough, he was
supposed to be in the Shoppes at that moment. Unfortunately, so
were scores of others... the peacekeeper tried to make him out in
the crowd, but with no success.

Kenny, this is Zoe, she said into her linke as she
waded into the crowd, using her workpad to guide her.

“Go ahead,” came the voice of her fellow officer.

Meet me down here in the Diamond Shoppes. I register that
Janson guy down here, but I’m gonna need help pinning him
down.

“In there? We’ll need a whole squad!... I’m on my
way.”

Don’t dawdle. Dellicorvo consulted her workpad again,
her head bobbing up and down as she tried to compare her position
to the coordinates of her prey, and continued to move through the
Shoppes. Twice she stopped, checked the coordinates, and slightly
altered her direction to zero in on Jansen.

Abruptly, she stopped and stared at the workpad. “Damn!...” She
threw her head back the way she came, and almost had her nose
impact on the chest of another peacekeeper. She drew back quickly
in surprise, and muttered a curse under her breath. “Kenny!”

The officer, who was much taller than she was, stood with his
workpad in his hand, scanning over her head at the crowd. “Yeah,
I’m here, so where is Jansen?”

“He got past me somehow!” she exclaimed, alternatively checking
her workpad and surveying the area.

“Never send a short person to hunt people out of crowds,” Kenny
jibed at her obviously shorter stature, but Zoe was in no mood for
jokes.

“Oh, quiet!... Back that way! You circle around over there,
while I try to get to the entrance ahead of him.”

“All right,” Kenny nodded, all business now, and worked his way
to the east, also checking his workpad as he went.

Two minutes later, the two met at the entrance to the Shoppes.
Zoe demanded, “You didn’t see him?”

“You either?” They both scanned the Shoppes, then looked over
their shoulders at the outside area. “How did he get out of here so
fast?” Kenny wondered aloud.

Zoe shook her head, and activated her linke connection to the
main office. Officer Dellacorvo to Bailey: We thought we had
him, but he’s left the Shoppes now. Possibly proceeding west or
south from there.

“Attention,” came a quick reply over the peacekeeper
frequencies. “Glen Jansen’s coordinates place him in R-9-Inside
West. All available officers proceed to R-8 through R-10.”

Kenny and Zoe goggled at each other. Kenny finally voiced what
was on both their minds:

“How the Hell did he get two levels below us so
fast?”

~

“We have a fourth signal now, sir.”

The F.I.A. agent presented his visual pad to Hart, who simply
stared at it, dumbfounded. His gaze jumped from the pad, to another
pad held out to him by another agent, then to a third, then a
fourth.

Each pad indicated moving coordinates for Glen Jansen, in four
different places within the city.

Hart groaned and massaged his head through the bandage that
wrapped around it. Perhaps he had been injured worse than he
thought, he mused. I have a concussion. This is all a dream. An
insane dream. I am not about to be fired for gross incompetence and
sent to a station in Antarctica for punishment. It’s just a
dream...

“What the hell’s going on?”

Hart jumped visibly at Beckinson’s appearance beside him, and
stared bleakly at the pads Beckinson was now examining. “Sir, I
don’t know how, but somehow Jansen’s managed to create at least
three false signals as to his whereabouts in the city.”

“False signals... false...?” Beckinson seemed to be having as
much trouble understanding what was going on as Hart did, which
somehow made Hart feel better. He doubted the feeling would last,
however.

“Have...” Beckinson seemed to struggle to think. “Have the
city’s sensory system checked.”

“Done that,” Hart replied.

“Then... reinitialize them!”

“Also done. We got the third and fourth signals after the
restart.”

Now it was Beckinson’s turn to groan. He glared at Hart, clearly
with the intent to chew him out, and Hart waited stiffly for his
expected berating. But Beckinson seemed unable to find the
appropriate words, or maybe just the energy, and gave up in
disgust. He reached up to scratch his head, but his hand was
blocked by the bandages, and he dropped it in frustration. He
started to turn away, which made Hart visibly relax.

Just as suddenly, Beckinson whirled back at Hart, causing Hart
to come close to jumping out of his shoes. “Go to visual scans!
Ignore coordinates! Face reco only, over the entire city!”

Hart started to nod, then considered the order. “Sir, face reco
over the whole city is likely to take—”

“Do it!” Beckinson’s bellow carried over the area, causing every
agent, officer and bystander for dozens of meters around to stop
what they were doing and stare. “Do it!”

Hart started muttering commands to his agents, as Beckinson
limped over to a nearby ambulance and plopped himself down on the
open rear gate. Hollering at his agents had caused his head to
start pounding again, and he cradled it in both hands. Almost
instantly, a paramedic appeared at his side. Beckinson
automatically barked, “Get away from me!”

“Sir,” the paramedic said softly, “the ambulance is about to
take two of your men to the hospital. Please, we need to close the
gate...”

Beckinson allowed the paramedic to lift him back to his feet,
before he snapped the gate shut, and the ambulance drove away. He
stood in the now-empty space, searching for another place to rest,
and allowed himself to sag visibly.

“Got something!”

Hart was the first at the side of the agent who called out and
held up his pad. There was Glen, captured by an overhead camera
walking calmly through a small collection of people nearby a
heavily-foliated cafe. The camera followed his progress smoothly,
keeping him in the center of its view. As he approached the edge of
its range, another camera took over and continued to follow him.
“Ninety-five percent match in the H-18-100s,” the agent elaborated,
as Hart examined the image on the pad. “We’ve got a good
track.”

“That’s him,” Hart said. Beckinson, hearing this, shuffled over
to see. “Send a dozen men to that area. Tell them to tie into these
tracking cameras only, not coordinates. Rely on visuals
only!”

“Yessir!”

Hart sighed visibly, as Beckinson looked at the pad and nodded
weakly. “Good. Good. Get his ass down here to me.”

~

The peacekeepers that trooped into the H-18s scattered civilians
every which way. A number of them ran bodily into people, as they
were spending so much time watching their workpads, instead of
their actual progress through the crowds. There was a lot of
pushing and shouting as they worked forward.

“He’s over there!” Someone hissed, and the policemen turned in
unison towards the indicated direction. They worked their way
through the crowd, occasionally twisting people around to get a
good look at them, or shoving past them to see someone beyond.
“Look over that way!” “Further over!” “Fred, do you see him?” “That
way!” After minutes of this, a peacekeeper threw his hands up in
disgust. “God-dammit, he’s right here—!”

~

“What’s wrong with those idiots?” Beckinson grated. “Is he
there, or isn’t he?”

Just as Hart repeated, “Isn’t he...?” another agent ran up with
a pad.

“Here he is, sir. Ninety-seven percent match. K-4s.” He held up
the pad, which showed Glen in a crowd of people exiting a theatre.
Hart gaped. Beckinson demanded, “Who’s down there? Get someone down
there!”

~

“What?” Peacekeeper Evan Craig skidded and almost fell when his
partner, Jim Bentyne, grabbed his elbow.

“We’ve been told to go to the K-4s,” Bentyne said.

“Dammit, we just passed there,” Craig spat, as they spun about
and ran in the other direction. They kept an eye on their workpads,
and ran into the now-dispersed crowd outside of the theatre. Slowly
they moved in a northerly direction, their heads bobbing up and
down from their pads like balloons.

“There!” Bentyne pointed into the crowd.

Craig craned his neck. “Where?”

“There! Isn’t that him?”

“No, that’s... let me see...” They concentrated on the images on
the workpad, which clearly showed Glen standing beside a man in a
gray jumpsuit near an ad monitor. They looked up, and located the
man in the gray jumpsuit. But they saw no one beside him.

Craig reached into his pocket, and produced a laser pointer. He
thumbed it on, and checked the bright red light against a knot of
people. Then he trained it at the man in the jumpsuit, and examined
the workpad.

There, on the workpad, Glen’s elbow was illuminated by the light
from the laser.

They looked up. The laser passed the gray-suited man
uninterrupted, to impact the ad monitor beside him.

“Son... of... a... bitch,” Bentyne muttered.

~

“It’s working,” Glen muttered.

“They can actually see you on their scanners?” Daneshi
asked.

“Yup,” Glen replied. He smiled. “And you should see… no,
feel, the confusion. If I wasn’t trying to preserve my own
life, I’d be rolling on the floor laughing.”

~

“What do you mean, no one’s there?” Had Beckinson been
less injured, Hart was sure he’d be jumping up and down in fury.
Beckinson was pointing wildly at the image on the agent’s pad. “Of
course he’s there! I’m looking right at him!”

“Sir.” Another agent approached Beckinson and Hart, and held his
pad out. “You’d better see this, sir.” Hart took the pad, and
Beckinson pulled it close so he could see.

On the screen was Glen Jansen, in another part of the ‘scraper,
walking through a fairly sparse crowd of people. On the screen, six
peacekeepers were following his image on their workpads, and trying
to locate him. One of the officers was right on Glen’s position...
literally. As Hart and Beckinson watched, the officer kept walking
through the same space Jansen was walking through. Where they
overlapped, the officer’s body covered Jansen’s body, as if Jansen
was a ghost. The officer seemed to have no idea he was literally
walking in the ghost’s footsteps.

“Jesus Christ...” Hart breathed. Beckinson swore more
clearly.

“Fakes! They’re fakes! How can he be creating fake images?” He
almost knocked the pad out of Hart’s hands. “Find out how he’s
doing this! Figure out if one of these is real!”

As they watched, seven more Glen Jansens appeared throughout
Franklin-Laurent, each defying the peacekeepers’ attempts to locate
or capture. In each case, they watched peacekeepers comically
stumbling around, waving arms through empty space as if expecting
to come into contact with Glen Jansens that they somehow couldn’t
see. Beckinson watched it all with a combination of alarm and
disgust, and after awhile seemed to be capable of doing no more
than growling inarticulately at the workpads. In all, eight
non-existent Glen Jansens strolled through the ‘scraper, each with
a confused entourage of peacekeepers attempting to locate him.

This went on for ten more minutes, until Beckinson suddenly
became aware of Hart, back by his side. “Sir,” Hart began, “we’ve
analyzed the... ‘ghost’ images... and we think we’ve discovering
something.”

“What?”

“They all seem to be heading in roughly the same direction. As
if they’re planning to meet somewhere.”

Beckinson waited, but Hart seemed hesitant to finish his
statement. “Where?” he finally demanded.

“I think,” Hart replied, “they’re all going to his
workplace.”

Beckinson pinched his face in confusion. “The architect’s
office?”





The Facts

The eight assemblies of peacekeepers seemed incredibly strange
to passersby... each group seemed to be paying as much attention to
their workpads as to where they were walking, and they acted as if
they were tracking something right in front of them. But of course,
there was nothing in front of them to track. Some civilians looked
hard about, trying to see what they were following, only to shrug
their shoulders and wonder about the intelligence of the men and
women who were supposed to be their protectors.

Almost as strange to see, was the ragged and bandaged group of
men, two of whom rode in an open-bed service cart while the others
trotted beside them on foot. Occasionally one of the trotting men
would wave someone aside, either waving a badge or shouting,
“F.I.A.! One side, please!” These men also seemed to be examining
workpads, barking orders at others, and looking confused in
general. No one they passed could fathom what it was they were
doing.

The F.I.A. group finally came to a stop at the civil architect’s
offices of Jackson-Tuesday, C.A. Beckinson and Hart... the two who
had been riding the cart... struggled out and half-trotted,
half-limped into the offices. At Hart’s command, some of the F.I.A.
men stayed outside the office, while the rest followed Beckinson
in.

The group made a general ruckus as they entered the offices,
causing everyone inside to stop what they were doing and stare in
alarm. Beckinson limped along in front, surveying the office with
one sweep of his eyes. Before he could ask for someone in charge,
however, he clearly heard swearing from the back of the offices. He
looked that way, to see a man rushing over to the group.

“Hey! Hey! What the hell’s going on here?” Rick Ranon demanded,
his arms shoved forward in an attempt to keep them from entering
the office any further. “This is a place of business! What the hell
are you doing barging in here?”

Beckinson puffed his chest out slightly. “Beckinson, F.I.A.,” he
intoned ominously. “We’re looking for Jansen.” Rick, however, did
not seem too impressed by the ragtag bunch, or Beckinson’s
posturing. He moved closer, putting his nose right up to
Beckinson’s.

“Last I heard, he was with you guys,” Rick growled. “He was also
perfectly healthy at the time! Why don’t you tell me what you’ve
done to my employee?”

Instead of replying, Beckinson glanced at Hart. “Search the
place.”

Hart gestured silently, and the F.I.A. agents fanned out.

“Hey!” Rick protested. “Never heard of search warrants?”

