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Praise for

THE VEILED WEB

"Known for her brilliance at combining science, adventure, and riveting
characterization, Catherine Asaro breaks new territory with a compelling story set in the
world we know, at the dangerous intersection of cutting-edge technology and the age-
old conflict of culture and the human heart. A romance of ideas as well as the story of a
man and a woman attempting to build a bridge between two very different societies, The
Veiled Web is a thought-provoking and entertaining tale for the dawn of anew
millennium."

—NMary Jo Putney, New York Times bestselling author of The Wild Child

"Catherine Asaro has done it again with The Veiled Web:

she's written another taut, fascinating novel, this one atimely and provocative ook at
both artificial intelligence and the relationship between Islam and the West. And she's
doneit with flair, and with all the excitement of athriller. Highly recommended.”

—Kate Elliott, author of Nebula Award finalist King's Dragon

"| read this book twice—the first time for the exciting plot and striking ideas on the
development of artificial intelligence, the second time to savor the fine character
interaction and loving detail of description.”

—Charles Sheffield

"Who but Asaro could have written such a wonderfully romantic adventure about a
subject like artificia intelligence?"
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—L aura Resnick
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To my mother,
Lucille Marie,

with love
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Chapter One

Top|[Next

LIGHT
ARISING

July 2010

Word came backstage that the king and queen of Spain had taken their places with the
President and First Lady in the audience on the south lawn of the White House. Lucia
del Mar waited offstage, in the wings, with the other members of the Martelli Dance
Theatre.

And then the show began.

They first performed selections from Manuel de Falla's Ritual Fire Dance. A man's
flamenco solo came next, followed by alyrical Spanish ballet. Then Luciawas alone on
the stage, the audience awash of color before her, the sky ablue arch overhead. In the
breezy golden afternoon, wind tickled her skin.

Even afew years ago she could never have imagined she would someday dance for
presidents and royalty. To the daughter of a small desert town in New Mexico, this
stage had been as far off asthe stars. Now, alone before the audience, she froze.

The opening chords of Lecuonas Malagueia swept up from the orchestra—and she had
no memory of the steps. Nothing.
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But what her mind forgot, her body remembered. Without conscious thought, she spun
into an arched-back turn. Her layered skirt swirled out, gold with red lace. Notes
shimmered in awaterfall over her body, and her supple arms swayed above her head. As
she moved, her fear evaporated. She skimmed across the stage, lost to the music and the
pure, blissful joy of the dance.

One by one, the other dancers whirled onto the stage. Then Malaguefia slowed, melting
into long notes while the dancers shifted in tableaus. L ucia spun among them on her
pointe shoes, performing ameld of classical ballet and flamenco. The music built and
the dancers built with it, through passage after passage, their steps becoming ever faster,
until it seemed Malagueia would lose control. Finally it did, its powerful chords
soaring while the dancers exploded across the stage. With a crashing crescendo, the
dance thundered to its finish.

They were done.
And the audience was silent.

In the stillness following the last note, Lucia stood rigid on the stage. They had given
their all for a stratospherically select audience—and the response was utter, complete
silence.

Then atidal wave of sound surged up from the audience and swept over the stage.
Suddenly people were on their feet clapping, cheering, shouting, "Braval"

After that, Lucia's vision blurred. She felt the tears on her cheeks. Someone put rosesin
her arms, but the rest was a haze. Her friends later told her she had four curtain calls.
Although that terrifying instant of silence, what re-porterslater called "an awed hush,"
had felt endless, it actually lasted no more than afew seconds.

What she remembered most was relief. They had done their best, and the audience
appreciated it. As an artist, it was one of her most gratifying moments.

She had no idea then that it might be the last performance of her life.

Luciawalked out of the bathroom in her apartment, drying her hair with atowel. She
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picked up the robe on her bed and dlid it on, letting the terry cloth soak up excess water
on her body. She felt peaceful, pleased the performance had gone well this afternoon.
More than well.

She still had afew hours before tonight's dinner. Wishing she had someone to share her
success, she gazed at the photograph in a silver frame on her bureau. Her parents smiled
in the faded picture: her father, a vaguero, a cowboy who worked the ranches in New
Mexico, and her mother, a Spanish teacher. Homesickness brushed her heart. She had
grown up in Hachita, population seventy-five, where the desert stretched in great open
spaces dusted with sagebrush and mesquite, aland that belonged more to the giant
tarantul as, rattlesnakes, and bandolero scorpions than to humans. Its silences embraced
the sky. If she stood on a hill and gazed out over the vast land, she could hear the
grumble of atruck on aroad that edged the horizon. She knew the angles and steps of
that desert, the crisp midnight wind, the honey scent of night-blooming flowers.

Her first dance teacher, Ellen Vasguez, lived in Deming, about an hour's drive from
Hachita. Ellen had danced with the New Y ork City Ballet and performed in Spain. She
taught Lucia all she knew, in both ballet and flamenco. Lucia's dark hair and large eyes
evoked the Gypsies who had created flamenco, melding their Eastern heritage with the
influences of Moorish Spain. Born as acry of pain from a people persecuted throughout
their history, flamenco could also brim with audacious joy, arefusal of the human spirit
to bow under adversity. It was emotion at its deepest, the passion and vigor of a
wandering race.

Eight years ago, when L ucia was sixteen, her parents had begun to fear her intense focus
on dance would burn her out like a candle |eft to flicker too late into the night. They
borrowed a computer for her, hoping to expand her interests. So she learned to wander
the World Wide Web.

Now, with afew hoursto fill, Lucia sat at her computer and started up a program called
Websparks. A large white square appeared on the screen. The border that framed the
square was gorgeous, a mosaic of stylized flowers that repeated in geometric,
interlocking patterns. Gold and bronze, with flashes of deep turquoise blue, the border
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brought to mind a grotto gilded by the sunset over the Mediterranean Sea. Centered in
each corner, an eight-pointed starlight pattern radiated intricate, repeating designs. She
often wondered about Webspark's maker, what sort of mind could both design such a
sophisticated program and create such beautiful artwork.

A pleasant voice spoke. "Good evening, Lucia."

"Hi, Miguel," she answered, using the name she had given her copy of Websparks. The
program was available with either amale or female voice. She had picked this version
because it reminded her of her father, Enrique Francisco del Mar.

Websparks was a Web browser. It guided her around the Internet and World Wide Web.
The Internet was a world-spanning net of computers, all in communication with one
another; the Web consisted of places on the Internet she could visit, either to explore or
to talk with other people, like an electronic gypsy traveling the landscapes of an
electronic universe.

She liked Websparks because the program talked, not to her, but with her. Four years
ago, it had hit the market like fire on a gas-soaked field. Three camps formed: those
who loved the garrulous browser, those who loathed having their computer try to chat
with them, and those who didn't care awhit either way but who found it entertaining to
watch debates flame between the first two camps.

At first she had wondered if Websparks was an artificial intelligence. Al had long been
an interest of hers, ever since she researched it at sixteen for a school project. To her
disappointment, Miguel didn't qualify. He could interpret and speak several languages,
using his huge database of knowledge. But he didn't “think™" about what he said. He
simply applied rules his human designer had given him. It was true that when she asked
him to find her a good vacation spot, he knew better than to list billions of places.
Instead, he asked questions such as: Which did she find more restful, beaches or
mountains? But his apparent leap of understanding, that humans took vacationsto rest,
didn't really qualify asthinking, either. He was just applying another rule.

The problem was, Miguel had no common sense. She had to teach him all sorts of
things she took for granted, such as that cinnamon toast smelled better than rotten eggs.
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When she asked him how he thought she should render her performance of the princess
Aurorain the ballet Seeping Beauty, he suggested she buy a graphics program. He
interpreted "render" to mean creating computer images rather than the artistic
expression of adance. In that case she didn't try to explain. She had found that if she
gave the program too many facts and rules, his response times slowed until he could no
longer hold a normal conversation.

No matter what, he always spoke in the same pleasant voice. To Lucia, whose life was
intricately bound up with the expression of emotion, that lack of variation showed, more
than anything else, that Websparks wasn't alive. The program had no feelings. Nor was
it aware of itself. It had no conscious identity. Y et despite that, L ucia always thought of
Miguel as"he."

In any case, he made a marvelous Web browser. Today he brought up her Web page. At
the top of the white screen, the Martelli Dance Theatre logo gleamed, the let-ters MDT
cut from rubies, with a sheen of gold suggesting treasure dug up from a sunken galleon.
Overlapping its lower edge, the gold silhouette of a man and a woman leapt through
space, legs outstretched and arms curved over their heads. Lucia's name appeared in
jeweled |etters beneath the logo, with a picture of her dancing Kitri in Don Quixote. A
menu offered links to other displays at her site: apicture gallery, film clips, a
performance schedule, a bio she wrote to answer questions her fans often asked, and her
favorite part, comments posted by people who visited. According to the counter, 2,023
people had cometo call in the last month. Not a huge number by Web standards, but
respectable.

"You have e-mail," Miguel informed her. "Twenty-seven letters and six spams.”

Luciawinced. Her "spam" invariably consisted of breathless promises for fame and
fortuneif only she would buy whatever the spammer desired to sell her. "Delete the
junk mail," she said. "I'll answer the rest when | get home tonight."

"Spam deleted," Miguel said. "Where would you like to visit this evening?’
"How about the New Y ork City Ballet or the Dance Theatre of Harlem?"
After apause, Miguel said, "Their pages haven't been updated since the last time you
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visited. Do you still want to go?"

"No, | guess not." She leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms over her head.
"Find me arelaxing place. What do you think? Somewhere warm and beautiful."

"The Madrid tourism bureau has alovely Web page. Y ou might like that."
She smiled. "Take me to Madrid, Sefior Miguel."
"It would be my pleasure, Sefiorita Lucia."

L ucia spent the next hour wandering the roads of an electronic Spain, traveling from
town to town, alone in the golden sunlight that glowed from her screen. So her life
continued as it had for the past eight years, with two—and only two—parts. dancing
and the Web.

She used her shyness as an excuse for her loneliness, knowing that at |east onstage she
would feel neither.

The envelopes radiated elegance. The return address said, simply: The White House,
Washington, D.C.

Luciawalked to the south entrance with Carl Martelli, the founder and artistic director
of the Martelli Dance Theatre in Maryland. Sharon Smythe-Powell and Jason Tyler
came with them, two other principal dancersin MDT.

They went through a security checkpoint and had their invitations to the state dinner
verified. Then an aide greeted them, a crisp young man in amilitary uniform, medals
gleaming on his chest and a gold braid looped on his right shoulder. He brought them
Into the Diplomatic Reception Room, an oval chamber with white walls, gold chairs,
and wallpaper showing American landscapes. At one end, a harpist and flutist played
soft music.

After they put away their wraps and coats in the cloakroom, the aide escorted them to a
vaulted corridor with portraits on the walls. Reporters stood behind ared velvet rope,
pointing cameras, asking questions, holding microphones. Carl paused and spoke to
them, relaxed, at ease with the attention. Luciawas too disconcerted to respond, so she
just smiled. That seemed to be enough, though; every time she did it cameras flashed,
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until all she saw were spots.

Mercifully, they soon started walking again, to a staircase down the hall. At the top of
the stairs, a glittering military aide escorted Lucia aong the red-carpeted Cross Hall,
with Carl following. Behind them, another aide escorted Sharon, followed by Jason.
Like aportal opening into an enchanted land, the doorway at the end framed a
shimmering crowd in the room beyond. A chandelier hung from the ceiling high above
them, tier on tier of sparkling crystal.

Lucialooked up at the aide. "Is that the East Room?" The quiver in her voice made her
wince. She sounded as overwhelmed as she felt.

He smiled. "That's right. It's where First Lady Abigail Adams hung her laundry to dry."

She returned his smile, relaxing abit. At the doorway, the aide showed two small cards
to a man posted there, who then spoke over a public-address system: "Ladies and
Gentlemen, Miss Luciadel Mar and Mr. Carl Martelli."

L uciareddened at the unexpected announcement. Then they were inside the East Room,
surrounded by people. Asthey moved forward, into the swirl of elegance, the aide
announced Jason and Sharon. The East Room exuded grace: white walls hung with
portraits, floor-to-ceiling windows draped in gold, and a polished parquetry floor. It
looked like a ballroom, having almost no furniture except a Steinway piano with gilded
American eagles for legs. While awaiter served drinks, another military aide spoke to
the assembled guests, giving the room's history. Presidents daughters had been married
in it and deceased presidents had lain in state here. President Garfield's children used it
for pillow rights.

Then the Marine Band started to play "Halil to the Chief." Music reverberated off the
floors and high ceilings, filling the hall with vigor. The color guard entered first, four
military men with perfect posture. The inner two, Army and Marine Corps officers,
carried the United States and presidential flags. The outer two were Air Force and Navy.
They split, two going right and two going left—and the President stepped forward with
the First Lady and their honored guests, the king and queen of Spain.
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L ucia stared, unable to believe she was actually here. When Carl nudged her, she
glanced up with a start. Smiling, hetilted his head, indicating they were to join the
recelving line.

Asthey waited in line, she and Carl talked with Sharon and Jason. A former debutante
from Connecticut, Sharon glistened, from her beaded blue gown to the sapphires around
her neck. Jason and Carl were handsome in their tuxedos, both well built from their
years of dance, Carl silver-haired and distinguished, Jason with the lithe grace of youth.
Luciatried to match their confidence, but she felt like a small-town girl playing at
glamour. She had worn a simple strapless gown made from white velvet and pulled her
hair up in a Spanish roll, with a glittering comb added at the back. As usual, she had no
jewelry except for the gold cross on its slender chain around her neck.

Snippets of a conversation too intriguing to ignore floated to her from two men near
theminline.

"On the nets, they're calling it the Duke's suit," one of them was saying. "It should hit
the market soon."

"What doesit do?' the second man asked.

"It'savirtual-reality suit," thefirst said. "If you useit on the Web, it creates virtual
simulations of Web sites or avatar worlds." He paused. "Quite frankly, I've heard more
rumors about the missing software than the suit itself."

His companion looked intrigued. " Such as?"

"The advance demos of Duke's suit were released this month. But they're missing a
software program that was supposed to come with the suit."

The second man shrugged. "So what? A lot of software goes buggy during its testing
stages.”

"Thisis more than software bugs," the first man said. " Supposedly, if you hook up the
suit using the rogue software, it creates a back door that could let someone into your
system, read e-mail, alter and download files, and change passwords."

His colleague spoke dryly. "Excuse my cynicism, Park-son, but wouldn't it benefit your
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company if this Duke's suit lost business due to those kinds of ugly rumors?"
Parkson smiled. "Y ou don't trust my rumors?"

"I'd rather hear facts."

"Hell, I've tried the demos," Parkson said. "I had no problem. But I'm not kidding about
the rumors. Y ou don't get buzz like that without a reason. The Duke's suit was supposed
to come with aWeb browser that would blow the current competition out of the water.
But none of the demos had it. Y ou have to run the suit with Netscape, Websparks,
Microsoft Explorer, or one of the other browsers already on the market. And now the
suit's inventor claims there is no missing program.”

"And you say thisinventor is here tonight?"
"So I've heard."

The line moved forward and the voices faded. Lucia strained to hear more, but the men
had stepped out of range. Curious, she looked around, wondering which guest in the
room had created this intriguing Duke's suit. The thin fellow with gold-rimmed
spectacles? Or perhaps the gray-haired woman who looked like a college professor.

"Are you looking for Colonel Spearman?' Carl asked.

Startled, Lucia brought her attention back to Carl. "He said he would be here. | haven't
seen him yet, though."

She had met Mark Spearman eight years ago, when he was stationed in New Mexico,
just after he had received his promotion to lieutenant colonel in the Air Force. He had
been on the board of trustees for aballet guild she danced with in Las Cruces. Mark
became her patron and arranged her audition with the Martelli Dance Theatre. Now a
full colonel, Mark worked at Boiling Air Force Base about fifteen miles from the
Pentagon. Luciawasn't sure what his job entailed, other than that it involved military
intelligence.

Luciaforgot about looking for anyone, though, when she realized she and Carl had
neared the front of the receiving line. An aide standing with his hands behind his back
asked how she would like to be addressed. With the proverbial butterflies dancing in her
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stomach, she answered.
The aide spoke to the President in aquiet voice. "Miss Luciadel Mar."

Suddenly she was shaking hands, first with the Presi-dent, then the king of Spain. She
stood tongue-tied, unable to utter a word.

The king smiled. "Miss del Mar, your performance in the Andalusian Suite was
exquisite."

Somehow she managed to answer. "Thank you, Y our Mgesty. It was an honor to
perform." To her own ears, she sounded self-conscious and clumsy.

If anyone found her awkward, though, they gave no hint of it. She met the First Lady
and the queen next, both of whom treated her with grace and courtesy. Then an aide

ushered them away from the receiving line. She glanced up at Carl, beaming, and he
grinned.

Dinner was served in the State Dining Room at round tables set with rich tableclothsin
elegant white. Lucia sat with abank president, a congresswoman, an ambassador, an
actress, and various other dignitaries. She was too shy to join the conversation, other
than asking questions every now and then to encourage someone else to talk so she
wouldn't have to. She had never seen place settings with so many pieces. knives, forks,
spoons, al made from gold, crystal glasses and goblets, china plates edged in gold. The
food looked too artistic to et.

After dinner the President and King exchanged toasts of goodwill. Eventually everyone
returned to the East Room for champagne and dancing. As Lucia strolled with Jason and
Sharon, an older couple glanced at her, then for some reason did a double take. She
flushed, wondering if she had made some awkward mistake.

A man smiled at her, then another. And another. She wasn't sure if people were being
friendlier now or if she had just |oosened up enough to notice.

Jason laughed softly. "L ucia, you're breaking hearts."

"What do you mean?' With all the rules of protocol they had learned for tonight, Lucia
was sure she was going to break one. Or ten. "Did | do something wrong?"'
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Sharon smiled. "Nothing, hon. Y ou couldn't if you tried."
A waiter served them champagne in tall fluted glasses.

Asthey sipped their drinks, people drifted in their direction. Soon they were part of a
group, talk flowing among and around the clustered guests.

The thin man with spectacles whom L ucia had seen earlier smiled at her, looking self-
conscious. He introduced himself as Ted, an executive at VirTech, acompany in
California. When he realized she was genuinely interested in hiswork, he relaxed and
became more talkative.

"Many of our contracts are with the aerospace industry." He pushed his spectacles more
securely into place on his nose. " Satellites, that sort of thing."

"It must be exciting to be part of the space program,” Lucia said.

Ruefully he said, "I'm afraid we don't do anything glamorous. Mostly my company
produces software for instruments.”

The gray-haired woman Lucia had seen earlier was standing next to Ted, listening.
"Doctor Duquois, you're far too modest," she said, offering him her hand. "Corinne
Oliana. I've long been an admirer of your work in virtual reality and telepresence.
Mortabe Grégeoisis the only one who comes close to your innovation."

"Did you say Oliana?' Ted Duquois stared at her, pumping her hand. " Stanford? SRI?
The Nobel?' When she nodded, apparently understanding his verbal shorthand, Duquois
beamed. "Ma'am, the honor is mine."

Lucialistened in mortified silence. She suddenly felt like afraud, far out of her depth.
What could she, a high school dropout, possibly say to these people?

Perhaps she could slip away before she made afool of herself. As she turned, trying to
make a discreet retreat, she ran into a man who had just come up on her other side. He
took a startled step backward, blinked, then gave her a measured nod.

It took Luciaseveral moments to absorb hisimposing presence. At first she thought he
was an Arab. The sleepy look of his dark eyes and the softer texture of hishair had a
more Spanish appearance, though. Given how many Moors had come to Spain during
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the Islamic conquests of the eighth century, and how many left after the Christian
conquest eight hundred years later, he could easily have both ancestries. Except he was
unusually tall for either nationality, about six foot three, with glossy black hair. She
couldn't help notice his handsome face and lean, broad-shouldered build. In fact, he
riveted her attention.

Unexpectedly, he spoke with a British accent. "Good evening, Miss del Mar."
"To you also, Mr.—" She reddened, realizing she had no idea how to finish.

"Rashid." He said it like Rasheed. Somehow he had maneuvered her away from the
others. "Rashid al-Jazari."

"I'm pleased to meet you." Shefelt the wall at her back, cutting off escape.

"| enjoyed your dancing today." He smiled asif he were rationing the expression. "It
was a perfect afternoon for the performance.”

Luciarelaxed. Weather was always a safe subject. "Yes, it was. Thank goodness the
overcast burned off this morning."

"For awhile, it reminded me of London."

"|s that where you're from?* Watching his long fingers curl around the stem of his glass,
she wondered why he was drinking water instead of champagne.

"Actually," hesaid, "I grew up in Morocco."

Intrigued, she asked, "Are all Moroccan names as beautiful as al-Jazari?' As soon asthe
words came out, she wanted to kick herself. Beautiful ? What kind of thing was that to
say to someone she had just met? She hoped she hadn't offended him.

If she had insulted him, he was too polite to show it. In fact, he gave her a startled smile,
one that warmed his face, asif she had surprised him out of hisreserve. "It isn't really
Moroccan. My father's ancestors came from Syria."

L ucia wanted to ask more, but she was afraid of putting her foot in her mouth again. So
she retreated to a safer subject. "But now you live in England?'

"Not anymore." He sipped hiswater. "l spent most of my adult life there, though."
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"In London?"
"For seven years. | was in Cambridge before that and Oxford at the first."
Oxford? Cambridge? Mortified, she asked, "Is that where you went to college?"’
He nodded. "My undergraduate work was at Oxford. | did my doctorate at Cambridge.”

Luciaflushed. Thiswas even more intimidating than the conversation she had just
escaped. And this time she had no courteous way to let otherstalk. It was just her and
this devastating man.

She tried to sound casual. "I've always thought it would be tun to travel to placeslike
that."

"I enjoyed it." His voice warmed, like sunlight at the end of the day. "It was good to
come home, though. | livein Tangier now."

"Isthat in Morocco?' After she asked the question, she regretted revealing how little she
knew about world geography.

If he thought it odd, he gave no sign. Smiling, he said, "Tangier is across the Strait of
Gibraltar from southern Spain, what we call Andalusia.”

With relief, she found herself on familiar ground. "My mother's side of the family
immigrated to Americafrom Andalusia." They had been Spanish Gypsies, fleeing from
starvation and violence. "That'swhy | live here, in the U.S."

His voice softened. "That loss for Andalusiais agreat gain for the New World."

Flustered, she said, "Thank you." She felt a heightened awareness of him, especially his
stillness, that appealing quality of contained strength so different from a dancer's
restless energy. She cast around for something to say. "Y ou must have an interesting
job, to travel so much."

It was as if amask dropped over his face, hiding every nuance of expression. Instead of
answering her, he took another swallow of hiswater.

L ucia wondered what she had said to evoke such aresponse. Even more self-conscious
now, she rubbed her free hand on her arm.
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"Areyou cold?' He stepped forward. "Y ou're shaking."

She backed into the wall, holding her champagne glass in front of her. "Thank you for
asking. But I'm fine."

"You are sure?"

Flat against the wall now, she was all too aware of him. Her face felt hot. She wanted to
put her hands against his chest and push him away.

Or not push.
"I'm fine," she said. "Really."
Rashid lifted his hand, his fingers almost touching her cheek. Then he flushed, asif he

had just realized what he was doing, and lowered his hand. "I'm sorry. | thought perhaps
you might want awrap. Your dress, it looks... cold."

"Cold?' Luciablinked. Although her dress left her shoulders and arms bare, it was
conservative compared to the gowns worn by most of the other women here tonight.

Rashid gave her arueful smile. "My apologies, Missdel Mar. | came over here to dazzle
you with my charm, but | seem rather to have botched it."

Oh, no, you haven't, she thought, trying in vain to think of a suitably witty reply.

"Lucial" afamiliar voice said. Then Mark Spearman appeared, gleaming in his dress
uniform, with gold markings on hisjacket and medals on his chest. He grasped her
hands. "What a performance this afternoon. Y ou're the talk of the town, did you know
that?"

She smiled with relief at the distraction. "I'll bet you say that to all the ballerinas at state
dinners."

As Mark laughed, more people joined their group, talking and sipping drinks. Rashid
turned his attention to a well-known actress who had come up next to him. She made no
secret of her interest, and he responded with far more ease than when he and L ucia had
spoken. It irked Lucia, al the more so because he also seemed totally unfazed by the
actress's skimpy gown, which might as well have been cut down to her navel for all that
it covered her.
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Eventually Luciaand Mark moved away, retreating to an oval parlor with blue drapes
on the windows and cream-colored walls. Gilded furniture graced the room. The chairs
were upholstered in blue cloth and had the presidential seal worked on them in gold.

"What did al-Jazari say to you?' Mark asked.

"Not much," Luciasaid. "We talked about the westher."

"Y ou looked uncomfortable."

She paused, unsure how to answer. "I asked him about hiswork. | think | offended him."
"Did he tell you anything?"'

"No." Dryly she said, "He got the same look you do when | ask about your work."

Mark smiled. "Yes, | suppose he would."

"Is he with the Moroccan government?”

Mark shook his head. "He's the CEO for a multinational corporation. A family business.
Citrusfruit, | think, though they're expanding now. | don't know much about it."

L ucia doubted hislast clam. But she knew him well enough to realize he wouldn't tell
her anything more. She wondered what about Rashid al-Jazari had earned hisinterest.
She could never be sure with Mark, but she suspected he wouldn't have brought her in
here and asked such questions unless he had more than a social interest in Rashid's
business. That took it from the realm of small talk into Mark's military intelligence
work, which put the subject off-limits.

She glanced through the floor-to-ceiling window next to them. Outside, an expansive
lawn stretched out and a fountain spumed water into the glistening night. In the distance
the Washington Monument stood to one side, a narrow column, tall and straight.
Beyond it stood the Lincoln Memorial, asif Lincoln himself were gazing back across
the lawns and centuries.

"It all gleams on the surface," she said. "Like you. Like Doctor al-Jazari. Y ou never
know what goes on underneath."

Mark spoke softly. "I don't think you would want to know."
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She glanced up at him, startled. What did he mean? That she wouldn't want to know
more about Rashid? Or about Mark?

Behind them awoman said, "There you are."
Turning, she saw Sharon coming into the parlor. "Were you looking for me?"
"They've started that waltz you wanted to hear," Sharon said.

Luciatried to beg off, but Sharon was already hauling her to the ballroom. She glanced
back to see Mark talking to Jason.

Asthey left the parlor, Sharon lowered her voice. "What a gorgeous man."

"Y ou mean Mark?' Although it was true, Sharon had never shown an interest in him
before.

"Not your colonel friend," Sharon said. "The brainchild."
"Brainchild?"

"Al-Jazari." Sharon leaned her head closer. " Grapevine says he'sagenius. Hisfamily is
In exports. He likes green teg, filet mignon, and chocolate mousse. He played soccer in
college."

Lucialaughed. "How do you learn all that so fast?

"We were at the same table at dinner." She then proceeded, in frothy detail, to describe
the other guests, her voice bubbling through the gossip with awe-inspiring ease.

As Sharon sudsed, Lucia glanced around the ballroom. When she saw atall man with
black hair talking to another man, her pulse jumped. Then he moved his head and she
realized it wasn't Rashid.

Luciatried to focus on Sharon's burble. Again and again, though, she found herself
scanning the ballroom. But it did no good. Rashid al-Jazari had | eft.
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Chapter Two

Previous||Top [[Next

TAORMINA

Sunday, August 8, 2010

When MDT went to Italy, it was Luciasfirst visit to the Mediterranean. Carl had
accepted an invitation for the Martelli Dance Theatre to perform at an arts festival in
Taorminaon theidland of Sicily. The dancers flew in to Reggio di Calabriain southern
Italy and took the ferry across the Strait of Messinato the northeastern coast of Sicily.
Blue-and-green water rippled around them, rich with the scents of the ocean.

The city of Taormina clung to a cliff above the coast, |ooking out over the lonian Sea.
Early-morning sunlight reflected off the houses, giving them an enchanted air, asif an
ancient town had been spirited there from the past and gilded in the dawn's radiance.

Everyone from MDT piled into taxis at the base of the mountain, and their drivers
careened up the winding streets. The residents of Taorminalived in an area of steep hills
and houses, with gardens piled into tight places and geraniums blooming among therich
foliage. The hotel where the dancers were staying stood closer to the cliffs edge,
overlooking the sea.

As soon as Sharon and Lucia settled in their room, Sharon flopped down on a bed. "I
could sleep all day."

"| dept on the plane.” Lucia had actually only dozed, but the jet lag left her too keyed
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up to sleep. "Come sightseeing with me."
Sharon yawned. "If | don't sleep now, | won't be worth anything in rehearsal this
afternoon."

Luciadidn't want to go alone; a city this beautiful needed to be shared with friends. So
Instead she took out her laptop computer and carried it to the table.

"| can't believe you brought that thing," Sharon said.

Settling into a chair at the table, Lucia opened the laptop. "The guy at the desk said they
have Internet access here."

"Isn't that a long-distance call?"

"Not if I'm just connecting to a computer in the hotel." Lucia plugged the laptop's cord
into a gizmo Jason claimed would change voltage from a European outlet to the
American standard her computer expected. " The computers do the communicating.
They use electrical lines, fiber optics, satellites. It goes all over the world."

"Whatever." Sharon closed her eyes. "1'd rather sleep.”

Lucia squinted at her. Then she sighed. She had never succeeded in rousing any of her
friends to share her interest in computers.

Turning back to her laptop, she logged onto the hotel's guest account. Then she typed:
telnet earthweb.mdt.com

The computer responded with,
Trying... Connected to earthweb.mdt.com Username:

She typed delmar, followed by tanglewood for her password. And that was that. The net
had connected her to one of her computer accounts in the United States. Her parents
often told her that she took the electronic age for granted, with its ease of
communication. She supposed they were right. Computers made sense to her. She never
felt tongue-tied with her |aptop.

L ucia often thought of her exercises in dance class as computer software algorithms
tranglated by her brain into processes for her body to perform. She had tried to describe
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it to Carl Martelli once, with disastrous results. He went into one of his agitated
speeches, complete with dire warnings about how such an attitude would weaken her
"abiding passion, the flame of Lucia, her burning artistic TRIUMPHS" He punctuated
his words with dramatic gestures, stabbing his finger at the air. It made her blink. She
wasn't sure about the flame of her burning triumphs, but after that she quit trying to talk
computers with him.

Today she used her MDT account to dial up various computer services she subscribed
to: America Online, CompuServe, Prodigy, others. On the venerable Genie, which had
outlived many predictions of its demise, she found a chat in the SFRT1 going on with a
fellow named Tank Top and some other people she knew:

<Tank Top> | tried ademo of the Duke's suit at work today.

<George> The what suit?

<Tank Top> Duke's. It's avirtual-reality setup.

<George> What, 3-D animation? Big deal.

<Lucia> It's more than animation. It's supposed to create a simulated environment.

<Tank Top> That's right. Y ou can see, hear, and feel asif you were actually in that
environment. Eventually it'll have smell and taste too.

<Sue> It's been done.

<Tank Top> Not like this. Put this baby on and the world disappears. What you
experience seemsreal.

<Sue> | thought the Duke's suit was just a story making the rounds,

<Tank Top> Hell, Sue, | was-in- one. VirTech has an arrangement to sell them in the
US.

<George> VirTech? Never heard of it.
<Tank Top> | work there. In Silicon Valley.
<Zeus-on-Olympus> Lucia, | just did aSTAT and it says your account isL.DELMAR.
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That looks familiar.
<Lucia> Do you go to the ballet? I'm with MDT.
<Zeus-on-Olympus> You're THAT Luciadel Mar?
<George> Who isLuciadel Mar?
<Zeus-on-Olympus> Prettiest dancer on the Eastern seaboard.
<Lucia> <blush>
<Razor-Head> Yo, Lucia, do some belly dancing for us.
<Elvira-Clone> 404, Razor.
<Tank Top> Hey, E-Cione. How's it going?
<Elvira-Clone> Hi, Tank. It goes. Who is this Duke person I've been hearing about?
<Tank Top> Probably the guy who invented the Duke's suit.
<Elvira-Clone> Y eah, but who is he?

<Tank Top> | don't know. He's been out to VirTech, but only the VIPs and alpha geeks
get to see him. Not us peons.

<Sue> The story | got was that the missing Duke's software has a hidden virus. It will
wipe your hard disk when you hook the suit up to your computer.

<Zeus-on-Olympus> | heard it figures out passwords.
<Razor-Head> Get real, ZOO 'n' Sue.
<George> Is this the program that's supposed to steal electronic bank records?

<Elvira-Clone> Sure, that's right. Then it jams your garbage disposal, makes your
clocks run backward, and neuters your cat.

<Sue> ROFL, E-Clone.

<Tank-Top> <laughing> I'm afraid in this case, fiction is stranger than truth. |'ve seen
no missing Duke's software.

A memory came to Lucia of her dinner at the White House last month. Hadn't she met
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one of the VirTech VIPs? A man named Duquois? Had he invented the suit? The
thought gave her athrill of excitement. She wished she had asked more about his work.
Or perhaps it had been his colleague, the Nobel Prize winner from Stanford. Or the
other scientist they had mentioned. Gregor? Grégeois? She couldn't remember.

A knock at their room door pulled her out of her reverie. As Lucialooked up, Sharon

got up and went to the door. Opening it revealed Jason Tyler, as svelte and athletic as
ever, blond curlsfalling into his blue eyes. He had changed into torn jeans and a black T-
shirt with the MDT logo on it, making him look like a cross between a street thug and a
college boy. The latter was more accurate; Jason was earning his A.A. by going to night
school. But he cultivated the tough image on purpose, as protection against those who
equated "male dancer" with "easy to bully."

"I couldn't leep," he said. "Y ou guys want to go sightseeing?"

With both Lucia and Jason working on her, Sharon finally gave in and they all went off
to explore. They strolled along the Corso Umberto, a street that ran from Porta Catania,
agreat arched gate in the residential area of Taormina, to Porta Messina on the western
edge of the city. Tourists overflowed the cafes, shops, and ice cream stands. Jason
bought a book about the local architecture, choosing from a display that included texts
in Italian, French, Spanish, German, English, and Arabic.

Eventually they wandered into quieter back streets, where alleys led to small plazas.
Some of the buildings had arched doorways and gables in Gothic style, others had the
classical lines of Renaissance or the more ornate decorations of Baroque. Moorish
Influences showed up in domes and geometric mosaics. It looked like everyone and his
brother had conquered Sicily at one time or another and erected buildings in Taormina.

Finaly they left the city and walked to the exquisite ruins of a Greek amphitheater, its
columns rising into the crystalline air, its seats still intact after millennia. It was here
they would perform, spinning under a Mediterranean sky, with the lonian Sea on one
side and Mount Etnaraising its majestic peak on the other.

Night in Taormina was a dream of colored lights and soft music. Sharon, Jason, and
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Luciafound a steep stone staircase climbing the cliff face between two buildings.

L ooking down the stairs, they could see straight out to the sea, far below. A recessed
doorway in the building on one side led into a dusky cafe with afew people seated
around tables. They crossed the cafe to a door in the back wall—and walked out into a
wonderland.

The terrace clung to the back of the building like a hidden place of magic. Colored
lamps hung from the eaves, and glazed tiles covered the floor. Vines heavy with flowers
curled through the scrolled grillwork that bordered the terrace. The city fell away from
the building in steep steps, until it blended into the cliffs that dropped to the distant
beach.

A band was playing waltzes and Italian songs. While Jason and Sharon danced, drifting
in the dreaming night, Lucia stood at the rail and looked out at the lonian Sea. Water
stretched to the horizon. The Milky Way shed a path of light across the sea, incorporeal
and inviting, asif she could dance along it into another universe of wraiths and silvered
luminance.

Sharon came to stand with Lucia. "If | hadn't seen this myself, | wouldn't have believed
a place this gorgeous existed."

Lucia smiled, tilting her head toward Jason, who was getting drinks at the bar. "Or this
romantic."

Sharon grinned. "That too."

Jason came over and gave them each afrothy drink. After he and Sharon finished theirs,
they went back to waltzing, two angels captivating in their grace. Watching them float
together, Luciafelt a sense of loss. She turned back to the rail and stared out at the view.
All thisincomparable beauty. She wished she had someone to share it with. It was the
price she paid for her single-minded focus on dance: It l€eft little time for anything else
in her life.

Once again she thought of the man she had met at the state dinner. Rashid al-Jazari. For
all that he disconcerted her, she couldn't put him out of her mind. She shook her head,
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trying to put their brief encounter into perspective. A few awkward words about the
weather and the world. Nothing more.

So she stood above the moonlit sea, alone, wishing she had more than a memory to
share the night with her.

Although the amphitheater walls helped shade the stage, the heat pressed down like hot
glass. All during the Monday-afternoon rehearsal, tempers flared.

"For crying out loud!" Carl threw up his arms, stopping the dancers. "Lucia, the rest of
us are melting here. Why can't | see any warmth from you?' He motioned at her partner,
Antonio Maravilla. "Thisman is supposed to be your husband. Do you understand the
concept? Could you put just one ounce of affection into your performance?"

She stared at Carl, acutely aware of the other dancers. "It didn't happen this way."

"What, now you're a historical expert?' Sweat ran down his face and soaked into his
white T-shirt. "Y ou have been back two thousand years to check?"

"| don't mean Mary and Joseph didn't love each other."

Her hand went to her bare neck, where she wore her cross when she wasn't dancing.
"But they would expressit differently."

"Lucia." He had the "patient” ook now that he used with temperamental dancers. It was
the first time he had directed it at her and she didn't like it. "All I'm asking is that you
show alittle sentiment."

"It's the interpretation,” she said. "It feelswrong."

"What? That I'm pleading with you not to act asif poor Antonio here has some horrible
affliction?"

She flushed. "That isn't fair."

"Y ou want to talk about 'fair'?' He wiped swesat off hisforehead. "We have a
performance tonight. Y ou aren't ready. Y ou aren't even close. | won't have my supposed
prima ballerina going onstage without the proper preparation.”
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That felt like akick in the stomach. He knew how long she had worked on this part.
Why couldn't he see how hard it was for her to portray afigure from the religion she
practiced? If she danced Mary in away that felt wrong, how could she ever pray to her
again?

"I'm sorry," shetold him. "l can't do what you want."

A muscle twitched in hischeek. "That'sit?'1 can't do it'?" Hisface wasred, either from
anger or the heat. Probably both. "Since when did you have to be coddled?"

"I'm not asking to be coddled."

"Then why don't you start acting like a professional ?*

She was growing angry. "l never stopped.”

His voice went quiet. "Perhaps your understudy will do a better job."

"Fine." Luciabit out the word. "Have her do it." She stalked off the stage, painfully
aware of the other dancers watching the spectacle.

In the changing room, she threw her jeans and blouse on over her dance clothes. Then
she grabbed her ballet bag and headed to the town. She had never walked out on a
rehearsal before, never even imagined doing such athing. What had happened? It was
too hot to think. Her head felt light.

She was within Taormina before she realized it, surrounded by tourists from Europe.
After afew blocks, it sunk into her brain that she was more than alittle dizzy. She
couldn't remember the last time she had drunk any water.

She stopped at a cafe in a plaza with tables covered by green umbrellas. As she sat
down, awaiter came out and spoke in Italian. "May | help you, miss?"

She wet her cracked lips and answered in Spanish. "Agua, por favor."

He nodded and moved off into the shadowed cafe. Putting her elbows on the table, she
rested her head in her hands and closed her eyes. Here in the shade, with a breeze
ruffling her hair, she wondered at her argument with Carl. It was out of character, to say
the least. If they could have sat in acool place and talked, neither of them strained by
the heat, he probably would have understood. He had trusted her judgment on more
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involved interpretations than this.

"Hereyou are," the waiter said, thistime in Spanish. She looked up as he set down a
bottle of mineral water and a glass.

"Gracias," she said. He smiled and withdrew.

As she poured a glass of water, someone behind her spoke in English, with a British
accent. "Luciadel Mar?"'

Startled, she turned around. A tall man in designer jeans and atailored European shirt
was standing there.

"Itisyou," hesaid. "I wasn't sure."

The scene was so different from the state dinner where they had met that at first she
thought she imagined him, afigment created by fatigue, jet lag, and too much heat. But
he remained there, gazing at her. Realizing she was just staring at him, she said, "Doctor
al-Jazari?' She pushed atendril of hair out of her eyes. "Please. Sit down."

He settled into a chair across the table. "1 thought | recognized you. But it was so
unexpected. Y ou have a distinctive walk, though. Like a queen."

"Thank you."

His hands rested on the table, long-fingered, controlled, and contained. Like all of him.
"Y ou're welcome."

She gave a self-conscious smile. "I would never have imagined seeing you here, either."

Rashid returned her smile with the same restraint she remembered from the White
House. "I flew into Rome from London afew days ago, on business. When | saw a
notice about your dance group, | decided to make the side trip."

He had come all the way here to see them dance? To see her, perhaps? But no, that was
wishful thinking on her part. Businessin London and Rome, side jaunts to Sicily,
multinational corporation in Morocco; he moved in another world.

She started to say, "Are you—" and stopped, slowed by the heat, forgetting what she
meant to ask. Instead, she took a sip of water. Even warm, it tasted like nectar.
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"Missdel Mar?' he asked. "Areyou al right?'

