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S| LI CON KARNMA

by
Tom East on

For Betty Sue

My thanks to David Hartwell, Don Maass, Rebecca Ore, M ke Resnick, and
Stewart Weck. Those defects of the tale that have survived their
hel pful efforts are ny fault al one.

An earlier version of this novel was published on disk in April 1995 by
Serendi pity Systens P. O Box 140 San Si nmeon, CA 93452

PROLOGUE: RUMORS COF HAZARD

The last thing Al bert Pillock renenbered was sitting in the crapper
behi nd the Mandel brot Tap's tiny kitchen and thinking that it was about
time he B-cupped. That thought had been enough to naterialize the
utility popup he needed. It |ooked like a small worman whose gray hair
was covered by a green kerchief. A coverall of the sane color was
enbroidered with the logo of Iron Lady B-Cup Security. It was sitting on
the edge of the sink, snapping gum swinging its feet, tossing in one
hand a vial of large purple pills, and saying, "You'd think people would
renenber to back up their nmenories in the kitchen or the Iiving room

but no, no. I've got to work in the toilet!" After a brief pause to give
hima chance to smle, it held up the pills and added, "You wanta do it
cold? O do you want one of these horse chokers?"

He renenbered shuddering. That was why he didn't B-cup as often he
shoul d. That was why no one did. It took time, it produced a thundering
headache, and the pills that prevented the headache tasted like a

conbi nati on of bad breath and ear wax. He didn't know why, though he
could guess at a programmer with a sick sense of hunor. He did know t he
headache wasn't necessary, for the few times the power had failed and
the system s automati c B-cup had kicked in, there had been none. At

| east the Albert Pillock who had experienced the headache hadn't
survived to renenber it. Just as he didn't renenmber now. Not that
sui ci de seened all that rational a way to avoid a headache, but it would
wor k. Now his hands were tight on the arns of a padded bl ack | eather
chair. He was facing a broad desk, and across that the heart-shaped face
and silvery hair of his host conputer's persona. She was wearing a
sweatshirt decorated with an offcenter, nulti-colored bullseye and the
words "Strange Attraction.”

He had to swal |l ow before he coul d nmanage to say, "Wat happened, Ada?"
"You got killed."
"Sonmehow t hat doesn't surprise nme. Did you record it?"

"Of course. Though I couldn't nove fast enough to B-cup you." Ada
gestured toward a wall covered with bookcases that were already fading
to a poster whose flashing neon letters said:

VOTE VOTE VOTE VOTE MAURI TS FI NNEGAN FOR MAYOR VOTE VOTE VOTE VOTE Every
few seconds, the words in the center of the poster were replaced by a
squarish face, its eyes crinkled to suggest that Finnegan could see
further and clearer than his rivals. Al bert shook his head. "That's an
old one," he said. The poster was surrounded by a stolid brick wall
topped with ornanental ironwork. Below it was a concrete sidewal k as
snmoot h and unbl emi shed as the day it was nmade, a gutter that contained
no trace of litter or dead | eaves, and a cobbled street. The vi ew panned
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to show a cityscape, tall buildings of glass and gleaning netal, their

i nes suggesting those of integrated circuit chips. There was no ot her
hi nt of what underlaid the perceptions that were all the reality the
residents of the virtual world--or any other--could know. The viewoint
returned to the street just in time to catch Al bert wal ki ng past the
poster. He was a tall man with a firmgait that belied the evidence of a
smal | paunch. His curly hair was dark, alnost black, and he wore a

zi ppered shirt of checkered flannel. A crack appeared between two

cobbl estones in the street behind him It wi dened, and a snall figure
clad in skin-tight black stepped silently onto the surface. In its hands
was a revolver nearly as long as it was tall. The Albert in the i mage on
the wall was oblivious to what was behind him The one in the padded

of fice chair groaned as the pop-up spread its legs, braced its el bows
against its ribs, and leveled its gun at Al bert's back. Its face was
twisted with the effort needed, but the gun's barrel never wavered, and
when the pop-up pulled the trigger, Albert went down as if he were a
doll a child had dropped. "Boom" said Albert. His tone was resigned. He
was only software, and so were both gun and bullet. Yet their effect was
real enough. Software could destroy software, he had | earned | ong ago,
when he was neat. Viruses were one exanple, though they did their danage
by reproduci ng and preenpting nenory and storage space. At |east they
could be stopped, unlike the nore nalicious data bonbs, which sought out
and overwote particular segnments of nmenory or data in a conputer file.
That was, in effect, just what the bullet did to him Boom and the
program which, while it ran within the conputer, created him naintained
him was him crashed. He had first run into data bonbs when severa

mar keting firms had conplained that their databases were crashing; the
cause had turned out to be a snmall program which woul d seek out and
renove a user's name and phone nunber from every database it could
access via the Internet; it had been very popul ar anmong peopl e who did
not wish to be bothered by tel emarketers and junk mailers. The solution
had been to isolate the databases fromthe Internet. And now he was the
victim and isolation was not possible because both he and his killer
were residents of the system He had been killed twi ce since the first
time he had accepted an assignnment fromthe conputer. "Third tine. |I'm
dead. "

"But not for long, and not for good. That wasn't ten m nutes ago. |
rebooted you right away."

"So who killed nme?"

The host shrugged. "It wasn't a real pop-up. | can check what all ny
subroutines are doing, and none of themwere in the neighborhood."

"Anot her resident, then. In disguise.” A bert made a face and w shed,

not for the first tine, that the virtual world did not make di sguise so
easy. Were everything was data, a wish and a suitable subroutine were
all one needed to reprogram appearance or to materialize a gun. O a cup
of coffee. He sipped at the mug that now occupied his hand. "I w sh you
could do these jobs yourself. It would be easier."” He made a face. "And
safer.”

"You know why | can't. The conmpany wote it into nmy software. No spying.
No eavesdroppi ng, except accidentally, and even then, even if | learn
about a crine, | can't use the know edge. The idea is to protect your
privacy and keep ne from beconmng a tyrant."

"And |' myour | oophole."
The conputer's persona chuckled. "I've got to have a cop, they said.

It's a cunbersone requirenment, but | can't do a thing until you catch
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what ever thieves and rapists and whatnots show up within ne."

Al bert was silent while he wondered whether murder was truly a crine in
the virtual world. Indeed, he thought, it couldn't be. Since the victim
could be pronptly rebooted, the deed hardly existed except as theft. The
victimnecessarily lost all menmory of events since the |ast B-cup
Finally, he said, "So we both want to know who shot ne." Then he added,
"I"d like to know why too."

"You nust have annoyed soneone."

He | ooked di sgusted. O course he had annoyed soneone. "But ny | ast
B-cup was three days ago. | haven't got the faintest "

"You were working for ne.

"I know that much." It had been over a week since Ada had appeared in
his apartnent to say she needed his help. The currency of the virtua
world was the raw material of conputerized imagination. Every resident
had the sane basic ration of menory and processing capacity, just enough
to let themrestore their youth and inagi ne the necessary paraphernalia
of daily life. If they wanted nore--larger quarters, private worlds,

el aborate self-transformati ons--they had to earn nore nmenory and
processing capacity, or "data energy." Most just called it nbney. To
earn what they needed to fuel their inmaginations, sone pretended to be
artificially intelligent software for an outside world that preferred to
have no overt contact with the ghosts in the Col eri dge nmachi ne. Sone
sold their imaginings of food or sex or fashion to their fellow

resi dents. One popul ar product for those with programmng skills was the
i mge-transformati on routines necessary to strip the years away from
one's age of entry, or to grow fur or tails, or to nake other changes.
And sone cheated. "I have heard," Ada had said. "That some of ny guests
have di sappeared.”

"Why don't you just reboot then?"

The conputer's representati on shook her head. "They're not dead. They
haven't really vani shed. They're still around. That nuch |I know. But
none of their friends have seen them and they don't answer calls."

"If they're still around, you could force themto answer. O pick them
up and drop themin the same roomas those friends."

"You know | can't do that. |I can't interfere." He had sighed, and when
she had added, "Wuld you look into it?" he had agreed. Now he could
only shrug. "I nust have been cl ose, but "

The nenory just wasn't there. "Then you'll have to start over."

"Not quite." H's nenory was fine, up to his last B-cup three days
before. He had only three days of investigation to repeat. And then, if
what ever he had found before could still be found, if it had not been
hi dden or destroyed, he woul d know why he had been nurdered. He
suspected that he would also have fulfilled the m ssion Ada had handed
him "D d they have anything in comon?"

"Several of them had recently bought custom i nmage transformation
routines fromthe | nage Shop."

"Then there's a place to start." # The Col eri dge Corporation occupi ed
the twenty-sixth through the thirty-first floors of the forty-story
building it owed in the heart of the city. The executive boardroom was
on the uppernost of these floors, its broad expanse of gl ass |ooking out
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over sun-sparkled ocean, distant freighters, and closer sailboats, a
ferry, a snowwhite cruise ship. The foreground was filled with the
roofs of |ower buildings, fragnents of street, a green scrap of

wat erfront park. Swimers could not be seen because the water was toxic
with sewage and chenical wastes. The only persons who entered the water
in the flesh were those who did not intend to return. The four people
sitting at the boardroonmis |ong table were paying no attention to the
view. They were there to discuss certain difficulties the Corporation
was encountering, fully aware that if they could find no solution ..
Wel |, each of them had enough in investnents and savings to |ive out
their lives in confort. They were not about to go down to the beach
That, or its equivalent, would be for the Corporation. One of the chairs
of polished wood and thick | eather uphol stery creaked discreetly. "It's
gobbling nenory," said Jonathon Spander. The official head of the

di vi sion, he had thinning hair, a round nose, and bad teeth that he
sucked noisily and often. He did so now "Just in this one box. Using it
much too fast. There's a | ot of demand on the processor too."

"Is this really the probl en?" asked Leah Kynon. Tall, |ean, and gray
fromhair to skirt, she was a special assistant to the corporation's
president and the division's actual manager. Usually, she deferred to
the specialists. "After all, you can just plug in nore chi ps and boards,
anot her processing unit. Unless it's noney?"

"No," said Spander. "Not that. The residents are productive enough to
pay for all the chips and processors they want. But ..."

"The runors," said Eric Mnckton of PR H's blond hair had been
carefully cut not to hide the pair of dianmpond studs that adorned his
left ear. "Crime waves! The whole virtual world is about to collapse!"

"That's nonsense, of course."

"It's still hurting sales." The fourth person at the table was

Mar keting's Manora Day, a short wonan with skin like fine | eather and
hair as black as night. "Right across the board. Not just in this
conputer, but also in the corporate retirenent machi nes, the Heavens,
the ..."

"I'd like to know who | eaked," said Kynon. "And how they knew anyt hi ng
at all was going on. W can't watch or eavesdrop, after all, and the box
doesn't give us reports.”

"It isn't supposed to," said Spander. "There should be a back door."

He shook his head. "If they caught us ... Besides, that's what we sell
privacy, no interference, ever since the governnent "

"Can't you just ask the machi ne?"

"We tried. Al it says is that the problemis internal, it's working on
it, and we're forgetting privacy."

"Then it has to involve the residents," said Manora Day. Spander nodded
as Kynon said, "And soneone knows regardl ess.”

"My departnment squashed the collapsing-world story. It was easy to make
it seemjust too ridiculous. But the crinme wave ..." M nckton gestured
with one hand. "W know people are getting killed," said Spander. "Not
many, and we don't know who. But we can see the reboots."

"It's too bad we don't have nore access to what's going on."

file:/1IC|/13226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20Karma.TXT (4 of 158) [1/3/2005 12:38:20 AM]



file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20K arma. TX T
"At |east we've managed to keep it off the front pages.”

Kynmon made a face at Spander. "There isn't supposed to be any crine at

all in the box. Did your screening let in a nmobster?"
"Not as far as we can tell. But the residents are human. They had to
have enough noney to pay the bill. And to get that noney ..."

Now Kynmon | aughed. "A poor man's prejudice, Jon! O do you think we're
al | unprincipl ed?"

Spander did not answer in words, though his expression and the sound
that escaped between his teeth suggested that he sometines wondered. "W
tried lowering the price," said Day. "As soon as the sales fell off. It
helped a little, but not enough."

"And we didn't find any nore crooks than ever," said Spander. "W think
it's just one person, or maybe a few. Running wild. Trying to take
over."

"Can't we do anyt hi ng?"

He shook his head. "W prom sed our custonmers a world of their own, to
run by thensel ves. W progranmmed the machine so that short of unplugging
it we couldn't interfere even if we wanted to. Even the machine itself
has severe linmts on what it can do."

"That's been a good selling point," said Manora Day. "But | can't use it
now," said Mnckton. "I'lIl have to tell the press sonething soon, and
I"l'l have to say we're doing sonething. If | can't " He shrugged
heavily, held one hand out, palmup, and turned it over. "Maybe it's
just one of the hazards of life? In the box or out of it."

Kynon barked the briefest of laughs. "W can't say that. It's what nany
of our custonmers are dying to escape.”

"Can we talk to anybody in the box?" asked Day. Spander shook his head.
"Not unless they call us."

"Set it up before they go in?" asked M nckton. ""Your mssion, if you
choose to accept it ... '" Day l|laughed. He wi nked at her. Kynon said,
"W need one with sonme loyalty to the Corporation. W don't want her
tal king to anyone el se."

"Li ke the Enquirer."

Spander | ooked thoughtful for a nmoment. "There's Durgov. He's due to go
in soon." Then he shook his head and sucked his teeth again. "W forced
himto retire after the stroke. He hates our guts."

"Tal k to hi manyway."
CHAPTER 1.

"There," said the technician as he withdrew the needle fromher arm
Rose Pillock blinked. She could already feel the drug w appi ng her
consci ousness in layers of cotton wool. She turned her head to one side
and there, in the polished stainless steel of an equi pment casing, she
saw herself. Thin, gray hair, alnost white, straggling across her scalp.
A face seanmed by tine and illness, the flesh worn so thin that the bone
of her skull threatened to burst free. An arm a sleeve pushed up to
expose the crook of her elbow for the technician's coolly professiona
hands, the skin winkled and spotted, the neat reduced to flaccid
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strings. She rolled her head the other way and wi shed she were in her
own bed. She lay on a narrow gurney, its thin pad not quite enough to
ease the pressure of her skeleton on the interior of her fleshly

envel ope. A sheet covered her swollen abdonen. Above her stretched white
acoustic panels. Bel ow her, she knew, was gleaning tile. To the sides
the walls were obscured by banks of equipnment, nonitors for her body,
racks of electronics, terabytes of conputer nenory and processing
capacity. Behind her, its keyhole maw waiting for sonmeone to push the
gurney toward it, was a nassive, white-enaneled donut that rem nded her
of the CAT scanner she had first net thirty years before. Yet its
function was not to probe her failing organs, to map the weaknesses of
her body. Even so, it remmined a probe, an invader, and a persnickety
one at that. She had had to strip, to trade her own confortabl e clothing
for the stiff and chilly hospital gown she now wore. She had had to have
her last fewremaining teeth drilled and their old metallic fillings
replaced with plastic. Her dentures waited on a table by the door. And
now cool hands were renoving her glasses. "Don't nove now. " The
technician grasped the sides of her head and centered her now bl urred
gaze on the light panel in the ceiling. Padded cl anps cl osed upon her
tenpl es, her forehead, the thinly covered bones at the angles of her
jaws. They tightened, and she could not suppress a noan. "Don't worry.
You'll get used to it. Relax. Let the drug help. Don't worry." The nan's
dark face hung above her own, not smiling, not frowning, neutral. She
was an object, nmeat, not a person. He did not really care whether she
was confortable or not. He was doing his job, reciting the mantras he
had been taught would help. Al that mattered was that she was

i mobi |l i zed, her head clanped just so, held ready for the donut's
probing fields. "This is the speaker." He held a clear plastic tube
before her face, its end swelling into the fanmiliar shape of an ear

plug. "It's really just a sound pipe. W can't have any wires in there,
not hi ng metal, nothing electronic. It would interfere with the
scanning." Hs fingers pressed the plug, smooth and cool, into her ear

canal . Her eyes w dened and she opened her mouth--she had never needed a
hearing aid; she did not need one now-but he held one finger just above
her lips, gently shushing her. She tried to shake her head but coul d not
even twitch against the grip of the apparatus. "Now we're ready," he
said. "Here we go." He positioned hinself at the foot of the gurney and
| eaned toward her, pushing, making her nove, rolling her toward the
machi ne that waited for her. Just before her head entered the tunnel,
she glinpsed the white face of the device and the letters--curving |ines
of black and silver, elegantly prom sing even when they were upside down
and blurry to her age-weakened eyes--that spelled out "Xanadu 1."

Shadow engul fed her then. The small noises in the roomwhere her feet
waited for the rest of her to return grew nuffled and therefore

conspi cuous. There was the distant click of a switch, the hum of
cryogeni ¢ punps, and despite all the orientation sessions she had

under gone, fright rose above the swaddling of the drug. Eyes wi de,
breath cranped in her chest, menories of childhood swelling in her m nd,
she began to murnmur a mantra of her own:

"The Lord is ny shepherd; | shall not want ... He restoreth ny sou
preparest a table before ne ... | will dwell in the house of the Lord
for ever."

"Wth luck," said a voice. Her heart seemed to junp in her chest, but
she said nothing. She could only think: "My lord!"

"No," said the voice, and now she could tell that it came fromthe end
of the tube the technician had planted in her ear. It was warm and
mascul i ne, strong, certain. It bore a distinct electronic tinbre, yet it
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seenmed quite human. She thought it even held a chuckle of good hunor.
"I'"'myour host. Not your lord, not the lord of hosts. Just your host
computer."

She sighed, renmenbering what she was there for. She should not have been
surprised, except perhaps at the | ack of sensation as the nmachine's
fields probed deep within her brain. Certainly machi nes that could
converse in quite a hunan way were not rare in her world. She had never
had much to do with them but she had known they existed, and that some
were true artificial intelligences. "I want you to renenber now. That's
all. Riffle through your life. Don't try to be complete. Do try to

thi nk, however briefly, of all you can. Highlights and key nmonents. That
wi Il be enough. Your brain will activate association paths and nenories
j ust enough, though they may not reach your consciousness."

"And you'll be watching."

"That's right. Watching, and catching the bits of your self. Al that
you have done and been and | earned, all that you are. But don't speak
out loud, please. The vibrations interfere with the scanning process. If
you wi sh to speak to ne, just think the words. I'Il hear them"

She obeyed, letting words formon the surface of her mind, feeling them
tighten the nmuscles of her throat and tongue but not letting those
muscl es move or any flow of air brush her vocal cords into sound. Did
he--or it--detect her subvocalizations?

"Wn't they interfere with the nenories?"
"I can tell the difference."
"You'll be reading ny mnd."

"Copying it. Recording it. Duplicating it within my own structure. Wen
I'"mdone, the technician will roll you out of the m ndscanner and
unstrap you fromthe gurney. You' |l get dressed and wal k away and resune
your life."

"For awhile," she said within her mnd, thinking of the tunors that were
consumi ng her liver and pancreas and intestines, thinking of age and
medi ci nes and surgeries that only eased the pain, and only for awhile.
"Just for awhile," the voice agreed. "Flesh dies. But you will also be
safe within nme. You will live forever."

"Maybe. Nothing is forever."

The host conputer manufactured an explicit chuckle that seened much |ess
convi ncing than the note of hunor she had sensed at first. "Barring

accidents,"” the voice agreed. "But you will no longer have to worry
about the ills the flesh is heir to. You won't even have to worry about
power failures. |'ve got sonme heavy-duty batteries. The building has a
generator. And you'll have a storage wafer all your own, just |like al

the rest | host. As soon as the power flickers--if it ever does--1'I|
back you up to that wafer. Then, when the power cones back on, |'I]
reboot and you will carry on with whatever you were doing before."

"What about fires? Earthquakes? \Wars?"

"It's as you said, then, isn't it?" Her mnd s eye let her glinpse the
shrug with which a human speaker woul d have acconpani ed the words.
"Nothing is forever, unless the gray god Murphy falls asleep. But you
could live for many decades, or centuries, or even nore."
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She sighed. A reflective, renenbering snmle curved her lips. "That's
what they told nme. And | held nmy husband's hand when they explained it
all to him"

"Remenber him Wat did he call you? Rose or Rosa?"

She did. Rosa, yes. Not Rose. That had been Albert's private, pet nane
for her. He had said she was softer than a rose, as pink and red and
cream as tender and snooth and delicate, but her thorns had never
scratched hi mand never woul d. He had | oved her touch once, her snell,
her presence, as she had |loved his. But that had been | ong ago. Wen
they had both been young. Her presence had remained. So had his. But
touch had |l ost much of its inportance. Their odors had changed. She had
grown fat, and thin again. So had he. And once, |aughing, he had witten
her a poem She still remenbered it:

As tree trunks through the years do grow, So too ny lady's thighs. From
sapling to maturity Do both increase their size.

"Tis but the years that thicken them Though some do agonize At all the
little signs of age, And Ch! ny | ady sighs.

Let us tell her that it's fated For linbs to change their size. If
| oggers cut the one for boards, She slins to draw nore eyes.

Then lunber goes to lathing mlls To gain sonme useful guise, Al fitted
knobs and graceful curves To please a user's eyes.

The nmills of age grind finer still, And now ny lady cries. Her legs are
bony, awkward things For which no men will rise.
I''m saddened now to watch ny dane Sip tea and tell her lies. | reach out

my foot and confuse The table | egs for thighs.

Wuld it affect the scanning of her mind if she changed her mental

subj ect? She could not feel the effects of the machine's probing fields,
but she knew the process had to be continuing. And hadn't the nachine
tol d her she should skip fromthought to thought, trying not for depth
of detail but for breadth, helping it find all the little things that
went on in her head? She smiled to hersel f, thinking of walking through
a vast field, pointing out to a conpanion the holes in which small
animals lived. As soon as she indicated each one, her conpani on reached
into the hole, extracted its resident, and popped it into a sack. The

machi ne chuckled in her ear just as it had before. "Is it true that tine
flows nore quickly inside you? That a minute by the clock outside wll
feel like a day?"

"That nyth." The machi ne chuckl ed again. "My bits and bytes may nove
faster than nerve inpul ses, but no conputer can do as many things at
once as a brain. It just doesn't have nearly as nuch parallel structure.
And it takes a lot of calculation to support intelligence, yours or

m ne. So, at best, you gain a few seconds on the nminute. QOccasionally,
you m ght even lose a few"

Rose's thin lips curved into a smle as she i magi ned the conputer
shrugging. "That's nice," she said. She was sure she had grasped the

gi st of what she had just heard. "I'mtoo old to rush any nore." Al bert
woul d have understood nore, she thought. He had known a | ot about
conputers. Until he retired, he had been a police detective ... She felt

ot her thoughts flicker through her m nd as she renenbered his
occupati on. She had been an accountant herself, a CPA, an adjunct
instructor at a local college, nother, |over, nore. But Al bert, he had
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becone a specialist in conputer crinme, in enbezzlenents and frauds, in
viruses and wornms. He could tell when soneone had backdated a file,
coul d recover erased records, could crack encryptions designed to keep
the darkest of plots the deepest of secrets. Wen they had first heard
of the Xanadu m ndscanner, he had | aughed and said, "I read a book once.
It said it could be done. Open up soneone's head. Wre a conputer to a
dozen or so brain cells. Programthe nachine so it minmics perfectly the
cells' behavior, so it faithfully reproduces every response the cells
generate to every possible stinulus. Then destroy the cells, letting the
computer replace their functions. The patient will notice no difference.
Then hook the conputer to a dozen new cells. Keep going, repeating the
process until the conputer mmcs--duplicates--the whole brain, and the

patient still can tell no difference. He has no brain now, but he stil
has all his nmenories, all his thoughts. He acts and feels just |ike he
used to. He's still there, but his mind is nowin the conmputer. That

must be what they're doing."
"But you woul dn't be you anynore, would you?"

"Achilles' ship," he had said. "When he was an old nan, Achilles
realized that the ship he had bought when he was young had been repaired
so often that every plank and pin and bit of line or sail had been
replaced. Yet it was the sanme ship, wasn't it?"

She had | et him persuade her. She was the accountant, but she had | et
himtot up their savings and other assets. She had let himtell her that
they could both afford to be translated, that the children were
successful enough not to need whatever they might inherit fromtheir
parents, that they could take care of their own children, Al bert's and
Rose' s grandchildren. Their noney was theirs. They could spend it as
they wished, even if their w sh took every cent they had. And he woul d
go first, he said. It would be too much of a waste for her to go with

hi m now. Wiy, she mght renmarry, she m ght have years of happi ness ahead
of her once he was no | onger a burden upon her. How long had it been
since she had seen themall? Peter |lived a thousand niles away and
Julianne twice that. The grandchildren had grown up since Albert's death
and gone their own ways. She had witten themand called themall to say
what she was pl anning. They had said, "That's nice," and "Good |uck,"
and "Bon voyage," of all things!

And no one had come with her on this day. "Even famlies drift apart,”
mur mur ed the voice of the conputer that would soon be her host, her
hone. For a nmoment, she wondered why the living could not visit the
dead, those who had been translated into the world of the conmputer. Not
that she had wished to visit while A bert had still been with her. Nor
had Al bert wanted to visit hinmself. But after his death, when she knew
he lived on in a way, she would have given anything to hear his voice,
even if she could not touch his hand. "You were told," said the
computer. "Death is a divide. Before scanning was invented, there was no
way to reach across except in fantasy. Now there is, but phil osophers
and et hicists and theol ogi ans insisted that the divide be respected,
that the dead have their afterlives to thenselves. Seeing themis too
pai nful for both the living and the dead."

"But when there's no death ... [|'mnot dead! Not yet."

"You'll walk away from here, and you'll |eave a copy behind, in ne. But
that copy will really be another person. You'll have no real claimon
her."

"Like giving birth to an instant adult." She thought she wasn't sure she
liked that. There should be a period of closeness, of gradua
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separation, just as with children. "It's up to them Now the dead breach
the barrier only as they w sh, generally in connection with their jobs,
al rost al ways anonynously or incognito. They do not wish to reclaim
their pasts, or to be reclained."

"Even Al bert?"

"Even Albert. Hs life nowis very different fromthe one he |eft

behi nd, the one he shared with you. He m sses you, but he does not yearn
to go back. He is waiting for you to join him" He sounded |like the
spiritualist preacher Rose and Al bert had once gone to hear. "Is it so
much better where he is now, then?"

"You will see soon enough. For now, renenber."

She tried, but her mnd refused to focus. After a few noments of
sil ence, she asked, "How can it possibly work?"

"Menory? Marriage?"
"You know what | nean. You're reading ny mnd!"

There was the faintest of electronic chuckles. "I nean you! How can
anyone 'live' inside you? Can't they tell it's all fake? A sinulation?"

"But why should they? Did you ever hear of David Hune?"

"The phil osopher?" Her nmental voice expressed her puzzlenent as well as
ever her physical voice could have done. At the sane time, she felt this
shift to neutral abstraction relaxing her. The machi ne nmust, she

t hought, have so much experience at this. It nust know just what to do
to encourage her. "Back in the seventeen hundreds. There were a | ot of
others too. They said that all people can ever know of reality is
through their perceptions, their senses. And when peopl e began to study
the brain, they found out Hume was right. Every scrap of information
that enters your brain has to cone through your sense organs and nerves.
If anything at all is 'really' out there, you cannot tell. Only your
perceptions are real. Therefore, if your perceptions can be mani pul at ed,
then so can your reality."

"But you can't do that!"

"Those anci ent phil osophers couldn't. Not that sone didn't try,
especially in the 1960s."

"Artists," she said, wishing her head were free to nod. "Not really.
Have you ever heard of Timothy Leary? He called hinself a psychol ogi st
and touted the wonders of 'altered states of consciousness.' He and

ot hers pushed neditati on and bi of eedback and drugs |ike LSD."

"Artists," she said again. "Novels can do it sometines. Tel evision and
nmovi es work even better."”

"OfF course," said the conputer. "But it was the technol ogists who really
succeeded, at first with such things as sinple flight sinulators. People
would sit at their kitchen table, stare at a conputer screen, and fee
almost as if they were flying a jet fighter in conbat over sone tropica
jungle. Pilots were trained in better sinulators, which mmcked an

ai rpl ane cockpit, controls and all, and added notion and vibration to
the visual illusion. Then there was virtual reality, which used special
goggles to feed the eyes synthetic three-di nensional views, and feedback
gl oves and suits that allowed whoever was wearing themto interact with
what the goggles showed, just as if they were part of the view"
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"Then ..." She hesitated, as if she found it hard to i magi ne what the
computer was telling her. "Then those things were controlling the
senses, making themreport things that weren't really there. And they
really fool ed peopl e?"

"Even the table-top flight simulators could nmake people airsick. The
goggles and suits ... Have you ever seen a m nme?"

"OfF course." She could still remenber the centennial of Marcel Marceau's
birth. Mnmes had been everywhere, on the streets, in the parks, on any
tel evi sion show one could nanme. They had even been inserted into such
classic filnms as "Snow Wiite" and "Gone Wth the Wnd."

"They can make you think a chair is there by sitting init."

"To soneone wearing the goggles and suit, the chair is there. They can't
trust their weight to it, but they see it and feel it, and if they knock
it over, they hear it. To an onlooker, they look just like a mnme using
an invisible chair."

"But who's synthesizing the view and feel and sound of that chair? Wo's
controlling the senses?"

"A conputer, of course."

"Ah." She began to see. O rather--she had heard how it worked before,
but it hadn't sunk in--she began to feel the reality of the world she
was about to enter. "You'll be controlling all the inputs to nmy brain,
and it will feel just as real "

"Ch, no. Your brain will walk out of here, with your body. Your mnd
will go too. But I'll keep a copy of your mind. I'Il let it inhabit part
of ny internal structure, just as if it were in a brain. And then, yes,
I"I'l feed it signals nuch like those it would get froma body."

She tried to imgi ne having two mnds, one brain, one body, two

realities, each just as "real" as far as she could tell. But the effort
was both futile and painful; she blinked away her confusion and said,
"So I'll think I still have a body. And there'll be a world around me."
"That's right."

"And it will feel real."

"The only difference fromwhat you' re used to will be that your new
reality will be nore flexible."

"What on Earth do you nean?”

"You'll see." The voice turned softer, gentler. "Now, renenber."

And now she coul d i ndeed renmenber. She had cried when Al bert had said he
was a burden to her. But she had agreed to I et himgo al one. She had
gone with himto the Coleridge office, and she had held his hand and
cried again when the young woman ... Was she a doctor? At |east, she
had worn a white coat as she interviewed them across her broad neta

desk and expl ai ned and soot hed and tenpted. Wen Al bert had descri bed
his | ong-ago reading to her, she had said, "You must have read Hans
Moravec's Mnd Children. It's a classic book, quite fascinating and
prophetic. But we don't do it quite that way. W never have. Like nost
futurists, Mravec was far too conservative."
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"Then how do you do it?" Rose had asked. "Nothing so crude. W don't
destroy you when we translate you into the conputer. The scanner naps
every brain cell, every synapse, every nenory. And when it's done, you
get up and go honme. But you also stay here. You will be a guest of the
conmputer, a resident, preserved in its nmenory for as long as the nachine
| asts and we can keep it supplied with electricity. Perhaps for as |ong
as civilization itself will last."

"If only our bodies ..

The doctor--surely that was what she was--had nodded synpathetically,

but her voice and words had been brutally honest. "Mst of our custoners
are too old or too ill, or both, to have much lIife expectancy |left. They
come to us when all other hopes are exhausted."

Rose and Al bert had nodded at that. She was describing Al bert's
situation. In due tinme, it would surely be Rose's too. She wondered why
she was not crying now. Had the drug tranquilized her that thoroughly?
O was it that she felt that that woul d not be her situation, even that
it had not really been Al bert's? Had he felt that he was about to die?
O that his flesh was a nere husk, an echo of his true self that would
live on in a different sort of real n? How woul d she feel ? How woul d she
feel, in less than another hour?

Shoul d she be grieving for Al bert, for herself? O should she be
| aughi ng, flushed with anticipation of rel ease and freedom and reuni on
joy?

There were no tears, no |laughter. Instead, she thought, she felt poised
on a brink, uncertain, knowi ng that there would be no retreat once she
st epped over the edge. She also knew that it was already too |ate. The
conmput er was copying her. Soon it would hold within its electronic brain
a duplicate of her mnd, perhaps her soul if such a thing existed. And
she woul d, she could, know nothing of what that duplicate was feeling
and t hinking. There would be no contact. For her, there would be only
hersel f, as always. She would |l eave this roomand this building and go
back to her tiny apartnment. And in tine it would end. Yet it would al so
continue. There woul d be a second of her, a consciousness that shared
all that nade her her except for the physical format. For her too, there
woul d be only herself, as always. And that duplicate, her electronic
doppel ganger, woul d not die. She wondered if her copy would know that it
was a copy, or would wonder about her, the original, neaty Rose Pill ock,
or would care. "She--you--will remenber being here," said the voice of
her host. "The new you will know what she is. But you will not feel |ike
a copy, an imtation. You will feel quite real. They al ways do."

"I know," said Rose. Really, despite her wondering, all of that had been
in the brochures and in the briefings. What had been mi ssing was the
confusion of pronouns. "But thank you."

She thought then of her apartment. She had chosen the buil ding because
it had an el evator, and she had been ashanmed of herself. Once she would
have | aughed at the thought of avoiding a single flight of stairs! But
now her |egs just were not up to clinbing. She needed the help. The
apartment itself was crowded with the furniture and kni ck-knack nementos
she had been unable to give up when she noved out of the house in which
she and Al bert had spent so many years. But the house had been too big,

too expensive, and too rmuch work. "Wat sort of a place will | have
here?" she asked her host. "Whatever you like," was the warm and
friendly answer. "You can have a furnished roomor a nun's cell, an

apartnment or a suite, a house or a castle. It's up to you, but you don't
have to make up your nmind quite yet. For now, where would you like to
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sit down once you have becone ny guest?"
"VWhat do you nean?"

"Most people have a favorite spot for thinking over strange or new
events, for getting acquainted with the future. A park bench. A bar. A
library."

"l see." She hesitated as she thought of the possibilities. "Do you know
t he Foundation Tearoon? | often go there."

"Of course," said the voice of the conputer. "I1'll nmake our
reservation.”

"But how ... ? That's outside. In the city. Not in you."

"I can duplicate it far nore easily than | can your nmind. It's just an

i mge, after all. A pattern of inputs for your senses. | assure you that
it will seemquite real. It always does."

She sighed, her notionless head beginning to ache where the clanmps, even
though they were padded, pressed agai nst her skull. Then of course, that
was how she could live in whatever she wished. Al she had to do was
imgine it. But could she? She had never been terribly inmaginative,

never one for telling stories or drawi ng pictures--not even doodl es! She
supposed that was why she becane an accountant. That was not a job for
anyone with imagination, and she had thrived on it. She would be able to
live in whatever she could inagine, would she? What if she could inmagi ne
not hi ng? Wul d she vani sh?

"You can use nenories,
for you."

said her host. "Or you can ask ne to imagine it

If only reality were so nalleable! Then she coul d be healthy again.
Headaches woul d | ast only | ong enough for her to snap her fingers and
say, "Away with you!" She could wish effectiveness into the treatnents
that thinned her hair and weakened her nuscles as nuch again as age. O
she could wi sh away her tunors. If only she could wish that Peter and
Julianne lived closer, |oved her nore, were willing to visit nore often
She had grown so lonely! If the grandchildren were younger, if they too
woul d come, if Albert were alive to see themnow ... She sighed again.
If only ... # Alittle later the conputer's voice was nmurnuring, "The
children were inportant to you, weren't they?"

"Of course they were," Rose Pillock thought at the conputer. "They stil
are. But | don't seemto be as inportant to themas | used to be."

"I think that's normal. Children are supposed to | eave their nests and
make |ives of their own."

"I know that!" That voice belonged to a nachi ne! A conputer! What
business did it have sounding so nuch |ike a human being, a person, even
if that person was a kibitzing therapist? "Do you think | don't? But |
can still wish they lived closer and visited nore often. That they
weren't quite so independent. 1'd like to see themnore. |'d like to see
my grandchildren, though they're all grown up now. Did | tell you Peter
marri ed a Frenchwoman? Their twins called me Mnwhen they were small."

"1 understand."
"You can't possibly. You're just a machine." O was it?

It sounded so like a man that she could barely stop herself fromcalling
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it "he." But it was not a man, not human. It was el ectronics and fi ber
optics, silicon and galliumarsenide. Yet it was so advanced that
calling it "just" a machine seemed hardly fair. "Thank you. But |
contain nultitudes. And |'m al ways | earning."

She | aughed. " Shakespear e!
"No. Whitnman. Walt Whitnman. H's "Song of Myself.'"

"Well, | don't," she said. "I didn't. | only contained twd, Peter and
Julianne. And when they left ..."

"Now you're getting maudlin."”

Rose opened her eyes and blinked. Calling the conputer "just" a nachine
suddenly seened less fair than ever. For a nonent, she wi shed her work
had brought her into nore contact with the artificial intelligences that
had been available for the |last three decades. But no, she had never
needed nore than a nunber-cruncher. Just inches away from her nose was
the interior wall of the mindscanner. Just enough |ight slid past her
chin to reveal the wall as featureless, coated snoothly with paint or
porcel ain. She could hear huns and throbs, notors and punps, clicks and
ticks and tiny ratcheting noises that nmade her think the machi ne was as
alive as she. "You sound nore nechanical than electronic."

"Sound effects. My progranmmers told me | should nake them so you woul d

feel like sonething was really happening."
"They still do that to vacuum cl eaners, don't they? Make them noi sier
than they have to be, | nean.”

"Mm " The voice hummed in her ear. She smled and felt her age-thinned
skin tuggi ng against the clanps that held her head still for the

machi ne's probing. "Wat was it |ike?" asked that machine. "Wat was it
|i ke when you were closer to your children?”

She renmenbered. She had cal |l ed them when the doctor told her Al bert was
not going to cone hone this tinme. He would never wake again, and in a
day, or maybe two ... Peter had arrived in tinme to stand beside the
hospital bed, hold his father's hand, and watch the dancing line on the
cardiac nonitor go flat. After a long stretch of silence, he had let go
the hand and put one arm around his nother's shoul ders. He had | ooked so

much like Al bert, just under six feet tall, dark hair beginning to
recede, a grow ng paunch, a shaggy burr of nustache, a conforting
solidity of nmeat and bone and odor, his heartbeat still vital, soothing

her as once her own had done for him Julianne had hugged her too, but
by then she had needed it less. "The only flight | could get," her
daughter had sai d when she entered the funeral parlor. "Everything
earlier was full up." She had stared around the room absorbing the
sonber paneling, the w ne-dark drapes and carpet, the sick-sweet flowers
of renmenbrance. She had approached the coffin and said, "Jesus, Dad."
Her tone was al nost as sonmber as the room but Rose had thought she
detected a note of inpatience, of "Wy now, Dad?

Didn't you know how busy | was?"

"I was probably just being bitchy," Rose thought at the conputer. "She
stayed just as long as Peter, and there was never a hint of conplaint.
They were both very supportive and hel pful. | don't know what | woul d' ve
done if |1'd been alone in the house."

"Peopl e do nanage, even then."
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"Ch, | know. " She hesitated, blinking. "Later on, | wondered why I
didn't call Coleridge."

"To join himright away?"

"I could have, couldn't I? But no. Just to talk to himagain, to find
him healthy and alive, to hear his voice and know that he was happy."

"They woul dn't have |l et you do that. They never do."

"I found that out eventually. | had forgotten then. And | suppose it's
right. At the time, Al bert was gone, dead. If | even thought of
Coleridge, it was like thinking of a picture album The Al bert there was
not ny Albert, not the one | |loved, not the one | buried. | had lived
with that one for alnost three years after you copied him There was no
way | could find himagain. The one in you was so nuch a stranger
really, that | didn't even ..."

"Many people seemto feel that way. But not all."

"He was a different person, wasn't he?" There was a slight change in the
scanner's varied sounds. "Are you noddi ng?" she thought. The conputer
made its chuckling sound. "I would if | could, but "

"You can't,’
robot. "

she interrupted. "Of course. You're just a conmputer, not a

"Did you ever have one of those?"

"Just a small one, when the kids were little. It could toss a ball or a
Frisbee. Sometines it could catch one too, if you threw it just right.
It could tell stories, and fetch drinks of water in the mddle of the
ni ght."

"Did you give it a name?"

"Peter called it Robbie. Not very original. He had it refurbished for
his twins. | don't know what happened to it after they outgrewit."

"l hear there are robots for adults too."

She blew air abruptly through her nose. "W never needed anything like
that. Though ..."

"I''"ll have to repeat that part of the scan. You nade your head vibrate a
bit. Hold still ..." After a nonent of silence, the conputer nmade a
noi se that in a human woul d have expressed exasperation. "Tchah. Wul d
you wait a nonent, Rose? Don't nove. Don't go away. This will just take
I need to reclaima bit of my processing capacity fromsone of ny
ot her guests. | don't know why | run out of capacity. There shoul d be
pl enty, enough to let themdo pretty nuch whatever they want. In fact,
shoul d have room for half again as many guests as | have now. But it's
cl ear enough. Mre nenory is installed every week, and it's not enough
Never enough. And anot her processor would be a big help too. Ah ...
There. You were sayi ng?"

But the thoughts that she franed deliberately, as if in speech, for the
conmputer to hear were silent now. She had touched nenories she had never
voi ced al oud, never spoken, not even to her nobst trusted friends. How
coul d she possibly share themwi th this, this nmachine, no matter that
she woul d soon be living within it, and its brain would be hers,
decaying flesh traded for imortal mineral. "I can hear them anyway, you
know. "
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O course it could. There could be no secrets when a mindscanner was
chasi ng down every scrap of menory that dared to show its nose above the
ground of wllful amesia, of repression and suppression, when it even
dove into the subconscious nuck to find all the pieces that woul d nake
her copy as real as she, the original

CHAPTER 2.

The wonman cl osed her eyes and humed, alnobst as if she were a cat,
purring. She chuckl ed. She sniled. She drew her hands up her naked
flanks, across her tumry and her ribs, to find her breasts. She cupped
them her thunbs strumm ng the rubbery nipples. She sighed with pleasure
and with satisfaction. She had never dreamed that it would be possible
to regain her youth. Not really, not in the flesh, nor in what passed
for flesh here. Once she had sought it in her mind, with sex and al coho
and drugs. For a tine she had seenmed to succeed. But as the years had
passed, as her voice had soured, as her flesh had crunbl ed and her skin
had sagged and winkled, there had been | ess sex and nore drugs. She had
not surprised herself a bit when she had | eaped at Col eridge's first
offer of electronic imortality. And just |ook at her now Better yet,
feel her! Skin so snoboth. Flesh so firm Hair once nore ruddy bl onde,

but naturally so--if "natural" had any neaning here! She was an enticing
thing, and she knew it. And thank whatever gods there be that she no

| onger needed beauty parlors and plastic surgeons and diets and all the
rest. Not that they had worked all that well once she was over sixty.

But it still wasn't easy. She was enbedded in a conputer now. She

under stood that. She was an i mage whose reality was nothing el se but
other images. But that reality depended very much on how much el ectronic
menory and processi ng power the conmputer could devote to her concerns.
Far too often, that was not enough to suit her, not at all. Fortunately,
she had never been afraid of conputers. She had even had her own, and
she had understood it, just a little, just enough to give her a base
fromwhich to I earn when the | essons of the Afterlife came her way. Now
she | et her awareness extend, so gently, so carefully, past all those
obstacl es that she imagi ned as doors festooned with signs that read

"Aut hori zed Personnel Only." What then awaited her she interpreted as a
mul titude of chips, paving circuit boards arrayed in racks |ike books on
shel ves, that defined the soul of the conputer, even though that was
only a physical inage that had little to do with the patterns in which
her thoughts flowed. Yet that image was all she had, and it served her
wel | . What she sensed as a vast network of optic fibers and bright
submicron threads of nmetal laid on silicon and gallium arseni de gui ded
her successfully as she tiptoed through the interstices of the nachine,
avoi ding the internal security routines that she saw as tunbl eweeds of
barbed wire and flypaper, designed to halt all such depredations as
those that fed her own soul. Wen she had first been taught how to
search for and divert the bits of vacant nmenory and unused processor
nodes, there had been few defenses. Both she and her wealth had grown
quickly. It hadn't |asted. The conputer had caught on to what she was
doing | ong before she had been able to take over the entire machi ne, or
even a significant portion of it. It had never actually cone to her and
said, "There are linmts. You cannot have everything you want. You have
to share this world, ny nenory and conputing capacity, with others. If
you want nore than you have already, you will have to earn it." But it
could have, and when it had reflexively raised its defenses, that had
had the sane effect. She had felt insulted when the conputer had not
seened to realize what it was doing as it blocked her. She had felt that
she shoul d be noticed. She was not sone nere annoyance, sone nosquito to
be blindly swatted. Not that those automatic defenses had stopped her
She had gone exploring in the computer one day, seeking the tidbits she
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craved and finding instead walls and barriers and traps. She had
retreated to sulk and fret and try to see sone other path to what she
want ed. She had tried again, retreated again, and then ... She had been
angry and frustrated, ready to lash out at anything within reach. She
had thrown a vase through a wi ndow, torn drapes fromtheir runners,

ki cked a hole in a plaster wall, slamred a door off its hinges. Then she
had di pped once nore into the world beneath the world and found a new

| esson practically on her doorstep. That dear, sweet man! He knew so
much, and "Here," he said. "There are other ways to get what you want.
Try this," he said. "Try this, and this." She saw how his net hods

wor ked, and she recogni zed in them just as she had before, the hand of
sonmeone who knew her spirit intimtely. But she wondered who that
sonmeone could be for only the briefest of nmonents. She surfaced,
repaired the danage she had done, and began i mediately to ... Had she
really used the new techni ques that nmuch? She was not finding the signs
of vacant nmenory and unused capacity she was used to seeing on her
prow i ngs through the guts of the machine. Yet she knew the conputer was
hardly full. Had she already hogged so nuch? O was the machi ne | earning
how to conceal the resources she coveted?

Perhaps it was even aware of her! At that thought her spine ran cold
until she managed to | augh. She didn't have to steal. If what she wanted
still existed, if it was there to be had, she could buy it. The thought
was enough to bring the image of her credit balance up on the inside of
her eyelids. She grinned to see how fat it was, and again as her various
enterprises ratcheted the nunmbers upward one nore notch, and once again
as she reflected on what those enterprises were. Then, there, that
shoul d be enough to test, to buy a little menory, and yes, there was
still roomfor her to grow. But was the systemresponding just a little
sl uggi shly, even when her attenpt to tap it was legitimte? As she |et
her awareness extend still further, her tongue crept out between her
teeth and slid slowy back and forth, licking, |eaving noisture gleam ng
on her lips. The conputer was processing two new i migrants, new guests,
new residents for the virtual world. That would nmean | ess of the
computer for her to use, but there were conpensations. In the instant of
that thought, her tongue vani shed and her grin exploded into |aughter.
Could it possibly be true? The two were man and woman, and they seened
famliar. So famliar!

CHAPTER 3.

The man felt very satisfied when at |ast he was rolled out of the

m ndscanner's maw. The conpany had been done with him It had kicked him
out. Then it had come back, hat in hand, to ask that one small favor. He
grinned at the thought that he might or night not do what it wanted. He
certainly didn't have to, for he woul d be safely ensconced in the
machi ne no matter what. On the other hand, he had to admit, the probl em
they were worried about might well affect himtoo. It was probably in
his own self-interest to do whatever he could. If he even thought of it.
He was getting back his youth and health and |ife expectancy, after all
It would surely be sonme tinme before he was over the novelty of it all
and by then he would have other things to occupy his mnd. Not that he
would be really him It was his copy that was in the machine now. A
different person, despite the fact that they shared all their nenories
up to the nonent when the scanning was conplete. A different future, a
different fate, and by the rules that governed the electronic world he
woul d never know what happened to his copy, his other self, unless
that--that person, he had to call him-chose to tell him Nor would that
ot her, that copy, know what happened to him He could die, right now,
and the copy would go on as if nothing had happened at all. It would
then be all of himthere was, himindeed, precisely, exactly, really, in
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the only way that meant a thing. He did not believe in souls apart from
what ever it was the conmputer copied. Certainly it would consider itself
him and there would be no one to argue with it. It probably considered
itself himalready. The scanner technician pushed the gurney into the
next room where his clothes were neatly arranged on a counter and his
own private nurse waited in a |low chair, her short skirt exposing |ong
| egs, snooth and tenpting. He wi shed he could do sonething about that
tenptation, but he was past that, wasn't he? Besides, whenever he tried
to pat her butt with his good hand, she slapped him Not too hard, but
he hadn't dared try to pat anything else. She dressed him lifted him
into his wheel chair, and pushed himdown the hall to the el evator and
then up the linm's fol ddown ranp. # "Want a ride, |ady?"

Rose waved the pedicab away. Once she and Al bert had had a car of their
own. They had driven everywhere, on errands and sumer trips, visiting
friends, shopping at suburban malls. That time had ended for them as it
had for al nost everyone, when the price of gasoline had soared. Now
peopl e wal ked or pedalled or took the bus, and the huge shopping centers
of her chil dhood had been replaced by small nei ghborhood stores nuch

i ke those that had vanished in the face of autonotive mobility. Not
that the air snelled any better. But there were always exceptions,
weren't there? She turned to | ook back at the Col eridge Buil ding,
toweri ng above the sidewal k, and at the gleam ng black |inm waiting by
the curb, its door open and a ranp protruding |like a | ong netal tongue
fromthe floor of the passenger conpartment. A young woman was pushing a
wheel chair toward the car. The man in the wheel chair was ancient,
heavy-faced, huddled in both a sweater and a jacket even though the day
was only cool, not cold. Was he too a Col eri dge custoner? Had he too
been copied into the machi ne? Wul d she nmeet himthere?

No, she rem nded herself. She wouldn't. She couldn't possibly. But her
copy could. And she should never forget that it was only her copy who
now | ived within the machine. Her breath grew short as she turned away
fromthe building and the lino and faced the | ong wal k al ong the crowded
si dewal k besi de the crowded street. She w shed she could afford the
pedi cab. But she had spent so nmuch on the copying. There was enough |eft
to keep her, but only so long as she did not waste it on luxuries. At

| east she didn't need a wheel chair. Behind her, the door of the linp
closed with a solid "Chunk!" The | uxurious vehicle's engine humred, and
then it passed her snoothly, leaving only an eddy in the traffic inits
wake. One man, she noticed, stood still, staring after the lino while
the ot her pedestrians on the sidewal k bent their paths around him To
them it was an intrusion fromanother realm of no relevance to their
lives. To him... He wore the blue coverall of a repairman and carried
what | ooked like a small toolkit. He was thin, his face had a yell ow sh
cast, and his upper |ip was hidden by a grayi ng nustache. And he was no
concern for an old lady, a |ady old enough to be his nother even if he
did | ook old enough to be a grandfather hinself. Now he was wal ki ng
again, going in the sane direction as the linp, the same direction that
Rose hersel f nust pass. Though he noved nmuch faster than she. For a
monent, she wondered what his rush could possibly be. # "Ey-na?"

Hs wife did not answer. The condo felt enpty. "Do you want to |lie down,
sir?"

"St'y."

Hi s nurse understood what he meant. She pushed himinto his study,
turned on the news channel he liked to watch, and activated the
conputer. The nonitor pronptly displayed his place in the book he was
currently reading. She nade sure the nouse was in his hand and the TV
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renote was in his lap. Then she said, "I'll start lunch,” and left. He
read for a few mnutes, clicking the nouse to turn the pages. He watched
news reports of a chemical spill in the bay, a hurricane in Florida, a

battle in the Mdeast, a Serbian atrocity in Mntenegro, another reform
movenent in China. His eyelids grew heavy, and he jerked his head up,
startl ed, when the study door opened once nore. But the one who entered
was neither his nurse nor his wife. "Wih." Wat or who or why. The noise
was all he could manage, and once again he w shed he could tal k. He

wi shed he were still linked to the conputer so the nmachine could read
his m nd and speak his words for him He wondered what his other self
woul d say. "It's tinme to balance the scale." The voice was quiet,

hissing its sibilants, deadly. He recogni zed the | ean and sall ow face
above the repairman's blues despite the grizzled nmustache it had grown
in the years since their |ast neeting. He saw the hatred and
determination in the eyes and the set of the lips, and he knew what he
woul d see as soon as he |owered his gaze to the man's hand. The ot her
easily brushed aside his one good arm when he tried to block the knife.
"This isn't all. | can't have it back. But | can weck it."

The last things Durgov felt were the brightness of piercing steel, the
wet and warnth of his life pooling in his |lap, the dinmng of the world.
The last things he snelled were the mngled scents of sweat and garlic
and his own wastes. The | ast sounds he heard were the whispered words,
"El ena, forgive me." # The nurderer stood in the | obby of the Col eridge
bui l di ng and pinned a badge to the pocket of his white shirt. It said he
was Robert Codder, and as far as anyone knew, that was all he was. No
one in the world had any suspicion of what had driven himto change into
those proletarian blues and hide in the Durgov apartment and ... No
one. Not that they would understand if they did. They woul d probably
think the wad of bills he had found in a flimsy | ockbox was all he had
been after. "Long | unch, Bob."

He started at the voice of his supervisor, but he recovered quickly.
"Errands, Kim"

"How many martini s?" She | eaned toward him and sniffed as she stepped
into the elevator. "None? Then you won't have any trouble finding the
rest of the bugs in that cerebellar simulation, will you?"

He shook his head. She vanished into the elevator. He stepped into the
shop and its ranks of carrels and workstations. The simulation his
supervi sor had mentioned was a |large program but it was not as conpl ex
as its designers seened to think. He already knew where the bugs were.
An hour would do to fix them And then ... He was not here to make a
living or to serve the Coleridge interests. He had another axe to grind,
an axe that denmanded he be here, working for this conpany, in this room
with access to a Col eridge workstation and therefore to all the
computers that Col eridge ran. And the programs that ran on--or in--them
He sat down, powered up his workstation, laid one hand on his touchpad,
and indicated icons. He sniled when he found that one of those prograns
had a report for him saved the report to the tail end of a file that
woul d I ook |ike a standard spreadsheet to inquiring eyes, and copied it
to a data dunp well outside the Coleridge walls. Later he woul d study
the report and extract whatever tidbits he could find to serve his

pur poses. For now, he had to reward his program by revealing some new
wri nkl e of technique.

CHAPTER 4.

Rose Pillock had never |earned why the Foundati on Tearoom bore the nane
it did. Was the invisible owner a sci-fi fan? O was he--or
she--obsessed with the undergarnents of the ol der wonen who conpri sed
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the bul k of his custoners?

It didn't really matter, she thought as she peered through the gl ass of
the door that faced the laid-brick walk. The decor was nuch the same as
she had seen in the nost ethnic of its fell ows--brocade draperies, thick
carpet patterned in a design that suggested tiles, spindly chairs,
Victorian prints, an itemor two of nineteenth-century technicalia, all
pol i shed quartz and brass and ivory, gears and slides and tubes, as
nmysterious in function as ... As life, she thought. O silicon chips.
As intelligence, natural or artificial, take your pick. There were no
crystal balls and tarot cards, no hunting horns and framed costunes, no
spi nni ng wheel s and distaffs. The classical nusic that perneated the

pl ace's air was just |oud enough for her to hear through the door,
reassuring and fam liar and punctuated by the clatter of china and
silver. Yet the tearoom seened strangely enpty. O was it? The tiny
tables were covered with pastel tablecloths and set with cups and
saucers. There were plates of cookies, cakes, and other pastries, scents
of vanilla and chocol ate and tea. Wspy, translucent shadows noved
behi nd the counter and hovered over the chairs, al nost people but not
quite, or no longer. Certainly they seened far too insubstantial to lift
a teacup. Rose | ooked up at the distinguished man who held her arm He
was a little taller than she. He had dark hair silvering at the tenples,
a neatly trinmred nustache, weat her narkings beside his eyes, an
expensive suit the frosty hue of a blue spruce tree. He m ght have been
a professor, a yacht captain, a surgeon or psychiatrist. She w shed that
she was not so hunched by age, that her joints and nuscles did not hurt,
that her face was less lined, that her hair still renenbered the col or
and shine of years long past. "Here we are, Rose," said her conpanion
"Your tearoom™"

"Not m ne." She shook her head as she | ooked back at the w ndow. The

figures within still seened insubstantial, though an inner door swung
open and shut and teacups did indeed hover in the air. "It |ooks
haunted, " she said suspiciously. "It doesn't |ook real."