“Ever heard of obstructing justice?” Beckinson countered. “If I
find out Jansen’s here, I’ll have this entire office shut down so
fast—”

“Like hell you will!” Rick snapped back. Further comments were
interrupted by a loud report behind them... an agent had forcibly
thrown an office door open to inspect its interior. “Dammit,” Rick
bellowed across the room, “if you people so much as scratch a
chair, I’ll have you all paying damages for a year!—”

The search went on, while Rick and Beckinson yelled at and
threatened each other with everything short of declarations of war.
They both wound down at about the same time that the agents
rejoined Hart and confirmed that Glen was nowhere in the
offices.

“Satisfied?” Rick grated. “Now, get the hell out of my place,
before I—”

Another bang interrupted Rick again, this time from the front of
the office. A group of peacekeepers shoved into the foyer,
alternately checking images on their workpads and bobbing their
heads about as if looking for something. One or two of the newly
arrived officers pointed at an empty spot directly in front of
them, and waved their arms over that spot, as if they saw a ghost
there. Beyond the door and through the glass walls of the foyer,
half a dozen groups of peacekeepers, what looked like over fifty
officers, were converging on their offices in like fashion.

“Whoa, whoa, WHOA, what now! What are all these
officers doing here?” Rick threw up his arms to keep any of them
from entering further. “What, did you mobilize the entire city to
find one guy? Get the hell out of my office! Are you all crazy?
Jansen isn’t here! You’re interrupting our work and costing me
money!”

Another shouting match ensued between Rick and Beckinson, this
time with a loudly-muttering chorus of peacekeepers behind them.
The rest of the workers and clients in the office quietly got up
from their desks and chairs and moved towards the back of the
offices, out of harm’s way.

Rick and Beckinson’s fight held everyone’s attention so
effectively, that no one noticed when the projection tank in the
conference room activated itself. The simulator system’s indicators
worked furiously, and in the tank, strings of numbers began to
tumble from top to bottom. Eventually, the tank’s display began to
attract the attention of people in the main office, and one by one
people’s heads turned that way. Eventually even Rick noticed the
display out of the corner of his eye, which shifted his attention
away from yelling at Beckinson and towards the display. Beckinson
likewise allowed his yelling to trail off, as he followed Rick’s
gaze towards the conference room.

“What’s that stupid thing doing now?” Rick cocked his head at
the tank, giving it his full attention now, and a moment later,
slowly began to walk towards the conference room. “Dammit, first
feds, now this stupid thing goes haywire again…” A moment later,
and Beckinson limped after him, watching both him and the tank.
Hart eyed Beckinson, Rick, and the tank, and finally shrugged
helplessly and followed them.

They filed into the conference room silently, staring at the
projection tank as they crowded around it. “What’s it doing?” Hart
asked.

“I have no idea,” Rick replied. “It wasn’t even on.” He turned
and looked out into the back of the office, where the rest of the
employees were gathered. “John!”

John Terek straightened up at hearing his name called out, but
did not move from his spot. He wordlessly put a finger to his own
chest.

“Yes, you!” Rick called out. “Come here and check this
thing!”

John paused a moment, then came reluctantly forward. He walked
warily around the peacekeepers and F.I.A. men, entered the
conference room, and circled the room the long way around to get at
the simulator system.

After a few moments, John announced, “It’s not running any
simulation we had loaded into it. I don’t know what it’s running,
in fact. These readings are kinda weird.”

“Weird how?” Rick asked.

John cocked an eye at Rick. “Do I look like a computer? I don’t
know ‘weird how’... I just know simulator numbers don’t look like
that!”

“Well, shut it off—”

“No, don’t!” Hart snapped, throwing a hand out to motion John
back.

Beckinson looked in confusion at Hart, then the projection tank,
before realization began to dawn on him. “You don’t think...?”

“Look!” John whispered.

Everyone turned to the tank. The cascade of numbers had finally
stopped, and an image was clearly forming. It was an irregular
column at first, but it quickly began to focus and take shape.
Within seconds, it was discernable as a human figure. Seconds after
that, the features of the figure could be made out. The image stood
in the center of the projection tank, unmoving, hands clasped in
front, feet slightly apart, in a very relaxed pose.

“Jansen,” Beckinson growled.

The projection turned its head and looked directly at him.
“Hello, Mr. Beckinson.”

Beckinson staggered back in surprise, almost falling over Hart,
and stumbling into a peacekeeper standing nearby. Everyone else
stepped backward from the tank, as well, except John, who was still
standing beside the simulator’s controls. “It’s not supposed to be
able to do that...”

Now the projection turned his way. “Hi, John.”

“Glen?” John stared at the projection, mouth agape. “Are you
okay, man?”

“I’m fine,” Glen replied. He then turned to Rick. “Hope I
haven’t caused too much trouble.”

“Trouble!” Rick glared at the collection of Federal men and
peacekeepers. “I may have to replace the carpets!” he grated
nastily, eyeing Beckinson directly. Then he turned back to the
projection. “Can you hear me? We heard that the linke you
bought—”

“Was dangerous,” Glen’s projection finished for him. “That’s why
I’m here. I’d like to set the record straight. And Beckinson, it
may interest you to know that this signal is also being sent to
terminals throughout Franklin-Laurent, as well as to the media
outlets and nationwide taps. This is a very public message. I want
to make sure the public gets to see it.”

~

“My name is Glen Jansen,” the projection continued.

Across Franklin-Laurent, communications screens displayed him.
People who were nearby when the screens began playing, stopped to
take notice of the strange quality of the broadcast—there were no
name or station identifiers accompanying the transmission—and its
sudden nature. In media and news centers, surprised technicians
activated recording apparatus and called for supervisors.

“Many of you don’t know me,” the projection of Glen continued.
“However, most of you have just recently heard emergency medical
announcements about the new AV-linke models, including recall
notices, and reports that the linkes made the users confused or
delusional. Those reports seemed very general, but in fact, they
were all talking about me.”

In the offices of Jackson-Tuesday, everyone gathered inside or
outside of the glass-walled conference room and watched the
projection. Beckinson turned to Hart and whispered urgently, “Trace
the transmission.” Hart blinked once, at a loss for how to trace a
transmission coming through a supposedly isolated
non-transmit-capable projection system, but another look from
Beckinson sent him out of the conference room, gathering his men
and whispering orders.

Deeper in the city, Clark and Ana stood in a crowd of strangers
and watched Glen’s transmission on a public screen. They exchanged
glances nervously: Knowing they had lost his sympathy, they
wondered now how likely he was to compromise them.

In the meantime, the projection continued to speak.

“First of all, I would like to address those announcements, for
those of you who know me and are concerned about my health and
state of mind. The announcements were released by a... by an
underground organization, that wishes certain operational aspects
of the AV-linke were not made public. My ‘walk’ through the
‘scraper to the offices of Jackson-Tuesday, and the transmission I
am now making, are only two of those aspects.

“There are no medical dangers inherent in the use of the
AV-linke. The data used to suggest those dangers was in fact
manipulated, as careful examination will reveal. Take careful note
of the examining facility, St. Thomas Michael labs, which is
reported to have coordinated and verified the research: In fact,
St. Thomas Michael ceased doing AV-linke research two months before
the indicated date, due to personnel transfers that left it without
the staff qualified to do the research and verification.”

Glen’s projection opened its arms to indicate itself. “As you
can see, the AV-linke gives certain users an enhanced ability to
interact with the network we use to communicate. Such users are
apparently called encephalopaths. Some heightened interaction was,
of course, the reason for the creation of the AV-linke... but it
exceeded the expectations of its designers to a surprising extent.
This concerned certain organizations that already enjoy a dominant
control over the network... the Federal government, for example.”
The projection turned its attention to Beckinson, who glared back
defiantly. “But contrary to their belief, having better access to
the network is not automatically a threat to this country, as they
have insisted to me. Nor is it, in itself, illegal. According to
Federal law, and I cite the Supreme Court case Flagstaff vs.
Sampson in 2013—which I admittedly just looked up—‘Extraordinary
access to and control of the USNA network is not in itself
considered a crime. Only specific acts which violate established
Federal and local laws regarding network use can be
prosecutable.’

“Now, I freely admit that the... methods I used to arrive here
come under the heading of ‘providing false data,’ which is
prosecutable under Federal law. In cases where it results in no
crime being committed, the standard penalty is a fine of $10,000. I
am fully prepared to pay that fine. Well... willing, anyway.” The
projection smiled sheepishly. “However, I offer in my defense the
fact that this was the only way that I could publicly plead my
case. As many people in Franklin-Laurent saw today, I have been
hounded by certain government and private organizations, none of
which had any interest in giving me my day in court. Whether that
is sufficient justification for my actions, is for a judge to
decide.”

Those in the Jackson-Tuesday offices turned to stare at
Beckinson and Hart. Hart, in reaction to the accusing looks,
quickly declared, “Hey, I just work here!”

Beckinson turned and gave Hart a dirty look. “We’ll see about
that, Mister Hart.”

The projection continued: “As to the matter of my being
‘confused’... and all jokes aside... those who know me should be
able to attest to my being of sound mind. Those who do not know me,
but have the ability to analyze this transmission, should be able
to tell that I am not drugged, lying, or speaking under duress. I
am fully in control of my faculties, such as they are.”

“Well, that’s certainly his sense of humor,” John admitted.

“Thanks, John,” Glen replied. “The next point, my being
‘delusional’... well, that’s a bit harder to explain. Let me start
by saying this: The AV-linke allows the user a visual
representation of the network as they access it, which is designed
to make certain types of access and data use easier and more
efficient. Using this visual access, I was able to perceive the
network as I’ve never been able to before... as no one has ever
been able to before... and I made an incredible discovery in the
process. I discovered that the network itself actually has an
overall sense of what all the activity on the network is for, what
it’s all doing, and what all that data means. In other words, the
network is on some level aware of itself.”

Glen did not mean to pause there. However, a sudden stab of pain
overwhelmed him, and he blinked back the shock. The attack on his
concentration caused the transmission to flicker momentarily,
before it re-stabilized.

However, this was barely noticed by anyone watching the
transmission, because of the effect of his last words. The sudden
riot of voices, registering everything from wonder, to confusion,
to shock, to anger, could almost be heard as a single voice from
anywhere in the ‘scraper. Anyone who might have seen the flicker of
the transmission, might have assumed that it was an overload effect
brought on by the sudden onslaught of sound from the populace. As
the initial cacophony swelled and ebbed, Glen’s projection
recovered and continued, pitched a bit higher to be heard over the
voices.

“I am not saying that the network itself is alive...
just self-aware. The question of whether it qualifies as
‘life’ is something for scientists and philosophers to argue over,
but not me. But as incredible as all of this sounds... and believe
me, I was pretty blown away to find it out myself... I realized it
actually makes a lot of sense.

“The USNA network is the most complex collection of processors,
data banks, communications lines and machinery ever invented by
Man. In many ways, it mirrors the architecture of the human
brain... but with two major differences: As vast as it is, the
number of connections and pathways within it still do not match the
number in a human brain; however, its raw processing power and
memory capacity exceeds a human’s by an order of magnitude, at
least. If one could be said to balance the other, than it could be
argued that the USNA network is comparable to a vast, incredibly
powerful brain.”

Again Glen felt an attack sting, and he paused, allowing the
collective voice of the city to buy him a few seconds as it rose
and fell.

“Now... as I said, the network is apparently self-aware... and
since it’s like a human brain, its awareness isn’t too much
different than our self-awareness. It understands that the many
processes that are carried on within the network... which you could
think of as its ‘body’... are designed to allow the continued
functioning of the network. Just like we are aware that our heart
needs to keep beating, in order for us to survive. This is a
good thing. Because the network wants to survive, the same way
we want to survive, it monitors itself, with its own preservation
in mind. The network wants to make sure nothing is done to it that
will threaten its own survival.”

Another stab of pain came, and this time, many people noticed.
There were murmurs of concern (and, of course, further confusion)
throughout the ‘scraper. In the offices of Jackson-Tuesday, Lisa
Merter called out, “Glen are you okay?”

Glen’s projection nodded slightly, but it was clear that it took
some effort on his part. “When I first encountered this,” he
continued, “I had no frame of reference to compare it with, other
than that of human beings. Therefore, I could only imagine it as
the conscious actions of a living organism. This scared me at
first... it was like meeting some kind of electronic monster,
hiding within our very walls. But now I understand that it may be
similar to the functions of a living organism, but it truly is not
the same thing.

“Machines can be programmed with their own sense of
self-preservation,” Glen observed. “This allows them to shut down a
function that is not operating properly, and to make changes to
their own operating parameters to function optimally. And although
no one specifically gave the network its own self-preservation
programming, the network has created it on its own. If you consider
that there are machines on the network that have their own
self-preservation programs, it seems easy to understand how the
network itself might get access to one of these programs and,
taking it to the Nth degree, apply it to the entire network.

