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BRI AN STAPLEFORD - Busy Dyi ng

HE COULDN T REMEMBER whet her he'd ever been to that particular spot before, but
the open plaza | ooked vaguely fanmliar. As he clinbed the ugly centerpiece of
the fountain, aimng for the pagoda-like roof above the bug-eyed gargoyles, he
seened to be reaching for famliar footholds. They were already shouting his
nane, but that didn't nmean a thing; he supposed that he'd be recognized in any
of a hundred cities, in any of four hundred nalls. He was quite a celebrity.

By the tinme he reached his selected coign of vantage a t housand people were
convergi ng on the fountain. The design of the atriumwas such that the crowds on
the second, third, and fourth floors had as good a view as the people at ground
| evel, and the escalators were cramred with excited gesticulators hoping that
the nmoving stairways wouldn't carry themtoo far before the show began

He checked his watch. Gve it ten, he thought, beginning to count down.

He knew there were a dozen security canmeras on himand that anyone in the crowd
with a cancorder would be pointing it at himalready, but the CNl were probably
all ready to go with an injunction against any mall in this or any other city,
and you couldn't trust amateurs to produce A-1 footage even with today's
technol ogi cal aids. He figured that ten seconds ought to be enough to bring down
a few newsdrones. Even the networks posted drones in mails these days, and not
just because of him Mills were the cormercial arteries of the nation, and
mal | news was always a big itemin the human interest slots.

At five he uncapped the can, and threw the cap into the cromd so that the kids
could fight over it. At seven he began to pour, so that he would be ready to
drop the can into the rippled pool of the fountain at nine.

Smoothly, with practiced conpetence, he struck the match with his fingernail. Is
that slick, or is that slick, he asked hinself. He had al ways cared about
matters of style.

Hi s sneakers were still squelching and the |l egs of his pants were soaked from
his dash across the pool, but he knew it wouldn't matter. The rest of himwas
soaked with sonething infinitely less inclined to danpen the spirits.

The flames came up about himwi th an audi bl e whoosh, and bl ack snmoke bill owed
forth. For a second or two -- but it mght have been an olfactory illusion -- he
t hought that he could snell his own flesh burning.

Ww, he thought.
Vow Vow  Wow

When her bl eeper went off Margaret Perci k woke up with a sudden start, surprised
and slightly guilty about the fact that she'd nodded off.

She didn't need to check her wistphone; it was Enmily signaling that Walter
Murray was recovering consci ousness. She hurried, intent on arriving before he
renoved the skinskin sealing his eyelids, but she needn't have bothered. The
moni tori ng devi ces had bl own the whistle on himbut Walter was pl ayi ng possum
He hadn't noved a nuscle; he was probably playing for time while he tried to
figure out who and what and where he was. Thanks to him doctors now knew t hat
death usual ly caused tenmporary amesi a, and he had had enough practice dying to
have devel oped habitual methods of dealing with the condition

As she checked the instrunents she felt sure that he was tracki ng her novenents
with avid ears. He flinched, though, when Em |y checked his waste-di sposa

tubes. She carefully peeled the skinskin away fromhis eyes, and he opened them
bl i nking against the light. He had to close the lids again for a second or two,

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Brian%20Stapleford%20-%20Busy%20Dying.txt (1 of 15) [10/16/2004 4:38:07 PM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/Brian%20Stapl ef ord%20-%20Busy%20Dying.txt

but when he coul d keep them open they focused readily enough on her face: no
| asting danage there.

He | ooked up at her without recognition. Enily noved to the head of the bed so
that he could study them both. She and Enily were as handsome as one another but
not in the least alike, in spite of the fact that they were wearing severely
clinical white coats. Margaret was dark and stem and so conprehensively imaged
for authority that she was al nost austere; Emily was fairer and softer and
decorated. Nobody was supposed to be able to tell a woman's age anynore, but
that was bullshit. Winkles or no winkles, Margaret knew, it was obvious to
anyone with half an eye that Enmily was an absolutely authentic twenty-one,
whereas she herself was fifty-five and then sone.

Margaret darted a quick glance at Emly, to nake sure that she was paying
attention. It was inportant, according to their agreed procedure, that they both
| ooked at himwi thout the slightest trace of synpathy or admiration

"Can you renenber who you are?" Mrgaret asked.

There was a twenty second gap before he replied. Finally, he said, "I seemto
have tenporarily msplaced ny name. I'msorry."

"You were very lucky, M. Mirray," she said. "If you hadn't fallen into the

f ount ai n. "

That drew a slight reaction -- as if the horror of it had hit himlike a punch

in the gut, although he couldn't quite fathom out why the thought was so
horri bl e.

"What fountain?" he said, in a puzzled fashion. "Mirray, you say? Is that ny
name -- Mirray?"

"You shouldn't play with fire, M. Mirray," said Margaret, as sternly as she
could. "It isn't like the knives and the ropes. W can regenerate burned
brain-tissue, but not the field-states which inhabited it before it was burned.
Try this one again, M: Mirray, and you m ght cone back first cousin to a
cabbage. | guess you already qualify as a zonbie ten tinmes over, but this tine
you were just a few seconds away from being a hundred-forty pounds of fresh neat
wi th vacant possession. As | said, if you hadn't fallen into the fountain.

"Do | know you?" he asked.

She did her level best to | ook at himas though he were sonme kind of insect
crawl i ng around the drawer where she kept her underwear.

"Yes, M. Mirray," she said sourly. "You know ne. And you al so know M.
Stepanova. He's waiting for a call to tell himthat you' re awake. He has sone
news for you."