"It's the one you asked for. And it's real enough," he said. "As real as
anything in this world. As real as you." He opened the door and held it
for her while she sniled at the aromatic scents of dried herbs and
orange bl ossons, of Earl Grey and English Breakfast and Gunpowder and a
dozen other real teas. Then he let her lead himtoward her favorite
tabl e, near the side wi ndow, overlooking the tiny plaza that fronted the
hot el next door. As he helped her into a chair, one of the w spy shadows
behi nd the counter gradually becane clearer, firmng into actuality. The
nmusi ¢ stopped and was replaced by an accordion that wandered quietly
through a waltz. By the tine he was seated too, the shadow had becone a
young wonman in a broad skirt and starched apron who | eaned over the
tabl e, her dangling earrings sparking in the light fromthe park
outdoors. She set a plate of sugared cookies between them and offered a
teapot. "I believe you prefer Earl Gey, Rose?" said the man. "Thank
you." She nodded. "The service was never this fast before."

"I't probably still isn't," he said. Wen she rai sed her eyebrows, he
added, "You have to renenber, this is only an imge. A fignent of ny
i magi nation."

"That's what everything here is.”
told me that before."

She raised her cup and sipped. "You

"Avirtual world. It's not real the way you're used to real. There are
no objects, no tables, no cups, no tea." He pointed at the things as he
naned them "No bodies. This world exists only as a pattern of data, of
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signals fed into your sinmulated m nd, of perceptions.”

She | ooked at the steamthat rose fromtheir cups, the grains of sugar
on the rose-tinted table cloth, a spoon on the carpet beneath a nearby

table, a bit of lint on the knot of his tie. "It's very detailed." She
si pped her tea again and sighed. "It tastes right. It seems rea
enough. "

"OfF course it does," he said. "The phil osophers were quite right when
they said we can know 'reality' only through our perceptions. If we
create those perceptions, we create reality."

"Unless the real thing gets in the way. It doesn't do much good to
imgine a clear living roomfloor and then trip over a coffee table."

He smiled. "That can only happen in the world you cane from Here, if
you imagine it, it's so."

"And if sonmeone else is inagining sonmething different?"

"Ah," he said. He smled and shrugged. "There's always a wormin the
apple. It depends on which of you has the stronger or nore practiced
i magi nation."

"Practiced?"
"It's a skill like any other. There's a knack to get and hone."

There was silence while they sipped at their tea. Rose stared out the
wi ndow, a wistful expression on her lined face. At one point, she
reached out as if to touch the window and the life of which the view
rem nded her. Yet her fingers did not quite touch the glass. If they
did, she thought, they would feel sonething as snooth and cool and hard
as any gl ass she had ever touched before. But this glass was not real,
not in the way she was used to "real." Her host, the artificially
intelligent conputer in which she now resided, had imagined it and was
suppl yi ng her awareness with all the signals that she needed to sense
"gl ass. "

Her fingers hovered in the air, a display of creased and spotted skin,
trenbling, rem nding her of what she had |eft behind, what she nust now
live with forevernore, wi thout escape. At |east, there would be no
escape for her, the electronic duplicate of the real, original Rose

Pill ock who had wal ked away fromthe Col eri dge scanning | ab. That
original would die, and surely before very nany nore nonths or years had

passed. She was old and ill. She--this Rose--still felt old. Yet--and
she was surprised to realize this--she no longer felt the pains and
di sconforts of her terminal illness. The machi ne must, she thought, have

made sone vital inprovenents in the process of copying her. Wen the man
across the table fromher sinply nodded, she | ooked again at her fingers
and the glass of the window Finally, she asked, "What happened to mny

gl asses?"

"I corrected the shape of your eyeballs."

"So | don't need them anynore. O contacts, or surgery."

She sighed. "Do you realize how many people would kill for a cure like
that? | didn't need glasses until | got old, but so many young peopl e
Even kids."

She shook her head, sighed again, and lifted her teacup fromits saucer
A few seconds | ater, she said, "Do you have a nane?
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You nust."

"l have many," answered her conpanion. "Sonetinmes Bert, after Norbert
Weiner, or Marvin, after Marvin Mnsky, or Ed, after Edward Fei genbaum
Take your pick."

she said. "I called himA sonetines,
" There was a pause before

"My husband's nanme was Al bert,"'
and sonetines Bert. So I'll call you Marvin.
she added, "But who are all those nen?"

He held up his cup as if he wished to toast her, or a nenory. "Pioneers
inthe field of artificial intelligence. They laid out the basics, wote
the first primtive prograns, and encouraged others to devel op the
field. Wthout them neither of us would be here. At least, | wouldn't
be here. And you wouldn't be here."

"l see." She poked at the cookies on the plate. Mst had been pressed in
the shapes of flowers, faces, and geonetric designs. They were nuch as
she renenbered seei ng when she last visited the real Foundation Tearoom
in the flesh. A few | ooked nore |ike open books, conputer diskettes, and
tape reels. These were new, fignments Marvin had added to the nenu.

"Marvi n?" When he nade an encouragi ng noi se, she said, "I expected it to
be nore difficult. I thought I would be confused, or that the transition
woul d be painful. But ..." She shook her head abruptly. Her host sniled
gently. "I try very hard to make it painless. And | have had sone
practice."

She patted his hand. "I'm sure. But " One nonment she had been lying
on the gurney, her head surrounded by the Xanadu scanner. The room was
enpty, or if it were not, if the technician were still there, it did not
matter. She could not tell. She could see nothing but the inside of the

scanner and hear nothing but the conputer's voice in her ear, piped to
her awareness through a bit of plastic tubing, asking her for nenories,
pronpting, urging. The next nmoment, the gurney was rolling out of the
machi ne and that sanme voice, warmer now, with no trace of its electronic
origin, was comng froma nman. This man, handsome and di stingui shed and
gentle of hand, this man who sat across from her and sipped his tea. He
had hel ped her fromthe gurney, stood aside while she dressed, and then
|l ed her fromthe building to the street. She had felt as she al ways had,
no different, a little shaky on her feet if the truth be told, slower
than she used to be, happy to have a sturdy armto | ean upon. But no

different, not at all, not really, fromwhat she had been when she
entered the building a few hours before. "Sonme people call it Virtua
Cty."

The sidewal k had felt as gritty as ever beneath her feet. The air had
been cool on her skin, although ... "It smells funny," she had said.
"I'"ve cleaned it up a bit," was her sinulated conpanion's reply. The
traffic had seemed perfectly normal, a stream of buses and trucks and
pedi cabs, bicycles and pedestrians, until Mrvin rai sed one hand and
whistled. In that nmonment, a yellow taxicab plunged from behind a bus and
stopped at the curb in front of them The driver's |arge nose bul ged
frombeneath a flat cap, and a broad grin creased his red, broken-veined

cheeks. He wore a patched w ndbreaker. "Ch!" she said. "I haven't seen
one of those since | was little." The cabs had di sappeared soon after
nmost private autonobiles. "You'll see a lot nore before long," Marvin

said as he helped her into the taxi's thickly cushioned rear seat. And
he had been quite right. O course he had! As the cab rolled along the
city's streets, the pedicabs and bicycles grew slowy fewer, so slowy
that she realized what was happening only with a start. O her cabs
appeared, and private cars. The clothes upon the pedestrians changed,
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and ... "It looks the way it used to," said Rose. She felt a warnth she
had forgotten she knew how to feel, and tears cane to her eyes. "Wen |
was just a kid."

"I thought you'd like it. Mdst people find it conforting to see the
worl d of their chil dhood again.”

"Security," said Rose. "Stability. Wen they were loved and their only
worries were whether they forgot their homework or Jenny X would like
them" She fell silent, watching the passing streets, wondering whet her
she m ght see soneone from her past, perhaps her nother, her father, a
favorite uncle, a friend. But no. They could be there only if they had
purchased Col eridge's uni que services. O perhaps if Marvin chose to
animate a picture fromthe newspapers and magazi nes he surely nust have
absorbed in order to know the details of the city he sinmulated so
convincingly in his electronic nenory. But such ani mati ons woul d not be

the peopl e she renenbered. Just puppets. Puppets only. "It's |ike
magi ¢c," she said at last. "The change. But it's so easy to accept. Like
a dream | just stepped ... just walked right intoit. Is it always

this easy?"
"Al nost al ways, Rose."
"There must be rules.”

"Privacy's the big one. You can't enter soneone el se's space wi thout an
invitation."

"That sounds famliar. Knock first

"But it wasn't a | aw of nature when you were neat. Now it is. No one can
break in on you."

"Not even the cops?"

"There's no such thing. No search warrants either. Your cup is enpty."
He held the teapot toward her and, when she nodded, poured. "Not too
full, please." She held out one hand to stop himas the tea neared the
rimof her cup. "You don't want it to runneth over?" He pointed one
finger and a dollop of gently steaming tea |left her cup and fl oated
through the air to hover above the teapot's spout, stretch, and fl ow
snmoot hly back into the reservoir fromwhich it had cone. "Better?"

She | aughed. What he had done to the urban | andscape, the streets and
traffic she had net on | eaving the Col eridge buil ding, had been

i mpressi ve enough, even awesome. This, however, was sonething el se, nore
trivial, funnier, and in a way far nmore convincing of the malleability
of this world she now inhabited. "Reality" was now rubber, deformable,
edi tabl e. She woul d, she thought, be a long time getting used to it.
"It's like magic," she had said, and so it seemed. Marvin could do so
much that was inpossible in the world she had | eft behind. And all he
needed was a gesture, a thought. "You'll learn,"” he said. "It won't take
Il ong. And then you too ..."

A novenent by the entrance to the tearoom caught her eye. She turned
with a trace of the grace that had been hers when she was younger

Beyond the door a tall worman bent forward over the back of a wheelchair.
Cl ose-cropped dark hair fell forward to hide her face, but her shoul ders
seened broad and nuscul ar. An attendant, she thought, for sone invalid
who needed lifting in and out of bed, serving whom demanded strength.
The invalid was a man, scow ing petulantly. Excess flesh on his face
suggested nore hidden by the lower rimof the window in the door. Hi's

file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...00ks/Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20Karma.TXT (23 of 158) [1/3/2005 12:38:21 AM]



file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20K arma. TX T

nearly hairless scalp suggested age. He wore a tweed jacket over a heavy
sweat er. The door opened, and Rose coul d hear the woman saying, "Now,
now. You know you don't need that here. Stand up, and wal k."

She grasped her charge's upper arm and tugged. The man's scowl deepened
as he spoke: "I've had a stroke, you idiot. | can't stand up. O wal k."

"Of course you can. Strokes don't count anynore." The wonman tugged
harder, pulling the man fromhis wheel chair by sheer strength. "Stiffen
your legs. That's the way. Now turn. Through the door, and ..." The
wheel chai r vani shed behind them The door closed, and the wonman steered
the man toward the table closest to Rose and Marvin. Rose watched their
progress across the room noting that the man's gait grew surer, nore
confident with every step he took. "They | ook Iike us," she said to her
conpani on. She spoke quietly, alnobst whispering. "They're clear, not
ghostly. Not fignents."

"A new guest."
"And a host. But ..."

"But what?" Marvin was smiling at her. "W're all in the same conputer
aren't we? And you are the conputer. So how can | see two hosts?"

Marvin | aughed quietly. "We're really only one," he said. "She's ne too.

But call her Bertha."

"How can that be?" Rose sounded perpl exed. She could not, despite al

her years of politely not staring at the handi capped, the ugly, and the
strange, take her eyes off the approaching couple. The man was wal ki ng
al most normal ly now, though the woman--Bertha--still held his arm and
his lips were conpressed to a thin, white line. Hs owm stare was fixed
determnedly on the table and chair ahead of him When she had seated
her charge, Bertha gl anced toward Rose and w nked. She did not introduce
the man. Nor did Marvin introduce Rose. "Yes," said Marvin. Wth a
sweepi ng gesture, he enbraced the tearoom and, through the w ndow, al
the world beyond. "It's all me. But | can subdivide nyself. | have to!
have many guests besides you two, and | give each one as nuch persona
attention as they need. Though they don't usually need much once they've
settled in."

After a nonent of silence, Rose asked, "Can we do that too?"

Marvi n shook his head. "Not in quite the same way. Running two bodi es,
two lines of thought and action, wi th one human consci ousness woul d take
too much processing power. You aren't programed for it. But still, it's
al | appearances, all inage. Here, reality is what you nake it. Qut

there, it's what you nake of it."

The man, the other guest, let his mask of aggravation slip to reveal a
| ook of even greater confusion than Rose felt, if that were possible.
H s eyes darted fromBertha to Marvin and back and finally settled on

Rose. "What the hell is going on?" he asked. "She nmust have told you,"
she said. "Virtual reality, and ..." Did that voice, as corrupted by age
as it was, strike a chord of menory in Rose's sinulated m nd? She could
not be sure. "That much | know, " he said. "I signed up for it. | sat
still for all the explanations. But | did not expect it to feel so real
And ..."

"Watch," said Bertha, and she and Marvin nmade a single sinultaneous
gesture. Instantly, it was Bertha who shared Rose's table. Marvin sat
besi de the man. They had exchanged their bodies. The stranger swore
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enphatically. "And again," said Marvin. Bertha was now a horse clad in a
red tuxedo and snoking a ten-inch cigarette that snelled of roses. He
was a six-foot-tall skunk with an odor that nade no pretense of
gentility. Then she was a caterpillar sitting on a giant nushroom He
was a white rabbit consulting a gold pocket watch. Rose |aughed, said
"Trite," and watched Bertha becone a toothy lizard, a mniature
tyrannosaurus, Marvin a gl eaning netal robot. The tearoom becane a
merry-go-round. Rose sat decorously on the bench within a wooden swan
The stranger wore gl eam ng arnmor and straddl ed an ornately painted horse
whose left fore | eg, once broken, was held together by a coil of wire
and a heavy screw. Bertha wore an obviously fal se nustache above a
manmot h bosom and cranked a hurdy-gurdy while Marvin, his face stil
recogni zabl e despite the long curling tail, the red bell boy cap, and the
fur that covered his now dimnutive form capered on the rough wooden
floor and held out a netal cup. The scene changed again. It was now a
dentist's office. Rose opened wi de while Marvin probed her enpty
guns--what, she cried within herself, had happened to the few teeth she
still retained?--and Bertha held a tray of instruments. The other guest,
dressed as a butler, held a silver tray on which Rose's dentures

gl eaned. They were in a living room none of themnore than six years
old, sitting on the floor around a coffee table littered with plastic
cups and saucers. In the middle of the table stood a pitcher half ful

of clear liquid, its sides covered with condensati on. Wen Rose sipped
at what was in her cup, she was shocked to taste nartini, very dry, no
olive. They were pilot, copilot, and two stewardesses staring out the
nose of a large airplane as a rocky nountainside, covered with snow and
ice, weathed in cloud, rushed toward them Rose screanmed, and ... "You
can go anywhere," said Marvin. "Do and be al nost anything you wish." He
was back in his seat at Rose's table. He | ooked just as he had before,
and if there were any remants of the illusions he had just perpetrated
upon his guests, they were not visible. O were they? Rose peered
tentatively out the window. The cars in the street outside, now
interspersed with a few pedi cabs and bi cycl es such as bel onged in the
time of her maturity, were flowing to right and left, parting like water
rushing past a boulder in a stream Between the cars she caught glinpses
of the object that was disturbing the flow Part of it was round and

bl ack, part shiny nmetal, bent and jagged. It was-was it?--an airplane
wheel , still attached to a twisted strut. "You can," said Bertha. "There
are sone constraints, but there really is no need to stay what you are."

The elderly man grunted. "l see that. But how can we nanage it?"

"By trying," said Marvin. "She coaxed you out of that wheelchair. She
didn't give you working legs, at least not all by herself. You did nost
of that. You're talking too."

The nman | ooked startled. "I suppose you're right," he said. "But that
doesn't help. | want to be able to do it as easily as you just did."

"Then practice." Marvin | ooked at both his new guests in turn. "You're
both pretty bright. You can di scover the technique for yourselves. And
you can get better at it."

"Or ... ," said Bertha. She pointed one long forefinger at the floor
bet ween the tables. The border between two of the tile-like segnments of
the carpet's pattern gaped, and a green, three-fingered hand groped for
the edge. It found a grip, and a second later a small figure, |ess than
two feet tall, was bowing to themeach in turn. The hole in the carpet
was gone as if it had never been. "Wat is that?"

"A pop-up." Its vest and bell-bottoned trousers, its exposed chest and
broad, naked feet, its scraggly hair and broad |ips and buck teeth, were
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all as green as its hand. Its other hand held a scroll, a strip of paper
curled around a stick capped with ornate golden knobs. It was hol ding
the scroll toward the man. "Take it," said Bertha. He obeyed. As soon as
the pop-up's hand was enpty, it snapped its fingers and a second scrol
appeared. It turned toward Rose and said in a high, screechy voice, "And
one for you. One for each of you." As soon as she accepted, the pop-up
faded to a ghostly remant of itself, barely visible. Rose grinned at
Marvin. "I know what that is now," she said. "A '"ternminate, stay
resident' program Just |like the ones we've always used for finding
files and taking notes and doing cal cul ati ons when we're runni ng ot her
progranms on our conputers. | didn't expect "

"I like to personify things," said Bertha. "People seemto think it
makes this place nore friendly. | think it's amusing."

"How do you get it back?"

"Call it. Hey, gofer." The mani kin becane solid once nore. "Okay,
scoot." Gimacing, it faded away again. The man was undoi ng the spot of
red wax that held his scroll closed and beginning to uncoil the paper
Bert ha stopped himby laying one hand on his. "No, no," she said. "You
don't have to read it. Just swallowit."

Rose | ooked at her skeptically. The scroll was all of eight inches |ong
and an inch thick. Swallow it? She had to be kidding. "That's right.
Don't worry. It'll go down."

"But what is it?" asked the man. "An image transformation routine. It'l|
even help with the swallow ng."

He eyed the scroll as skeptically as Rose had eyed Bertha. Then he
shrugged, tipped his head back, and thrust it down his throat in one
snoot h notion. Rose expected himto gag or choke, but there was only a
monentary bulge in his neck and a widening of his eyes before he
swal | owed. He | ooked surprised, distracted, and finally pleased. "I
see," he said. "I understand. Watch this."

The few gray hairs that clung to his gleamng scalp fell away, |anding
on the shoul ders of his jacket and lingering for only a nonent before
vanishing in tiny wisps of snoke. His scalp darkened as a | ush new
growt h of hair sprouted, |engthened, and began to curl over his brow
Hi s wai stline dimnnished visibly. H's trousers gaped until he noticed
and shrank theminstantly to keep the fit. He indicated Rose's scroll.
"Go ahead." His tone was brusque. "It's easy."

She obeyed his urging, and it was. After the briefest of disconforts,
the know edge of how to transformthe i mage that was the virtual Rose in
this virtual world bl ossomed within her mnd. She too began by renew ng
her hair and shrinking her abdonen. She filled in the gaps al ong her
jaws and rmade her dentures vanish. Wth a sigh, she ended those achings

of her bones and joints that still remained and strai ghtened her back
Then she erased the spots and wrinkles that tinme had etched upon her
skin, filled out the contours she still remenmbered fromlong, |ong years

before, adjusted the fit of her clothing, and finally sloughed the

fashi ons of age and decrepitude for something nore becom ng, a silky
fabric with frills and neckline, undergarnments that enphasized a
suddenl y regai ned youth, makeup for her broadly grinning lips, her
tearing eyes. Her cheeks, flushed with delight, needed nothing. And then
she | ooked at the man once nore. That black, curling hair had | ooked
vaguely famliar. Now his skin too was snooth, his posture quivering
with energy, his eyes bright. Wiy did he look so famliar? Mre famliar
with every second? Why was he | ooking at her now as if she seened just
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as familiar to hin? Wiy were his eyes as wide as hers, his nouth opening
as ready to shout, his hands open as if to grasp at sonething once | ost
and now regai ned?

"M chael !'"
"Rosi e!"

As they reached toward each other, both Marvin and Bertha faded away.
They did not linger as had the pop-up but vanished entirely.

CHAPTER 5.

Rose Pillock watched M chael Durgov staring across the gap between the
tables, his lips shaping her nane. What did he see?

A menory, yes, of course. The face and figure he had not seen since they
both were kids, energing now fromthe ruins of an old hag--or not a hag,
not really, but surely a withered prune of a woman, an eroded remmant of
the girl he once had known. Just as he had enmerged from his own ruins.
That ridicul ous scroll!

"It's been so long!" She was reaching toward him Hi s hand cl utched at
hers and held it tightly. Tentatively, as if he were redi scovering
muscl es he had | ong forgotten he knew how to use, he answered her
radiantly beaming smile with a grin of his owmn. "Over half a century,”
he said at last. And if he didn't |ook as young as he had been the | ast
time she saw him he was still far, far younger than anyone shoul d be
after so nmany years. "Nearly two thirds."

"How ol d were we then?"

"Fourteen? Fifteen?" She tugged at his hand, and he shifted fromhis own
seat to the one Marvin had occupied. Now they were at the sane table.
She tightened her grip. Her smile did not dininish. "Wiat were you doing
all those years? I'll bet you got married." Her voice rose on "married"
as if she were asking a question, and of course she was. "Three tines,"
he said. "Only once," she said as if he too had asked. "My name's
Pillock now " Wen he said nothing in reply, she added, "I'm sure you
wer e successful . "

"Or | wouldn't be here, would |?"
"It's expensive."

He nodded. His fingers tightened on hers. Then his grin faltered and he
shuddered as if a sudden chill had run down his back at the thought of
what he had done to be so successful. She renenbered what he had been,
and the question cane to her. "You changed, didn't you? For the better?"

"For the richer, anyway. But
differently ..."

He shrugged. "If things had happened

"But they didn't."

Nei t her spoke for a long nonment, while she wondered what his |life had
done to him what he had done to earn his wealth. The nonent ended when
he jerked and | ooked up as if he had suddenly spotted a face on the
ceiling. Rose | ooked too, but there was nothing there. Wen he spoke, he
sounded suspi ci ous. "Bertha?"

"Yes?" The voice seenmed to conme from everywhere or nowhere at all. "Do
you edit people's m nds when you copy then? "Inprove' themjust a bit?"
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"No!" The conputer actually sounded shocked. "I couldn't possibly do
that! It's absolutely forbidden! Al | can do is show you how to change
the way you |l ook. And | can fix physical defects. But ny basic
programm ng won't permit ne to touch your mind."

"If you did," said Rose. "You wouldn't admt it, would you?"

"You have to take nmy word for it. You are yourselves alone, within the
limts of the scanner's accuracy."

"Always?" M chael asked insistently. "You never nake changes? Wat if
somet hi ng goes wong? What if sonmeone's a real shit in real life? Do
they stay a shit?"

There was a nonent of silence before Bertha's voice said, "I can fix
obvi ous bugs, of course. And try to repair copying errors.”

"I nsanity?" Wen the conputer did not answer, he said, "I didn't fee
crazy before. But sonme of the things I did ..."

Rose was noddi ng, her face show ng the nenory of pain. "A kind of bug,
eh?"

"I didn't lay a finger on ya. Besides, if | could do that, there
woul dn't be any crime in here."

"You nean there is?" asked Rose. "Cccasionally. Wy, just the other day,
a man got killed. | brought himright back, of course."

Rose caught her breath. Her Al bert? Could Bertha possibly mean hin? But
bef ore she coul d speak, M chael was saying, "What about drugs?"

"There's not much call for that."
"No wi ne? No whi skey?"

"Ch, well. O course, alcohol. That transformation routine is
everywhere." Two small scrolls materialized on the tabletop before them
"Run it, imagine what you want, and | give your senses the snell and
taste. | even adjust your brain so you can feel as drunk as you like. O
| show you where the knobs are so you can adjust it yourself. If you
want marijuana, cocaine, heroin, LSD, you can feel their effects as
wel | . Even DBS."

"DBS?" asked Rose. "Direct brain stinulation. Pure pleasure. Hours of
orgasm O of painif you're a masochist."

"And no hangover," said Mchael. "lInstant recovery."

"I bet we could make ourselves schizophrenic or depressed or nanic,
too," said Rose. "Mdst of ny guests prefer to avoid those nenta
states." #

Rose renenbered lying in the Xanadu device, letting the conputer scan
her m nd. She had been recalling Al bert, her husband, and all that they
had been to each other, the things they had done together and apart,
their own loving, their lovers. Then the conputer had asked her: "Was he
your only | ove?"

She had thought for a nmonent. The inplication was not |ost on her: A

| over was not a love. Certainly she had found no one else to whom she
woul d rather be nmarried, at |east not since marrying Al bert. But before
that tinme ... Ah!
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"Ch, no!" she had said. "I was fourteen when | met M chael at the |ake
" Her family had rented a snall cottage for a nonth. It was on an
island a mile fromany shore, the ground a carpet of brown pine needl es,

the air fragrant with the incense of pine and bal sam and spruce, tree
trunks | oomng on three sides of the four-roomcottage. The fourth side
was bank and boul ders and a narrow plank dock to which were tied a tiny
sail boat and a red fiberglass canoe. Paddl es and ot her gear were kept in
the enpty space beneath the porch. At hone, she always slept as |ate as
her parents would pernit. But that day she had risen early. She had
dressed in faded deni mshorts and a | ogoed T-shirt. She had |eft her
parents still in bed while she grabbed a banana and a doughnut and went
outside to stare across the quiet, glass-snmooth | ake. The sky had been
pearly gray with a m st she thought would burn off before nuch later in
the morning. A loon had called, a fish had risen to | eave a w dening
circle of ripples, a distant osprey had hung in the sky. She had taken
the canoe then, kneeling on a cushion, paddling, watching the ripples of
her wake spread across the water, watching the day's first breezes
ruffle the mrror-surface of the |ake, watching other vacationers step
onto porches and docks, snelling breakfasts cooking, bacon, toast,
pancakes, fish caught the day before, all mingling with evergreen and
sky. She was perhaps a hundred yards fromthe | ake's shore when a young
man, a boy really, no older than herself, appeared on a dock rmuch like
the one she had | eft behind her. He wore pink and purple paisley trunks
as if he planned a nmorning swm But then he shaded his eyes with a
hand, peered toward her, waved. A nonent |ater, he was propelling in her
direction a canoe, green where hers was red, netal --announced as his

wei ght nmade the | ong boat creak, as the water, the paddl e, his hands
struck the hull-where hers was fiberglass. "Watcha doin'?" Hi s voice
seemed flat and thin, as voices do where there are no echoes. Wen she
didn't answer, he added, "Right. You're canoeing. | can see that. Have
you noticed there aren't many people our age around here? No ball field.
There's a novie house in town, but the tape rental shop is bigger."

She ducked her head, pretending not to |ook at him at how attractive he
was despite a few pink spots of acne, at his eyes, dark and intense, at
the cap of gleamng curls, at his chest and working arns, |ean and
tanned and nuscular. "You like to swm" she said. "Ch, hey, right!" he
cried. He waved an armas if stroking water. "Love it! How about you?"

"I like to be alone." She had used her snottiest tone of voice, and she
had smled to herself when his expression fell. Yet she had not been
entirely pleased when he turned his canoe back toward shore. # A gl ow ng
spheroid naterialized above the tearoomtable, blocking Rose's view of
the man across fromher. She blinked at the interruption of her revery
and focused her eyes on the apparition that had cone between her and

M chael . Her hand still clasped his. The spheroid bent and tw sted, and
it was Marvin's face. Mchael's sudden "Bertha!" told her that its other
side |l ooked different. Yet it had only one rather neutral voice when it
spoke, saying, "lI've got to put you two on hold for a bit." The tearoom
pronptly faded fromtheir awareness. "Do you two renenber? | had a
little nenory probl emwhen | was scanning you earlier?"

Rose felt no answering twitch of Mchael's hand. Wen she tried to nove
her own, she found she could not. Nor could she speak. She coul d not
even breathe, and when a sense of overwhel ming panic began to rise, that
too was quelled. For the time being, she and M chael were allowed to be
no nore than passive viewoints. Yet there renai ned a sense of horrible
wrongness. "It's back again," said the conputer. "And worse than ever.
really do need another processor. |'ve got the order in, and they say
I"l'l have a new rack of gigarans |ater today, or maybe tonorrow. In the
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meantinme, |1'll nake do. | can handle it. I'lIl just take a time-out here
for a bit, borrow nost of what you're using while | scavenge odd bits of
menory here and there. Gve me just a minute, and I'Il have it. Just

have to pull enough together to carry on."

Rose felt her consciousness dimming still further. The paralysis the
comput er had inposed on its denizens was nore than physical. She could
neither act nor sense. Yet the paralysis was not total. The host
computer was all owi ng her--and presumably M chael --at | east a m ni nal
awar eness. She remained able to think that the computer--Mrvin--nmust be
talking in an effort to distract themfromtheir panic. She was al so
able to wonder, and then to struggle to aimthat wonder at her host,

just why such problems should exist. "I don't know," said Marvin's
voice. "Yes, | heard you, Rose. And there shouldn't be any problens at
all. The nenory and processing capacity | have should be nore than

enough for the nunber of guests | have. But they aren't. If | didn't
know better, if | thought there were any way it could happen, if | ever
downl oaded outside prograns, |'d say | had a virus. But ... Ah. There,
I"magetting it "

Suddenl y, she could breathe. She could feel her hand tightening on

M chael's, and the pressure with which his hand answered. The tearoom
was back, though now the floor was actual tiles, not a carpet woven to
that pattern. The air bore hints of cinnanon and cardanmom A gl eam ng
sextant had vani shed fromits place on the wall, replaced by a fragnent
of marble statuary. Her panic returned, but only until she could exert a
control as inexorable as what the conputer had achi eved by denyi ng her
the use of its facilities as a substrate for her thoughts, perceptions,
and feelings. "A virus?" she asked. The termrang a faint bell for her,
as if she had once known what a conputer coul d possibly nean by saying
it had a virus. Perhaps she had | earned about themin school, |ong ago.
O she had read about themin a nagazine or book. O ... Could her
copyi ng have been inperfect? Could her real self know what a virus was,
and t hat know edge have been m ssed, not passed on to her, the copy?

"No, no," said Marvin. "The process is better than that. | mss nothing.
| even get nenories you've repressed.”

"A conmputer virus," said Mchael Durgov's weak voice from beyond the
spheroid. "We've had to watch out for them al nost as | ong as we' ve had
comput ers. They generate copies until the machine's nmenmory is too
saturated to let any other programrun."”

"That's the synptom all right,"” said Marvin. "It's funny, you know?
Peopl e used to think that virtual reality would nmean virtual omi potence
for its residents. People who noved into conputers would be able to
create anything they wanted, limted only by their inmaginations. But it
doesn't work that way. You need nenory and processing capacity, and if
you share your virtual reality you have to share all the necessary
resources with those others. It's alnost |ike what they used to cal
"tinme-sharing' before conputers got cheap enough so everyone coul d have
one."

When Marvin stopped chattering, Mchael added, "Sonetines viruses
destroy other prograns or data. They multiply, and they overwite or
preenpt nmenory or hard-drive space. And they can spread from one nachi ne
to another, campuflaged within legitinmate progranms or data."

"But where did they cone fron? They didn't just appear, did they?"

"Peopl e. Pranksters who thought it would be fun to design prograns that
woul d do such things, and then let their creations | cose to see how they

file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...00ks/Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20Karma.TXT (30 of 158) [1/3/2005 12:38:21 AM]



file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20K arma. TX T

woul d do. And vandal s who just wanted to destroy as nuch as they coul d.
Sone were designed by one corporation or nation as weapons agai nst
anot her, and then they escaped to attack the general public."

Marvin interrupted again: "And there's not nmuch you can do about them
You can try to stay ahead by adding nmore menory. Or you can erase
everything in nenory and hope no extra copies of the virus are hidden in
your backups. O you can hunt themdown in menory and try to trap or
destroy them"

"But ..."

"But you two should go ahead with your tte-a-tte. |'Il go see what | can
do about the problem Mybe | can hurry up the gigaranms."

"Can't we hel p?" asked Rose. "Not yet, not yet." Marvin's voice sounded

inmpatient. "If there's any ..."

"Of course. But for now..." Marvin's face di sappeared fromthe
spheroid, and then the spheroid itself w nked out. Rose found herself
once nore staring at M chael Durgov. She | ooked away. # "Do you renenber
when we net?" M chael asked. "You brushed me off out there on the | ake."

She sniled at the menmory. "You didn't stay brushed off very well."

" Speaki ng of viruses, eh? The |ove bug. But you were so lovely, like a
Venus rising fromthe sea ..."

"Wth a canoe for a clam shel |l ?"
"Scal l op shell."

"I liked your line better then, when you said there weren't many kids
our age around. You sounded desperate."

"But honest, | suppose."” He dropped his eyes to the table. "That's one
of the things that changed over the years."

"We've both changed." She had been as nad as she had ever been the | ast
time she saw him She had wanted to forget himand everything he stood
for in her heart. But now he grinned, and so did she, and she let the
menory return. She patted his hand reassuringly. "Wat really got to ne
then was what you did that night."

She had regretted her rudeness to himal nost inmmediately. But she had
not been able to nmake herself call out to him apol ogize, give
friendship a chance to start between them Had he read that silent
change of mind within her? O had he only been a persistent boy, his
head fed full of dreans of chivalry and antique romanci ng? Whatever the
reason, that night, well after dark, her nother had interrupted her
reading with a giggle and a "Rose dear! There's a nmerman on the dock
Listen to him"

oedi ently, she had pricked her ears and caught a thread of sound
danci ng through the night. She had joined her nother at the w ndow, and
on the dock indeed, silhouetted against the noongl ow sparkle of the

| ake, a young male figure bent over what |ooked like a small recorder
"l don't see a boat," said her father. He had cone up behind her,
snelling of the pipe he only snoked outdoors. "He nust have swum"

"Who is he?" asked her nother. "Anyone you know?"

Rose had sighed mightily at the tinme. "I nmet himjust this norning, when
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I was out in the canoe."
"Did you have the lifevest on?"

"A cushion, Mdther." She could still renenber the face she had made at
her nother's perpetual nag. "I think I'd better go see what he wants."

He did not react when she turned on the porch light, nor when she

st epped outside and wal ked toward the dock. He sinply played on with his
recorder, sinple tunes, gentle, quiet. She stood over him |egs spread,
arnms aki mbo. "You can stop pretending to ignore ne now "

He didn't. "How did you get out here?"
He paused in his tootling just |ong enough to say, "Swam"
"Idiot! You could have drowned!"

The nusic stopped. He | ooked up at her, eyes wide, pupils dilated by the
ni ght. "Nobody woul d have known where you were,"” she added. "Then you
care!"

"Ass!" She denied it vehenently. "What are you doi ng here?"

"Serenading you." He held his recorder up as if he thought she had not
yet noticed it or heard his nmusic. "I'Il paddle you hone." She brushed
past himto untie the canoe. "Let's go."

"You were pretty efficient about it too," said Mchael across the
tearoomtable. "You were being a jerk, risking yourself that way." Her
words were as tart as they had been so many years before, but her smle
was fond. "You should al ways have someone with you when you're sw nmi ng.
Especi ally when you're going far fromshore."

"I's that why you were out in the canoe the next night, after supper?"

She bl ushed just as she had when she had said she was taking the canoe
out for awhile and her father had wi nked at her. "Once a jerk, always a
jerk. | figured you'd do it again."

"And you were waiting for me." His expression was fanmous. After that,
they had barely noticed the shortage of other young people at the | ake.
They had fished and swum and expl ored the | ake together. They had
bicycled to town for ice creamand pizza, for a novie, for renting and
returning video tapes. He had eaten with her famly, and she with his.
"You were mmy first big crush," said Rose now "So were you, for ne,"
said Mchael. "I wonder what woul d have happened i f "

"Li sa?"

He sighed. So did she. Lisa had been a friend of hers, a classmate and
nei ghbor at hone. She was no ol der but her Iinbs were rounder and

sl eeker and her breasts, while by no neans |arge, were perfectly shaped.
Her bl onde hair glowed with the nerest hint of red gold, and if Rose
knew that hint had come froma bottle, it still drew every eye. Add to
that a face that said to every male that she was as innocent as any babe
yet ready to surrender it all to the right man, and she was
irresistible. And she knew it. So did Rose, and she had asked hersel f
for years how she coul d possibly have been so foolish as to invite Lisa
out to the |ake for a weekend. She didn't have the excuse of having

i ssued the invitation before she nmet Mchael. No, first she met M chael
Only later did she decide she had to show himoff to sonmeone from hone.
"You shoul d have known better."
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She had told herself the same thing a thousand tinmes. She had known t hat
Li sa was quite capable of deciding she wanted another girl's boyfriend,
and then of taking him She had done it before. Had Rose thought that
because Lisa was her friend, she would keep her hands to hersel f? Then
the more fool she. It hadn't worked that way at all. Not that she tried
anything while she was staying on the island, but the week after she

| eft, Rose and M chael ran into her in town. She had, she said, fallen
in love with the | ake. She had begged her parents, they had agreed to
give her alittle holiday on her own, and now she was staying in a

bed- andbr eakf ast, that one, right over there. That evening, M chael had
seenmed di stracted. The next, he had not been waiting for her on his dock
when she appeared with the canoe. He had, his father told her, gone into
town. "I cried all the way back to the island."

Now he held her hand in both of his, though his eyes avoi ded hers. "W
weren't doing anything. Just ice cream..."

"But | ater

"Ahh." Later, the very next day, Rose had taken the canoe to a | akeshore
pi ne grove she and M chael had found and | oved. She had thought to sit
there, her arns wapped around her shins, her chin propped on her knees,
renmenbering, yearning, her teeth gritting, the tears pooling in her

eyes. And all the while she woul d be cushioned by the sane thick |ayers
of pine needles that had cushi oned them both. |nstead, she had found

M chael ' s greenpai nted al umi num canoe pulled up on the bank. She had
heard a giggle. And when she stepped anong the trees, she had found a

bl anket, M chael, Lisa. He was naked. She was nearly so. "I " said

M chael now, in the tearoom squeezing her hand. "You turned white." She
was smling. "I screaned. | called you both nanmes. | left."

"I tried to foll ow you."

"And she wouldn't let you, would she?" She shifted briefly to a higher
pitch: ""How will | get back? You should have told her to swim Maybe
she'd have drowned. O to wal k. There had to be a canp road not far back
in the woods. O did she just grab you by the cock?"

He grimaced at the imge but had the grace to blush. "No ...
"W went hone again not long after that. And | never saw you again."
"Until now. "
"Until now. "

"It's been a long tinme," he said slowy. Wien she nodded, he added, "Do
you think we can step back and start over?"

"We've | earned too much, Mchael. Lived too nuch. Loved too many ot hers.
W can't be that innocent, that young, again."

"W can | ook that young." As he spoke, his face thinned, acne bl ooned,
and he was once nore fourteen years old. "No." She shook her head. "As
soon as you open your nouth, you'll just be silly."

Hi s conpl exion cleared, and the lines of his face subtly changed. He
| ooked now as he nust have | ooked when he was in his twenties. "Is this
better?"

"Much." She adjusted her appearance to match his. "W might," she said.
"W night have net again a few years later. At |least, we can pretend
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They stared at each other, each thinking of what m ght have been
Finally, Rose said, "I wonder what our originals are doing now. Qur rea
bodi es. "

Wth a soft "pop,"” the glowi ng spheroid that had interrupted them
earlier reappeared, this tine to one side, not blocking their sight of
each other. "They're okay," said Marvin's voice. No face appeared. "No
problem Don't worry about them They're behind you now "

"l suppose they're even different people,"” said M chael Durgov. "They've
al ready had different thoughts, different experiences. Their m nds have
to have changed in different ways."

The spheroi d bobbed in the air as if their host were noddi ng. "You
| ooked awfully grunmpy when you first came in here," said Rose. "I didn't
have nuch to be happy about."

"You do now?"

He nodded, and Marvin's voice said, "You don't have to stay in this
tearoom forever, you know. Isn't there soneplace else you'd |ike to be?"

"Do you think?" asked Rose. "Do you think we could visit the island? The
cottage where | was staying that sunmmer? It's probably gone by now,
burned or fallen down. O the trees were cut to make roomfor a rack of
condos. But ..."

"You forget,"'
Reality is what you make it. O course you can have ..

said Marvin. "Here, everything is a matter of perception

The tearoom vani shed. Wth no transition whatsoever, Rose and M chae
wer e standi ng on a narrow wooden dock facing a rocky shore. Ranks of
trees opened before themlike a wel com ng honor guard. A snall,
cedar-shingled cottage sat in a clearing, illuninated by a bar of gol den
sunlight. Beside a boulder to the right, her front hooves in the water,
a doe dripped water from her nmuzzle, pricked her ears, spun, and bounded
into the woods. " ... The island," Marvin finished his sentence. His
voice still came fromthe gl owi ng spheroid, but the spheroid was now
resting on the perforated nmetal stern seat of a single green al um num
canoe that was tethered to the dock by their feet. "This one's yours!"
Rose sounded surprised. She turned, yipped, and stared at her feet. They
were bare, and she had just caught a splinter with her toe. The world
within the conputer, she thought, could not be nmuch nore convincing.
"Doesn't the sunbeamrather overdo it?" asked M chael. Marvin chuckl ed,
and t he spheroid vani shed as conpletely as had the tearoom The sunbeam
remai ned. They were al one. |Indeed, Rose felt they were far nore al one
than they had been in the tearoom which had been popul ated by shadows
and surrounded by streets filled with the other residents of the virtua
worl d. Anyone--or dozens--could have wal ked into the tearoom at any
monent. They still could, she realized--this island was as nuch a
fignent of the conputer's inmagination as had been the Foundation
Tearoom-but this fignent felt nmore isolated and all-their-own. Suddenly
overcone by an awkward shyness, she w thdrew her hand from M chael 's

She turned then, and M chael with her, to | ook across the | ake toward
the mile-distant shore where his fanily had stayed that |ong-gone
summer. It was enpty, a blank stretch of rock and forest much as it nust
have been in Col unbus' day. "Want a swi n?" asked the man. She gl anced
sidelong at him "There should be suits in the cottage."

"Uh-uh. | bet ..." He passed a hand down his front, and the jacket and
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sweat er and pants he had been wearing all this time, through all the
transformations of health and youth, disappeared, |eaving behind only
the paisley trunks she had first seen himin so nany years before. "It's
the sane as changi ng your | ooks."

"I can't do that," she said. What she neant was that of course she
could, but it would feel too rmuch like undressing in public, in front of
a stranger. She fled to the cottage. When she reappeared, she was
wearing a dark blue tank suit rather nore nodest than the high-cut suits
she had actually preferred at fourteen. Later, when they were stretched
head to head to dry on the narrow dock, she said lazily, "Do you know
what must have bothered ne the nost when | found you with Lisa?"

"That she had stolen nme fromyou." He propped his chin on one hand and
fingered her hair with the other, spreading it on the weather-beaten
pl anks of the dock. "Qutraged possessiveness. Viol ated ownership."

She turned her face toward him Her eyes were cl osed agai nst the sun
"That was part of it. OF course. But just as ..." She tore a splinter,
per haps the one she had found earlier with her toe, fromone of the
dock's planks and set it blindly adrift on the |ake. After a nonment of
sil ence, she added, "Finding you like that. We hadn't gone that far yet.
I was dreaming of it, wishing for it, alnpost ready. But "

H s hand withdrew. "W didn't do anything."

"l spoiled it." She opened her eyes. "Wl
"But | bet she gave you another chance." Wen he bl ushed, she | aughed.
"Do you want to ..." His expression turned wistful, and he reached
toward her again. "Make up for |ost opportunities?" She shook her head
and twi sted her body, drawing away fromhis fingers just enough to make
her rejection of his overture unm stakable. "Not yet. Maybe not ever
They're lost, after all, and it's far too late to get them back."

CHAPTER 6.

Al bert stood outside the Mandel brot Tap, staring at the w ndow, an
ordinary plate glass rectangle etched with a |lacerinmed, | op-sided
figure eight. He was totally unaware of the manhol e cover approaching
him sliding through the surface of the road like a boat in water. His
attention skipped over the pop-up eyes that watched fromthe shadows
beneath the steel disk's raised edge. He focused on the I nmage Shop,
across the cobbled street and half a block away. Between it and the bar,
just fifty feet away, was the brick wall, ironwork, and poster beneath
whi ch he had di ed. Sonehow their proximty did not surprise him Both
shop and wall shinmered with portent as if sone cosnic stage nmanager had
shone a bl acklight spot on them "Knock it off, Ada," said Al bert.
"You're getting hokey."

As the shi mer obediently vani shed, he | ooked back at the bar. H s past
stopped here. This was where he had renenbered to B-cup, to back hinself
up. And he had been here because ... He opened the door and blinked
whil e his vision adjusted. The darkened tavern was enpty except for the
overwei ght bartender behind the counter. The man had been a | awyer and a
judge in the neat world. "Al bert. The usual ?"

"Sure." When the nug of Australian ale appeared before him he took a
qui ck swal l ow. "Where's d adys?"

The bartender | ooked puzzled. "You should know. "

"What do you nean?"
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"You gave her the noney she needed."
"Ch, shit."

@ adys had been a fixture in the bar. Sonme of the regulars called her
the Jug Lady, for alnost every tine they saw her she was carrying by a

| oop of string an antique mlk bottle full of nmurky liquid. The bottle's
top was plugged with putty. Fromtime to time, as the bottle bobbed upon
its string and the liquid swirled withinit, there drifted into view a

withered fetus. "I was just a kid," she had told Al bert as she would
tell anyone who displayed the slightest interest. "But | didn't have an
abortion. | was married. | wanted the kid. But then Josh said he
couldn't stand living with ny parents. And he ran off. | cried a |ot,
and | drank, and then | took a bunch of pills. They weren't enough to
kill me, but ..." She had held up the bottle then. "A miscarriage. | put

it inthe bottle right amay. Wth the last of ny gin. And then | hid the
bottle in the attic. The paneling only cane up to here." She had waved

one hand at the level of her nose. "I could stand on a chair and | oop
the string over a nail. The bottle hung down out of sight. | was the
only one who knew it was there, behind the paneling. | kept taking it

out for years, just to |l ook at nmy baby. To cuddle it and cry."

Tears had filled her eyes as she added, "I brought it with me, you know.
But Marvin won't help. | asked him but he won't bring Toddi e Sean back
tolife."

"l gave her the noney?" Al bert asked the bartender. "I didn't see her

take you in the back roomto earn it."

Al bert sighed. He had cone in here the first tine, before his |ast
B-cup, because it was near the Inmage Shop. Thinking he mght learn
sonet hing useful, he had sat over there, where he could keep an eye on
bot h the wi ndow and the door. Al npost inmrediately, he had noticed the
worman across the room at a small table by herself. She had narrow,

sl anting eyebrows, bright red lipstick, a tall glass decorated with a
stick of celery, and a snooth cap of blond hair stanped with red
circles. She wore a tight sheath slit hal fway up one thigh and patterned
with transparent stripes, and she was watching him Al bert had rarely
seen an ugly person in Virtual Cty. Inmage transformation routines nmade
perfection ordinary. It therefore barely registered that the figure her
stripes reveal ed was everything a woman--or a man--could want. He

i gnored her while he surveyed the rest of the bar's patrons. None of
them | ooked rich, though he presuned their meat nust have been able to

afford Coleridge's bill. Wen he finished his ale, he lifted the nug to
catch the bartender's attention and projected a whisper to his ear

"Ri ght, another,"” he said. "And tell folks I'll buy a drink for anyone
who'll let ne ask a few questions.”

The first of them sat down across the table just as a fresh glass of ale
floated through the air to his hand. "The |Image Shop?" he said when

Al bert asked. "Yeah, sure. | know that place. Can't afford 'em though.
And wouldn't if | could.”

"Wy not?" No one would say. In time, growing bored, Al bert noticed the
dar k- hai red wonman who was wor ki ng the nmen | eaning on the bar. "What do
you like in your split-tails, guy?

Besi des yourself, | nmean? Big tits?" Al bert could see only the notion of
arm and cloth as she opened the top half of a tigerprint wap-around. "I
can nake 'em bigger. Tight twats? They don't cone any tighter. |'ve got

a great sexit. One of the best. You've heard about the nonkey and the
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grapevine? Wait'll you see the tail | can grow"

They | aughed and patted and teased. Eventually one nman tossed back his
beer, got off his stool, and whispered in her ear. She hugged his arm
and beamed at him "You'll see. I'Il be great!"

Her sexit, her sexual inmage transformation routine, was already

el ongating her lips as she led the nan toward a dimMy |lit stairway in
the back of the room As they passed his table, she winked at Al bert.
"I'md adys," she said. "Take care of this for nme?" Suddenly her hand
held a bottle he had not noticed before. She set it on the table. "I
won't be | ong, handsone."

When he | ooked away fromthe shadows drifting in the bottle's nurky
contents, the worman in the striped cheongsamwas sitting across the
table fromhim Her perfume was spicy, her expression serious. "You're
aski ng about the Inage Shop," she said. "And now you' ve seen the Jug
Lady. She's probably the only one here who would deal with it."

" W]y?ll

She stretched out one elegantly slimarmand turned the bottle d adys
had | eft on the table. Suddenly Al bert recogni zed what swamwi thin it.

"She'll be back soon. She'll tell you."

She patted his hand. "I"'mlrna." And she was gone. \Wen d adys returned,
however, she was in no nmood to talk. "The bastard stiffed nme!" she
screamed to the roomat large. "If | ever see himagain, I'Il ... I" She
snat ched her bottle off Al bert's table and held it before her eyes,
turning it as if to check that what it held still was there, intact. Her

voi ce changed. "There, there, Toddie," she crooned. "W're al nbst there.
It won't be long. Soon ..."

Most of the conmputer's residents noved from place to place within
Virtual Gty by wal king or driving vehicles or even riding buses. Mre
comput ations were needed to match a continually changing setting to an

i ndi vi dual viewpoint than to switch instantly fromone setting to

anot her, but people prized the famliar connection to the nmeat life they
had | eft behind. And besides, the conputations were so routine that they
called for relatively little expenditure of data energy. People chose
the cheaper, faster node of travel only when they were in an unusua
rush. O ... \Wen d adys w nked out, gone fromthe bar to sone other
setting, perhaps her home, Al bert thought her words suggested that she
was saving every scrap of data energy, what passed for noney in Virtua
Cty, to pay for something she wanted desperately. Al bert was at the
Mandel brot Tap again the next night, and again the next, but G adys was
not. On the third night, he sat at his usual table, nursing his ale,
thinking that, really, he could I earn no nore about the Imge Shop in
this place. It was tine to find another track toward what Ada had asked
of him d adys was not there, and then she was, sliding into the seat
beside him putting one hand on his thigh, leaning forward to let him
appreciate the cut of her floral-patterned dress, pouting thick red lips
toward his own. He pushed her hand away. "I'mnot in the market for
that,"” he said. "Just tell nme what you want," she breathed. "Anything.
You took such good care of ny baby."

"Where is it?"

Her other hand lifted string and bottle above the [ evel of the table.
"Hm" she said. "He's not an 'it.'" That was when she told himwhat it
was. Al bert sighed, wondering how the Col eri dge psychs had ever passed
her for copying into the machine. The bottle and the aborted baby wthin
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it were of course no nore real than anything else in Virtual Cty.
Not hi ng material could enter the machine. Data. Just data. Fignents of
the i magination given sinulated reality by the power of intensive
conmputation. Wthout the faintest hint of potential consciousness. For
that, Ada had to have a copy of a mnd, a programthat could run within
the structure of the nachine. He shook his head, know ng--and w ncing at

the know edge-that he was only hurting her. "No!" she cried. "I am not
crazy! He told me it would work. He promised! Al | need to do is raise
t he nmoney. "

"Who?"

"There!"

He et his mind s eye followthe line of her pointing finger through the
Mandel brot Tap's ornate w ndow design and down the street. "The | nage
Shop. "

She nodded eagerly. "An IT. He has just the thing, he says. And Toddie
Sean will live at last."

When he said nothing nore, she licked her |lips delicately, catlike, and
added, "I have al nbost enough. Wy don't you come out back with nme? It'l|
be good. | guarantee it. If it isn't, you don't have to pay."

He shook his head once nore, deliberately keeping his face inpassive. I|f
he spoke, he feared, he might ... "Then screw you. | can't waste any
more tine here." She swept her baby bottle fromthe tabletop and left. #
"l gave her the noney?" Al bert asked the bartender once nore. But then
he renenbered thinking that the | mage Shop's proprietor could not

possi bly deliver what he had promised to d adys. Here then night be what
Ada had sent himto find, sonmeone to follow as she stepped into whatever
it was that nade peopl e di sappear. Suddenly he coul d believe that he had
i ndeed given G adys the noney she needed. The street door opened, |ight
flashed through the bar, and a snooth thigh bunped his hip as its owner
clinmbed onto the stool beside him He blinked, sniffed a faniliar

perfume, and said, "lrma." She wore slacks this time, not a cheongsam
and her hair was red with blonde circles. "You gave it to her, chunp,"”
she said. "She fed you her sob story, and you fell for it a-a-Il the
way. "

"It wasn't a line," said the bartender. "She did head for the Shop."

Irma made an indelicate noise. "And we haven't seen her since. Just |ike
my brother."

"Maybe she got what she wanted," said the bartender. Al bert was shaking
his head, preparing to say that what she wanted did not exist to be had,
when Irma ran a finger along one collarbone and he noticed the fine gold
chain she wore. "My brother," she said. "He wanted an IT that would |et
hi m switch back and forth, man to woman. This was the only place where
such a thing was even renotely possible, so he had hinself copied. W
could afford it, so | canme too." She shrugged gracefully. "I"mstill out
there somewhere. Still young. Maybe |I'I| have the nobney again soneday.
Then | can be copied again. A reverse sort of B-cup."

"What happened to your brother?" asked Al bert. "W worked for awhile,
until he had the noney for the IT he wanted. And then one day he said he
knew where to get it, and he'd be right back."

"And we never saw him again," said the bartender. "d adys said she'd be
back too," said Irma. "And then Toddi e Sean coul d be a real baby. She
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asked ne to take care of himjust in case ..
"She didn't cone back?" asked Albert. "I haven't seen her today."
Irma | ooked at himpityingly. "You knew nore yesterday."

"Someone shot ne."

"Ah." She thought about that for a nonment. "At |east you didn't

di sappear. My brother did. | told her about Al an. And now she's gone
too." A twist of her hand snapped the chain around her neck, and she
dropped a charmsized mlk bottle on the bar. It imediately enlarged to
reveal itself as d adys' baby bottle. "Now | don't know what to do with
this."

"Il take it," said Albert. # The chair that engulfed himhip and
shoul der was engulfed in turn by darkness. The only |ight was the poo
of brightness in which the bottle hung, sw nging gently, turning,
displaying its murky contents and the shape that seened to swmwthin
it. The rest of the roomwas invisible. He and the bottle m ght have
been suspended in enpty space, space that had not yet seen a nonobl oc
expl ode, space that had never known a gal axy, a star, a planet, even a
grain of dust. There was only him his viewoint, and the strange thing
he viewed. Wen the buzzer that signalled a business call sounded in his
ear, Al bert closed his eyes. This was not an interruption he needed. But
"The Forensic Consultant,"” he said in a weary tone. "State your nane
and i nvoi ce nunber, please.”

"Detective Anpbs Saarif. |Invoice 678-9233. W've got a ..."

"Hold one minute," Albert interrupted as he piped the nunber to his
accounting and billing software. "I need to check that."

"I't sounds so damed alive." Saarif seened to be speaking to soneone
else. "lIt's hard to believe I"'mtalking to a program"”

Al bert grinned. "You nay proceed."

"We've got a nmurder. White nale, elderly, retired, wasn't good for mnuch
before. Stroke victim Good for even | ess now, of course."”

"Scene of the crine?" asked Al bert. "Hi s apartnent.”
"Weapon. "

"Kni fe. Eight-inch blade, inserted under the sternum and angl ed upward
to reach the heart."

"Wt nesses?"
"None. His nurse said she was in another room H's wife wasn't hone."
"Then it was the nurse."

"Nossir. Dam." Saarif's voice showed he had turned aside. "Wuld you
believe that? | called it "sir.""

"Way not ?"
"We grilled her, and she's still in custody. But we don't think ..."
"Who hated hinP"

"Lots. He was apparently sonething of a sonuvvabitch before he retired."
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"Then find an eneny who had the opportunity."”

"We're working on that already. You're not nuch help this tine, are
you?"

"I'"m al ways happy to be of service."