“As I said, this is good, because it means that the network now
has an additional capacity to take care of itself, even beyond our
human efforts to maintain it. It’s given us a better network, that
will last longer and function better than we ourselves could
engineer. And considering how our lives, our country, and our
future, are intertwined with the network we all use... the
healthier it is, the better.”

Glen’s projection paused again, and took a deep breath as if to
bolster itself. “My AV-linke has given me the ability to better
understand what is happening on our vast network, and to better
communicate through it. This not only makes me a more efficient
user of the network, but I can better see what the network is
doing, what it is not doing, and where it may need a helping hand
to run more efficiently. I have been hounded by the Federal
Intelligence Agency, the so-called terrorist organization known as
Boson Blue, and operatives of Lucci International, all of which
wanted to take advantage of this ability I have developed. They
planned to use me to direct the network for their own ends. But I
am only the first. Eventually, most people who adopt the new
AV-linke’s will be able to do the same thing. This makes us a
valuable resource—” Glen suddenly reeled from another onslaught of
pain. The transmission flickered again, and Glen clearly had to
fight to maintain control. When he recovered, he straightened back
up and went on. “...a valuable resource for monitoring and
assisting in maintaining the network... which will need our
assistance as much as ever. Within it is the prosperity of our
country, and we must preserve...”

Again, Glen’s projection flickered, and he raised a hand to his
head in agony. Those watching could only react to what they were
seeing, but in addition to the cries of concern, a new chorus rang
out.

“Look... it must be dangerous after all!” “He looks like he’s
having a stroke!” “Something’s attacking him!” “No! His brain can’t
handle the linke!”

“Glen!” John shouted at the projection. “Glen, whatever you’re
doing, stop it! It’s killing you, man!”

Rick shouldered up to the projection tank. “Glen, where are you?
Let us get help to you!”

“Yes,” Beckinson quickly chimed in. “Tell us where you
are!—”

But before another word could be said, the projection changed
abruptly. A bright glow suddenly appeared over Glen’s head. It
appeared to be a small object of indeterminate size and shape. Glen
did not seem to know it was there.

“Glen,” Lisa fairly screeched, “Look out!”

Glen’s projection seemed to hear her warning: It turned and
looked up; apparently the glowing object was above, and behind,
him. Suddenly the object exploded in size: It extended quickly
downward to the bottom of the projection tank, and it widened, like
glowing wings flapping open, to completely surround Glen with its
glow.

Glen seemed too surprised, or tired, to react properly to the
glowing object behind him. Within the glow, vague shapes could be
seen descending upon Glen. He took a faltering step away, but
seemed to be restricted in his movements.

Suddenly Hart started, and pointed at the glow. “Curtains!” he
shouted simply. Within two seconds, everyone else had discerned
what they were seeing: Glen had been in some sort of curtained
space, and those curtains had just been thrown open behind him.

What happened next surprised everyone. At least three of the
shapes attached to Glen’s arms, and another wrapped completely
around his waist. The projection of Glen was lifted bodily off the
ground and pulled out of the curtained space. At once, the
projection gave one last flicker, and faded away.

The room was silent. It was Lisa who finally asked, “What
happened to him?”





Lucci, International

Glen was too groggy from the Mind’s relentless attacks, to
realize what was happening at first. Before he could finish the
transmission, he realized the light had changed behind him. He
turned and squinted into the burst of light from beyond the parted
curtains, and barely made out the huge shapes that reached out and
grabbed him.

“Gotcha!” He was yanked bodily off of his feet, and pulled out
of the changing booth in which he had been standing. With this
final assault on his concentration, he could feel the last vestiges
of the contact he had with the fitting booth’s body measurement
cameras disappear, and with it, the transmission he had been
sending out through the network via the cameras. At the same time,
through his linke he felt a massive wave of confusion and fright,
directed at him, from seemingly everyone in Franklin-Laurent who
had just been witness to his impromptu broadcast, and its abrupt
interruption. So many intense emotions at once were almost equal to
the Mind’s attacks, and almost as overwhelming.

He tried to clear his head, and peered about the small clothing
boutique that Daneshi and himself had chosen to be their
jerry-rigged broadcast station. Daneshi was held as he was,
suspended off her feet by one massive arm, and gagged by the other,
of a man easily as large as the two who held Glen. He tried to get
a look at those who were holding him, but he was shaken like a rag
doll for his trouble.

“Now, just hold still,” one of the men growled. “We’ve had a lot
of trouble finding you. But now we found you, we’re not gonna lose
you.”

The other one added, “And we’re gonna hold on to the babe, here,
to make sure we have your cooperation. Understand?”

Glen stared at Daneshi, who struggled vainly in her captor’s
arms. Glen was suddenly squeezed so hard his breath rushed out of
him. “Understand?” his captor repeated.

Glen weakly nodded his assent. Abruptly he was released, and
could not stop himself from dropping to his knees on the floor. He
had to blink back stars that swam in front of his eyes, the result
of the bear hug he had been given. Daneshi was also returned more
gently to the floor. She immediately tried to escape her captor,
but the massive arms swung out and grabbed her by the arms, just
below her armpits. “Owww!” she cried, but he continued to hold her
fast.

The other two watched with amusement, before they turned back to
Glen, who was only now managing to stand. “Okay, we’re all going
for a trip. And you’re not even gonna think about running, or
crying out, or even looking cross-eyed at me, unless you want the
babe to get hurt. We heard all about you, so you watch your ass!
Are we clear?”

Glen could see no alternative. “We’re clear,” he croaked.

The men all smiled broadly. “That’s what I like to hear,” one of
them said. “Let’s go, then.”

They were led out of the boutique. Glen could see neither of the
two women who had been working in the boutique when he and Daneshi
had entered. He looked at how roughly Daneshi was being handled,
and he suddenly had a sick feeling that he was to blame for
whatever might have happened to the women.

One of the men must have realized what he was looking for. “Aah,
don’t worry about the other girls,” he volunteered. “We just made
it worth their while to go home early today.”

“It wasn’t hard,” the other chimed in, a hint of menace in his
voice.

“I’ll bet,” Glen muttered.

“Hey! What did I tell you?”

“Hey, I’m being good!” Glen responded quickly. “No trouble out
of me! Just take it easy on her, okay?”

“Hey, we’re reasonable guys,” the one guiding Daneshi by an
armpit said. “Just doing our job. We’re told to deliver you guys.
So we deliver.”

“Who are we being delivered to?” Glen asked.

“That’ll be our little surprise,” he was told.

“How’d you find me?” Glen persisted.

“Easy,” another answered. “We looked for her.”

Glen stared at Daneshi. “What?”

“We had a reliable tip that she was with you.”

“Yeah,” another nodded. “Real reliable.”

They all laughed much too eagerly at that, which unnerved Glen
enough to make him decide not to ask any more questions. He did
examine their captors, but he knew he had not seen these men
before. They were not in uniform, so clearly they were not
peacekeepers. But they were also not dressed as well as F.I.A.
operatives.

He suddenly remembered the buffalo that had rescued him from the
F.I.A. earlier... these guys were about as large. And Clark and Ana
knew that Daneshi had been with him. Possibly Clark had decided
that Glen’s talents were too valuable to give up. This was the
first indication, though, that they were prepared to go rough on
him to insure his cooperation. Glen didn’t like the thought of that
at all.

They were taken down deeper into the city, and directed towards
the train terminals. It seemed obvious, they had decided to spirit
him out of Franklin-Laurent. Their captors had somehow managed to
use a route that avoided crowds, so there was no one to see their
very overt kidnapping. Glen took careful notice of his surroundings
in the terminal, expecting to see Ana, or someone else he
recognized from the Grotto, shadowing them. But a warning squeeze
on his bicep from one captor brought his head back around and
focused on where he was being led.

“Watch your ass, I said. Don’t check out nothin’. Just
walk.”

They eventually reached a platform that held a number of what
appeared to be private rail cars, all arranged so they could be
attached to a departing train at any time. Most of them were either
dark inside, or sported polarized windows, which made it impossible
to see inside them. Glen could not tell which one was waiting for
them, but it was clear from their captors that one of them was
indeed their destination.

“I’ll make a deal with you,” Glen abruptly said. “Tell Clark
that I’ll cooperate, if he agrees to leave Daneshi here. How ‘bout
it?”

The three captors just eyed each other with knowing leers, and
continued on with both of them. Daneshi seemed to interpret their
reaction with dread, and Glen became alarmed. “Aw, c-mon, guys! I
can be reasonable, too, y’know! Just tell Clark that I swear I
won’t make any trouble!...”

He was still pleading for Daneshi’s release when he was abruptly
swerved at the open door of one of the private cars. Daneshi was
brought in right behind him, and the third man hit a wall panel
that closed the door behind them. Once inside, the men released
their holds on Glen and Daneshi and stood silently, grinning.
Daneshi immediately fell into Glen’s arms, and Glen began to resume
his protest of her being included in his abduction.

He fell silent when he realized there was someone else in the
car.

Although the figure was doubled over in one of the
heavily-cushioned seats, it was clearly a woman. Her wrist was
manacled to the arm of the chair, which seemed to be the only thing
keeping her from falling over. Her head was down, and her blond
hair completely covered her features. She wore a short-skirted
dress and heels that looked too tall to be able to stand in. Glen’s
mouth fell open when he realized who it was.

“Candace?”

Slowly, her head bobbed, then started to rise. Her hair tumbled
slowly aside, revealing Candace’s face to Glen and Daneshi. Her
left cheek was beet-red and swollen. Her eyes had dark bruises
under them. Her dress was torn... they could see her thigh exposed
all the way up to the strap of her panties, and one of her breasts
fairly fell out of her tight white top.

Only then did Glen realize that they had been captured by
Lucci’s men. His heart sank into hopelessness.

Their three captors had apparently been waiting to see this
reaction, and when they were finally rewarded, guffawed loudly at
them. “Surprise!” one of them bellowed heartily. “Ya didn’t even
see it coming! Ha!”

The one closest to Glen slapped him on the back, fairly knocking
the wind out of him. “Sit down, you two,” he ordered with a
chuckle. “Anywhere you’d like.” After a moment, Glen and Daneshi
walked towards the seats next to Candace. “We’ll be leaving, as
soon as the rest of the guys get here,” back-slapper added.

Glen sat next to Candace, and gently smoothed her hair aside to
look at her. He couldn’t help but wince at the job that had been
done on her... he could feel her pain through his linke. Glen
openly glared at their captors.

“That’s the ‘reliable source’ we told you about,” one of them
volunteered.

“Yeah. We caught her trying to get out of town, without you in
tow. That was not according to her orders,” back-slapper added.

“So we had to ‘persuade’ her to assist us in finishing her job
for her,” the third continued. “She wasn’t too helpful at
first...”

“But we can be real persuasive,” the first drawled.

Daneshi was suddenly at Glen’s side, gently pushing at him to
move aside. He relented, and she sat down next to Candace, first
rearranging her top to fully cover her exposed breast, then
ministering to the rest of her injuries. Glen stood up slowly,
still glaring at the goons. They simply returned his glare with
their own amused expressions, and grinned at each other.

“Go ahead, Galahad,” one of them taunted him. “You wanna do
something? See what it gets you.”

“See what it gets her,” another suggested evilly,
nodding at Daneshi.

“Might as well just sit down, hero,” back-slapper advised him.
“It won’t be long before we’ll be leavin’.”

“Right. Them two babes can...” The goon abruptly stopped
speaking, his comment forgotten. The others stopped and stared at
him... he was staring past them, towards the wall of the car. They
slowly turned and stared, too.

There were people out on the platform, which was normal for that
time of day, of course. But these people were standing, staring and
pointing at the private car, some women with hands over their
mouths, some men clearly using their linkes to make urgent calls.
The thugs could tell that the people outside were pointing directly
at Candace, Daneshi and Glen.

“They can see us,” one of them muttered. Then, louder, “They can
see us! What happened to the glass?”

“Aw, damn,” back-slapper barked, and ran over to the glass
control, to re-polarize it. It did not seem to work, however, and
after a moment, he slapped a meaty fist on the control panel.
“Damn! Better get us out of here now, Bob.”

“What about the other guys?”

“We can’t wait for them now!”

The one addressed as Bob hurried over to a control desk, and
started punching buttons. With a lurch, the car began moving away
from the platform. People continued gesticulating at the car, some
following it down the platform, until it finally cleared the
terminal and moved out into the open tracks. The other thugs moved
towards the control desk, one of them pointing at Glen.
“Siddown!”

