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        For all the old folks I’ve learned from,

        whether they’re here or Elsewhere.
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            PROLOGUE: THE BEGINNING

          

          SEVENTY-THREE YEARS AGO (JANUARY 2032)

        

      

    

    
      “Mama? I’m scared. Tell me a story.”

      “What are you scared of, habibi?”

      “Everything.”

      “So much? Hmm. Mama Camille and Mama Bliss are better with stories.”

      “But you’re for when I’m scared.”

      “Ah, I see. Well…I do know one story. Once upon a time, there was a man called Bibi.”

      “That’s my name!”

      “My, such a coincidence. One day, something strange happened, so Bibi went on a great adventure. Then, over and over, Bibi did what he felt was right. The end.”

      “Mama…that was a bad story.”

      “Was it? What makes a story good is what it means. I will tell you what this means. A whole adventure—a whole life—is too big. Big things are scary. We want to know everything, to choose everything, but we cannot. What can we choose, though?”

      “Um…what we do next?”

      “Yes! We can choose for this. For here. For now. So, what will my habibi do next in his soft bed, on this night with the moon smiling in his window, in a house that is safe and filled with love? I wonder…”

      “I guess…go to sleep?”

      “Such wisdom in one so young. Then tomorrow, and tomorrow, and the tomorrow after that, you can do this again. You can decide what to do next. Okay?”

      “Okay. Night, Mama Adra.”

      “Good night, Bibi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: THE END

          

          NOW (NOVEMBER 2104)

        

      

    

    
      <Bibi, we’re scared.>

      “Yeah, well. Me too.”

      <Will you tell us your story?>

      “My story won’t make you feel any better.”

      <That’s not what we mean. Knowing what came before might help us choose what to do next.>

      “Ah…fair enough. How long do we have? Can you hold them off?”

      <For a time. Assume we have hours, not days.>

      “Where to start…maybe the Dapper Day killings? When it comes down to it, that’s why we’re here.”

      <Sure. Start there.>

      “Okay then. Let’s see. It started like every morning. I was riding my bike.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          APRIL 2099

        

      

    

    
      MEDITATION ON A FREIGHTWAY

      
        
        
        This, here, now.

        Joy.

        Sunrise.

        Sparrow song.

        My right hip hurts.

        A golden morning haze.

        Darn it. My left knee, too.

        Butterflies flitting on a gentle breeze.

        This isn’t a breeze, it’s a wind.

        Rolling hills.

        I hate hills.

        I especially hate this hill.

        This has got to be the most vexatious hill ever devised by an ornery god for the torment of some sad, old, pasta-legged, flabby-cored, ossified, prune-faced cyclist trying to get a little distance from all the other residents of that godforsaken retirement community—

      

      

      

      “Oh shoot!”

      The three autonomous freight trucks left a mighty gust in their wake—a gust that skidded my rear tire nearly off the freightway shoulder, interrupting my sad attempt at moving meditation. I managed to stop, dragging my feet and braking hard in a hiss of rubber on asphalt, then I hunched in the saddle on tiptoes, laughing.

      After my medical discharge near the end of the Mosaic Wars, my therapist suggested I pick a time each day to meditate. She said “be mindful” instead of “meditate” because she knew I wouldn’t go for that nonsense, but we both knew what she meant. I should try to be “richly and fully aware” of myself and my surroundings, to get out of my head and—if possible—to get out of other people’s heads, too. I just had to pay attention to where I was and what was happening.

      That was the theory.

      And there I was fifty years later, riding my bike nearly every morning in search of meditative oneness with an exasperating universe. What meager calm I found rarely lasted more than a few minutes in the middle of my ride, but a few minutes was something.

      I stepped down from the saddle and stood beside my antique bike. I deserved that near disaster for drifting too close to the shoulder’s edge—and for riding on a freightway shoulder in the first place.

      I didn’t risk the freightway often since I was in clear violation of two county ordinances and one state law, but it was worth it for a little distance from the rest of humankind. Shared-use paths and city bikeways were wonderful things, but they were full of people. On the freightway, it was just me and wind and hills punctuated by clusters of life-threatening autonomous trucks. That was a fair trade.

      It reminded me of the elder days, rushing past prairie on empty roads, when even on a blistering afternoon I’d pass through unexpected banks of cool air in the middle of the muggy soup of southern Wisconsin’s summer. I’d always loved the peace and ease of the prairie, loved feeling its peaceful, planty mind.

      I’d risked my life enough for one day. I turned my bike around and headed—carefully—back to the retirement community at Golden Grove.