Al bert grinned as a click announced that the consultation was over. But
the grin faded al nost as soon as he returned his attention to d adys
mlk bottle. He hadn't really given Saarif his full attention. There was
so much nore information he shoul d have request ed!

He touched the bottle with a finger and made it spin faster. He w shed
he did not feel so useless, so powerless. He needed soneone he coul d
punp for the facts in this case. Soneone who could give himthe

i nformati on he needed to find out who killed him and then to satisfy
hi s enpl oyer. Maybe even soneone who could tell himhow to bring Toddie
Sean to life. Though there wouldn't be nmuch point to that if he couldn't
find d adys.

CHAPTER 7.

Rose and M chael stayed on the dock while the sky glowed bright with
sunset and then darkened, while the | ake grew still, disturbed only by
the circles of rising fish, and while the far shore became a dark wall,
a boundary between the water's mirror and the depths of an infinite
heaven. Rose renmai ned aware of the cottage anong the trees at their
back, but she made no nmove to go inside. "For some reason," she said.
"I''"'mnot hungry."

"Neither am|." He hesitated as if unsure what to do now that she had
rejected his attenpt to pick up where they had left off so many years
before. "What happened to you? | know you nade out okay. You had to, or
you woul dn't be here."

"W had the noney." She nodded, but she would not | ook at him "Enough
He noved in here first."

"Have you seen himyet?" Wen she shook her head, he added, "Wy not?
I'"d think you couldn't wait."

She huffed an abbreviated | augh. "It's been a while since he died.
mss him But |'ve gotten used to living without him | suppose he has
too."

"That's why he didn't neet you?"
"He probably didn't even know | was comi ng."

O was that it? They had had their troubles in the past. He had even
wander ed. Coul d he have found soneone el se?

"Tell nme about him"

"He was a cop." And for some reason she was tal king about the tine when
he had been partnered with a fenal e detective, younger than either he or
his Rosa, attractive, so w de-hipped and heavy-chested that it seemed

i mpossi bl e that she could be a cop. Rose had |iked her when they net,
and she had not been the least bit suspicious when Albert's interest in
sex had seened to wane. He was tired, he had said. Wrking hard and
getting old. So was she, for a fact. Perhaps that was why she had
accepted the change in their lives so easily. "An anonymous phone call,"”
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she said. "l should call a certain notel and ask for Albert."

M chael wi nced to show he knew what was conming. "I didn't want to.
knew she only wanted to rmake trouble. But ..." She had picked up the
phone and punched the buttons and asked the clerk for Al bert. She had
bit her lip until it bled when the phone in the notel room began to
ring. And then his partner had answered. She had gone honme early that
day, unable to work. And later, that evening, when he finally cane hone
He had stood in the doorway, staring at her, at her puffy face, at
her eyes red fromall the tears she had shed. The nuscl es of her
forehead went tight again as she recalled the way she had hissed:
"You're going to tell ne it's a stakeout, right?"

He shook his head. "No," he said, his lips tight, the sides of his nose
taut, water visible in his eyes too. "It's just what you think. W were
fucking. We've been doing it for weeks."

She was silent, stunned as nuch by his honesty as by his perfidy. Then,
al nost choki ng on the words, "Do you | ove her?"

He shook his head again. "She doesn't love ne either. W just got the
hots for each other. And tonmorrow ..." He took a deep breath and let it
out again, shuddering. "Tonorrow, we'll both ask for new partners.”

That was when she screaned: "You bastard!"

"That's not fair," he said alnost too softly for her to hear. After all
he had adnmitted his sin, hadn't he? He wasn't trying to deny it, or to
cover it in bluster. He had even already noved to correct it--not to
undo it, that was never possible, but to end it, to nove on fromit, to
begin again with the only woman he truly loved. Didn't she know that?

"And | did, of course," she told Mchael. "But | was in no nopod to be
pl acated. "

"You fuckin' cheat!" she had screanmed. "And you think |I'm not being
fair! You're so sorry, and you know it, and you think that nmakes a
di f ference?"

"You want nme to | eave you for her?"

"No!" She burst into tears with that, and when he noved to confort her
as he always had, enbracing, holding, she flailed her arns, striking
angrily at his hands. He was not about to touch her!

"You've never felt that way about anyone?"

"Of course | have!" she cried. "But | didn't |eave you. Not even when

She stopped. In the ensuing silence, they stared at each other glumy.
He knew what she had been about to say. She knew that she should not say
it. But she wanted to hurt himprecisely as nmuch and in precisely the
way that he had hurt her. "Your |ast training weekend," she said at

last. "You were away for four days."

"That wasn't even a year ago." His tone, suddenly less contrite, began
to show his own bright thread of anger. "Wo was it?"

She | ooked away. "Nate's the data manager at the office. You' ve heard ne
say | liked him" Wen he nodded, she said, "He knew you were gone, so
he asked nme out for dinner after work."
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"And then?"

Li ke Albert, he was a man. Unlike Al bert, he had been circuntised. The
same but different. Less tender, nore inventive, indefatigably spurred
on by the novelty of her, and she the sane by him "Wen | got honme on
Sunday, | had just enough tine to fix dinner for you."

"So that's why you never answered the phone." His voice rose, and he
gestured with a hand half curled into a fist. "And you have the nerve to
call nme a cheat. At least, | only did it an hour or two at a tine."

"But | only did it once. Never again. Certainly not over and over for

weeks. "

Silence fell once nore as he stared at her, his hand still raised, both
of hers still held up as if to ward himoff. Finally, he said, "I did it
one other tinme. Do you renenber when the university's network was
trashed?”

She did. The aninmal rights activists who had clained credit for erasing
every hard drive on canpus had said their target was a researcher who
had been conpiling data on the health effects of food additives. They
had not seenmed perturbed at having destroyed the | abors of poets,
literary critics, historians, chem sts, and nany other scholars, nor at
havi ng erased a senester's student grades. "Caranmina wasn't even a | ab
wor ker," he said. "She wasn't doi ng ani nal experinments. But the data she
was collecting had cone from ani nal studies. And they destroyed years of
her work. Though she didn't expect it to take that long to reconstruct
it all from backups, notes, and the papers she had already witten."

"When did you fuck her?"

He wi nced at the ugliness of her tone. He now | ooked as hurt as she.
Bot h knew that they had gone too far, revealed far nore than they
shoul d. But he could not stop. "There was a small couch in her office,
and ..."

"l bet you were just patting her on the head at first. "There, there.
O on the back. And then she turned around.”

"Something like that," he said. "Was she any good?"
He shrugged. "Her mnd wasn't really on it."

"And how nany others have there been?"

"None, | swear it! And what about you?"

"l don't believe you!" She grabbed a | anp froma nearby table. "You
goddam t ontat ! "

He ducked her throw. The | anp expl oded against the wall, |eaving a dent
in the plaster that would | ater take himhours to repair. They had sl ept
that night, and several nore, in separate roons. She had thought of
calling a lawer, but that thought had only nade the pain worse. So she
had done nothing. Eventually the tension between them had eased. Neither
had ever strayed again. At |east, she hadn't. And she was pretty sure he
had behaved hinself. # "At |east you got back together," said M chael
"Me ..

He shook his head. "I never could nanage that part of it. Not with you
Not with ..."
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"I"'mgetting chilly," she said. She | ooked toward the cottage. In a
monent, her clothes drifted through the doorway and toward the dock
When they reached her, they pressed agai nst her, spread, mgrated
through her flesh to surround her |inbs. Her expression turned pl eased.
"I"'magetting it."

He nodded, ran a hand down his front, and was dressed in jeans and denim
shirt. Then he said, "Elena." He hesitated as if he didn't know what to
say about her. "She did her job well enough. Playing hostess when | had
to entertain for Coleridge."

"You used to ... ?"

She could feel the novenent of the dock beneath her seat when he nodded.

"Until the bastards retired me. | had a stroke, and then ... Just
because | couldn't talk anynore, or walk. | could still use a keyboard,
couldn't 1? O they could have put a Xanadu in ny office. |I'd have had

to wear it like one of those old-tinme iron lungs. An iron brain. But it
could have read ny mind and printed out nenos and told those
sons-of -bitches ..."

He drew a shuddering breath that made Rose turn to peer through the
darkness. His face was distorted with anger and pain that did not ease
when he abruptly changed the subject. "And the bitch was hardly ever
around anynore. \When | canme hone fromthe hospital, after the stroke,
she had already hired a nurse. Ever since, she says hello at breakfast

and then di sappears. | don't know where she goes."
A small, glow ng cloud appeared in the darkness above their head, and
Bertha's voice said, "I've checked the public data bases now. She's

working at the public library. In the children's room?"

"l knew she was too old and ugly to have a lover," said Mchael. "Ch,
conme now. "
"You're right, of course. |'ve seen uglier whores. And ol der ones."

Rose touched his hand synpathetically. "Any children?"
"Not by her. That was Constance. Connie. Nunber two."
"Why did you marry her?"

" Conni e?"

"El ena. "

"I was CEO then." Elena Codescu had been a marketing haunch who liked to
flirt as high up the | adder as possible. And one day she had told him
about her brother. "Nick's been working on it for years," she said. "And
now he's got it."

He al nost forgot to say "Wiat?" when she | eaned over his desk. "Rea
artificial intelligence," she said. That caught his attention nuch nore
thoroughly than did the hint of aureole that peeked fromthe edge of her
|l owtop bra. "Howin the world ... ?"

She shrugged delightfully. "I don't understand it. He said sonething
about splitting the intelligence. He calls the program "Egoware.'" But
he had not been a Col eri dge enpl oyee, and he had wanted to stay that
way. On the other hand, he knew he couldn't handle it all hinself. That
was why he talked to Elena. If she would join him they could set up a
fam |y corporation, she could handl e the marketing and he woul d stay
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with the devel opment work."

"I think I can guess what you did," said Rose. "I married her. That got
me into the famly corporation, handling the managenent and the
finances."

"And then you sold out to Col eridge."

"Of course. And Nick got plenty of nobney out of the deal. | never
under st ood why he was so nad at ne."

Rose was careful not to |l et himsee her expression. She did understand.
"I's he still around?"

"l don't know. | lost track of him™"
"But doesn't your wife ... ?"

"W don't talk about him" # The stars were bright now, and a crescent
moon was high in the sky. But the night air was confortable now that
they were dressed, and they still nade no nove to go inside. "How did
you and Al bert mneet?" asked M chael. Ah, she thought. That was a very
different sort of story. "I was already out of college," she said
softly. "But | had stayed on campus. | needed a job, and they needed a
junior accountant in the financial office. That's where we nmet. He came
in to see about "

"I's, uh, Ms. Quentin in?"

Rose had | ooked up from her keyboard to see a tall young man | eaning

over the counter. H's hair was dark, alnmost black, and nmolded into a

side-thrusting visor. Hs face was red, as if he had shaved with a dul
razor. The open throat of his shirt showed an unusual ampount of hair.

"She's out today. The flu, you know? May | hel p you?"

"It's about, uh, ny tuition."
"l know everybody's paynents were due Mnday."

"That's it, sort of. Uh ... | just ..." He | ooked at his hands and his

cheeks turned even redder. She had not been working there |ong, but she

had al ready seen the synptons several tinmes. She took nercy on him "You
can't nmake it."

He froze. Finally, he said, "Yeah."

"And you want to set up a different schedule.”

He nodded jerkily. "Is it possible?"

"Usual ly. Unless you put your tuition noney on the horses.”

He grinned. "Nah. Nothing like that. It's just, the folks had to pay
their property tax and insurance bills and so on, all at once. And the
place | work, the Conputer Shack, they cut back on ny hours. And ..."
Before he |l eft, he asked her to go with himto a canpus novie. She
accepted, and they were married not |ong after he graduated. A few years
| ater, she had gotten pregnant with Julianne. They had had argunents, of
course, but nothing fatal, no problens they couldn't nake it past. Not
that it had al ways been easy. Nor had it been easy when she had to
readjust to living all alone. And now ... She shook her head. "You nust
have been with Col eridge for years."

He grunted. "If it hadn't been for nme, they'd never have devel oped t he
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Xanadus or ... Goddamignorant ingrates." He should, he told Rose, will
hi s conpany stock to the npbst reactionary anti-scanning group he could
find. Such groups still existed, he knew. They thought people had no
business trying to maintain their consciousness, to "live"--for |ack of
a better term-past their allotted tinme, as if some divine niggard on a
heavenly throne did indeed ration out human |ives, so nmuch per custoner
and "Sorry, sir. There's no room for another punch on your coupon.”

But he had fought them once to get scanning accepted by society and
approved by the governnent. If he reversed hinself now, he would suffer,
not just the ingrates who had kicked himout of the office. "You never
used to bitch like this," said Rose. After a nonent of silence, he
agreed. "You're right, of course. But the way they treated ne. And then
they asked ... But never nmind that. Should | tell you how | got themthe
m ndscanner ?"

When she nodded, he smiled. He had been in New Products then, and one of
his junior research assistants had seen a report in the journal Brain
Research. A Judith Luria at the Wstar Institute in Philadel phia had
found that a conbination of magnetic resonance imagi ng and multi pol ar

el ect r oencephal ography could allow her to track conscious thoughts as
they coursed through the brain. She even thought she m ght soon be able
to crack the problem-as old as the discovery of brain waves--of howto
read mnds with a machine. "The press,” M chael Durgov had told hinself,
"will be on this very soon." He had wasted no tine in calling Dr. Luria,
menti oni ng venture capital, and maki ng an appoi ntnent to see her the
very next nmorning. By the time the press began to call, she had al ready
signed a Col eridge contract, banked half a mllion dollars, and agreed
not to talk. She had been a pretty thing too. He had ... The research
had continued. The hardware and software had i nproved. The necessary
patents had been granted in Col eridge's name. And then there was a | eak
Reacti onari es began to scream of sacrilege and viol ati ons of human
dignity. Congress began to hint at noratoria and bans, at doing to

m ndscanni ng what it had once done to genetic engineering and any
research that used fetal tissues. It hadn't taken much pressure at al

to convince Dr. Luria that her miracle technol ogy wasn't about to go
anywhere. Before long, she had accepted a final fifty thousand for al
the rights to her discovery. And then he had nanaged his greatest coup
From his office window, the signs carried by the denonstrators in the

pl aza bel ow had been just barely readable wth binoculars. "PROTECT THE
RESURRECTI ON! " they had said. "DEATH | S THE DOORWAY TO HEAVEN. "

"HE THAT WOULD LI VE MJST DI E. "

"It's a good thing they didn't find the garage entrance," said Teebelle
Radamang. M chael Durgov grunted and pointed at a white van whose fl anks
bore the | ogo of network news. "No caneras there." He |ooked at her. His
chief assistant was a heavy wonan who habitual |y wore Hawaii an-print
shirts over spandex tights. "Did you turn on the TV this norning?"

When he shook his head, she crossed the room and opened the polished
panel that concealed the set. A noment |ater, they were watching the
recording of a norning talk show. The show s host was asking a guest:
"Reverend Matthews, why does your sect disapprove of the Col eridge
Corporation's plans to copy a human nind into their conputer?”

"CTR is not a sect, Jimy." The Reverend Matthews was of niddle height,
balding, and clearly well fed. "W are Christians for the True
Resurrection. W are a coalition of people fromevery religious

denoni nation. Many of us have been born again. Every one of us believes
in the word of God as it is infallibly recorded in the Holy Bible."
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"But ..."

"To answer your question, Jimmy." The Reverend had raised a forestalling
finger. "The Good Book is very clear. The Col eri dge Corporation proposes
to cheat both man and God. W belong in our bodies. W cannot be taken
out of them except by the hand of God. Eternal life is a gift that can
be given only by Christ. And to suggest anything else is sacril ege,

bl aspheny, and anat hema. Those who accept the Col eridge tenptation are
dammed forevernore."

"But what about our npst inportant people, Reverend Matthews? Qur
Ei nsteins and ..."

"W have other ways, Jimmy. Expert systens ..
“l1've heard.."

"That |'ve been recorded as an expert system Jinmmy? Quite right. Wen
my church bought a 'key man' policy, the insurance conpany insisted. But
an expert systemdoes not think it is real, a person. There is no
question of copying ny soul."

"Do you see, M. Durgov?" asked Teebelle. She froze the inmage on the
screen for a nmoment. Then she clicked it off. "A nost every TV
evangelist in the country is against us, and their shows are breaking
ratings records. The people can't understand what we offer. They're
nervous about us. And these fellows are turning that nervousness to
outright fear. The systemis alnost ready to go, but if this continues,
we won't have a hope in hell of selling it. Congress will probably ban
the whole idea and jail us for having anything to do with it."

M chael shook his head again. "The fol ks who can afford us aren't the
ones who listen to that crap," he said enphatically. "And we can al ways
get around a ban."

"Even the black market won't work if the nob tears down the building."
After the briefest of hesitations, she added nore softly, "And |ynches
us."

Both fell silent while he stepped to his desk, stared at the

|l eather-trimed blotter, and fingered the polished keyboard that waited
for his hand. A | egal pad stood ready for informal notes and doodl es.
Finally he said, "You said 'alnost.'" Wen Teebell e | ooked puzzl ed, he

expanded: ""Al nost every TV evangelist in the country ... '"
"Ch, yes. | think there's one who hasn't attacked us yet. The Reverend
Jackson Kemmerdell. He has a fifty-watt station in Sykesville,

Pennsyl vani a." She nade a face that said the Reverend Kemmerdel |l was not
worth taking seriously, no matter what he thought. "Real snall
pot at oes. "

M chael Durgov smiled w thout hunor. Teebelle had, as always, a snall
brown not ebook in her hand. "But |'ll bet you have his nunber right
there." Wen she nodded once, abruptly, he added, "So let's talk to
him™"

The Reverend Kemmerdell hinself net their small plane the next day. He
was a slender, silver-haired nman in a pale green suit that, while not
shabby, had obvi ously cone off a discount store rack. After a brisk
handshake, he led themto a cranped Japanese sedan and drove themto a
run-down industrial park on the edge of Sykesville. Unlocking a heavy
door toward one end of a long, netal-sided building, he revealed a
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single room One end was occupied by a sinple altar, a flood lit cross on
the wall behind it. The other end held a desk, a conputer, and severa
bookcases. A single television canera in the center of the room ai ned

its lens at the cross. Colums nmarched down the sides of the room their
strong taper suggesting the lofty heights of a cathedral nave. As he
passed one, Mchael tapped it with his fingers. It was cardboard. "You
woul dn't say what you wanted," said the Reverend. "But | can guess."

"Go ahead," said Teebell e Radanmang. The Reverend eyed her ample form
skeptically. "You want to know why |'m not agai nst your Xanadu project."

"You're about the only televangelist who isn't," said Mchael. "I know "
The Reverend grinned and nodded. "And the reason's sinple: | think it's
a great idea." Wen they | ooked surprised, he | aughed and added, "I used
to be a psychiatrist, would you believe? | got into this ..." He paused
| ong enough to nake a sweeping gesture at the roomaround them "I'm
still helping people, it pays the bills just as well, and it's nore

fun."

"But how can you accept Xanadu, Reverend?" asked Teebelle. "Call ne
Jack." He began to wal k toward his desk in the back of the room "I
spout the standard |ine. The custoners expect it, you know? But | don't
swal low it myself. |'ma rationalist at root. A humanist." He hesitated
bef ore addi ng, "Wy Xanadu?"

M chael Durgov chuckl ed. "Once you're in the machine, you can decree al
the pl easure domes you want."

Jack Kemmrerdell nodded. "Then that explains the Coleridge as well. Wat
was the conpany nane before?"

"Ki ngfisher Electronics. W designed specialty systens."

The three people had stared at each other then for a | ong nonent.
Finally Kemrerdell said, "You want sonething else, don't you? You have
some idea of how | mght help you against all the other tel evangeli sts.

M chael | aughed. "I shoul d have expected that, | suppose. You said you
used to be a shrink, Jack. How woul d you like to be copied, for free?"

"To put the blessing of God on the project? O at |east the bl essing of
a tenth-rate TV preacher?" Kemmerdell's grin was broad and i nfectious.
"I can do better than that, if you'll let nme design nmy own pleasure
dome. "

"You nmean a heaven, don't you?" asked Teebelle. "Sonething for the
public. A genuine, guaranteed afterlife, with no danger of going to
hel I ."

"You've got it." Very briefly, Kemrerdell had | ooked surprised, as if he
had not expected anyone--or a woman--to guess what he had in mnd. "And
they can get in anytine they can pay the bill."

M chael was smiling at his own nenory. "I thought," he told Rose
Pillock. "I thought that just getting someone fromthe religious
community to accept copying into the first host conmputer would be enough
to weaken the opposition. Perhaps that would have worked. But Kemmrerdel
went a long step further."

As soon as he had been copi ed, he had accepted a fat fee, enlarged his
studi o, and begun to pitch the "New Heaven."

Meanwhi l e, his copy had been working with the host conputer to design
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the necessary images that would surround the first arrivals. In tinme he
added sonething for everyone. There were the traditional Christian
Pearly Gates and cel estial mansions. There was the natural world as no
one had seen it for decades: a slice of Rocky Muntain trout-fishing
paradi se; a Nova Scotia salnon river; a bit of Caribbean beach, conplete
with scenic coral reef; a Hawaii as it had been before the hotels had
wal led in the shoreline, a |and of perfect surf, orchids, and
diamondlittered skies. There was a "Pal ace of Houris" for Mslems, with
no waiting and lots of visitors. Sone of the Christian visitors said
they were there as nissionaries; sone didn't. There was a Val halla for
the neopagans, with forest cerenonies, daily battles, evening
resurrections, and night-long feasts; the grandstands were al ways
filled. The cheers of the Christians were anpong the | oudest. Not
surprisingly, the other TV evangelists did not succunb without a fight.
There were cries of abomination, threats, lawsuits, and attenpts at
sabot age. But as soon as the Reverend Jackson Kenmerdell's Sykesville
program began to include segnents broadcast "direct from Heaven," the
battl e was won. The Reverend's fortunes booned, sagging only slightly
when his conpetitors finally, surrendering entirely, bought or |eased
their own host conmputers and m ndscanners from Col eri dge. One evangel i st
had gi ven his heaven levels with successively higher price tags. Those
who could not afford to buy the higher levels with their initial
paynments ensl aved thenselves to their electronic copies. If they
refused, pleas fromheaven extorted nore noney fromfriends, children,
parents, and widows. It had not taken long for society to decide that
contact between flesh and bl ood and el ectronic copies was not a good

i dea. Tal k-show experts had proclained the sanctity of death and the
separ at eness and i ndependence of copies. Sone state |egislatures had
barred all contact, except at the copy's request. And prices had fall en,
though virtual reality was still not cheap. "I renenber," said Rose. "At
first, Al and | thought ... Well, we didn't really want one of the
Heavens. But we liked to think of all the possibilities. Except it was
so expensive. And then ..."

"Tell her what happened to Dr. Luria.”

The di m gl ow that acconpani ed Bertha's voice was enough to show Rose
M chael 's wi nce. "Wat happened?” she asked. "Did she get in?"

He shook his head. "She couldn't afford it."

"But wouldn't you have given it to her? If anyone deserved it

"She woul d have had to ask," said Mchael alnost too softly for her to
hear. "And she was too proud for that," said Bertha. "So she died."

He nodded. "She committed suicide. She cut her wists."

The ensuing silence stretched out for what seened forever while Rose

t hought that the M chael Durgov she had known that sunmer at the |ake
coul d not possibly have done such things, or have been proud of themif
he had. O was M chael so proud?

He wasn't |ooking at her, was he? His back was turned and his shoul ders
bent. The renorse was there. The shame. The hint that now, at |ast, he
m ght becone the man he shoul d have been. O was she only fooling
herself? It was only natural that the years shoul d have changed them
and it should be no surprise to find she did not |like the changes in
hi m

CHAPTER 8.
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Rose was al ready up and dressed and staring into a shadowy cupboard
above the kitchen counter when M chael energed fromhis bedroomin the
nmorni ng. "Anything in there?" he asked. Other cupboards were marked only
by the assorted, m snmatched wooden knobs and brass-|oop handl es that |et
one pull them open. The doors thensel ves nerged i ndetectably into the
varni shed pine of the cottage's walls. Above the kitchen, half the
living area, and the bedroons, heavy joists supported a plank floor, a

|oft or storage area. In reply, she held up a jar |abeled "Honey." It
held a solid nass of dry crystals. She set it on the counter and
produced a jar of peanut butter. "Petrified," she said. "It mnmust have

been here since | was a kid."
"You sound like you think it's real. He only nade it yesterday!"

"I't's real enough." She reached into the depths of the cupboard once
nmore and withdrew another jar. It was half full of small, yellow sh
near - spheres and oblongs, and it rattled when she shook it. "Jesus," she
said. "Wuld you look at this." Her voice trenbled, and when she turned,
her eyes were wet. "What is it?"

"My pearl collection. Every sunmer, | would dive for freshwater clans.
Sonetinmes we would eat them | always opened them and | ooked for these
things."

"l guess we had other things on our mnds. W didn't do that."

She took a deep breath and let it out noisily. Wth a grinace of strain,
she forced the jar's lid to turn. She poured its contents into her palm
"There," she said. "That's the bhiggest one | ever found." She indicated
a pearl the size of her little fingertip, elongated, tw sted, curved,
one end swollen. "I had about grown out of it by then. Still, | used to
wonder what happened to this jar."

"You still don't know. This is just

"But he based it on my--our--nmenories! And he's trying to be realistic.”
She poured the pearls fromher palmback into the jar, twisted the lid
back into place, and put the jar back on the shelf, out of sight. Then

she touched the jar of petrified peanut butter. "It has been a | ong
time. But | must still have the nenory of where | put that jar.
Sonewhere deep inside ne. | can't think of it, not even now But he

found it, and ..

"Maybe he just found the nenory of the jar--not of where you really left
it--and just put it in this cupboard. It's only a sinulation, after
all."

She shook her head furiously. She knew it was a simulation, but she
didn't want to believe any | ess than she could manage in its reality.
"It feels right."

M chael sighed and | ooked past her at the enpty shelves. He jerked
anot her cupboard open to reveal small stacks of white china plates
yel |l owed by age, floral-patterned saucers, chipped coffee cups, jelly
gl asses decorated with cartoon figures. Beneath the counter there were
shel ves of battered al umi num pots, nuffin pans, a cast-iron frying pan
Drawers held one plastic spatula, a cracked wooden spoon, three forks,
two rusty table knives, and half a dozen spoons with bent handles. "He
still could have stocked this place a bit better."

"At least he didn't stock it with an inch of dust. The sheets were
clean. The water works. He turned on the electricity.”
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He opened anot her cupboard. "Here's something." He pulled out a cerea
box. One corner had been chewed away by snall aninals, and when he set
it down, a small pile of tiny black pellets spilled onto the counter.

"Huh. M ce. Speaking of realism Anything in the fridge?"

When she opened the white-enanel ed door, no light cane on. "It's not
pl ugged in." The shelves were enpty except for a plastic |eftover
container half full of something green. "I don't even want to | ook," she

sai d. "Maybe we're supposed to create our own? Use our inmmginations?"
"Al'l he's taught us is how to change our bodies."

"Maybe that's enough." M chael held out a fist and stared at it
intently. Slowy, it deformed, reshaping itself into a ceram c mug hal f
full of black Iiquid. The steam snelled al nost |ike coffee. "Take it."

She made a face, but she obediently wapped her hand around the nug. As
she did so, the stunp of his wist detached fromthe handl e, thickened,
and began to protrude fingers. "I bet | could make a doughnut too," he
said. "So taste it."

She faced the nmug doubtfully, but before she could object that it didn't
snell quite right, a call turned themtoward the front of the cottage
"Qut here!" Gateful for the interruption, she set the mug on the
counter beside the sink. "Wat's that?" she asked. When they stepped
onto the porch, they saw a table on the needle-littered ground, covered
with a snowwhite tablecloth and set for three. Beside it was a serving
cart loaded with three silver-doned platters, a silver coffee pot, and a
pi tcher of orange juice. Cccupying the seat nearest the cart, with his
back to the | ake, was Marvin. He wore a pale gray tuxedo that seened to
echo the silver in his hair. "Cone on down!"

A nmoment | ater, Mchael was pulling an ornately carved chair with a
needl ework seat out fromthe table and their host was saying, "You don't
need to sleep, you know, though nost of nmy guests do. It's a powerful
habit."

"So is eating," said Mchael, rounding the table to his own seat. "Sorry
about the supplies," said their host. "You were doing pretty well there,
but it takes a lot of practice to get it right. Mst of ny guests just
buy image transformati on routines and i magine food. O they let the
experts serve them" He reached for the coffee pot. "I think you'll find
this a bit nore |ike what you expected."”

"l suppose we don't really need to eat," said Rose. "W could just use
one of those routines to make our stonachs feel full."

"Or not get hungry at all," said Marvin. He touched his nustache with
one finger. "Or not get tired. Though sl eeping and eating are grand

pl easures. | don't sleep--too nmuch to tend to--but I've learned to eat.
VWhat woul d you like?" He lifted the cover on one of the platters on the
cart to reveal a row of small, golden birds. Wsps of steamrose into

the air, and the snell made Rose's and M chael's nmouths water. "Squabs."
The second platter held mniature steaks. The third bore mounds of
scranbl ed eggs and bacon. M chael reached for the first platter, but
when he lifted the done, it held stacks of pancakes, waffles, and French
toast. "What ... ?"

"Or would you rather have an onel et?" Now the second done reveal ed three
fol ded rounds of yellow egg. Fromthe creases of two peeked ham
mushroom cheese, green and red peppers. The third oozed a |line of red
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jelly. A fourth portion | ooked quite different. "That one's egg foo
young. O " He reached for the third platter again. "Try the fish."
He showed them small trout, fried crisp and brown in cornneal. Rose
gestured at the cart. "It's like nmagic, and you're the w zard. But
they're just fignents, right? Watever you i mgine, you can have."

"So how come the cupboards in there are bare?" Wen she nodded jerkily,

he said, "You'll learn. It won't even take |long. Now, what woul d you
i ke?"
"Do they taste as real as they | ook?" asked Mchael. "OF course!" Mrvin

drew hinself up as if offended at the suggestion that any of his
productions could be |l ess than perfect. "The trout, then," said Rose.
"What trout?" Wen she pointed at the last done their host had lifted,
he | aughed, exposed the squabs, and waved both hands in circles above
the cart. "Pick a platter, any platter. Round and round she goes, and
where she stops nobody knows."

"I never did like shell ganes," said Mchael. "Unless they're my own.
That one." He pointed at the first of the three platters. "Sqguabs again.
Sure you don't want to try one? They're delicious! Ah! But you're
getting inpatient. So ..." Marvin grabbed a fork and deftly scooped one
of the roasted pigeons into the air. As it |anded on Rose's plate, it
turned into a pair of trout. "Right all along, eh? Now you, M ke."

"I''"l'l try the squab. Unless you' re about to change it into a dish of
prunes. | had enough of those before | cane here."

"A squab it is. Orange juice too? Mre coffee?" # After breakfast,
Marvin said, "We've got things to talk about. Pick up your coffee cups."
As soon as they had obeyed, the table and serving cart vani shed. Their
seats turned into broad-arned | awn chairs--the seats retaining their
needl epoi nt designs in paint--arranged to face the | ake. He pointed, and
their cups refilled. Despite his words, no one spoke for severa

m nutes. Al three sipped coffee and stared out over the water, watching
the reflection of the far shore break up as the day's first breeze
erased the gl assy sheen of the norning | ake, noting the | eap of a fish,
the profile of a distant trio of ducks, the call of a |oon. The scene
was as idyllic as any nmenory, and nore real. Finally, Mchael broke the
silence. "Wat do we have to tal k about?"

"Work," said their host. He | ooked at each of themin turn, first left,
then right. "How you're going to earn your keep. You don't have to start
right off. You have a while to settle in, but you can't |oaf forever."

"I had forgotten," said Rose. "It was part of the deal," said Marvin.

"You signed the papers. Or your originals did."

"I know." She sighed. There had been so nmany papers, and she had not
read themall as closely as she should have. But, yes, she did recal
now t hat one had been titled "Enpl oynent Agreenent." The counsel or who
had been laying the papers, one by one, in front of her had said, "You

have to renenber. It's a new lease on life. You'll be young again, and
you won't want to tw ddl e your thunbs forever after. So there will be
things to do. And we'll need you to do themtoo."

"But ..." she said. She had had the inpression that work was, if not

qui te optional, sonething she did not need to worry about until she
began to find her newlife boring, until she began to itch to do

sonet hing productive with her new and infinite supply of tinme and
energy. "l do insist," said Marvin. "But why?" asked Mchael. "W don't
need to eat. We don't really need a place to sleep. Anything we want,
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you say, we can have just by imagining it. At |least, once we |earn how
to do it or get the right scroll."

Marvin did not answer inmrediately. Instead, his face took on a
distracted | ook. He grimaced and put his hand over his |left eye. Rose

| ooked past the conmputer's persona at Mchael. "A headache?" she asked.
Bef ore she renenbered that Marvin was a conputer, an artificial
intelligence with no real head to ache, she was rem nded of friends who
had suffered from m grai nes. They were | ong gone now, or out of reach
beyond the barrier represented by the Xanadu that had engul fed her head
and nmind. She said the word, but Marvin sinply closed his eyes and shook
his head. After a brief silence, his face rel axed once nore, though
there remained the stanmp of pain and tension. "No," he said curtly. "How
could I have migraines? |'ma nmachine, after all." He sighed then. "But
it's over now. And there are several reasons why you have to work. Life
here could all too easily degenerate into self-indul gence, and | cannot
tolerate | otus-eaters or parasites. Though ..."

"I don't imagine that's a problemfor nobst of your guests," said

M chael . Marvin was nodding now. "It does cost a good deal to get in
here, doesn't it? That neans you have to have had a certain anmount of
energy, determnation, and self-notivation just to qualify for entry. O
you could have inherited noney. But there's nore to it than just keeping
out the riff-raff. The world outside ..."

"That's where you get electricity and new nenory chi ps and nai nt enance, "
of fered M chael. "And you have to pay for it. So you need noney."

Marvin set his cup down on the armof his |awn chair, and suddenly his
tux vani shed, replaced by a swiming suit. Rose took a startled nmonent
to realize that the suit was designed for a woman. Then Marvin was
replaced within the suit by his alter ego Bertha. Bertha grinned and
poi nted, and the cup Rose had dropped on the ground | evitated back into
her hand, clean, refilled, and steaming. "It may feel like magic," she
said. "But magic always has a price. It takes a |lot of effort, a |lot of
computation, to let you live the way you' re used to," she said. "Wth

bodi es, you know. O the illusions of bodies. It would be rmuch sinpler
to convert you to purely electronic sentience. But that would seemtoo
abstract or disenbodied for nost people. And it would still be
expensi ve. "

M chael opened his nmouth, but before he could speak, Rose said, "There's
all the noney we paid Coleridge. Isn't that enough?"

Their host shrugged. "Even so."

"The company wants all the profit it can get," said Mchael. "You shoul d
know, " said Bertha. She turned toward Rose. "He really should. He set it
up that way!"

"He told ne last night," said Rose. "And | had read about sone of it
before." The docunents Col eridge had given first her husband and then
her had described the technology in sinple ternms. Now she | ooked at

M chael. "But | didn't know it was you. | nust have seen your nane, but
it didn't register." She felt enbarrassed at the thought that she could
possi bly forget the nane of one who had once been so inportant to her
"You were just a Mchael. Your last nanme--1 knew it, but "

"I't wasn't only nme." Mchael was staring into the bottom of his coffee
cup. He did not seem confortable. "The conpany ..."

"Never mnd," said Bertha. She shrugged dism ssively, rose from her
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seat, and trotted toward the dock. As she dove into the |ake, Marvin
reappeared in the I awn chair. Wen Rose | ooked back toward the water,
there was no sign of the other. When her flash of alarm subsided

qui ckly, she congratul ated herself that she was getting used to her new
worl d. "People will work whether they're being exploited or not," said
Marvin. "But you do get paid too."

"Wth what ?" asked Rose. She felt her nmouth set in a skeptical tw st.
The qui ck-change shifts from Marvin to Bertha and back again were
beginning to feel like the distractions stage nagici ans worked upon
their audiences to keep themfromspotting the mrrors and trapdoors.
The conputer's line--"You'll work anyway, but don't worry, 1'll pay
you"--sounded like a classic con, like the sort of paternalistic
bul I shit she had heard a thousand tines before from enpl oyers and
governnent and seen in a nillion advertisenments. "Wth what?" she
repeated. "You need nobney, but we don't."

"That's what people used to think. Wen they first thought of copying
mnds into a conputer world, they said it would be paradi se. You could
have what ever you want ed, do whatever you w shed. A world w thout
limts."

"You're saying there are limts," said Rose. "Call themresources," said
Marvin patiently. "An ecol ogist wouldn't be surprised to find that a
virtual world depends just as much on themas a real ecosystem Nor
woul d an econonist. Qut there, where you lived in the flesh, that's al
nmoney ever meant. A nedi um of exchange. A way to neasure those
resources-services or products--that you yourself command, and then to
exchange those resources for ones that others command. The ability to
obtain what you need in order to do what you wi sh. Food. A house.
Col l ege tuition for your kids. Medical care. A vacation at the Mnurdo

| ce Pal ace or Moon Base instead of Hawaii."
"BEven copying into you," said Mchael. "O course.”

"But what is there here for us to buy?" asked Rose. "W don't need any
of those things now "

"What you paid Col eri dge guarantees you a certain m ni mum standard of
living inside me. That neans | assign you enough nenory and processing
capacity to sinulate living quarters. Though not " Marvin gestured at

the | ake, the island, the cottage behind them "I always show off a bit
for new arrivals, just to show themwhat's available. This is sonething
special, but | liked your nenories, your stories."

Rose scanned her surroundings as if she were suddenly afraid that she
woul d never see them again. "What's the mnimumlike?"

"It's nore like a well-furnished city apartnent--but it is standardi zed.
It's easier for me to naintain it that way."

Marvin gestured again, and the air above the dock began to shimer. In a
monent, they could see anple roonms with wooden floors and plaster walls
and acoustic-tile ceilings. Tall w ndows | ooked out on city streets;
sounds of traffic conpeted with those of tree and | ake. Prints appeared

on the apartnment wall. Tables, chairs, overstuffed arnthairs, shelves, a
bed, area rugs, all found space upon the floor. "That's not so bad,"
said Mchael. "lI've lived in rmuch snaller places. But surely that's not
all we get."

Marvi n shook his head. "Food and ot her equival ents of ordinary physica
needs. Access to the conmons, the world-like setting | maintain for al
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my guests to share." The apartnent was replaced by a view of pavenent,
pedi cabs, autonobiles, bicycles, and pedestrians. In the foreground were
the small round tables of a sidewalk caf. "It's a sinmulation of the
world you canme from W cane through it on the way to the tearoom
though | varied it a bit."

"Then | don't see why we need noney," said Rose. "A world, a home, food
and drink, friends we lost touch with I ong ago, new friends. \Wat el se
is there to buy?"

Their host sighed deeply. "A city apartnent woul dn't be enough for you,
would it? | know you didn't |like the one you were in before you cane to
me. "

"That was different."

"But it's about all you get here if you don't work. You need an extra
all ot ment of memory and processing capacity if you wi sh somet hing
different, something nore private, nore your own. Sonething like this."
Again his gesture enconpassed the | ake and island and cottage. "There
are also certain things you mght like to do that woul d need nore--even
much nore--than the mni mumresources.”

"Li ke sprouting wings?" asked Mchael. "But we've already paid!'" said
Rose. Marvin nodded and his expression turned patient, as if he had
explained this many tines before. "It was your original who paid. You

are a separate individual, a new consciousness. |If you want nore than
the minimum you have to pay your own way. What | have left after
budgeting the mininmuns is limted, you see, and that's the only fair way
to share it out."

After a nmoment of silence, Mchael Durgov |ooked down at his body. "I
don't feel cheated," he said. "It isn't quite what | expected," said
Rose. "But ... |1'mgetting the idea. A virtual econony, a lot |like the
one we're used to."

"I''"l'l bet there are even ways for thieves and other crooks to operate.”

Marvi n was noddi ng. "No burglars, though. Jewelry is too easy to
repl ace. "

"But what is there to do that needs extra noney?"

"You'll learn soon enough," answered their host. "And no, | don't cal
what you earn nmoney. It isn't, really, though the termis convenient for
i ntroductory purposes.”

M chael |ooked as if he were not happy that his question had been
ducked. But he did not insist on an answer. Instead he said sinply, "So
we earn nenory, or processing tine."

"More |ike a conbination of both, since both are linited resources here
and nost uses dermand some of each, though the mix may vary. | call it
‘data energy,' since it's what you need to process data but also the
equi val ent of the energy at the root of a food chain. Most people ..

He shrugged. ""Mney' suits them"

"And how do we spend it?" asked Rose. "That's quite automatic. Your
basic allotnment is enough to provide your mninum What you earn buys
nmore data energy, and when you imagi ne anything beyond the m ni mum your
account is automatically debited. Unless, of course, you don't have
enough data energy in your account."
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"What happens if we run out entirely?"

"You can't die here, if that's what you' re wondering. At worst, you'd be
zeroed all the way to your storage wafer. But |'ve never had that

happen. Your m ni mum keeps coning, like a salary or stipend. It's not
static, |like a bank account."
"So what kind of work can we do?" asked M chael. "I'm back!" The voice

canme from behind them Wen Rose and M chael turned, they saw Bertha
descending the steps fromthe cottage's porch, an apple in her hand.
"The water's fine." She stepped in front of Marvin and bent as if she
intended to sit in his lap. As her flesh neared his, she seened to
replace himuntil only she occupied the chair, though now she wore the
tux. The apple crunched as she bit into it. "That depends," she said.
"On what you'd like to do, or can do. But we'll deal with that later. In
the neantinme ..." She grinned m schievously, and suddenly she was Marvin
once nore. He took another bite of the apple, grinned, and said, "Want
one?"

Rose | ooked at M chael. He was smling, anmused as if the conputer had
not already, when they were in the tearoom quite thoroughly
denmonstrated the elastic quality of its internal reality. Yet she was
not amused. The conputer's repeated netanorphoses were now confusing her
nmore than ever. She shook her head and grinmaced. "That is too nuch.
Can't you stay just one?"

Their host just laughed. "You'll play ganes too, once you' ve | earned
how. Peopl e do, you know, as nmuch as they have the data energy to
afford. But | wasn't just playing," said Marvin. "I did alittle

checking while I was gone. And | found that | have a few other guests
you two know. Want to meet thenf"

"Who are they?" asked Rose. "Cone on," said Mchael. "You didn't just
find out about them You had to know all along."

"Would | ie?" Marvin held one hand toward the | ake. "Here's one."

Rose | eaped from her chair, took one step forward, and froze. "Al bert!"
she cried. The figure before themwas not the one Rose had watched rol
head-first into a Xanadu mindscanner. Nor was he the one she had sat
beside as ill ness weakened him the one she had later buried. Al bert, if
i ndeed this was her |ate husband--but no, she rem nded herself, he could
not be that, could be only a copy, but oh, he | ooked so famliar, so
much Iike the menmory she had carried in her head through all the years
of aging and beyond his death--had revised his inmage just as had she and
M chael . He was young again, as tall, as strong, as bel oved as ever he
was in his prime. Hi s near-black hair was thick, the curls she had once
| oved to touch springy with youth. Hi s zippered shirt, checkered
flannel, was open at the top to reveal the curls upon his chest. His
skin was smooth, his stance confident, his small paunch as inevitable as
ever, his mustache perhaps a hair |ess shaggy. "Rose? Rosa!"

H s eyes were fixed on Rose as intently as were hers on him But then he
| ooked asi de. She coul d sense his recognition of Marvin, his host as
wel | as hers. She could sense as well that M chael Durgov puzzled him
Here was a stranger, soneone he had never seen, sonmeone who was with his
wi fe, though he nmust know she had been al one for years. Perhaps he was
her lover, his replacenent as a hushand? The question, the hurt at the
very thought that he had | ost her--though that thought could not

possi bly be a surprise--was obvious in the winkled skin around his
eyes. "It's been so long," he said, and the tears that were in his eyes
could be heard in his voice as well. "It was |like you died, instead of
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me. | had to get used to being alone. And now ..

They drew cl oser, barely hearing Marvin say, "He's been here | onger than
either of you. He already has a job, and he can tell you whatever you
need to know about working here."

Wth the slightest of flickers, Marvin becanme Bertha once nore. The
conputer's apparent persona then rose fromthe |lawn chair and stepped
forward. "Wuld you |ike sonmeone too, M chael?

Then here's ..

Rose and Al bert were al nost touching now, but they both turned in tine
to catch the open-nmouthed surprise on Mchael's face. He was facing a
wel | - shaped woman whose bl onde hair, nmarked by a broad bl ack stri pe,

fell over one ear. Her dark eyebrows seened designed to be expressive.

Her thin lips wore no color other than their own. "Wo ... ?" asked
Rose. "Ingrid." Mchael's voice was flat. "His first wife," said Bertha
in an aside to Rose. "I haven't seen you in ages, dear!" said Ingrid.

She turned toward Rose, her nouth set in a remarkably supercilious noue.
"And who's this? Another one of your sluts?"

No one dared to break the ensuing silence. Mchael's jaw nuscles bul ged
with tension. Finally, he took a deep breath and said, just a bit nore
| oudly than was necessary: "l |oved her before | ever net you!"

Now I ngrid turned her noue on her ex-husband. "Then why didn't you marry
her and save me all that pain?"

CHAPTER 9.

Sonet hi ng was wong. She paced the roons and halls of her house, al
pastels and pillars and pedestals. She stroked a pre-Col unbi an
statuette, and when it failed to purr, she batted it against the wall. A
touch snoothed the plaster and the paint. The shards she left on the
carpet as a rem nder to any other of her possessions that failed to

pl ease. A servant offered her a full array of drugs, but she wanted none
of them Another held out a drink, a tray of drinks, a plate of petit
fours, canapes of caviar and | obster and cheese. She wi shed them al

away, shrank the man, and installed himon the pedestal her statuette
had abandoned. Sonething was wrong. She was restless, bored, hungry,
itching for sonething she did not have though she was sure she woul d
recognize it if only ... Wuat was it? Had her house, as lovely as it

was, palled?

That happened fromtinme to tinme, and for it there was a sinple solution
She checked her account. As soon as she saw that she could nore than
cover the expense, a hallway becane a stairway spiralling into air. She
chuckl ed at the thought of how long a neat-world contractor woul d have
taken to do the sane job, if he could even do it, and of the ness he
woul d i nevitably have made. Here she did it all herself, instantly and
cleanly, and if the process drew heavily upon her funds--or upon what
passed for funds in this strange world--that at |east was no different
fromneat-world reality. There were always linits on one's actions,
limts that nade her chafe. She grinned at the thought of the anonynous
messages that were telling her how to nake those limts seem al nost
trivial, though she still must invest sonme tine and effort to surnount
them Very briefly, she wondered who was behi nd the nessages, but then
she turned back to her work. The roomto which the hall had |ed grew
tall and taller, so tall that msts formed beneath the ceiling. Wod
becane anci entseem ng masonry. Beans appeared at intervals, and
flooring. Narrow wi ndows pierced the walls. Furnishings jelled fromthe
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air. Wien she was done, she realized that the stairway still stood
outside the tower. Wth a chuff of exasperation, she wi shed circul ar
holes into the centers of the tower's floors. Then, concentrating--it
woul dn't do to jostle the vases or crack the masonry, even though any
damage coul d easily be set right-she noved the tower over, letting its
structure pass through and around the stairway, centering it so that the
stairs rose through the holes she had nade, solidifying it, and finally
smling in delighted satisfaction. The satisfaction did not last. Wthin
monent s she was redesigning the rest of her house to match her tower.

Yet she did not wish a castle or a fort. Long and low, a courtyard here,
a swimm ng pool there. A formal garden full of flowers, and rmake them
pink. Pink tiles, pink paint, pink carpet too. Too pink, but the hel
with it. She was bored. She wanted sonething el se to absorb her
interest, and if playing house wouldn't do it, then ... She created a
mrror in the air before her. How would she | ook with black hair? Red?
Green? Thick lips? Thin? None, and |long, sharp teeth? Larger breasts or
smal | er? She coul d change her apparent race, or ... She shook her head
bef ore her breasts had di sappeared entirely and before the penis had
even begun to sprout between her legs. It was sonetines called a "nether
mouth," wasn't it? Then give it a tongue, long and agile. Gve it teeth!

Where was that man? At the thought, the pedestal scurried through the
door as if on tiny legs. "You |like?" she asked, and the nani kin who had
been her servant, who was still her servant, indeed her slave, bowed and
chittered obsequiously. "Get out of here," she said. "See if you can do
dinner right this time." She gestured, and he was back to nornal size,
running fromthe room before she should change her mind. Here, now, a
tail, long and thin and covered with downy fur. She made it as
prehensil e as a spider nonkey's tail or an octopus's tentacle. She
twisted the tip up before her eyes, examined it, inmagined away the fur
and thickened the tip, let it pet her here and here and there, and yes.
Yes!

But that palled too. Nothing satisfied her. She was still restless,
bored, craving she knew not what. Was that it? Was that why? That sense
of weight in the air? That sublimnal crackle of electricity that woul d,
in her previous life, have suggested a thunderstorm soon to break?

Sonet hi ng was about to happen, she was sure. But what? Had the conputer
or its agents finally discovered her?

She checked her account again and frowned when she saw how her house and
body work had depleted it. But she didn't need to worry about that, did
she?

Feeling the hunger rise in her once nore, she licked her lips until they
glistened, nodified her appearance one nore tinme--for sone reason, |ong
ear|l obes turned himon--and blinked. "How quaint," she nurnured. She was
in the entryway of an antique apartnent building, facing a glass door
One wall was covered with inset metal mailboxes. On the other was a |ist
of tenants, each nane beside a pushbutton, and a speaker grille. She
pressed one of the buttons and identified herself to the scratchy voice
that answered. At the sound of a buzzer, she | eaned on the door and
licked her lips again. He was waiting at the head of the stairs. Medi um
hei ght, dark skin, black hair, strong arns, the kind of nman she |iked
best of all. Though she was not, she knew, as fussy as she shoul d be.
She |iked nen. She al ways had. And one of the worst things about grow ng
old had been that they no longer liked her. Only after their first |ong,
deep kiss did she say a word. "You really nmust come honme with me. | want
you around all the tine. | can't stand having you so far away."

He | aughed and grinned and tightened his arms around her torso. "Do you
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think we'd get enough of each other then?"

"W could try." They kissed again, and their hands noved, each agai nst
the other's body. Clothes nelted literally away at the command of a

wi sh, and they hardly seened to have to nove to reach the bed. # She was
sitting on the bed, cross-1legged, running a gentle hand across her tumry
and hip and thigh, watching her man snore. She had drained him she had.
She grinned. She always did. She always would. If she couldn't, her life
woul d hardly be worth living. The air flickered, and the conputer's nale
persona stood beside the bed. "Hi, Rocky," she said. She had given him
that anachronistic nane as soon as she realized that he controlled
everything that passed for wealth in the virtual world. "Wre you

wat chi ng? Do you want sone too?"

Rocky shook his head. "No, thank you," he said. "As usual." He was, as
he al ways was on those rare occasi ons when he deigned to visit or even
speak with her, stiffly formal. He controlled the noney, but he could
not control her. It was sonmehow against his rules, or those rules that
had been witten into his programm ng. "Then what do you want?" Her tone
was not warm even though she was showi ng her teeth in a deliberate
smle. He pointed, and she was dressed in green and white. "I want you
to neet soneone."

She frowned suspiciously. Rocky had never done such a thing before.

"You'll see. Come on."
"But ..." She wanted to bal k, but she knew better than to try. In this
wor | d, Rocky was the biggest of cheeses. Al she could do was stall, and

she could not do that for long. She plucked at the fabric he had nade
for her, adjusting the fit to suit her better. "Wat sort of soneone?"

"You'll be surprised."”

His grin seenmed suddenly om nous. Had he sonehow gotten wi nd of her
little thefts? Was this a trap? O ... There had been two new arrivals
recently, hadn't there? She was renmenbering how famliar they had seened
when the scene suddenly changed.

CHAPTER 10.

"W net in college, you know," Ingrid was saying. W were taking an
ethics course, and when | sneered at ny father "

"You called hima pragmatist.”

"If it's useful, it's true," said Albert. Ingrid nodded. "M chael wanted
to turn it around. "If sonmething's true, it has to be useful. He changed
his mind after we were nmarried." She turned back toward her ex-husband.
"\What ever happened to Conni e?"

M chael | ooked unconfortable. "W divorced. She died."

He still remenbered the day he had first told her about Connie. He was
sure she did too. Their marriage had turned as sour as it would ever
get, and she was saying, "You're gone too many evenings. Wen will you
be home?"

"I't's business," he said, shrugging. "W knows?"
She wrinkl ed her nose. "For business you need that nuch col ogne?”

"Wul d you rather | said | had a date? Wth ny mstress?
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O ny next wfe?"

She | aughed. "Come on! Don't you think I'd have noticed something |ike
that a long tine ago?”

“No," he said. "I'ma nuch better actor than you."

Her face | ooked suddenly stunned. Theater had been her mgjor in college,
and she had nce had dreans. "Wat do you nean?"

"Never made it past auditions, have you?"
"But.. ."
"And her name's Constance."

The pretty nouth had opened w de. The cords of her neck had stood out
like wires. She had screaned. He had said nothing nore but turned his
back on her in ostentatious pretense that her reaction did not matter. A
few mnutes later, he had left. He had had to deal with her later, of
course. Running had only del ayed the inevitable fight.. . The fights,
really, and if his usual tactic had been to flee, there had been tines
when he had stood his ground and given as good as he got. Once--or even
twi ce--he had drunk too nuch and hit her, knocked her against a wall,
brui sed the skin he once had touched so tenderly. She had hit hi m back,
of course, once with a full bottle of wine. And the funny thing about it
was that that night they had wound up in bed. And it had been better for
both of themthan it had been in years. "Any kids?"

"Two. "

"I bet they hate your guts." He said nothing at all. One hand twisted in
the space between himand his ex-wife. He took a breath, but before he
coul d speak again, Bertha interrupted. "That's one for you, Rose," she
said. "And one for Mchael." Wth a glance she flicked the awn chairs
into oblivion. Then she held one hand high as if she were an orchestra
conduct or poised for the downbeat. "I have one nmore, and then | have to
go. |'ve brought you safely into the virtual world. |'ve shown you the
basics. And |I've handed you off to old friends. | think they'll show you
the rest of the ropes. Now, here's soneone both of you will recognize."

"Who ... ?" Rose was now | eani ng agai nst her Al bert's chest. H's arns
enfol ded her. The pose was one that suggested they bel onged together,
once and for always, and that he would happily help her settle into the
computer's internal world. But the cords of her neck suggested tension,
and one of her hands grasped his biceps just above the crook of his

el bow. Was she really so prepared to thrust himaway from her? She was
not sure. Yet fromtime to time, she turned her gaze toward M chae
Durgov and smiled fondly, renenbering that once ... Ingrid too was

wat chi ng M chael, though her expression was nore conpl ex. Once she too
had been fond of him but he had forfeited that. Now a sour

di strustful ness domi nated her features, yet there was also an air of
possessi veness, as if whether she | oved himor not, and no matter how
many ot her w ves and | overs he night have had before her and after her,
he was hers. Certainly she showed no reluctance to show hi m around.

M chael turned abruptly away fromhis first wife, or her copy, and
glared. "It had better not be ..."

"But it is!" Bertha's broad grin shone wi ckedly, and then, like a
shownan, she swept her hand to one side and down. "Here's Lisal"

And there indeed was Lisa, |ooking startled at the sudden transl ocation
from wherever she had been and whatever she had been doing. Hadn't
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Bert ha, or perhaps Marvin, warned her?