She picked up a renpte fromthe instrunent-consol e beside the bed and punched
out a sequence; the wallscreen at the far end of the roomflickered bl ue,
di spl ayed the rel evant codes, and then dissolved into a picture.

St epanova had been waiting to make the call; Emly had bl eeped himat the same
time she'd bl eeped Margaret. He was | ooking straight into the camera, as
purposefully as any nman coul d. He'd been chiseled for it, but it wasn't an
overly inpressive job. Every man of a certain age went in for that kind of
power -dressing of the features, and it rather nullified the effect.

"You're busted, Miurray," said Stepanova, with a bitter wath he did not need to
feign. "This is the end. W've got an injunction fromthe Suprene Court banning
you from maki ng any further use whatsoever of any product manufactured by the
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Conf ederation which is not on open sale. | have a court order requiring you to
hand over all the nanotech equi pnment which you renoved from our |aboratories.
Your |lawers nmay have built an effective dam against the possibility of your
being certified insane and straitjacketed, but this is nice and sinple and
utterly unbreakable --and to be quite honest, | think your guys are |osing heart
now t hat your bank account is in the doldruns. One nore suicide and you are
under house arrest for ever and ever a-nmen. You're out of it, Mirray
--understand? It's over."

"I"'msure you nean well,"” said Murray, mldly. "But I'mafraid | don't know what
you're tal king about. Do | know you?"

St epanova frowned, as if he suspected that he was being ribbed and didn't |ike
it -- although Margaret had told himexactly what to expect. She keyed the
cut-off on the renote, |est Stepanova should start a pointless argunment with her
patient. Then she handed over the instrunment to Murray. He looked at it for a
second or two, but then nodded, as though he were glad to find it perfectly

famliar. He handed it back. "That | recognize," he said.
"But not nme?" she countered.
He shook his head. "I'mDr. Percik," she said, still straining to be as stem and

cold as possible. The theory was that she had to avoid providing any confort
that m ght be construed as approval, and thus as encouragenent to repeat the
behavi or that had brought himto this; apparently it was still standard practice
in wel comng attenpted suicide victins back fromthe brink. Personally, she had
no faith whatsoever in its efficacy in Walter Murray's case, but she was under
some pressure here fromher peers and other interested parties, who were far
more interested in making himstop than in figuring out why he kept doing it.

"How am |, doctor?" he asked, flatly.

"As well as can be expected," she retorted, bluntly. After a slight pause,
during which she nodded an answer to Enily's unspoken question, giving the nurse
perm ssion to | eave the room she added: "Stepanova neans it, you know. By the

time |'ve collected ny fees you'll be as near to flat broke as you can get. The
media won't bail you out this tinme; CNI have themall tied up in red tape. No
one wants to talk to you -- no one who'll pay you for the privilege, anyhow.

Your |lawyers aren't even going to try to fight CNI's injunctions. You' ve finally
succeeded in cutting off your nose to spite your face. You nmay be fanous, but
you've no job, and if you do anything -- | mean anything -- which invol ves the
use of prototype nanotech you'll be off the net for a long long tine. Have a
little patience, Walter, and you nmay be able to live happily ever after. Kill
yourself one nore tinme, and they'll see to it that you die of old age. | have no
axe to grind, you understand -- I"'mout of it too. That's the last face you'l
ever get fromne. Fromnow on, you get your nedicaid on credit. Basic treatnent,
for which you have to stand in line."

"You have a great bedside manner," he remarked. It was inpossible to judge how
di soriented he was, and how much he understood of what was being said to him
The idea was to get the nmessage across before he recovered his nmenmory and his
resi st ance.

"It's difficult to be polite to a king-sized pain in the ass," she told him She
narrowed her eyes specul atively, and she said: "If you have got nore stol en
nanot ech squirrel ed away, you'd better hand it over. However you cane by it
originally, it's no longer legal for you to have it in your possession. Just

tell me where you stashed it, and I'lIl take it fromthere."

"I"'msorry," he said, "but |I really don't know what you're tal king about."

"Everyone's cl osed ranks, Walter," she said. "We're not going to let you die
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again. We're not going to let you destroy yourself. This time, you really have
to get your head together, okay?"

He just | ooked at her, neekly, as if he couldn't understand why she was talking
to himthat way. She couldn't tell whether, or to what extent, he was putting it
on. Perhaps, she thought, it mght be best if his nenory didn't cone o0o0zing
back; maybe all he needed was a fresh start. She felt slightly ashaned of the

t hought which cane i medi ately afterward, which was: But then we'd never figure
out just what the fascination was. Damm Stepanova and his injunctions -- there's
a mystery here which we ought to be trying to solve

She tried to | ook daggers at himone nore time, just for luck, and then stal ked
out of the room

WHEN THE bl eeper sounded again she woke up without a start, filled with a dul
sense that there was no escape. This time it was the autonmatic signal which told
her that Murray had activated the telescreen in his room She had arranged a
tap, in the interests of scrupul ous nedical care.

The face which was staring out of her own telescreen inevitably seemed to be
| ooking her in the face, although it wasn't. It wasn't even | ooking Valter
Murray in the face: it couldn't, because it was a recording, doubtless
programmed to call himin the early hours of the norning, when no one was
supposed to be eavesdroppi ng.

"Hello, Walter," said the caller -- who wore, of course, Walter's previous face.

"Who the hell are you?" the real Walter replied, his voice slightly distorted by
the bug she had placed to catch it.