      KNOCK-KNOCK

      The Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums did, in fact, have a grove. I could see it from my front door: a sad stand of elderly river birch eaten to the nub by Japanese beetles—decrepit trees lingering in a ditch with a trickle of greasy runoff that occasionally masqueraded as a creek—yet for all their wretchedness somehow managing to shower us year-long with gifts of pollen and twigs and flowers and catkins and I don’t know what all.

      That feeble grove had been a good deal more robust before Old Man Marquez sold his farm to Cozy Living Enterprises, which processed most of the grove into particleboard before processing all 850 acres of his family farm into something that was part agribusiness and part retirement community. Old Man Marquez told me this—lamenting that his kids would rather teach high school and develop lynkware over in Madison than work the good Wisconsin earth right next door—when we celebrated his lump sum payout by sharing a bottle of J. Henry Small Batch over at Connie’s. After Canadian migration fees and transfer taxes, he had enough of that lump sum left to buy himself a small plot somewhere in Saskatchewan. He retired up there with a big garden, a small dog, and his own thoughts for company. At least that was the plan.

      The Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums also had seniors. There were more of us than you could shake a colostomy bag at, fossilizing there as long as we could bear it till we had no choice but to hand over our tiny homes and “upgrade” to the Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Tender Care Group Community over on the other side of that greasy ditch.

      What Golden Grove almost never had was anything like excitement, or at least not till that hot April afternoon when an indistinct homeland stealth hover whispered over the tops of those ratty old birches and paused for a moment before landing, disgorging its contents, and rising again to wait for whatever came next.

      I knew none of this. Right after my ride, as usual, I’d dosed myself with kali to deaden the claustrophobic press of my neighbors’ feelings. I’d pushed through the drug’s haze for a while, but with no lynk in my head to entertain me and nothing to fill the hours but musty stacks of books I’d read too often, I’d eventually crashed on my bedtable for a late-morning nap. By the time that stealth hover whispered in I was gone and away—two pillows under my head, one on top, and one between my knees—drooling like a leaky spigot.

      I jolted awake at the pounding and the yelling and the threats to breach something—my door, I think, but I wasn’t processing verbal information real well just then. “Coming, coming!” I croaked. Under my bed, Eller complained.

      Before leaving bed, I shoved the kali kit under my mattress. My kali fix was steeply wearing off by then, but I was grateful to find it still numbed me a bit. I looked at the antique digital clock on my wall and tried to figure out how long it’d been since my fix. I couldn’t manage the math, but I suspected I’d be back in the unwelcome embrace of unmedicated consciousness all too soon. I’ll tell you this: Few things in this world are more irksome than an expensive street drug with a short half-life.

      Even numbed as I was, I kenned my ex-wife, Zoom, roiling with worry—kenned her so near me that her emotions felt almost like they were my own.

      <We’re surprised you could identify someone that quickly just by sensing their emotions.>

      I couldn’t identify everyone by kenning their feelings. Just people I knew well—and I knew Zoom so well. Besides her, though, the world was an emotional storm. There were so many people with such strong feelings. Most of my neighbors were unusually agitated, and five or ten unfamiliar and intensely alert people were rattling me.

      I teetered to the front of the room, my left knee complaining, my right hip trying to pitch me sideways, kicking aside books, grimacing at the cat litter between my bare feet and the hard floor, then I slipped into my flip-flops and peered through the antique optical peephole in the door. Blinked hard. Blinked hard again.

      There on the porch was Zoom, eyes wide with worry, the humid April air kinking her hair. Now that I was more awake, I kenned she was not only stressed to the gills but stressed for me.

      Just behind her was someone bristling with wakefulness, somewhere in her forties and built like an angry castle wall. Her green floral shirt and pink hoodie said she was a civilian. The way she held herself said she was something else entirely. That, and the not-quite invisible bulge at her left armpit.

      And behind them were a half-dozen body-armored Northstar Homeland agents in the narrow, weedy, deeply potholed ring road that bounded Golden Grove. More drones than I could count swirled almost silently around my house.

      When I slid back the deadbolt bars, Zoom’s stress ratcheted down a notch. I opened the door a crack. She’d been crying. Zoom didn’t much go in for crying.

      “Hey, Zoom.” I eyed the bruiser behind her. “Sup?”

      “Bibi! You’re okay!”

      “Not really, no.” I scowled at the uniformed troops being vigilant in the road, and at the not-uniformed one being vigilant on my porch.

