Shout at the Shadows

It bothered him at first that no one else could hear the voices.

He would not admit to himself that they might indicate something he was not ready to deal with, something deeply frightening that he could not accept.  Something he had feared might happen ever since his father had died.

So he kept his awareness of the voices at a level low enough to avoid distraction.  But of course, that could not last long.  He could not always tell the voices in his head from those of the people around him.  The day he could no longer pretend to ignore them, he was driving to the university in the early morning, with Pam half asleep in the passenger seat.

“Look out! Stop!” someone shouted, and he slammed on the brakes.

He felt the shuddering of the anti-lock brakes as the seatbelt pressed into his chest.  The car behind him swerved into the next lane, and he heard another car’s horn protest.  The panic in the voice had seized his chest and pushed, and he was breathing hard, his pulse fast in his ears and head.  He looked all around, but could see nothing that could have inspired such alarm.

“What happened?” Pam asked, looking all around at the traffic flowing by on both sides of the car.

“You shouted ‘Stop!’” said Sam, easing the car forward again, still feeling the rush of panic, alert to movement all around him, checking his mirrors, making contact with the eyes of the other drivers.  He knew it had not been Pam’s voice.

“Was I asleep?” she asked.  “I think I nodded off.”

“I don’t know.  I was driving.” He said, and took a deep breath as he matched the speed of the traffic.  He took another deep breath, and let it out slowly.  The traffic was light this early.  In the slow lane, he let most of it pass by.

Pam fumbled for her purse, which had tumbled to her feet, and pulled out a nail file, then relaxed back into the seat.  She studied her nails, applying the file occasionally, and Sam paid close attention to the road for several miles.

Who had shouted?  Sam drove on in the early morning light traffic, aware of the taste in his mouth left by the panic.  He had been certain he was going to hit something – a car, a person, a dog, something.  He checked the rear view mirror.  He looked at the clock.   

Sixteen minutes until Pam’s early class, seventy-six until his class.

Out of habit, he mentally divided the two numbers.  It was something he could hold onto; something that let him get distance from whatever upset him.

Four and three quarters more time for him.  The clock changed.  An even fives times as much time for him.  In fifteen minutes, he would have infinitely more time before class than Pam did.  Five minutes after that, he would have negative five times as much time before class as she did.  The number would get gradually closer to zero, and then go positive as he entered class.

He often played with number problems in his head when he was stressed, it was soothing, relaxing. This time, the exercise did not shake away the feeling of impending disaster.

The feeling of dread was more than just the voices, or the adrenaline rush of a near accident.  He checked the gas gauge, the oil pressure, and the temperature.  Nothing there explained the nagging worries he felt.

University Avenue -- one mile.  His physics homework was done. He had done that with his study group.  No math homework, he had done the whole week’s worth over the weekend.  The English seminar never had homework.  What had he forgotten?  Nothing.

He pulled off the freeway, and turned down University towards school.  Pam opened her eyes as she felt the car turn, and sat up in the seat.

“I hate Mondays,” she said, and yawned.

He turned into the university parking lot, and looked at the clock again, before selecting the parking spot farthest from the buildings.  At this hour, there was plenty of parking, but he always liked to park in the wilderness and hike in.  Pam had given up complaining long ago.  She was the type who circled three times before parking, in case there was a better spot.  It reminded him of a dog turning around three times before lying down.

They walked towards the Arts building, and when they reached the sidewalk, he turned to her and they kissed quickly on the lips, he heading towards the quad, and she to class.

He was certain he could not tell anyone about the voices.  But there was one person he could trust for good advice, even without a full explanation of the situation.

He passed his normal study perch on the low brick wall facing the quad, and walked to the quantum biology lab on the other side of campus.  He found Jim Cress where he expected to find him, hunched over a computer screen next to an elaborate tangled mess of wires and saline tubing.  But he was talking to an attractive young woman who seemed much more interested in Jim than in the array of equipment in front of them.

“Hey there,” Sam called.

“Hey Sam,” Dr. Cress said, only glancing up for a moment before returning his attention to the woman.

Sam walked over and studied the screen over Cress’s shoulder.

“Any more signals from little green men?” Sam asked.

Cress pointed to the graphs on the screen.  “Plenty of signals, that’s for sure.  Still don’t know where they’re coming from.”

Sam looked at the little glass jar in the tangle of wires and tubes.  Twenty-seven rat neurons were in there somewhere, tangled in just the right way, too small to see.

“Jessica,” said the girl, introducing herself to Sam, then turned her attention back to Jim.

“What if you blocked the signals with something, and moved it around?”  She waved her hands around over the tangle.  “Wouldn’t that give you the direction?”

“Sam’s father tried that, years ago.  The signals aren’t electromagnetic.  They can’t be blocked.  Murdock thinks they are modulated neutrino beams or dark matter or something.  I think that’s baloney.”

“How come?”

“Normal matter doesn’t interact with that stuff, except maybe once in a blue moon.  Neutrino telescopes get a few hits a year.  Murdock thinks that because it’s a quantum computer that it can do magic, but until I see a good theory behind it, that sounds like wishful thinking.” Cress stood up and stretched his legs, massaging the back of his neck.

“But it has to come from outer space, right?  You said no one on earth knows how to do that,” Jessica asked.

Cress ticked off points on his fingers.

“It’s a signal, we know that.  It is intelligently coded, it isn’t just noise.  It has enormous bandwidth, sometimes sending huge amounts of data, sometimes sending a trickle.  And our tiny little quantum computer can pick it up with no sign of an antenna.  And it seems to be as strong in Hong Kong as it is here.  And every rat or mouse we’ve ever looked at has the receiver in its brain, but not enough brainpower to make any sense of it.”  He looked at his watch, and reached for his lecture notes.

“But people have them too,” Sam offered.

Cress explained, for Jessica’s benefit.  “Everything with a brain probably has them.  But they were hard enough to find in a mouse brain.  Looking for the right twenty-seven neurons in a dead human brain is way too hard.  And they don’t let us slice up live ones like we do with rats.”

Cress walked towards the door, and Jessica and Sam followed.  “I’ve got to give a lecture at eight.” Cress said.

“Yeah,” Sam said, following him out the door, and held it open while Jessica followed them out.  “I have math”.

Cress walked north, and Jessica followed. Sam walked east.  He was almost glad he hadn’t brought up his problem.  He could trust Jim Cress. He’d known him all his life. He had worked with Sam’s father.  He had been there when for him through the bad days, through the divorce, and the hospital.  But still, it was probably a lot safer if no one knew.  If his father had kept it a secret, he might still be alive.

He was eight when his father died, but he was not yet over what had happened.  He was not going to let that happen to him.

Bother was the word he chose to describe his feelings about the voices, and what they meant.  He didn’t get angry, he told himself.  He could not afford to be scared.  He certainly could not afford to be paranoid.

Sam’s father, Richard Harrison, had managed his hallucinations well, and functioned well enough to keep his job, his friends, and an almost normal life.  He had given up driving.  But he had developed a system for telling which people were real and which were not.

Many of the people who weren't there were familiar due to long histories of popping up, and he could ignore them when real people were in the room.  Often they were far more interesting or amusing than real people.

Occasionally, he would ask Sam a question that was carefully calculated to sound innocuous, but to confirm whether someone in the room with them was visible to Sam as well.  Or he might start talking to Sam, and then move behind someone, to see if Sam would move to maintain eye contact.

Sam got used to this, and would help out by talking to everyone in the room in turn, so his father would know they were real.  He would position strangers between himself and his father, and then he would peek his head around them to catch the elder Harrison’s eye.  His father would know that Sam could see that person, and that it was safe to talk to them.

His father always wore a hands-free phone clipped to his ear.  If someone saw him talking to thin air, they would assume he was on the phone.

The system worked for years.

The way his father had described it to Sam, it was like dreaming while you were awake.  The things you dream about seem as real as anything you see or hear when you are awake. Occasionally they make no sense, and it is easy to tell which is real and which is not.  At other times, there were clues.  Someone was in the room with you, but no one had opened the door.  Someone was talking, but no one was looking at them.  He stopped driving. Slamming on the brakes when nothing was there was embarrassing.

But the thought of not braking for something real...

Sam’s math class kept his mind occupied, and the sense of dread gradually faded away, buried in tensors and partial differentials.  He loved learning new ways to solve problems, and loved working out the problems themselves.  It gave him satisfaction and pride.  It was something he was very good at.

Sam was athletic, and enjoyed jogging along the creek-side, and playing tennis, but while he was good at those things, the people he did them with were always better.  Pam was the tennis player, and while Sam jogged along the creek path, real runners would pass him easily – their bodies were put together for that task, while Sam’s build had more of a generalist nature.

When the math class was over, and Sam was walking towards the quad, the question of how to manage the voices rose back into his consciousness.  The cell phone trick worked for his father because the man was usually alone.  Sam’s friends would know he was not in the middle of a phone call.  He considered developing a habit of talking through problems aloud.  Just a little at first, then more often, letting people get used to it.  He could become an absent minded type, always lost in deep thought.  But that would make normal conversation impossible.

“What if they’re real?” someone said.  Sam turned around quickly, but no one was there.

Annoyed, Sam looked around to see if anyone had seen him.  But the question posed a puzzle, and Sam immediately started solving it.  If the voices were delusional, then they would only have information available to Sam.  He could ask them a question he did not have the answer to, but that was easy to check.  Like what the square root of 387 was, or what the closing price for a share of General Motors was yesterday.  The idea of talking back to the voices was distasteful though.  Going too far down that path might reinforce the delusion.

Sam decided to train himself to ignore any voice not connected to lips he could see moving.  Perhaps he could pretend to be partially deaf.  If someone said something while he wasn’t watching, he could slowly turn and ask, “Did you say something?”

“Harrison!” called out a familiar voice, and Sam looked up, surprised that he had already arrived at the quad.  Across the lawn, he could see Jill and Jason sitting on the low brick wall, waiting for him.  He walked up to the pair, and set his books down on the wall.

“I figure it has to be lensing,” Jill said, “the luminosity is way too high for a type I otherwise.”

“What number did you get?” Sam asked, reading her paper upside-down.

“304.73 and change.”

Sam closed his eyes.  “304.734487ish?”

Jill looked up at him.  “How do you do that?”

“You forgot to divide by pi.  The answer in the book is going to be an integer somewhere around 100.  The nearest integer factor of pi to 304 is 97.  That times pi is 304.734487398 and some low bits.”

“That!  How do you do that in your head?”

“I don’t.  Jason has it on his calculator.”

Jason looked up at Sam.  “You divided this by pi and got 97.  In your head.”

“No, I subtracted 3 from 314 until I got close to 304.”

“You’re still a damn show-off,” smiled Jill, writing 97 on her paper.

“Can’t take any credit for the genes.  Both parents, certified geniuses.  Trying to keep up at home was murder,” Sam said, smiling proudly.

Jill and Jason made no reply, and the silence stretched awkwardly.  They never talked about Sam’s parents.  Sam didn’t notice, and seemed oblivious to the pause.

“Where’s George?” he asked, after a moment.

“Psych class,” Jill and Jason said in unison, and they all laughed.

Sam looked at his watch. “Well, then, we can tell where her next class is by how late he arrives.”

“She’ll set the pace.  But she probably walks faster than he does anyway,” said Jason, holding up his calculator.  “What, about three miles an hour, you think?”

“He’ll be alone on the way back, but he’ll be trying to make up the time,” said Jill.

“If we only need the building, we might just look for which direction he’s coming from,” offered Sam.

Jason looked up at Sam.  “Gym,” he said.

“Yup, gym,” Jill concurred.

Sam turned around to see George walking quickly across the lawn.

“No rush, George,” called Jill, “It’s only mac and cheese on Mondays.”

“But I love mac and cheese,” said George, slightly out of breath, adjusting a large stack of books against his ample waistline.

The four of them walked towards lunch.  Sam had completely forgotten about the worries of the morning.

After lunch, Sam had War and Civilization, a history class he had thought he would enjoy, but he always ended up nearly drifting off to sleep because it was right after lunch.  He had his PDA in the desk, recording the lecture.  He’d listen to it later, perhaps while he was jogging.

He toyed with the earbuds of the PDA.  If he walked around with the PDA in his pocket and the earbuds in his ears, it would be easier to pretend he had not heard someone.  But if he answered someone who was not there, it would still be hard to explain.

He played with the RECORD button.  He could carry the PDA around, earbuds in his ears, recording everything.  If he heard a voice, he could hit a button and replay the last few seconds, to see if the voice was real. That just might work.  It sounded like a lot of trouble to go through, and it would seriously interfere with conversations, but he would not have to rewind if he could see the person who was talking.

Still, none of those precautions would have prevented the incident in the car that morning.  He would need something pretty remarkable to handle that.

Pam was waiting when he got out of his last class.  She had her gym bag over her shoulder, and was still in her tennis clothes, looking slightly damp.

“Who won?” Sam asked.

“Winnie.  She’s really good.  I’m going to see if I can talk her into being my doubles partner.”

“Learning anything?”

“Like not hitting to her forehand?  Learned that in the first set.  Didn’t help.”

Sam was careful driving home, staying very aware of the traffic, constantly checking his blind spots, and double checking traffic at each intersection.  If he was hyper-alert, a sudden shout would not startle him.

He started to relax a little as they got close to Pam’s apartment.

“Have you ever thought,” he began, and then paused.

“Hmm?” she said.

“What would you do if you started dreaming while you were awake?”

Pam looked over at him, and she studied his face for a while, and her normally tight mouth softened a little.

“Are you thinking about your father?”

Sam looked down at the steering wheel.

“No.  It’s not… No, just a thought.  Never mind.”

Pam leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

“Cindy’s at the Phi Delta party ‘til late tonight.  We have the place to ourselves if you want to come for a while, maybe fool around.”

“What, break the weekend only rule?”

“I made the rule.  I can break it,” she said softly.  “You seem like you need a distraction.”

“You know I would love a distraction.  But don’t you have your paper to do?”

“Always the practical, responsible one.  All the horny slackers in the whole school and I end up with the guy my mom pays on the sly to make me do my homework.”

“Oh, she pays?  All this time I’ve been staying on her good side just to get the cookies at Christmas.”

Pam studied him some more, and made a decision.

“I guess I should go write the paper.  Spoil-sport,” she said.

He leaned over, and kissed her goodbye, and she pulled her heavy backpack out of the back seat, the tennis racket handle banging against the door.

“See you at 8:30,” she said, and swung the door shut.  He watched as she walked to the stairs, and bounded up them two at a time to her door.  She unlocked the door, and waved at him as she entered.  When the door closed, he turned the wheel, and eased back onto the street towards home.

He lived in a small house, tucked away between a pair of much larger houses, each sprawling much closer to the street than his.  His little patch of front lawn looked like a pair of slender green carpets on either side of the long concrete walkway that led to his door.  His parents had bought the house as a rental many years ago.  The arrangement was complicated by the events that followed Richard Harrison’s death, but Sam had ended up in the rental, his mother moved back to Chicago, and Sam sent monthly checks to her for rent, and the checks were never cashed.  Sam received monthly letters from Chicago that he never opened.  It wasn’t the best of arrangements, but all of the alternatives seemed much worse.

Sam opened the door, and dropped his books on the desk by the window.  He flipped on the light, and reflexively went through the motions of his evening routine, feeding the fish, foraging through a badly stocked small refrigerator, coming out this time with some cold leftover pizza and a carton of milk.  He turned on the computer monitor at the desk, and opened his history book, and set the PDA playing the lecture he had nodded through.  He paid little attention this time either – he had read the chapter, and his brain was filtering the lecture for novel information, finding nothing to bring to the attention of higher consciousness.

He worked through his math homework, read a chapter in his algorithms book, and turned to the computer to work out the problems at the end of the chapter.  None of this was taxing enough to keep him from thinking about the events of the day, but eventually he became too tired to work, and he turned off the computer monitor and got ready for bed.

With the lights out, and his head on a pillow, there was nothing at all to prevent him from thinking about the voices.  But he could not think of anything constructive to do about it, and ended up cataloguing all of his previous ideas, and finding nothing soothing.

He was drifting to sleep when two voices began a quiet conversation.

What is it?
I figured it out!

What did you figure out?

Jesus Christ and the Easter Bunny!

What about them?

They're the same guy!

How do you figure?

Ever seen both of them at the same time?
Sam’s last thought as sleep overcame him was what a psychiatrist might make of that.

When Sam was perhaps four years old, he loved watching motorcycles on the freeway as they sped past his father's big Ford station wagon.

The style in those days was to wear leathers and big shiny black helmets that looked like olives to Sam.  He loved watching the olives speed past.  He loved the thick leather pants, shiny and black like the helmets.  He loved the reckless speed, the winding in and out of the lanes.  Sitting inside the big car, imagining the thrill of dodging between the cars, he was safe from the danger, yet part of the speed and the wind.

One rider sped along in the lane beside the car, wearing no helmet, hair blown back, black leather pants tucked into black leather boots, mirrored sunglasses reflecting the sun.

"How come there's no olive?"

His father looked over at the biker, changing lanes to move ahead of the traffic.

"People protect what they think is important," he said.

Sam thought about that day from time to time.

Did his father know those words would take on meaning in memory?

He never explained.  The words stood alone, unamplified.  Sam would understand by himself, play them over until they made sense.  Or not.

That was the way it was with the two of them.

Pam was awake today, as they drove to school.  The motorcycle that had caused Sam’s reverie pulled away noisily at the light, the black helmet shiny and wet with the morning drizzle.

“I finished my paper.  With time to spare.  You missed out,” Pam teased.

Sam placed his arm over her shoulders, and started exploring the strap of her bra while still staying hyper aware of the traffic around the car.

She removed his arm.

“You had your chance.  You blew it,” she said, a sly grin betraying her serious tone.

She turned toward him; adjusting the seat belt for comfort, and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I’d control the dreams,” she said, watching his face.

“What?”

“Last night, you asked what I’d do if I started dreaming when I was awake.  I’d take control of the dream; make it be what I wanted.  I’d fly around; peek into people’s bedrooms and bathrooms, make big piles of gold coins fall out of my purse, you know, have fun with it.”

Sam thought about this, for a moment, but then quickly became playful so no awkward silence would give away the gravity the question actually had for him.  There was time to think about that later.

“I’d dream you were naked,” he said.

“Ooh.  You know, we could ditch school and go back to your place,” she said.

Sam pulled into the parking lot.  “Tempting,” he said, and parked the car.  They both knew it wasn’t going to happen.

The morning went by in a fog.  Sam thought about taking control of the voices, and thought about the various ways his father had handled his situation.  He could picture his father in the happier days, when he might have considered playing around with his visitors; taking control of the characters, the ones he knew were only in his head.  But Sam’s thoughts always wandered into the later times, when the demands of life outside the dreams put on the pressures that ended up…  Well, ended.  There was danger in not taking the problems seriously.  People got hurt.  One person’s dreams could wreck the dreams of others, change lives, end all the good parts of everything.

Things started brightening up at lunch.  Pam joined them, and brought along Cindy, who had a refreshingly simple view of life, and strong opinions about everything and everyone, and talked at relativistic velocities, changing subjects with a mass-less lack of inertia that left Sam thinking of photons in a house of mirrors, or a BB in a blender.  Jason and George seemed thoroughly engrossed in the wild narrative.  Jill seemed less amused; occasionally rolling her eyes when she caught Sam’s attention.  Sam grinned.

“So Pete and Marcia were in Pete’s room and the bed was banging against the wall so hard everyone at the party could hear it over the band, they had that great band that played at the homecoming dance last year, whatstheirname, the one with that chick in the biker getup with all the mascara, like that is so last week’s news, that whole I-can-dress-like-a-hooker-and-still-be-bitchin’ look, and who cares anyway, like some guy is gonna look past those boobs in that bra that’s two sizes too small and everything pushing out the top, did you see Barbara last week in those tight shorts it was just like that but upside-down, and so Marcia comes out like fifteen minutes later and she is so plastered she forgot to put her pants back on and all the guys are trying to look under the jersey she was wearing Pete’s football jersey and it barely came down to like here, you know, and I swear that’s all she was wearing and so these two guys who were getting me drinks start falling all over her like they had any chance at all with Pete upstairs probably passed out he had that bottle of  single malt he was all bragging about and it was half empty when he went up there and then some guy pukes in the middle of the rug and Marcia sees it and starts up-chucking all over this guy’s shoes and she’s bent over and everyone can see everything and she doesn’t even know it and three guys I swear tried to help her get to the toilet even though I know she couldn’t even see them she was so blotto like that time that weirdo came to French class and pissed his pants remember Pam, remember that guy?”

Pam nodded while Cindy caught a quick breath and continued the saga of last night’s party until it was time for Pam to get to class.  Sam walked with her, leaving the other four with Cindy.

Sam thought about the drunken girl in the compromising position, the singer with the problem bra, and Pam’s offer, and dreaming Pam naked while he was awake.  Pam walked next to him in silence, unaware of how he was looking at her.  The idea that anyone he was talking to he could dream into naked submissiveness was a fun fantasy, and he explored the more interesting aspects of it as they walked.

“Oooh, take me, big boy…”
“What did you say?” he asked Pam.

“Say?” she asked.

Sam looked around, but they were alone.

“Give it to me, just like that…”

Sam looked at Pam, who still had a questioning look.

“What’s the square root of 91?” Sam asked, looking at Pam, but aiming the question at the voice.

“That’s a funny thing to ask at a time like this.  Does that get you off?”

“Nine point something, I guess.  You’re better at that stuff than I am,” said Pam.

Sam waited for someone else to answer.  No one did.

“Well, halfway between 81 and 100 is 90 and a half, so 9.5 would be pretty close,” he said.  “We could use Newton’s method to get the next digit pretty quickly.  I was just wondering how long it would take to figure it out to, say, 8 or 12 places in your head, like a calculator could do.”

“I was thinking about Cindy stuck back there with your weird friends.  Jason’s OK I guess, kinda cute.  He’d better watch out, Cindy is hunting again.”

“What happened to what’s-his-name, the guy with the Corvette?”

“Turned out it wasn’t his car.  He’d borrowed it from his cousin or something.”

“So she dumped him because he didn’t have a Corvette?”  Sam was getting annoyed, and he didn’t know why.  His mind was on the voice, and he wasn’t paying full attention to the conversation, or paying any attention at all to what Pam might be thinking or feeling.  The voice had been in exactly the same mood he was in, but from the female perspective, a perfect complement to his desire, fitting the fantasy like a glove.  Of course it was, he thought.  It was part of the fantasy.  But it had surprised him nonetheless.  How could something he made up be a surprise?

“She didn’t dump him.  She just didn’t answer the phone if the caller-id wasn’t someone she wanted to talk to.  It was kind of a pain, because that meant that I had to pick up the phone any time the caller-id was blocked, and it was always for her.”

“You should get your own phone.”

“It is my phone.  Cindy can’t afford one.”

“She uses your phone?  Isn’t she on it, like 24/7?”

“I have my cell phone, she gets the land line.  It’s no big deal, you don’t have to get that way about it.  She’s my roommate.”

“What way?”

“All huffy like that.  Like you’re pissed off or something.”

Sam considered that thought for a while in silence.  Why was he irritated?

“You opened one of those letters, didn’t you,” Pam said.

“What?”

“What did she say?”

“I did not open any letter.  And it’s none of your business, anyway.”

“Well, maybe you should!  What if she was dying or something?”

“Enough!” Sam said, almost shouting.  They had reached Pam’s classroom, and there were several people waiting by the door, and they all turned to see look at the two of them.

Pam studied his face silently for several seconds, then turned and entered the classroom, leaving him alone, still the center of attention.

Sam turned and walked away.  He had no idea what had just happened, but it somehow seemed less important than something nagging at the back of his mind.  Something about the voice.

Had it answered him?  He had never talked to the voices before.  He should not talk to the voices.  That was stupid.  That was, well...

“Say it,” he said aloud.

“That’s crazy.”

He said those words aloud also, and then looked around, grateful that he was alone.

Later, in the car, neither he nor Pam said anything other than the necessary small bits of conversation needed to pretend that nothing had happened.  Sam knew this couldn’t last; one of them would have to say or do something. 

Pam started it.

"Marissa likes your friend.  The geeky one with the coke bottle glasses."

"You mean George?"

"The guy with that weird laugh."

"You've met George at least a dozen times.  You know his name."

"You have lots of dorky friends."

"But Marissa likes him?"

"She thinks he's cute.  I think she's nuts."

"He's probably the smartest guy in my physics class."

"He doesn't even have a car."

"She's nuts to like someone without a car?"

"You know what I mean!  I hate it when you get that tone."

"What tone?"

"That one.  That smug debating team brainiac argument tone. Like your dorky friends are smarter than me, like I'm an idiot.  You spend more time with them than you do with me!"

"They're my study group."

"You study all the time!  And that fat girl with the awful hair, the one that thinks you walk on water?  She can't take her eyes off you."

"Jill?"

"The dumpy one with those lumpy gray sweaters."

"What about her?"

"You can't tell me you haven't noticed how she looks at you."

"You're jealous of Jill?"

"As if!  God, you are so impossible!"

She said the last as she was holding the car door open, and as if to punctuate the sentence, the car door shut loudly, not quite a slam, but emphatic.

Who's Jill? said a voice in Sam’s head.

"Oh shut up."

Sam drove home.  It was physics study group night, so he stopped on the way to get a pizza and three types of soda.  He left the front door open as he set up the table for the four of them, fed the fish, and washed out the glasses that were still in the sink from the last study group meeting.

Jill was the first one there, and she found her Diet Coke and set up her books next to Sam’s, then picked out a slice of pizza.  Jason and George arrived together in Jason’s car, and started in on the pizza right away, without a word.  Sam took a slice and opened a root beer.  The four ate eagerly, occasionally grinning or grunting, but exchanging no words until the pizza was half gone, and the pace of its demise began to diminish.

"Bouncy's in the tennis finals," Jill said to George, in a teasing voice.

"Her name is Marissa," George said, taking the bait.

"I know why you guys always watch the matches she's in."

"Pam is in most of those matches," Sam said, rescuing George.

"That's your excuse," Jill pressed on.  "George is just waiting for those big boobs to bounce out of that skimpy little top."

George said nothing, pretending to read Feynman.

"They are pretty spectacular," Sam said.

"She's a nice girl," George said.

"Have you said two words to her yet?" asked Jill.  "She's been sitting next to you in psych all semester and all you do is stare at her when she bends down to get her books."

"I do not!"

"Come on, why do you think she does it so often?"

"You think she's?"

"What do you think?"

"I don't know.  I help her out with psych homework.  I thought she just..."

"Dude," Sam interrupted.  "Her dad is a shrink at Norville.  She could probably help you with your psych homework."

"Where your dad?" started Jill.

"I used to pass his office on visits," Sam said, a little too quickly.

George was oblivious.  "So you think Marissa..."

"Definitely," Sam said.

"Definitely," Jill echoed.

"You think I should?" George began.

"Definitely," said Jill.

George thought about this, and Jill and Sam turned to the section on conservation of angular momentum.

"There's a frat party this Saturday," George said, after a few minutes of reading.

"Go for it, Dude," Jason said.

"Definitely," Jill agreed.

"Definitely," they all said in unison.

They worked through the physics problems together, mostly in silence, except for occasional half questions with quick answers, no one needing to finish a full sentence, all minds in tune with the same goals.  The phone rang, and they let the answering machine answer it.

“Hi Sam,” said Pam’s voice.  “Don’t get up; I know your screening, it’s OK.  Hi everyone, study hard.  I just wanted to say I won’t need a ride in the morning; I have some errands to do after school, so I’m taking my own car.  By everyone.”

The machine beeped and clicked, and the room fell silent.

“Pissed her off today,” said Sam.

“How so?” asked Jill.

“Don’t really know.  Well, I do, sort of.  Part of it, anyway. She got on about Mom’s letters.”

The group was silent for several awkward seconds.

“How ‘bout those Cubbies?” said Jill, and they all laughed as the tension broke.

“God, am I that bad?” asked Sam.

“Yes!” laughed three voices in unison.

“I’m not over it.  I probably never will get over it.  And ignoring it works just fine for me, thank you very much.”

“Sam,” said Jill, putting her hand on his, “We’re not Pam.  We don’t give a shit.  We’re your buds.”  She took her hand away.  “And next time, get more pepperoni,” she said, reaching for a slice of pizza.

They all took another slice, and ate, exchanging looks that turned into grins, and then into muffled laughter through mouths full of pizza.

 "You're a psychiatrist, right?"

"I am, yes."

"Well, it's just, um; I think I have a fear of, um, unnamed phobias."

"Unnamed phobias."

"Yes."

"You're afraid of fears?"

"The ones with no names."

"Is there anything else?"

"Well, yes.  I mean, um... Is there a name for that?"

Sam wasn’t sure how long he had been awake when the alarm went off.  He was up and halfway to the shower when he remembered that Pam didn’t need a ride this morning.  He thought about going back to bed, but he knew he wouldn’t sleep.  He headed for the shower.  Maybe he’d visit Jim in the lab.

In the car, he thought about the conversation.  It wasn’t a hallucination if you just heard it, and didn’t actually see anything, right?  He could have just imagined it, or it could have been a dream and he just thought he was awake.

Dreaming about overhearing someone talking to a psychiatrist.  A real shrink would have fun with that, right?  OK, so I’m afraid of going crazy.  That much is obvious.  Inventing a shrink is a nice wish fulfillment.  And it isn’t my own shrink, then no one knows I’m crazy, and I’m not vulnerable.  
He drove carefully, aware that he was preoccupied, and that he needed to be extra vigilant.  The traffic was light, as usual at this time, but he kept to the right lane and let cars pass him.  He was in no hurry.  He was enjoying being alone.  Alone, he didn’t have to be worried that someone would discover that he had voices in his head.

Was that why I picked a fight with Pam?  So I could privately go nuts and not have to explain myself to someone close?  Maybe crazy people act the way they do so people will leave them alone.  Tick off the symptoms – paranoia, withdrawing from others, isolation, trouble maintaining relationships – am I acting crazy?

He pulled into the parking lot, and picked the first spot, the one farthest from the buildings.  I could have ridden my bike today.  He started walking towards the quantum biology lab.

Jim looked up when Sam opened the door.  Jessica was removing glassware from the autoclave in the back of the room.  Ah, she’s the new lab assistant, not some romantic interest.  Too bad Jim, she’s gorgeous.  Sam walked over to where Jim was seated, in front of a large monitor, looking at code.

“Is that the new filter?” Sam asked.

“Yeah, I’ve been running it against recorded data on this machine and against live stuff on the big guy.  That’s the only one fast enough for real time data.  Check out this correlation spike.”

Sam looked at the graph, where a tall thin peak stood out clearly above the noise floor.

“Now look over a longer time scale.”  Jim typed at the keyboard, and several spikes stood up like the teeth on a comb.

“I’ve been running everything I could against it, to see if it was responding to an external stimulus somehow.  Check this out.”

He typed some more, and a green graph appeared below the red one, with lower, fatter spikes at the same intervals as the first.

“You’ll never guess what that is.  I certainly wouldn’t have.  But it stopped whenever Jessica went over to play with the rats.  It’s the damn rat feet, hitting the wheel when it runs.  The lower trace is from a microphone I taped to the leg of the wheel.”

“So the device is picking up sounds?”

“Hell no.  There’s lots of sounds in here.  The wheel squeaks, the dishwasher thumps and rattles and whines washing the lab-ware.  Nothing correlates.  Just the foot-falls.  I thought maybe the wheel was acting as an antenna, and static electricity was making sparks or something, that it was electromagnetic.  So we took the rat out, and had it walk on paper, wood, the cloth on the chair, Jessie’s arm – whenever the foot touched something, we get a spike from the device.  And it’s just the one rat; none of the other rats affect it.”

“So it’s picking up the nerve impulses from that rat’s feet?”

“From 20 feet away.”

“How far does it go?” Sam asked.

Jim looked at him.  “No clue.  I’d bet we’re at the limit already, there’s hardly any energy in nerve impulses.”

“Is this the amplitude?” Sam asked, pointing to the graph.  Jim nodded.  “Bring the rat twice as close, and see if it’s twice the height.”

