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The Cooki e Monster
Ver nor Vi nge

Man is "the tine-binding animl."
But in the future, that sinple

statement may take on meanings
t hat Korzybski never i magi ned

"So how do you like the new job?"

Di xi e Mae | ooked up from her keyboard and spotted a pinply face peering at her fromover the
cubicle partition.

"It beats flipping burgers, Victor," she said.
Vi ctor bounced up so his whole face was visible. "Yeah? It’'s going to get old awfully fast."

Actually, Dixie Mae felt the sane way. But doing custoner support at Lotsa-Tech was a real job, a
foot in the door at the biggest high-tech conpany in the world. "G nme a break, Victor! This is

our first day." Well, it was the first day not counting the six days of product familiarization
classes. "If you can’t take this, you' ve got the attention span of a cricket."
"That’s a mark of intelligence, Dixie Mae. |'msmart enough to know what’'s not worth the attention

of afirst-rate creative mnd."

Gr. "Then your first-rate creative mnd is going to be out of its gourd by the end of the
sunmer . "

Victor smrked. "Good point." He thought a second, then continued nore quietly, "But see, um |I'm
doing this to get material for nmy colum in the Bruin. You know, big headlines |ike ‘The New

Sweat shops’ or ‘Death by Boredonmi. | haven't decided whether to play it for |laughs or go for heavy
soci al consciousness. |In any case,"—he |lowered his voice another notch-"1"m bailing out of here,
um by the end of next week, thus suffering only niniml brain damage fromthe whol e sordid
experience."

"And you're not seriously helping the customers at all, huh, Victor? Just giving themhilarious
ni sdi recti ons?"

Victor’s eyebrows shot up. "I'Il have you know I'’mbeing articulate and seriously helpful . . . at
| east for another day or two." The weasel grin craw ed back onto his face. "I won't start being
Bastard Consultant fromHell till right before I quit."

That figures. Dixie Mae turned back to her keyboard. "Ckay, Victor. Meantinme, how about letting ne
do the job I'’m being paid for?"

Silence. Angry, insulted silence? No, this was nore a | eering, undressing-you-wth-ny-eyes
silence. But Dixie Mae did not | ook up. She could tolerate such silence as long as the | eerer was
out of arms reach

After a nmoment, there was the sound of Victor dropping back into his chair in the next cubicle.

A’ Victor had been a pain in the neck fromthe get-go. He was slick with words; if he wanted to,
he coul d explain things as good as anybody Di xi e Mae had ever nmet. At the same tinme, he kept
rubbing it in how educated he was and what a dead-end this custoner support gig was. M.
Johnson-the guy running the famliarization course-was a great teacher, but smart-ass Victor had
tested the man’s patience all week |long. Yeah, Victor really didn't belong here, but not for the
reasons he bragged about.

It took Dixie Mae al nbst an hour to finish off seven nore queries. One took sone research, being a
really bizarre question about Voxal ot for Norwegian. Ckay, this job would get old after a few
days, but there was a virtuous feeling in hel ping people. And from M. Johnson’s | ectures, she
knew that as long as she got the reply turned in by closing time this evening, she could spend the
whol e afternoon researching just how to nake LotsaTech’s vox program recogni ze Norwegi an vowel s.
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D xi e Mae had never done custoner support before this; till she took Prof. Reich's tests | ast

week, her highest-paying job really had been flipping burgers. But |ike the world and your Aunt

Sal ly, she had often been the victimof custonmer support. Dixie Mae woul d buy a new book or a cute
dress, and it would break or wouldn’'t fit—and then when she wote custoner support, they wouldn’t
reply, or had usel ess canned answers, or just tried to sell her sonething nore-all the tine

tal ki ng about how their greatest goal was serving the customer

But now LotsaTech was turning all that around. Their top bosses had realized how i mportant rea
humans were to hel ping real human custoners. They were hiring hundreds and hundreds of people |ike
D xi e Mae. They weren't paying very nuch, and this first week had been kinda tough since they were
all cooped up here during the crash intro cl asses.

But Dixie Mae didn't mind. "Lotsa-Tech is a |lot of Tech." Before, she'd always thought that nmotto
was stupid. But LotsaTech was big; it nmade I1BM and M crosoft | ook |ike mnnows. She’d been a
little nervous about that, imagining that she’d end up in a roombigger than a football field with
tiny office cubicles stretching away to the horizon. Wl |, Building 0994 did have tiny cubicles,
but her teamwas just fifteen nice people-leaving Victor aside for the nonent. Their work floor
had wi ndows all the way around, a panoramc view of the Santa Monica nountains and the Los Angel es
basin. And li’l ol’ Dixie Mae Leigh had her a desk right beside one of those wi de wi ndows! 1’1|

bet there are CEO s who don’'t have a view as good as mine. Here's where you could see a little of
what the Lotsa in LotsaTech neant. Just outside of B0994 there were tennis courts and a sw nmm ng
pool . Dozens of simlar buildings were scattered across the hillside. A golf course covered the
next hill over, and nore conpany |land |ay beyond that. These guys had the noney to buy the top off
Runyon Canyon and plunk thensel ves down on it. And this was just the LA branch office.

D xi e Mae had grown up in Tarzana. On a clear day in the valley, you could see the Santa Mnica

nmount ai ns stretching off forever into the haze. They seened beyond her reach, l|ike sonething from
a fairy tale. And now she was up here. Next week, she’d bring her binoculars to work, go over on
the north slope, and nmaybe spot where her father still I|ived down there.

Meanwhi | e, back to work. The next six queries were easy, from people who hadn’t even bothered to
read the single page of directions that cane with Voxalot. Letters like those would be hard to
answer politely the thousandth tinme she saw them But she would try-and today she practiced with
cheerful specifics that stated the obvious and gently pointed the customers to where they coul d
find nore. Then came a couple of brain twi sters. Damm. She wouldn’'t be able to finish those today.
M. Johnson said "finish anything you start on the sanme day"-but rmaybe he would | et her work on
those first thing Monday norning. She really wanted to do well on the hard ones. Every day, there
woul d be the sane old dunb questions. But there would al so be hard new questions. And eventually
she’d get really, really good with Voxal ot. Mre inportant, she’d get good about managi ng
guestions and organi zation. So what that she’d screwed the |ast seven years of her life and never
made it through college? Little by little she would inprove herself, till a few years from now her
past stupidities wouldn’t matter anynore. Some people had told her that such things weren’t
possi bl e nowadays, that you really needed the coll ege degree. But people had al ways been able to
make it with hard work. Back in the twentieth century, lots of steno pool people nmanaged it. D Xxie
Mae figured custoner support was pretty rmuch the sanme kind of starting point.

Near by, sonebody gave out a low whistle. Victor. Dixie Mae ignored him
"Di xi e Mae, you gotta see this."
I gnore him

"l swear Dixie, this is a first. Howdid you do it? | got an inconing query for you, by nane!
vell, alnost.”

"What!? Forward it over here, Victor."
"No. Cone around and take a look. | have it right in front of ne."
D xi e Mae was too short to | ook over the partition. Jeez.

Three steps took her into the corridor. Uysse G een poked her head out of her cubicle, an
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i nquisitive ook on her face. Dixie Mae shrugged and rolled her eyes, and U ysse returned to her
wor k. The sound of fingers on keys was |ike occasional raindrops (no Voxalots allowed in cubicle-
land). M. Johnson had been around earlier, answering questions and generally making sure things
wer e goi ng okay. Right now he should be back in his office on the other side of the building; this
first day, you hardly needed to worry about slackers. Dixie Mae felt a little guilty about naking
that a lie, but

She popped into Victor’s cubicle, grabbed a | oose chair. "This better be good, Victor."

"Judge for yourself, Dixie Mae." He | ooked at his display. "Oops, | lost the wi ndow. Just a
second. " He dinked around with his nmouse. "So, have you been putting your nanme on outgoi ng
nmessages? That’s the only way | can i magi ne this happeni ng—"

"No. | have not. |’ve answered twenty-two questions so far, and |’'ve been AnnetteG all the way."
The fake signature was built into her "send" key. M. Johnson said this was to protect enployee
privacy and give users a feeling of continuity even though foll ow up questions would rarely cone
to the original responder. He didn't have to say that it was also to make sure that LotsaTech
support people woul d be interchangeabl e, whether they were working out of the service center in
Lahore or Londonderry-or Los Angeles. So far, that had been one of Dixie Mae's few di sappoi ntments
about this job; she could never have an ongoing hel pful relationship with a custoner.

So what the devil was this all about?
"Ah! Here it is." Victor waved at the screen. "Wat do you make of it?"

The nmessage had come in on the help address. It was in the standard | ayout enforced by the query
accept ance page. But the "previous responder field" was not one of the house sigs. Instead it was:

Ditzie May Lay
"Gow up, Victor."

Victor raised his hands in nock defense, but he had seen her expression, and sone of the smirk
left his face. "Hey, Dixie Mae, don't kill the messenger. This is just what canme in."

"No way. The server-side script would have rejected an invalid responder nanme. You faked this."

For a fleeting nonment, Victor |ooked uncertain. Hah! thought Di xie Mae. She had been paying
attention during M. Johnson’s | ectures; she knew nore about what was going on here than Victor-
the-great-mnd. And so his little joke had fallen flat on its rear end. But Victor regrouped and

gave a weak snmile. "It wasn’t me. How would | know about this, er, nickname of yours?"
"Yes," said Dixie Mae, "it takes real genius to cone up with such a clever play on words."
"Honest, Dixie Mae, it wasn't me. Hell, | don’t even know how to use our formeditor to revise

header fields."

Now t hat claimhad the ring of truth.

"What ' s happeni ng?"

They | ooked up, saw U ysse standing at the entrance to the cubicle

Victor gave her a shrug. "It’'s Dit—Di xi e Mae. Someone here at LotsaTech is jerking her around."
U ysse canme closer and bent to read fromthe display. "Yech. So what’'s the nessage?"

Di xi e Mae reached across the desk and scrolled down the display. The return address was
| usti ng925@reemail .sg. The topic choice was "Voice Formatting." They got lots on that topic;
Voxal ot format control wasn't quite as intuitive as the ads would |ike you to believe.

But this was by golly not a follow up on anything D xi e Mae had answered:
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Hey there, Honey Chile! I'Il be truly grateful if you would tell nme howto put the following into
italics:

"Renenber the Tarzanarana tree house? The one you set on fire? If you' d like to start a nuch
bigger fire, then figure out how | know all this. A big clue is that 999 is 666 spelled upside
down. "

I"ve tried everything and | can’t set the above proposition into indented italics—I| eastw se
wi thout fingering. Please help.

Aching for some of your Southron Hospitality, | remain your very bestest fiend,
—Lusting (for you deeply)

U ysse’'s voice was dry: "So, Victor, you' ve figured howto edit inconming forns."
"Cod damm it, |'minnocent!"”

"Sure you are." Uysse's white teeth flashed in her black face. The three little words held a
wor | d of di sdain.

Di xi e Mae held up her hand, waving themboth to silence. "I . . . don't know. There' s sonething
real strange about this mail." She stared at the nessage body for several seconds. A big ugly
chill was growing in her niddle. Momand Dad had built her that tree house when she was seven

years old. Dixie Mae had loved it. For two years she was Tarzana of Tarzana. But the name of the
tree house-Tarzanar ama—had been a secret. Dixie Mae had been nine years old when she torched that
marvel ous tree house. It had been a terrible accident. Well, a world-class tenper tantrum
actually. But she had never neant the fire to get so far out of control. The fire had darn near
burned down their real house, too. She had been a scarifyingly well-behaved little girl for al nost
two years after that incident.

U ysse was giving the nail a careful read. She patted D xie Mae on the shoul der. "Woever this is,
he certainly doesn’t sound friendly."

Di xi e Mae nodded. "This weasel is pushing every button |I’'ve got." Including her curiosity. Dad was
the only living person that knew who had started the fire, but it was going on four years since
he’ d had any address for his daughter—-and Daddy woul d never have taken this sex-creep

di srespecting tone.

Vi ctor glanced back and forth between them maybe feeling hurt that he was no | onger the object of
suspicion. "So who do you think it is?"

Don Wlliams craned his head over the next partition. "W is what?"

G ven another few mnutes, and they’'d have everyone on the floor with sone bodily part stuck into
Victor’s cubicle.

U ysse said, "Unless you re deaf, you know nost of it, Don. Soneone is nmessing with us."”

"Well then, report it to Johnson. This is our first day, people. It’s not a good day to get
si detracked. "

That brought U ysse down to earth. Like Dixie Mae, she regarded this LotsaTech job as her |ast
real chance to break into a profession

"Look," said Don. "It's already lunch tine."-Di xie Mae gl anced at her watch. It really was!-"W
can talk about this in the cafeteria, then cone back and give G eat Lotsa a solid afternoon of
work. And then we’'ll be done with our first week!" WIIlianms had been planning a party down at his

folks” place for tonight. It would be their first time off the LotsaTech canpus since they took
the j ob.