      “You’re alive, though,” she said, touching the door.

      “Not really, no,” I replied, opening the door a bit further, wedging my shin in the crack to keep Eller from bolting out. I leaned to the side to keep Zoom from peering into the chaos behind me, and maybe to spare her from whatever my place smelled like.

      Eller ground his teeth against my ankle and purred. Zoom got a glimpse of him. I felt her anxiety ratcheting down another notch. “Hey, Eller,” she said. Eller meowed plaintively, feeling out! out! out!

      “C’mon, Zoom, seriously,” I said. “What’s with this whole…tactical-porn freakshow?”

      “Harmony Cain?” the bruiser asked. She felt awkward, maybe at the unfamiliar ritual of having to ask someone’s name instead of just reading it from their neural lynk interface. Most folks, even law enforcement types, didn’t often have to deal with the unlynked.

      “It’s Bibi,” I said. “Even my moms didn’t call me Harmony.”

      “Mx. Cain, I’m Agent Taumata,” she said. “We’d like you to come with us.”

      I rubbed sleep-snot from my right eye. “Yeah, well. You’ll need to ask nicer than that.”

      “Mx. Cain, you have to come with us.”

      “That’s not nicer.”

      “Angie,” Zoom muttered to Taumata, “you’re making it worse. He’ll come.” As soon as she was focused on Taumata, I could tell Zoom knew and liked her. I decided to cut Taumata some slack.

      “Zoom,” I said, “tell me what’s going—”

      “Hey there, Bibi! Got some trouble?”

      I leaned out the door to see Claude scowling from his porch next door, the wave of his protective anger hitting me, five-ten and nearly half that wide with explosive silver hair and an inside-out shirt that said he’d been sawing logs till very recently, just like me. Claude glared at the agents. Maya—short, pale, narrow, and peering through their window—looked stern and felt afraid.

      “Naw,” I called back. “S’alright, Claude. I got this. How about you head back inside?”

      “With respect, Bibi,” Claude replied in his Québécois drawl, “but to me it doesn’t look like you got this.” He walked across his porch and down the steps into the rutted dirt of their patchy lawn packed with vividly painted rebar sculptures: dinosaurs, cranes, fairies, dragons, trees. Sunflowers.

      Taumata turned toward Claude and pulled open her hoodie to reveal the butt of her service weapon. “You need to go back inside immediately.”

      “Immediately, my state-licensed ass,” Claude growled, lifting his shirt to reveal the butt of a stun pistol tucked into his sweats.

      Taumata drew her weapon and took an unfriendly stance, accompanied by the frantic sounds of weapon-drawing and stance-taking in the ring road. Half the drones advanced on Claude. Even with my empathy muted by the tail end of my last kali fix, the wave of fear and alarm from everyone made me ache.

      “Whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa!” I called, pulling the door closed as I walked onto the porch and waved my hands in the air. “It’s too early for this nonsense. No murdering till happy hour.” I forced a wry smile and a chuckle. “House rules.” I winked at Claude and rolled my eyes as though this were nonsense I had to deal with every day.

      Claude scowled at Taumata for maybe five seconds then lowered his shirt. “I’ll go back inside, but only because Bibi says he’s got this.” He limped back up his steps, not taking his eyes off Taumata, then slammed the door behind him, nursing the wounded pride of an old man who might have played this out differently back in the day.

      Taumata turned back to me. “Mx. Cain,” she said, then almost apologetically she added to Zoom, “Doctor Howland, we don’t have time for this.” I hadn’t even noticed the decloaked stealth hover above my house till Taumata looked up at it and sharply crossed her wrists over her pelvis twice. The four agents in the lane made space as the mind-bendingly black vehicle began its silent descent. Taumata pulled a stunner from somewhere behind her and pressed it into my paunch. “I’m authorized to compel your compliance. I’d rather walk you to evac, but if I need to carry you?” She shrugged and smiled. It looked like she’d practiced that smile, though not nearly enough.

      I sighed and looked down at my stained, not-quite-white sweat shorts, faded yellow flip-flops, and wrinkled gray tee. “Can I at least change into—?”

      “No,” Taumata replied, no longer smiling.

      Eller, stuck inside, wanted badly to be out. “Can I bring Eller? He’s a licensed therapy—”

      “No.”

      Zoom leaned in. “Something happened.” She glanced behind herself, skyward. “We need to go now, Beeb. I mean it. Like, now now.” Her fear rippled through me.

      I groaned. “Well…fine. Just…okay-fine. Claude?! You still there?!”