“We have the data from when Jessie was holding it.”  Jim started typing.  “She was right here next to the device.”  A new graph superimposed itself on the previous one.  “We’ll have to run some stats on it, but this one is normalized to the other, and I don’t see any real difference.  There’s quite a bit of natural variation, but that’s not ten times higher than the other one, that’s easy to see, and she was easily ten times closer.  I hadn’t thought to look at a distance relation.  I’ve been tuning the filter to look for other signals.”

“So the filter is tuning in on the foot nerves?”

“The device has this enormous bandwidth.  But with the filter, I can zoom in on particular things that look repetitive, like a signal.  Before the filter, we were looking at broad noise levels.  Sort of like a radio that picks up all the stations at once, and all TV signals, radars, microwave ovens, everything.”

“Nerves are electrical,” said Jessica.  “If this is picking up electromagnetic radiation, you should be able to shield it.”

Jim started typing again.  “OK, let’s start a list.  We need to test the distance function, and shield the rat, and see if we can tune into other signals, like maybe play music to the rat and see if we can pick up auditory signals, or vary the lighting to pick up visuals.”

“Get a bunch more rats, and see if you can sync up to another one.”

“Vibrate the floors of each cage, each with a different frequency, and have the filter scan for that.”

“Is it any foot, or just one?”

Sam became aware of the time.  “I have to get to class.  I’ll email you if I get any ideas.”

He left Jim and Jessica still brainstorming, and headed off to his math class.  He had completely forgotten about his own problems, and spent the next hour half listening to what was going on in class, and half absorbed in the implications of the discovery with the rat.  There were certainly many medical applications for a remote nerve impulse sensor.

Suppose you could tune into a heartbeat from across the room? That should be simple to filter for.  If they could find the audio signals, you could test hearing.  Or put the rat in a room as a listening device, assuming they could decode the impulses without first knowing what the sound was.  The twenty foot limit would make it pretty limited as a spy device.  But if you had a remote heart monitor, you might also be able to tune into all the other polygraph inputs, and have a lie detector hidden in the next room.

“Mr. Harrison.”  The voice of the instructor cut through his focused attention.  “Perhaps you’d like to try it.”

Sam looked up at the board.  A simple looking limit integral was circled.

“You want me to solve it?” said Sam, starting to stand up.  The class laughed.  Sam sat back down.

“Tell me if it’s irrational or not,” said the instructor.  More giggles from the class.

“Um, it looks transcendental.  Might be irrational.”  Sam looked at the formula, and started summing the integral in his head.  “Wait, the first term is just a harmonic number.  Minus the natural log, lets see, about a half, then add the next term, um, OK, point five seven something…”

“Point five seven seven two one five six six four nine…”

“What?”  Sam asked, looking around the room.  The class was silent, the instructor looked at Sam.  No one had spoken aloud.

“Trust me.  Point five seven seven two one five six six four nine zero one five three…”

Sam repeated the digits as the voice read them off.

“I only have the first thirty nine digits.”

Sam stopped reciting.  The class stayed silent.  The instructor looked down at his notes.

“You have the Euler-Mascheroni constant memorized to twenty digits?” he asked.

“Um, thirty nine.  Um, I mean no, that’s just what came into my, um…” Sam looked around at the class.  “I don’t know,” he said softly.

“Well, maybe you will be the one to prove whether it’s irrational or not.  OK, for tomorrow, chapter seven, odd problems up to number 15.  That’s all.”

The class got up and started filing out of the room.  Sam took a last look at the instructor, and then escaped out the door.

I’ve never heard of the Euler-Macaroni constant.  Was my subconscious working out the integral, or was I spouting random numbers and the whole class fell for it? And why did I listen to the voice?  Why did I trust it?

It was almost lunch time.  It was time to find Pam and apologize.

Sam walked over to the gym, where he knew she would be.  She was standing outside the door, at the edge of the grass.  He approached.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she returned.

Sam slowed as he approached, and then stopped, and they stood there, looking at one another.  Sam took a slow step forward, and put his hand on her shoulder, then drew her close, and slid his hand across to her other shoulder.  As they started walking, conjoined, he kissed her on the top of the head.

“Yeah,” she said, and squeezed his waist.

Jason, George, and Jill were sitting in the shade of the big live oak tree, books spread out on the grass near the bare dirt circle under the tree.

Sam walked over to them, and Pam followed.

"You guys figure out the temperature yet?" Sam asked, standing over them.

"Depends on the mass." said Jason.

"And Planck's constant, speed of light cubed, pi squared, Boltzman's constant, and G." said George.

"And out of all that mess, the answer comes out in degrees Kelvin", said Jill.

"No wonder it took someone like Steven Hawking to figure it out."

"You guys," said Pam, "need to get a life.  Did you know Alex Barnes is taking Suzie Perkins to the dance on Saturday?"

"There's proof that two wrongs don't make a right", said Jill.

"I swear", said Pam, "The whole world is going to get paired up and you three will be the only ones left."

"Three lefts do make a right", said George.

"Aaugh!" said Pam, throwing up her hands.  She turned and walked away from the group.

"Two Wrights made an airplane,” Jason called towards her.  She didn't respond.

“Thanks a lot, guys,” said Sam, following her.

He caught up with her, and she slowed down.  “I’m OK,” she said.  “That one was my fault.  I’m feeling fragile today.”

“How about we grab something quick and eat out on the lawn?” Sam said.

“Just us?”

“That’s the idea.”

“I really did have errands to run.”

“It would have been OK anyway.  Sorry I was so touchy.”

“Some day…  Never mind.” She smiled.

“I think Jim’s made a real breakthrough on the quantum processor.  He’s got a signal.”

“Little green men?” she asked, lightly.

“No, one of the rats.  He’s picking up neural signals from across the room.”

“Why does it have to be rats?”

“You don’t like rats?”

“They’re cute, and then he cuts them up.  Why can’t he use tomatoes or something?”

“Probably some technical problem, like no neurons or something.”

“Well, fruit flies or something then.”

“I’ll let him know you offered to do the fruit fly dissections.”

They got a quick lunch, and ate at the far side of the lawn, where it was more private.  Sam thought about Jim’s project.  Pam stretched out on the grass with her head on his lap, and enjoyed the sun.  They didn’t speak.  When it was time for class, she pecked him on the lips, and they walked away in different directions.

It was especially difficult concentrating in history class.  The sleepy warm after-lunch torpor and the events of the morning were no match for Carl von Clausewitz’s musings on war and strategy.  The “fog of war” took on special meaning as Sam’s head began nodding and his eyes unfocussed.  Sam hoped some magic combination of recording the lecture on his PDA and some form of sleep learning would carry him through the final exam.

Occasionally some snippet of the lecture would correlate with previous experience, and catch his attention momentarily.  “War is the continuation of policy by other means.”  He had heard that somewhere before.  That it was first said in 1832 was a surprise.  Sam wondered what rational policy was being advanced in recent wars.  His thoughts soon wandered, however, to Jim’s project.  The biological quantum computer was receiving signals from other nearby rat neurons, and Jim’s filter was able to tune into specific sensory data from the rat.  Would he need to dissect human brains to make one that could tune into human senses?  Sam wrote a note on the PDA: Test receiving from other species.  Maybe vibrate the perch a bird is sitting on, or shake a box of cockroaches rhythmically.  Why just the one rat?
But even thinking about Jim’s breakthrough could not overcome the need to close his eyes and devote his full energies to digestion.  He could feel his attention defocus, until he was aware of everything at once, but nothing in particular.  Like seeing the lawn but not the blades of grass, like knowing you had money in your pocket, but not how much.

He was on the verge of dozing off completely when a loud shout brought him suddenly awake, as if he had dropped into a lake of ice water.

The wolves are at the door!  The wolves are at the door! Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin! The wolves are at the door! Sunset marmalade falcon – 

Sam jumped up out of his seat.  The chair made a loud scraping sound as it shot back behind his knees.  He looked around at the class, and at the history professor, mouth open in mid-word.  All eyes were on Sam.  Sam was in utter panic, adrenaline pumping, heart racing, he crouched ready for anything, looking for escape.  He ran.  Down the row of desks, across to the door, he pushed at the bar and was almost upon the door when the latch opened and the door burst open, daylight bright in his face.

He ran out onto the lawn, and headed for the cover of the trees at the far side of the quad.  Run! Hide! Fear had complete control of his body, and he sprinted, breathing hard and fast, until his throat was raw with the cold air and his lungs were stabbed with pain.  He reached the trees, and grabbed a large trunk with both hands, keeping it between him and the direction he had come.

Gasping for breath, he looked all around, but could find nothing to cause alarm.  Yet the burning of panic was still there, more real than anything he had ever known.  He gripped the tree as if it was the only thing preventing him from falling off the world.

Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.  That was extremely important.  But it made no sense.  The wolves are at the door.  That part was in the clear – as if everyone was supposed to know what that meant, like it was as much a part of language and culture as “good morning” or “see you later”.  But it meant nothing to Sam.  The second part was vital.  A code or a password.  A matter of life or death. 

Sam gradually got his breath back, and the fear and panic began to seep out of his sweat like volatile vapors, evaporating in the cold breeze.  Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.  The words carved themselves into his head.  Very important, can’t forget, a lifesaving link, a rope in the water.

Sam’s knees began to tremble.  He let himself slide down against the tree, until he was sitting on the hard exposed roots.  He turned until his back was against the broad tree trunk, and stretched his legs out.  What had he looked like to the class, a raving maniac?  He could see the looks on their faces still.  Puzzled, only slightly alarmed by the sudden sound of his flying chair, as if the clock had fallen off the wall, or someone had dropped a book.  That was going to be fun to explain.  He had left his books and his PDA on the desk.  No way I’m going back to get them.
People were starting to come out of classes, and the noise level in the quad began to rise.  Sam did not want to see anyone right now, or especially talk to anyone.  He stood up, brushed himself off, and started walking towards the parking lot.  He wanted to get far away from school and people right now.

He walked to his car, and got in.  He sat there for a while, and then put the key in the ignition.  Just drive.  Get far away.  He pulled out of the parking lot, and got onto the highway, and just kept driving.

Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.  A code of some kind.  Something his subconscious was trying to tell him?  Or was this just what it was like to be crazy?  Yes, this is what crazy people do.  They get wild-eyed, froth at the mouth, shout “Murders! Assassins!” and run out the door.  Then they get locked up, pumped full of drugs, and blow themselves to smithereens with homemade explosives in their quantum biology labs.  Sam tasted salt on his lips, and noticed he was crying.  Why did you leave me?
They had scattered ashes after Richard Harrison’s funeral.  Sam remembered wondering how much of the ash was really his father, and how much was simply the dust of the lab.  There was nothing of his father to find in the wreckage, so completely was the lab destroyed.  He remembered his mother crying.  Was it guilt, that she had driven him to this, or was she really sad?  The divorce was barely final.  Sam had still kept dreams of all of them getting back together, being a happy family again.  Not now.  Never again.

He pulled off the freeway onto a rural road that appeared to have no traffic.  He slowed, and pulled over to the side of the road.  He wiped his eyes, and got out of the car, and walked over to a patch of cattails at the side of a small creek.  A family of wood ducks swam away as he approached.

His father had managed his illness well, for many years.  He had been a respected researcher, a teacher, and had become wealthy through patents and technology partnerships.  He could have managed until dying of old age, Sam believed, if he had not been for the treatments.  And the treatments only started because of the divorce.

I can manage too.  No one knew about the voices.  He could make up some explanation for this afternoon’s embarrassment, or maybe just pretend it didn’t happen, and wait for people to forget.

What was most upsetting was the total panic he had felt.  Was that paranoia?  It didn’t seem right.  When he thought of paranoids, he thought of conspiracy theories, and of a constant dread, not this sudden burst of terror, gone a few minutes later.

Take control of the dreams.  How could he take control of panic?  It was gone before he could think straight.  Right – the crazy guy is thinking straight?  But he was.  At the moment, he was calm, analytical, not hearing voices, not running out of classrooms like an idiot.  He didn’t feel crazy.  Everything made sense at the moment.  It was just the voices and the feeling he got with them that were the problem.

He thought about the day in the car, when he slammed on the brakes after hearing the voice shout in his head.  He had that same adrenaline rush, that same panic.  But then it was easily attributed to being stopped in the middle of the freeway with cars rushing around.

This is key, he thought.  Analyze each situation, find commonalities, find ways to recognize and deal with them.  That was managing.

There were now two cases of sudden panic.  Those were the bad ones.  There was the weird case of focusing so strongly on a math problem in front of a bunch of people that he had been able to recite 39 digits of a weird constant he had never heard of.  Or fake it convincingly.  There were weird conversations as he drifted off to sleep.  And there was the seductress when he let his mind wander about sex.

Let his mind wander.  All of the incidents happened when his mind was wandering, except maybe the math problem.  That had happened at the opposite extreme, when he was tightly concentrating on a particular problem.  OK, maybe the sex one was from concentration too.

He would have to pay close attention to triggers.  If he could keep the triggers from going off, he could manage.

He walked back to the car.  If he could keep analyzing, keep rational, he could survive.  Wasn’t that the definition of crazy?  Irrational behavior?  Society accepted people who heard voices of saints and ghosts and angels.  They didn’t make them take drugs to make the voices go away.  Some societies even let people take drugs to hear the voices.  It was the behavior that mattered.  Not slamming on brakes on the freeway, or running out of buildings in a panic.

He got back onto the freeway, and drove back towards town.  He never heard the voices when he was concentrating on his driving.  He concentrated, becoming very aware of the cars around him, the distances posted on the signs, his gas gauge.  The miles went by quickly, and he was home.  He walked down the concrete path that split his front lawn in two, and unlocked the front door.  The phone was ringing as he entered.  He picked it up.  It was Pam.

“Sam!  Are you OK?  Carla said you bolted out of class like you had to puke.  She said everyone thought it was the bratwurst, but I said you had the chicken salad with me.  Are you feeling OK?  Do you want me to come over?”  The words tumbled out like she was channeling her roommate.  Sam reassured her.

“I think I’m OK for now.  You know how once you get it out of your system, you start to feel better,” he said.  Not exactly a lie, he thought.  But he hadn’t thought of a better lie to tell anyway.

“I could bring chicken soup.”

“I think I’ll just go to bed early, sleep it off.  Who knows what it was, but there’s no fever.  Still, no sense giving it to you.”

“Call me in the morning if we’re carpooling.  Otherwise I’ll assume you’re taking a sick day and sleeping in.”

“OK.  I have a feeling I’ll be making that call.”

“Oh – I have your books and your little computer gadget.”

They talked for a little while longer, and Sam relaxed after hanging up.

Twice he had been mortified at the results of panicking after hearing a frightened voice, and twice things had turned out just fine.  Not because of any particular skill at managing things, but everything was just fine anyway.  He sat down on the couch to continue analyzing.

Wandering mind, intense concentration, and sexual wish fulfillment.  Was there anything in common?  Was there a way to prevent them?  Could he risk experimenting to get more data to work with?

Most of the voices came as he was drifting off to sleep.  It was getting late enough to go to bed.  He was all alone, no one would see if he reacted strangely. It seemed like the perfect time to experiment.

He prepared by brushing his teeth and washing his face.  He considered leaving his shoes and pants on, in case he ended up running out of the house in terror, but decided to take the chance.  This would be under controlled circumstances.

In bed, he considered whether to just let sleep happen, or to try to cause something to happen directly.  The direct approach won out – not every night had voices.  He couldn’t remember the formula on the board.  But he could remember the story Cindy told about Marcia at the party, and how Pam looked that day.  Besides, that sounded like a lot more fun.

There was the drunken girl, the singer falling out of her bra, Pam’s idea of skipping school to have sex, and dreaming of Pam naked while he was awake.  He concentrated on those things, and on the voice he had heard.  Especially that voice.

It’s a little late in the evening for me, but I could be talked into it.

He had control of the dream.  It was working.

“Hi there.”

Not one of the more inspired pick up lines.  But we’re past that stage, aren’t we?

“Do you have a name?”

Senders call me Catalina.

“What are Senders?”

You might call yourself Gifted, or Touched, or Blessed, depending on your culture.  I call us Senders – I’ve never liked the religious overtones of the other names.

“How about Cursed?”

Never heard that one.  Kind of dismal, no? Especially on the sex path.

“Sex path?”

Channel, band, road, wavelength, beam, coven, path.  Surely you’ve heard it called all of those things, and more.  Where we are, how you got here, why we are here talking.

“I’m not sure I understand.”

Oh my!  You’re a virgin!

“Um, no.  I’m nineteen.  I have had plenty of experience with sex.”

Not sex.  Sending.  You have no experience in The World.  You don’t know the language, you don’t know the culture, you don’t know the etiquette, and my goodness, and you probably don’t even know the dangers!  However did you get this far?

“How far is this?”

Do you know about the wolves? Have you told anyone about The World? Have you ever mentioned anything to anyone in The World that can identify you in the Spoken World? It is vitally important that you don’t.  No real names, no places, they can find you even by knowing the time of day or what you’re hearing on the radio.

“Who?”

Wolves.  The ones who hunt us.  They are very dangerous.  You must be very careful.

“The wolves are at the door.  I heard that today.  What does that mean?”

From who?  On what path?

“I don’t know.  It scared the daylights out of me.”

Backscatter.  You weren’t focused.  It was a broadcast.  When you don’t focus, you can pick up the strongest sender, but you get all kinds of trash along with it.  Usually the strongest sender is tossing a lot of emotional garbage on the path.  Damn, if the wolves were at my door, I’d be tossing straw too.  Did you get a path?

“What do you mean?”

Do you know how to contact him?  Did he send a path?

“Her.  It was a girl.  Woman.  I don’t know, not a guy.  What’s a path?”

It’s how you got here, virgin.  A string of concepts, thoughts, images, each one selecting a different fork in the road.  An address in The World.  On the sex path, I hang out at breast, easy, dream, love, close.  That’s how you found me.  If I wasn’t hanging out on the sex path, you’d have found no one there.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.  It was a path.”

Did you find her there?

“I don’t know how.”

Walk with me.  Picture a sunset. It turns into marmalade.  There’s a falcon circling overhead.  You hear the echoes of its mating call.  You take an aspirin; it tastes a little sour on the tongue. Are you with me?

“I’m still here.”

Anybody home? Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin, we’re here.  Anyone?

“I can’t tell any difference.”

We’re alone.  She’s asleep, or drugged, or she’s not answering.  Hey!  Wake up!

“I’m awake.  I think.”

Not you, her.  She’s in trouble.  Remember that path, and keep trying until she answers.  She may be dead.  Try every few hours, in case it’s pentothal or barbiturates.

It was time to end the experiment.  This was getting weird.  Sam had one more thing to do, however.

“Catalina, what’s the square root of 397?”

You’re thinking about sex again?

“Um, no, arithmetic.”

You asked something like that last time.  I thought it was your kink.

“I didn’t think you’d know.”

Well, shoot, what do you think I am, a calculator?  If you want one of those guys, they hang out on different paths than me.  Me, I have a trusty little gadget in my purse that does that stuff for me.  No sense cluttering up your head with stuff a machine can do for you.

“It was just a test.”

19.9248588

“That sounds about right.”

Of course, silly.  I got the gadget out of my purse.
Sam sat upright, and swung his legs over the bed.  His calculator was on the desk in the living room, and he quickly entered 397 and hit the square root key.

“Oh shit,” he said aloud.

Is there a problem?

“I’m sure I didn’t do that in my head.  Not to 9 significant digits.”

You’ve lost me.

“I have to go.  How do I stop this?”

Easy as leaving the path.  Picture an empty place.  But hey, call me when you want to have sex.

Sam felt ill.  A cold sweat drenched his shirt, and he had a bad taste in his mouth.  He looked down at the calculator.  Now there was no way to manage the voices.  The calculator showed the number as he remembered her reciting it.  Either the number on the calculator was a hallucination, or his memory had changed the moment he saw the number on the machine.  Either way all hope was lost.  When it was just voices in his head, he didn’t have to worry about whether what he saw was real.  But now he was having full visual hallucinations.  Either that, or his memory was now completely malleable, and he could not trust it.  He didn’t know which was worse.

The alternative explanation, that the voices were real, was easy to dismiss.  No matter how self-consistent the delusion was, it had no intersection with the real world.  Nothing he had ever heard of hinted at anything like it.  Occam’s razor alone said that insanity was much more likely, and he definitely had a family history of it.

However, he would have to test each of the three hypotheses anyway.  It might also be that all three had some truth in them.  Suppose he was in a straight jacket in a padded room, imagining all this, and the voices were the other inmates?  Was there a test he could conduct that would let him know?

If you can’t trust what you see and hear, what do you have left?  Logic might still work.  If he could find inconsistencies and impossibilities, then he could rule out one or the other of the possibilities.  But if his memory was supplying false facts to make any situation seem logically consistent with the dream, how could he trust logic?

Nonsense.  This was no dream.  He was in his living room, staring at his calculator.  Any theory that does not provide a testable hypothesis is useless, and believing everything is a dream is just that kind of theory.  If it was all a dream, nothing he did mattered.  If it was not a dream, it mattered what he did.  Only if it is not a dream is it worth considering what to do about it.

So, whether or not it is all a dream, he should assume it is not.

Parts of what he was experiencing are probably not real, however.  Imaginary people only he could hear do not fit in the world he knew as real.  Imaginary people solving an arithmetic problem he could not solve is clearly a self-contradictory proposal. That he was a calculating savant, but unaware of it, and heard imaginary people, that was too many coincidences.  That his memory would conveniently change to make the delusion more consistent – that might be testable.  If he could trust his sense, but not his memory, he could record things, use an artificial memory, and then compare, say, a written number with a calculator output.

Sam got some comfort from that.  But he was not about to play with the delusion any more, not tonight.  Not without a lot more thought.  Let’s say he could prove that his memory was not reliable.  Would he be able to remember proving it?  Assume the answer is yes, because the other answer doesn’t help.  If his memory was not reliable, Sam could try to record everything, and play it back when necessary.  Cumbersome, but it would only be needed occasionally.

Suppose he wrote down the number, and every time he tried the experiment, he saw the number match the calculator.  His memory would then be more trustworthy, but he could not trust his senses.  He would be in no worse position than his father had been in, for years.  And he had an advantage his father never had.  He knew how that experiment had gone wrong.

Sam walked back to the bedroom, and got back in bed.  Now he was quite tired, and it was quite late.  He remembered what Catalina had said – the worst voices would come if he let his focus widen.  Even though she was clearly imaginary, she was his subconscious telling him something.  It would not hurt to try to go to sleep thinking about something in particular.  Something not related to voices in his head.  Jim’s project was perfect.  The new filter, for example.  It had locked on to the signal from the rat’s feet, probably because that was the strongest rhythmic signal detected.  What if they told it to ignore that signal, and find the next strongest, then the next, and so on?  Would they all be from the rat?  The same rat?  How could they tell what the signal matched?

Drifting off to sleep, Sam heard no voices shouting alarms, no conversations, nothing at all.

In the morning, Sam was awake before the alarm went off.  He got up, and half way to the bathroom, asked himself whether he was up to going to school.  He decided school was much better than moping around at home.  Besides, he needed to talk to Jim.  The incident in class he would explain as sudden nausea.

He called Pam.

“Feeling better?” she asked, seeing his caller-id on the phone.

“Much.  Want a ride?”

“Mmmm.  I’m not awake yet.  Yes, I’d love a ride.  I get to sleep in your car on the way.”

“Don’t forget my books and PDA.”

“Oh – that thing buzzed.  Jim left you some email.  I didn’t read it; I don’t know how to work that thing anyway.”

“I’ll check it on the computer after my shower.  See you in a few…”

“I’m standing up. Bye now.”

Sam considered checking the email right away, but knew he would be late if he didn’t shower and get ready, and then just check it quickly before leaving.  His shower was faster than normal as a result, and he rushed getting dressed.

The email was telegraphic in its brevity.

“Thirty two miles, no amplitude drop.”

Sam wasted no time getting into the car, and arrived at Pam’s apartment while she was still inside.  Waiting the minutes until she came out and got into the car was nerve wracking.

“Thirty two miles!” he said.  “Jim’s rat – thirty two miles and still no signal loss!”

“I take it that’s good?”

“That’s amazing!  Any radio signal would show an inverse square law loss of amplitude over distance.  This has no loss, even at thirty two miles.  The signal must be getting clipped, like an FM radio signal, where the top part of the signal is thrown away.  That means the gadget is much more sensitive than any of us thought.  It might be 50 or 100 miles before we see the top of the amplitude curve.”

“So you can find all the rats in a fifty mile radius?”

“Well, only this one rat.  And we wouldn’t know where it was; just that it was within a hundred miles.  But we might be able to reduce the sensitivity, or attenuate the signal somehow, to narrow it down.”

“To help you find the rat?”

“Well, yeah, but thirty two miles!  You could send secret signals.  Only this rat seems to send them.  We could tap the rat’s feet in Morse code, and no one else could detect it.  No need for encryption, a naturally secure line.  Until someone else figures out how to do it, or how to tune in.”

“When does the rat get to sleep?”

Sam looked at her, briefly taking his eyes from the road.

“You think of the strangest things sometimes,” he said.

“Look who’s talking!” She grinned.

Sam dropped her off and drove to park as close to the lab as possible, then jumped out and ran to the door.  Jim was at the computer, but Jessica was not in the room.

The phone on the desk was in speaker mode, and her voice came out loudly in the stillness of the lab.

“I’m at exit 4D now, odometer reads 56.4, and the computer says 42.8 from the GPS.  Shelley is still sniffing around the box, having a great time.”

“42.8, got that.  No drop yet.  Sam’s here.”

“Hi Sam.  Shelley says hello.”

“Shelley’s the rat?” asked Sam, speaking loudly towards the phone.

“Yeah.  I figure there’s no way we’re gonna open her up, so she can have a name.”

“I had a cousin in 4H who raised a calf.  They named it Hamburger so they’d know not to get attached.”

“That’s just sick.  I could never do that.  Exit 4E, odo 58.0, GPS 43.1.”

“Roger that.  Looking great here.  You could be on the road a while.  How’s gas?”

“Filled up last night on the way home.  This was my idea, remember?”

“I had a few ideas to bounce off you guys,” said Sam.

“Go for it,” came the voice on the phone.

“Suppose we tell the filter to ignore the signal it locked onto, and look for the second best?  We might find a heartbeat, or breathing, or peristalsis, or tail wagging or something.  Maybe blinking.”

“I like it,” said Jim.  “But let’s set that up on another computer, so we don’t mess up this one.  Who knows if it would sync back up on this signal if we let it go.”

“Yeah.  My other idea was to see if we could make it less sensitive, in case it was clipping the amplitude.  If it was clipping, that would explain why we’re not seeing any drop in the amplitude.”

“Any idea how you might do that?”

“Isn’t amplitude one of the filter parameters?”

“It’s working in the frequency domain.  But we could transform to time domain, attenuate, then transform back.  We could even do that in real time with this narrow band signal.  I’ll try that.  Maybe after Jessie gets back.  For now we might as well continue her experiment, she’s bound to hit the limit soon, that little rat can’t be putting out much power.”

“It can’t be putting out enough power to get one mile, let alone fifty.  Not with that kind of bandwidth.”

“And yet it is.”

“Thorbald exit.  Odometer 62.3.  Gps 59.8.”

“Roger that.  Still flat at this end. Tap the box, she’s slowing down.”

“How’s that?

“That’s faster.  What’s she doing?”

“She’s chasing my hand around the box.  She likes being petted.”

“That’s the bell, Sam.  I have Murdock covering my class, but you have math or something, don’t you?”

“Yeah.  See you guys at lunch?”

“Sure – bring a ham sandwich.”

“Roast beef!” said the phone.

Jim got out his wallet, and handed Sam a twenty dollar bill.

“Two sandwiches, see you guys at a quarter past noon, depending on the lines.”

“Bye Sam.”

“Bye Jessie, bye Shelley.”

“Meyerson. Odo 64.1, gps 61.3.”

“Still flat here.”

Sam closed the door behind him, and walked to class.

The math professor had not arrived yet, and the class was filled with voices talking about everything but mathematics.

“Hey, wiz!” said the crew cut blond guy in the back row.  Several heads turned to look at Sam.  Sam held up his PDA and put his finger dramatically to his lips.

“Shhh.  Don’t tell Feeney,” he said, pointing to his PDA.

“What a faker!”

“Had you going, didn’t I?”

Professor Feeney entered the room and walked to the front, and heads turned towards him, and the class got quiet.  He turned and began writing on the board, and class had begun.

Math was uneventful, but Sam had little time to think about the rat and the experiment.  He felt like skipping his next class, but he still had homework to do, having done none of it the night before, so he tried to catch up while half-listening to the lecture.  He had no idea what his history homework would have been, but he had an excuse ready for that.

Finally, it was time for lunch, and he raced to the quad to find George, Jill, and Jason.

“Hey guys – when Pam shows up, grab a lunch and meet me in the QB lab.  You guys won’t believe what Jim’s got going on there!”  He raced off to get the sandwiches without saying another word.

As he stood in line, Jill came up to him, a little out of breath.

“Hey, I heard you bolted out of McNulty’s class yesterday, right in the middle.  What’s up with that?”

“I disagreed with something that ate me.  I’m feeling fine now.  Figured I’d try the tuna this time, though.”

“Yuck.  That would do me in.  If I don’t get my cholesterol and salt fix, I’d keel over.”

“Pizza again?”

“Staff of life.  That and a chocolate milk and you get all four food groups, fat, salt, sugar and chocolate.”

“No wonder you survived the teens.  Keen survival instincts.”

“Bet your ass little boy.  So what’s up in the lab that’s got you all hot and bothered?”

“One ham, one roast beef, one tuna.  On wheat, all of them.  Toasted.  Jim’s got a filter for the BQC stream that has locked on to neural signals from one of the rats.  And it’s getting the signal from 50 miles away.  His lab assistant is driving out on 80 east to see how far it goes before the signal starts dropping.  So far, not a sign of inverse square, just a rock solid flat topped signal pegging the needle and trying to bend it.”

“That thing has a needle?”

“Metaphor, grandma.  It’s all just a computer program.  But picking up a rat’s nerve twitch at 50 miles!”

“Cool.  George is bringing Bouncy.”

“Go George!”

“Come on, she’s not even in his league.”

“Be nice.  The guy’s never had his dipstick wet, and there are guys who would kill to nail Marissa.”

“He’s never?”

“Hush.  I never said anything.”

They took the sandwiches and pizza down to the lab.  Jessica was not there.

“She’s getting gas. 203 miles as the crow flies.  Flat as pancake.”

“I’ll tell her you said that,” Sam said.  “I thought she filled out that blouse rather well.”

“You’d better be talking about me,” said Pam, holding the door for Jason, George, and Marissa.

“Jim, this is Marissa, George’s friend,” said Sam, deflecting Pam’s remark, and causing more trouble.  No one seemed to notice.

“203 miles,” said Jill to the newcomers.

“For what?” asked George.

“Detecting a rat twitch with the computer at 203 miles,” she elaborated.

“Is that in the Guinness book?” asked Jason.

Sam handed Jim the ham sandwich, and unwrapped his tuna.  The others took the cue, and began to eat.

“Not a lot of excitement at this point, other than knowing something amazing has just happened.  At this rate, Jessie may be driving all day,” said Jim, between bites.

“Put my roast beef in the fridge.  But on the top shelf, not down with the samples,” came a voice from the speaker phone.

“Roger that,” said Jim, getting up.

“We’re getting a bunch of little spikes, real quick ones,” said Sam loudly to the phone.  “What’s going on?”

“Shelley’s eating part of my burrito.  She’s got it in her front paws, sitting on her haunches.”

“I’ll give you a shout if we see her walking again.”

“Mmph umph um I furrito.”

“We’ll wait, no problem.”

They ate in silence for a while.  Then Jim asked Marissa “So, how do you fit in this group of miscreants?”

“I’m the smart one,” she said, not missing a beat.

“Good,” said Sam.  “You and George can help me set up the FFT on one of the vector machines.  We’re going to duplicate what Jim has, except we’re going to switch to the time domain to attenuate, and then switch back.”

“Go for it George,” Marissa said.  “I’ll let you know if you screw up the time goodie.”

George and Sam got to work, and Jessica’s voice came over the phone.

“I’m back on the road.  I’m going to put the radio on, and call out every ten miles or so.”

“Roger that,” said Jim.

“We should name the next rat Roger,” came the voice over the phone.