"Yeah!" said Uysse. "D xie Mae, you' |l have the whole weekend to figure out who’s doing this-and
pl ot your revenge."
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Di xi e Mae | ooked again at the inpossible "previous responder field." "I . . . don't know. This

| ooks like it’s sonething happening right here on the LotsaTech canpus." She stared out Victor’s
picture window It was the sane view as from her cubicle, of course-but now she was seeing
everything with a different mind set. Somewhere in the beautiful country-club buildings, there was
a real sleaze ball. And he was playing guessing ganmes wi th her.

Everybody was quiet for a second. Maybe that hel ped-Di xi e Mae realized just what she was | ooking
at: the next |odge down the hill. Fromhere you could only see the top of its second story. Like
all the buildings on the campus, it had a four-digit identification nunber made of gold on every
corner. That one was Buil di ng 0999.

A big clue is that 999 is just 666 spelled upside down. "Jeez, U ysse. Look: 999." Dixie Me
poi nt ed down the hillside.

"It could be a coincidence."

"No, it’s too pat." She glanced at Victor. This really was the sort of thing soneone |Iike him
woul d set up. But whoever wrote that letter just knew too nuch. "Look, I'mgoing to skip |unch
today and take a little wal k around the canpus.”

"That's crazy," said Don. "LotsaTech is an open place, but we’'re not supposed to be wandering into
ot her project buildings.”

"Then they can turn me back."

"Yeah, what a great way to start out with the new job," said Don. "I don’t think you three realize
what a good deal we have here. | know that none of you have worked a custoner support job before.™”
He | ooked around challengingly. "Well | have. This is heaven. W’ ve got our own friggin' offices,
onsite tennis courts and health club. We're being treated like mllion-dollar system designers.

W’ re being given all the tine we need to give top-notch advice to the custoners. Wat LotsaTech
is trying to do here is revolutionary! And you dips are just going to piss it away." Another all-
around glare. "Wll, do what you want, but I’mgoing to |unch."

There was a nonent of enbarrassed silence. U ysse stepped out of the cubicle and watched Don and

others trickle away toward the stairs. Then she was back. "I'Il conme with you, Dixie Mae, but
have you thought Don may be right? Maybe you could just postpone this till next week?"

Unhappi ness was witten all over her face. Uysse was a lot |like Dixie Mae, just nore sensible.

Di xi e Mae shook her head. She figured it would be at least fifteen m nutes before her conmon sense
could put on the brakes.

"Il come, Dixie Mae," said Victor. "Yeah. . . . This could be an interesting story."

D xie Mae sniled at U ysse and reached out her hand. "It’'s okay, U ysse. You should go to lunch."
The ot her | ooked uncertain. "Really. If M. Johnson asks about ne missing lunch, it would help if
you were there to set himright about what a steady person | am"

"Ckay, Dixie Mae. I'Il do that." She wasn’t fooled, but this way it really was okay.

Once she was gone, Dixie Mae turned back to Victor. "And you. | want a printed copy of that
freakin' email."

They went out a side door. There was a soft-drink and candy machi ne on the porch. Victor |oaded up
on "expeditionary supplies" and the two started down the hill

"Hot day," said Victor, munbling around a mouth full of chocol ate bar

"Yeah." The early part of the week had been all June d oom But the usual overcast had broken, and
today was hot and sunny—-and Di xi e Mae suddenly realized how pleasantly air-conditioned Iife had
been in the LotsaTech "sweatshop." Commopn sense hadn't yet reached the brakes, but it was getting
cl oser.

Vi ctor washed the chocolate down with a Dr. Fizzz and flipped the can behind the ol eanders that
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hung cl ose along the path. "So who do you think is behind that letter? Really?"
"I don’t know, Victor! Wiy do you think I'mrisking my job to find out?"

Victor laughed. "Don’t worry about losing the job, Dixie Mae. Heh. There’'s no way it could have
| asted even through the summer."” He gave his usual superior-know edge grin.

"You're an idiot, Victor. Doing custoner support right will be a billion dollar w nner."

"Ch, maybe . . . if you're on the right side of it." He paused as if wondering what to tell her
"But for you, |ook: support costs noney. Long ago, the Public Spoke about how nuch they were
willing to pay." He paused, like he was trying to put together a story that she coul d understand.
"Yeah . . . and even if you're right, your vision of the project is dooned. You know why?"

D xie Mae didn't reply. Hi s reason would be sonething about the crappy quality of the people who
had been hired.

Sure enough, Victor continued: "I'Il tell you why. And this is the surprise kink that's going to
make ny articles for the Bruin really shine: Maybe LotsaTech has its corporate heart in the right
pl ace. That woul d be surprising considering how they brutalized Mcrosoft. But nmaybe they’ ve |et
this bizarre idealismgo too far. Heh. For anything long-term they’'ve picked the wong

enpl oyees. "

Di xi e Mae kept her cool. "W took all sorts of psych tests. You don't think Professor Reich knows
what he’s doi ng?"

"Ch, | bet he knows what he’'s doing. But what if LotsaTech isn’t using his results? Look at us.
There are sone-such as yours truly-who are way over-educated. I'mclosing in on a master’s degree
in journalism it's clear | won't be around for long. Then there's people |ike Don and U ysse.
They have the right |evel of education for custonmer support, but they’'re too smart. Yes, U ysse
tal ks about doing this job so well that her talent is recognized, and she is a diligent sort. But
Il bet that even she couldn't last a sumer. As for sonme of the others . . . well, may | be
frank, Dixie Mae?"

VWhat saved himfroma fist in the face was that Di xi e Mae had never nmanaged to be really angry
about nmore than one thing at once. "Please do be frank, Victor."

"You tal k the same gane plan as U ysse-but |1'll bet your nultiphasic shows you have the steadiness
of mercury fulmnate. Wthout this interesting email from M. Lusting, you m ght be good for a
week, but sooner or later you' d run into something so infuriating that direct action was

requi red—and you’'d be bang out on your rear."

D xi e Mae pretended to mull this over. "Well, yes," she said. "After all, you're still going to be
here next week, right?"

He [ aughed. "I rest my case. But seriously, Dixie Mae, this is what | mean about the personne
situation here. W have a bunch of bright and notivated people, but their notivations are all over
the map, and nost of their enthusiasmcan’t be sustained for any realistic span of tinme. Heh. So
guess the only rational explanation-and frankly, | don't think it would work—is that LotsaTech
figures . "

He droned on with sone theory about how LotsaTech was just |ooking for some quick publicity and a
denonstration that high-quality custoner support could win back customers in a big way. Then after
they flushed all these unreliable new hires, they could throttle back into sonething cheaper for
the long term

But Dixie Mae's attention was far away. On her left was the famliar view of Los Angeles. To her
right, the ridgeline was just a few hundred yards away. Fromthe crest you could probably see down
into the valley, even pick out streets in Tarzana. Someday, it would be nice to go back there,
maybe prove to Dad that she could keep her tenper and nake sonet hing of herself. Al ny life, |'ve
been screwing up like today. But that letter from"Lusting" was like finding a burglar in your
bedroom The guy knew too much about her that he shouldn’t have known, and he had nocked her
background and her famly. Dixie Mae had grown up in Southern California, but she d been born in
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Geor gi a—and she was proud of her roots. Maybe Daddy never realized that, since she was running
around rebelling nmost of the tinme. He and Mom al ways said she’d eventually settle down. But then

she fell in love with the wong kind of person-and it was her fol ks who'd gone ballistic. Wrds
Were Spoken. And even though things hadn't worked out with her new | ove, there was no way she
could go back. By then Mom had died. Now, | swear |'mnot going back to Daddy till | can show |’ve

made sonet hi ng of nyself.

So why was she throwi ng away her best job in ages? She slowed to a stop, and just stood there in
the m ddl e of the wal kway; common sense had finally gotten to the brakes. But they had wal ked

al rost all the way to 0999. Miuch of the building was hidden behind twi sty junipers, but you could
see down a short flight of stairs to the ground |evel entrance.

We shoul d go back. She pulled the "Lusting" email out of her pocket and glared at it for a second.
Later. You can follow up on this later. She read the nmail again. The letters blurred behind tears
of rage, and she dithered in the hot sunmmer sunlight.

Vi ctor nmade an inpatient noise. "Let's go, kiddo." He pushed a chocolate bar into her hand. "Get
your bl ood sugar out of the basenent."

They went down the concrete steps to B0999's entrance. Just a quick |ook, Dixie Mae had deci ded.

Beneath the trees and the overhang, all was cool and shady. They peered through the ground fl oor
wi ndows, into enpty roons. Victor pushed open the door. The |layout |ooked about the sane as in
their own building, except that B0999 wasn’t really finished: There was the snell of Carpenter
Nail in the air, and the lights and wirel ess nodes sat naked on the walls.

The pl ace was occupi ed. She coul d hear people talking up on the main floor, what was cubicle-city
back in B0994. She took a quick hop up the stairs, peeked in-no cubicles here. As a result, the

pl ace | ooked cavernous. Six or eight tables had been pushed together in the mddle of the room A
dozen peopl e | ooked up at their entrance.

"Aha!" booned one of them "Mre warm bodi es. Wl cone, wel conme!"

They wal ked toward the tables. Don and U ysse had worried about violating corporate rules and
proj ect secrecy. They needn’t have bot hered. These peopl e | ooked al nost |ike squatters. Three of
them had their | egs propped up on the tables. Junk food and soda cans littered the tables.

"Progranmers?" Dixie Mae nmuttered to Victor
"Heh. No, these look nore like . . . graduate students.™

The | oud one had red hair snatched back in a pony tail. He gave Dixie Mae a broad grin. "W’ ve got
a couple of extra display flats. Grab sone seating.”" He jerked a thunb toward the wall and a stack
of folding chairs. "Wth you two, we nmay actually be able to finish today!"

Di xi e Mae | ooked uncertainly at the display and keyboard that he had just it up. "But what-"

"Cognitive Science 301. The final exam A hundred dollars a question, but we have 107 bl uebooks to
grade, and Gerry asked nmainly essay questions."

Victor laughed. "You re getting a hundred dollars for each bl uebook?"

"For each question in each bluebook, man. But don't tell. | think Gerry is funding this out of
money that LotsaTech thinks he’'s spending on research.” He waved at the nearly enpty room in this
nearly conpl eted buil di ng.

Di xi e Mae | eaned down to | ook at the display, the white letters on a blue background. It was a
standard bl uebook, just like at Valley Community Coll ege. Only here the questions were conplete
nonsense, such as:

7. Conpare and contrast cognitive dissonance in operant conditioning with M nsky-Loeve attention
mai nt enance. Qutline an algorithmfor constructing the associated i sonorphi sm

"So," said Dixie Mae, "what’'s cognitive science?"
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The grin disappeared fromthe other’'s face. "Ch, Christ. You're not here to help with the
gr adi ng?"

Di xi e Mae shook her head. Victor said, "It shouldn’t be too hard. |’'ve had sonme grad courses in
psych. ™

The redhead did not | ook encouraged. "Does anyone know this guy?"

"I do," said a girl at the far end of all the tables. "That’'s Victor Snmaley. He's a journalism
grad, and not very good at that."

Vi ctor | ooked across the tables. "Hey, Muse! How ya doi ng?"

The redhead | ooked beseechingly at the ceiling. "I do not need these distractions!" H s gaze cane
down to the visitors. "WIIl you two just please go away?"

"No way," said Dixie Mae. "I canme here for a reason. Soneone—probably soneone here in Building
0999-is messing with our work in Customer Support. |I'mgoing to find out who." And give them sone
free dental work

"Look. If we don't finish grading the examtoday, Gerry Reich’s going to nake us cone back
t onor r ow and-"

"I don’t think that's true, Graham" said a guy sitting across the table. "Prof. Reich' s whole
poi nt was that we should not feel time pressure. This is an experinment, conparing tine-bounded
grading with conplete individualization."

"Yes!" said G ahamthe redhead. "That’'s exactly why Reich would lie about it. ‘Take it easy, nmke
good noney,’ he says. But I'Il bet that if we don't finish today, he'll screw us into losing the
weekend. "

He glared at Dixie Mae. She glared back. Grahamwas going to find out just what stubborn and
willful really nmeant. There was a nonent of silence and then-

"I"Il talk to them Gaham" It was the wonan at the far end of the tables
"Argh. Ckay, but not here!"

"Sure, we'll go out on the porch." She beckoned Di xie Mae and Victor to follow her out the side
door.

"And hey," called Graham as they wal ked out, "don’t take all day, Ellen. W need you here."

The porch on 0999 had a bigger junk-food machine than back at Custoner Support. Dixie Mae didn't
think that made up for no cafeteria, but Ellen Garcia didn’t seemto mnd. "W re only going to be
here this one day. |I'’mnot com ng back on Saturday."”

Di xi e Mae bought herself a sandwi ch and soda and they all sat down on sone beat-up |awn furniture.
"So what do you want to know?" said Ellen
"See, Mouse, we're followi ng up on the weirdest-"

Ell en waved Victor silent, her expression pretty nmuch the same as all Victor's female
acquai nt ances. She | ooked expectantly at D xi e Mae.