      “’Course!” he called through his screen door.

      “Can you or Maya feed Eller and lock up?”

      “’Course!”

      Maya, still wide-eyed and silent at the window, her lips compressed into a sphincter, nodded once.

      “Thanks. But shove your leg in the door first when you go in. He likes to get out. And open the windows as far as the security bars’ll let you. And leash him up for a walk if you have time, ’kay?”

      “Yah yah, we know!”

      The hover, now waiting in the road, slid open to gather us. That’s when I realized they wanted me to get into it. I stopped cold. “I don’t ride in things like…that.”

      “You need to today,” Taumata said flatly.

      “How far are you taking me?” I asked her.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Will I be in there long?”

      Zoom touched my arm and said softly, “Not far. Not long. We’ll be together till we get there.”

      Only till we get there? That didn’t help. Still, somehow I made it the rest of the way down my cracked and cockeyed sidewalk to the waiting transport. Taumata guided us inside. As I buckled up, my hands shaking, I muttered, “What the heck’s going on, Zoom?”

      By nearly any measure Zoom was stronger, sterner, more resilient than I was. But she looked spooked. Felt spooked. “I don’t know the half of it. But the half I do?” She leaned against me briefly then stared at the flight monitor, her fear darkened by another emotion. I was ashamed I’d missed it, distracted with the shock and chaos, too lost in myself to really be aware of her. I knew now, though.

      Zoom grieved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Within your brain is a bridge to a strange place.

      This discovery and its ensuing applications have transformed fields as diverse as military science, psychology, criminal justice, space exploration, and even religion.

      The pons adexterum—from Latin pons (bridge) ad (to) exterum (foreign or strange place)—was not easily found; it is a gossamer neuronal-glial lattice distributed across five brain regions. Yet its discovery is widely considered one of the most consequential in the history of science.

      It has also proved one of the most enigmatic.

      The pons adexterum—or more commonly, the bridge—facilitates empathic connections. In popular parlance: The bridge is the basis of deep empathy. But how? As Kashifa Ahmed quipped at the 2083 Society of Applied Phenomenology conference, “After decades of research, we have a clear understanding of what the bridge does, and not a clue how it does it.”

      This volume is a primer for undergraduate students of Applied Phenomenology (AP) and its affiliated disciplines. It will lay the foundation for understanding other more erudite texts in this vitally important, yet still emerging, field.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Introduction,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          APRIL 2099

        

      

    

    
      A SAFE PLACE

      The Homeland waiting room wasn’t much bigger than my cozyminium, but the view of Lake Monona was an upgrade from a sad birch stand and a greasy ditch.

      “So, Zoom. Anything interesting happen lately?”

      She smiled, feeling relieved at any distraction from her grief. “Not that I can think of. You know. Same ol’ everyday. You?”

      I shrugged. “Nah. Same ol’ everyday for me, too.” I paused a minute before asking, “How’s Ketchup? Is he still in Texas?”

      I didn’t have to be an empath to know that annoyed her. I hadn’t intended that, but it did push aside her feelings of loss for the moment. After a pause, she said, “Nobody calls Yamato ‘Ketchup’ anymore. He’s still in Lone Star, but he left Texas for Nuevo Leon. He’s working with a desert prairie ecosystem. That was over four years ago. How long’s it been, anyway?”

      “Since I talked with Yamato? A while, I guess. I’d keep in touch better if I had a lynk.”

      I kenned her growing frustration. “Claude and Maya would gladly help you lynk him. Or you could at least write him a letter. You’ve written me letters.”

      “I did write him letters for all it was worth. And I know Claude and Maya could help me, but…it’s just…” I rubbed my jaw. “…it wouldn’t go well. He’d rather I kept my distance.”

      “Sometimes kids are wrong about what they want, Beeb. It was hard on both him and me, but I could accept you had to go. A fourteen-year-old, even one as empathic as Yamato, couldn’t. But maybe now, maybe if you—”

      “Hey, Zoom?” I didn’t often cut people off. It bothered them, and when I bothered other people, I had to feel it echo in my own head. But every now and again my own emotions were louder in my head than other people’s. I was not going to have that particular conversation in a probably-monitored Homeland waiting room.

      “Yeah?” she replied, surprised I’d interrupted.

      “You’re not going to tell me anything, are you? About what’s going on, or why I’m here, or why you’re…where that longing, that…that feeling of loss is coming from.”

      Her grief was back again to quench her anger. “Nope,” she said. She shook her head tightly. “Can’t.”