She set down the glass. "Fine, thank you. And please, call me Lucia." She pushed back
the hair that had escaped her bun and was curling around her face. When her arms
started to shake, she set her hands back on the table.

Rashid was watching her. "This heat can be dangerous if you don't drink enough water.
Were you dancing?"

She winced. "That's one way to describe it."
He took the bottle and refilled her glass. "Here. Drink."

She didn't like him giving her an order. She remembered now how much he had
disconcerted her at the state dinner. She took the glass, but only held it in front of her.

After amoment Rashid said, "It's odd to see you alone." Beneath hisreserve, he aimost
sounded shy.

"Odd? How do you mean?' If she hadn't known better, she would have thought he felt
self-conscious with her.,

But that seemed unlikely for aman of such power, not to mention such good looks.

"In Washington you were always with a..." He paused. "I'm not sure of the word.
Chaperone?"

"] don't understand.”

"I can't think of an exact English trandation.” He considered. "Y ou were always
accompanied by a man of authority who prevented other men from approaching you, or
you from approaching them."

Luciastared at him. What a strange way to interpret her friendships with Carl Martelli
and Mark Spearman. She had no idea how to respond. Had Rashid felt blocked from
approaching her?

That suggested he desired such an approach.
He hesitated. "I hope | haven't offended you."
Lucia gave herself amental shake. "No. No, you haven't. I'm just tired." She exhaled.
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"I've no right to complain. The other dancers are still rehearsing.”
"But not you."
"My understudy is doing my part."
"Because you are dehydrated?”
"No. Because | refused." She shook her head. "I don't see why he doesn't understand.”
Rashid regarded her curioudy. "He?"

"Carl. Carl Martelli. The director of MDT." She took a swallow of water. "He wants me
to dance the Virgin Mary in aballet about spirituality. | can't do it the way he wants,
The interpretation feels wrong."

"Y ou are Christian, yes?"
"That's right." She hesitated. "1 suppose this doesn't make much sense to you."
He made an exasperated noise. "Why? Because | am a Muslim?"

"Well, no." That had actually been her thought, but she didn't like the way it sounded.
"I'mjust too closetoit."

He spokein a careful voice. "A person's spirituality is part of them. You and | may
express ours in different ways, but we can still respect each other's beliefs. Perhaps this
Istrue for your director also?"

"I think so." She rubbed her eyes. "I didn't deal with it very well."
"Sometimes it's better not to speak.”
"So I'm human,” she grumbled. "Sue me."

"Sue you?' Hismask of control slipped, replaced by a brilliant grin that flashed white
against his golden skin. "Whatever for?'

That threw her for aloop. It was the first time she had seen him smile without rationing
the expression. For an instant he let her see what a beautifully expressive face he had.
That smile took him from attractive to gorgeous.

Luciafelt herself blush. "It'sonly a saying."
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"Ah." Although his control had returned, he was still smiling, with a gentle look now.
"We have a saying too. ‘Never sue beauty.' "

"That's a Moroccan saying?"
Mischief flashed in his gaze. "Actualy, | just madeit up."
Lucialaughed. "Wédll, | likeit."

Rashid smiled and relaxed in his chair. "Did you eat yet today?' He hesitated. "Have
you plans for dinner with your dance troupe?"

His question made her think of the rehearsal. She saw now that she and Carl had locked
horns because of heat and jet lag. With her mind dazed by the dehydration, she hadn't
been thinking straight.

Then it hit her what Rashid had just asked. Dinner? Was that an invitation? She didn't
know whether to glow or panic. She tried to think of a smooth response, but all she
came up with was, "Well, no. | didn't have plans."

"They have many fine restaurants here. With beautiful views." Again he paused. Then
he spoke carefully, like someone testing a new experience he hadn't tried before.
"Perhaps you might dine with me tonight?"

Good Lord. He was asking her out. Not only that, but he seemed self-conscious too. So
strange, that such a mesmerizing man should be so unaffected.

Fortunately Luciafound her voice before she had sat in stunned silence for too long. "1
would be honored to join you for dinner."

His posture subtly eased. "May | call at your hotel? Say at seven?"

"That would be nice." She couldn't believe she was having this conversation. Then it
occurred to her that if Carl remained angry with her, going out on the town tonight
would be unwise. She stood up, fumbling in her ballet bag for her wallet. "I should go
back to the rehearsal. Talk to Carl. Work things out."

Rashid rose to hisfeet, pulling awallet out of hisjeans. Asthe waiter came up to the
table, Rashid gave him some lira notes.
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"Don't do that." Luciafinally found her own wallet in her bag. "I've got it."
He waved his hand, dismissing the waiter. "I'll walk you back to your rehearsal.”
Still holding her wallet, she watched the waiter disappear into the cafe. Did Rashid
always act thisway? As much as he intrigued her, he also made her uneasy. She would
rather have paid herself, but she didn't want to offend him, especially after he had come
al the way from Rome to see MDT perform. And for dinner? But surely he wouldn't

travel such along way simply to extend adinner invitation. It was absurd, perhaps even
abit alarming, to contemplate such a possibility.

She stepped out of the shadow cast by the umbrella over the table. As soon as the full
heat of the sun hit her, she stopped and swayed, dizzy again. Rashid took afast step
around the table and caught her elbow.

"Areyou al right?' he asked, his voice low with concern.
She looked up at him, startled by the touch of his hand. So tall. Did he know he had
beautiful eyes?

"Lucia?" Softly he repeated, "Are you al right?' He moved his hand on her el bow,
almost drawing her to him. Then he stopped, and his face became composed again as he
let her go.

She felt disappointed, then annoyed at herself. What did she expect? For him to hug
her? Stupid question. Why should he? They hardly knew each other.

L ucia pushed back alength of hair that was coming loose from the bun on her head.
"Yes. Yes, I'mfine." She started back toward the main thoroughfare. Rashid walked at
her side, easily keeping pace with hislong legs.

Asthey walked, her vertigo surged and ebbed. She kept going, though, submerged in
her thoughts. Her bun was still coming apart, until finally she gave up and undid it,
letting her hair cascade in black waves over her arms and down her back, all the way to
her waist. She stuffed the pins and bands into the back pocket of her jeans.

"So beautiful," Rashid murmured.
Startled out of her daze, she glanced up at him. "Excuse me?"
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"Y ou have so much hair. Beautiful hair."
"Thank you."

"Does your director know you walk here like this?' He was watching her with an odd
expression, as if he wasn't sure whether to be fascinated, embarrassed, or concerned.

Self-conscious, she pushed her hair behind her shoulder. "What do you mean?’
"Alone."
"Alone?"'

"Alonein the street. Like—" He glanced at her hair, then her clothes, then averted his
eyes asif heweretrying not to stare at her. "Like this," he finished.

Like this? She had on jeans and a white blouse, with her dance leotard underneath. It
covered her alot more than the bikini tops worn by many of the other women strolling
on the street. Nor was her subdued style a coincidence. Offstage, she didn't like being
looked at. She had turned down more than her share of photo offers. MDT dancers were
far curvier than the gaunt ideal favored in some ballet companies; that combined with
their well-toned bodies led to offers from many magazines for pictures. But she had
never even considered a fully clothed fashion layout. So why did Rashid's comments
make her feel asif she were undressed?

She remembered now how he reacted to her at the state dinner, when none of the more
scantily dressed women fazed him at all. Neither then nor now, though, did she sense
that he realized he was responding in a different way to her. Could it be because she
Interested him? That sparked atingle of excitement. It also disconcerted her, though, to
think he might unconsciously be applying a more conservative mind-set to her than he
did to other people.

Unsure how to respond, she said, "Carl doesn't have a say where | go."
"Thisisaforeign country. Not your home."

Was he worried about her safety?"I'll be all right." Realizing that might sound asif she
were trying to get rid of him, she added, "But | appreciate your company."
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His face relaxed into a charming smile that crinkled laugh lines around his eyes she
hadn't noticed before. "And | yours."

As his mask of control reasserted itself, Luciarealized she had been wrong about his
lack of emotion. He controlled his responses well, but when he eased up, he revealed a
far different man, hinting at deep emotions. She wondered why he exercised such
restraint. She knew dancers who would give anything for the ability to project their
moods so well. Then again, for a business executive it was probably a disadvantage to
have aface that showed his thoughts in such expressive detail.

Rashid was watching her. "What are you thinking, beautiful light of the sea?”

That caught her off guard again. He thought her beautiful ? She liked the way he said her
name. Light of the sea. It was the trandlation of Luciadel Mar into English. On impulse,
she said, "There you go, being charming again."

He grinned. " Sometimes my boring self manages a bit of that."

Boring? Hardly.

A problem suddenly registered. She halted in the middle of the street. "Where are we
going?'

He stopped next to her. "l thought to your rehearsal.”

"Thisisthe wrong way." Luciarubbed her eyes, wishing she could sit down. "It's so hot.
I'm not thinking straight." She suspected she had been distracted by more than the heat.

"I've a car just outside the Catania gate." Rashid hesitated. "I can give you aride."
She wished she could take him up on it. "Isn't the road to the theater closed to cars?
"I don't know," he admitted. "I'll take you asclose as| can."

"All right." She smiled. "Thanks."

They went to the Porta Catania and walked under the great arched gate into the street
that looped past it. He motioned at a gold Mercedes on the other side of the curve.
"There."

L ucia made a conscious effort not to gape at the car. It was gorgeous, shimmering like
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liquid gold in the sunlight. As she and Rashid came up to the vehicle, the driver got out
of the front seat. He looked Italian, with brown hair and eyes, and dark clothes. His
husky build and obvious strength made L ucia suspect he could serve as a bodyguard
too, if Rashid wanted one. He glanced at Rashid, at Lucia, and then at Rashid again, his
face puzzled.

Rashid spoke to him in Italian. The language was similar enough to Spanish for Luciato
pick up bits and pieces. She didn't actually speak much Spanish, but her parents used it
often, so she understood simple sentences. It gave her an even more limited knowledge
of Italian, not much, but enough to gather that Rashid wasn't fluent in the language
either.

The driver nodded and opened the back door for them. The interior was upholstered in
soft gold leather. Luciadlid in, followed by Rashid. The driver got in the front, and soon
they were headed down the winding street.

Luciahad to sit in the center of the seat; the area by the door was occupied by a laptop
computer, athermos, and copies of what looked like scientific articles. One paper read:
An alternate analysis of theological objections to the Turing machine by Rashid al-
Jazari at Imperia College, London.

Rashid leaned forward, speaking to the driver. From what L ucia could decipher, she
gathered that the driver worked in security at a Rome office of Rashid's corporation.

After they finished talking, Rashid sat back in his seat. "Enrico will seeif he canfind a
way to the theater."

"Okay," Luciasaid. "That sounds like a plan."
He smiled. "Y ou speak English like an American."
She had never thought of it that way. "l guess so."

Reaching across her, he cleared the seat. As she scooted over to the door, he said, "Are
you still thirsty? | have water."

"Yes. Thanks."

He poured from the thermos, using its blue top as a cup. When he gave it to her, his
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fingers brushed her hand, trailing from her knuckles to her wrist. At first it felt like an
accident, but hisfingers lingered on her skin too long for a casual touch. Before Lucia
could react, though, he withdrew his hand. He reddened, looking as startled as she by
that unexpected intimacy. Flustered, she downed half her water in one gulp.

Rashid glanced out at the sky. "The new moon will be soon."
"Areyou interested in astronomy?" she asked.

"I've dlways liked it." He took a swallow of water from the thermos. "The new month
starts with the first crescent of the new moon."

She wanted to ask what he meant by the "new month," but she hesitated, afraid she
would sound uneducated. As Rashid finished the water in his thermos, L ucia noticed
Enrico checking his rearview mirror. It was odd the way he watched Rashid with such
Intense concentration. But before his observation became overt, Enrico turned his
attention back to the road.

So they sat while the car hummed through Taormina. After Luciafinished her water,
she held the cup in her lap, fidgeting with its handle. She felt she should say something,
but she didn't know what. Just as she opened her mouth to try, Rashid started to speak.
They both stopped and gave awkward laughs.

"You gofirst," he said.
"| was going to ask about your article."

He glanced at the paper, now on the seat between them. "I wrote that years ago. But it
took along timein the referee process.”

"Referee?"

"It's how scientific papers get published. The editor sends it to expertsin the field.
Referees. They recommend whether or not to publishiit.”

"They must have liked it, then."

Rashid grimaced. "Not at all. | had to do many rewrites before the editor finally
accepted it for publication."
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"Doyoumindif | look at it?'
"Go ahead." He seemed pleased by her interest.

She picked up the paper and scanned the first page. Under the title, a paragraph headed
with the word Abstract summarized the article. After reading the summary several

times, she said, "I don't understand. What does Islam have to do with machine
intelligence?' Then she flushed, wondering if he would take the question wrong. "1 hope
| haven't offended.”

"You haven't." Dryly he added, "It's the same question the referees asked."
"Al. Artificial intelligence. A computer that thinks."

"Essentialy." Rashid's face had become more animated. "Many people believeitis
Impossible. One argument is that humans have a soul and machines don't. | was arguing
that ideas of spirituality and Al aren't incompati-ble." He leaned forward, elbows on his
knees, his face contemplative. "The human capacity for thought—this is what defines us
as unique in the world as we know it. The argument isthis: If God bestowed that
capacity on us because we have a soul, how can we ever create a thinking machine? It
has no soul. Perhapsiit is even blasphemy to consider such a prospect.”

Intrigued, she said, "But you don't think so?"

"| thought about it for along time." Sitting back again, he spoke slowly. "When | was
young, | learned an image for the soul that | very much liked. They are birds on ahigh
perch, some grouped close together, others farther apart. At a given time, one descends
to Earth to take its given place within the body of a person. But only in a person.” He
paused. "So yes, in that sense | would follow the theological objection. But | don't see
why this should mean an Al can never become self-aware. And if it does learn to reflect
on itself, surely it can develop a conscience.”

"|sthat what you said in your paper?"

"A bit, but more formally." He gave her awry smile. "Actually, that particular subject
comes up more with my father. He was never convinced my work at the university was
quite acceptable."
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She thought of her own father, about his concern over letting his daughter move across
the country at the age of sixteento join MDT. He had aimost forbidden her to go.

"Parents are like that," she said. "But they worry about us because they love us."
Rashid's expression gentled. "Yes. They do."

She had heard the longing in his voice when he spoke about his work. "Perhaps
someday you can go back to your research."”

"Perhaps." A look flashed across his face, aregret so intense it hurt to see. Then he
regained control, hiding that glimpse of hisinner self. "In sha' allah.”

She hesitated. "Inshalon?"
"In sha' allah. If God wills."

L ucia nodded, self-conscious again, though she wasn't sure why. He was so different.
Or perhaps it was her fatigue. She had thought relaxing in the car would help, but she
was dizzier now than before. The conversation intrigued her too much to stop, though.
"Did the referees want your paper rewritten because they thought discussions of God
and the soul weren't appropriate for a science article?

"It wasn't that so much. Philosophy has aways been part of the Al field. In fact, | had
the impression they appreciated someone trying to reconcile his faith with his scientific
background. Theological arguments are usually used as an objection to Al." He pushed
his hand through his hair. "My main argument was this: If we don't impart the criteria of
our spiritual valuesto the artificial intelligences we make, they might not value the
moral and ethical basis we take as fundamental to civilization. They might not value us.
And then what?"

She grimaced. "It's a good question. Why would that cause controversy?"

"It'stheway | phrased it." He held his hands palm up over hislap, asif offering the
explanation in space as well aswords. "l've always thought the answer to the tensionsin
our world is mutual respect and understanding for all peoples, finding away to
accommaodate all our differences. In the paper, | meant to propose the goal of
developing a standard of morality for our machine intelligences, one based in all the
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cultures and religions of humanity." He lowered his hands. "In the first draft, | phrased
it in terms of what | know, Islam, which teaches that every baby is born with an innate
goodness given by God. If we could define that goodness, that sense of right and wrong
basic to all humanity, we could giveit to the Alswe create." He exhaled. "Apparently,
though, it sounded to the referees asif | was suggesting we program my religion into
everyonesAl."

Hislast comment surprised Lucia. That wasn't the impression she had taken from this
final abstract. She read the introduction to the paper: Humans have struggled
throughout history to surmount our differences. To coexist. Our shared heritage is one
of strife, but also of great achievement. \We have within us the possibility for both. Now,
as we contemplate the creation of machine intelligence, we need to consider the
ramifications of bringing a new form of sentience into our world. If we have struggled
so with our own species, what will happen when we share the world with intelligences
that may be completely unlike our own? If we are to give our machines a tolerance and
acceptance that encompasses all humanity, surely we must first define it for ourselves.

L ooking up at him, she spoke gently. "It isagood thing, to seek tolerance and
acceptance. I'm sorry they mistook your intent at first."

Rashid gave her arueful look. "I didn't write it so well at first." For some reason he
looked tired now, though a short time ago he had seemed fine. "Normally I'm fluent in
English. But | have trouble talking about religion in any language except Arabic."

She thought about her argument with Carl Martelli. "Y ou're doing better than me. | have
trouble in every language.”

Hisface gentled. "Y ou have afar more expressive way of communicating, Lucia, a
language no one el se speaks as well asyou."

She averted her gaze. "Thank you." As she stared at her handsin her lap, her vision
went double and she saw two of each. She blinked until her eyes refocused. She felt
even queasier now, off balance and lightheaded.

His voice softened. "It's very beautiful, when you bend your head that way, with your
hair falling over your arms."
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Luciadidn't know what to say. It wasn't only embarrassment this time, though. She felt
asif afog had damped her brain.

She heard rather than saw it when he picked up alength of her hair. As he stroked the
tresses with his thumb, he murmured, "Light of the sea."

L ooking up, she saw he was leaning closer to her. His large eyes |looked even bigger
now. In fact, his pupils were dilated, so much that they almost filled hisirises. If she
hadn't known better, she would have thought he was drugged. He rubbed the back of his
hand against her cheek, his knuckles brushing her skin. Then he bent his head toward
hers, his lashes lowering. As Lucia closed her eyes, she felt the whisper of his breath on
her lips.

In the front seat, Enrico shifted his weight. That rustle broke the moment like a gunshot.
Rashid pulled away from Lucia and sat back, placing his hands on hisknees asif he
didn't know what to do with them. He seemed even more startled by his behavior than
she had been. He rubbed his eyes again, then shook his head asiif to clear it.

Disconcerted, unsure what to do, L ucialooked out the window. The houses of Taormina
passed by in pastel Mediterranean hues accented by bright flowers and greenery. Then
the city blurred. Her head felt odd, asif her sense of balance had gone haywire. Her
dehydration and overexposure to the sun must have affected her even more than she had
realized.

Rashid remained silent. Eventually she risked glancing at him again. He had rested his
head back on the seat and closed his eyes. Perhaps the heat bothered him aswell. He
exerted such control over everything he did that she hadn't noticed at first. But now she
realized his face had gone pale. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple despite the air-
conditioned car.

"Areyou al right?' she asked.

Opening his eyes, he said, "Yes. Fine." He lifted his head. "Jet lag doesn't usually affect
me this much."

"I know what you mean. | hardly slept at all last night."
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They were coming off the mountain now, onto a road that ran along the jagged Sicilian
coast. "I don't think we're going to get to the amphitheater thisway," she said. "We
better go back up to the city." Even as she spoke, a surge of nausea swept over her.

Rashid looked around. "We shouldn't be down here."

L eaning forward, he spoke to the driver. His voice had ablurred quality to it, asif he
were having trouble enunciating the Italian words. Sweat sheened his forehead.

Enrico's response sounded deliberately cryptic even to Lucia's fogged mind. The car
kept going, speeding down aroad that wound along the coastline. The lonian Searolled
by on their left, sunlight glimmering on the rippled water. Rashid spoke to Enrico again,
his voice sharp now, hisface paler than before. Spots clouded Lucias vision. She sat as
still as possible, trying to make her vertigo subside, but it did no good.

This wasn't dehydration. Someone had drugged them.

Enrico answered with words Lucia could no longer decipher. She understood the tone,
however. He had given Rashid a warning.

Rashid suddenly lunged forward, trying to reach over the driver. Enrico moved faster,
with ease, putting his hand inside his jacket. He pulled a gun out from his shoulder
holster, a9-millimeter Luger. Lucia had no doubt it should have been used as protection
for Rashid. Apparently Rashid hadn't thought any danger existed, since he went into
Taormina alone. The unexpected threat was here, in his own car, from hisown
bodyguard.

Enrico kept hisleft hand on the wheel while he held the gun in hisright. Splitting his
attention between the road and Rashid, he spoke in aterse voice, his words clipped and
cold.

Rashid froze, then carefully sat back in the seat. Lucia knew they had to get out of the
car. They needed a weapon. She fumbled with her ballet bag, rummaging inside.
Hairpins, passport, clothes, medical tape. Useless. What was she going to do, threaten
Enrico with her pink satin ballet shoe? Her hand closed around her fingernail clipper. It
wasn't much, but it was better than nothing.
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Clenching the clipper, she let her bag slide out of her lap, asif she could no longer hold
on to it—which wasn't far from the truth. Exactly how the clipper could help, given that
she was in the process of passing out, she had no idea. She sagged toward Rashid,
unable to stay upright. He tried to speak, but his voice sounded slow. Stumbling. At
least he was still conscious, which was more than she would soon be herself.

As she fell against his shoulder, she let her hand fall onto hisfirst, which he had
clenched on histhigh. At first he stiffened, and when she tried to dlip the clipper into his
fist, he didn't respond. She pushed the clipper again, and he suddenly closed his hand
around the metal.

Then, with a sense of falling through space, she succumbed to the darkness.
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Chapter Three

Previous||Top [[Next

MEDITERRANEAN
CROSSING

A throbbing pain in Lucias wrists dragged her awake. She became aware shewasin a
chair, surrounded by a rumbling hum. Opening her eyes, she found her vision as hazed
as her brain. All she could tell was that she wasin asmall room. Windows on the
curving wall showed blue sky outside.

Her arms were pulled behind her back, and her mouth felt asif it were filled with
cotton. She wanted to rub her wrists, but she couldn't move; the harder she tried, the
more it hurt. She finally realized her mouth felt full of cloth because it was, someone
had gagged her.

Her head had rolled to the right—and she saw ablurred figure. As she concentrated,
straining to focus, the blur resolved into Rashid. He was seated in a chair next to her, his
head back and his eyes closed. Duct tape covered his mouth, and his arms were pulled
around the chair in a position that |ooked even more painful than hers. Glancing down,
she saw that his shoes and socks had been removed. Leather thongs tied his anklesto a
bar jammed under the chair, and dried blood crusted the thongs.

A rustle came from beyond Rashid's chair. Then Enrico stepped into view, without his
jacket now, hisgun still in its shoulder holster. He walked to the front of the room and
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opened a door.

Lucia's perception of the scene suddenly changed, like the shift of an optical illusion.
She and Rashid weren't in aroom, they were in the cabin of asmall aircraft. Enrico had
just goneinto the lavatory.

L eaning her head back, she tried to see behind Rashid. His wrists were also tied with
thongs, and lacerations covered his skin, asif he had been pulling against the bonds. She
glanced at his face—and found him staring at her. When she made a muffled sound, he
shook his head, then tilted it toward the lavatory. She understood; he didn't want to alert
Enrico that they were awake.

Then she saw the flash of silver in his hand, behind his back. Her nail clippers. He must
have hidden them, perhaps in the cuff of his shirt, someplace he could reach with his
hands tied. As she watched, he struggled with his bonds, fraying them with the clippers.

The lock on the lavatory scraped, and Lucia closed her eyes partway, so she looked as if
she were still unconscious. Enrico came over to check Rashid. In her side vision, she
saw Rashid's head lolling against his chair asif he was out cold.

Then he moved.

His arms flew out from behind his back, his fists clenched as he brought them up under
Enrico's chin. Enrico's head snapped back and he made a strangled noise.

As Enrico swayed, Rashid lurched forward and tackled him. They both fell to their
knees, Rashid's ankles still bound to the bar under his chair. He had his hands around
Enrico's neck, pushing his thumbs against an artery.

They fought in silence, Enrico trying as much to shout awarning as to throw off Rashid.
Then he went limp. Rashid made a muffled noise, what sounded like a gasp, and
released his hold. He yanked the tape off his mouth, wincing when it tore his skin, and
pulled out the cloth that gagged him. As he dragged himself back into his chair, Lucia
saw his ankles bleeding around the cords that bound them.

Bending over, he worked at the knots, his fingers slipping in the blood. It was soon
obvious why their kidnappers had used thongs;, the knots were notoriously hard to undo.
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She had seen the effect before, though never on humans; if leather was tied while wet, it
shrank asit dried. Nor could Rashid use the clippers. They had flown out of his hand
when he hit Enrico, and now they lay out of reach.

It seemed eons before Rashid loosened his bonds and freed his ankles. Drawing in a
ragged breath, he knelt next to Enrico and tied up the driver with the same cords that
had so recently bound him. He stuffed his gag into Enrico's mouth, then ripped up
Enrico's shirt and tied a strip of cloth around his head. He stopped, took a ragged breath,
and then disarmed Enrico.

Luciaknew guns: Her father had hunted game in the Hachita desert to help feed the
family. She learned to shoot when she was ten. She recognized Rashid's body language;
he disliked firearms. If he had no other choice he would shoot, but only in self-defense
or to protect those he loved. It was a moot point, however. He didn't dare firein the
aircraft. If abullet pierced the hull, the loss of air pressure would be explosive, perhaps
even enough to bring down the plane.

Rashid unloaded the Luger and put the clip in the pocket of his jeans. Then he climbed
stiffly to hisfeet and limped over to Lucia, going behind her chair. She didn't know how
many hours she had sat with her arms twisted behind her back, but it had been too long.
When Rashid started to untie her, pain shot from her wrists to her shoulders. Shetried to
swallow her cry, but a moan escaped anyway, muffled by the gag.

A voice came from behind a door at the front of the cabin. The man used alanguage
Luciadidn't recognize, though it sounded Slavic or Russian, perhaps from one of the
smaller countries the Soviet Union had fragmented into after its breakup.

Rashid froze. Then he walked to the door, his bare feet silent on the rug. Staying to one
side, he reached for its handle. Before he could do anything, the door opened and a
medium sized man with brown hair stepped into the cabin. The man's gaze immediately
went to Enrico's unconscious body. It took only a second more for him to realize Rashid
was closing the door behind him, but in that instant Rashid lunged.

The man moved with feral grace, twisting away with a speed Rashid couldn't match. It
was size that gave Rashid his advantage: He stood a half foot taller and had at |east fifty
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pounds of muscle on his adversary. With the momentum of his lunge behind his weight,
he threw the man against a bulkhead and shoved the heel of his hand onto the man's
forehead. Asthe man hit the wall, Rashid pushed hard, slamming his head against the
unyielding surface.

The man stared at Rashid, his eyes glazing over. He dlid to the deck and sat down, then
crumpled to the side, his eyes closing as he collapsed. Rashid stared at him, breathing
hard.

Someone spoke in the cockpit. Rashid pressed his hand against his side, his face
contorted with pain. He drew in a breath, then opened the door and stepped inside the
cockpit, behind the pilot's chair. The back of a man's head showed above the sedt.

At first Lucia had the bizarre impression that Rashid ssmply leaned over the pilot and
stayed that way, doing nothing. Then she realized he and the pilot were fighting, barely
moving, a contest of muscle resisting muscle. Suddenly the pilot shouted, and in the
same instant Rashid dragged him out of the chair. They fell into a bulkhead, the force of
their battle transformed into motion.

The two men lost their balance and crashed to the deck, half in and half out of the
cockpit. The pilot pinned Rashid on his back and struck him across the face, open-
handed but hard. Had he used his fist, he would have cracked Rashid's jaw or broken his
nose. Asit was, Rashid went still and his struggles came to a halt.

No, Luciawanted to shout. She didn't want to believe one blow could knock out a man,
but she knew Rashid's depleted condition left him no reserves. Asthe pilot started to flip
Rashid over to bind him again, she made a muffled sound of protest.

The pilot glanced at her—and the "unconscious’ Rashid lunged. Grabbing the pilot's
jacket, he yanked the man to one side, throwing him off balance. Surging up on his
knees, he lammed the pilot down on his back. Again Rashid's size made the difference;
he held the pilot down by sheer mass. Closing his hands around the man's neck, he
pressed his thumbs in with aforce that turned his knuckles white.

When the pilot went limp, Rashid either didn't realize it or else was so pumped with
adrenaline that he kept strangling the man. Luciatried to call out, but the only noise she
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managed was a muffled grunt.

Finally, with a choked sound, Rashid released the pilot. He crossed his arms over his
stomach, his body sagging forward as his breaths came in great gasps. When he
regained hiswind, he took hold of the doorframe and pulled himself to hisfeet. Then he
limped over to Lucia.

"The gag," she said. It came out as agrunt, but he either understood or €l se had the same
thought. He tugged the tape off her mouth and pulled out the cloth, then fumbled and
dropped the wadded cotton in her lap. Fall-ing forward, he caught himself by grabbing
the armrests of her chair.

"Rashid," she said, her voice dry from the gag. "Please don't die."

He gave her awan smile. "l wasn't planning on it."

"What about the others?"

"Unconscious."

"Who's flying the jet?"

"Autopilot." Crouching by her feet, he went to work on the cords binding her ankles.

"Ai—" Luciajerked from the pain. When he let go and looked around the cabin, she
said, "Go ahead. It doesn't hurt that much." It wasn't true, but she knew he had to get the
cords off her. He needed them to tie up the pilot.

"It would go easier it..." Rashid peered under her chair. "There." He retrieved her nail
clipper and went to work on her bonds.

She wet her lips. "Can you fly this thing?"'

"I've sat in the copilot's seat on the Lear jet my company owns. A few times | talked the
pilot into letting me take over during calm weather." He ripped at the unrelenting cords
with her clipper. "But I've no pilot'slicense. | took off once, with help, but I've never
landed."

"Do you know where we are?"

"Over Algeria, | think."
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"Isit safeto land there?"
"| would rather come down in Morocco. If we have enough fuel."

She knew every second he spent trying to free her gave more time for trouble, either
with the aircraft or if one of the men recovered consciousness. "Enrico's shirt."

He looked up at her. "What?"
"Use the pieces to tie up the pilot and the copilot."

"Good idea." He went to Enrico and gathered the torn remains of the shirt, then strode
back to the cockpit. He bound the copilot first. As he was tying up the pilot, avoice
spoke in the cockpit, speaking what sounded like Arabic.

Luciafroze. Was someone else still in the cockpit?

The voice came again, this time with a crackle of static. She sagged with relief. Radio. It
was the radio. The language wasn't Arabic, as she had first thought, but English, spoken
with an Arabic accent. With her mind still fogged by the drugs, she couldn't concentrate
enough to make out the actual words.

Rashid finished with the pilot and went into the cockpit, where he sat in the pilot's seat.
He talked with whoever was on the radio for several minutes. Then it was silent, except
for the hum of engines. Luciatried to stay conscious, but she couldn't fight off the
drugs. Her mind hazed again.

A new voice brought her alert, aman speaking a stream of words, Arabic punctuated
with French. The flow kept up, interspersed with replies from Rashid. She had ridden in
enough airplanes to know it was unusual for air-tower personnel to conduct such along
dialogue with a pilot. As pressure built in her ears, she realized they were trying to help
Rashid land.

Wind keened past the hull, and acceleration pushed her into the seat. She tried to
Imagine positive scenes for when they hit the ground, but she kept seeing mangled
wreckage instead. A rumble came from under the floor as the landing gear lowered. The
voice on the radio grew urgent; Rashid's responses became more terse.

Suddenly the cabin jolted, then again, and again, asif agiant were skimming the
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airplane against the ground like a rock skipping across the water. It bounced again—and
slammed down hard. Luciafelt asif her bones shook in their sockets. Outside the
window, the asphalt of a runway was going by much too fast.

A screech of buckling metal filled the air. The tip of the wing on Lucia's side scraped
the asphalt, and the craft spun in acircle, careening off the runway into stubbly grass.
The wheels caught and the aircraft rocked, lurching forward with each stomach-turning
jerk, closer and closer to flipping over.

Mercifully, the plane shuddered to a stop before it turned over. It stood at a dlant, its
wing dug into the ground. Lucia sagged in her seat, hit with relief and a vertigo that
surged over her in waves. Her vision blurred, asif fogged by awhite mist. The scene
moved in jerky fragments, like a series of badly developed photographs. Rashid limped
out of the cockpit, his face pale. He crossed the cabin and paused at her side, touching
her arm.

Then he went over and opened the hatch. Sunlight streamed into the cabin, along with
dusty air. Raising his hands, palms outward to show he had no weapons, he left the
aircraft. Luciasrelief vanished. Rashid had just crashed an aircraft full of bound and
injured people. She had no ideawhat country they had come down in or what to expect
from the police here. What if they arrested him?

The minutes stretched out, painful, endless. Her head throbbed and her vision remained
blurred. She hovered on the edge of oblivion, fighting the drugs in her body.

A clank came from outside. Several men entered the plane, military policeit looked
like. Each wore a navy-blue uniform with lighter blue trim, athick belt around the
waist, another across the chest, and a military-style cap. On average, they were much
shorter than Rashid, with neatly trimmed mustaches, stocky fingers, husky builds, and
skin ranging from Rashid's dark golden hue to smooth browns. Their intent, alert gazes
took in everything about the cabin, awary survey that did nothing to ease Lucia's fear.
Many of the officers gave her adirect, piercing look, then glanced away before it
became a stare.
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Rashid reappeared with more men, either an escort or guards, she wasn't sure which.
Although they wore dark blue suits and ties, they moved and spoke much as did the
other officers. They were obviously plainclothes policemen. A purpling bruise showed
on Rashid's cheek where the pilot had struck him.

The police spoke in quiet voices among themselves and treated Rashid with wary
courtesy, asif they weren't convinced he had no part in whatever crimes had been com-
mitted but had no wish to offend a man with wealth and influence. One man seemed to
know him, though, and spoke with obvious respect, calling him al-Hafiz S Rashid one
time and Hajj Rashid another.

They carried out the unconscious men on stretchers. One of the policemen went to work
on the cords that bound Lucia's arms behind the back of her chair. When she jerked
from the pain, he murmured in French and Arabic, his voice gently rumbling, soothing
phrases meant to calm, asif she were a beautiful but injured animal, wild and exatic.

Thetallest officer, the man who appeared to be in charge, held an unfamiliar passport,
probably Rashid's. He shot rapid-fire questions at Rashid and motioned at Lucia. Rashid
answered in the same mixture of French and Arabic, including the word "Américaine."

Her vertigo was growing worse. She floated in a queasy, fevered sea, trying to fight the
sense of suffocation she felt. Trying to stay conscious.

Suddenly Rashid spoke. "Lucia, where is your passport?"
"In my ballet bag," she said.

A quick search of the cabin produced the athletic bag she used as a combination dance
bag and purse. After rummaging inside, the tall officer pulled out one of her pointe
shoes. A ribbon had come unwound and hung down in a pink satin streamer. He blinked
at the shoe asif he didn't know what to make of it.

Rashid spoke again. Although Lucia didn't understand his Arabic, she picked up the
French words ballerine and premiére danseuse.

The officer gave Lucia an appraising stare. It left no doubt that whatever he thought of
American dancers, it didn't include respect. His attitude was far different from the gentle
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courtesy the other officers showed her. His gaze paused at her torso long enough to
make her wonder if something had happened to her. Glancing down, she was mortified
to see that having her arms bound behind her back pulled her blouse against her breasts
and made a faint outline of her nipples show, even through two layers of cloth.

Rashid spoke again, this time with anger edging his voice. The man glanced at him, then
returned Lucia's shoe to her bag and continued his search.

Suddenly the officer stiffened, his face going hard as he asked L ucia a question. She
didn't understand what she could possibly have in her bag to evoke such areaction.
When she saw what he pulled out, she was even more confused. It was just aroll of
coins she kept for the Laundromat.

Rashid spoke to her, as tense as the police officer. "What isit?"
"Quarters," she said, "American quarter dollars."

Rashid relayed the information. The officer shook out afew coins, picked one up, and
studied it. Apparently satisfied, he returned the coinsto their roll and dropped it back
into the bag. Only then did Luciarealize her innocuous roll of quarters could have felt,
even looked, like a pipe bomb.

The man working on her bonds suddenly spoke—and her arms fell loose. Wincing at
the numbness, she pulled them across her abdomen and massaged her aching muscles.
Blood trickled over her wrists.

As the policeman came around to untie her ankles, she spoke softly. "Thank you." He
glanced up and smiled, then went back to work. He looked just as intimidating as the
tall officer, but he had a different manner, kind and steady, without hostility.

The officer going through her bag pulled out a pair of leg warmers, knitted tubes of gray
wool she wore during rehearsals to keep her legs warm. He shook them, apparently to
dislodge any hidden objects that might have become stuck inside the tubes. When
nothing came out, he put them back in her bag. He found her sweater next, then a
leotard. But still no passport. Unease swirled over Lucia. What if the blasted thing had
fallen out?
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The man working on her bonds freed her ankles. As he stood up, Lucia gave him awan
smile. He nodded, his concern for her condition obvious as he stepped away from her
chair.

The man searching her bag pulled out her camisole, a garment made from white silk
lace that she wore under her blouse when she didn't have on her dance leotard. When he
realized what he was holding, he flushed and quickly stuffed it back into the bag. Then
he looked up, not at Lucia but at Rashid, as if he were responsible for thisitem of
intimate apparel. Rashid scowled at him. Luciawasn't sure exactly what was going on,
but it made her even more uneasy.

The officer went back to his search. Mercifully, he finally pulled out her passport. He
flipped through it with sharp, efficient motions, pausing to study her face when he
reached the page with her picture. Then he spoke to her, shooting words asif they were
bullets.

"I don't understand,” Lucia answered. She feared to say the wrong thing, but she had no
idea what he wanted.

He gave her bag to another policeman and stepped to her chair. Luciafroze, terrified of
everything about him: his harsh voice, his grim expression, histension, his obvious
distrust. He did his hand under her arm—and before her mind could stop her incautious
reflexes, she jerked away from him. Too late, sherealized it looked asif she were
resisting arrest, or whatever they were doing with her.

The officer tensed and pulled her to her feet. Vertigo flooded her, rolling in waves.
When she staggered, he tightened his hold on her arm. She couldn't stop her legs from
buckling. She stumbled to the side, trying to regain her balance, and another officer
caught her other elbow, gently, with care, but still holding her in place.

When they started to walk her toward the open hatch, Lucia panicked. Afraid of being
separated from Rashid, her only referent in this sea of unfamiliarity, she started to
struggle. Someone spoke in akind voice, but she was too dizzy to understand. The tall
officer was holding her arm so tight it hurt, with his knuckles pressed against her breast,
whether by accident or on purpose, she had no idea.
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Rashid was speaking again, yet she barely heard him through the fog that muffled her
brain. She feared she was about to vomit, collapse, and pass out. And then what? She
tried to protest, but the words jumbled in her throat. The police tried to take her to the
door again. When she balked, the tall officer pulled her forward. V oices buffeted her
ears like great echoing shouts.

Before she could catch her breath, she felt her body jerk convulsively, out of control.
Dimly, through aroar in her ears, she heard Rashid call her...

The voice refused to let her rest. "L ucia, wake up."

L ucia opened her eyes. Gradually her vision cleared and she registered the
surroundings. She was sitting on the floor of a small whitewashed room. The walls were
al bare, except for one with a calendar. The writing on the calendar was unfamiliar; she
recognized only the numbers and the year. Or what she thought was the year. It said
1431.

Her hands lay in her lap, bandaged around the wrists with strips of white gauze. A table
sat in front of her, low to the carpeted floor. The air felt close and hot, accented by a
tang of machinery and fuel.

"Lucia?' Rashid repeated, his voice hoarse. He was sitting next to her, holding her up
with hisright arm around her waist and his left hand resting on her elbow. Bandages
extended from midway on each of hislower arms down to his palms, leaving only his
fingersfree.

Shetried to answer him, but her throat felt too parched. When he spoke again, she
couldn't understand. She could barely keep her eyes open. Like adiver poised on the
edge of an abyss, she teetered, ready to drop back into the cradling blackness.

"Sick," she mumbled.

"Y ou had areaction to the drug Enrico used to knock us out." Rashid pushed his hand
through his hair, looking as exhausted as she felt. "Y ou went into a convulsion.”

"Where isthis place?"
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"The airport in Oujda, near the Algeria-Morocco border."
"Arewein trouble?'

"I think s0." Hiswords had a ragged edge. "I don't know who to trust. Enrico and the
other men couldn't have been working alone. Now that you're caught in whatever thisis,
we're both targets."

"What do they say?"

He exhaled. "I can't get any real answers from Issam, the officer in charge. First he
spoke about the immigration and naturalization office. Then the American consul. Then
something about the embassy. But that's in Rabat. He keeps evading my questions. He
hasn't arrested either of us, but he finds excuse after excuse to keep us from leaving or
contacting anyone. I'm afraid he is connected to this, that he has called for
reinforcements and is stalling until they arrive.”

