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Madeline quickly grew to love The Archive. Information here was like air, Inquiries and answers nested one inside the other in an infinite chain of learning. She never wanted to stop, even to sleep or eat.

Students were sorted into groups based on their age but Madeline had to join one of the younger ones so she could have a chance of catching up. They went to instructional sessions where life was explained; history and science, the workings of mathematics and how the universe moved. It was like bathing in a waterfall of knowledge after a lifetime in the desert. Assignments led them throughout the whole of the archive where the lessons were peeled back to reveal nearly infinite variation and echoing depths of potential learning.

The others were far more advanced, integrating the network, the books, and their own minds all together into a synthesized whole. Madeline remained unsure. What she had done by accident they were trained to do from birth.

The Network was only a framework. To keep its function smooth it remained lithe and minimal. All specifics and energy-intensive analysis happened on physical pages in the thicket of symbols called writing. But timelines, catalogs, maps, and most basic reference material was easily found by touching nearly any wall which created a sort of circuit with the forces that made your mind lively and your heart beat.

At least that is what Madeline had gathered in her earliest days in The Archive.

“I am so jealous of you!”

A girl a couple years younger said at her elbow. 

“Why?” 

“Because...is it true you have traveled from the planting fields and seen real mountains?”

“Every year of my life.”

“What’s it like?”

Madeline stopped, confused at how to answer. “It’s like...it’s like what it is. The farm fields are hot in summer and the sun is bright. But the wind cools you at night as it comes down off the distant mountains. The plants smell different in every season and the food is more delicious because it is fresh.”

The girl’s mouth was wide. “Why did you ever leave?”

“Because the winter is dangerous and The Town is safe.”

“Will you ever go back?”

“I live here now.” 

Madeline looked around the room at her new peers. Some were chatting together. A few read books at their seats and one stood at the back, his hand seemingly locked to the interface. A man in a tan tunic arrived in the small chamber. He moved to the back and smacked the boy’s hand away from the wall with a thin stick that made a thwacking sound. 

“Do not overuse the interface. You know this.” He swept to the front of the room and all eyes followed him. “It is for life’s small questions and for direction, not to explore.” Again he paused and looked around the room making careful eye contact with each young person. “The network is an absorbent resource. All that it offers can be had in an instant...” He intoned this part with a resonant call and was answered by every other voice together. 

“But what you stand to lose can never be returned.”

This was a memorized axiom, wisdom to live by and transgressing it could get you hit, or worse.

“You see, Miss Madeline...” the man came closer to her, “...every tool is of use but is also a potential danger. As a farmer I am certain you can appreciate this.”

She nodded. It was true, especially for powerful tools. They had to be wielded correctly and even then could cause harm if one was not careful.

“So let us respect the power of what we possess and use our resources only as we must.” He was talking only to her now and repeated, “All it offers can be had in an instant but...” he motioned to her and she understood, trying to recall the correct response. The girl who had spoken to her before whispered the first words, “...what you stand...” This got her struck with the stick but it worked and Madeline finished the axiom.

“But what you stand to lose can never be returned.”

She quickly became familiar with this cohort. They ranged in age from ten to fifteen and it seemed to be the ages at which the greatest degree of learning was demanded of them. Before this they were allowed to merely explore, within certain limits of course. And afterward they were assigned their specific life functions based on aptitude and began to practice for intensively. But these years were taken up with strenuous instruction in a range of subjects. They had to find and report upon long and involved collections of information requiring full mastery of both the archive’s books and its network. 

She did not make friends easily. Everyone else was busy and harried while she was allowed to walk about and try things out for herself, only coming back to the group for the long sessions of instruction and interrogation. 

One night after the lights had gone out in their dormitory she lay on her back staring into the darkness. She knew how to share her space, how to navigate the personalities and habits and could hear the breathing of her roommates, comfortable enough to sleep but not enough to make her feel welcome. It had been two weeks since she arrived and she still felt like a distraction in a world where routine was highly prized. 

“Madeline, psst!” The whisper came from across the room. It was Joanna, the younger girl who had occasionally spoken to her to ask questions and help her finish sentences. 

“What?”

“Are you awake?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sneaking out tonight. You should come with me.”

“Where?”

“The main hall, I’m meeting some of the older kids, you know, ones who are about to graduate.”

“Why?”

“You’ll have to come with me to find out.” Joanna got up and slipped out quietly but Madeline hesitated. Their days moved in sanctioned routines from task to task; meal time to study to projects to bed, always together and if she did not find some way to be a part of things she might spend her whole life looking in from the outside. But the rules were there for reasons she did not fully understand. The choice to slip past the guard rails and risk finding out why they existed, or obey them and risk loneliness, pulsed beneath her skin. 

She and Joanna moved quietly into the hall toward the faint light of The Archive main room which stood at the center of all pathways. They emerged and crept toward the first of many winding iron staircases climbing toward the higher stacks of books. Joanna put a finger in front of her lips, furtive whispering came from just above. She smiled and motioned for Madeline to follow.

“Who has arrived?” a stern voice called from the small group huddled at the end of the corridor of books.

“It is Joanna and her offering, the Novel One, Madeline.” They spoke in affected tones, haughty and playful.

“Greetings, Novel One. Joanna, your way is paid and your offering is accepted.” With this declaration the older boy held out a hand with a honey cake in it. “Your journey with us begins with your offering. You may both partake and be glad.”

“What’s going on?” Madeline had her arms crossed watching the strange pageant play out.