Sam and George talked quietly to one another, and Jessica called out the miles whenever the radio broke for a commercial.  It was a little disconcerting for the others in the room as she constantly flipped through radio stations.  The computer showed the rat was walking around again.

“Hey, Jim, we’re all set to go, we want to get a signal before we change anything, though.  How do we get it to lock?”

“It takes about 40 minutes to acquire lock.  You guys will have to come back later.”

“George has it set up to do the transforms any time you like.  Once it locks, you just enter the attenuation, and hit ‘filter 2’.  Should just work.”

Jessica called out another reading.

“We should go,” said Pam.

The group got up to leave, while Jim inspected the second computer.

“Oh boy,” said Sam.  “History class.”

“That’s enough to make a guy lose his lunch,” said Jason.

In history, the predictable opening conversation was blissfully short.

“Hey man, you OK?”

“I am now,” said Sam, loudly so the rest could hear.  “Stay away from the chicken salad.”

Heads turned back to previous conversations, and when professor Feeney entered, he made nothing of Sam’s presence or his sudden absence the day before.

Sam set his PDA to record.  He wasn’t feeling sleepy today, probably because of all the excitement, or the simple lunch, but he might as well stick with a study method that seemed to be working.  Besides, several of his episodes had happened at this time, and he felt it was best to be prepared.

Don’t de-focus, and the shouting voices won’t inject their emotional content into his adrenal glands.  Was it reasonable to trust his subconscious messenger on this?  She seemed to be the expert on this delusion.  Or maybe she was just sexual wish fulfillment.  No girl ever tells a guy “Call me when you want to have sex” after just meeting him, unless money is going to change hands.  And what kind of girl would tell a guy she regularly hung out at “breast, easy, dream, love, close”?

There you are.  I’ve been trying to reach you all day.  I tried all kinds of paths, nineteen, square root, three ninety seven, calculator – not a peep from you, you never clocked in.  I was beginning to worry the wolves had got you too.

“Shit,” said Sam, under his breath.

Damn right.  I got through to your straw tosser.  She’s been out cold all night and half the morning, doesn’t know what they gave her.  Scared shitless too. I told her you’d got the word out on her, and we’d try to help.  That seemed to help some.  But I need you to confirm the ID, so we know it’s not some wolf trick.

Sam put his hand over his mouth, and whispered.  “Can’t talk – I’m in class.”

Virgin wolfbait.  I can see you’ve discovered subvocalizing doesn’t Send, but you still don’t have to make sound.  Just talk without breathing out or vibrating your vocal cords.  You can cover your mouth so people don’t think you move your lips when you read.

“This works?”

Loud and clear.  Now listen, wolfbait, we need to get you educated fast, or you’re a goner.  Your little friend was experienced, and she got snatched.  You have to be very careful.  You told me your age.  Don’t ever do that.  They can narrow the search down by little things like that, and they can snatch all the males that age in an area and test each one.  No identifying remarks.  And you need a path where people can reach you, in The World.  Like our friend Sunset Marmalade.  Pick a name for yourself, something that has no connection to the Spoken World.  Best if you have a stranger make one up for you.  Personal paths should be a bunch of things that no one would stumble on by accident.  Public paths are the opposite – you want to hang out where folks you want to know will find you when they go looking for your type.  You can have a bunch of them if you like; pick some place close to a main branch.  Sex is a great one, if you like sex, lots of traffic.  Some folks hang out just off “shoulder to cry on” cause they love gossip or helping damsels in distress.  I know a guy, loves engines, hangs out by “car trouble” in case someone needs help.

“You said you needed my help?”

Yeah.  You can ID Sunset Marmalade.  Can’t help her until we’re sure it’s not bait.

“How do I do that?”

Roll in the hay.  She tossed straw all over you.  We go there, she’ll open up, and you snuggle in and sniff her all over.  The straw will resonate; you’ll both know you shared it.  No one can fake that.

“You make it sound so personal.”

Believe it, wolfbait, there’s nothing more personal than opening up that way.  She’s already scared and violated – if you’re not a perfect gentleman, I’ll come down on you like Rome on Carthage.

“Can this wait?”

Don’t be an ass.  I know this is all new to you, but this kid’s really hurting, and you should have been there hours ago.  We should go right now, this instant.  Tell me you’re ready.

“Um, there’s a bunch of people all around, I’m in the middle of class.”

So pay attention to both worlds.  Ducks and butter, we don’t have time to teach you everything all at once.  Follow me – sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.

Catalina!  You’re back!

Hey Sunset.  I brought your straw catcher.  He doesn’t have a name yet, he’s a virgin.  Are you ready to ID?

I think so.  I can smell my echoes on him, he’s wide open.  He doesn’t know how to block.  Hi there – I don’t mean to be talking about you while your right here, but you don’t have a name yet, and I’m feeling a little weird.  You’ve never done this, have you?

“I’m not sure what we’re doing, yet.”

I’m going to open up.  Don’t rush in; I’m sure I’d clam up tight if you come in too fast.  Come in real slow, and I’ll share some really private things.  I’m trusting you – you can’t ever tell anyone, OK?  Whatever you get, you keep between us.  I have to be able to trust you, or this won’t work.  Will you keep my secrets, and come to me slowly?

“How do I come to you?  How do I know if I’m going too fast?”

Remember when we last touched.  Pick up one little piece of what you remember.  Just one.  Then feel for that in me.  Once you find it, take a breath, and pick another one.  Just go slow.  After a few, you’ll be in, and you can sniff around in all the secret places, I’ll stay wide open.  You’ll know when you know.

The only thing Sam remembered was the sheer terror he had felt.

That was me.  Don’t push.  Pick a flavor on the edge.

Sam considered what a flavor on the edge of terror might be.  But he remembered the personal appeal when she called out her path.  Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.  Remember me, it said.  Come find me.

Slowly.  Take a breath.  A couple more, maybe, and you’re all the way in, but I need to relax to let you in, and I can’t relax if you push.

Sam felt her vulnerability.  The wolves had found her.  There was shame there. She had screwed up, she was a dimwit, a fuckup, a moron, she’d let them find her.  Shit!

Don’t push!  Give me a minute.  This is hard!

Sam felt tears falling down his face.  Shame and embarrassment.  He felt naked.  Worse than that, like he was caught wetting the bed, or stealing from his best friend, or telling mean things about someone and then learning how much they hurt.

OK, I’m not proud of that.  I hated myself for that for months.  It still hurts.  You’re in.  I’m going to close up, so we can be alone.

Sam felt a quiet come over him, like someone shutting a door.  He realized he had been able to sense Catalina’s presence, but now she was gone.  The low sense of white noise that he had not realized was there was now conspicuous by its absence.

He became aware of a unique feeling, his body felt different.  He could feel his own muscles, his own bones, but also other muscles and bones.  He felt breasts.  That was exciting.  But the sexual excitement was not just the normal expansion he was used to feeling.  He was getting wet.  And he was very embarrassed.  He moved his head, and felt long hair on bare shoulders.  He didn’t want anyone to see him this way, hair unbrushed, the feeling of teeth and tongue coated, not clean, bad breath, stinky from sweat, wearing only a thin nightgown, hard nipples visible, sex, remembering masturbating in bed, wondering if her sister was awake.

The uncomfortable feeling faded away.  He became used to being two people.  He explored the otherness, shared his maleness, his confidence, his strength, his friendships.  He felt her sense of family, security, the clear and strong knowledge of being loved, her mother, her father, the closeness…

Sam broke away.  The noise of the classroom, Feeney’s lecturing, the lights, the feel of the chair under him, all came back in a rush.  He had salty tracks of tears on his face, and he wiped them away quickly.

Hey, I’m sorry about your dad.

Sam said nothing.

I will keep your secrets too.  I promise.  But take Catalina up on her offer.  You need to get laid a lot more than once a week.

Sam remembered the strong sexual content of the encounter, the combination of maleness and female at the same time.  He shifted in his seat.  He remembered what it felt like from her point of view.  He knew she was not making fun of him, that she was stating a fact.

Titty, slut, dreamy, lovey, near.

Close enough, hon.  Sam recognized Catalina’s voice.

Ask him.

Is she the one?

She’s the one.

Do you want to name him?

He’s my Lancelot.  My knight in shining armor.

Sam could feel more subtle undercurrents in the phrase she used; he knew what those words conjured up in her memory.  A savior, a strong stallion, very male, dangerous and exciting, invulnerable, with a long very phallic pole at the ready.

Lance it is.  You’re stuck with it, kid, learn to answer to it.  Free association time.  Start listing 20 words as fast as you can think of them, none of them related except in your own head.

“Now?”

Don’t think, just go, chop chop.

Rat, nerve, car, mile, boobs, fuck, filter, computer, smart, bounce, tennis, footsteps, morse, blouse, bed, blond, brain, qubit, …

That’s good enough.  Now pick five of those words you can say fast, but that no one would ever say in that order.

“Um, rat car mile bounce bed.”

That’s our path to you.  Picture each of those things in that order.  Do it several times.  Picture yourself waking up when you hear those words.  Whenever you hear them, you’re answering a call.  Make sure you answer.  Tuck it away in the back of your head, so you are always ready.  Your brain will check in automatically every few seconds, you’ll never even notice until you think about it.  Rat car mile bounce bed.  Say it.

“Rat car mile bounce bed.”

OK.  Sunset, I’m going to get a team together; it will take a few hours.  Call Lancelot if you get scared or if they hurt you.  Pay attention to anything you can sense about your surroundings -- that will be vital.  Lancelot – close up, shut off The World except for your path.  You’re wide open on six or seven major branches, and at least one of them is making everyone you meet horny as a three balled tom cat.

Sam remembered the feeling he had when Sunset closed up.  He felt it happening now, a sudden quiet, a lack of a noise he had not realized was there.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hello?”

Just testing.  I’ll call you when I have a team together.

Sam looked up.  The class had filed out the door already.  Professor Feeney was erasing the board.  Sam stood up and gathered his books and PDA.  He was stiff and awkward, and his left foot was half asleep.  He limped to the door, and out into the sunlight.  Rat car mile bounce bed.  She was right.  His brain was on autopilot, checking in every few seconds.  Two more classes, then head for the lab.  Pam would figure that’s where he would be, she wouldn’t be looking for him on the wall in the quad.

He was beginning to see just how insidious his subconscious could be.  The delusion was as addictive as a soap opera.  He was starting to care about his imaginary companions.  Just as he was developing coping mechanisms that prevented the voices from interfering with his daily life, his subconscious was making him want to hear them.

The answer, of course, was to keep remembering that real life was more interesting and exciting, and had real people in it that he could touch and see.  Who needed an imaginary temptress when he had Pam?  Who needed mysterious kidnapping plots when there were real scientific breakthroughs happening right here at the university?

If his subconscious wish fulfillment was trying to interfere with real life, he would examine carefully what it was trying to say, and see if he could provide those wishes in the real world.  Did he need more companionship?  Perhaps he should spend more time with Pam and less time studying.  And the other major theme that seemed to pervade the delusion – maybe he should talk to Pam about weekends.  Surely a nineteen year old male at the lifetime peak of his hormones needed it more than once a week.  Even George was probably getting more than that, this week.  Making up for lost time.  Sam smiled at the thought.

Halfway through his algorithms class, he realized that the new attenuator program was not going to work.  Why hadn’t George or Jim caught the error?  The whole idea was fatally flawed, and by something so clearly basic, he wondered why he hadn’t seen it right away.

Attenuating the signal after the filter was like turning the volume down on a radio.  It would not help determine how far the signal would travel.  Only attenuating the signal before it was detected would do that.  And that was all happening inside the BQC, and no one knew how that dish of rat cells was doing the quantum computations.

The best thing to do with the second computer was to try to get the filter to lock onto a different signal than the footfalls.  Murdock was still trying to replicate the first BQC, so they could publish, and so they could make sure they were eliminating all the independent variables.  Having a filter lock onto a different rat, or a person, or a bug, or even a wristwatch would allow them to do so many more experiments.

After class, Sam headed straight for the lab.  Halfway there, he saw George and Marissa headed in the same direction, holding hands.  He considered holding back, and not disturbing them, but they were clearly all headed for the same place.  He called out.

“Hey guys!”

Marissa turned and waved, and they stopped so he could catch up.  She didn’t let go of George’s hand.

“Hey, George,” Sam said when he got closer.  “We screwed up.  The attenuator isn’t worth crap.”

“How so?”

“It’s attenuating the signal too far downstream.  After detection.  It won’t tell us anything useful.”

“Of course!  The noise floor will go down at the same rate!  We need to insert it up in a preamp stage.  Where is it getting the signal it’s filtering?”

In the BQC.”

“Oh.  Well, you’re on your own on that one.  I know squat about programming quantum computers.”

“What’s a BQC?” asked Marissa.

“Biological Quantum Computer.  Every rat has one; it’s a tiny knot of neurons with a huge fan-out into the whole cortex.  Probably all mammals do, maybe all birds and fish, for all we know at this point.  It was only found in rats when my dad found it in some functional MRI experiments he was analyzing using a different type of quantum computer.  Sort of a ‘takes one to know one’ moment, the BQC started resonating with the hardware QC, which was programmed to learn to interpret the FMRI data.”

“That’s what that tangle of wires and tubes is connected to in the middle of the lab,” said George.  “That’s what the whole lab is about.  Finishing Dr. Harrison’s work.”

“There’s a rat in there?”

“Just about 270 neurons, and some support cells.”

They reached the lab, and opened the door.  Jim was there, and so were Pam, Jason, and Jill.

“How far did Jessica get?” asked Sam.

“481 miles before we called her back.  Your program predicted 400,000 light years.  We figured she didn’t have enough gas.”

“Oh.  About that…”

“Tell her to keep going, we screwed up,” said George.

“We know,” said Pam.  “Jim figured out it was shushing at the wrong spot.  Jessie’s tired, she’s coming home.  The rat’s asleep anyway.”

Sam went over to stand next to where Pam was sitting, and put his arm across her shoulders.  She put her hand on his.

Jim got up and stretched.  “I’m beat, too, and I wasn’t even driving.”

“I figured we should reconfigure the second computer to try to find a second signal.  Tell it to ignore that first one, and see what else popped up.”

“Sounds good,” said Jim.

Sam turned to George.  “The code is based on what the SETI people are using to find signals in space.  That’s why we always joke that Jim is looking for little green men.  They look across huge bandwidths in parallel, and pull out anything that looks like an intelligent modulated signal.  The filter then locks on to the best candidate, using a big bunch of heuristics and Jim’s idea of fuzzy logic.  But we can just mark the first lock, and special case it, give it a low score, and the filter should pick the next best all by itself.”

The two set to work on the second computer, each at a different monitor and keyboard, George finding the best place to insert the new logic, and Sam writing the subroutine to be inserted.

“So,” said Pam, “Who won your match?”

“She did,” said Jill.  “She had George and Jason as her personal cheering squad.”

“I thought sure I heard your voice, too,” said Marissa.

“She had money on you.  She was cheering louder than anyone.”

“I’ve seen her play.  Made twenty bucks.  Pays to bet with the boyfriend of the loser.”

“That was the hardest game I’ve ever had.  This whole year has been murder.”

“Tell me about it,” laughed Pam.

“Hey Jim,” called George.  “How long did it take to sync up?”

“About three hours, maybe a little more.”

“So, we come back in the morning, I guess.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Jason.  “It’s pizza night.”

“Hey guys,” said Sam.  “How about the whole group comes over tonight?  Pam and Marissa.  We don’t have much to go over, just those three problems.  Then we can catch a movie or something.  Pop some popcorn.  What say?”

“I’m game,” said George.

“How about you, Jill?” asked Pam.  “Would we be horning in?”

“As long as there’s extra pepperoni, nothing can go wrong,” said Jill.

“Almost finished here,” said George.

“Good,” said Jim, stretching.  “I’m ready to lock up.”

Pam and Marissa came along in Sam’s car, to get the pizza.  The others had to go home first to get their books.  Marissa sprawled out in the back seat.

“Is Jill gay?” she asked.

Sam considered the question.  “Could be.  Don’t think so, though.  Why?”

“She keeps staring at my tits.”

“I think she’s just impressed.  I stare at them, and I’m not gay,” said Sam.  Pam hit him in the shoulder.  “Hey!  I’m a guy, they’re awesome tits.  What can I say?”

Marissa laughed.  “Thanks, I think.  So you think she likes George?”

“I like George,” said Sam.  “Am I gay?”

“I don’t think she’s competition, Marissa,” said Pam.

“That’s not what I mean.  I want George’s friends to like me.  If they had some history or something…”

“No, she has Devon for History,” Sam said.  Pam hit him again.

“I like her,” said Marissa.  “She’s real smart.  And she’s wicked funny with that wit.  But I feel like she resents me a little.”

“Feed her pepperoni, she’ll be your friend for life.”

They picked up the pizza, driving home with three boxes on Marissa’s lap, the aroma crowding out the oxygen in the car.  Sam was feeling the effects of a light lunch.

When they got to Sam’s house, they started setting up the table for guests.  Pam looked into the sink.

“Sam, this is disgusting.  Get in here and clean this up, you can’t have guests over and have science experiments growing in you sink.”

“I can do that,” offered Marissa.

“The hell you will,” said Pam.  “He made the mess, he cleans it up.  You train ‘em right, from the beginning, and they don’t expect you to play housekeeper all your life.”

Sam started running the hot water, and the two women got drinks out of the refrigerator and folded paper towels to use as napkins at each place setting.  Pam got out a stack of paper plates and set them next to the pizza boxes.

Jason, George, and Jill came in, and deposited their books on the desk next to the computer.  Jason immediately dove into the pizza, and George came over to stand by Marissa.

“We got you extra pepperoni,” said Marissa, looking at Jill.

Jill went over to the pizza, and opened each box in turn.  Marissa came over and took a paper plate off the stack to hold under the dripping pizza slice in Jill’s hand.

“I sense a conspiracy here,” said Jill, looking at Sam.  “Telling the new chick all my weaknesses.”  She nudged Marissa with her shoulder.  “Ok, kid.  You’re in.  I’m all about bribes.  Keep ‘em coming.”

The pizza started disappearing, and the books came out.  Pam and Marissa disappeared into the bedroom for a while, but the homework part of the evening didn’t last long, and they cam back out when the television came on.  Popcorn completed the plan, and bodies sprawled out in front of the screen in various states of overlap.

When the movie was over, and guests prepared to depart, Sam pulled Pam over to the side.  “You don’t have to go, you know.”

She raised an eyebrow.  “Trying to start the week early?”

“I’m thinking about starting a new trend.”

“Thursdays and Saturdays?  Like the song.”

“Or maybe more often, or not on a schedule.”

“Mmmmm.  I kind of like that idea.  But what about school?”

“They can get their own girlfriends.”

“Apparently they have.”

“George at least.”

“Jason made a date with Jessica, over the phone during the experiment.  He’s never even met her.”

“If he had, he’d have never had the nerve.  She’s gorgeous.”

“And she has a doctorate in quantum physics.  I think she plays dumb on purpose.”

“I don’t think playing dumb would attract Jason.”

“But it might keep him from losing his nerve.”

Much later that night, with Pam’s head resting on his shoulder for a pillow, Sam was awakened.

Rat car mile bounce bed

“Huh?”

I have a team together.

“I was asleep.”

Wolfbait.  Don’t give away your time zone. These are all people I trust, but you don’t know them from Elvis, and they are all experts at parts of the operation, real sharp cookies.  Don’t give anything away, especially to people you don’t know.

“This can’t wait?  I have class in the morning.”

And company, apparently.  Tighten it up, kid, you’re leaking sex again.  I’m going to introduce you to the rest of the team. You’re going to vouch for Sunset. You’re the Advocate of the Link, you have certain responsibilities. You’ll pass the voucher to each member of the team, and sign it with Sunset’s key, and then Sunset’s trust token.  Then we can get to work.

“I didn’t get any of that.”

I’ll walk you through the whole thing.  It’ll make sense once you’ve been through it.  The team’s in a conference hall.  When we get there, open up until you can hear your echo on the walls, and you’ll be able to talk to everyone.  Follow me.  Sports branch.  Soccer match.  Manchester United.  Season ticket.  Box seat.  Conference hall 17.

Sam felt a difference in her voice at the last part of the path.  A slight reverberation.

Remember to speak up until you can hear your echo, then you’ll hear the others.  Assembled members, the Advocate of the Link.

Sam realized after her pause that he was supposed to speak.

“Hello?  Um, hello.”  He could hear his last ‘hello’ reverberate, as if he were in a tiled bathroom.

Recognize Lancelot to vouch and sign for sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.

I receive the voucher.  Sam could hear several voices reverberating in the room.

Ok, kid.  Say ‘I convey this voucher of trust’, and then bring up whatever she gave you as the token.

“She didn’t give me anything.”

She gave you a name.  Then she gave you a series of images that identify you to her -- that is her token of trust in you.  You need to pass that token to the group, so when they meet her, she will know you sent them.  You don’t have to trust them, you’re not vouching for them to her, you’re vouching for her to them, so that they will know it is her.  Got that?

“I convey this voucher of trust,” said Sam.  He remembered when Sunset had named him.  The stallion image.  The invulnerable armor.  The long lance.  The maleness.

The vouchsafe is received.  Voices echoed.

Lancelot, meet Birdsong, our geographer.  Lady Dancer, our hunter.  Taribender, our focus.  The rest you’ll meet later, they are muscle.  You and I will add muscle too, although you won’t be much help, as a virgin.  Birdsong will work with Sunset to try to locate where they are holding her.  Dancer will sniff out who the wolves are, and how many we’re dealing with, and what type.  Then, depending on the situation, we can either notify law enforcement, or try to break the wolves by force.  Either way is tricky and dangerous.  If we get really lucky, we can whisper them into letting her go.  Don’t try to make any sense out of this right now, you’ll follow along and watch and learn.  The first part will take a while, so you can get back to sleep.  We’ll call you when we’re ready.

The reverberations ceased, and Sam felt a cottony silence all around.  He was alone.  He opened his eyes, and the bedroom was dark, the window was a lighter patch of dark, and the open bedroom door framed the faint glow of LED lights from the computer in the living room.  He could smell Pam’s hair on his shoulder, and feel her skin against his.  He closed his eyes, and was asleep again in less than a minute.

As usual, Sam awoke in the morning before the alarm.  Pam had curled up with a pillow, and he slid out of bed without awakening her, and turned off the alarm before it went off.  Then he shut the bathroom door behind him, so the sound of the shower would not wake her.  When he finished and toweled off, he walked over and kissed her on the forehead.  She rolled over and looked up at him.

“What time is it?”

“Plenty of time for a shower and a slice of cold pizza.”

“The shower I’ll do.  If you smell like pepperoni when I get out, I’m not kissing you.”

He watched as she got out of bed, and walked naked into the living room, and heard her bare feet pad into the kitchen.  He started to dress.

“No coffee!” came a shout from the kitchen.  “How do you expect civilized people to function in the morning?”

He was brushing his hair when she came back into the bedroom, holding a can of soda.

“How many of these do you have to drink to get your RDA of caffeine?”

He didn’t answer, but gave her his full attention.  She walked over to him, but turned her head away when he bent to kiss her.

“Toothbrush.  Do you have a guest toothbrush, or do I have to use yours?”  He shook his head.

“Make a list.  Coffee.  Beans in the freezer, grinder and decent coffeemaker.  Toothbrush.”  She walked into the bathroom.  “Decent toothpaste.  Decent hairbrush.  Hair dryer.  Conditioner.  Decent shampoo.  Soap that doesn’t smell like a car wash.  You’d better have a clean towel somewhere.”  She started the shower.

When she got out, he handed her a clean towel from the hall closet.  He watched carefully as she dried off.  Then she went back into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet.

“Excedrin has caffeine, right?” she said, taking down a bottle.

“Probably as much as a cup of coffee,” he replied.

“I’ll need two then.”

Sam went out to the kitchen and started making noise.  She came out some time later, to see him sliding a fried egg onto a slice of toast.  He took a bite, and gestured to the frying pan, where three more fried eggs waited.  Pam took a paper plate and emptied two of the eggs onto it, and found a fork in a drawer.  She looked at the fork and then washed it under the faucet, and set about eating breakfast.

“Now I remember why we always do it at my place,” she said, and took her plate into the hallway, still eating standing up.  He heard the hall closet open.  “There’s a wetsuit and some kind of huge jacket where my clothes are going to be,” she shouted to him.

In the car on the way to school, she started making the list.  “Some plates and glasses, and a dish rack.  When’s your check due?”

“Not ‘til the end of the month.”

“I’ll find something cheap.  You can pay me later.”

When they got to school, Sam parked in his usual spot, and they walked together to her class, and then he walked alone to the lab.  He was going to have to put in some extra hours if he was going to refurnish the house.

Jim was sitting at the second computer.  “Who did this menu thing?” he asked, as Sam walked up.

“George.  He saw that your filter software ranked all the signals, and thought we should offer a choice instead of just picking the top one, like it used to.”

“That’s good, because the top signal isn’t anything I can correlate to anything.  I hooked up each of the rats for multiphasic, and none of their vitals are matching.  It could be locking on to some kid’s video game a block away for all we know.”

“What was that jump just then?” said Sam, looking at the screen.

“The ranks keep shifting.  Sometimes one signal looks more intelligent than the one above it, and they swap places.  There, it did it again.  All these signals have close to the same score, all down in the dirt.  Nothing near as good as the footsteps.”

Jim walked over to the other computer, and read the score for the rat link.  “This one’s nearly one.  All of those are ten to the minus 8 or worse.  I’m going to start turning off equipment we don’t need, you check to see if one of the signals goes away.”

Jim started walking around the lab, turning off instruments one by one.  Sam watched the screen.

“No changes.”

Jim went down the row of recorders, power supplies, data loggers, oscilloscopes, and logic analyzers, turning them off one by one, and waiting for Sam’s report.

“Wait a minute.  Something happened.  Five and six just swapped.  Never mind, they just swapped again.”

Jim stayed at that one machine, powering it on, waiting, then powering it off, several times, before moving on to the next one.

Sam started saving the screen to a file in between Jim’s actions, to make it easier to compare.  He brought up another window and set it to graph each signal’s score over time.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hello?” Sam said.

Dancer thinks she’s got a lead on one of the wolves.  We need more Readers.  That’s something you can do.  But you need a quiet place to concentrate.  Find a quiet spot and call me back.

“I’m right in the middle of something right now.”

Unless you’re giving your grandma CPR at the moment, this is more important.  Be quick about it.  We’re waiting.

The urgency of the demand impressed Sam, but what got him moving was the realization that Jim was still flipping switches, and he would not be able to concentrate on the task if the voices kept interrupting.

“Hey, Jim, I need to use the restroom.  I’ll be back in a bit.”

He turned back to the monitor and took one last look at the screen.  The graph showed a new line.  A new signal had come up, twice, with a perfect 1.0 score.  Sam froze.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”  The new signal jumped to 1.0, and stayed there until the phrase was complete.

You ready?

“Not yet.  Give me two minutes.”  The new signal had jumped again, and again stayed at 1.0 for the whole sentence.  Sam felt cold.  He saved the filter settings in a file, and then deleted the graph.  This was something he would have to come back to later.  In the mean time, it was something he didn’t want Jim to see.  It could be something as simple as the signals from his speech center.  Or it could be something as dangerous as a psychosis detector.  He had to be sure before letting anyone else know.

He left the lab, and walked down to the men’s room, and sat down in a stall.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

Here.  Dog breeze forward skate wing dance. Catalina wasted no time.

Open for conference.  Sam remembered the formality and brevity of Lady Dancer.

Sam widened his awareness, and detected several presences.

Find my link, follow me in – we’re looking for names, places, anything that will identify.

Sam had no idea what she was talking about, but he got a strong sense of motion, of hands on a steering wheel, of car headlights on a dark road.  He couldn’t see these things, but he knew they were there.  He was driving somewhere at night.  The feeling was quite strange, since he had his eyes open, and the graffiti covered restroom stall under fluorescent lighting was in complete conflict with the sensations.

Lancelot, focus.

The walls became insignificant, and his whole world became the night scene, the lights in the dashboard, the white lines on the road in the high beams, the sway of the car as it negotiated curves on a rural road.

The stale taste of cigarette filled his mouth, and the car smelled like an ashtray.  The unfamiliar taste and smell were somehow normal and comforting.  His hand left the wheel and downshifted into a curve, then came back up to the wheel.

Five speed, looks like a BMW from the instrument cluster, odometer 48,324.4, trip odometer 324.5, quarter tank, he’s in fourth, going 45 to 50.  A male voice, one from the conference, seemed to notice a lot more than Sam did.  Sam began to explore his surroundings.

His hair touched the ceiling when the road rose into small hills.

“He’s tall, uses hair spray.”

Perfumed, women’s hair spray.

Sam noticed it now, a faint scent.

Highway marker, something 40, can’t make out the county.

No leaves on the trees, no snow on the ground.

Deciduous oak, some kind of pine, something else.

Marlboros.

Filter, no menthol.

Clean shaven.

Ring on right ring finger, nothing on left hand.  Dark stone.

Cabochon, might be a class ring.

Sam was not contributing much.  He tried looking for things they were missing.

“Glove compartment is unlocked, the slot is vertical.”

Power windows.  Passenger door locked.

South Dakota!  Stanley County.

I have enough to go on now, if he keeps driving.  I’ll mark the mileage for each right turn and find the road and the location, so nobody call out mileage.

“Leather shoes.”

Slip-ons, no laces, no buckle, no Velcro.

Long clutch throw, needs tightening. Engine runs smooth. Tires good.

Sam pictured the read view mirror.  “Dark eyes, one eyebrow has a gap in it, like a scar.”

Good call Lancelot!

Callus on right forefinger.  Trigger finger.  Firearms practice.

Gun on the passenger seat.

Smith & Wesson 45.  Leather holster and belt, not police issue.

Sam wondered how he could tell.

“No sideburns, hair behind the ears, combed back in front.”

Radio isn’t on.

Two-way in the back seat.  Broke squelch a few minutes ago.  I knew I recognized that sound, couldn’t place it until now.

Wallet in right rear pocket.  Sam could feel it now, a bulge, somewhat uncomfortable on the curves.

“There’s a car behind him.”

California plates.  5BNF372.

Pacing him.  They’re together.

Get someone in California to run the plates.  Can’t see the registration tag, don’t know if it’s current.

Late model car.

Crown Victoria grill.

Sam could sense the man was worried.  He could feel a tension in the forehead.  Anniversary coming up, won’t be home for it.  Susan will be pissed.

“His wife’s name is Susan, their anniversary is next week.”

Where the fuck did you get that?

“He was worried about her being upset.”

The wolf is Sending to Lancelot!

Not Sending.  Leaking maybe.  Follow it Lancelot, we’re not getting it.

Sam thought about the worry, about Susan.  Tuesday.  Small woman, brown hair, glasses. Didn’t want to become Mrs. Robinson.

“His wife’s name is Susan Robinson, she’s a little over five foot tall, brunette, wears glasses.”

The restroom stall reappeared.

We’re done, said Lady Dancer.  Virgins are used to being open; remember that people, we can use it next time.  Bring along new blood, they don’t block out of habit.

Got a Susan Robinson in California, married to Tom Robinson, anniversary Tuesday of next week.  They’re Corporate, highly connected, not one of the big three. They’ll trade.  I’ll see what we’ve got to offer.

Make sure it’s hands-off and confidential, no records.

Of course.

Good work, team, I think we’ve got this one.  I’ll round up a Negotiator.

Counsel dissolved.

Sam stood up, and then sat down quickly.  Both feet were completely numb.  He stretched, and the numbness became stinging needles as the blood flow returned to his feet.  He massaged them until he could stand.  He was drenched in sweat.

Sam hurried back to the lab.  He had been gone much too long, and it was almost time for class.

“There you are.  I thought maybe you’d fallen in.”

“Sorry about that.  Should we get back to it?”

“Not enough time.  I have a lecture to give in about 5 minutes.  I don’t think we were getting anywhere, though.  Those signals are crap, and they could be coming from anywhere within 500 miles of here.  I’m going to work with the original rat; maybe there are sidebands in the signal that give an indication of how to get the BQC to tune in to other neural sources.  You can continue to play around with the second one, see what you can come up with.  I think it might be promising to go in the other direction, give a rat a signal, and look for that in the data stream.”