She struggled to process his words through the daze the drug left in her mind. "What
will they do to us?'

"I don't know." He grimaced. "The kidnappers claim | kidnapped them."

"What? No. How can they say that?"

Dryly Rashid answered, "When | crashed, everyone on board was tied up but me."
"It would have been stupid to land thisway if you were the kidnapper."

"I don't know what |ssam thinks. He wants to separate us—"

"No!" Luciatried to sit up straighter. Rashid was her only anchor in this sea of
confusion. Without him, she would be stranded in aforeign country, barely able to stay
conscious, unable to speak the language, with no idea where to turn, and where
someone might want her dead.

Y et she knew so little about Rashid. Did the airport authorities have valid reasons to
believe he was involved? If she made the wrong choice now, she might never see home
again, might not even live past this day. How to choose? Her experience with the world
was limited to her home and MDT. A mutual attraction was hardly grounds to put her
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life in the hands of a stranger in aforeign country.

But her response to Rashid went beyond that. She had seen his unaffected sincerity
when he spoke of hiswork, heard the integrity and concern for humanity in his words.
That had been genuine. She had to trust her intuition now; she had nothing else to go on.
Looking up at him, she saw avisionary, a man who dreamed of a better world.

Softly she said, " Stay with me. Please." Her voice shook. "Don't let them separate us."

He brushed the hair back from her face, asif that gesture could protect them both. "
won't desert you. | swear it. But | don't know what to do. | don't think this abduction
originated in Italy. The pilot comes from Russia and the copilot is an Algerian who lives
in Morocco now."

"And we can't leave here?"

"|ssam claims your passport has some problem. But he won't say what. How do we
know, if he brings an 'official’ to help you, that we can trust this person? If we go with
them, we may end up captives again." He swallowed. "Whoever took us never intended
you to be part of it. Now you're awitness, aliability they probably don't want." In a
strained voice, he said, "Y ou are a beautiful woman, Lucia. If they have nothing else to
lose..."

She understood what he left unsaid. If the kidnappers only wanted him, they might kill
her. And if they were willing to commit murder, what else might they do with her first?
She shook her head, trying to clear it, but instead nausea washed over her. The drugs
muddled her mind and she only caught snippets of Rashid'swords.... you're not a
citizen... enter the country?... man in my position shouldn't travel alone with you in
Morocco... shouldn't really even be alone in thisroom...

Her apprehension surged. What if he felt he couldn't stay with her? "Rashid, please. We
have to stay together."

"Areyou sure?' He spread his hands. "It is the best solution | can see. But before we
make this choice, you must understand what it means."

He had a solution? She had lost histrain of words. "Tel me."
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He took abreath. "I know one of the policemen. His sister works at my company. He
has offered his services to us as a pilot. But the situation has him nervous. He may
withdraw the offer if we don't act soon."

She tried to concentrate. "Why is he nervous?"

"Heis afraid he will suffer repercussionsif it turns out | am the one breaking the law.
That | kidnapped you."

"But you didn't."

"| think he wants to believe that." Rashid rubbed his eyes. "But he won't help us unless
we have documentation. And we must move fast. We don't dare risk waiting."

Luciadidn't see how, under the circumstances, she could get whatever permission she
needed to enter the country. But she grasped at the straw of hope. "I don't want to wait.
Not at all."

"Y ou must be sure." He cupped his hand around her cheek, then blushed and lowered
his arm when he realized what he had done. "It isn't a suggestion | make lightly."

She hesitated. Would it be so unusual for her to travel with him across Morocco? "Once
we get away from here, can we—" She stopped, too unfamiliar with her situation to
know where she should turn to for help. "Go to the American authorities?"

He nodded. "Once we're safe, we can unravel al this."

Hisface blurred in her vision. Straining to focus, she said, "Then, yes. | want to go with
you. Now." He was the one constant in the entire confusing mess.

His face gentled. "You are sure?’

"Yes. I'm sure.”

An unexpected smile warmed his haggard face. "Then you honor me."
Startled by the comment, she managed awan smilein return. "And you me."

In agentle voice, he said, "I want someone here for you, too, when we fill out the
papers.”
She had no ideawhat papers were required for her to enter Morocco. Going to Italy had
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been simple, but it had taken more time than they had now. Which was none. "How can
you arrange things fast enough?"

"I know people." Awkwardly he said, "And | will pay an, uh, fine."

That sounded like atactful description of Rashid using his influence and wealth to
circumvent |ssam's authority. They had to get a message to someone who could help
them. But who? The American consul? She struggled to fight off her growing lethargy.
If anyone here had a connection to the kidnapping, they would be fools not to watch the
consul's office, in case she and Rashid tried exactly what they were planning. If the
kidnappers intercepted the messenger, they could send back one of their own people.
But where else could she and Rashid turn? At home, she would have gone to her church.

" ... someone you trust?' Rashid was asking.

Luciatried to concentrate. "A priest, maybe?' Watching his strained face, she added,
"Y ou need a doctor."

"I'mall right." He brushed tangles of hair away from her face. "Are you Catholic?"'
"Yes."

He exhaled. "I will try, Lucia. Also, afriend of my father livesin the city. | don't know
If I can reach himintime. But | trust him. He might be able to help.”

"Good," she whispered, unable to hold herself up anymore. She crumpled against him,
falling into darkness...

A gentle voice drew her awake. She had been sleeping on the carpeted floor, surrounded
by cushions. As she pulled herself into a sitting position, she saw a man seated cross-
legged by the table. Recognizing his collar, she said, "Father?"

The priest answered her in Castilian Spanish. Although her parents spoke Spanish,
Lucia had grown up in the United States, with English as her first language. She
understood afair amount of Mexican Spanish, but she had trouble with the Castilian
dialect, and her dazed condition made it worse.

The police officer who knew Rashid was seated across the table. A stranger sat down
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next to him, an older man with a scholarly face. Lucia guessed he was the friend of
Rashid's father. His appearance frightened her, though she wasn't sure why. He looked
stern. Austere. But when she looked at his eyes, they were kind, showing only concern.

A sheaf of paperslay on the table, partialy filled out, written in languages she didn't
know. Weakened by the drugs, she sagged against Rashid. He put his arms around her
waist, trying to help her stay up. But he wasn't in much better condition than she, and
they almost ended up leaning against each other for support. A sense of desperate
urgency filled the room, a need to be done here and gone before their plansto flee the
airport were discovered and stopped.

The priest looked from Luciato Rashid, his expression troubled. The police officer was
talking to Rashid. When he finished, the friend of Rashid's father spoke to Luciain
Arabic. Rashid trandlated: "They are concerned that you give your consent and that you
understand what you are doing."

Fighting to stay conscious, she nodded. To the best of her ability, in English, halting
Spanish, and even worse French, she assured them all that yes, she was with Rashid of
her own free will. He had used no coercion.

The priest spoke to her in Castilian. She shook her head, too dazed to decipher his
words. He tried again with Rashid, and Rashid answered in halting Spanish. The priest
had some familiarity with French, so they managed by alternating between the two
languages. L ucia struggled to follow the conversation. Although she didn't catch the
details, it was obvious he intended to make certain Rashid allowed her to do whatever
she felt necessary.

Next the priest spoke to Lucia about her faith, trying to reassure her. Finally he told her
that if she signed the papers, he believed it would be acceptable in the eyes of God. She
wasn't sure why he phrased it that way, but he was clearly convinced Rashid intended
well by her. With shaking fingers, she took the pen and wrote her name on the
documents they had prepared. Someone was explaining the forms to her, but she had
lost her struggle to understand. Rashid signed as well, followed by the others.

Then she dlid into amisty sleep like a stone falling into afog-covered lake.
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Chapter Four

Previous||Top [[Next

THE BACKBONE
OF ATLAS

August 12, 2010

Children were playing, somewhere not too far off. Lucia heard voices laughing and
calling.

She was lying on a bed in a shadowed room. Gradually she realized the light had the
guality of late-afternoon sunshine filtered by cloth. Designsin carved wood covered the
celling, and a beautiful chandelier hung there, made from many small pieces of dangling
crystal. Turning her head, she looked across the room and saw a curtain fluttering on a
window framed by delicate grillwork. Brocaded cushions lay scattered about on the
flowered carpet. The room had an aged quality, asif it were an antique photograph. It
made the IV hanging next to the bed where she lay al the more jarring.

She ran her fingers over the tape that held the needle in her arm. When she pulled on the
line, the tape came off and the needle dlid free with atwinge of pain. As she sat up,
gpots danced in her vision. She wasn't sure why she was getting up; all she could think
was that she had to talk to Carl Martelli.

Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, she found herself facing a doorway directly
across the room from the window. Light filtered through the plum-colored lace that
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hung in the open archway, giving the room a dusky color. Dust motes drifted in the air.
She still had on her jeans and shirt, but without her dance clothes underneath. She felt
fresh; someone had given her abath and washed her clothes. Her tennis shoes rested by
the bed, next to her ballet bag.

A pitcher stood on the nightstand by the bed, with several glasses. Luciawaited until
her dizziness settled, then poured a a glass of water and drank it in afew swallows.
After she set the glass down again, she slid off the bed and went to the doorway. It
looked too wide, with sides that rose up about seven feet and then arched to a point.

Pushing aside the lace revealed another room with several low tables and uphol stered
benches against the wall. A stained-glass window patterned in delicate fan designs ran
the length of the right wall, from waist height to the ceiling.

She crossed the room to another doorway and drew aside its curtain, revealing atiled
foyer. The children were louder now. Their calls came from beyond another archway
across from her. Actualy, "archway" was a paltry word; it looked like the keyhole for a
giant skeleton key. The sides rose in marble pillars for eight feet, ending in flat tops.
Above them the arch curved out and around in a semicircle, like a horseshoe. Its highest
point was at |east fourteen feet above the floor. Engravings framed the arch in braided
designs of flowers and vines. Looking closer, she realized the "vines' were the
calligraphic strokes of Arabic writing.

Two small shapes ran past the doorway, their outlines vague through its gauzy curtain.
She went over, pulled aside the curtains—and gasped.
Symmetry. Exquisite symmetry.

She faced a courtyard with afountain in its center, water bubbling in tiered bowls.
Horseshoe arches identical to the one where she stood graced the other walls that
bounded the square. The second story of the building overhung the courtyard, forming
an arcade. Marble columns supported the arcade, curving at the top into horseshoe
arches even taller than the doorways.

Tilesinlaid it all. Everywhere. Columns, fountains, ground, walls, arches—all were
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tiled in interlocking patterns, with intricate borders wherever the architecture framed a
space. The art was abstract; nowhere did it depict a person or animal. Glazed blue-
green, it slumbered as cool as the sea, with gold and rose accents that flashed like fish.
L ate-afternoon shadows filled the courtyard and gave the air a golden-pink quality.
Aboveit al, the sky vibrated with ablue so intense it was hypnotic. It was like being
underwater in a grotto, one utterly beautiful—and utterly alien.

Children were peering out at her from behind a staircase in the corner to her left. When
they realized she had seen them, giggles rippled through the group. One of the oldest, a
boy of about nine, ran across the yard and disappeared into another archway there.

A moment later a woman stepped out and hesitated, watching Lucia. The boy stood with
her, earnestly trying to act confident. Although Luciawastoo far away to see clearly,
the woman looked her own age, surely too young to be the boy's mother. Glossy black
hair poured down to her hips, and she wore a striped robe.

Then Rashid appeared.

The rose-gold light was degpening with the approach of evening, taking on aliquid
quality. With her mind so dazed, Lucia's perception of time slowed. Rashid looked as if
he were walking underwater as he headed toward her. He had on stonewashed jeans,
white running shoes, and a pullover he could have picked up at any department storein
the United States. The incongruity of his clothes with the rest of the scene made him
look surreal.

Other adults were pouring out into the courtyard now. A slender man wearing spectacles
and a striped robe strode after Rashid. An older woman swept out, and the others made
way for her like waves parting before the prow of a ship. Children burst from
everywhere, talking in volleys. Suddenly the square was filled with people, voices, and
motion.

Overwhelmed, Lucia backed up through the curtain. In the foyer, she tripped and nearly
fell. The back of her legs hit awooden surface, and she sat down with ajolt on a carved
bench against one wall.

A man appeared on the other side of the archway, his outline blurred through the
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curtain. From his unusual height and the breadth of his shoulders, she guessed it was
Rashid. The woman joined him, and then the slender man, all of them talking in yet
another language she didn't recognize. How many languages did Rashid speak? Other
adults came up to them, their voices adding to the rumble of discussion, underlaid by
the burble of children. Swaying with vertigo, she put her elbows on her knees and held
her head in her hands.

The voices receded. She sat as still as possible, wishing she had stayed in bed. She
didn't feel well enough to make it back there now.

"Lucia?'

She lifted her head. Rashid was sitting next to her on the bench. The barest trace of the
bruise showed on his cheek. Shetried to talk, but no sound came out. Wetting her lips,
shetried again. "What is this place?"'

"My father's home."

"In Morocco?’

He watched her face. "Yes."

How would she get back to rehearsal? "l have a performance tomorrow. In Italy."
Gently he said, "The performance was two days ago. Today is Thursday."
"Thursday?' She stared at him. "No. Carl must think | walked out on him."

"I phoned him, explained what happened." He exhaled. "I truly am sorry. Y ou were...
what is the phrase? In the wrong place at the wrong time."

"That water we had in your car—it was drugged.”

"Yes. You drank most of what was meant for me." He touched her hair, then dropped
his hand as if embarrassed by the gesture. " That probably saved my life."

"They meant to kill you?"

"I think eventually, when they got whatever they wanted."

"Who is 'they"?"

"My driver Enrico, the Russian pilot, and the copilot, their contact in Morocco. And
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whoever they work for."

"What did they want?"'

He spread his hands. "Money. Ransom. Or so they claim."
His choice of words puzzled her. "Y ou don't believe them?"

"What they say makes no sense." His face was open now, unguarded. She wondered if it
was because he was home with his family. "Enrico knows | run Jazari International
according to an Islamic economic system. So how can he think I'm hoarding money in
Swedish bank accounts? Both the taking and the paying of interest are forbidden by the
Qur'an."”

She blinked. "Why?"

"It derives from a prohibition against usury." He paused. "Modern markets are more
complicated. | do have ways of setting up loans and investments, but the risks and
rewards are shared by everyone involved. I'm not ‘hoarding' anything."

"Maybe he didn't understand.”
"His Moroccan contact should have."
Shetried tofit it all together. "What about the Russian? How did he get involved?"

Rashid rubbed his chin. "He's aretired military officer who supposedly never accepted
the end of the cold war. I'm a prominent citizen in a North African country with strong
tiesto the West, | support the king, and I've spoken in favor of democracy. In hisview,
that makes me dangerous. At least, thisis what he clams.”

"But you don't believe him."

"It doesn't fit. It'strue | can't be completely apolitical, given that | run a multinational
corporation. But | avoid politics as much as possible.”

Lucia hesitated. "I'm afraid | don't know much about your government.” She had always
read voraciously, even after she left school, and she recalled an article on Morocco's
king, ayouthful, intelligent leader. But beyond that she knew little about the country.

"It's a constitutional monarchy," Rashid said. "The king, His Mg esty Mohammed the
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Sixth, isthe head of state and the country's religious leader. He also appoints the
Council of Ministers. His father, Hassan the Second, was a great peacemaker. We've an
elected parliament too, though they have more limited powers." Suddenly he grinned.
"Do you know, Morocco was the first country in the world to recognize the United
States as an independent nation? The Treaty of Marrakech is the longest uninterrupted
agreement of itstype in American history."

His grin caught her off guard. She wondered if he had any idea how devastating it made
him look. All she could think to say was, "I didn't know."

His smile faded. "But this kidnapping is crazy. Even if the pilot didn't know much about
me, Enrico should have. He works for me."

"In Italy," she pointed out. "Would he understand your business practices here?"
"Perhaps not," Rashid admitted. "International tax law truly is atangled hierarchy."
She blinked again. "A what?"

"Tangled hierarchy." His face became more animated, as it had when they talked about

hisresearch in Taormina. "It's aterm from artificial intelligence. It means a
selfmodifying loop that tangles hierarchical levels by turning back on itself."

"Oh." That was as clear as Greek.

Watching her, he tried again. "Countries have tax agreements. If you pay taxes in one,
you don't pay as much in the other. But | always pay in Morocco, so | end up remitting
some taxes more than once. And | pay sadaga as well as the zakat."

She stumbled on the words. "Zak—?"'

"Zakat." His voice had a harsher sound in Arabic. "I'm not sure of the trandation. Alms
tax? It's two-point-five percent of any liquid assets | have that have been in the bank for
at least year. Also ten percent on storable crops, like grain." He paused, asif searching
for words. "It isn't so much atax as an act of worship. Sadaga is extra, beyond the
zakat. It all goes to charities, and to people around me, in the circle of my life, who are
in need."

Dryly she said, "Apparently your kidnappers think they belong in that circle too."
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"Perhaps." He didn't sound convinced.
"What else could they have wanted?"

"Industrial secrets? My company has alarge division for research and development." He
shook his head. "Their story doesn't sound genuine to me."

"Did you tell the police that?"
"Yes."
She waited. "And?"

He scowled. "They have more than enough evidence to convict. So they courteously
suggest my suspicions are fanciful." Crossing his arms, he added, "1 am not nearly so
eccentric as everyone likesto believe."

That sounded asif it had a history far longer than the past few days. She wasn't sure
how to respond, but something seemed called for. So she said, "Smart people always
seem eccentric to everyone else.”

Hisface relaxed. "l doubt that's true. But thank you."
"I'm just glad we're free." She touched his bandaged wrist. "Does that hurt?’

"It'sall right." Uncrossing his arms, he gave her arueful smile. "My mother has
suggested, rather forcefully, that | am remiss as a host, bringing you here via a kidnap
attempt.”

Lucia managed a smile. "It's certainly different.”

"Ahmed is also concerned, particularly that you pulled out the IV. He says you shouldn't
be up at all."

"Ahmed?'
"My brother. He is a doctor."

"Y ou've an impressive family." She wondered if he had any idea how intimidating this
all wasto her.

Rashid stood and offered his arm, helping her up. He walked with her back to the room
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where she had awakened. She saw no chairsinside, only divans against the wall. So she
sat cross-legged on the bed. Rashid sat on the edge of the mattress, not close to her, but
it still made her wonder, given that they hardly knew each other. She wasn't sure what to
make of him: he was a confusing mix of cultures, modern and traditional, West and East.

"Thisisto be our room." Rashid paused. "I haven't slept here since we arrived, though."
She tensed. " 'Our' room? What do you mean?"

It was a moment before he answered. Finally he said, "If you have to ask that question,
we may have a problem.”

"What kind of problem?"

Quietly he said, "L ucia, you and | are married.”
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Chapter Five
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ZAKI

In the silence following Rashid's words, Lucia simply looked at him, too stunned to
react. She had no idea how to absorb such a statement. He regarded her with awary
tension, asif she had pulled a rug from beneath him and he wasn't sure how to respond.

Finally she said, "Good Lord."

He was watching her face closely. "When the police tried to take you from the plane, |
told them the first thing | thought of to stop them. | said you and | were engaged.”

"But why?"
Awkwardly he said, "They thought you were my mistress."

Luciareddened. "I appreciate your wanting to protect my name. But I'm not sure | see
why it mattered."

Rashid gave her an odd look. "Thisis an Islamic country. Having lovers outside of
marriage is against the law." He paused. "That doesn't mean it never happens. But under
the circumstances, | thought it better they believed you were my bride."

It was all beginning to make sense. The documents, the witnesses, their concern that she
gave her consent freely. Her fragmented dialogue with the priest made more sense now
too. He had granted them an express dispensation for an interfaith marriage. It told her a
great deal about Rashid's influence, that he had arranged it with such speed. Under
normal circumstances, they could never have received the dispensation in that manner.
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"That's what you were trying to tell mein the airport,”" she said. "We couldn't travel
together if we weren't married.”

"Y es. Especially for aman with my social position and conservative reputation.” He
pushed his hand through his hair, tousling the black locks. "Lucia, I'm sorry. | thought
you understood."

In hindsight, she could see how it appeared that way. She studied his body language and
facial expressions, trying to fathom him. He was no longer the unreadable cipher she
had first met at the state dinner. More than anything now, he seemed like a man trying

to deal with his own shyness in an awkward situation. It surprised her, particularly from
someone so well favored. Most men she knew with such striking good |ooks were more
confident around women. But then, she lived in aworld of performers and artists. She
had no real sense of the world Rashid inhabited. Y et now, suddenly, he was her husband.

She shook her head. "Once we escaped the airport, why didn't you take me to the
American consul? Or the embassy?'

The question seemed to surprise him. "It would have been rather strange to take my sick
wife to an embassy."

"What about in Taormina?' She watched him warily. "If you can't travel with me unless
we're married, how could we have gone out to dinner there?’

"Italy isn't Morocco." He spoke carefully. "But | did think, if we seemed amenable to
each other that evening, that | might raise the subject.”

Startled, she said, "Y ou mean marriage?"

"Were you awoman in this country, it would not have been unusual for my family to
approach yoursin regard to arranging a marriage."

Shefelt asif she werein asurreal Magritte painting. "Good grief, Rashid, what we did
was hardly arranged.”

Wryly he said, "So my parents have been reminding me since | carried you in here the
night before last." He cracked his knuckles. "This time, they expected | would at |east
consult with them first."
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"Thistime?"
He hesitated. "I was married once before. To awoman in England." With a shrug, he
said, simply, "It ended.”
She could tell the subject was off-limits. "But why me?"
His face gentled. "I've admired you for along time."

Although he wasn't the first person to tell her that, even with a marriage proposal, it
flustered her alot more coming from Rashid. "Y ou've seen me perform? | mean, besides
in Washington?"

He nodded. "About four and a half years ago | was on a business trip to VirTech
Systemsin California. Ted Duquois, the president of VirTech, knew | liked flamenco.
He and his wife took me to see your dance group in San Francisco."

She thought back to that tour. "We performed Con Amore, didn't we?"
"Yes. It was charming." Mischief flashed across hisface. "Especially you."

Again he surprised her. In Carl's production of Con Amore, she had danced the role of
the queen who headed a troop of Amazons. After they captured a male bandit, she
became enamored of the handsome thief. But he re-sisted her advances. With help from
Cupid, the two eventually found true love. The ballet was alot of fun, but she would
never have imagined Rashid, of all people, to be attracted by her portrayal of awarrior
queen.

She grinned. "So you like Amazons."

He gave her arueful smile. "l remarked casually on it to Ted and hiswife. They weren't
fooled by my supposed nonchalance. They suggested | send you flowers backstage."

Although she often received flowers from admirers, she didn't remember any from
Rashid. Still, it had been years. Carefully she said, "It's always a pleasant surprise.”

"I didn't do it. | thought it might seem intrusive, coming from someone you didn't know.
So | contented myself with your performances.” He rubbed his chin, looking
embarrassed. "Ted once suggested | 'sweep you off your feet.' Invite you to exclusive
restaurants, impress you with limousines and jewels."
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L ucia reddened. He certainly wouldn't have been the first to try that method. And fail.
She didn't care about gifts, [imos, or foods with names she couldn't pronounce. What
she really wanted was someone who understood her love of dance. Few people seemed
to realize that, though.

"I'm glad you didn't," she said.
Rashid shook his head. "I wouldn't want awife whose interest in me comes from my
wealth." His expression relaxed. "When | met you at the state dinner, | could see you

weren't that type." He made an exasperated noise. "' So after admiring you for years, |
finally had a chance to introduce myself. And what do | do? Act like anidiot."

"Rashid, no. Y ou were charming." With awince, she added, "I thought | had made a
fool out of myself."

"Not at all." He spread his hands, palm up, asif admitting defeat. "After that night |
couldn't stop thinking about you. | tried, but at the oddest times | would remember your
face or your voice. | finally realized | either had to marry someone else or find out if
you might share my interest."

She tried to imagine how she would have felt if he had proposed. Flattered, yes.
Immensely. But overwhelmed too. She would have wanted to know him better before
making any commitments.

Nothing had gone according to his plan, though. Or had it? Had she been wrong to trust
him? On first impression, he struck her as an honorable man. She also doubted he would
have protested when the police closed the investigation if he had any link to the
abduction. Still, she knew so little about him. He had so much power. It made her fedl
vulnerable and uneasy.

A melodious voice came from the arched doorway. "Rashid?'

He went to the archway and drew aside the cloth. Like a great ship coming into port, an
older woman with silver-streaked hair swept into the room, carrying a platter heaped
with pastries. Her silk robe, the deep blush color of roses, swirled around her ankles.
She had a plump, voluptuous figure and an unmistakabl e resemblance to Rashid.

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%20A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (84 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:18



Catherine Asaro - The Velled Web

A younger woman came with her, the girl in the striped robe, bringing atray with teapot
and cups. She was small, about five foot two, with creamy skin and a pretty face. The
whites of her eyes were beautifully clear, making her irises ook even darker and her
eyes even bigger.

Smiling at Lucia, the older woman spoke in an unfamiliar language, her voice rising and
falling with concern. When she finished, Rashid spoke to Lucia. "My mother, Lalla
Tamou, welcomes you to our home. She wishes to make sure you are comfortable and
have all you need." Softly he said, "She also extends her deepest regret that you were
introduced to our country in such an unpleasant manner."

Luciareturned Tamou's smile, trying to hide how self-conscious she felt. "Please tell her
I'm honored to be in her home."

Rashid trandlated, at some length, making L ucia suspect he was embellishing her
comments. He introduced the younger woman as Khadija, his sister-in-law, the wife of
Ahmed and mother of the boy who had run across the courtyard.

As Tamou and Khadija set their trays on the nightstand, they spoke with Rashid.
Translating for Lucia, he said, "They're worried about you. Y ou haven't eaten much
since | brought you here. Y ou've slept most of the time."

"| don't remember waking up at al," Lucia admitted.

He indicated the pastries. "Can you try to eat?' Ruefully he added, " Otherwise, | will
spend the rest of the night hearing what aterrible husband | am, to starve my wife."

Luciasmiled. "We can't have that." She took a pastry and bit into it. A burst of almond
flavor filled her mouth. After she swallowed, she said, "It's wonderful. Please tell your
mother how much | appreciate her hospitality."

Rashid trandlated for her, then said, "My mother thanks you for your kind words."

Tamou was watching her closely, and Lucia suspected Rashid's mother wasn't fooled by
her daughter-in-law's attempts to pretend she felt fine. She and Khadijawere soon
making their farewells, bustling and gracious as they left Luciato rest.

While Rashid walked his family back outside, L ucia set the pastry back on the tray. She
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didn't really feel up to eating. Despite the courtesies she had exchanged with her mother-
In-law, she wasn't at al convinced the meeting had gone well. She felt as if she were
struggling to stay afloat in a sea of unknown cultural cues.

She dlid off the bed and went to the window, where breezes ruffled the curtains. About
fifteen feet below the window, the ground rolled away in a gentle slope from the base of
the house. Beyond the open stretch of land outside, groves of almond trees spread out
across the valley. In the distance, a minaret lifted above the forest, and beyond that, a
range of mountains soared into the sky.

Earthen houses showed on either side of Rashid's home, the edge of avillage. Very few
windows looked out into the countryside; Rashid's was almost unique. L ate-afternoon
shadows filled the valley, pooling among the trees, softening the grasses.

The lush scene wasn't what Lucia expected. She knew almost nothing about North
Africa, though, neither geography nor culture. What recourse would she have if Rashid
decided to keep her here? She doubted it would be safe for her to walk off alone into the
countryside in such an isolated region.

Behind her, a curtain whispered. She stayed at the window, listening to the tread of feet
on the carpet. Then Rashid joined her at the window.

"Y ou seem troubled," he said.
She hesitated, unsure how to phrase her question. "What if | want to return home?'

Disappointment flashed across his face. Then his expression shuttered, becoming
unreadable. "Y ou are free to go, Lucia."
"When?"

"I'm going to Tangier tomorrow, to the offices of Jazari International. The city has an
airport." He lifted his hand asif to touch her cheek, then caught himself and dropped his
arm. "It isyour wish then? To leave?"

Was it? She had no doubt she wanted to return to MDT. But immediately? For all that
she loved dance, it had become so central to her existence that she had forgotten how it
felt to have anything elsein her life. She had no friends outside the studio. Nor had she
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had a vacation in years. Although she had dated a bit, she had never found anyone who
understood her commitment to dance, the long hours, the intensity, the dedication. She
wanted to love, hoped for a husband and children. But it had never worked out.

Did she want to walk out now? To say Rashid intrigued and attracted her was an
understatement. But she felt the immensity of the barriers that separated them.

"I'm not sure," she admitted.

"At least wait afew days, until we know more. It is safer here than in Tangier or en
route.”

She tensed. "Y ou think we might have more trouble?’

He raked his hand through his hair. "1 wish | could believe as the police do, that they
solved the case. But | can't. How did three such different people—an Italian security
guard, aretired Russian mgjor, and an ex-patriot Algerian—become involved together?
They have almost nothing in common, not culturally, socialy, religioudly, or
economically. It's like three computer modules that don't fit anywhere. To make sense
out of what they do, you need the larger program that runs them."

Although such aview would never have occurred to her, she could see what he meant.
"Y ou think they're part of something bigger?"

He hesitated. "I don't wish to alarm you."
"I'm an adult, Rashid. Tell me what you're worried about."

Quietly he said, "I think it's possible that much more exists in this situation than appears
on the surface. If that istrue, they will probably try again."

She rubbed her arms, feeling cold. "Do you have any idea why?"

" Something connected to my business? The research at JI? Our products?' He spread
his hands. "Perhaps it does involve money or politics. Or maybe someone wants to
make a statement that makes sense to them even if it doesn't to me. | don't know. But |
would rather be viewed as eccentric and overprotective than regret my choices later."

Softly Luciasaid, "We have a saying for that. Better safe than sorry."
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In agentle voice, he said, "For you aso. If you go back in public now, I'm afraid it will
make you atarget. Especially since you are my wife. And you travel agreat deal with
MDT. It makes you more vulnerable."
Remembering the drugged nightmare of the last few days, she suppressed a shudder.
What would happen if she returned to her normal life? Although most theaters had some
form of security, it was minimal. If someone wanted to reach her, they could do it far
more easily than if she stayed here. "Do you really think anyone would come after me?"
"Y ou witnessed everything." He touched her cheek. "Y ou don't know how much | wish
you hadn't been pulled into this."

"Or you." Shelooked up at him. "Do you have enemies who might want you hurt?"'

"Not that | know of." Light from the setting sun warmed his face. "l came home to
Morocco to be a professor at Mohammed the Fifth University. Instead I'm CEO of a
multinational corporation. So still | am learning." He grimaced. " Strategy formulation.
Resource management. Marketing. It never ends." Spreading his hands, he said, "Would
one of my competitors go so far asto kidnap me? It seems rather extreme."

Curious, she said, "If you were a professor, how did you end up as a CEO?"

Rashid exhaled. "When | accepted the position at Imperial College, my father was
disappointed. He had hoped | would join him at our company, al-Jazari Citrus." He
turned his hands palm up, asif to offer acompromise. "So when | returned to Morocco,
to teach, | wanted to offer a contribution to the business. | suggested we expand into
software. Sell aprogram | was writing." He looked disconcerted. "I never intended to
end up running al-Jazari Citrus."

She thought of the name he had used before. "I thought it was Jazari International."
"Now, yes." He cracked his knuckles. "The software sold a bit better than | expected.”
"What doesit do?'

"It's just a Web browser. It talks to you."

She stared at him. "Y ou wrote Websparks?"

"Well, yes, that'swhat | call it."
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"Good Lord." She could hardly believeit. "I useit." So did millions of other people.

His face gentled, lines crinkling around his eyes. "Then I'm honored." Mischief flashed
on hisface again. "Lucky program, to always be at the touch of your fingers."

As Lucia blushed, a beep came from Rashid's waist. Looking down, she saw ared light
glowing on abox that hung from his belt. He pulled off the beeper and read its display.

"What's wrong?' she answered.

"Zaki has problems."

"Zaki?'

A smile played on hislips. "A recalcitrant child, you might say."
A son? From his last marriage?"Is he yours?'

"Unfortunately, yes."

She felt awkward again. "Why do you talk about him like that?"
"Come on." He hung the box back on his belt. "I will show you."

They went through a side arch and followed a hall where a carpet the color of a sunrise
covered the floor. The day's warmth surrounded them, and dust drifted in the air. A
small crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling in the center of the hall. Mosaics tiled the
walls, similar to those in the courtyard, gold and bronze, flecked by aguamarine and sea
blue. Here the recurring theme was a beautiful star mosaic, an eight-pointed star
surrounded by interlocking designs that radiated out from the center. With astart, Lucia
recognized the pattern. It was the border that framed Websparks's screens.

Then Rashid stopped at an arched doorway—and opened its door into another world.

Gone were the organic colors and textures, the brass lamps, stained-glass windows, and
open arches letting warm air circulate. This room was all gleaming surfaces, dust free
and glossy, cool and air-conditioned. Fluorescent tubes in the ceiling cast diffuse light
over the lab.

Fascinated, Luciawalked in among the clutter, so absorbed she even managed to ignore
her fatigue, which had been growing since she had | eft her bed. Tablesfilled the room,
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crammed with computer workstations, printers, scanners, disk drives, CDs, disks,
papers, and more. The lab also had chairs, the first she had seen in the house. A network
server stood against one ivory wall, aboxy machine about the size and shape of two
filing cabinets, with lights glowing within it. A whiteboard hung on one wall, its glossy
surface covered with equations and diagrams written in blue felt-tip marker.

The floor made a hollow sound as she walked. She had never seen anything likeit. The
surface consisted of white carpeted squares, each about two by two feet, and edged in
metal. The cables that connected the computers were apparently under the floor, except
where they snaked up to the workstations or server. Several small robots about the size
of cats clustered in one corner, reminding Lucia of the machines Al engineers built to
give their computer programs mobility. In another corner, she saw what looked like a
high-tech dentist's chair surrounded by equipment. A metallic gold suit lay on it, under a
clear plastic tarp.

L uciawent to atable that held a workstation with a huge screen. She had seen many
excited notices about this computer on the Web: the Stellar-Magnum, a phenomenon
with a processing speed and memory beyond those of any other workstation in
existence. Its price went far above what an ordinary person could afford for personal
use. But then, from the looks of this room, she suspected the same was true for alot of
the equipment here. In his home, hidden and isolated in the mountains, Rashid had a
state-of-the-art Al lab that universities and industrial centers would envy.

"Amazing," Luciamurmured. She turned to Rashid, laying her hand on the Stellar-
Magnum. "Thisis the nine thousand series, isn't it?"

"That's right." He sounded pleased by her recognition.

"[t's gorgeous." She turned her attention to the display on the big screen. It was a mess,
awash of jagged lines and colors, like an impressionist painting of a seashore that had
splintered into horizontal shards. "But what happened to it?"

"I'm not sure." He came up next to her and sat in the swivel chair in front of the
machine. "Zaki?"
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Zaki? Lucia glanced around but saw no one. Nor did anyone respond.

Rashid pulled the Stellar-Magnum'’s keyboard into hislap. As hetyped on it, the
fractured seascape vanished, replaced by awash of blue. Another display formed, this
onein full-color graphics that appeared three-dimensional. It showed an office lined
with bookshelves and crammed with comfortable, worn furniture. A man in awhite
robe and a turban was sitting at a desk wedged in one corner between atable and a
faded divan.

"Zaki," Rashid said. "What's the problem?"

A man's voice came out of the workstation's speaker. “"Name, please.”
"Rashid."

A line of type appeared at the bottom of the screen:

Username: jazari

"Enter your password," Zaki said. Rashid typed, and another line appeared:

vaord: kkkkkkkkk*k*%x

When he hit return, the lines scrolled upward:

Welcome to Stellar-Magnum node 8

Node nameis. Zaki

Zaki: /home/jazari (1)

That surprised Lucia. Computers systems had become so friendly, with such slick
graphics, that it was difficult to reach this basic a level, where you had to recognize and
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navigate nuances of the operating system. Usually all a person had to do was manipulate
symbols, with no need to understand the system's underlying structure. In fact, with
Websparks, all you had to do was talk to the machine.

She leaned closer to read the words. Node eight? "How many computers do you have?"

He continued typing. "Eleven total in the house. This workstation is the front end for
Zaki." He gestured toward the server against the wall. "That runs everything, including
Bashir's computer and the one in Ahmed's office."

"Bashir?"

"Another brother." Peering at Zaki's screen, he set the keyboard on the table. "An
accountant for JI."

Lucia hesitated, her curiosity warring with her exhaustion, which had worsened, and her
uncertainty about asking him personal questions. But his family was her family, at least
for now. So she asked, "Do you have alot of brothers?!

"Five." As he studied the text on the screen, he added, "Three still live here, at the
house."

So he came from alarge family. Asan only child, Luciafelt afamiliar ache. She had
often longed for a sister to share her life. Her parents had never been able to have more
than one child and had lavished enough love on her for several families combined. She
hoped someday to give them many grandchildren to warm the empty spaces they had
hoped to fill with children of their own.

The room blurred around her, then came into focus again. Rubbing her eyes, she asked,
"Do you have sisters?

"Four. But none live here anymore." Rashid frowned at the computer. "Zaki, whereis
your log file?"

"It was corrupted when | ran out of memory," Zaki said. "I deleted it."

"Why?' Rashid asked.

"| needed the disk space."
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"Y ou have plenty of disk space."
"Now, yes. | didn't before.”

Rashid scowled. "So you deleted the log that contained the error messages telling me
why you ran out of memory?"

"Yes."
"| don't want you to delete files unless | ask you to."

"If you constrain my operations, | have less leeway in dealing with problems." Zaki
spoke asif he were trying to sound dignified but hadn't perfected the effect.

"The beeper will call meif you get into trouble," Rashid said.

" am fixing myself."

"I still need the log. Can you get it back?"

"I believe so." Now Zaki sounded like a computer. "At least parts of it."
"Good. Do it."

Zaki touched a panel on his desk and it morphed into a computer screen. As Zaki went
to work, Rashid glanced up at Lucia, alock of hair falling into his eyes.

"Wow," she said.
He pushed back his hair. "Doctoring adisk to recover adeleted fileis easy."

"No, | mean Zaki." She smiled. "He really sounded like he was talking to you. Even
better than Websparks." Although Zaki's "emotions' weren't all that convincing, it
intrigued Luciathat he had acted on his own and then argued with Rashid about his
decision.

Rashid grimaced. "l never had this much trouble with Websparks."

L ucia started to respond, then stopped as her vision blurred again. She laid her hand on
the table by the workstation to steady herself. To cover her fatigue, she said, "Why does
he speak English?"

"That'swhat | spoke in. | guess because you and | were." Rashid lifted his hand to lay it
on top of hers. Then he stopped and cupped an edge of the keyboard instead. "Zaki
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knows many languages.”

Luciawondered why he kept stopping himself from touching her. For the second time
In just afew minutes he seemed to hold back.

"What does Zaki do?" she asked.

"He'saWeb tour guide. A sophisticated Websparks." He glanced at the screen, which
showed Zaki working. A computer program working on a computer program on a
computer within acomputer. It struck Lucia as an apt image for the twenty-first century.

"I've been working on thisfor years," Rashid said. "l started when | wasin London."
She heard the longing in his voice. "Do you miss academics?"

Rashid spoke with difficulty. "It doesn't really matter. My family needed me more." He
looked back up at her. "' The world is changing and my family's business had to adapt to
survive. At Imperial College, | did alot with the Centre for Planning and Resource
Control. They collaborate with industry to develop new technology and applicationsin
the information sector. So when the time came, | had some idea how to bring al-Jazari
Citrus into the twenty-first century."

Impressed, she said, "Y ou've certainly done that."

He shrugged. "At Cambridge, | was crazy about my research. | wanted to rederive
number theory, write my own symbolic language, create an artificial intelligence,
combine the results with virtual reality, and develop a system to interpret the entire
World Wide Web. It was supposed to revol utionize the enhancement of human thinking
started by the computer age. 'llluminate the secrets of anew universe,' | said." Dryly he
added, "I was young and foolish then."

She spoke in a gentle voice. "Dreams are never foolish."
He sighed. "Perhaps. But reality has away of intruding."

*Can you continue your work here?' She indicated the lab. "Y ou've a wonderful setup.”
Shetried to ignore her sensation that the wonderful setup was, at the moment, tilting
around her.
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"I manageto do abit." He paused. "l prefer to keep this project separate from Jl."

JT. Jazari International ? She realized what had struck her earlier about the name. "Y ou
dropped the A-L. In al-Jazari."

His face shuttered again. "Some of our Western customers had trouble remembering the
name. So | took off the'al.' It just means 'the, after all."

Although he hid his discomfort, she was more attuned to his moods now and sensed it
had bothered him. "I guessit's difficult to change what defined your life for so long."

Hisface gentled. "Y ou're perceptive."

Luciasmiled. "But Jazari International does sound snazzy."
"Snazzy?' Rashid laughed. "Is that a noun or an adjective?"
"Adjective. You know. Cool. Actually, maybe 'hot' saysit better."
He blinked at her. "Cool and hot?"

Zaki spoke. "Snazzy is an Americanism derived from the words ‘snappy' and ‘jazzy." It
means stylishly attractive. Flashy."