"Well, ny nane is Dixie Mae Leigh. This norning we got this enmail at our custoner support address.
It looks |ike a fake. And there are things about it that-" she handed over the hard copy.

Ell en’s gaze scanned down. "Kind of fishy dates,"” she said to herself. Then she stopped, seeing
the "To:" header. She glanced up at Dixie Mae. "Yeah, this is abuse. | used to see this kind of
thing when | was a Teaching Assistant. Some guy would start hitting on a girl in ny class." She
eyed Victor specul atively.
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"Why does everybody suspect ne?" he said.

"You shoul d be proud, Victor. You have such a reliable reputation."” She shrugged. "But actually,
this isn't quite your style.” She read on. "The rest is smirky l|ascivious, but otherwi se it
doesn’t nmean anything to ne."

"It neans a lot to nme," said Dixie Mae. "This guy is talking about things that nobody shoul d
know. "

"Ch?" She went back to the beginning and stared at the printout sonme nore. "I don’t know about
secrets in the nessage body, but one of ny hobbies is rfc9822 headers. You' re right that this is
all scanmed up. The nessage nunber and ident strings are too long; | think they may carry added
content."

She handed back the email. "There’s not nuch nore | can tell you. If you want to give ne a copy, |
could crunch on those header strings over the weekend."

"Ch. . . . Okay, thanks." It was nore solid help than anyone had offered so far, but-"Look Ellen
the main thing I was hoping for was some clues here in Building 0999. The letter pointed ne here.
I run into . . . abusers sonetines, nyself. |I don't let themget away with it! |1’d bet noney that

whoever this is, he's one of those graders.” And he's probably laughing at us right now

Ell en thought a second and then shook her head. "I'msorry, Dixie Mae. | know t hese people pretty
well. Some of themare a little strange, but they' re not bent like this. Besides, we didn't know
we'd be here till yesterday afternoon. And today we haven't had time for mschief."

"Ckay," Dixie Mae forced a smile. "I appreciate your help." She would give Ellen a copy of the

letter and go back to Custoner Support, just slightly better off than if she had behaved sensibly
in the first place.

D xie Mae started to get up, but Victor |leaned forward and set his notepad on the table between
them "That ermail had to cone from somewhere. Has anyone here been acting strange, Musy?"

Ellen glared at him and after a second he said, "I nean ‘Ellen.’” You know |I'’mjust trying to help
out Di xie Mae here. Ch yeah, and nmaybe get a good story for the Bruin."

El l en shrugged. "Grahamtold you; we’'re grading on the side for Gerry Reich.™

"Huh." Victor |eaned back. "Ever since |’'ve been at UCLA, Reich has had a reputation for being an
operator. He’'s got big governnent contracts and all this consulting at LotsaTech. He tries to come
across as a one-man supergeni us, but actually it’s just nmoney, um buying lots and | ots of peons.
So what do you think he's up to?"

Ell en shrugged. "Technically, | bet Gerry is msusing his contacts with LotsaTech. But | doubt if
they care; they really like him" She brightened. "And | approve of what Prof. Reich is doing with
this grading project. Wen | was a TA, | wi shed there was sone way that | could make a day-1|ong

proj ect out of reading each student’s exam That was an inpossible w sh; there was just never
enough tinme. But with his contacts here at LotsaTech, Gerry Reich has cone close to doing it. He's
payi ng some pretty sharp grad students very good noney to grade and coment on every single essay
question. Tine is no object, he’s telling us. The students in these classes are going to get
really great feedback."

"This guy Reich keeps popping up," said Dixie Mae. "He was behind the testing programthat
selected Victor and nme and the others for customer support.”

"Well, Victor's right about him Reich is a manipulator. | know he's been running tests all this
week. He grabbed all of O son Hall for the operation. We didn’t know what it was for unti
afterwards. He nailed Graham and the rest of our gang for this one-day grading job. It |ooks like
he has all sorts of projects.”

"Yeah, we took our tests at Ason Hall, too." There had been a small up-front paynent, and hints
of job prospects. . . . And Dixie Mae had ended up with naybe the best job offer she'd ever had.
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"But we did that |ast week."
"It can't be the sane place. Adson Hall is a gym"
"Yes, that’'s what it [ooked like to ne."
"I't was used for the NCAA elininations |ast week."
Vi ctor reached for his notepad. "Whatever. W gotta be going, Mouse."

"Don’t ‘Mouse’ ne, Victor! The NCAA elinms were the week of 4 June. | did Gerry’'s questionnaire
yest erday, which was Thursday, 14 June.”

"I"'msorry, Ellen," said Dixie Mae. "Yesterday was Thursday, but it was the 21st of June."
Victor made a calmng gesture. "It's not a big deal ."

Ell en frowned, but suddenly she wasn’t arguing. She glanced at her watch. "Let's see your notepad,
Victor. What date does it say?”

"It says, June . . . huh. It says June 15."

Di xi e Mae | ooked at her own watch. The digits were so precise, and a week wong: Fri Jun 15
12:31:18 PDT 2012. "Ellen, | looked at nmy watch before we wal ked over here. It said June 22nd."

Ell en | eaned on the table and took a close look at Victor’s notepad. "I'Il bet it did. But both
your watch and the notepad get their tine off the building utilities. Here you' re getting set by
our local clock-and you're getting the truth."

Now Di xi e Mae was getting nmad. "Look, Ellen. Whatever the tine service says, | would not have nade
up a whole extra week of nmy life." Al those product-famliarization classes.

"No, you wouldn’t." Ellen brought her heels back on the edge of her chair. For a |ong nonment, she
didn’t say anything, just stared through the haze at the city bel ow.

Finally she said: "You know, Victor, you should be pleased."
"Way is that?" suspiciously.

"You may have stunbled into a real, world-class news story. Tell ne. During this extra week of
life you ve enjoyed, how often have you used your phone?"

D xi e Mae said, "Not at all. M. Johnson-he's our instructor-said that we're deadzoned till we get
through the first week."

Ell en nodded. "So | guess they didn't expect the scamto |last nore than a week. See, we are not
deadzoned here. LotsaTech has a pretty broad enbargo on web access, but | made a couple of phone
calls this norning."

Vi ctor gave her a sharp | ook. "So where do you think the extra week cane fron®?"

Ellen hesitated. "I think Gerry Reich has gone beyond where the UCLA human subjects conmittee
woul d ever |let himgo. You guys probably spent one night in drugged sl eep, being punped chock ful
of LotsaTech product trivia."

"Ch! You nean . . . Just-in-Time Training?" Victor tapped away at his notepad. "I thought that was
years away."

"It isif you play by the FDA's rules. But there are meds and treatments that can speed up

| earning. Just read the journals and you' |l see that in another year or two, they' Il be a scandal
as big as sports drugs ever were. | think Gerry has just junped the gun with something that is
very, very effective. You have no side-effects. You have all sorts of new, specialized

know edge—even if it’'s about a throwaway topic. And apparently you have detailed nmenories of life
experience that never happened."
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Di xi e Mae thought back over the | ast week. There had been no strangeness about her experience at

O son Hall: the exans, the job interview. True, the johns were fantastically clean-like a
hospital, now that she thought about it. She had only visited themonce, right after she accepted
the job offer. And then she had . . . done what? Taken a bus directly out to LotsaTech

wi t hout even going back to her apartnment? After that, everything was clear again. She could
remenber jokes in the Voxal ot classes. She could renenber neals, and late night talks with U ysse
about what they might do with this great opportunity. "It’'s brai nwashing," she finally said.

Ell en nodded. "It |ooks like Gerry has gone way, way too far on this one."

"And he's stupid, too. Qur teamis going to a party toni ght, downtown. Al of a sudden, there’l
be si xteen people who' Il know what's been done to them W'Ill be nmad as-" Di xi e Mae noticed
Ellen’s pitying | ook.

"Ch." So tonight instead of partying, their customer support teamwould be in a drugged stupor
unrenenbering the week that never was. "W won’t renenber a thing, wll we?"

El |l en nodded. "My guess is you'll be well-paid, with nmenories of sonme one-day tenp job here at
Lot saTech. "

"Well, that’s not going to happen,"” said Victor. "lI’ve got a story and |’ ve got a grudge. |’ m not
goi ng back."

"We have to warn the others."
Victor shook his head. "Too risky."
Di xi e Mae gave hima gl are.

Ell en Garci a hugged her knees for a nonent. "If this were just you, Victor, |'d be sure you were
putting nme on." She | ooked at Dixie Mae for a second. "Let nme see that enmil again."

She spread it out on the table. "LotsaTech has its share of defense and security contracts. |'d
hate to think that they mght try to shut us up if they knew we were onto them" She whistled an
om nous tune. "Paranoia rages. . . . Have you thought that this enmail m ght be someone trying to

tip you off about what’s going on?"

Victor frowned. "Wo, Ellen?" Wen she didn't answer, he said, "So what do you think we should
do?"

Ellen didn't ook up fromthe printout. "Mainly, try not to act like idiots. All we really know is
t hat someone has pl ayed serious ganes with your heads. Qur first priority is to get us all out of

Lot saTech, with you guys free of nedical side effects. Qur second priority is to blow the whistle

on Cerry or She was reading the mail headers again, " or whoever is behind this."

D xie Mae said, "I don’t think we know enough not to act like idiots."

"Good point. Ckay, I'lIl make a phone call, an innocuous nessage that should nean sonething to the
police if things go really bad. Then I'Il talk to the others in our grading team W won't say
anything while we're still at LotsaTech, but once away fromhere we'll screamlong and | oud. You
two . . . it might be safest if you just lie lowtill after dark and we graders get back into
town. "

Vi ctor was noddi ng.

Di xi e Mae pointed at the nystery enmil. "What was it you just noticed, Ellen?"
"Just a coincidence, | think. Wthout a |arge sanple, you start seeing phantons."
" Speak. "

"Well, the mailing address, ‘lusting925@reemail.sg’ . Building 0925 is on the hill crest
t hat anay. "

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vernor%20Vinge%20-%20The%20Cookie%20Monster.txt (11 of 34) [10/18/2004 5:34:22 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/Incoming/V ernor%20V inge%20-%20T he%%20Cookie%20M onster.txt

"You can’t see that fromwhere we started.”

"Right. It's like ‘Lusting’ had to get you here first. And that’'s the other thing. Prof. Reich has
a seni or graduate student nanmed Rob Lusk."

Lusk? Lusting? The connection seenmed weak to Dixie Mae. "What kind of a guy is he?"

"Rob’s not a particularly friendly fellow, but he s about two signas smarter than the average grad
student. He's the reason Gerry has the big reputation for hardware. Gerry has been using himfor
five or six years now, and | bet Rob is getting desperate to graduate." She broke off. "Look. I'm
going to go inside and tell G ahamand the others about this. Then we'll find a place for you to
hide for the rest of the day."

She started toward the door

"I"’'mnot going to hide out," said Dixie Me.

Ellen hesitated. "Just till closing time. You ve seen the rent-a-cops at the main gate. This is
not a place you can sinply stroll out of. But ny group will have no trouble going home this
evening. As soon as we're off-site, we'll raise such a stink that the press and police will be
back here. You'll be safe at home in no tine."

Victor was nodding. "Ellen’s right. In fact, it would be even better if we don't spread the story
to the other graders. There’'s no telling-"

"I"mnot going to hide out!" Dixie Mae | ooked up the hill. "lI’mgoing to check out 0925."

"That's crazy, Dixie Mae! You' re guaranteed safe if you just hide till the end of the work day-and
then the cops can do better investigating than anything you could manage. You do what Ellen says!"

"No one tells nme what to do, Victor!" said Dixie Mae, while inside she was thinking, Yeah, what
I"'mdoing is alittle bit like the plot of a cheap gane: teenagers enter haunted house, and then
split up to be nurdered in pieces .

But Ellen Garcia was maki ng assunptions, too. Dixie Mae glared at both of them "I'mfollow ng up
on this email."

Ell en gave her a long | ook. Wether it was contenptuous or thoughtful wasn’'t clear. "Just wait for
me to tell Graham okay?"

Twenty minutes later, the three of them were outdoors again, wal king up the | ong grade toward
Bui | di ng 0925.

Graham the Red might be a snart guy, but he turned out to be a fool, too. He was sure that the

cal endar nystery was just a scam cooked up by Dixie Mae and Victor. Ellen wasn’t that good at
talking to himand the two customer support wi nkies were beneath his contenpt. Fortunately, npst
of the other graders had been willing to listen. One of them al so poked an unpl easant hole in all
their assunptions: "So if it’s that serious, wouldn’'t Gerry have these two under surveillance? You
know, the Conspiracy Gestapo could arrive any second." There’'d been a nmonment of apprehensive
silence as everyone waited the arrival of bad guys with cl ubs.

In the end, everyone including Gaham had agreed to keep their nmouths shut till after work
Several of them had friends they made cryptic phone calls to, just in case. Dixie Mae could tel
that nost of themtilted toward Ellen’'s point of view, but however smart they were, they really
didn't want to cross G aham

Ell en, on the other hand, was persona non grata for trying to ness up Grahanis schedul e. She
finally lost her tenmper with the redheaded jerk

So now Ellen, Victor, and Di xie Mae were on the yellow brick road-in this case, the asphalt econo-
cart wal kway-I| eadi ng to Buil di ng 0925.