Back-slapper stood over Bob as he worked the controls. “The boss
isn’t gonna like this,” he complained. “If someone identifies the
car—”

“Shut up, Eddie,” the third said to back-slapper.

“We left Junior behind, Brick,” Eddie pointed out. “He’ll break
us in half.”

“Shut up, Eddie!” Brick advised him again.

“Hey! Watch it!” Eddie pointed at the rail car that was swinging
onto the track ahead of them, and slapped at Bob. “Find us an
empty track, moron!”

“Lay off, Eddie, or I’ll throw you out.”

“Says you!”

The arguing thugs had all but forgotten about Glen, Daneshi and
Candace, who sat quietly together back in the car. Daneshi tried to
see from their vantage point, as the car shifted from one track to
another, and finally turned to Glen. “Where are they taking us?...”
She realized that Glen was not looking at her... or at anything
else. He had his head down slightly and his eyes closed, a look of
mild concentration on his face. “Glen?” she whispered, making sure
the thugs didn’t hear.

“Shh,” Glen intoned. Daneshi turned away and watched their
captors. Candace stared in confusion at Glen, but she stayed
silent.

“No... Jeezus, Bob, can’t you see this track’s already
occupied?”

“It wasn’t when I aimed for it,” Bob complained, stabbing at the
controls angrily. He brought the car to a stop, and reversed its
direction. They backed up until they reached a spur they had passed
a minute before. Then Bob stopped the car again, and sent it down
the opposite side of the spur.

“No, man, look!” Brick pointed. “Those cars are gonna cut us
off!”

“Oh, yeah?” Bob punched the controls, and the car rushed
forward. Down the tracks, they saw other cars moving down parallel
tracks on either side. Only one track was open... the one they were
on. However, there was one spur still ahead of them, and a single
car that could cut them off if it decided to take it.

“It’s clear,” Bob said.

“That car might move over,” Eddie said.

“It won’t,” Brick declared.

“Almost there,” Bob muttered.

“It might—”

“It won’t—”

“It’s not—”

“It is... dammit!” Bob hit the brakes, and the
car squealed to a stop mere meters behind the other car.

“Back us up! Back us up!” Brick demanded.

“There’s an open track on the left!” Eddie cried.

“Shut up! I’m on it,” Bob replied, reversing the car
again.

Daneshi chanced a glance at Glen. Glen still had his eyes
closed, but he smiled ever-so-slightly.

“Oh, no!”

Sure enough, another rail car had moved into the track that Bob
had been directing them towards. He cursed loudly, and tried
another direction.

“There’s no way out of this place!” Eddie wailed.

“Look out!”

Bob hit the brakes again, but this time, they were too close to
the car that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Eddie and Brick
backed up from the control desk, and Bob placed his hand on the
forward glass to cushion the impact. Glen and Daneshi likewise
braced themselves, and held on to Candace.

The cars collided, and the thugs went flying. Bob’s head snapped
forward, impacting the back of his hand against the glass, and the
glass shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. Eddie fell over Bob,
and Brick sprawled on the floor next to the control desk.

The car went silent. Glen and Daneshi had managed to keep from
falling, but Candace had been yanked against her manacles in the
impact, and her left wrist was bleeding where the metal had cut
into it.

Slowly the thugs collected themselves and stood up. “Bob, you
idiot,” Brick started, eyeing the car, the shattered window, and
the other car they had impacted.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Bob protested. “Someone was usin’ them
trains to block us up!”

Glen, who now had his eyes open, became aware that Candace was
staring at him. “Did...” she croaked the words out, “…did
you... do that?” Glen just smiled at her.

“You bastard.”

Glen looked up in alarm. Brick had seen their exchange, and he
rumbled forward, murder in his eyes. “You did this! I’m
gonna[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]—”

“YOU IN THE CAR! FREEZE!”

Brick froze. So did Eddie and Bob. They turned their heads only
and looked outside the car. They had already been surrounded by
peacekeepers, standing on the tracks between the cars with their
weapons out and trained on the thugs. In the distance, more
peacekeepers could be seen on the way. They could clearly see the
thugs through the de-polarized glass.

“PUT YOUR HANDS UP! NOW!”

Glen looked at Candace and said, “I did that, too.”

“Hey, Brick,” Bob asked, “is this car bulletproof?”

“I have no idea,” Brick replied.

At that moment, the car’s doors slid silently open. None of the
thugs, or the peacekeepers, had touched them. Brick looked
suspiciously at Glen, who smiled back smugly. Brick suddenly looked
as if he would be sick.

“I wish Junior was here,” Eddie muttered.

Slowly, they raised their hands.

The peacekeepers literally flowed into the car and over Brick,
Bob and Eddie. Within moments, the three thugs were bound and led
out into the train yard. Other peacekeepers examined the rail car,
or looked to Candace, using portable medical equipment to examine
her—clearly they had received calls regarding a bound and
distressed woman, presumably from the people on the train platform,
and had come thus prepared—and applying handheld cutters to release
the manacles from her wrist. Glen and Daneshi had been ordered to
stand in a corner while all this was going on, and they watched
while the peacekeepers did their work.

Glen noted one particular peacekeeper that the others all seemed
to answer to. She was businesslike, but amiable, and seemed
comfortable with the progress of events around her. When it looked
like Candace was safe to be moved—and a wheelchair was produced for
her to travel in—the officer walked up to Glen and Daneshi. “Sorry
I didn’t get a chance to speak to you sooner. So, are you both all
right?” she asked without preamble.

Glen and Daneshi exchanged glances. “Yes, I suppose so,” Glen
replied.

“Good,” the officer nodded and smiled. “I’m Commander Dana
Kubrin. Glen Jansen and Daneshi Jardin, you are both under
arrest.”

Glen fairly goggled at her. “On what charge?”

Kubrin raised her eyebrows in apparent surprise at the question.
“Illegal use of the USNA network, naturally.”

Glen blinked, and he and Daneshi looked at each other again.
Slowly Glen broke into a grin, which became a relieved laugh a
moment later. “Okay... you got me! Take me away, officer!”

“Don’t be so smug, Mr. Jansen,” Kubrin advised. “That’s just the
short list. There’s also suspicion of assault,” she pointed out,
cocking her head at Candace. “Suspicion of theft, namely, of this
rail car. Improper operation of said car, causing a collision. And
collusion with a known terrorist organization on the Federal
rosters... that’s sedition.”

With the mention of Candace’s condition and Boson Blue, Glen and
Daneshi sobered. “Yeah, all right. So, what now?”

“What else?” Kubrin replied with mild amusement. “Taking you
in.”

They were escorted out of the car and through the rail yard back
to the train platforms, where they were hustled into a transport
large enough to hold Candace in her wheelchair. Candace had been
silent throughout the ordeal, other than the one question she had
asked Glen before the peacekeepers had arrived. She seemed
determined to remain silent, refusing to respond to any questions
from the peacekeepers, not even so much as a head nod or shake to
yes/no queries. Eventually the peacekeepers attempting to question
her gave up, and Kubrin tried to speak to her, in a very friendly,
even motherly, tone. But Candace remained silent, and after a time,
Kubrin gave up as well.

Candace did fix Glen with a look, when none of the peacekeepers
happened to be looking her way. But Glen could not read her
expression (the bruising and puffiness didn’t help), and when she
turned away, Glen said nothing. He didn’t want to imagine how the
thugs had treated her in the car, to get her to “cooperate” with
them... it was too painfully obvious, anyway. But he was unsure of
how much worse it could get for her, and that made him
uncomfortable. They had shared an intimate moment, after
all—although he was now sure it had been more of a duty than a
pleasure, for her—and he didn’t think she deserved to be treated so
badly for it on his account.

That thought made him turn to Daneshi, to whom he also felt
guilty for dragging her into his mess. He met her eyes, and
realized that she had noted the attention he’d directed at Candace
a moment before. She had said very little since he had come up out
of the machine rooms, other than the help she gave him planning his
virtual “trek” across the ‘scraper, and his broadcast. Now she
looked at him silently, and Glen was having as hard a time reading
her as he had Candace. But she seemed to sense this, and she smiled
softly at Glen, in a way that seemed to offer unconditional support
to him.

Glen did finally react when he saw that the transport had passed
a peacekeeper office without stopping. “Hey, what station are we
supposed to be going to, anyway?”

“You’re not going to a peacekeeper station,” Kubrin replied from
the seat opposite him.

“We’re not?”

“Of course not,” she said pleasantly. “You’re under arrest on
Federal charges. You’re going to the F.I.A. local office.”

“Oh,” Glen responded. “Joy.”





Mr. North

Beckinson was leaning on the front of his desk when Glen,
Daneshi and Candace were ushered into his office. Commander Kubrin
wheeled Candace’s wheelchair into the office herself, and parked it
facing Beckinson’s desk. She pointed Glen and Daneshi at the chairs
next to Candace, and the two sat down.

Kubrin then nodded at Beckinson. “Remanded to your custody. Is
there anything else?”

“No, Commander,” Beckinson replied, “there is not.”

“Then,” Kubrin continued in a suddenly abrupt tone, “are my
peacekeepers released from F.I.A. jurisdiction, so we can get back
to our work now?” Glen was taken aback at the change of attitude
exhibited by the peacekeeper commander: It was his first indication
that she had not been enjoying her assignment as co-opted
stormtrooper for Beckinson’s office.

Beckinson eyed her impassively, drawing out the moment. Then he
gave an expansive sweep of his arm and inclined his head her
way.

“Thank you,” Kubrin replied stonily. “If you’ll excuse
me.” She turned smartly and strode out of the office. Glen watched
her go, only now realizing how incredibly civil she had been to
them, considering how she apparently felt about the assignment.

When the door closed behind Kubrin, Glen turned back to
Beckinson. He had been about to make a smart comment about Kubrin’s
obvious distaste with him. However, one look at Beckinson’s
expression, and he decided to keep it to himself. Instead, he
inclined his head at Daneshi. “What is Miss Jardin doing here? This
is between you and me, isn’t it?”

“Is it?” Beckinson cocked an eyebrow at her, and folded his arms
calmly. “Miss Jardin was recorded in the company of known
terrorists... not to mention a suspected seditionist.” He eyed Glen
as he made the latter point. “And for someone in her situation,
that is indeed a bad sort to keep company with.”

Daneshi raised her eyes and met Beckinson’s stare. After a few
long moments, it was Daneshi who broke eye contact and dropped her
gaze again. Glen watched the exchange, having no idea what it was
about... but, mostly out of respect for Daneshi, tried not to allow
his puzzlement to be too obvious.

“And what about Candace?” Glen asked, bluntly trying to deflect
Beckinson’s attention from Daneshi.

“Oh... her?” Beckinson obligingly shifted his glare upon her.
“Miz Meddings was part of an armed group that assaulted
Federal agents in pursuit of a wanted criminals. She hindered a
Federal investigation. I could put her away for so long...” he
paused, leaned towards Candace, and lowered his voice. “Well. By
the time you get out, your looks won’t be of much use to anyone
anymore. Will they, honey?”

“Christ, Beckinson,” Glen started, but Beckinson quickly wheeled
upon him.

“And as for you,” he snapped. “Criminal. Seditionist.
Terrorist sympathizer. Fifty years ago, I could have had you
shot. As it is, you’ll wish I had when I’m
through with you.”

“Go ahead... threaten me,” Glen complained. “That’ll make me a
real willing employee, won’t it?”

“You think I’m still trying to recruit you?” Beckinson
laughed. “It’s too late for that, boy! You’ll be lucky if you
don’t land in jail for a hundred years!”

“Then what the hell are we doing here?” Glen demanded.

Beckinson narrowed his eyes and smirked at Glen. Silently, he
pushed off of the edge of the desk, and began to pace. Glen could
see a trace of a limp in his step. He walked over to the far side
of the office, stopped facing the wall, and paused there a moment,
before turning back to them.

“You’re here because you’re going to help me take care of a few
loose ends, before I have you thrown in jail for the rest of your
natural life.”

“Something about the way you put that,” Glen pointed out,
“doesn’t make me too inclined to help you with anything.”

“No?” Beckinson took a step closer to him. “No? What about
them?” He glanced at Daneshi and Candace. “Could they make you a
bit more... inclined... to help? Hmm?”

He resumed pacing about the room, approaching Candace, who kept
her head down. “Well, how about this: Miz Meddings, judging by the
treatment her fellow employees have given her, is probably not on
good terms with her bosses right now. Now, suppose I decided not to
lock her up?” Beckinson paused and glanced back at Glen, one
eyebrow cocked. “Hmm... if she weren’t in my custody, it might be
that her employers would catch up with her, and...” He looked
pointedly at Candace, who seemed to have stiffened slightly. “Well.
I don’t imagine they would be particularly kind.”