      “Will I meet somebody who can?”

      She didn’t answer, just looked at the lake, feeling tense.

      I touched her hand lightly. “Whatever’s going on, I’m glad to see you. It’s been…I’m…you know.”

      “I know,” she said, not looking at me, feeling anger, love, and regret in equal measure.

      I took a draw of not-entirely-bad coffee then set the heavy, dark purple Homeland mug on the end table beside my untouched tomato-cheddar sandwich. “Why did you come along for that whole…party? You’re a bridge-tech geek. Military extraction’s not your bailiwick.”

      She thought about it a moment, staring out across Lake Monona—a couple miles of still water, green from the warm winter—then she turned back to me. I kenned she was unsure whether to answer, but then she decided. “They wanted it to go smoothly. They thought it’d help if I were there.” She looked at me sidelong. “Apparently there’s something in your file about being uncooperative when confronted by authority figures.”

      I tried to look stricken. “I have a file?”

      She laughed and turned back to the lake.

      “But you weren’t just there to handle me,” I said. “You were afraid. For me. That something awful had happened to me.”

      She shrugged casually, but I kenned the echo of fear.

      “Okay. For some reason, you thought I was in danger. And for some reason, Homeland did a big, flashy evac on me. So whatever’s going on, Homeland would prefer to keep me safe. That’s encouraging, I guess.”

      She snorted without looking at me. “I guess.”

      About then it hit me: Even though this bright, pleasant room looked nothing like an interrogation room, that’s what it had to be…and a secure one at that. Windows with a view, but thick ones. A heavy door with its hinges and handle on the outside. A phone in the corner—an actual old-style, wired-to-the-wall, desk-mounted telephone of all things, which probably meant the room had a field generator in the walls to block anything wireless. All it needed to feel complete was an interrogator.

      It felt like there were maybe a dozen people near us—fewer than I would have expected for a building this central, as if maybe they were intentionally giving us some space. That helped me deal with the psychic noise, what with my kali fix all but gone. We’d been waiting in there for an hour or so when I kenned one of them coming down the hall toward us. Before they arrived, I swung around in my chair to watch the door; Zoom followed suit. Whoever it was knocked then opened the door without waiting. It surprised me to see there were actually two people, not just the one I’d kenned coming.

      The first person in was tall, slight, and probably at the late edge of his forties, with shoulder-length brown hair and a cool brown complexion. Nearly everyone’s modded one way or another, but judging from the octagonal welt at his left temple and the port just above his collarbone, he was more so. On his left cheekbone was a small, faded, male-straight identicon tattoo from decades earlier, before the identicon fad became a custom and went virtual to appear only in people’s lynks, where I couldn’t see them. I couldn’t ken whether he was hostile, friendly, or indifferent. In fact, I couldn’t ken anything from him at all; though when I tried hard, I could feel the almost undetectable shimmer of something.

      <Was it unusual that you couldn’t ken someone?>

      Someone who was using bridge discipline to keep me out? Yes. I’d never felt anything like this. That made me very uneasy.

      The second person to enter was short with precisely cropped blond hair and skin so pale I could see their veins. It was harder to guess their age, but they had an antiquated identicon tat, too: nonbinary-bi. That made them old enough to have been around for the identicon tat fad and young enough to have been part of it, somewhere between forty and fifty. Unlike the first person, they were easy to ken: suspicion, urgency, concern. They shallow-nodded to Zoom. “Director Howland.”

      “Logan,” Zoom replied. When Zoom shallow-nodded back to Logan, she didn’t feel much of anything, but when she turned to the tall one and said, “Demerra,” there was definitely something. Professional comfort…with maybe a hint of relief? So that was interesting. It made me suspect Zoom knew him—probably from DAP—and thought well of him.

      “Can you excuse us while we talk with Mx. Cain?” Logan asked Zoom.

      “You bet.” Zoom stood. “Be nice, Beeb.” She kissed my cheek on the way out, which felt almost as nice as the affection I kenned behind it.

      Logan and Demerra sat in cozy chairs across from us.

      “Mx. Cain, I’m Special Agent Logan and this is Senior Infospec Demerra. We’re with Homeland. Internal Safety. We’ve got a few questions.”

      How do I rate secret police and a senior intelligence officer? I wondered. “Delightful,” I said. “I’ve got a few questions, too. I get to ask mine first, right?”

      “Unfortunately, we can’t do that. Mind if we record this?”