The Lot saTech canpus was new and under popul ated, but there were other people around. Just outside
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of 0999, they ran into a trio of big guys wearing gray blazers |like the cops at the main entrance.
Victor grabbed Dixie Mae's arm "Just act natural,"” he whispered.

They anbl ed past, Victor giving a gracious nod. The three hardly seenmed to noti ce.
Victor released Dixie Mae’s arm "See? You just have to be cool."

El |l en had been wal ki ng ahead. She dropped back so they were three abreast. "Either we’re being
toyed with," she said, "or they haven't caught on to us."

Di xi e Mae touched the email in her pocket. "Wll, sonebody is toying with us."
"You know, that’'s the biggest clue we have. | still think it could be sonebody trying to-"

Ellen fell silent as a couple of nanagenent types cane wal ki ng the other way. These paid them even
|l ess attention than the conpany cops had.

"—it could be somebody trying to help us."

"I guess," said Dixie Mae. "More likely it’s sone sadist using stuff they | earned while | was
drugged up."

"Ug. Yeah." They batted around the possibilities. It was strange. Ellen Garcia was as nmuch fun to
talk to as U ysse, even though she had to be about five tinmes snmarter than either Uysse or Dixie
Mae.

Now t hey were close enough to see the | ower wi ndows of 0925. This place was a doubl e-sized version
of 0999 or 0994. There was a catering truck pulled up at the ground | evel. Beyond a green-tinted
wi ndbreak they coul d see couples playing tennis on the courts south of the building.

Victor squinted. "Strange. They've got sonme kind of blackout on the w ndows."
"Yeah. W should at |east be able to see the strip lights in the ceiling."

They drifted off the nmain path and wal ked around to where they wouldn't be seen fromthe catering
truck. Even up close, down under the overhang, the w ndows | ooked just |ike those on the other
buildings. But it wasn't just dark inside. There was nothing but blackness. The inside of the

gl ass was covered with black plastic like they put on closed storefronts.

Vi ct or whi pped out his notepad.
"No phone calls, Victor."
"I want to send out a live report, just in case soneone gets really nmad about us being here."

"I told you, they ve got web access enbargoed. Besides, just calling fromhere would trigger 911
| ocator logic."

"Just a short call, to-"
He | ooked up and saw that the two wonen were standing close. "—ah, okay. I'Il just use it as a
| ocal cam"”

D xi e Mae held out her hand. "G ve ne the notepad, Victor. W'Il| take the pictures."

For a nonent it |ooked |like he was going refuse. Then he saw how her ot her hand was clenched into
a fist. And maybe he renenbered the lunchtine stories she had told during the week. The week that
never was? \Whatever the reason, he handed the notepad over to her. "You think I'mworking for the
bad guys?" he said.

"No," Dixie Mae said (65 percent truthfully, but declining), "I just don't think you'll always do
what El |l en suggests. This way we' |l get the pictures, but safely." Because of ny superior self
control . Yeah.

She started to hand the notepad to Ellen, but the other shook her head. "Just keep a record, Dixie
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Mae. You'll get it back later, Victor."

"Ch. Ckay, but I want first xmt rights." He brightened. "You'll be ny caneragirl, Dixie. Just
conme back on nme anytine | have sonething inportant to say."

"WIIl do, Victor." She panned the notepad canmera in a | ong sweep, away from hi m

No one bothered them as they wal ked hal fway around the ground floor. The bl ackout job was very
t horough, but just as at buildings 0994 and 0999, there was an ordinary door with an ol d-fashi oned
card swi pe.

Ell en took a closer |ook. "W disabled the | ocks on 0999 just for the fun of it. Sonehow | don’t
t hi nk these bl ack-plastic guys are that easygoing."

"I guess this is as far as we go," said Victor

Di xi e Mae stepped close to the door and gave it push. There was no error beep, no alarns. The door
j ust swung open.

Looks of amazenent were exchanged.

Fi ve seconds later they were still standing at the open doorway. Wiat little they could see | ooked
i ke your typical LotsaTech ground floor. "W should shut the door and go back," said Victor
"W’ Il be caught red-handed standing here."

"Good point." Ellen stepped inside, followed perforce by Victor, and then D xie Mae taking | oca
vi deo.

"Wait! Keep the door open, Dixie Me."
"Jeez."

"This is like an airlock!" They were in a tiny room Above waist height, its walls were clear
gl ass. There was another door on the far end of the little room

El l en wal ked forward. "I had a sumer job at Livernore |ast year. They have catch boxes like this.
You wal k i nside easy enough-and then there are arnmed guards all around, politely asking you if
you're lost." There were no guards visible here. Ellen pressed on the inner door. Locked. She
reached up to the latch nechanism It |ooked like cheap plastic. "This should not work," she said,
even as she fiddled at it.

They coul d hear voices, but fromupstairs. Down here, there was no one to be seen. Sone of the
| ayout was familiar, though. If this had been Building 0994, the hallway on the right would | ead
to restroons, a small cafeteria, and a tenporary dormitory.

Ell en hesitated and stood |listening. She | ooked back at them "That’'s strange. That sounds |ike .
G aham "

"Can you just break the latch, Ellen?" W should go upstairs and strangle the two-faced wease
with his own ponytail

Anot her sound. A door opening! Dixie Mae | ooked past Ellen and saw a guy conming out of the nen’s
room Dixie Mae nmanaged to grab Victor, and the two of them dropped behind the | ower section of
the hol di ng cell

"Hey, Ellen," said the stranger, "you |l ook a bit peaked. |Is Gaham getting on your nerves, too?"
El |l en gave a squeaky laugh. "Y-yeah . . . so what else is new?"

Di xie Mae twisted the notepad and held it so the canera eye | ooked through the glass. In the tiny
screen, she could see that the stranger was smling. He was dressed in tee-shirt and knee-pants
and he had some kind of glittering badge on a | oop around his neck.

El l en’s nouth opened and shut a couple of tines, but nothing canme out. She doesn’t know this guy
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from Adam
The stranger was still clueless, but— "Hey, where's your badge?"
"Ch . . . dam. | nust have left in the john," said Ellen. "And now |’ ve | ocked nyself out."

"You know the rules,"” he said, but his tone was not threatening. He did sonmething on his side of
the door. It opened and Ell en stepped through, blocking the guy’ s view of what was behind her

"I"'msorry. |, uh, | got flustered."

"That’'s okay. G ahamw || eventually shut up. | just wish he’d pay nore attention to what the
prof essionals are asking of him"

El |l en nodded. "Yeah, | hear you!" Like she was really, really agreeing with him
"Y see, Grahamis not splitting the topics properly. The idea is to be both broad and deep."

El l en continued to make understandi ng noi ses. The tal kative stranger was full of details about
sonme sort of a NSA project, but he was totally ignorant of the three intruders.

There were light footsteps on the stairs, and a fanmiliar voice. "Mchael, how |long are you goi ng
to be? I want to-" The voice cut off in a surprised squeak

On the notepad display, Dixie Mae could see two brown-haired girls staring at each other with

i dentical expressions of amazenent. They sidled around each other for a monent, exchanging |ight
slaps. It wasn’'t fighting . . . it was as if each thought the other was sonme kind of trick video.
El len Garcia, neet Ellen Garcia.

The stranger—M chael ?—stared with equal astonishnent, first at one Ellen and then the other. The
El |l ens made inarticul ate noi ses just |oud enough to interrupt each other and nake them even nore
upset .

Finally Mchael said, "I take it you don't have a twin sister, Ellen?"
"No!" said both.

"So one of you is an inpostor. But you ve spun around so often nowthat | can't tell who is the
original. Ha." He pointed at one of the Ellens. "Another good reason for having security badges."

But Ellen and Ell en were ignoring everyone except thensel ves. Except for their chorus of "No!",
their words were just nutual interruptions, unintelligible. Finally, they hesitated and gave each
other a nasty smle. Each reached into her pocket. One canme out with a dollar coin, and the other
cane out enpty

"Ha! 1’ve got the token. Deadl ock broken." The other grinned and nodded. Dollar-coin Ellen turned
to Mchael. "Look, we're both real. And we’re both only-children.™

M chael |ooked fromone to the other. "You're certainly not clones, either."

"Cbviously," said the token hol der. She | ooked at the other Ellen and asked, "Fridge-rot?"
The other nodded and said, "In April | made that worse.” And both of them | aughed.

Token holder: "Gerry’'s examin O son Hall?"

"Yup. "

Token hol der: "M chael ?"

"After that," the other replied, and then she blushed. After a second the token hol der bl ushed,
t oo.

M chael said dryly, "And you're not perfectly identical."
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Token hol der Ellen gave hima crooked snmile. "True. |’ve never seen you before in nmy life." She
turned and tossed the dollar coin to the other Ellen, left hand to | eft hand.

And now that Ellen had the floor. She was al so the version wearing a security badge. Call her NSA
Ellen. "As far as |-we—can tell, we had the sanme stream of consci ousness up through the day we
took Gerry Reich’s recruitnment exam Since then, we’ve had our own |lives. W’ ve even got our own
new friends." She was | ooking in the direction of Dixie Mae's canera.

Gader Ellen turned to follow her gaze. "Cone on out, guys. W can see your canera lens."
Victor and Di xi e Mae stood and wal ked out of the security cell

"A right invasion you are," said Mchael, and he did not seemto be joking.

NSA El l en put her hand on his arm "Mchael, | don't think we’'re in Kansas anynore."
"Indeed! I'msinply dreaning."

"Probably. But if not-" she exchanged gl ances with grader Ellen
been done to us. |Is the neeting room cl ear?"

—maybe we should find out what's

"Last | | ooked. Yes, we're not likely to be bothered in there." He |l ed them down a hallway toward
what was sinply a janitor’s closet back in Buil ding 0994.

M chael Lee and NSA Ellen were working on still another of Professor Reich's projects. "Y see,"
said Mchael, "Professor Reich has a contract with ny coll eagues to conpare our surveillance
software with what intense human anal ysis ni ght acconplish.”

"Yes," said NSA Ellen, "the big problemw th surveillance has al ways been the enornpus anount of
stuff there is to ook at. The spook agencies use |ots of autonation and have | ots of great

speci al i st s—peopl e |Ii ke M chael here-but they’'re just overwhel ned. Anyway, Cerry had the idea that
even though that problemcan’t be solved, maybe a team of spooks and graduate students coul d at

| east estimate how much the NSA prograns are mssing.”

M chael Lee nodded. "W're spending the entire sumrer |ooking at 1300 to 1400UTC 10 June 2012,
backwards and forwards and up and down, but on just three narrow topic areas."

G ader Ellen interrupted him "And this is your first day on the job, right?"

"Ch, no. We’'ve been at this for alnost a nonth now." He gave a little snmle. "My whole career has
been the study of contenporary China. Yet this is the first assignnment where |I’'ve had enough tine
to look at the data |'m supposed to pontificate upon. It would be a real pleasure if we didn't
have to enforce security on these ranbunctious graduate students."

NSA El l en patted himon the shoulder. "But if it weren't for Mchael here, 1'd be as frazzled as
poor Graham One nonth down and two nonths to go."

"You think it’s August?" said D xie Mue.
"Yes, indeed." He glanced at his watch. "The 10 August it is."
Grader Ellen smled and told himthe various dates the rest of themthought today was.

"I't’s some kind of drug hallucination thing," said Victor. "Before we thought it was just Gerry
Reich’s doing. Now | think it’s the governnent torquing our brains."

Both Ellens I ook at hinm you could tell they both knew Victor fromway back. But they seenmed to
take what he was saying seriously. "Could be," they both said.

"Sorry," grader Ellen said to NSA Ellen. "You' ve got the dollar."

"You could be right, Victor. But cognition is nmy—our—specialty. W two are sonethi ng way beyond
normal dream ng or hallucinations."
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"Except that could be illusion, too," said Victor

"Stuff it, Victor," said Dixie Mae. "If it’s all a dream we might as well give up." She | ooked at
M chael Lee. "Wat is the government up to?"

M chael shrugged. "The details are classified, but it’s just a post hoc survey. The isolation
rules seemto be sonething that Professor Reich has worked out with ny agency."

NSA Ellen flicked a glance at her double. The two had a brief and strange conversation, nostly

hal f - conpl et ed words and phrases. Then NSA Ell en continued, "M . Renai ssance Man Gerry Reich seens
to be at the center of everything. He used sone standard personality tests to pick out articulate,
not i vat ed people for the custoner support job. | bet they do a very good job on their first day."

Yeah. Di xie Mae thought of U ysse. And of herself.

NSA Ell en continued, "Gerry filtered out another group—graduate students in just the specialty for
grading all his various exans and projects."

"We only worked on one exam" said grader Ellen. But she wasn’t objecting. There was an odd snile
on her face, the | ook of someone who has cleverly figured out some very bad news.