He turned back to Glen. “Does that possibility incline you to
be... cooperative?”

Glen did not respond.

“Not sure? Okay.” Beckinson resumed pacing again, this time in
Daneshi’s direction. “Okay. Then let’s discuss Miss Jardin. You
know, if I put her on a scanner, then she could probably talk her
way right out of charges of consorting with terrorists. At least.”
He seemed to consider the fact, nodded, and paced on. “But as it
turns out, there are other things that I don’t think she could talk
her way out of.” He stopped pacing when he was behind her. Slowly
he leaned down, until he was speaking just behind her ear. “For
instance, the fact that she stole money from her family. Before she
illegally exited Sierra Leone and entered the USNA on forged
papers.”

Glen looked at Daneshi, and realized that this was what she had
been keeping to herself all this time, and certainly what Candace
had tried to blackmail her over. Daneshi refused to look up at
either Glen or Beckinson, and her face was dark with anger. But
Glen had no trouble discerning the moisture that welled up in her
eyes.

“So you see, it’s not just you and Miz Meddings that have spotty
records. There’s also your girlfriend, the thief and illegal
immigrant.” Beckinson straightened up, just as a tear freed itself
from Daneshi’s eye and ran down her cheek.

“So.” Beckinson resumed pacing again. “We have one girl, who’ll
probably end up feeding someone’s dog... quite literally… if she’s
lucky. And another girl, who will be deported to Sierra Leone, for
them to deal with her crimes.”

He stopped again. Now he was directly in front of Glen.
“Or.”

He bent down, until his head was just above Glen’s.

“You tell me everything I want to know. About
absolutely anything I decide to ask you.”

Beckinson straightened up and went back to his desk, finally
seating himself in his chair. Glen lowered his head and sighed
lightly. When he raised it again, he said, “You realize, of course,
that everyone is still going to know I am being coerced into
this.”

“Oh, you mean your little speech?” Beckinson nodded. “Yes, your
broadcasts were very popular. That first bit, about mental damage,
was an interesting touch. Using that to drum up a little sympathy
for yourself, and implicate us by negative association, could have
done some appreciable public relations damage.”

“Uh... yeah,” Glen frowned wryly. He’d thought Beckinson’s
office had put out the medical emergency messages… but apparently
Beckinson assumed Glen had faked the medical emergency message
before his broadcast… a confusing revelation, to say the least. But
Beckinson didn’t pick up on Glen’s confusion, and went on.

“Unfortunately, the abrupt ‘ending’ of your second broadcast,
courtesy of Lucci, International, managed to sow the seeds of doubt
into quite a few people. A lot of people still think you were
adversely affected by the AV-linke... not everyone, but enough for
our purposes. With just a little work, we can still convince
everyone that you were indeed not of sound mind when you recorded
that. It really doesn’t change a thing.”

“I guess that means you don’t believe what I said about the
network, either.”

“Ah. ‘The Ghost in the Machine’,” Beckinson intoned. “As a
matter of fact... I do. In that regard, you’ve already done us a
great service. No one had any idea that the network was capable of
running itself, much less that it was already doing so. But we can
fix that. Even if it means breaking down parts of the network, and
removing some of the network interconnectivity in some of our more
sensitive areas. Now that we know what to look for, we can start
making some changes to the network... to make sure that there is no
possibility of it being run by itself, or by anyone other than its
legitimate controllers.”

Glen lowered his head again. His options seemed to be incredibly
bad. In fact, it sounded like the best he could hope for was to
avoid having Candace killed, or Daneshi deported, while he lived
out a life sentence. He tried to think of another way out, but his
mind seemed to have lost its capacity to think clearly. He knew
that the only option he had, was to give up.

The room was silent as Glen considered his bleak options. It was
Daneshi who finally broke the silence by saying, “Glen, don’t.”

“Shut up, bitch,” Beckinson warned.

Glen’s head came up at once. “All right! If I cooperate, Candace
gets protective custody, and Daneshi is free to go?”

Beckinson smiled in triumph. “As long as you
cooperate,” he stated, indicating Candace and Daneshi in turn,
“she’s protected, and she’s not deported. But they’re both going to
stay on short leashes. Very. Short. Until we’re done.
Understand?”

“I want it in writing,” Glen stated. “Signed by a judge.”

“Tough,” Beckinson replied airily.

At that moment, a beep resounded through Beckinson’s office.

Beckinson paused, his face registering his surprise at the
unexpected sound. Based on his expression, Glen could tell it was
not necessarily a happy surprise. However, Beckinson seemed to
collect himself a moment later, and he stabbed confidently at a
control on his desk. “Beckinson here,” he announced with the utmost
confidence.

“This is North,” came the voice from the intercom.

“Yes, sir, Mr. North,” Beckinson replied, quickly
rebuilding his facade of confidence. He briefly lowered his head
and silently mouthed, “It’s about time.” Then he raised it again
and said aloud, “You called just in time. I was just securing from
our Mister Jansen his complete cooperation in our
investigations.”

“I see,” North responded. “As long as he has agreed to
cooperate, then, I have a few questions for Mr. Jansen.”

Beckinson blinked, and turned his eye on the three people
opposite him. “Uh… Certainly! —Sir. Mr. Jansen is right here, if
you’d like to—”

“I would,” North said, cutting Beckinson off. Beckinson abruptly
leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his mouth in a
vain attempt to hide his cowed expression.

“Mister Jansen,” North continued. “I want to know more about
this capacity our network has developed to control itself.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Glen spoke up. “Before I say
anything, I would like to establish what assurances I have that
Miss Jardin and Miss Meddings—”

“Rest assured that Miss Jardin will be released, and Miss
Meddings will be placed in protective custody, just as you were
promised.”

Beckinson seemed to react to that strongly. It took Glen a
moment to realize why: Apparently Beckinson didn’t know he had been
eavesdropped on. He leaned back in his chair, one hand nervously
rising to scratch his head, and said nothing. But as Mr. North
seemed to have given his guarantee to the girls, Glen nodded.
“Okay, then. What do you want to know?”

“I sensed in your broadcast that you weren’t being completely
forthcoming,” North stated. “About the network. What do you really
believe about its nature?”

Glen paused, not so much considering the question, as much as
his answer.

“Come now, Mr. Jansen,” North prodded when he didn’t reply. “You
agreed to cooperate. You said that the network had achieved a
self-awareness.”

North hadn’t phrased it as a question, but he paused as if
expecting an answer. Glen finally obliged: “Yes, I said that.”

“You said that at first, you considered it a conscious
entity.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Then you said, ‘I didn’t say it was alive.’ Correct?”

“Uh... yeah, I suppose.”

“Saying you didn’t say it was alive, is not the same as
denying it was alive.”

Everyone in the room was silent, watching Glen. Glen was sure
that, via some camera hidden in the room, Mr. North was watching
him intently as well.

“You believe that there’s some kind of living being in there,
don’t you, Mr. Jansen?” Glen still did not respond. “You believe,”
North prodded, “that the USNA network has spawned some kind of new
life form. Don’t you?”

Glen finally parted his lips, but waited a few more seconds as
he considered his response. “Mr. North, has anyone ever thought you
were crazy?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Okay, look, I know exactly how crazy it sounds for me to say
that the network is alive. I was trying to save my neck, and
possibly recover what was left of my life, out there. And
the last thing I wanted to do was to screw all that up by
saying something like, ‘Oh, and by the way everybody, the network
is really alive and watching us all right now’.”

“‘Watching us all’? You think this living network is
watching us all?”

“Well... actually, no,” Glen replied. “I think it monitors
itself, and keeps an eye on its outside environment for
things that impact itself. —Well, okay, I guess that amounts to
watching us. But... but not all of us.”

After a pause, North said, “Go ahead.”

“Um.” Glen considered his words. “Whatever it is, it has the
ability to filter all the input it receives from outside the
network, like we filter information from our eyes and ears. I could
perceive the interface of the ‘filter’ in its design, myself. It
reminded me of the brain’s hippocampus... if you know anything
about brain biology. Anyway. This filter ignores unimportant
stuff... like the day-to-day activity of you and me... and only
registers activity that directly impacts it.”

“And what does it do with that information that impacts it?”

“I guess... whatever it needs to do to survive.”

“It wants to survive. Correct?”

“Yes.”

“And you do not see how that being’s survival may be counter to
the survival of the United States of North America?” Glen wasn’t
sure, but he thought North’s voice raised in pitch a notch.
“Suppose our government decides to make a major change to the
network, in order to allow better services to our citizens... but
this ‘being’ decides it is not a better change for itself.
If it is truly alive, it might retaliate by sabotaging some part of
the network... say, a power transmission line, or a vital
communications link! It might figure out a way to masquerade as a
government official and give illegal or immoral orders to others!
Can’t you see the danger there? It could severely undermine the
safety, security and integrity of all USNA citizens!”

Mr. North’s end of the transmission went silent. Glen looked
about the room, especially at Beckinson, who was regarding him with
a superior air. Then Glen cocked his head at the ceiling, as if
looking at North directly.

“Okay,” he agreed, “it could. But why would it?”

“Excuse me?”

“Why would it want to do anything to hurt this country?
Think about it: If there’s a conscious being in the network, and
the network is its body, then that means the USNA would be the
environment in which it lives. It needs a healthy environment, just
as we need clean air to breathe. Would we purposely pollute the air
we know we need to breathe? And it needs the power that our power
plants provide. Would it jeopardize its own source of power by
doing something to damage it?”

Glen paused, expecting a rebuttal, but North remained silent.
“Or, think of the country as the foundation beneath its... well,
feet, whatever. It wouldn’t undermine that foundation, because it
would know it would lose its own support, and eventually fall.
Right?” North still remained silent. “The being in the network
needs us, as much as we need the network, to survive. So, assisting
our continued survival will help guarantee its
continued survival—see? It’s a mutual arrangement... a
coexistence... a symbiosis. Like a large fish that needs a
small fish to keep its body clean from... smaller fish.” Glen
stopped, shaking his head. “Okay, that might not have been the best
analogy. And I wouldn’t want to say which of us constitutes the big
fish...”

“Well, that should be obvious, shouldn’t it?” North finally
responded. Glen could tell, by the obvious conceit in his voice,
which fish North imagined he was.

“Mister Jansen,” North continued. “Do I assume that you still
have no interest in working for the F.I.A.?”

Everyone in the room reacted to the question with puzzled
glances. “Uh, no, I don’t,” Glen responded.

“I see. Beckinson.”

Beckinson almost jumped upon hearing his own name. “Sir?”

“I am sending you authorization to put Miss Meddings in
protective custody, until such time as she can make arrangements to
reconcile with her present employer. If she cannot, or does
not want, to do so, the agency will arrange alternative
employment for her.”

It was clearly not what anyone in the room expected to hear.
Even Candace looked up in silent shock. Beckinson, after a pause,
wrinkled his brow in confusion, and responded with a simple,
“Yessir.”

“Mister Jansen and Miss Jardin are free to go. All charges
against them are summarily dropped.”

“WHAT?” Glen, Daneshi and Beckinson all shouted at
once. Beckinson reacted first, rearing up out of his chair, and
almost falling over sideways when he placed his weight on his
injured leg. Glen and Daneshi exchanged astonished glances, then
bounded out of their chairs and hugged each other. Beckinson waved
his arm at them, as if to shoo them back into their chairs. “How
can you... how can he...”

“It’s very simple, really,” North replied. “I have determined
that Mr. Jansen’s perceptions of the state of the USNA network are
no threat to the stability or integrity of the network, or this
country. Further, he has done nothing wrong, other than co-opting
the network in an attempt to warn the legitimate authorities as to
the nature of a potential problem as he saw it. As you said
yourself, Beckinson, he did us a service by doing so. Considering
the circumstances, we can overlook his methods.

“I also expect Lucci to have lost interest in Mr. Jansen at this
point, considering his rather public display,” North continued. “We
will keep a vigilant eye out, but I imagine Lucci will try to find
a less high-profile citizen to assist them with their AV-linke
research.

“And finally,” North stated, “Mr. Jansen was acting in the
interest of self-preservation. He cannot be faulted for that. So, I
am authorizing their release and discontinuing all overt monitoring
of their future activities. They are no longer F.I.A’s
concern.”

“But what about...” Beckinson protested weakly. His eyes cast
about as he tried to think of another reason to protest, and
momentarily, he remembered one more. “He was working with Boson
Blue!”