"I''"'myour answerphone Al," replied the caller. "Extensively el aborated and
reprogramred by your good self, for exactly such emergencies as this. Don't
worry -- you just have a slight touch of ammesia. At least, | hope it's slight.
It'Il probably all cone back to you in a day or two, but I'Il give you all the
help | can. That's what |I'mhere for. Mstly I'mjust a playback device, but I'm
rigged for sinple questions and answers. Interrupt ne whenever you need to. Your
nane is Walter K Murray; the K doesn't stand for anything longer, it's a
one-letter mddle name in its own right. You used to work for CNI -- that's the
Conf eder ati on of Nanot echnol ogi cal Industries -- on the Safety Conm ssion. Your
official title was Vol unteer Subject, but in everyday parlance you were a

gui nea-pig or a stunt nan. You got fired a year ago for excessive attention to
duty -- at least, that's your version. Stepanova cooked up a charge sheet which
had everything frompetty pilfering to reckl ess endangernment and bringing the
good name of the organization into disrepute, but it was nmostly fal se. Are you
with ne so far?"

"Not quite," said the real Walter, awkwardly. Margaret wi shed she could see his
face, to judge how he was taking it in, but it hadn't seemed worthwhile to plant
a spy-eye in a darkened room The inmage on the screen flickered slightly as a
new subrouti ne engaged.

"It's okay," said the Al, gently. "Take your tinme. | guess you really nmessed up
the old brain cells this tinme. Wiat did you do?"

"l don't know, exactly,’
into a fountain. My doctor isn't very hel pful
knew that it mght be an act.

he said. "Something about playing with fire and falling
" He sounded sincere, but Margaret

"You should watch the news," said the Al. "All you need to do is call up the
rel evant vidclippings. Al your suicides are on tape."

"Al'l nmy suicides? How nany are there -- and why aren't | dead?"
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"You've killed yourself ten tines to date," reported the Al, dutifully.

"Why would | do that?" said Walter, who shoul d have known better than to confuse
an Al with a new question while one still remai ned unanswered. Anyway, Als were
a lot better with whats and wheres and whens than they were with whys -- all he
was going to get was nore data, not expert psychoanal ysis.

"Your duties as a volunteer subject,"” said the A, painstakingly, "involved
prot ot ype nedi cal nanot echnol ogi es whose purpose is to enhance the body's powers
of self-repair. Their function is to assist in the rebuilding of danmaged ti ssue,
to pronote the healing of wounds and the regeneration of lost material. To put
it sinmply, your job was to sustain injuries of gradually increasing degrees of
seriousness, so as to explore the capacities and the limts of the nanonmachi nes
that had been injected into your bloodstream These included anesthetic enens as
well as the repair enens. You were good at your work. You liked it better than
nost -- maybe better than anyone. You were part of an elite group, working with
the nobst advanced prototypes.

"When you first began to exceed your brief the guys in charge were enthusiastic
-- they encouraged you. The back room boys were quite delighted with you, and
probably still are. The conpany nmen were avid to go with the flow, and the CN
let them they didn't see any harmin the media attention you got. The first
time you cane back after being certified dead the euphoria was universal. The
CNI brass were as interested as everyone else. It wasn't until the fifth that

St epanova stepped in, talking about turning the CNIl into sone kind of circus. He
was too |ate, but he's certainly tried to nake up for lost tinme. Do you need
nmore detail on all of this? |I've got two nore programred |evels, if you do."

"No," said the man in the bed, faintly. "I think it's com ng back now, a little.
Testing the limts. That's what it was all about. Testing the limts. Exploring
the unknown. Boldly to go where no man. . . They're trying to stop nme, aren't

they? They want to stop ne."

"Yes they do," answered the Al. "They're trying to stop you, now. But it's okay.
You' ve al ways been one step ahead of them Don't worry about a thing. They'l
have to send you hone in a day or so. Once you're back hone, we can sort
everything out. Just hang in there, and take it easy. That's all you have to do.
Do you want nore infornmation?"

There was a long silence before Walter said: "No. Not now. Thanks . . . | nean .
yeah, that's all. Sign off, okay?"

"We'll talk again," prom sed the Al. "Cone honme as soon as you can."
The i mage cut off abruptly.

Margaret pursed her lips as she lay back on the pillow. The Al was tight; she
had to send Walter Murray hone once he was okay physically. Amesiac or not, he
was perfectly lucid. There was no way she could have himput under restraint, as
St epanova had nore than once asked her to do, even if she wanted to -- and she
didn't. That wouldn't be a solution, to Walter's problemor to hers.

She sighed, and lay down in the darkness once again. What is it about dying, she
asked hersel f, although the unanswered question had | ong ago gone stale, that
keeps beckoning hin? Wiy is it that every tinme he gets his nenory back he al so
recovers all his determination, all his cunning, and all his secretiveness! Just
what the hell is going on inside that strangely tw sted nmnd -- and what does it
augur for the future, when the products he's been testing come marching
triunmphantly into the marketpl ace

She wondered if simlar questions were going through Walter's still-confused
m nd -- and whether he was finding it as difficult to slip away into sleep as
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she was.

Margaret let Walter Miurray have a whole day to hinself before she went to see
hi m again. She didn't nonitor himcontinuously, but the tap she'd placed in his
house-system gave her a sunmary of everything he'd been doing, and it had all
been recorded in case she needed to take a closer look. It was nearly nine in
the eveni ng when she showed up at the house.

"Wl I, Walter?" she said, when she'd checked his physical condition. "Wat do
you think of your past |ife?"

"What do you nean?" he parried, warily.