"And then he got a bunch of governnent spooks and CS grads for this surveillance project that
M chael and | are on."

M chael | ooked nystified. Victor |ooked vaguely sullen, his own theories lying tranpled sonewhere
in the dust. "But," said D xie Mae, "your surveillance group has been going for a nonth you say .

Victor: "And the graders do have phone contact with the outside!"

"I"ve been thinking about that," said grader Ellen. "I nade three phone calls today. The third was
after you and Di xi e Mae showed up. That was voicemail to a friend of mne at MT. | was cryptic,
but | tried to say enough that ny friend would raise hell if | disappeared. The others calls

wer e—"

"Voi cemai |, too?" asked NSA El I en.

"One was voicenail. The other call was to Bill Richardson. W had a nice chat about the party he’'s
havi ng Saturday. But Bill-"

"Bill took Reich’s ‘job test’ along with the rest of us!"

"Right."

Wiere this was headi ng was worse than Victor’'s dreamtheory. "S-so what has been done to us?" said
Di xi e Mae.

M chael ' s eyes were w de, though he nanaged a tone of dry understatenment: "Pardon a backward Han
| anguage specialist. You re thinking we're just personality uploads? | thought that was science
fiction."

Both Ell ens | aughed. One said, "Ch, it is science fiction, and not just the |latest Kywack
epi sode. The genre goes back al nost a century."

The other: "There's Sturgeon’s ‘M crocosmc God ."

The first: "That would be rich; Gerry beware then! But there's also Pohl’s ‘Tunnel Under the
Wwrld . "

"Cripes. W're toast if that's the scenario."
"Ckay, but how about Varley’'s ‘Overdrawn at the Menory Bank’ ?"

"How about WI son’s Darw ni a?"
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"Or Moravec's ‘Pigs in Cyberspace ?"
"Or Gal ouye’ s Simul acron-3?"
"Or Vinge's deat hcubes?"

Now that the ‘twins’ were not in perfect synch, their words were a building, rapid-fire chorus,
climaxing wth:

"Brin's ‘Stones of Significance !"
"Or Kiln People!"

"No, it couldn’t be that." Abruptly they stopped, and nodded at each other. Alittle bit grimy,
D xi e Mae thought. In all, the conversation was just as inscrutable as their earlier self-
i nterrupted spasns.

Fortunately, Victor was there to rescue pedestrian mnds. "It doesn’'t matter. The fact is,
uploading is only sci-fi. It's worse that faster-than-light travel. There's not even a theoretica
basis for upl oads."

Each Ellen raised her left hand and nade a faffling gesture. "Not exactly, Victor."

The token holder continued, "lI'd say there is a theoretical basis for saying that upl oads are
theoretically possible." They gave a | opsided snmle. "And guess who is responsible for that? Gerry
Rei ch. Back in 2005, way before he was fanmpbus as a nmulti-threat genius, he had a couple of papers
about upl oad nmechani sns. The theory was borderline kooki ness and even the sinplest denpo woul d take
far nore processing power than any superconputer of the tine."

"Just for a one-personality upload."
"So Gerry and his Reich Method were sonething of a I aughingstock."”

"After that, Gerry dropped the idea—just what you' d expect, considering the showran he is. But now
he’'s suddenly worl d-famus, successful in half a dozen different fields. | think something
happened. Sonebody sol ved his hardware problemfor him™

D xi e Mae stared at her enmail. "Rob Lusk," she said, quietly.
"Yup," said grader Ellen. She explained about the mail

M chael was unconvinced. "I don’'t know, E-Ellen. G anted, we have an extraordi nary niracle here-"
gesturing at both of them "—but specul ati ng about cause seens to nme a bit like a sparrow
under st andi ng the 405 Freeway."

"No," said Dixie Mae, and they all |ooked back her way. She felt so frightened and so angry-but of
the two, angry was better: "Somebody has set us up! It started in those superclean restroons in
A son Hal | -"

"Ason Hall," said Mchael. "You were there too? The lavs snelled like a hospital! | remenber
thinking that just as | went in, but-hey, the next thing | renenber is being on the bus, comng up
here. "

Li ke a hospital. Dixie Mae felt rising panic. "M mybe we're all that's left." She | ooked at the
twins. "This uploading thing, does it kill the originals?"

It was kind of a showstopper question; for a nonment everyone was silent. Then the token hol der
said, "l—-don’t think so, but Gerry's papers were nostly theoretical."

Di xi e Mae beat down the panic; rage did have its uses. \Wat can we know from here on the inside?
"So far we know nore than thirty of us who took the O son Hall exans and ended up here. If we were
all nurdered, that'd be hard to cover up. Let’'s suppose we still have a life." Inspiration: "And
maybe there are things we can figure! W have three of Reich’'s experinents to conpare. There are
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differences, and they tell us things." She |ooked at the twins. "You' ve already figured this out,
haven't you? The Ellen we met first is gradi ng papers—just a one-day job, she’'s told. But I'Il bet
that every night, when they think they’ re going hone-Lusk or Reich or whoever is doing this just
turns themoff, and cycles themback to do sone other ‘one-day’ job."

"Same with our custoner support," said Victor, a grudgi ng agreemnent.

"Al nost. We had six days of product familiarization, and then our first day on the job. W were
all so enthusiastic. You're right, Ellen, on our first day we are great!" Poor U ysse, poor ne; we
t hought we were going somewhere with our lives. "I’'Il bet we disappear tonight, too."

Grader Ellen was noddi ng. "Custoner-support-in-a-box, restarted and restarted, so it’'s always
fresh."

"But there are still problens,"” said the other one. "Eventually, the lag in dates would tip you
of f."

"Maybe, or nmaybe the nmil headers are automatically forged."
"But internal context could contradict-"

"Or maybe Gerry has solved the cognitive haze problem" The two were off into their senmi-private
| anguage.

M chael interrupted them "Not everybody is recycled. The point of our net-tracking project is
that we spend the entire sumer studying just one hour of network traffic.”

The twins smled. "So you think," said the token holder. "Yes, in this building we’re not rebooted
after every inmaginary day. Instead, they run us the whole ‘sumer’ —m nutes of conputer tine

i nstead of seconds?-to anal yze one hour of network traffic. And then they run us again, on a

di fferent hour. And so on and on."

M chael said, "I can’t inmagine technology that powerful."
The token holder said, "Neither can | really, but-"

Victor interrupted with, "Maybe this is the Darwi nia scenario. You know. we're just the toys of
sone superadvanced intelligence."

"No!" said Dixie Mae. "Not superadvanced. Custoner support and net surveillance are val uable
things in our own real world. Whoever’'s doing this is just getting slave labor, run really, really
fast."

Grader Ellen glowered. "And grading his exans for him That’s the sort of thing that shows ne it’'s
really Gerry behind this. He's making chunps of all of us, and rerunning us before we catch on or
get seriously bored."

NSA El Il en had the same expression, but a different conplaint: "W have been seriously bored here."

M chael nodded. "Those fromthe governnent side are a patient lot; we've kept the graduate
students in line. W can last three nonths. But it does . . . rankle . . . to learn that the
reward for our patience is that we get to do it all over again. Damm. |I'’msorry, Ellen."

"But now we knowl " said Dixie Me.

"And what good does it do you?" Victor |aughed. "So you guessed this tine. But at the end of the
m crosecond day, poof, it's reboot tinme and everything you ve |learned is gone."

"Not this tine." Dixie Mae | ooked away from him down at her email. The cheap paper was crunpl ed
and stained. A digital fake, but so are we. "I don’'t think we’'re the only people who' ve figured

things out." She slid the printout across the table, toward grader Ellen. "You thought it neant

Rob Lusk was in this building."

"Yeah, 1 did."
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"Who’s Rob Lusk?" said M chael

"A weirdo," NSA Ellen said absently. "Gerry’'s best grad student.’
emai | .

Both Ellens were staring at the

"The 0999 reference led Dixie Mae to ny grading team Then | pointed out the source address."
"l usting925@reemail .sg?"

"Yes. And that got us here."

"But there’s no Rob Lusk here," said NSA Ellen. "Huh! | like these fake mail headers."

"Yeah. They’'re longer than the whol e nessage body!"

M chael had stood to | ook over the Ellens’ shoul ders. Now he reached between themto tap the
message. "See there, in the mddle of the second header? That |ooks like Pinyin with the tone
marks witten in-line."

"So what does it say?"
"Well, if it’s Mandarin, it would be the nunber ‘nine hundred and seventeen’."

Victor was | eaning forward on his el bows. "That has to be coincidence. How could Lusting know j ust
who we’d encount er?"

"Anybody know of a Building 0917?" said D xie Me.
"I don’t," said Mchael. "W don't go out of our building except to the pool and tennis courts."

The twins shook their heads. "I haven't seen it . . . and right now | don't want to risk an
i ntranet query."

Di xi e Mae thought back to the Lotsa-Tech map that had been in the wel conme-aboard brochures. "If
there is such a place, it would be farther up the hill, maybe right at the top. | say we go up
there. "

"But-" said Victor.

"Don’t give ne that garbage about waiting for the police, Victor, or about not being idiots. This
isn't Kansas anynore, and this email is the only clue we have."

"What should we tell the people here?" said M chael

"Don’t tell them anything! We just sneak off. We want the operation here to go on normally, so
Gerry or whoever doesn’t suspect.”

The two Ellens | ooked at each other, a strange, sad expression on their faces. Suddenly they both
started singing "Home on the Range," but with weird lyrics:

"Ch, give nme a clone

O ny own flesh and bone

W t h-"

They paused and si mul taneously blushed. "What a dirty nmind that nan Garrett had."

"Dirty but deep."” NSA Ellen turned to Mchael, and she seened to blush even nore. "Never m nd
Mchael. | think . . . you and | should stay here.

"No, wait," said Dixie Mae. "Where we're going we rmay have to convince soneone that this crazy
story is true. You Ellens are the best evidence we have."
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The argurment went round and round. At one point, Dixie Mae noticed with wonder that the two Ellens
actually seened to be arguing agai nst each ot her.

"We don’t know enough to decide," Victor kept whining.

"We have to do sonething, Victor. W know what happens to you and nme if we sit things out til
closing tine this afternoon.”

In the end Mchael did stay behind. He was nore likely to be believed by his governnment teanmates.
If the Ellens and D xie Mae and Victor could bring back sone real information, maybe the NSA group
could do sone good

"W’ || be a network of people trying to break this wheel of tine." Mchael was trying to sound
wryly amused, but once he said the words he was silent, and none of the others could think of
anything better to say.

Up near the hilltop, there were not nearly as many buil di ngs, and the ones that Di xi e Mae saw were
single story, as though they were just entrances to sonmething under the hills. The trees were
stunted and the grass yell owner.

Victor had an explanation. "It’s the wind. You see this in lots of exposed |and near the coast. O
maybe they just don’t water very nmuch up here.”

An Ell en—from behind, Dixie Mae couldn't tell which one-said, "Either way, the fabrication is
awesone. "

Right. A fabrication. "That’'s something | don't understand," said D xie Mae. "The best novie fx
don’t come close to this. How can their conputers be this good?"

"Well for one thing," said the other Ellen, "cheating is a | ot easier when you're also sinulating
t he observers."

"Us. "
"Yup. Everywhere you | ook, you see detail, but it’s always at the center of your focus. W hunans
don’t keep everything we’'ve seen and everything we know all in nmind at the sanme tinme. W have

mllions of years of evolution invested in ignoring al nost everything, and conjuring sense out of
nonsense. "

Di xi e Mae | ooked southward into the haze. It was all so real: the dry hot breeze, the glint of
aircraft sliding down the sky toward LAX, the bulk of the Enpire State Building | oomng up from
the skyscrapers at the center of downtown.

"There are probably dozens of omnissions and contradictions around us every second, but unless
they’ re brought together in our attention all at once we don’'t notice them"

"Like the tine discrepancy," said Dixie Me.

"Right! In fact, the biggest problemwth all our theories is not how we could be individually
duped, but how the fraud could work with many comruni cating individuals all at once. That takes
har dwar e beyond anyt hing that exists, naybe a hundred liters of Bose condensate."

"Sone ki nd of quantum conputer breakthrough,” said Victor

Both Ellens turned to ook at him eyebrows raised.

"Hey, I'"'ma journalist. | read it in the Bruin science section."”

The twins’ reply was sonething nore than a nonol ogue and | ess than a conversation

"Well . . . even so, you have a point. In fact, there were runors this spring that Gerry had
managed to scal e Gershenfeld s coffee cup coherence schene.”

"Yeah, how he had five hundred liters of Bose condensate at roomtenperature."
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"But those stories started way after he had already beconme M. Renai ssance Man. It doesn't nmke
sense. "

We're not the first people hijacked. "Muybe," said D xie Mae, "maybe he started out w th sonething
sinple, like a single superspeed human. Could Gerry run a single upload with the kind of
superconputers we have nowadays?"