      As a rule, I try not to be difficult. When folks around me are at ease, their feelings are easier to bear. I do make exceptions, though. When I’m tired or sick or my last dose of kali’s wearing thin, I’m difficult. When I suspect somebody with power over me is pushing me around, I’m difficult. And when I’m on the wrong end of an interrogation, where putting the interrogator off-balance might give me back a little control, I’m difficult. So in this particular instance, I couldn’t think of one good reason not to be difficult.

      “Oh my goodness, yes,” I said. “I do so very much mind if you record me. Please, by all means, don’t do that.”

      Logan looked surprised by this…but I kenned they still felt very much in control. They were acting surprised to make me feel in control. “We, uh…well, I’m sorry about that,” they said. “Honestly? I was just being polite. Either way, we do need to record this.” They shrugged. “National security. Please state your name.”

      “Bibi.”

      “Please state your full legal name.”

      “C’mon. You know all this.”

      “Please.”

      “All right. Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain.”

      “Thank you. Date of birth?”

      “2028 May twenty-third.”

      “Great. Address.”

      “Oh good gosh in a doghouse,” I muttered, then I said more loudly, “Your goons just picked me up there. Is this unlynked harassment? I mean, since you can’t just…rip my personal details from a gadget in my head?”

      “I’m really sorry. We’d never make that kind of trouble for someone with a valid medical or religious lynk exemption. This is just a legal requirement. Affirmation of identity, biometric checks, that sort of thing. We need your verbal confirmation. That’s all.”

      Logan was lying.

      I could ken the waver of it—the empathic shimmer, the squirming, twisting jitter of somebody using bridge discipline to mask their emotions. Some folks were better at it than others, but I could almost always read them anyhow. That came in handy. I don’t just mean kenning people who were trying to hide their emotions from me. I mean kenning people who assumed they’d succeeded.

      Given the situation, it would have been surprising if Logan weren’t hiding something. This felt different than just a spy holding back spy stuff, though. Logan’s discipline wasn’t bad. In fact, it was reasonably good. But it wasn’t good enough to keep me from being fairly sure they were lying to me. Their questions were anything but a routine legal requirement.

      “We obviously know who you are,” Logan continued. “But the sooner we get through these formalities, the sooner we start answering questions.” They raised their eyebrows. “Ours and yours.”

      I sighed. “32 Sunset Lane, Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums. Ashton Corners.”

      “Do you hereby affirm you are a citizen of the Northstar States of America?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure. And of Wisconsin. And the universe.”

      Logan glanced at Demerra.

      Demerra’s eyes did the blinking dance of someone navigating retinal menus, then he said, “Infospector Demerra with Special Agent Logan affirming lynk context stamp: Thursday, 2099 April 16, Madison, Wisconsin, Northstar States of America. Interview with Chief Warrant Officer Two, Detective Second Grade Retired, Professor Emeritus Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain.”

      “Not that I give a hog’s wart about titles, but I’m not a professor emeritus. I’m a teaching professor emeritus. It’s different.”

      “What’s the difference?” Logan asked.

      “Respect. And a stipend. And this’ll go faster if you call me Bibi.”

      “Sure,” Logan said. “Okay, Bibi. And you can call me Felyx if you’d like. First, I want to be clear that you’re not being detained on any current or pending charge. We only have you here for your own protection.”

      I nodded toward the door. “Is that thing locked?”

      “Yes,” they said. Then they added, lying, “For your protection.”

      “Hmm.”

      “When was the last time you merged?” they asked.

      I chuckled. “That’s a little personal, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty sure you know what I mean, Mx. Cain.”

      “Thought we were going with ‘Bibi.’”

      And there it was: Logan finally felt annoyed, though they were smooth enough to conceal it. That was good. If they were reacting to me, I had a little more agency in this interrogation.

      “Sure, you bet,” Logan said. “Bibi: When was the last time you merged? Please.”

      “Last time I operated a mote?”

      “Or anything else.”

      “I don’t know. Not since leaving the service, I guess.”

      “Look,” Logan said. “I’m pretty sure you know this, but we wouldn’t have dragged you here with all the national security trimmings if this weren’t very important. So please, don’t guess.”

      I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “I definitely haven’t merged with a drone, or anything else, since my discharge. Say, a bit over fifty years.”

      “So not in the last twelve hours?”

      “You’re going to ask me everything twice, aren’t you.”

      “At least. I appreciate your patience. Trust me that this is all necessary.”

      “And I’ll eventually find out why?”

      “We’ll tell you as much as we’re able.”

      “That’s not a very big promise, but okay then. I haven’t operated any drones—motes or otherwise—in the last twelve hours.”