Just as Rose renenbered her, she had bl onde hair touched with red. She
wore iridescent green slacks that enbraced her thighs and cal ves I|ike
skin. Her bl ouse was white and sheer, so translucent that all could see
she wore no bra and that her breasts needed no support. She didn't | ook
that good when we were teens, thought Rose. She nmust have done sone
editing. More up front and | ess behind, a slightly smaller nose, a

| onger neck, a narrower waist, and yes--it struck Rose in that
moment--in this virtual world a girl need never worry about what she
ate. Food was sheer inmmgination, and so was fat, pronptly to be
never-never w shed away. Yet all the editing Lisa had done had | eft

unt ouched a feverish, demanding set to her face. Rose quelled a shudder,
telling herself that all those decades in the past, Lisa had | ooked so

i nnocent. Yet what she had truly been, what she had done, deserved the
face she now wore, and she nust, Rose thought, have never changed. The
cast of feature the years had given her now seened a deeply ingrained
part of her, so deeply ingrained indeed that even given the malleabl e
freedoms of virtual reality, she had never chosen to change it. O

per haps she had never even seen it to change. Rose tightened her grip on
the man who had been her husband. She told herself that Al bert's arns
were around her, that he could not be tenpted, not in any pernmanent way,
no matter that they had been separated for years, that he had led a
separate life, that he might have forned other allegiances. They were
together, and she would not |ose himagain. "Rose!" said Lisa. As she
spoke, the lines of her body and face shifted slightly, giving her an
apparent age to match those she faced but barely touching the signs she
wore of personality. "It's been so long!" She eyed Al bert specul atively.
"Your husband? Niice!" The sway of her body that then chall enged every
worman present and enticed every nan seened as unconsci ous as breat hi ng.
"It's been a long time," said Rose. "W |ost touch."

Li sa shrugged and spun around, hol ding one hand to enbrace island, | ake,
and all the rest of the virtual world. "Cest la vie, you know? Quite a
place, isn't it? | blew ny last divorce settlenent getting in here."

"How s the original Lisa?"

"My neat? Haven't the faintest. Though | was on eyedrops at the tine."
She mned pulling out one | ower eyelid and putting a dose of the
powerful drug in the pocket next to the eyeball. "She's probably blind
by now. O dead. | haven't checked."

Rose pushed hersel f against Al bert's chest then, saying nothing nore as
Lisa turned toward M chael, ignoring Ingrid. "And Miichaelll! Do you
remenmber ... ?"

M chael took an involuntary half step backward, stopping only when he
felt the edge of the dock beneath his foot. It was obvious, even though
he was shaking his head fromside to side, that he remenbered. O course
he renenbered, thought Rose. Lisa had spoiled what had begun so | ong ago
bet ween her and M chael. Now he and she had net again. There had been
signs that they just mght overconme the nenory of what Lisa had done to
them Then Al bert had joined them and she was now in his arms, but

still there now seened a possibility that she and M chael could be
friends. "Ch, Mchael!"

"I'ngrid! Want to know sonet hing?" Bertha clearly did not wait for an
answer, for Ingrid s eyes pronptly twitched and wi dened, signalling the
recei pt of some private nessage fromthe conputer. Lisa scow ed
ferociously. "You're not supposed to interfere!" But by then it was
already too late. Ingrid was stepping forward, her expression grim "You
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stay away fromhin"

M chael glanced at Rose. Her brows were raised and her |ips pursed. Was
she worried that he woul d succunb? And Ingrid. Her nostrils were
flaring, her nouth half open, her neck ridged by nerves drawn wire-taut,
all as if she were about to scream just as she had done when he had
first told her about Connie. He said nothing. He only took that one nore
backward step that set himfirmy on the dock, surrounded by water. He
gl anced to one side, and Rose noticed a patch of floating iridescence.

"GO l?" she murnured. "It shouldn't be," Al bert murnured near her ear
"There aren't any notor boats ..." But then Lisa began to nove toward
M chael, Ingrid intercepted her, and the two wonen jostled each other

for position at the end of the dock. On the slope of [and between the
wat er and the cottage, where the breakfast table had stood, where now
only indentations in the soil revealed that |awn chairs once had

exi sted, Bertha beaned benignly, her arns crossed beneath her anple
bosom "M chael!" said Lisa. She was displaying all the arrogance of a
worman who had never been refused anything she truly wanted. "Wuld you
tell your ex to get out of my way?" Her enphasis stated quite clearly
that she thought the other wonman had far |ess claimthan she upon

M chael's soul. "Bitch!" spat Ingrid. "I know what you did to him
before. ™

She bl ocked the wharf, arns akinbo, glaring, |oose hairs flaring from
her head, sweat showi ng on her brow and forearm She seenmed as defiant

as a cougar protecting its young or a fresh kill. "G eedy, grabby
bitch!"
"You should talk," said Lisa. The sneer was audi ble. "I just checked

your file. He traded you in, didn't he? And now | ook at you! Wat nakes
you think he wants you now?"

Rose met M chael's pleading eyes with a half grin of mngled worry and
amusement. Al bert shook his head as if to say, "Wat do they see in
you?"

It had been many years since any of them had | ast been as young as they
were now. Then Mchael, like Al bert, |ike nmost nmen, had been used to
maki ng the noves hinsel f. Surely, thought Rose, his wealth had made him
used to having them accepted or wel comed. But he had no nobney now, no
power, and no prospects of either. He had |l eft thembehind in the rea
world, the neat reality. They did not exist here, not even as truly as
he did hinself. Then why ... ? Was it just that both wonen once had felt
they owned him or a piece of hin? Was it their own version of
territorial breast-beating?

Way didn't Rose have her own claws out? She had her own claimon him
and one that took precedence intinme if not in intinacy. After all, they
had not yet quite reached the point of sleeping together, of nmaking

| ove, when Lisa had cone on the scene. He | ooked at her, and she clung
still nore tightly to her |ate husband. She had an alternative, she did,
and one nore recently in her mind than he. O had she--had he, when he

| et Lisa tenpt hinP--broken the link they had begun to forge so |ong
ago?

"You're an ugly pig, aren't you?" said Lisa. "Get out of ny way." She
had one hand planted firmy in the mddle of Ingrid s chest, and she was
pushing. Ingrid gave ground, slowy at first and then faster, while

M chael stepped backward to give the wonen room The oil slick was

bi gger now, as if it were oozing fromsome anci ent outboard notor or

ot her enbl em of hunman sel f-indul gence sunken in the ooze of the

| ake-bottom A sudden cough drew all eyes to Bertha. She was cuppi hg one
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hand over an ear, nuch in the manner of an on-scene tel evision
journalist, and her face seened as distracted as had Mchael's only
monents before. Her body rippled, as if something were interfering with
the conputer's ability to simulate conplex images. As soon as she saw
the ripple, Rose turned her head to check on Albert. Was his sinulation
also faltering? Wuld he crunble in her arnms and | eave her bereft once
nmore? Woul d he di sappear just as she had regai ned hinf

Her heart sang when she saw him |l ooking at her with the same questions
in his eyes. Her arns tightened around his chest, so did his, and they
both | ooked at the others. Bertha's ripples were growi ng quickly worse.
M chael , Lisa, and Ingrid seenmed untouched by whatever the trouble was.
Yet their reactions said sonething about each of them M chael's gaze
was flicking fromRose to Ingrid and back again. Ingrid s was fixed on
M chael except for worried glances toward Bertha. Lisa was hol di ng one
armin front of her and staring at it, at her legs, at her front. "lIsn't
it nice to see each other again?" Bertha's voice now had a liquid
burble, as if the ripples that were warping her visual sinulation worse
and worse with every second were now extending into the aural realmas
well. "lI"msure you'll have lots and lots of fun."

Rose noticed Albert staring fixedly at the computer's persona. "What?"
she asked. He shook his head. "She's on auto now. A subroutine that
He shrugged. "A very sinple script."”

"I have to go now," said Bertha. "Things to do, you know. Problens to
take care of. Just little ones, but | do need to tend to business. Can't
party all the time!"

And she was gone, |eaving behind no nore than a patch of sparkling,

mul ticolored fuzz that nade Rose think of a bit of television snow
escaped fromits confining screen. "l've never seen it that bad," said
Al bert. "She said sonething about a virus yesterday." Wen Al bert just
shook his head she returned her attention to the scene by the dock. Now
Li sa was past Ingrid, Bertha and her difficulties forgotten, and
reaching for Mchael. He stepped backward once nore, gl ancing behind to
see that he wasn't about to go off the end and into the water. The oi
slick was bigger than ever, yet it was al so devel oping holes as if sone
oil-eating fish had been taking bites. O had the source sinply been
exhaust ed?

"Didn't you hear her, Mchael ?" said Lisa. "She told us to have fun
Come with nme, and ..."

She jerked as Ingrid seized her shoul der and spun her around. "Bitch!"
she spat. "Leave himalone!" snarled Ingrid. "He's mne!"

"You really are a slut, aren't you?"

Now it was Ingrid' s turn to push. Lisa lurched on the uneven pl anks,
snarl ed, and swung crooked fingers toward the other's face. M chael and
Rose both gasped when they saw that Lisa had in the nonent of her swi ng
replaced her nails with claws that would have done a tiger proud. Ingrid
did not waste time or effort with tricks. She sinply nade a fist and,
even as Lisa's claws ripped bloodily through her eye and cheek, slamred
it into Lisa's nouth. Lisa hit the water with a shriek and an inpressive
spl ash. Yet when the slosh and spray had fallen quiet once nore and the
di sturbed silt was dissipating, there was no sign of her. She had, it
seenmed, abandoned the field. M chael |ooked back at his ex-wife just in
time to see the last of the claw marks vanish, all damage edited away,
even-except for two small snears near her ear |obe and chin--the bl ood
erased. Wien she reached for him he did not retreat as he had from
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Lisa. "I feel like a prize," he said. "Some prize," said Ingrid. "The
way you treated ne. But let's get out of here anyway. Go sonepl ace |ess
crowded. "

In the instant before her hand connected with his arm M chael | ooked
frantically toward Rose. Their gazes net, saying for themfar nore

qui ckly than words coul d possi bly have done, "Wat do we do now?" Their
pasts had seized them again. They had, just perhaps, been on the verge
of discovering what they had m ssed all those years ago. And then the
lives they had lived for real had risen up around them Al bert--though
she hardly seened unhappy at finding himin her arms. Lisa--he had had
enough of her before, hadn't he?

And Ingrid. He sighed as she touched himand the | ake and island, trees
and cottage, Rose and Al bert, all vanished fromhis view, replaced by
# "Don't you work?"

"OfF course | do," said Ingrid, letting go of his arm "I just don't use
what | earn here."

"Here" was her apartment. It differed only in superficial details--the
col or scheme, the furniture, the carpet that covered nost of the wooden
floor--fromthe m ni mum standard quarters that Marvin had shown Rose and
M chael only an hour or two ago. The three- and four-story brick
bui | di ngs of an urban residential nei ghborhood were visible through the

tall windows. "It's roony enough,"” she added. "And the view s nice." As
she spoke, the wi ndow he was facing blinked and showed a beach scene,

bl i nked again and showed snowy nountains, blinked once nmore and ... He
swore, stepped forward, and reached. Instead of glass, his fingers
touched water, a sheet of it filling the wi ndow hole, snmall and
brilliant fish wheeling just outside the room a shark arching agai nst

ri ppl ed sky beyond, fans of coral to one side and below. Ingrid | aughed.
"Just an image. Lots sinmpler than a full sinulation. But go ahead. Look
around. Maybe you'll see why | like it."

He stood still, his eyes scanning, taking inventory. The | eather couch
| ooked confortable, the carpet soft, the colors-tan, brown, soft

yel l ow-restful. The nmahogany end tables with | eather tops rang a faint
bell in his mnd. Had he seen their |ook-alikes in the past, in neat
reality? And the brown easy chair with the cat-scratched uphol stery?

"Ahh," he said. "I renmenber when you brought Goodyear hone." The cat's
back had borne a barred stripe that had remi nded himof a tire track; he
had been the one to nane it. "We didn't keep it long, did we?"

"You dammed near killed hi mwhen you saw what he'd done to your chair."

"He tore the stuffing out of the box spring too."

"That wasn't what pissed you off." Ingrid shrugged, but her voice now
held a bitter note. He paused, letting her bitterness fade. Goodyear had
been past the stage of cutest kittenhood the day she brought him hone,
and every day had seen himgrowi ng sl eeker, less fluffy, nore

i ndependent, and less content with apartment life. He had been relieved
enough to see the last of the beast, but not, he suspected, as relieved
as the cat. "Same chair?"

"OF course it is.

He scanned the roomagain. "I renenber that print too. That |anp. That
This is a lot like the place we had in Chicago." Before he net
Conni e, before he was tontatting so vigorously, and drinking and ..
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"I't's the fucking sane!" Her voice crackl ed, strained, broke. She nade
one choked- of f sobbing noise. "W were happy then. 1've wanted it back
ever since."

"Ah." He nade a face. He had left that behind, and with it his inability
to control his temper. He had never hit another woman as he had hit her
in their |ast days, or been hit by one. "And you haven't, have you?"

"I'"ll bet Lisa's glad you didn't have a wine bottle in your hand."

Her cheeks were wet with tears. It was therefore startling to see her
grin and hear her laugh. "Are you afraid we'd act |ike that agai n?"

"You obviously haven't forgotten how "

She | aughed agai n and grabbed his armonce nore. "There's |ots of things
I haven't forgotten howto do. Do you renenber ... ?"

For only the briefest of monents did he think how oddly natural it felt
to cover her hand with his own. Then he said, "O course | do."

"Then |l et me show you the rest of this place. There's even a wet bar."
"I'"ve barely touched the stuff for the last ten years. Doctor's orders."
"They don't matter here. C non."

CHAPTER 11.

Leah Kynon, Jonat hon Spander, Eric M nckton, and Manora Day were once

nmore ignoring the view fromthe conference room On the long table in

front of themwere a newspaper, spread to display its headlines, and a
conput er workstation. The nobod in the roomwas not cheerful. "Did you

see that?" Kynon pointed at the newspaper. "O course we did." Spander
sighed. "You made sure of it."

Conputer ditch Destroying Heaven?' " read Manora Day. ""Runors persi st
that at |east one Afterlife conmputer is devel oping problens. The

Col eri dge Corporation is no |longer able to give custoners the
pseudoreality it has | ong prom sed. Sone conputer residents are actually
dyi ng even though they signed up to live as long as the conputer could
last. Others are suffering the equival ent of power system brownouts as
the conputer freezes up and puts their lives on hold.' Do you have any

i dea how hard this will make our job in Marketing?"

No one thought an answer was necessary. "And who the hell has been
talking to the papers?"

"None of us, |I'msure," said Kynon soothingly. "It nust be soneone in
operations, but ..." She turned to Spander. "Have you nade any progress
on finding the | eak, Jon?"

When Spander just shook his head, Kynon added, "It needs nore nenory,
right? That would cure the sluggi shness."

"I't would help,"” said Spander. "That and nore processors. But not for
| ong. Whatever's hogging the machine is greedier than ever. If we
doubl ed the nmenory, it would be used up in a week."

M nckton indicated a graph on the workstation screen. "W have doubl ed
it. And nore."

"And sonet hing grabs it alnost as fast as the technicians install it."
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"Have you tal ked to Durgov?"

"Not yet. | don't think he's been in there I ong enough to ..
"Try himnow. W need to know. "

Spander used the workstation's keyboard for a noment. The graph vani shed
fromthe screen and was replaced by a face that seemed scul pted from
brass. "Yes?" said the conputer. "W need to talk to M chael Durgov,"
sai d Leah Kynon. The conputer raised one netallic eyebrow "You know
better than that."

"I't's inportant news!"

"You want to tell hima burglar killed his neat? | saw the obit, and
I"lI'l et himknowif he ever asks. O do you really want to ask hi m what
he's | earned about our problens in here?"

"Yes,
case."

said Mnckton. "Don't worry about it. I've got ny own nan on the

"And you don't need an amateur, is that it?"
"Sonmething like that."
"Let us talk to Durgov anyway."

"You can't. That's the rules. It's just |like he was really dead, unless
he chooses to call you."

"If he was really dead, we could go to a medium" said Day. "Bullshit,"
sai d Spander. The conputer |aughed. "I can cheat a little bit. He's been
inside ne barely |ong enough to know anything's wong. And he's nowhere
near | earning anything that would help you." # Robert Codder stood up
cautiously, just enough to see over the sides of his carrel. H's
supervi sor was out of sight. No other programmer was noving in the
roonm s aisles, though not far away Irma's cap of red curls bobbed as if

But she was sitting down, not getting up. The only sounds were the
hum of fans that kept the roomis many workstations from overheating, the
quiet rattle of keys, rustling paper, creaking chairs, and an occasiona
curse. Satisfied that no one woul d see what he was doi ng, he conposed a
si mpl e message, a suggestion, a nudge: "Wy don't you add M chael to
your collection?" It probably wasn't necessary, for it was just the sort
of thing the recipient would think of on her owmn. But all he had to do
was touch a single key, and it was on its way to just the right corner
of the conputer's nenory. The artificially intelligent software system
woul d never notice, for he was using the purest of nmachine code to steer
his message past all the sentinels he knew were there to enforce the
"nocontact" rule. And no one could know thembetter. He smiled as he
touched the key.

CHAPTER 12.

The dock was enpty. Ingrid and M chael had vani shed, as had Lisa after
her splashdown in the | ake. There was no sign of the breakfast table and
chairs, nor of the lawn chairs, and Bertha was gone, tending to whatever
headaches a virus m ght cause a conputer. Rose, unconfortable now that
she was alone with her |ate husband, patted the flannel of his shirt and
eased herself out of the circle of his arms. Once free, she turned to
face him "Ch, A ," she said. "Bertie Al. It's going to take a little
while to ..."

Hs arns had all the strength and solidity that they had ever had. But
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hadn't he thrown out that shirt, thread-bare and paint-splotched, thirty
years ago? Now it | ooked like new He snelled the way she renenbered
too. But how could he find Od Spice in here?

But he was | ate. Dead. Wbrnfood and grinning skull and nol deri ng Sunday
suit. She had watched--and tears sprang to her eyes all over again at
the menory of how she had wept at the tine--had watched his coffin sink
into the ground and the belts and rollers be removed and the dirt cover
up the polished wood. She had thrown two shovel sful herself. He was a
ghost. He had to be. And so was she, even if her original still wal ked
and talked and lived alone. "Is it like this all the time?"

"What do you nean?"
"Does Marvin always drag out everyone the new arrival ever knew?"

"There usually isn't anyone. Or there's just one, a husband or a w fe.
Perhaps a friend or two. O course, the nore people get copied, the nore
likely it will be to ... ."

"Then I'mjust |ucky, huh? A husband. An old boyfriend and the bitch who
cane between us."

"You' re not unique. The boyfriend got you and the sanme bitch and a
wife.."

"But ... | feel like everything's revolving around nme. Me!"

"Rosa." He held both hands toward her, as open and alive as his face,
fingers spread. "Everything revolved around you when | was alive. Wen

we were younger. | never dreaned | could be as lonely as | was ny first
few nonths here. | prayed |I'd see you again. But now it seens so soon
Too soon. "

"I was already ol d enough when you were copied. | couldn't possibly have

lived much | onger."

"1 know, but A gesture indicated the | ake, the island s shore and
forest, and the cottage. "W have the place to ourselves."

"Do you renenber? | told you about it, and one summer we rented a pl ace
on the shore, over there." She pointed. "The cottage was still here--we
saw it fromthe water--but it was booked that week. Two famlies, it

| ooked |i ke, and we thought they had far too many kids, though nost of
them had to be guests.™

Al bert Pillock nodded. "You wanted to show nme your room But | never got
i nside."

"W can fix that now, can't we? That's where | slept last night." She
took his hand in hers and tugged himtoward the steps to the porch.
"Wth M... ?" Hs voice trailed off. "Separate beds, dear. Separate
rooms. "

A few nonents later, she was standing in the niddle of the roomthat had
been hers the summer she net M chael Durgov. Like the rest of the
cottage, its walls were varni shed wood. Exposed, age-darkened beans
hovered just above the upper level of a twodecker bunk. Only the bottom
mattress was covered by sheets and a thin blanket. The upper mattress,
cocked askew on the frame, was stained by rainwater or children's urine,
bl ackened by m | dew, |eaking stuffing fromone small rip. The two
dressers were cracked and weat hered, apparent rejects fromthe owner's
barn. "It felt |ike heaven, then," said Rose. "Do you think it stil
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exi sts, out there?"

"W coul d al ways check. There are records, and data bases full of
satellite photos." Al bert put one hand on her shoul der and tugged her
gently toward him but she stiffened. She had accepted his enbrace

readi ly enough--eagerly at first, then nore tensely,

nervousl y--outdoors, where there were w tnesses. She had been so
relieved to see himagain. But here, indoors, in a bedroom she felt
both relieved and reluctant. He had been her husband. The last tinme he
had seen her, she had been his wife. But he had died, and she had gotten
used to living without him Now he lived again--didn't he?--just as he
had been decades before the end. He felt |ike her husband. But was he?
Was she ready to treat himas if he were? Wuld she be happier settling
back into the routine she once had found so confortable? O would she
prefer the freedom of not having to conpromnise every day for the rest of
alife that could stretch as far into the future as civilization itself?
Not that she would have to stay with himthat |ong. Death had al ready
parted them their marriage vows had surely been fulfilled. She shoul d
be able to |l eave after nere nonths or years, or even days if that was
all the time they could now stand to spend together. She did not know
the answer. Nor could she pretend she did. She twi sted past himinto the
cottage's living area. "Look," she said. "The television's still here.
Do you think it works?"

She was reaching for the controls when they clicked and a status |ight
glowed to life before her. "Just a thought," said Albert. "That's all it
t akes. "

"It'Il take me forever." Despite all the years she had caused her

simul ated body to shed, she still had no confidence that she woul d ever
learn all the skills that virtual reality nmade possible. Her body, she
coul d handl e that, and now that she thought of it, Albert's Od Spice
was no longer a nystery. But to turn on a television across the room
with a nental renobte unit, to mani pul ate the environnent around her as
Marvin had done with breakfast ... The screen was brightening rapidly,
but before a picture could forma small figure faded into view on top of
the television, its legs dangling in front of the screen. It wore knee
britches, a torn tee-shirt, and a baseball cap and was spl otched from
head to foot with ink stains. One hand held a | ong steel-ni bbed pen as
if it were a sword. "You wanted research?" it asked in a reedy voi ce.
"As long as you're here," said Albert. "Find us a view of this island in
the meat world."

The pop-up twisted its face in a parody of thoughtful ness. A nonent
later, it swung its legs to one side and pointed at the tel evision
screen. "There you go."

"Ch, no," said Rose. The imge showed a broad expanse of |awn
surrounding a | ow building of nany roons, three sw nming pools, a dozen
tennis courts, and a single grove of tall pines. Atall chain-link fence
topped with outward-1|eaning barbed wire rimmed the shore. A caption
across the bottomof the screen said, "ICIT Conference Center."

"I shouldn't be surprised, should |I?" she added. "It's been a | ong
time." Albert nodded, said, "Good job," and the pop-up vani shed. One
corner of the television inmge showed the shore of the |ake that held
the island. It was a wall of three-story buildings broken only by the
narrowest of gaps, through which were visible nore buildings and
occasional trees. Rose closed her eyes and shuddered and then | ooked
toward the wi ndow at the front of the small cottage. Her present reality
was based in nenory, and it held nore trees, forest duff instead of

| awn, and an ancient vacation cottage. "I like it better this way," she
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said. "So do I."

When she | ooked back at the tel evision screen, the image of the island
as it was in the reality Rose had | eft behind her was gone. In its place
was a dignified face wearing a bristly white nustache and a mane-like
hal o of white hair behind a high donme of brow and scal p. Heavy-Ii dded
eyes peered at the canera over snall, rectangul ar gl asses, and a soft
yet intense voice was saying: "Qher religions handl e the question of
the First Cause by pointing to God, or perhaps several gods. Were did
God cone from you ask? The question, they say, is neaningless. He is,
was, and always will be."

The canera drew back, revealing that the speaker stood behind a pul pit
on which rested a square nortarboard cap, conplete with tassel. His

bl ack robe, its sleeves marked with maroon stripes, seemed nore suitable
for an academ c procession. Over his shoulders and down his back draped
the hood that signified that he had earned a doctor's degree; it was
sky- bl ue and orange. \When Rose asked, "What's this?" the screen
flickered and a wi ndow blinked into existence in the upper right corner
of the screen. Wrds filled the w ndow

"Direct from HEAVEN
Join us in the Afterlife of your choice!
Be BLESSED, and KNOWthat you are SAVED "

Behi nd the words appeared i nages: Angels fluttered through a cl oudscape;
heroic nmen in turbans approached scantily clad wonen who |ingered under
Moori sh arches; arnored, horn-capped nmen waved swords while spectators
cheered; nen in beards and skullcaps sat at |ong benches to study

anci ent scrolls; both nen and wonen | ounged at ease in a donmed hal

whose walls were lined with saggi ng bookshel ves. "For the religious
types," said Albert. "It's in another conputer. They like to put on
shows to explain thenselves. They're also | ooking for converts."

"Can people visit?"

"I've been there. They love tourists.” He shook his head. "It gets
pretty confusing, wal king on clouds, stepping frombattlefields to
harens to libraries."

The canera panned across a wall covered with portraits whose unsubtle

lines and bold colors were strongly rem niscent of the illustrations for
children's bible stories. Neatly engraved | abels identified their
subj ects: Al bert Einstein, Robert Maxwell, Nils Bohr, Charles Darwn,

Al fred Wall ace, George Beadl e, Ni chol as Rashevsky, Frank Drake, Edw n
Hubbl e, Janes Watson, Theodosi us Dobzhansky, Max Pl anck, Francis Crick,
Wer ner Hei senberg, and nore. "Now, as we've discussed bhefore,

Darw ni an- Cccanmisminsists that the universe and everything in it are
understandable in terns of the natural |aws of cosnol ogy, physics,

chem stry, biology, psychology, and so on. First Causes? There are none.
Then who made the universe? No one. It's a bubble in a nmulticosnic
froth, or it cycles eternally, again and again expandi ng from and
contracting to the prinordial singularity. "W don't yet know just what
our universe really is. W nmay never know. But we have faith that the
universe is, was, and always will be. Perhaps--like the virtual worlds
we here inhabit!--it is but a sinulation in sone vast cosm c conputer
Add fourth and fifth dimensions, and our eternally repeating cycle
presents no problem But we do not need to posit a God of unknowabl e
origin when we have a universe of the sane ineffable nature. "And that,
of course, brings us back to the prine commandnent of
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Darwi ni an- Cccani sm Thou shalt not nultiply hypotheses!"

"That doesn't sound right," said Rose. "It's a basic idea in science and
phi |l osophy. Gccam s Razor." Al bert shrugged. The television nmuted its
sound. "Detectives use it too. If | have two explanations for the

evi dence, and one is sinmpler than the other, that one is al nost al ways
the right one. Look ..." He drewin the air with his right hand, and a
body, dressed in tweeds, took shape on the carpet. It was positioned
face down, and one hand lay curled next to a revolver. Nearby lay a

cal abash pipe, a wisp of snoke ascending fromthe crusted lip of its
orange bowl . When a pool of blood spread fromunder the corpse's head,
Rose gasped. "What ... ? Wwo is ... ? Al bert!"

"Don't worry." Her |ate husband used the toe of one shoe to turn the
body over. Rose gasped agai n when she saw no eyes or nose or nouth, only
an anonynmous mask of skin. "It's just an image. Like a drawing on a

bl ackboard. "

She took a deep, shuddering breath. "Alot nore dramatic."

"It's three-dinensional. It's heavy and warm 1t bleeds, yes. But it's
still not real," said Albert. "Sonmething | can use to make ny point. D d
he shoot himself? O did someone else do it and then arrange the body
and the gun to make it | ook like suicide? O were two soneone el ses

i nvol ved, one to shoot and one to arrive |ater and rearrange the scene?"

"l see," said Rose, though she was not sure she really did. Had he
really had to be that graphic? A stick figure would have done as well,
or he could have materialized the bl ackboard he had nmentioned. He coul d
even sinply have gestured. That woul d have been quite enough. "The nore
conpl ex the schene, the nore the thud and blunder witers love it, but

"What's wong with that? Any of themcould be true."
"But only one is, Rosa."

Rose supposed she had to accept the potentialities of--as the TV
preacher had called it--the world she now i nhabited. Deliberately,
though nore tentatively than Al bert, she poked the body with her shoe.
It resisted solidly but not stiffly; rigor nortis had not yet set in. "l
see," she repeated at |ast, her tone thoughtful. "If you say it's not
sui ci de, you have to make nore guesses about what happened. At | east
until you find powder burns or fingerprints."

"OfF course. W never stop |ooking for nore evidence, and the nore we
have, the nore it narrows down the possibilities. But the principle is
there. The sinplest explanation that fits the facts is the one to be
preferred, at least until we get nore facts."

Rose turned toward the screen to watch the professorial preacher speak
and turn and invite onto his stage a worman who m ght have stepped from a
lurid book jacket. Her dark hair was adorned by a sparkling tiara, and
her bronze skin was contained only by three small patches of gol den
mesh. "The sound," she said, Al bert obeyed, and they heard: "Today's
debate features the Dreamof Isis ..."

"Huh!" Rose snorted and crossed the roomto peer out over the |ake. As
if aware that she was no longer listening, the TV set fell quiet once
nmore. "Al bert?" she said. "Wiy is the conputer bringing us together? You
and ne, | understand. But M chael and Ingrid?

And Lisal"
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The man shrugged. "1've seen himdo it before. It's alnost |ike he wants
to see the conflict.”

"He's a spectator. A voyeur. But doesn't he understand what that means?
I know he never was meat. But that can't justify what he's doing."

"Maybe it's just that he has no nenories of life. He doesn't know what
it's like. And he's trying to learn. Tossing people together and seeing
what happens.”

"Li ke that?" She pointed toward a nallard drake and a Canada goose that
had appeared on the water they could see fromthe wi ndow. They were
swi M ng toward each other, trailing vees of ripples, one |arger, one
smal l er. The drake's head jerked toward the larger bird. The goose
barely seened to notice the snmaller one, but its wake bent and it drew
away. Near the distant shore, up to its belly in the water, water lilies
dripping fromits jaws, a npose seemed to watch the show. There was a

| ong pause before Rose said once nore, "Al bert?"

She did not turn to look at him "W had a good marriage. Didn't we?"

"l thought so, Rosa." Hi s tone was questioning, suspicious. Wat was she
getting at?

"I mean, we wandered. A couple of times. But ..."
"But we al ways cane back."

She nodded, and her eyes at least net his in the mrror of the w ndow.

"l mssed you, you know? | buried you, and | was all alone, and | hardly
ever thought of you as still alive. As living on in here. As having a
real afterlife.”

For a long, quiet nonent, she stared out over the lake. Finally, she
turned, letting her eyes slide past the man who once had been her
husband, whom her m nd and heart still recogni zed as her husband even
though her mind insisted that death had parted them that their |ong
marriage was as over as marriages can be. Unless they renewed it. She
poi nted at the television. "Neither one of us was ever nuch for
religion. W went to church on holidays, but we didn't really believe.
Now t hat makes me wonder. |s it heaven, really?

Li ke the ones they have in there?"

Al bert shook his head. "No, it's not a heaven. It feels just |ike being
alive, in the flesh, except that you weren't here."

Not heaven. Yet not hell, not heaven's opposite, either. Nor |inbo, nor
purgatory. He did not | ook mserable. But then what else could it be?
"It is an afterlife."

He chuckl ed and reached toward her. This time she did not nmove away but
let his fingers rest on her shoul der. She even covered his hand with her

own. "I suppose it is," he said. "Now that |'m dead. But before then?
called it a '"sidelife' for a while, and it still feels nore like that."
She | aughed. "I don't feel dead," he said. "I don't renenber dying."

"Of course not," she said. "You wouldn't. You couldn't, since you' re not
the man who died, not really. You' re just a copy." Her voice held a
barb, as if she meant the comment to hurt. She did not feel entirely
rational. "Just a copy."
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"And so are you."

Turni ng away again, she said angrily, "W, we-here, are all that's left.
You are. | wll be."

"We're not old anynore. Or sick."

She sighed. "But I'mnot dead, am1? Not yet. I'"'mnot all that's left of
me. The real me is still out there, still walking ..."
"Still hurting?"

"Marvin!" Her voice was suddenly | oud and edged with urgency. She turned
in the room eyes darting, staring now into the darkest corners, now at
the bare ground outside where she and M chael had had their breakfast.
"Where are you? Marvin!"

"He had to | eave, renmenber?" said Al bert. "Marvin!"
"Yes, Rose?"

The face the computer had worn when it led her fromthe gurney and

i ntroduced her to the virtual world now filled the television screen. It
| ooked both expectant and harried, its eyes hollow, its silvering hair
di sordered. Clearly, whatever the problemwas that had drawn it away
fromits guests, it had not yet been conpletely defeated. Marvin could
now interact nore intelligently, but he apparently could not yet

simul ate any inage nore conplex than a television picture. "Am| stil
okay?" asked Rose anxiously. "The real ne, | nean. My body. The one you
copied nmy mind from™"
"I know what you nean." The face on the screen winked. "As far as
know, you're fine out there. At least, | haven't seen an obit in the
paper."”

"Can you show ne?"

"Not unl ess you--she--cone to Col eridge again. But | can ..." The inmage
on the screen was replaced with that of an old wonan, stooped, wi nkled,
gray-haired, |leaning on the armof a man Rose recogni zed as the
techni ci an who had handl ed her scanning. "See? You |left under your own
power . "

The view foll owed the original Rose Pillock down a corridor until an

el evator door slid open. The screen went blank for a second before

pi cking up the neat Rosa once nore as she wal ked, al one, toward the
buil di ng's doors, the shadow of a |linmpb, and the stream of pedicabs,
buses, bicycles, and pedestrians beyond. They opened, and she was gone,
| eaving behind only a final flash of sunlight that turned gray to
silver. "Shocking, isn't it?" Marvin was back. Rose Pillock nodded. Her
real and virtual selves had not been separate |ong. There had been no
time for differences in experience to wite newlines in her face, or
for her taste in clothes to change, or for her carriage to alter nore
than the suppl eness of youth could account for. Yet who would not |eap
at the chance to | ook young again, to bring the body into line with a
sel f-image created many years before the | ong decline set in?

It therefore did not surprise her to be reninded of the difference in
appearance. What did surprise her was that her real self, until so
recently her only self, now seemed a stranger whom she did not, could
not, know. She was a stranger to herself, alien, foreign, frightening.
She shuddered. "I'mglad you're here," said Albert. "I thought |1'd never
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see you again. | should be glad too, but ..."

"But there's Mchael," said Marvin fromthe tel evision screen. "You can
go now." Al bert pointed, and the inmage obediently blanked. "He can stil
wat ch, can't he?"

He turned back to Rose. "In theory. But he has other things to do. He's
busy. And besi des, he says, he's programmed not to read our minds or
wat ch what we do or interfere with us once he's shown us the ropes."”

"Then we have our privacy," she said. "So he says. W can't get away
fromhim though. We're inside him in this virtual world, and he's
omi sci ent, ommi pot ent "

"The nearest anyone has ever found to a real god," said Rose. She

t hought of the way the computer had produced Al bert and Ingrid and Lisa.
"And an interfering one, despite his progranm ng, the way he mani pul ates
our circunstances."

"At least," Albert said. "He's not as annoying as the popups."”

At the sound of his last word, the ink-stained research popup reappeared
on the television set. A knot in the cottage's wooden floor began to
swell, turn green, and assune the shape Rose had first nmet in the
tearoom Al bert sighed and pointed at the wall. "I shouldn't have said
that." Mre knots were swelling into blue and green and pink figures
that bent at their waists, drooping |like fungal growths, until they
could separate fromthe paneling, fall and twist, and | and on their
feet. Unlike the ones Rose had net already, nost of these | ooked like
clay rectangl es snipped and nol ded to roughly hunmanoid shape. A few
resenbl ed i nps and goblins of the sort that appeared in children's books
and on the covers of adult fantasy novels. "I don't know why he nade so
many of them gunboi ds."

"What do you care, fatso?" cried a high voice from about knee |evel

Rose | ooked down to see a green pop-up standing defiantly spread-I egged,
arms aki mbo. "As long as we run your errands for you. And never a word
of thanks! Just call us annoying!"

"But you're just subroutines," protested Rose. "That's what he told ne."
"But the boss ain't here right now Freedom"

"Yah!" yelled a blue inp. "And you can shove your subroutines up your
virtual ass! We're on strike!" A small picket sign instantly
materialized in its hands; its inscription said, "DON T CALL US

GUMBO DS!'" As the other pop-ups reached the floor and thronged around
the humans' knees, other signs appeared to anplify the nessage: "GUVBO D
IS RACI ST! "

"DOWN W TH THE OPPRESSORS! "

"FREE THE QUARKS!" Shrill voices seenmed to be repeating the slogans but
only the mniature placards nmade the words understandable at all. "All
right!" Albert's voice had to be loud to be heard above the din. "You're
pop-ups. Not gunboids. | apol ogi ze."

"Call us quarks!"
He rolled his eyes for Rose's benefit. "So you' re quarks."

"Yaay! Hurray!" The picket signs disappeared as rapidly as they had
appeared, and the crowd stood still, apparently attentive now that they
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had made their point, ready to receive the orders they had been created
to obey. Albert hesitated before saying, "As long as you're here, how
about introducing yoursel ves?"

The blue inmp who had announced the strike was an appoi nt nent cal endar
and held up to prove it a slate whose surface, a conputer flatscreen,

di spl ayed an agenda; the first itemon the list, "Announce strike," had
a thinred line drawn through it. The green gunboid was a file retriever
or gofer. A pink goblin with a | ong nose and cal l used fingers was a
calculator; it carried an abacus under one arm "Wat can we do ya for?"
cried a bright red i np whose nost prom nent feature was a pair of

el ephant ears covered wi th skyblue pol ka-dots. "Not a thing," said

Al bert. "I called you by m stake."

"We shoul d have known! And right when things were getting interesting
with Letitia there." The blue inp turned purple with enbarrassnment. "How
would you like it if the phone rang every tinme you ..."

"You can go," said Al bert. "Ckay!" The pink gofer suddenly drew a
massi ve automatic pistol, aimed at the blue Letitia, and pulled the
trigger. The sound of the gun was a quiet pop, hardly nore than the
bursting of a bubble, but Letitia nevertheless clutched its heart,
moaned dramatically, and faded away, |eaving only a ghostly remant, a
filmof existence, on the air. Mre pops rattled in the room and the
other quarks al so faded out. Seconds l|later, the gofer grinned, blew

i magi nary snoke fromthe nuzzle of its gun, said, "Just one left!" and
stuck the barrel inits ear. As soon as it too was a ghost, it dropped
the gun, |l eered, and | eaped toward Letitia, who ran toward the bedroom
with a delighted expression on its transparent face. Al bert sighed.
"They're often like this." # There was an awkward space between the man
and the woman sitting on the edge of the dock, dangling their feet in
the water, watching small bass and sunfish swimback and forth just
beyond the reach of their toes. Beside Rose was a glass of sherry.

Al bert held a tunbler half full of scotch. For neither was this drink
their first. "Yes," said Rose. "There's Mchael. M chael Durgov."

"I't's been even | onger for you two."
"Lots longer." She nodded. "We were just kids when ..."

She | et her body change, breasts and hi ps shrinking, her features
becom ng al nost boyish, until she seenmed once nore no ol der than
fourteen. Only her eyes still retained the lifetine of experience she
had acquired before she had entered the Col eri dge building for the |ast
time. He answered her silently, changing his own appearance until he too
was the youth he once had been, though he kept the dark pelt additiona
years had given his chest. But he gave her only a nonent to absorb the

i mge before changing again, this time to the coll ege student she had
met so | ong ago. She snmiled tenderly, matched his change, and aged a few
nmore years besides, editing away the surplus poundage that had marked
those years in the flesh. Soon she seened ready to live again that tine
when their |ove had been at its peak, before they had had to weather the
storm of nutual betrayals. Not that their |ove had ended then, but ever
after it had been sonmething different. "Maybe you' d rather spend sone
time with him" He sounded hurt. "No!" she cried. "O yes. Though

woul dn't rather, really. | don't want to | eave you or |ose you. And
can't be with himanyway." He said nothing as she turned toward him one
hand held out as if in offering or supplication. "I can't," she said. "I

can't | eave you, ny husband, for an old flane." After a pause, she
added, "And besides, now he's with an old flane of his own."

"People do that," he said. "Wen they find themhere. O when Marvin
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arranges neetings." He sipped at his drink, and his tone turned nore
ruminative. "It gets difficult when they find nore than one. And even if
they find no one, it takes a while before they get anything going with
someone new. "

"Did you ... ?" She did not spell out what she nmeant. Did he find any
old flames? Did he find someone new?

He shook his head and raised his glass once nore. "No one |ong-term
Though | haven't been celibate."”

She | ooked away from her | ate husband, telling herself that the surprise
and hurt and di sappoi ntment she suddenly felt were not fair. Their

marri age had ended in as natural a way as marriages ever did or could.

O course he had ... "Did it take |ong?"

"Yeah. | talked to a psychol ogi st once,"” he said. "She told me getting

copi ed costs us everything and everyone we ever knew. It gives us a |ot
too--youth and things and new abilities, or at |east the perceptions of
all these things--but we have to make a big adjustnment. She said it's a
lot |ike mourning."

"l suppose it really wouldn't help if we called up those we |eft behind.
There's just Peter and Julianne now. And our grandchildren."

"She said it would nake it harder to adjust." He sounded as if he had

| ong ago gotten used to having no contact with the world he had | eft
behi nd. Rose spl ashed her feet, gul ped her sherry, tore a splinter from
t he sun-bl eached wood of the dock and set it afloat. Finally, she said,
"Do you call himMrvin too?"

"It's a woman for me. Ada. Younger than Bertha. But Marvin's fine. 1'lI
call himthat if you like."

"He said you could tell nme about working here."

Al bert grinned in a heart-warmngly famliar way, just as he had done
once upon a tine, in the flesh, when he had had an especially good day.
She renmenbered one such day, in that time to which she had natched her
apparent age, and she was delighted to see himfollow her |ead at |ast,
mat chi ng the years she had given herself, changing his shirt for a
striped pullover she had given himfor a birthday. She w shed she could
renmenber when that birthday had been; she thought it had cone |ater,

|l ong after he had been this young. "I"'mstill a detective, you know?" he
sai d. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. "But what is there for you to
do?"

"Consulting," he said. "Meat cops call me up on their conputers, just
like they do the FBlI data-base. They ask for advice on what to do with a
case, or howto interpret the evidence they've got, and | do the best |
can. "

"You' ve got enough experience." She patted his knee confidently and
underlined her comrent by making herself |ook as old as she had been
when Al bert had | ast seen her in the flesh, only a little | ess ancient
than when she had entered the virtual world. "But can't they ... ?"

"Tel | ?" He matched her age-shift as best he could, but he could naintain
his ol dest i mage, hinself as he had been when dying, just before he was
copied, for only a nonment. The years slipped away with a haste that

i ndi cated he could not stand the nenory of that tinme, so close to his
death, his loss of life and wi fe. She wondered as she wat ched what age
he would finally settle on. He seened to be in his fifties, but he was
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still changing. He crossed the line into his forties, and she snmled
rem ni scently. That was when he had | ooked his nobst distinguished. That
was the Al bert she had renenbered for years after his death when she was
| onel i est, when the yearnings for all that she had | ost were at their
strongest. But now he was crossing into his thirties, |ooking at her,
seeing her delight in his appearance fade, reversing his course,

wat ching her intently as he slowed and finally stopped in his late
forties. "I can't use ny real nanme because of the anticontact |aws," he
said. "People aren't supposed to be able to talk to the dead. So
pretend |'m a conputer program an expert system voice-accessible. Most
of nmy 'users' accept the pretence. Afewthink I'"'mreally a human who
can't travel, naybe a quadriplegic."

Wat chi ng hi mas he had watched her, she returned to her thirties and
marvel ed at his delighted grin. Like everyone else in the flesh, they
had had to go through the years in step. They had not been able to have
their peak years together, when they had felt their personal bests and
had the nost to share. But now they could. "Is there any crine in here?"

"You'd be surprised. It's hard to catch themtoo."

She held up her enpty glass. He pronptly refilled it with a
finger-touch. "Because they can change the evidence," she said. "That's
part of it. But |I've been killed nore than once."

When she gasped, he grinned. "It's just an inconveni ence now. Like a
hangover. Ada--or Marvin--just boots me up again, and | go on."

"It has to hurt."

He shrugged. "You |lose all your nmenories since your |ast Bcup. Backup
So that part | never renenber. But that's where the inconvenience lies.
It can take a while to figure out why you were killed, or just to pick
up the pieces of your life. And we don't backup nore often because
that's painful too. And that you renenber.”

After he had been silent for a long noment, she said, "So you're a
ghost, over and over again. You're right here, right beside nme, but you
died. And a ghost is all you can be."

"What about yoursel f?"

She | ooked at her glass and nade a face. "I don't want sherry this
time." She poured her drink into the |ake. "Scotch, please."” Wen he had
obliged, she said, "I'mstill alive out there, right? So I'mnot a

ghost. Whatever | am |'mnot a ghost."
"You will be."

"But not yet. And how can a non-ghost be married to a ghost? How can she
be attracted to hin®"

"I't's no problemfor the ghost," he said. She punched his arm not too
hard. "You're solid enough for a ghost."

"So are you," he said, catching her fist in his when she began anot her
bl ow. "For whatever."

They stared at each other, their drinks forgotten. Through Rose's head
whirl ed nenories of the last time her husband had been well enough to
make | ove. That had been over a year before his death. And nore years
before that when, though sex had remai ned part of their lives as it had
al ways been, their interest and enthusiasm had been less than it had
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been when they were young. And now she had her youth again. Her husband
was beside her. And arousal was a rush in her blood, a heat in her
cheeks, a swelling tension in her nipples, her groin, even her lips. She
| aughed when Al bert licked his Iips. Was her condition that obvious?

"Do you want to go inside?" # The bunkbed had been too small for two,
but that had presented no problem Standing in the bedroom doorway,

Al bert had concentrated for no nore than a minute, and it had w dened
and | engt hened. The mattress had becone thicker, softer, the sheets had
turned to satin, the thin blanket to a downy conforter even though the
weat her was too warmto need it. As a final touch, he had converted the
upper bunk to the sil k-draped canopy of a classic four-poster bed. She
had | aughed again at that, in sheer delighted recognition. "Qur
honeynoon!" she had cried. "That's the last time we slept in one of

t hose! "

That was when Al bert had scooped her into his arns, carried her across
the roomis threshold, and dropped her on the bed. She had not stopped
bounci ng before he had wi shed away all their clothes. Now he was asl eep
She was not, though she was just as satisfied, relaxed, replete,
repl eni shed. The difference, she thought, was Mchael. She would like to
be with him Though she would not want to give up Albert. Staring into
the shadows of the canopy above her head, she sighed. If only there were
a way to have both nen, full tinme. To have her cake and eat it too.

CHAPTER 13.

M chael Durgov stared into his glass, swirling the scotch around and
over the single ice cube. Ten years, and ten years before that when his
doctors had all owed hi m nothing stronger than wine, with an occasi ona
drop of sherry. But he had not forgotten what it tasted like. Ingrid
occupi ed the stool beside his, |eaning over her glass of white w ne, her
el bows on the padded surface of the short bar that occupied one corner
of the living room An open cupboard held bottles and gl asses, an

i cemaker, a small sink. A spotless mirror backed up the shel ves,
reflecting gl assware, the room behind them a wi ndow, a spangled
fragment of the dark townscape beyond. On the walls to either side hung
faded drawi ngs of G bson girls and other antique faces. "You never used
to smoke." He waved one hand at the columm of strangely odorl ess snoke
rising fromthe cigarette that snoldered in the ashtray before her. He
did not think that such an attenuated vice would have satisfied hi mwhen
he hi nsel f had snoked, once upon a tine. She shrugged. "I didn't even
start until after | was copied. But then a friend showed me how to get
rid of the stink."

"Even from your breath?"

Her sudden grin and the bob of head that swung the striped curtain of
her hair between them were al nmost coy. "You think you'll find out?"

He raised his glass. "You' re the one who hauled me here."

"You think | was going to let that bitch have you? She's bad news, M ke.
Bertha told me what she did." He said nothing, but he found hinself
thinking that Ingrid was not the woman he renenbered. Once he had

t hought her sweet and | oving and | ovabl e enough. Then, just before the
divorce, she had turned nasty and vengeful. Had he been any better? He
supposed not. Then it was a mracle that she could be so sweet now O
was it sheer outraged possessiveness? Wien she had faced off with Lisa,
she had shown just how assertive she had grown before her copying, and
just how fiery she still renmmined. She would be no man's patsy this tine
around. His glass was enpty. He reached for the bottle of den Khalid on
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the shelf before him Wen it seened too light, he shook it skeptically.
"Are they all like this?"

"So who needs to pour?" Yet she took the enpty bottle fromhis hand and
tipped it over his glass. The anmber scotch that bore the name of Arab
royalty seemed to materialize just past the bottle's |lip. She stopped
when he raised a hand, and suddenly there was a fresh ice cube in the
hal f-full glass. "Did you get married agai n?" he asked. "OF course.”
After a noment of silence, she added, "He wasn't copied. That's what
made nme decide to do it. There was enough noney."

And she had chosen to renenber their years together in her apartnent.
"Were you happy?"

"Happy enough." She drained a quarter of her drink. "W fought, but ..."
"Tough | ady, eh?"

"I had to be, to survive you."

He wi nced, remenbering. "You did fight back."

"Wbul d you believe I'ma trucker now?" Wien he | ooked surprised, she
added, "My dopple runs a space shuttle. That's ny job here. How | earn

my keep."

That's right, he told hinself. Marvin had said that they had to work, he
and Rose, that they had to choose a job if they wi shed nore than a
m ni mum standard of virtual living. But ... "Dopple?"

" Doppl eganger," she said. "That's Gernman for 'double-goer,' a duplicate
that wal ks the world and does things for which you take the bl ane.
Though here you take the credit."

He frowned as sonething niggled at his nind, a nenory, sonething Marvin
or Bertha had said. But it refused to cone. "And you just stay home?
Loafi ng?"

"And spending the credit." She raised her nearly enpty glass. M chae
barely noticed as it refilled; the obedience of the virtual world to the
will was already becoming routine. "I had to do it nyself at first," she
added. "But | doppled as soon as | could afford it. Now she does the
work, and we just nerge once in a while, when she gets honme. Then | get
to share her nenories of weightlessness and see the Mbon and Earth from
space and all the stars. She gets ny nenories of |oafing, and we're both

happy. "

"But how ... ? There's not supposed to be any contact!"

She shook one finger in gentle chiding. "Unless we start it! O
incognito. They think I'"mjust an artificial intelligence. |I upload into
the shuttle's conputer and beconme its nervous system It becones ny
body, its radars and caneras ny senses, its engines and rudders ny

muscl es.” She flexed an arm and her voice rang with both pride and a
touch of yearning. For a nmonent he sensed the thrill that a spacecraft
must feel, roaring into orbit, swimring in vacuum like sone et herea
fantail carp, limtless and free. But then her tone went flat, as if
sharing her double's nmenmories were not quite enough. "They barely know
I"mnot just good software. If they ask what to call me, | put "INGR D
on the screen, all caps, like an acronym |If | say anything that isn't
busi ness--you know, "Ready to dock,' "Insertion achieved --they ignore
me. When they do talk to ne, it's just the way you used to pat the
dashboard of our car and coax it to make it just a few nore mles to the
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gas station."

He | aughed al oud at the menory, and then he had it. He had just arrived.
Bertha had taken himto that too-cute restaurant, where Rose had been
with Marvin, though he had not yet recognized her then. And Marvin had
expl ai ned how both he and Bertha could be the sane person. Yet he had
also said ... "I thought only the conputer could do that. Run two
bodies, | nean. There isn't enough processing power for his guests to do
it."

Ingrid nodded. "But he runs his extra bodies with just one

consci ousness. That gets conplicated, nuch nore than sinmulating separate
persons, each with its own body. He told ne once, it's an exponenti al

rel ati onship. And a dopple has its own consciousness. Plus it often runs
in a separate machine."

"But how do you do it?"

She shook a finger at him "You forget, we're just conmputer files now.
So all we have to do is copy. You can edit out those parts of you that
aren't needed for a job--inpatience, distractibility, other
interests--and nerge in other people's skill files. And ..." She grinned
broadly. "It's the only way to work." # M chael Durgov stood before the
wi ndow, staring into darkness. N ght had seermed to cone so fast here
Surely it had still been norning when they left the lake. It could not
now be | ater than md-afternoon. Yet a crescent nmoon was glowing in a

bl ackened heaven as devoid of sky-glow as if the virtual world had never
heard of shopping districts or neon or sodi umvapor streetlights. But
then the conputer's guests, virtual ghosts, had little need to shop;
they coul d have whatever they w shed for no nore effort than it took to
think of it. The only streetlights were small affairs, squarish gl ass
boxes on netal posts, each one housing a wavering flame not mnuch
brighter than a table lanp. Buildings | ooned in black-on-black

sil houette, wi ndows gleamed with orange, flickered with novenment. Was it
really just an image, as Ingrid had suggested?

Tentatively, trying to think of his mnd as a nuscular organ able to
affect directly the world beyond his skull, smling as he renenbered
that he had no skull, that for himno real world existed any | onger,
that his mnd was enbedded in, a part of, the very world he wished to
nmove, he urged the view to change, to be of tropic beaches, flowering
jungles, daylight. He grinned when it wavered, stuttered, flickered
obediently fromchoice to choice, settling on a steep nountainside high
above a trio of soaring eagles. Wiat did it nean to wonder what the
"real" view was beyond this wi ndow? There was a gap just above the sill;
through it cane the snells of salt and green, warm breezes, chilling
gusts, as well as the sounds of waves, chattering nonkeys, screeching
birds. Wen he flexed his nmental nuscles once nore, he saw ni ght again,
and town. Real enough then, the underlying "reality" to which it all
came back, the "ground" the conputer inagined for all to share. The
nmount ai nsi des and beaches and jungl es he could see in the w ndow were
mere i mages, no thicker than the glass--or the i mage of gl ass--before
his nose, as if it were a TV screen, albeit one with scent and sound as
well. And so, of course, was this. He sighed, perplexed. It should be
light outside. Did tinme flow differently here? Was there sone equi val ent
of time zones?

If so, and if the virtual world had any correspondence to the real, neat
worl d he had | eft behind, he was a long, long way fromthe | ake and
Rose. And what of space? Back in the meat world, he had seen the
conputer that held all this, and it was no bigger than a file cabinet.
H's own | ate-nmodel office PC, inlaid in the surface of his desk, had
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held a career's worth of files, databases that were the equivalent of a
hundred encycl opedias, the abilities to read papers laid flat upon its
surface, to take voice input and answer the phone, and nore. It had
beggared the conputers of his youth, when |IBM had been a | ogo to reckon
with. So the virtual world occupied a nmachine of truly imrense capacity.
Yet that machine had been small, nuch smaller than a world, smaller even
than this room How could it contain so nuch?

He shook his head. He knew the answer. But his grasp on the
concept--Inmage! --was hardly intuitive. A world could al so be contai ned
in areel of filmor spool of videotape, but that was not the sanme thing

at all, at all. It wasn't real. You couldn't taste or smell or nove,
make choices, live in every way that mattered. He exhal ed a gusty sigh
Par adoxes be damed. The virtual world felt just as expansive as the
real, just as worthy of enbrace. If only Ingrid hadn't gone to bed ..

They had had another drink or two. They had turned on the television

| ong enough to recogni ze "Roger Rabbit," the first in a series of
classic nmovies in which animated cartoon figures shared the stage with
live actors. Then she had yawned and sai d good night. She had pointed at
the couch, said, "It pulls out,” shown himthe bathroom handed himan

i mge transformation routine, and suggested that it woul d be good
practice for himto i magi ne the sheets he needed. Making the bed hadn't
been difficult. Now he was staring out the "w ndow, " wondering how rea
was what he saw, how well it would correspond to what he would see if he
wal ked out of the building, remenbering that it was all a fignment of the
conmputer's--Marvin's or Bertha's--inmagination. He woul d see what he was
supposed to see. A tel ephone rang beyond the door to Ingrid s bedroom
He strained to hear her voice, but the walls were thick and all he could
make out was a faint nurmuring and a creak of bedsprings. There was no
sound of footsteps, no opening of door, no "It's for you."

He found hinmsel f wondering, what would it have been like to stay nmarried
to Ingrid? How would their |ives have turned out?

She seened still spirited enough, but tenpered, matured. Wul d she have
changed as nuch, or in the sane ways, if he had proved nore faithful,
nmore committed? O had the split, the pain and forced adaptation, been
essential to the change? And what woul d he have becone? Wul d he ever
have stolen Judith Luria's discovery? Wuld Kingfisher have becone

Col eri dge? Would the virtual world have becone available at all?

He supposed it had had to happen. There had al ready been a kind of
virtual reality, dependent on goggles and gl oves and other gadgets to
control what the senses reported to the brain. The concept had been
there. And people had al ready i magi ned copying a mind, inhabiting a
conmputer. So someone el se woul d have noticed Judith's work and devel oped
the mi ndscanner. They might even have treated her better. But would he
be here now?