"Well, that’s nore conceivable than this . . . oh. Ckay, so an isolated genius was used to do a
century or so of genius work on quantum conputing. That sounds |ike the deathcube scenario. If it
were nme, after a hundred years of being screwed like that, 1'd give Gerry one hell of a surprise.”
"Yeah, like instead of a cure for cancer, he' d get airborne rabies targeted on the proteone of

scunbag m ddl e-aged male CS profs.”
The twi ns sounded as bl oody-m nded as Di xi e Mae

They wal ked anot her coupl e of hundred yards. The | awn degenerated into islands of crabgrass in
bare dirt. The breeze was a hot whistling along the ridgeline. The twi ns stopped every few paces
to l ook closely, now at the vegetation, now at a guide sign along the wal kway. They were nunbling
at each other about the details of what they were seeing, as if they were trying to detect

i nconsi st enci es:

" really, really good. W agree on everything we see."

"Maybe Gerry is saving cycles, running us as cognitive subthreads off the sane process."
"Ha! No wonder we're still so much in synch."

Munbl e, munble. "There's really a |l ot we can infer-"

"—once we accept the insane prem se of all this.”

There was still no "Building 0917," but what buildings they did see had | ower and | ower nunbers:
0933, 0921.

A loud group of people crossed their path just ahead. They were singing. They |ooked like
pr ogr aner s.

"Just be cool," an Ellen said softly. "That conga line is straight out of the LotsaTech enpl oyee
nmotivati on program The progranmers have onsite parties when they reach project mlestones.”

"More victinms?" said Victor. "O Als?"

"They mght be victims. But |I'Il bet all the people we’'ve seen along this path are just |owleve
scenery. There's nothing in Reich’s theories that would nake true Al's possible.™

Di xi e Mae watched the singers as they drifted down the hillside. This was the third tine they had
seen sonet hing-1ike-people on the wal kway. "It doesn’'t make sense, Ellen. We think we're just-"

"Simul ati on processes."

"Yeah, sinulation processes, inside sonme sort of super super-conputer. But if that’s true, then
whoever is behind this should be able to spy on us better than any Big Brother ever could in the
real world. W shoul d’ve been caught and rebooted the m nute we began to get suspicious."”

Both Ellens started to answer. They stopped, then interrupted each other again.

"Back to who' s-got-the-token," one said, holding up the dollar coin. "Dixie Mae, that is a
nystery, but not as big as it seens. If Reich is using the sort of upload and simulation
techni ques | know about, then what goes on inside our mnds can't be interpreted directly.
Thoughts are just too idiosyncratic, too scattered. If we are sinulations in a |arge quantum
conputer, even environnment probes would be hard to run."
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"You nean things like spy cameras?"

"Yes. They would be hard to inplenent, since in fact they would be snooping on the state of our
internal imagery. Al this is conplicated by the fact that we're probably running thousands of
times faster than real tine. There are nmaybe three ways that Gerry could snoop: he could just
wat ch teamoutput, and if it falls off, he d know that something had gone wong—and he mi ght
reboot on general principles.”

Suddenly Di xi e Mae was very glad that they hadn't taken nore volunteers on this hike.

"The second snoop nethod is just to look at things we wite or the output of software we

explicitly run. 1'lIl bet that anything that we perceive as linear text is capable of outside
interpretation.”" She |ooked at Victor. "That’'s why no note-taking." Dixie Mae still had his
not epad.

"I't’s kinda stupid," said Victor. "First it was no pictures and now not even notes.

"Hey, look!" said the Ellens. "B0917!" But it wasn't a building, just a snmall sign wedged anong
t he rocks.

They scranbl ed off the asphalt onto a dirt path that led directly up the hillside.

Now they were so near the hill crest that the horizon was just a few yards away. D xie Me
couldn’t see any |land beyond. She renenbered a novie where poor slobs |ike thenmselves got to the
edge of the simulation . . . and found the wall at the end of their universe. But they took a few

nmore steps and she could see over the top. There was a vista of further, lower hills, dropping
down into the San Fernando Valley. Not quite hidden in the haze she could see the famliar snakey
line of H ghway 101. Tarzana.

Ellen and Ellen and Victor were not taking in the view. They were staring at the sign at the side
of the path. Fifteen feet beyond that was a construction dig. There were building supplies piled
neatly along the edge of the cut, and a robo-Cat parked on the far side. It m ght have been the
begi nning of the construction of a standard-nodel LotsaTech building . . . except that in the far
side of the pit, alnost hidden in shadows, there was a circular netal plug, |ike a bank vault door
in some old novie.

"I have this theory," said the token holder. "If we get through that door, we may find out what
your enail is all about."
"Yup." The twi ns bounced down a steeply cut treadway into the pit. D xie Mae and Victor scranbl ed

after them Victor clunsily bunping into her on the way down. The bottom of the pit was |ike
not hi ng before. There were no wi ndows, no card swi pe. And up close, Dixie Mae could see that the
vault door was pitted and scratched.

"They’' re m xi ng nmetaphors," said the token holder. "This entrance | ooks older than the pit."

"It looks old as the hills," Dixie Mae said, running her hand over the uneven netal —and hal f
expecting to feel weirdo runes. "Sonebody is trying to give us clues . . . or sonebody is a big
sadi st. So what do we do? Knock a magi c knock?"

"Way not?" The two Ellens took her tattered email and laid it out flat on the metal of the door
They studied the nmail headers for a mnute, munbling to each other. The token hol der tapped on the
nmet al , then pushed.

"Toget her," they said, and tapped out a random somet hing, but perfectly in synch
That had all the effect you d expect of tapping your fingers on ten tons of dead steel
The token hol der handed the enmmil back to Dixie Mae. "You try sonething."”

But what? Di xie Mae stepped to the door. She stood there, feeling clueless. Of to the side,
al rost hi dden by the curve of the netal plug, Victor had turned away.

He had the notepad.
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"Hey!" She slammed himinto the side of the pit. Victor pushed her away, but by then the Ellens
were on him There was a nmad scranble as the twins tried to do all the same things to Victor.
Maybe t hat confused him Anyway, it gave Di xie Mae a chance to conme back and punch himin the
face.

"I got it!"™ One of the twins junped back fromthe fighting. She had the notepad in her hands.

They stepped away from Victor. He wasn't going to get his notepad back. "So, Ellen," said Dxie
Mae, not taking her eyes off the sprawed figure, "what was that third nmethod for snooping on us?”

"I think you ve already guessed. Gerry could fool sonme idiot into uploading as a spy." She was

| ooki ng over her twin’s shoul der at the notepad screen

Victor picked hinmself up. For a nonment he | ooked sullen, and then the old superior snmle
percol ated across his features. "You' re crazy. | just want to break this story back in the rea
world. Don’t you think that if Reich were using spies, he’d just upload hinsel f?"

"That depends."

The one hol ding the notepad read al oud: "You just typed in: 925 999 994 know. reboot’. That
doesn’t sound like journalismto ne, Victor."

"Hey, | was being dramatic." He thought for a second, and then | aughed. "It doesn’t matter
anynore! | got the warning out. You won't renmenber any of this after you re rebooted."

Di xi e Mae stepped toward him "And you won't renenber that | broke your neck."

Victor tried to | ook suave and junp backwards at the same tine. "In fact, | will renenber, Dixie
Mae. See, once you're gone, |I'll be nerged back into ny body in Doc Reich’'s lab."

"And we'll be dead again!"

Ellen held up the notepad. "Maybe not as soon as Victor thinks. | notice he never got past the
first line of his message; he never pressed return. Now, depending on how faithfully this old
notepad’s hardware is being enulated, his treason is still trapped in a | ocal cache-and Reich is
still cluel ess about us."

For a nonent, Victor |ooked worried. Then he shrugged. "So you get to live the rest of this run
maybe corrupt some other projects-ones a |lot nore inportant than you. On the other hand, | did
| earn about the enmmil. When | get back and tell Doc Reich, he'll know what to do. You won't be
going rogue in the future."

Everyone was silent for a second. The wi nd whistled across the yell ow bl ue sky above the pit.

And then the twins gave Victor the sort of smile he had bestowed on them so often. The token
hol der said, "I think your nouth is smarter than you are, Victor. You asked the right question a
second ago: Wiy doesn’t Gerry Reich upload hinself to be the spy? Wiy does he have to use you?"

"Well," Victor frowned. "Hey, Doc Reich is an inportant nan. He doesn’'t have time to waste with
security work like this."

"Real ly, Victor? He can’t spare even a copy of hinself?"

Di xi e Mae got the point. She closed in on Victor. "So how nany times have you been nerged back
into your original?"

"This is ny first time here!" Everybody but Victor |aughed, and he rushed on, "But |’ve seen the
mer ge done!”

"Then why won’'t Reich do it for us?"

"Merging is too expensive to waste on work threads |ike you," but now Victor was not even

convi nci ng hi nmsel f.
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The Ell ens | aughed again. "Are you really a UCLA journalismgrad, Victor? | thought they were
smarter than this. So Gerry showed you a re-nerge, did he? | bet that what you actually saw was a
| ot of equipnent and sonmeone goi ng through very dramatic convul sions. And then the ‘subject’ told
you a nice story about all the things he’d seen in our little upload world. And all the tinme they
were |aughing at you behind their hands. See, Reich’s upload theory depends on having a conpletely
regular target. | know that theory: the merge probl em-l oading onto an existing mnd-is exponentia
in the neuron count. There's no way back, Victor."

Vi ctor was backing away fromthem H s expression flickered between superior sneer and stark
pani c. "Wat you think doesn't matter. You' re just going to be rebooted at 5 p.m And you don't
know everything." He began fiddling with the fly zipper on his pants. "You see, |-l can escape!"”

"Get him"
D xie Mae was closest. It didn't matter.

There was no hazy gl ow, no sudden popping noise. She sinply fell through thin air, right where
Vi ctor had been standing.

She picked herself up and stared at the ground. Sonme snudged footprints were the only sign Victor
had been there. She turned back to the twins. "So he could re-nerge after all?"

"Not likely," said the token holder. "Victor's zipper was probably a thread self-term nate
mechani sm "

"Hi s pants zipper?"

They shrugged. "I dunno. To leak out? Gerry has a perverse sense of hunor."” But neither twn

| ooked anmused. They circled the spot where Victor had | eft and ki cked unhappily at the dirt. The
token hol der said, "Cripes. Nothing in Victor’'s |ife becane himlike the leaving it. | don't think
we have even till ‘5 p.m’ now. Athread terminate signal is just the sort of thing that would be

easy to detect fromthe outside. So Gerry won’t know the details, but he-"
"—or his equipnment-"

"—wi || soon know there is a probl em and-"
"—that it’'s probably a security problem"

"So how | ong do we have before we | ose the day?" said D xie Mae.

"If an emergency reboot has to be done manually, we’'ll probably hit 5 p.m first. If it’s
automatic, well, I know you won't feel insulted if the world ends in the nmddle of a syllable.”
"Whatever it is, I'mgoing to use the tine." Dixie Mae picked her email up fromwhere it lay by
the vault entrance. She waved the paper at the inpassive steel. "I’mnot going back! |'m here and

| want some expl anations!"
Not hi ng.

The two Ell ens stood there, out of ideas and | ooki ng unhappy—or nmaybe that ampbunted to the sane
t hi ng.

"I"’mnot giving up,"” Dixie Mae said to them and pounded on the netal

"No, | don’t think you are," said the token holder. But now they were |ooking at her strangely. "I
t hi nk we-you at | east—-nust have been through this before."

"Yeah. And | nust have nessed up every tine."

"No . . . | don't think so." They pointed at the email that she held crunpled in her hand. "Where
do you think all those nasty secrets conme from Dixie Mae?"
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"How the freakin’ heck do | know? That’'s the whole reason I-" and then she felt smart and stupid
at the sane tinme. She |eaned her head agai nst the shadowed netal. "Ch. Ch oh oh!"
She | ooked down at the enail hardcopy. The bottom part was torn, sneared, alnost illegible. No

matter; that part she had nmenorized. The El |l ens had gone over the headers one by one. But now we
shoul dn’t be | ooking for technical secrets or grad student inside jokes. Maybe we shoul d be
| ooki ng for nunbers that nean something to Di xie Mae Leigh

"I'f there were upl oaded soul s guarding the door, what you two have al ready done ought to be
enough. | think you're right. It's sone pattern |’ m supposed to tap on the door." If it didn't
work, she'd try something else, and keep trying till 5 p.m or whenever she was suddenly back in
Bui |l di ng 0994, so happy to have a job with potenti al

The tree house in Tarzana. Di xie Mae had been into secret codes then. Her childish idea of crypto.
She and her little friends used a tap code for sending nunbers. It hadn’t |asted |ong, because
Di xie Mae was the only one with the patience to use it. But-

"That nunber, ‘7474’ ," she said.
"Yeah? Right in the mddle of the fake nessage nunber?"

"Yes. Once upon a tine, | used that as a password chal |l enge. You know, |ike ‘Wio goes there in
conbat ganes. The rest of the string could be the response.™

The Ell ens | ooked at each. "Looks too short to be significant," they said.
Then they both shook their heads, disagreeing with thenselves. "Try it, Dixie Mae."