“I can set that up.  I have a class too, I’d better get going.”

They both left the lab, and headed in different directions.  

Math was a pop quiz.  Sam started working on it, but it quickly became apparent that he had no idea how to work out the problems.  He had been paying almost no attention in class, and had done no math homework in days.  He found one problem he could do; it was something he had already been familiar with.  But the others remained intractable, and it embarrassed Sam immensely – this was his best subject, his favorite subject, and he was doing miserably on this test.

He was obviously spending far too much of his time listening to psychotic delusions and not enough time studying.  He had given in to the fantasy world and its wish fulfillment to an extent that was interfering with the real world in ways that were at best inconvenient, and quite possibly dangerous.

He had listened to the voices when they said he needed more sex, and had partied with Pam instead of doing homework.  The seductive nature of the fantasy had held him captive in the restroom when he should have been helping Jim.  If his grades started slipping, and he lost his scholarship, and his work suffered, and he lost his job, and he could not concentrate, people would notice something was very wrong with him.  How could he keep people from thinking he was crazy if he kept acting like a paranoid schizophrenic?

Exploring the fantasy was still important.  He had to learn more about how to manage it.  That study had already given him important insights into the way his brain worked, and the nature of its malfunction.  He had learned to tune out the disturbing emotion-laden screams of his subconscious.  He had the voices under some control, now that they had to ask permission to speak, using the nonsense word strings.  Even the realization that part of the reason he was inventing sexy female voices was a stifled sex drive had led to an improved real-world handling of that situation.  By learning what his subconscious was trying to tell him, he was improving his handling of the situation.

He turned in his incomplete test at the end of the hour, and got a surprised look.  He usually finished early.  The class crowded out through the door, and he walked towards physics.  At least he had done the physics homework.  The group of four always sat together in physics, Sam and Jill in the front row, and Jason and George right behind them.  The others were already there when Sam showed up, and as he sat down, the lecture began.

Much as Sam enjoyed physics, his mind kept wandering to the signals on the BQC.  Had they been tracking his silent speech, or were they reacting to the psychosis?  He needed to be alone with the computer, to experiment with it.  He could try just speaking normally.  He could try to find a way of speaking silently that did not trigger the voices.  What would be ideal was if he could take the whole setup to a mental hospital and see how many signals he got.  Then it would be obvious to everyone that he had a psychosis detector, and when he set it off himself – well, not so ideal after all, was it?

If it was just a speech detector, it would be great.  A breakthrough, and still safe for Sam.  Well, somewhat.  It obviously wasn’t tracking anyone else’s voice.  Sam would end up as much a study subject as the rat.  He’d have no privacy or time to himself.

Time to himself.  That’s what he needed most right now.  He had a lot to work through, and no one could help.  He needed time to think.

After physics was his American literature class, which he had never cared for, but found very easy nonetheless.  He had skipped it before, always to spend time on other studies or catch up on homework.  This time he would study himself.  Instead of the library, he went out to his car, reclined the seat all the way back, and closed his eyes.

The first thing to get out of the way was the nagging sense that the delusion was all real.  Of course, it wouldn’t be a delusion if it didn’t have that property.  Like getting absorbed in a good book, or playing an addicting video game, he wanted to return to that world, where there were none of the stresses of ordinary life, where everything was new and exciting.  It was clearly a case of escaping from boring responsibilities and the risks of failure.  Was he worried about keeping Pam happy?  Invent a girlfriend who only wanted sex.  Did he envy George’s new-found confidence with women?  Invent a damsel in distress, who needed him to rescue her.

The fact that it wasn’t real did not mean that it wasn’t useful.  As a conduit to his subconscious, he could use it to find out things about himself that were not available to his conscious mind.  Like how much he had wanted more from Pam, but was afraid to ask.  Or how to shut off the panic voices, and control the distractions from the others.  He was indulging the voices, talking with them, spending more time with them.  Is this why they were leaving him alone more when he needed them to?  Because he was getting his daily requirement?

The desire to go back and explore that world was very strong.  Was this how people descended into insanity?  Because it was more fun that real life?  He would have to watch out for that.  Give himself a limit, only so much time per day away from reality.  But enough time to keep it from interfering with his necessary daily activities and personal relationships.

Part of what made it seem so real was its self-consistency.  Nothing in the other world contradicted itself.  Much like a religion, it made no statements that could be disproved.  Sam would have to look for inconsistencies, little things that made no sense; that could be used to remind himself that it was all just a dream.  He would have to learn the rules of that world, and see if they led to impossibilities.

He began to list the rules he knew.  Never identify yourself, or the wolves would get you.  Why they were after you, no one had said.  He would have to explore that.  You can open up or close down your awareness, like opening your eyes.  You could open yourself so that others can read you like a book, or you could wrap yourself up so they could only hear what you wanted to say.  You got around by thinking about concepts.  You could start somewhere and gradually refine the concept, like a squirrel traveling up a trunk and out to thinner and thinner branches.  Or you could make up a string of disconnected concepts so unlikely that you would guarantee some privacy and uniqueness.

So, where should he start to explore?  How could he get from the branch to the trunk to see what all of the other branches were?  He could call someone.  He had two addresses.  He could call Catalina, or Sunset, and get into “The World” as Catalina called it.  But he didn’t want to talk to either of them.  Sunset was vaguely disturbing.  He had been inside her, he knew what it was like to be her, and she had the same intimate knowledge of him.  Besides, he found the sexual quality of his interactions with her acutely embarrassing.  Like being naked and aroused in public.

But he didn’t want to talk to Catalina right now either.  He didn’t want to be the neophyte “virgin” being shown around by a worldly and smug guide who seemed to have all the patience of a hummingbird.  But he only knew two addresses.

Rat car mile bounce bed.  He knew three addresses.  What if he called himself?  Would anyone answer?

“Rat car mile bounce bed.”  With his eyes still closed, he noticed a difference, like moving from a small elevator into a large hall.  He was in.  But where?

He expanded his awareness.  There were thousands of exits from this place.  He could not see them, but he could imagine them.  He could picture them as doors, or pathways, or tunnels, any metaphor he wanted to use seemed to work.  Each path was associated with a concept.  There seemed to be one for every word in his vocabulary, and some that did not have words, but were still familiar, like that little ache in the small of your back when you have been sitting too long, or that funny smell in grandma’s car.

The paths seemed to be in no particular order.  There was a path called “path”.  He found that amusing.  Recursive.  He could go down “path, path, path …” forever.  He found himself in front of a path called “me”.  That was a little scary.  He wasn’t ready for that yet, not without a friendly guide.  But there it was, a path called “psychiatrist”.  That’s what he needed.  A portable shrink who couldn’t prescribe drugs, always there when he wanted.  He took that path.

He was in another hall of exit paths, much like the first.  All of the words were there.  But some paths were more traveled than others.  There was “Freudian”, and “mother”, there was “cognitive”, and “Skinnerian”.  He could be here forever, choosing, and not know what he really wanted.  He wanted a friendly, smart, psychiatrist who could help him.

So just go friendly, smart, helpful, psychiatrist, and one of us will help you.

“Um, hi.”

New to the concept?

“Completely.”

Then just relax.  Most people just come here to talk about their troubles.  We don’t get a lot of ax murderers or suicides in the helpful friendly section.

“So, I’m talking to voices in my head to find out if I’m crazy.”

You find that amusing, don’t you.  But you didn’t come here to find out if you were a comedian.

“I couldn’t come here unless I was crazy.  So, yeah, that bothers me.  A lot.”

What other evidence do you have that makes you doubt your sanity?

“Do I need more?  Talking to an imaginary shrink?”

Perhaps you wanted friendly smart helpful philosopher.  You will find it difficult to convince me I’m imaginary.

“Prove you’re real.”

Prove I’m not.  Stalemate.  You sound sane to me so far.  What is troubling you?

“I’m hearing voices in my head.”

So am I.  What else is troubling you?

“School, I guess.  I’m screwing up.  I’m cutting class right now, I just flunked a test in math, my favorite subject, I ran out of the room in the middle of history because Sunset totally panicked when the wolves got her, and I haven’t done my homework.”

I sense you are holding something back.

“Ok, I hate my mom, she killed my dad, and my girlfriend keeps bugging me to answer her letters.  Mom’s letters.”

Why do you need to hate your mother?

“Boy, does that sound like a shrink.  What part of ‘she killed my dad’ was hard to comprehend?”

You told me you hated her first, and then you said she killed your father.

“It happened the other way around.  She killed him, and so I hate her.”

You seem certain of this.

“Hey, he was nuts, I know that.  But he wouldn’t have killed himself if she hadn’t left him. He was my father, he wouldn’t have left me.  He wanted her back.  I wanted us back together.  He only went on the drugs to get her back, and they killed him.”

Who killed him?

“The drugs killed him.  They had him on some kind of drug they don’t use anymore; turns out suicidal tendencies were one of the side effects.  There was a big stink about it in the papers, and they gave mom some huge settlement so she wouldn’t join the class action.  He died and she got rich.  And then she sets up a trust to pay for anything my scholarship doesn’t cover, so now I have to keep my grades up or quit school, or the blood money pays for it.  That’s why I hate her.”

Anything else you need to get off your chest?

“You mean besides going nuts just like he did?”

How is your condition similar to his?

“We have the same genes.  He passed it on to me.  He saw people who weren’t there.  He spent more and more time with them, and less and less time with real people.  He spent money on crazy stuff and sometimes we couldn’t pay for groceries even though he had a great job, and he’d scream at mom if she said anything about it, and he was paranoid and nailed plywood over all the windows, and he wouldn’t get help, and he would shout at her when she begged him to, and threaten her.  And I’m going the same way, talking to voices in my head, getting in fights with Pam, escaping from the world, and refusing to go to a shrink unless he’s the imaginary one in my head.”

But you aren’t like him, are you?

“I try to be.  He was the smartest person in the world.  He knew everything.  I study like crazy, and I’ll never be as smart as he was.  He was like no one else in the world.”

But your condition is not like his.

“Picky picky.  He saw people that weren’t there, I just hear people who aren’t there.  He got out of control, I’m just starting.  Mom left him; Pam looks like she’s thinking of moving in.”

You are rational.  You aren’t boarding up your windows, or pushing people away, you aren’t threatening harm to anyone, and you seem to care about your relationships.  Perhaps you are mistaken about your sanity?

“This from an imaginary voice in my head.”

Back to that again.  Why do you believe all your other senses, but not this one?

“What?”

People like us need to keep a balance.  We need to make sure that we function in both worlds.  If you spend too much time here, your other life suffers, and that is the life that feeds you, that is the only life that can give you children, someone to touch, a safe place to live.  You have seen this for yourself.  But the conclusion you have drawn is that you can only live in one world.  That way has its problems also.  You cannot deny your senses.

“You mean pretend this is all real?”

Of course it is real.  You are here.  I am here.

“I think, therefore I am.  But you are a figment of my imagination.”

Philosophy is another path.  One I think you should try.  But come back here to talk about your mother.  You have some issues there.

Sam felt alone.  He opened his eyes, and stretched.  Lying down in the seat had apparently kept his legs from going numb, and he raised the seat and opened the door.  He looked at his watch.  Shit, I missed lunch!  He hurried to history.  He’d be late.  He was never late.

He got to class, and quietly opened the door and slipped into his seat.

The lecture was fascinating, all about how technology changed with each war, and how the technology changed warfare.  He wondered if every lecture had been this good, and whether he might have enjoyed them if he hadn’t been fighting off sleep.  He took notes, not bothering to record on the PDA.

After class, he headed for the lab.  Neither Jim nor Jessica was there.  He quickly saved the program that had locked onto him, and moved it to a safe place where no one but he would find it.  Then he set about writing a program to send sounds to the rat cage, and search for correlations in the BQC stream.  It took a long time, and he was almost finished when Pam came in.

“Thought you might be here.”

“Oh shit, I completely lost track of time.”

“Like that’s never happened before,” she said, kissing him on the back of the neck.

“Almost done.  Could you move that little speaker over next to the rat cage?”

“You’re not doing something mean, are you?” she said, moving the speaker.

“Lullabies, I promise.”  He hadn’t actually thought about what sounds he was going to play, but Brahms was as good as anything.  He didn’t mention that it was going to be playing over and over, all weekend.

He found the music on the net, and started it playing.  It was a music box version.  That would have to do.  He started the program running.  It would take a few hours to lock if the signal was as weak as the others.  Time to go.

“It’s Friday night,” Pam said.  “Your place or mine?”

“I thought mine was totally unacceptable,” Sam said, smiling.

“Mine then.  We’ll go shopping in the morning.”

That night, as Pam slept again on with his shoulder as a pillow, Sam got a call.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hello?”

Don’t you recognize me?

“Sunset!” He did recognize her.

Is she sleeping?

“How much can you sense?”

Not nearly as much as at first.  You’re getting better at blocking.  Here, go like this…

He felt something, and had a sense that she had turned her shoulder to him, but not quite.  It was hard to put words to.  He tried doing the same thing.

There you go.  It gets to be habit after a while.  Now you’re not leaking sex and shampoo smells, and girl on the shoulder.  It was really nice, though.  I’m jealous.

“Are you still …”

No, I’m back home.  Thanks to you.

“There were a lot of people involved.  Especially Catalina and Lady Dancer.”

Cat said they couldn’t have done it without you.  I know how a rescue team works.  But you were the essential link.  You found me, IDed me, and then found the wolves.  That’s special.  And you didn’t even know me.

“I certainly do now.”

All my secrets.  Cat says she gets you first.  But after that, come see me.  You already know what I like.

“Cat said what?”

Never mind.  She’ll let you know when she’s ready.

Sam was alone again, except for Pam’s head on his shoulder, smelling lightly of strawberry shampoo.

In the morning, Pam and Cindy went shopping.

“You’re not invited.  It’s girl’s day at the mall.”

“I thought it was always girl’s day there.”

“He always hides in the bookstore anyway,” Pam said, giving Cindy a look that Sam could not quite see.

They were still planning their day when Sam got in his car and drove home.  He spent the morning reading ahead in three subjects, and making sure he was caught up on his homework.  If things got distracting in class, at least he would have read the chapters already.

After a lunch of cold pizza and soda from the fridge, he stretched out on the bed, closed his eyes, and set out exploring.

As he widened his focus, the great hall of doorways echoed.  The closest door was labeled “Turtles”.  Too bad they aren’t in some order.  The labels rearranged themselves in alphabetic order.  For as far as he could see, there were only things that started with ‘A’.  Cool. How about if I could scan through them? The doors started moving up in the alphabet, inching closer to the ‘B’s.  He sped it up.  “Aeronautics” looked like fun.  That door seemed to stay put, as the others sped by. Other doors also started selecting themselves, without conscious thought.  “Astronomy”, “Atomic physics”, and “Biological Quantum Computer” now stood before him, and the other doors were racing by at enormous speed, but somehow he could still read each one.

I should just have my subconscious order them according to which is the most important to me right now.

The doors stopped moving.  The first three doors were “What’s real”, “What did she mean by that”, and “Mom”.  No thanks, I’m not going there. The door labeled “Mom” disappeared.  He stepped into “What’s real”.  As he did so, he was aware that he was taking a shortcut to the path “philosophy epistemology discussion friendly smart helpful”, and remembered what the psychiatrist had said about needing a philosopher.

Well then can we agree at least that you are real?  The voice certainly sounded smart and friendly and helpful.

“Cogito ergo sum?”

The only Descartes kids know these days.  And they think “Dim sum” is Latin for “I am stupid.”  You think you are real.  But how would you convince me of that?

“By punching you in the nose?”

Ah, the beauty of living in The World – Sticks and stones can’t break my bones, for only words can hurt me.  So of course you can’t damage my proboscis in such a crude demonstration, you will be forced to fight with your wit, and I with half of one.

“Hey, what happened to friendly?”

You started it.  But let’s get to the point.  You could claim that all you experience through your senses is just a dream and that only you are real.  But you would find it difficult to get me to agree.  But what is the other problem with the argument?

“It allows no testable hypotheses.  Anything becomes possible, so any test you try tells you nothing.”

I see you’ve thought about this already.  But I was after a different point, more related to the value of argument.  If I don’t exist, why bother talking to me?  Since you are talking to me, let’s assume that I exist.

“That’s hardly a proof.”

Indeed.  We shall call it an axiom.  Only that which exists is worth talking to.

“I don’t buy it.  It’s begging the question.”

It’s a shortcut.  But you want to go the long way around.  Very well.  There are things we cannot disprove, am I correct?

“Didn’t Bertrand Russell prove that?”

First Descartes, now Russell.  Actually, it was Gödel. Let’s not rely on others to do our thinking.  Why do so many people have such a problem proving or disproving the existence of gods?

“Because any religion that leads to a testable hypothesis either dies out, or changes so that it doesn’t.”

So a belief in Santa Claus dies out when we discover who really puts the presents under the tree.  But surely a religion that claims that the world sits on the back of a turtle would die out as well, or one that claims that the world was created mere thousands of years ago, or that the sun is a fiery chariot driven by horses of Apollo, or that the sun goes around the earth.

“But they did die out, for the most part.  Or they change, like not fighting Copernicus any more.”

But did they die because of logic, or because other religions conquered them?  And what of those who would say that the world does rest on the back of a turtle, but the turtle wishes us to think otherwise, and has arranged the universe to fool us?

“But the turtle theory doesn’t predict anything we can test.  I can say it isn’t a turtle, but a whale, and there’s no way to prove I’m wrong.”

Short of proofs by violence and intimidation, such as bloodying a nose?  Someone who believes in the turtle cannot convince someone who believes in the whale, unless they both agree that gods do not exist only by fooling men, and that they can trust their senses.  A wise man will withhold judgment on things that cannot be proven.

“So I should assume you don’t exist?”

You should be prepared to accept proof when it presents itself or disproof when it is shown.  Until then, decisions must be made on the basis of risks and rewards.

“How does that work?”

Suppose you are in doubt about whether you are dreaming.  Do you cross the street in front of the bus, or wait for it to pass?  If you are dreaming, you will not be harmed, so you can save time.  If you are not dreaming, you will have run out of time.  Saving a few seconds, or losing all of them, you can make the choice without knowing whether or not the bus is real.  You don’t have to believe in the bus to make the choice.  You only have to accept that you don’t know.

“I thought I had this worked out.  If I asked you what pi cubed was, to eight places, and you checked a calculator and answered me, I could check my calculator and see if you were correct.  But what if I did -- and it looked like you were right? Maybe I want it to be right so much that I see what I want to see, or remember what I want to remember?”

There are an infinite number of ways I can prove to you that I am real, but they all depend on you being able to trust your senses.  But when if you refuse to trust your senses, you can still do risk management.  If I tell you it will rain, you can carry an umbrella.  The cost is small, and the reward is worth it.

“So, keep doubting, but don’t do anything stupid based on believing or not believing.”

If you doubt your senses, take a sensible approach.

“But I should still keep looking for proof, one way or another.”

If you are prepared to accept the proof.  Otherwise, it is a waste of time.

“Thanks.  I’ll have to think about all of this.”

Of course.  That’s what makes it fun.

Sam stepped backwards, and was in the great hall again.

“What did she mean by that?” he read.

Sex, of course.  But you knew that.  Why are you resisting? Catalina’s voice sounded playful.

“Well, for one, you’re just a voice.  But mostly, what about Pam?”

You already have sex with her.  At least I assume you are.  Are you?

“Yes …”

So that problem’s fixed.  Now let’s fix the other one.

“Wait a minute, which other one?”

The resisting.  Let’s have sex.

“I already have a girlfriend.”

I’m not asking to be your girlfriend.  This is just sex.

“But it still wouldn’t be right.”

Why not?

“It’s about being faithful.  About trust.”

You trust her not to masturbate?

“I trust her to only have sex with me.”

But masturbating would be OK?

“That’s not sex.”

Then we’re OK.  Cause when we do it, all the evidence stays in your hands.  Hand.  Whatever.

“You want me to jack off while you’re just sitting there?”

I won’t be just sitting.

“It still doesn’t seem right.  It sounds like phone sex.”

And what’s the problem with phone sex?

“It’s still cheating.”

How do you figure?

“Well, there’s another person there.”

And this is a problem because …

“Pam wouldn’t want me to.”

Because you might leave her for me?

“Maybe.”

Why leave, when you can have both?

“This is getting weird.”

I can do weird.  I’m very flexible.

“I won’t do something that would bother Pam.”

That sounds a little too noble to be true, but let’s say when you do, you feel guilty, and you make up for it, so we’ll say you’d rather not do something that might bother her.  Now tell me what she will say when you tell her we did it.

“You mean, explain it to her?”

Yes.  What would she say?

“She’d say I was nuts.”

Because you jacked off in your room when she wasn’t there?

“Because I did it because the voices in my head told me to.”

That, of course, has nothing to do with cheating.  Would she think it was cheating if you jacked off while surfing for porn on the web?

“No.  Everyone does that.  Especially the ones who say they don’t.”

Would she leave you if you told her you had dialed 1-800-HOT-BABE and jacked off while talking to the fat old lady on the phone?

“She might laugh at me, but she wouldn’t leave me.  She might ask why I didn’t do it with her instead.”

But she could live with it if you asked her for sex, and she turned you down, and you went home and dialed the number.

“And you’re saying what you are suggesting is the same thing?”

Oh no, I’m much better than phone sex.  But if you did dial the number and get relief, would she want you to tell her about it?

“I doubt it.”

Because it was wrong?

“Because it would be embarrassing.”

If she asked for your permission to do the same, would you give it?

“Sure.”

Because there’s no harm?

“I’ll agree that there is no harm.  Especially if there’s permission.”

But you can’t ask for permission, because she’d think you were nuts.

“That does seem to be a catch.”

But she would give permission if she understood?

“Permission to have sex with you?  No.”

She’d give permission for paid phone sex, but not with me.  Why not?

“This is different somehow.”

Let’s look at it from another direction.  Suppose you were surfing the web, and jerking off to some particularly tasty video of some really hot porn stars.  And your neighbor’s wife is watching you through binoculars, jacking off with you.  Would that be cheating?

“No.”

Then let’s do that.

“You are very persistent.”

You’re not going to do it, are you?

“No.”

Ok.  Hold on for a second.  Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.

Hey Cat!  Hi Lancelot!

You win.

I told you he wouldn’t.

“You guys had a bet on whether I’d have sex with Cat?”

Not a bet.  I said you wouldn’t do it just for fun; you’d have to care about her.  And that would make it wrong for you, because you have this old fashioned thing where you can’t care about two people at the same time.  So she had to try.

“Why did she have to try?”

To see if you cared about her.

“Of course I care about her.”

Like you care about Pam.

Sam didn’t answer.  Pam was different.  Pam was real.  There is no way he could care about auditory hallucinations the same way he cared about Pam.  He was inventing women that wanted to have sex with him, and he was starting to care about them as if they were real people.  Was Sunset right?  He was caring about them so that he could justify having sex with them?  No.  There were plenty of times he had fantasized about having sex with women he did not care about.  But did care about these two.  He knew Sunset inside and out, and wanted to protect her.  He found Catalina seductive and mysterious, and wanted to get to know her better.  And they were both just fantasies.

That stumped him.

“Ok, which of you wants to go first?”

Whoa!  He thinks I’m bluffing!  Cat sounded jubilant.

“Seriously.  Let’s get on with it.  Let’s do this.”

Threesome, said Sunset.  I am so ready for this.

Sam suddenly caught a strong sexual blast from Sunset as she opened up part of her defensive block, allowing him access to all the raw sexual tension she was feeling.  He became aroused, and opened up that part of him to share with her.  He caught the echo of his desire coming back.

“Wow.  Feedback.”

Now you know why sex is so much more fun in The World, said Catalina, opening up as well.

The sensations were overwhelming.  Unlike what he might have expected, his early climax was met with jubilation – they were feeling everything he was.  But also unlike expectations, he was not finished.  He rode waves of sensation from each of the women, cresting to orgasm after orgasm as their excitement echoed through him, and returned, amplified.

God I love virgins.

That was really special, Sam, said Sunset.  I agree with Cat about the novelty part – I had forgotten what my first time was like.  The surprise, getting the view from the other side for the first time, exploring.  It gets even better with practice, but there’s nothing like the flavor of that wonder.

Sam was still catching his breath.  “Oh man.”

You should try connecting when you’re physically doing it.  Having a woman’s perspective can enlighten you; make you a much better lover.

“That would definitely be weird.”

With sex, sometimes a little weird is a good thing.  Besides, wouldn’t you want to be your best for her?

“One new trick at a time.  I’m still processing this one.”

I am completely processed.

Me too.

Sam had some cleaning up to do.

“I had a completely unrelated question.”

Go for it.

“What happened after we found out who the wolf was?”

We looked him up, Catalina said.  Once you get hold of one, you can work your way up.  We lucked out this time, they were Corporates.  You can deal with Corporates.  All they want is money, and information is money.  And we are all about information.

They called in a Negotiator, Sunset said.  She was beautiful to watch work.  She would tell me what to say, and she could hear what they said to me.  She knew all kinds of damaging shit about those guys, but she was still talking about giving them something they wanted in exchange for letting me go.  And once they started agreeing, she got them to erase any record of me, and she was able to tell when they actually did it.  So they can’t find me again, even if they wanted to break the deal.  She got them to give up the names of the guys who came to my house, and she threatened them and their families if they told anyone.  She had all the bases covered.

“What are Corporates?”

Companies.  They want us to steal information, like you did with the wolf in the car.  It’s a big business.  Lots of money at stake.  People do bad things for that kind of power.

“But there are other kinds of wolves?”

Much worse kinds.  The Free Lancers are bad enough.  They grab Senders and sell them to the highest bidder.  Because they work alone, or in small groups, they don’t have the same protective network.  When things go wrong, people die.  Sometimes us, sometimes them.  Not pretty.

The religions ones are the worst.  There’s no dealing with them.  Only some can Send, but everyone receives.  They just have to learn how to tune in.  The religions teach them how to tune in.  That’s why all the mumbo-jumbo, the code words they use in churches, all the symbolism, the uniforms.  It makes a channel a mile wide, and the people start hearing the Voice of God from some captive Sender.  They tell them how to vote, they tell them who to hate, they tell them who to kill, but mostly they tell them to recruit.  They have wars over converts.

There’s a bunch of Senders who try to scramble the message, chimed in Sunset.  They tell them to be nice, that the other voices are the voice of the devil, trying to get them to do the wrong thing, or sometimes they just send weird stuff, like “stand on your head all day”, just to make them doubt the other messages.  That’s why you see so much weird stuff from the really hooked converts.

The Snakes hate the Hameds; they both hate the snail people.  There are hundreds of different groups, all branching out from earlier ones, when somebody got greedy and wanted more for himself.  The ones that don’t snag Senders die out after a while, so they all know they have to do it.

Sam heard a noise at the door.  “Gotta go – life intrudes.”

Pam and Cindy came in, laden with bags of all sorts.  Cindy was going on about something without taking a breath, but Pam seemed to be ignoring her completely, without effect.

“Hey Sam,” she called out.

“Hey there.”

“I’m going to need that closet.”

I’ll find a place in the garage for that stuff.”

“There’s two boxes in the car, could you go out and get them?  It’s unlocked.”

Sam went out to the car.  There was a box of drinking glasses, and a large box of plates, saucers, and cups.  The picture showed some sort of pink floral patter on them.  He foresaw himself continuing to use paper plates whenever possible.  There was also a dish rack.  He managed to balance all three into the kitchen, and not break anything.

Cindy could be heard in the bathroom, presumably talking to Pam, but Sam could never tell if it mattered to her whether anyone was there or not.  He began to unpack glasses, putting them in the cupboard over the sink, which had always been empty.  When all the glasses were unpacked, he started on the box of plates.

The pattern was just as bad as the photo had made it look.  He put the dinner plates away, then the smaller plates, the saucers, and then the cups.  They took up the remaining two shelves in the cupboard.

He made his way into the bedroom, past the detritus of empty bags, bags full of crumpled wrapping paper and plastic, and bags that had yet to be unpacked.  The women were still in the bathroom.

“Oh, Hi.  You have the top shelf in the medicine cabinet.  I needed the other two shelves for this stuff.  And we washed the shelves for you, they were disgusting.  And there’s a soap dish – make sure you use it, we scrubbed all of that soap scum off the sink, and you can tell the bowl is white now.”

At least there was no cover on the toilet seat.  Which, he noted silently, was no longer up.

He left them at work, and made his way back out to the living room.  He sat down in front of the computer and logged in to the lab computer to check in on the rat correlation search.  No results yet at all.  He started going over the code line by line, making sure he hadn’t made some mistake.  It all looked good.  He ran it on the other computer, and gave it some test data, and it found the correlation just fine.  But he would have felt much better about it if there had at least been some hits over the confidence threshold.  There was nothing but noise, or at least, nothing that correlated with the music.  Maybe he should have tried jackhammers, or cannons.  A little Tchaikovsky was good for the soul.  And surely rats had souls, didn’t they?

He left the computer, and sprawled out on the couch.  Pam’s advice had been to take control of the dream.  The psychiatrist had said to talk to his mother.  Or about his mother.  One of those two.  Maybe both.  The philosopher seemed to be saying that he should treat both worlds as real, in case they were, but not to trust that they were.  Or something like that.  Treat the dream as if it were real, unless doing that messes something up.  But what if it was just messing up his head?  Too late for that.

The philosopher also seemed to be saying to continually test, to keep trying to come up with experiments that could prove whether it was a delusion or not.

Well, if he trusted his senses and his memory, it was real.  But if he asked himself honestly if such a fantastic thing could be real without anyone he knew being aware of it, the answer was of course not.  Stalemate.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

Back for more already?

“Just a quick question.  How come nobody knows about Senders?”

You mean outside.  Of course lots of people know about them, everyone inside, plus a lot of people outside.  And everyone inside is also outside.

“Why didn’t I know about them?  Why do none of the people I know know about them?”

The two main reasons are that telling anyone about it gets you disappeared, and we take a lot of measures to suppress any knowledge of it.  It is important to both Senders and wolves, for so far back, the agreement is known as the Code of the Pharaohs.  You can learn all about it from the Archivists.  But there are lots of little reasons; like people would think you’re crazy.  But watch out for reason number one.

“If I told people, I would disappear?”

Let’s just say it would be hard to gather a rescue team for someone who brought it on themselves and endangered the rest of us.

Sam was alone again on the couch.  Ok, so the delusion was self-consistent.  An answer for everything, just like a religion.  There were so many self-consistent religions that all disagreed with one another, that it was easy to dismiss them all.  This one was no different.

But it did eat into the “too fantastic to believe” argument, just a little.  He could think of many experiments to try, but they all seemed to be the same as the calculator experiment.  He could have someone look up something on the internet, and then he could look it up.  He could have someone read from the newspaper, and then he could check it.  But again, if he was delusional, he could be dreaming the result, or he could be altering his memory to make the result agree with the delusion.

If it was real, why were there not a bunch of people who seemed to know everything, because they had web access in their head?  Well, if you were a wolf, wouldn’t you grab him on general principles, because the odds were good he was a Sender?  Or his Sender friends would tell him to knock it off.  Or screw with him by giving him bad information.

Pam and Cindy came out, Cindy still going on about someone wearing something and someone else getting upset.  Pam called out from the kitchen.

“Sam, you can’t just put the dishes in the cupboard!  They all have to be washed.  And the cupboards need to be cleaned and lined.”

He got up and walked into the bedroom, to be where it was quiet enough to think.  The bathroom was blinding.  They had replaced the bulb that had burned out, and the one that hadn’t yet, with high wattage bulbs.  He turned out the light.  He didn’t want to see what had happened to the medicine cabinet.  He’d find out soon enough, in the morning.  He did notice the hair dryer.  That would come in handy for defogging the mirror. 1600 watts.  I bet I could balance a beachball on the air flow. He wondered where he could get one.

One way to tell if the voices were real was to arrange for them to save his life somehow.  If they were not real, he would die.  I don’t think I’m ready to try that test yet.  Besides, if he lived, would he just think that he had set up the events to cause his death?  No better than the square root test.

How about if he used the delusion to get rich somehow?  If it was real, he’d be rich.  If it wasn’t real, he’d be dreaming he was rich.  No downside.  And rich people could afford bodyguards; in case some wolves suspected he got rich using some particular talent the rest of the world didn’t know about.