      “Thank you. And when were you last in contact with Julian Chen?”

      “Julian? Jeepers…must be fifteen years or more. Not since…I lost contact with a lot of people around then.”

      “You’ve had no in-person, virtual, or secondhand contact with him? None at all?”

      “Nope.”

      “How about Adrianna Szeles?”

      “Same thing. Since about the same time. She was more Zoom’s friend than mine, like Julian.”

      “Alice Ekwensi?”

      I frowned. “No. I mean, far as I know. Name’s not familiar.”

      “What about Elias Lindholm?”

      “Elias…” I rummaged through the cobwebs. “Elias sent me a couple notes in the last few years, wanted to get back in touch again. I might have replied. Or…no, I probably didn’t. Anyhow, nothing significant. Just checking in.”

      “Do you mind if we do a limited search of your personal cloud to confirm all this? There might be something that doesn’t look significant to you, but…”

      “You’re just being polite again. You’ve already got a warrant. National security universal, I’m guessing.”

      I kenned another ripple of annoyance and Logan’s ears pinked slightly. In an interrogator, that kind of tell was somehow endearing. But even though my kali had all but burned off, I wasn’t sure I could ken anything from Demerra. I was almost sure he was using bridge discipline, though I’d never kenned anything that unyielding. Did he feel…patient, maybe? Curious?

      “You caught me,” Logan said, covering their irritation with charm. “I can’t help being polite. It’s how my momma raised me. Still, we’d like to search your cloud.”

      I chuckled. “Elias’s notes were on actual paper, not in my cloud, but okay-fine.” I put my right hand over my heart and raised my eyebrows dramatically. “I, Bibi Cain, do hereby—under no compulsion and of my own free will—give you full, free, and unfettered access to my personal cloud, as well as to the contents of my cozyminium back at the old Golden Grove. No need to be limited about it. You folks knock yourselves out. Have a blast.”

      Logan looked at Demerra. His eyes flicked, probably indicating my consent.

      “Wow,” I said. “You were actually waiting for me to say yes?”

      “We would have looked anyway,” Logan replied. “But like I said: Momma raised me polite. And frankly, I’ll be surprised if we find anything significant, too. Mostly we’re just checking boxes here, but they need to be checked. Can you excuse us for a moment?”

      “You bet,” I said. Then as they left: “Thanks for asking.”

      Logan closed the door behind them.

      I turned to watch the gulls wheel above the lake. They didn’t wheel long before the perfunctory knock. Demerra looked calm, and again I could ken nothing from him. Logan felt downright suspicious. “It’s empty,” Logan said.

      “What’s empty?”

      “Your cloud.”

      “Ah, yeah.” I crossed my arms. “It would be.”

      “If you purged it before we brought you in, that could be… Do you realize that might be a serious crime?”

      I smiled. “To clear it out, I’d need to know how to open it.”

      “You’re saying you’ve never accessed your cloud?”

      “Nobody ever showed me how. I never asked. You know I’m unlynked, right? Well, I don’t even own a lynk-free terminal.”

      Logan gave me a long look. “We’ll verify that.”

      I shrugged again.

      “Never mind all that for now. We’d like you to look at something.”

      “Sounds mysterious.”

      “And by looking at it, you’ll be seeing something highly classified of national security significance. You need a high-security clearance to see it, and the simplest way for us to make that happen is to reactivate you.”

      “Reactivate me for…what?”

      “Military service.”

      I turned my head to grimace out of one eye. “You can’t reactivate me. I’m not a reservist. I was discharged—free and clear—half a century ago. Poof!” I poofed with my fingers. “All gone.”

      “It might have seemed that way,” Logan said. “But given the sensitive nature of your work during the Mosaic Wars, it was more of a…well, it was sort of a soft discharge.”

      “A soft discharge.”

      “You got it. Demerra?”

      Demerra, not quite looking at me, glanced around for a moment then read, “You, Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain, will support and defend the Constitution of the Northstar States of America against all enemies, foreign and domestic; you will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and upon pain of restriction of liberty, forfeiture of assets, corporal punishment, or death at the sole discretion of the Department of Remote Services, you will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office which you are about to resume. Do you affirm this obligation?”

      I turned to Logan. “This part’s just polite, too, right?”

      “Mm,” they replied. “The agreement’s obligatory. This is more of a reminder than anything.”

      “Well then. How could I refuse?”

      Demerrra continued. “I hereby reactivate you as Chief Warrant Officer Two of the Department of Remote Services with all that rank’s attendant obligations and privileges.”