Joanna leaned in, “It’s just a club I’ve been trying to join for ages. Usually they only take people in the fourth or fifth year, but you have to bring them something valuable as an offering. I’ve brought them you. And since you’re such a rarity now we’re both in.”

Madeline’s ears got red and her jaw clenched. “But what if I don’t want to be your offering?”

“Please, don't ruin it. It just means you’re part of the group too. It’ll be good for both of us. Please!” She pleaded in a desperate whisper and held up the cake, offering the whole thing to Madeline. 

She pushed the younger girl’s hand down and rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll play along.” She was working hard to tamp down her anger at being used, trying to keep a sense of perspective.  She did not want to remain isolated after all. 

She had taken easily to the lessons and the practices of learning. Reading came quickly as a by-product of interfacing with the network, the same way she knew the tunnels and layout of the archive and The Town, the same way she knew everyone’s name without having to ask. The circuitry had connected in her brain and now she could read every symbol in every volume that rose and stretched on pages and parchment into the softly lighted distance in every direction. But she was lonely, always at the back, whispered about but rarely spoken to. The lights came on as you walked so you always knew when someone was nearby but it only made her feel more isolated to know when someone was close. 

“What say you, Novel One?”

“Alright, I’m in.”

“Excellent.” There were six  others and she recognized a couple of them from her daily cohort, though the leader was a young man she had never seen before. He had dark skin and penetrating eyes and reminded her of some of the traders she had known that would come by their farm in the late summer near harvest time. 

“We are a support to one another but also a light in the dark. We seek together to see past the barriers we encounter alone.” They spread out along the wall, all placing a hand above it. They motioned for Joanna and Madeline to join them. “Come along, we will now fully welcome you in.”

They stood together with the group each ready to place a hand on the interface. 

“What is our question?” Madeline had learned very quickly that you did not use the interface without a specific inquiry. You were not meant to range freely inside it. 

“There is no question, only a shared view of whatever there is to be seen.” 

Madeline looked around warily. Being caught just idly browsing The Network could get you at least reprimanded and sometimes banned from its use entirely. They could program it to reject you. She had seen those that were not allowed to use it, they were slow and dogged in their work, looked down on for their limitations, not allowed any consideration for their slowness. Forced to indefinitely pay their penalty. 

“Should we be doing this?” Madeline whispered toward Joanna but she just cut her eyes and made a face that indicated, “Don’t mess this up for me!” She mouthed the words, “C’mon,” and Madeline reluctantly put her hand in the same position as the rest of the group.

The leader took a deep breath and said, “And now, together, we walk into knowledge.” They all put their hands down and as she had come to expect there was a blur of light and objects. Normal sight was replaced with an indescribable expanse of ideas. Objects and forms came up and moved toward her in startling clarity. She sensed the presence of her companions. She felt their exhilaration and joy and assumed they could sense her fear. They laughed, thrilled as the view careened among uncontrolled concepts and constructions but Madelline’s sense of urgency and panic only increased.

Finally a speck appeared on their shared horizon. It drew closer, growing into a pulsing sphere that finally enveloped them. Their momentum ceased and their shared consciousness emerged into a chamber of abrupt stillness. Madeline realized she had been clenching and had not breathed in a long time. Now she exhaled and tried to take in all the information around her. The thoughts of the others crowded in as they exulted in the rush they had experienced. It seemed that the terrifying loss of control was the thrill they all sought in this practice. No one else felt uncertain, no one else seemed to be paying attention to what was coming into view as the light came up.

Madeline recognized this feeling. She had been pulled along in just this way and brought in upon the scene she had later learned was from the past, part of some vast memory of places and things held within this network. She did not want to be here, felt the urge to pull away but couldn’t.

The image of a woman, but not an image, the presence, a woman in a room alone. She was waiting, Madeline could feel her fear but also her determination.

“What is it?” Madeline asked the question without thinking and felt the surprise from her companions as the woman looked up at them.

A room appeared, a sterile dormitory with a single bed and wires feeding from the floor up to the woman’s wrists forming a lighted circuit pulsing as though energy traveled from her body into the floor and back again.

“You shouldn’t be here.” The woman groaned and looked away, straining against some interior pressure.

“Where are we?” Madeline asked.

“It will find you. You should not be here.”

“Why are you here? Who are you?”

She was still looking away from Madeline. The others were transfixed.

“I am alone.”

“What is coming?”

“It is coming for you.” She looked up and motioned with her eyes to a book on the table next to the bed. Madeline picked it up. It said, Nodes and Networks: All the Knowledge in the World.

“You must go. My concentration is waning. Do not look for me. Do not come here again.”

“What? Why?” Suddenly they were slung back through the corridors of light and sensation that had made up their journey forward and they all emerged in The Archive minutes or maybe hours since they had left.

“What just happened!” The lead boy came angrily toward Madeline.
“I could ask you the same question. What were we even doing?”
“What we always do, riding The Network. Usually there’s some lights and a head rush and we come back with random memories or trivia lodged in our brain. We share what we’ve learned and eat honey cakes. It’s just supposed to be fun. What did you do and how did that woman see you!”

“I don’t know. I’m the Novel One, remember? I’m new to all this.”

Joanna stepped in. “Come on, we shouldn’t be angry. We all saw the same thing. Something happened to us and we can either fight about it or figure it out.”

She looked around and everyone seemed to agree though the lead boy still had his arms crossed.

“Alright.” Madeline took the lead. “Let’s get
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