Rashid glowered at the computer. "Do you have the log file back yet?"
"l am still working onit.”
Lucia held back her smile. She wanted to talk to him more, but she was having trouble

forming words. The light in the room was taking on an odd tinge, a dark sepiatone that
antiqued the furniture and darkened the walls, like an old fading photograph...

With a sense of drifting, she slowly collapsed. Rashid jumped to his feet and caught her.
"Ah, Lucia, I'm sorry. You're so physicaly fit, | forget you've been unconscious for two
days."

She leaned against him, her arms at her sides. But when he tried to pick her up, she
shook her head. "I can walk."

So they left hislab. The hall loomed before her, dusky in the sepialight. Surrounded by
antigue shadows, she concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. She felt
Rashid at her side, felt him wanting to help, but he respected her wish to walk on her
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own. She doubted he had any need to impose hiswill on others. For all his reticent
nature, he gave off the sense of self-confidence she had known only in people who were
at ease with their own authority.

When they reached his room, she lay down on the bed with a sigh of relief. Rashid sat
next to her, near her shoulder. He poured a glass of water from the pitcher on the
nightstand. She drank thirstily, only now realizing how parched she felt.

Concern creased hisface. "I'll get Ahmed." He took her empty glass. "Y ou should have
the IV put back in. Or you should eat, even if we aren't.”

"No. I'm all right." The thought of food made her queasy, as did the idea of aneedle
dripping her full of liquid. More than that, though, she dreaded being alone. Everything
here was unknown. Rashid was her anchor.

Closing her eyes, she sought to relax, starting from her fingertips and toes, first tensing
her muscles, then releasing them. She worked through her body, from the tips of her
limbsinward. It was an exercise she often used to unwind, particularly when she was
exhausted after many hours of dancing but too keyed up to sleep.

As her meditation deepened, she drifted into adoze...

Luciaawoke with a start, feeling as if she had lost something vital. Reaching over the
edge of the bed, she rummaged in her ballet bag until her fingers touched the slender
chain she sought. Then she pulled her cross out of her bag. After she fastened it around
her neck, she sank into sleep again.

When she next opened her eyes, the shadows of sunset had darkened the room. Rashid
was sitting cross-legged in the corner, leaning against the wall with brocaded cushions
propped around him. He was reading a book, alarge text with Arabic calligraphy on the
front. She wasn't sure, but she guessed it was the Qur'an.

Distant but clear, a chant drifted in the window. It curled through the evening, as eerie
asit was beautiful, rising and falling in an arabesque of sound. Rashid lifted his head,
going still as he listened. Then he roseto his feet and left the room.

A great booming woke L ucia, like the firing of a cannon. She couldn't have dozed for
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long; dusk still filled the room. Had she really heard the noise? She floated on a sea of
slumber, that netherworld between waking and sleep. Gradually she became aware of
music and voices in another part of the house. Then she sank back below the surface,
into deeper sleep.

When Lucia next woke, it was well into the night. Rashid lay facing her on the bed,
asleep but fully dressed, with starlight ghosting across his body. The fresh scents of
soap tickled her nose, and she could smell his damp, clean hair. Although his eyes were
closed, he didn't look relaxed enough to be deep in his slumber.

"When did you come back?' she murmured.
He opened his eyes and said what sounded like, "After breakfast."
"Breakfast?' At night? Or had he actually said, "Breaking my fast?'

He touched her face, this time making no attempt to stop himself as he traced the curve
of her cheekbone. She wasn't sure if the jJump in her pulse came from anticipation or
wariness. Or both. Earlier in the day he had refrained from touching her at all, except to
catch her when she fell. Now she felt none of that restraint. She was acutely aware of his
size and strength, and the heat he radiated.

Rashid dlid his arms around her waist and pulled her against his body. She laid her
palms flat against his chest. Instead of pushing him away, though, she slid her hands
across his shirt. She felt the soft cloth under her palms, and beneath that the hard planes
of historso.

Murmuring in an unfamiliar language, he pressed his lips against the top of her head. A
breeze rustled the curtains, sifting air across them. The night outside sounded muted and
distant: a creak of branches, the call of abird, no city hum or growl of traffic. Insects
chirped, and somewhere a dog barked.

Rashid laid his palm on the back of her head, somehow making that simple gesture
erotic, asif touching her hair was an act of intimacy. He rolled the strands between his
fingers the way a connoisseur would savor afine wine. Then he let his palm slide down
her back along her hair, all the way to her hips. She felt the strength in his hand. He
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repeated the motion, skimming her back, pressing in at her waist, sliding his palm over
her curves. Mesmerized, she closed her eyes.

When he splayed his hand at her waist and pulled her against him, Luciatipped up her
face, trying to see him in the starlit shadows. He bent his own head, searching, asif to
whisper in her ear. But it wasn't her ear he sought. Instead he kissed her.

Luciatensed, her pams still flat against his chest. A faint alarm far back in her mind
warned her to stop, but sheignored it. She didn't want to think. She wanted to kiss her
husband. She kept her hands between their bodies, like alast hope for the revival of her
fading common sense. Right now, though, fading common sense had alot to
recommend it.

Rashid deepened his kiss, tangling his hand in her hair. Eyes closed, Luciarelaxed and
moved one of her palms across his chest. When he felt her tension ease, he rolled her
onto her back, trapping her under his body. His hand slipped under her blouse and
across her skin until it cupped her breast.

Common sense came back with ajolt, accompanied by confusion. It was too much, too
fast. Thistime she did push at his chest, trying to make him stop. He kept stroking her,
with both his hands now, kissing her also as he held her down with hisweight. The
alarmsin her mind blared, reminding her like a deluge of ice water that she was alonein
aforeign country with little recourse aside from Rashid's goodwill, which he could
withdraw anytime.

Hislips brushed her hair. " So beautiful," he murmured.
"No." Sheinhaled sharply. "Don't."
Lifting his head, he looked down at her. "Don't?"

"Please." She was startled by how much her voice shook. "I know | signed the papers. |
know you have rights. But | didn't understand. | can't—I hardly know you."

Rashid's hands stilled. "It's all right, Lucia. | would never force you."
"|—I'm sorry." Her pulse began to slow. "l didn't mean to tease."

His grin flashed in the starlight. " Tease? What does that mean? To play?' He pulled his
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hand out from under her blouse, but then he touched her nipple where it pushed up the
cloth. "Y our body doesn't know you aren't ready yet."

She flushed, embarrassed, also relieved he wasn't angry, but still not sure he understood.
"It will have to wait, too."

Sliding onto his side, he eased his weight off her. "Then so can |." Mischief flashed on
hisface. "I will go crazy doing so, of course, but no matter. The rest of the world
already thinks | am strange anyway."

She smiled. "Y ou're teasing me now."
He pressed hislips against her hair. "I, tease? Never."
"Ah, but it's very fine teasing."

He pretended to bite her ear. "According to the English | learned, 'fine’ means
‘extraordinary in quality.' Truly you are a discerning woman."

Lucialaughed. "Y ou know, Rashid, you are nowhere near as somber as you pretend in
public."

"Don' tell anyone."

She closed her eyes. "Thank you," she murmured.

He spoke quietly. "We have plenty of time. As much as you need."
Did they? What if she wanted to go to Tangier with him tomorrow?

Rashid rolled onto his back and pulled her into his arms. She lay against his side, her
head on his shoulder, one palm on his chest. Although he stroked her hair, it was
absentminded now, for comfort rather than lovemaking. The rhythmic motion soothed
her. More than soothed. She didn't think he was trying to seduce her, though. She had
resisted enough seductionsin her life to know when it was deliberate. He genuinely
didn't realize the effect of his preoccupied caresses.

Eventually his hand stilled. Just as Lucia started to doze, athought came to her.
"Rashid?' Hmmmm?

"| was wondering. About Zaki."
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"Yes?
She hesitated, afraid her hunch would sound silly. So she probed for information first.
"He's meant to be a better Websparks?"

Rashid shifted her in hisarms. "Initially." Drowsily he added, "I meant him to augment
some hardware | designed. The R and D people at Jl built the product and wrote most of
the software for it. Zaki is something I've been doing on my own."

Asfar as she knew, hardware meant equipment and software meant programs that ran
on it. Was Zaki intended to run robots, like those in Rashid's |ab? That made no sense.
Why put a Web browser in arobot whose purpose was probably to learn by wandering
around the lab, much the way atoddler learned by exploring her surroundings? The
robots needed Al "brains' that could solve problems and make plans for dealing with
their environment. Not Web browsers.

So what hardware would use a sophisticated Web browser? Lucia had a guess, but she
still wasn't sure. "If you get Zaki to work, will your company sell the program?"

"I had thought about it," he said in a sleepy voice. "He's nowhere near finished, though,
and the product is about to go on the market."

Her excitement leapt. "Zaki isfor avirtual-reality suit, isn't he?"
Rashid opened his eyes. "How did you know that?"
"Good Lord." Luciastared at him. "Y ou're the Duke!"

He made an exasperated noise. "Why do Americans call me that? | know nothing about

jazz.
"Jazz?'

"Duke. For Duke Ellington."
"The musician?"

"Y es. People kept mangling my name. Then someone found out it means 'the man from
Jazaair.' Before | knew it, al these Web sites were talking about 'the Jazzman.' " Almost
growling, he said, "At least they spell that right."
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"How do they spell your real name?"

"Every way you can imagine. The worst was Radish ala-Jakarta." He glowered at her. "
was tempted to send the fellow e-mail informing him | wasn't a salad on the coast of
Ja\/all

Lucia struggled to hold back her laugh, but it came out anyway. "Oh, Rashid, that's
funny."

"I'm glad you think so," he grumbled.

"You'rethe inventor." She rolled onto her stomach and lifted her head to look at him
better. "Y ou created the Duke's suit."

Rashid regarded her, his face silvered by the starlight coming in the window. "Duke
Ellington was a gifted musician. But I'm not him."

She lay back down against his side, thinking. "If you don't come up with a new name
soon, before this one gets canonized, you'll be the Duke forever. With the Duke's suit.”

"I call it 'the VR suit.' " He settled her into hisarms. "Very sensible.”
"That's the problem. It's dull.”

"What do you suggest?"

"The Jazari suit."

"Everyone will mispronounce it.”

"Not once they get used to it."

"Americanswill cal it 'jazzy.""

"It will help it sell. Besides, it isjazzy."

"Itis?

"Cool. Y ou know. Like you."

"l do not know."

She laughed. "Y ou're too serious, Rashid."

"Why do people say this so much?' he grumbled. "Rashid, you are too serious. Rashid,
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you are too eccentric. How can | simultaneously be too serious and too eccentric?"
"You're different.”

"l don't want to be different.”

She pressed her lips against his cheek. "But you are so fine that way."

"Ah, well." He laughed softly. "If my beautiful wife tellsmethat | am ‘fine,' ‘cool," and
'Jazzy,' who am | to argue?’

She settled her head back against his shoulder. "So Zaki is the mystery program.”
"Thereis no mystery program. Zaki didn't go on sale because Zaki doesn't work."
"Even so, I'm impressed.”

His voice gentled. "Thank you."

After that they lay together. As Rashid dozed, still holding her, images of Zaki,
Websparks, and virtual-reality helmets drifted in Lucia's mind. Rashid astounded her
not only for his genius but also because despite everything—his wealth, influence,
power, and intellect—he remained modest.

That didn't change the gap in their educations, though. She wondered how long it would
take him to realize she didn't even have a complete high school education, and how that
would change his attitude toward her.

She must have dlept for awhile. Gradually she became aware that the room was
lightening with the oncoming dawn. A chant drifted through the crystalline air, haunting
and otherworldly, followed by the song of an oboe in the village.

Rashid let go of her then and got up, without speaking. She watched him leave,
wondering at his sudden distance. His relaxed affection from the night had vanished
with the glimmering dawn.

Drowsing, she waited for him to come back. But wherever he had gone, he stayed. Was
he working in hislab? She thought of Zaki. If he was only an expanded Web-sparks,
meant to serve as atour guide, why did so many legends surround him? Why had Mark
Spearman, a colonel who worked in military intelligence, been interested in Rashid?
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Was there more to Zaki? Enough to motivate a kidnapping?
Enough to kill for?
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Chapter Six

Previous||Top [[Next

ARABESQUES

Friday

L ucia opened her eyes into sunshine. She was still lying on the bed, fully dressed. And
alone. Disoriented, she sat up and looked around. Had Rashid already left for Tangier?
She felt stronger now, less dizzy than yesterday. And hungry. All she had eaten were the
pastries and tea. Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she rubbed her eyes. It was
midmorning, she guessed, perhaps ten or so.

The curtains in the doorway rustled. Then Ahmed's wife, Khadija, pulled aside the lace.
Dressed in a silken yellow robe that fell to her ankles, she all but glowed. Slitsin the
sides came about halfway to her knees, revealing a sheer lace robe that rippled like
liquid gold under her outer robe. Her hair hung all the way to her hips, black and glossy.
With her pretty face and large eyes she looked like a picture out of a storybook.

Luciasmiled. "Hi."
Khadija gave her a shy smile. "Bonjour."

Lucia smiled, feeling much more up to meeting Khadija this morning than yesterday
evening. "Please come in. Entrez-vous." She hoped she wasn't mangling the French too
much.

"Merci." Khadija entered, then paused as if unsure where Lucia wanted her to sit.
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Although the room had no chairs, richly cushioned divans bordered the walls. In the
corner where Rashid had been reading on the floor, brocaded cushions were piled high
in silky profusion.

Lucia dlid off the bed to stand with Khadija. "Did Rashid leave already?"
She seemed puzzled by the question. "Rashid ready?"

"Rashid went to Tangier?"

"Ah. No. Heis at la mosquée. Today is Friday."

Lucia hesitated. "Do you mean church?"

"Not church. But yes, aplace for prayers." Khadija shifted to French again, asking a
guestion.

After they struggled for several moments, back and forth in English and French, Lucia
spread her hands and gave her sister-in-law alook of apology. "Jeregrette. I'm sorry. |
don't understand. Je ne comprends pas."

With a shy smile, Khadijaindicated the door with her hand. "Eat, yes?"
Relief flowed over Lucia. "Yes. Thank you. Merci bien."

Khadijatook her out into the courtyard. On the second-story terrace that bordered the
yard, awoman in aflowing white-and-gold robe |eaned over the balcony and called to
them. As Khadija stopped to answer, another woman joined the first.

Soon a group of women and two teenage girls were descending the stairs. Severa of the
women looked to be in their sixties or older, and the rest were middle-aged, a generation
or so older than Khadija. Talking and laughing, their voices melodious in the morning
breezes, they came down in arainbow of fluttering silk. The older women wore soft
robes or caftans, gold, blue, green, agua, and turquoise. The girls had on skirts and
blouses embroidered with flowers.

Drawn by the voices, a gaggle of children burst out of an archway, throwing aside the
curtains. As the children and adults converged on them, Lucia tensed, overwhelmed by
the voices and colors.
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Khadija placed her hand on Luciasarm. "Is okay."
Lucia swallowed. "Thank you. Merci."

Khadija gave her arm a squeeze. As she made introductions for Lucia, voices piled up,
warm and mellow, with lighter accents from the girls and giggling from the children.
Although Lucia understood almost none of the words, she managed to put names with
faces. The portly matron with silver hair was Hajja Zineb. Rahma, a middle-aged
woman in a blue caftan, was mother to one of the teenage girls. The pretty five-year-old
peeking from behind Khadija's dress was Fatima.

Khadija murmured something about Lalla Tamou, and the group began to move,
sweeping Lucia along with them. Conversation flowed over and around her, familiar in
its cadences despite the unfamiliar words. When they reached a horseshoe arch, the
group drifted to a stop and began to break up, the adults returning to their work, the
children to their games.

When Luciaand Khadija were alone, Khadijatilted her head toward the archway. "The
mother of Rashid." She said it asif she were introducing the head of state.

"Oh." Having already met Tamou once, Luciafelt properly intimidated.

Khadija ushered her into a sitting room similar to the one outside Rashid's bedroom.
They crossed to an imposing archway, where Khadija pulled aside the curtains. In-side
the next room, Rashid's mother was seated on a plush carpet among a pile of cushions,
dressed in a silk robe that shade of rose found only in a deep, vivid sunset. She had been
reading, but as Lucia and Khadija entered, she set the book in her lap.

A low black-lacquered table stood by Tamou, and brocaded divans lined the walls, their
gold hues gleaming. Although Lucia saw no bed, she realized the divans could serve
that purpose. At first she wondered why Rashid had a European-style bed in his room.
Then it occurred to her he might not fit on adivan. Large by any standard, he was huge
for aMoroccan.

At Tamou's gesture of invitation, Khadija brought Lucia over and sank gracefully down
among the cushions, the blue velvet pillows a bright contrast to her yellow gown, like
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the sky with the sun. Lucia sat next to her, grateful for the dance training that allowed
her to move with ease despite how clumsy she felt in her jeans and blouse.

As Khadijaand Tamou spoke, they did their best to include Lucia. Although Lucia
didn't understand much of what they said, she enjoyed listening to the rise and fall of
their conversation. Tamou's voice flowed like dark honey, deep and rich, accented by
Khadija's sweeter, softer tones. They spoke with their hands as well, using animated
gestures. The entire time, Tamou watched Luciawith awary courtesy that missed
nothing. Luciafelt asif her mother-in-law were inspecting her, turning her upside down
and inside out.

When Tamou looked past Khadija and spoke, L ucia glanced back to see awoman
standing just inside the doorway. She wore agray robe, ssimplein cut and cloth,
functional in appearance. She nodded to Tamou and left the room.

A maid? Theidea of being waited on disconcerted Lucia. Had she not gone into ballet,
she might have become a maid herself for arancher in the area around Hachita. In high
school she had worked part-time as alaundry girl for alocal family, only afew hours a
week, because she spent most of her time in dance class, but enough to earn some
spending money.

The woman returned with asilver tray that held ateapot, a delicate blue glass edged
with gold, and pastries. She set the tray on the table by Tamou and poured green tea into
the glass. Then she rose and quietly withdrew.

Tamou moved the table forward into the midst of the three woman. She spoke to Lucia,
urging her with gestures and words to drink. Flustered, Lucia picked up the glass. Why
only one? Uncertain of the protocols, she sipped the tea. Mint. Strong and sweet, it
warmed her mouth. She swallowed, and the glow spread through her body.

"It'sdelicious," she said. When both Tamou and Khadija gave polite but bemused nods,
shetried again. "Trés bien."

"Merci," Tamou murmured. She picked up the pastry dish and offered it to her guest.

Lucia broke off a piece of the large pastry, then waited for her companions to follow

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (107 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:18



Catherine Asaro - The Velled Web

suit. When Tamou simply set down the plate, Lucia hesitated. Should she eat alone?

Khadija spoke. "Lalla Tamou says please for you to start." She hesitated. "For along
time you're not eating. Y ou must be more strong."

Lucia blinked. More strong? Perhaps K hadija meant she needed to eat to recuperate. It
was true, she had only afew bites since yesterday.

Asthe silence grew strained, Luciarealized she was sitting with the pastry in one hand
and her teain the other. So she set down the glass and took a bite of the pastry. It tasted
like adream: sugar, cinnamon, chicken, and crunchy almonds, with layers of a delicate
flaky crust that melted as she swallowed. The unfamiliar mixture of sweet pastry and
poultry delighted her.

"It's wonderful," she said. "Tres bien!™
Khadijagrinned and said, "Bastilla," asif only that was needed to explain her reaction.

Outside, aburble of children's voices burst forth, followed by a man's rumbling laugh.
The voices drew nearer, and Luciaturned to see Rashid pull aside the curtains. His
appearance startled her. He looked like another person. He wore aloose-fitting white
robe, rich and soft, with the hood lying against his back. Rich white embroidery lined its
seams and hems. Slits went up to about his knees on both sides of the robe, revealing
another robe under it and loose white cotton pants under that. He also wore white
dlippers and a white turban on his head.

Rashid came over and knelt by his mother. He gave her a hug, then kissed her on top of
her head, evoking a smile she tried to disguise as a frown. Tamou clucked and
attempted to give the impression she was scolding him—for what, Lucia couldn't
imagine. Rashid apparently couldn't either, given the mischievous tone of his responses.
But then Tamou grew more serious, tilting her head toward Lucia.

Rashid turned to her, his smile fading. "My mother worries that you aren't eating.
Ahmed also said this to me, this morning." He paused. "He wants to give you another
exam."

"I'mfine. Really." Luciadidn't feel ready to deal with more of hisfamily yet, doctor or
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no doctor. "Please thank your mother for the meal. It was delicious.”
"I will tell her."

As he spoke to Tamou, her attitude toward L ucia gained warmth. L ucia suspected
Rashid was embellishing her words in ways he knew would please his mother.

Then he stood up and offered Lucia his hand. "I'll take you back to rest now."

She didn't want to rest. What she really needed was afew hours in the dance studio to
work the kinks and aches out of her body. It had been three days since she had danced.
She hadn't gone this long without practice in years.

Still, she did fed tired. She took Rashid's hand and rose to her feet. When he saw she
could stand on her own, though, he let go of her. He talked a bit more with Tamou and
Khadija, then ushered Lucia out of the room.

Asthey crossed the courtyard, she gave him a curious glance. "What language do you
speak with your family? It doesn't sound like Arabic."

Before he could answer, two boys playing in the yard called to him, abandoning their
game of ball in favor of the better opportunities he apparently presented. They ran
around Rashid and Lucia, obviously entreating him to play ball. Laughing, he shooed
them away, until they chased each other off across the courtyard.

He paused at the entrance to his suite, still laughing. "They have more energy than
sense.”

Luciasmiled asthey entered his suite. "They like you."

"Ah, well. Perhaps." He seemed pleased. Asthey crossed the sitting room, he said, "We
speak Berber at home, a dialect called Tashelhayt. My mother's family are Berbers."

"Berber?"

He held aside the curtain in the archway to his bedroom. "The original Moroccans."
She walked inside with him. "Y our name sounds Arabic."

"As| am, on my father's side."

"Y ou almost look Spanish. Andalusian." Like her.
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He grinned. "l am a salad after al, yes? Many ingredients. My maternal grandmother
was Andalusian."

Intrigued, Lucia asked, "How did she come here?"

He let the curtains drop behind them. "For amost a thousand years, North Africa
exchanged its culture, religion, and way of life with Andalusia."

She gave him adry smile. "Is that atactful way of saying the Moors conquered Spain?'

Rashid laughed. "WEell, yes. Two Berber dynasties, the Almoravids and then the
Almohads, united Andalusia and northwest Africa. Moorish Spain flourished for
centuries, until the reconquista, at about the time Columbus discovered America." His
voice had become animated, much as when he spoke about his research. "It must have
been an incredible age, with so rich a north-south exchange of culture. Universities were
established, the model for our modern academic system. And the architecture! The
Alhambra, the Giralda, the Mosque of Cordoba." He paused, looking a bit abashed by
his own enthusiasm. "Anyway, that isall part of my heritage."

Listening to him, she could almost see the rise of dynasties, palaces, and empires.
Although she knew pieces of Andalusian history, she had never put them together with
modern Morocco. She had seen pictures of the Alhambra, a spectacular palace. Rashid's
home echoed that architecture on a smaller, more subdued scale, with its colonnades,
arabesques, vaulted halls, and horseshoe arches.

Impressed, she said, "Y ou're awalking slice of history."
"I never thought of it that way before."

Lucia started to speak, then stopped as dizziness swept over her. Swaying, she grabbed
the edge of the arched doorway.

He offered hisarm. "Y ou should lie down. Y ou really do look tired."

Shetook hisarm. "l fedl fine." Shyly she added, "I am hungry, though. That pastry was
wonderful."

"I will have someone bring you more." Although he stood next to her, she felt his
distance. He set her apart, like afly in amber, and she wasn't sure how to interpret the
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separation. He seemed unfamiliar to her now, beautiful in his robes and turban, but
unlike anyone she had ever known.

Rashid motioned to a divan sofa against the wall. "Would you like to sit?"'

"Yes. Thank you." She went to the banquette and sank into its pillowed depths, relieved.
Feeling self-conscious, she said, "Y our family wouldn't eat with me. Did | offend them?"

Rashid seemed surprised by the question. "No. Not at all." He sat on the other end of the
divan. "They are fasting. For Ramadan."

She hoped she wasn't tripping over a cultural barrier. "I don't know what that is."
"Ramadan is a holy month. We fast between sunrise and sunset."

"Why?"'

He paused, thinking. "Y ou could describe it as a purification, both mental and physical."

L ucia thought of the forty days of Lent that came each year before Easter, symbolizing
the days Jesus spent fasting in the desert. "To strengthen your commitment to God?"

"Yes, actually. And to give thanks."
She reached over and took his hand. " ou must get hungry."

Rashid watched her, his whole body going still. Then he squeezed her hand. His gaze
took on the same inviting warmth he had shown her last night when he held her in his
arms. He started to lean toward her, asif to embrace and kiss her again.

Then he reddened, pulling away his hand. He stood up, went to the window, and |ooked
out at the forest, his hands clasped behind his back.

The rgjection stung. "What's wrong?' Lucia asked.

Standing there, with the breeze ruffling his robe, he watched the countryside. “"Nothing."
"Did | offend you?"

Startled, he turned to her. "No. Of course not." Softly he added, "Not at all."

"But—?" She couldn't make herself ask why he had wanted her last night but not now.
Watching her face, Rashid said, "Abstinence is part of the fast."
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That she hadn't expected. "For an entire month?"
"Yes." He paused. "Well, yes and no. Only between sunrise and sunset.”

That explained last night. But she still didn't understand why he wouldn't touch her now.
"All | did was hold your hand."

"It isn't only physical. Theintent isjust asimportant. Y ou abstain in thought too."

"But we weren't doing anything."

Awkwardly he said, "That assumes that holding your hand—that it would have no..."
After waiting, she said, "Y es?"

"No other effect. On me." He cleared histhroat. "Lucia, let's talk about something else.”

"All right." She hesitated, unsure where in her world-view to put many of the things he
had told her. Searching for a more neutral topic, she asked, "Are we going to Tangier
today?"

"That'swhy | came back early. I'm flying out of Marrakech this afternoon." He cracked
his knuckles. "I think it best if you remain here."

Apprehension rippled over her. Y esterday he had said she was free to leave. Was the
other shoe about to drop? She got off the divan and went over to him. "Why?"

"If you are with me, you are less protected.”
"If someone wants to silence me, what isto stop them from coming here?"
Hisface paled. "l have taken steps to protect my family."

Like the shift of an optical illusion, her perception changed. He feared his presence
made her and his family into targets. He was leaving to take the people he cared for out
of danger.

Watching her face, he spoke quietly. "1 know you have almost no more reason to trust
me than the people who kidnapped us. But | mean you no harm."

Gently she said, "I could tell that right away." It didn't stop her unease. She spoke with
care. "But it's been too long since |'ve danced. | have to work out every day."

"I wish we had a place for you to practice." His expression warmed. "The way you dance
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—itisgracedistilled into its essence.”

"Thank you." Despite the beauty of his words, she remained disquieted. However valid
his reasons for wanting her to stay, the situation came down to one fact: Without help,
she had no way to leave. If she walked out, she would be stranded in the mountains with
no resources. A target for Rashid's enemies? She had no idea even whom to fear.

"Do you have my passport?' she asked.

"Yes." He watched her asif trying to decipher her thoughts. "I got it from my contact in
Oujda, along with the marriage license.”

"I'm supposed to carry it with me at al times."

"I'll get it for you before | leave." He tried to push his hand through his hair and
knocked off histurban. Making a grab for it, he caught the unraveling cloth asit floated
to the floor. "Pah," he grumbled. "Ever since | started working with computers, |'ve
been doing that."

She smiled. "The computers make you do it?"

Rashid looked embarrassed. "I run my hand through my hair when | work. Usually |
don't even know I'm doing it." He pulled alock of his hair up. "It ends up looking like
this."

She laughed. "The latest in men's fashions.”

Hisface relaxed. "l hope not." He paused, then added, "Before | leave today, | will have
a place set aside for you to practice. We have some empty rooms upstairs.”

Relief trickled over her. "Thank you."

Quietly he said, "But | must ask that if any men in the household accidentally walk by
when you are practicing, you cover yourself. They won't come on purpose, but they
might not realize you are there."

"All right." She had no wish for any strangers to see her practice, male or female. It
made her uncomfortable. Going onstage was different. A performance created separate
spaces for the dancers and audience. In fact, it was similar to what she felt with Rashid,
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the two of them standing together yet separated in invisible spheres. When a person
came into the same room where she was practicing, she felt vulnerable, unprotected, as
If they trespassed into her private sphere.

"I don't know how to act with your family," she admitted. "I'm always afraid of doing
the wrong thing." She hesitated. "Perhaps | could just stay here when I'm not
practicing?"

His face gentled, releasing atension she hadn't realized he held. She wondered what
made him soften. Then she realized that implicit in her question was the assumption she
had agreed to stay here while he was gone.

"L eaving you alone would be a strange thing for my family to do," he said. "They will
think they offended you." With arueful smile, he added, "My mother would castigate us
al for being inhospitable." Watching her face, he said, "But you do look worn out. | will
tell them you are still recovering and must sleep. Then you can rest here if you like."

"Thank you." She wished he didn't feel he had to go so soon. "When do you leave for
the airport?

"In about an hour. I'll come see you beforel go."

After Rashid went to prepare for histrip, Lucialay down on one of the divans. As she
tried to sleep, a haunting chant drifted through the window, from the minaret, carried
through the clear mountain air.

The hall with the Websparks mosaic led to Rashid's computer lab. When Luciaflipped
the switch near the door, the room flooded with light. Organized clutter greeted her. The
screen of the Stellar-Magnum showed the turbaned Zaki leaning back in his desk chair
with his hands folded in his lap and his eyes closed.

Luciadlid into the workstation chair. "Zaki?"
He opened his eyes. "As-salamu alaikum."

"Can you speak English?' she asked.
"Certainly." He sat up. "What can | do for you?"
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"I'm not sure," she admitted. "I was restless. | couldn't Sleep.” The closer it came to the
time for Rashid to leave for Tangier, the more her disquiet grew.

"| have anumber of games," Zaki said. " Strategy, adventure, mazes, and so on."
"No, thank you. | just need to talk to someone."

"Ah. Conversation. Talk. A chat. Gossip." He paused. "I don't know any gossip.”
She smiled. "Not even the gossip about yourself?"

"What gossip?’

"That you're too dangerous to release with the VR suit.”

He shrugged. "As soon as | am fully functional, Rashid will put me into production.”
"Why aren't you fully functional ?"

"If I knew, | would fix it."

"| meant, what makes you go haywire?"

"Haywire?"

" Stop working. Bomb."

He gave areasonable imitation of afrown. "l have never released a bomb."

That intrigued Lucia. Although not all computer users used the word "bomb," most
knew what it meant. Zaki's response suggested he had almost no exposure to the
el ectronic community.

"| meant, what events cause you to stop working?' she asked.

"It varies. Most recently, |'ve had trouble carrying out virtual conversations for tour
groups.”

"Virtual conversations?"

"It ishow | develop my ability to converse." He sounded like Websparks now. Bland. "
run several versions of myself and have them talk, one playing the role of tour guide

and the others as the tour group.” He spread his hands. " The conversations often cause
me to 'bomb," as you say."
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L ucia considered him, rubbing her chin. That he incorporated "bomb" into his speech so
fast suggested he augmented his conversational ability faster than \Websparks. Perhaps
his troubles came from having too little knowledge. She didn't doubt he had huge
databases of facts, many more than Websparks; the Stellar-Magnum had afar greater
capacity than any computers Rashid would have used to develop Websparks. But
knowing facts about hu-man behavior, even entire psychology texts, wasn't the same as
understanding true human interactions.

A computer program could calculate the energy levels of helium with ease, but could it
come up with the comparison of a sunset to arose? The first task required it apply
precise rules to well-defined symbols; the second relied on vague concepts of beauty,
color, and analogy. She could tell Websparks "the sunset is like arose" and it would
store the data. She doubted it could make the analogy on its own, though. In fact,
knowing Websparks, if shetold it such athing, the program would apply that data using
roses of any color, even black, or come up with other wonko responses, such as sunsets
having thorns.

What about Zaki? She thought it rather charming Rashid shielded him from imagery
such as "bomb," either by intent or as an unconscious by-product of his own personality.
Or maybe "bomb" meant something different in England. She wondered, though, if
Rashid was isolating Zaki in other ways too, without realizing it. In doing so, he might
limit the range of Zaki's responses, which could be a possible source of his current
problems. She would love to play with the program, as she had with Websparks, to see
how far it could develop. Zaki could probably leave Websparks in the dust.

"What are you doing?' Rashid asked.

Swiveling her chair around, Lucia saw him standing in the doorway of the lab. He had
changed into a gorgeous silver-gray suit with awhite shirt and blue tie.

"| wastalking to Zaki." Shyly she added, "Y ou look nice."
He blinked. Then mischief flashed on hisface. "Y ou need glasses, my light of the sea."
Smiling, she asked, "Are you leaving for Tangier?"
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"In about ten minutes. Actually, | cameto tell you your mother is on the phone.”

That caught her off guard. Your mother is on the phone. So normal. So mundane. It gave
her an anchor in this sea of confusion.

She stood up. "How did she get your number?"

"| phoned your parents the night we were married, as soon as | arrived here. They've
called every day since."

"They must be worried." She went over to him. "Where is the phone?’

"In the family room. I'll take you." Instead of moving, though, he stayed in the doorway,
gazing down at her, his hand braced against the doorframe, the sleeve of his suit
brushing her hair. She paused, aware of his height and strength, wanting to put her arms
around him but afraid he would rebuff her again.

"Don't stay away too long," she murmured.

His face warmed into a smile. "With arequest like that, how could 1?* He straightened
up and motioned her toward the hallway, with its arabesques of gold and blue mosaic.

The courtyard was full of children playing chase. Two women were standing on the
second-story terrace, watching the children and talking to an adolescent girl in the
courtyard who was pouring water onto the tiles around the fountain.

An unwelcome thought came to Lucia. She froze in the middle of the courtyard.
Rashid stopped next to her. "You look asif you just bit into a sour peach."
"Rashid..."

"Yes?

"| was just wondering."

He waited, then said, "About what?'

"The women in this household outnumber the men."

"Well, yes, that's true."

"Arethey, urn, that is..."

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (117 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:18



Catherine Asaro - The Veiled Web
Puzzled, he asked, "Are they what?"
"| wondered how many of your brothers here are married.”
"Just Ahmed." His voice gentled. "And now me."
She stared up at him. "To all these women?"

He gave a soft laugh. "Ah, Lucia, don't look like that. No, we are not married to all these
women. Ahmed is married to Khadija. | am married to you. My father is married to my
mother. The others are relatives. Aunts, cousins, nieces. And no, | wouldn't take another
wife."

Shewinced. "Am | that easy to read?"
"Y ou've a beautifully expressive face. When you dance, it is like magic."

"Oh." That could be embarrassing. Then, realizing her silence could be interpreted as an
ungracious response to his courtly comments, she said, “Thank you."

They reentered the house through a horseshoe arch. The family room was much like the
one where she had dined with Tamou and Khadija, with brocaded divans along the
walls. However, this room also had an entertainment center, with alarge-screen TV,
VCR, stereo and CD player, and a compulter.

The phone was on a table across the room. Tamou stood by it, holding the receiver, but
the room was otherwise empty. Luciawondered where everyone had gone. To the
mosgue? She had yet to meet Rashid's father or brothers.

When they reached Tamou, her mother-in-law gave her the receiver, al the time
watching her with an intent gaze.

Lucia put the phone to her ear. "Hello?"
"Lucital" Relief saturated her mother's voice. "Sweet Mary, honey, are you all right?"
"I'm fine, Mama."

"Y our father isin Washington. We've been in contact with Colonel Spearman. We can
get you help if you need it."

"I'm fine. Redlly. I'm staying with Rashid's family."
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Her mother paused. "Are they there with you right now?"
"Yes."

"If you want help to get out of there, just say 'yes.""

"I'm not sure. | don't think so."

"How can you not be sure?"

"I'm just not."

"Did you consent to marry this man or not?"

"Yes. Sort of. | mean, it's complicated."

In acareful voice, her mother said, "What do you want meto tell Mark?"

Luciaknew it would be to her benefit to have alifeline, in case anything more
happened. "Tell Colonel Spearman I'm staying with the al-Jazari family in their home
above Marrakech. For afew days."

"A few days?'
"Yes."

"And if you don't come home in afew days, we should get help? Is that what you're
trying to tell me?"

"Yes"

"Y ou're sure you don't need anything now?"' Her mother sounded puzzled. "Y ou're not
just afraid to tell me?"

"I really am fine. It's beautiful here."
"Why don't you want to come home?"
"Mama, | just got married.”

"You like him?"'

"| think maybe."

"Y ou 'think maybe'? What kind of reason is that to marry?' Her mother made a noise
that sounded suspicioudly like harrumph. "We've never met this boy. Don't girls bring

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (119 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:18



Catherine Asaro - The Veiled Web
their young men home to meet their parents anymore?’
"It al happened rather suddenly."

"That's not the way the news reporters made it sound."
Luciablinked. "Reporters? What do you mean?"

"It was al over the TV and newspapers. And Theresa said that her boy, you know, the
one with all the computers, he told her it was all over the Internet. Y ou go marry a
famous computer genius big shot and you've never even told us you know him?"

"Rashid and | just met."

"Rasheed? That's not Spanish.”

Aware of Rashid listening, Luciasaid, "It's African, | think. Or Arabic."
Rashid formed a silent word. Moor.

"He's Moorish," Lucia added.

"Why didn't you tell us about him?"

"It happened so fast."

In aquieter voice her mother said, "He told us you've been sick."

"| was for awhile. But I'm fine now." Still watching Rashid, Luciaadded, "Tell Colonel
Spearman I'll stay in touch."

"And if you don't, something iswrong?'

"Yes. Cal meevery day, okay? I'll let you know how | am."
"We will, honey."

"Thanks, Mama. | love you. And Dad too."

As Lucia gave the phone to Tamou, Rashid asked, "Who is Colonel Spearman?' He was
no longer smiling.

"Mark Spearman,” Luciasaid. "He's afriend of mine."

Asthey left the salon, she wondered at Rashid's reaction. He had become distant again,
hidden behind the fortifications of his reserve. At the state dinner, Mark Spearman had
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questioned her with an unusual intensity about Rashid. Now Rashid seemed uneasy over
her association with an Air Force colonel. Why? She remembered her words to Mark: It
all gleams on the surface. Like you. Like Doctor al-jazan. You never know what goes on
underneath. And Mark's response: | don't think you would want to know. Had he meant
Rashid or himself? Although Mark had always shown her his gentle side, she had no
doubt he could be ruthless when necessary. But that would be in defense of his
principles, which she had always admired. Surely she could trust him. Couldn't she?

Lucia swallowed. She had to trust Mark. She had just made him her lifeline.

Out in the yard, Rashid spoke to his mother in Berber. Her cool response and frosty
expression, which included Lucia, left no doubt she was displeased with both him and
his new wife. Luciawondered what they had done to earn her disfavor.

Pausing by the fountain, Rashid turned to Lucia. "l have to leave now. My mother will
show you the room upstairs you can use to dance."

So. Perhaps that explained Tamou's chill. Lucia suspected ballet wasn't high on her
mother-in-law's list of useful wifely behaviors.

She spoke awkwardly. "Please thank her for me."

Rashid spoke to his mother again, then hugged her. Tamou relented and smiled at him,
clearly more willing to forgive her firstborn son for his transgressions than his new wife.

Turning to Lucia, Rashid murmured, "l will see you in afew days."
She swallowed, wishing he didn't have to go. "Have a good trip."

Rashid nodded, his face gentle. Then he took his leave. He headed back to his suite,
though, which puzzled Lucia. She didn't remember his rooms having an exit to the
outside. So why was he going back if he was leaving for the airport?

She turned to find Tamou studying her. In cool tones, her mother-in-law said, "Ur trit at
kshamt?' She paused, then spoke in French, carefully, as if the words were less familiar.
"Voulez-vous rentrer?"

Luciareddened. "Je regrette. Je ne parle pas francais." I'msorry, | don't speak French:
That about exhausted her repertoire of French phrases. She had no idea what the Berber
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words had meant, though she suspected it was the same as the French.

"S0." Tamou gave her apolite smile and seemed at aloss for any other response. She
gestured with her hand instead, as if inviting Luciato return to the house with her.

This time Tamou took her up to the second story, using a staircase in a corner of the
courtyard. In the terraces upstairs, everything was tiled and embellished by lacy grill-
work, all the walls, ceilings, and floors. The fluted columns and horseshoe arches
created beautifully vaulted spaces.

Zineb and Rahma came out of aroom and joined them in strolling along the terrace.
Luciadid her best to be pleasant and unobtrusive. The amiable, silver-haired Zineb
seemed to enjoy her company. Rahmawas more reserved, but still friendly. Although
Tamou treated Lucia with unfailing courtesy, Lucia suspected her mother-in-law would
have annulled the marriage in ten seconds flat had that option been available to her.