The constant chatter from Cindy, even though she was in the most distant room from the bedroom, made it difficult to concentrate.  No wonder Pam was nesting – she probably needed to get away.  They hadn’t actually talked about her moving in.  He was definitely in favor of the idea, despite the small loss of freedom and some small bit of dignity.  But they had never discussed it, and as far as he knew, she was merely making her once or twice a week stays here comfortable.  But he thought he knew her well enough to know this was something more than that.  She could simply be claiming territory, he supposed.  He began to wonder if he had talked in his sleep about Catalina or Sunset.  Or maybe it was something he said when Marissa was in the car.

Whatever it was, it was working itself out slowly enough not to be a problem for anyone involved.  This was good, because Sam needed time to think.  And some quiet.

He stood up, and walked into the kitchen.  Pam was drying the cups and stacking them neatly on the newly papered shelf.

“See, they go like this.  That way they won’t get dust and spiders in them.”

“A method to everything.”

“The plates don’t go upside-down, though.  I can see those wheels turning.”

“Who, me?”

“I know how you think.”

“Speaking of which, I need to get down to the lab and finish up a project.  You two going to be Ok all alone here?”

“Yeah, we have to go out for more stuff.  The more we fix up, the longer the list gets.”

“No toilet seat covers.”

“Hmmm, hadn’t thought of that…”

“No toilet seat covers.”

“I promise.  But a nice rug in there, so my feet don’t get cold…”

“You can have a rug.  Just not on the toilet seat.”

“And matching towels.”

“I’m leaving,” he said, holding his hands over his ears.

In the car, he thought about whether to actually go to the lab, or just pick a spot to park and explore some of the other doors in the great hall.  He chose to go to the lab.  He could check on the filter run, and still be there if Pam called about something.  And he would be alone, and he could explore.  He wondered if Jim still had the cot in the storage room.  He seemed to always end up in some sort of cramp or numbed legs when he tried it sitting.

No one was in the lab, as he expected, and he turned on the lights.  The rats stopped squeaking their exercise wheels for a moment, then resumed.  Sam found the little can of oil that Jim used to quiet the axles.  The noise could be very distracting.

Brahms’ lullaby was still plinking out its music box notes.  He stopped the program and looked at the filter logs.  Not a single peep.  A little disappointed, but not surprised, sat for a moment and considered all that might have gone wrong.  The most likely answer, of course, was that there was nothing to see.  But he went through all the possibilities he could think of, and scanned the code for each one.  No luck.

He thought about the other program, the one that had worked.  The one that locked on to him.  He brought up the filter, and loaded into the machine.  It had locked onto him instantly, not needing three hours or more to find an interesting signal.  He got up and locked the door, then sat back down at the computer.  He started the program.

“Rat car mile bounce bed.”

He looked at the display.  Nothing yet.  He opened his awareness, and the great hall echoed.  Still nothing on the display.  He set it to record, and went to the storage closet.  The cot was wedged behind cleaning supplies and a mop, but he managed to get it out without causing too much damage.  He set it up next to the display, where he could peek at it from time to time if he liked, and stretched out on the cot.  He closed his eyes.

“What has my subconscious decided I should learn about today?”

The doors shuffled.  The first door was marked “Premature ejaculation”.  Sam winced, but realized his subconscious was worried, and he went in.  It was a small room, with a small table in the middle, and nothing else.  On the table was a note.

Learn to enjoy it.  You’re multi-orgasmic.  Think of it as getting a head start.

The note was signed “Cat & Sun”.

He realized the note was correct.  In The World, it was not a problem.  Everyone got the benefit of everyone else’s pleasure.  And in the real world, he had never had that problem anyway.

Catalina called it the Spoken World.  Calling it the real world implied that this one wasn’t real, and he had decided to keep an open mind on that, for now.  Sam decided that “outside” and “inside” made more sense to him.

He turned the note over, and found a quill pen and bottle of ink in the drawer of the table.  He dipped the quill, and wrote Thanks, I think on the paper.  His writing had a Jeffersonian flourish, and appeared in expert calligraphy.  He signed it Lancelot.

He walked out of the room, and the door disappeared.  In its place was a door marked “Sex tips”.

“Another time, maybe.”

The door disappeared.  Sam opened his eyes, and looked up at the monitor.  No sign of any signal.  Maybe it only recognized when he was actually talking to someone else.

He thought for a moment.  “Friendly smart philosopher.  Female.  Naked.”

Nothing happened.  Oh well, it was worth a try. “Friendly smart helpful female philosopher.”

Hi there.

“Hello.  Um, I was testing something.”

Did it work?

Sam opened his eyes.  The display still showed no activity.

“Apparently not.”

Did you want to discuss some particular philosophical question?

“Well, yes.  I’m looking for experiments I can try that will tell me if all of this is real.”

If you stop believing in it, and it doesn’t go away, is it not real?

“I’ll have to think about that one.  What else have you got?”

There’s always Poe: “They who dream by day are cognizant of many things which escape those who dream only by night.”

“That’s not an experiment.  Poetic though.”

Punny.  How about if I place a personal ad in the London Times?

“I could be dreaming I was reading it.”

Be very quiet.  Do you hear something? They were both quiet.  Boo!

Sam sat upright and opened his eyes.

Can you be surprised or startled in a dream?  Wouldn’t you know it was coming?

Sam thought about that.  It had definitely taken him by surprise.

“What if I am simply remembering you surprising me, when in actuality, I was created a moment ago with all of my memories already there?”

Then that is your reality.  You have nothing more real than that.

“That theory didn’t provide any testable hypotheses anyway.”

An interesting way to judge a theory.  But perhaps you are looking for something that does not exist.  Einstein said reality was an illusion.  We only have a few dozen senses, and an imperfect memory, and a brain that is always trying to fit things into patterns that aren’t there.  Maybe the idea of an objective reality isn’t important?  Why is it important to you whether this is real or not?

Sam thought about that.  “I think it might be dangerous to spend time here, to believe what I hear in this place, to let it affect my life outside.”

It is dangerous.  Life is dangerous.  You must learn to be cautious.  But you must also learn to live.  Risks are often worth the rewards.  But remember, it is very important not to let there be any connection between your identity here and your identity there.  To be known as a Sender is to disappear.

“Is it that obvious that I’m new to this?”

It is better to show your ignorance and be taught than to hide it and remain unaware.

“Thanks.  You’ve given me some things to think about.”

Sam stepped back into the great hall.  There was a door marked “Practical advice”.  What part of him had requested that?  Advice about what?  He stepped through the door.

What do y’all reckon I should ought to help you with?  Sam pictured a large woman in a rocking chair, or maybe a porch swing.

“I’m not sure.”

Well, my advice is to get sure quick, cause I’m gone in ten minutes whether you done or not.

“What kind of advice can you offer?”

Better than you going to get anywhere else.  You got troubles, I can tell by the leaking you be doing when you thought you was all private.  Tell me about your momma.

“My mother?”

Spill quick, you got nine minutes left.

“I haven’t spoken to my mother in three years.  She sends letters, I don’t open them.  I’m just fine with our arrangement.”

The hell you are, boy.  She’s your momma.

“She killed my father.”

I don’t care if she cooked him for Hannibal Lector, you don’t shut out your momma for three years and pretend it don’t matter to you.  She brung you up, changed your diapers, taught you what manners you got, and took care when you was sick.  You don’t ignore that kind of debt lightly.  You came for advice, this one’s dead easy.  You go to your momma; you talk to her face to face, none of that phone call shit.  And if you ain’t opened those letters, you best wait ‘til you seen her fore you do.  That’s advice.  Damn good advice.

“Just show up at her door?”

No momma gonna go three years without someone watching out for her kid.  You let everyone you know hear you gonna come see her, she’ll know you coming, that’s a fact.

That took Sam aback.  He didn’t say anything.

Eight minutes.  There’s something else bugging you.

“I think my girlfriend want to move into my house with me.”

That ain’t bugging you though.

“No, I guess it isn’t.  I kind of like the idea.”

But you afraid you won’t get any on the side anymore, she cramping your style and all.

“No, I never, I mean…”

Now we getting there ain’t we?

“I didn’t think they were real.”

The hell you say.  You say they.  Was these one at a time, or all together?

“Um, together.”

You really jumping in with both feet.  Good for you.  They teach you anything you can use on you lady?

“What?”

You was linked in with two ladies getting they panties wet.  Give you a picture of what the other half wants out of all the bouncing around.  Something you can remember when the time comes to make her day.  You can’t get that shit from a book, boy.

“I, um, haven’t had an opportunity yet.”

You practice what you learned, boy.  And when that’s used up, you invite those ladies along for a ride, they’ll show you what you missed.  That girl never know what hit her.  That’s advice.  You’d be a fool not to take that shit.

“I’ll, ah, take that under advisement.”

We’re done.  I’m out of here.  You go see your momma, now, you hear me?

Sam found himself alone in the great hall.  None of the doors were marked.  His subconscious had no more agendas for him.

He opened his eyes and checked the computer display.  No activity.  He began to wonder if the strong spikes had been mere coincidence, just seeming to occur exactly when he had been Sending.  Maybe there was no psychosis detector, no speech neural pathway detector, no “make Sam a guinea pig” device.

He closed his eyes again, and went back to the great hall.  He didn’t select a door.  Instead, he just let his mind float freely, listening for anything that might breeze by.  He tried to enter the state he had been in when he had caught voices late at night, on the verge of sleep.  He caught faint fragments of something.  He followed the voices until they were clear, but did not get close.

What do you see?

Oh, the waters are murky, the future is unclear.

Please, I need to know.

Something is coming.  I can see something.  Oh, this is not good.

What?  What do you see?

Your lover?  No, your husband.  I see him dead.  A very violent death.  Not good.

Oh my.  Oh my goodness.  Can you see, can you tell, um, will I go to jail?

The voices faded away.  Sam listened for others.

Well, I can tell you this for sure.  Locking the barn door after the horses are gone is a good way to make sure it doesn’t get reinfested with horses.

Sam wandered around.

You know what the best part of having sex with twenty six year olds is?

That there are twenty of them?

Voices drifted in and out of his perception, sometimes becoming intelligible, other times staying just beyond his ability to decipher.

So he’s speaking English, which of course I don’t understand.  And whenever I say something to him it makes him mad, and he just says whatever it was he was trying to say even louder, as if my hearing was the problem.  Finally, we just had to arrest him; he was causing such a fuss.  Their consulate will send a translator, and someone will find out what he was so upset about.  A week, maybe two, he’ll be back on a plane for home.  Maybe by then we’ll have found his luggage.

Sam began to see a pattern.  These were not conversations.  They were memories of conversations.  They were not his memories.  But they were memories that were somehow important, or interesting, or funny.  He had gone searching for amusement and something interesting to do.  Good thing I wasn’t looking for an argument, he thought, thinking of a Monty Python sketch.  You could learn a lot about the human condition this way.  Something useful, maybe, instead of just fun and games.

So why is it that people have this silly idea that the human form is the peak of perfection?  It’s obvious that our bodies are the result of millions of years of accidents.  We have this elaborate skull, and a marvelous blood-brain barrier, all to protect the brain, and then we hang the testicles out where they get knocked about all the time.  They say they’re out there to stay cool, as if sperm couldn’t be designed to work at body temperature.  Look at birds – they’ve worked it out.  And they have higher temperatures.  We suffer from only recently learning how to stand erect – we have sciatica, we get dizzy when we stand up too fast, we get flat feet.  We made gods in our image, not the other way around.  That’s why we picture them as old men with gray hair.  That’s perfection.

Sam opened his eyes.  The computer monitor still showed no signs of life.  He got up off the cot, stretched, and walked around the lab.  He was having fun exploring, but he had a nagging sense of not keeping up.  Catalina and Sunset seemed to know everything about how things worked inside.  Sam felt like he should be doing homework to catch up.

He went back to the cot, and stretched out.  He closed his eyes, and stood in the great hall.

“How does it all work?”

There are people working on the exact details.  Some functional MRI work, PET scans, EEGs, that kind of thing.  No one knows how the signals propagate, or what the medium is, or how much power is used, but it isn’t much.  And there seems to be no limit on the range.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.  Where do all the doors come from, how do I get from place to place, how does it know who has the answers?”

Ah, go back to the gate and then choose link search shortcut explain.  This place is for detail of the mechanism.

Sam returned to the great hall.  There was one door, marked “Link”.  He stepped in.  There were hundreds of doors here, maybe thousands.  He found the one labeled “Search”.  Again, he was in a room with thousands of doors.  But the one in front of him was called “Shortcut”.  He stepped in.  He stood in a tiny room, in front of a small podium that could barely hold a huge book.  The book was open to the section of “E” words, such that the word “Explain” was in the middle of the right hand page.  Sam began to read.

The World is a semantic network of concepts.  At the outermost edge are all of the concepts that have ever been thought, including those that have just been conceived.  This is where most searches begin.  The Sender selects a concept, and then refines it by selecting another.  This continues as long as is deemed necessary to define the idea well enough that communication can commence, and all parties agree on the subject.

When a subject is broadly defined, there may be no one to communicate with, as there is no proximity, since no two parties are actually grasping the same concept.  If a subject is very narrowly defined, there may again be no one with whom to communicate, as no one is considering that narrow concept at that moment.  Between these extremes, the Sender can widen or narrow the scope to accommodate a single partner, or a larger group.

With practice or repetition, paths can themselves become concepts, taking the Sender directly to the destination without navigating through each concept separately.  These are referred to as shortcuts.

Sam stepped out of the room, and was back in the hall labeled “Search”.  He stepped back again, to “Link”.  Once more got him out to the great hall again.

“How come I can just ask questions and someone pops up with the answer?”

Oooh, I know! I know! I can answer that! The voice sounded like that of a child.

Everybody’s all hooked up together.  People block their voices, and they can hide their feelings, but underneath, everybody is connected up.  When you ask a question, everybody hears it, and the people with the answer all sort of wake up, but not quite.  If someone wants to answer, they sound real smart, because they know they have the answer, but also they can tell if all the other guys who know the answer agree with them or not, even before they open their mouth. And it’s really fun to answer, because you know the answer! And sometimes you can ask something like ‘what do I want for dinner’ and somebody picks the perfect thing, because underneath everybody is making suggestions, and the ones that you like pop into everybody’s head. See?

“Wow, thanks!”

Sam thought about the implications of that last part.  Now he understood in part how the right doors seemed to pop up in front of him at the right times.  He could use it to make decisions based on what his subconscious wanted, and then use his higher level reasoning to reign in his unconscious desires if need be.  He tried an experiment.

“Who should I talk to next?”

Hi there, back for more?  Catalina almost purred in his ear.

“Oh, hi.  I was just trying an experiment.”

And obviously, it worked.  I was about to take a break.  Care to join me on a Caribbean beach, maybe in a big hammock?

Sam thought he could hear the sound of breakers crashing on a nearby reef, and smelled warm humid salt air.  He was lying in a large woven hammock, next to a naked woman who smelled slightly of coconut oil.  A warm sun bathed his skin.  He was naked as well.

“You come here often?”

Sometimes.  Sometimes I make the beach crowded with people, or maybe just with boys playing volleyball.  Depends on my mood.  And the company.  We could have dancing girls if you like.  She looked him over carefully.  You don’t look like you came here for sex.  Did you just want company?

“I’m learning about this place.  I think you’re like a mentor to me.”

How sweet.  I like that.  With my condition, I usually get a quick ‘hello’ and then never hear from them again.

“Your condition?”

Yes.  The reason you found me in the first place.  There’s a medical term for it, but it comes down to being horny all the time.  Guys are always looking for a woman with my condition, and women with my condition are always happy when they find us.

“Wow.  That must be, um, interesting.”

Not so much, really.  I end up teaching them more than learning from them.  Sometimes it makes me a little cross, and I get short with people.  A character flaw, I guess, but I’m not going to put up with a lot.  I have standards.

“How long have you known about this place?”

Most people can’t Send until well after puberty.  The brain needs time to learn how to process things.  Everyone receives, but only when you start Sending do people notice you enough to focus attention, and that loops back to you, so everything gets amplified, and you learn to listen.  I started early, probably because of my condition.  Senders kept finding me, even though I wasn’t Sending much yet.  It was what I was Sending that got attention.  But I’m not going to tell you how long ago that was.  Never tell anyone how old you are, or let them get close enough to guess.  I might be 90 years old, or 28, and you’ll never know.  And it will never matter.

“I guess what I meant was, how long does it take to get the hang of this place?”

The more you share with people, the more you absorb.  People leak.  Some people let you in, when they want you to understand something really well.  A lot of what you know about The World came to you when you and Sunset opened up to one another.  You can do things without thinking about them because she learned how to do them before you did, and you got that from her.  Your own sense of identity keeps you from thinking like her, but you know what she knows, underneath.  When you need it, it will be there.  I have had many experiences like that, and so I have capabilities and knowledge that I am not even aware of.  The realy amazing ones are the Archives.  They are people who accept the knowledge of old ones before they die.  And Archives pass that on to other Archives, so the knowledge goes back for thousands of years, maybe more.

“That must be really amazing.  To have all that information in your head.”

They are always so sad. They have all the dreams of lifetimes, and the knowledge that the life that dreamed them is over.  They are not fun people to have at a party.

Hey, I have to go.  This was fun.  But come back when you want sex, too.

Sam was once again alone in the great hall.

Sam opened his eyes, and rose from the cot, pulling kinks out of his back and stretching his hamstrings.  The rat wheel had begun to squeak again, but instead of oiling it, he got some treats out of the desk drawer, and fed the rats.  He watched them eat daintily and yet efficiently.  He wondered how Jim’s filter would detect a signal like hunger, which did not change over a period of milliseconds, but over hours.  It probably had a minimum frequency.  He would have to see about whether he could adjust that.

The afternoon was fading as he shut off lights and monitors and locked up the lab for the evening.  As he drove home, he wondered what his house might look like after two energetic women with a charge card had been free to play all day.  Pam’s car was in the driveway, so he parked on the street and walked up the path to the door.  Inside, music was playing.

“There you are!” shouted Pam over the noise as he walked in.  “Get your coat; we’re going to a party!”

“As long as it has food,” said Sam.  Cindy was dancing in the kitchen, humming to the music.  She wasn’t talking.  Amazing.

Pam followed him into the bedroom.  Sam pointed back towards the kitchen, and pantomimed a duck’s beak, talking, and raised his palms to indicate a question.

“It’s an anxiety thing.  She’s getting help for it.  But music, if it’s loud enough, seems to make it go away.  She gets really into the music, and forgets about the anxiety.”

“What’s she anxious about?”

“Nothing.  It’s some chemical thing, she’s just anxious.  She’s got Xanax for it, but she can’t study on it, it either puts her to sleep, or makes her not care about studying.  Besides, she has a thing about pills.”

“So the party…”

“Has lots of loud music.  Big house just off campus, couple hundred people, park in the weeds and hike in, that kind of thing.  Leave when the police get there.”

Sam got his jacket out of the closet, noticing that his clothes had been moved to the far left, leaving two thirds of the hangar space empty.  Like marking territory.  He moved one of his shirts to the middle, and closed the door.  Sometimes communication can be low bandwidth, and one directional, and yet be more effective.

In the car, Cindy got them all up to date on who to expect at the party, who was dating whom, who had broken up with whom, what the band was likely to be, and speculated on whether there would be kegs of beer and under aged drinking, and whether or not she would try anyway.  Sam was tempted to turn on the radio to a loud rock and roll station, but he didn’t have anything programmed into the radio but six different public radio stations.  Besides, would that have been rude?  He could probably have found a polite way of doing it, but it would definitely be out of character, and they would know it.

Parking in the vicinity of the party was indeed impossible, so Sam drove on into campus, and parked in the lot closest to the noise.  The band was playing pop tunes at high volume.  Sam predicted an early police arrival, but the neighborhood was mostly frat houses and low rent apartments full of students, and perhaps all of the inhabitants were at the party, contributing to the din.

Cindy had stopped talking, and was bouncing around to the beat, her dangling earrings slapping at her cheeks.

At the party, they squeezed past the crowd on the lawn and between two large doors, swung wide open.  Sam handed a twenty dollar bill to a girl with a bucket full of bills.  He got no change, and shrugged it off.  The inside of the house was as crowded as the lawn, but they were able to make their way through to the back, where the band was set up.  Sam could see that there had once been some semblance of food, from the evidence of empty potato chip bags and chicken wing bones scattered on every horizontal surface, but the only thing that seemed to be in anyone’s hands were large plastic cups of beer.  That and cell phones, which were useless as phones, but text messaging seemed to be the favorite method anyway.  He could tell the inexperienced texters by the beer on their shirts from trying to hold the beer and communicate at the same time.

Sam recognized the tune the band was playing, although they were not doing it justice.  He was amused that he could tell, but then he realized why he knew the song.  It was one of Sunset’s favorites.  He might never have heard it as Sam, but Sunset knew it by heart.

Sam stopped to think.  This was going to be disconcerting if it kept happening.  Then again, it might be fun.  He started to explore Sunset’s memories of the tune, of playing it on the piano, and where that one little tricky bit was, where the little trill with the left hand was so hard to do, being something normally done with the right hand.  The composer must have been left handed.

He examined the room through Sunset’s eyes.  Things stood out in contrast to how Sam would normally have seen the room.  Hairstyles now had names, as did dance steps, and shoes.  Colors had many names – where Sam might have seen light brown, that skirt was bisque.  He knew the brand names of the guitars and the keyboard, and the amplifiers.  He knew what each of the pedals the guitarist was stepping on did.  He knew the chord changes, and where to expect them.  And he winced at how the band was butchering the music.  To Sam, it was just music, no big deal.  To Sunset, it was how she made a living, and what she loved.  He had no idea he would remember so much from their brief encounter.  It was like they had lived the same life.

Pam tugged at his elbow and pointed.  Two delivery boys were coming through the kitchen doors, holding tall stacks of pizza boxes.  The boxes were quickly disappearing into the crowd.  Pam had disappeared, as had Cindy.  Sam looked around, not particularly worried.  He was tall and easy to find.  He’d let them do the work of reuniting.

The band must have seen the pizza boxes, as they decided this was a good time to take a break.  Sam took the opportunity to walk over to the instruments and amplifiers to get a better look.  The Fender Stratocaster rested against a Marshall amplifier, guitar picks stuck between the strings at the head, in case the one in the hand was dropped.  Another pick was woven into the strings just above the pickups, where the lead guitarist had placed it before setting the instrument down.

The keyboard was a Roland, like one Sunset had played some years ago before making enough money to move beyond it.  Sam walked over to it, and sat down.  He ran his fingers over the keys without pressing any, marking out a fast Jerry Lee Lewis riff.  His fingers felt slow and stiff, but they kept up with the fast movements.  Sam sat amazed as his left hand wove intricate bass lines and his right hand went madly dancing all over the keyboard.

What the hell, go for it.

He slammed his fingers on the keyboard full force, and began playing the song, complete with flourishes and grace notes, and after the chorus had come around a second time, he began to improvise, adding jazz arpeggios and warping the melody first this way, then back, then another way, and back, always keeping the tight rhythm with his left hand while his right hand explored inverted chords and major ninths and generally found uses for all the keys it could fit in to the basic structure of the piece.

Dancers had begun to come back to the empty space between the amplifiers where only the truly deaf were comfortable.  Sam kept playing, looking at the dancers, then scanning the room for Pam or Cindy.  His fingers, left to themselves, found their way around the familiar tune, and danced wildly on the keyboard.

The bass player had returned, and was following Sam’s left hand, matching the easy chord patterns there.  The drummer sat down, and started keeping the beat, gradually getting more comfortable, and starting to add little touches of interest.  The girl who had originally sat at the keyboard picked up a tambourine and began dancing.  Sam nodded to the lead guitarist, who pulled the Fender’s strap over his neck, and picked up the bluesy progression tentatively at first, then more confidently as Sam settled down into a predictable background voice, letting the guitar do the solo.

Sam found Pam in the crowd, and caught the tambourinist’s attention, and slid over in the seat, still playing.  She came over and sat down, and he lifted his left hand off the keys.  She hesitated for a moment, finding the beat, and started playing the bass part, a little uncertainly, but not bad.  Sam then lifted his right hand off the keyboard, letting the guitar carry the melody, and slid off the bench.

He found Pam holding four big slices of pizza.  She handed two to him, and he began to stuff them into his mouth.  She came closer and shouted into his ear.

“All this time I’ve known you, I never knew you could play!”

Sam wanted to say that was because he had never played before, but instead he shouted “Never had a keyboard around!” past a mouthful of sausage and cheese.

He looked at Pam and pictured her with dark eye shadow, rouge, and dark hair with streaks of blond.  Maybe some bright red lipstick.  And a pierced eyebrow.   The thought made Sam laugh.  Sunset wanted to paint Pam into a punk rocker.  He finished the pizza and looked around for something other than beer to drink.  Pam disappeared again.  He saw Cindy dancing up by the band, which had settled back into their more practiced repertoire.  Cindy had removed her sweater, and tied it around her waist.  She was wearing a thin top and no bra, and Sam found it highly amusing that his thoughts about that were still Sunset’s, not his own.  Not sexual attraction, but competition.

Sam walked up some stairs, carefully stepping over people sitting there, talking, kissing, groping, or passed out.  He got to the top, and walked through a crowded bedroom and through large glass doors onto a balcony overlooking the pandemonium below.  One couple had been sharing a single small seat by the railing, and when they got up and left, Sam took their place.  He could see most of the party from here, either in the courtyard below, or through windows and glass doors that seemed to make up most of the walls facing the courtyard.

On a whim, he called up Sunset.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Hi there.

“I just played some Jerry Lee Lewis on an old Roland.”

You don’t… Oh.  I think I know which song.

“Yup.  Came out great, even with my fat weak fingers.”

Where did you come across the Roland?

“We’re at a big party.”

You know, fooling around like that can be dangerous.  If you suddenly acquire amazing new abilities, it can attract the wrong kind of attention.

“Hmmm.  You’re right of course.  So you have ‘amazing abilities’ do you?”

Four years at Julliard.  And you got it for free, you slob.

“Actually, it was more than amazing.  It was incredible.”

I seem to have acquired an astounding facility for higher mathematics and physics.

“Which I’m sure you will have less incentive to show off than the gift I got.”

Actually, it’s coming in handy.  I used to be a math phobe.  Now I calculate the tip without thinking.  And it has me thinking of some really fun things to play with on my synthesizer.  How to blend the timber and the melody in syncopation.

“I also have been finding it interesting to see the world through a ‘Sunset filter’.  You look at things much differently than I do.”

I should try that sometime.

“Nah, all you’d see is boobs everywhere.”

He could feel her laugh.  Guy’s have it so easy.  Everything is sex.

“Catalina is a lot like a guy that way.  Maybe turned up a notch or six.”

Comes in real handy in a three-way, as I recall.

“She showed me a neat trick earlier today.  She took me to a beach on the Caribbean, and we rocked in a hammock under a palm tree.  I could feel the sun on my skin, and hear the waves, almost see everything.  How does she do that?”

Sounds like fun, we’ll have to ask her to teach us.  She taught me how to leave notes for people.  That was cool.

“I got the note.  I wrote you a reply on the back.  Did you get it?”

I haven’t been back there yet; I’ll have to check it out.

“There was a quill pen in the drawer under the desk, and an ink pot.  My script looked like vintage John Hancock.”

That’s funny – we spray painted the note on the wall in a public restroom.  I guess we all see things in different ways, depending on our experiences.

“That reminds me of something Catalina said today on the beach.  That she might be 90 and I’d never know.  But I was on a hammock with a gorgeous young woman, not a wrinkle on her skin, and I was in a position to know.”

If she can make you see a beach and a hammock, she can make you see a young woman.  And age is not what it is here as it is elsewhere.  Some people have hundreds of years of experience, hell, Archives have thousands.  You have more years than you did a week ago.  You can remember things that happened before you were born.

“It’s weird to think that you could carry the memories of someone who’s dead.  The memories I got from you are as easy to bring up as my own.  All we have are memories to tell us who we are – have we become one another?”

We’ve become both.  And then some.  Synergy.  We haven’t lived long enough to have all the memories we now have.  Who knows how many people Catalina is.

“She’s a very amazing person.”

Sam saw Pam down in the courtyard.  “I see Pam.  I should go.”

Have fun.  Try Rolf’s favorite trick tonight.

Sam remembered Rolf and his trick.  He smiled.

“I may have to work up to that.  We’re pretty boring, usually.  Not a lot of experience.  Until this week, I guess.”

Sam was alone.  He stood up and shouted down to Pam, and waved his arms, but she could not hear him, and did not look up.  He made his way through the bedroom, and onto the stairs, picking his way past people in various stages of drunk.

He saw Cindy, still dancing in front of the band.  She would not be able to hear anything tonight.  He waved, and she waved back, and pointed out the door to the courtyard.  Sam gave a thumbs-up sign, and made his way out.

There was a swimming pool, and a connected spa, both full of people.  Clothing seemed to be optional.  Sam pretended not to look, while staring as much as he could.  He passed the pool, and walked out onto the grass in the direction he had seen Pam walking.  He found her in a relatively quiet pocket under a floodlit tree around the side of the house.  There were couples scattered around on the lawn, oblivious.

“There you are,” he said, as if he had been looking for her all evening.

“Hi!  I’ve been walking around, trying to be extra visible.”

“And such a sight you are.”

“Don’t get corny.  Although it’s a nice sentiment, and I’ll take it as a compliment and not the ambiguous thing it really is.”

He put his arms around her waist, and kissed her.

“I think I’m ready,” she said.  “We can do a test run in the morning, to see if I forgot anything.”

“I’ve been ready all day.”

“Down boy.  Did you see all the people in the pool?”

“What pool?”

“Now I know you saw them.  How’d you like the big ones on the brunette in the spa?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She moved his hands up.

“Oh, that.”  He kept his hands there.

“Yeah, I thought so…”

She put her arms around him and drew him in tight.

This would be a good time to kiss her again.  The voice was Sam’s, but the point of view was Sunset’s.  He kissed her, slowly, the way Sunset liked guys to kiss her.  Pam responded, and they explored the moment together, playing with the sensations.

“Wow,” she said when they came up for breath.

“I’m kind of wishing the police would hurry up.”

“I think Cindy is working on going home with that tall guy from her English class.  She’s been dancing at him all night.”

Sam took her by the hand and led her back towards the noise.

“Point him out to me.”

“Tall guy, short brown hair except for the little rat tail thing in back.  AC/DC T-shirt.”

“I see him.  Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

Sam worked his way through the crowd, arranging to keep the tall guy between himself and Cindy.  When he was close enough, he reached over and tapped him on the shoulder.  He turned around.

“Go for it, dude.  You’re in, just go talk to her.”

The rat tail flipped as he turned his head to look at Cindy, then back at Sam.

“Cindy?” he said.

Sam nodded, then turned around and wedged his way back to Pam.

“What did you do?”

“Just causing trouble.”

They watched, and the tall dancer worked his way over to Cindy.  They danced together, and Sam could see them shouting to one another over the band.  After a few minutes, they saw Cindy pulling him by the hand over towards the pool where it was easier to be heard.

Pam got out her phone.  She texted a message and waited.  Sam saw Cindy pat around for her phone, and pull it out of a pocket.  She looked at the phone, then looked up and all around.  But she did not find them.  She bent down and began texting.

Pam laughed.  “She’s going to wait for the police.  She won’t be needing a ride home.”

“Let’s walk to the car by way of the pool,” said Sam.

On the drive home, Pam played with the hair on the back of Sam’s neck, and ran her fingers over his earlobes.  When they got in the door, they left articles of clothing on the floor all the way into the bedroom.  In bed, Sam paid particular attention, noticing small things that might have escaped him a week earlier.  He took his time, exploring ideas.  Pam responded, and the rest of the evening went very well.

With her head in its favorite place, resting on his shoulder, he stroked her side as she slept.  He called Catalina to thank her for the idea that had worked the best.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

There was no answer.  Probably busy.  Like we just were.

Sam drifted off to sleep.

On Sunday morning, they stayed in bed.  Sam practiced his technique the first time, but allowed himself to get greedy and selfish the second time, which seemed to please Pam.  Sometimes the best time is had knowing you’re giving someone else a good time.  They played with the soap together in the shower, making sure not an inch of skin had not been thoroughly soaped and rinsed at least once.   It was a wonderful lazy morning, and they made a real breakfast with eggs and bacon and toast, and ate it on new plates.  This new arrangement was off to a very good start.