"I mean that you're obviously still straggling with the amesia. One hour

wat chi ng your vidclippings nmight be nostalgia, two mght be narcissism but six
is definitely honest enquiry. You're trying to figure out just what kind of a
speci men you are, aren't you? You can tell ne -- |I'myour doctor, renmenber."

"You didn't seemthat interested yesterday."

"That was tactical," she said. "Refusal to pander to attention-seeking |lest the
behavi or pattern gets reinforced. Not that | think your behavior is nmere
attention-seeking, you understand, but there is a school of thought which
inclines that way."

"Are you allowed to keep ne under observation now |I'm at hone?" he asked,
ducki ng the issue. "Anmong the nenories of general matters that | haven't |ost |
seemto recall sonething about invasion of privacy |legislation.”

"I"myour doctor, Walter, and you've certainly been ill. Dead and back again,
for the tenth tine. I'mallowed to nonitor you for your own good."

"Are you also allowed to block nmy phone so that | can't call out? Are you
allowed to see to it that | can't even get through the door of nmy own apartnent
?" She wondered whether it was a good sign that he was letting out his

accunul ated resentnment so easily.

"Yes | am" she told him "Wiile you're not fully recovered, I"'mentitled to
protect you from nui sance."

"Well, I"'mfully recovered now M arns are a little weak and ny fingers need
practice, but I'mfundanentally sound. You can lift the house arrest. In fact, |
insist that you do."

"Tonmorrow, Walter -- maybe the next day. You have ammesia, renenber? It woul dn't
be right, professionally speaking, to | et you | oose w thout addressing your
probl em "

"I've addressed it. I'mWalter K Murray, known to the tabloid TV vidveg as
"Mement o' Murray, though ninety-nine percent of themare too dunb to get the
joke. | can recite my entire personal history. No problem Anyway, | thought you
were worried about getting paid. | don't know what you charge per hour, but I'm

not sure | can afford house calls."

"You can't afford to be without proper treatnent,” she told him "If you want to
stop wasting time, why not cut out the hostility and start treating nme like the

friend | anf? |'myour doctor, Walter -- | really and truly want you to get
wel | . "
She still wasn't speaking softly, but the edge was gone from her voice. She was

brisk and frank and she kept eye-contact the whole tinme. Trust nme, her eyes were
saying. Confide in ne. Just give me a little help, and we can both reach a
better understandi ng.
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When he didn't say anything el se, she said: "Did you find out?"
"Find out what?" he countered, warily.

"Why you keep killing yourself. Everyone would like to know -and not just
because we want you to stop. We really would like to be able to understand."

"I was rather hoping that you could explain that to nme," he replied, with just a
hint of an inplied sneer. "You' re the doctor, aren't you?"

"The problemw th ready-nmade psychiatric explanations,"” said Mrgaret,

undi smayed, "is that even those who seek counseling -- volunteer subjects, |
suppose you mght call them-- very often resist them It's always better to
gui de a patient to the point of view fromwhich he can see for hinself what his
problemis. Recognition is the first step in recovery."

"Try me anyway," he said.

"Vol unt eer subjects are screened as carefully as the CNl can," she said,

bl andly. "They don't want people who have a predilection for injuring

thensel ves, or surgery addicts. They want people for whomit can be an ordinary
job -- sensible, stable people. Qccasionally, though, someone a trifle
exceptional . . . slips through the net. Soneone who |likes the work a little too
much. I n the begi nning, no doubt, you represented yourself to yourself as an
authentic explorer, inpatient with the controls the scientists placed on the
experinents. You thought that you were just hungry for know edge, for

under standi ng. After the first tine, though, it very quickly turned into a quest
for fanme. You'd al ways resented your own ordi nari ness, and at last you'd found a

way to be extraordinary -- a way to make other people take notice of you, even
to admre you. You crossed the line the first tine you canme out of the

| aboratory and into a mall. Wen you did that, you blew all your excuses out of
the wi ndow. Fromthen on, it was shownanshi p. You' ve kept on killing yourself

because you' ve convinced yourself that it's the only way available to you to
make peopl e see you and take notice of you

"It's not fame per se that you want, although you probably told yourself that
when you got that agent to try to fix you up with a fat contract with one of the
networks. Yours is a pettier kind of exhibitionismthan that. It's far from

uni que, you know -- there's a long history of case studies of public
self-mutilation. It's just that nowadays, when nedi cal nanotech can fix al nost
any superficial injury up to and including self-castration, it's far nore
difficult to seemto be flirting with death. You' re the man who proved that you
actually have to go there and back to nake a public inpact. Fortunately, that
impact is on the wane. The religious fraternity and the parapsych fringe | ost

i nterest when you couldn't bring back any hard infornmati on about the other side,
and you rmust have noticed that the news coverage is getting briefer and nore
sarcastically disnmssive. They're just keeping count now, Walter. The whol e

busi ness has gone stale, and you can't enliven it just by playing with fire."

It all sounds good, she thought, when she'd finished, but is it true! Cone on,
Walter -- just give nme a clue.

"You can't tell me I'minsignificant," he said, defensively. "Wat about that
organi zation out in California -- the Thanaticists. They seemto be building
quite a little pressure group. LICENSE RESURRECTI ON NON WE DEMAND UNI VERSAL
ACCESS TO RECREATI ONAL DEATH. GOD BLESS SAI NT WALTER THE MARTYR Sone banners."

"They're clowns, Walter. You know what California's like -- you still have your
general nenories, don't you?"