Her "nunbers to taps" schene had been sinple, but for a nmonment she couldn’t remenber it. She held
the paper against the vault and glared at the nunbers. Ah. Carefully, carefully, she began tapping
out the digits that cane after "7474." The string was nuch | onger than anything her chil dhood
friends would have put up with. It was |onger than anything she herself woul d have used.

"Cool ," said the token holder. "Sone kind of hex gray code?"

Huh? "Wat do you expect, Ellen? | was only eight years old."

They wat ched the door.

Not hi ng.

"Ckay, on to Plan B," and then to C and D and E, etc, until our time ends.

There was the sound of sonething very old breaking apart. The vault door shifted under D xie Mae's
hand and she junped back. The curved plug slowy turned, and turned, and turned. After sone
seconds, the nmetal plug thudded to the ground beside the entrance . . . and they were | ooking down
an enpty corridor that stretched off into the depths.

For the first quarter mle, no one was home. The interior decor was not LotsaTech standard. Gone
were the warmredwood veneers and gl ow strips. Here fluorescent tube lights were nounted in the
acoustic tile ceiling, and the walls were institutional beige.

"This rem nds ne of the basenent labs in Norman Hall," said one Ellen

"But there are people in Norrman Hall," said the other. They were both whispering.

And here there were stairways that led only down. And down and down.

D xi e Mae said, "Do you get the feeling that whoever is here is in for the I ong haul ?"
" Huh?"

"Well, the graders in B0999 were in for a day, and they thought they had real phone access to the
outside. My group in Custoner Support had six days of classes and then probably just one nore day,
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where we answered queri es—and we had no other contact with the outside."

"Yes," said NSA Ellen. "My group had been running for a nonth, and we were probably not going to
expire for another two. We were officially isolated. No phones, no enail, no weekends off. The
| onger the cycle time, the nore isolation. Qtherw se, the poor suckers would figure things out."

Di xi e Mae thought for a second. "Victor really didn't want us to get this far. Maybe-" Maybe,
sonmehow, we can nmake a difference

They passed a cross corridor, then a second one. A half-opened door showed them an appar ent
dormtory room Fresh bedding sat neatly folded on a mattress. Sonebody was just noving in?

Ahead there was anot her doorway, and fromit they could hear voices, argunent. They crept al ong,
not even whi speri ng.

The voices were making words: "—is a year enough time, Rob?"

The ot her speaker sounded angry. "Well, it's got to be. After that, Gerry is out of noney and I'm
out of tinme."

The Ell ens waved Di xi e Mae back as she started for the door. Maybe they wanted to eavesdrop for a
while. But how | ong do we have before tinme ends? Di xi e Mae brushed past them and wal ked into the
room

There were two guys there, one sitting by an ordinary data display.

"Jesus! Who are you?"

"Di xie Mae Leigh." As you nust certainly know.

The one sitting by the term nal gave her a broad grin, "Rob, | thought we were isol ated?"

"That's what Gerry said." This one—Rob Lusk?-l ooked to be in his late twenties. He was tall and
thin and had kind of a desperate look to him "Okay, Mss Leigh. What are you here for?"

"That's what you're going to tell ne, Rob." Dixie Mae pulled the enmail from her pocket and wai ved
the tattered scrap of paper in his face. "I want sone expl anations!"

Rob’ s expression cl ouded over, a no-one-tells-nme-what-to-do | ook

Di xi e Mae gl ared back at him Rob Lusk was a mite too big to punch out, but she was heating up to
it.

The twins chose that nonent to nake their entrance. "H there," one of themsaid cheerily.

Lusk’s eyes flickered fromone to the other and then to the NSA ID badge. "Hello. |’'ve seen you
around the departnment. You're Ellen, um Gonez?"

"Garcia," corrected NSA Ellen. "Yup. That's nme." She patted grader Ellen on the shoulder. "This is
my sister, Sonya." She glanced at Dixie Mae. Play al ong, her eyes seened to say. "Gerry sent us."

"He di d?" The fellow by the computer display was grinning even nore. "See, | told you, Rob. GCerry
can be brutal, but he'd never |eave us without assistants for a whole year. Wl cone, girls!"

"Shut up, Danny." Rob | ooked at them hopefully, but unlike Danny-boy, he seened quite serious.
"CGerry told you this will be a year-1ong project?"

The three of them nodded.

"We’'ve got plenty of bunk roons, and separate . . . um facilities.” He sounded . . . Lord, he
sounded enbarrassed. "Wat are your specialties?"

The token hol der said, "Sonya and | are second-year grads, working on cognitive patterning."

Some of the hope drained fromRob’s expression. "I know that's Gerry’s big thing, but we're nostly
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doi ng hardware here." He | ooked at Dixie Mae.
"I"'minto-" go for it "—Bose condensates." WlIl, she knew how to pronounce the words.

There were worried | ooks fromthe Ellens. But one of them piped up with, "She’s on Satya’s team at
CGeorgia Tech.™

It was wonderful what the smile did to Rob’s face. H s angry expression of a mnute before was
transformed into the | ook of a happy little boy on his way to Disneyland. "Really? | can’t tell
you what this neans to us! | knew it had to be sonmeone |ike Satya behind the new fornul ati ons.
Were you in on that?"

"Ch, yeah. Some of it, anyway." Dixie Mae figured that she couldn’t say nore than twenty words
wi thout blowing it. But what the heck—how nany nore nminutes did the nasquerade have to |ast,
anyway? Little Victor and his self-termnating thread .

"That’'s great. W don’t have budget for real equipnment here, just sinulators-—"
Qut of the corner of her eye, she saw the Ell ens exchange a fer sure |ook.

"—s0o anyone who can explain the theory to me will be so welcone. | can’t imgi ne how Satya managed
to do so nuch, so fast, and wi thout us know ng."

"Well, 1'd be happy to explain everything | know about it."
Rob waved Danny-boy away fromthe data display. "Sit down, sit down. |’'ve got so many questions!"

D xi e Mae sauntered over to the desk and plunked herself down. For maybe thirty seconds, this guy
woul d think she was brilliant.

The Ellens circled in to save her. "Actually, 1'd like to know nore about who we’'re working with,"
one of them said.

Rob | ooked up, distracted, but Danny was nore than happy to do sonme intros. "It's just the two of
us. You already know Rob Lusk. |I’m Dan Eastland." He reached around, genially shaking hands. "I'm
not fromUCLA. | work for LotsaTech, in quantum chem stry. But you know Gerry Reich. He's got pull
everywhere—and | don’t mnd bei ng shanghaied for a year. | need to, um stay out of sight for a
while."

"Ch!" Dixie Mae had read about this guy in Newsweek. And it had nothing to do with chem stry. "But
you' re-" Dead. Not a good sign at all, at all.

Danny didn't notice her distraction. "Rob’s the guy with the real problem Ever since | can
remenber, Gerry has used Rob as his personal hardware research departnent. Hey, |I’msorry, Rob.
You know it’'s true."

Lusk waved himaway. "Yes! So tell them how you' re an even bigger fool!" He really wanted to get
back to grilling D xi e Me.

Danny shrugged. "But now, Rob is just one year short of hitting his seven year limt. Do you have
that at CGeorgia Tech, Dixie Mae? If you haven't conpleted the doctorate in seven years, you get
ki cked out ?"

"No, can't say as |'ve heard of that."

"G ve thanks then, because since 2006, it's been an unbendable rule at UCLA. So when Gerry told
Rob about this secret hardware contract he's got with LotsaTech—and promised that Ph.D. in return
for sone new results—Rob junped right in."

"Yeah, Danny. But he never told nme how far Satya had gone. If | can’'t figure this stuff out, I'm
screwed. Now let nme talk to Dixie Mae!" He bent over the keyboard and brought up the nost
beautiful screen saver. Then Dixie Mae noticed little nunbers in the colored contours and realized
that maybe this was what she was supposed to be an expert on. Rob said, "I have plenty of

docunent ati on, Di xie Mae-too nuch. If you can just give ne an idea how you scal ed up the
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coherence." He waved at the picture. "That’s alnost a thousand liters of condensate, a trillion
ef fective qubits. Even nore fantastic, your group can keep it coherent for alnost fifty seconds at
atinme."

NSA El Il en gave a whistle of pretended surprise. "Ww. Wat use could you have for all that power?"

Danny pointed at Ellen’s badge. "You' re the NSA wonk, Ellen, what do you think? Crypto, the final
frontier of supercomputing! Wth even the weakest form of the Schor-Gershenfeld algorithm Gerry
can crack a ten kilobyte key in less than a nillisecond. And I'Il bet that’s why he can't spare us
any time on the real equipnent. Night and day he’s breaking keys and sucking in governnent noney."

Grader Ellen-Sonya, that is—puckered up a naive expression. "Wat nore does Gerry want?"

Danny spread his hands. "Sonme of it we don’t even understand yet. Sone of it is about what you'd
expect: He wants a thousand thousand tinmes nore of everything. He wants to scal e the operation by
qulink so he can run arrays of thousand-liter bottles."

"And we’ve got just a year to inprove on your results, Dixie Mae. But your solution is years ahead
of the state of the art."” Rob was pl eadi ng.

Danny’s glib inpress-the-girls manner faltered. For an instant, he | ooked a little sad and
enbarrassed. "W’ Il get sonething, Rob. Don't worry."

"So, how | ong have you been here, Rob?" said Dixie Me.
He | ooked up, naybe surprised by the tone of her voice.
"We just started. This is our first day."

Ah yes, that fampus first day. In her twenty-four years, Dixie Mae had occasionally wondered
whet her there could be rage nore intense than the red haze she saw when she started breaking
things. Until today, she had never known. But yes, beyond the berserker-breaker there was

sonmet hing el se. She did not sweep the display off the table, or bury her fist in anyone's face.

She just sat there for a nonent, feeling enpty. She |ooked across at the twins. "I wanted sone
villains, but these guys are just victins. Wrse, they're totally clueless! W' re back where we
started this norning." Wiere we'll be again real soon now.

"Hmm Maybe not." Speaking together, the twi ns sounded |ike sone kind of perfect chorus. They
| ooked around the room eyeing the decor. Then their gazes snapped back to Rob. "You' d think
Lot saTech woul d do better than this for you, Rob."

Lusk was staring at Dixie Mae. He gave an angry shrug. "This is the old Honeland Security |ab
under Norman Hall. Don't worry—-we’'re isolated, but we have good | ab and conputer services."

"Il bet. And what is your starting work date?"
"I just told you: today."
"No, | nean the cal endar date.™

Danny | ooked back and forth between them "Ceeze, are all you kids so literal ninded? It’'s Mnday,
Sept ember 12, 2011."

Ni ne nonths. Nine real nmonths. And maybe there was a good reason why this was the first day. Dixie
Mae reached out to touch Rob’'s sleeve. "The Georgia Tech people didn't invent the new hardware,"
she said softly.

"Then just who did nmake t he breakthrough?"
She raised her hand . . . and tapped Rob deliberately on the chest.

Rob just | ooked nore angry, but Danny’'s eyes w dened. Danny got the point. She remenbered that
Newsweek article about him Danny Eastland had been an all-around talented guy. He had bl own the
whi stl e on the biggest business espi onage case of the decade. But he was dunmb as dirt in sone
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ways. |If he hadn’t been so eager to get laid, he wouldn’t have snuck away fromhis Wtness
Prot ecti on bodyguards and gotten hinmsel f murdered.

"You guys are too nuch into hardware," said NSA Ellen. "Forget about crypto applications. Think
about personality uploads. G ven what you know about Gerry’s current hardware, how many Reich
Met hod upl oads do you think the condensate could support?”

"How shoul d | know? The ‘Reich Method’ was bal oney. If he hadn’'t nessed with the reviewers, those
papers woul d never have been published." But the question stopped him He thought for a nonent.
"Ckay, if his bogus nmethod really worked, then a trillion qubit simulation could support about ten
t housand upl oads. "

The Ellens gave hima slow snile. A slow identical snmile. For once they made no effort to
separate their identities. Their words cane out sinultaneously, the same pacing, the same pitch, a
weird humm ng chorus: "Ch, a good deal |ess than ten thousand-if you have to support a decent
enclosing reality."” Each reached out her left hand with i nhumanly synchroni zed precision, the
precision of digital duplicates, to wave at the roomand the hallway beyond. "O course, sone
resources can be saved by using the sane base pattern to drive separate threads-" and each pointed
at herself.

Both nen just stared at themfor a second. Then Rob stunbl ed back into the other chair. "Oh .
m . . . God."

Danny stared at the two for another few seconds. "All these years, we thought Gerry’s theories
were just a brilliant scam”

The Ellens stood with their eyes closed for a second. Then they seened to startle awake. They

| ooked at each other and Dixie Mae could tell the perfect synch had been broken. NSA Ellen took
the dollar coin out of her pocket and gave it to the other. The token hol der sniled at Rob. "Oh,
it was, only nore brilliant and nore of a scamthan you ever dreaned."

"I wonder if Danny and | ever figure it out."
"Somebody figured it out," said D xie Mae, and waved what was |eft of her email.