Pam kept adding items to a list as the morning progressed, each item something that would have improved her life in some way.  Orange juice, marmalade, a box of baking soda for the refrigerator, trash can liners, a brush to scrub dishes, the list grew as the morning aged.  Vitamins.  Slippers.  Better dental floss.

“I’m going shopping.  Are you headed off for the lab?”

“I should jog off some of this bacon,” Sam said, taking the last piece.  “But then, yeah, I should check in on things, get some more time on the card, to pay for all this.”

The kiss goodbye lingered a little longer than necessary, and she broke away when his hands started roaming.  “Later,” she promised, and left.

He called Catalina again.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

No answer.

He sat down on the couch, and closed his eyes.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

There was no one there, but he widened his focus and sensed around.  He looked for a note, or spray paint on a wall, or any indication that Catalina had been here recently.  There was nothing.

How could he leave a note?  He pictured the desk with the quill pen and inkpot, and it appeared in front of him.  He took up the pen, dipped it in the ink, and wrote.

“Looking for you, waited a while.  Call me -- Rat car mile bounce bed.”

He put the pen and ink back in the drawer, and closed it.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Hey there.

“Have you heard from Cat?”

Not in a while.  Breast, easy, dream, love, close.

They were back where Catalina should have been.  Sunset read the note.

She should have answered.  Nobody blocks completely, we should smell her.  She’s not here.  That’s bad.  Really bad.

“What could have happened?”

Lance – she could be dead.  Or really deeply drugged.  We would have awakened her if she were just sleeping.  Maybe she’s had an accident, or is under anesthesia for an operation or something.

“Or maybe…”

Yeah.  Maybe.

She took up the pen, and added to the note.

“If anyone has information about Catalina’s whereabouts or condition, or when she was last conscious, contact Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin or Rat car mile bounce bed.  Important!”

Let’s go back to the top of The World, and see what we can find out.

Sam found himself in the great hall, and Sunset was next to him.  There was one door, marked “Missing persons”. They walked in.

There was an immense wall covered in path names.  They approached, and Sunset spoke.

Breast, easy, dream, love, close – Catalina.

The list scrolled to the “B”s.  Her name was not there.

Adding “Breast, easy, dream, love, close – Catalina”.

The name appeared, alphabetized in the right slot.

Last seen by “Rat car mile bounce bed – Lancelot”, please contact with any information.

The wall of names dissolved, and there were doors marked “Last Contact”, and “Begin Search”, and “Morgue”.

Sunset knocked on the door marked Last Contact.

What’s up?

“We’re looking for Catalina.”

She missing? Talked with her last, um, I mean about 6, 7 hours ago.  You check the Morgue?

“Do you think she might be dead?”

Hope not, nice chick.  But I like to rule that out first before going to more trouble.

“We’ll check.  Thanks.”

The door closed.

She was OK just 7 hours ago.  And she didn’t mention any scheduled surgery to any of us.

Sam looked at the door marked “Morgue”.

“Shall we check?”

It sounds so creepy.  What do you suppose is in there?

“I have no idea.  Are you game?”

Let’s go in together.  Stay close.

They entered the door.

The room was small, and held a large desk, upon which was a huge book, titled “Known or Presumed Deceased”.  Sam opened it to the “B”s, and looked for Catalina’s path.  Just for completeness, he also looked for her under the “C”s.  She did not appear to be in the book.

I guess that’s a good sign.  Not a very convincing title.  Sounds like someone has to enter her name when they’re sure, like we entered her in Missing Persons.

Sam closed the book, and they stepped back.

“Should we start a search, or wait to see if she wakes up?”

I’m worried, but it’s too early to bother a bunch of people, I think.  Hunters are so serious.  Let’s wait and see if she answers the note.

“Call me the moment you hear anything.”

You too.

Sam opened his eyes.  He stood up, and walked into the kitchen, then back, then into the bedroom, and back to the living room.  No place seemed right, it was like he should be somewhere else, no matter where he was.  He should be finding Catalina.  But waiting was the right thing to do.  She might wake up and call, all on her own.

Still, Sam felt like he had to go somewhere, anywhere.  He went out to the car, and started driving.  The lab was as good a place as any.  He drove down the freeway, looking for something odd or out of place.  He needed to look for something, but he knew he wouldn’t find it here.  Still, he looked.

The lab door was unlocked, and he let himself in.  Jason and Jessica got up off of the cot quickly.  Jessica buttoned the top button of her blouse.

“Hi!” said Jason.

“Hi guys.  How are the rats doing?” said Sam, innocently.

“Fine.  I was just about to clean out the cages.  Sunday chores,” said Jessica.

“I’ll only be a minute,” said Sam.  “I just wanted to check on the data file, see if we got any hits.”

Sam pretended to look something up on the computer, and Jason pretended to help Jessica clean out the rat cages.  After a plausible amount of time had elapsed, Sam called out, “Well, nothing yet.  I’ll check it again in the morning.”

He left them at the cages, and closed the door behind him.  Clearly the cot in the lab was not going to be a good place to hide out today.  He walked back to his car, and started it.  Pulling out of the parking lot, he got onto the road and headed back towards the freeway.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hello?”

You looking for Catalina?

“Yes!  You know where she is?”

No, I’m looking too.  Saw your lipstick on the mirror.

Everyone saw notes differently.  Sam did not explain he had written it with a quill pen.

“When did you last talk with her?”

Sometime last week.

“She last contacted some guy about 9 hours ago.  He didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.”

Something ain’t right.  You check the Morgue?

“She’s not listed.”

You need muscle for a search, I’m in.  Call me Mac, at Mountain Beach Truck Eagle Rain.

“Add your name to the list at Catalina’s; that will be our touch point.”

Got that.  Good hunting.

“Thanks.”

Sam merged onto the freeway, and drove east towards the foothills.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Any news?

“A guy named Mac found our note and checked in.  He hasn’t seen her in a week.  He wants in on the search when we start it.  I had him add his name to the note.”

Good idea.  Organized.  I like that about you.

“What are you doing at the moment?”

Decomposing.  This piece isn’t working.  I keep erasing more than I write.  Can’t concentrate.  You?

“Driving.  Anywhere.  Just have to do something.  Can’t concentrate either.”

Think she’s OK?

“We’ll find her.”

I owe her a rescue.

“You think wolves got her?”

It’s better than thinking she’s dead.  If it’s wolves, they’ll have to wake her up to use her.  Then she’ll contact us, and we’ll kick some ass.

Sam was driving way too fast.  He took his foot off the pedal and pulled into the slow lane.  An off ramp was ahead, and he pulled onto it.

“She was awfully careful.”

They can be amazing.  I think they found me by timing when I Sent, and correlating it with concert schedules.

“They can tell when we Send?”

Not if we are really deep down a weird path.  That’s how you get privacy.  But in public places, everyone can listen, if they open up wide.  And if someone finds your deep path, they can lurk.  They stay out of range, so you can’t tell they’re there.  They can’t hear what you say from that far away, but they can tell if you’re sending.  Most of the time, though, we just rely on the fact that there are only so many of them, and so very many of us, and you stay lost in the crowd.

Sam pulled off the road.

“Come with me,” he said, and pictured the Caribbean beach with the hammock.  “Stay with me.”  He then pictured an igloo at the North Pole.  Then an extinct volcano on Java, followed by the Eiffel tower, and then a submarine in the North Atlantic.  He ended up on a see-saw in a playground.

What was that all about?

“Privacy.  Let’s see some lurker try to follow that.”

Good move.  Just in case.

The see-saw moved under Sam, and he pictured a darkly made-up pierced punk rocker at the other end.  He remembered Julliard, and she became a sharply dressed young piano student, hair pulled back in a bun.

The hell with waiting.  Let’s go find her.

They were in the room with the doors leading to Last Contact, Begin Search, and The Morgue.  The hesitated for a moment, then entered the middle door.

Name of the missing?

“Catalina.”

Paths terminating uniquely at that person?

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

More would be better.

“That’s the only one I know.”

Coffee grass morning daylight Narnia.

“I didn’t know that one.”

She doesn’t give that one to guys.

“Mac might have another one.  I don’t think he went to her for sex.  Mountain Beach Truck Eagle Rain.”

You find her?

“Mac, did you have a path to Cat besides the one where we left the note?”

Bath tears water night daisy.

“We’re starting the search.  You said you wanted in.”

Sam felt another presence enter the room.

Damn straight.

I see three for muscle.  Do you have a hunter, a focus, or any other specialists?

“Um, Lady Dancer, Birdsong, and Taribender have all worked with her before.”

I know Dancer.  Do you have paths to the others?

“Well, no, actually…”

Dancer will have them.  Last seen?

“About 10 hours ago.”

Next time do not wait so long.  A cold trail is a hard trail.

Sam said nothing.

Do you have a meeting path?

Sam thought for a moment.  “Is it safe to mention a private path here?  Is anyone listening?”

This place is safe.  We are surrounded by friendlies, as far as can be heard.

Sam described the path to the see-saw.

So be it.  Await the call.  Next!

Sam was alone in the car.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Got your back.  It can take a while to get a team together.  Be ready.  I’m gathering more muscle, just in case.

Sam sat and thought for a while.  Then he went back to the note he left for Catalina.

“Collecting muscle for a search.  Contact Lancelot,” he added to the note.

He thought for a few minutes, and then said “Coffee grass morning daylight Narnia.”  He left the same note there.  “Bath tears water night daisy.”  There were several people here.  He counted four besides himself.  They waited for him to speak.

“I’m collecting muscle for a search for Catalina,” he said.

Oh dear.  Oh dear, dear, dear.  Something’s happened.  I knew it.  I told you all, she’s not the type to chicken out of a reading.

“What are you all doing here?”

It’s our Sunday poetry reading.  Catalina was going to read her epic.  She’s been working on it for four years now.  Sylvia thought she’d chickened out.

Sam tried to picture Mac at a poetry reading.  He had seemed so, well, so masculine and rough.  He was surprised at his stereotyping and prejudgment.

He brought up a desk and quill and left the note and signed it.  Somehow the idea of asking these ladies to be muscle for a search seemed incongruous.

Count us in, Mr. Lancelot.  Better muscle you won’t find.  I’m Grace; this is Sylvia, Ben, and William.  MacGruder is usually here, but I’m sure he’d want in as well.

“Mac’s in already.”  He described the meeting place at the see-saw, and how to get there.

Clever.  An image path.  Almost a poem in itself. Wolves won’t be expecting it.

Derivitive, said Sylvia.  Lyonitus used a similar metaphor in “Summer Lake”.

Oh come now, that was images of flowers in one tiny garden, hardly a world tour to confuse a wolf.

Sam left them discussing poetic metaphors, and returned to the see-saw.  No one was there.  He opened his eyes, and was back in the car.

He was going to be much more involved in this search than he was in the last one.  This could take time, and it could be awkward if he suddenly had to lock himself in the bathroom or drive off to get privacy.  His cell phone was on the floor of the car, connected to its charger.  He picked it up and called Pam.

“Hi there!”

“Hi Pam.  I may be late getting home, something’s come up.  In fact, I may have to take tomorrow off from school.”

“Why, what is it?”

“A friend is in trouble.  No one you know, but they need my help.”

“They?”

“She.  She’s an old friend.”  Maybe as old as 90.

“Should I be worried?”

“No.  Not in the least bit.”

“Sam, if you don’t want me to…”

“No!  I want you.  I want you to live with me.  This isn’t about that.”

“But why the mystery?”

“It’s just something I’m not ready to talk about yet.”

“Like your …”

“Yes, like that.”

“Someday you’ll have to …”

“Someday I will.  But not tonight.”

“I won’t push.”

“I love you, Pam.”

“I think you do.  I think you really do.  Take care tonight, Sam.”

“I will.”

“I love you too you know.”

“I know.  I have to go.”

“Bye then,” she said.  Sam closed the phone.

Shit.  So much for not letting the two worlds interfere with one another.

He got back onto the road, and headed back towards town.  He had seen a truck stop back there somewhere, and he was getting hungry.

It wasn’t much of a diner, but they had chili and cherry pie, and he ate them both, a bite of one, then a bite of the other, with a glass of milk.  He ate absently, without tasting, thinking of Catalina and the search.  He didn’t know what the next step was, but he knew that people who were good at this were already at work.  And they had at least 8, maybe nine people ready to help out in any way.

He paid for his food, and walked back out to the car.  He had parked in a far corner of the lot, where he could lie down with the seat tilted back and not be disturbed.  He didn’t know when he would be called, or how late he would be staying up, so he closed his eyes and counted on the heavy meal to help him nap.  It worked.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hello?” he answered, waking in an instant.

Got your note.  There’s four of us for muscle, and Jack, he’s a Calculator, might come in handy.  He’s no good as muscle though, can’t smell worth crap, right Jack?  But we’re all here for the Lady Catalina.

“That’s great!  Here’s where we’re meeting.”  He took them on the tour that led to the see-saw.  The poetry group was already there, talking to Sunset.

“Any word yet?” asked Sam.

Nothing yet.  I see you brought reinforcements.  I have six more, waiting at Coffee grass morning daylight Narnia.

“How many do you think we’ll need?”

Got me.  Dancer will know.

Indeed, said a somber voice.  Lady Dancer had arrived, along with Birdsong and Taribender, and four others.

The trail is cold.  We will need all the muscle.  Taribender is the focus.  All muscle look to him, open to him all you have of Lady Catalina.  Hold nothing back.  I will join, as I also know her well, but I will break for the hunt when we have the scent.

Then Taribender spoke.  His voice was old, but strong and deep.  Yield to me that which is of the Lady, all that you know, and all that you love.  We will find of her the part that sleeps or we will find nothing.  We will find her dreams if she will not wake, and we will do her waking work in her stead.  All open to me, and yield.

Sam felt a picture of Catalina come from Lady Dancer, a picture of a stately woman in silk robes that flowed on the ground as she walked.  Sunset had a picture of a kindly old woman.  Mac presented a picture of a tall slim woman reading from a large sheaf of loose papers.  One after another, each presented an image of Catalina.  Sam remembered her on the hammock at the beach.  There were several other men whose images were more erotic, but some of the most startling came from Grace and Sylvia, remembering a lesbian triangle with surprising gymnastics.  Sam remembered his first meeting with her, and his last.  He remembered the hunt, and the sex.

Taribender seemed to swell with all of these images, absorbing them.  As he built a better picture of what it meant to be Catalina, Sam could sense something else, very faint.

She’s alive, said Mac.

More muscle, said Taribender.  Sam felt Mac push, and the others joined him.  Sam leaned into Taribender as he saw the others do, and pushed.  This was hard work.  No wonder they called it muscle.  The faint echo of Catalina seemed to draw a little closer to Taribender.  Sam pushed harder.  He could feel sweat running down his neck, and feel his breathing get heavier.  His physical muscles ached in sympathy, and he realized he was clenching and flexing every muscle in his body.  He carefully relaxed his body, so that he could devote all of his energies to pushing in his mind.

He could start to feel Catalina, just a little.  He got a sense of excitement from the others, although the taciturn Taribender and Lady Dancer seemed to be solid concentration.  Sam tried to emulate them, focusing on the task.  Catalina was tired.  Very tired.  Sam could feel it like a lead apron on a dentist’s chair.  There was a bitter taste in her mouth, mixed with a taste of iron, of blood.

Lady Dancer broke away from the group, and entered that groggy heavy headed cloud that was the echo of Catalina.  Sam saw images come and go, heard voices, felt a moment of pain and panic, then a feeling of being buried in sand.  Voices again, faint, but clear, almost intelligible.  English accents.

Manchester, said Birdsong.

Chlorpromazine, trifluoperazine, tranylcypromine, amobarbital, sertindole, zotepine, morphine, a little aripiprazole, and some nicotine, Grace seemed sure of herself.

Bloody Snakes.

At least eight hours from the head load, unless the nicotine is screwing me up.  She’s got another 4 hours before she’ll be able to speak.  The aripiprazole is going to be the most trouble.  If they hit her again with it, we’ll be blocked out for another 12 hours, maybe more.

Confirm Snakes, said Lady Dancer, as if from a great distance.  Confirm Manchester.  Group seven.

Group seven is Leeds.  Are you sure?

Confirm group seven.  Four voices.  All male.  Three heavies, one cleric.

Sam felt their grip on the faint echo slipping.

We’re losing it.  Push, people!

I have enough.  Let her sleep.

The group relaxed, and the echo of Catalina faded like smoke.  Sam was exhausted, and drenched in sweat.  He could feel the others were in no better shape.  Lady Dancer seemed ready to faint, and Taribender seemed to collapse.

“She’s alive.”

Take no solace in that.  She sleeps with the Snakes.

Four hours, we meet back here.  Get some rest, all of you.

One by one, they left.  Sam was alone in the playground.  He opened his eyes.  His clothes were wet, and he was getting cold.  He got out of the car to walk around and dry off.  It was even colder outside.  Grace had been right – better muscle was not to be found.  She had identified nine drugs in the cocktail Catalina had been given, purely by their action on Catalina’s brain.  A specialist, like Taribender or Lady Dancer, or Birdsong, who had identified the location by the voices of the wolves and the timing of the attack, glimpses of road signs, and other subtle cues.  Close enough to separate two towns in England that couldn’t have been more than 30 miles apart.

Sam leaned against the car and closed his eyes.  He was physically tired, drained.  Not sleepy, but he felt like he had just run 20 miles.  His mind was still active, however, trying to make sense of all that had just gone on.

Catalina was in England.  He had never thought about where his friends might be, how far away they might be.  They always seemed so close, available at the naming of a path.  There was never a sense of distance.

This hunt had been so different from the last.  Sunset had been able to help; she had been conscious, observant.  But more, when they had discovered who the wolves were, the team had been elated, and relaxed.  This time, the discovery brought sadness, fear, and hopelessness.  Snakes.  Sam needed more information.

He got back into the car, and stretched out in the seat, closing his eyes.  The great hall echoed.

“Tell me about Snakes.”

Bad business, that.

“Who are they?”

In the religious wars, there are players for power, and there are believers.  They fight one another as much as they fight other religions.  The more converts the get to their side, the more powerful they become.  And the more powerful they are, the safer they are from the others, and the more dangerous.

The Snakes are believers, which make them the most cruel.  When you believe that some god has chosen you to do his bidding, there is no longer any right or wrong.  Anything you do in following that path is righteous and just.  Torture, mutilation, slavery, dehumanizing treatment – it does not matter to them, for only they are chosen, only they will ascend to heaven, all others have no souls, and are merely animals and tools.

“How did Mac know they were Snakes?”

You have had a recent encounter with Snakes?

Sam explained about Catalina, and the hunt.

The antipsychotic drugs block Sending.  Using so many, mixed with opiates and nicotine, is a hallmark of Snakes.  Addictive cocktails are one way of getting compliance.  Torture and mutilation are others.  They will use all techniques at their disposal, without a second thought.  To block Sending is to isolate, and isolation helps bring compliance.  But a Sender who cannot send is of no value.  They will stop blocking, and train your friend to control the thoughts of the flock.  They will have other Senders always close, monitoring what she Sends, and punish any non-compliance.

“So how will we get her away from them?”

That is seldom possible.  They are well protected, physically, politically, and they have large numbers of committed followers who believe what they are Sent is the word of their god.  In such a rescue, people die.

“We can’t just leave here there!”

Snakes do not negotiate.  They do not bargain.  Corporates and Governments can be dealt with, Free Lancers can be overwhelmed.  Snakes can only be killed, and they are well protected, and will kill first without hesitation.  When they are attacked, they kill the captives first.  That tactic is designed to prevent further rescues.

Sam opened his eyes.  He was getting stiff, and he got out of the car again, and stretched.  There had to be a way.  He was not going to leave Catalina to the Snakes.  He walked around the diner’s parking lot, thinking.  He pictured himself with an assault rifle, storming an English castle, or a cathedral full of armed and rabid brainwashed worshippers, and being shot at first sight.

Three heavies and a cleric.  That did not seem well protected.  There was no army, just four guys.  Sam pictured storming in to a hideout, and finding it rigged with explosives and drums of fuel, like a Waco compound.

This was going to be a long night.  Sam got back into the car, and lay back in the seat.  He should try to get some sleep.  The others would wake him.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“I’m awake,” he said, not quite certain.  He stretched, and his joints popped.  Sleeping in the car seat was not the world’s best rest.

Grace thinks we can wake her.

Sam took the tour to the playground.  Sunset, Grace, Sylvia, and Lady Dancer were there.  The others started trickling in.

We must try to wake her before they try another injection.  Taribender’s stern voice sounded tired.  The others gathered around him, and focused on Catalina.  The misty echo grew, larger than before, but still foggy and faint.

Lady Catalina, awaken, said Lady Dancer.  The fog solidified.

Oh shit, I feel awful.  Gonna puke.  Don’t get too close, I don’t have a lot of control right now.

The group crowded closer, and Sam felt nausea, and the taste of blood in his mouth, then pain and cramping as Catalina’s body tried to purge itself of the drugs.

Yuck.  Don’t say I didn’t warn you.  Quite a posse you have there.  I take it I’m in real deep shit here.

Snakes.  Group seven, somewhere in Manchester.  What do you see?

Um, let’s see.  Guts and garters, there’s, what, eleven beds, one empty, high ceiling, no windows, looks like a steel door.  Oh, sweet mother of – the woman in the bed next to mine has no arms or legs.  They’re all asleep or dead, no one even blinked when I made this big mess.  Oh, better sit back down, getting dizzy.  Manchester.  I was asleep in Exeter last night.  Heard some noises, couldn’t wake up.  Funny smell.  Sweet.

Exeter to Manchester, a little over 5 hours, maybe less in the middle of the night.

Birdsong, how sweet.  This is a bad one, honey.  Smells like Beijing.  We didn’t win that one.

We’re working it, came back Lady Dancer.  Ellery has some people in London that owe him big time for that nasty business last fall.  Heavy stuff.  You give the word if it gets too wicked, we can blow the whole place, and you can take them to hell with you.  We just need the coordinates.  How big is the building?

This room, let’s see, beds are about 6 feet, that makes it 20 or so in that direction, half again that in the other.  Can’t tell much about the building it’s in, no windows.  Just a sec.

Sam felt a wave of dizziness as she stood up again.

This wall’s warm, probably an interior wall.  Don’t want to knock just yet, but I may be able to tell how thick it is later.  This wall’s warm too.  Ok, I think this one over here is a little bit colder, might be an outside wall.  It’s solid, like it might be concrete.  Could be in a basement.  Fluorescent light fixtures in the ceiling, maybe nine feet up.  That doesn’t sound like basement to me.  I can just put my palm on the ceiling if I stand on the bed.  Can’t tell if it’s giving a little or if that’s just the bed.  I may be able to punch through the plaster, but if there’s another floor above, there’s no getting out that way.  Don’t know if I could lift myself up there anyway, might have to stack some beds.

Can you reach the lights? Ben’s voice.  A fluorescent tube is a weapon.  Break off one end, and aim for an artery, in the inner thigh or the neck.

If it comes to that, I might try my own neck, while I still have arms and legs.  I think I can reach them if I slide the bed over.  Might have to put a second mattress on it.  Couple hundred volts up there, might be able to start a fire and then hold onto the wires before they can get to me.

Best play docile, cooperate while we buy time.  As far as we know, there are only four of them.  A surprise hit, some of you might get away.

William, you always were the optimist.  Hold on, guys, gonna puke again.  I think I want to kill one of them just for that.  Dry heaves.  I’m checking the beds for loose screws; maybe I can get one of these steel things off.  That would come in handy if I needed to clobber someone, or batter my way through a wall or a ceiling.  Footsteps!  I’m going to play dead, try to read the bastard.

Sam felt for the footsteps, trying to hear through Catalina’s ears.  She was trying to match the steps in her head.  Sam followed, adding his attention to the task, remembering the first hunt, following Lady Dancer into the wolf’s head.

Step, step, step.  Hard soles.  Echoing off hallway walls.

Six foot, maybe, from the stride.  Heavy, maybe 110 kilos.

Catalina heard a key being inserted into a lock.

Three pin tumbler, heavy from the sound of it, hinges need oil.  Confirm steel door.

The door closed loudly.  Remember the echo; we’ll get room dimensions from it later.

Fat fingers, strong, smells like cigarettes.  Catalina’s arm was being lifted.

Ow!  Shit! This guy is murder with that needle.  Didn’t even try to find a vein.

Intramuscular, it won’t take effect very fast.  We might have some time.

Maybe not, the arm’s numb already.

Morphine, high dose.  This isn’t the same mix.  There’s a paralytic, ketamine, some phencyclidine, loprazolam.  And nicotine again.

He’s pulled the covers off.  He’s got his hands in my crotch.  I can’t move my legs.  I’m going to kill this guy first, I swear.  He’s unzipping.  I’m getting tunnel vision, funny taste.  Good thing I’m numb, this is gonna hurt.  I’m fading out guys.

Sam felt her fade away.  This time was different, though.  She was still there, not an echo or a mist.  She just didn’t have any conscious thoughts to share.

We’re going to need someone in the field who knows her, who can stay linked when she’s unconscious, to guide the raid.

I’m in, said Mac.

“Me too.”  Sam wanted to kill someone.

Only one.  We’ll need cash, a lot of it, maybe ten thousand.  Which of you can get that in 24 hours?

“No problem,” said Sam, before Mac could answer.

Settled. Grace, how much time?

At least 11 hours.

Get some sleep, everyone.  I’ll find Strategy and Tactics, and we’ll work out some plans.  You heard her – if it goes south, we burn it all down.  There’s no one in there that wants to live like that.

The group dispersed.  Sam raised the seat, and started the car.  It was late.  He drove home at high speed, furious.  Every opportunity to slam his foot down on the accelerator was a stab at the Snakes.  By the time he approached the lights of town, however, he had calmed down somewhat.  He was very tired.

Pam’s car was in the driveway.  He parked on the street, and quietly entered the house.  She was asleep, and he undressed quietly.  He wanted to shower to rinse off the dried sweat, but chose not to wake her.  He slipped carefully into bed.  She moved as his weight shifted the mattress, and she reached over for him.

“You’re back,” she said quietly.

“Yes.  Go to sleep, we’ll talk in the morning.”

She put her head on his shoulder, and they both fell asleep.

He woke in the morning to the sound of the shower.  He glanced at the clock.  It was late.  Pam was going to miss her class.  He got up, and joined her in the shower.

“Good morning,” she said, and pressed her soap-slick body against him.  He stroked her back, and tightened the hug.  “I trust you, you know,” she said, looking up into his face.

“You can, you know.”

“I know,” she said, kissing him.  “If we keep doing this, though, you’ll be late for your class.”

“Hmmm.  Math or sex.  Difficult call.”

“Apparently not.  Here, let me.  That’s better.”

In the car, he thought about waiting until he could gather all of his friends for the announcement, but decided to tell Pam first.  Everyone would learn soon enough.  He didn’t know who would carry the information to Chicago, but he knew someone would.

“I’m going to go see my mom.”

Pam was silent.  The thing they couldn’t talk about was being talked about.

“I need about ten grand, and tickets to London.  But it’s time I sorted things out with her anyway.”

“Your friend is in London?”

“Manchester, actually.”

“You prick.  You could have told me that last night.”

“I didn’t know where she was until late.  I’m sorry.”

“I trust you, but I’d still,”

“I know.”

“So you’re going to London to see her?”

“Pam, she’s like 90 years old.  She needs my help.  I don’t know how long I’ll be, but a couple weeks is a good guess.”

Pam was quiet.  “So, your mom.”

“Yeah.”

“You going to call her?”

“No, I’m just going to show up.  Surprise her.”

“Did you read any…?”

“No.”

“Ok.”

“It’s not a secret.  Everyone can know.”

“Ok.”

“Even Cindy if you want.”

“You really want the whole world to know, don’t you?  Afraid you’ll chicken out, otherwise?”

“Something like that.”

“I’ll alert the media.  You’re not getting out of this.  Then we can all stop stepping around it all the time.”

“That’ll be nice.”

“Yeah.”

“Ten thousand dollars?”

“Yeah.”

“She’ll just go to the vault and count out some cash?”

“I don’t know.  I expect there will be a cost.”

“You flying in?”

“Yeah.  I’ll get a ticket online this morning, in the lab.”

“Hotel, cab fare, plane ticket.  You have enough money?”

“Credit card.  I’ll be Ok.”

“We should get a joint bank account.  Then I could just transfer money in if you needed it.”

“I’ll be Ok.”

“Ok.  But we should still do it.”

“We’ll do it when I get back.”

“Ok.”

Sam walked her to her second class, and went to the lab.  Jim Cress and Jessica were there, each at a different computer screen. Jessica looked up at him, studying his face.  He winked, and she relaxed.  The cot had been folded up and put back into storage.

“How’s the rat filter doing?”

“Oh, hi Sam.  I saw you loaded this one.  Did the sound correlations not pan out?”

“Negatory, not a peep.  Waste of a weekend.”

“This is a dry hole too.”  The graph was flat.  Sam looked at the glassware that held the BQC.  He focused like he had the night before, and Sent “Rat car mile bounce bed.”

The graph shot up to the maximum reading, and stayed there.  Sam was aware of both the lab and the great hall.

“Crimeny!  Look at that!”  Jim was staring at the graph.  “I haven’t seen a signal like that since your father was here!”

Sam stopped Sending, and the graph dropped back to zero.  It was a matter of focus.

“It’s gone now.  Did the rats do anything funny?”  Jim got up off his stool and headed to the cages.  “Watch the graph,” He said, as he tapped on the cage.

“Nothing,” said Sam.

“I didn’t see anything weird here,” said Jessica.

“Could be anywhere,” said Sam.  “Miles away.”

“It’s so frustrating.  We’re so close.”

“Hey, I came by to say I’ll be traveling for a couple weeks, won’t be in.”

“Traveling?”

“Chicago.”

“Ah.”

“And then London.”

“Same reason?”

“No.  London’s the reason.  Chicago is to get ten grand to take to London.”

“Should I ask?”

“When I get back, maybe.”

“What’s in London?” asked Jessica.

“That’s what I wasn’t asking,” said Jim.

“Never mind,” she said, in a sing song voice.  Someone had clued her in to Sam’s hot button.

Jim looked at Sam.  “It’s about time, you know.”

“I know.”

“Have you called her?  What did she say?”

“I’m just showing up.”

“Bold plan.  Hope she’s home.”

“Me too.”

Sam went to a free computer, and set about getting a plane ticket to Chicago.  He was able to get a flight that arrived at eight in the evening.  That would get him to the house at 9 or 10, late enough that she’d be in, but not so late as to wake her, or keep her waiting, if she got wind of the plan.  If she wasn’t home, he’d have the cab take him to a motel.

“Got a ride to the airport?

“I’ll have Pam take me.  Thanks though.”

“Shouldn’t you be in math about now?”

“Got a late start.  It’s just about over; I should get to my next class.”

“So we’ll see you in a couple weeks?”

“That’s the plan.  I’ll call if it ends up taking more time.”

“Say hello to your mom for me.”

“I will.”

Instead of going to class, Sam went back to his car.  It was almost eleven hours; the team would be meeting again.  He reclined the seat, and closed his eyes, then took the tour to the playground.  Sunset was there.

Howdy.

“Any news?”

Dancer is bringing a Specialist.  Some chick who studies Snakes, tries to help catalog and identify them.  She said not to expect much, she’s coming along more to collect new specimens than expecting to be able to identify these guys.

Hey you two.

Hi Grace, Hi Mac.

“Hi Sylvia.”

Ben’s on his way.  William will be a minute or two.

Lady Dance arrived, with Taribender, Birdsong, and a new person.

Team, this is Weeds.  She studies Snakes.  She’s along to watch, but if she can identify, we’ll have more to go on.

Ben and William arrived.

We can begin.

They all turned to Taribender, and Catalina woke up, groggy.

I’m starving.  If they expect me to earn my supper, I plan to be losing a lot of weight.  Crap, they didn’t even clean up the mess.  I’m alone in here – all the other beds are empty.

They’ll be along shortly – I’m sure they know the elimination half-life even better than we do.

I appear to have wet the bed in my sleep.  Ouch.  Yes, I’m going to kill that guy.