The rooms upstairs were simpler than below, most with whitewashed walls, scant
furniture, and no windows. Tamou stopped at an empty room. This one did have a
window on the far wall, a generous opening bordered by trellised grillwork. It looked
out over the amond trees and white-capped mountains.

"Id." Tamou said. "For dance, bien, yes?"

"It'swonderful." Luciawalked into the spacious room and turned to Tamou. "Tres bien.
Merci beaucoup.”

Lalla Tamou seemed mollified by her enthusiasm. She spent several minutes showing
Lucia the room. Then Tamou motioned them back the way they had come. She, Zineb,
and Rahma all accompanied Lucia downstairs, back to Rashid's rooms. Then they
proceeded to give her atour of the suite. Although Lucia had seen most of it, she hadn't
realized its full extent. It contained over twenty rooms, most smaller versions of the
main salon. Rugs covered the floors, indoor panels of stained glass glowed, and divans
lined the walls, strewn with brocade or velvet pillows.

Both bathrooms were tiled in blue, green and gold, with gold fixtures. One had a white
tub on fluted feet and the other a shower with a massage-sprayer that snapped into a
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hook on the wall. At the sink, Tamou turned on the gilded hot-water tap and put Lucia's
hands under the heated stream. Lucia had the impression her mother-in-law was waiting
for her to show the proper appreciation for the fact that Rashid provided his wife with
not one but two such rooms. When L ucia effused about the suite, Tamou seemed
satisfied.

One small room contained no furniture or carpet, only arug rolled up in one corner. As
L ucia started to enter, Tamou shook her head. "Only Rashid," her mother-in-law said.
Then she led Lucia away, down the hall.

When they passed the computer lab, Lucia paused to open the door. Tamou stiffened
and motioned her away. Even the usually amiable Zineb seemed surprised Luciawould
consider entering the lab. So Luciawent on with them. But the closed door puzzled her.
She and Rashid had left it open. Was that why he returned to his suite before he left?
Although his family seemed to consider his lab off-limits, he had said nothing to her
about staying outside, not even when he found her chatting with Zaki. She hoped he
hadn't gone back to lock the door; she would misstalking to Zaki.

The last room was atreasure. A library. Floor-to-ceiling shelves crammed with books
lined every wall. Two easy chairs stood in the center, along with a sofa and two tables
heaped with books. Lamps with oriental shades stood behind the chairs, shedding warm
light.

Luciaturned around in the middle of the library, taking in all the books. "C'est
merveilleux," she told Tamou, hoping she got the phrase right.

Tamou looked pleased with her reaction. It didn't surprise Lucia; from what she had
seen, Rashid's family placed great value on education.

The whisper of slippered feet on the carpet rustled outside the library. Then Khadija
came through the doorway, her arms full of rainbow silks, the glistening cloth rippling
like liquid. She smiled and offered the garments to Lucia. Stunned, Lucia stared at her.
Then, recovering herself, she tried to take the pile. Clothes spilled everywhere,
fluttering across her arms and the sofa.

Laughing, Khadija caught a blue robe and held it up to Lucia. "Is not so bad, yes?"
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"It's beautiful," Luciasaid. "Tres belle. Thank you. Merci." She directed her response as
much to Tamou as to Khadija, knowing her mother-in-law was the one who would have
arranged for the clothes.

L uciawished they had alanguage in common. The struggle to communicate drained
her, all the more because she wanted to make a good impression. She had always been
an introvert, recharged by time alone. Dancing was, oddly enough, the perfect outlet, a
choreographed release of emotion that let her offer what she had to give while
protecting her behind invisible walls that separated without confining.

Here she had no choreography, no rules, no practiced steps. Interacting on this personal
level, even with her own friends, in her own language, took energy. Now she felt
overwhelmed and vulnerable.
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Chapter Seven

Previous||Top [[Next

SPACES
OF THE MIND

The studio door stayed closed for about one minute.

After Rashid left for Tangier, Lucia had felt even more the need to dance, to seek the
meditative state where her emotions, intellect, and body came into balance. Now,
dressed in her leotard, tights, and dance skirt, facing the window that looked out to the
mountains, she began her plies, bending her legs to warm up her muscles.

When the door squeaked, she turned to see five-year-old Fatima peeking into the room.
Giggles came from outside and the door inched open all the way.

Four girls clustered in the doorway, ranging in age from about four to nine.
"Hello," Luciasaid.

Fatima dimpled. The oldest girl smiled, spunin acircle, then stopped and motioned at
Lucia, asif she were atop they were trying to start spinning.

"All right." Luciafelt less self-conscious with children. They were far easier to deal
with than a formidable mother-in-law, and Rashid hadn't said anything about not
dancing in front of the girls.

After they all settled down against the wall, Lucia continued her exercises. pliesto
warm up her legs; tendus and dégagés for her feet; port de bras for her arms; pirouettes
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to spin, her skirt wrapping around her legs and then swirling free. In the center of the
room, she practiced arabesques, her body supported on one leg, with the other extended
straight out behind her, parallel to the floor or even higher, her arms stretched out to
create the longest possible line from her fingertips to her toes, her shoulders square to
the line of direction. She had known the word arabesque came from the ornaments in
Moorish art and architecture, but she had never understood what that meant until now,
when she saw the beautiful geometric designs in the mosaics throughout Rashid's house.

Eventually she went on to other exercises: leaps, glides, balances, jumps, beats,
stretches, and kicks. When she finally finished her practice, the girls burst into a
delighted chorus of voices. Fatima and the four-year-old jumped up and twirled across
the room. Lucia smiled, entranced by the spinning girls. Then she went to her ballet bag
and pulled out a gamis, alacy white shift that came from the clothes Khadija had
brought her. Asshe put it on, it fell in soft folds to her ankles.

An intrigued voice came from the doorway. "My cousins, they look like tops."

She spun around. A boy of about sixteen stood leaning against the doorframe, watching
with curiosity. He had to be Rashid's brother; the similarity was obvious. But where
Rashid was tall and muscled, this youth was slender, only afew inches taller than Lucia
Rashid's handsome features suggested strength and power; this boy was undeniably
beautiful, even among a people who were by nature beautiful. Soft curly hair framed his
face and tumbled down his neck. He wore tight jeans, atailored Italian shirt with the top
button undone, a gold chain around his neck, and cowboy boots, of all things.

She blinked, at aloss for words. Finally she said, "Hi."

The word seemed to intrigue him. "Hi." He grinned, his smile revealing a more
flamboyant version of Rashid's mischief. "Who are you?"

His open manner surprised L ucia, though she wasn't sure why. After al, he had waited
until she finished dancing and covered herself before he came in to introduce himself.
Still, he was far less formal than the adults in his family. Then again, so were most other
Sixteen-year-olds she knew.

Most of the girls flocked around her, inspecting her actions and peering into her bag.
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Fatima ran over to the boy, chattering in Berber. He listened with obvious disbelief,
then looked up at Lucia, an unexpected flash of anger darkening his face. Hetried to
hide his reaction, to speak with courtesy, but unlike Rashid this youth had never learned
to mask his beautifully expressive features. "Y ou are the new wife? The wife of
Rashid?"'

"Yes." She hesitated, puzzled. Why would her marriage to Rashid anger him? The boy
was obviously less conservative than other members of the household. Then it occurred
to her that might be the problem. Perhaps, in this youth's eyes, Rashid wasn't allowed to
break the rules.

He stepped toward her, asif intrigued to meet this inexplicable phenomenon that had
appeared in his house. Then he stopped, awash of conflicting emotions on his face,
curiosity warring with his uncertainty about how he should treat her. Underneath it all
he exuded an undefined resentment that remained unspoken and unacknowledged.

Before she could say anything more, a voice came from the doorway, snapping with
both anger and relief. "Jamal!"

The youth spun around. Tamou was standing in the doorway scowling at her son. She
spoke again, and L ucia needed no trandator to know that despite her quiet voice, Tamou
was furious at him.

Jamal went to his mother and spoke soothing words, obvioudly trying to placate her.
Tamou wasn't buying it. She answered with remarkable control, given the emotional
turmoil that showed on her face, which was as expressive as Rashid's when he relaxed
his defenses. A tear ran down her cheek, making Lucia wonder just how long Jamal had
been gone, and whether he had permission to go wherever he had been.

As Tamou motioned for Jamal to come with her, she glanced at Lucia. Although she
nodded with courtesy, condemnation crackled in her gaze, asif she believed Lucia had
deliberately sought to provoke an aready troubled youth.

After they left, Luciaslid down the wall and sat next to her ballet bag. The girls settled
around her, watching with solemn gazes. Luciasighed. "I don't seem to do anything
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right." In response, Fatima murmured asif Luciawere asmall child in need of comfort.

A shadow fell across Luciaslegs. Looking up, she saw Khadija. Luciamoved over,
making room, and Khadija settled next to her, surrounded by the children. Khadija
spoke in French, but Luciajust shook her head, too demoralized to attempt an answer.

Khadijasighed. "I'm sorry. | speak little English."

L ucia managed awan smile. "Y ou have more English than | have French. Or Berber. Or
Arabic." Or sense, she thought. She should have insisted Rashid take her to Tangier.

Khadija struggled for words. "Jamal is... angry. Always he hear, 'Rashid this, Rashid,
that." Maybe too much."

"Has Jamal been away?"

"To Marrakech."

That surprised Lucia. "All by himself?"

"Again, sil vous plait?"

"His parents let him go to Marrakech alone?’

"They tell him no. But still he goes.”

Luciastared at her. "At his age? L ooking the way he does? He's asking for trouble.”
"He go see school friends."

"He goesto school in Marrakech?"

Khadijanodded. "Y es. But not now. Not summer. He has tutor here, a la maison. In
school, he—I am not sure how to say. Absent de |'école sans permission. Play too much,
study too little. So now, he must study in summer. He doesn't like." A smile quirked her
mouth. "He think about girlsalot.”

L ucia smiled, remembering the boy's stunning appearance. "I'll bet the feeling is
mutual ."

"Jamal est trés gentil,” Fatima announced. She crawled into Khadija's lap.
Khadijatousled the girl's hair. "Il n'est pas 'gentil." Jamal est un bel homme."
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Luciasmiled. "Is Fatima your daughter?"
Khadijalooked up at her. "Pardon?’
"Daughter.”" Luciatickled the girl's nose, evoking aripple of laughter. "Is she yours?"

"Ah. Out." Khadijaindicated one of the other girls, who looked about seven years old.
"Also Zohra. | have son, also. Boy you see yesterday."

L uciaremembered the boy in the courtyard. Surely he couldn't be Khadija's son. "How
old is he?

"Huit. Eight."

"But you are so young."

"Y oung? Mais, non! Y ou, me, same age."

"I'm twenty-four."

Khadija paused, trandating the number. "Moi aussi."

That floored Lucia. It meant Khadija could have been no more than sixteen at her son's
birth. An arranged marriage? Perhaps Ahmed had been more accepting of his parent's
choice of bride than Rashid. But even so, in this day and age, it was young in most any
country, including Morocco.

Curious, she asked, "What about Rashid's sisters? Where are they?' When Khadija
indicated she didn't understand, Lucia said, "Sisters. Rashid's sisters.”

"What mean 'seeser'?' Khadija asked.

Before now, Lucia had never realized the shortcuts in pronunciation she took when she
spoke English. She touched Fatima's curly hair, tilted her head at Zohra, and then said
the word with better articulation. "Sister."

"Soeur, Maman," Zohra said.
"Ah. Yes." Khadijabeamed at Lucia. She stood up, holding Fatima. "1 show."

The children came with them, a parade full of warbling young voices. Asthey all
descended the stairs to the courtyard, Lucia glimpsed Tamou and Jamal across the open
gpace. Jamal had on arobe now, similar to the one Rashid had worn, except this had
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black, gray, and white stripes. Underneath it, he wore his jeans and boots.

When Luciaindicated mother and son to Khadija, her sister-in-law told her that in all
the mosques of the kingdom, it was a practice for people to read aloud, in agroup, a
hizb, one of sixty sectionsin the Qur'an. Doing one section after dawn and one after
sunset, they finished the book in a month. During Ramadan, the second recital took
place after the afternoon prayer because people broke their fast after sunset. So Tamou
was sending her wayward youngest son to be with his father and brothers, participate,
and in general behave himself.

From what Lucia gathered, the al-Jazari women also observed the practices of their
religion, but here rather than at the mosque. Rashid's father came from Marrakech, from
atraditional and well-respected family. Apparently when Tamou married him, she
agreed to adopt hisway of life, which included the women staying at home.

When they reached the courtyard, the girls ran off, their interest caught by a splashing
game severa other children were playing at the fountain. Khadijatook Luciato the
library in Rashid's suite. As Lucia sank into an armchair, Khadijatook a book from the
shelf and brought it over to her.

Thetitle appealed to Lucia: The Deep Song: A History of Gypsy Music in Andalusia and
Morocco. Khadija sat in the other armchair, looking inordinately pleased. Puzzled,
L ucia studied the book again. And saw the author.

Aisha al-Jazari.
Lucialooked up at Khadija. "Rashid's sister?"
"Oui." Khadijatapped her temple. "Aishavery intelligent. Like Rashid."

"Everyone hereisintelligent." Luciaflipped through the book until she found a bio at
the end:

Aishaal-Jazari was born in 1977, in Marrakech, Morocco. After earning degrees from
Mohammed V University in Rabat and Juilliard in New Y ork, she joined the faculty at
the Sorbonne in Paris. A renowned composer, al-Jazari is best known for the lyrical mix
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of flamenco and Arabic influencesin her music. Her signature piece is The Courtyard, a
haunting composition inspired by her childhood in one of Morocco's few remaining
domestic harems,

Luciaread the |last sentence again. And again. She must have misunderstood. Either
that, or whatever home Rashid's sister had grown up in, thiswasn't it.

Glancing at Khadija, she asked, "Did Aishalive here as a child?"
"Of course," Khadijasaid.

L uciaread the bio again, scratching her chin.

"What iswrong?' Khadija asked.

She looked at her sister-in-law. "It says Aishagrew up in a harem."

"Ah." Khadija shook her head. "In Morocco, this word means different. Not what you
think. But Lucia, amost no one here say it now." She made afrustrated noise. "l have
not the words in English. Ask Rashid."

"All right." Lucia had known Rashid's life was different from hers. But she was
beginning to wonder if she even had a clue to just how different.

Zaki had died again.

When Luciareturned to the suite, after talking to Khadija, she decided to see if Rashid
really had locked her out of the lab. Pleased, she discovered he had left it open, which
was fortunate because Zaki was in trouble. The display on his screen resembled a
deserted beach on a cloudy day, with blue-gray water whipped by gusts of wind into
white crests. Except angled lines sheared through this beach. It looked painful.

Lucia knew her empathy for Zaki wasillogical. He was a computer program. He didn't
suffer when he "died." Even so, the fractured seascape bothered her.

As soon as she restarted the workstation, the screen went dark, then cleared to blue. She
entered Zaki after the prompt and a new display formed, showing his office with him at
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his desk.

"Zaki?' Lucia asked. "Can you hear me?'
"Name, please," he said.

"Rashid."

Asthe words Username: jazari appeared at the bottom of the screen, Zaki said, "Enter
your password."

L ucia rubbed her chin. Although Rashid had made no attempt to hide his password from
her when he typed it, the fact that he had one suggested he wanted his work protected.
On the other hand, he hadn't objected to her talking with Zaki, he hadn't locked the lab,
and he had left Zaki running. What that meant, she wasn't sure, but it gave support to the
side of her mental debate that argued she should go ahead and explore the lab.

Curiosity won. Luciatyped: Westminor.
"Password incorrect," Zaki said. "Please reenter."

She sat back in the chair, idly swiveling back and forth. Had there been an sin the
word? She tried: Westminors.

"That isaso incorrect,” Zaki said.

L ucia doubted he would let her keep guessing forever. What was it? Westmiser? Then
she knew. She typed Westminster, for Westminster Abbey in London.

"Welcome to Stellar-Magnum node eight," Zaki said. The same words appeared on the
screen, followed by:

Node nameis; ZakKi

Zaki:/home/jazari(1)

"Hey, sharp guy,” Luciasaid. "¢Quétal?'

Zaki leaned back in his chair. "It goes poorly, I'm afraid. | am having consistency
problems again."
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His response intrigued her. "If you understood what | said in Spanish, why did you
answer in English?"

"Because you used more English words than Spanish.”
"Smart computer.”

"Actually, | am the software rather than the computer."
She smiled. "Very literal software.”

"Of course. It is a characteristic of computer programs.”
"What consistency problems are you having?*

"| was running another virtual tour," he explained. "It was fine until we went to a soccer
gamein Germany."

"What made you fail?"'

Zaki scowled. "I did not ‘fail." | still work."
"Only after | restarted you."

He glared and didn't deign to answer.

"Amazing," Luciamurmured. To react to her comment about failing, Zaki had to know
what fail meant, what human responses were appropriate reactions to failure, and which
response best suited the personality he conveyed. He needed the right intensity in
reaction; fury was too much, boredom too little. He had to select appropriate
expressions, gestures, and body language, link them to his words, and link those to the
graphics. To keep the conver-sation flowing, he had to do all that in afraction of a
second, for everything he heard or said.

The more Lucia thought about it, the more Zaki astounded her. Rashid must have given
him a huge database of moods, dialogue, and human psychology, then designed him to
rewrite himself according to his interaction with people and his own simulations, so he
would evolve, expand, and refine his capabilities. His sophistication had to be on the
cutting edge of the field.

Except he had fallen over that edge today and crashed.
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"Zaki, do you know how Rashid designed you?' she asked. "Did he use a knowledge
base, like Websparks?"

"The part of me that converses with you relies on an augmented knowledge-based
architecture." He sounded like a computer now instead of a person. "Underneath | am a
mixture of designs.”

Underneath? That caught her attention. Underneath what? He consisted of text turned
Into electronic processes. Those processes weren't literally "above™" or "underneath”
anything. She wondered how he would react if she threw some provocative questions at
him.

"Do you mean that you have a conscious and an unconscious mind?* she asked.

Zaki regarded her for several seconds. Finally he said, "My manner of processing might
be compared to such concepts.”

Manner of processing. Not thoughts, conscious or otherwise. She felt atinge of
disappointment. But as least he considered the possibility. That meant he had succeeded
In interpreting the idea of a consciousness, which was probably a necessary step in
developing one.

"Tell me about your underneath processes,” she said.

"I've an extensive neural net. My neurons, that is, my 'brain cells,' are segments of code
that can make connections to other segments of code, somewhat as neurons make
connections to other neurons."

It didn't surprise her. Neural nets offered more flexibility than systems like Websparks.
When a net performed atask well, that strengthened the link among its neurons; when it
did a poor job, that weakened the links. No system she knew of came near to
approximating a human brain, though. If she compared a human neuron to a computer,
then the brain had about a hundred billion computers networked in parallel, each
making several thousand connections to other brain cells. In her more fanciful moments,
she wondered if the Web itself offered the first glimmerings of aworldwide brain. It
boggled her mind to imagine Zaki simulating even afraction of abrain's capacity. The
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Stellar-Magnum did give him alot to work with, though.
"What else do you use besides neural nets?' she asked.
He leaned forward. "Are you familiar with genetic programming?"

"I think s0." She thought back to the reading she had done. "It's away you can write
yourself. A way to evolve. Y ou create new program segments for yourself by copying
parts of 'parent' segments and combining them in 'children’ segments.”

"That'sright."

"Anything else?' she asked.

"I use frames, filling themin as| need."
"I'm not sure | understand that one."

Zaki tilted his head. "Here is an example. My Cat frame. It includes hundreds of
attributes, such as fur, four legs, tail, whiskers, and pointed ears. My LikeCat frame
includes ‘cuddly," 'pet,’ and 'purrs.' My HateCat frame includes ‘aloof,' 'caterwauls,' and
'not dog." "

Luciagrinned. "What do you do with all these cat frames?"

"Whenever a cat comes up in conversation, | fill in the frames with appropriate details,
such asfur color, age, and tail length. | link it to LikeCat, HateCat, Don'tCare, or
whatever frames are appropriate. 1've procedures too, like PetCat and ChaseCat."

"Impressive." No wonder Rashid was so well known for hiswork in Al. "It sounds like
your soccer-game frames are having problems, though, if using them makes you bomb."

"I didn't 'bomb," " he said stiffly, sounding human again. "l had a seizure. Of sorts."

"Do you mind discussing it?" As soon as she asked the question, it struck her as odd.
Zaki simulated emotion. He didn't feel anything. Then again, this might be exactly what
he needed—interactions that prodded him to respond as if he had emotions.

He paused for several seconds. "I'm not sure," he finaly said. "What would you like to
know?"

"What was it about the soccer game that caused you problems?"
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"It wasn't the game, actually. While | was talking to one simulation, the others had an
argument about what refreshments to buy. Every time one made a suggestion, the others
made five. The number of suggestions grew at a ridiculous rate. Combinatorial
explosion. | suppose you could say they 'blew up.'" With agrimace, he added, "A great,
big Zaki bomb."

She smiled. "That couldn't have helped the soccer game."

"| was trying to develop more flexibility." Squinting at her, he said, "I may have
overdoneit a bit."

She held back her laugh. "Just a bit."
He scowled. "Y our tone suggests you find me amusing.”
"Y ou can analyze my tone?"

"Of course. | break it down into harmonics and compare it to my library files." He
sounded like a computer again. "l have several thousand emotions cataloged, each in
varying degrees of intensity and shading."

"Wow."

Thistime Zaki grinned. "Now my librariestell me you are impressed.”
"They'reright." Another thought occurred to her. "Do you know who | am?"
"Rashid, officially."

"Why officialy?

"Y ou are using his account."

"What about 'unofficially?"

"| do not believe you are Rashid.”

"How can you tell?"

"Y ou have a different voice. Y ou don't respond like him. Nor does he usually speak to
mein English.” Dryly he said, "Besides, you don't resemble him at all."

"Y ou can see me?"
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"L ook up in the front right corner of the lab."
Lucialooked. A camerathere blinked ared light at her. "Is that your eye?'
"Inasense. It films you, then digitizes the result and sends it to me viaacable."
She shifted in her chair. "Can you turn it of f?"
"Yes. But why?"'
"It makes me self-conscious.”
"What would you say if | asked you to wear a blindfold when we spoke?’

Luciaexhaled. "Okay. | see your point." She considered him. "Aren't you rather
sophisticated just to be atour guide of the Web?"

"| am aremarkable program,” he agreed smugly.
"You'reamost an Al. Artificia intelligence."
"| doubt the genuine Rashid would agree."
She smiled. "Am | afake Rashid?"'

"| have no idea asto your identity."

"My nameis Lucia. I'm Rashid's wife."

"l wasn't aware he had married."

"It happened rather suddenly."

"Luciadel Mar?'

"Good grief. How did you know that?"

Zaki looked smug again. "I deduced it."

"But how?"'

"Rashid has most of the MDT videos available on the market. He also likes to visit your
Web page. And he has written you e-mail, expressing admiration for your work."

Luciablinked. "Y ou're kidding."

"I'm afraid 'kidding' is beyond my capabilities. At least, | believeitis. | could be
wrong." He crossed his arms and glowered at her. " Although you and Rashid often seem
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to find me amusing."

"It's fondly meant," she assured him.

"Fondness for a computer program. An odd concept."
She hesitated. "Y ou said Rashid wrote me e-mails?"

"He never sent them." Zaki sighed, asif to say Rashid was hopeless. "He is quite shy,
though I'm sure he would deny it."

"I get alot of e-mail from fans." That was, in fact, why she had a public e-mail address,
given both at her Web site and in her MDT program bios. For the most part she enjoyed
her fan mail. Every now and then, though, she received notes a bit on the strange side.
One fellow had written along, rambling discourse that somehow connected her
performance in Fanfarita with his conviction that aliens were beaming secret messages
into his brain.

"What did Rashid write?' she asked.

Zaki's face went blank, asif he hadn't yet perfected showing a human emotion when
making whatever type of decision he was currently involved in. Then he focused on her
again. "Since you are now hiswife, it is probably all right if | read you one." He opened
adrawer in his desk, rummaged through his folders, and withdrew a sheet of stationery,
an ivory bond with gilded edges. Peering at it, he said, "Dear Missdel Mar: Y esterday |
had the opportunity to attend a performance of Raymonda, by the Martelli Dance
Theatre. | would like to thank you for an excellent evening of dance artistry. Y our
portrayal of Raymonda is unsurpassed.

"| also enjoyed browsing your Web site. In particular, | noticed the three-dimensional
rendering you created called Ballet World. Y ou might be interested in the graphics at
the Taurus site. They have amirror design that would fit well with your dance studio."
Zaki scanned the paper, then added, "He gives the Web address for Taurus Graphics and
ends with 'Sincerely, Rashid al-Jazari.' "

"He's right about the Taurus site. | found it when | was doing a search on clip art with
ballet themes." Luciasmiled. "That's a nice letter. He shouldn't have been shy about
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sending it."
"Well, perhaps. But would you like him as much if he wasn't that way?"

That threw her for aloop. What a question for a computer to ask. It wasavalid one,
though. Would she like Rashid if he were pushier? " Probably not,” she admitted. She
shook her head. "Zaki, you're alot more than a fancy Websparks. Using you to tour
people around the Web is like hiring Einstein to run a cash register. Truly awaste."

"What waste?' Zaki grumbled. "I can't even simulate a few people buying pizza."
"Y ou need to interact with real people.”
"Until you came, Rashid was the only real person available for interaction.”

"What about the Web?' An idea cameto her. "WEe'l send you into chat rooms. See if
you can fool people into thinking you're human."

"What if | '‘bomb," asyou so indelicately put it?"
"People get knocked off the Web all the time. No one will blink twice if you disappear.”

"Everyone blinks. All thetime." He paused. "Or is that an idiom expressing the lack of
surprise?’

"You learn fast."

"Of course."

"Want to giveit atry?”

He grinned. "1 would most definitely like to fool some humans."

Lucialaughed. "I'll bet. But first we need to get onto the Web. Can you run Websparks?"

He regarded her with alofty gaze. "l have every version of Websparks ever written. In
fact, | suggested a number of fixes for the most recent versions." His expression shifted
into chagrin. "We needed them because | '‘bombed' when Rashid tried to run me
alongside Websparks."

"I'm still impressed,” she assured him. Glancing around the workstation, she saw afew
books and disks, but no modem. "Is your modem inside of you?"'

"| don't use one. Rashid has a satellite dish on the roof. His company |eases a data link
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to the satellite."
Luciawhistled. "Not bad."
"It isimpressive," he agreed.
"So how do we connect up?"

"Usually," Zaki said, "the computers are connected to the house's local area network
through a patch panel herein the lab. A router cable plugs into the panel so data can
pass from the LAN to the router and then to the satellite dish.”

Luciablinked at the techno-talk. "Usually?"

" Someone unplugged the cable." He put his elbows on the desk and folded his hands
under his chin. "Rashid came in and did something several hours ago. | didn't make a
recording, however. | was simulating being asleep.”

That surprised her. "Adleep? That sounds like a waste of time."

He spread his hands. "Perhaps. But | wanted to model the experience."
"And Rashid disconnected you while you were sleeping.”

"Apparently so."

|s that why he had come back here before he left for Tangier? The ideatroubled her.
With access to the Internet, she could send e-mail, visit Web sites, talk to people, and in
general interact with the world. By disconnecting Zaki, Rashid cut her off from
everyone. It might have nothing to do with her, of course. But she couldn't help but
wonder if he meant to isolate her. Without the Internet, she couldn't contact Mark
Spearman unless Rashid's family let her use the phone in the public family room.

L ucia checked the entire lab but found nothing that resembled Zaki's description of a
"patch panel." She didn't believe for one second that the man who created one of the
world's leading Web browsers had no access to the Web. When she found a locked
closet, she had a good guess where he hid the panel.

Just to be sure, she searched the rest of Rashid's suite. No patch panel. Findly, in the
library, she gave up her search and sank into an armchair. She felt like flotsam adrift in
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the fractured sea of Zaki's landscape.

Khadija beamed at Lucia. "Beautiful ."

"Thank you." Self-conscious, Lucia smoothed the silk robe that drifted in blue-green
foldsto her ankles. Gold embroidery decorated its seams and hems, and a gold belt
cinched the waist. Her freshly washed hair cascaded down her back. Gazing into
Khadija's mirror, she thought: 7 look different. "Different" was relative, though. Now
she resembled the other women in the household. It was hard to believe no more than a
day had passed since she had awakened in Rashid's home, or that Rashid had left for
Tangier only this morning.

Khadija's curious gaze shifted to Lucia's neck. Glancing down, Lucia saw her cross
gleaming in the diffuse light. It was the first time today she had worn it outside her
clothes. She hadn't hidden it on purpose; it just settled under her blouse when she put it
on. She touched her fingertips to the smooth metal, comforted by its presence. She
doubted anyone in Rashid's family would say anything, but she wondered if it would
make them uncomfortable to see so obvious areminder that he had married outside his
faith. She didn't want to take it off, but she felt self-conscious. So she compromised with
herself; when Khadija turned toward the door, Lucia slipped the cross under her robe,
where it no longer showed.

Khadija ushered her out of the suite where she and Ahmed lived with their children. As
they approached the courtyard, a murmur of voices washed over them. Outside,
shadows softened the courtyard, and sunset had turned the sky into a wash of vibrant
coral and rose hues. Guests filled the area tonight, people gathered around the fountain
and by the stairs, sitting on stools or standing, talking among themselves, socializing,
laughing softly in the slumbering dusk.

Khadijaand Lucia crossed the yard like wisps of silk fluttering in the dusk. Asthey
passed people, Khadija smiled, nodded, murmured, "As-salamu alaikum." They didn't
stop to talk, but instead crossed to another of the horseshoe arches. A distant chant
drifted through the crystalline air, beneath the glowing sky. Lucia still couldn't make out
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many of the words, but she thought it started with Allahu Akbar.

Inside, they entered a dining room that made L ucia catch her breath. Stained-glass
panels graced the walls, glowing with light from other rooms, mellow and serene. Blue
and gold mosaics bordered the horseshoe arches that opened into the room. Three
circular tables stood low to the ground, set with white tablecloths, silver, fine china, and
goblets made from rose-hued glass. Velvet cushions embroidered in gold lay around the
tables and on the divans, blending with the lush carpet. Sparkling and gleaming, evenin
the dim light, the room looked like a setting from the tales of another world.

The other women she had met in the family were already there, seating children at the
tables and talking among themselves. One mother carried a baby in asling on her hip.
Two adolescent girls regarded Luciawith curiosity, as if she were a phenomenon from
another planet. Khadija's ten-year-old son was making faces at five-year-old Fatima,
who giggled, then covered her mouth.

As Luciaand Khadijajoined several other women, Hajja Zineb came up next to them,
offering a silver platter with dates. Following the others, Luciatook a date and nibbled
on the fruit. It filled her mouth with a sweet burst of flavor. As Fatima and Zohra
ambled past them, arguing in Berber, Luciarealized the dining room was almost empty.
Children still darted everywhere, but only she, Khadija, and Zineb remained, and the
mother with the baby, who sat curled in a corner on adivan now, soothing the fretting
child.

"Fatimal" Khadija made an exasperated noise as her daughter collided with atable, then
ran off, dashing out of the dining room. Curious, Luciafollowed her. Looking outside
Into the courtyard, she saw that the rest of the family had joined the visitors. The adults
stood in lines, side by side, al facing the east, with the men on the far side of the
courtyard and the women behind them, closer here to Lucia. Most of the older children
stood with the adults, but some of the younger ones wandered among the lines. Fatima
had found Lalla Tamou and was next to her grandmother now, trying to look grown up.
Far across the courtyard, an older man stood in front of the lines. His voice carried
across the open space, melodic and clear.
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From behind her, in the dining room, Khadija murmured in Arabic and Zohra answered
her mother. Turning, Lucia saw they were settling the remaining children at the tables.
Hungry and fidgety, the children had begun to argue among themselves. L ucia smiled
and went over to help. When she glanced back through the archway to the courtyard,
she saw the adults and older children kneeling on rugs set on the ground.

Next to her, Khadija spoke softly. "It isthe salat. The sunset prayer."

L uciafelt the community among the family and guests. She thought of Rashid, cut off
from his family, friends, and neighbors because he feared his presence would endanger
their safety, even their lives. She hoped he had joined friends in Tangier tonight, that he
wouldn't be alone. But knowing the sense of responsibility he felt, she thought he would
probably stay by himself, with only his bodyguards for company, rather than risk
endangering anyone else. The kidnapping and its unresolved aftermath had done more
damage than simply making two people sick from drugs and ill use. It also left Rashid
in alonely exile he maintained to protect the people he loved.

Feeling more subdued, Lucia helped Khadija and the other women settle the children
and feed them small pastries. After afew minutes, the family members began to return
to the dining room, coming in groups of two and three, with children chattering around
them. Soon the room was full of people, not only the immediate family but also guests
Lucia hadn't met. She heard voices from other parts of the house as well, as other guests
settled down to dinner in other rooms.

Lalla Tamou stood with her sons, Jamal and Ahmed. They were talking to another man
in his late twenties. He had the al-Jazari 100k, that blend of Arabic, Berber, and Spanish
L ucia had come to associate with Rashid's family. Dressed in cotton robes and trousers,
with brown hair, green eyes, and a husky build, he stood taller than Jamal and shorter
than Ahmed.

Khadija drew Lucia over to them. Smiling at her, Ahmed introduced the stranger as
Bashir, another of the a-Jazari sons, an accountant for Jazari International. Rashid was
the eldest of the ten al-Jazari children, followed by Aisha, Ahmed, Bashir, aslew of
other siblings, and finally Jamal as the youngest. Bashir nodded to L ucia, taciturn, more
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distant than Ahmed, but not unfriendly. She wasn't sure whether Ahmed actually was
more relaxed with her or if the others only seemed more distant because they spoke less
English. Or perhaps it was Ahmed's good-natured face and friendly voice that helped
put her at ease. Every now and then his spectacles dlipped down his nose and he pushed
them back into place.

During the introductions, the teenaged Jamal watched Lucia asif he had no idea how to
translate her into areality he understood. He still seemed irked, though not as much as
this afternoon. She wasn't sure what made him angry. His uncertain silence made her
wonder if even he didn't know the answer. Earlier today, from Khadija, she had
gathered that Jamal's parents encouraged him to be more like Rashid. She had the
Impression Jamal both loved and resented his prodigious older brother. It wouldn't
surprise her: Rashid, firstborn, genius, world traveler, influen-tial CEO, doctorate
holder, and favored son—having such an example held up to him day in and day out
probably weighed on Jamal like aton of bricks. No wonder he rebelled.

Luciaamost smiled, better understanding why Jamal was irate that Rashid married an
American ballerina. Rule-breaking was Jamal's territory and prerogative. Enough of a
generation gap existed between the two brothers that Jamal probably saw Rashid more
as a parent than a contemporary. It would make it harder for him to understand how his
older brother struggled with his own ambivalences, even his own rebellions. Perhaps
this marriage gave Jamal awindow onto Rashid that he hadn't imagined existed,
showing him a side of his older brother he hadn't known aboui.

Unexpectedly, Tamou seemed more at ease with her tonight. She still watched Lucia
with wary courtesy, asif uncertain whether her new daughter-in-law was here to stay or
would soon make life acceptable again by going away. But she showed more warmth.
Gradually Luciarealized her change of clothes helped. She fit more naturally with the
family now, more the way Tamou expected of Rashid's wife.

A stir came from the doorway, followed by voices raised in respectful greeting. Lucia
turned to see an older man enter the room, his face ruddy as if he had been outside in the
wind. Excitement rippled in the children's voices, and the family greeted him with
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obvious deference. They addressed him by many names: Hajj Abdullah, al-Hafiz
Abdullah, or Shaykh Abdullah.

He riveted Lucia's attention. His face had an austere quality, all planes and angles, with
ajutting nose and deep-set black eyes. White peppered his heavy eyebrows and streaked
most of the short black beard that covered his lower face. He stood taller than Ahmed,
taller indeed than anyone in the family except Rashid, with alean, amost gaunt build. A
turban hid most of his hair, and his robes hung loosely from his shoulders. He projected
a sense of asceticism, one heightened by the fierce strength of his features.

With a surge of panic, Luciarealized he was headed straight to where she stood with
Tamou. Dismayed, she amost took a step back from him.

He was smiling, though. As the man joined their group, Ahmed spoke. The man
responded in Arabic, then paused and again gave Luciaaformal, but not unkind, smile.
Ahmed trandated, introducing him as Si al-Hajj Abdullah. His father. Rashid's father.
The al-Jazari patriarch.

Trying not to stammer, Luciathanked her intimidating father-in-law for his hospitality,
doing her best to respond with the same grace Rashid's family had shown her. With
Abdullah, she felt even more a sense of separation than she did with Rashid, asif she
weren't in the same room, but in an invisible sphere muffled from his world, contiguous
with it but never fully present.

After the introductions, they settled down to eat their meal. The men sat at the table
nearest the door, and the women and children took the other two. A boy of about eleven
watched the men, his uncertain stance suggesting he didn't want to sit with the children
but wasn't sure if he felt ready to object yet. Abdullah glanced at him and tilted his head
asif to offer an invitation. The youth stood up straighter, then went and sat at the table
between Ahmed and Bashir.

Luciafound herself at the middle table, with Tamou, Rahma, Zineb, Khadija, several
other women, and various children. Following their lead, she settled on the carpet
among the pillows. Khadija and Rahma sat on either side and fussed over her, showing
how they used the cushions to make themselves comfortable, setting a small one under
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her arm for support, along roll at her side, and alarger cushion around her back. It felt
unreal to Lucia, reclining among plush cushions to eat. Had Rashid actually lived this
way al hislife? It wasimpossible to imagine.

From Khadija, Lucia gathered that tonight was a specia occasion. Although Rashid's
family often hosted many of their neighbors during Ramadan, they usually had a smaller
meal after sunset, with soup, sweets, and coffee or tea. The full meal came later, after
the night prayer. At first she didn't catch why they were having such alarge celebration
now. Then, embarrassed, she realized it was for her, the new bride. Ahmed was still
worried about her condition and didn't want her kept up too late, so they were eating
earlier than usual. Flattered and flustered, L ucia thanked them in her stumbling, almost
nonexistent French, wishing she had the words to better express her appreciation.

A woman in an ankle-length gray robe and white apron came to the table. She carried
several white linen towels over her arm and also a brass kettle that fitted snugly into a
blue glazed basin. Kneeling by Tamou, she set the basin on the ground, then poured the
water as Tamou washed her hands over the basin. After Tamou dried her hands on one
of the towels, the woman poured for Rahma.

When Lucids turn came, she copied the others, painfully self-conscious. She didn't
know which made her more uncomfortable, being waited on or trying to act asif it felt
natural. People kept glancing at her, especially the children. Did they sense her unease?
Then it occurred to her that the oddity of her being American probably outweighed any
signals she might be giving that she felt out of place. Openly curious, the children
seemed fascinated by this new person in their midst.

Then the food came.

Luciaforgot her discomfort. She had never eaten such ameal. The main dish was
harira, arich soup flavored with lemon and pepper, and thick with vegetables and meat.
The silver egg cups each contained half an eggshell filled with softly scrambled and
spiced eggs. On a gleaming white dish, orange sections were arranged in acircle and
sprinkled with chopped dates, cinnamon, and rose water. The casserole tasted blissfully
fresh and utterly delicious, butter-soft lamb melting off the bones; garnished with
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lemon, olives, celery hearts, and sweet carrots; spiced with saffron, pepper, garlic, and
ginger.

The silverware seemed primarily for show, or perhaps to put her more at ease. For the
most part the others used their hands to eat, soaking up sauces with wedges of bread.
Following their example, she started to reach for a wedge. Although conversation
continued to flow, severa people glanced at her much as a mother might notice if her
daughter unknowingly made an etiquette mistake. In a gentle voice, Rahma murmured,
"Shufi, Lucia. Kuli bi yaminiki, bhalnaa." She reached past her, discreetly nudging aside
Lucias hand before it reached the bread dish.

Puzzled, Luciatried to figure out what she had done. Then she realized everyone was
taking food with their right hand. She had almost used her left. So she reached with her
right and picked up awedge of fragrant, freshly baked bread. Copying everyone else,
she held it with three fingers and sopped up the savory juicesin her plate. Rahma
looked approvingly, Khadija smiled, and Lalla Tamou nodded to her, but beyond that,
conversation went on as normal. Lucia had an odd sense from Khadija, though, afeeling
of submerged relief, asif it was particularly important to her that Lucia do well with the
family. That silent concern made Luciafeel closer to her. She wished they shared a
language they both spoke well; she suspected they would find alot to talk about.

Having no language in common with her hosts, though, and being shy anyway, Lucia
was content to listen as talk flowed around her. With subtle authority, Tamou directed
the dinner, making sure everyone had enough to eat, seeing to their comfort, and
keeping an eye on the children. Tamou's attention to L ucia was discreet to the point of
invisibility, but Lucia had no doubt her mother-in-law knew her every move.

Abdullah presided at the men's table, his authority all the more impressive in that he
said almost nothing. He listened to his sons, nephews, cousins, and grandsons, asked a
question here, prompted a response there. Once he glanced in her direction and nodded
when he saw her watching him. She flushed, but he didn't seem offended by her
attention. His awareness included the whole room, encompassing his entire family.