"You're trying to trivialize it," he said, suspiciously. "This is tactical, just
like the other stuff. You're trying to belittle what |'ve done -- but |'m not
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just a trafficker in slit wists and overdoses, amI|? |I'mnot playing with

death. 1've been all the way, again and again and again. And whatever the
religi ous people say, | have brought back news. They just want to discount it
because it isn't the news they wanted. | don't renenber it just now, but | trust

mysel f enough to believe what | told all those newsnen." He didn't sound
entirely certain.

"I believe that too," Margaret assured him "There's no Heaven, no niracul ous
light, no choirs of angels, no judgnent. There's nothing. Death is death; when
the light of consciousness goes out, the darkness is absolute. Death is a void
-- a black hole. W always knew that; we didn't need you to tell us. So why on
earth do you keep goi ng back? What's the attraction?"

He was confused; she felt sure of it. He was in a peculiar state of mnd,

wi shing to defend hinself but not quite knowing how So far, nobst of what he
knew about his exploits was information that he'd picked up fromthe
vidclippings. There was a possibility that he was amenabl e to argunent,

vul nerabl e to persuasion -- maybe nore so than he'd ever been before.

"You say we always knew it," he countered, uneasily. "But is that really true?
Maybe we did al ways know, deep down -- but how nmany of us dared to believe it?
How many of us dared to confront that know edge, while we still had feeble hopes
tocling to? Did you see ne on that talk show with the cardinal and the inmanf
They didn't knowit -- but didn't | showthen? Didn't | put a spoke in their
wheel ?"

"They weren't inpressed, Walter," she told him calmy. "You nust have seen
that. They have a dozen ways around your supposed proof, and they aren't in the
| east inconveni enced by your clains. They can al ways reason along the lines that
you're just an infidel anyway, or that God knew that you were coning back here
and had no reason to roll out the red carpet and give you a glinpse of Heaven

Then again, sone people's idea of Hell is eternal darkness, and if ever there
was a nman bound for Hell, it's surely you. Suicide is a sin, Walter, and you're
the nost successful recidivist suicide in the history of the world. Maybe you
m ssed your best chance, Walter. You could have nmade up a story -- a new vision

You coul d have founded your own little cult based in your own revelation. It
woul dn't have attracted quite as many nenbers as the Thanaticists, but you could
probably have managed a dozen di sciples."”

He pursed his lips in frustration. "I'll remenber, you know," he said. "It'|
cone back to nme."

Mar garet sighed. "You may be right," she said. "But it mght be better for you
if you were wong. You nmight be saner at this particular nonent in tinme than
you' ve been for nmuch of the last three years. Let ne warn you again, Walter --
you really have reached the limt of everyone's tolerance. | want you to get
wel |, and even M. Stepanova would |ike nothing better than to see you restored
to sense and sanity. You could still do a |ot of good by repenting, and maybe
get nore nedia attention out of that than you coul d possibly get out of one nore
fountain-clinb in one nore randonmy chosen mall. Think about it, Walter -- and

i f you happen to renenber where you stashed the rest of that stuff you ripped
off fromthe labs, turn it in. Please."

He shrugged his shoul ders, but she had no way of knowi ng what he really felt.
"Sorry," he said, dully. "I guess |I'ma little off-bal ance. Thanks, Doctor -- it
really does help."

"l hope so," she said. "I'lI|l unfreeze your door and your phone tonorrow, okay?
But take it slowy. Whatever does or doesn't cone back, take your tine about
everything. There really is all the time in the world; according to the CNI
we're on the threshold of immortality. It's yours and mne for the taking if
only we can wait a few nmore years. This is notine to be trying to kil
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yoursel f. Next time, you might not be able to get back."

He t hanked her again -- but when she got back to the hospital the tap reveal ed
that he'd gone straight back to the A, plunmbing its depths for the nost
intimte subroutines he'd planted during his previous incarnations.

YOU HAVE to look at it this way," said the inmage of Walter's |ast face but one,
delivering a pre-recorded speech which wasn't jigged for interruption. "Wat we
call '"life' is really death. | nean, we begin to die before we're even born. The
single cell fromwhich we grow begins to age before it begins to divide, and
it's dying all the time while it's growi ng, changing, developing. Birth isn't
the beginning -- in terms of the total nunbers of cell-divisions which are
needed to nmake us what we finally becone, nine-tenths of our lives are spent in
the wonb. An adult is just a baby grown large, a corpse waiting to keel over
Death isn't what people think it is, and insofar as it's a shamit has to be
reveal ed as a sham-- or what the hell is intellectual progress all about?"

Ponpous idiot, thought Margaret, as she played back what the tape had recorded.

"The true significance of what you and | have acconplished, Walter," the Al went
on, "is to denonstrate how arbitrary that line is which doctors have drawn
between life and death. It was always a nyth. The body doesn't die all at once,
nor does the brain. Al kinds of functions carry on after the stopping of the
heart, the scranbling of the brain-waves. W can conme back fromwhat used to be
t hought of as 'beyond' --but all that proves is that it wasn't really beyond at
all. And what we cone back to isn't life . . . it's just a different phase of
our | ong, desperate dying.

"What you and | are all about is challenging people's taken-for-granted ideas.
The point of it all is to break down the categories of their habitual patterns
of thought, to free themfromtheir sinplistic either/or calculus of life and
deat h, being and not hi ngness. That's why we have to keep going, in spite of al
they're determined to do to nake us stop."

Us, thought Margaret, wondering how significant the choice of pronoun m ght be.
What ki nd of man | eaves messages for hinmself which talk about us? Is this really
for real, or is it just sone kind of joke, planted for ny benefit, to make fun
of me?

