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      The tip of one of the apple tree's thin branches tapped at Cassie's window. The breeze creating a kind of syncopated rhythm.

      Tap-tap-tap

      Tap-tap

      Tap-tap-tap

      Tap-tap

      Tapity-tap-tap-tap

      The leaves were browning and curled and most of the apples were done. One big fat one, still clung to a solid branch close to the trunk. Red Delicious.

      The tree had to be sixty years old. Still bearing fruit. An old genetic hybrid, from the time when that had been the rage. The word's food problems to be solved by ever more productive crops.

      Cassie's window looked out from above the garage, into the narrow spread of Willoughby's yard. Ten or twelve trees spaced around it, with the earth between dug over, with a few leafy, flowery ground plants interspersed. A square patch of lawn in the middle like a mat in the middle of a living room.

      Insects buzzed and crawled around, and bright green skinks slithered up the trunks and over the exposed roots, hunting down those very insects. Cats prowled, looking for the skinks, and the birds the trees attracted.

      Nomad, the calico from the neighbors' place, would sit on the tall wooden fence between the two properties, cleaning her head or sitting upright or crouched low on the fence framing, ears down and eyes wide, watching a starling on the ground.

      The rented room was doing Cassie just fine. A garage loft. Her brother Anthony would be disappointed, if not disgusted. His idea of a loft was in Manhattan. A place you used when you visited the city from your actual home in Connecticut. The thing he did as part of his chosen path.

      They'd never been much alike. So why did she worry about what me might think?

      She had four rooms here, like an A-frame topping the two-car, free-standing garage in back of Willoughby's place. Kitchen-dining-living room facing the yard, her bedroom facing the driveway, with a substantial bathroom in the middle, and a separate toilet across the connecting hallway.

      The hallway was stacked with her shelves of books. Everything from an early edition of Dune to fat, perfect bound recent issues of Physics Letters A and Physics Letters B, Geomorphology North, Communications II and others.

      Decorative, really. She'd skimmed most of the abstracts and read a few of articles. Bound copies were a dated way of accessing research now. Everything went back and forth on the net.

      But still. Cassie loved the smell of them. The glossy pages, new and leaching all kinds of chemicals, right back to those old novels.

      Anthony might be able understand a hedge fund report, but he wouldn't get beyond the first line in any of those. Wouldn't understand the joy in holding a fat 1970 copy of Spider's Web and flicking through the pages under your nose. The scent of old books was part of the charm of visiting those worlds.

      Had Anthony ever read anything on paper at all? He lived in his world of displays.

      Not as if Cassie didn't use displays. She had a nice Nikon-Dell roll-up that fitted neatly on the little kitchen table. Plenty of space to deal with the day's figures.

      Tap-tap-tap went the apple tree.

      If she asked, Willoughby would trim it back, but then, the loft would lose some of its charm too. A lot of its charm.

      Freshly showered and feeling invigorated and ready for another day pouring over the figures, Cassie set her little Wega coffee machine to start brewing. It would be faster with a plunger, and even faster with just a spoon of instant coffee into a cup of microwave-boiled water, but that kind of felt like cheating. Besides, coffee from the machine was so much better. A little patience for a lot of return.

      Maybe she was more like Anthony than she would like to admit.

      It was his birthday tomorrow. She would have to call him. Fun.

      Sitting on the Formica sink bench, the machine hummed. Cassie let it do its business and sat at her little kitchen table, against the back wall, right under the window. The table was Formica too, and the chairs were steel tube-framed with patterned vinyl backs and seats. The kind of thing that you might find out back of a thrift store for ten dollars the lot, or in an antique store with a price tag in the hundreds. As if 1960s could be considered antique.

      Still, if people were willing to pay, more power to the store owners.

      The coffee machine burbled. Outside in the yard a jay chirped, hopping around the branches. A cat Cassie didn't recognize stalked along the ground right at the back, pressed in against the fence, weaving around the tree trunks and other plants.

      The cat stopped. Looked up at her. Stood still as a rock for a moment, eyes wide.

      Cassie smiled. Waved.

      The cat darted ahead. Got up some momentum and scrambled up the fence, vanishing over into the rear neighbors' yard.

      Cassie smiled. Who waved at a cat?

      Her rolled up display stood in the condiments caddy on the table, with the salsa, paprika and pepper. Stolen, she guessed, by the previous occupant, from some struggling roadside diner somewhere between Albuquerque and Flagstaff. Or Flagstaff and L.A.

      Who'd have ever thought she'd wind up in Northern Arizona? A place where, not far to the south, people cooked basically all year, and yet snow could lie on the ground out in Willoughby's yard for weeks at a time.

      Perhaps that's what she liked at about it.

      Not that upstate New York lacked for winter snow and summer heat.

      The coffee machine pinged that it was ready. The liquid sloshed and gurgled into her little cup. It was nice to watch the dribbles coming from the twin spouts. Not quite like watching a Zen temple's bamboo waterfall, but still with its own calming charm.