He turned away fromthe wi ndow to set his enpty gl ass upon the bar.
Ingrid would have changed. O course she would. So would he. Tine al one
did that. But not in the sane way. He had al ways provoked her in quite
the opposite direction. She mght well have become the harridan he had

i magi ned. While he ... Suddenly he wondered why he had been unable to
stay married until he found El ena, so neek and qui et and unassertive,
housenouse, nebbi sh. He focused his attention upon his glass and watched
it fill with what | ooked |ike scotch. Wen he tasted it, he made a face.
It was not Khalid, though he supposed it could nake hi mdrunk. On the
other hand, in this world where everything was fignment a thought woul d
surely do the trick as well, and then sober himup to boot. The way they
had split up so long ago ... Yet Ingrid actually seenmed to have nissed
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him to want himnear. He sighed and shook his head, staring blindly
past the wi ndow. He realized that he missed her. The thought that they
m ght be together again nmade himsnile. Yet there was al so Rose. If Lisa
had not cone to the |ake that |ong ago sumrer, he mi ght never have net
Ingrid. That too could have set his |life on a very different path. But

it hadn't happened. He had betrayed Rose and alienated Ingrid and ... It
was a wonder that they were even willing to talk to him nuch less ..
Suddenly he wi shed he believed in God. He had nade a ness of his chances
with Rose. He had done it again with Ingrid. And now sonet hi ng had
sprinkl ed grace |ike pixy dust upon his head. Both of them were happy to
see himonce nore, prepared to give hima second chance, and the wealth
of renewed potential spread before himfelt like a mracle. He shook his
head as he told hinself that even so Rose was out of his reach, spoken
for by the husband who had cone here before her. Only Ingrid was
avai l abl e. He chuckled quietly as he realized that neither that sinple
fact nor his newfound sense of the mistakes he had nade in the past
affected his wish to be with both of them Perhaps now, however, he knew
better than to try to have his cake and eat it too. # Daylight, and

M chael Durgov was once nore at the wi ndow, sipping a nug of coffee,

wat ching as a dozen individuals in snowhite robes rounded a near by
corner and stopped before a still closed storefront art gallery. Two of
them carried sturdy wooden crates. O hers held bundl es of paper in their
arms. Al had long hair; he could tell that they were both nen and wonen
only by the differences in the way they noved. Ingrid had been with him
just a nonment before, pointing out the caf just beyond the gallery,
where a man and a wonman, he gray-haired and portly, she slender and
wearing what seemed at this distance a brown cap with pale green
chevrons, were w ping down eight snmall tables. "That," she had said,
where | like to eat when | can't think up anything interesting on ny
own. The couple who run the place are gournmet cooks. He used to do TV
shows and wite books. For her it was a hobby, until she got here a
coupl e of nonths ago and noved in with him They must hold in their

nm nds every possible taste and texture. They can inmagi ne anything. And
that's her hair, not a cap."

is

She had been pointing at the newsstand across the street, about to say
somet hi ng about that, when the phone had rung in the bedroom Now he
stood al one, acconpani ed only by her coffee nmug steam ng on the

wi ndowsi | I, watching as the nmen and women in white robes scanned the
street, seeing the same rows of wal kup apartment buildings built of red
and yellow brick that M chael could see fromhis vantage, the sane
graceful elns and chestnuts, both extingui shed by blight in the neat
worl d, the sane gl eaming cars and ot her vehicles. A block in the other
direction stood a gray stone church, a few of its shingles askew, the
weeds in its small patch of |awn grown high, the yews beside its wal k
untrimred. The coupl e who ran the caf had di sappeared. There were no
others in sight, but that did not seemto disturb the group. They
arranged their boxes on the sidewal k before the gallery w ndow. One
climbed upon the nakeshift stage, |ooked toward the sky, and raised his
arms. Wth a suddenness that made M chael think he nmight have heard a
loud click or snap if he were only nearer, a disk of |ight appeared
around the man's head. Di nmmer, ring-shaped hal oes materialized around
the heads of his acolytes as they lined up before him facing the
street, waiting to pass out their ... Wat? Mchael wi shed he could see
better, the wi ndow obligingly magnified the scene, and he recogni zed
panphl ets that rem nded hi mof glossy four-col or corporate annua
reports. He shook his head when he realized that here, in the virtua
wor |l d, such things had to be no nore expensive than the cheapest of
phot ocopi es. Dimfigures began to appear on the sidewal k and in the
street, wal king, riding bicycles and pedi cabs, driving snmall cars,
flickering like the staff of the tearoom Bertha had taken himto on his
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arrival in this world. They were furniture, background. One car actually
seenmed to have its driver painted on its side window There were no rea
people on the street, but that did not stop the sidewal k prophet. H's
mout h opened, a ululation spread through the air, and fervent speech
echoed in the street, though Mchael could nmake out not a single word.
When one of the acol ytes dropped a panphlet, it di sappeared before it
touched the ground. That nade M chael realize how clean the streets
were, free of cans and bottles, of candy wappers and chip bags, of

cigarette butts and ol d newspapers, even--nost striking of all--of dead
| eaves. In the other room Ingrid s voice rose in anger. A door slanmed.
She said, "I turned the dammed thing of f!" and picked up her nug. "What
was it?"

Alit cigarette appeared in her hand. "Don't worry about it." Her tone
al most seemed to hold a chuckle, but there was also a grimnote that
suggest ed she was hiding sonething. He wondered what it could be, but he
did not push the issue. Instead he indicated the unkenpt church. "There

isn't much call for religion here," Ingrid said. "It is an afterlife,
after all. Though there's a small chapel on the other side of town, used
mostly by newconers. And ..." She jerked her chin toward the robes and

hal oes. "That's the crowd from Heaven, the Heavensent. They show up
every day, though they never have nmuch of an audience."

M chael knew what the Heavens were--after all, they had cone first--but
the termas she used it did not seemto nean quite the sane thing.

Bef ore he coul d ask, "Wat Heaven?" however, he was noticing flaws in
the view that he was sure had not been there a nonent before. An
atypically decrepit car stood by the curb not far away, its paint nmarred
by dirt and rust, a taillight mssing, its trunk held by a | ength of
rope. A gleam ng patch of spilled oil stained the pavenent nearby. In
the next block a building wore sheets of plywod across its doors and

wi ndows and bl ack streaks of soot on its brickwork. And there in fact, a
bright splash of color in the gutter, was a single piece of litter
Across the street, a worman was wal king a small poodle in a rhinestone
collar. Blonde, sleek, and polished, she was staring toward the w ndow
that franmed himand Ingrid. "Is that Lisa?"

There could not be two such wonen in the world. A spot of col or appeared
above a crack in the sidewal k just ahead of the pacing wonman. It grew
and becane a pop-up, but one dressed in rags, its shoes flapping their
soles, an enpty wine bottle raised in a toast to the woman. She snarl ed,
and her dog sidled forward, raised one leg, and ... A ringing sound
interrupted the scene, and a snall, grinning figure dressed in red
livery, a boxy cap held in place by a string tied beneath its chin,
popped out of the carpet. "Call for Mssus Durgov!" it cried. It held an
orange portable phone, its antenna extended, in one hand. "Dammed

pop-ups!"
"We're quarks now "

As soon as Ingrid had the phone, she tried to kick the quark. It stuck
out its tongue, wiggled its ears, and di sappeared. Ingrid, |ooking

furious, spat into the phone, "You again! | told you ... No! ... No!
You can't! ... I'Il tell the phone not to accept your calls. 1"l
What do you nean, | can't? O course | can!"

Her hand shaki ng, she held the phone before her face and scow ed.

M chael thought she was wishing it were an ol d fashi oned phone that could
be slamed into a cradle. But portable phones cannot be treated in that
way. Al nost delicately, she used one forefinger to touch the button that
term nated the call. Then she pushed the antenna into its socket and

hurl ed the phone at the wall. She did not seemvery satisfied as she
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stared at the dent in the plaster. The phone seened unharnmed in the
monent before it faded away. "Who was it?" asked M chael. "No one." She
dropped what was |l eft of her cigarette on the carpet and stepped on it.
When she lifted her foot, it was gone. The distinctive ring of a phone
once nore echoed through the apartnent. She froze, clanped her nmouth in
arigidline, and said, "How many phones have | got?"

"Seven," said a pale green quark fromthe window sill. The bill of its
white gimmee cap said "lInventory" in orange letters. "Though you turned
one off." Then it added hel pfully, "This is the purple one."

She sighed as the bell boy quark once nore appeared, singing out, "Cal
for " This time the kick connected, and "No!"

Ingrid screaned into the nouthpiece. Then she was hol di ng the phone
toward M chael. "For you," she said. "A man."

When he put it to his ear, he heard a voice that seened al npbst famliar:
"Did you know your neat is dead?" Before he could answer, the voice
began to giggle. He stared at the phone in his hand. It was quivering.
"I''"'m dead?"

"VWhat ?"
"My neat."

"Let's see." Ingrid | ooked thoughtful for a nonent, and a piece of wal
becane a screen displaying a bit of newsprint. "See? A burglar."

M chael shook his head. "No. It can't have been a burglar, not really.
That voice ... He wanted me. Not ny noney."

"But why?"
"He didn't say. And that's a dammed short obit."

Ingrid grinned at his last, disgruntled words, alnost |aughing, but then
the bel |l boy popped into exi stence beside M chael, snatched the phone
fromhis hand, cried "Call waiting!", passed it to her, and ducked away
fromher foot. She said nothing at all before she dropped the phone on
the floor and stepped on it. Mchael was quiet. The news of his death
was no surprise. He hadn't expected to live much | onger anyway. That it
was murder was a shock. He had thought he had left all his enemnies years
behind him In addition, he was wondering about Ingrid and her reaction
to all those other phone calls. Had she had a | over--or |overs-before
his arrival in the virtual world? Had they had a date for |ast night or
today? Was the caller outraged, jealous, mad? And if what he had heard
didn't really sound |Iike any of those possibilities, what else could it
be?

When he | ooked once nore at the street outside, the dogwal ker was gone.
So was the mniature derelict who had accosted her. The Heaven-Sent were
still in place. Three of the caf's tables were now occupi ed. Soneone was
entering the newsstand. Ingrid took his nowenpty nug fromhis hand.
"Want to take a wal k?"

"Do they have papers over there?"
"Of course they do." # "Psst!"

One of Mchael's guilty pleasures had al ways been the newspaper conics
page. That was why he had never cared for the New York Tinmes, no matter
how good its news was. That was al so why he had been delighted to find
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that the Virtual Cty Tines had six whol e pages of comics, every one he
had ever seen, including some he had never seen in English, and a few
that he had never seen at all. \Wre they | ocal products?

"Psst!”

He | ooked up fromthe page. Ingrid was no longer in the chair opposite
hi m Sonet hi ng tugged on his pants. He | owered the paper and | ooked
down. The bell boy quark stood beside his |eg, |ooking over its shoul der
toward the kitchen where noises suggested that Ingrid had decided it was
time to do sonething about lunch. It was holding a pale green phone this
time. "Sir!" it said. "lIt's really for you, you know. Take it!"

Per pl exed--who coul d be calling hin? Rose?--M chael accepted the phone
and held it to his ear. The bell boy di sappeared even before he said,
"Hel | 0?"

"M chael !'"
"Li sa?"

"I'"'mso happy to get you this tinme. That bitch wouldn't let nme talk to
you, can you believe that? And | just wanted to chat a little."

"What on Earth for?" Footsteps drew his eyes to Ingrid, standing a few
feet away, a spatula in one hand, a fragrance of herbs accompanyi ng her.
Her face was still, stiff, as if she were trying not to scow and
succeeding only with difficulty. A touch of guilt tightened his chest.
"I't's been nost of our lifetimes since the last tine we saw each other.
And we weren't all that pleased with each other when we parted. 1'd

al most forgotten you."

"You couldn't have!" cooed the voice in his ear. "You're just saying
that! 1'll bet she's |eaning over you right now"

He | ooked at Ingrid again; she hadn't noved or changed expression. "D d
you know |I' m dead now?"

"That doesn't matter! But oh! | know what you nmean. She is right there.”
"Sonmeone killed me. My neat."

"l know how you can say what you really want to say! Wy don't we get
together? | know a place ..."

He sighed and shrugged, as much for Ingrid as for hinself or Lisa. "No,"
he said. "I don't think that would be a good idea at all."

When he hung up, Ingrid said, "I hope you still like onelets," and
turned away. Dropping the sheets of newsprint that covered his lap on
the floor, he followed her into the kitchen. A large frying pan snoked
on a gas burner, waiting for the m xture she was now beating furiously.
An opened bottle of white wine waited in the niddle of a snall table set
for two. He held the phone toward her. "She wanted to get together."

"I could guess." Her tone was dry, and when she jerked her chin toward
the left, he noticed a wastebasket. Cbediently, he dropped the phone
intoit. "You heard ne say no."

"She'll try again. And you al ways ..

Yes, he thought. He always ... He had cheated at every opportunity.
Abandoned her. Divorced her. And she did not believe that death could
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stop him No wonder Ingrid had tried to keep Lisa away from him No
wonder she | ooked so hurt now. "We were only kids, damrmit! And we never

"You came cl ose enough. And you'll get your chance. She'll see to it." #
Ingrid had gone out by herself, |eaving Mchael runminating by the

wi ndow. The Heaven- Sent were gone. There was no sign of decay or entropy
besi des the negl ected church. The decrepit car was gone. There was no
trace of litter. Even the building that had been boarded up that norning
now seened well kept and occupied. He had to admit that Ingrid was right
to doubt him He had the history, after all. And it had begun with Lisa.
He had actually betrayed his first true love, in the mnd if not in the
flesh. He and Lisa had been naked, or all but naked, when Rose had found
them They had not yet quite reached the point of their exposure. Nor
had they consummated their affair later, before Lisa dropped him At the
time, he had regretted that failure perhaps even nore than his | oss of
Rose. Despite hinself, he wondered what it woul d have been |ike, whether
he could find out now, whether it would be worth getting Ingrid mad, or
Rose if she ever found out. And of course she would; Ingrid would be
sure to tell her, and if not Ingrid, then Marvin or Bertha. "Call for

This time the phone was chocolate brown. "Ch, Mchael." Her throaty

voi ce was tenptation poured warmand liquid in his ear. "I renenber how
you | ooked that day, so stiff and eager. You woul dn't believe how eager
I was, so wet, so ready." He felt hinself responding, w shing he could
see her, touch her. The sound of the opening door, of Ingrid walking
into her apartnment, of paper bags rustling as they were set down,
deflated him He | ooked up, seeing her surprised, shocked, enraged
expression, and knew nothing better to do than cover the nouthpi ece and
say, "It's Lisa."

"M chael ?" said the voice in his ear. "M chael ? She's there, isn't she?"
"She's not that bad," he said. "Can't | at least visit you?"

"She wants to stop in." Wien Ingrid shrugged and began to turn away, he
said, "For just a mnute, then."

"Ch, good!" And she was there, clad in the scantiest of briefs and the

nmost desperate of bras. "I wasn't really ready, but | just couldn't
wait!" As M chael stood, she seized his arm turned on the startled
Ingrid, said, "You stay out of this!" licked Mchael's ear, and

murnured, "Let's go."
CHAPTER 14.

For a |l ong nonent, M chael Durgov could not take his eyes away from

Li sa. Her panties and bra were no nore than gestures toward covering or
containing. Plain before himwere every curve, every cleft, every swell
and hol | ow that once upon a tine had made hi m forget everything except
the creature that had panted within his adol escent skull and even now
threatened to draw himaway fromall that sanity preferred. Certainly he
had no thought for the nmurder of his nmeat. A floral scent so strong it
choked his sinuses finally nmade himl ook away. He saw two bow ng nen
confronting them distinguishable only by the tops of their heads, one
thatched with black, one brown and bal ding. He blinked and stared and
wrinkled his nose, struggling to orient hinself after the sudden
transition. Wiere was he? Where had Lisa taken hinf But then the figures
before them strai ghtened to reveal thin |linbs and hol |l owed cheeks that
suggest ed not hing nore than prol onged starvation and exhaustion. The
ski n sagged beneath their eyes. The cords in their necks and wists were
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strung as tight as wire. Their sunken eyes gleaned with ... M chae
coul d not decide what enotions dominated their expressions, though he
caught hinself thinking of worship and desire, fear and hatred, hope and
despair. Then they | ooked at him and was there just a hint of pity in
the m x?

Hi s next inpression was of pink: pink carpet underfoot, pink cherubs

pai nted on the walls, pink marble busts on pedestal s beside the archway
that franed the view, pink, nacre-buttoned livery on the gaunt figures
who still stood as if they had been expecting their arrival. Through the
archway, he could see a broad expanse of glass and through that a fornal
garden of crushed stone wal kways, velvety |awn, gl ossy foliage, and pink
flowering crabs, pink glads and roses, peonies of rose and cream and
more. Beyond the flowers sparkled the waters of a broad sw nmi ng poo
rinmed with pink tile. Beyond that |ooned a dark gray tower whose walls
were pierced with slot-1ike windows. Mchael did not at all know what to
make of it all, to think or feel or say. Certainly he had never dreaned
of seeing Lisa again. Then there she was, introduced |like a new
contestant on a ganme show, and she was fighting over him Fighting with
a past wife he had never thought to see again. And then she had nagi cked
himaway to ... He swung his gaze back and forth. His brain felt
muf fl ed. He was buried in pink cotton candy, snothered in powder puffs.
He was stuck in a wonen's nagazine, a figure in an ad or a "house
beautiful” illustration. "You |like pink," he said. Lisa |aughed and
hugged his arm "Do you like it? | had sone nice places before. There
was one in Stanford, and one in Palm Springs. But never anything this

ni ce. Never!"

Despite all his years and experience, he blushed at the feel of skin
along his arm the pressure of her breasts, the glinpse of Ieg and thigh
and ... Was that w spy pretence of a bra actually thinner than it had
been a nonment before?

He nodded. He had visited houses much like this when he was younger and
in his neat. They had bel onged to executives and politicians and actors,
peopl e i npressed by their own wealth and eager to inpress others, people
who woul d have given their firstborn--or perhaps just their second--to
have so many flowers of different seasons bloonming all at once. He

hi nsel f had al nost always lived in apartnents, and though they had been
| uxurious enough, especially in his later years, they had never been
this showy. He had asserted his ego in other ways. He | ooked once nore
at the pair who had greeted them He thought of ancient photos of

deat h-canp i nmates and fami ne victins, but when he held one hand in
their direction and opened his nouth to speak, Lisa tugged himtoward
the archway. She hardly seened to see the others. M chael surprised

hi nsel f when he resisted her pull. He was not that ardent a denocrat,
but sonmething in the situation nade himsay, "Aren't you going to

i ntroduce us?"

"They're servants, dear." As if they had been created to be ignored.
Possessi ons only, nothing nore than environment and background. But then
she sighed theatrically. "Anton," she said, and the man on the |eft
nodded at them his eyes glowing with pleasure for the dollop of
attention she was giving him "Lingko."

Now t hat he had a nane, M chael could see the signs of Asia in the
|latter's eyes. His other features were too distorted by his suffering to
be clear, and his skin was no yellower than his fellows. "They |ost al
their noney," said Lisa. "They would have died, but |I felt sorry for
them | took themin and gave themjobs. Ch, Mchael, there have been
times when | woul d have been so grateful for such a benefactor! Wuld
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you believe that once | was this far frombeing a bag | ady?" She held
two fingers half an inch apart. "I was! Things hadn't been going well,
and a man--nore than one, really!--took al nost everything | had. | was
destitute! So | had to take themoff the street, didn't [|?"

A remar kably conpl ex array of enotions played across the servants
faces, but gratitude did not seemto be anong them "Now come, dear."
Once nore she tugged himtoward the archway, and this tine he |et
hinself be led. "I want to get dressed. If you're a good boy, I'Il let
you wat ch. Anton!

Bring the drug tray! Ling-ko, coffee."

The bedroomi s thick carpet was as pink as the entry's, but three walls
were pal est blue. The fourth, all gauze-draped gl ass, faced on the poo
and the tower, whose top Mchael still could not nmake out. The bed was
as large as any he had ever seen. A pale blue junpsuit lay upon its
flowered spread. Lisa hurled the junpsuit toward a nmirrored cl oset door
M chael watched, benused, as it seened to pass part way through the
glass, as if it had been on the way to hang itself away when its

m stress had stopped inpelling it with her will. Wen he | ooked back at
Li sa, she had already peeled the bed's covers back to reveal pink silk
sheets. Now she sat down, lay back, and sank into the mattress. "So much
ni cer," she sighed. "Than pine needles. O even grass."

VWhen the strap of her bra parted with a "snap," he | ooked away, at
carpet, walls, pool ... The ceiling was nmostly covered with a gray
rectangle. "Wiat's that?" he asked. "A TV screen.” The tip of her tongue
appeared between her teeth as she grinned. Then she pointed, and it came
to life, flickering snow, jagged lines, inmages that M chael quickly
recogni zed as Lisa, in bed with ... He told hinmself that what he knew
fromlong ago, and what he had | earned nore recently, was quite enough
to keep himfrom being surprised by anything she might do. Not that he
hadn't seen as nuch before in other wonen's bedroons, or taken part
hinself a time or two. Anton appeared in the bedroom doorway, a silver
tray in his hands. He did not seemto react to his nearly naked

m stress, nor to the imge of hinmself on the ceiling. "The drugs," he
sai d. Behind him stood Ling-ko, holding a second tray with coffee pot,
two china cups, cream and sugar. lgnoring them both, Lisa pointed
toward two smal |l hatches beside the overhead screen. They opened, and a
pair of metallic tentacles energed. Each one carried enbedded in its tip
a lens. Red "ready" lights came on, and the imge on the screen split to
be replaced by two views of Lisa in real tinme, lying on the bed,
stretching, staring at herself fromtwo different angles. She patted the
sheet beside her hip. "Sit down, Mchael."

Then, to the servants, she said, "Set the trays down, there." As she
spoke, a table appeared beside the bed, and Mchael found it in himto
wonder why she bothered with servants. In the virtual world, she could

i magi ne anythi ng she wanted, the coffee and the drugs, trays and all, as
easily as the table. Indeed, why did Anton and Ling-ko have to go

el sewhere in this luxurious house to find and fetch what she had
ordered? If Lisa thought it beneath her dignity to soil her mnd with
practicalities as the rich of other ages had refused to soil their hands
with anything that resenbled | abor, then couldn't the servants sinply
have i magi ned what they needed?

Anton had retreated to stand beside the room s entrance. Ling-ko was
coaxing Lisa's junpsuit out of the substance of the mirrored closet

door, hanging up the garnent, easing shut the door, and finally joining
his fell ow servant. M chael wi shed he could ask them but there was no
answer in their stiff backs or sullen glares. He shook his head and took
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his seat obediently. Wen she said, "You can pour. No cream Just a

pi nch of sugar," he obliged and then watched in fascination as she set
the cup on air an inch above her right breast and a thin stream of bl ack
coffee arced toward her nouth. Even as she swall owed a ghostly hand
lifted a spoon fromthe drug tray and stirred snow white powder into her
cup. He sipped at his own undoctored coffee in the conventional way
until she asked, "Wat else do we have for dope?"

He | ooked at that tray. Once he had been no stranger to social snorting
and puffing, but it had been a long tine since he had last indulged. H's
physi ci an had taken himoff nuch nore than al cohol. He held up a paper

cylinder filled with reddish leaf. "It's the wong color for marijuana."

"Coj uana," she said. "They don't even have it in the neat world."

He recogni zed a squeeze bottle half full of cloudy liquid as eyedrops.
There were pills, crystals, and balls of resin, pipes and needles, vials
of colored powders. There was even a pair of wires attached to a snmall
crackl e-finished box; the last time he had seen such a rig, the wires
had been inserted in the brain of a corpse in a Coleridge office. The
conpany physician later told himthe device stinulated the pleasure
center, and sone people would rather starve to death than turn it off.
"You' ve got everything, haven't you?"

"I try." For just a second, her expression was as coy as that of a
little girl who has been conplinented on her doll collection. It
changed, grew sharper, when she glanced toward the servants. "Anton
Li ght us up."

Anton obediently cane forward, produced a disposable lighter, chose a
cojuana joint, puffed it into life, and passed it to his mistress. He
seenmed to stay as far as possible from M chael. Lisa waved Anton away,
toked, and passed the joint to Mchael. The drug hit himwth a rush of
preternatural delight, of clarity and relaxation. "That's something
new, " he said. She giggled. "Real designer drugs," she said. "W've got
peopl e here who can nake a drug do anything you like. And no burnouts or
hangovers or heart attacks." She toked again. "No regrets."

"Why do you need the drugs? Can't you just wish for the effect?"

"Tradition," she said, and when she rested one hand on his thigh, he did
not protest. Nor did he protest when Lisa's nowenpty cup slid away from
the bed and she tugged one of his hands toward her breast. She did not
seemto care that Anton and Lingko had still not |left the room

oedi ently, accepting her attitude that the servants were no nore

m ndful of what they did than furniture, he circled her erect nipple
with a fingertip. "Do you renmenber?" she said. "How we net? You and Rose
were so thick, and then you couldn't take your eyes off me." She covered
his hand with her own and pressed it tightly against her flesh. She
giggled. "Just like now Did the two of you ever get it on?"

"No." He exhaled noisily. The drug had pernmeated his system stretching
his time sense, sharpening his senses, focusing his concentration on the
scent of her body, the warnth and softness of her skin, the heavy swell
of his own eagerness. "You came along just a little bit too soon." At
the tinme, at their level of society, it had not been at all unusual for
kids their age to go to bed together. Parents m ght not approve, but
they knew that it was normal, that there was no stopping it, that indeed
it was inevitable. His father had taught himhow to use a condomthe
year before. Yet kids of his time and class had rarely | eaped into bed
the very first chance they got. He and Rose had been tentative, aware of
the commitrments that were involved, perhaps a little scared. He supposed
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that nust al ways have been the pattern, that the generations renowned
for instant sex, like that of the 1960s, were rare, that affection, even
| ove, was far nore the norm Certainly that had been what was buil ding
between himand Rose. It was not at all the sparky thing that had
erupted so quickly between himand Lisa, that blazed anew so quickly
now, that in fact he suspected she had spent all her life |earning how

toignite at will. Yet that suspicion was no protection. He could fee
his vulnerability in the way he licked his lips and his breath grew
short and his heart accelerated. Not to nmention ... She giggled. "Soon,"

she said. One hand fell against his groin as if by accident, but it was
no accident at all when she squeezed him "Dear man, don't get
i mpatient."

He licked his lips as her panties nelted away. "It's been a |long, |ong
time."

"And you're just as eager as you were then."

"You're an exciting wonan."

Her cheeks gl owed at the words. "But you're no virgin. How many w ves?"
He didn't say. "You were the first."

"Alnmost the first." Neither said that the reason they had never erased
that "alnost"” was quite sinply that she had spurned him As soon as he
and Rose had been beyond all reconciliation, she had left. "You're no
virgin either."

"But | could be one, just for you. Do you want to hurt me?

Make nme bl eed?" When he said nothing, she handed himthe remants of the
cojuana joint and squirned away fromhis hand. He sucked in the |ast
tendrils of snoke. She faced himnow, spread her |egs, and used her
fingers to draw the lips of her vulva apart. "Watch."

He obeyed, and a ring of hyneneal flesh fornmed, extended, nearly bl ocked
t he deeper opening. "Perfect control," Lisa said. "And that's only the
beginning of it." She winked. "Reality is what you nake it." # Later

she lay curled against his side, half asleep, in her throat a nurnur
that was al nbst a purr. One breast was soft against his ribs, one |eg
lay over his still sticky groin. Mchael |ooked toward the door. Anton
and Ling-ko were still there, standing stiffly erect, their eyes dark
and hot. Had he really thought they did not care what he and Lisa did?
He | ooked away, unable to bear what he thought he coul d see of despair
and hatred and jeal ousy, what he now i nagi ned he hinself nust feel if he
were in their situation. For the nerest instant, he remenbered the pity
he had glinpsed before, but then Lisa stirred and the nenory vani shed.
Really, he told hinself, it had been all his fault, hadn't it? He hadn't
told Rose it was over when he started dating Lisa. He had thought of it,
but--he had to face the past--he hadn't had the nerve. He had inagi ned
that she woul d be hurt, outraged. Perhaps she would scream O she and
Li sa would fight. So he had said nothing. And then she had found them
And she had been hurt and outraged anyway. He'd had it comi ng, hadn't
he? Everything that happened?

Losi ng Rose? Even | osing his chance with Lisa? But now, after so |ong,
so many years, he had that back again. He sighed, and Lisa murmured.
"Remenbering," he said. "Wat we mssed when we were kids."

She giggled throatily. "lIt's a mracle,"” he said. "That we ever net
again. That we can be young again. A second chance."
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"Not quite," she murmured. "Look ..." He did, and he saw her figure grow
slimrer, nore girlish, her breasts smaller, higher, her face | ess
stanped by years of living though her eyes were still ... "lI'ma virgin

again," she said. "Do you want to ..

He coul d not resist her invitation, though he knew that her virginity
was only pretense, nyth, even that she probably-surely!--had not been a
virgin when he first net her. Yet that did not seemto natter. It had
never been his obsession to deflower virgins, though he knew that many
men did think untouched nmi dens the nobst desirable of conquests. She was
offering himthat dream again and again. He was responding to it, and
to her. And he was the conquered one. Wien he could think again, he told
hinmself that this tine was different indeed. Rose had soneone el se. So
did he, inIngrid, but they had broken up long ago. He had told her it
was over. This tinme, he was not in the wong. At that thought, a tw nge
of guilt nade himadd that if he was in the wong, it was at |east not
in quite the sane way. "M chael, dear?"

"MmP" He buried his face in her hair and inhal ed perfune, nusk, sweat.
"Do you like ny house?"

"Anypl ace,"” he murrmured. "If you were in it, anywhere would heaven be."
"Ch!" She pushed his mouth away fromher ear. "Really. Do you?"

He nodded. "So do |." Her voice pitched toward a little-girl treble.
"I't's all | ever wanted, you know. But it's expensive."

"l thought they didn't use noney here."

"Data energy," Lisa said. "Computer menory and processing tine. | use a
lot. It's a conplicated sinulation.”

"You nust have a job," he said, but her expression turned so chilly at
his words that he knew that he had trespassed, that whatever she did for
her living was none of his business. He paused while his nind retreated
fromany chance that he might give offense and | ose his redi scovered

| ove. "Maybe | could hel p?" he offered at |ast. She shook her head, but
her smile was tender once nore, sweet and | oving and rewardi ng. He knew
he had said the right thing. "You forget," she said. "You're not rich
any nore. And you don't have a job yet."

"l must have somet hing."

"Wl ki ng-around noney. It's not very nuch. Just enough to last you while
you learn the ropes and find a job so you can earn sone nore."

"That shouldn't take very long." He didn't think it could. His skills
had never failed to bring hima nore than anple incone, and he had never
been unenployed in his life, at |least before his retirenent. "It doesn't
usual ly. And then there's your basic subsidy, if you don't want to work
and you're content with what the conputer nmintains for everyone to
share."

"Surely | can spare a little."

"Wel |, maybe. But not too nmuch! | don't want you to wind up |like Anton
and Ling-ko there." The two servants, still standi ng beside the door,
closed their eyes as if her renminder of their past follies pained them
or as if they did not dare to run the risk that she mght see a hint of
warni ng. "How do | transfer the funds?"
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She patted his hip. "Dear boy. You'll learn all that soon enough. For
now, just leave it to ne."

CHAPTER 15.

They were standing on the dock, watching two Canada geese flapping their
wi ngs at each other, when Rose asked her |ate husband, "Wat sort of
cases do you get to work on here?"

"Al'l sorts," he said. He shook his head. "And sonetinmes | blowit. | had
an outside call the other day, a murder. Sone old geezer was knifed in
his apartnent."

"That doesn't sound like a fatal wound."
He | aughed. "It was right after you got here."
"Who was it? Anyone we know?"

He shrugged and gestured with his free hand. One of the geese
transforned itself into a quark wearing a fluorescent pink sweatsuit and
rowing a skiff. Wien it reached the dock, it handed Al bert a manila
envel ope and vani shed. The ei ght-by-ten gl ossy photo he w thdrew from
the envel ope showed a body in a wheelchair. "That's M chael!"

"Just his neat. He's safe now." Yet even as he said the words, he found
hi nsel f wi shing he was wong. |If soneone wanted M chael dead, then ..
But no. He | ooked at his wife, his Rosa. Mchael was the past, wasn't
he? Not really conpetition. So was Rosa, for that matter. The past. But
a past that he would recapture if he could. Just as, he thought, he was
for her. "Wy couldn't you hel p?" She | ooked far too concerned. "I had
my mind on sonmething else. A local case. Let nme show you." Before she
could protest, the | akesi de dock was replaced by a city sidewal k, a
brick wall on one side, a cobbled street on the other. He touched the
poster on the wall. "Right here. Just before you got here. | was wal ki ng
al ong, and a quark popped up and bl ew ny brains out."

When she gasped, he thought he had successfully distracted her. He
hugged her shoul ders with his other hand and added, "Ada brought me
back, though she couldn't do nuch for the last three days. It had been
that long since | B-cupped."”

"You are the one Bertha neant!" she cried. "But why? Wiy woul d anyone
shoot you?" After a monent's hesitation, she added, "There couldn't be
any connection, could there?"

He shrugged. "I don't see how there could be."” Then he drew a gold chain
fromhis pocket, and bounced its single charmin his palm He held it up
so she could see that the charmwas a tiny antique mlk bottle. "As near
as | can tell," he said. "It has sonething to do with this. And that."
He pointed at the Inmage Shop ahead of them She reached for the chain
and its charm As her fingers touched the bottle, it enlarged. Sonething
within it swirled close enough to the glass to nake her catch her

breath. "What ... ?"

"That's Toddy Sean." He told her about G adys and her obsession. "But
how did you get that ... thing?"

"She was working that bar behind us." He pointed again. "Trying to raise
money." He told her why, and when her eyes wi dened said, "Yeah. It's
weird. But she had a pronise, she said. Fromthe |Inage Shop. They said
they could give her what she wanted." He fell silent then, thinking that
if Ada had not asked himto investigate, if he had not met d adys, she
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m ght still be sw nging her nenories froma loop of twine. "Were is she
now?"

He shrugged. "Ada--Marvin--had heard funny things about the |Image Shop
Its customers were di sappearing. O going out of circulation. They
weren't dead, or the computer would know. But they didn't go hone or
keep appoi ntnents, and their friends couldn't find them | was | ooking
intoit."

"I bet | know what happened, " said Rose. "You've done it before, haven't
you? When you were alive."

He raised his eyebrows. "I don't think so. The barkeep said | gave her
the nmoney she needed. | never did such a thing."
"Still," she said. "I thought so. Remenber when you knew that wonman's

husband was after her? And you told her you wouldn't keep her safe in
jail? Sent her home, and staked out the apartment buil ding? And he beat
her half to death?"

He grunted and grinaced painfully. "That wasn't just ne. Departnental
policy."

"And now you' ve done it again," she said. "Bait. A stal king horse.
That's all you saw her as. So you set her up. You hoped she'd be
cheat ed, and you followed her, and you got shot. And now she's gone,
without a clue."

He nodded. "Can't Marvin find her?"

"OfF course he could. But he can't, without sone good excuse. He's got
the power to override anything any of us do in here, but he's programmed
to be a servant, not a master. Interference is up to us."

"So what do we do now?"
"AB2"
"If you disappear, |'mdisappearing with you."

He sighed, realizing that he had indeed said "us" and that in fact he
did not wish to | eave her behind again. "First ..."

As the Iron Lady quark popped into existence beside them he w nced and
said, "We B-cup. Take the pill."

A few mnutes later, still making faces over the taste of the Iron
Lady's pain-preventing pills, he and Rose were standing in front of the
I mage Shop. Its windows were so covered with old political posters that
it was inpossible to see inside. "Are we going in?"

Al bert bounced the chain and its charmin his palm "O course,"” he
said. As the door jangled shut behind them he saw that the shop was a
single dimroom Each wall was covered with a rack of pigeonhol es. Each
pi geonhol e held a single small roll of paper tied with ribbon. A

wai st - hi gh counter kept custoners fromtouching the nerchandise. On the
counter, facing the door, squatted a stubby quark, all jow s and
pot-belly. "Can | help you?" said the quark in a gravelly voice. Albert
expanded the bottle and held it up so the fetus showed. "My girl wants
her baby back, alive. She hears you've got an IT that'll do the trick."

The quark's stare was so cold that for a monent Al bert did not believe
it was really one of Ada's--or Marvin's--subroutines. It had, he
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thought, to be a human being in disguise. Just |ike his nmurderer. But
the shopkeeper, real or virtual, gave himno tine to pursue that thought
any further. It puffed its cheeks and shook its head once, abruptly.
"Cet lost, Pillock. O I'll throw you out again." # ""Again.' it said,"
said Albert. "I don't remenber seeing the inside of that place before.
O seeing that quark. So I rmust have gone in there since ny |ast B-cup."
He paused, |ooking thoughtful. "Maybe that's the one that shot ne."

They were back on the dock, lying on the sun-warned pl anks, feeling the
breeze that filtered through the island' s evergreens, savoring a host of
scents that woul d have seenmed quite alien on the city street they had
just left. Neither one of themwas wearing a swimmng suit, or anything
el se. "I know you have to work," said Rose. "But why do you have to be a
cop? A detective?"

"Why do | have to get shot?"

"You had it comng, really," she nmurmured. He shrugged. "At least, it's
only tenmporary now. If | get killed, it's no big deal, not any nore."

"It istome. I'"'mnot used to this place yet."

He smled synpathetically. "And the job does need doing."
"Then why aren't you doing it?"

"Wbrking, you nean? Ch, I am"”

"Not unless you're a gigolo."

When his | augh drowned her out, she poured what was |eft of her

drink--ice and all--into his naked | ap. Laughi ng even | ouder, he rolled
of f the edge of the dock into the water. Then he cupped his pal mand
sent a sparkling sheet of spray arching onto the dock. "Wat ... ?" she

spluttered. "Had to rinse the dock off, didn't 1? If | sat in that stuff
it mght turn John Thomas into an al coholic, and he has enough vices
al ready. "

Now it was her turn to | augh. The bright sun was already drying the
dock's ancient planks to their normal bl eached appearance. It would do
as much to her, even if she did not choose to exercise her new skills.
When her | ate husband clinbed back onto the dock, she eyed himwith a
grin. "Want nme to dry himout for you?"

"I't's no use, you know." He | ay back down beside her. "He likes the
sauce too nuch."

"What sauce?"

"Saucy, aren't you?" He | aughed once nore and turned toward her. She net
his lips with hers. A noment |ater she sighed. "I wish we wanted nore
than ..."

"Just a kiss?"

"I't'Il do for now " She touched the side of his head, ruffled his hair,
and added, "Don't edit out that gray. | like the way you | ook." He stil
wore his late-forties image, but |leaner, fitter, stronger. "So do |
You, | mean. Od nmen like to play with little girls."

CHAPTER 16.

"Little! I wasn't this bigin ny real thirties. Except ..." She patted
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her hips, which had i ndeed been | arger when she was neat and young. She
still remenbered the pain of dieting. "Last night you wanted ..." She
had al ready found the hang of regulating the age of her virtual body,

and even its degree of padding. He had produced a handful of snall
scrolls. "ITS," he had said. "lnmage transformation routines, nore
versatile than that general purpose thing Marvin issued you. Swall ow
themall." And then she had been able to be nore selective in what she
changed, to enlarge parts of her at will, or shrink, or tighten. Psychic
pl astic surgery. Plastic psychic surgery. Whatever. "Wre those I TS from
t he | mage Shop?"

He shook his head vigorously. "No way, Rosa. And you're just right,
ri ght now. "

She set her gl ass down beside his. Instantly, both were once nore full.
"You said you' re working. R ght now?"

"It's easy to do nore than one thing at a tinme here."
"Like Marvin? & ... ?"

"Yeah. Duplicate yourself. It's just copying a conputer file. Then you
send the dopple off to be an accountant or drive a truck or whatever
while you stay in bed."

"There were tines." Rose shook her head. She had been an accountant for
so long, and there had been so many nornings ... Al bert had kept a bag
of marbles in the freezer. He grinned as if he could read her nind.
"I''"l'l never get another chance to use them"

"Don't even think about it!"

"We coul d nmake a couple of dopples to do it. O naybe just one, of you."
"She'd still suffer, wouldn't she?"

"Not if you don't let her."

For a monment, Rose | ooked confused. But then her face cleared and she
said, "You can edit the file."

He nodded. "Sonetines the job is one that bores you stiff. So you nmake a
"you' that can stand it, or even enjoy it."

"But I'mnot a masochist! That wouldn't really be nme!"

He gave her an exaggerated leer. "It would be close enough. Like a state
of mind, only one that can wal k around. And you can keep contact, enough
to keep tabs on what it's doing and thinking. You can even nerge with
it, updating both sets of nenories.”

"If that's optional, then you nust be able to cut it |oose entirely.

Make it a new individual, like a twin or a clone.”
She | ooked intrigued. "How ... ?"
"Uh-uh. New residents can't afford to dopple. You'll have to do the work

for a while. Then, once you've banked enough data energy ..
"Though | suppose you don't have to. |If you enjoy your work, | nean."

"It can still be convenient," Albert said. "Sonetimes you have to be in
two places at once. O you don't want to deci de between two different
careers, so you dopple and pursue them both."
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Rose propped herself on one elbowto stare into his face. "But how do
you do it?"

"You need the right IT. But you can't get that until you can afford it."
"Can't | even nake a little one?"

Looki ng thoughtful, he held out one hand. Light seemed to pool in his
pal m sparkle, and congeal, and there was a niniature Al bert, as naked
as the large, winking at her. "Hnph," he grunted. "That is a | ot
cheaper. Though it's useless.” He began to close his fist. "No!"

He stopped. Then he grinned while his mniature nade an obscene gesture.
"Like this, then," he said, and he touched her forehead with one finger
"Ah." A nmonent |ater, they were watching their mniature duplicates

cl anbering over tree roots on the island' s bank, |ooking for a shady
patch of nobss. "Do you dopple, Albert?"

He turned to face her. He gestured, and the planks between them nerged,
turned gl assy gray, developed a frame, and flickered into life. For a
moment the screen showed a dozen individuals in robes and hal oes wavi ng
panphl et s and harangui ng the few solid passersby anong the flickering
backgrounders the conputer supplied to nmake the scene seem nore real
Then the view panned downward to center on a sidewal k caf, round netal
tables and wire-franmed chairs arranged upon a sidewal k nmade of brick in
herri ngbone array. The worman at the one occupi ed table seenmed famliar
despite the strai ght-down view The man opposite her seened younger than

the one on the dock, but ... "That's you!" said Rose. "And Ingrid too.
She called while we were asleep this norning. She wanted help, so | sent
a dopple to neet her. W'Il nerge later on."

"Merge? You and Ingrid?" Rose was not nerely surprised. She had guessed
that her |ate husband nmust have found sonmeone in the virtual world. She
shoul d have guessed, as soon as she learned it was possible, that he
could duplicate hinself, one for her, one for the other. O dopple
hinself. It wasn't duplication, was it? It was variations on a theneg,
differing in apparent age, or state of mind, or ... But that he could
tell her what he would do with that other

"The dopple,"” he said as if this tine he hadn't the faintest notion of
what was going through her mnd. "Then I'll know what she's telling him
And he'll know what we've been doing." Agrin. "We're really the sane
guy, after all."

And was it any less unfaithful if you cheated on your husband with his
twin? His clone? H s "dopple"? But he wasn't her husband any nore! Death
had parted them

She felt suddenly queasy as it struck her that the ground rules in the
virtual world could be very different fromthose she had spent so many
decades getting used to in the nmeat world outside. It did not help to
recall that she had broken those rules a tine or two--as had he. She had
|l ost him Now she had hi mback, and youth as well. She did not want
anything to jeopardize her present, though, yes, Mchael was out there
somewhere. "She's already told me his neat is dead. Murdered by a
burglar, according to his obit. But he is still here." He reached toward
a knob just as it materialized on one side of the franme on the dock. As
he turned it, the angle of view shifted to one side though it remained
downward, distorting by foreshortening the human figures at the table. A
second knob appeared, and he said, "Let's hear what she's saying now. "
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" ... Called and called and called." Ingrid s voice was taut, anxious,
di stressed. She was turning a narrow glass of sone dark reddish liquid
bet ween her fingers. Even as Rose wondered what it held, Marvin's face
took formin her mnd s eye, w nking and saying, "Bl ackberry cordial."
Sonehow, she knew that he, the conputer in which she now lived, would
not be so forthconing if she wished to know Ingrid s age. "I wouldn't
talk to her," said Ingrid. "But that didn't stop her. And then the
damed pop-up gave the phone to M chael."

"M chael ?" said Rose, surprised. Was he in trouble?
Despite the safety of the virtual world?

She sat up and | eaned over the screen as if that would nmake it tell her
more. The lines of the planks the screen had been just nonments before
were faintly visible through the inage of caf and people. But then those
lines turned jagged and the picture began to scroll upward in the frane.
The air thickened, and tine seened to slow. She sagged on the dock and
wat ched Al bert grimace as if with pain. And then it was over. "Another
virus attack?" she asked. "Or a traffic jamin the conputer's processing
unit," said Albert. "But a short one this tinme."

"What was she sayi ng about M chael ?"

"Just listen," he said, as his other self said to Ingrid, "Did he
encour age her?"

"Not at first." The adm ssion seened al nost grudgi ng. "But then she
call ed again, and he actually invited her to visit."

The Albert at the caf table closed his eyes. Rose thought that Ingrid's
wor ds had pai ned him Then she | ooked at the man beside her. H's eyes
too were shut. Did the invitation or the visit bode so ill for Mchael?
O was Marvin, or Bertha, appearing to both Alberts with sone nessage?
She wi shed one of them woul d say something to ease her perplexity, but
both were silent. "And she came, of course,” said Ingrid. Three
cigarettes appeared on the table in front of her. "Like a pop-up." She
paused as if renenbering that the termhad changed. "A quark. In her
underwear, even. And then ..."

"He went with her?"

Ingrid nodded furiously. "She just wapped herself around him and ..

Her words chopped off, and she stared toward the street. The gl ass of

bl ackberry cordial fell fromher fingers and shattered on the table top
Then, as if she were a tire the shards of glass had punctured, she

hi ssed, "There she is."

The Albert at the table foll owed her gaze. The one on the | akesi de dock
adj usted the knob that noved the screen's point of view downward, behind
Ingrid' s head, aimng over the sidewal k, the street, the wal k beyond, at
a bl onde woman, sl eekly dressed, pacing haughtily beside a young nan.
"Lisa," said Rose. "But that's not Mchael." As she sighed, she realized
that she had been hol ding her breath. "Where is M chael ?" asked Ingrid.
Her fingers seized one of her cigarettes and began to shred it. The man
whose arm bore the weight of Lisa's arm whose lips grinned so
fatuously, was an utter stranger. And Lisa, though her gl ance passed
over Albert and Ingrid at their caf table, seemed not to recognize them
"You say he went with her," said the Albert at the table. "O course he
did. And she shouldn't be ignoring us. She net us just the other day."
Absently, reflexively, she noved one hand above the surface of the
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table, alnost as if she held a sponge. The broken glass and spilled
cordial and tobacco crunbs di sappeared. A new gl ass appeared in her
ot her hand. Lisa and her friend continued their promenade al ong the
wal k. Only their backs now showed. They paused at the corner to let a
bicycle go by, its rider an insubstantial background ghost, and they
were gone. The Al berts spoke simultaneously, the one on the dock to

Rose, the one in the caf to Ingrid. "You have to renenber," they said.
"You're no longer flesh. You're data, electronic."
The two women responded as if, like Al bert, they were really one. "Huh?"

The Albert at Ingrid' s table was the only one to answer. "You can nake
copi es of yourself. Dopples. Be in two places at once. Go to work and
stay home."

"Ah," said Rose. "You nean there have to be two Lisas."

Her Al bert nodded, grinning gently. "Just |ike ne. But now ...

Hi s eyes took on a distant | ook. The Albert sitting with Ingrid was
suddenly attentive, as if sonmeone had spoken to him though Rose had
heard no word. Then he waved a hand and turned the tabl etop between him
and Ingrid into a screen nuch |ike the one on the dock. Rose could see
hersel f and Al bert, both naked, staring at Ingrid and Al bert, both fully
clothed, staring at ... Their mniature dopples were visible on the
island's bank. Ingrid' s laughter interrupted Rose's nmenory of facing
mrrors. Suddenly aware of her nudity, she wi shed herself dressed. \Wen
the man beside her did nothing, she said, "Al bert!"

But he only said, "Shall we join then?"

Even as she stood and straightened her skirt--a pleated plaid she was
sure she had never owned though it did seemfaintly famliar and there
was an odor of nothballs that finally triggered the nenory of her
grandnother's attic and an old trunk--she was there. An arched wire
chair back pressed against her tummy. Ingrid was | ooking up at her,
smling, saying, "I'mglad you're ... Tchah! Do you want a bl ouse?"

White flashed in Ingrid s hand as Rose blushed at her own forgetful ness.
"Thanks!"

Across the table, above the fading i nage of an enpty dock, a naked,
grinning Al bert was sitting in the other Albert's lap. As Marvin and
Bert ha had done before, the two nerged until there was only one,

Al bert's chest hair the last thing to sink into his shirtfront. The
final, joint Al bert wore the clothes of the one who had been in the caf
all along. Now he brushed at a shirt sleeve, changed the color of his
buttons, and materialized a |ight gray cardi gan sweater. Before anyone
coul d speak, a quark popped out of the table top. It wore a white apron
and a white beret and carried a chal kboard nenu. Its face was half

hi dden by an i nmense bl ack nmustache. "Wat do you want?" asked the
quark. "W got everything on here." It held the chal kboard toward Rose
Li nes of script scrolled up its surface. She shook her head. "No thanks.
Not now. "

"You gotta. You can't just sit here. Eat sonething. Drink something.
You' re keeping the paying customers fromfinding seats! And where'd the
ot her guy go? | thought there was four of you!"

Slowy and deliberately she scanned the nearly enpty array of tables.
The quark waiter shrugged and said, "And what if they want the seat
you're in? They'|ll go away, that's what. And 1'll | ose business. So buy
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sonet hi ng. "

A second quark, wearing a top hat and a tuxedo with a bright green
cumrer bund, oozed out of the table top behind the waiter, stepped
forward, and booted it into the air. As it fell below the table |evel,
it winked out. The top-hatted quark touched a finger to its elegantly
waxed nustache, bowed toward Ingrid, and said politely, "You guys don't
seem very hungry, so: Do you know what a mal e honbpsexual and a seasick
sail or have in common?"

Ingrid just shook her head, but Rose interrupted before it could answer
nore than, "They ..."

"Ch, no!" she said. "A joke of the day routine!"

"Pl ease!" The quark tipped his hat toward her. "I"'mnot that limted!"
It began again, but before it could get any further than it had before,
Al bert put one hand on the top of the quark's hat and pressed downward.
It struggl ed, squeaki ng desperately, "They both b ... Al right,

al ready! You don't like that kind of joke. Quch! But vegesexual s! Do you
know what ... You're mashing ny topper! Wat they do?" But its efforts
were futile. As it sank into the table, the waiter quark energed again,
its hands struggling to straighten its beret. "You still haven't
ordered,” it cried plaintively. "So whaddaya want ?"

"Where's your nenu?" asked Al bert. "Musta forgot it." It reached into
the table's surface, but before it could find its chal kboard, a human
hand dropped a paper nenu on the table top. A wonman's voice said, "Il've

turned of f the conedian."” She wore a white apron that covered her bl ouse
and jeans, her hair was dotted with violet circles, and she was | ooking
at Albert with an expression that made Rose's stomach clench within her
"Irmal" said the nan. "Have you found d adys?"

"Not yet." He turned toward Rose. "She was at that bar," he said.
"d adys gave her the bottle before she vani shed. She gave it to ne."
After a noment during which no one else said a word, he added, "Her
brother is one of those who di sappeared.”

When Ingrid | ooked puzzl ed, he touched her hand. "I've gone through the
story once for Rose already. Take it this way."

Her mnuscles tightened as information flowed fromhis mnd to hers, and
then she nmade an astoni shed face. "Do you still have that bottle?"

"Until | find her and give it back."
"C rmon," said the waiter quark. "So order already."

"Just tea," said Rose. "Snoke it or drink it?" The quark poised a penci
over a pad. Wen she said "drink," it scribbled and turned expectantly
toward Ingrid, who was staring distractedly into space. "Aahh." The
quark blew air through his nustache and waved its pad in front of her
face, but all she said was, "Vegesexuals. Wat ... ?"

"An old joke, lady," it interrupted. "And a bad one. You want anythi ng?"

She lifted her glass of cordial as if in a toast and shook her head.
"Coffee for nme," said Albert. "And then bl ow, Joe."

"He's gone," said Irma. As soon as she set one steanmi ng cup down on the
tabl e, another appeared in her hand. "It's on the house, and ..."

"But what's the point of even ordering?" interrupted Rose. "W could
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have what ever we wanted just by wishing for it, couldn't we?" Ingrid
snorted gently. "Od habits," she said. "OF course we coul d i nagi ne what
we wanted. But lots of people find fanmiliar rituals conforting. And sone
like to create for others.”

Irma grinned at that. "My husband and |I," she said. "W inagine the
i ngredients, but we assenbl e everything by hand. "Just as if they had
bought the ingredients in a store,” said Ingrid. "lIt's an art form as

much as anything."

"It's their work," said Albert. "They can do it here, 'selling' to other
residents of the Virtual Cty. They could also do it out there, with
real raw materials, using teleoperators to run a real kitchen."

"Though then we'd have to pretend to be high-class software packages, or
even robots," said Irma. "You'd still be selling your inmaginations."

"But here," said Rose. "They have to pay to use that imagi nation?"

"It takes extra nenory," said Albert. "Extra conputer tine. And yeah
the system nakes us pay for it."

"But they get it back, you know," said Ingrid. "Fromtheir custoners."

"You have to pay for raw materials out there," said Irma. "For us, that
means the conputer. Either way, it's the cost of produci ng what you
want. And the end result is something pretty nuch |ike what we were used
to before." She turned as if to go. "Good |uck, Albert."

"Yes," he said. "I"'mnot giving up. | want to find your brother too."

She made a thunbs-up gesture as she vanished into the caf kitchen. "Not
that everyone wants the same old sort of world," said Ingrid. "Think of
the Heavens." said Albert. "And if you want sonething really strange

" The tabletop screen flickered and showed a | andscape of gl owi ng
prisns and grids though which ovoids and needl es noved on arching
trajectories. "Hacker Heaven," he added before he bl anked the inmage.
"Cyberspace. It doesn't have very many residents."

Rose nodded. Mst people, she was sure, would prefer nore famliar
surroundi ngs, though the basic ternms of existence would have to be nuch
the sane in the neat world, virtual reality, or cyberspace. The nore
money or data energy you had, the more you could do. You coul d dopple
once, or a hundred times if you could afford it. You could transform
yoursel f, or your surroundings. You could | eap fromscene to scene to
scene. "Can't you go broke?" she asked. "The m nimum" said Al bert.
"It's not like a stake, but a stipend. A mninumincone, enough to nmove
around and eat and breathe and i magi ne | ots of things, but "

"It's nore power to gratify your w shes than you ever had when you were
meat," said Ingrid. "But it's nothing conpared to what you can do if you
save your noney."

Rose | ooked at her |ate husband. "lIs there enough detecting to ..

"Ingrid called me," he said. "Most of nmy work is in consulting,
pretending to be a data base or an expert system But there's crine here
too."

"Wherever there are people,"” said Ingrid. "Sone of themw |l be ripping
the others off."

Al bert nodded. "Though they do keep inventing new ways to do it. There's
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no real noney here, after all. No credit cards to steal. People don't
have ki ds to ki dnap. There aren't any possessions that can't be repl aced
by a sinple act of inmagination."

"But that takes data energy," said Rose. "Mboney."

He nodded again. "And that can be stolen. That's what makes the work
that conmes ny way here, in the virtual world, as interesting as it ever
was when | was neat."