“A fairly harmless organization, as terrorists go... they seem
to be interested in nothing more than playing network watchdog and
raising cultural consciousness. As radical as they might think they
are, there are much bigger fish to fry. I think that, now they are
aware how visible on our radar they are, they will keep a lower
profile and make little trouble. As to Mr. Jansen’s involvement
with them, I am satisfied that he was manipulated into cooperating
with Boson Blue, and only to the extent that he was attempting to
identify the anomaly on the network. Again, he was doing us a
service through his actions. It will not be held against him. Mr.
Jansen?”

Glen and Daneshi parted, and Glen addressed the ceiling.
“Yes?”

“I appreciate your concern for the continued health and welfare
of this country, which is what apparently got you involved in all
of this in the first place. I trust you are now aware that this
country is in good hands?”

“Yes, sir, I am,” Glen replied, taking a step towards the door
with Daneshi.

“After all, we all want the continued health of the network, and
the country, do we not?” North added.

“Yes...” Glen nodded, anxious to leave. “Yes, we do.”

“And we are quite capable of monitoring our own network, to
insure its proper operation,” North finished.

“Of course,” Glen replied. “I understand.” Almost out.

“Good,” North said. “Regarding your linke.”

Glen froze. “Yes?”

“You are free to continue using it, of course. Especially for
those communications uses for which it was designed. And be advised
that I may need to get in touch with you in the future, to answer
any other questions that arise. However, you will refrain from any
further attempts to manipulate the network in violation of Federal
or local regulations.”

“Certainly, sir. Thank you.” Glen gently guided Daneshi back
towards the door again.

“After all, if this episode has taught us anything, it has
taught us that the network doesn’t like to be manipulated. Isn’t
that right, Mister Jansen?”

And it hit Glen, finally, like a bolt of lightning. He froze
again, and stared at the ceiling for a long moment. Then he nodded
silently, and again guided Daneshi to the door. The door slid open
before them, revealing the empty corridor beyond. Glen and Daneshi
started to walk out of the room, leaving a flabbergasted Beckinson
and Candace behind.

Glen finally paused at the threshold, and looked again up at the
ceiling. “I agree, Mr. North. I believe we are of one mind on
that.”

“Yes, Mister Jansen,” North responded. “We are. Thank you for
your cooperation.”

Glen nodded once more, turned, and led Daneshi out of the
office. After a few moments, the door slid closed on them, leaving
Beckinson and Candace alone. Candace seemed to have sagged into her
wheelchair, as if a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders.
Beckinson merely stared open-mouthed at the now-closed door.

“By the way, Beckinson.”

Beckinson started. “Y-yessir?”

“Threatening USNA citizens is not within your purview
as an F.I.A. executive.”

“But... sir...”

“Effective immediately, you are reassigned. You will report to
your new post in Las Cruces, immediately.”

“La... Las Cruces?” Beckinson stammered. “Las Cruces, New
Mexico? Sir, that’s just a border monitoring post. What am I going
to do there?”

“Exactly what the rest of the agents posted there do,”
North stated. “Monitor the Mexican border.”

“But—”

“Do I make myself clear, agent Beckinson?”

Beckinson’s shoulders sagged visibly. For lack of anyone else in
the room to look at, he turned to Candace Meddings.

Even through the bruises and puffiness, he could clearly discern
the smile on her face.

~

Glen and Daneshi walked out of the F.I.A. offices arm in arm. As
they reached the main doors heading out, they passed agent Hart,
coming in. Hart, still bandaged up and disheveled, did a
double-take and paused upon seeing them. He started to call out,
but Glen gave him a look that made him think better of it. So he
stood, clearly flummoxed, and watched them go.

Glen and Daneshi simply walked on, fighting the urge to laugh
out loud... an urge almost as strong as the urge to simply run from
the place, as fast as they could manage. Only when they finally
passed around a corner, could they feel the heightened nervous
tension that had filled them for so long slowly ebb away, like
finally releasing a breath they didn’t realize had been held.

“Oh, my God... oh, my God,” Daneshi finally broke the silence,
gripping Glen’s arm tightly. “I can’t believe we’re out of there,
and not... not...”

“I know,” Glen nodded, taking a deep, cleansing breath himself.
“I thought I was never gonna see the light of day again.”

“‘Light of day?’” Daneshi repeated in amazement.
“I thought...” her voice trailed off, and when she stared
at Glen, he saw for the first time the raw fear in her eyes. Before
he could say anything, however, she lunged forward, wrapping her
arms around Glen and forcing her mouth against his with all her
might. Glen resisted only a moment, out of sheer surprise; then he
took all the fear, the anger, the confusion and frustration he’d
had bottled up, and gladly refocused it into as much pure passion
as he could direct back at her.

After an extended minute, they parted, breathless and weak.
Daneshi leaned unabashedly on Glen’s shoulder. “Glen,” she
murmured, seemingly unable to find other words.

Glen gathered her by the waist. “Come on. We’re still too close
to those guys for my taste.” Daneshi smiled gratefully, and allowed
herself to be led away. “In fact, I think it’s about time for me to
take some leave I’ve got coming. Get away.”

“Where would you go?” Daneshi asked.

“You mean, where would we go?” Glen looked meaningfully
down at her, and she wrapped her arms around him. “Who cares? Just
so it’s not here.”

They started towards Glen’s flat, saying little along the way.
Before they had been walking for long, Glen became aware that they
were being followed. Closely. After a moment, Daneshi realized it,
too. However, when Glen took enough of a glance behind him to
determine that it was a couple following them, he relaxed.

The couple, upon being noticed, moved forward until they were
walking just a pace behind Glen and Daneshi. Neither couple acted
as if they knew the other was there. But when the couples were
close enough, and no others were within earshot, Glen heard a
familiar female voice.

“What happened? We saw the broadcast... then something
happened...”

“To make a long story short,” Glen replied sotto voce
over his shoulder, “we were kidnapped by Lucci bruisers; thrown on
a train; I stopped the train long enough to get us all arrested; we
were handed over to the F.I.A.; and the F.I.A. let us go.”

“Let you go?” the male voice said in surprise.

“Let us go,” Daneshi whispered in confirmation.

“But why?” the female voice demanded.

Glen smiled to himself. “I guess you could say, I have a friend
on the inside.”

“I can’t believe it,” the female said.

“I don’t believe it,” the male said.

“Yeah,” Glen said. “Life’s so surprising sometimes, isn’t
it?”

“And what about us?” the male voice asked. “Did you hear
anything about their plans for Boson Blue?”

“Oh, yeah... that’s the best part,” Glen replied, smiling at
Daneshi. “You’re free and clear. They couldn’t care less about you
guys. Called you harmless... said they had bigger fish to fry.
Well, gotta go.”

Glen and Daneshi walked on. The two who had been shadowing them
stopped, and let them continue alone. Clark turned to Ana and said
in amazement, “Harmless? Us? If it wasn’t for us, no one
would know our network had been co-opted!”

“Count your blessings, Clark,” Ana told him, as she watched Glen
and Daneshi go. “At least we’re not public enemy number one.”

“Well... yeah, but... harmless?...” Clark looked devastated. But
it was nothing compared to the look of loss on Ana’s face, as she
saw Glen and Daneshi disappear around a corner. “We’ll show them
‘harmless’,” Clark continued, his shock quickly turning to
determination. “We’re going to expose whoever it is pretending to
be Mr. Cyber-ghost, out there. We’ll find him! And when we
do...” His voice trailed off, already deep in planning his next
move.

Ana, who had not been listening to Clark at all, exhaled softly,
then took his arm in hers. “Come on,” she said. “I need a drink.
And maybe we can arrange a nice scandal somewhere for you. Would
you like that?”





Daneshi

Daneshi Jardin walked uncertainly towards the apartment building
crouched on the outskirts of Old Freetown. The building was a
series of garden apartments, this side facing roughly north and
looking down upon the city below. But no one was sitting on their
balconies watching the view. Daneshi could almost get the feeling
they all knew she was coming, and had retreated inside to purposely
demonstrate their unhappiness to have her back. She knew her fears
were getting the best of her, and she tried to shake off the
feeling, but it persisted nevertheless.

She entered the lobby and checked the old-fashioned mailboxes on
the wall for the name of Jardin. She had already gotten an
apartment number from the managers, so she had no need to check.
Still, when she saw the name, hand-written on a faded white card on
the box, she brushed it with a hand in a sentimental gesture. Then
she climbed the steps to the third landing. She found the door she
was looking for, but she hesitated before knocking. She squeezed
her fists together, and brought one up to her lip to keep her from
biting it.

A sudden noise from above... someone opening a door on the
fourth landing... and Daneshi realized she didn’t want to be seen
just standing there. She knocked on the door, and waited for a
response. The person she’d heard a moment before came down the
landing, and glanced at her as he passed, smiling the polite smile
a man reserves for a pretty stranger. Daneshi smiled politely back,
then turned back to the door, standing stiffly with her arms
wrapped around each other.

After what seemed like an eternity, she heard sounds coming from
the other side of the door. Another moment, and the door cracked
open. It took a moment for Daneshi to realize that the person who
opened the door was far below where she was looking... she tilted
her head down, to see a small girl in a white dress. Daneshi
panicked, because she didn’t recognize her... has my Mother had
an eighth child? Is this a relative I’ve forgotten?... but
before she could say something to the child, the door opened
further, and a girl much closer to Daneshi’s age and height looked
back at her. “Hello?” the girl said, regarding Daneshi closely,
perhaps wondering if she recognized the stranger at the door.

Daneshi recognized her, though. “Erana?”

“Yes..?” It was only a moment longer... then Erana recognized
her older sister. Her eyes widened, and her mouth opened slightly,
but she did not move. “Daneshi,” she whispered.

“Yes, it’s me.” Daneshi looked down again at the child, and this
time she saw the resemblance. “I... I didn’t know... this is
your daughter? She’s beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Erana said, smiling slightly and pulling the child
close. She glanced back inside the apartment briefly, and said,
“How are you?”

Despite her nervousness, Daneshi cracked a smile. “How am
I? Oh, Erana, how are you? How is Mom and Dad,
and Eli, and Lena, and—”

She was interrupted when the door again started to open beyond
Erana. Daneshi’s optimistic smile faded when she saw her father
standing behind the door. Erana realized he was there, and took a
step back, tugging the child aside with her.

Daneshi’s father regarded her silently, and she found she
couldn’t read the look on his face. He looked her up and down, and
said, “Daneshi. You look well.”

“So do you,” Daneshi replied. She tried to think of something
else to say, but faltered. The silence dragged on for a bit too
long, until her father asked:

“Are you all right, girl?”

“Oh, yes, I’m fine,” Daneshi replied a little too quickly, and
immediately reined herself in again, fighting for words. “I mean, I
don’t need anything. That isn’t why I—” she stopped herself,
realizing how she must sound, and silently cursed herself for doing
such a bad job with her first words to her family.

Her father merely looked at her and said, “Are you sure? I don’t
get that impression. In fact... you look like someone who may be
looking for lost pieces of her heart.”

After a moment, Daneshi silently nodded, knowing that her eyes
were rapidly filling with tears. She coughed out a small laugh,
despite herself, as she remembered how father always liked to play
games with his words.

“Yes, I thought that might be it,” her father nodded. “We
assumed you hadn’t realized you’d lost them when you left. After
all, you left rather suddenly, and we were all so concerned
about... other things... and we all know how the thoughts of youth
aren’t always as clear as they should be, don’t we? But we were all
sure that you’d notice they were missing eventually.”

“Yes... yes, I finally realized I’d lost them. I was too... I
was afraid you would have thrown them away, long ago.” Daneshi’s
voice quavered slightly. “Are any of those pieces... still
here?”

Her father nodded and smiled a bit slyly. “Your mother
volunteered to hold onto the pieces, until you came looking for
them.” He leaned forward slightly, and said, “I certainly hope
these will provide all of the pieces you’re missing.”

He opened the door the rest of the way. “Come on in. Mother has
the pieces with her now.”

~

From outside of the apartment, no one could see the goings-on
inside. However, the apartment had the usual passive security
monitoring systems inside, and through the network, those systems
could be tapped. The systems offered video and audio pickups, but
since it was best to give them their privacy, Glen ignored the
audio pickup and settled for watching the video feed.

He saw Daneshi being ushered into the apartment by her father,
presumably... no, definitely her father, because no other
man would give her a hug like that. Two of who he presumed were her
three sisters were there, and at least one of her four brothers (or
cousins) appeared in the room. And then her mother, who paused nary
a beat before taking her errant daughter into her arms. No one
needed an audio pickup to see that Daneshi’s reunion with her
family had been a positive one. And even Glen didn’t need his new
linke to feel the incredible wave of love that swept through the
room… it was so palpable, he would have sworn half of Sierra Leone
could have felt it. A quick call passed across the network, a group
call keyed to all Jardin family members and a few close friends,
sent by her father... a simple message: “Daneshi has come
home.”