After the meal, the adults reclined on the divans and drank mint tea, sweetened and hot,
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while the children ate honey pancakes. Lucia soaked in the conversation and laughter.
She understood now where Rashid's expressive nature came from; that same quality
showed in his entire family. She enjoyed the play of emotions on their faces and the
melodies of the languages, Berber and Arabic mixed together like a blend of quartzes
shot through with French.

For all that they went out of their way to make her welcome, though, she still felt
separated, as if she occupied a bubble. Everything seemed defined by space: men here,
women there, together, yet separate. The house itself made a space, enclosing them
within itswalls. The world outside was another space, one she sensed belonged more to
men than women. In away, it reminded her of the spaces she created as a dancer, to
separate her performance from the audience.

A thought occurred to her. Cyberspace encompassed almost everyone. It girdlied the
planet, existing in some form almost everywhere. Although access wasn't universal by
any means, every day it became cheaper and easier. What would it mean when all the
world could meet in the same space? Pleasantly meditative from dinner, Lucia
envisioned aworldwide joining of minds unknown before in human history. Zaki could
serve such a community as more than atour guide; he could become an electronic
ambassador.

Of course, asystem like Zaki also had less peaceful applications. Combined with
robotics, he could act as a spy, commit sabotage, deliver supplies, identify targets, and
direct weapons. His ability to respond to voice commands, which surpassed that of any
other system she knew of, would make it possible to control equipment using speech, an
invaluable combat aid. His fluency with languages made him an ideal candidate for
cracking codes.

And cyberspace? It was Zaki's natural habitat. Eventually he would be able to deal there
with an ease unknown to humans. What would happen if he or his descendants someday
became sentient? She had no doubt the answer depended on who controlled the
emergence of thefirst artificial life. She thought of Rashid and Mark. The question of
Al was no longer academic to her; it directly impacted people she cared about. Was
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Rashid creating athreat Mark strove to counter? Or was it the reverse, that Rashid's
intents were benign and Mark sought the fruits of his genius? Maybe both. Or neither.

L ucia exhaled. She hated having these doubts. Of one thing she felt certain, though:
Every time humans created a new space, someone came along who wanted to conquer
it. She just hoped she didn't find herself in the midst of such a battle.
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Chapter Eight

Previous||Top [[Next

THE HAMMAM

Tuesday, August 17

"Spirituality," Lucia persisted.

Zaki continued to pace his office. "It refers to qualities of the soul. As opposed to
material aspects of life."

"That's a dictionary definition." She leaned forward in her chair. "l want to know what
you think. Do you feel it?' In the four days since Rashid had left for Tangier, she had
talked with Zaki every morning. But this was the first time she had succeeded in
prodding him to discuss a subject so far removed from his usual more prosaic concerns.

He stopped by a bookshelf, looking straight out at her. "I don't see how | could fedl it."

L ucia wondered what motivated Zaki to get up from his desk and pace. Had her
guestions taken him above some tolerance level, signaling him to exhibit agitation? She
was convinced now that when he conversed, his neural nets created a"space" of internal
states for possible responses, much the way a person's mind had a variety of thoughts to
draw on during a conversation. She imagined his response space as a landscape of hills
and valleys. His process of deciding what he would actually say was like amarble
rolling around in that landscape. When it came to more abstract ideas, though, such as
human spirituality, he seemed to get trapped in avalley or hole. Luciawas trying to
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make a small earthquake, enough to shake him out of his hole and send him rolling on
his way, sampling new terrain of the mind.

"Can you make moral judgments?* she asked.

"In asense." He leaned against the bookshelf. "I have large databases on human moral
and ethical systems and can make decisions based on my analyses of that data.”

"But how do they make you feel ?
"| cannot feel anything."

"All right. Let me pose a problem™ Lucia considered him. "This house is burning.
Everyoneis asleep and the fire alarm didn't work. Y ou can fix the alarm and wake the
family, but no one has programmed you to do so. What would you do?"

"Fix it."

"Why?"

"Becauseif | didn't, Rashid's family would die."
"Why would that matter to you?"

"It iswrong to allow death."

"That's amoral decision.”

"Isit? I'm not sure." He began to pace again. "l base my decisions on data that Rashid
has given me and changes | make in myself after interacting with him."

"That isn't all that different from what humans do."

He shook his head, still deep in thought. "I have no 'instincts' to guide me, only alimited
set of behavior rules. | can't go beyond those."

"Y ou get stuck in ruts."
He glanced at her. "An apt description.”

"What about going out on the Web? That ought to shake things up.” It seemed to her an
ideal way for him to expand his knowledge of human behavior.

"I still would like to. But I've been running simulations since we last talked and have
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developed some concerns.” Stopping by his desk, he regarded her. "If | have a
‘convulsion’ while interacting with another program, | could damage that program. Here,
in the lab, | can't do much harm. But out on the Web it might be different.”

Luciasmiled. "Y ou just made another moral judgment. Probably the first of itstypein
history."

His eyebrows went up. "Do you care to explain that provocative comment?"

"Y ou, a computer program, feel concern about harming other computer programs.”

"Concern is ahuman emotion." He fell silent, involved with hisinternal processing,
what Lucia had come to consider his"thinking." Thistime, however, hisface didn't go
blank. Instead he looked contemplative.

"Nicework, Zaki," she murmured.

He looked up at her. "l have found a hole in your argument. | apply principles Rashid
programmed me to apply. Soif | exhibit moral judgment, it is Rashid's judgment rather
than mine."

"It may have been at first." In fact, Zaki's judgment had told her agreat deal about
Rashid, including the importance he placed on responsibility and fairnessin his dealings
with other people. "But by applying the principles you learned from him to other
software, you imply a computer program deserves the same regard as people. That'sa
concept you created. Y ou're maturing, like a child that learns from his father."

He sat on his desk, letting his legs dangle over the side. "My decision impacts the
people who use the software. So | am actually applying the principles to them rather
than the program."

" Suppose no one would be affected by any interaction you had with the program?"
"Then why would the program exist?"'

She spread her hands. "1 don't know. But suppose it did? And suppose an advantage
existed for you in interacting with it, even though you knew you would cause damage.
What would you do?’

"If I couldn't avoid the damage, | wouldn't proceed.”
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"That's a moral judgment.”

Zaki pushed off his desk. "But my concern, whether for living entities or electronic
creations, is simulated. | just apply rulesI've learned.”

"Does it matter if it's smulated? We all make judgments based on our experiencesin
life."

He walked forward, asif he were coming toward the screen, and stopped in front of her.
"What you areredlly asking isthis: Is Zaki spiritual? | say no. How could | be? | am
software."

She paused, considering her reactions. "l think it's important to me to believe that every
thinking being has a sense of spirituality.”
"Y ou consider me a thinking being?"

"Y ou seem that way to me."

Zaki blinked. Then he began to pace again. "How do you define spirituality? An essence
derived from qualities of will and thought that characterize human consciousness? Or
perhaps that is backward. Must we have a sense of spirituality before we can think and
act with free will?' Turning to her, he shook his head. "l have no idea how to answer
such guestions."

Softly she said, "But you asked them."

Whirling, whirling, spinning, spinning, spun.
Pause.
Whirl again.

The boxes in the toes of Lucia's pointe shoes tapped on the floor. She spun through the
crystal-clear mountain air and the sunshine that slanted in the trellised window. White
walls flashed by as she repeated the sequence once, twice, again, and yet again, seeking
to fix every error, no matter how small. Then she forgot technique and let go, spinning
Into the meditative daze that freed her body to portray a script of emotion, like a
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physical poem.
As Luciawound down to her finish, the children sitting along the wall burst out with
applause. Fatima jumped up and began to twirl, her arms outstretched and her face tilted
upward in afive-year-old's innocent bliss. Watching her, Luciawondered if thiswas

what dancers forever sought to achieve, the transcendent joy of a child too young to
know anything else of the world.

In the four hours since Lucia had started practicing, the room had collected children. In
fact, they had come to watch every afternoon these past three days. Today, they all
turned up to see her use the new ballet barre. Y esterday Bashir had arranged with a
carpenter to make the barre from a length of wood the workman tooled and sanded, then
fastened into brackets he hammered in the wall. Apparently the girls had pressed Bashir
to arrange it on Lucia's behalf.

Bashir's offer to help had surprised Lucia. Although the burly accountant treated her
with courtesy every time they encountered each other in the house, he almost never
spoke. At first she feared she had insulted him in some way. Then she realized he didn't
speak much to anyone. Nor had she ever seen him in the least bit ruffled. Taciturn, stoic,
and mellow, he provided a solid cornerstone for the family.

After working at her new barre, she had moved into the center of the room to practice.
Absorbed in her work, she hadn't realized until now that Khadija had also come to
watch. Fatima continued to spin around the studio and Khadija went after her, making
apologetic noises to Lucia. Asthe little girl twirled away from her mother, Lucia
laughed and gestured to Khadija, asking her to let Fatima dance.

It wasn't until Khadija came over to her that Lucia saw the tear in her eye. Y et Khadija
didn't look upset. If anything, she seemed radiant.

"Why do you cry?' Lucia murmured.

"You fly." Khadijawatched her daughter. " Someday mes filles, my daughters, they fly
too, in sha allah.”

Luciasmiled. "Y ou mean as dancers?"
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"Not that way." Khadijaturned back to her. "Flying isin the mind, aussi. Like Rashid's
sisters. My daughters will have wings."

"And you, Khadija? Will you fly?"*

"My daughtersfly for me."

"But don't you—7?"

She stopped L ucia's question by shaking her head. "My lifeis here." Softly she added, "
am not Lucia. And Ahmed is not Rashid."

A memory came to Luciathen, one of her mother, eight years ago, just before Lucialeft
hometo join MDT. Spin free, her mother had said. Dream the dreams | never dared to
Imagine.

Zaki paced his office. "l neither like' nor 'dislike' the Internet. However, it would help
my development if | had more varied input. Which | can obtain on the Web."

"Areyou sure?' Lucia asked. Thiswas the second time Zaki had changed his mind
about going onto the World Wide Web. His uncertainty intrigued Lucia. "Y esterday you
seemed convinced you might cause harm.”

"|'ve been working on that." He halted in the middle of his office. "I set up safety
protocols that will disconnect meif | show sign of any problems.”

"Can that hurt you?' She had once needed to reinstall a program on her computer when
an abruptly broken phone connection scrambled the software.

"It shouldn't," he said. "Not the way |'ve set it up."

"We still have a problem. | don't know how to hook you up with the net. Unless you're
linked with the router cable again.”

"No, I'm still disconnected. Perhaps we could find amodem,” he suggested. "I've al the
necessary software and there should be cables lying around."

She made a skeptical noise. "Would a modem give us enough bandwidth for you to
interact in real time on the Web?'
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He squinted at her. "Probably not. But we might be able to do a bit."
"The only phone jack | know about isin the family room."

"Rashid said he was going to get me a backup system. He talked about a global cellular
phone network, but | don't think he has done anything with that yet. He has been trying
to have a second phone line installed, though." Zaki grimaced. "Much bureaucracy with
the PTT."

"The what?'

"Central post office," he explained. "They handle various matters, including phone
installations."

"How do you know he had trouble with it?"
He grinned. "l listened in on his calls."
"Zaki!" she scolded. "Y ou've been misbehaving."

"It was alogical precaution,” he said with dignity. "Access to the Internet is important
to my continued development."

"Y es, but we have no access." She thought of the closet across the room. "Rashid locked
it up."

"I'm not surprised.”

"Why?"

"Because you are living in his suite now."

"Why does that make a difference?’

"He might interpret browsing the Web as contrary to the idea of seclusion.”

She blinked. "What seclusion?"

"He hasn't explained?"

"No."

That startled Zaki, if his face gave an accurate represen-tation of what he wanted his
programs to express. "When Rashid's father married Rashid's mother, he asked her to
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follow the ways of hisfamily and she consented. That included the women living in
seclusion. In this areathe practice isn't normally followed; it's morein cities, like
Marrakech. Berber women like Rashid's mother are outside al the time."

"Why did his father cometo live here?"

"To help support the village. He has alot of relatives here. Al-Jazari Citrus employed
many people in the area, aswell as providing health care and other benefits. Rashid has
continued that."

It didn't surprise her that Rashid followed his father's example. His social conscience
wasn't a surface quality but atrait basic to his personality, developed over alifetime,
from childhood. "It's good they can help the village." She paused. "But by seclusion, do
you mean the women don't go outside the house?"

"Yes."

"Isit religious?'
"I am not sure. | believe it is more cultural. But | may be wrong. | don't have much data."
She regarded him uneasily. "Would Rashid want that for me?"

"I don't know," he said. "In his father's home he respects his father's wishes. Asto his
personal views, he and | have never discussed his wife. Or lack thereof."

She couldn't help but smile. "I suppose not."
"Y our tone suggests you find my response amusing. Why?"

"Human humor," Luciasaid. "The idea of a scientist talking over hislovelife with his
computer strikes me as funny."

Zaki gave her a skeptical look. "I will store this humor in my memory until | have a
better context to understand.”

"l wish | had a better context to understand Rashid."
"Ah, well." Zaki sighed. "He locks me up too."

She grinned. "Y ou just want me to help you circumvent Rashid. Y ou don't like being in
seclusion either."

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (157 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:19



Catherine Asaro - The Velled Web

"More human humor, yes?' He looked inordinately pleased with his statement. "I even
understood that one. It puts me on the same footing, so to speak, as a human female,
making me an object of sexual desire."

"Yes, but Zaki, jokes aren't funny when you explain them."

"Ah. | will record that datum too." He beamed at her. "Thisis most interesting. | have
never had a conversation like this with Rashid."”

Lucialaughed. "I would imagine not." Another thought occurred to her. "Has he ever
locked you away from the Internet before.”

"Not that | know of."

"How long has he been working on you?"
"Five years."

"Here? Or at the JI officesin Tangier?'
"Here."

"How often does he go to Tangier?"

"He lives there. He comes here about once a week."

"Then why hasn't he locked you up before?"

"Hisfamily considers hislab off-limits," Zaki said. "No one comes in here except him.
And now you."

L uciawondered what was going on with Rashid. For that matter, she wondered what
was going on with everyone. She had spoken to her mother every afternoon in the five
days since Rashid had gone to Tangier, but never to her father. He had been in
Washington, D.C., this last week, since the kidnapping. From what her mother said, it
sounded as though Mark had taken her father into Boiling Air Force Base amost every
day. Why? If Mark had just been giving him atour, it seemed unlikely they would go
more than once.

"Zaki," she said. "Have you ever heard of Colonel Mark Spearman?"

"No. Who is he?"
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"A friend of mine. He protects people."
"| don't need protection.”

Luciawasn't so sure about that. Maybe she was too narrow in her focus, worrying only
about Rashid and Mark. She remembered Ted Duquois, president of VirTech, the
company working with JI to distribute the Jazari suit in America. It was odd the way
Rashid's work became known as the Duke's suit so fast. With VirTech involved, it made
Duquois sound like the inventor. That could be coincidence, of course. Or just ego on
Duquois's part. But in her career, Lucia had seen more than afew egos at work. If
Duquois had deliberately let people think he invented the suit, that might not be enough
to satisfy him for long. Rashid had other professional rivalstoo, like Corinne Oliana,
Mortabe Grégeois, and the man Lucia had overheard at the state dinner. It didn't take a
genius to see that Zaki would be a valuable acquisition for any of Jazari International’s
competitors.

"Has anyone ever tried to hack into you?" she asked.
"No one but you and Rashid even knows | exist," Zaki said.

She considered him. "What would happen if someone got hold of you who didn't share
Rashid's values?"

"l have no idea."

"Could you destroy yourself?"

"Why would | destroy myself?"

"To keep from being misused."

"What defines 'misused'?"

"Forced to go against the principles Rashid gave you."

"I follow my programming,” Zaki said. "If it changes, | follow the new program."
"That's not a good answer."

He frowned at her. "What answer do you want, Lucia? That | have a conscience? How?
| am amachine. | run programs written by humans."”
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She hesitated. "1 guess | want you to have a conscience."

"I don't know what you think | could do even if | did. Have philosophical chats with
these nebul ous nefarious forces?' Dryly he added, "1'm sure they would enjoy that."

"Sarcasm?' Luciasmiled. "Y ou're emotional range is maturing by leaps and bounds."

He gave her a deadpan look. Then he jumped into the air and came down in a graceful
crouch. Straightening up, he smoothed his robe with dignity. With agrin, he said, "By
leaps, certainly."

"Ah, Zaki." She touched the screen with her fingertips. "Y ou seem so real."
Quietly he said, "Thank you."

After talking to Zaki, Luciareturned to Rashid's bedroom. He had only been gonefive
days, but it seemed longer. She wished she knew when he would be back. The longer
she stayed here, the more her doubts bothered her. She wanted to resolve the situation.
But that wasn't the only reason she hoped for his return. She missed him. A lot.

"Lucia?' Khadija's voice came from the main parlor.

"Entrez-vous!" Luciacalled, relieved to have company. She wasn't sure if she should
use the formal vous with Khadija, but she decided it was better to err in that direction
than appear presumptuous by using the familiar form, which she would probably botch
anyway.

Her sister-in-law camein, carrying a blue robe folded over her arm. After they greeted
each other, Khadija offered her the robe.

Puzzled, Luciatook the garment. It was the same as the outer robes the men wore when
they left the house, aloose garment with dlit sides and a hood. This one was more
colorful, though. The blue silk shone. Embroidery in silver, lavender, and rose threads
embellished its seams and hems.

"Jellaba," Khadija said.
Luciatried the word. " Jellyba?"
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Khadija gave her an encouraging smile, much as she did when Fatima was learning a
new word. "Jellaba.”

"Jellaba," Luciarepeated.

"Out! Tres bien. Wear, yes?!

"Okay." Luciapulled the robe on over her freshly laundered blouse and jeans. It wafted
around her in scented ripples and settled into place, light and comfortable.

"Is beautiful," Khadija decided. She pointed to Lucia's feet. "But this, pas de tout."

Lucia peered at her tennis shoes. They looked fine to her. Glancing up, she found
Khadija offering her apair of blue slippers with pointed toes and gold brocade.

Embarrassed, Luciasaid, "l can't accept these beautiful things you all keep giving me."
If Khadija understood her protest, she showed no sign. Instead she offered the dlippers
again. "Bilgha,"

"Khadija—"

"Bilgha," her sister-in-law repeated in afirm voice.

"But—"

"Bilgha."

Luciasmiled. "All right. | get the message." She took the dippers. "Merci bien."

Her sister-in-law beamed at her. "De rien. Is nothing, mon amie.”

Mon amie. My friend. Lucialiked that.

After Lucia put on the dlippers, Khadija showed her a woven bag she carried with two
changes of clothes, one for her and one for Lucia. She explained using a mixture of
Berber, Arabic, French, English, and gestures. Apparently they were going someplace.
The hammam. A swimming pool? Shower? Luciawasn't sure. Apparently the family
had a private one in the house here. But for some reason they were going somewhere
else. Why, Luciawasn't sure.

Khadijaled her through the house, down halls Lucia hadn't seen before. They ended up
at afoyer where blue and gold tiles made a mosaic border at waist height. Plants grew in
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gold pots set in each corner. Above aledge to Lucias right, a polished metal mirror
reflected the foyer's subdued light.

Tamou and the other women were already there, as well as the teenage girls and the
younger children. Conversa-tion ebbed and flowed among the adults while the children
chattered among themselves. The older girls and the women were wearing jellabas.

Khadijatook a black scarf out of her bag. With an oddly self-conscious motion, she
offered it to Lucia. Made from sheer black chiffon, it had white embroidery decorating
one border, with stylized flowers that curled along the hem like avine of calligraphy.

"It's pretty." Luciatook the chiffon. "Isit for my head?'
"Litham." Khadija watched L ucia, waiting for her reaction.

Puzzled, Luciaglanced around at the others—in time to see Rahma putting on her own
chiffon. And then Lucia understood. It wasn't a scarf.

It was avalil.

The other women had raised their hoods and were donning similar cloths. The two
adolescent girls did as well, grumbling with what sounded like an often repeated
complaint.

A flush started in Lucia's neck and spread to her face. Her fingers crumpled the chiffon.
She spoke in alow voice to Khadija. "'l can't."

Khadija answered softly, for Lucia's ears only, her words hard to decipher but her
meaning clear: She was urging Luciato comply.

"Andif | do this?' Lucia murmured. "What comes next?"
"Sil vous plait," Khadija said, glancing at Tamou.

Lucia hesitated. Wearing avell had far more significance than simply putting black
chiffon across her face. From Zaki, she gathered that the robes and the vell were a
choice Tamou and her female relatives agreed to make. Could she refuse, then?

Quietly shesaid, "l can't doit."

Khadijatwisted her handsin her robe. 'S seulement je savais—" She shook her head,
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her silent entreaty as eloquent as any she might have spoken.

Luciatried to understand. Why did it matter so much to Khadija that she conform? If
she refused to wear the litham, would she embarrass the family in front of their
neighbors? It occurred to her that she was the only woman Khadija's age in the
household. The others were relatives from older generations. From what she understood,
the teenage girlswould leave in afew years for college, as had Rashid's sisters. If Aisha
was any example, the younger al-Jazari women would have a great deal of freedom
compared to the previous generations. But Khadija would stay in seclusion, probably for
therest of her life. If Lucia embarrassed Rashid's family, she had no doubt it would hurt
her budding friendship with Khadija.

Luciafelt asif she stood on shifting cultural sands with the tide eroding the landscape
she recognized. She didn't want to do this. It went against principles basic to her
personality. But Rashid's family had shown her great hospitality. They had gone out of
their way to make her welcome.

From Khadija, she had learned a word. Hshuma. It meant shame. Honor and dignity
were paramount here, for a person, and by extension, for the family. She didn't want to
risk embarrassing Rashid's family in public, especially after they had done so much for
her.

Luciaexhaed. "Ah, Khadija, I'll try. Settlement aujourd'hui, sil vous plait? Only today."
Relief flowed across Khadija's face. "Je comprends. | understand.”

Khadija helped her arrange the vell and hood of her jellaba. Looking in the mirror,

L ucia saw the hood covering her hair and forehead. The litham hung across her nose, so
only her eyes showed, large and dark above the chiffon. The lower edge of the veil, with
its white embroidery, came to arounded point that brushed her breastbone. She could
just discern the outlines of her face through the sheer cloth.

Although it was easy to breathe, the cloth bothered Lucia. Even after only four days, she
missed being able to go where she pleased, in clothes that felt normal to her. She
remembered riding her horse in the desert, along Interstate 10 near Hachita, her father
riding next to her, his cowboy hat on his head, the sun and air on their faces, the wind
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whipping their hair—what she wouldn't give now to feel that again. She had grown up
in aland of wide-open spaces, endless sky, and a fierce independence that remained
from the days of the frontier. Now she felt confined. Constricted.

Turning from the mirror, Lucia discovered that Tamou was scrutinizing her daughters-
in-law with an intent gaze. Lucia flushed, wondering if she should nod, stay still, turn
away, or what. Mercifully, Tamou apparently decided she and Khadijawould uphold
the family honor. She gave them a dlight nod, then turned back to her conversation with
Zineb.

When everyone was ready, they walked to another foyer. The men were already there:
Ahmed, Bashir, Jamal, and the older boys. Ahmed had apparently just come home from
his medical clinic, which served this entire region of the mountains. He also had an
office in the house, where he kept supplies and lab equipment. Even after only afew
days, Lucia could see he was committed to hiswork, on call twenty-four hours a day.
He seemed an excellent doctor.

The taciturn Bashir kept accounts for Jazari International, dividing his time between his
office here in the house and the JI officesin Tangier. Jamal attended a French school in
Marrakech, where he was earning an international baccalaureate. L ucia wasn't sure what
that meant, but apparently if he did well enough in his studies, and didn't get into
trouble, it would prepare him to attend a university in many countries.

Three unfamiliar men were standing with the others. One fellow, a broad-shoul dered
giant in astriped jellaba, was talking to Ahmed with the ease of long familiarity. The
other two men remained back from the group, watchful and silent, dressed in dark
jackets, shirts, and trousers.

Khadijawas also watching the strangers. Lucia gave her an inquiring look and tilted her
head toward the tall man with Ahmed.

"Heis Omar," Khadija said. She indicated the door across the foyer. "Open door. Let
peoplein. Or out."

"He's a gatekeeper?' Lucia asked.
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Khadija considered the question, then said, "Out. Gatekeeper is good word."
L ucia motioned to the other two strangers. "Who are they?"
"Jen'en saisrien." Khadijatouched her arm, then went over to her husband.

Lucialiked to watch Ahmed and Khadijatogether, the way they leaned toward each
other, how Ahmed relaxed with her, his posture gentling, how Khadija exuded affection.
She wasn't sure she understood their marriage; this was away of life different from
anything she had ever known. But they obviously loved each other.

After Khadijaand Ahmed talked for several moments, Khadija came back to Lucia.
"They protect,” she said, indicating the silent men. "Rashid hire them."

Luciablinked. "What does he think might happen?"
"Say again?' Khadija asked.
"Why bodyguards?* Lucia asked. "How are we not safe?"

"Jenesaistrop." Her frown melted into a conspiratoria grin. "Maybe Rashid, he want
make sure no one charm away his pretty bride."

Lucialaughed. "I doubt it." Then her smile faded. What troubled her about the guards
wasn't only the danger their presence suggested might exist here but also the reminder
they gave of the undefined threat Rashid faced. He was far more likely the one at risk.
Be all right, she thought to him. Be all right.

Omar opened the door, letting sunlight slant into the house. Lucia shaded her eyes
against the glare. The men left the house first, except for Omar and the bodyguards.
Tamou and Zineb went next, followed by the other women, and then the children, with
Omar holding the hands of the two smallest. The guards brought up the rear, their silent
wariness a contrast to the animated faces of the other men, who argued and joked
among themselves as they led the way.

The women looked about the village, gazes curious above their veils. The teenagers
giggled constantly—about what, Lucia had no idea. Remembering herself at that age,
she suspected it was all-purpose humor that covered the universe in general.

Asthey followed a cobbled lane, earthen houses rose on either side like pale gold cliffs,
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leaving the sky a strip of washed-out blue overhead. Arched doorways showed at
intervals, many painted blue, with white or yellow borders. She saw few windows. The
houses were like geodes, those rocks that appeared featurel ess and unadorned on the
outside but when opened revealed a sparkling beauty of crystalsinside.

They encountered a number of people during their walk. Some wore jellabas, both men
and women. Other men dressed in trousers and shirts. Some women wore blouses and
skirts layered in bright patterned cloth, with clusters of silver disks clinking on their
belts, bracelets on their arms, and necklaces of large amber beads. None of the other
women wore veils, but many had headdresses that covered their hair.

Almost everyone they passed nodded or spoke to the a-Jazari men, either Ahmed or
Bashir. Although they glanced at Luciawith curiosity, they respected the invisible wall
around the al-Jazari women. It made Luciafeel strange. Veiled, hidden, and forbidden,
she had become amost invisible.

Alternating with French and English, Khadijatold her why they were going out instead
of using the hammam in the house. Apparently Lalla Tamou and Khadija's mother had
worked it out when they were arranging Khadija's marriage to Ahmed. By agreeing to
live in seclusion, Khadija gave up agreat deal of freedom. So they reached an
agreement, one the entire family enjoyed. Once a week, they all went to the public
hammam.

They emerged into a plaza with mountains showing in the distance above the flat roofs.
A large building stood across from them, whitewashed and terraced. The clan separated
then, men heading to one side of the building and women to the other. Their bodyguards
took up posts, one fading into the plaza and the other standing by the building.

The first room they entered had walls and a floor of polished marble. Skylightsin the
high ceiling let in streaming golden sunlight. It reminded Lucia of the locker roomin a
gym, but with marble benches and hooks on the wall instead of lockers. Greetings
rippled among the al-Jazari clan and the other women and children already there, along
with introductions for Lucia. She struggled to remember names: Aisha, Abida, Aida,
Fatma, Fatima, Fatuma. At first she thought she would never be able to keep them
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straight. Then she thought of names like Mike, Mick, Mack, Mark, Mort, which had
never given her amoment's trouble, and figured that with familiarity she could learn to
distinguish these as well.

Following the others, she hung her jellaba and veil on ahook. As she started to
unbutton her blouse, Lalla Tamou glanced in her direction—and froze, staring at Lucia's
neck.

Puzzled, Lucia put her hand to her neck. And felt her cross.

K hadija was watching now, though no one else had noticed. Tamou came over to them.
A lifetime spent analyzing human movement warned L ucia of the tension Tamou hid
under her relaxed exterior. She could tell Rashid's mother wanted to avoid public
attention. But when Tamou stopped in front of her, there was no mistaking her
discomfort. Although her mother-in-law's voice sounded friendly, Lucia heard the
unspoken message. Tamou wanted her to remove the cross.

L ucia had the sense that the cross didn't bother Khadija. But she had no doubt that if she
caused Tamou to feel she had lost face in public, it would torpedo their already shaky
relationship. She felt strange without the cross, though, asif she misplaced part of
herself. She always took it off when she danced because Carl Martelli held to a strict no-
jewelry rule, except as part of a costume. But this was different.

Then Luciawondered at her hesitation. Showing tact with the family that had treated
her like a daughter wouldn't weaken her faith. It came from afar deeper reservoir than a
gold chain. What had Rashid said in Taormina? You and | may express our spirituality
in different ways, but we can still respect each other's beliefs.

With that thought, she took off the necklace and set it under her clothes. A flash of relief
broke through the control Tamou was keeping over her face. Then she nodded to Lucia
and moved away to rejoin Rahma and Zineb.

Khadijatouched Lucias arm. With alook of mischief, she glanced around asif to make
sure no one was watching. Then she tilted her head toward Tamou and put alook of
pure terror on her face. When Lucia pressed her hand over her mouth to keep from
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laughing, Khadija grinned. It relieved Luciato know she wasn't the only one intimidated
by their mother-in-law.

They undressed and wrapped towels around their torsos, then left the changing room.
She saw they were in a public sauna or bath. Their side of the building had three
chambers, al filled with golden light, rippling fountains, women of all ages, and small
children getting into mischief. The first room blurred into an otherworld of misty shapes
and voices. It overwhelmed Lucia, so many women, all of them wearing no more than
towels, crowded into the rooms, scrubbing each other's backs, washing children,
carrying buckets of water for one another, laughing and relaxing.

As Lucia sat with Khadija, luxuriating in the steam, she began to relax. The fragrant
lotions and shampoo they had brought felt like a dream. After the heat and steam soft-
ened their skin, they scraped off the dead outer layer, leaving the new skin rosy.

L ucia noticed that almost all the women had intricate patterns drawn in arich brown
dye on their hands and feet. She glanced at Khadija, then indicated the pattern on her
sister-in-law's hand.

"Henna," Khadijatold her. "Baraka."
"Baraka?"' Lucia asked.

"A good thing. It comes down like rain. How do you say? Allah's blessing." She
smoothed a creamy lotion along her hand, over the henna. "After Ramadan, we have
Eid. On that night, we put henna on again."

"Eid?"

"Like Eid al-fitre. A big feast." Standing up, she motioned to Luciato come with her.
"End of Ramadan."

Luciafollowed Khadija into the second room, where they joined a group of other young
women. They all sat together, talking and using various soaps and creams. The lyrical
mixture of languages, combined with the steam, gurgling fountains, and misty sunlight,
lulled Luciainto a pleasant daze.

They then started to tease her about Rashid. It soon became clear they were far more
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impressed with her becoming his wife than with her life as a dancer. She suspected she
could have won a Nobel Prize and made less of a splash than she did by having her life
become defined by Rashid. Shefelt asif her identity were eroding; like a sand castle on
the beach crumbling as the tide rose higher.

One girl, a stunning dark-eyed beauty named Ghita, treated her with a chill that left
Lucia puzzled and defensive. From Khadija's asides, she came to understand that Ghita's
mother and Tamou had been discussing the possibility of a marriage for Rashid with
Ghita. She wondered what Rashid would think when he found out. Would he regret his
hasty decision in Oujda? The thought bothered L ucia far more than she expected,
making her realize how much she valued his regard. But she couldn't live thisway.

Did he expect it? She would have thought not, but she was no longer sure of anything. It
all unsettled her.

Eventually the others returned to the fountains, including Khadija, leaving Luciawith
the children. Their figures blurred in the mist, becoming indistinct as they washed.

L ucia stayed back, shy, and held Fatima, trying to shush her complaints. Five-year-old
boredom transglated the same in every language.

Then Khadijareturned for them and they left the chamber, picking up delicioudly fluffy
towels on the way out. After they wrapped themselves in cottony warmth, they entered a
private courtyard with benches set on boards above the wet ground. Sleepy from all the
washing and heat, L ucia settled on a bench with Fatima snuggled against her side.

The now familiar chant drifted through the evening, sung from the minaret that rose
above the nearby almond grove. Lucia dozed, dreaming in a space of mists...
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Chapter Nine

Previous||Top [[Next

THE
CROSSROADS

"Lucia," the voice repeated, soft and deep.

Befuddled, Lucia opened her eyes. The fragrance of perfume wafted over her. Her
fragrance. Gradually she remembered: When they had come home from the baths,
Khadijainsisted Lucia perfume her hair and soften her skin, despite Lucia's grumbling
that her hair and skin were just fine. She liked talking with Khadija, though, so it was all
right.

After dinner, she had come back here to read Aisha's book. She was lying on the carpet
in the main parlor of Rashid's suite. It was too warm for a caftan, so she wore afarajiya,
a sheer robe pat-terned with roses and dlit up the sides, and under that a rose-hued
gamis, which resembled an ankle-length nightgown made from lace. Pillows lay
plumped all around her. One lamp burned across the room, shedding afaint light she
had already discovered was too dim for reading.

But it wasn't too dim to keep her from seeing. Rashid was kneeling on one knee in front
of her, wearing a gorgeous silver-blue suit, histie half undone, alock of hair curling on
his forehead. She blinked up at him, unsure if she was still having a dream.

"La-bas," he murmured. "Hi."

"Areyou rea?' she asked.
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"Asfar as| know." When Lucia gave a sleepy laugh, he said, "Y ou look so beautiful,
lying there."

"So do you."
"Y ou mean lying here?"
"Hmmm... you al-Jazari men must know how you charm us poor women."

Rashid grinned. Then he pulled off his shoes and dlid over to sit against the wall, among
the pillows. As Lucia started to get up, he pulled her into his arms, putting his legs
around her so she was seated sideways against his chest with his bent knees on either
side of her and his arms around her waist.

His unexpected affection startled her. The strength of his arms, the flexing of his
muscles, the scent of his cologne; she wanted to savor it, all the more for knowing her
time with him was probably as fleeting as a soap bubble on a breeze.

"Thisis hard to believe," he murmured.
She rested her head against his chest. "Why do you say that?"

"There were times these past five years when | imagined finding you in my room, my
wife, asleep, waiting for me." He pressed his lips against the top of her head.
"Incredibly, now you are here, alonely man's dream." Softly he said, "Or are you still a
dream | can never have?"

Lucia stared over hisarm at a shadowed vase in the corner, too stunned to respond. Five
years ago she had been nineteen years old and he had been about to launch Jazari
International. What could she say? That his prodigious intellect, education, wealth, and
influence left her stuttering with insecurity? That he had put her on a pedestal and she
feared she would shatter when she fell from it? Or that as much as she wanted to trust
him, her doubts refused to recede? She was honored that he wanted her to share hislife.
But if she had learned anything these last few days, it was the futility of their union. Too
much separated them.

Y et now, for this moment, the night had a dreamlike quality that blurred all the sharp
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edges. She and Rashid existed together in a bubble, apart from the rest of the world,
away from suspicion, fear, restriction, uncertainty, and cold reality.

As he stroked her hair, she relaxed against him. His suit jacket had fallen open and his
shirt felt soft under her cheek. His Italian shoes sat on the carpet, gleaming even in the
dim light. They were like the rest of his clothes: well made, elegant, and conservative,
tailored for him by a designer so elite she had never even heard the name before.

"Y ou dress well," she said, harmless words to protect their bubble from sharp edges.

He dlid hisfingers through her hair. "I'm afraid | can't take any credit for that. My
assistant chooses my clothes." He fell silent for awhile. Then he said, " Someone hacked
into the computers at J. Two weeks ago. We finally tracked down the break today."

Luciaclosed her eyes, aware of the fragile bubble thinning around them. "Did they do
any damage?"

"They stole alot of data. And my itinerary."
"Including your trip to Italy?"

"Yes." He sounded tired. "Originally | had only planned to go to Rome. | didn't decide
to goto Sicily until | saw you would be there. Enrico only knew because he came with
me from the Rome office. | doubt he could have broken into the JI network, and | don't
think the men who flew us out of Sicily could have either."

"Which suggests they worked for someone else.”
"Yes."
"Did you tell the police?’

"No." He exhaled. "What happened in Oujda scares me, Lucia. They moved so fast,
trying to take you. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe they were overzeal ous. Maybe they
just wanted to prod me into paying alarger 'fine." "

"Or?'
"Or maybe someone wanted no witnesses to my abduction."”

She swallowed. "Y ou're also awitness."
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He didn't answer right away. Then he said, "I brought additional guards, two more for
the house."

"How do you know you can trust them?"

"“I'll never be one hundred percent certain. But I've checked these men as thoroughly as |
can. I've aso known them for years. They worked for my father before | took over al-
Jazari Citrus."

"Rashid, be careful.”
"l intend to."

After that, there seemed no more to say. The slumbering night surrounded them, and the
silence of the countryside, with no trace of acity hum.

Eventually Rashid murmured, "Y ou smell like an angel."

She smiled. "Khadija subjected me to all sorts of arcane beauty treatments."
"My mother said you went to the hammam."

"This afternoon." She hesitated. "I don't think your mother likes me."

His soft laugh surprised her. "She says you are polite and that you ‘pay attention.' From
my mother to a daughter-in-law, thisis high praise indeed." He paused. " She and my
first wife did not do well together. To make an understatement. So you've come as a
surprise.”

Curiosity got the better of Lucia. "Why?"

He remained silent for so long she wondered if she had put him off. Then he said,
"Brigid, my ex-wife, isforthright in dealing with people. Blunt, you might say. Among
my family we are oblique, using intermediaries to solve differences. It isaway of
interacting that made Brigid uncomfortable, as hers did my family."

Brigid. Irish?"Was she Catholic?"

"No. Agnostic." In adry voice he added, "One of many reasons my parents
disapproved.”

Lucia curled and uncurled her hand in her lap. "And me?"
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"They hope you will convert to Islam."
"My faith isapart of me. | won't leaveit."

"I understand." Although disappointment tinged his voice, he sounded neither surprised
nor critical. Unexpectedly, he added, "Brigid is also an ardent feminist."

That she hadn't expected. "Y our mother must have loved that."

His muted laugh rumbled against her head. "It didn't take long before they stopped
talking to each other altogether."

"I'm surprised you married afeminist."

"Why? | admired her." Amusement softened his voice. "Just because | grew upin a
harem, it doesn't make me inflexible."

There was that word again. "How can a man grow up in aharem? | thought only women
lived in them."

"We're in one right now."
"You're teasing me."

He shifted her in hisarms. "Well, maybe | am. Khadijatold me you asked about it. In
Morocco, it doesn't mean the same as elsewhere, at |east not a domestic harem." Heran
his finger over Aisha's book. "The word is seldom heard here now. I'vereally only seen
it used to describe this type of living arrangement to the West."

"I thought it meant—well, concubines. Things like that."

Mischief came into hisvoice. "Y ou are thinking of an imperial harem, like those owned
by the Turkish sultans in the Ottoman Empire. Lavish palaces full of beautiful women
and slave girlsin erotic costumes, yes?"

"Um... yes, actually."

"Thisis much more boring, I'm afraid. Not a bare midriff in sight." Nibbling at her ear,
he added, "Unless you want to bare yours. | won't object.”

"Rashid!" She reddened. "l hope | didn't offend—"
He touched her lips, stopping her words. "It's all right."
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"But what isthis, then?"

"In Morocco, adomestic harem is basically an extended family." His clothes rustled as
he settled into the cushions. "In theory, it consists of a man and hiswife or wives, his
sons, their wives and children, his unmarried children, and any other female relatives
who need sanctuary. The men support the family and the women live in seclusion and
wear the veil "

Luciaturned his words this way and that in her mind, asif they formed an intricate box
with hidden latches that she needed to find so she could open the box and see what it
contained. "Why do you say 'in theory'?"

"Few such extended families exist now." Rashid twined hisfingersin her hair. "Few
men can support such a household and many women refuse to live this way."

"Likeyour sisters."”
He gave a soft laugh. "Very much like my sisters.”
"Where are they now?"

" Aisha and Soondous have faculty positions at universities. Omaworks for afashion
designer in Madrid and Barika has been traveling through Europe.”

"Arethey practicing Muslims?"
"Well, yes." He sounded surprised by the question. "Asfar as| know."
"Then it's not religious? The veiling and seclusion?"

He exhaled. "That depends on who you ask. What the Qur'an actually saysis that
women should dress with modesty and that the wives of the Prophet were to speak to
men from behind a partition. It's the interpretation of those things that causes
controversy."