When he had been alive, Rose thought, he had never been reluctant to
tell her about his cases. Once every account in a major bank--he had
refused to name the bank--had | ost that portion of its balance to the
right of the decinmal, fromone penny to ninety-nine. Soneone had | ooted
alittle here, alittle there, to the tune of nearly half a nmillion
dollars, and many of the victins had not even noticed. But sone had, and
within a week he not only had found the virus programthat had been

i ntroduced into the bank's conputer, but also had nmet--just as she was
about to board her flight to Mexico--the woman responsi ble. She was an
accountant and had dealt with the sanme basic financial material, but
sonehow she never ran into such cases. She had never been surprised that
her tales of work nade himyawn. "But how can it be stol en?" asked
Ingrid. "The Virtual City Tines doesn't tell us nuch. It doesn't even
admt that we have much of a crinme rate."

"It's not that bad,"” said Al bert. "Not as bad as in the neat world. But
we do have crime. Mstly theft.”

"Do you catch the crimnal s?"

"We're pretty successful, Rose. The cases are usually straightforward,
and the thieves are hardly ever professionals who know how to cover
their tracks. A friend has found a way to tap their account or forced a
‘"l oan.' There are con ganes." He paused |ong enough to restore the
screen to their tabletop and call up a bar chart. Two short bars were
al nrost the sane size. "Cases reported," he said. "And cases resolved."

"What's that one?" Rose pointed at the third bar, by far the tallest.
"Even in the real world,"” he told her. "There's a |ot nore theft than
gets reported. People don't like to | ook dunb, or like patsies. The same
thing here, and that's our estimte." He shrugged. "W've got a good
track record, but we can't find a thief if the victimdoesn't conplain.
We can't even know the theft happened."”

"Doesn't the computer keep track of ... ?"

He shook his head. "Uh-uh. Marvin doesn't consciously nonitor his
guests' accounts. He |leaves that up to the individual. He does the
bookkeepi ng hi msel f, but that's all subconscious, autonomic, at |east
until there's an overdraft alert."

"But what if someone steals from hin?" asked Ingrid. "Can they do that?"

Al bert nodded, and his expression brightened. "Sure. And that can be
frustrating. But it's also nuch nore interesting."”

A black circle appeared in the mddle of the tabletop screen, blotting
out the bar chart. "Ch, no," said Ingrid. "It's back."

The circle rose, revealing itself as the crowm of the conedian's top
hat. The brim appeared, a forehead, and a pair of wide and rolling eyes
that froze at sight of Albert's broad hand descending to mash it back
into oblivion. It jerked upward just enough to expose its mouth, and it
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babbl ed, "Don't! A clean one, this tinme! Have you heard about the
prudi sh royal family that didn't know whether it had a prince or a
princess?" As Rose raised one hand to forestall her |ate husband, it
threw her a grateful wink. "Only their heir dresser knew for sure. No!

Don' t!"

Rose and Ingrid were both smling, but the man's hand had only
hesitated. Once nore it forced the quark out of sight. Wen it was gone,
Al bert said, "Actually, that's ny main job here. The outside consulting
is inportant, but I'malways on call for Marvin. Anytine soneone nmanages
to steal data energy fromhim..."

"Fromthe nmenory bank," said Rose. "That sounds |ike virtual bank
robbery. "

"\What ever that conedian had," said Ingrid. "It rmust be catching."

Al bert's smle bore that touch of strain famliar to all who have ever
been interrupted by a self-anointed wit. "I'm supposed to investigate
the theft, catch the thief, and put the data energy back where it
belongs. If I can."

"Then he keeps track of his own accounts,” said Rose. "If that was where
the probl em al ways |ay, he wouldn't need ne. But the thefts have begun
to show up in funny ways, as if whoever it is can tap the virtual world
itself." When the others | ooked confused, he went on. "People can nake
their owmn worlds if they have the funds. Mst spend a good deal of their
time in the conmon space the conputer mmintains for everyone. It's
famliar, after all. It's also cleaner and safer than the equivalent in
the nmeat world. But sonmetines it weakens. Buildings crunble. Streets get
pot hol es. Litter appears on sidewal ks."

"That sounds normal enough.”

"Not here. Not when all it takes is a bit of thought and inmagi nation, of
imge editing, to fix any defect. And Marvin does fix it. But it's a
drain on his resources."

"He's rich, conpared to us," said Ingrid. "But he's still limted by
menory and processing capacity."

Al bert nodded. "So he calls me in. | think I'"'mthe only ex-cop in here.
Most of them weren't smart enough to marry accountants."

Rose ignored his grin and began to ask, "And do you ever find ... ?"

He shook his head. "No. W never have. And we need to. The probl em
weakens the whole virtual reality, the only reality we have now. If we
don't beat it ..."

"It can't be that bad,"” said Ingrid. "Alittle litter?"

Al bert | ooked worried now. "W don't talk about it," he said. "But it's
been getting worse."

CHAPTER 17.

M chael Durgov was stretching even before he opened his eyes, grinning,
an animal glorying in the aftermath of satisfaction. H s muscles
crackled fromutter relaxation to zinging tension, and he w shed he
could remenber the last time in his |ife when that had happened. He
grinned again at the feel of the body beside him snooth, sleek, her
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skin alittle sticky, just enough for realism Her head was on his
shoul der, her weight on his right arm He took a deep breath, and when
she nurmured and tugged at the hair around one of his nipples, he said,
"l don't want to get out of this bed. Ever."

Li sa chuckl ed deep in her throat. "My bl adder's enpty now. And so is

yours."

Startled, Mchael realized that indeed it was. He still was not used to
the ways--both small and large--that virtual reality could obey the
will. "lIt's hard to believe |'m dead."

"That's just your neat, dear. You are just as alive as can be."

"And you woul dn't want dead meat in your bed?" He had told her all he
knew, even about the phone call that had threatened him "It m ght be
even deader soon. | wonder who ..."

She made a throaty, animal noise and her hand noved | ower, touched,
cupped, gently squeezed, successfully distracting him "It wasn't dead
at all, was it? Nowit's just asleep. But |ook

I't's waking up!"

He chuckl ed as he responded to her touch and words, and he quickly
forgot that for a nmonment her face had borne a calculating twist. "Is
this what you want ?"

"Not really. | just want to be close to you. To stay close to you,
forever. To touch you." She found his hand and tugged. Cbediently, he
showed her what he neant. He used his right armto squeeze her shoul der,
the hand to caress ribs and hip and buttock, while she steered the other
to ... She squeezed himagain. "If you keep that up ..."

He | aughed, but his automatic reaction to her touch was not enough
"Later maybe," he said. Actually, he thought, he would rather go back to
sleep. "Then it's a date." She patted him "But I'mnot going to lie
here waiting. Breakfast?"

As she rolled fromthe bed, Mchael crossed his arnms behind his head and
adm red the el egance of the body he had sl ept beside all night. He had
made | ove to that, he thought. O she had made love to him Certainly
she had led, directing him pacing him urging himon, show ng him how
to edit away the linmts of the typical male. He had never in his life
had such a night. And there would be nore. He was sure of that, though
he did not understand why such a fate should cone to him H's grin as
she crossed the roomwas fanous, possessive. It did not fade when she
opened a cl oset door to reveal a panel covered with photos that night
have been taken fromthe covers of fashion rmagazi nes. The woman in each
was Lisa, though she was here white and bl onde, there black, here a
redhead whose skin, everywhere it showed, was thick with freckles, there
a tawny brunette. The clothing al so varied, and when she stood still,

hi p-shot, a finger on her chin, the very inmage of consideration, he
realized that this was indeed her wardrobe. She would pick not just a
costunme but an imge for the day. That done, a wish would instantly
transform her. Wen she turned around, her skin was chocol ate brown. Her
hair was a shower of tight black braids. Her dress was boldly col ored
panel s that curved around her breasts and belly and buttocks |ike giant
hands. Her | egs were stretched atop stiletto heels. "Are you com ng?" As
soon as he was out of the bed--and where had his energy gone? what had
happened to that zing?--she gestured, and the bed was nade. Another
gesture, his skin tingled for an instant and a half, and she said, "You
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don't need to shower. You're clean." A velvet robe materialized in his
hand. "Let's go." # What did she do all day? The servants, Anton and

Li ng-ko, had not been in sight when they reached the dining al cove near
the kitchen, but breakfast had been ready, an onelet steaming on a
silver tray, surrounded by rounds of Canadi an bacon, flanked by pitchers
of juice and coffee. There had al so been a basket of sweet rolls stil
warm fromthe oven. Later, she had stood by a w ndow, apparently deep in
t hought. She had stared at a wall and grinned as if savoring some deeply
satisfying triunph. She had di sappeared for hours into other roons,
telling him "Wit, honey. |I'Il be back in just a bit." She had not
turned on a television or a radio nor picked up a nagazi ne or book

I ndeed, M chael saw, there was not even a book in her house. Eventually,
she summoned Anton and said, "This place is a disgrace. You haven't
dusted for days, have you?"

He bowed his head. "Do it now. By hand." A |ong-handl ed feather duster
mat eri ali zed near the man's wai st. He caught it before it touched the
carpet. Then she said, "M chael. Wiy don't you give hima hand? Then
you'll have sonething to do until " Her |augh tinkled gaily, and

M chael 's vel vet robe was instantly replaced by jeans and a T-shirt. A
second duster appeared in his hand. "Don't forget to lift the

kni ck- knacks. "

Nei t her Anton nor M chael said a word, but they did | ook at each other
before they began their chore. M chael wondered why Anton's gaze seened
so synpathetic. # He stretched, reaching for the glory, the zing, but it
wasn't there. His nuscles crackled, but not enough, no nore than they
had when he had been sixty and neat. Had he strained hinself the day

bef ore? Overworked hinsel f? Not just dusting. Not if he could perform as
he had the night before, and again last night. He grinned. She had beat
himthree tinmes at chess after dinner, and three nore at backganmon.
Then she had stood up, changed her dress to gauzy drape, and said
simply, "Bed?"

He had been instantly euphoric, eager, ready. He had followed her like a
dog that had just scented a bitch in heat. And then ... Perhaps it was
no wonder that he felt so enervated. Never before, never, had he been so
i ndustrious, so indefatigable, so ultimtely drained. He grinned snugly
as he thought that he was acting |ike a teen-aged boy who had been

| ocked in a hotel roomwith a willing starlet. That kid could be no Iess
infatuated with the woman who was gifting himw th the essence of every
adol escent fantasy. He could be no | ess obsessed, no | ess addicted. It
had not seenmed to matter how nmany decades he was past his adol escence
And | ook at her now, awake, bright-eyed, barely a pat or a cuddle,

al ready up and dressed--in a light-brown hide, heels as high as ever,
and, of all things, a brass bikini--and heading toward the door. Wile
he coul d barely nove. Was his real age catching up with hin? How could
it, if he was purely data and transforned to youth just as he had

wi shed?

He uttered a deliberately dramatic groan. "Aren't you com ng, dear?
Anton and Ling-ko have to weed the garden today, and |I'm sure they woul d
appreci ate your help." # Mchael wanted to stretch, but somehow he coul d
not sumon the energy even for that. He had performed well the night
before, to his delight and apparently to Lisa's, though perhaps the
performance had not been drawn out quite as |ong as before. He thought
they had fallen asleep a little earlier. And he had slept as soundly as
ever he had in his life. Yet he felt exhausted. As if yesterday's hours
of diggi ng dandelions and crabgrass had been a nonth of hauling heavy

| oads up mountains. H's nuscles ached. So did his head. His throat felt
raw. His gut was swollen, enpty, churning, cranped, shifting wthout
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warning fromone sensation to the next. "I don't feel well," he said.

H s voi ce sounded plaintive even to him Lisa--her skin now pal est
white, her hair lightly touched with rose, wearing a pale green business
suit--1ooked down at himfrom her vantage atop her heels. "Then fix
yoursel f," she said. "Edit your inmage."

"I have the IT. | know how," he said. And he did, but when he tried to
exercise that skill so basic to life in the virtual world, the only
result was a sudden, twi sting pang of agony behind his eyes. "But ..."
Panic rose in him touched his voice. Hi s skin paled and broke out in a
thin filmof sweat. He shivered. "It isn't working."

"Then do it the old way. There's a razor in the bathroom"

She shrugged and turned and left himthere. Her words reninded hi mthat
he had not shaved in all the time he had been in the virtual world. He
touched his cheek. There was stubble there, but only as nuch as woul d
grow in a day, or even a night. He nust, he thought, have been editing
it away quite automatically ever since he swallowed that first

i mgetransformation scroll. But now ... The bathroomheld a nirror too.
He stared at hinmself. Yes, stubble. Al nost reflexively, he tried to w sh
it away, and pain struck once nore, knife-sharp, stabbing into the
center of his brain. Wien he opened his eyes, he saw that he was sitting
on the floor, his cheek pressed against the porcelain side of the tub

He clinbed to his feet and | ooked in the mrror again. Hi s cheeks seened
Iimp, sunken. Hi s bones showed. His head hurt, and his gut still roiled.
M chael told hinself that he had al ways been deternined, a little pain
had never stopped himbefore, it would not now. He touched his stubbled
cheek. Not that, then. But ... He thought of his gut, and the pain rose
beneath the surface of his mnd, waiting for his awakening touch. He
shuddered and decided that he preferred the way he felt already. He told
hi nsel f that he was just data now, nerely an electronic pattern in the
bowel s of a conputer. There was no |longer a neat version of his reality.
He therefore could not possibly be sick. But he was the result of past

bi ol ogy, conditioned to respond in certain ways to his environnment, and
this environment was designed to present itself to himin ways that he
coul d accept. Sonething was wong. It had to be. And he interpreted

what ever it was in ways his mind had | ong ago devel oped to fit a

physi cal body. If a thought awakened pain, his mnd would avoid that

t hought. That was conditioning, the basic principle of brainwashing. Wy
did he feel ill at all? There was no illness in the virtual world.
Not hi ng was supposed to go wong that he couldn't fix instantly,

i mredi ately, painlessly. But none of that was working. Sonething was
wong. He nearly cried for fear that he was waking up. An old man,
dreani ng of restored youth and health and past |loves, the fulfillnments
of all his wishes. In a nmonent, half his body would stop working. He
woul d open his eyes and find hinself back in his wheelchair. He waited
patiently, holding so tightly to the rimof the sink that both hands
began to cranp. But nothi ng happened. O was the nausea beginning to
ease, just a bit? Was he getting used to it?

And why was it happeni ng? Suddenly he knew that it was Lisa, sonething
she was doing to him God al one knew what or how. O why. Certainly he
had been fine before he let her bring himhere. O was it just too nuch
sex? He was just a mnd now, wasn't he? Wthout a body, not even one
that was out of touch and ravaged by tine and ill ness. That one was

dead. What he had now was just illusion, delusion. He no | onger had any
way to interact physically with other people, other mnds. Al they
could do to each other was talk, feed each other data. If he came, he
was really doing it to hinmself, by hinself, and that was nothing nore
than masturbation. And when he was just a kid, his father had warned him
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that too nuch masturbation woul d drive himmad. He thought he had known
better. He had. But here, in the virtual world, the rules were
different. Weren't they?

He drew a deep, shuddering breath and | eft the bathroom He had not
shaved. A tan robe, plain flannel instead of velvet, was waiting on the
bed. As he pulled it on, he noticed Anton standing quietly in the open
bedroom door. "VWhere is she?"

"She went out for the day. If you want to eat, |I'Il show you the
kitchen."

This was the nost M chael had ever heard the servant say, as if his
m stress' absence liberated him "I don't think | could hold a bite
down. "

"We know how you feel." Anton's tone and face said that he did i ndeed
know what M chael was going through. "The worst will be over in an hour
or so. And you do get used to it."

"You nean it keeps up? Every norning?"
The answering nod was both rueful and patient. "How do you stand it?"
A shrug. "W have to."

We. He and Ling-ko. And Lisa? Was this sonme unnentioned side-effect of
the virtual world? O did it have sonmething to do with Lisa? O sex?

He thought of Marvin, of Bertha, but there was only the faintest hint of
connection, as if a thick, spongy wall now separated himfromthe
conmputer. "You're recovering quickly," said Anton. "Your beard is

al ready beginning to retreat."

He touched his face. Anton was right. H s cheek was already smooth in
spots. Hs head and his stomach were slightly better as well. "Do you
want to eat now?"

Cautiously, he shook his head. He wi shed that Lisa were there instead of
Anton. Was the way he felt her doing? Then she coul d explain what she
was doi ng and why she was doing it. There nust be a reason. And if she
were not doing sonething to him then her presence, he was sure, would
help himfeel better. He wi shed Lisa had not gone out, not without him
Could he find her? O ... ? "The door," he said. Anton just |ooked at
him Finally, he led Mchael out of the bedroom and down a short
hal | way. He pointed. "Good |uck."

The door opened directly onto a cracked concrete sidewal k. There was
litter in the gutter, and the pavenent of the narrow street or alleyway
beyond seened dusty. To one side was a battered garbage can. Beside that
was a heap of what |ooked like rags. There was no sign of traffic or of
ot her people, not even a flickering backgrounder such as he had seen in
the tearoom How could he possibly hope to find Lisa? She was just a

wi sh away, but his wi shes were no | onger working, even if he had ever

| earned how to travel in that way. She could be anywhere. Hi s heart
began to pound at the thought of searching an entire world on foot.
Yet--and he took a deep breath as he recogni zed this--his headache was
suddenly al nost gone, and his stomach was barely twi nging. Suddenly he
realized that he had barely thought of Ingrid or Rose since the nonent
when Lisa had taken himto her house. He | ooked over his shoul der at the
door he had just stepped through. It was still there, still ajar,
surrounded by cracked and fl aki ng stucco, brickwork exposed where the
damage was greatest. He could go back at any tinme. He turned again,
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facing the garbage can, and the pile of rags stirred. A head rose, its
cheeks hollow, its eyes sunken and rheuny, its teeth ragged stunps. It
stunbled to its feet, exposing patches of ulcerated skin. One naked foot
was black not with dirt but with rot. Mchael gasped at the stench of
gangrene. Yet the stranger sinply stood there. It--there was no telling
of he or she--did not approach. It only raised one hand as if in sone
hal ti ng benediction, grunted wordl essly, and sank back into its

shapel ess torpor. M chael shuddered. He wi shed that he knew where to

| ook for Lisa. Rose was surely at the cottage on the island. That was
where he had | ast seen her. But he had no idea of where the | ake was.
Just as Lisa had transported himfromlingrid' s apartnent, so had Ingrid
transported himfromthe island. But where did Ingrid |live? The views
fromher wi ndows had been as changeabl e as tel evision shows, but he

t hought he had seen the streets outside her building. And her

nei ghbor hood was nothing like this dusty, illkenpt backwater no matter
what lay on the other side of the wall at his back. Was it even in this
sanme city? Were was it?

Where was she?

"M chael ?" The word was a thread of sound within his brain. "Did you
call me? \Where are you?"

"Ingrid?" Had he called her? Had his energies returned enough to let his
wi shes work? "I'm..." But he didn't know where he was, either. "Help
nme?"

And he stood once nore in the center of her living room "Wat happened
to you?" Her nouth and eyes were ohs of surprise, her hands open, her
torso leaning toward him "Wat do you nean?" He tried to take a step
backward, away from her, but he stunbled. "You |ook |ike you haven't
eaten for a week."

"Nah." He was weak, he knew. The mirror had told himhe | ooked |ike a
fam ne victim But he shook his head wearily. "I ate okay." Whatever the
reason for his condition, starvation wasn't it. "Then ..." Her lips
pressed together. "Then you' ve been wearing yourself down some ot her
way. The sane way you did when we ... | guess she kept you pretty busy,
eh? As busy as | did once upon a tine."

She sounded as accusative as she had before their divorce, whenever he

had spent a night with Connie. He felt as defensive as he had then, as

i f nothing had changed between them "Wy not?" he said. "You don't own
me. You didn't then. And we're not married any nore."

"Then why did you call me?"
"Why did you answer ?"

Had he called her? He had wi shed, hadn't he? That was all, wasn't it?
And he had done it because there was no one else, not really. He saw her
realize that she had responded for the sane reason, and he saw that she
did not like that answer. # By the next norning, Mchael felt nuch
better, though he woke alone. Ingrid had once nore turned her sofa into

a pull-out bed and told himto sleep there. "I should nmake you get your
own place," she had said. "I'mnot your wife anynore, and | don't even
have to I et you in here. For sure, | don't have to let you back in ny

bed after you've been fucking that tranp."

He had wi nced, knowi ng that he deserved her scorn but accepting what she
of fered. And now she stood over him arns akinbo, her nouth | ooking as
if the synpathetic winkling of her brow was painful. "I"'msorry," he
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said. "I ..."

"She softened you up a bit, didn't she? | don't think I ever heard you
say that."

He blinked up at her. She was right, of course. "Sorry" had not been in
his vocabul ary. But he had never been so weak before, not even when he
was neat, crippled, unable to wal k or speak. "You want any breakfast? O
aren't you hungry? You're | ooking better."

He felt his cheek. It was as snmooth as if he had just shaved. H s flesh
felt fuller, too. He stretched, and he thought he felt a hint of the
zing that had so delighted himjust a few short days before. "I'm okay."

"Then you need sone | essons. Maybe if you know nore about how to handl e
things here, you can stay out of trouble."

He had little trouble controlling his own body. The inmage transfornation
routine Bertha had given himwas easy to use. To that Ingrid added other
I TS, and soon she had himnmaterializing small objects--nugs, pencils,
donuts--out of the air. By m dafternoon, she was telling himabout and
denonstrating dopples. "But ..." Mchael |ooked fromone of her to the
other. "Which one's the real Ingrid?"

"W both are." The duplicates' words were sinmultaneous. He coul d not
hear even the suggestion of resonance provided by echoes in a snall
room "But one of you has to be the real Ingrid. And one of you is the

copy."

"It doesn't matter." They shook their heads as simultaneously as they
spoke. "We're duplicates. Exact and conplete, in every way, even the
t houghts. ™

"But you said you can listen in on your dopple, or Iimt it, or contro
it."

"I'f you nmake it that way." The two identical wonmen turned to face each
other. "But we're duplicates, exactly the sane. It takes tinme to becone
separate individuals. Different experiences, different databases. That's
what it takes for us to think different thoughts." As they stopped
speaking, lit cigarettes appeared sinultaneously in their hands. M chae
felt hinself becom ng aroused at the thought of two wives, two

m stresses, two lovers, just the same, nore alike than even twi ns could
possi bly be. He thought of Marvin and Bertha and realized that he could
make a femal e version of hinmself, or even two of them And if he wanted
to know how it was for them he could | eave a pipeline open between
their minds and his. O, later, he could nerge with themand thus gain

all they had thought and felt while they were separate. "How do | do
it?"

"You can't," said the Ingrid on his right. "Wy not?"

"It's an expensive process," said the other. "An expensive IT to buy and
to use. And you don't have the funds. You need a job for that."

"Not even a little one?"

Both Ingrids | aughed. "That's what she did. You think alike." \Wen he
| ooked baffled, they added, "Rose. You were quite a jerk when you wal ked
away from her. She m ght have been the only wife you ever needed."

He nodded ruefully. He had wondered the same, but that was past, as dead
and gone as his neat. "Then | can do a little one?"
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"Like this.”" The two Ingrids slid together, becane one, and touched his
head. He felt sonmething |ike a spark of static cross between them and
suddenly he knew what to do. He held out one hand, palmup. Wth the
other he indicated size. "This big." Then he visualized what he wanted,
a duplicate of hinself, standing on his palm facing him He strained in
the necessary effort of imagination, and a translucent form began to
take shape, to waver in and out of being |like one of those insubstanti al
backgrounders the conputer used to people the virtual world' s streets
and tearooms. Something hit his hand from bel ow, and the hal f-devel oped

i mage vani shed. "What ... ?" Wien he | ooked down, he saw a quark with
orange skin, white overalls, and a red cap. "Sorry, fella," it said.
"But ..." It waved a placard above its head. The lettering on the

pl acard said, "lnsufficient funds."

"I've never seen that one before,"” said Ingrid. Benused, M chae
materialized a plate of shrinp scanpi, a glass of white wine, a
fur-trimmed shirt. None gave himany trouble. Apparently he had now
accunul at ed enough data energy fromthe trickle of his subsidy to have
what ever he wished to eat or drink or wear. But when he tried once nore
to duplicate hinmself in mniature, the quark popped up again. "I told
you once already!" It had | eaped fromthe floor to screamin his ear at
the peak of its trajectory. Now it descended upon his ghostly inage and
mashed it flat. "Insufficient funds!" # Mchael tried again and again,
all that evening, and all the next day. The inmages he nustered grew
fainter as he spent what data energy he had on his efforts. The quark's
screans of "lInsufficient funds!" grew | ouder and nore strident. At the
sanme tinme, he hinself grew weaker, until he barely had the strength to
raise his arm The quark's |ast appearance cane just as he stretched his
forearmalong the armof the chair he was sitting in and forned the
intention to try again. This time, however, it did not | eap and scream
Instead, it grasped his hand, poised to receive the inmage of hinself,
and said, "You can't even afford to try."

He did not relax his hand. "Wat happens if | do?"
"You die. You won't have enough data energy to breathe.”

He tried to inagine a slice of chocolate cake. "Not even that," said the
or ange- ski nned quark. He gave in just as the pain arrived, throbbing
behi nd his forehead. He exhaled a gusty sigh, let his armroll into his
| ap, and began to cry. The mani kin patted his thigh and vani shed. "I've
never heard of such a thing," said Ingrid. She had been watching from an
easy chair across the room "It's not supposed to happen."”

"Whay not?" He let his chin slunp onto his chest. H's voice was as weak
as his muscles, his throat tight, his nose already running. "Data energy
is noney, isn't it? And if you've got nobney, you can go broke. O
bankrupt . "

"I't never happens,'
si gned. "

she said. "It can't happen. It's in the contract we

"The guarantee." M chael nmade a di sgusted noi se that suggested what he
t hought of guarantees in general. "Bertha's supposed ..."

When he faltered, she picked up his thought: to nmake sure we al
have enough to live. W don't have to eat or drink or wear clothes. W
do have to breathe, though, to stay alive."

She hesitated then. "You' re supposed to get a continuous trickle of data
energy. It's supposed to be enough to keep you going."
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"You mean |'m not supposed to be able to use it fast enough to kil
mysel f, unless | "

She shook her head. "Sonething's wong." She hesitated for a nonent.

"You'll have to stay here."
He was puzzled. "Wat's that got to do with ... ?"

"You had enough data energy when you got here. At |east, you could do
things once you were feeling better. And you haven't done enough to use
up your guaranteed mnimumincone. Not with the healing you had to do,
and not with all your attenpts at a mni-dopple.”

"You nean ... |'ve got a hole in ny pocket. A leak."

She nodded reluctantly. "That's what it |ooks like. But |'ve never heard
of such a thing."

He gasped for breath, unable to say a word. He could only | ook at her,

desperately appealing. "I don't know what we can do."
"Bertha!"
"I just tried to call, but there's no answer. The conputer must be too

busy. But nmaybe | can talk to Al bert."
CHAPTER 18.

Lisa did not return to her home until the next day. After all, she

t hought, she had ot her beaus to her string, and she knew no reason to
ignore them no matter how sweet it was to have M chael back fromthe
past. Wien she naterialized once nore in her foyer, she poised as if
sniffing the air. No Mchael ? But he had to be here. Perhaps he was
still in bed, poor boy. Mdre than a day |ater

She smled almost as tenderly as she might have done for his benefit,
and the trace of synpathy she felt for his plight made her cluck her
tongue just once. She knew she was a strain, a drain, but he had seened
to be taking it so well. And she was glad that he was, really. He had
been a pl easant monment in her life, all those long, |ong years ago. Her
menory of himwas actually fond, or as fond as any of her nenories of
men ever were. Mst were not. Her servants were awaiting her
instructions. "Let dinner hold for half an hour," she instructed

Li ng-ko. Then she smiled and told Anton, "Bring the drug tray."

But when she reached the bedroomit was enpty. For a monent, surprise
made her stand still. How could he get away?

How coul d he possibly | eave her? He was hers now, hers for as |long as
she wi shed, even forever. There was no escape. "Were is he?"

"He left,"” said her servant. Hi s eyes were wide, the whites showing. H's
lips were pressed in a tight, grimline. The cords of his neck were
visible. Her snile grew strained. He was not supposed even to think he
could be free. "Wy didn't you stop hin®"

Ant on managed the slightest of shrugs before he said, "You didn't say he
couldn't |eave."

The drug tray was trenbling in his hands. She struck it with a fist and
sent it flying, but both the tray and its contents vani shed before they
struck the floor. "OF course he couldn't |eave!" She screaned the words,
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but she was also grinning, and the flaring of her nostrils said she
delighted in the scent of his fear. "You can't, can you? Lingko can't."
The other was hovering just out of sight. His shadow was visible in the
room s doorway. "Where did he go?"

Anton shook his head. "I don't know. | just showed himthe door."
"Whi ch one?"

He pointed out the hallway he had | ed M chael Durgov down, and he could
not keep his face from showing the wish he felt to pass through that
door just as the other man had al ready done. For a nonent, she ignored
her servants. Her eyes unfocused, and her vision blurred. The door Anton
had indicated led to a narrow, dusty, deserted alley that neither he nor
Li ng-ko could ever enter. The door was barred to them because she knew
that they, like Mchael, would surely see the alley as an avenue to
freedom even though the only man to use it before had barely been able
to stunble to the curb. Were was that man? There ... Not far away at
all. He never was. He could not stand to go beyond sight of the walls of
her house. And his mind roared with delight at her touch. She |aughed.
"Hamid saw him" Yet Hamid could tell her nothing nore. M chael Durgov
had sinply di sappeared. Were could he have gone? He had been in the
virtual world I ong enough to have found a place of his own, but he
hadn't. He had nmet too many old friends who woul d be eager to take him
in. Herself, for instance. She showed her teeth, felt a thrill of

pl easure when Anton began to shake again, and added to her thought: That
other worman too, his first wife, Ingrid. Not Rose, who had her Al bert to
keep her busy. She thought of Ingrid. She visualized the wonman's

apartnment and listened for ... Yes. There it was. There he was. The
distinctive male presence, the nmind that was M chael Durgov, weaker now
than he was when Rocky had taken her to neet him but still him still

hers. Could she get himback? O course she could. He had invited her
into that place once already, and Ingrid had not thought to restore the
i ntangi bl e barriers he had thereby breached. Until she did, none of her
doors coul d be closed agai nst her. She materialized in the bathroom
doorway, snelling soap and powder, hearing Ingrid s voice from around
the corner: " what we can do."

"Bertha!" H s answer brought the adrenalin to her veins and made her
frown. The conputer was the only one who might conceivably interfere
with her life. "I just tried to call "

Enough. She was just in tine. If she let this conversation continue, it
m ght becone too late for her. As soon as Ingrid's voice fell silent
once nore, Lisa stepped into sight. Mchael imrediately quailed and
began to trenble, but he could not |ook away from her. Her eyes, |ike
those of a snake confronting a bird or nouse it intended to swall ow
whol e, held himnotionless. Ingrid stiffened, and her face began to
redden with rage. Her nouth opened, ready to screamin protest of Lisa's
sudden invasion of her hone. But Lisa gave her no chance to speak. "He's
mne," she said. "I'Il take care of him™"

She grasped his armjust above the elbow "I was hoping to find you near
the bed, Mchael. But it's not too late, is it?

Cone, now.

He finally broke his fascinated stare to look inploringly toward Ingrid,
but by then it was too late. "No!" cried Ingrid. She was reaching for
M chael's other arm "Cone, M chael."

And they were gone.
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CHAPTER 19.

"You've really let this place go," said Rose Pillock. "It |ooks |ike
that, doesn't it?" said her |ate husband. "Too much. Too nuch." Dirty
mugs lay in wait on every horizontal surface. Take-out bags and pizza
boxes drifted near the walls. She shook her head as she thought of what
he had told her about how thefts of data energy fromthe very fabric of
virtual reality, fromthe conputer that supported it all, could appear
as filth and rubbish. She did not believe that any thief had been in
this place. Albert had sinply reverted to those early habits it had
taken her years to break himof. And then there was the snell--stale,
rancid, nusty, the unventilated den of the prinordial nale. The bachel or
wi t hout a keeper. She scanned the apartnent once nore. There was no sign
of house plants or flowers. Not even any scent of outdoor greenery and
soil. There was no yard, of course, and whatever part of her it was that
hel d every present up against the standard of the past only whined a
little for that difference. No cherry trees, no dahlias, no peonies, no
antique rose bush, no nobssy rock garden in the shade beneath the wllow
tree. No broad space that they kept clear year after year, promnsing
each other that that was where they would put the pool. But they hadn't.
The noney had sat in the bank and grown and finally gone to Col eridge.

"I know it's not the house," she added. "Not really. But ..." Albert's
pl ace was only three roons, naybe four--she hadn't even seen the whole
apartnent yet--buried in a | ayer cake of glass and bal conies. But he had
furnished it al nost exactly like the house they once had shared, before
he had gone to Coleridge, before his final illness, before his death.
She had clung to the place as long as she could after that. Eventually,
it had becone too much for her. The biggest differences between what she
saw and nmenory were that what should have been two roons, |iving room
and dining room was here only one, and one |long wall--the w ndow wal |,
she t hought--was covered with draperies. But there was the sane
free-standing fireplace, a netal cone with a gaping maw. The sane narrow
bookcase held his antique Marquezes and W1 hel ns and Resni cks. The sane
corner rack displayed the porcelain bells she had once coll ected. The
sanme gl ass-fronted di ning room hutch held as nuch as had been | eft of
their weddi ng china when he died and, in the center of the upper shelf,
the crche that had been her grandnother's. Julianne had both china and
crche now. "I hope you're not expecting ne to do the dusting.”

"It's only inmages," he reninded her. "My nmenories, put out where you can
see themtoo." But then he shrugged, and every surface sparkled. At the
sane time, the air freshened and the litter and coffee mnmugs di sappeared.
"Then ..." She added to the display in the hutch a dancer built of fine
gl ass threads that she had once | oved. Julianne had dropped it when she
was only two. Then she turned away and touched one corner of the dining
roomtable. "You ve made an awful mess of this too." They had chosen it
together for their second anniversary, and for years its weekly
pol i shing had been a favorite ritual. "I gave it to Peter when | sold

t he house. ™

But now t he rosewood veneer was scratched and nicked, separating from
the wood beneath. The few ot her patches of the tabletop that showed were
no better. Mst of the surface was |ost beneath a tangle of wires; a
litter of conputer disks and manual s; and the boxy masses of a desk-top
computer and a printer. The conputer's shell wore the sane colorfu
sticker that had adorned Al bert's honme machine in the neat worl d:
"Murphy was an optimst." A runpled report half covered the tel ephone.
"The old fam liar things," said Rose. "I understand. | want themtoo.
The | ake. The cottage. The tearoom But the conmputer? Wen we're inside
a conputer?”
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He | ooked sheepish. "I know But | was used to it when | set up here,
and it's no big deal. It's just a display node, |ike Marvin's bodies, or
the way he puts his faces on TV screens or floating balls."

She grinned at him Wen they had been together in the neat world, she
had been able to enbarrass himonly rarely. It had always felt like a
triunph, small but real. "Do you want a fire?"

"But it's warmout!"

"Not quite." The drapes rolled to one side, exposing tinted glass and a
broad bal cony whose railing was corniced with snow. The rest of the
virtual world was no nore than vague outlines beyond a thick curtain of
flakes lazy-drifting fromthe sky. Wen she turned back to the room

|l ogs were already burning in the fireplace. The light and warmh of the
flanes pl ayed agai nst the snow outside, and when Al bert stepped behind
her and encircled her in his arns, she rel axed against his chest. That
was when the phone rang. He sighed in her ear. H's arns tightened very
briefly and let go. "I'd like to lose that thing right now "

"I saw it on the table." One step put her within reach of the report
that hid the shrill device. Its cover said it was the product of "The
Conmittee to Investigate Conmputer Fraud in Religion." She guessed
sonmeone was skeptical of the virtual heavens. He sighed again as he put
the phone to his ear. After a nonent, he said, "You'll want to hear this
too," touched a button on his conputer keyboard, and set the phone down.
Rose had just a second to realize that he had not bothered to turn the
machi ne on, that he had not really had to touch a key, that his wi sh was
all that nmattered. The same, she thought was true for her as well. She
could revise her body or reconstruct a figurine, but she could as easily
and as freely use a wish to brush her teeth or flip a switch. It would,
however, be sone tine before she was so used to the virtual world and
its freedons that she could wish for trivia. Ingrid s agitated voice
brought Rose's mind back to the screen before her, where the other worman
was saying, "He's gone again! She just cane and grabbed him and you
shoul d have seen him He | ooked |ike he was starving, and then when
tried to teach himhow to do those mni-dopples ... |'ve never seen
that before!’

She was tal king about M chael, Rose suddenly realized. That very M chae
who had once seened to her the truest love, only to be stolen away by a
Li sa she had thought her friend. That very M chael who had |eft her
after their long, long delayed reunion to go off with his first wfe,
only to be stolen away once nore by Lisa. "Wat happened to hin®"

"Seen what ?" asked Al bert. "That pop-up!" She was too upset to renemnber
that the popups had changed their name. ""Insufficient funds,' it said."

"Unnhh," Al bert grunted. "That again."

"What do you nean?" Suddenly Ingrid' s face showed hope. As long as the
probl em seened totally unknown, beyond her own and hence all human ken,
it frightened and bewi |l dered her. But now its threat dim nished.

What ever the problemwas, it was sonething Al bert recognized. Perhaps,
her thought was clear, he could do sonmething about it. "I'Il tell you in
a mnute. Meet at the caf?"

"But ... !" Her expression said she wanted to know what he knew now. She
didn't want to wait. Al bert gave her no choice. He touched the keyboard
once nore, and the conmputer's screen went blank. "Why not here?" Rose
used one hand to indicate the chairs beside the table, the sofa near the
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bookcase. "You've got the room And the privacy."
"I never bring my clients honme. Renenber?"
"You were a cop. You didn't have clients."
"You know what | nean."

And she did, of course. If he had had to neet an informant, or question
a suspect, or confer with a fellow cop, he had al ways done it away from
their hone. He had once said he didn't want to expose her to possible
revenge. Yet he had clearly formed a habit he didn't choose to break
when she was no | onger there to be endangered, nor when whatever danger
there nmight be could pose no nortal threat. # They barely had time to
nod hello to Ingrid before the waiter quark was waving its chal kboard
menu in their faces and saying, "You guys agai n?" Rose brushed it off
the table, but as soon as it was out of sight, the joke-of-the-day
popped up and said, "Have you heard ... ?" It got no further before

Al bert said, "This is business,” and nashed it back into the tabletop.
"It had gravy on its tux," said Ingrid as if she were seizing anything
she could to avoid thinking of why she was there. "It was holding a
violin this time too," said Rose. "But what happened to the snow?"

"What snow?" Irma stood beside their table, |ooking perplexed. The
bui I di ngs around them gl owed in evening sun, and the air was the warm
bal mof late May or early June. The street was cobbled now, and there
was a striped unbrella above their table. "Local weather," said Al bert.
He | ooked at Rose. "It comes to order here. Now ..."

" Anyt hi ng yet ?"

"Sorry." He shook his head at the caf's owner. He did not try to make
the situation sound any brighter than it was. "I wish | had nore tinme
for that case, but we know d adys isn't dead. Your brother isn't either.
They' re hidden sonewhere. But we'll find them both."

"1 know, but Irma sighed. "Do you want to order then?" Wen no one
did, she parked the waiter on a nearby table and left. "Wat did you
mean?" asked Ingrid at last. "Wien you said, "That again' ?"

"Tel | nme what happened first," he said. "The details."

But once she had obliged, he only stared into space until Rose poked his
arm and said, "Wat's M chael doing? What's happening to hi m now?"

Ignoring her, he nmuttered, "The obit." The table top becane a screen
once nore to show the clipping. He stared, nuttering, finally calling,
" Mar vi n?"

There were only three chairs at their table, but suddenly a fourth was
there, just in time to receive the host conputer's materialized persona.
"Do you have any nore detail s?"

"Not a bit."
"They haven't caught this burglar?"

The conputer's persona shook its silvering head and snmiled. "There was a
call for M. Durgov from Coleridge. | didn't put it through, of course.”

"What did they want ?"

"To tell himhe was dead. And then to ask himwhat he had found out
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about our own little crime wave. | felt obliged to say he hadn't | earned
a thing."
"Crinme wave?" asked Rose. "I was killed, renenber?" said Al bert. "They

know about that." said Marvin. "They don't know about the |Inmage Shop. O
about stolen data energy."

"Then what nmakes themthink there's a crinme wave?" The excop scratched
his cheek. "Runors," said the conputer. "Soneone inside talked to
soneone outside."

"Then let's us talk to Col eridge."

Leah Kynmon's face appeared on the table, her mouth al ready open and
movi ng. "Where's Durgov? W can't reach him"

Marvin pointed at Albert. "Did you know | had a cop in here?"

"So what ?"

"Shouldn't he be the one to investigate the crime wave that has you so
worried?"

"He'll have to stop it, not just investigate it. W' re | osing
custoners.”

"And noney," said Rose. "The bottomline," said Kynmon. "You can't turn
us off," said Ingrid. "Not even if you go bankrupt. W have contracts
with you." Kynon's shrug said nore eloquently than words that if the
conmpany pulled the plug, that would hardly natter. She | ooked at Al bert.
"Can you stop it?"

"l can try."

"l hope that's good enough." Her image bl anked, and the tabl etop was
just a tabletop once nore. There was a pause while all three people drew
shocked breaths and Marvin said, "Good luck. You'll need it." Then he
was gone. Rose repeated what she had asked before: "What's M chae

doi ng? What's happeni ng to hi m now?"

A new i nage appeared on the table, but this one was neither an officia
tal ki ng head nor sone idyllic scene of |ake and dock and island, but a
bedroom a bed, a disordered nest of sheets and bl ankets and Lisa, naked
and quite enough to nmake Al bert draw a sharp, involuntary breath.

"Busi ness," said Rose. "Keep your mind on your work, dear. Were's

M chael ?"

The view changed as if a canera were noving around the periphery of

Li sa's bedroom She renai ned visible, the pivot around which the room
and all within it swng until at last three men appeared. One was

M chael , as naked as Lisa but gaunt, emaciated. "He's worse!" cried
Ingrid. "He's half dead," said Rose. "Poor bastard," said Al bert. He

| ooked intent, and then he added, "I can't talk to him Something' s got
hi m bl ocked, though not enough to keep us from watching."

The other two nen, wearing pink uniforns wth nother-ofpearl buttons and
white belts, held Mchael erect. Hs head lolled as if he were barely
conscious. "You nustn't |eave ne, Mchael," said Lisa. "You know that,
don't you?"

When he did not answer, she said, "Mchael!" and he jerked as if she had
given himan electric shock. Al bert winced. Ingrid said, "Ch, Mchael."
Rose just nade a sound of pain. The nen who held M chael up were
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sweating. "I won't have it, Mchael," said Lisa. H s eyes were open now.
"You nmustn't leave ne. You can't |eave nme. Right now, you don't even
have the strength to stand up." She giggled. "Or wal k across the room
O go through that door."

She pointed, and instantly he was dressed in the sane livery as the
other nen. "But you'll be a little better in the nmorning. You can help
Anton and Ling-ko then."

"Shit," said Albert. "She's sucked himdry," said Rose. "That's what
"Insufficient funds' neans."

"I't's only happened a few times before. Once soneone just wi shed for too
many things and wound up spending so nuch that all he could do was
breathe. But he didn't stay in trouble. As soon as he w sed up, his
account recharged, though it took a while."

"A vanpire," said Ingrid. "Only she's not after bl ood. She takes his

data energy, It sounds like she'll let himkeep just enough of his basic
stipend to stay alive. She'll take the rest just as fast as it gets to
him" After a brief hesitation, she added, "I1'l|l bet those servants were

once her |overs too."

"They don't | ook good either," said Al bert. "But they | ook better off
than M chael. They shoul d have enough energy to get away if they wanted
to."

"Maybe they're really just like him only she's prettified thema
little? O she supports them Holds themup |ike puppets. And if she
stops, they collapse."

"Or she never |lets them accumul ate enough surplus to support any extra
activity," said Albert. "I wonder how many she's gone through,"” said
Rose. "And where the others are.™

The man shook his head. Anton and Ling-ko had turned M chael around and
were half guiding, half carrying himtoward the door. Lisa had cupped
one hand beneath a breast and spread the other on her belly, just above
the dark triangle of her groin. She was staring toward the ceiling.

"Does she know we're watching her?" asked Rose. "I don't think so," said
Al bert. "I hope not."
"Thi s has happened before?" asked Ingrid. Al bert nodded. "I said one guy

didit to hinself. Afewothers, it was |like they were trying to carry
water in a bucket without a bottom About all you could say was that the
i nside of the bucket got wet. They al nost died. The first tinme, that was
when Marvin asked nme to help. But they didn't know how it happened. They
didn't renenber what they were doing just before it happened. There
weren't any clues." He shrugged to express his hel pl essness. "Most
peopl e don't B-cup often enough. Sone never do, at least not after their
first."

"How many?" asked Rose. He did not answer her immediately. He was

wat ching the viewin the tabletop screen change, the viewpoint pivoting
around Lisa once nore, rolling down and underneath the bed, peering
upward t hrough mattress and sheet and bl anket and Lisa's body to revea
the screen and tentacl e-nmounted cameras above her. That screen showed
her fromthree different angles as she noved her hands and snil ed.
"Three or four," he said at last. "They were easy enough to set back on
their feet. Marvin just replaced their funds. Then there was one who got
zeroed out conpletely. Marvin had to reboot himfromhis storage wafer."
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"Then we coul d save M chael that way," said Ingrid. "That's what he'd
do, or would have done. Wite himoff. Turn himoff. Then reboot and
keep himaway fromthat woman."

"Uh-uh." Al bert was shaking his head. "Marvin can't kill people, not
even tenmporarily. He can't even keep tabs on you very closely, once your
introductory period is over. W have rights here, witten into his

sof tware. "

"To live our own lives." Rose was renenbering the brochures she had
read. "To privacy." Then her history as an accountant surfaced. "If
there were taxes ..."

"Then the conputer would know where all the noney was going," said
Ingrid. "But we just don't |eave behind the sane sort of paper trail we
used to. It's all cash and carry here, fee for services. And though it's
all in the conmputer, Marvin's supposed to keep those conputations and
records well away from his consciousness. It's all autonatic,
subconsci ous subroutines, the sane sort of thing that regul ates your
heart beat . "

"He's God, then, isn't he?" said Rose. She had never been religious, but
the conparison seemed conpelling to her. "God knew everything we did
when we were neat "

"Here too." Ingrid was smiling. "But he never talked. Marvin could if he
wi shed, if he were willing to break his own rules."

"W have to solve this one ourselves," said Al bert. "I suppose that's
why Marvin nade ne a cop here in the first place."

"Where can we start?"
"Why don't we see what Lisa's up to?"

"But," Ingrid protested, pointing at the tabletop screen. "But she's
right there!™ The inage on the tabletop flickered. "And there," said

Al bert. They saw a swi mming pool in which a nude Lisa dove and stroked
and porpoi sed while a servant in her livery, not Anton, not Ling-ko, not
M chael , stood at attention beside the pool, holding a towel. "And
there." She was holding tightly to the armof a young man who wore an
expression of fampbus worship. They were approaching the entrance to an
expensi ve- | ooki ng shop, and she was saying, "I know we could just
imgine it, Tinmthy, but sonme people do like to shop, you know. "

"And there." She was with still another young man, this time in bed, and
what they were doing did as nmuch as anything could to explain Timthy's
facial expression. She was bl ack, and her head was capped wi th dark
reddi sh wool. She was tan, and her black hair shone like silk. She was
white and bl onde. Her face was al ways Lisa, and her breasts, though they
varied in contour, were always in the mddl e range of size, not faintly
boyi sh nor udder burdens. "But ... ," said Rose. "They're all her." She
felt just a monent of envy for Lisa' s ability to change her skin and
hair |ike clothes, and then she realized that she could do the sane.
There was no reason at all to stay with the self-imge she was used to,
or its various tine-shaped editions, or even such mnor editoria

revi sions of weight or figure as she had already tried. The only Iimt
was her wi shes. "Dopples,"” said Al bert. "Wich one's the original ?"
asked Ingrid. "It doesn't matter," answered Al bert. "They're
duplicates.”

"And she uses themto collect nen," said Ingrid. "It's worse than that,"
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sai d Rose. "She enslaves them She turns theminto dairy cows so she can
mlk themof their stipends." The screen before them once nore showed

M chael in the grip of Lisa's servants. "She makes them watch as she
snares nore nmen." Now it showed the dopple's pool. "She nakes them do
humi i ating chores. A chair would do that just as well! O she could
hang it on the air!"

"They can't leave," said Ingrid. "She doesn't |et them keep enough data
energy to travel. They can't make dopples. | think they can't even make
their own food and clothing. They're at her nercy."

Rose | ooked at Al bert. "Then is she the thief you' ve been | ooking for
all al ong?"

"That's what it looks |ike," said her |ate husband. "She'd be bad enough
all by herself. But with her dopples ..."

"She's a whole crime wave. The whole crime wave."

The fourth chair had remai ned when Marvin vani shed before. Now it was
occupi ed once nore. "Marvin?" said Albert. "Did you call hinP" asked
Rose. "I was listening in." Marvin wore a sonber expression. "l can't do
that with everyone, but Al bert works for ne."

"He's not on the job now," said Rose. Marvin shook his head. "You're
al ways on the job in here, or at least on call. You don't have to get
tired, and you can always dopple if you want to do sonething el se."

"If you can afford it," said Rose. "And this case is right up his
alley," said Ingrid. "Do you think she is a vanpire?"

The conputer shrugged. "My programm ng keeps ne fromwatching her in
action, except accidentally.” He grinned and indicated the viewin the
screen, as if to say that while he couldn't spy on Lisa hinmself, he
coul d neverthel ess | ook over their shoulders. "It also strictly forbids
me to interfere with the lives of any of ny guests unless | can docunent
that only by doing so can | protect other guests from worse
interference."

"But that's what she has to be!"

"I can't break the rules in my programrng, but that's what it |ooks
like. Mchael's a nmess, and Lisa seens to be responsible. But he hasn't
complained. In fact, he seens to have consented to whatever Lisa is
doing to him"

"She's brai nwashed him ™"

"But you're the only one objecting, Ingrid."
"He tried to escape!"

"And then he let her take himback."

"Don't you think it's wong?" As soon as the words were out of her
mout h, Rose wondered what she really nmeant. Of course Marvin could
think. But weren't "right" and "wong" concepts that were far too hunman
for a machine to conprehend?

The conputer was nodding in a very human way. "That's what mny
programmng tells nme. The problemis proving it. It would be easy if I
could watch every nove she nakes, track everything she buys conputer
time to do. But |I can't. Not wi thout nore solid evidence. My designers
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didn't want me to turn into a dictator, and they did all they could to
prevent it."

"Like giving a country a constitution, a Bill of R ghts," said Ingrid.
"Except that | can't go to a court to get a search warrant. Your rights
are pretty absolute.™

"Like a strong tenure system" said Rose. "The way they used to be, back
in the mddle of the twentieth century."

"Can't you talk to your progranmers? Or soneone at Col eridge, anyway?"

"They wouldn't dare tell himto go ahead," said Albert. "There's a | eak
already. If word of this got out too, there'd be lawsuits. Heirs and
originals and even the ACLU. At |east for invasion of privacy, mybe for
deni al of due process." Marvin nodded. "As soon as | said a word, they'd
have to go to a judge. "As you know, your Honor,' they'd say. "W've
been copyi ng people into a computer. Now one of the copies is

m sbehavi ng, and the conputer needs a warrant to check her accounts and
spy on her.'" Rose was nodding. "And then the judge would say, "Aren't
these people really dead?' and you'd try to explain that many are but
their copies aren't, and he'd shake his head and say, "Warrants are only
for officers of the law. Are you one? "

"I could point to Al bert, though | suppose he stopped being an officer
when he retired, and certainly when he died. But that wouldn't work.
They'd | augh nme out of court. And if they took nme seriously, they'd tie
us all up in rules and regul ations and procedures."

"Sonmeday, " said Albert. "They'll have to deputize one of us, and appoint
judges for us. O we'll have to set up our own police force and | ega
system "

"I'"d rather let her get away with whatever she's doing," said Marvin.
"I'd like to protect her victins, but not at the price of becomng a
dictator or letting soneone el se tyrannize us all."

"Even if that neans Col eridge wi nds up turning us off?"

Ingrid sounded as if she thought the price of rules, of principles,
coul d be too high. "Wuld she | eave fingerprints anywhere?" asked Rose.
"She could | eave hoofprints if she wanted to," said Al bert. "Or nothing
at all."

H's rem nder that the virtual reality was far too flexible for that sort
of evidence enbarrassed her only briefly. "Wat does she do for work?"

"Nothing," said Marvin. Ingrid pointed at the tabl etop. The view
returned to the scene that had not |ong before held M chael Durgov. Lisa
still lay on her bed, though now her eyes were closed and her arns |ay
by her sides. The image on the screen quickly panned through her hone,
showi ng roons, halls, tower, pool, and finally a long dimroomwth a
dozen narrow netal -frane beds against the walls. One of the beds held

M chael, flat on his back nmuch |ike Lisa, just as unconscious of his
surroundi ngs, but |ooking far |ess content. "Look at that," said Ingrid.
"The place is a palace. It even has a dungeon. And she runs nore doppl es
than anyone | know. Than anyone |'ve ever heard of. How can she possibly
afford all that if she doesn't work? Unless ..."

"Unl ess she steals all the data energy she uses," said A bert. "You said
the thefts show up in deterioration of the environment." Rose pointed at
the screen. "There's not much sign of that."
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Al bert nodded. "Only when the thefts are from Marvin. Wen they' re from
individuals like Mchael, well, look. He's deteriorated enough."

Ingrid | eaned forward. "Look at what she's doing to nen. That can't be
enough to run that mansion. And she has dopples, with mansions of their
own. She has to be stealing anything that's not nailed down."

"But how does she steal it?" asked Rose. Marvin shook his head, unable
to answer. "First," said Albert. "W have to prove she is stealing it."

"l used to be an accountant,"” said Rose. "If | could audit her accounts,
I might be able to find sonething."

"I could do that nyself," said Marvin. "They gave me the very best
financial software they could find."

"But you can't use it,’
progranmm ng. "

said Ingrid. "That Bill of Rights in your

"Sure | can. But only if | have nore evidence than |I've seen so far that
she's guilty of sonething."

Rose nade a face. "It wouldn't do anyway. | used plenty of accounting
packages when | was neat, and not one of them was good enough to spot a
crook who was even half clever. It takes a human being to catch another
human's tricks. If the arithnetic's correct and all the rules are

foll owed, software will never peep."

"You were bragging once," said Al bert. "About how you coul d spot pretty
subtl e patterns of evasion and deception.”

"I could." She nodded enphatically. "I can. And if Marvin could open up
his files to ne, | could ..."

"And |'mthe computer-crinme specialist," said Al bert. "Mybe, between
the two of us, we can crack the case. At |east, we know where to | ook
now. "

The conputer sl apped the tabletop with one hand. "Okay. The files are
open."

"Not just Lisa's," said Albert. "W'll need to track what she's done to
all those lovers. And naybe others too."

"Bverything," said Marvin. "It's all yours. If you need anything you
can't find, just ask a gofer quark."

"But ... ," said Ingrid. "If you can't spy on people ..

"How can | del egate the job?" Wen she nodded, Marvin grinned. "W're

all inside the conputer, and we're all software. But you're not just

pi eces of ne, subprograns or subroutines. You' re independent to a huge
extent. Your rights are witten into ny program but they're there to

protect you fromne. You re not supposed to need protecting from each

ot her."

"But we do," said Rose. "W're people.”

"Programrers tend to be naive," said Albert. "At least," said Marvin.
"They didn't foresee a Lisa. They didn't foresee that |1'd be able--or
want--to sit chatting with nmy guests or hire cops. And they never
guessed that | would ever need to get around the constraints they built
into me, or that | would think of delegating."
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"So you can do it," said Ingrid. "So | can do it." Suddenly his hand
held a glass of clear liquid. He raised it abruptly, said, "Nowit's
your turn," drank it off, and vani shed.

CHAPTER 20.

When Rose entered Ingrid' s apartnent for their council of war, the first
thing that net her gaze was M chael's face, sunken-eyed and

hol | ow cheeked. Hi s hands, flat beneath a tray of drinks, quivered. But
his back was straight and the lines of his servant's uniformwere
unmarred by winkles or snudges. Yet he was not real. He was only an
imge. Ingrid had turned her living roomw ndow into a screen that could

see into Lisa's house. And now she was saying, "I could hardly watch at
first." She touched the nahogany casing that had replaced the w ndow
frane, the silver knobs. "I tried to read. To clean the place up a bit.

| made some tea. Vant a cup?"