      When the last dribbles were done, she lifted the cup and went to sit at the table. She set the cup on the blue and white Dutch coaster on the windowsill and took out the roll display.

      It unrolled across the table like a sheet of rubber. A half a meter square. It flattened, hardened and came to life. The Nikon-Dell logo shone through from the center for a second, then up came the day's news, the weather forecast--was that really necessary for Flagstaff in the summer?--stocks, sports, social and politics.

      Cassie waved them all to the side and bent closer so the display could read her retina and log her into the university's databases.

      More distant calls to examine. Data streams from Callisto, Triton, Ceres, Phobos, Klaimon, and a bunch of other research probes.

      Mostly the AI took care of interpretation. It wasn't that hard really. Where did the data sit when compared to previous data? The same? Log it and store it. Different? Flag it.

      Cassie was looking at the flags.

      And in essence she was just becoming another level of AI. In all those flagged pieces of data, nothing very much seemed very much different from the rest really.

      But, she was getting better at training the AI.

      The day's data started feeding through. She sipped from the coffee. A little bitter and a little weak. Another good thing about the machine, it didn't make the brew the same each time. Variation was good.

      Lots of logs scrolled up the display. Quickly. Usual story. Sixty to a hundred logs to each flag.

      Chemical analysis. Signal reception. Temperature. Radiation. Gravity variations.

      Enough data every day to provide research for twenty PhDs, if they wanted it.

      Log, log, log. On and on. Log, flag, log, log. log.

      Scrolling through. Catalogued by the AI. The flags dropping into Cassie's inbox for further analysis.

      Except that changed about thirty lines of standard logging in.

      Flag, log, flag, flag, flag, flag, log, flag, flag.

      Flag, flag, flag.

      "What?" Cassie said. Some system error.

      A call came through. Someone else had noticed. There was a team of them. It was good to have others to talk to. It could get lonely otherwise. Especially trying to balance full-time study with the volume of work. Money was good, but time could be tough.

      She waved the call to the display's corner.

      The main section continued with its announcements. Flag, flag, flag.

      The call wasn't one of her student colleagues.

      It was Anthony.

      He looked drawn. Tired. He was only eight years older than her, but right now he looked thirty years older.

      "Hey," she said. "What's up?"

      "Alyssa," he said, face blank. Numb. "She's gone."
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      Alyssa Menton had been at school back in Boston with Cassie. Smart, quick-witted and had smiled at Anthony in just the right way, over beers at Sal's. Anthony had been visiting from the city. Just finishing up at NYU when Cassie and Alyssa had been just starting out at Tufts.

      Weird to move across the country, make a friend and next minute have her dating your brother.

      Weird, years later, to still be friends. Helped to be in the same field. Data analysis.

      Cassie looked out into the yard. The jay had gone. The visitor cat had gone. Even the breezed had died away.

      "Are you there?" Anthony said.

      "I am," Cassie said.

      Flag, flag, flag, flag, flag.

      She waved aside the university data streams to let Anthony's face enlarge across most of it.

      "Gone?" Cassie said. "Alyssa's gone."

      "Yes." Bereft. Maybe heading toward broken.

      Cassie picked up her coffee. The smell was heavenly. Invigorating. She was going to need it. When Anthony got down, he could get really down.

      Sipped.

      "Give me more information," she said. Times like this it worked to be really explicit with him. Tell him exactly the information she needed. “Did she break up with you? Die? Disappear."

      Something clenched in her chest. She did like Alyssa. They didn't see much of each other, but there was plenty of communication. Both ways. They bounced ideas off each other, but also still had lots in common.

      Alyssa's paintings were getting sold in some small Connecticut galleries, and Cassie's illustrations were being picked up for a children's book. It had been a good year.

      "Oh," Anthony said.

      "That's not giving me clarity," Cassie said.

      "Just gone," he said.

      "When?"

      "Yesterday. When I woke up. She just wasn't here."

      "And you waited until now to..." Cassie trailed off. No sense in trying to blame him. Recriminations didn't work.

      "I didn't want to worry you unnecessarily. But it's been over twenty-four hours now."

      "Police?"

      "I..."

      Of course he wouldn't have been in touch with the police.

      From Cassie's display came a series of notifications. More flags.

      Red.

      Maybe Alyssa trying to get hold of her. Cassie waved at the display, shrinking Anthony and bringing up the notifications.

      All from the data feeds. Signal anomalies.

      "Anthony," Cassie said. "Tell me what you've tried so far. Her socials? Her phone? Have you been to her place?"

      "She doesn't have a place anymore. We've moved in."

      Huh. Thanks for letting me know.

      "All right. The others. Friends? Family?"

      "Good. I knew you were the right person to call. The phone is going straight to message, so it must be switched off. Everything is blank on her socials. No postings or messages since the day before yesterday."

      "Keep going."

      "I've tried some of our mutual friends. They haven't heard from her. The ones I could get hold of."

      "Still trying others?"

      "Yes. Busy people. I'm leaving messages."

      "Family, then?"

      "I don't want to worry them. Her mom's been unwell and her brother is
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