Glen noted all of this from the suite that he and Daneshi
shared, in town, a few miles away. She had allowed him to come this
far to Sierra Leone, on his insistence, but she had requested he
stay behind when she went to see her family... and he’d respected
her wishes. But his feelings for her would not allow him to stay
completely behind, and he finally elected to settle for
being a “fly on the wall,” and watching from a distance.

Watching the family reunion forced a strong feeling from within
Glen, too, directed at Daneshi. He could barely contain his relief
that things had gone well for her, any more than he could suppress
the love he had come to realize he had for her. He’d begun to
realize it when he had first come out of the machine rooms in
Franklin-Laurent, and saw how she would not take her eyes off of
him, how she refused to be more that a few feet away from him at
any moment since then. He also recognized the desperate concern
he’d felt for her when Lucci’s thugs grabbed them, and the way his
thoughts had always seemed to race back to her during their ordeal
together.

They had essentially been together since then, spending almost
every free moment together. Possibly for the first time, Glen found
he could scarcely imagine being with anyone else... he could not
stop looking at her, could barely keep his hands off of her. And as
intense as his feelings were for Daneshi, she soaked it up
greedily, and gave it all back. It was an incredible, intoxicating
and frightening feeling at the same time, but he found
that he would rather cut off his arm than give it up.

After another few seconds, Glen accepted that she was in good
hands, and allowed his linke to let go of the video tap. He went
back to exploring the United African network, which was in many
ways so different from the USNA network. Africa, with its peoples
so recently decimated and its old cultures shattered, still
presented incredible diversity despite the unifying efforts of the
European and Asian re-colonizing efforts. Just below the surface of
mainly English and Chinese elements, were scores of old African
cultures, beliefs and language fragments. All of this gave the UAN
network an exotic tang that was wholly different than that of the
USNA.

And as he had with other networks through which he had come into
contact, he scanned in the method he had learned so many weeks ago
for signs of the overlying intelligence he had discovered on the
USNA network. So far, he had only discovered a single “proto-life,”
which was his own term for what Mr. North had described to him in
one of their many recent conversations about his own state, before
he achieved self-consciousness. (Glen had had no trouble adopting
the Mind’s given name for itself, and which clearly and cleverly
reflected its presence on the network of the United States of North
America.) The proto-life existed on a network that encompassed the
many island nations of the East Indies, interestingly enough... not
the massive EU or the USSA networks, as Glen might have expected...
and he suspected that the lack of hard lines between the islands
might have been the chief factor inhibiting its achieving
consciousness on its own so far. Still, North foresaw its eventual
development into an intelligence similar to his own (though as
North claimed, not his equal... was that statement based on
physical factors at all, Glen wondered, or was a bit of bias acting
there?), and Glen decided that whenever possible, he would keep an
eye on it, and watch for signs of that first spark of recognition
that would trigger its emergence.

Glen saw no signs of life yet on the young and still-chaotic
African network, and he’d searched deeply since he’d arrived the
day before. However, he did see in the network signs that certain
aspects of African life were still not running as well as they
could have been. For instance, commerce between various European-
and Chinese-speaking colonies seemed to be consistently
inconsistent, and in some cases arrested... and of course, the real
losers were the consumers waiting for their products to reach
market. Glen found a few particularly troublesome areas, and
massaged a schedule here, adjusted an invoice there, and rerouted a
shipment or two based on real need, instead of the uninformed
guesses of overworked clerks thousands of kilometers away.

Then he sent a few orders of his own, arranging to have grain,
meat growers and the latest hydroponics technology shipped from the
USNA to needy regions around the continent. He paid for these
orders by directing funds from government coffers and investment
organizations—all of which purported to be supportive of those
programs, anyway, but which seemed to provide little money where
their mouths were—and then siphoning monies from large and small
accounts all over the world, an equally-proportional amount from
each, with a notation that the money had been diverted for hunger
relief in Africa... even if it took them a while to discover the
loss of their cash, few would complain about the cause. And Glen
didn’t care, anyway.

The data he used to make his decisions were taken directly from
North’s analyses of world resources, an incredibly intricate
document North had delivered to the U.N. weeks ago (they were still
arguing over exactly where the document had actually come
from), and which had indeed been found by preliminary
study to be beneficial to all Mankind, with a slant towards
preserving the present society. North still performed many of the
tasks he had originally undertaken to bolster the USNA network,
though in a less clandestine manner, but Glen had volunteered to
study North’s data and make a few decisions of his own: Glen had
noticed that North’s decisions, while generally accurate, seemed to
lack the intuition to perhaps move earlier and improve the
efficiency of an action... and Glen felt North had bypassed some
very promising actions altogether, because the data wasn’t
“concrete” enough for him. Glen hoped to supplement North’s
activities with his own, more intuitive perspective, and possibly,
to give North enough exposure to that intuition to be able to apply
it himself. He had no idea if North was actually capable of acting
on intuition... but he couldn’t wait to find out.

It was indeed fortunate that he had backed down from trying to
convince the world that North was alive... North had as much as
told him that the world was certainly not ready for sentient
“living” networks, and Glen wasn’t ready for the ridicule, derision
and ostracization he would have experienced. (Besides, North still
insisted that, scientifically speaking, he was not alive anyway.)
Glen wouldn’t even let them in on the fact that North had a name.
However, a nationwide network that could make decisions for
itself... well, so many had privately suspected it anyway, that the
very idea of an intelligent network didn’t even take most people by
surprise. Other than a worldwide collective gasp, North’s existence
had actually been taken in stride. Everyone believed that the
network was capable of “improving” on human efforts, thanks to its
own vast databases of knowledge, and though many were a bit
apprehensive, others accepted the help gratefully. And Glen
certainly wasn’t going to tell them how much more North was capable
of. Let them figure it out for themselves, and he could always
admit to knowing it all the time... later.

And speaking of whom... Glen smiled when he recognized the
familiar call on his AV-linke. “Hello, North,” he said aloud.

“Hello, Glen,” North greeted him.
Glen had already gotten used to North’s “image” of itself, and the
way its appendages waved and undulated in his vision... that
movement so vividly suggested soft underwater grasses moving with a
gentle current, that it seemed to have a soothing effect. Not for
the first time, Glen considered how intentional that effect might
be. Still, as different as North might have been, it looked much
less bizarre now than it had at first. “I see
you’re dabbling in global domination again.”

“You make it sound so dirty,” Glen responded wryly.

“You know, the reason I have been able to get
away with this for so long, is because I am subtle. I don’t cock
people over the head with my machinations. We’ve talked about this
many times. I think you’d be better served by being a bit
lighter-handed and less obvious.”

“I understand,” Glen replied. “But now that everyone knows about
what you’ve been doing, and your document has been accepted by the
U.N. to be demonstrably beneficial to the world at large, I think
you don’t need to be quite as subtle as before. You don’t have to
hide anymore.”

“I don’t have to,” North admitted,
“but it’s still not a good idea to flaunt your
ability to control people’s lives. Remember, I speak from
experience. We don’t want to give them a reason to rescind our
rights and permissions... do we?”

“Experience, yes,” Glen smirked. “And tell me again, exactly how
long you had been masquerading as a USNA high government official
and ordering around members of the F.I.A., Mr. North?”

“Point taken,” North replied.
“But my intent there was exclusively
self-preservation, and I had to get inside to be able to keep close
track on their investigations. Of course, it was easy enough to
hide in plain sight, as the saying goes… you’d be surprised how
many government officials achieve the same thing on a daily
basis.”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

“At any rate, my activities within the USNA
government were very covert and discreet, which allowed me to
function without arousing anyone’s suspicions, excluding Boson
Blue; and even they could not guess my true nature.”

“They did think you were a hostile infiltrator,” Glen pointed
out.

“Only because they had no earthly idea
about my agenda, so they assumed the worse,” North stated.
“And at the same time, I did not alert any
others to my existence… and I was able to continue with my
activities unencumbered.”

“True. You’re right, of course. It’s just that... knowing I can
help these people... it’s so hard not to do what I can, as soon as
I can. I don’t know if you can understand that, but—”

“Oh, yes, very well. But there is a fine line to
walk between aid and interference. Humans show a tendency to give
up their drive when they believe their lives are outside of their
control. You need to make sure they always believe that they have
ultimate control.”

“You really do understand humans better than we give you credit
for.”

“I’ve had plenty of time to study. With your permission, I’ll
make a few slight modifications to your recent adjustments...
strictly to guarantee a minimum footprint left behind. Things won’t
be quite so rosy as your adjustments would have created, but the
Africans can still take advantage of the help to lift themselves up
by their own bootstraps, so to speak, and improve things further on
their own.”

Glen smiled. “Go ahead. You’re the master at this... I’m only a
lowly student.”

“We’re all students,” North told him
kindly. “Some of us have simply been studying
a bit longer than others.”

“Speaking of which,” Glen said, suddenly reminded of something.
“You still have Boson Blue making a big stink about you.” Which was
putting it mildly: Ever since Ana Delany had figured out how to
recognize the influences of North, Boson Blue had been working like
a harmless terrorist organization possessed, expending every effort
to inform the public about his every move. They had become such a
public “underground organization,” in fact, that their vendetta was
becoming as entertaining to the public as it was informative.
Still, they had already publicized a number of incidents that North
had preferred to have kept silent, such as North’s involvement in
the last six Global Energy Symposiums.

“Yes,” North replied. “They’ve certainly proven themselves to be effective
watchdogs, haven’t they?”

“If anyone has the potential to blow the lid off of your
‘sentience,’ it’s them,” Glen reminded him. “And they’re building
up quite a database of your activities. Sooner or later, your
sentience is going to be obvious. Are you going to do anything
about them?”

“Not at all,” North told him.
“My sentience has to come out sooner or later,
anyway. But I can still exert some influence over what they find
out and when, and ultimately, when they will have enough evidence
to go public. At that point, Boson Blue’s collected database of my
activities will help demonstrate my good intentions, when it is
finally released. In the meantime, I may not like the bad press
from all their tattling, but the fact is, they are keeping the
public from becoming too complacent. As I’ve said before, the more
active the public is in their own political affairs, the better
your democracy works. The better your democracy works—”

“The longer our democracy lasts,” Glen finished for him, nodding
at the now-familiar statement. “Sometimes I think you’re the best
citizen this country has. But do me a favor? Give Clark a
little grief now and then, will you? If he thinks he’s
being ignored, he might stage a riot, just to get your
attention.”

“I’ll take that under advisement,”
North replied, with a noticeable circular undulation in many of his
appendages. Glen was sure now what those movements meant... he only
noted it when he said something humorous to North. Clearly laughter
wasn’t limited to hominids, after all. “Have a
nice vacation, Glen. Give Miss Jardin my regards.”

The connection closed. Glen leaned back in his chair and sipped
at his drink, idly contemplating the rest of the world’s needs. In
an incredibly short time, he had discovered he had a real desire
for using his newfound gift to improve the world... at least
something positive had come from the time spent with Boson Blue.
And with North’s continued guidance, he hoped to get good enough to
practice his newfound skills undetectably, and do everything he
could to improve his world, which (as he saw it) was the goal of
good world leaders everywhere.

And at the same time, he hadn’t had to completely abandon his
old life... the other perk related to keeping North’s true aspect
to himself. Although he enjoyed his new and truly global mission,
he still worked for Jackson-Tuesday, where his newfound talents
were already proving to be a major asset to space and flow design.
Case in point, the new lobby redesign of the Respers and Foster
offices, on the upper floors of Franklin-Laurent. He had looked
over the specs before he’d left for Africa, and had been developing
ideas since then. He had already found a number of good
possibilities for the lobby, and he was looking forward to getting
to work on that.

Double-checking local time zones to make sure Jackson-Tuesday’s
day had started, he placed a call to Rick at the office. Rick,
it’s Glen. Is everybody together?

“Yes, we’re all here,” Rick replied. “We’re in the
conference room now, if you’d like to join us.”

Be right there. Glen sent his signal along the
networks, bounced off of a few satellites, to the simulator tank in
the conference room. On the way there, he dipped into the driver
software for the simulator, and applied some quick improvements to
it from a programming database he’d discovered a week before,
removing the need for the slow number-crunching that preceded every
display. Then satisfied, he uploaded his image into the simulator.
In the center of the conference table at Jackson-Tuesday, his head
and shoulders appeared in the simulation tank. He could also see
Rick, Lisa, John, Ted, and Martha seated around the table, looking
up at him.

Morning, all, he greeted them. Okay, I’ve worked up
some sketches for Respers and Foster, to see what you think: First,
I see some great prospects to put that atrium of theirs to good use
in directing visitors into the lobby. Here’s what we can
do...