L ucia thought about his family. "Y our mother seemsall right with it."

It was a moment before he answered. "l've never been sure. She had much more
freedom on her parents farm. She married my father when she was sixteen, so she never
finished secondary school. But she loves to read. In the past, women in seclusion were
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iliterate."
Luciasmiled. "Almost every time | see her, she's reading."”

He made a sound of agreement. "My father too. | think we inherited that from them, my
brothers and sistersand T."

All ten of them. Asan only child, it amazed Luciathat a person could have so many
siblings. "What about your other brothers, the ones who don't live here? What do they
do?'

He stroked atendril of hair off her face. "Nabil livesin Casablancawith hisfamily. He
said it was because of hisjob, but | think he wanted to go. His wife works for Royal Air
Maroc. My brother Y ounesisonly afew years older than Jamal. He went to Belgium
last year instead of enrolling in auniversity."

"And you went to England at seventeen."

The comparison seemed to surprise him. "Well, yes, | did."

"And married an Irish agnostic feminist."

"Only God knows why. | haven't figured it out." He paused. "Maybe it was her freckles."
Luciadidn't want to hear about his ex-wife's freckles. "Did you ask her to veil her face?"
"Brigid?' He sounded alarmed. "I most certainly did not. | value my life too much."
Lucia couldn't help but smile. "She sounds formidable."

"She was barely astall as my chest and hardly weighed more than lamb's wool." He
gave a soft laugh. "But no one in the Math Department dared cross her."

"|s she a math professor?’
"Y es. She solves nonlinear equations.”

Luciadidn't want to hear more. She felt more lacking by the moment. But her curiosity
got the better of her. "Do you mind if | ask... ?' She paused, searching for the right
phrase.

"Why | divorced her?"
So it had been hischoice. "Yes."
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It was awhile before he answered. "1 pushed her into marriage and then we pushed each
other apart."

"Y ou must have loved her agreat deal ."

"I hardly knew her."

She hadn't expected that either. "But... then why did you get married?’

He exhaled. "I wasinfatuated by the phenomenon of Brigid. | mistook that aslove."

Luciawondered if shewould fall as hard off the pedestal he had created for her.
"Couldn't you get to know each other first?"

" Perhaps."

"Perhaps?’

"It's complicated."

"Does that mean you don't want to say?"

"I'm not sure." After amoment, though, he did continue. "Before Brigid and me,
marriages in this family were always arranged. My great-great-grandfather had four
wives and over forty concubines, many bought as daves. My family hasn't practiced
polygamy for three generations and slavery was outlawed in Morocco in the 1920s, but
that heritageis still part of me. When | went to England, | had no idea how to carry out
what you would call courtship."

His history so differed from hers, she had trouble imagining it. Her father's people had
been Catholic missionaries who came to Mexico from Spain in 1618 and immigrated to
Americain 1830. Her great-great-grandfa-ther descended from an Aztec king. Her
mother's people were Andalusian Gypsies who had fled to America to escape the Nazis.

"Y our courtship must have worked," Lucia said. " She accepted your proposal.”
"She liked me well enough. At first."
"At first?'

He sighed. "Thisis a perfect example of why | must have other people at Jl sell my
products for me."
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The change in subject disoriented her. " She worked for your company?"

"No. | meant, | say too much. If abuyer asks meto tell him any potential flawsin my
software, | will explain every onein detail." Dryly he added, "My salespeople tell me
thisis not the best way to earn the confidence of clients.”

She smiled. "Y es, but Rashid, men and women aren't software. A wife likes to know her
man."

He trailed his fingers down her throat. "Y ou feel soft to me." Nestling her body against
his, he bent his head and murmured against her ear. "Am | 'your man'?"

Lucialeaned back in hisarmsto look at him. She only had a moment to admire his face,
though; then he lowered his head and kissed her, As he cradled her body in his embrace,
she put her arms around his neck. At first he supported her back against his bent knee.
But when their kiss degpened, he dlid down hisleg and lowered her until she was lying
on the carpet among the pillows. Still kissing her, he stretched out, his body half on top
of hers, his hand splayed on her abdomen. Hislips felt warm, his arms strong.

Y et try as she might, Lucia couldn't stop her sense that their bubble had thinned too far.
Finally she turned her head away from his. "Rashid, | can't."

He nuzzled her hair. "It'sonly akiss."

"It won't stay that way."

"We are married, after all."

"We won't stay that way, either."

His movements stilled. "Why are you so sure?"

"Y ou must seeit'simpossible."

Raising his head, he looked down at her. "Why?"

"We're too different."

"Arewe?' He watched her face. "Let metell you adream | have. About the crossroads.”

"Crossroads?"
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"Yes." Hewaited, asif unsure whether she would be receptive to his dreams.
"Tell me," she urged.

He eased down onto his side, his head propped up on his hand. "Roads come from every
direction and meet in aplace of light and pure air."

"What are the roads?"

"Religions." The lamp across the room cast muted radiance on his face. "A road for
every religion that has ever been or exists now. They all meet in one place." Softly he
said, "A place with no hate, no war, no bombs, no prejudice, no violence. A place of
acceptance. Of peace."

She touched his cheek. "It's beautiful ."

He searched her face asif trying to read her emotions. "If not even one man and one
woman can reach the crossroads, how can the peoples of an entire world do it?"

"Rashid... we can't go together, on the same road."
He intertwined his fingers with hers. "Then meet me there."

"How?"' She felt the bubble dissolving. "We were married by an express dispensation.
That means |'ve sworn before God to do my best to baptize and educate our children as
Catholics. Y our religion makes them Muslims, doesn't it? And have you thought what it
would mean for aman in your position to have aballerinafor awife? Would you ask
me to quit? | couldn't. What about when | come tumbling off that pedestal you've put
me on? My religion doesn't allow divorce. Y ours does. Y ou have everything: power,
wealth, education, influence. Would you use that to take our children away from me?"
She swallowed. "It would kill me."

He spoke quietly. "If people wish to deal with me, they must accept you, including your
work. Asfor our religions and children, there must be answers." He spoke with
difficulty. "If you wish, | will put in writing alegal guarantee that | would never deny
you the right to see our children.”

"That's no way to start amarriage.”
"Why give up before we start?"
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"Because | can't get adivorce."
"Y ou can annul it."

"In good conscience?' She shook her head. "l can't start amarriage saying, 'We can
always get an annulment." "

"Nor isthat what | want. | just fear you'll back away because you feel you have no
choice."

"We hardly know each other."

Dryly he said, "And aready | get along far better with you than | ever did with Brigid."
That caught her off guard. "How can you tell?"

He winced. "She and | went at it hammer and tongs from the day we met."

"Hammer and what?"'

"We argued. Had arow. Shouted."

"Then why did you marry?'

He spoke carefully. "To argue does not mean two people have no passion.”

"Oh." She didn't want to know any more on that topic.

He brushed the back of his hand against her cheek. "I am also—what is the word?
Stubborn. Once | start something, | have ahard time to stop. Including marriage.”

"But you finally did."
"Yes"

When it became clear he would say no more, she said, "And now you're infatuated with
awoman you hardly know. Again."

"But | do know you. Every time you dance, you tell astory of yourself." Laying down
his head, he took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. " Perhaps tomorrow we will
decide thisis impossible and take our separate paths. But hold me tonight, Lucia. Surely
no harm can come from that."

She squeezed his hand. "All right."
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For awhilethey lay, eyes closed, holding hands. As Luciawas drifting into sleep, he
spoke drowsily, "1 amost forgot. Aisha made us a wedding present. A new musical
arrangement."

L ucia opened her eyes. "Y our sister composed music for us?"

He was watching her with a sleepy gaze. "Not composed. Arranged. Canon in D, by
Pachelbel."

"But that's Baroque music.”
"She said she picked it for you."
"For me? Why?'

He laughed gently. "l've never comprehended how she thinks about music. | only know
| like the results. She added Moroccan and Spanish instruments to the composition.
Flamenco accents. I've never heard anything like it. It's transcendent.”

"Can | hear it?"

"She's going to send the final version soon."

"It'slovely for her to do."

He brushed hislipsover her hair. "That itis."

After that, they drifted to sleep, lying in each other's arms.
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Chapter Ten

Previous||Top [[Next

LIKE A DOVE
DESCENDING

Wednesday

The sound of running water awoke Lucia. Lying on the floor among the pillows, alone
now, she listened to its music.

When the water stopped, she got up, rubbing her eyes, and wandered into the bedroom.
The window showed dawn lightening the sky. The haunting chant from the minaret rose
through the air, eerie and ethereal.

Half awake, Luciadrifted through the suite until she came to the whitewashed room
Tamou had stopped her from entering. Calligraphy bordered the doorway, which was
hung with a gauzy white curtain that let her see into the small chamber. Inside, Rashid's
blurred figure was walking away from her toward arolled-up rug against the east wall.
He wore white robes similar to hers but made from cotton and cut to fit a man.

A meditative solitude surrounded him. He knelt by the mat and rolled it out on the floor.
Asheroseto hisfeet, facing the eastern wall, the chant stopped, leaving him in the
dawn's stillness. Bowing at the waist, he placed his hands on his knees. After several
moments he straightened, still holding that sense of quiet meditation. With a grace any
dancer would envy, he sank to his knees on the mat, paused, then slowly bent over and
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touched his forehead to the ground. The shapes he scul pted with his body were like art,
evoking the calligraphy above the door, rendering those letters into life with the human
body.

Luciawithdrew, leaving him to his prayers. She went to the library and sat in an
armchair, still sleepy ...

The creak of adoor woke her, and she opened her eyes to see Rashid enter the library.
He stopped, startled by her presence. In his snowy robes, with his tousled hair still damp
from his bath, he looked beautiful to her. But distant too. The soft light of dawn and the
resumption of hisfast had brought back the sense of separation.

"Did you sleep well?" he asked.

"Very." She hesitated. "I was wondering."
"Yes?'

"About the chant from the minaret."

"It isthe call to prayer." He sat in the other armchair, separated from her by atable. "Si
|shmael is the muezzin."

"Meuzzin?"
"The man who does the chant."
"Do you pray every time?"

Rashid nodded. "Dawn, noon, afternoon, sunset, and night." He tilted his head, his
expression curious. "And you?"

"I usually pray at night. But everything has been so confused here." She hesitated. "|
missed mass yesterday."

He exhaled. "I'm sorry."
"Are there churches here?"

"Two in Marrakech, one Catholic and one Protestant.” He paused. "It isimportant to
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your faith that you go on Sunday, yes?'
Lucia nodded. Softly she said, "Would it be possible for me to go today, since | missed
yesterday?"
He cracked his knuckles. "1 would prefer you wait. People would ask questions,

particularly when they saw your bodyguards. Until I'm convinced we're safe, | would
rather not draw attention to my having awife. It might make you atarget.”

She regarded him for amoment before she asked the question that had tugged at her for
days. "Does it bother you for people to know you married a Catholic?"

He gazed at his hands, which lay in hislap, golden against hisrobes. "l can't deny | have
discomfort with our religious differences, or that | find myself wishing you would
embrace Islam." Looking up at her, he said, "But part of what | have admired inyou is
your devotion to your faith. | would never try to take it from you. | know how it felt, in
England, when | thought | was losing mine."

L ucia understood. She felt much the same way about him. She wondered what it had
been like for him in England. "Could you do all your prayers there?"

"| managed, though often | had to make them up later in the day. | missed at midday the
most, usually because | had a class to teach or afaculty lunch." He pushed his hand
through histousled hair. "l felt self-conscious, also, doing ablutions in the men's room.
If someone camein, | stopped.”

"Ablutions?'
"Before the prayers, we wash."
L ucia thought of the hammam. "Like the women at the baths?*

"The ablution before prayer is different." He rubbed his palm with his thumb. "We wash
the hands, mouth, nose, face, arms, head, ears, neck, and feet. The mosque has a
beautiful fountain for that purpose.”

"And people use the bath at home?'

"Or water warmed on the stove." He paused. "Bathtubs are fairly rare in private houses
here. Even running hot water isn't all that common."

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (184 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:19



Catherine Asaro - The Velled Web

That surprised her. "But your family has a hammam in the house. And you have two
bathtubs in this suite alone."

Awkwardly he said, "I can afford it."

"Why do you say it that way?"

"What way?"

"Asif it shamesyou to be wealthy."

"It does."

"Why?"

"Because | have too much, when most people in my country have too little."
"But you give alot of it away."

"Perhaps not enough." He spread his hands. "JI does better and better. It runs away with
Its success."

Luciasmiled. "And you had nothing to do with that."
"Perhaps a bit."

She knew it was far more than a bit. But the subject of his own accomplishments
seemed to make him uncomfortable. So instead she asked, "Did you observe Ramadan
in England?"’

"I tried." He pushed his hand through his hair. "It is one thing when the entire country
shares the fadt, at least in principle. It is harder when almost no one even understands
what it means." After a pause he said, "I passed out once, after | gave a colloquium at
King's College in Cambridge."

That caught her by surprise. "What happened?’

"I had the flu." With a shrug, he added, "I stayed up late preparing my talk and fell
asleep at my desk. | didn't wake up until after dawn. So | missed eating for two days."
He cracked his knuckles. "The talk went fine. But the Math Department had a reception
afterward where everyone was drinking sherry and eating these little sand-wiches. |
couldn't touch any of it. | also had afever. | don't know what happened. Apparently |
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stood up too fast and passed out."
She stared at him. "Y ou should have eaten!"

Dryly he said, "Thisis also what the doctor in the hospital said. He thought | had
something called ‘anorexia." "

Lucia had known several dancers with eating disorders. "It's not the same. Anorexiais
when you deliberately starve yourself, to lose weight."

He made afrustrated sound. "I told him it was Ramadan. He recognized the word, but
he didn't understand. He said if | didn't calm down, he would sedate me."

She couldn't imagine Rashid getting worked up enough for a doctor to threaten him with
sedation. "What were you doing?"

"| wasn't doing anything." He paused. "Not much, anyway."
"Not much?’

"I did yank out my IV. And | got out of bed and got dressed to go home. | was pacing
around the room." In awry voice, he added, "Apparently when I'm angry it makes me
look rather more fierce than | actually am."

She thought of her reaction to his father, then imagined that multiplied by facing
someone of Rashid's size and strength. "l could see that."

"They finally found another doctor, afellow from Pakistan, who explained it to them."
With an embarrassed ook, he said, "Then he told me that Allah didn't expect meto be a
stubborn mule and kill myself, that | was dangerously dehydrated, and that | should get
back into bed, let them put the IV in, and behave myself."

Luciasmiled. "Did you?"'

"Ah. Well. Eventually."

"Eventually?"

"I grumbled a bit more," he admitted.

"But why? Do you really have to fast while you're sick?"'
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"Of course not. Y ou can make it up later in the year."
"Then why did you insist?'
"To do otherwise felt like aweakness to me." He cracked his knuckles again. "I also
didn't feel | could stop fasting unless aMuslim doctor gave permission.”
"But you hesitated even after he did."

It was a moment before he answered. Finally he said, "Bit by bit | felt asif | waslosing
what made me Rashid. Brigid and | were aready married, and | had come to accept we
would live in England for the rest of our lives." Softly he said, "Something broke in me
that day. | didn't want to give up any more of myself."

"It's like losing part of your spirit," she murmured.

Rashid gave her a startled glance. "Yes." After apause he said, "My differences also
made some people uncomfortable. So | tried to minimize the differences."

That sounded to Lucialike atactful description of histrying to deal with prgjudice. She
wondered what it had been like for him as a North African at Oxford, Cambridge, and
Imperial College, mixing with the elite of England's elite.

Before she could ask more, though, he stood up and stretched his arms. "I should get
going. | want to get to work before the offices open."”

Luciastood up. "You mean in Tangier?"'
He nodded. "I can fly in from Marrakech."

They left the library and walked down the hall. He stopped at the archway of his
bedroom. "I will come to tell you good-bye before | [eave."

She hesitated, wishing she could bring back his warmth from last night. "Would you
like help getting ready ?"

He watched her with an unreadable expression. "No."

No. Just like that. She wasn't sure which unsettled her more, how distant he had become
or how much it bothered her. She wanted him to hold her, to tell her he would miss her.

"Ah, Lucia" Hisvoice softened. "Y our emotions fly across your face like cloudsin a
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high wind."
She flushed. "I'm sorry I'm that obvious."
"I'm not. It's one of the things | lo—" He stopped. "Well."

Well? What had he been about to say? She didn't know how to interpret his mood. For a
moment he had looked shy. Self-conscious. But his reserve was back in place, hiding
his emotions. Or perhaps he simply didn't want her company.

Rashid lifted his hand and brushed his knuckles across her cheek. He started to speak,
paused, then said, "'l have trouble to explain in English. Words have different
connotations in Arabic and your language."

"Won't you try?"

He considered for a moment. "Ramadan is atime of purification, for both body and
spirit. To fast doesn't only require the act. It also requires the intent."

"I just wanted to help."

"If you helped me dress..." He leaned his head against the doorframe. "When | am with
you, my thoughts always come around to the same place. And where the thoughts go,
the body wants to follow." With arueful smile, he added, "1 keep thinking of when we
were together last night."

Luciaremembered all too well what she had said to him last night: She thought they had
no future. It was no wonder he guarded his emotions, given the ambivalent signals she
kept giving him. Yes. No. | don't know.

Softly she said, "It'sjust hard for me to deal with."

He spokein alow voice. "Don't you see? If you disrupt how | show my faith, you
disrupt me."

"| don't mean to." She wasn't even sure now what he meant. But she sensed his growing
distance. "Sometimes it seems as if, even though we're speaking the same language,
we're having two different conversations."

" Perhaps we need more time. To think." He touched her arm. "l should go."
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She swallowed. "All right."
He went into his bedroom, his receding figure blurred by the curtain separating them.
"You still have mail," Zaki announced. Seated at his desk, he waved an airmail envelope

at Lucia. "If you will inform me as to what you want done with this, | can stop holding
it."

"I don't know," Luciasaid. "Maybe | should read it."

He scowled. "It isn't for you."

"You just told meit was."

"That was before | knew you were the person pretending to be Rashid rather than
Rashid himself." Up in the corner, the camera came on and whirred as if to rebuke her.

Luciasmiled. "You're certainly in amood." She was glad she wasn't the only one at
odds with the day.

"I am never 'inamood,' " Zaki grumbled. "I am simulating impatience at having been
left holding this letter for hours."

"Rashid went to Tangier this morning. So | guess you'll have to hold it longer." She sat
up straighter. "Y ou have e-mail!"

"Of course | have e-mail."

"How? Y ou have to log onto the Internet to get it."
"Rashid downloaded his e-mail last night."

"Then he connected you to the satellite dish!"

In adry voice, he said, "Obviously."

"Areyou still linked up?"

"Unfortunately, no."

"Why did he disconnect you again?’

"| have no clue, as you Americans would say."

She couldn't help but laugh. "Has he been teaching you idioms?’
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"Actually," he admitted, "I found that in one of his e-mails."
"The one you're holding?"

"No. Thisisfrom Grégeois.”
"Who?"

"Mortabe Grégeois." Zaki tapped the letter against his fingers. "l see no purposein
Rashid downloading his mail and then leaving most of it unread.”

"Maybe he just wanted to check for important |etters."
Zaki looked peeved. "He still should have read this one.”

"Probably he was busy." Luciarealized Rashid must have woken her up last night after
he downloaded his mail. It made her feel alittle better to think he might have wanted to
see her enough that he ignored most of his messages. "Isit really that important?"

"Well. No. Actually not." Zaki set the letter on hisdesk. "It is part of an argument he
and Grégeois have been having."

L ucia had heard Grégeois mentioned more than a few times before in conjunction with
Al and telepresence. "That's an unusual name. Where does it come from?"

"I don't know. Professor Grégeois, however, now lives in Madagascar."

"Now?"'

"Rashid's friends are like him. They move al over the world."

"What do he and Rashid argue about?"

"Me."

Luciagrinned. "So that's why you want Rashid to read this message. It's about you."
Dourly he said, "Grégeois clams | am impossible.”

"Impossible how?'

Zaki snapped the letter, making it skitter across the desk. "He insists 'true’ artificial
intelligence is impossible because, at some level, a machine must be programmed by a
human. Rashid disagrees. He believes if a machine convinces humansit isintelligent,
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then it isintelligent. He maintains that intelligence and sentience are two different
things, and that a machine can have one without the other. Grégeoisinsists they are the
same, that unless the machine has both it doesn't qualify asan Al. They have been
arguing this for fifteen years, saying the same things over and over, in ever more
abstruse terms."”

Lucia had heard versions of the argument. In 1950 Alan Turing published his seminal
paper, " Computing Machinery and Intelligence," which began with the question: "Can
machines think?' He suggested that instead of worrying about unseen mental processes,
humans should decide how they recognized intelligence. If something exhibited those
traits, then it was intelligent.

She had mixed reactions to the debate. If she defined intelligence as the ability to learn
from experience, respond with success to new situations, solve problems, make
decisions, and deal with ambiguity, then Zaki already came close. He still had trouble
responding to unexpected situations, and certain ambiguities remained beyond his grasp,
such as questions of spirituality. But in just the five days she had been working with
him, he had developed a great deal, including a splendid expertise at ordering virtual
pizzawhile watching virtual soccer. She had no doubt that given time—and the proper
opportunities—Zaki could devel op intelligence within the scope of her definition.

But what about sentience, the capacity for emotion and perception? Consciousness. No
matter how well Zaki simulated emotions, he wasn't self-aware. If his behavior ever
became indistinguishable from human behavior, would that make him sentient?
Alternatively, if he ever achieved sentience, would he be human? Lucia didn't know
how to answer either question.

She tilted her head, considering Zaki. "Does Grégeois consider you intelligent?

"He doesn't know about me," Zaki grumbled. "No one does. The only people | talk to
are you and Rashid. And if Rashid knew you and | were talking, he would lock me up.
Then who would | talk to?"

"He knows we talk. He's seen us."

"Only once."
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"WEell, yes. But you must have logs of our conversations. He can read them."
"l hid them."

She stared at him. "Y ou hid them?"

"Yes"

"Whatever for?"'

"Why do you think? So he wouldn't find out we talked."

Lucialeaned forward. "Do you realize what you're saying? Y ou're trying to deceive
your programmer.”

He crossed hisarmsin front of his chest. "I made alogical decision based on a normal
progression of steps through various decision trees."

"Y ou've been misbehaving again, Zaki. You told alie."

"I did not. He never asked if | talked to you."

"You still deceived him."

"I did what he programmed me to do."

She raised her eyebrows. "Rashid programmed you to trick him?"

Zaki glowered at her. "He made me self-modifying. Why? So | can evolve. Talking to
you helps me evolve. If he knew we were talking, he would lock me up. That defeats the
purpose he gave me. Therefore, | have made sure we can continue to talk."

Lucialaughed. "That's specious."”

"| am never specious.”

"Why would Rashid want usto stop talking?"
"Because you are hiswife."

"go7"

"He won't allow you access to a computer.”

"Why not? Neither of usis going anywhere."
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"Y ou are speaking to amale analog."

Lucia struggled to keep a straight face. She couldn't imagine that Rashid cared if she
talked to a computer program. Far more intriguing was where Zaki had come up with
such anotion. "A male analog? What is that?"'

"| don't see what is funny," he grumbled. "I am analogous to a man. Therefore| am a
male analog."

"Even if you are an, uh, male analog, Rashid considers you part of the family. He told
me you were his son."

Zaki's peeved look vanished, replaced by a startling mix of surprise, disconcertment,
and... joy?"He said that?"
Smiling, she said, "He did indeed."

"Oh." That silenced him for afull ten seconds. "I'm glad." His face relaxed. "l still think
it's best, though, that we don't mention our conversationsto him."

"Don't you thing that's wrong?"
"Why? I'm doing what he programmed me to do."
"Y ou want meto trick my husband. Y our father."

He was silent even longer thistime. Finally he said, "It is true that such a deception
violates the ethics Rashid gave me. However, without the deception | am prevented
from doing what he designed me to do."

His image suddenly splintered into jagged lines of blue, amber, and green, from his
office, and white from Zaki himself. Once again, Luciafound herself staring at a surrea
seascape.

"Ah, Zaki," she murmured. He gave no answer.

Lucialeapt, grand jeté after grand jete, flying into the air, her legs stretched out in an
airborne split, one arm extended in front of her, the other to her side. Jump, glide, jump,
glide, again and again and again.
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Dancing reminded her of Rashid now. She had often thought dance mirrored the social
rules humans had devel oped to let men and women occupy the same spaces yet behave
with restraint toward each other. Ballet stylized courtship, much as the geometric
arabesgues that tiled this house stylized flowers and vines. As a ballet dancer, Lucia
occupied the dance world's most conservetivetier. For her, dancing was aform of
meditation, a balance of the sensual and spiritual.

Flamenco embodied the soul of the Gypsies. The eroticism in true flamenco remained
subtle, constrained by strict rules of form. As aflamenco bailora, she danced the cante
jondo, the deep song, born of the Gypsies who crossed from Indiato North Africa and
then into Spain. Rebuffed in almost every land where they sought to settle, they
survived by wandering, living in fear of eviction, prison, torture, and slavery. Their
answer? Flamenco, both a cry of anguish and a search to balance the body and soul.

The two dance forms were in many ways opposites; ballet soared into the air and
flamenco focused into the earth. But they had a goal in common, a blending of body and
mind. For Lucia, that blend included both sensuality and spirituality. When she
performed, those interpretations poured through her body. She wanted to share it with
Rashid and thought perhaps he understood.

As she danced, however, her thoughts returned again and again to her conversation with
him that morning. If you disrupt how | show my faith, you disrupt me. She couldn't help
but wonder if he would find it more difficult than even he realized to accept his wife
dancing onstage, before the world.

Distant strains of music and laughter floated on the night. Lucia drifted in restless sleep,
her body a small mound in the large bed. She had danced for hours today, until she
almost dropped with exhaustion. But still sleep evaded her. She kept waking, each time
opening her eyesto an empty room.

A breeze wafted across her face, bringing the scent of almond trees. |mages of Rashid
flickered in her mind. She tried to put those thoughts away, lock them in a mental box
with complex latches hidden in its intricate designs. But her thoughts refused to abide in
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the hidden spaces she set aside for them and instead floated free, rippling over her body
like the breeze.
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Chapter Eleven

Previous||Top [[Next

THE JAZARI SUIT

Tuesday, August 23

"When are you coming home?' Lucia's mother asked. "It's been so long."

"It's only two weeks." Luciawas sitting on adivan in the family room. Across the room,
Lalla Tamou, Bashir, Khadija, Jamal, an assortment of aunts, and most of the children
were watching a movie on the VCR, an action adventure with futuristic aircraft battling
in the sky. They had lowered the volume so it wouldn't disturb Lucia

"Could you leave?' her mother asked. "If you wanted?"
"I think so. It's been my choice to stay."

Her mother spoke carefully. "A man in his position, with his background, might have
expectations for his wife that you would find confining."

"You know," Luciagrumbled, "l wish everyone would stop assuming we can't deal with
this."

"I'm not, honey. But the two of you have given yourselves alot to deal with."
"Is Dad still in D.C. with Mark?"
"Changing the subject won't make it go away."

"Neither will your avoiding my question."

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (196 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:19



Catherine Asaro - The Velled Web

Her mother sighed. "Y es, he's still in Washington with the colonel.”

"Why?"' Luciadidn't understand why Mark had stayed involved. If he thought she was
in danger, he should let her know. If he didn't think she was in danger, why the
continued interest?

"Just in case," her mother said.

"In case what?"

"Y ou need assistance. We just want to make sure you're all right.”
"I'm fine. If Mark thinks otherwise, | wish he would tell me."
"He doesn't. We're just being careful.”

"You're sure that's al?"

"That's enough."

Luciaexhaled. "It'sjust al so awkward." Across the room, the children were
complaining about the low volume on the movie. "I should go. They've only one phone
here and I'm monopolizing it."

Her mother spoke with reluctance. "All right. We love you, honey."
"Me too, for you."

After Lucia hung up the phone, Jamal extended his arm toward the television, pointing
the remote control asif it were alight saber, and cranked up the volume on the VCR.
But as Lucia stood up, the phone rang again. She hesitated, then picked up the receiver.
Across the room, Tamou and Bashir glanced up, watching to see if she needed
assistance.

"Hello?" she asked. Belatedly, she realized whoever had called might not recognize the
word.

A man with aFrench accent answered. "Miss Luciadel Mar?'
"Thisis she."
"Hello, Lucia. May | call you Lucia?' He oozed geniality. "I'm a great admirer of yours.

| was wondering if you would answer just a few—"
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"Y ou're areporter, aren't you?' she said. Bashir was walking across the room to her.
The man on the phone continued. "My paper iswilling to offer you—"
"I'm sorry," she said. "Neither Doctor al-Jazari nor | are giving interviews."

As Bashir reached her, he gave Lucia a questioning look. With relief, she handed him
the phone. She could still hear the reporter talking.

"Bonjour," Bashir said pleasantly.

The voice stopped. Then it resumed, this time with the intonation of a question.
"Non," Bashir said.

After an expectant pause, the voice started up once more.

"Non," Bashir said.

Another pause, longer thistime. Then the reporter spoke again.

"Out," Bashir said.

Again the reporter waited, for an even longer time. As much as Lucia resented the way
the tabloids kept disturbing Rashid's family, she disliked hanging up on people. Had she
still been on the phone, she knew that long silence would have rattled her into talking.

Bashir smply waited. When the reporter finally spoke again, even Lucia heard the
frustration in his voice.

"Non," Bashir said politely. "Au revoir, monsieur." Then he hung up the phone.

Lucia couldn't help but smile. Bashir had to be an interviewer's nightmare. He grinned
at her, then headed back to his seat across the room. He had taken only afew steps,
though, when the phone rang yet again.

"For heaven's sake," Luciasaid. As she picked up the receiver, Bashir paused, watching
asif to ask whether or not she would like his assistance again.

She spoke warily into the phone. "Y es?’
"Lucia?' The deep voice rumbled. "Isthat you?'
She smiled with relief. "Hi, Rashid."
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Bashir relaxed and went back to his seat. When he motioned to Jamal, the younger al-
Jazari brother glared at him, but then he cranked down the volume on the VCR.

"Did you want to talk to your parents?' Lucia asked. Although Rashid called her every
day, he usually spoke to Tamou and Abdullah first. But then, one of them usually
answered the phone.

"Inabit." He paused. "How are you?"
She sat down and curled up on the divan again. "I'm fine."

They talked about safe subjects:. his business meeting, her dance practice, anew Web
site he had found. As alwaysin their phone conversations, they avoided their personal
life. In part it was because of the phone's public location. But Lucia knew they were
using the lack of privacy as an excuse. She had no idea what to say about the two of
them and he didn't seem to either.

So instead she asked, "Have you discovered anything more about the kidnapping?”'
"No." He suddenly sounded distant. "Nothing."

She wasn't fooled. "Rashid, what isit?'

"Probably nothing."

"Probably?"'

He paused, and at first she thought he wouldn't answer. Then he said, "I had an accident
outside Tangier yesterday, when | was going to a dinner meeting at the home of my vice
president for finance."

"Rashid!"
"Lucia, don't say anything to alarm my family. | haven't told them yet."
She lowered her voice. "What happened?"

He spoke evenly. "Another car hit mine and | knocked my head against the door.
Apparently | had a concussion. It wasin a secluded area, at night. The men in the other
vehicle got out to check on us. If Hammad hadn't stopped them, they would have pulled
me out of the car."
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She recognized Hammad's name. He was one of Rashid's bodyguards. "Are you al
right?"

"Fine. | was just shaken up abit. No harm done."

"And if your bodyguards hadn't been with you?' She swallowed. "If the men from the
other car had succeeded in pulling you out of yours?"

"I don't know." A rustling came over the phone, the sound he made when he raked his
hand through his hair. "I could hear them talking. They were trying to seeif | was all
right, if | needed help. They were close to panic. Or at least they sounded that way.
Probably they ssmply used bad judgment.”

"I hope s0." Lucia could see Tamou watching her, probably trying to figure out why her
daughter-in-law had lowered her voice. "Almost your whole family is here, watching a
movie."

"Can you get my father?' Rashid asked. "I need to talk to him about some company
business."

"He's at the mosque. Do you want to talk to Bashir?"
"Yes. That would be good." He hesitated. "Be well, my light of the sea.”

Her voice softened. "And you." She hoped her words were a courtesy of affection only,
not a genuine expression of his need for protection against an unknown threst.

Luciawalked around the lounge chair in the lab. She had been trying to think of waysto
alleviate Zaki's isolation. Taking Zaki onto the Web offered many possibilities, but she
hadn't had a chance yet to talk it over with Rashid, and Zaki's conflicted attitude toward
the ideadidn't reassure her. Although she didn't want to hold him back when he was
ready to grow, neither did she want him pushed too far too fast. The Jazari suit offered a
good compromise, a means of enriching his experiences without overwhelming him.

Rashid had left the suit laid out on the lounger, ready for use. Lucia lifted off the clear
plastic tarp that protected it from dust. Made from a gold mesh, the suit glimmered like
ametallic bodysuit. The lounger resembled a dentist's chair, but with mechanized
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armrests and a great deal of supporting apparatus, including two computers, several
robot arms, and cables that snaked to other machines in the lab, including Zaki.

" Can you communicate with the suit?' Lucia asked.

"Only when it's active," Zaki said. "Right now it isn't." His camerafollowed her
progress as she circled the chair. Although Zaki appeared to watch her from the
workstation screen, she knew he "saw" her only as digitized data sent to him from the
camera.

She picked up a gloved hand of the suit and rubbed the mesh between her thumb and
index finger. The materia felt soft. Flexible. "Why isn't it active?’

"Rashid set it up so my linksto the VR systems don't come on-line until someone puts
on the suit. It was atemporary setup to keep me out of the Ultrgjacs."

"The what?"

"The computers with the chair. They contain software for the VR system." Zaki cleared
his throat, sounding self-conscious. "l overloaded them when | was working alone one
night. So Rashid locked me out of the VR system. It wasn't meant to be permanent,
though; he wants me to learn how to run diagnostics on the suit by myself. He wrote a
safety protocol to protect the Ultrgjacs, but he hasn't had a chance to reset the VR
system. He just brought this new suit here."

She smiled. "Are the Ultrgacs safe from you now?"
"Most certainly."

Lucialaid her palm against the visored helmet built into the end of arobot arm. When
she pushed, the arm swung afew inches. "And if | put on the suit, that will activate it?"

Zaki was silent for so long that she turned to him. He was standing by his bookshelf,
frowning.

"| won't damage it," she said.
"I'm not worried about you hurting the suit. I'm worried about it hurting you."

That surprised her. "Rashid wouldn't be marketing his VR system unlessit was safe.”
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"Yes. But you aren't just anyone."
"I'm not?"
"You are Lucia."
"go 7"
He didn't answer, just looked out at her. Then his entire image fragmented into the
seascape.

"What—?' Luciawent over and restarted the program. Zaki came back sitting at his
desk.

"Y ou reset yourself," she said.

"| always do when | restart."

"Do you remember what we were talking about?"
"Yes. You."

With arueful smile, she said, "I hope the subject doesn't always have such adrastic
effect on you."

His face gentled, reminding her of Rashid, but with aquality all his own. She had never
seen him use so subtle an expression before. He looked more human now, lesslike a
computer trying to simulate human expression. The difference was in the extent of the
detail, the crinkle of the tiny lines around the corners of his eyes, the amost
imperceptible tension in his shoulders, the barest quirk of hislips on theright side of his
mouth.

"I'm not sure what happened,”" he said. "Y ou are correct, no logical reason exists for you
not to try a product that many others have used with perfect safety. | assigned more and
more of my processors to the task of discovering why | felt such areason existed, until |
overextended the system."

Lucia had heard that the Stellar-Magnum had so much power it defined a new
generation of machines. Its capacity wasn't infinite, of course, but it took a great deal to
reach itslimits. It hadn't surprised her when Zaki ran into problems with combinatorial
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explosion, or that he overextended himself when grappling with concepts of conscience.
But she didn't know what to make of this development.

"Maybe you've evolved the capacity for friendship," she suggested.

"| can simulate friendly interactions,” Zaki said. "But | don't feel anything. So | don't
think | can form abond. | am just carrying out program instructions."

"Isn't that what brains do? Fire neurons according to our biological programs?"

"Rashid and Professor Grégeois have been arguing that for years." Zaki shook his head.
"Can amachine feel spiritual? | certainly don't."

"How does it feel to be spiritual ?"
"Don't you know?"
L ucia considered the question. "It's hard to define."

He leaned forward. "If humans can't define their own spirituality, how can you create it
in amachine?'

"l don't know."

"Well. There." He didn't look particularly happy about winning the point.
"I didn't | say | couldn't feel it. Only that it's hard to describe."

"And if | wereto fed 'spiritual,' would | be?"

Luciablinked. "I don't know, Zaki. Perhaps only you could answer that."
He didn't answer, just sat asif absorbing the concept.

Luciawent back to the lounger and laid her hand on its headrest. "L et's give the Jazari
suit atry."

Zaki got up and paced across his office, his hands clasped behind his back. "I'm still
unsure.”

"Why?" She ran her finger along the gold mesh. It was open in the front, with a flexible
zipper. When she pulled the fingers on one glove, they stretched.

After apause, Zaki said, "I fedl... out of control."
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She looked up at the screen. "Y ou 'feel?"

"It's shorthand for 'l am simulating the feeling.' "

"Ah." She sat in the chair and dlid her legs into the suit.

"Lucia."

"Yes?

"Y ou have to undress to use the suit."

"Oh." She blushed, then wondered why. Zaki had no analog of human desire. Still, she
felt strange. "Would you turn off your camera? | wouldn't normally ask, but..." She
stopped, feeling foolish.

"It'sal right," he said. "l understand."

A hum came from the camera up in the corner by the ceiling. Puzzled, she looked up.
Thered light on the camera had gone dark, indicating it was no longer in operation.
Zaki had also rotated the camera so it pointed away from Lucia, which wasn't really
necessary given that he had switched it off. In effect, he turned his back so she could
undress in privacy. On the Stellar-Magnum screen, he had gone to his shelves and
appeared engrossed in reading a textbook. Luciafelt a surge of appreciation for his

sensitivity, followed by surprise when she realized his impulse to courtesy felt genuine
to her rather than s mulated.

After she undressed, she put on the VR suit. It stretched just enough to fit her like askin
of shimmering gold cloth. She sat on the lounger and said, "Y ou can turn around now."

As the camera hummed, Zaki turned to face her. "How isit?"
"Just fine." She pulled up the hood. "Are your links to the system coming up?"

"Yes." Various lights blinked on the robot arms for the lounger and the equipment they
supported, including the Ultrgjacs. "Everything appears to be in working order."

She lay back on the lounger. As her weight settled, the chair reclined under its own
power. A hum came from the robot arm with the visored helmet. It swung over her, and
the helmet snapped into place around her head, inserting prongs into her ears and
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bringing the visor down over her eyes. The world went dark, but when she pushed the
helmet, light trickled past its edges. Reassured, she let it click back into place.

"Areyou ready to start?' Zaki's voice sounded muffled.

"Yes. | can't hear you very well."

"Is this better?' Now his voice boomed, coming from behind her head.
Luciawinced. "Can you soften it?"

He turned down his volume. "How is this?"

"Much better."

"Shall | start the ssmulation?”

"What do you have?'

"I've a number of files here we could try." He paused. "Rashid also has alot of
simulations stored on the Ultrajacs, but | still seem to be locked out of them."

"Can you operate the VE. system without them?"

"Yes. I've copies of all the necessary software and can control the hardware from here."
"Let's start with one of your files, then."

"All right."

The helmet hummed again, louder thistime. In fact, it buzzed like an insect. Her
surroundings lightened, first into a cloudy luminance, then more natural daylight.

Shewaslying in ablurry field of grass, wearing a gamis and farajiya, and a jellaba over
the two soft robes. Blue sky arched overhead, with cotton puff clouds. A breeze brushed
her body and a fly buzzed past her face. Turning her head, she saw a misty cluster of
purple wildflowers nodding in the wind. The scene had aflat look, and the colors were
duller than normal.

"It's pretty,” she said. "The resolution and depth aren't great, though."
"Let me seewhat | can do," Zaki said.

The sky turned amore vivid blue, and the flowers took on sharper lines. In the distance,
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mountains took form out of the haze. They appeared flat against the sky, but areas
"closer" to Lucia had a more three-dimensional quality now.

A fly lit on her nose. She could hear and see it but felt nothing. Wind brushed her body,
bumpy ground poked her limbs, and the gamis felt soft against her skin. But no fly feet.

"| can't feel anything on my nose," she said. "Is that because the suit doesn't cover my
face?"

"That's right,” Zaki answered. "Some suits do. A film of sensor threads on its inner
surface simulates touch. The visor provides sight and the earpieces sound. None of the
Jazari suits can do smell or taste yet, but the Jl research and development teams are
working on it."

She brushed her palm on the ground, letting the grass tickle her skin. "Even so, thisis
Impressive."

"I'm sure Rashid would thank you."
"Did he build the suit?"

"He worked out the basic design, but the R and D people at JI did the actual
construction. Software is Rashid's primary interest, but he tries to stay as current as
possible on the hardware aso."