Events are in motion.  We have contacted a paramilitary group that owes us, but they are requiring cash for equipment.  That’s being arranged.  Lancelot will be the on-site link, and will bring the money.  You need to hang on for a couple days at least.  That means cooperating, not fighting.  We need you alert and mobile.

I understand.  I can act scared.  Hell, it’s not an act.  Some of those sleepers were missing parts. One of them…

Focus on the Snakes.  We need every bit of information.  You’ve been on hunts, you know your part.

Inside observer.  I can direct fire when it comes to that part.

As long as you keep your head down.  It’s going to be fast and hard, and if it takes more than a few minutes, they’ll go to plan B.  You might as well run into the crossfire in that case, because the whole building’s going down anyway.

As long as I take these guys down with me.

We’re still betting on plan A.  We’ll let you know when to duck.

I hear a jet.

Marking the time, Birdsong called out.  Can you get a direction?

Hard to tell.  No windows, don’t know north from east.  It’s going towards the far corner of the room.

Tell me when you can no longer hear it.  That will help.

It’s fading.  I think, no, now it’s gone.

Got that.  Low altitude.  Did the sound come on quickly or slowly?

Quickly.

Descending.  There’s an airport towards that corner of your room.  Keep an ear out, and we can check the air schedules and have ground observers confirm.  Try to tell if the flight path is on one side or the other.  Can you hear any traffic?  Are you near a main road?

No traffic.  Got my ear to the cold wall, nothing.  No birds, no cars, no planes.

Describe the wolf.

Catalina went through a very detailed description.  She did know her part in the hunt.

Hey guys, when he comes back in, I’m going to want some privacy.  I’m going to see if I can talk him out of the next shot, and do him while I’m awake.  I’d rather not have my friends along when that happens.

We have a Specialist here, studies Snakes.  We’ll leave her on watch.

I can deal with that.  Don’t give me any name.  If we meet sometime, I don’t want to know she watched this.

No names.

Footsteps.  Bye guys.

Taribender disengaged, and Sam was alone in the car.  He wondered if he would have any time to learn how to shoot whatever weapon he would be handed in Manchester.  He hoped it was something that sprayed bullets and made a big mess of whatever it hit.

He got to the quad late, and Pam was already there with Jason, George, Jill, Marissa, and Jessica.

“Did you book a flight?” she asked.  It was obvious that she had already informed the others.

“Gets into Chicago at 8:10.  Cab should have me at the house by nine.”

“She’ll probably be there.  You sure you don’t want to call first?”

“I’m sure.  What would I say?  It’s better this way.”

“She’s your mom.”

“Yeah.  I’m counting on that.”

“Two weeks in London?” asked Jason.

“Something like that.  Don’t really know.”

“We’ll phone you with the homework assignments.”

“I won’t be bringing any books.”

“Oh.  Um, ah, never mind.”

“How about them Cubbies?” asked Sam, and they all laughed.

“Where’s Cindy when we need her?” asked Jason. They all laughed again.

Lunch was good for Sam.  Surrounded by his friends, laughing and joking about things that had nothing to do with his other life, it was relaxing and refreshing.  Events were in motion; he had done all he could do for the moment, and he could enjoy this time.

After school, he considered what to pack.  He wanted to travel light, no checked baggage.  That meant one or two days of shirt and underwear, and he would buy what he needed in London.  He put some clothes in his backpack, and a magazine, his toothbrush, his passport.  He removed things from his pockets that would set off metal detectors.  Pam would keep the keys.

In the car on the way to the airport, they tried small talk.

“So, Jason and Jessica.”

“Now you just need to get Jill hooked up, and you can stop worrying about three lefts making a right.”

She punched him on the shoulder.

“Do you think she’s gay?”

“Why, are you interested?”

She punched him again.

He checked in for his flight.  Pam stayed with him until the last moment, when he went through the gate.

“Say hi to your mom for me.”

“I will.”

He boarded the plane.  Buckling his seat, his knapsack at his feet, he closed his eyes.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Hi there.

“I’m on the plane to Chicago.”

Finally doing this.  Good.  Know what you’re going to say?

“I’ve been trying not to practice speeches.”

She’ll have practiced.

“That’ll be good, I guess.  She’ll have the advantage.  She’ll feel more comfortable.”

You do care.

“You’d know.  Yeah.  I think I’m ready for this, finally.  I needed to hate her.  Now I just need her.”

It’s Ok to cry you know.  It’s just me.

“I know.  Thanks.”

The plane landed in Chicago, and Sam took his knapsack out and got a cab.  He had the address memorized, not just from writing checks each month, or seeing it on her letters.  The lights were on at the house, and he told the cab not to wait.

At the door, he hesitated before ringing the bell.  Did he want to practice a speech now?  He rang.

She opened the door.

“Sam!”  She stood in the doorway, looking at him.  She had been crying.  So had he.

She stepped aside to let him in.

“I need ten thousand dollars, and a ticket to London,” he said, when she had closed the door.

“Just like that?” she paused.  “I’ll go get my checkbook.”

“You’re not going to ask what for?”

“My son, who I haven’t seen in years, comes to my door and asks me for something.  I’m not going to do anything before I take care of that.  After that, you can tell me what you like.”

That was her speech.  She went to her purse.  He followed her to the kitchen table.

“Nice place.”

“I like it.  A little lonely, but I have my friends.”

“Friends are good.”

“I got six different phone calls telling me you were coming.  Some from people I don’t even know.  You have friends too.”

“Jim Cress says hello.  And Pam.”

“How is Pam?  You treating her right?”

“She’s moving in.”

“So I heard.  Good for her.  Good for you.”

She finished writing the check.  She tore it from the checkbook carefully, and handed it to him.  It was for a lot more than ten thousand.  He folded it and put it into his shirt pocket.

“I loved him, you know.  I still do.”

“It must have been hard.”

“It was hell at the end.  He was a different person.  He knew he was dangerous.  That’s why he finally got help.”

“Some help.”

“We didn’t know.  The doctors didn’t know.  It was helping at first, he was better, so much better.  And then…”

“It’s not your fault.”

“That’s not what you said then.”

“It’s not what I thought then.  It’s what I know now.”

“Are you going to start opening my letters?”

“I have a phone.”

“Don’t open those.”

“You want them back?”

“Give them to Pam.  I hear she’s been dying to know what’s in them.”

“I think I know.”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“I’ll let her know.  She knows where they are.”

“The cedar box.  With no lock.  You can be really bad sometimes, you know.”

“I know.”

“So, London.”

“A friend is in trouble.”

“Expensive trouble.”

“Thanks for helping out.”

“That’s what mothers do.”

“Got a computer?  I should book a flight.”

“Expensive, at the last minute.”

“Yeah.  I didn’t want to plan this one ahead.”

“But you knew…”

“Yeah.  You’re my mom.”

He booked his flight, and they talked about her house, her friends, and the business she had started.  He talked about Pam, and his friends, and school, and Jim’s project.

The guest bedroom was already made up for him, and it was quite late when they had a long hug before they each went to their beds.  Sam was exhausted, and went straight to sleep.

In the morning, he awoke to the smell of bacon and eggs.  She was dressed smartly in a business-like way, offset by a white apron.  He grabbed a piece of bacon, and helped set the table.  After breakfast, he showered, and dressed again, and it was time to be off to the airport again.  She drove.  He admired the car.  At the airport they hugged, and she was off.  Neither one wanted a long goodbye.

Sam went through the gate, and bought a magazine to read while waiting for the plane.  He then found an auto teller, and deposited the check.  He hoped it would clear by the time he needed it.  It should, it was from the same bank.

He wished he had a computer with him.  Instead, he closed his eyes, and entered the great hall.

“Tell me about Manchester, England”

A long string of doors appeared.  He read the signs on them – Transport, Accommodations, Food, Points of Interest, Politics…  The list went on as far as he could see.  This was going to be better than the Internet.

Midway over the Atlantic, just past Greenland, his studies were interrupted.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hi, what’s up?”

Dancer says you’ll need to know Albanian.

“I’m going to London to meet some militants, who are taking me to Manchester.  That’s a long way from Albania.”

How many paramilitary groups do you know in London?  These are Kosovars, Albanian mafia; they run most of the prostitution in the area.  Dancer says the gunmen won’t speak much English, and it will cause much less confusion and error if you speak the language.

“Well, I don’t.”

That’s where I come in.

“I don’t get it.”

What are you, wolfbait?  I’m Albanian.  I am also a military officer, highly trained in weapons and tactics.  I owe Dancer big-time; otherwise I would not be doing this with some total stranger in a million years.  But she says you are Ok.  She says you were an Advocate of the Link, and you know how to do this, but if you go past language and military, I will shut you down hard, you understand?  I feed you, you don’t poke around.  You got that?

“That sounds clear enough.”

I will open language first, since military will make more sense once you have the idioms.  Come in slowly, be polite, and we will get along just fine.

Sam felt the Albanian open up, and he waited.  Sounds started coming to him, voices, talking, arguing, pleading, and scolding.  They washed over him like waves.  He read newspapers, novels, textbooks, and poetry.  He wrote letters, papers, orders, and notes.  He contemplated subtle turns of phrase, decoded hidden meanings, made clever puns.  In learning other languages, he contrasted his native tongue to Serbian, Russian, French, and English, and learned about language itself.

In some cases, he realized he was treading where he should not go.  Don’t read the personal letters, just get the language of them, the difference between a personal letter and a book report.  Don’t look too closely at grandmother; just pay attention to the dialect, and how it is different from father’s.  Don’t look at the signature on the paper; just pay attention to the honorific. 

Sam drank it in, swam in it, called to troops, called to children, spoke to grieving widows on the phone, and made speeches at funerals and recruitment centers.  He swore at lazy troops and at enemies, at politicians and clergymen, and at dogs dining on corpses.  He comforted wounded, consoled frightened children, and cooed at kittens.

Is good.  Someday I need good English, I come find you, no?

It was funny how easily the communication was when they each spoke their own language.  But when the Albanian tried to speak in English, it was obviously a language learned late, the hard way.

“That’s a promise.  I owe you.”

And now we get down to the business of war.  Here you must be more careful.  You are not used to seeing such things.  Stay away from emotional images; concentrate on the hardware, on the schooling, on the objective.  What I have done for my country you are not to judge.  I apologize for nothing.  This is what I do, for my country, for my family, for my people.  Even for money, I do this, and I am not ashamed.  This is my life.

“I understand.”

Military ordinance came into view.  He stripped and cleaned a Kalashnikov, and assembled it with his eyes closed.  He felt the assault on his hearing and in his blood and on his shoulder as round after round hit targets.  He fired standing, sitting, and prone.  He fired from vehicles large and small.  He fired mortars and rocket propelled grenades, and sniper rifles.  He wired bridges with explosives, and make improvised explosive devices from paint thinner and hair bleach.  He planned aerial assaults and artillery barrages.  He dug foxholes and trenches.  He marched.  He drilled.  He led marches and drills.  He operated communications equipment, coding messages, flashing signals in Morse code with mirrors, waving his arms in semaphores, directing traffic, and directing air strikes.

He staunched wounds, and applied tourniquets, performed field amputations, and injected morphine.  He taught hand-to-hand combat, and fought hand-to-hand in dark alleys and bars.  He sharpened knives and bayonets, and shaved his face with a resharpened razor.

He read weather reports, and calculated windage for artillery, and adjusted the sight on his sniper rifle to accommodate a light breeze.  He built fires under vehicles to prevent the diesel from gelling in the cold.  He marched in the snow.  He killed, face to face, again and again.  He buried mines, and swept minefields.  He watched people step on mines, and he watched them die.  Sometimes he helped them die.

That is close enough.

“Sorry.”

It is Ok.  You have the light touch.  You will maybe be an Archive some day, should you live through this.

Sam was alone in the seat.  His legs were numb, and his arm ached where it had rested behind his head.  He used his other hand to gently lift it up and set it down in his lap, massaging the blood back into the muscle.  He felt dizzy.  Massage towards the heart.  He didn’t remember learning that, but it helped.  The daggers in his legs became little cat’s claws, and the ache in his back subsided a little.

Outside the plane it was still quite dark.  He unbuckled his seat belt, and awkwardly slid past his neighbors in the row, and went back to the lavatory, where he washed his hands and face, and rinsed the sweat from the back of his neck.  He became aware that he knew the type of jet he was in, how many passengers it could hold, and how many it typically held.  He knew the engines, the altitude, the thrust, the fuel, and where the cargo was, and how big a charge was necessary to take it down, and how close to the airport you had to be to use a Sidewinder.

Sam was asleep when the plane began its descent.  He was awakened by the shift in attitude, and the noise of the flaps.  Through the long descent, he counted the turns, and determined the wind direction at the airport from the dawn light coming through the window.  The thrust reversed roared, and the plane touched down.  He was in London.

He stood in line at Customs, and had his backpack checked, and emptied his pockets.  His passport was examined, and he was stamped through.  He walked past limousine drivers holding signs with names on them, and examined the room carefully.  He picked out the security guards, and the police, and several military officers.  He found two plain clothed policemen, and another man who was watching him who might be a third.  He started walking so as to be less conspicuous.  He spotted two Albanians scanning the crowd.  They looked like any other people in the crowd, but something screamed Albanian in his brain.  The way they stood, the way they reacted to the crowd, especially the way they reacted to the police.  He ignored them, and walked towards baggage claim, then doubled back and bought a newspaper.  He read as he walked up behind them.

“You are being a little more conspicuous than is helpful in this situation,” he said.  The men turned around quickly.  His tongue was not used to the R’s, but his dialect was otherwise perfect.

“Let’s go,” said the elder of the two.

They walked a long way out to the sidewalk passenger loading zone, and waited in the light drizzle until a large car stopped to pick them up.  No one spoke as they got in and the car merged into traffic.

“We were expecting an American,” said the older man.

“I am an American,” Sam said, in English this time.

“Then we speak English.  And when we needs secrets, me and my men, we will speak Serb, no?”

“That works for me,” said Sam, in what he knew to be atrocious Serbian.

“Hah!  Is no secrets then!” the man laughed, and the other two Albanians laughed as well.

“Is five hours to Manchester.   We catch nap.  You sleep on plane?”

“Not well.”

“We all catch nap.  Except driver, eh Adnan?”

“I am Dardan,” said the younger man.  This is Bekim, driver is Adnan.”

Sam wondered what to call himself.  His passport had his real name.  He decided not to allow Lancelot to be associated with that name.  “I am Sam.”

“Is good to meet you Sami.  We go get bad guys together, eh?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Is good.  Now we nap.”

The older man closed his eyes, and Sam did the same.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Hey there.  How’d it go with mom?”

“We got through it.  Thanks for calling her.”

Who, me?

“You and five other friends.  I think I’ve known the others a lot longer.”

But not nearly as well.  Since before you were born.  Bet I was the first to call her though.

“You were the first to know.  I bet the others were racing to call her the moment they heard.  Half of them probably got busy signals.”

You have some very special friends.

“Indeed.  How’s Catalina?”

In and out.  Grace says they’re trying to get her addicted, so they have more control.  No more antipsychotics, though, so we can still talk to her when she’s awake.  She still has all her parts, that’s what concerns her the most.  Lots of the people she sees are missing fingers, hands, it’s really scary.

“I’m in London.  Driving to Manchester with the Albanian mafia.  I speak Albanian now, and a couple of other languages with a thick Albanian accent.”

And I can code in Java, C++, and some other weird languages.  Because of you. Cool, huh?

“I can also field strip and rebuild a 50 caliber machine gun with my eyes closed.  I can’t wait to use that little bit of information.”

Busy boy.  You let the hired help do the dirty work, Ok?  You are just there to get Catalina out of there if we’re not able to awaken her.

“That’s the part I never got.”

No one knows what she looks like.  But one of us will know her when we’re close; we’ll see the same things; hear the same sounds, that kind of thing.  I’ve never done it, but they tell me it’s really strange.

Sam slept, occasionally awakened by a bump or a turn, or by an uncomfortable position.  He knew he should get as much sleep as he could, whenever he could.  You never knew when things would get crazy.

In Manchester, the first stop was a bank.  The clerk walked Sam through the process of wiring $9,995.00 from his bank account to an account provided by his new friends.

“We get more later maybe, is good keep under ten kay, no USA snooping that way.”

“I’ll pay for the motel with my credit card.”

“Is no need.  We have hotel for you.  Very nice place, you like it.  Very good for do this business, you see?”

“No problem.”

They drove to a part of town that Sam’s research had advised against visiting.  The hotel was a large building with an unassuming front, and a clerk at a window behind bullet-proof glass.  Several women were in the lobby, smoking cigarettes, dressed in various costumes designed to draw attention to their occupation.  The women avoided Sam’s companions, and pretended not to notice Sam.  They took the elevator to the third floor.

“You stay here.  Is nice room.  We go get things to make job easier.”

 The room was small, and had bars on the window, despite being three floors above the ground.  There was no fire escape, although Sam could see where the bolts that supported one once had been removed from the wall opposite.  There was a bathroom with a small shower, and various feminine bath articles.  On the walls were pinned photographs from magazines.  The bed was unmade, but clean.  Sam made the bed neatly, and placed the two pillows at the head, and lay down on top of the bedspread and closed his eyes.

He took the tour to the playground.  Lady Dancer and Taribender were there, conversing with Birdsong.

“Hi there.  Anything new?”

We have a very good description of one of the Snakes.  We have a lower bound on the size of the building, but that doesn’t narrow down the search much.  We have some unreliable information on where it might be from the point of view of the airport.  But she just hasn’t been conscious enough to get any good intelligence.

“I’m in Manchester.  The Albanians have the money, they’re out spending somewhere.”

We need to find the building, or they’ll have nowhere to go.  They already have the description of the Snake; they say they’re keeping an eye out, maybe we’ll get lucky.  If they can tail him to the building, we’ll be able to plan.  Right now, we’re just going over contingencies.

“Ok.  Wake me up if you need anything at this end.  I’m trying to rack up as much shut-eye as possible, so I’ll be awake when the time comes.”

You’ll be awake.  It’s difficult to sleep during urban warfare.

Sam woke to the sound of the door closing behind the silhouette of a slender person of indeterminate age and sex.  The light came on in the bathroom, and he saw a young woman perhaps his own age, removing her shoes.  She washed her face, and then pulled her short dress over her head.  She was wearing nothing under it.  She had small breasts with dark nipples, and no pubic hair.  She washed under her arms, and brushed her hair.

Sam watched silently, prepared to close his eyes if she looked his way.  She was very attractive, and moved with tired grace through a familiar routine.  The light in the bathroom went out, and Sam heard her bare feet on the wood floor.  She lifted the covers, and slid into bed next to him.  The warmth of her skin against his was very pleasant.

“I appreciate the gesture, and I’m sure you’re a very nice girl, but I won’t be needing your services tonight,” he said in Albanian.

“Fuck or no fuck, that’s your pleasure,” she replied.  “But you are in my bed, and I will sleep here this morning.”  She reached her arm across his body, and felt his interest.  “Too bad, you seem to be all ready for me.”  She left her hand there, and put her head down on the pillow next to his.  A little uncomfortable with his arm pinned against her, Sam pulled it out of the covers, and put it around her.  She rested her head on his shoulder.  “That’s better,” she said, and fell asleep.

In the morning, Sam extricated himself gently and got out of bed.  The woman made a small sound, and pressed her face into her pillow.  He went to the bathroom, and closed the door behind him so as not to wake her.  He started the shower.  The shower door was plain glass, and fogged up until he stepped in, and water splashed off his body onto the glass.

He was washing his hair when she walked in and sat down on the toilet.  She looked him over, up and down.  He returned the inspection.  “You want company, you let me know,” she said, and flushed the toilet.

Sam dried off and left the bathroom to dress.  She lay on top of the bedclothes, face on the pillow, turned the other way.  Sam admired the view as he dressed. 

Rat car mile bounce bed.

He moved his knapsack off the chair, the only other piece of furniture in the room, and sat down and closed his eyes.

“I’m here.”  He sped to the playground.  Most of the others were already there.

She’s awake; she’s describing the other three Snakes.  They have moved her into another room.

Hey guys, if you can do anything at all, now would be a damn good time.  They’re going to cut off my thumbs if I don’t show I’m cooperative by giving up a Sender.

Stall them all you can, we don’t have a clue where you are.

Give them someone who’s already been taken.  Like Winter Rose or Crymailer.

They’re wise to that.  They want someone local.  Oh crumpets, they’ve got pruning shears.

Make something up!

They have other Senders here to confirm.  It has to be someone real.

“Give them me,” said Sam.

Lancelot, you really don’t want to be here.

“Give them me.  It’s perfect.  The Albanians will tail me; they’ll follow us to where you are.  Then they’ll open up and blow them all away.

Lady Dancer spoke.  That might work.

“Do it Cat, don’t be stupid.  This is our chance.”

Ok.  Ok, I can’t think straight.  If you say do it, I’ll do it.

“Do it.”

Drop out of the team.  They can’t be allowed to sense all of us.

Sam was alone in the room with the naked woman on the bed.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Hi there.”

Hi, this is Catalina.  Long time no see.

Sam could not tell that she wasn’t alone.  He played along.

“I was just about to go out for a jog.”

That sounds lovely.  Is it nice out where you are?

Sam looked out the window.

“It’s a little drizzly.  Perfect jogging weather.”

He left the room, and took the elevator down to the lobby.

“Get Bekim and Dardan, quickly,” he said to the desk clerk.  He looked up, but when he saw Sam’s face, he quickly dialed the telephone.

He kept up the patter with Catalina.  She kept subtly asking about location cues, time of day, and other things only a virgin would give up.  Sam played virgin.  Wolfbait.  This time for real.

Bekim and Dardan came out of the elevator.

“I’ve arranged for them to snatch me, so your guys can follow me to where they are holed up.  Are you ready?”

“We have the equipment and the men in place.”

“I am going to go out for a jog.  Somewhere along the line, I expect them to grab me.  After that, I will be of little use, probably drugged.  It will be up to you.”

“Wait a moment,” Bekim said, and he walked over to one of the young women lounging on the sofa.  He unlocked a small bracelet from her ankle.

“Put this in shoe.  We track you.”

Sam took the device and examined it.  A week ago, he would not have recognized it.  A small disk attached to a thin steel cable.  He put it in his sock, where it would not interfere with his jogging.  Nobody checked shoes.

He left the hotel, and started a slow jog up the street.  Catalina asked about shops and buildings, and he described them and named cross streets.  He did not look behind him.

Catalina asked how long his jog normally was.  Sam estimated an hour, sometimes more, depending on how interesting the scenery, or how bad the weather.

She asked about the direction, and he said he was moving east, and the road was straight as far as he could see.  He passed a barber shop, and a street with a funny name.  He tried to keep the chatter cheerful, with no hidden meanings or subtleties.  Just an ignorant newbie, chattering away innocently.

People were starting to move around, cars were passing him.  He saw every one as a potential enemy; at any moment someone was going to tackle him.  He wondered how long it would take.  He passed a group of men loitering outside a tobacconist.  That could have been them, he thought.  They could easily have jumped him there.

Catalina suggested a route.  Turn right at the park, she said, there a wonderful fountain on the corner.

Sam reached the park, and glanced quickly back the way he had come.  He saw nothing, no big car, no Albanian tail.  He hoped they were still watching, somehow.  He passed the park.  Up ahead, he could see the fountain.

“Beautiful,” he said, although the fountain was rather ordinary.  Concrete nymphs and satyrs.  There were two men standing by the fountain.  Big men.  Sam braced himself as he got close, but tried to relax.  The point was to get caught, but he expected it to be painful.  It was.  A solid blow to his solar plexus, and he doubled over on the sidewalk, hitting it hard and scraping his forehead.  A needle jabbed his neck.  He felt them picking him up, but all of his effort was spent on trying to breathe, trying to make his paralyzed diaphragm work again.  He was still gasping when the black started closing in around his vision.  The last thing he was aware of was Catalina’s voice.

Oh Lancelot, I am so sorry…

The dream was like nothing he had ever experienced.  He was floating in a big vat of molasses.  He could not move his arms and legs, the fluid was so thick.  He could not feel and surfaces, just the thick goo, which had become lime Jell-O.  His head was six feet across, and pulsating in an interesting way.  There were colorful lights.

“I need to wake up,” he thought.  “I have things to do, important things.  I wonder what they are.”

He opened his eyes.  He tried to move his head, but it wouldn’t move.  He couldn’t move his arms or legs.  He couldn’t feel them either.

There was a stain on the ceiling that looked like a little brown lamb.  There was a light bulb in a fixture on the ceiling.  Probably 40 watts, it didn’t hurt to look at it.  Nothing hurt.  He blinked, and everything got blurry.  He blinked again, and it was clear.  He should have been able to feel the tear falling down his cheek, but he felt nothing.  He slipped back into sleep.

The bulb was still there when he woke again.  So was the stain.  He felt cold.  He could feel a mattress under him, but no covers or sheet.  He was naked.  Well, that explains why it is cold.  He could move his head.  The room was small.  The mattress was on the floor, there was no bed.  The bed was wet.  My bad, he thought.  He wondered where his shoes were.  That was important somehow.  Got to get my shoes.

He woke a third time with a funny taste in his mouth.  Metallic.  Not pleasant.  He was still in the small room.  He remembered how he got there.

“Breast, easy, dream, love, close.”

There was no answer.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Again, no answer.

He tried the great hall.  He could not find it.  He was alone.  He went back to sleep.

“Get Reichter in here.  Get this guy into the other room, that’s disgusting.”

Sam kept his eyes closed, feigning sleep.  How long had it been?  There should be gunfire.

Heavy footsteps clacked into the hall.  Big hands grabbed his arms, other hands grabbed his ankles.  He was lifted up, and carried out of the room.  They set him down in a bed, and he felt covers being pulled over him.

Big fingers grabbed his nose, and twisted.  Pain shot through his whole head, and Sam opened his eyes.

“Thought so.”

Sam looked up into Reichter’s face.   This was the guy Catalina wanted to kill.  How come he was still alive?

The big man took a syringe out of a kit.  The needle was already filled.  He didn’t do any dramatic spurt of liquid from the tip; he simply jammed it into Sam’s arm.  Sam winced as the plunger was pushed down brutally.

“Bye bye.”  Reichter’s face was surrounded by a black iris that was slowly closing.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Sunset!”  Sam could feel the whole team fighting to wake him up.  He struggled to help.

Got him!  Lancelot, what’s your situation.

Sam looked around the room.  It was a small room, with a solid looking door, and a small high window with bars on it, letting in some light.  He was on a bed, one of two in the room.  An older woman was in the next bed, but something was wrong with her.

“I’m in a small room, two beds, window letting in light, but no direct sun, may be a north window, may be a cloudy day.  The window has bars on it, decorative, looks like wrought iron, like for burglars.”

Sam looked around again, and at the occupant of the other bed.  “The lady in the other bed has no arms or legs.”

We found Catalina!  Thanks to your radio goodie.  Cat says she hasn’t seen you.  Do you still have the transmitter?

“I’m buck naked.”

We’re not seeing any barred window on the building.  Can you see anything out the window?

Sam tried to get up, but his muscles didn’t work.  He turned his head as far as he could, and looked out the little window.

“There’s the top of an evergreen tree, like a spruce or a cypress or something.  And blue sky, so it may be a north window.”

We have the building surrounded with your Albanian friends, but no one reports any evergreen trees.  You may be in a different building.  The car that took you isn’t here.

“How is Catalina?”

She told us to hold off for a while.  She says that the Snakes come and go on a fairly regular basis, and that we should hit them when there are fewer around.  That way there will be fewer of them to kill the hostages.

“But she’s Ok?”

She’s all in one piece.  They think she’s cooperating.  They like that, most would rather die.  It’s because of you, you know.  You saved her.  Now we save you.

“Not a good idea, tactically.  Once the Snakes have left Catalina’s place, hit that place hard and fast with everything you have.  If this is a separate building, in a different location, you won’t have enough men to hit them both at the same time.”

He’s right, came Lady Dancer’s voice.  We have to choose.

“No choice to make.  You’re already in position.  Moving would tip them off.  Stick with the plan.  Once that one is done, you can look for this place.”

Sam was able to lift an arm.  He concentrated, and bent a knee.

If there are two locations, the Snakes may be moving between them.  We can have someone follow the cars.

“Hey, much as I love the idea of a rescue, that’s a bad idea.  If they pick up the tail, they’ll know something’s up.  And you’ll have one less car and one less soldier.  Stick with the plan.  I’ll keep trying to locate this place, and see if I can stand up.”

We’re going back to try to get through to Catalina.  We’ll need all of us to get through to her, and keep the link open for the strike.  You’ll be on your own for a while.

“Roger that.  Go get ‘em.”

Sam was alone again, except for the body in the other bed.

He swung his leg over the side of the bed, and the numbness went away, to be replaced by painful daggers.  He pushed himself into an upright position, sitting on the bed.  He could see a little more of the evergreen tree through the window, but it was still too high to see anything else.

You have about an hour and a half before Reichter comes back to give you another shot.

Sam swung around and almost fell out of the bed.  The old woman was watching him.  He felt dizzy.  He also felt a very strange sensation, as if he was seeing himself from across the room.

“Whoa, that’s really weird.”

We are on the same path.

Sam stood up, and then sat back down quickly.  Tunnel vision returned for a moment, and his feet didn’t work right yet.  They hurt like he was walking on glass.

You must hurry.  There is a lot you have to do before he returns.

“What do you have in mind?”

You must kill me.

Sam looked at the woman in the bed.

“We’ll get out of this, my friends…”  Sam stopped.  He didn’t know if he could trust this woman.

You must kill me.  I can only Send to you because we are in the same room, experiencing the same things at the same time.  I cannot reach others through the drugs.  They are giving you only morphine and tranquilizers.  They are giving me much worse.  You are my only chance.  You must kill me.

“There’s no way I’m going to do that.”

Look inside me.  I will open completely, and you will see.

Sam felt himself falling.  He grabbed onto the bed, and went horizontal on it.  But he didn’t stop falling.  He was falling into the woman’s mind.

It was vast.  There were thousands of lives here, thousands of memories over thousands of years.  The woman was an Archive.  A treasure of information spanning millennia.  But she was also filled with information about the lives she had touched in The World, and knowledge of finance, governments, churches, and corporations, crime syndicates, cartels, universities, and secret agencies.

Sam was falling through all of it, absorbing, filling with the knowledge.  She had been kept in this place for years, tortured and drugged, unable to communicate, alone.  They had systematically weakened her defenses.  She had given up information that caused others to be caught, and would give up more, despite her strong will and all the force she could bring to bear.  They had worn her down, destroyed her body.  She would not live through another year.  But she must not live to reveal more knowledge to these evil people.  She must be released from this torment.

Sam sat back up on the bed, and waited for the bright lights to go away.  He swung his legs over the edge of the bed.

“Breathe deeply,” he said.  “Purge the carbon dioxide from your body.  That will make this much easier.”  He might as well have saved his words, she was already doing so.  He realized that this knowledge was something he had just received from her.  As he felt her getting dizzy from hyperventilating, he gently reached over and held her nose shut, and covered her mouth.  Eight minutes.  He had no watch, but he needed to make sure she didn’t breath for eight minutes.  About four minutes until she was unconscious.

It’s working.  I am feeling no desire to breathe.  I’m beginning to feel light headed.  Make sure you keep holding.  There should be some struggle at the end, but I will be unaware.

“I know.”

Of course we do.

Sam felt her lose consciousness.  He held on.  Minutes later, her body tightened.  But without arms or legs, there was little thrashing to be done.  Her diaphragm spasmed.  He held on.  The spasms ceased.  He shifted his grip so he could hold her nose and mouth at the same time, and felt for a pulse on her neck.  He felt nothing.  He held on gently, and wept.

After he was sure that it must have been 20 minutes, he removed his hands.  She looked peaceful.  He went to the window, and tried to see out.  It was high, but he could see some more trees, and some shadows.  Now he knew where north was, roughly, as the shadows were short, but it was either late morning or early afternoon.

He went back to the bed, and pulled the covers over his chilled legs.  He laid his head on the pillow, and explored the life he had just taken.  It had taken a day or two to fully absorb what he had taken from Sunset.  It was going to take a lot longer this time.  The lives went back so far.  But it was recent events he needed.  Information about this place, these people.  He began studying.  Reichter was the one who was made to care for the captives.  Reichter was the one he had the most information about.  And now he knew what he could do about it.  If Alexandra had not been kept drugged and away from The World, she could have killed him long ago.