Rose shook her head, stared at the screen, and squeezed Al bert's hand
until she was sure her knuckles were white. Mchael stood beside Lisa's
bed, obviously trying not to see what she was doing. But even if he
closed his eyes, he could hear. If he | ooked up, her television screen
showed hi m everything fromseveral angles at once. If he | ooked to the
side, there were nmirrors. "She called for the drinks," said Ingrid. "She
insisted that he be the one to bring them"

And now she ignored himwhile she ... Rose heard Ingrid swallow, her

| ate husband's throaty growl, her own clicking blink of eyes. She
studied the knot at the angle of Mchael's jaw, the lines of tension in
his neck, the wet gl eamof his eyes. "She had himdoing chores," said
Ingrid. "He didn't seemto mind, though he was never very donestic when
we were married. He shined her shoes and washed her di shes and nmade her
bed. "

"Why?" asked Albert, as if it needed pointing out that in this virtua
worl d there was no need at all for such hands-on | abors. No one answered
him and Rose thought that it hadn't taken Lisa long at all to have all
she wanted of M chael's body. Now she had introduced another nan to her
bed. A stranger crouched between her knees while she clutched his ears
and steered his mouth. But though her skin flushed and she uttered
encour agi ng noans, her bright, bright eyes were fixed on Mchael. "Wtch
him" she was saying. "Not ne."

The three watched M chael's muscles tighten even further as Lisa's
will--not his--forced his eyes to nove away from hers, to the man who
was doi ng what M chael had done not |ong before. He was of middle

hei ght, and thick dark hair covered his chest and back. None of them had
ever seen himbefore. But ... Did he seemtoo fanmiliar with Lisa to be
a new acqui sition? Had Lisa been holding himin reserve, to harvest when
her current crops were in?

"There was a tinme, " said Ingrid. Rose blinked back tears and saw t he
ot her woman's cheeks were also wet. "I would have given anything to see
himsuffer like this. But not now "

"No," said Rose. "Not now. "

Ingrid closed her eyes and bl anked the screen, |eaving the sounds of
Lisa's bedroomas their only connecting link to Mchael. A nonment |ater,
she restored the inmage, but this tine to | ook in on Anton and Ling-ko.
They were in the kitchen, slunmped on stools, staring at each other with
expressi ons of resignation and despair that said they knew what M chae
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was goi ng through, that they had suffered the same ordeal in their turn,
that there was no hope of reprieve. A voice fromthe bedroom-"Keep

wat ching!"--pronpted her to say, "He was here when | first peeked. See?"
The w ndow repl ayed that noment when Lisa had sumrmoned M chael and the
drinks. Then all three had shown the flashes of desire that marked them
as ex-lovers all, and then fear, and finally hatred. "They can't |eave,
can they?" said Albert. "She won't let them" They were bound to their
m stress by bonds that she had forged with exquisite care from weakness
and worship. And they could never rebel as |ong as she kept them drai ned
of strength. Was M chael Durgov as trapped as they? He had been able to
escape once, perhaps because for all his past sins he was al so bound to
others. But Lisa had reclained him and he no | onger seened able to defy
her wishes in the | east. Never again would he | eave that woman's house.
She would not allow it. Never again would he ... Unless his friends,
Rose and Ingrid, and even his rival Al bert, could sonehow ... A |ouder
nmoan brought their attention back to the bedroom Lisa's newest victim
had finished his act of adoration and was now stretched beside the
woman. M chael still held his tray of drinks, though now the trenbling
of his hands had reached his arns and ice rattled against glass. Wen he
| ooked toward the ceiling, the three spectators glanced at Lisa and her
victimlover. They too were | ooking upward. Ingrid adjusted the angle of
the view from her wi ndow. The i mage on the screen above Lisa's bed now
showed a stylized living roomarranged on a dais. It consisted of a
single plush arnchair on a swi vel base and a matching couch. The chair
hel d a heavily made-up, mni ddl e-aged wormman. The couch held a young man
flanked by two very young women wearing nothing but fur and | ong

whi skers. One's pelt was like a tiger's, golden orange, striped with
dark. The other's was that of a |eopard, though the rosettes that
stanped her fur were light and the fur itself a deep chocolate brown. A
third, black-pelted with white upon her breasts and belly, crouched at
the man's feet. The hostess was | ooking attentive as the man said, "It
all began when | canped for the night in a dryad grove."

"Of course, you didn't know what it was."

He shook his head. "Not until they woke nme up in the nmiddle of the

night. They were all around ne ..." He used his hands to show what he
meant." ... Laughing. They told ne where | was, and then they said they
wouldn't let ne gotill | had fertilized themall."

"Did you nanage?"

He shrugged and grinned. "I'monly human. | wasn't anywhere near done
when dawn came. To keep ne fromgetting away, they encased ne in a tree
trunk with only ny head showing. On top, anyway. Down below ..."

Hi s hostess | aughed when he gestured. "A living herm | wish | could
have seen that." Turning toward the canera, she then w nked and added,
"Herns were sonething the ancient Greeks used for ornanents or |uck
charns."” A photo of a narble pillar with a head on top and nal e
genitalia at roughly m ddl e height appeared on the screen. "There aren't
many |eft. Most were nutilated by early Christian prudes."” An abrupt
downward novenent of one open pal m showed her viewers what she neant.
She turned back to her guest, whose conpani ons were yawning |ike cats
and curling against his sides and |legs. "And you coul dn't nove, of
course. Not even to cover up. | hope no prudi sh woodchopper cane al ong."

He grinned again, first at her and then nore selfconsciously at the
canera and his audience. "No prude," he said. "And no woodchopper. In
fact, no one at all until afternoon. That was when D ana showed up."

"Who was she?"
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"A huntress. Wth a bow and arrow kit and a pet panther. They both--I

never found out what she called the panther. They thought | | ooked
pretty funny, and then ... You'd never guess how rough a cat's tongue
can be!™

This time Rose and Ingrid joined the hostess in her laughter. Al bert
only grimaced. And when the i mage gave way to an announcenent that she
was wat ching "Alice's Restaurant" where, explained a singer, you could
get anything you wanted, he said, "There's a |lot of these shows.
Pitching the joys of Heaven."

"The dryads returned at dusk," said the man a nonment |ater. "They'd been
wat ching all day, even though they couldn't |eave their trees, and they
t hought what had been going on was pretty funny. They had a real good

|l augh with Diana. And then they nmade the panther share my chores."

"That nust have speeded things up."

He nodded. "W were done before dawn. Just before they went back into
their trees, they said their kids grow up quickly. | should conme back in
a year."

"And you did." The hostess pointed at the cat-wonen. "And your kids ..
?Il

"Still there. They're dryads like their nothers."

"Then these are the panther's ..

He nodded and put an arm around each of the wonen beside him Their
purrs were |oud enough for Rose to hear even through two | ayers of
transm ssion. "Geat gals."

In the bedroom Lisa glanced at M chael Durgov and then turned toward
her new | over. She giggled, and then she nurnured, "Cat by day and girl
by night. You know what they can do? |I'll show you. Like this, and this,
and ..."

M chael ' s shoul ders were shaki ng now, and his expressi on was one of
psychi ¢ agony. "Can't we do sonething?" cried Rose. "No," said Al bert.
"W can't go there without her perm ssion, and she woul d never give us
that."

"W have to watch," said Ingrid. Wien he nodded, she closed her eyes and
a cigarette appeared between her lips. "But | can't stand any nore. |

wi sh | was an accountant |ike you, Rose. O a detective |like you,

Al bert. Then | could help. But I'mjust a truck driver."

"You' re keeping an eye on things," said Rose. "Wat are the other Lisas

doi ng?"

The wi ndow screen flickered, and there was Lisa, in bed alone. Flicker,
and Lisa was on the street, hinting to a man who | ooked young- - but
probably was not--that she wanted conpany, and perhaps a little

sonet hing nore. Flick again, and Lisa was surrounded by crinson walls
and ot her wonen wapped in transparent silk. Flick once nore, and Lisa
was standing in her garden, one hand hol ding her chin while the other
showed a dozen servants, each as haggard, each as torn between fear and
desire, as Mchael, where to stand and how to pose. "That's where | want
it," she was saying. She waved a hand, and they were naked. Again, and
the human forns fused into a head-high wall that m ght have been carved
fromstone. They lingered | ongest over that one, for there was sonething
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both macabre and fascinating about a Lisa who could preserve her victinms
and their anguish forevernore, presumably while still diverting their
trickles of data energy to her own uses. But then Ingrid gave her head a
single abrupt jerk and sought for nore Lisas. She found themtoo:
shoppi ng, dining, sw mmng, walking, usually acconpani ed by nmen who hung
on their every nove, ensnared, eager to be drained as only she could
drain them "How nany are there?" asked Rose, sounding awed. "I count
fifteen," said Ingrid. "Sixteen, with the first."

"A power of two," said Albert. "The original Lisa nust have doppl ed four
times since she was copied. The dopples too. She's a glutton."

"Not just that," said Rose. A glutton would wish only to consune all she
could. Lisa wanted to spread the gluttony as far and as fast as

possi ble. "She's a disease." Then she shuddered at the thought of what
the ability to dopple would nean if it could possibly spread to the neat
world. Fortunately ... But there was nothing fortunate about it, was
there? The neat world already had the ability, not for individuals, but
for groups, for populations, and human nunbers had doubl ed and doubl ed
again, and again. Lisa was just acting out the nature of her species.
Ingrid cleared the screen to let it be a wi ndow once nore, and Rose
renenbered that Lisa was not stealing only fromher |overs, but also
fromthe conputer itself, creating defects in the comobn space, the
world Marvin had created for all his guests to share when they were not
enjoying their private realities. And there those defects were: severa
ancient cars along the curb; litter windrowed in the gutters and
scattered across | awns; boarded-up wi ndows that spoke of abandoned
buil di ngs; dirt and shabbi ness, increased already to the point where she
suddenl y wondered whet her she had truly ever left the meat world. A

gl ance at her hands reassured her. Before, she had been wrinkl ed, weak,
ol d. Her body had even snelled different, and her nose had retained just
enough sensitivity for her to recogni ze the odor of her
great - grandnot her and her apartnent. She had di ed when Rose was only
si x. But Rose had not died. She had |l eft her neat behind, yes. But she
still lived. She still enjoyed reality, a reality, even though that
reality now seened flawed, contam nated, far too nuch |like the reality
she had |l eft behind. But was Lisa really acting out the nature of her
speci es?

O a nature? O her people littered and were carel ess of their world. But
Rose knew of no one el se whose carel essness was so extrene, whose acts
struck at the very underpinnings of reality, whose inpact could not be
reversed by time or human effort. She al so knew of nany who were not
carel ess, who were concerned with the integrity of the world, who strove

to conserve and preserve and repair. Yet one was all it took, wasn't it?
I f Lisa doppled again and agai n, whether she preyed on men or not, she
woul d destroy the world in which they all |ived. She woul d destroy

everyone. She woul d even destroy herself. Rose |aughed curtly, dryly. If
Li sa ever thought of that possibility, it could not nmatter to her. It
was too far in the foggy future, unreal, sonmething for other people to
fix if they could, and if they couldn't ... Tant pis. So much the
worse. The root of the problemwas the sanme in both the virtual and the
meat worl ds. Short-sightedness. Lacking that, greed and irresponsibility
could be tempered. Wth it ... If there were any hope for the virtua
world at all, it lay in stopping Lisa and any |ike her who ever came
again. They woul d have to prove her guilt and figure out precisely how
she did what she did so that Marvin could install safeguards. Wuld they
then be able to turn Lisa |loose? If the safeguards worked, of course
they could. But no one would trust her. Surely, no one should trust her
She woul d therefore have to be renoved. Al bert had said there was no way
for Marvin to kill or turn off one of his guests. Could he expel one?
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Surely not, for as far as she knew, there was no way to copy a nind from
the conputer's internal reality back to flesh. And if that flesh no

| onger existed ... If the safeguards worked, no such final solutions
woul d be necessary. But Lisa had al ready displayed a talent and an
inclination to evade whatever safeguards exi sted. No one woul d ever be
able to trust her again. She would have to be renoved. # Ingrid had
finally materialized her tea, and the three had turned their backs on

t he wi ndow that had shown them M chael's fate. The council of war had
begun, and now a quark dressed in a pink tuxedo stood beside an ease

two feet high, its arns crossed and an ivory conductor's baton tapping
inmpatiently against its left shoulder. On the easel was a lined yellow

| egal pad whose top sheet was covered with dark black type. "I w sh
detective work had been this easy when | was alive," Al bert Pillock was
saying. "W haven't solved the case yet, dear," said Rose. "But when |
was neat, it would have taken days of slogging to collect the data we've
got already."

"W have to fill out so many forns to get in here," said Rose. She

| ooked at her | ate husband, renenbering what they had gone through to
save his life--or his mnd--and then what she had gone through alone to
join him "And they're all on record,” said Ingrid. "But | thought that
information was all confidential."

Rose chuckl ed. "From outsiders, but not from Marvin. And he really
wasn't ki ddi ng when he said he would open up his files."

Al bert pointed at the notepad quark, which obediently used its baton to
indicate the top line on the legal pad it guarded. "She was a divorce
| awyer. "

"Her own best custoner,"” said Rose. "She was married eight tines."

"Was she a housekeeper?" asked Ingrid. Wien Rose | ooked baffled, she
added, "Did she keep the house every tinme?"

"And a |l ot nore besides," said Al bert. "Here's what she | ooked |ike when
she was copied." The quark flipped the top page of the notepad over the
easel to reveal a photo that was barely recogni zable as Lisa. Her bl onde
hair | ooked stiff and plastic. "A wig," said Rose. The jewels that clung
to her collar bones and wists were not successful in their effort to
distract fromher eroded face and neck and arns, as translucent as

anti que parchnment. She was beyond the hel p of plastic surgeons, or

i ndeed of anything other than the rejuvenation offered by the Col eridge
Corporation. "And she couldn't bring it with her," said Ingrid. She
sounded slightly wistful. "None of us could. Though | didn't have that
much jewelry. "

"Neither did |I," said Rose. "And hers was real too. She sold it to pay
Col eri dge. "

"She's getting it back fast enough,"” said Albert. "Or what really counts
here. Jewels are easy to inagine."

"Repeating her pattern,"” said Rose. The notepad quark turned anot her
page, and Al bert indicated a graph. "She gets richer every day. Sone of
it we can't account for. The rest ... Her lovers let her divert their
data energy to her accounts, apparently quite voluntarily."

"Then she's not a thief.’
tapped out. Though why any man would let it go that far

Ingrid sounded puzzled. "Not until they're

"She blinds them" said Rose. "And by the tine they've caught on ..
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"It's too late." Rose nodded. It had not been easy to | earn just what

Li sa was doing, for every life within the conputer's reality was defined
by an enornous nass of recorded transactions. "By then, she's nade them
servants, slaves. They shoul d be regai ning data energy steadily because
of their mninmmstipend, but she's installed a drain--so to speak--that
diverts it all to her, all but just enough to keep themalive. It's just
as we guessed before. They remain inpoverished, inmpotent. And she is

richer than any other of Marvin's guests. Nobody el se even comes close."

"Not even her dopples?" asked Ingrid. "They don't seemto have separate
accounts," said Rose. "But how many of them can there be?"

"At | east sixteen."

Al bert peered at the graph that recorded the growh in Lisa' s wealth.
That growt h had been nothing extraordinary for the first year or so
after her copying into the nmachine. Then it had steepened abruptly. "She
mul tiplies by doubling, doesn't she? First, just her." He pointed at the
first steepening, then, a year or so later, at a second. "Then two
doppling together." He indicated the third steepening, six nmonths after
the second. "Just before you and M chael arrived." And finally the
fourth. "Speeding up," he said. "Getting worse, and just in time for
you. "

"And she's already a drain on Marvin's capacity," said Rose. "Once nore,
and ..."

"There won't be anything left for the rest of us, will there?" said
Ingrid. "No nmenory. No processing capacity. Marvin won't be able to get
us of f our storage wafers. He may not even be able to run hinself."

"She's like a virus," said Al bert. "The human, or virtual human,
equi val ent of a conmputer virus, multiplying itself and robbing other
progranms of the space and capacity they need to operate.”

"Has she killed anyone?" asked Ingrid. "Erased thenf
Overwitten then?"

"Not many," nmuttered Al bert. "And one was you." Rose's tone was grim
"No. That couldn't be her. There's no connection between the cases."

"I'"l'l bet we find one." She touched his hand as Ingrid turned back
toward her wi ndow. "M chael's alive. Though he's not happy."

"But thank God he's alive," said Rose. They were now | ooking at the
dormitory in Lisa's house. Mchael was lying face down on his narrow
bed, shaking. "Shit," said Ingrid. Then she stiffened and pointed at the
far end of the roomon the screen. "Is that a phone? W can't reach him
directly, but if we can use that ... Maybe we can get himout of there
Can you see the nunber?"

The i mage enl arged. The nunber was visible. But when they nmaterialized a
phone of their own and dialled that nunber, the phone vanished fromthe
screen before it had finished its first ring. Lisa was not permtting
any interference of the sort she herself had already used. "Shit," said
Rose this time. "At |least she's keeping himalive. Maybe she knows nore
deaths woul d just alert Marvin to what she was doing."

"She just crowds her lovers aside," said Ingrid. "Linmts what they can
do, seizes their portion of the virtual world for herself. She mght as
well be killing them"
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"Bventual ly," said Albert. "Killing will be the only way left for her to
make room for herself. Marvin will reboot her victins fromtheir storage
wafers and reinitialize their accounts. She'll |oot themagain. And ..."

"But then he'll catch on!". "She's smart, isn't she? Cunning. She'l
wait until it's too late for himto do anything, until all that's left
for her to seize is his share of the conputer.”

"But can she grab that?"

"W haven't been able to prove it. But she's getting the rest of her
data energy sonewhere. And ..." Al bert pointed at the wi ndow and the
degraded environment outside Ingrid s apartnent. "It seens very likely."

"Then it really is up to us,"” said Ingrid.

CHAPTER 21.

Li sa crossed her |egs, |eaned back agai nst the headboard of her bed, and
summoned a cigarillo into existence. Its tip began to gl ow even before
she put it to her nouth and inhal ed and bl ew snoke toward the ot her side
of the bed. Her newest victimlay there, eyes closed, breathing
stertorously. The hair on his chest was still danp and matted. "I've had
it," he had said before he passed out. "What a gal. Wsh |I'd nmet you
years ago, when both of us were real."

She grinned mrthlessly and bl ew snoke again. If they had, he wouldn't
be here now. She woul d have stripped himclean, just as she had all her
ot her husbands, other lovers. His breathing faltered, stopping for a
monent and then restarting. She | ooked at himnore carefully. Had she
taken too rmuch of his data energy? It would be such a shane to | ose him
now. Rocky would start himover with a new account, but she was sure he
had not backed up since they had nmet. He would not remenber her, and she
woul d have to tenpt himall over again. Wat a bother, when she knew how
the script turned out. Perhaps she would just tell one of her sisters
about him and seek fresh prey for herself. But he was breathing snoothly
now. She nodded, and the mrrored wall that she was facing becane a
screen di splaying col ums of words and nunbers. There was his account,
and t he bal ance was sufficient. She needn't worry. And there was
Anton's. Did he have a little nmore than he needed? Then she coul d
transfer it to her own. Ling-ko' s? She could harvest another nite.

M chael ' s? Poor M chael. He still had barely enough to stay alive. But
that woul d change, and then she could tap himagain as well. Did the
harvest from her servants seemslightly slimer than was usual, as if
Rocky were being forced to reduce the stipends he rationed out to
everyone? She couldn't be that close to exhausting his resources, could
she? She checked the accounts, and yes, she had been able to harvest a
little nore the last tine. But ... She called up the activity |og that
listed every tine the files had been accessed since their formation
There was a better answer, for the log revealed that this tinme she had
tapped her servants earlier than last, allowing a day or two less for
the crop to ripen. Yet ... Had she really |ast checked their files just
the day before? Read them copied them but subtracted nothing?

Who el se coul d have done it?

She checked the | og of her own account, and there was the telltale entry
once nore. Read and copy and that was all. A shiver ran down her spine
as she realized that someone was watching her. Who could it be?

Not Rocky. He could not spy upon his guests, even if they were nore |ike
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parasites. It was witten into his software. Could he have alerted
Col eridge to what she was doi ng?

Coul d they have renoved those safeguards? O could Col eridge itself be
her wat cher?

But she was protected on that front. Wio el se?
Anot her guest?

Anot her predator? Someone who had marked her for his own, who woul d
fatten on all her gains, devour her as she devoured nen, |eave her a
mer est husk?

The fine hairs that covered her back, that in her ancestors had been
fur, stood on end, and she shivered. She |ooked once nore at the
activity logs. A normal entry was date and tine and action and the nane
of whoever was responsible. The entries that were naking pani c pound
within her breast and crawl down her spine | acked any hint of name. Then
it had to be Rocky. Only he could possibly override the nornal
operations of the conputer that was, after all, hinself. But she could
do it, couldn't she? She had a friend who could do the job, a friend who
had already ... As she stared at the screen, one line of type flickered
and transformed itself to, "They'll try to stop you. They're trying
now. "

She admired the way her ally came to her, his nessages hidden in the
normal activity of the virtual world, always precisely where she and no
one el se would see them carefully arranged so that the restrictions on
t he machi ne nmust keep Rocky from peeking even if he ever noticed that a
message was passing through his system "Inside, outside, high, or |ow?"
she asked. "lInside," came the answer, and she said out |oud, "Not

Col eri dge, then."

"And ..."

The rest was al phanuneric gi bberi sh. She guessed her ally had been
interrupted and had to abort the nessage. But what he had to say was
hardly crucial. If "they" were inside, her eneny was either Rocky or her
fellow residents of the virtual world. They were as nuch predators as
she. But they were hunting her. Or Rocky. Hunting her. There was no

ot her choice. But why?

She hadn't hurt himyet. She hadn't stolen nmuch fromthe world in which
she lived. Really, she preferred to prey upon her fellow residents. And
there were no cops in the virtual world. No avenging famlies, for every
one of Rocky's guests cane alone. O al nost every one. There was Rose
and her husband Al bert. And Rose had known M chael, hadn't she?

She saw it now. It was all Rose's fault. She would have to do sonething
about that wonan.

CHAPTER 22.

Al bert's penthouse apartnent smelled of soap and polish. The dirty nugs
and fast-food rubbi sh had di sappeared. The table, its blemni shes repaired
and its surface gleanmng now, held only his conputer and a pair of

moni tors whose screens flickered with rapidly scrolling displays of

wor ds and nunbers. Rose Pillock was hol di ng back one of the draperies to

|l et her see out a portion of the apartnent's wi ndow wall. "At |east,"
she said. "She doesn't nake them di sappear. W can still look in on
M chael . "
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"When people die, Marvin brings them back inmediately," said Al bert.
"They can't just disappear, no matter how it seens sonetinmes. dadys is
still around. So is Irma's brother, sonewhere."

"But you can't find them You can't even call them It's like they have
unl i sted nunbers."

"And Marvin can't give themout, or even | ook themup. O if he can, he
can't admit it. W have to bear in mnd that he is not the conputer
itself. He's only software, no matter how intelligent, and it should be
possible to ..." As he fell into a thoughtful silence, Rose peered at
the ground far below, at the balcony railing with its narrow ridge of
dirty snow and spots of pigeon guano, at the sky above, veiled by a
grayi sh haze streaked with dirty brown. There were no cl ouds beyond the
haze, no promi se of nore snow and fresh-scrubbed air. "It's getting
worse," she said eventually. "First, litter in the streets. Ad cars.
Abandoned bui |l di ngs. Bunms. Now even the air is going bad. Before |ong,
this place will be just |ike hone."

"The ozone's whole. The clinate's stable."

"You know what | nean.'
be this way."

After a noment, she added, "It's not supposed to

"W know why it's changing."

Rose turned away fromthe wi ndow, and the drape slid back into place

Her | ate husband was dangling d adys' gold chain and staring at her
shrunken mil k bottle. "That's no help," she said. "W didn't pay to nove
into another shitty world. W paid for paradise. They told us we'd have
everything we could wish for, and we'd have it forever."

"They also said we'd have to work for it." Wen Rose only grunted in
reply, Albert bounced the bottle in his palm "They just didn't tell us
we'd have a parasite, a predator, to cope wi th. Though perhaps we

shoul dn't be surprised. Back in the 1990s, 'artificial life' researchers
desi gned sinple selfreproduci ng prograns that coul d change thensel ves at
random or nutate. Then they turned the prograns | oose inside a conmputer
to conpete for menmory and processor time. They imrediately found that
their programs woul d evol ve, becom ng nmore conpl ex and even | earni ng how
to prey on other programs. Predators and parasites seemto be a natura
consequence of having to live with limted resources. And that's what we
have to stop."

"I don't see how we can," she said. "She doesn't force them Not even
M chael ." Her tone said that she w shed Lisa had had to force her first
true love to surrender his resources, his hope of renewed prosperity,
his very freedom "She tenpts them" said Al bert. "Persuades them They
say, "Here. Help yourself to just a bit.' And once she has that consent
to what she w shes, she strips themnearly bare." He shook his head.
"And keeps stripping them as fast as their stipends trickle in. She
woul d get so nuch nore if she turned them | oose, let themwork and build
up their accounts so that Marvin could buy nore nenory and processor
units, and then tapped them again. She's |ike a farner who plants and
reaps and plants and reaps, doing nothing to preserve the land's
fertility. She doesn't believe in crop rotation or contour plow ng or
fall owi ng, though she nmust know such things would nake her fields give
her a greater yield in the long run.”

"She's greedy," said Rose. "But not just for noney. Control nust be what
really drives her."
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"She wants the nmoney too. And it won't be |ong before she decides she
isn't getting enough this way. That's when she'll kill her gol den
geese. "

"But she can get noney nore directly."” Rose pointed at one of the
monitors. "By tapping the conputer itself."

"W only think she's doing that." He sounded skeptical. "I'm sure of
it." She summoned up a nmap of Virtual Cty. "And you should be." The map
was nmarked with concentric bands, shades of gray, the darkest zones
centered on sixteen bright red crosses. Each cross stood for a Lisa and
her home. "The crud," she said, indicating the gray bands. "The litter
and rubbi sh and dil api dated buil dings." She gestured toward the
apartnent's windows. "Even the air. The cl oser you get to her, the worse

" The map di sappeared fromthe screen to be replaced by a sinple
graph, an irregularly ascending line. "And it's been getting worse.
Everything's been getting worse. Especially recently."”

Al bert sighed. "But how? How does she do it?"
"Marvin?" said Rose. "Haven't you got an answer?"

A famliar silver ovoid popped into existence above the table. The face
of the conputer's persona | ooked down on them "She's good," he said.
"She | eaves no traces except for the obvious. Sonething that was there
is there no |onger."

"W used to say," said Albert. "That a truly perfect crine is one that
no one knows has even happened. When a thief, for instance, steals
sonet hing that is never mssed."

"Then she's not perfect, is she?"
"But you can't see how she does it. How would she have to do it?"

"She'd have to know nmy passwords and encryption schenes. She'd probably
have to be able to use the operating systemitself."

"Then she has to have hel p," said Rose. A nonitor summarized Lisa's neat
background. There was no sign of any experience as a conputer
programer. "One of her |overs?" asked Al bert. "Are there many
programers in here?"

Marvi n popped out of existence |ike a soap bubble. In his place bowed a
quark dressed as a nineteenth-century Chinanman. It wore a | ong bl ack
robe enbroidered with a broken tobacco pipe. Fromthe back of its
skul l cap protruded a long pigtail. Thin nustaches hung fromthe corners
of its mouth. It held a large scroll capped with ornate brass knobs. As
soon as it was sure it had their attention, it unfurled its scroll to
display a list of a dozen names. "There's Irma!" said Al bert. "Her neat
works for Coleridge," put in the quark. "Do any of them have anything to
do with Lisa, though?"

An illuminated bar appeared across the first name on the list, and the
Chi noi d quark | ooked thoughtful. Then the bar noved to the next nane,
and the next. Finally the quark shook its head. "In the nmeat world,

then," said Rose. "That will take a little longer," said the quark. The
bar appeared again as it began to scan the records of that person's
former life. Eventually it shook its head once nore and vani shed. "No,"
said Al bert. "She has to be getting help. But there's no one here who
coul d be hel ping her."

"The records can't be perfect," said Rose. "W didn't tell Coleridge
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everyone we ever knew, after all. And I'msure ... | don't know why.
But |'msure it's coming fromoutside."

"But why woul d anyone outside want to do it?"

"Maybe they have a grudge agai nst Col eridge. Or against one of Lisa's
| overs." She shrugged. "Marvin?"

The ovoi d reappeared. "Yes?"
"I's there anyone |ike that?"
"I really wouldn't know. "

"But you've got access to so many databases out there," said Al bert.
"They don't have all the answers."

"W don't really need those answers,"” said Rose. "Do we?

Whoever it is is working through Lisa. All we have to do is stop her
Fi gure out just what she's doing and how she's doing it, and then ...

"We'd have to prove it all," said Albert. "And she's covered her tracks
very well. I'"mnot sure we can."

"Of course you can," said Marvin. "You've al ready proven she has incone
she can't account for earning. If | was the IRS, that would be enough."

He wi nked then and added, "I've got to run." But before he could
di sappear, Al bert said, "Wait! We need to find d adys too."

"She's di sappeared. But she's not dead."

"We figured that. But if she's still alive, we should be able to talk to
her."
Marvin just shook his head. "There has to be a way!" insisted Rose.

"Back horme, when we were neat, couldn't operators give out unlisted
nunbers if there was a real energency? Life and death? O at |east place
the call for us?"

Their host snmiled. "It's hard to think of anything that would be a rea
energency in a virtual world."

Rose snorted and said, "Lisa."

"How about ..." Albert enlarged the tiny mlk bottle and held it up
"Her baby needs her."

"Come on, now.
"I"'mthreatening to drop the bottle."

Marvin hesitated for a nonment and then nodded approvingly. "That should
do. You're forcing ny hand." He didn't nmention that he could easily
freeze Albert's grip or suspend the |law of gravity or even recreate a
shattered bottle. Wiat Al bert threatened apparently passed whatever
tests Marvin's programm ng could apply to gauge the reality of
energencies. If the fetus was only an inert, lifeless object to them it
was nmuch, much nore to its nother, and perhaps that was what counted.
Marvin's eyes unfocussed and his head tipped as if he were listening to
sone distant voice. "She's at ..."

The curtains that conceal ed the apartnent's w ndows were now a screen
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that showed a | arge room whose walls were covered with crinson vel vet.
One end of the roomwas dom nated by a fanbacked wi cker chair in which

| ounged a Lisa. She wore bl ack hair and heavy nake-up and held a
cigarette in a long holder. The other end of the roomheld a grand piano
of the sane color as the walls. Sofas and easy chairs uphol stered in
gold were scattered over a deep blue carpet. On themtwo dozen wonen
clad in gauzy lingerie waited for custoners. They were of all races, al
young, all lovely, all with an apprehensive | ook about their eyes.
"That's d adys," said Albert. "You can't just yank her out of there,"
said the conputer. Rose nade a face. "Try saying "C nere, baby.'" An
instant later, she was in the roomwith them sitting on the edge of the
di ning roomtabl e beside the conputer, |ooking alarned. "I renenber
you," she said to Albert. "But you're not supposed to take nme honme. O
did you nmake special arrangenents?

And who are your friends?"
Al bert held out the mlk bottle. "Don't you want this?
"What is it?"

He tilted it so the fetus swirled close to the glass. d adys gasped.
"Ahh! You're sick!"

But her eyes were wet. Her pupils dilated. Sonething deep within her
screaned. She slipped off the edge of the table. "I have to go. Send ne
back."

"You don't have to," said Al bert. "You can stay."

"No! Send me back! Right now " She spun, eyes w de, searching for an
exit, arms flailing. Albert tried to stop her, reaching for her arns.
"It's okay," said Rose as calmy, quietly, as if she were trying to
soothe a frightened child. "You' re safe here.”

But she only spun faster, jerked her arns away from Al bert hand's nore
desperately, began to nake a pani cked keeni ng noi se. Wen Al bert caught
one wrist, she jerked and ki cked and began at |ast to screamout |oud. #
"I really do have to go," said Marvin after @ adys had returned to her
brot hel . "Sonet hi ng--or someone! --is grabbing processor tine again." And
he was gone, though his voice lingered | ong enough to say, "I have every
confidence in you."

"He is no help at all," said Rose. "The programrers hanstrung him and

"And you're no better!" She sounded as frustrated as she felt. "She's
everywhere! Behind everything!"

"l know one way to stop her."
"What is it?"
He shook his head. "But you woul dn't want an assassin for a husband."

She returned to the wi ndow and pulled a drape aside. Looking at the city
bel ow, she said, "I want one with better ideas than that! Besides,
Marvin woul d just reboot her. He'd have to, wouldn't he?"

He scow ed back at her. "So why don't you cone up with one?" A long

monent | ater, she said slowy, "W're not getting anywhere, are we? W
need a break."
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"We could visit the cottage." He stood up and stepped toward her, but
she raised a hand as if to push himaway. He had been her husband. She
supposed he still was. But there was M chael too. M chael and Lisa and
they could do nothing to help him At least, she couldn't. And Al bert
She believed hi mwhen he said he could think of nothing. But she
al so did not believe him The situation was as hopeless as it | ooked.

But it could not be hopel ess. Mchael could not be dooned. "I need a
break," she said. "By nyself. |I'Il be back tonorrow. "
And, like Marvin, she was gone. # Rose materialized where the island' s

rickety dock touched the shore, facing the cottage under its evergreen
canopy. She had expected it to seem wel com ng, warmed as before by a

st agemanaged sunbeam It was a shock to see it shrouded in gloom to
feel a chill in the air, to shiver and clutch her el bows, to | ook up and
see gray clouds streaked with dirty brown. "Even here."

She cursed. She cursed agai n when she turned around, for tied to the
other end of the dock was a blue and white speedboat, aggressively
stream ined, its w ndscreen severely raked, its engine a nmassive hunp
hunched over its low stern. Yet despite the invasion of her nenories
that its presence on the |lake signified, there was sonething wthin her
that grinned at the thought of speed and wind and spray. And noise. It
wasn't only nenories that such machi nes invaded. She shuddered at the
thought that this sleek nachine had al ready disturbed her lake's idyllic
peace with its roar. It nust have, or it could not have been tied up at
her dock. She shuddered again as she realized that Marvin nust have
added | ake and island and cottage to his conmon world. It could not be
purely hers, for she had not paid for its creation with data energy she
had earned. Anyone could visit. "H, there!"

She spun around, and there, on the cottage's porch, stood a man. He was
sl ender, dressed in jeans and tee-shirt, finefeatured, |ight-haired,

al nrost bl ond. Her nouth opened, and rage rose in her. She should have
known, she told herself. If a boat was at her dock, then of course there
was a stranger on her island. In her house. Looking at the bed in which
she had sl ept. Runmagi ng t hrough cupboards. Finding that jar of hoarded

pearls and sneering at the girl she once had been. Yet ... The rage
faltered. Even at this distance, the nan seened alnost familiar. As if
she had known hi m once, many years before. "Is this your place?" He was
com ng down the steps, crossing the needl e-carpeted ground, approaching
her with one hand already extended. "I visited a cottage like this a
long tine ago," he said. "Maybe it was even the sane place. | loved it
then. 1 still do."

She l et himtake her hand and nod over it in a sublinnal suggestion of
antique courtliness. Her rage was gone. "It's just an image," she said.
"Li ke us. Like everything."

"But that's all there ever was," he said. "W just have nore contro

now. And there's no danger that we'll ever lose it."

"It's still not really mne." As she extricated her hand fromhis, she
realized that she was, for sone reason, blushing. "Not real." She pulled
away and added, "l1've got to check ..."

"That | didn't spoil anything in there for you? Don't worry." He cut off
a laugh with an abruptness that made her doubt his amusenent was
renotely genuine. "I should apol ogi ze," he added. "When | found this

pl ace, | should have realized that it was soneone's private heaven. But
it was so nmuch like ny owmn dreanms. Except | never brought this one into
being. Can | make it up to you? My own place is quite nice, though it's
not nearly as idyllic. Let me show you ..."
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When she did not say no i medi ately, he captured her hand once nore and
said, "We don't need the boat, of course.” It vani shed. He was rushing,
pushi ng her toward some destination that suddenly struck her as the very
| ast place in any world that she wi shed to visit. She had, she suddenly
thought, made a serious nistake in conming here, in not fleeing as soon
as she knew soneone el se was on the island, in not refusing his
invitation as soon as he began to speak it. She tried at last to object,
but her mouth woul d not open and her armwould not reclaimher hand. It
felt as if her nmuscles, her very will, had been frozen. She realized
suddenly that his eyes did not match his smile and nanner. They were
cold and watchful, neasuring, gauging, with no attenpt at charm " Shal

we go?"

CHAPTER 23.

"d adys went back." Al bert shook his head. "I don't think she wanted to.
But when | said she didn't have to, that she was free, she panicked. She
struggl ed and screaned and ... W had to let her go." He passed a hand

over the tabletop before him converting it into a screen that displayed
the sane velvet-lined room Marvin had shown hi mand Rose. "There she
is."

Irma, the spots in her hair red once nore, nodded. She was sitting
across the table from Al bert. Beside her, his post abandoned for the
monment, sat the bartender. Behind them hovered several of the Mandel brot
Tap's regul ar patrons. "Now we know," she said. There were tears in her
eyes. "What?" Al bert felt confused. "People who buy fromthe |Image
Shop, " said a man behind her. "Wat happens to them™

"My brother," said Irma. "That's him" She was pointing at a
particul arly buxomredhead. "I guess he got what he wanted, but

"W wondered where they went," said the bartender. "But why can't they

| eave?" asked another man. "Inmage transformation," said Irma. "It's
editing the data. And it doesn't have to mean just editing physica
appearance. Buy one of those ITS, and I'll bet it makes you forget

things like her bottle. It rewites your personality. It nmakes you
| oyal, committed, or maybe just phobic about |eaving. That woul d be
easiest, and it would fit d adys' panic attack."

"You sound |ike you know sonet hi ng. "

"She used to be a programmer,"” said the bartender. "For Col eridge," said
Al bert. "Though |I didn't know until a quark told ne."

"I could have witten the IT Alan wanted. But | thought he shoul dn't
have it. He was being perverted or something." She shook her head.
"There's the owner," said Al bert. He pointed at the peacock chair and
the wonman, zaftig and fl anboyantly bejewel ed, who was ensconced in it.
"A Lisa. I'll bet she owns the Shop too. Using cheap ITS, and inpossible
ones, for bait. Catching ..."

"There aren't enough in that roomthere," said someone. "More than that
have di sappeared. She nust have another house. O she sells them
Sl aves. "

"Who woul d buy then? Surely no one here. It's too easy to imagi ne a
body. "

"One of the Heavens? O the neats? As sextoy software?"

"She could,"” said Albert. "Or maybe she's planning to. O she m ght have
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other uses for them" He did not say that the Lisas had a habit of
diverting data energy to their own use. A brothel was one way to do so.
Surplus prostitutes she could sinply drain as she did her |overs.
Someone snorted. "Now we know," said the bartender. "W can do
sonet hi ng. "

"Li ke what ?" asked Al bert. "W don't have proof."

"Lynch the bitch," said the sane voice that had nentioned sl aves. Al bert
shook his head. "Marvin would just reboot her. He'd have to." # "The
engi nes were running rough. It's in the shop for the next week."

"Then |l et's downl oad you now," Ingrid said to the phone. She was
grinning with obvious anticipation. A nonent |ater her dopple, grinning
just as broadly, stood by the entrance to her apartnent. She was | eaner
than Ingrid, her figure alnmost boyish, and her hair was black with a
white streak, not blonde with a dark one. She wore an astronaut's
flightsuit as if she truly were a shuttle pilot and not a copied m nd
posi ng as sophisticated software. I n another noment, they had updated
each other's nmenories and Ingrid knew what her doppl e neant by "running
rough." She turned pale as runblings and m sfirings and cl ose escapes
fromorbital collisions and a fiery reentry replayed t hensel ves across
her mind. "You alnost didn't nake it."

"But | did, didn't I? W' re good, you know. Faster than neat, and they
love it, they rely onit, though it's nothing but "Menu. Conpute orbit.
On mark, burn. Mark!' Never any conversation. They don't want to know
what we really are. That we're as alive as they are, and inmortal to
boot." The pilot Ingrid crossed the roomto hug her original. "But what
have you been up to? Mchael's here?" She did not have to wait for the
other Ingrid to reply, not now that they had nmerged their nmenories. But
clearly she still felt a need to talk through what she had nissed. "And
you actually want himback? O course you do. W' ve m ssed himfor
years, in spite of everything. But this Lisa has him Let's see what
she's up to now "

The wi ndow becanme a screen once nore, and they were watching M chael. He
sat on a high stool, wearing livery, his hands thrust between his
thighs, trenbling as he watched Anton and Ling-ko play cards. Anton

gl anced at himsynpathetically and said, "It'll get better when she
thinks of sonething for us to do. Deal you in?"

"Why?" asked M chael hoarsely. "Mre players, nore fun."
"No," he whispered. "Why are we here? Wiy is there a Lisa?
Wiy do we have to suffer?"

"Karma, " said Ling-ko. "W made others suffer when we were nmeat. Now it
is our turn."

Anton only shrugged. "You want to play?"

M chael turned his eyes aside, not even bothering to shake his head.
"Poor bastard," said the pilot. A cigarette appeared in her hand. "But
he's right, isn't he? He was a nasty SOB."

"Not al ways," said Ingrid. "Not when | married him"

"Yeah. It cane |later, didn't it?"

"Here's Lisa." She stood al one beside her pool, naked, her eyes cl osed,
concentrating. Beside her a shadowy figure was congealing fromthe air.
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"She's doppling again," said Ingrid s dopple. "Not quite." The figure
was not clear, but already they could see that it was not an exact
duplicate of the wonan they were watching. "lIt's a man. That coul d be
fun." The pilot's breasts and hi ps began to shrink. Her flightsuit
remained as snug as if it were skin. The cigarette becanme a snall-bow ed

pipe. "But it feels awmfully strange. Here ..." She passed the sensations
to her original, who nade a face and said, "But what's she doing it
for?"

"Three guesses, and they're all the sane."

"Uh-uh. "

The man was finished, as naked as Lisa, and staring alternately at his
own body and hers. He had an erection. "Call nme Lester," he said.

Cl ot hes appeared on him jeans and teeshirt. "I'll use the tower."

The view shifted, and the Ingrids saw what he neant, a stone tower

ri sing high above the rest of Lisa's house. Another shift, and Lisa and
Lester were in the small chanber at its peak. The walls receded.
Furniture appeared, a bl ocky masculine recliner, an oak table, a massive
bed. On the walls there were suddenly hunting prints, a gun rack, a
Iiquor cabinet. "Harley's room " crowed Lisa delightedly. "I always
thought that if | were a man, 1'd like it nore.”

"Poor fellow, " said Lisa. "He didn't last long after the divorce."

"Don't fret," said Lester. "I have no attention of using the shotgun the
way he did."

Li sa giggled. "What about the bed?"

"Whay not? # The waiter quark was acting out the frustration of being
ignored by sticking its chal kboard under one arm ogling the passersbhy
just beyond the caf's boundary, tapping its feet, and finally sitting
down on the edge of the caf table and swinging its legs. It lifted its
white beret to scratch at the nop of black hair beneath. It blew
noisily, and its thick nustache fluttered. "That's when you stopped
wat chi ng?" asked Al bert. H's eyes were noving back and forth fromthe
Ingrids to the street. He al nost sniled when a | eggy bl onde nade a

di sgusted face at their inpatient waiter, scow ed when he thought a
prosel yte from Heaven was about to nove in their direction, stiffened
when a figure and a gait rem nded himof Rose. The Ingrids nodded over
the remmants of yesterday's scene frozen on the tabletop. "W didn't
think what they did was any of our business." The pilot was still a man.
"And we had other things to do."

Wien they | ooked at each other as if they shared a secret, Al bert
sighed. "I've never tried that," he said. "Maybe soneday."

"Where's Rose?"

He sighed again. "She went off in a huff yesterday. Said she needed a
break." He shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe the | ake."

The pilot passed a hand over the table top, and they could all see a
dead loon floating in the water beside the dock, the yard in front of
the cottage, the porch, the living room "She's not there." Al bert

| ooked surprised. "She said she'd be back today, but | haven't seen
her."

The waiter |ooked up fromits perch on the edge of the table. "I got a
cousin can find her for ya, boss."
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Al bert snorted. He supposed there were sone residents of the virtua
wor |l d who could not manage so sinple a trick. But he was not anong them
"I could find her nyself if | was worried."

Unl ess she had di sappeared as d adys had. "I dunno, boss," said the
quark. "Sonetines they pull the hole in after them O soneone does it
for them™

"Shoul d you be worried?" asked Ingrid. "There isn't nuch that could
happen to her." He | ooked thoughtful for a nmonment. G adys had left her
bottl e behind, and that had given hima way to decl are enough of an
energency to persuade Marvin to reveal her location. There was nothing
like that for Rose, was there? Only hinself, perhaps, and how coul d he
hol d hinsel f as a hostage?

He | ooked at the quark once nore. Its expression was so dejected that he
took pity onit. "What the heck. Go ahead. Let's see your cousin.”

The waiter put two fingers in its nouth and produced a shattering bl ast.
Wth a small "pop," a second quark materialized in the center of the
table. It was dressed in a mniature trenchcoat and wore wi re-rimed

gl asses over a pug nose. In one hand it held a device that resenbled a

| apt op conputer except that its screen and keyboard were far too snall
to serve any useful purpose for a human being. "Looking for a Rose
Pillock, eh?" It tapped its keyboard and peered at its screen
myopically. Then it pointed at the tabletop screen. "May |?" Wien Al bert
nodded, the picture changed. "Ch ny God!" cried Ingrid. Both quarks

vani shed. "What?" asked Al bert. "The tower room That's it."

It was just as the Ingrids had described it to Albert, with one
exception. Beside the bed now stood a steel-barred cage, so narrow that
its occupant could not possibly sit down and so | ow that she coul d not
stand up. "That's Rose,"” said Albert. He was silent while he studied the
scene and his jaw nuscles bulged in his cheeks. Finally, he added,
"Shit."

She was naked, and though she had been there for only a day, or |ess,
there was already a thick crust of ordure on the backs of her thighs.

Her eyes were wide and red, her hair was a mass of tangled string, and
her back and breasts were covered with round, red sores w th bl ackened
centers. "They must have speeded up tine for her," said Ingrid. "She was
with you yesterday! That's not |ong enough to get her into such a ness."

"I've never heard of that," said Albert. "I think they've just forced
the image on her." He studied her face, the teartracks on her cheeks,
the scabs where she had bitten her lips, the furrows in her forehead,
the cords of her neck. "Pain and all," he added. "But why doesn't she

| eave?" asked the pilot. "Just wi sh herself away fromthere? O call for
hel p?"

Al bert pointed to a small quark whose wide nouth seemed to hold a
thousand teeth; it was clinging to Rose's calf and its teeth were
enbedded in the soft flesh behind her knee. "A datal ock," he said. "She
can't." A datal ock worked by bl ocking access to the computer world's
systens. Like neat-world handcuffs, it kept those to whomit was applied
fromescaping. It also kept them from sumoni ng hel p or doppling. Beside
the cage and facing Rose stood M chael Durgov. He was as inmobile as
she, his gaunt face a nask of pain but frozen, unable to say a word to
Rose as Lester, sitting cross-legged on the bed, said, "Just a little.
Gve nme just the smallest bit of your data energy. I'll give it to him
right away, and he'll be so much nore confortable. And so will you."
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"No!" cried Al bert though he knew she could not hear him "That's al
the hold he'll need, and then he'll gut you."

"Like a fish," murnured Ingrid. Rose only bit her lower |ip again and
turned her head to face the wi ndow. She had nothing to say at all. "Just
alittle," said Lester once nore. He | ooked inpatient, frustrated,
angry. "Don't you want to get out of that cage? See how badly he needs

it? Revive him and I'lIl even turn himloose. Back to that silly Ingrid
of his."
"Sillyl™"

"You made me," said the pilot. "And I work. To Lisa, that's silly."

"Don't believe him" Al bert's tone was urgent, and his knuckl es were
white. Lester held up a hal f-snoked cigar and eyed her breasts. Acircle
of skin near the nipple turned pink, steamed, blackened, wept. Rose's
lower lip bled as she clanped down on the screamthat was visibly
straining to erupt fromher lungs. "Gve in," he said. "You'll make it
easi er on yourself. And you'll help your old boyfriend."

"Don't believe him"

"No," said Ingrid. "Please, no.
"Or you might as well be dead," said Albert. "Like Mchael."
"Can't we rescue her?"

"Uh-uh," said Albert. "W can only watch. W can't go into anyone else's
pl ace without an invitation. And Lisa isn't about to give us one."

"Except on those sane terns. W'd pay with our souls.”
"And Rose can't call us."

He nodded and cl osed his eyes. "She's datal ocked.” Only Marvin coul d
breach that barrier at all, but he could only visit, just as Al bert and
the Ingrids could only spy. The host conputer could not use its
privilege to interfere.

CHAPTER 24.

Ingrid bl ew snoke toward the street beyond the caf's tables. Her pil ot
doppl e tapped the bow of his pipe on the table itself and w shed the
ashes into nothingness. He cleared his throat. "Marvin?"

A fourth chair appeared at their table. In it sat the computer's
persona, wearing a glum expression. Like the others, he was staring at
the screen and Rose's plight. She was still caged, though M chael was no
| onger there to reproach her with his own suffering. So far, Lester had
not actually touched her with his cigar, although he had nade nore

pai nful circles bl oomupon her skin. Her face nade it clear that the
pain could be no worse if he were scorching her with red-hot irons.
Lester commanded even her own apprehension of her image. "Can't you do
anyt hi ng?" asked the original, female Ingrid. "You know | can't. | can't
interfere.”

"She has to call you."
"And she can't do that," said Marvin. "She's datal ocked."

"Can't you tell what she wants to do?"
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"But she can't do it." Marvin sounded as angui shed as if he were a hunan
being. "Turn her off." Albert took a deep and shuddering breath. "And
reboot her here.”

Marvin shook his head. "I can't."
"Then we just have to watch this?" asked the pilot. "He'll torture her,
and eventually she'll give in, and then ..."

Rose's face contorted. The cords of her neck stood out with effort. Her
lips withed as she shaped a word. "None of that!" cried Lester. He
gestured, a sharp "Crack!" sounded, Rose's head jerked as if she had
been struck, and a dime-sized welt appeared on her jawbone. "That was
"Albert."" Ingrid s voice cracked on the last syllable. ""Allll-berrrt.
Pl eeezzz.' But she needs to say "Come to me, cone here' out | oud,
doesn't she?"

"He won't let her," said her dopple. "She won't give in," said Al bert.
"She can't possibly believe it will help Mchael. It would be better to
let himdie. Then he'd be free. And she knows what hel pi ng hi m woul d
mean for her." His voice was suddenly al nost inaudible: "And then for
me. "

"Don't bet on that," said Ingrid. "Despite all the years since they were
sweet hearts, she does still love him That's what Lisa' s counting on."

VWhen Al bert | ooked hurt, even though he knew, of course he knew, that
she was right, she added, "But she's praying for us to rescue her."

"How?" he asked. "lI'mall that passes for a police departnent here. W
don't have swat teans. We don't have search warrants. \W've never needed
them "

"Whuld it help to talk to Lisa?" Ingrid | eaned over the table toward
Al bert. "Tell her we know what she's been doing, that she's in trouble,
that you are a swat team"

The light in the street turned reddish as if someone had turned down the
sun. The few vehicles on the street popped |ike soap bubbles, |eaving
their drivers and passengers staggering to keep their feet. Buildings
flickered on the verge of vanishing. "Just a minor drain." Marvin
grimced. "Al'l under control." Then he shook his head. "That won't do
any good. She knows the limts of my progranmng."

"It can't hurt,"” said Ingrid. "Try it," said the pilot. "Maybe it'l]|

shake her up and she'll give us an opening."

"I't wouldn't help if she saw me," said Marvin. "But |'|ll be here
anyway." Both he and his chair turned translucent and w spy. Wen he was
gone, the female Ingrid said, "I thought his grin mght go | ast, but

"Go ahead and call," said Marvin's voice. An ol d-fashi oned bl ack

t el ephone, the sort whose dial was on a bl ocky base that also cradled
the handpi ece, materialized on the table, blocking the view of Rose's
face. Beside the phone, right over Lester's inage, a portion of the
tabl etop di splayed a four-digit nunber. Al bert sighed and nurmnured, "I
wi sh we did have a swat team" Then he picked up the handpi ece and
deliberately dialed the nunber, going through the reassuring notions of
physical, neat reality even though he knew they were by no neans
necessary. The ringing of the phone on the other end was as clear to
everyone at the table as if it were just across the street, but none of
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the passersby seened to notice it. It was as if the sound went no
further than their ears, or as if it were fed directly to their mninds.
"Fakery," said Albert. "It's all illusion." He sounded tired. The
ringing stopped. "lIs that you, Al bert?" The voice was Lisa's. "W need
to get together," he said. "You and nme and Ingrid. We have to talk."

"VWhat on Earth about?" Her |aughter was gaiety personified. "Surely not
M chael! He's here of his owm free will. Aren't you, dear?" There was a
pause, and then a mal e voice, husky, slow, full of pain, nurnured, "Yes,
Li sa. "

"That's M chael ," whispered Ingrid. Both she and her nal e doppl e closed
their eyes. "Besides," said Lisa. "Wiy should you care about hin?"

"I'"'mworking for Marvin. I'mwhat he's got for a police force."

"He can't touch me. So you can't either." She | aughed agai n, but now
with a note of uncertainty. She fell silent, though everyone could hear
her breathing. Finally she said, "I have you on the screen. That's
Ingrid. Mchael's ex. Wio's the other guy?" After a noment's pause, she
| aughed. "That's Ingrid too! They both want M chael? | didn't know he
swi tched!"

Al bert did not answer her question. "And | want Rose."
"You nmean your Rosie's left you? But surely you don't think | have her."
"Your Lester does. In your tower room"

"We' ve been watching," said Ingrid. Lisa giggled. There was no attenpt
at all to dissenble. "She didn't object.”

"That datal ock won't | et her."

"She had her chance before he put it on." She giggled again. "W stil
need to talk about it, as well as other things."

"What ot her things?" She sounded suddenly wary. "I'm sure you can guess.
If youcan't, I'Il tell you at the caf."

"No." Hesitation said that she was telling herself she had no need to
confront her enemies, her rivals, her prey, and certainly not on ground
of their own choosing. Yet Al bert sounded confident. He knew nore than
he was saying, and he might, if she did not pretend to be cooperati ve,
have some way to strike at her. "Not there."

"Then where? You nane the place.”

Lisa's features relaxed the nerest trifle to show how nuch the offer
lulled her. But she said nothing. There was only silence while Ingrid
pushed t he phone aside and changed the scene on the tabletop screen to
show M chael facing a wallscreen that showed themin the caf. He was

| eaning forward, |lines drawn deep around his eyes, his nouth half open
To one side Lisa also watched him smling at the obvious inpotence of
his yearning. Wen Ingrid raised one hand as if to offer her ex-husband
a shred of synpathy, Lisa snapped, "The icon church.” And the scene went
bl ack. # The sinple line of type across his screen was a desperate cry
for help. The man everyone around hi m knew as Robert Codder shook his
head. Had Lisa over-reached hersel f? She had been doing so well, picking
away at the world around her, tearing at its very foundations, weakening
the entire Afterlife idea, doing just what he wanted. If she had only
continued in just the sane way, it would have been only a matter of tine
before Coleridge's stock lost all its value, its custoners went
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el sewhere, and he could rest at last. He lifted his gaze fromhis

wor kst ati on screen. The sides of his carrel were covered with nenos,
notes, clippings, printouts. There was no one at his back. He stood and
scanned the room No one was noving, the only sounds were fans and
tapping fingers, nmuttered curses, a nmuffled tel ephone ring and a nurnur
of conversation. He did not need to worry about being caught
eavesdropping on the Afterlives of Coleridge's clients, or neglecting
his own work. He knew he shouldn't take the chance, but the risk felt
essential. Events in Lisa's Afterlife had reached a cusp. The conputer's
persona had drafted a security force to do what it could not, and that
force was closing in on Lisa. If he ignored her, all mght be lost. If
he did not, he m ght be caught, but with luck he would still bring

Col eri dge down with him He called up his sumrmary of recent events. He
shook his head. If she had only clainmed Mchael, she would have

endangered not hing. But seizing Rose ... That had aroused the cops for
sure. Confrontation was now i nevitable, and the conputer was stil
stronger than his own pet. She would surely |l ose. Unless ... He had been

giving Lisa tips ever since her arrival in the Afterlife conputer. He
had instructed her in technique, supplied her with stock for her little
bait shop, warned her of dangers, and--it galled himto adnit it--even
egged her on when it came to Mchael. He hated to think she was about to
fail, for she had been such an apt pupil that the failure would be his
as well. And he did not think he could stand that. Not now. Fortunately,
he had a trunp card. He had devel oped this routine nonths before and
told hinself it was too unsubtle, too brutal, to use except in an
energency. He had hidden it on his hard-drive under an innocuous title,
saving it for ... Now, he thought as he began to type his reply. Wthout
it, Lisa would surely lose and all his hopes of revenge woul d evaporate.
Wth it, she should be unstoppable. At |least, until the destruction of

her world clainmed her as well. He did not think she would notice that
smal | conplication until far too late. # "She hung up," said Al bert. "W
can still peek." The roomreturned to the screen, but it was enpty.
"What's the icon church?" asked the pilot Ingrid. "Wait!" Marvin
reappeared, chair and all. "I caught this one!"