On the other hand, she wondered, m ght us be entirely appropriate? Could the new
Walter feel any real nental kinship with the answerphone Al or the earlier

i ncarnation of hinself who had programmed it so carefully to relay this rubbish?
Maybe it seemed as weird and way out to himas it was to her.

She was interrupted in her nmonitoring by a call from Stepanova.

"You let himout," he said, accusingly.

"I had to," she told him slightly awkwardly. "lI'ma doctor; ny responsibility
is tony patient. | can't infringe his civil rights."

"Never mnd his civil rights,” he said. "You're his doctor -- you're supposed to
stop the stupid idiot killing hinself again. Did you find the stuff? WIlIl he
hand it over?"

"I recomrended to M. Miurray that if he had any nore CNI materials he should
hand them over to ne or to you," she said, patiently. "I don't have any
authority to search his apartnent."

"Nor do I, in theory," said Stepanova, "but | can assure you that the stuff
isn't there, unless he's found sone hidey-hole that even the best searchers
can't locate.”
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"Il pretend | didn't hear that, M. Stepanova," Mrgaret said, wearily.
St epanova, she deci ded, was an even bigger pain in the ass than Miurray hinself.
At least Murray was interesting. Stepanova was just gross.

"Don't be so fucking precious,” said the CNI man. "Did you explain to himthat
next tine there'll be no way back -- that he can't afford to pay you, and that
his medi cal insurance is worthless? Did you tell himthat he'd just be all owed
to die?"

"No | didn't, M. Stepanova,"” she said. "lI'mnot in the business of making crude
threats. | want to help himovercone his problemjust as nmuch as you do, but |
don't think blackmail and bullying would really count as a solution, even if

t hey worked."

"Bull shit," said Stepanova. "Whatever works works, and that's all a solution is.
If you don't tell him | will. One nore public performance and he is dead.

Real |y dead, forever and ever. | will personally see to it. It's over. He has to
understand that. And he has to give the stuff back; that's not up for

negoti ation."

"At present, he doesn't seemto understand anything very wall," said Margaret.
"l don't think he knows where the enens are hidden. It mght well be best if he
stayed that way. If you start pressuring him you'll probably make things worse.
Threats mght only serve to rebuild and reinforce his notivation."

"You don't have the first idea what his notivation is," said Stepanova
scornfully, the insult hurting her all the nore by virtue of its truth. "You
haven't even got close -- and now your tinme is running out along with his.
Personally, | don't care what his notives are; | just want to provide himwth a
bi gger and better notive for staying out of view. W have our own ad camnpai gns
for the newgeneration enens all planned, and they don't involve nmalls,
fountains, or human torches. W don't need runors to the effect that enenms which
are actually a great boon to nedical science have nmental |y unbal anci ng side
effects. W certainly don't need the kind of delays we'd get if sone boneheaded
congressman fromthe backwoods nmanages to push through a demand for an

i nvestigation by congressional conmittee. | need to be able to tell ny people in
Washi ngton that it's all over, and | want you to do everything you can to nake
certain that they won't be disappointed. So tell himto hand over the stuff."

She didn't like the inplied threat. "Walter Murray is ny patient," she said,
flatly. "My only responsibility is to him™"

"Your responsibility," said Stepanova, grimy, "is to make sure that he stays
healthy. That's all |I'masking you to do. Just nake certain that it's over. It's

as sinple as that."

But it isn't as sinple as that, she thought, when she'd signed off. It really
isn't.

Once she'd unbl ocked Walter Murray's systens and set himat |liberty the
information relayed by her taps became narkedly | ess informative. The Al

answer phone had to return to such routine tasks as clocking up various itens of
junk mail and nmessages expressing support and solidarity, plus nunerous offers
of ready cash for any bootleg enems Walter might still have access to. Valter

al so took delivery of two inmaginatively couched death-threats and file copies of
seven different injunctions taken out by CNI against himand m scel | aneous
others, and nade a few calls hinmself--none of themin reply to those he had
received. He registered available for enploynent, checked the state of his asset
accounts and his uncollected liabilities, and then filed for bankruptcy.

Margaret could only wonder whether he'd renenbered where he'd stashed his
illicitly acquired enens -- and whether he m ght be tenpted by the black market
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prices they might command. If he were prepared to sell them-- or even to try to
sell them-- that would presumably nmark an end to his great adventure.

But he didn't try to sell them And in spite of Stepanova's continued demands he
didn't give themback to their rightful owners. He spent the second and third
days of his freedom being intensively interrogated by the police about the

stol en enenms, wi thout benefit of counsel -- as Stepanova had gl eefully
prophesi ed, his |lawers were no |longer very interested in himnow that he was no
| onger solvent -- but he just kept insisting that he didn't know where they

were, or even whether they existed.

It wasn't until the fourth day that he went outdoors for the first tinme, but
once he got back into the habit it becane nore difficult for her to track his
progress. She didn't doubt that he would be foll owed everywhere by Stepanova's
agents, but she couldn't bring herself to ask Stepanova where he went and what
he di d.

If Walter's nenory was coning back he was careful not to show the slightest sign
of it. Not that such signs would have been easily evident; after all, he knew
enough about hinself by courtesy of secondary sources to be able to function
efficiently in a world whose general features he had never forgotten. He seened
to be nmaking a fresh start -- but he had seened to do that before, and it had
all been illusion.

After a full week had gone by, though, Walter called Stepanova and asked how he
m ght make anends for his former derelictions of duty. He volunteered to do
anyt hing that Stepanova wanted himto do by way of formal public recantation --

and when St epanova proved nore than willing to take himup on the offer he
foll owed through, and spent the next two days confessing his sins to a series of
press conferences. He'd never done that before -- but he'd never been bankrupt

before, either.