Right on schedule, Sam heard noises from beyond the door.  Doors slamming, people talking, he could make out some of what was being said.  Some kind of preparations were being made.  Sam wasn’t sure, but he thought the discussion was about moving him to the other location.

The phone rang.  One of the men began shouting.

“There’s shooting at Dickerson Street.  Major firefight.  Jackson, get Craig and start the car.  Reichter – kill those two and take the other car to Dickerson.  Now!”

Doors slammed again.  A car squealed away with a roar.  The house was quiet again.  Sam waited.  This was it.

Sam heard footsteps coming down the hallway. The heavy clack, clack of Reichter's hard soled shoes. He pictured the hallway, pictured walking down the hall, step, step, step.  Wintergreen chewing gum.  The weight of a sport coat on his shoulders.  He synced up with Reichter, trying to feel for the man's mood.
Reichter was gloating.  Sam grabbed the thought.  Like swatting a mosquito.  Getting rid of a damn nuisance. Squashing a bug, slapping it against skin just as its needle was about to pierce the skin.  Needle piercing skin. Reichter had a needle kit in his hand.  Get rid of the nuisance.

This is it, thought Sam.  The doorknob turned.  Sam could feel it in Reichter's hand, the cold metal, the turn of the wrist. Sam grabbed at a thought and amplified it.  Mosquito.  There was a mosquito in the room that had to be killed.

Reichter entered the room, carrying the kit, and closed the door behind him.  He was smiling.  He was picturing the needle going into Sam's forearm.  There was a mosquito somewhere in the room.  Somewhere in the room a mosquito was hovering, waiting to bite Reichter.  He would kill the mosquito; kill the needle beaked bug as soon as it landed on skin.  He could hear the tiny whine of the insect somewhere behind him.

Sam lay still in the bed, eyes closed, breathing calm and regular. Reichter set the kit down on the small table beside the bed, and opened it.  The needle lay beside the bottle.  He picked up the needle, and removed the plastic guard.  A mosquito dopplered past his ear, and he waved his arm in a reflex.  He picked up the bottle with his free hand, and moved the needle towards the rubber membrane. He inserted the needle into the rubber, like a mosquito sliding its mouthparts into bare skin.  He pulled back the plunger on the needle.  He paused at the “2” mark out of habit.  He smiled, and drew the plunger back to the 4, then on to the 6, the 8, and up to the full 10 cc's.

The mosquito was behind his neck, aiming to strike the bare skin there, to plunge its needle into the thick muscle beside the neck. Reichter could feel the air from the wings brushing his neck. He was going to kill that mosquito.  As soon as it landed.  The needle of the mosquito was going to just touch the skin, and he would quickly bring his hand to his neck, before it could escape. His hand opened a little, the plunger of the needle fitting comfortably in the center of the palm, his fingers around the smooth barrel.  You could plunge the needle into flesh that way in one clean motion, driving the plunger down as the needle sank into the meaty flesh, like a mosquito injecting a deadly virus.  Malaria.  West Nile.  Kill the mosquito.  Kill the killer.

He felt the mosquito land on his neck, and he brought his right hand quickly up to squash the nasty thing, quickly before it could stab a needle into his neck.

Ouch!  The pain made Sam sit up straight in the bed.  Reichter's eyes swung around in surprise, his hand still on the needle sticking out of his neck, the plunger fully depressed.  Realization began to trickle into his face, and he pulled the needle out of his neck and looked at it in his hand.

"You son of a bitch", he said, looking at Sam.  A warm flush of blood swelled his face, and he fumbled behind him to find the back of the chair.  He backed into the chair, and slowly sat down, looking at Sam, feeling the blood pump in his chest, and push at his ears.  Gray circles constricted around his vision, until only Sam's face was visible.

Sam disconnected his link to Reichter as the man slumped in the chair, and then fell over onto the floor.

Sam stood up, and went to the door to look around.  He seemed to be alone in the house.  He went back to Reichter’s body, and removed the pants and shirt, and put them on.  The pants were much too large, but Sam found a knife in the kitchen and made a new hole in the belt, and they at least stayed on.  He’d have to worry about shoes some other time.  For now, he had to get out of here.

The car keys were in Reichter’s pocket, and he found the car outside.  The steering wheel was on the wrong side of the car, but he managed to start the car and get onto the road.  A few blocks later, he turned onto a quiet side street, and stopped the car.

Dickerson Street.  He had never been to England before, but he knew that street.  Alexandra knew that street.  Alexandra felt comfortable driving this car, on this side of the street.  He still had no idea where he was.  He started driving again, looking at street signs.  Did he want to go to Dickerson Street?  Shouldn’t he stay away from that area, in case something had gone wrong?  Surely it was swarming with police by now.

Find a main road, something with shops.  Reichter surely had some cash in his wallet.  Shoes, some pants that fit, a shirt.  Sam reached for a map in the glove compartment, and his abdominal muscles cramped hard, doubling him over.  He fought for breath.  This was not good.  Waves of nausea hit him, but his stomach was empty.  The cramping slowly eased.  The car was stopped in the middle of the quiet little street.  Could he safely drive?  He would have to risk it.

He gave up on the map, and took the next street that looked busier than this one.  Continuing the pattern, he eventually came upon a commercial avenue.  Alexandra recognized the names of chain stores.  He drove on, looking for somewhere to get shoes and clothing.

He finally found the English equivalent of a small strip mall.  He attracted a few stares as he walked barefoot in the huge pants, but after purchasing some athletic shoes, socks, jeans, and a T-shirt, he no longer felt conspicuous.  He had a little cash left for food, but the thought of eating made his stomach cramp up again, and his head started to ache.

He got back in the car and drove towards quieter streets.  After attracting attention, he now wanted to get far away from anyone who had seen him.  His headache was getting worse, and he was getting goosebumps and chills.  He turned up the heat as far as it would go.  He still could not contact anyone in The World.  The team would contact him soon, but exactly when he could not guess.  Until then, he needed to keep a low profile.

He pulled the car to the side of the street.  Time to take stock of his resources.  Reichter’s wallet contained credit cards and a driver’s license.  Sam placed those back in the wallet.  The identification did not match his face, and using the credit cards without it might attract attention.  And anyone with the connections of the Snakes could probably track him when he bought something with them.

There was a gun in the glove compartment.  Sam didn’t touch it.  But seeing it reminded him to wipe down anything he had touched, using Reichter’s shirt.  It was probably a good idea to leave the car entirely, and depend on public transportation.  The car might already be reported stolen.

Sam got out of the car, carefully wiping the steering wheel and all controls, the seat, the glass, and the door handles.  Anything he might have touched, he wiped.  He wiped the pedals where his bare feet had touched them.

He took Reichter’s wallet and wiped down the cards and the leather.  He walked down the street, and found a garbage can, where he planted the wallet deep in the refuse.  As he walked farther, he wished he had purchased a jacket.  There hadn’t been enough money for that anyway.

He was shivering hard now, even though the weather was not that bad.  He wished he could jog to warm up, but the cramps had started again, and he could barely walk.  He got to the corner, and walked along the wider street, looking for a bus stop.  A block farther down, an even wider street crossed this one, and he turned the corner.  There was a bus stop a few hundred feet farther down.  He made it to the bench, and curled his knees up to his chest and held on through more spasms.  His body shook, and he missed the warmth of the car, ineffective as it had been in blocking the chills.  His head pounded, and darkness encroached at the edges of his vision with every heartbeat.

He sat that way on the bench for quite a while, until a bus finally arrived.  He stood up, and then grabbed the bench as the darkness threatened to surround him completely.  When it dissipated, he climbed aboard.

He found a seat over the rear wheels, away from the small knot of riders in the front, and where the bumps and swaying of the bus would be minimized.  The nausea hit again, and he doubled over in his seat.  He had no idea where the bus was going, but he knew it was getting farther from the car with every minute, and that was good enough.

How long had he been drugged?  How many injections had he been given?   He checked his arm under the short sleeve of the T-shirt to see if he could count the needle marks.  His entire arm was one huge bruise, and there was no telling how many times the needle had been there.  His other arm was no better.

He was definitely feeling worse with every passing minute.  His tongue was beginning to swell, and his mouth was salivating madly.  He needed to find the hotel where the Albanians could help him.  He needed to find out where he was.  He stood up, and started walking towards the front of the bus.  Blackness began to close in around the edges of the world, but this time it did not stop.  His feet went numb, and his knees folded under him, and he went face first into the floor of the bus.

The first thing he was aware of was warmth.  A wonderfully warm feeling was spreading under him, slowly, and he marveled at how good it felt.  He was wetting himself.

He had no control of his bladder, and he waited for it to stop, as it eventually did, without any help from Sam.  He felt calm.  He was no longer cold and shivering.  He could not feel his feet or his hands, and while he thought about opening his eyes, the idea never seemed to connect with his body.  Nothing about this produced more than a mild curiosity.  Sam went back to sleep.

His feet hurt.  He pulled them up and felt for damage.  He couldn’t move his left arm farther than a few inches, but his right arm was free to massage his feet.  His eyes were crusted shut and swollen, and he wiped them with his right hand until they opened to narrow slits.

He was in a hospital bed, one of several, all full.  Someone had changed the bed, and it was no longer wet.  His left hand was handcuffed to a rail on the side of the bed.  It had a needle in the inside of the elbow, connected to an IV drip.  He tried to sit up, but the muscles in his abdomen rebelled.  He lay still, and went back to sleep.

Someone clattered something at the foot of the bed.  Sam looked up at a man in a white coat.  He could not read the name tag.  He wiped his eyes.  The man was reading a clipboard.

“Awake now, are we?”

“One of us seems to be,” said Sam.  The man in the next bed thought that was funny.

“You’ve given the local constabulary quite an interesting time.  They’re fascinated by your story, Mr. du Lac.”

“My story?”

“Something about committing multiple murders, kidnapping, dismemberments, all kinds of intriguing events.  They are finding it somewhat difficult to corroborate.”

“I talked to the police?”

“At great length, without ever fully regaining consciousness.  Your blood work showed a remarkable number of controlled substances, and several antipsychotics that are not generally prescribed together.  You have apparently had a major psychotic break when you stopped taking your medication.  Your attempts to self medicate using street drugs also caused them some concern.”

“Psychotic break?”

“Clearly, from the tales you were creating, and the remains of your medication still in your bloodstream.  Were you unable to refill while traveling?”

“Refill…”

“We don’t use Thorazine here, not since the ‘60s.  Nor trifluoperazine.  But we have you on Zotepine, which we found in your blood, along with Serdolect and Abilify.  We don’t normally recommend all three at once, however.  You seem lucid.  Have the hallucinations ceased?”

“I don’t want any drugs.”

“Mr. du Lac, that attitude may have been the cause of your recent troubles.  If it persists, we will not be able to release you.”

Sam said nothing.  He tried to contact Sunset or Catalina, but got nothing.

The man in the coat walked on to the next bed, checked the chart, and moved on down the row.  When he left the room, Sam turned to the man in the next bed.

“He’s lying.  There’s morphine in this saline drip, I can tell.”

“Hey, you trippin?”

“What?”

“That stuff they got you on.  It any good?  This crap is shit, and I’m about to detox.  They took my kit.  They say this stuff is better than ‘done, but it ain’t shit.”

Sam said nothing, thinking.

“What is it they are giving you instead of methadone?”

“I can’t read this medical shit.”  The man got up, and walked around to pick up the clipboard at the foot of the bed.  He brought it over to Sam.

“Saline, niacinamide, thiamine hydrochloride, riboflavin…”  Sam looked up at the man.  “I think they switched our bags.  You’re getting my vitamins, and I’m getting your fix.  No wonder I’m feeling so good.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“You should swap the bags.  See that little connector up there?  Just unhook it, and swap.  We won’t tell anyone.”

“Damn straight.  You didn’t want that shit anyway.”

“Indeed.  It will be our secret.”

“Oh yeah.”

The man switched the bags.  Sam tried to think; suppose the Zotepine elimination half-life was about 4 hours.  In eight hours, there would only be a quarter dose in his blood.  He hoped that would be low enough.  Eight hours was a long time, and the bags might be refilled in that time.

Didn’t they normally give that medication in pill form?  Maybe the drip came with the handcuffs.  That way they knew he wasn’t spitting out the pills.  Are you a paranoid if they have you handcuffed to a bed, or is that justified paranoia?

Suppose it all was just a psychotic break.  That would mean he hadn’t just killed two people, one a helpless old woman with no arms and legs.  That part certainly sounded like a delusion.  Who would believe something like that?  Wouldn’t it be nice if it had never happened?

But he knew it had happened, because he had her memories in his head.  She was born in…  He knew that.  What was her birthday?  Had she been married?  Name one person she had known.  It was all gone.

Sam found he had tears streaming down his cheeks.  If he had killed her, and the drugs had erased all of her memories, she had truly died.  It was not the mere death of a body that had ceased to function, it was soul-death; the kind of thing an Archive never thought would happen.  All that knowledge, all that living, gone.

He called up Sunset’s memories.  How did the concerto in D minor go?  There was nothing there.  Come on, how about twinkle twinkle little star?  How would his fingers move on the keyboard?  Nothing.  The deep sadness of the loss chilled him all the way through.  He sobbed and shook.  He eventually fell asleep, and his dreams were of terrible losses.  It was as if his father had died again.

In the morning, he tried again.  He could not get to the great hall.  He could not remember any chords on the piano.  He did not know Alexandra’s birthday.

He felt profoundly depressed.  He wondered if that was a side effect of coming off all the drugs, or if that was because of the enormous loss he had suffered.  If it was all a delusion, should he be so devastated at losing it?  Maybe his need for the other life had caused him to fall so heavily into it.  What was so missing in his real life that he had to build this elaborate false one?  How much of the pleasant part of his “real” life was part of the delusion?  Had Pam really moved in?  Had he really reconciled with his mother, and had it really been so easy?  Had Jim really made a breakthrough with the BQC?

Now that would be a reason to be depressed.  Maybe his life was total shit, and he had only imagined doing so well.  Eight hours had gone by, at least, since he had switched medications.  If the delusion was going to come back, wouldn’t he be feeling it by now?  Granted, he was only guessing at how long to expect.  Maybe he would wait months before another “psychotic break” occurred.

What if he had really killed two people while he was crazy?  The police would find them, and he would stay locked up for the rest of his life.

The doctor had apparently never read King Arthur stories.  To him the name Lance du Lac was not an obvious fabrication.  Whatever Sam had told people in his drugged stupor, he had not mentioned his real name, or any identifying information.  His delusion had conditioned him not to give out such potentially harmful intelligence.  So no one was coming to get him out of here.  It would all be up to him.

He tried to say something in Albanian.  Nothing.  He could not even remember what it sounded like.

A nurse came and emptied his bedpan.  She did not have the key to the handcuffs, and could not let him up to pee.  He waited until she was gone, and filled the bedpan again.  He wondered if the doctor had a key.  What if they had to rush him into an intensive care unit or something?  The janitor probably had bolt cutters somewhere.

Lunch came, and was boring.  Sam asked for something to read, and the nurse brought him an ancient magazine.  No current events in this ward, too disturbing.  The afternoon dragged on.  He tried to talk his medicated friend into a game of mental chess, but the concept eluded the man.  Don’t you need a board and some pieces for that?  Sam settled for tic tac toe, but he could not convince the man to admit he had lost.  He gave up.

The night shift started, and the lights were out in the ward, except for a few dim fluorescent tubes left on for the crew to see by.  Sam drifted off to sleep, dreaming about bouncing on the bed.  Bounce on the bed.  Rats were bouncing on the bed.

Rat car mile bounce bed.

“Can’t you see I’m asleep?”

Lancelot!

Sam was awake.

“You’re there.”

Yes, we’ve been trying to find you for three days!

“Well, I’m right here.”

Where is that?

“In bed.”

Snap out of it!

Sam woke up for real this time.

“Catalina?”

Yes!

“And Sunset?”

Yes!  We’re all here.  There’s like fifty of us, it took that much muscle to get through to you.

Lancelot, this is Grace.  You’re still full of Zotepine, it will take at least another hour or two before the levels are low enough for you to get here on your own.  How often are the Snakes hitting you with it?

“No Snakes.  Just an ordinary mental hospital, except everyone has British accents.”

The levels are low enough for us to punch through with enough muscle, so it must have been a while since they gave you the pills.

“No pills.  IV drip.  But I switched with my friend who was getting vitamins.”

Can you get to a window, or get out without anyone seeing you?  We can send the Albanians to pick you up.

“I don’t speak Albanian anymore.  Sunset, I lost the music!  It was so sad.”

Same thing happened to me, said Catalina.  It comes back when the drug wears off.  Those memories aren’t in your head; they’re in the collective.  You have to be linked to get to them.

“But I’m talking to you, and I still don’t know any Albanian.”

We’re just barely punching through with fifty guys pushing.  Give it an hour or two.  Can you get to a window?

“I’m handcuffed to this bed.”

Ok, hang on.  We’ll find a Specialist.  But you’ll have to wait until you can get linked on your own, a Specialist can’t help you over a team link, there is too much traffic to carry.  Make sure nobody gives you any more Zotepine.  Stall them; fight them, whatever you need to do.  We’ll be back in maybe two hours.  Hang in there.  Gotta go, people are starting to keel over.

Sam was alone again.

So, going off your meds again gets the delusion back.  He tried a word of Albanian.  What was the Albanian for you’re crazy?  He didn’t know.  He didn’t know where middle C was on a piano.

The delusion always had an answer to every objection, every doubt.  He could always make it seem real.  The memories were stored somewhere else, and he needed to be online to get to them.  How simple.  How stupid.  Nobody would fall for that unless they were knee deep in wish fulfillment land.

He could not get back to sleep.  He tried reading the magazine again, but there was not enough light.  The advertisements had bigger print, he could read that.  He just could not figure out what the pictures were.  He played chess with himself in his head.  He calculated how many knight’s moves it would take to go from the ceiling tile in the far corner to the tile diagonally opposite.  He started working on a proof that he had found the minimum number of moves.  His brain was starting to work properly again; he wasn’t as stupid as he was this afternoon.  He’d been so foggy headed, and hadn’t even realized it.  No wonder he couldn’t remember where middle C was.  He started playing his favorite part of the ninth symphony.  Manfred had been at that opening, when Ludwig had conducted the ninth for the first time.  How amazed everyone was.  Manfred had died 130 years ago.  But he hadn’t died.  He had passed his life on to an Archive.

Sam sat up in bed.  Enough of this nonsense.  He had to get out of here.

He jumped to the great hall.

“I need a way to get out of handcuffs.”

Oh my.  Lady Dancer said I had two hours to prepare.  You’re early.

“I’m in a hurry.  Can you dump it on me or not?”

You promise to be nice?

“I am very good at this.  I’m an Archive.  This is what I do.”

Nobody mentioned that to me.  Nobody tells me anything.

“I’ll only take what I need to get rid of the handcuffs.  Nothing personal, no pushing, no poking around.  You dump, I catch.  You ready?”

I suppose so…

Sam felt the locksmith open up a little.  He gently probed, and got a feeling about locks and lock picking tools, and various types of handcuffs.  The opening grew slowly wider, and he let the information wash over him.  At the edges were locks of all kinds, how to make keys, how to open combination locks, how to drill through safes, how to use explosives without damaging the contents.  But he stayed out of those areas, and only followed the handcuff threads.  When he had it all, he backed out gently.

“See, that wasn’t bad at all, was it?”

No, I guess not.

“I left you a present.  The Credit Suisse account.  Have fun.”

Oh my.  That is a lot of money!

Sam got to work.  He opened the magazine to the middle, and unfolded a staple with his fingernail.  He then gently pulled out the hypodermic from his arm.  Using the staple to hold the tumbler and the needle as a rake, he opened the handcuff on his arm in a few seconds.  He quietly got up and out of the bed.

He was barefoot, wearing only an open backed hospital gown.  He peeked out into the hallway.  No one was there.  He looked both ways, trying to determine which way led out.  He went left, where there were more lights.

He heard footsteps as he got close to the next corridor.  He waited until the owner of the feet stepped into his hallway.  A large woman in an orderly’s uniform stood in front of him.

“You’re not supposed to be out of bed.  Now get back there this minute.”

Sam smiled, and let his Albanian tutor persona take control.  As he turned, he shot his stiffened fingers into the woman’s solar plexus.  Before she could double over, the flat of his palm hit her squarely on the chin.  Don’t hit the hard parts with your fist; you’ll break your own fingers.  The woman went back and kept going.  Her head hit the linoleum floor like someone had dropped a bowling ball.  She would not be out for long.  She wore street clothes under the orderly smock, and Sam put the smock on over his hospital gown.  Still barefoot, he walked down the corridor.  He waved to the receptionist without turning his head, and walked out the door.

The night was cold, and he hurried down the street, looking for a street sign on the corner.

“Sunset marmalade falcon echo aspirin.”

Lancelot!

“I’m out of the hospital.  Have the Albanians pick me up on Muriel Avenue, just past Alton.  I’ll be moving east, at about 4 to 5 miles per hour.  I’m barefoot, so that’s just a guess.”

I’ll tell Dancer.  She’ll get them after you.

“Tell them to hurry; the police are going to be looking for me too.  I left a hospital orderly with a concussion.”

They’ll hurry.

Sam jogged barefoot along the uneven sidewalk, dodging onto grass when he could.  The damp night air shot right through the smock, and he tried to jog faster so the exercise would warm him up.  The hard sidewalk hurt the soles of his feet, and hitting the occasional stone sometimes made him wince and hop.  He ran with his arms wrapped tightly across his chest for warmth, and that made the jogging even more awkward.  There were no cars on the street, so he didn’t have to duck into alleys or doorways.  Nonetheless, he avoided streetlights by crossing the street when they were on his side.

Dancer says they’re at least twenty minutes away.

Sam called out the street signs as he came to them.  He was out of shape already.  He’d been flat on his back for most of the last 5 or 6 days as far as he could tell, and the jog was taking its toll on his body.  Another block.  He slowed to a fast walk.

“Flagstone Avenue.”  He hoped there weren’t any real flagstones.  There weren’t.

We got everyone out of the building when we got Catalina.  But they couldn’t find the lady with no arms or legs.

“That was Alexandra.  I took care of her.”

Where is she?

“She used my hands to commit suicide, rather than risk her knowledge getting into the wrong hands.”

Used your… Oh my.

“She’s an Archive.”

You mean was an Archive.

“No, she’s here in me.  I’m her.  She’s me.  I’m an Archive.”

Archives choose when they die.  And they choose who they become.

“I know.”

So what do we call you now?

Sam laughed.  “I’m still your Lancelot.  I always will be.  And tell Catalina I promise to be fun at parties.”

He saw headlights coming towards him, and he ducked behind a hedge.  The large car with Adnan at the wheel passed him at high speed.  He ran out into the street and waved at the back of the fast departing vehicle, and saw the brake lights flash.  The car turned around, and came up to him, and he got in.

“You had us worried,” said Bekim.

“I had me worried too.”

A police car passed them going towards the hospital.

“The owner of this smock must have awakened.”

Back at the hotel, Sam was definitely ready for bed.  He showered, toweled off, and when he got to the bed, he found it was occupied.

“So, you’re back,” she said, lifting the covers to let him in.  He crawled into bed.

“And you’re still beautiful,” he said.

“I thought you didn’t like girls.”

“Oh, no, I like girls, especially pretty ones.”

“But not working girls.”

“Well, I have no experience with working girls.”

“You need to love me to fuck me?”

“I think I love you already.  I’m just really tired.”

“Ok, I will let you love me.  We fuck in the morning.”

She laid her head on his shoulder, and he fell asleep with the smell of her hair in his dreams.

In the morning, Sam awoke to find the girl sitting astride him, rocking gently back and forth.

“You wanted me all night, hard as a rock.”  She reached down and slipped him into her, and resumed rocking.  He reached up to hold her breasts and stroke the nipples.  She paced herself, and got more excited at the same rate he did, and when he came, she squeezed him hard and shuddered.  The act was automatic, well rehearsed, and he smiled to think that it might have mattered to him whether she was actually pleased or not.  He pretended she was, and it was Ok.  He stayed inside her, and pulled her down into a hug.  She felt very good, strong muscles along her back and thighs; he stroked her back.

“You still love me?”

“Does that cost extra?”

She sat up and hit him on the chest.  “You pay Bekim.  I don’t fuck you for money.  I fuck you for pity.”

He grabbed her arm as she started to hit him again.  “I told you, I’m new at this.  Do you like your job?”

“It’s just a job.  I owe Bekim lots of money; for bringing me here.  He gets the money, I earn the money.  He lets me know when I have earned enough.  Then I get my passport back, and I go find a real job.”

“I appreciate the pity.  I really do.  Suppose I pay Bekim what you owe him.  I have a nice house down in Swansea, you could live there.”

“You want to buy me?”

“No.  Well, yes, I’d love to buy you and do this every morning.  But I have to go back to America, where my girlfriend waits for me.  But someone needs to live in the house in Swansea.  Someone with a real job.  And I have just recently become filthy rich.”

“I will believe this when it happens.  Does your girlfriend fuck you better than me?”

“There are definitely advantages to being a professional.  No one fucks me better than you.”

“Then you pay Bekim, rich guy.  I earn it.”

He rolled her over on her side and kissed her on the forehead.

“I will do that,” he said, and walked into the bathroom to take another shower.

Downstairs in the lobby, he found Bekim.

“How much does the girl owe you?”

“That girl?  I don’t know.  Why?”

“I’d like to pay her debts.”

“I like that girl.  She brings in a lot of money.”

“Name a price.”

“You are serious.”

“Yes, I am.”

“One hundred thousand Euros.”

“Bring me your checkbook and a phone.”

Bekim looked at him, puzzled, but went off to get the items.  Sam dialed the phone.

“I’d like to place a non-repetitive wire transfer please.  054478-82015. 045-7623.  Amanda Blakely.  No Swift code.  The bank is Barclay’s of London.  063789361.  Bekim Shamad.  No message. One hundred thousand even. Euros.  That’s correct.  You too, thanks.”

Sam handed the phone and the check back to Bekim.

“You’ll see the money in your account tomorrow, after the accounts have posted.”

“What if I ask for five hundred thousand?”

“You didn’t.  But we both know you’re a crook.  She never owed you a tenth of that.”

“You throw money around like it was rice at wedding.”

“She’s under my protection now.  You know what that means.  Give her this information after I am on the plane.”  Sam took a pen off the counter, and wrote an address on the back of a memo slip.  He added a bank name, an account number, and a password.  “Tell her to use a computer to have a new ATM card sent to this address in her name.  If she can’t use a computer, find her someone who can.  I am holding you responsible for making sure she gets to the address, and gets the ATM card.  That’s included in the hundred thousand.”

“She’s not going to marry you, you know.”

“Good, because that would really piss off my girlfriend.”

On the airplane, Sam relaxed in first class.  Alexandra never traveled any other way.  She had hundreds of bank accounts all over the world, accessible by computer with the right user name and password.  She could give these away with a simple whisper, and pay people with a phone call for anything she needed.  For the right price, any bank teller would see what she told them to see when she proffered her identification.

A few hundred years of compound interest adds up.  But Alexandra had greater ambitions.  She would rid the world of wolves, one pack at a time.  She had collected hundreds of methods.  She would not make the mistake she made last time.

Sam sat comfortably in the middle of the bench, watching the crowd at the park flow like busy ants on a hot autumn day.  Kids played on the swings, men in suits walked up and down the wide stairs of the courthouse across the street, mothers with strollers compared observations.  Sam waited.

Two large rented SUV's pulled up to the temporary parking across the street, and six men in dark suits got out.  Two of them stayed on the sidewalk, looking both ways up and down the street.  The remaining four crossed the street as the cars departed.  They walked across the wide lawn towards Sam's bench.

Two of the men continued past the bench to stand behind Sam, and another stopped about fifteen feet from the bench.  The last of the men, in a charcoal suit and gray tie, walked over to the bench and sat next to Sam.  He smelled of breath mint and aftershave.  His hair was military short, and steel gray.

"What made you decide to come in?" said the gray wolf.

"What makes you think I'm coming in?" Sam countered.

"I don't think you realize the position you've put yourself in by contacting us.  Your choices have become much more limited."

"I am not the naive innocent I once was," said Sam, turning to look into the blue-gray eyes of the man who studied him.  Sam opened his awareness of the man, felt the men behind him, the man in front, and the two men across the street.  He pictured the drivers of the two cars circling the block, aware, alert, looking for others in the same state.  He could feel the common threads that united the men into a team, the common experiences they had, and the sense of the moment.  He worked with that, and continued talking.

"I have learned a lot about control.  I am much stronger now, and much more able to effect changes.  I think you'd be surprised."  Sam said to the man, feeling for the deep roots of uncertainty, fear, and distrust that these men shared.  The secrecy and cruelty of their profession became a tool to Sam, and he worked with it, pulling little threads, squeezing sensitive spots.

"That will make you all the more useful to my clients," said the wolf.

Sam had found what he needed.  He was ready.

"Do you see that man across the street?" Sam said. "The one in the light blue suit?  He looks athletic, young, and healthy.  Probably a lawyer.  Thinks he has the whole world ahead of him."  Sam pulled a thread harder.  "That man is going to die, while all of us watch."  Sam could sense the men behind him turn to look, as the man in front turned around to see.  Even the men across the street turned to look at what Sam and the group at the bench were concentrating on.

Sam raised his hand.  "Right.  This.  Instant."  Sam jabbed his finger down at his
knee in emphasis.

The man in the light blue suit looked up suddenly, and took a step forward, then collapsed onto the sidewalk.  The crowd stirred in his vicinity, aware that something was happening, but unsure how to respond.  A woman bent down to examine the fallen man. Another woman approached, spoke something, and reached in a purse to pull out a phone.

A man came down the courthouse steps, and rushed to the man on the sidewalk, and professionally took a pulse, and began opening the jacket, then proceeded with CPR, stopping at intervals to apply mouth to mouth.

The gray wolf watched.  Sam watched the wolf, feeling for the tense places, the root of fear, the urge to run.  The other men began to shift the weight to the balls of their feet, first one foot, and then another.

"You know you aren't safe," said Sam to the wolf.  "There is no where you can go that I can't reach you.  Any time I like.  All of you.  Don't reach for it.  You'd be dead before your fingers touched the trigger."

"What do you want?" the wolf said.  Sam found the source of the tremor in the voice, and squeezed.  Sweat began to shine on the man's forehead.

"Find another occupation," said Sam.  "Leave us alone.  All of us."

Across the street, a fire truck arrived noisily, followed by an emergency medical van.  A police car moved to let the van get closer.

The two men waiting across the street moved away, walking towards the SUVs that waited at the corner, out of the way of the police cars.  The men behind Sam followed.  The gray wolf stood up, much to the relief of the remaining man.

"I don't think you'll be hearing from us again," said the wolf, and he walked towards the vans, following the quick retreat of his companion.

Sam watched until they reached their van, and stayed on the bench until both vans had disappeared into the traffic.  He stood up, and walked across the street towards the medical van.

"Excuse me," he said to the policeman blocking his way.  "I can help. I know him."

The policeman looked at Sam, and then moved out of the way without a word.  Sam reached the van as a gurney was wheeled up to it.

"Stop," he told the paramedics, and reached over and slapped the lying man gently on the cheek.  "John, wake up.  You've had another spell."

The man on the gurney opened his eyes, and tried to sit up, feeling the restraints.  Sam unbuckled the straps, and the man sat up, and slowly swung his feet over to dangle half a foot from the ground.  He reached into his coat pocket, and found a pill bottle, and swallowed a small pill without water.

"I'll be fine in a minute," he told the paramedic, and looked at the policeman.  "I forgot to take my pills, I'll be fine, this happens every once in a while."  He stood up, using Sam for support.

The policeman began to move the crowd back, and the paramedics folded the gurney and slid it into the van.  In twenty minutes, forms were filled out, papers were signed, and the fire truck pulled away, followed by the van, and finally the police car.

Sam and John walked towards the two women who had first responded to the fallen man.

"Did they buy it?" asked the first woman.

"They couldn't help it,” said Sam.  "That much I really can do."
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