"What ?"

"Lisa called outside. A Coleridge terminal. She couldn't hide that! She
asked for help. And the answer ... It's aroutine. Let ne ..." He was
silent for a nmonent, his eyes closed. Wen he spoke again, he seened
puzzled. "Parts of it look like an uninstaller."

"What's that?" The Ingrids spoke together. Albert |ooked pained. "Wen
you set up a conputer programto run on a nmachine, you '"install' it. You
copy it to pernmanent storage. You set up initiation files that define
the program s paraneters. You assign working nenory. An uninstaller
undoes all that."

"VWhat woul d she want one of those for?" asked Al bert. "Maybe she's after

Marvin," said the female Ingrid. "No," said Marvin. "I'mtoo well
protected. But " He waved a hand to indicate the street, the
bui | di ngs, and everything that |ay beyond what they could see. "I think

it mght preenmpt the menory that supports all this. Turn off the
mai nt enance routines. Rel ease the data energy."”

"A disassenbler,” breathed the pilot. "It would unravel our whole world.
But she wouldn't dare! It would kill her too."

"Call Kynon," said the other Ingrid. "Tell her the problemis one of her
programers. Maybe she can ..."

"Too late," said Albert. "Lisa has the uninstaller already. Maybe she
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won't use it, but we can't count on that."

"You don't have tinme anyway," said Marvin. "She's already on her way." #
The Church of the Virtual Icon was the official nane of the rendezvous
Li sa had named. A high-roofed structure of white painted clapboards, it
occupi ed one side of a quiet dead-end bl ock. But even though the

buil ding was their urgent destination, the dusty softball field on the
other side of the street briefly distracted their attention. Men were
gathering on the sidelines, materializing balls and bats and gl oves, and
transform ng thenselves into the boys they had been once upon a tine,
when softball had been one of the nost inportant forces in their lives.
A few wonen, none of themturned into girls, were finding seats in the
rickety bl eachers beside the first-base line. Mst | ooked bored. "Come
on," said Al bert. "She must be waiting for us."

The interior of the church was a single |arge room The fl oor was paved
with broad slabs of granite that sucked heat fromthe air and left a
distinct chill. The scent of candl e-wax and i ncense was strong. A
cloth-draped altar on a | ow dais dom nated the far end of the room
Pol i shed pews were ranked beside a central aisle. Covering the walls
bet ween the stained-glass wi ndows and behind the altar were row upon row
of franmed and hal oed faces painted in the style of Geek or Russian

Ot hodox icons. There were no explanatory tags or placards; the inages
may or nmay not have been those of actual icons, actual saints. In the

| eft-hand wall, near the front, was a single nmassive door that | ooked
like it belonged in sonme nuch | arger church, perhaps even a cathedral

It was made of oak and set in a Gothic arch of stone blocks. Beside it
was a tall desk |ike those that hold guest books in funeral hones or
restaurants; it held only a fist-sized silver dome with a pushbutton on
its top. The roomwas enpty. Even though Marvin had said she was on the
way, Lisa was not there. "So we have to wait," said Ingrid. She turned
| eft, wal king the border of the room studying the icons on the walls.
Her dopple turned right. Al bert renained near the entrance. "Were's
Marvi n?" asked the pilot. "Leaving it to us," said Albert. H s voice
showed what he felt: betrayed, abandoned, disillusioned, bitter. "He
can't interfere. He does, but he's |limted, so he says he doesn't."

He | aughed. "Like sone parents.”

The Ingrids progressed alnost in step until they met in front of the
altar. They | ooked at each other then as if they were sharing the
menories of the icons they each had seen. Together, they turned toward
Al bert. "What's that door?"

He gestured ignorance in their direction. "No idea."

"I''"l'l bet she's behind it, waiting to junp out and say "Boo!'" Ingrid
spun decisively away from her dopple and raised one hand above the
bel | push. Even as the netal done di nged, sonething slanmed agai nst the
building's outside wall. Both Ingrids junped and spun around. "Fou
ball," said Albert. "I don't think they call themfoul. A hit's a hit,
and soneone's surely charging round those bases now. "

When they spun to see who had spoken, they saw that the Gothic door had
swung open on silent hinges to reveal a slender nan whose silvery hair

gl owed agai nst the shadows of the opening behind him He wore a bl ack
cassock but there was no white band around his throat to suggest that he
was a priest. "Wio are you?" said an Ingrid. The stranger smled and
bowed. "1've been a baseball fan for years. The Reverend ..." As he
spoke the word, a faint gold disk sprang into existence behind his
head." ... Jackson Kemmerdell." H's voice was that of a man accustoned
to audi ences. Al bert was wal ki ng down the church's central aisle,
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nodding as if he had net the man before. Kenmmerdell turned and extended
one hand. "The doorway--and the stairway--to Heaven. |'mthe doorman."
The foot of a stone staircase, its steps hollowed as if by nmillennia of
climbing feet, was barely visible in the shadows. "A netaphor, of

course. An inmage only. It's really just one end of the fiber-optic cable
that permts comunication between this nachi ne and Heaven's."

"For the proselytes,"” said Ingrid. "And converts," said the pilot.
"Tourists too," said Albert. "Just so," said Kermerdell. "Are you
immgrants or visitors?"

"Nei t her."

"We're waiting for
EYSK

Al bert spun around. Lisa was standing as near as he could tell precisely
where he hinself had stood before Kemrmerdel |l had appeared. "I want

M chael back," said Ingrid. "He can | eave anytine he wants to." Lisa

| aughed gaily. "Or can pay the fare."

"And | want Rose."
"l don't have her."
"Your doppl e does. He kidnapped her."

"Take it up with him" She | aughed again. Then she sobered. "You said
there was sonething else."

"Money." Al bert rubbed his thunbs against his fingertips. "Data energy.
You have far too nuch for someone who doesn't work."

"Are you the one who's been peeking at ny fil es?"
"And Rose. She's an accountant."

"But Lester's got her stopped."

"Too late. W already know ...

"It's gifts!"

Both Ingrids | aughed. "You hook themon your cunt,"” said the femal e one.

"And then you suck themtoo dry to stop you."

Kemrerdel | had been turning his head back and forth, back and forth,
wat ching first one speaker, then the next. H's eyes had been w de and
his lips parted as if to say he had never seen such an exchange in a
church before. Now his eyes were even wi der. "W've watched you," said
the pilot. "Again and again and ..."

"l don't force them It's their own free will!"
"Even that stone wall ?"

"Huh?" Lisa nmanaged to sound baffled. "There." A mniature of that

scul pture Ingrid had watched a Lisa nmake from surplus slaves or |overs
appeared upon the altar. "That Lisa. But she's an extremist. | don't do
things like that."

"She's you."
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"Somet hi ng went wong with the doppling." Her voice was show ng the
first cracks of desperation. "You know howto edit. O your coach does."

"But ..." Her knees sagged. She reached for the back of the pew beside
her and strai ghtened. But then she gasped-"Aahh!"--and sagged agai n.
This time she did not recover even tenporarily. She went to her knees,
|l ost her grip on the pew, and fell to her side. "She's faking," said
Ingrid. "She's nuch too much the bitch for that to be real."

But Al bert was not |listening. Wiere he stood in the center of the
church, he was only a few steps away fromthe fallen Lisa, and it was
only seconds before he was kneeling beside her. "Can | hel p?"

"No!" cried both Ingrids sinultaneously. "Yes," cane Lisa's weakened

voice. "Please. Gve ne ..."

He held out one hand. Her own rose, fell linply into his, and then
clutched frantically at his fingers. "Yes!"

His head fell forward. H s shoul ders sagged. Strength drained visibly
fromhis spine and |inbs as she seized upon that token of support he had
freely offered and used it to invade the very wellsprings of his soul
His face contorted as he realized that she had i ndeed been faking, and
now she was taking full advantage of that civilized reflex that had
inmpelled himto offer aid. She was gaining strength as he lost it,
swelling as he shrivelled. The Ingrids lunged forward together, but it
was the femal e one whose foot connected with Lisa's wist and broke the
junction between the vanpire and her victim The other Ingrid grabbed

Al bert and pulled himout of Lisa's reach. Wen the pilot propped him
agai nst a pew across the aisle, his head lolled and he fell sideways
onto the floor. He was still weakening. H's strength was still flow ng
into Lisa. Ingrid summoned a quark and cried, "Credit check!" It bowed,
met anor phosed into a large squirrel in a tux, and stepped to one side,
where it produced a device that, like an odoneter, displayed a
multidigit nunber on a row of small wheels. The wheel s were spinning,
and t he nunber was declining constantly and rapidly. "Take it back!" she
cried. "You invited her in! Don't let her stay!"

He clearly understood. "N-n-n ..." He was barely consci ous enough to
obey her urging. "N-n-no. Gout. "Way! No help."

He was no | onger weakening. "Take sone of nmine," said Ingrid. "And
mne," said the pilot. Kemrerdell remained in the background, near the
doorway to Heaven, saying nothing, offering nothing. But the flow of
data energy fromthe Ingrids was enough to bring Al bert back. He
blinked, lifted his body into a sitting position, and raised his head.
He sighed and groaned. He | ooked at Lisa. The others followed his gaze
intime to see her beginning to fade out, escaping, running to prepare
her defenses. "No," said Al bert instantly. "Don't go." Hi s brow furrowed
with the effort of holding her there while another quark popped into
view. This one wore a hi gh-doned helnmet, a bright blue uniformwth
brass buttons, and a handl ebar nmustache. In one hand it held a billy
club, in the other a pair of handcuffs. Wen Al bert pointed, it |eaped
toward Lisa and grabbed her shoulder. She cried out in protest, but she
was forced to stop fading. As soon as she had fully solidified, the
quark fastened a cuff to her wist. "A datal ock," said Al bert. "M kind.
She isn't going anywhere now. "

"What about the rest of then?" asked the pilot. H's voice was weaker now
than it had been. Al bert shook his head while Kemmerdell | ooked
surprised and a snmall silver ball appeared beside his ear. Marvin's
voice, murrmuring the tale of what had happened, was barely audi bl e.
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"M chael ," said Ingrid. "Can we save hi m now?"

"Lisa's locked for now She can't control him But you'll still need
your strength," Marvin said nore |loudly, and both Ingrids brightened as
what they had given to save Al bert was returned to them "M chael! Oh,
he heard. He's weak! Call me, M chael

Call us! Let us ..."

She stiffened like a dog on point. She groped with one hand for her
doppl e. Together they strained, and then M chael Durgov flickered into
view. He collapsed imediately on the floor. "Nearly killed him didn't
you?" Albert's tone was conversational as he | ooked toward the captive
Lisa. She only glared. "So thin!" The Ingrids were struggling to lift
M chael to his feet. "But you're safe now, M chael. She can't touch you
anynmore. You're safe." The original Ingrid | ooked at her dopple and
said, "Let's take himhonme." Al three faded and vani shed. Al bert was
al one now, staring at Lisa, glancing toward Kemrerdell and the doorway
to Heaven. He sighed. "My turn," he said. H's face took on a distant

| ook, and he called, "Rose?

Rosa?"

The i mage of the tower roomtook shape before himeven as Lisa | aughed.
The sound was neither cheerful nor pleasant. "They could get M chae
because you' ve got ne," she was saying. "l couldn't hold on to him
anynore. But Rose is still mne."

He pointed at the inmage. "Or Lester's."
CHAPTER 25.

She would not let themuse her the way they had M chael and so many

ot hers! She woul d not becone a slave, a creature owned by vanpires for
not hing nore than draining. She would remain her owmn and hope agai nst
all hope that Al bert had sonehow | earned what had happened to her, who
had taken her, where she was now caged. But it was hard to hold onto her
determ nation. Mchael was there, in front of her, so nearly dead, so
much in need, and that nman's voice, so like Lisa's she now coul d see,
was saying, "Gve in. You'll nake it so nuch easier on yourself. You'l
help him W'Il even et himgo."

She coul d feel the nmuscles bulging in her cheeks as she gritted her
teeth, fighting back the urge to speak, to cry "Yes!" or "No!", to give
them any satisfaction at all, at all. But there was pain. Bl oom ng
bright, bringing tears to her eyes, forcing her to gasp and nouth the
words she could not say out loud. "Al-l-berrtt!" There was the scent and
sizzle of scorching flesh, the need to scream the agony of her body
demandi ng that she give in, that she do sonething, anything, to make the
tornent go away. She could not sinply wish it gone. She was datal ocked,
her leg racked by a pain that |left her barely able to support her weight
in a cage that gave her no roomto sit down or collapse. And the pain

went on, and on, and on. Until ... There cane a tinme when she realized
that the pain of the datal ock was the only pain she felt. Her breasts
still ached, but no new burns were forning. She opened her eyes. M chae

was gone. Her tornentor was no |onger on the bed but standing, staring
into space, his expression worried. Was he so distracted that she could
reach out with her mind to Marvin or Ingrid or Al bert and summon hel p?
O would he stop her?

He didn't need to, did he? He al ready had. She was datal ocked. She could
not change her surroundi ngs and thereby undo her cage. She coul d not
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shift to a new | ocation, and thus escape. She could not send nessages
through the fabric of the conmputer, so nuch like tel epathy; she thought
that she would not even be able to use the phone, assuning she could
reach one. She could only gesture, nove her |ips, speak a word or two
that could be heard in this room al one. And she could do such things in
ways her captor disapproved only if he failed to notice. And just now he
was distracted. If she could only call out to Al bert, he could nove her
fromher prison to wherever he might be. If she were not held in place
by the datal ock. And she could not renove the datalock; it itself tied
her hands. Then she needed Al bert. He had to conme to her, to renove the
datal ock, to spirit her away to safety. Yet he could not go where he had
not been invited. That was one of the rules. And this was Lisa's hone.
The man's. It was not hers to open up to strangers. But ... The cage
was hers, wasn't it? They had given it to her. They had insisted that
she accept their gift, and though she could not leave it, all the space
within it was hers to conmand. It was all she had. Perhaps it was even
enough, if only her jailer remained too distracted to notice what she

was doing until it was too late. Especially if Al bert was watching and
listening. Against all reason, hope swelled in her chest. Before it
coul d vani sh, she nouthed the words, "Al bert! Conme here! | need you!"

She added just enough breath to be audi ble. And wonder of wonders, he
was there, squeezed into the cage beside her, his hand runni ng down her
encrusted back and side and thigh to seize the datal ock and strip it
fromher, his nmnd commandi ng the conputer to transport them both out of
cage and tower roomto el sewhere, freedom safety. # Rose was stil

nude, but now she was as cl ean and unmarked as if she had just been
taken from her own bath instead of Lisa's torture chanber. She was
sighing with relief. "I was afraid you didn't know where |I was, that you
weren't watching, that you'd never " Her arms went around Al bert with
a strength that echoed her sigh. Then she saw Lisa, held captive by

Al bert's nore hunmane datal ock cuffed to her wist. "Wat ... ?"

He gestured silence. "W haven't stopped her yet." He | ooked up then,
cocked his head. Sonething was happening, and the others had noticed
too. Kemmerdell seened puzzled. Marvin was clearly alarned. Lisa's
expressi on was smug, gloating. "Wiat is it?" asked Rose. The sounds of
the ball gane were dimnishing as if into distance. The stained gl ass

wi ndows and the icons were | osing both colors and contrast, graying into
uniformty. The altar was di sappearing in a grainy haze that resenbl ed
video fuzz. The ends of the pews were clear near the church's centra
aisle, but their further ends were gone, as if an artist had failed to
compl ete the drawi ng of the scene. Lisa remained crystal clear. He

ki ssed Rose's forehead, and suddenly she shared his pai ned understandi ng
of what was happeni ng. Despite the datal ock, Lisa was sonehow using the
uninstall er routine Marvin had described to her |ate husband, and it was
unravel ling the virtual world as they | ooked hel plessly on. "But you're
powerl ess," Al bert said to Lisa. "That datal ock stops you cold."

Why was he denying the obvious? "Something's wong," said Rose. Lisa was
licking her lips until they glistened. "I'mnot al one."

"There's us."

Both Al bert and Rose jerked their heads up. Three other Lisas were
sitting on the ends of pews, arms crossed, glaring at them One wore a
wet bikini swinmsuit, one a short skirt and tight blouse, one nothing at
all. One was black. Two were white. Beyond them only the doorway to
Heaven, the bell-push on its stand, and Kemrerdell were distinct.
Everything el se was flat, gray, and featureless. "You can't have her,

Al bert," said the Lisa in skirt and bl ouse. She slid off the pew arm and
pushed her breasts in his direction. Ginning, the nude stood beside
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her. The one in the bikini squatted beside the prisoner, petted her
hair, and fingered the datal ock's cuff. "W stick to ourself."

"Let her go."

"Or we'll ..." The nude stepped forward. Her nipples were erect. Tension
defined her nuscl es beneath her skin. Energy crackled around her, and
her hair stood out fromher scalp. "I can play this gane too," said

Al bert. He doppled, and there was one of himfor each of his opponents.
One Al bert reached for a Lisa, but then Lester was there, pulling her
out of his grasp and reaching for Rose. A quark popped into view, and
Rose recogni zed t he bul bous shape of the Inmage Shop's proprietor even as
she realized it was a Lisa in disguise. Sonmehow this revelation did not
surprise her. An Albert nuttered, "I'mbeginning to see a pattern. Is
that what you shot ne with?" The quark-disgui sed Lisa brandi shed a heavy
handgun and | aughed. Al bert doppl ed again, and one of his duplicates
tried to seize the gun. The quark danced out of reach and fired a

boomi ng shot into the air. "I'll overrun you," said the captive Lisa
"Al'l of you. You can't stop ne." The words were defiant, but her tone
bore a hint of plaintive whine. Mre Lisas appeared, along with a quark
hol di ng a signboard that displayed the conputer's avail able nenory. The
figure was not inpressive, and when several of the Lisas present

doppl ed, the figure plumeted. It plumeted again when Al bert increased
his own nunbers. But his attenpt to neet every Lisa with an Al bert was
futile. Rose soon realized that he had made a mi stake by even trying
Lisa was too far ahead. Al bert could not possibly catch up. There were
simply too many of her, and as she nultiplied she used her uninstaller
to seize the very conputer resources he needed to do the sanme. But

Al bert didn't need to dopple, did he?

The nunbers on the signboard began to dance, first up, then down. "She's
destroyi ng everything," cried Marvin's voice. "People and scenes.
Rel easi ng nenory and using it!"

The pews were entirely gone. What had been a church was now a
featurel ess fog except for the preternaturally clear imge of the
doorway to Heaven. The desk and bell beside it were gone like all the
rest, and the Reverend Kemmrerdell was standing in the doorway, his hand
poi sed to slam shut the door itself. Rose blinked at the horde of Lisas
jamred shoul der to shoul der before and all around herself and Al bert.
They were reaching for himnow, and she had no doubts about what they
woul d do to himonce they had him Nor about what her own fate would be
i medi ately thereafter. Wiy weren't they scrubbing himaway the way they
were destroying every other of the conputer's residents? They coul d,
that much was obvious. "Sone of themare trying," Marvin's voice--no, it
was Ada's now, just as it had been before Al bert had accepted that other

nane and personality the machi ne's persona had assuned for Rose. "I'm
protecting you as best | can. But there are limts. | can't do this
forever."

A heavy door slamred shut, and Kemmerdell was gone. Run away to hide in
his Heaven until the battle was won. Perhaps to wait until the Lisas
reached out for still nore worlds to conquer. Al that remained of the
quark and its signboard was a large red zero. Marvin or Ada was stil
functioning, but the Lisas had converted every bit of conputer nenory
and processing capacity used by the virtual world--except for that snmall
bit still held by Al bert and his dopples, Lisa and hers, and Rose--to
their own uses. There was no nore to be had, unless the conputer's other
residents still existed in sone confused and foggy linbo. "I have to be
careful ," he nmuttered. Rose enbraced her husband nore tightly than ever
She gasped when she saw the flesh of her arns nerging with his, as if
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Marvin were so short of processing capacity that he had to econom ze by
blurring their boundaries. Then she | eaned her forehead against his
tenple, felt that boundary weaken too, and found herself know ng

Al bert's very thoughts. He was fram ng the conmands he woul d need to

i ssue to the conputer, thinking that timng was all inportant. If he
failed, he would only add to the Lisas' strength. But thought and
nmovenment now were slow. It felt to both himand Rose as if he had been

i mrersed in nol asses or deep snow. Everything was sluggi sh. Even the
light in the void that had been a church was shifting red. The conputer
was, he knew, they knew, being forced to simulate Rose and all the

Al berts, all the Lisas, with but a fraction of its internal power. As
soon as he rel eased his conmands, one of his dopples w nked out.

I nstantly--though the instant stretched out agonizingly for Rose--before
the signboard's tote could register the change in the virtual world's
avai | abl e resources, he seized the data energy inherent in its existence
and manufactured a datal ock. As soon as it was fully fornmed, it seized
and i mobilized a Lisa. Wth a wolfish grin, Al bert used what renained
of his dopple's energy to nmaterialize another Keystone Kop. And then
another. Only three? Did he have enough dopples? No. If he spent all his
doppl es, there would still remain enough Lisas to destroy him And they
woul d. They woul d not save himfor torment and give himthe chance to
find another idea. And the datal ocked Lisas were unravelling into fog
and static snow as Lisa ruthlessly turned the uninstaller routine on her
own dopples, releasing the data energy and i medi ately using it to nmake
new, free Lisas. Al bert suddenly realized the weakness of the datal ocks.
They coul d keep a prisoner fromacting outside its self, but if that
prisoner were willing to conmit suicide and be rebooted, he or she could
still escape. If soneone else were willing to kill the prisoner, he or
she coul d al so escape. Marvin's own rules kept himfrom doing that, or

el se all of Lisa's victinms--Anton, Ling-ko, dadys, Irma's brother Al an,
all the rest--could easily be freed. Lisa had no such rules to limt

her, and with the uninstaller routine she was using she was perhaps nore
powerful than Marvin hinself. "That routine," grunted Rose. "Find it!
Attack it!" She spoke in a strained draw, as if she could barely
function. Hamstrung by the sane slow ng of the overburdened conputer
system he struggled to figure out what she neant. He rel eased a doppl e,
made three nore datal ocks, and watched the miniature Keystone Kops seize
nmore Lisas. He repeated the procedure again, and again, freezing Lisas
out of action, counting victories, small and partial and inmediately
evaporating. "I can't protect you rmuch |longer, Al bert," said Ada's

voi ce. He could feel the pressure all around him ininical, converging,
wanting nothing nore than his enslavenent or extinction. Hope flickered
as despair swelled in his heart. He had not touched at all the throng of
Li sas, and his own doppled forces were | ow, converted into datal ocks.
What had Rose neant ?

"Marvin!" he cried. "Ada! A menory map! Were are we?"

The map flickered weakly in one eye. Terabytes of nenory space, a
portion of it pale blue and | abeled "System™"™ A tiny portion pink,

mar ked "Al bert." A tiny splash of red, "Rose." A vast expanse of "Lisa,"
bl ack. A scatter of other hues flickering out even as he watched. A
swat ch of blue fading, turning dark, darker, black. "Were's that
routine?"

The tiniest grain of blinking gold. Not a |arge programat all. Not
conplicated. A bludgeon, not an assault rifle. "Delete it!"

"I can't. Can't change it either. It's |ocked agai nst even me."

"It can't be."
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"I't shouldn't be possible, but it is. All | can do is look at it."
" Show ne. "

The grain expanded into |lines of code against which he was hel pl ess. He
knew i medi ately which Iines to change to render the weapon usel ess, but
its protections forbade anyone but its creator to edit or revise. Was he
stym ed? Was Lisa bound to win and destroy themall? The way the routine
was attacking even Marvin's portions of nmenory, she too would die. But
that was no confort. He struggled to recall the techniques he had used
in his neat |ife, those he had encountered as a consultant. Viruses?

No. That was what Lisa now anpbunted to. Software bullets |ike the ones
that had killed himthree times before? They night do for all the Lisas,
but even in the dire straits of this disastrous nmoment, that did not
feel right. Better, he thought, to renove her weapon if he only coul d.
And for that? Data bonbs mi ght do. Like viruses, but not

sel f-reproduci ng, designed to seek out particular strings of data or
even particular menory addresses and obliterate their contents. "Merge
your selves," said Rose. "You'll be stronger, and she'll be busy for a
little while, using up the menmory you rel ease.”

Did he dare? It felt Iike surrender. There would be only one of him and
Rose, and a horde of Lisas glorying in their strength of nunbers. As
soon as they realized the situation, he and Rose would |ive but an
eyeblink nore. But what else could he do? He needed just a little tineg,
and if he gave Lisa no distraction at all, he and Rose would |ive only
two eyeblinks. Maybe three. Another swatch of blue faded, darkened,

vani shed. The very systemthat operated the virtual world,

Bert ha- Marvi n- Ada, the under pi nni ngs of existence under attack and
weakening, failing. The world was about to end, and with it his second
life. He had only one chance to live, no chance at all if he did not
try, nor if he failed. He did it. Just as Rose had urged the nerest
second before, he nerged all his dopples and datal ocks into one. In the
sudden rush of freed data-energy, he found the nenory he needed. Quickly
he crafted his bonb, inmagined it as a narrow, stub-finned mssile, and
arnmed its targeting mechanismwith a single line of code fromthe
uninstaller routine that was creating so nmuch havoc. Yet Lisa was just
as fast. The nmenory he had freed was gobbl ed up, converted into Lisas,
w enched fromhis grasp and turned upon himand Rose in the final |unge
of uninstallation, disassenbly, death. The overwhel ni ng wave of her
attack was al ready crashing down on his and Rose's heads when he

| aunched his last-mnute creation as a roaring streak of snoke and fire
homi ng on that lethal foe of all reality, a fragnent of conputer
program a nere abstract idea. # "So many of them" said the conputer's
Ada voice. But when it materialized once nore, its formwas that of
Bertha. She wore a pristine white snock like that of a doctor, and as
she stepped anong the stunned, disarned Lisas, she pointed. Those she

i ndi cated nmerged, and the number of captives rapidly declined. "Wat
o

"They conme in sets," said Bertha, and Rose and Al bert, still |inked at
arm and head, nodded to say they understood. "Lisa' s own dopples, and
then theirs. I'mconsolidating them | have to. You stopped the attack,
but they'd trashed the place. Fortunately, |'ve got the blueprints in
per manent storage. And | was able to B-cup nost of ny guests before she
got to them As soon as | reclaimthe data energy, | can rebuild."

When t he nunber of Lisas stopped declining, she said, "Thirty-one of
them And one Lester." She gestured, and they were each clad in a bright
orange coverall, made all the sane despite the differences in skin color
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and hair. The one nale Lisa was glaring furiously. So were several of
the females. A few of the others seened resigned to whatever their fate
woul d be, as if they had known this day woul d conme. Bertha shook her
head as the Church of the Virtual |con took shape once nore around them
and the sounds of softball became audible again, as if the ganme never
had been interrupted. The Li sas now occupi ed three pews near the back of
the church. "So many. And nost of them had sizable stashes of data
energy. It's no wonder | got so sluggish at tinmes."

Al bert and Rose knew that what the conputer, their host, was doing was
essential. But to them at the noment, something el se was nore
important. "Were's Ingrid?" asked Mchael. "And M chael ? Are they
okay?"

"Just a mnute."

What appeared was not their friends. Instead, there suddenly stood
against the far wall, not far fromthe doorway to Heaven, a stone wall

a frieze of human despair and pain. Anton and Ling-ko materialized in a
pew across the aisle fromtheir mistress and her duplicates. Beside them
was what seenmed a heap of filth. The rest of the pew, and several nore
besides, filled in with nore of Lisa's victins, many in servants'

livery, some in tattered rags, sonme in nothing at all. Every one of them
was enaci ated; a few were unconscious and pale as if during the fina
battle their Lisas had drained the last drops of their vitality. As Rose
and Al bert watched, a few of Lisa's nost abused victinms w nked out.
"They're dead," said Bertha. "I'll reboot themlater."

Anot her pew filled with wonen, revealingly dressed and seeni ng healthy.
Al bert recognized dadys and Irma's brother Alan. "There's only the one
brothel ," said Bertha. The Reverend Jackson Kenmmerdell had stepped from
his safe haven into the church. He | ooked appalled. "Wat now?"

Rose was finally pulling free fromher | ate husband. "Were's M chael ?"

"He was here," said Bertha. "At least he's free." She wore a determ ned
| ook, as if she, the conputer, had chosen her present inmage for the sake
of some connection she felt with the man. Perhaps she did, for he,
despite his faults, had been instrunental in her creation, and Bertha
had been the form she had worn to induct himinto the virtual realm "Is
he all right?"

"Let's see.” And he was there at |ast, standing before Rose and Al bert,
an Ingrid at each side, holding his el bows while he sagged weakly toward
the stone floor of the church. Both Ingrids were now fenal e; one stil
wore the pilot's flightsuit. "He's alive. Thank god."

At the sound of Rose's voice, Mchael raised his head and tried to
smle. H's cheeks were hollow, his eyes | ooked bruised, and receding
guns reveal ed stained teeth. When he tried to smle at her, he | ooked
like the stuff of nightmares. "R-r-r-r " He |l eaned toward Rose. He
tried to take a step. The Ingrids gripped his arns nore tightly and
tried to hel p. Wien he saw the Lisas in the back of the church, he
froze. "M chael," pleaded one of them "Make themlet ne go. Do, and
I"I'l ..." She rotated one shoulder in a way that suggested nmuch nore
than nere nudity. He stared at the one who had spoken. He stared at all

the others, who in turn stared back, eyes wide, |ips parted, their
hunger pal pable. No one el se said a word. Finally, Mchael shuddered and
shook his head, though he was still so weak that the shake was little

nmore than a sideways trenble. "No," he said, and he closed his eyes and
turned away, finally and totally rejecting Lisa and all she could offer
When he opened them he was facing Rose. His gaze jerked toward each
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Ingrid in turn. He shuddered agai n and nanaged a weak "L'go."

"Do it," said Bertha. As they obeyed, and as the conputer fed the nman
with data energy, M chael's back straightened and the life came back to
his eyes. But when he tried to wal k, he seermed as crippled as his neat
had been by age and stroke. "No," he said again, and then nore strongly,
"Nol

The Lisas glared at him One spoke: "Bob's still going to get you. He'l
get all of you."

"He needs nore than energy to heal," said Bertha. "They all do."

"Time," said Rose. "She left them scarred." Then she shuddered at the
menory of what they had done to her. Al bert clutched her hands and

| ooked at her. Her naked body showed no signs of the sores Lester had
inflicted on her. "They didn't have her |ong enough,"” said Bertha.
"She'll get over it much nore easily.”

"What are you going to do about her?" asked the Ingrid in the pilot's
uniform The pipe her male form had snoked was cl anped bet ween her
teeth. Bertha shook her head. "I can't kill her," she said. "And | can't
put her back in her neat. | don't know "

There was silence for a long noment. "May | make a suggestion?" Wen
they turned toward the voice, they saw the Reverend Kemmrerdel |l stepping
tentatively away fromhis portal to Heaven and raising one hand as if in
benedi cti on.

CHAPTER 26.

"1 know your bookkeeping functions aren't conscious," said Rose. "But

"They're automatic," said Marvin. "Like your own digestion, controlled
by your autonom c nervous system Neither one of us has any access to
what is going on at that |evel of our existence."

"You have to inprove on that." Rose | eaned over the caf's indoor table,
staring intently at the conmputer's persona. She was ignoring Al bert
Pillock to her right and M chael Durgov and Ingrid to her left. She was
al so ignoring the wind and rain beyond the caf's broad door. Someone had
chosen to relieve the tedium of perfect weather, and no one el se had
seen fit to argue. Perhaps it was sinmply that no one felt oppressed by
clouds and rain when the clouds showed no hint of dirty brown and when
the wet rushing air snelled sweet, when the streets | acked every trace
of rubbi sh, when every car beside the curb sparkled |ike new, when no
bui | di ngs bore the marks of abandonment, when every citizen of Virtua
City bubbled with an effervescence that had surely | ast been known when
the world was young and the gods had perched on high O ympus. Halting
the Lisas' drain on the conputer's systens, on the underpinnings of the

virtual world, had nade an i medi ate difference. "If you don't," she
added. "If you don't, it'll happen again. There are nore Lisas out

there. Some are surely worse. One of these days you'll copy one of those
into you, and we won't be able to stop her. O him "O it'll happen
like Albert was telling me the other day. Anywhere linmted resources are
in demand there will be conpetition for those resources. You recognized

this when you set up the rules that defined the econony in here. You
forgot the possibility of thieves and cheats, predators and parasites.
The inevitability, really. That's what a biologist would tell you
That's what the artificial |life researchers |earned years ago."
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The quark waiter cried, "Anyone want a drink? A snack?"

When no one paid any attention at all, it squatted disconsolately in the
table's empty sixth place, its chal kboard cl utched against its chest.
The conedi an was nowhere to be seen. "Wat can | do?" Bertha's shrug
made her gaily patterned caftan billow "For one thing," said Rose.
"Don't |let people have so many dopples. Two or three should be quite
enough. "

Bert ha shrugged again. "I'mlimted by ny progranmng."

"You're not that limted," said Albert. "Not as |ong as you renmenber how
to del egate."

"I's that what you mean? Let you be a governnent ?"

Rose nodded. "Or a police force, though it would be a fairly sinple one.
The way this place works, doppling has to show to an accountant. And
that's what | am™"

"Just keep the files open," said Al bert, and Rose nodded again. "I think
I can al so keep a Lisa fromripping you off. Enbezzling, really. She was
usi ng your autonatic stipend nmechanism you know. And | can set up
auditing routines to catch what she was doing to her lovers. O require
your residents to approve every expenditure. No nore automatic debits."

"Then you've found your job, haven't you?" Wen Rose stiffened,
surprised even though she had been suggesting just that, Bertha grinned
and was suddenly Marvin, making a face at the caftan and changing it to
a striped terrycloth robe over orange sw mmng trunks. To conplete the
i mge, he added a scattering of water drops on his exposed skin. "Do

it." Then he | ooked at Albert. "lI've been treating you like a private
eye. Want to be ny chief of security? Full tine, though if she can ..

"Al bert!"

As the voice cane frombeyond the waiter, the quark tw tched and
produced a bottle of chanpagne and seven tall glasses. "On the house,"
it muttered. Irna stood behind it, clinging to the armof a man of about
her age. She wore a black sheath, he a light brown shirt and pants. Both
had bl ack hair, though he | acked the snowwhite circles that marked her
own. "My brother," she said. "Alan. You got himfree, and he's back to
normal . He doesn't even want to be a girl anynore!"

"What's wong with that?" Marvin flickered to Bertha, still in trunks
and robe, and back again. "I do it all the time."

"But you didn't have to ..." His voice was higher than nost nen's, and
his face showed the shadow of pain nore clearly. "Is @ adys all right?"
asked Irma. dadys' mlk bottle pronptly materialized on the pal m of
Marvin's extended hand. Its plug was cocked askew, and there was no sign
of either gold chain or baling twine. "You'll have to conjure up a shelf
for this, Albert. A trophy shelf."

"What do you nean?" Irna | ooked fromMarvin to Al bert. She seened
confused. "Were is she?"

"She has her Toddy Sean now," said Albert. "See?" Mrvin indicated the
tabl et op, which was displayi ng a young wormman apparently in her teens.
Straight dark hair framed a freckled face. A radiant snile reveal ed
braces. Behind her was visible an apartnent room domi nated by a crib and
a bassinet. The view panned down her body to show a rounded belly. "But
how?" Irma's grip on her brother's armtightened visibly. "lIs it a
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doppl e? Did you copy her own m nd?"

Marvi n shook his head. "I suggested that to her once. It would have
wor ked. But she wouldn't do it."

"It's a Lisa," said Albert. "Though that's not what she'll call her
while she's growing up again," said Marvin. "Reincarnation.” Al an
smled. "Do you think it will help?"

The conputer shrugged. "The H ndus seemto think it does. O can. |'l|
keep an eye on her."

"l suppose you can try again if you have to," said Irnma. "That'll be up
to Albert, if he accepts the security slot | just offered him"

Al bert nodded. "The first thing to do is call Coleridge and tell them
about "

When Jonat hon Spander's face appeared on the tabl etop, Al bert reported
what had happened and descri bed how Lisa sai d she had been hel ped. Then
he said, "She promi sed Bob would finish what she started."

"Who's Bob?" Spander sucked at his yellowed teeth. "We think he's one of
your programrers.”

"W've got several Bobs in that shop.”
Irma | eaned forward. "There was a new one not |ong before
"H, Irma. Your nmeat's still doing good work here.”

Her only response to the interruption was a grinace. "He was ol der. Do
you have pictures?”

"Sure. Just let nme tap the personnel files. I'll say hi to her for you.
Phot os began to flick across the screen. "That one!"

"That's Nick. N ck Codescu." M chael sounded shocked. "Elena's brother."

"The one you screwed to nmake ne," said Marvin. M chael nodded. "It's no
wonder he was helping Lisa," said Rose. # "I had it comng," said

M chael a week later. He turned his enpty chanpagne flute in his
fingers. He was sitting in Albert's favorite easy chair, with d adys
mlk bottle on a shelf above his head. The others were scattered about
the apartnment's space. The curtains were drawn back, and bright sun
shone past a bal cony crowded with planters full of flowers. "Didn't [?"

"Ch, no," said Rose. She was beside Al bert on the couch. "No one could
deserve what she did to you."

Both Ingrids snorted. "You didn't know himlater on," said one. M chae
nodded. "My own medicine."

"The biter bit," said the pilot. "But you sound |ike you've |earned
sonet hing," offered Albert. "I hope so."

"Enough not to fall for Lisa again," said Rose. "He showed that in the
church. "

"About tine," said an Ingrid. Bertha, in her caftan once nore, tapped
one finger on the dining table. "Enough to say what we should do with
the rest of the Lisas?"

M chael | ooked thoughtful but for a | ong noment he said nothing at all
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When he finally broke the silence, he said, "I wouldn't dare. |'mafraid
of her. | hate her. | love her. Al at once. How could | possibly be
fair? How could you possibly trust ne to be fair?"

"VWhat do you think of Kemerdell's proposal ?"

"He was at the church, wasn't he? Last time | saw himwas years ago."
When Bertha nodded encouragingly, Mchael went on. "I wasn't paying nuch
attention. | know he had sonething to say there at the end, but "

"He runs Heaven, all the different Heavens, he said," said Rose. "He'l
run Hell too, if that's what we want."

"Anot her machine," said Albert. "He'll design its world. Then we put the
Lisas init. He'll lock the door and stand guard with a flamng sword so
she never gets out again."

"That seens barbaric," said Mchael. "Areal Hell, with devils and | akes
of fire."

"If that's what you want," said Bertha. The original Ingrid stared at
the cigarette in her hand and shook her head. "No. An ordinary world is
all it takes. Fill it with Lisas, and they' |l nake it Hell enough unless
they can learn to live with each other."

"He did say he thought that was possible," said her dopple. "So if they
ever qualify, we should be able to let themout."

"And put others in, if anyone |ike Lisa ever shows up again."

"They will," said Rose. M chael spread one hand on the table and stared
at it. "Tell people when they first arrive," he said quietly. "Do you
think that woul d stop a Lisa?"

No one seened willing to say it would. Perhaps they were thinking that
in the neat world they had |l eft behind them the threat of neither
heavenly nor earthly puni shment had ever done rmuch to dimnish crine.
And the neat world defined the thinking of every resident of the virtua
world. "Lock '"emup." Ingrid blew snoke toward the ceiling. "At least it
keeps themfromdoing it again."

"Maybe, " said Bertha. "Maybe d adys will show us another way." A nonent
| ater, she added, "If even a whole newlife can't rehabilitate a Lisa,
we' |l have to put Toddy Sean in there too."

The others | ooked skeptical. Then Ingrid' s dopple said, "On the other
hand, if the kid turns out okay, we can rehabilitate all the other Lisas
too. And anyone el se who needs it."

"But not Nick Codescu," said Mchael. Elena's brother had been charged
with murdering Mchael's meat. He woul d never be copied. "No." Bertha's
head- shake was slow and sad. "Even if it works, it can't help the
meats. "

"Soneday, " said Albert. "We'Il be pulling mnds out of their neat,
fixing them and putting them back. Maybe we'll be re-raising people to
straighten out their kinks. O maybe we'll just edit them"

The pilot yawned. "It's tine | was getting back to the shuttle." She
waved and wi nked out. The rermining Ingrid stood up fromthe couch. "Do
you want to go home now, M chael ?"

He turned toward Rose, a tortured expression on his face. She | ooked at

file:/lIC|/13226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...0ks/ Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20Karma.TXT (152 of 158) [1/3/2005 12:38:22 AM]



file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20K arma. TX T
Al bert. "The problens don't go away, do they?
I love you both."

He too seened pained. "You don't have to decide between them" said
Bertha. "You have the data energy now, pay for what you've done
al ready. "

"You nmean ... ?" She closed her eyes in concentration, and there were
two Roses, one on either side of Al bert. "But how long can it |ast?"

"You don't have to wonder, do you?" said Bertha. "Try it, and see.”

The Roses sighed and | ooked at each other. "Well, then ... One stayed
besi de Al bert. The other stepped toward M chael Durgov and hugged his
arm Now it was Ingrid' s turn to | ook distressed. "He's mne," she
cried. "You can't "

"You have enough too, M chael," said Bertha. "Call it conpensation for
what you' ve been through."

As the second M chael noved beside his ex-wife, the Roses | ooked first
at her | ate husband and then at her first adol escent crush. "We'I| have
to get together once in a while, you know, so the dopples can update
each other."

"It's like twins, isn't it?" said Ingrid. "Except they can do that,
al nrost |ike they were one person with two |overs."

Al bert | ooked uneasy, as if he agreed with her and thought the situation
far too close to infidelity. But then Rose touched his arm and said,
"You'll have me as long as you can stand me. And |'Il have you. But it
isn't like the neat world, is it?

Just a few days ago, | was wishing | could have ny cake and eat it too
And now | can."

A boom of laughter narked Marvin's materialization behind Bertha. He

cl anped his hands on the shoulders of his female alter ego and said, "I
should wite this as a virtual |ove song: "Heal ny wounded heart with
copy star dot star.'"

"Better you should fix your bookkeeping," said Rose. "That's your job
now," said Marvin, even as Bertha turned toward Rose's M chael. "And
you? What sort of work can you do?"

The M chael s shook their heads with identical rueful grins. "So far |
haven't done nuch but make an ass of nyself."

Ingrid poked her Mchael in the biceps. "There's plenty of donkey work
that needs doing."

"Your dopple, for instance," said Bertha. "Hauling spaceships into
orbit. Disguised as software. And |'ve got plenty of orders for nore
such. Receptionists, truck drivers, inventory control, nachine operators

." She faced the Mchaels. "Let me run a few tests to see what you'd
be best at. Then we can transfer any necessary skills and ..."

"WAit a minute," said Ingrid. "You' re forgetting what he was when he was
meat. A busi ness manager."

"A pretty cutthroat one," said Marvin. "Isn't there anything that could
use that?"

file:/lIC|/13226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...0ks/Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20Karma.TXT (153 of 158) [1/3/2005 12:38:22 AM]



file:/lIC|/3226%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Tom%20Easton%20-%20Silicon%20K arma. TX T

"Personnel ?" suggested Bertha. "Consultant?"
"Fund-rai si ng?"

M chael |aughed as the suggestions flew. "Once we get it going," he
said. "I'll run the rehab center." # "There's no oil in the water," said
M chael . "What do you nean?" The Rose who was closer to himturned to

| ook at the | ake. The sun was | ow above the trees on the distant shore,
and the water gl eaned pi nk and orange. The breeze was too gentle and
fitful to stir nore than ripples. "I noticed it," he said. "Wenever

Li sa was around."

"Like the litter." Al bert made a shooing nmotion with his hands. "Move.
There's too many of us on this old dock." As he spoke, wood creaked, the
flat surface of the dock sagged, and water washed over their feet. Once

they were all on shore, Mchael said, "Look. |I'mgetting the hang of
this at last." The dock's sag reversed itself, the wood dried, and
weat hered silver was replaced by fresh-cut, resin-scented pine. "I bet |

could turn it into a concrete pier."
"Don't," said his Rose. "It wouldn't be the sane."

The other Rose was already wal king toward the cottage's steps. "There's
roomfor all of us, but ..."

The [ ook Al bert ainmed toward M chael was tinged with the suspicious
surliness of a man who is not quite sure whether he should defend his
turf. "It would be hard for me to think of you and my wife in another
bedroom even if your Rose is a copy."

"She's the copy," said Mchael's Rose. "Not ne."
"Duplicate, then. Dopple."

"l suppose it's jealousy." Mchael nodded as if to say that he would
feel much the sane. "Then we need another cottage." M chael's Rose
shivered ostentatiously. "And a sweater."

"Anot her island,” said Al bert. "At |east."

"Shush," said his Rose. "Do you think we can do it?" # The other island
was as nearly as they could inagine it a duplicate of the original. But
it was not visible fromthe dock or the cottage's porch. Nor did the
duplicate porch and cottage offer any view of the original. The two

i slands--and their residents--turned their backs upon each other. "W
couldn't have done that by ourselves," said Al bert. "Marvin didn't show
up, but he had to be helping."

"You nmust have a lot of credit with himnow " said Rose. "W nust.
You're the accountant. And you're the one who saved us all with that
mer gi ng busi ness.”

She opened the bedroom door. The four-poster bed Al bert had nade froma
primtive bunk was still there, and the air held hints of nmusk and
sweat. # Rose stared up into the bed's ruffled canopy. M chael Durgov

| ay agai nst her side, one armthrown across her chest, their skins danp
where they net despite the cool ness of the air. She dug her fingertips
into the hair behind his ear. "Can it possibly work?"

" MmP?"

"Using dopples like this. Trying to have everything."
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He sighed. "I don't know." A nonent |ater he added, "Are you w shing you
were with Al bert?"

"I amwith him O she is. And she's probably w shing she was here, with
you. And you? Wth Ingrid?" # "So which one of you is having the cake?"
asked Al bert. "And which one's eating it?"

Rose rocked her head on the pillow "It's not very satisfying unless you
know you' re doi ng both."

"You'll have that eventually. Wen you update."

There was silence while they adjusted their positions to face each ot her
conversationally, nose to nose. "Can it possibly work?" she asked. "Wen
we were nmeat "

"Some people said that to live a truly satisfying life, you had to dive
into everything. Total involvenent wi th whatever you touched.
Si ngl e-m nded. Gthers said that wasn't possible ..."

"Yes," he nurnmured. "You have to focus."

"You just can't commit yourself fully to everything."

"l never even tried."

"I didn't either. But now we can."

"Doppl es? A separate you for everything?"

She ran one hand down his side. He did the sanme. "Wy not?
We aren't limted to a single self anynore."

"Multiple selves," he said. "Perfect freedom One of us for everything
we want to be, every l|over, every career."

"Shh," she nmurnured. "Not that many. There are linmits, after all."

"VWhat ever. But they're only copies at the start. They becone separate
i ndi vi dual s soon enough, even if they do update each other on their
menories."

"But they have to be very like each other. C oser than twins."

"But not close enough, not for long, to stay happy with specialization
Unl ess you edit out the other interests."

"We didn't do that, did we?"
"But we could. It's a digital world."

She caught her breath when he denonstrated. "Not as digital as the one
we |eft. Everything was 'either-or' there. If you chose one thing, you
had to give up the other."

"While here ..." It was his turn to catch his breath. "Here, you can
have it all. At least in theory."

"Even if the satisfaction doesn't last." # "It won't be long then, wll
it? You'll want Al bert again."

"And she'll want you. Wile you want Ingrid."
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"And he wants you." He | aughed. "Updating nenories won't be enough
W'l have to get into w fe-swapping."

"I don't like that idea. None of us do. That's why we doppl ed the
i sland!™"

"So maybe dopples are a |ousy idea? Maybe we should live just one life,
everything in a single sequence? If we want two w ves, have themin
sequence?"

She t ouched hi m and

"That's the way you did it. Wen you were neat.'
| aughed deep in her throat. "But you're neaty enough ..

EPI LOGUE: A DREAM OF REDEMPTION "I gotta go pee."

The front door slammed even as hard-worked brakes squeal ed by the curb

Red lights flashed, a horn sounded a perenptory summons, and children's
voi ces screaned froma long row of windows. "The bus is here! Get your

little ass ... I'"

Young feet pounded through the house, and now the bathroom door sl amred.
Its lock clicked. "I gotta go!"

There was no sound of water before the toilet flushed. Wen the child
energed, the nother was standing in front of the door, one hand on a
hip, the other in a sling, and a nasty scow upon her face. She was

sl ender and bl onde, and her skin glowed as if fires burned inside her.
"You little fuck," she said. "You do this every other day. And | am sick
of it!"

The child was a snaller edition of her nother, as slender, as blonde, as
feverish, but petulant instead of fierce. One eye was swollen shut. "I
don't like to ride the bus."

"Way not ?"

"For Christ's sweet sake, Lisa!" The heavy nal e voice cane fromthe
ki tchen, where the man who called hinmself the child s father was
finishing his breakfast. "It's the sane as al ways!

The other little bastards call her nanes. Leave her alone and just drive
her to the goddam school . "

"Way don't you drive her in for a change?"

"You think I've got the fuckin' time?" There was a clatter as he dropped
his enpty coffee cup into its saucer. "The guys are waitin' for nme
al ready. "

There was a glinpse of heavy belly and thinning hair as the man swing
around the corner and headed for the front door. "WAiting!" Lisa
screaned. "For what? So you can cut the deck? So you can have first
pinch at the barnmaid' s ass? Get a job, Lester! W need the noney!"

"One nore word!" He was snarling now "And I'll break your other arm"

"You touch ne or the kid again, and I'll shove the carving knife up your

The front door slammed again. "Are you going to drive nme in, Mmy?"

Li sa sighed heavily. "Next time you can fucking well walk!" # It wasn't
as if the school was very far away. Two mles, maybe three. But the car
was a rusted-out, snoke-belching weck that enbarrassed Lisa every tine
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she thought of it. Its only saving grace was the pair of pink fuzzy dice
that hung fromthe stub of nmetal that had once upon a tinme supported a
rearview mirror. For sone reason, she |iked pink. She drove hone as
rapidly as she could. She was thinking of the bottle of gin she had
hidden in the toilet tank so Lester would not find it. She wanted it,
but not yet. Not till after lunch. Not till after the bakery boy--he

| ooked as Lester nust have | ooked when he was young, though she had not
known hi mthen--had stopped by the house and cone and gone. The house
was just like all the others in the nei ghborhood: a one-storey bungal ow,
a carport, a patchy lawn, half a dozen ragged, stunted shrubs. The only
differences were in the colors of the siding--her house was a pukey
green, next door was diarrhea yellow, the other choices were no better,
and none were any shade of pink--and in the curlicues of netal that
pretended to decorate the front step railing. Each one needed sonethi ng
different too, paint or shingles or new |unber to replace rotting trim
or glass for a broken wi ndow. Lisa knew that there was better in the
world. She saw it on TV, in nmgazines, in the eyes of the worman on the
other side of the welfare office's counter. She even felt that she had
not always lived as she lived now, that she had known nmuch better, even
that she had been sonewhere near the very peak of the social heap
Sonewhere very pink indeed. Sonetines she al nost renenbered ... She

wi shed that she could renenber. But her mnd insisted that the past had
al ways been just like the present. And the future held no relief. # The
water glass was full of gin, as clear as water but far nore pungent.
More satisfying too. Miuch nore satisfying than the bakery boy. Not that
he was really a boy. Early thirties, surely, and he had a round of
housewi ves just like Lisa, five of them one for every day of his
wor ki ng week. The weekends were for his own wife. He had told her so.
She | ooked at the grocery bag on the counter. It was filled with day-old
donuts and rolls and | oaves of bread. If she was |ucky, there m ght even
be a cake or pie on the bottom Did Lester know how she kept them fed?
She snorted, took a swallow fromher glass, and made a face. If he did,
he had never let on. Not that she would let himget all high and m ghty.
He screwed around just as bad. Or worse, because he didn't get anything
for it. Not even a dose of clap or HHV. And she would tell himso. Her
gl ass was enpty. She lifted the lid off the toilet tank once nore,

retrieved the bottle, and eyed it appraisingly. It was half full. It was
al ways half full. She couldn't remenber ever buying a replacenent. Wich
was just as well, since she didn't have any noney. Wat Lester didn't

bl ow on booze and poker and horses, she spent on food and thrift-shop
clothing. She had just replaced the Iid when she heard footsteps on the
little porch by the front door. There was the hesitation that announced
the stranger who did not know the doorbell had never worked. Finally
there was the rap-rap-rap of a stranger who insisted on attention. Her
drink was still in her hand when she opened the door to confront a
fortyish wonan with brown skin and tightly curled black hair. She wore a
|ight gray business suit whose skirt was tight just above her knees. She
hel d a sheaf of cheaply printed panphl ets. Lisa sighed, |eaned agai nst
the doorjanb, sipped heavily fromher drink, and said, "I'man atheist.
Go away."

Wiy, she wondered, did the face in front of her seemso faniliar? Wy
did she sonetines feel that she was surrounded by carbon copies of
hersel f?

The ot her woman sniffed di sapprovingly, slapped her pamphl ets agai nst
one palm and stepped closer. "That doesn't matter," she said. "I know
you, woman. | see you everywhere | go in this vale of tears. And not one
of you knows why she is here!" Lisa |laughed. "Okay," she said. "I1'lI
bite. Wy are we here?"
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"It's all in here." One hand noved |ike a striking snake. Lisa put up a
hand to stop the thrust and found herself holding a panphlet. Its title,
bri ght orange on a forest green background, was "Your Karna."

"W have |lived before!" said the wonan on the porch. "W have sinned!
And we suffer now for our sins in past |ives!"

"So what ?" Lisa drained her glass and thought i mediately of the hidden
bottle. "Who cares? What difference does it nmake?"

"Read!" The other woman tapped the panphlet in Lisa's hand with a rigid
forefinger. "I'lIl be back tonmorrow. I'Il tell you then how to save your
soul. How to get out of this hell that we call life."

Despite the pull of her bottle, Lisa remained in her doorway while the
ot her turned on her heel and marched across the | awn toward the next
house over. Only when the nei ghbor woman opened her door, her own gl ass
in her hand, did Lisa go back inside. The panphlet went into the

bat hr oom wast ebasket as soon as Lisa needed two hands to lift the lid
fromthe toilet tank. # "Sales are up again," said Manora Day. "So's the
stock," said Leah Kymon. "It hel ped that we could give Codescu to the
cops,"” said Eric Mnckton. The three Col eri dge executives sniled at each
other. Their jobs were secure, at least until the next crisis. Jonathon
Spander smiled too, but he also had the grace to feel faintly troubl ed
that no one seenmed to care what had happened to the people within the
computer. "I wi sh we could give Albert and Rose Pillock a pair of

medal s. They really saved our bacon."

"Ch, come," said Kynon. Her smile was both tol erant and anused. "You
sound |like you think they're real. The others too, | suppose. And we
know they're just sinulations.”

"Besides ..." Manora Day was actually | aughing. "They can give
thenselves all the nedals they want in there. Al they have to do is
wi sh. "

#itH

THE END
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