The token holder was nore specific: "Gerry is running us all like statel ess servers. Sone are on
very short cycles. W think you're on a one-year cycle, probably running | onger than anyone.
You' re naking the discoveries that let Gerry create bigger and bi gger systens."

"Ckay, " said Lusk, "suppose one of us victins guesses the secret? What can we do? W’ Il just get
rebooted at the end of our run."

Danny Eastl and was quicker. "There is sonething we could do. There has to be information passed
between runs, at least if Gerry is using you and ne to build on our earlier solutions. If in that
data we could hide what we’ve secretly | earned-"

The twins smled. "Right! Cookies. If you could recover themreliably, then on each rev, you could
pl an nore and nore el aborate counterneasures.”

Rob Lusk still |ooked dazed. "W'd want to tip off the next generation early in their run."

"Yes, like the very first day!" Danny was | ooking at the three wonen and nodding to hinmself. "Only
| still don’t see how we managed that."

Rob pointed at Dixie Mae’'s enmil. "May | take a ook at that?" He laid it on the table, and he and

Danny exam ned the nessage.

The token hol der said, "That email has turned out to have nore clues than a bad detective story.
Every tine we're in a jam we find the next hidden solution."

"That figures," said Eastland. "I'Il bet it's been refined over many revs . . ."

"But we nmay have a special problemthis time-" and D xie Mae told them about Victor

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vernor%20Vinge%20-%20The%20Cookie%20Monster.txt (30 of 34) [10/18/2004 5:34:22 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/Incoming/V ernor%20V inge%20-%20T he%%20Cookie%20M onster.txt
"Damm, " said Danny.

Rob just shrugged. "Nothing we can do about that till we figure this out." He and Danny studi ed
t he headers. The token hol der explained the parts that had already seen use. Finally, Rob |eaned
back in his chair. "The second-|ongest header |ooks |ike the tags on one of the raw data files
that Gerry gave us."

"Yes," sang the twins. "What's really your own research fromthe last tinme around."

"Most of the files have to be what Gerry thinks, or else he’d catch onto us. But that one raw data
file . . . assune it's really a cookie. Then this email header nmight be a crypto key."

Danny shook his head. "That’s not credible, Rob. Gerry could do the sanme analysis."

The token hol der laughed. "Only if he knew what to anal yze. Maybe that’'s why you guys winkled it
out to us. The nessage goes to Di xi e Mae—an unrel ated person in an unrelated part of the
simul ation."

"But how did we do it the first tinme?"

Rob didn’'t seemto be paying attention. He was typing in the header string fromD xie Mae’'s emil
"Let’s try it on the data file. . . ." He paused, checked his keyboard entry, and pressed return

They stared at the screen. Seconds passed. The Ellens chatted back and forth. They seened to be
worried about executing any sort of text program like Victor’s notepad, it mght be readable to
the outside world. "That's a real risk unless earlier Robs knew the cacheing strategy."

D xi e Mae was only half-listening. If this worked at all, it was pretty good proof that earlier
Robs and Dannys had done things right. If this works at all. Even after all that had happened,
even after seeing Victor disappear into thin air, Dixie Mae still felt like alittle girl waiting

for magi c she didn't quite believe in.
Danny gave a nervous |laugh. "How big is this cookie?"

Rob | eaned his el bows onto the table. "Yeah. How many tinmes have | been through a desperate
seventh year?" There was an edge to his voice. You could imagine himpulling one of those
deat hcube stunts that the El |l ens had descri bed.

And then the screen brightened. Golden letters marched across a bl ack-and-crinmson fractal pattern
"Hell o fellow suckers! Wl cone to the 1,237th run of your life."

At first, Danny refused to believe they had spent 1,236 years on Gerry’'s treadm||. Rob gave a
shrug. "I do believe it. | always told Gerry that real progress took |Ionger than theory-making. So
the bastard gave ne . . . all the tine in the world."

The cookie was alnpst a nillion nmegabytes |ong. Miuch of that was detail ed descriptions of
trapdoors, backdoors, and softsecrets underm ning the design that Rob and Danny had created for
Gerry Reich. But there were al so thousands of negabytes of history and tactics, crafted and
hyper|inked across nore than a thousand sinmul ated years. Mst of it was the work of Danny and Rob
but there were the words of Ellen and Ellen and Di xi e Mae, captured in those fleeting hours they
spent with Rob and Danny. It was w sdom accurul ated i ncrenent by precious increnent, across cycles
of near saneness. As such, it was their past and also their near future.

It even contained specul ati ons about the times before Rob and Danny got the cookie system worKking:
Those earliest runs nust have been in the sumrer of 2011, a single upload of Rob Lusk. Back then
the best hardware in the world couldn’t have supported nore than Rob all alone, in the equivalent
of a one-room apartnent, with a keyboard and data display. Maybe he had guessed the truth; even
so, what could he have done about it? Cookies would have been nuch harder to pass in those tines.
But Rob’s hardware inproved fromrev to rev, as CGerry Reich built on Rob’s earlier genius. Danny
came on board. Their first successful attenpt at a cookie nust have been one of many wild stabs in
the dark, drunken theorizing on the |ast night of still another year where Rob had failed to make
his deadlines and thought that he was forever Ph.D.-less. The two had put an obscene nessage on
the intrasystemenail used for their "nonthly" comunications with Reich. The address they had
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used for this randomflail was . . . hel p@otsatech.com

In the real world, that nust have been around June 15, 2012. Why? Well, at the beginning of their
next run, guess who showed up?

Di xi e Mae Leigh. Mad as hell.

The nmessage had ended up on Di xie Mae's work queue, and she had been sufficiently insulted to go
ragi ng off across the canpus. D xie Mae had spent the whol e day bouncing frombuilding to
bui | di ng, nmostly maki ng enem es. Not even Ellen or Ellen had been persuaded to cone along. On the
other hand, back in the early revs, the |andscape reality had been sinpler. D xie Mae had been
able to come into Rob’s lair directly fromthe asphalt wal kway.

Danny gl anced at Di xie Mae. "And we can only guess how many tines you never saw the email, or
deci ded the random obscenities were not neant for you, or just walked in the wong direction. Dunb
luck eventually carried the day."

"Maybe. But | don't take to being insulted, and | go for the top."

Rob waved them both silent, never |ooking up fromthe cookie file: After their first success, Rob
and Danny had fine-tuned the email, had |earned nore fromeach new Di xi e Mae about who was in the
other buildings on the hill and how-like the Ellens-they nmight be used.

"Victor!" Rob and the twins saw the reference at the sanme tinme. Rob stopped the autoscroll and
they studied the paragraph. "Yes. W’ ve seen Victor before. And five revs ago, he actually made it
as far as this time. He killed his thread then, too." Rob followed a |ink marked taking care of
Victor. "Ch. kay. Danny, we’'ll have to tweak the log fil es—"

They stayed al nost three hours nore. Too |ong maybe, but Rob and Danny wanted to hear everything
the Ellens and Dixie Mae could tell them about the sinulation, and who el se they had seen. The
cooki e history showed that things were always changi ng, getting nore el aborate, involving nore
nmoney- maki ng uses of people Gerry had upl oaded.

And they all wanted to keep tal king. Except for poor Danny, the cookie said nothing about whether
they still existed outside. In a way, know ng each other now was what kept them real

Di xi e Mae could tell that Danny felt that way, even when he conplained: "It's just not safe having
to contact unrel ated people, depending on themto get the word to up here. "

"So, Danny, you want the three of us to just run and run and never know the truth?"

"No, Dixie Mae, but this is dangerous for you, too. As a matter of fact, in nost of your runs, you
stay clueless." He waved at the history. "W only see you once per each of our ‘year-long’ runs. |-
| guess that’'s the best evidence that visiting us is risky."

The Ell ens | eaned forward, "Ckay, then let’s see how things would work wi thout us." The four of
them | ooked over the oldest history entries and argued jargon that neant nothing to Dixie Mae. It
all added up to the fact that any local clues left in Rob’s data would be easy for Gerry Reich to
detect. On the other hand, messing with unused storage in the intranet nmail system was possible,
and it was nuch easier to cloak because the clues could be spread across several other projects.

The Ellens grinned, "So you really do need us, or at least you need Dixie Mae. But don't worry; we
need you, and you have lots to do in your next year. During that tinme, you ve got to nake sone
credible progress with what Gerry wants. You saw what that is. Maybe you hardware types don't
realize it, but-" she clicked on a link to the bulleted list of "mninmmgoals" that Reich had set
for Rob and Danny. "—Prof. Reich is asking you for systeminprovenents that woul d make it easier
to partition the projects. And see this stuff about selective decoherence: Ever hear of cognitive
haze? | bet with this inprovenent, Reich could actually do linmted meddling with upl oaded brain
state. That would elimnate date and nenory inconsistencies. W night not even recogni ze cookie
clues then!"

Danny | ooked at the list. "Controll ed decoherence?" He followed the link through to an extended
di scussion. "I wondered what that was. W need to talk about this."
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"Yes—wait! Two of us get rebooted in-ny God, in thirty mnutes." The Ell ens | ooked at each ot her

and then at Di xie Me.

Danny | ooked stricken, all his strategic analysis forgotten. "But one of you Ellens is on a three-
mont h cycle. She could stay here.”

"Dam it, Danny! W just saw that there are checkpoints every simday. If the NSA team were short
a menber for longer than that, we’d have a real problem?"”

Di xi e Mae said, "Maybe we should all |eave now, even us . . . short-lifers. If we can get back to
our buildings before reboot, it might |ook better."

"Yeah, you're right. I'"'msorry," said Rob

She got up and started toward the door. Getting back to Custoner Support was the one |ast thing
she could do to help.

Rob stopped her. "Dixie Mae, it would help if you'd | eave us with a message to send to you next
time."

She pulled the tattered printout from her pocket. The bottomwas torn and sneared. "You nust have
the whole thing in the cookie."

"Still, it would be good to know what you think would work best to get . . . your attention. The
hi story says that background details are gradually changing."

He stood up and gave her a little bow

"Well, okay." Dixie Mae sat down and thought for a second. Yeah, even if she hadn’t had the
message nenorized, she knew the sort of insults that would send her ballistic. This wasn't exactly
time travel, but now she was certain who had known all the terrible secrets, who had known how to
be absolutely insulting. "My daddy always said that |I'mmmy own worst eneny."”

Rob and Danny wal ked with them back to the vault door. This was all new to the two guys. Danny
scranbl ed out of the pit, and stared bug-eyed at the hills around them "Rob, we could just walk
to the other buildings!" He hesitated, came back to them "And yeah, | know. If it were that easy,
we' d have done it before. W gotta study that cookie, Rob."

Rob just nodded. He | ooked kind of sad-then noticed that Di xie Mae was | ooking at hi mand gave her
a quick smle. They stood for a nonent under the |ate afternoon haze and |istened to the wind. The
air had cooled and the whole pit was in shadow now.

Tinme to go.

D xi e Mae gave Rob a smile and her hand. "Hey, Rob. Don’t worry. |’ve spent years trying to becone
a nicer, wser, |less stubborn person. It never happened. Maybe it never will. | guess that’'s what
we need now. "

Rob took her hand. "It is, but I swear . . . it won't be an endless treadm|l. W wll study that
cookie, and we’'ll design sonething better than what we have now. "

"Yeah." Be as stubborn as | am pal

Rob and Dan shook hands all around, wi shing themwell. "Okay," said Danny, "best be off with you
Rob, we shoul d shut the door and get back. | saw sone references in the cookie. If they get
reboot ed before they reach their places, there are sone things we can do."

"Yeah," said Rob. But the two didn't nove inmediately fromthe entrance. Di xie Mae and the twi ns
scranbl ed out of the pit and wal ked toward the asphalt. Wien D xi e Mae | ooked back, the two guys
were still standing there. She gave a little wave, and then they were hi dden by the edge of the
excavati on.

The three trudged along, the Ellens a lot |ess bubbly than usual. "Don’t worry,” NSA Ellen said to
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her twin, "there's still two nmonths on the B0994 tineline. I'Il renenber for both of us. Maybe
can do sonme good on that team™

"Yeah," said the other, also sounding down. Then abruptly they both gave one of those identica

| aughs and they were smiling. "Hey, | just thought of sonething. True re-nerge may al ways be

i mpossi bl e, but what we have here is alnost a kind of nerge | oad. Maybe, maybe-" but their | ast
chance on this turn of the wheel was gone. They | ooked at Di xie Mae and all three were sad again.
"Wsh we had nore tine to think how we wanted this to turn out. This won't be |like the SF stories
where every rev you wake up filled with forebodi ngs and subconsci ous know edge. W' Il start out
all fresh."

Di xi e Mae nodded. Starting out fresh. For dozens of runs to cone, where there would be nothing
after that first week at Custoner Support, and putting up with boorish Victor, and never know ng.
And then she snmiled. "But every tine we get through to Dan and Rob, we leave a little nore. Every
time they see us, they have a year to think. And it’'s all happening a thousand tines faster than
A’ Gerry can think. W really are the cookie nonsters. And soneday-" Sonmeday we'll be coming for
you, Cerry. And it will be sooner than you can dream
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