Ironically, it transpired -- as Margaret had suggested -- that there was noney
in repentance. He was able to sell a few network interviews, and becane sol vent
again. He began hunting through his files and interrogating his answerphone Al,
as if trying to find out whether he really did have any enenma still tucked away,
and -- if so -- where they mght be. Gven that he nust have known t hat he was
under surveillance by several different agencies, Margaret wasn't surprised that
the answer phone Al couldn't or wouldn't inpart this information

She didn't see himagain until it was time for a routine checkup, and she had
little alternative but to play along with him whether it was all deceit or not.

"Have you renmenbered why you did it ?" she asked him conversationally, when
she'd checked that he was fully fit in a physical sense.

"I can renenber setting nyself on fire," he told her. "But it's hazy -as if I

were just an observer, watching it happening to soneone else. | can only
renenber the outside of the event, not the inside. | can't renenber what |
felt.”

"Pity," she said. "You can't be sure, then, that your public pronise to be a
reformed character will stick?"

"l don't see why not," he said. "lI'mperfectly sincere. Even if | do renenber
the reason, | can still keep the promise. I've listened carefully to all ny old
interviews -- | know how ridicul ous nmuch of what | said then really is. |

wonder, doctor, whether | mght actually have cured nyself with the fire --
whet her | m ght have burned away the sickness which was making ne do it. Mybe
that's what | was subconsciously trying to do all along. Is that possible, do
you t hi nk?"
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What she thought was bullshit! but she had no intention of letting himknow
t hat .

"W can al ways hope," she said.

"What do you think nmade ne do it, doctor?" he said, appealing to her with wi de
and i nnocent eyes. "Was | sonmehow addi cted, do you think? Or was there sonething
about the act of self-nurder, the sensation of dying, which gave ne a perverse
thrill?"

"I don't know," she said. "If you knew before, you were careful to keep it a
deep, dark secret."

"Not this tinme," he assured her. "If | remenber, 1'll tell you everything
Everything | can."

"What about Stepanova's enens?" she asked. "WII| you give those back, if and
when you renenber where they are?"

He seenmed genui nely perpl exed. "M . Stepanova keeps on at me about them" he
admitted. "He's really rather angry about them-and |I'm not sure that he
believes me when | tell himthat | really have no idea where they mi ght be."

Mar garet w shed that she knew whether or not to believe him annoyed with
herself for her inability to be sure. Ch, Walter, she thought. Wat on earth did
| do to deserve you!

Later, at the hospital, Emily asked how Walter was getting al ong. Margaret gave
her a full and frank account of the state of play, not know ng or caring whether
it would get back to Stepanova

"Do you believe hinP" Emly asked, as she was bound to do.

"I want to," said Margaret, honestly. "If he is a different man, | can't claim
any credit for it -- but if heisn't, | dare say that sone of the blane wll
attach itself to ne. | just have to hope that he'll be okay this time -- and
that one day, he and I will be in a position to work out what the hell it was
all about."

"You m ght be able to have him put under pernmanent restraint," she said. "For
his own good, of course. That way, you'd avoid the possibility that he's just
stringing you al ong."

"This isn't the twentieth century," Margaret pointed out. "Arguing the case in
court woul d probably do nore danmage to ny inage and career than another suicide
-- there's a sense in which I"'mdamed if | do and dammed if | don't, unless he
really is done with it."

"Do you think we'll ever know why he did it?" said Emly, wonderingly.

"According to his answerphone," said Margaret, "We're all busy dying --he's just
been a little bit busier than nost. Last tine, though, there was another
subrouti ne which went on and on about death being the one great nystery, the
prinmal source of existential angst. If only he could be consistent.

Perhaps it was |like clinbing Everest; perhaps he did it sinply because he could
-- and now that Stepanova's nmade it clear to himthat he can't, he'll stop."

Her beeper sounded then, to remnd her that she had other patients to see, and
she had to run. Not everyone had state-of-the-art enens to defend them agai nst
the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, and even if Stepanova managed to
avoi d the congressional inquisition he was so anxi ous about, the vast mgjority
of people would never be able to afford them
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As things turned out, she was busy in the theater for the next six hours, and it
wasn't until she cane out that they gave her the news.

Walter Murray was dead: truly, finally, irrevocably dead. They were calling it
an accident. There was no proof -- and she had no doubt that none would turn up
-- that it was anything el se.

She got to himas soon as she could, but it really was too |ate. There was
absol utely nothing she could do, except for a post nortem

She cal | ed Stepanova i medi ately afterward, knowing full well that she had to
keep her tongue under a very strict guard.

"It's a tragedy," she said. "If only he really had had some of the stuff stil
hi dden away, naybe he coul d have wal ked away. "

"He'd have had to remenber where it was first," said Stepanova, dryly. "Anyhow,
if he'd handed it over, his conscience m ght have been clear enough to stop him
stepping out in front of the autotruck." That, she knew, was the nearest he was
going to get to an admi ssion that it mght not have been an accident at all
Needl ess to say, it hadn't been a CNI autotruck; that would have been too crue
a coi nci dence

"H's menmory was coming back," she pointed out. "He mi ght have renenbered at any
time. He mght still have turned it over, the way he pronised he would."

"Pigs mght fly," said Stepanova. "My guess is that he knew where it was al

al ong. He woul d have gone for it when he thought he'd lulled us all into a fal se
sense of security. Al that recantation crap was just a ploy. It was only a
matter of tine before he turned up dead again --dead for good."