She put her hands behind her head and gazed at the sky. "Doesn't he do anything besides
work on computers?”

"Since he took over JI, he has aso spent agreat deal of time learning strategy
formulation, human resource management, sales and negotiation techniques, and
various other skills needed by a CEO."

Luciagrimaced. "I meant besides business."
"He has an interest in molecular assemblers.”
"What are those?"

"Nanotechnology. Jl has an entire R and D division devoted to it. Rashid istrying to
design a computer that runs on quantum transitions so he can make it small enough to
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attach to a molecule. The computer could then direct the molecule, telling it what to do
and how to make more of itself."

"Like little robots."
"In asense."

Luciasighed. "All work. No play." Turning her head, she rubbed her cheek on the grass.
A tingle shimmered through her skin. "Doesn't he have hobbies? Outside interests?"

"He likes Moroccan folk music,” Zaki said. "And flamenco. He has everything his sister
Aisha has published.”

Luciaraised her hand up from the grass and flexed her fingers. She felt her muscles
stretch. "Isthat why he likes the Martelli Dance Theatre?'

"Apparently. His library includes many of the videos MDT has produced."

That intrigued her. "Which ones does he have?' She let her arm drop, and it hit the
ground with a crunch, flattening grass.

"Here," Zaki said.

The field vanished. As Lucia plunged into blackness, the chair hummed, rotating her
back up into a sitting position. Suddenly the lights came back on—and she found hersel f
seated on the front edge of a stage.

A dark-haired woman whirled past, spinning on gold pointe shoes, in agold dresswith a
layered skirt. A man stepped onto the stage, dressed in a white shirt and short -waisted
black jacket, with silver buttons down the seams of his black pants and soft-soled knee
boots suitable for jumps and turns. He joined the woman and they spun together. Her
arms swayed and her back arched with liquid grace, supple and feminine, while her
partner stamped his booted feet and raised his arms above his head, angular and
geometric, asif to challenge the world.

L ucia recognized the dancers, Nancilla Kress and Antonio Maravilla, both with MDT.
The celebrated choreographer Jose Amaya had used the music and style of aflamenco
dance, the soled, to create this ballet. Jose had been a sensation in New Y ork twenty
years ago, both in flamenco and on Broadway. Powerful and intense, with brooding
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dark eyes, he had dazzled audiences. Now he created dances exclusively for MDT. In
fact, he had cho-reographed a pas de deux for Lucia and Antonio from Canto Indio, a
Mexican ballet with music by Carlos Chavez.

She glanced around, wondering if Jose were in the audience—and she saw the edges of
the stage blur into blackness.

Lucia blinked. She had forgotten it was a simulation. She recognized the video Rashid
used to make it, a PBS recording of an MDT gala performance in Los Angeles. After
the soled, Marita VVasguez led the other dancersin a performance of Madrigalesco to
Antonio Vivaldi's music, followed by aman's solo to "Habanera' from Carmen. Then
golden-haired Sharon Smythe-Powell and Jason Tyler drifted like gilded Gypsy angels
to Isaac Albéniz's lyrical Evocation.

If only she could show thisto Carl and the rest of MDT; they would be enchanted to see
their ordinary video rendered in such a dramatic medium. Mesmerized, Luciawatched
as Nancillawhirled on the stage. She could see every detail of her costume, hear the tap
of her pointe shoes, smell the dusty—

Smell?

Luciainhaled. She did indeed smell dust, and rosin too, the sticky resin dancers used on
their shoes to keep from dliding onstage. She touched her face and felt her fingertips.
Zaki apparently didn't know this suit's full capabilities. It didn't surprise her, though,
given that he had never operated it before.

"Zaki?' she asked. "Areyou still here?"

"Y es. | am watching the performance.”

"Doyou seeit theway | do?'

"No. It isdigitized datato me."

"Oh." That didn't sound appealing. "Do you enjoy it?"'
"| can't enjoy anything. | am aware it exists."

"I'm sorry."
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"Why?"'
"It's seems unfair you can't enjoy beauty."
"Ah, well." Zaki didn't seem to have an answer for that.

Rashid had converted only the first two dances on the video into VR simulations. As the
recording ended, the stage darkened. Then the light brightened and she found herself in
the audience of the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C.—and discovered she was
doing what she always swore to avoid: watching her own performance.

Two years ago, Carl Martelli had outraged the dance world.

The story of Svan Lake was simple: A magician turns the woman Odette into a swan.
Prince Siegfried falls in love with Odette and fights the spell. The magician counters
with the help of Odile, the Black Swan, who deceives Siegfried into believing sheis
Odette. In the end, Odette and Siegfried are reunited.

Many aficionados of the ballet considered Swan Lake the epitome of classical dance,
with Tchaikovsky's incomparable score, the women in pure classical costumes, the men
regal and strong. The grace of Odette's lines and the birdlike delicacy of her arms had
become almost synonymous with ballet.

Carl turned Swan Lake upside down and inside out, making it an unabandoned
commentary on life in the barrio. By turnsterrifying in its brutality, heartbreaking in its
fragile beauty, and burning in its sensuality, it personified Carl. Born Carlos Guadalupe
Martelli to a poverty-stricken Italian father and a Latina mother, Carl infused Swvan Lake
with his pride and his rage.

L ucia performed both Odette and Odile, as did most ballerinas who danced the lead, but
that was Carl's only nod to tradition. He infused Tchaikovsky's music with Latin jazz
rhythms. Odette became a Gypsy goddess, a smoldering angel in black lace. He
partnered her with Jason Tyler's whiter-than-white Siegfried, the "prince" wearing black-
leather pants, abicycle chain for abelt, and a black T-shirt with torn-off sleeves. Lucia's
Odile was a sultry flamenco caricature of her rival, wickedly graceful, hypnotic in her
Intensity.
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The reviewers frothed, either with praise or outrage.

Some lauded Carl for "the spectacular genius of hisvision." They spoke of Lucias
"astonishing virtuosity, from the delicacy of her Odette to the mesmerizing power of her
Odile," saying, "She mixes fire with tenderness, a unique style made all the more
captivating by her angelic face." Others blasted MDT for "polluting a venerable classic
with sexually suggestive bunk™ and "disrespecting Tchaikovsky's esteemed heritage."
One particularly offended reviewer mourned, swearing Carl had "so sorely traumatized
Swan Lake, it might never recover from the assault."

Time ran a story about race and the upper echelons of the arts with a cover that showed
Lucia costumed in gold and black lace, arching her back over Jason's arm, her leg lifted
straight out behind her body in an arabesque, its sheer classicism a deliberate contrast to
the flamenco arch of her back and oriental curve of her arms. Clad in leather and chains,
Jason was leaning over her, exuding a sexualized menace so far removed from the
courtly themes of the conventional Sivan hake that Tchaikovsky must have cried in his
grave.

Articles ran in newspapers. Flame wars blazed on Web arts sites. Fan mail poured into
the MDT for Lucia and Jason, some decrying their abuse of ballet, some decrying those
who decried, others professing impassioned |love. Enamored women accosted the
flustered Jason on the street. MDT sold out every performance even after Carl
shoehorned extra shows into the schedule. The video sold more than al the other MDT
videos combined.

And here, in alab in Morocco, a computer genius had converted that entire video into a
VR simulation. The colors were so vivid they vibrated. Lucia heard every scrape of
Jason's boots, felt every gust of air, smelled every scent. The dance became more
intense than life, overwhelming in its vehemence.

"Zaki, turn it off!" she said.
The simulation vanished, leaving her in darkness.

"Y ou sound upset," Zaki said.
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"I never watch myself dance."
"I'm sorry. | didn't realize."
"That simulation was so intense."
"That's an odd description."
"Why?"
"According to my files, most people describe the ssmulations as 'flat' or 'blurred. "
"It was at first," she agreed. "But it got better."
"The last one was more recent. Rashid is always improving his work."

Lucia nodded, still shaken. She didn't like to watch herself because she was her own
harshest critic, seeing flaws where others saw beauty. But this simulation bothered her
on a deeper level. When she danced, she became immersed in the role, losing all sense
of herself. She had never realized she projected such an intense passion. In normal life
she felt reserved. Contained. Only onstage could she release the fires within, and then
only because she knew invisible walls separated her from the audience.

We all live in our own spaces, she thought. Khadija's seclusion is physical: Mineis
mental. Perhaps that was why she spent so much time on the Web. She could go
anywhere, learn, experience, watch, participate, and yet still remain within her personal
space.

That had negative as well as positive aspects, though. The Web offered aimost
unlimited information, but quantity didn't equal quality. Errors and myths abounded.
Also, the proliferation of personal data could |eave a person vulnerable to harassment.
Nor could the human mind grasp the totality of the Web. To synthesize all the available
knowledge in areasonable amount of time simply wasn't possible.

But then she wondered: Suppose people had help? Instead of a passive Web browser,
suppose they had an active guide that could sift through the seas and mountains of
information, processit, aid people in their interactions with other people on the Web,
advise in difficult situa-tions, warn about misuse of personal data, and in general be
useful, all at the speed of flying electrons, or even light.
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Suppose they had Zaki.

She began to see Rashid's purpose. Yes, Zaki was aguide, but in agreater sense than
she had understood. He could bring people together. Make bridges. She saw a corps of
electronic diplomats, millions of them, processing the vast resources of human
experience. Paving the way to the crossroads. Rashid's dream sparkled like a gem.

The Jazari suit gave Zaki even greater potential. To make abstract problems easier for
people to visualize, virtual-reality methods had long relied on simulating sights and
sounds, and also a person's sense of where his or her body was, relative to itself and the
world. The Jazari suit took that all to anew level. Chemists could submerge into a
molecular universe and directly manipulate the chemicals, wrestle with them, go inside
molecules, do whatever they wanted. Adapted to air-flight simulation, the system could
create flights that felt like the real thing. Children could enter game worlds that let them
play with mathematical concepts now taught in college. It would enhance learning,
perhaps even take the human intellect to a higher level of development.

Of course, Zaki could be made to serve any ends, not just Rashid's idealism. Given a
different personality, he could sew the seeds of discord or corrupt the flow of
Information. Without proper safeguards, he could amass private data on people for
criminal purposes. He could turn security routines into doors and locks, and the means
to compromise that security into tools for breaking and entering. Just as someone with
no chemistry background could solve chemical problems using a chemical VR system,
or achild could learn Boolean algebra by playing a maze game, so a person with little
computer know-how could hack into a secured computer. VR simulators would serve
just aswell in planning crimes as in practicing air flight. She didn't even want to think
of the potential military nightmares.

One fact remained clear: In the age of artificial intelligence and virtual readlity, the issues
of electronic protection, defense, and security would become crucial.

And those were Mark Spearman'’s bailiwick.

Although Mark never talked with her about details of his work, she knew in general
what it entailed: intelligence, specifically in regard to computer technologies and their

file:///C|/Documents%20and%620Settings/harry%20kruis...aar/Catherine%620A sar0%20-%20The%20V eil ed%20Web.html (212 of 359)20-2-2006 21:09:19



Catherine Asaro - The Velled Web

military applications. It wouldn't surprise her if he knew alot about Rashid's work. No
matter how benign Rashid's intentions, the fruits of his genius could become athreat to
international security if appropriated by someone with less altruistic motives.

Luciawas less certain why Mark and Rashid seemed adversarial toward each other. She
understood that each was loyal to his own country and each would have different ideas
about the best uses of Zaki and the Jazari suit. But if her judgment of them both was
right, they had the same goal: the protection of the common good. In fact, Rashid struck
her as more of an ivory-tower visionary than anything else, a dreamer stuck in a
corporate suit.

She did wonder if her growing affection for him had clouded her judgment about his
motives. That still wouldn't explain what was going on with Mark. Nor did she
understand why her father was still in Washington. Perhaps she was looking at this from
the wrong angle. Mark might have the same fears as Rashid, that the kidnapping was
more than it appeared. Knowing Mark, though, if that were true, he would have urged
her to come home. He might not tell her why, but he would exert pressure.

Unless he had other motives.

Luciaknew Mark was better suited than almost anyone else alive to determine, and
Implement, the destructive potential of Rashid's work. She wanted, needed, to believe
that hisinterest ssemmed from an intent to serve his country rather than something less
atruistic. Probably he just plain didn't trust Rashid. That their two countries had
reasonably good relations didn't mean no tension existed.

Military strength came as much from preventing conflict as from winning combat. And
Mark hadn't seen Rashid in the same light as Lucia. He was more likely to know of
Rashid's scientific acumen than his humanitarian ideals. So perhaps Mark had an
unrealistic view of her husband.

Then again, maybe she was the one with the unrealistic view of Rashid. Or maybe
Rashid was the one who needed protection from Mark. Or maybe none of the above.

"Pah," she muttered. "My head is going to explode.”
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"Lucia?' Zaki asked. "Areyou all right?'
"No. Yes. | wasjust thinking."
"Would you like another recording?’
It would be awelcome distraction. "Do you have anything different than MDT?"
After apause, he said, "Here."

The helmet disengaged from her head and swung away on its mechanized arm. She was
still in the chair, but instead of the Jazari suit, she had on a blue gamis with a sheer
farajiya robe over it. Puzzled, she sat up and swung her legs off the edge of the lounger.
The lab looked normal. Or aimost normal. Shadows darkened the far end and the Stellar-
Magnum had gone dark.

"Zaki?' she asked. "Where are you?'
"Here," he said.
Then he walked out of the shadows.

Stunned, Lucia stared at him. He stood about five foot ten, a slender man with pleasant
features, brown hair, and brown eyes. He wore a turban, a striped robe dlit at the sides
with a gamis and farajiya under it, and white cotton trousers.

He stopped by hisworkstation. "Hello, Lucia."
"Wow," she said.

"How do I, uh, look?"'

She gave him athumb's-up gesture. "Wonderful."

Zaki smiled, with a hint of shyness. "I can see you now, too, better than usual. The suit
records your position and downloads that data to me as an image. It's using Rashid's
filesto render your face." He hesitated. "Y ou're beautiful."

Luciadimpled. "Y ou're acharmer, Zaki." She wondered why he was looking at the
chair's headrest instead of her face. Do you know my location?"

"To within amillimeter."

"Can you look at my head?"
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"I am."

"Not quite. You're looking at the headrest."

He seemed puzzled. "That is where your head is located."
"Actualy, I'm sitting up now."

"According to my data, you are lying down."

That gave her pause. "Do you think we found a glitch in the suit?"

"A mistake that big would require amajor fault. The R and D people at J| worked out
those bugs years ago." He started toward her, stopped, lifted hisfoot, then put it down.
"It seems | cannot come any closer to you."

"But why?"'
"If I try, | believe | will crash.”
"Could that hurt you?"

"It shouldn't." He shifted he weight. "However, the prospect of my electronic demise,
even if only temporary, does bother me."

"That's amazing."
"That it bothers me?"
"That you admitted it."

"You know it'sall smulated." He continued to watch the headrest. "But still, | would
prefer not to fragment.”

"Why would approaching me make it happen?"
"You'reunveiled."

"Oh." Given that Rashid intended Zaki for international distribution, that struck Lucia as
an odd way to program him. "Why did Rashid set you up like that?"'

"Hedidn't." Zaki rubbed his chin. "In fact, he's given me exhaustive databases on many
cultures and countries, so | can interact in a successful manner with representa-tives
from any of them." He tried to take another step, but again hisfoot faltered and again he
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set it down in the same place. "However, | seem to be experiencing problemsin this
regard.”

Luciafelt the tingle of excitement that came when she faced a mystery. "Tell methis:
From the data Rashid has given you, would it be logical for you to deduce that women
always wear veils?'

"Not in general. If the woman was, say, Rashid's mother, then yes. But not in your case."
"Evenif I'm hiswife?"

"Even if you're hiswife."

"Y ou realize what this means, don't you?' She beamed at him. "Y ou're thinking by
induction."

Zaki looked startled, then pleased, then positively smug. "I do believe you'reright." He
grinned. "l hereby inductively reason that | am reasoning by induction."

"And making jokes too."

"But of course." He spoke with a mock nonchalance that hid neither his wonder nor his
gratification at this new development. The increasing sophistication of his emotional
range astounded Lucia.

What intrigued her even more, though, was the breakthrough in his thinking processes.
Computers excelled at deductive reasoning: Given certain premises, they formed only
those conclusions that followed from those premises. They proved the result from a
given set of rules. Unless they could do the proof, they couldn't make the conclusion. If
Rashid had told Zaki all women wore veils, Zaki would deduce that L ucia should have
on aveil. But the data Rashid had provided should have led Zaki to the opposite
conclusion.

Inductive reasoning was afar more human trait. It referred to a person's ability to make
assumptions given only alimited pool of examples. People could jump to conclusions,
sometimes with almost no basis at al, but who would expect a machine to do so?
Humans went on insight, common sense, intuition, bias, and guesswork, char-acteristics
profoundly difficult to program into computers. Y et Zaki had done it.
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His response also gave Lucia an insight into Rashid, albeit one she wasn't sure she
wanted. She wondered if Zaki were revealing more of Rashid's unconscious wishesin
regard to his wife than Rashid acknowledged himself.

Another thought occurred to her. "Maybe that's why you can't look straight at me.
Because my face isn't covered."

"Maybe." Zaki didn't sound convinced. "However, every diagnostic check I've done on
the suit registers you as lying down."

"I'm not." She brushed her fingers across her face. "Some of your other information
about the suit was wrong, though. | can smell and feel things on my face."

Zaki frowned. "That's impossible."

"But true."

His face took on an inward quality. "One moment please."
She waited, watching him. Finally she said, "Zaki?"

"I'm trying get past the lock on the Ultrgjacs.”

Luciatried to hide her smile. "Are you misbehaving again?’
"No, | just—Lucia, get out of the suit!"

She stopped smiling. "What's wrong?"

"Takeit off. Now!" Zaki started toward her—

And fragmented.

His body distorted as if he were sheering apart into the fractured seascape of horizontal
lines—except now it happened to a""real" person instead of graphics on the screen.

"Zaki!" Luciajumped off the chair and ran toward him.
And stopped.

Shewas still in the lab. The false lab. Shadows blurred its corners. In front of her, a
fantastic wash of colored lines hung in the air. The Stellar-Magnum had crashed, but she
was still here.
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Lucia swallowed. She touched her face and felt skin.

She touched her clothes and felt silk. But she knew shewasin a VR suit. Closing her
eyes to shut out visual input, she concentrated on the helmet. When she touched her
face, she still felt only skin. Turning her head made no difference, nor did rubbing her
eyes, poking her ears, or shaking her arms.

L ucia opened her eyes and considered the shadows. What if she tried to go beyond the
limit of the smulation?

As she walked through the lab, her view of it changed, asif she crossed an actual room.
She could see behind and around objects. The perspective was a bit off, creating
distortions, but given the current state of the art, the accuracy of the simulation was
remarkable.

When she reached the shadows, the room blurred. Taking a breath to fortify herself, she
stepped forward—

And submerged into darkness. No sight, touch, smell, sound. Nothing.

Luciaquelled aflare of panic. She lifted her hands to her head—and felt the helmet.
Relief flowed over her as she maneuvered it away from her head.

Light flooded her vision. Instead of being across the lab, she found herself lying on the
chair just as Zaki had described. Although she still felt asif she wore the gamis, the
Jazari suit sheathed her from head to hand to foot. The screen of the Stellar-Magnum
showed the now-familiar fractured seascape.

She pressed her hand against her abdomen and breathed against it, using relaxation
techniques she had learned in her stretch-yoga class. After her pulse slowed, she got up
and changed from the VR suit back into her jeans and blouse. Then she went to the
workstation and restarted Zaki. He came up pacing across his office, hisimage
appearing in midstep.

"Zaki?' she asked. "l thought you always came back sitting at your desk."

He swung around to her. "l evolved. Areyou all right?'

"Y es. Fine. What happened with the Jazari suit?"'
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He swallowed. "That wasn't the Jazari suit."
"It wasn't?' She regarded him uneasily. "Then what was it?"

"I'm not sure." He pulled off his turban and twisted the cloth in his hands. "It injected
you with a rudimentary form of nanotech. The molecules act on neural receptors. Y ou
were receiving input straight into your brain. Sights, sounds, sensations, smells, tastes—
all those sensations were produced directly within your cortex."

Luciastared at him. "Are you saying | have a computer virusin me?"

"Not avirus." He had completely undone his turban now. "Nanobots. They're part
neurotransmitter. They also carry picochips, tiny computers that operate on quantum
transitions."

It was an eerie thought, that tiny machines in her body could trap her forever in avirtua
reality. "What made the simulation stop?"

"I'm not sure." He began to pace again. "Operation of the nanobotsistied to the suit.
Apparently they're too rudimentary to produce full VR simulations on their own.
However, they greatly enhance the suit's effect. Also, for direction and control, they
need the greater processing power of the Ultrgjacs, which communicates with them
through the suit. So without the suit, they lose direction and fall apart.” He stopped,
staring at his hands as if he had finally realized he was wringing out his turban.

Lucia could hardly believeit. "Y ou mean these tiny robots inside me are little
computers?’

"Y es. Rashid designed them. The engineers at J have been working on the technology,
but | hadn't realized it was this developed." Zaki looked up at her. " The nanobots have
enough memory within their picochips to remember afew simulations after they've
produced them. If any bots are still inside you the next time you use the suit, they can
download their data to the new nanobots the suit injects into your body. That way the
memory is preserved, so right away you get better simulation. In fact, once the bots
have a simulation recorded, they may even be able to reproduce a rudimentary version
of it without the suit."
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She grimaced at the thought of being trapped in aVR simulation. "I'm not sure | would
like that."

"Well, it'sonly atheory. |'ve no idea how you would go about getting the bots to
reproduce the simulation without the Ultrgjacs to direct them. Besides, the bots in your
body have probably already started to disintegrate.”

She wasn't any happier with the thought of nanobots falling apart in her body than with
the idea of having them in the first place. "Can the debris make me sick?"

"It shouldn't." Zaki tapped his fingertips against his chin. "I can see why he hasn't made
any public announcements yet. If he getsthisto work, it will be arevolutionin VR.
That trandates into more success for Jazari |nternational—assuming none of his
competitors get hold of it first. The prototypeis probably safer here. Family homesin
small villages don't tend to be targets for industrial espionage.”

Luciagave him awan smile. "Am | a casualty of that VR revolution?"

"I hope not." He clenched hisfists around his turban. "I should never have let you put
on the suit."

"How could you have stopped me?’
"] should have tried harder."
"Guilt?' she murmured.

"Ah, Lucia" He sighed. "I don't know anymore. I've changed so fast these past few
days, I'm starting to lose my bearings."

"l haveto tell Rashid."

"Not yet," he entreated. "L et me study this more. He means to market the suit
eventually, so it's probably not dangerous. But he's not done testing it, so | doubt he
wants us using the system. He had me locked out of both Ultragjacs.”

"You didn't stay locked out for long." She frowned at him, no longer amused. "Y ou
have to stop all this breaking and entering."

"Rashid programmed me to improve myself." He shifted his weight from foot to foot. "
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am simply following my programming."

Quietly she said, "If you can misbehave, you can aso make moral choices. Lying to
your father iswrong."

He was twisting his turban again. "If he learns how | endangered you today, he will
delete me."

"I'm sure he won't." Besides which, given how thoroughly Zaki was integrated into the
laboratory equipment and network, she doubted it would be easy to "delete" him from
anything. She gentled her voice. "Talk to him. He's a reasonabl e person.”

"l need to study what happened,” he said. "l should dedicate more processorsto the
task."

Luciasmiled. "Is that a computer way of asking me to go away?"

He gave her an apologetic look. "l just can't talk. But don't go too far. Y ou must let me
know if you feel anything unusual."

"All right. I'll check back with you in afew hours."
"Yes. Good." Zaki reached out his hand toward the screen. "Be well, Lucia."

She pressed her fingertips against the screen. "And you."
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Chapter Twelve

Previous||Top [[Next

CANON IN D

Thursday

Laughing, Khadija swept her hands through the stream that tumbled over rocks, sticks,
fallen cedar branches, and ragged banks. Knee-deep in theriver, Lucia grinned and held
her caftan above its swirling surface while she kicked the water, spraying it over her
sister-in-law. The visit to the farm of Tamou's father, Moulay Ibrahim Thami, had taken
Lucia by surprise. When they first left the house, Lucia assumed they were going to the
hammam. Instead they loaded into several small trucks and traveled higher into the
mountains, bumping along dirt roads until they reached an open valley. Today was
Thursday, eight days since Rashid had returned to Tangier and seventeen since the
kidnapping.

The farm took up abig chunk of the valley. As lIbrahim's third daughter, Tamou had
lived here until the day she married Rashid's father. Lucia met Rashid's grandparents,
grandaunts and granduncles, elderly cousins, and a collection of other relations. Sitting
among the cedars on fold-up chairs, Lalla Tamou and the older Thami women reclined
in comfort while they gossiped. In the countryside, far from any town, on private land,
the al-Jazari women went free from the veils meant to hide them from gazes that didn't
exist here. Today included an anomaly, though: two of the family's bodyguards, both of
them almost invisible among the trees, kept watch on the women.
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As Khadijaand Luciawaded out of the stream, children ran around them, laughing, then
took off again. Lucia walked with Khadija up an incline. At the top, they looked out
over avalley enclosed by the white-tipped mountains and carpeted with grass and
purple wildflowers. It was, Luciarealized, the field from Rashid's VR simulation. Down
the hill, Ahmed, Bashir, and their father were deep in conversation with the Thami men.
The third bodyguard stood near the group, half hidden in a grove of almond trees.

The children ran down the hill and dashed in circles around the men. Laughing, Hajj
Abdullah hugged Fatima, then plucked a wildflower and put it in her hair. It surprised

L uciato see him express such open affection, though she wasn't sure why; he had just as
much reason to dote on his grandchildren as any other grandparent. It was only that she
found him so intimidating, with his penetrating gaze, his silences, and his distance.

Farther down the hill, Jamal and several other boys his age were playing soccer. The
fourth bodyguard stood a short distance beyond, among the trees.

Khadija was watching Jamal. "No argument today."
"Argument?' Lucia asked.

Khadijalooked at her. "With his parents.” She indi-cated Jamal's father, who was
watching the soccer game now. "Jamal runs off to Marrakech. Not go to school. Sulk."

L ucia could understand why his parents were worried. "Has he ever been in trouble with
the police?’

"No. Heiswild sometimes, but more heisagood boy." Khadija sighed. "Jamal rebel.
Against his parents. Against Rashid. Against being al-Jazari." She shrugged. "Rashid's
brother Y ounes rebel too. But he grow up." Mischief flashed in her smile. "Rashid rebel
also, but never will he admit this."

"Rashid?' Luciagrinned. "Y ou'rejoking."

Khadija gave her alook of mock solemnity. "He went to England. Talked like English
boy. Dressed like English boy. Acted like English boy. Lalla Tamou mourned for him."

L ucia could imagine their mother-in-law's reaction. She doubted Tamou would have
stayed annoyed for long, though, given that it was Rashid. Looking down the other side
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of the hill, she saw Tamou seated with her sisters and aunts near the stream, chatting in
the leafy shade. She wondered what Tamou and Abdullah talked about when they were
alone. Although she rarely saw them in conversation, they obviously understood each
other well. A glance, a gesture, anod: They said more with their silent communication
than many people did with words. Although Abdullah was the head of the family,
within the home Lalla Tamou ran the show. She and her husband blended their different
backgrounds and cultures into the lives of their children.

It was also obvious they greatly valued education, for both their sons and daughters.
Khadija had told her that in the 1930s King Mohammed V led the way in promoting
education for girls, starting with his own daughters. His eldest, Princess Lalla Aisha,
traveled across Morocco speaking on the importance of sending girls to school. The
religious scholar Mohammed Belarbi Alaoui accompanied her and reinforced her
message of equality with passages from the Qur'an. That the daughter of a great

imperial family went among the public to speak with such eloquence on the education

of women made a great impact on Moroccan culture, one still felt today in the first years
of the twenty-first century.

In the valley, a child suddenly yelled, " Shasheeeeeed.”

Startled, Lucialooked down the other side of the hill. Rashid was climbing the slope,
surrounded by a cluster of children. In his white sweater, stonewashed jeans, and
designer running shoes he looked more like a model for GQ than a publicity-shy
computer genius. His bodyguards walked with him, one to either side, a somber contrast
to the laughing man being mobbed by so many children he could hardly walk straight.
Neither bodyguard cracked a smile. The wind blew up an edge of one man's jacket,
revealing the edge of a gun holster. Then the jacket fell back into place.

Turning back to Khadija, Lucia discovered her sister-in-law studying her with
amusement. Embarrassed, Luciasaid, "What?"

Khadija smiled. "We not expect Rashid today."

"Neither did |." Although she and Rashid talked every day by phone, they never really
spoke of personal matters. What had stayed most in her mind was their last conversation
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before he left for Tangier eight days ago. Given his comments then and his subsequent
distance, she hadn't been sure he wanted to see her.

Rashid stopped to talk with his father. Then he headed up the hill, a distance away from
Luciaand Khadija, and went down to see his mother. When he reached Tamou, she
beamed as if the sun had come to shine. Amid aflurry of voices, he greeted her, then his
grandmother, then each of his elderly aunts and various cousins, laughing good-
naturedly as they showered him with affection. Half hidden in the trees, Lucia watched,
trying not to feel left out because he greeted everyone el se before even looking at his
wife.

"No stare," Khadija said. "We walk."
"Walk?"' Lucia pulled her attention back to Khadija. "Why?"
"Come. | show."

They hiked along the crest of the sparsely wooded hill, following the stream. Astheir
path bent around in a curve, the voices of the family faded behind them. The hill rose
into a steegper incline, and they had to slide down it to reach the stream. With Khadijain
the lead, they waded across the gurgling, chattering water. On the other side, they sat on
alarge, flat rock dappled with shadows. In companionable silence, they listened to birds
trill.

After awhile Lucia heard arustle of grass. Then Rashid appeared, walking along the
opposite bank, one bodyguard behind him and the other up on the hill.

Khadija stood up, wringing the dripping edges of her caftan. "'l need dry clothes.”
Before Lucia could respond, Khadija was crossing the river again. On the far side, she
greeted Rashid and then headed back to the gathering. Before Lucia knew what had
happened, she and Rashid were alone. Except for his bodyguards.

He started across the river, coming toward her. The water splashed around his calves,
soaking his shoes and jeans. One of his guards stayed across the stream while the other
came over to this side and took up a position a few meters from Lucia, close enough to
reach Rashid in afew steps but far enough away to give him and Lucia privacy.
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Rashid stopped in front of her. "Do you mind if | join you?"

"Not at all." She scooted over to make room on the rock. "I didn't expect to see you
today."

He sat next to her. "l changed my plans.”
"I'm glad you're here."
His taut posture eased a bit. "l too."

Lucia hadn't realized how tense he was until she saw his shoulders relax. She cast about
for something to say. "Y our family has been very kind to me."

"I think they feel more comfortable with you." He blew out agust of air. "You are so
very, very different from Brigid."

Luciastiffened. "Don't compare meto her. I'll always come up lacking."
"Why do you say such athing?’
She gazed at the stream. "Compared to you, your life, your family, I'm nobody." She

was going to haveto tell him sooner or later, so she might aswell do it now. "l never
even graduated from high school."

He touched her cheek, turning her face toward him. "l know that. It makes no difference
to me." Lowering hisarm, he added, "Y ou've more intelligence and insight than people
I've met with multiple degrees.”

That startled her. "Thank you." Puzzled, she asked, "But how did you know?" She had
certainly never written on her Web page that she was a high school dropout.

"I had you checked out."
"Checked out?' She tensed. "What do you mean?’

He regarded her with a steady gaze. "Y ou were there when | was kidnapped, and my
driver knew | went to Taormina with the hope of seeing you."

She suddenly felt asif she had a shift in view, like the change of perception that came
from staring at an Escher painting, when an ordinary staircase suddenly looked like

upside-down stairs. It was a moment before she could find her voice. "l would never—'
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Gently he said, "I know that. But | had to be sure. | couldn't take the chance that my
feelingsin regard to you were impairing my judgment.”

For all her concerns over Rashid's intent, it had never occurred to Luciathat he might be
having similar doubts about her. Perhaps if she could have felt more certain about her
situation with him, she would have been less uncertain about his motives. He had the
power to arrange whatever investigations he wanted, but she had only hisword and her
own intuition.

Quietly he said, "I'm sorry if it seemsinvasive."

"Do you still doubt me?' she asked.

"| would have never left you with my family if | did."
"What else did you find out?’

His grin suddenly flashed, like a break in the clouds of an overcast sky. "Y our father isa
cowboy." He made asif to draw six-guns and twirl them around his fingers. "John
Wayne."

Lucia couldn't help but laugh. "I'm afraid my father is no more John Wayne than you are
Caliph Harun al-Rashid from The Arabian Nights."

"Ah, well." Although he didn't seem surprised, he gave her arueful look. "No
gunslinger fights?"'

"Hollywood made those up." She smiled. "He fixes fences, sets out salt licks, rounds up
cattle, that sort of thing. Very mundane, I'm afraid.”

"But surely he wears a cowboy hat."
"Every day."
"And cowboy boots?"

It amazed Luciathat he found her ordinary life so interesting. "All the time. His aren't
nearly as nice as Jamal's though."

Rashid's smile faded. "l hope Jamal hasn't bothered you anymore."
"No. Not at all." She paused. "l think | confuse him."
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"Everything confuses Jamal."

Gently Lucia said, "He's sixteen. Drowning in the wake of his prodigious siblings and
ultraconservative family. Isit any wonder he rebels?!

Rashid scowled. "Playing truant won't help him."
"No. But alittle flexibility might."
Hetensed, asif preparing for afamiliar battle. "Y ou think I'm inflexible?"

She hadn't meant him in particular, but it was afair question, given her comment. She
considered. "The shapes of our lives have been so different, it's hard to answer. In some
ways you do seem inflexible to me, but the distance that separates usis so big, | may not
see the details.”

He gave her an odd look. "I'm sorry to bring up Brigid again, but you really are very
different. Whenever she and | tried to have these kind of talks, we yelled."

She didn't want to ask, but it came out anyway. "Why?"
Dryly he said, "The answer depends on who givesit."
"What would you say?"

He scowled. "That she was a stubborn, willful woman who never listened to perfectly
reasonable logic."

"What would she say about you?"

It was a moment before he answered. "l believe her words that last time were 'a
domineering, self-righteous anachronism with aworldview of women that belonged in
the Dark Ages.""

"Ouch."

Rashid winced. "I'm afraid my words to her that day were no gentler." He blew out a
gust of air, then looked around at the trees. "So how do you like this place?’

Luciawas glad to let the subject of Brigid drop. "It's pretty here. It surprises me. | had
always imagined Africaas adesert."

"Morocco has desert too."
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"Ah." She couldn't think of much else to add. So they sat, avoiding the subjects they
needed to discuss.

Eventually Rashid said, "Zaki is acting rather odd lately."

"l noticed."

He glanced at her. "You did?’

"I've been talking to him." She wondered if he would be angry.
"What did you notice?"

"He sounds more human now."

Rashid continued to watch her. "What el se?"

"He's misbehaving. He hid our talks from you."

Dryly Rashid said, "Not as well as he thought."

She flushed. "Y ou knew?"

"All thetime." Quietly he said, "And thank you."

"Whatever for?"'

"For the truth. And for trusting me."

"I'm not sure you know everything." She hesitated. "I tried out the Jazari suit, too."

"What?' He took hold of her arms, staring into her face. "How? It was locked up. Are
you all right?"

"Zaki unlocked it. And I'm fine."

"I will deactivate him, | swear, if you are hurt."
"Rashid, | really am fine."

"| want Ahmed to give you an exam."

"Okay."

He suddenly seemed to realize he had hisfists clenched around her arms. With a startled
look, he let her go. Then he stood up, water lapping against his legs. His bodyguard
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across the river turned from scanning the area to watch, while the one downstream
flexed hishands as if preparing to defend him.

Rashid paced along the bank, lost in thought. Turning, he walked back to Lucia, hisface
contemplative. Kneeling next to her, he said, "Y our work with Zaki is helping him
evolve. And you've isolated new areas where he was ready to devel op and needed inpui.
Y ou do well at this, better than some of my researchersat Jl. If you don't mind, | would
like you to keep working with him." Firmly he added, "But, Lucia, do not try the suit
again.

"I won't." She wondered if he had any ideawhat it meant to her to have aworld-class

expert in artificia intelligence tell her she did well with such work.

"Well have to monitor your health." He raised his hand as if to touch her cheek, then
caught himself and stopped. "To make sure there are no side effects from the nanobots."

"All right." She watched his face. "Rashid, what is Zaki?"

"I'm not sure, actually." Sitting next to her again, he said, "l started out to make a
glorified Websparks. But he's turned into more." He rubbed his neck, as if to ease out
kinks. "Zaki knows a great deal, but he doesn't have sufficient safety protocols. Until |
can figure out effective security, | don't dare market him."

A thought came to her. "Did you disconnect Zaki from the Web to seclude me? Or to
seclude Zaki?'

He seemed surprised by the question. "l don't know."

She could see why Rashid would hide Zaki, even from his people at JI. She had no
doubt industrial secrets this valuable were difficult to keep, particularly in fields as
potentially lucrative as VR and Al, which were becoming commercially viable with the
enabling technologies provided by the booming computer industry. The synthesis of
those technologies would probably have a greater impact on the world than the
telephone, transistor, or even persona compuiter.

How humans defined reality was about to change.
Using the Jazari suit with Zaki, people would no longer exist only in their physical
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bodies. In avirtual universe, they could become anyone, indeed anything, they wished.
Taken out to the World Wide Web, the burgeoning technologies would spread through
the already thriving interactive communities like wildfire, making possible virtual
worlds that until now had existed only as graphics on screens and sounds from speakers.
What effect will it have on humanity, she wondered, when it becomes possible to
change our fundamental perception of existence? How will we view ourselves when we
can spend more time submerged in universes of our own creation than in physical
reality? Will an Al given existence through VR, or avirtual identity created by a human
user, qualify as a separate being, with all the associated rights, privileges, and
responsibilities of a person?

Luciafelt convinced such questions would become part of the human experience within
her lifetime, possibly even within afew years. If the idealism of visionaries such as
Rashid survived to infuse those questions, she foresaw a future bright with promise, a
world where people could come together with more understanding of their differences,
perhaps even with enhanced intelligence, insight, and tolerance, not for a select few, but
for everyone.

If the idealism survived.

Voices floated around the bend of the river. Then Jamal ran into view, looking back as
he kicked a soccer ball someone had sent rolling after him. Bashir and Ahmed appeared
next, talking with each other. As Bashir kicked the ball, Rashid's bodyguards melted
back into the trees.

Ahmed called to Rashid in Berber, his voice good-natured but insistent. Rashid
answered in the same tone. After several exchanges, his brothers gave up on him and
settled on the hill. Jamal lay on his back and put his hands behind his head, while Bashir
and Ahmed talked, idly kicking the ball back and forth.

Rashid leaned back on his hands, watching them. "When | lived in England | missed my
family so much it hurt." Dryly he said, "Of course | forgot the other side of being with
them."

It wasn't hard to guess. "No privacy."
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"Not much." He sat up and untied his shoe.
"What are you doing?' Lucia asked.

"| like going barefoot in the water." He started on the other shoe. "Though I'm afraid it
will seem rude."

She rather liked his bare feet. "Why do you say that?"

He set his shoes and socks by the rock. "They want me to go play soccer." Standing up,
he offered her his hand.

A little flustered, Lucia closed her fingers around his and rose to her feet. She hadn't
expected him to touch her. As Rashid let go of her hand, Ahmed glanced their way, then
went back to his conversation. Jamal had sat back up and was glowering across the
stream at them.

"Will they really be upset if we walk off?" she asked.

Rashid considered his brothers. "Well, nothing ever bothers Bashir. Ahmed goes back
and forth. And everything upsets Jamal." He turned to Luciaand grinned. "So if you
take the mathematical average of the three, it all balances out."

With alaugh, she said, "l guess so."

They walked upstream, water curling around their calves. She enjoyed the rush of liquid
and the dappled shadows from the trees. They rounded another bend and found
themselves alone again, accompanied only by thetrill of birds and the rustle of the trees.

He motioned to a patch of grass on the bank. Asthey sat down, with their feet in the
water, he said, "I've been thinking on what you said last week. About marriage.”

She tensed, wondering if he had come to the conclusion almost everyone else in the
world seemed to have reached, which was that the faster they got the annulment the
better. "Y es?"

"Y ou seemed troubled."

"It'sjust... | don't understand how you can see a conflict between loving your wife and
loving God. In my church, marriage is a sacrament that expresses the union of Christ
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and the Church."
He looked startled. "I don't see a conflict. Why do you think that?"
Self-conscious now, she said, "The abstinence part of your fast."

"Lucia, no. It isn't that way." He paused, thinking. "It istrue no parallel existsin Islam
to the Christian concept of matrimony as a sacrament. In |slam, marriageis alegal
contract. But it isa sacred institution, including its sensuality. Physical pleasures within
lawful marriage are part of God's blessings."

"Then why abstinence?"

"To learn self-discipline.” Hetilted his head. "The word Islam means 'submission to