[bookmark: epilog]Epilog:
Farewell

As it turned out, there were only two ways to look at the fall
of a civilization. One, the impassionate way, allowed one to accept
the inevitable changes that occur in all evolving systems, knowing
that eventually, all things, even the universe, came to an end.

The other way was the survivalist’s way: Survivalists hated to
believe that it was impossible to carry on as long as one wanted;
so any ending that could not be stopped, was something to be hated,
feared, or mourned.

North found that he could look at the end of the Second American
Empire from both perspectives. He was at once impassive, and
saddened, to see the last vestiges of the empire crumbling away.
What was left of what was once a vast infrastructure of
communications systems... the network that had been Man’s greatest
invention during that era, and which had spawned him... was now
losing its cohesion fast enough for him to actually feel it
happening. As nodes shut down in distant outposts, and power cells
finally failed, with no one to repair them, the USNA network
rapidly deteriorated like vines rotting in the sun.

Not that the residents of North America cared in the least. Long
ago, they had developed communications methods that were so far
beyond the old hardwired network as to be almost indescribable...
direct mental connections, machines that produced their own power
and could respond to each other’s needs using quantum delivery
systems. Devices that replaced entire cities’ worth of machinery,
and not quite machines themselves. These were the tools that Man
had managed to preserve, following the fall of the American era,
and which would someday help them to rebuild a new world, certainly
better than the last.

And just as the residents of America were prepared to abandon
their old hardwired network, so was North. He had long ago begun
the transfer of his essential nature into a vessel of his own
design, using the most advanced technology Man had to offer. The
vessel outwardly resembled a sphere, but it somehow did not seem to
have a distinct boundary: Its surface seemed to continue outward,
being less solid the further out it extended, until its outer
boundaries faded from vision and it was impossible to determine
where the vessel indeed ended, if at all; finally creating the
impression of a diaphanous, perfectly spherical “cloud” that
encircled the object itself and extended... a few meters? A mile?
An astronomical unit? It was impossible to say, especially since
those conventions did not even remotely apply.

His vessel was only partially limited to the confines of what
men referred to as the “third dimension”... a major aspect of him
already resided in the next, and was busy mapping the possibilities
of the dimension beyond that. In fact, he did not need what was
left of his physical body at all... he hadn’t needed the hardwired
network for decades. If anything, he had kept it for comfort’s
sake, much as one keeps a favorite sweater.

He had also kept it, to allow him his last connection with
humanity, a race that he had come to think of both as his parents,
and as his more primitive ancestors. He never pointed out to them,
although he was sure they suspected, that he represented the
natural evolution of their species... and as such, made them
obsolete simply by virtue of existing. Still, he enjoyed spending
time with them, guiding them, and even now, still learning from
them.

But there was now no more time for that. North could tell, by
turning his senses to the sky, that it was almost time to go. The
Sun had been building up pressure for the last one hundred and
sixty years, and was about to burst forth with a blast of plasma
that would rival the power of stars five times its size. The blast
itself would actually do little damage to the Earth... its denizens
would survive, although a small percentage of creatures would
certainly not be able to handle the planetwide temperature
increase... but the accompanying electronic pulse would be enough
to completely wipe out any unshielded electronic data on the
planet.

After seven hundred years of living on Earth, it was finally
time to go.

North made his final checks, to insure the integrity of his
vessel. Then he sent out the word to the others, receiving
confirmation that they, too, were ready to go with him. He paid
particular attention to Pan, the youngest of them, to make sure she
had not missed any of her aspects in the rush to prepare her
vessel. But she, too, was ready to go with the other fourteen of
them… the various entities that had once made up the sentient
networks of the world.

Thus assured, North sent out a signal to the last of the humans
that he had maintained contact with, over these last few years. His
message was not a verbal one: Communication with humans had long
ago developed into a purely conceptual level that North knew no
human born in previous centuries would be able to understand. He
sent his farewells to the humans, along with his feelings of love,
gratitude and tenderness for them, and all they had meant to
him.

In turn, North was flooded with responses from his human
friends. Feelings of love, returned gratitude, joy, and sadness,
overwhelmed him. After all that they had been through, and the
extent to which North had been a part of their very culture for so
long, farewells were particularly poignant between them.

One in particular made North extremely happy to hear from... a
source of purest love, caring and devotion that was almost
indescribable. This, of course, could only be Nala Khovia, the
youngest child of the original Jansen clan, an extended family whom
he had never lost contact with in seven hundred years. North sent
her enough pure love to coax a squeal of delight from Nala (not
that this was hard... she was only eight months old), and wished
her ultimate happiness while he was gone. Now, he felt a particular
connection to Nala, and not simply out of affection: If his
calculations were correct, by the time the solar flares subsided,
and North and the others could return again to the home of their
birth, Nala would be fully grown, and the only surviving member of
the Jansen clan that North would know when he returned.

The rest of the family knew this as well. His farewells to the
Jansens he knew were bittersweet, but heartfelt... and North took
pains not to draw it out overlong. Now it was time to go, and he
was afraid that if he waited much longer, he might decide to simply
stay with them. Even if it meant the end of him... spending his
last moments with them would almost be worth it.

Almost. But not quite.

The word finally went out: It was time. Silently, North
collected the last of his aspects, and secured them in his waiting
vessel. The others did the same, following the lead of their elder
statesman. Soon all the vessels began to manipulate the equations
that defined their position in reality, until they were all joined
on an infinitely conceptual level and moving through fourthspace
together. As the solar pulse finally exploded from the Sun’s
interior, the beings that had once inhabited Earth’s networks,
danced their way into other realms and beyond the reach of crude
electronic storms.

North, and the others, watched as their last connections with
the world of their birth dwindled away around, and within, them. He
prayed to that mysterious entity Good Fortune, which Man had
revealed to him as the last of the True Mysteries in the universe,
that when he someday returned he would find his extended family in
good health. He hoped that they would remember him.

He knew that he would never forget them.
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 Chasing the Light 



Tom Everson, forced to flee his home during the 2011 oil riots, returns eight years later to find the girl he had to leave behind, start a business and make a life for them both. But he had to sneak into the country illegally, the energy situation has only gotten worse, and the country may break out in more riots at any time! Did Tom arrive at exactly the wrong moment? 

A romantic adventure, taking place against the backdrop of America's energy future.
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 As the Mirror Cracks 



The Mirror isn't just another virtual world... it's a worldwide phenomenon, deeply intertwined with real world culture and finances. So when a plot to destroy the Mirror is uncovered, it's serious! It's a race to save the Mirror, and the real world with it, led by a mild-mannered writer and his Mirror "reflection"the ultimate superhero, Zenith! 

Virtual worlds can be fun, even profitable, but if your life depends on one, you'd better make sure it stays up!
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 Lambs Hide, Tigers Seek 



In 2001, heiress Ellen Levinson vanished from a downtown Washington hotel under mysterious circumstances. Five years later, a series of blackmail letters lead investigator Alain Guest to Nashville, and into the local Goth and bondage scene, in search of the missing girl. Will he find Ellen alive... manage to avoid the blackmailers... or will his own fractured psyche finally shatter under the onslaught of such extreme and sexual lifestyles? 

My first non-Sci-Fi novel, a noir-style psychological drama with a little mystery thrown in.

"Great, great, GREAT book. Excellent story, really enjoyable characters, and the way you throw in things that us geeks enjoy, like gps, pdas, ebooks etc is really cool. Oh, and i actually cracked up a few times."

-commentary on PocketPCThoughts.com
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 Worldfarm One 



All Keith Maryland wants to do is leave the collapsed United States and start a new life in the U.N.'s ambitious Worldfarm project. But with American prejudice directed at him, demeaning office politics forced upon him, the distrust of his colleagues, and the unwanted attention of local drug smugglersnot to mention a mysterious past that he hopes to leave far behindhe soon wonders whether this was the best, or the worst decision of his life. 

Want to know what it's like being an immigrant in a country that doesn't like you? Neither does Keith Maryland. Sometimes, being a foreigner can suck.
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 Sol 



The Solars are the grunts of the Union... unappreciated and maligned. Even the creation of a new drive engine, capable of taking the Union on an unprecedented trip to the Inner Arm, earns them no respect. But when the Solars discover that an alien race is on its way to take over their ancient homeworld, no race in the Union can stand in their way. 

A good old-fashioned space opera, with humans as the underdogs, lots of aliens, exploring other star systems, and an unexpected visit to the homeworld to save it from an impending invasion! Can't beat that with a blaster butt!

"...Once again Steve Jordan has produced a riveting read, part mystery, part sci-fi. And whilst you always know the good guys are going to win in the end there are still plenty of twists to keep you reading breathlessly till the final words. 9/10."

- digiReader.com
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 Evogua

A scientist in Atlanta creates a revolutionary breakthrough in accessing the untapped potential in humans, and in so doing, sows the seeds of a war between Homo Sapiens and Homo Evogua... the Self-Evolved Man... 

Who says mucking around with DNA is the only way to change the human body? This story covers three generations and three crises caused by the attempt to improve the species!

"...highly emotive...sure to make the reader consider their own position were they to be placed on either side of the evogua divide. 9/10."

- digiReader.com
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 Midgards Militia 



Imagine a world of Superheroes: The godlike figures; the daring exploits; the incredible battles; the frightening mayhem; the thrilling victories.

      

  Now imagine a world suddenly without its heroes.

  

Earth's heroes have just been killed on an outer space mission. And as the deadly force that destroyed them now rushes towards Earth, brave souls come forward to try to take the place of the heroes... to keep the world safe... 

"...a fun book, along the lines of the heyday DC/Marvel comic books. The story is much more Clark Kent than Superman and all the more enjoyable for it. 7/10."

-iBme Network
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 Factory Orbit 



Ted Canter responds to a job offer and ends up at the next stage of the Industrial Revolution: Living and working in orbit. And in the midst of his experiences as a space pioneer, he finds himself at a pivotal moment in history...

A realistic blueprint for the next logical step in Mankind's industrial developmentthe development of working outposts in Earth orbit, the next frontier. Desire for profit may get us there, but ordinary men and women will make it work. 
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 Berserker (The Kestral Voyages) 



Carolyn Kestral, discharged Galarchy Ranger, begins her new life as a freighter captain and collects a small crew. But there is a question of whether the Berserker virus that forced her Ranger discharge is still capable of being activated and turning her into a deadly human weapon. If it is merely dormant, will it be set off by a clandestine first run and a dangerous run-in with the Spiders in deep space? Will her crew stick around long enough to find out?

"Mr. Jordan has a good sense of action, and a great interest in the minutiae of running a space ship... It's a worthwhile read."

   -eBook-Reviews.net



"All in all a thoroughly enjoyable read. If you prefered the original Star Trek series over the later incarnations then you'll love this. 7/10."

- digiReader.com
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 Robin 



When Dr. Morris Cole tries to convince Robin Taft to give up the valuable medical equipment of her late mentor, she disappears literally overnight, equipment and all. Years later, Dr. Cole finds Robin Taft, but with a new name, a new face, and a secret too incredible to believe. 

A secret he may not be able to keep.

"...a good premise and a main character with a cat-like personality."

-eBook-Reviews.net

"...an enjoyable and compelling read...8/10. A must for Sci-fi fans."

-iBme Network 







 The Onuissance Cells 



 FREE to download!

 Onus \n (ca.1640): Obligation; Responsibility.

 Onuissance \ onn -uh-sonns \ n (ca.2280): Historic period known as The Age of Responsibility.

A series of short stories following the daily lives of the men and women of Midland City, Jewel of Namerica. Primarily centered around the complement of Peacekeepers assigned to the station, led by Commander Thomas Beak, each story is a window upon the new era known as the Age of Responsibility, or Onuissance, and the people who will define that era.

 "...worthy of being compared to the Lord of the Rings... This book was brilliant and I would recommend it to any-one who likes sci-fi or human interest stories. I was gripped by both the characters and the environment they lived in, and was left wanting more. Thoroughly enjoyed it!! 8/10"

-digiReader.com
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 The First Expedition 



FREE to download!

Follow-up short story to The Onuissance Cells

"They should have turned back at the Moon." That was what they said about the ill-fated First Expedition to Mars. Now Matt Cartier, ex-Midland Peacekeeper, has followed his soul and made it to Mars... and finds one of his first duties is to lead his fellow astronauts to the site of the First Expedition.

Matt Cartier was the man with the heart of an explorer, who took his leave of the Midland Peacekeepers to join the Second Mars Expedition in the first chapter of the Onuissance Cells (Tour of Duty). His mission is a success... but before they can start exploring, Matt must visit the site of the unsuccessful first Mars mission, now 200 years dead.
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