Margaret couldn't help remenbering how eager CNI had been to play along with
Murray in the early days, when it had all seemed |like good publicity for their
technonmiracl es. They had encouraged himthen, and given himall the notivationa
rei nforcenent he had needed. Al it had taken to change their ninds, though, was
a change in the direction of the corporate-political wi nd. Once Stepanova had
been brought in, there had been no real question of waiting to see, or hoping
that things would ultimately sort thenselves out. Men like Stepanova had no
conmpunction about going all the way, just as soon as they felt that the nonent
was right.

"We'll never know, now," she said, hopelessly. "W'I|l never understand exactly
what happened, why he did it."

"To tell you the truth, doctor," said Stepanova, "I don't give a damm why he did
it. That's your business, not mne. My job is to protect the corporate inage of
CNI, and | don't mind telling you that | can't raise a tear at the thought that
Walter K Murray is getting his last little flurry of publicity. After all, he's
got what he always wanted, hasn't he? He'll never have to do it again."

"No," she said, wondering why she felt so sick, given that she'd | earned not hing
fromthe call that she hadn't already known.

As soon as she'd signed off she went directly to Walter's apartnent. She stil
had a nmeans of access, and once she was inside she still had the neans to sea
all the systenms and bl ock any traffic. Wen she'd done that, she carefully

wi nkl ed out the taps that had been planted there, knowing that their renoval
woul dn't trigger any alarnms. Then she sunmoned the answer phone

"Walter K Murray is dead," she said. "He was conprehensively nmangl ed by an
aut ot ruck. A check showed nothing wong with its programm ng, so it's assuned
that the fault was his -- sinple carel essness in observing the rules of the
road. In all probability, he was nurdered."
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"This is very bad news," said the answerphone, neutrally. Murning was way
beyond the limts of its programming. It had no inmagination to fill it with fear
of its own eventual redundancy; no capacity to shed tears or enpathize with its
maker's fate; no real sense of the great nystery of death.

"I't was bound to end this way, sooner or |later," she said, as though she were
talking to Walter hinself instead of to his sinmulacrum "Everybody has to die,
and Walter sailed closer to the wind than nost. But this isn't the way he would
have chosen. If his past really was behind him it's a cruel fate; if it wasn't,
he'd far rather have gone out in a very different style."

"True," said the answerphone, which nmay or nmay not have understood what she was
saying. How cleverly had Walter progranmed it to neet the needs of his future
sel ves?

"We'l|l never know, now, what it was all about,"” she said. "No one will ever know

why he did it. It's a pity."
"It's a pity," echoed the A, agreeably.

She didn't smle. "And no one will ever know where he hid the remaining enens,
if there were any left," she said, and then added: "Unless, of course, you have
deeply hi dden subroutines which the taps could never reach."

"COf course," said the Al, once again echoing her thought, as Als were ever wont
to do.

She coul dn't renenber whether she'd ever been to this particular mall before,
but the open plaza | ooked fanmliar. As she clinbed the ugly centerpiece of the
fountai n peopl e began shouting at her, but it was surprise rather than
recogni ti on. Nobody knew her; she wasn't a celebrity; she wasn't Walter K
Mirray.

By the tinme she reached her sel ected coign of vantage, though, a couple of
hundred peopl e were converging on the fountain. The design of the atrium was
such that the crowds on the second, third, and fourth floors had as good a view
as the people at ground level, and the escal ators were cramed.

She checked her watch, and took her courage in both hands. Gve it ten, she

t hought, beginning to count down. There was a certain propriety to be

mai nt ai ned. There were bound to be newsdrones on duty; malls were the conmmrerci al
arteries of the nation, and mall news was always a big itemin the human interest
sl ot s.

She grinned faintly at the thought of Stepanova's probable reaction to the
newsvids. It's all your own fault, she thought. If you hadn't nade certain that
this was the only way | could ever find out.

At five she uncapped the can, and threw the cap into the crowd. At seven she
began to pour. At nine she dropped the can into the rippled pool. She struck the
mat ch awkwardly on the side of the box. Her pants and sneakers were cold and
danp upon her |egs and feet, but she knew it wouldn't matter. The rest of her
was soaked with something infinitely less inclined to danpen the spirits.

Soneone in the crowd was wavi ng a Thanatici st banner, which had materialized as
if by magic. SAINT WALTER THE MARTYR, it said. Saint Margaret the Martyr, she
thought, and raised a burning hand in sal ute.

The flames canme up about her with an audi bl e whoosh, and bl ack snoke bill owed
forth. For a second or two -- but it nmight have been an ol factory illusion --
she t hought that she could snell her own flesh burning.
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Ww, she thought.

Just for a single fleeting nonent, she felt she understood everything
--literally everything.

So dear old Signund was right, she thought, wonderingly. It's in us all, repress
it as we may -- and all it needs is answering, to show us its ultinmate reward.
What a world you're nmaking, M. Stepanova: eternal |ife and eternal death for
everyone. . . . what a wonderful wonderful worl d!

The thought required little nore than an instant, and that was all she had to
enjoy the magi cal sensation. Hardly had the connection been nade before she was
left with nothing but the unbelievabl e agony of being ablaze -- and the hope
that when she woke up, afterwards, she might be able to recover the infinitely
preci ous nenory of the deathw sh fulfill ed.

It was nothing but hope, but it was something to cling to, something to carry
her through.

Ww she thought, again, before thought itself was finally eclipsed, VWw Ww
Vow

< Converted by HTM.ess v2.5 by Trogl obyt e/ Darkness. Only Amiga... >
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