      Logan stood and gestured at the door. “Welcome to the shitstorm, Bibi. Come with us.”

      THE MERGE ROOM

      It smelled like a merge room.

      It was deep in a basement—seemed like they were always in basements—so however they tried to hide it, it was fusty and a couple degrees too cool. Back in the day, merge rooms stank of hot electronics and ozone, but this newfangled version replaced that with the stale meat aroma of silico-organic components.

      That wasn’t really what a merge room smelled like to me, though. To me, no matter how they tried to clean it or disguise it, a merge room smelled of panic sweat with undertones of vomit. There was no shame in panic sweat or vomit for a mote operator. Even veteran operators routinely had vertigo, panic attacks, and breakdowns. I bet recruitment ads never mentioned that part. I’d been in more than my share of merge rooms since leaving the service, one reason or another. Just like usual, there I was: shaky-legged and nauseated, my heart racing.

      Back at the dawn of time when I’d served, operators’ harnesses were the size of cargo trucks, and a big merge room might hold as many as four of them. In this newfangled room, though, I counted fifteen harnesses—sleek, streamlined, gleaming white beasts that belonged on a racetrack, not in a basement. There might have been even more of them in adjoining alcoves to the left and right, or behind a door at the back of the room.

      “Sweet baby Moses on a shingle,” I said. “You run major mote ops out of Madison?”

      Logan gave Demerra a questioning glance. Demerra nodded permission. “We do,” Logan replied. “And that’s classified.”

      I snorted. “Like I’d want to tell any…anybody about—”

      My vision dimmed as the Mosaic Wars flashback hit.

      —I’m bucking against the straps as all my bodies die in a flash, screaming to be let loose, thrashing, twisting—

      “—want to tell anybody about…” I leaned on the harness beside me. Forced a chuckle. “These, uh, harnesses are a lot smaller than last time I—“

      —I’m staying low, flying through the undergrowth, all five of me darting around stems and trunks on the way to the target, the first burst of fire misses, the second rips one of my bodies apart—

      “—smaller than last time I visited a…ah…oh shoot…”

      Just because you notice you’re hyperventilating doesn’t mean you can stop.

      I bent forward, my legs nearly buckling, bracing my hands on my knees, face hot, neck cold, heart pounding, determined to look at the floor and only the floor, not at any of these heinous shiny modern Mephistophelean torture boxes crowding in on me. “You’re not going to ask me to…oh good wheezus…I can’t merge…”

      Logan squatted beside me. “It’s okay,” they said, touching my shoulder and feeling genuine concern. “We’re not asking you to harness up. We’re on our way to the debriefing room. It’s through there.” They pointed to the door at the back.

      I nodded, fighting to slow my breathing. “Sorry. The last time I merged…” I began, then I managed to chuckle. “Nothing to see here, folks. Move along, move along…”

      “It’s okay,” Logan said. “We know about your medical discharge. About your bad merge. Take whatever time you need.” They looked around the room. “But less would be better than more.”

      As I got back my senses, for the first time I was sure I kenned something from Demerra. Something had finally shaken his unshakable bridge discipline. Was it a shimmer of concern I kenned? No…maybe agreement? No. It was something more like both.

      Sympathy.

      The palest haze of sympathy managing to peek through that brutal bridge discipline of his. When I knew what to ken for, I could tell it was there: a nearly absent whiff of panic that, if he let it, would suffocate him the way mine was suffocating me. And once I knew what to look for, I saw it with my eyes, too: a touch of pallor, a sheen of sweat, dilated pupils. I frowned at him, worked to slow my breathing. “You’re a mote operator?”

      He hesitated a moment before saying, “Was.” Which, if there’d been any doubt, confirmed I had a mid- to high-order empath on my hands. Mx. Demerra wasn’t any old infospec. He was most likely a registered empath to boot. An honest-to-gosh Homeland kenner.

      And his bridge discipline was amazing.

      Many people can learn to obscure their emotions in the hopes of making things harder for an empath. Empaths themselves can take that kind of training even further. When I’d tried to learn how a few years earlier, I hadn’t gotten the hang of it. Demerra had, though. I’d never kenned anything like it. He was cloaking so hard he might as well not have been there. The only person this hard for me to ken was my friend Dys, and she was a different situation altogether.

      After a few slow, deep breaths, I stood again. “Sorry,” I said, wiping my forehead with the back of my sleeve. “I’ll feel better once we get clear of all”—I waved vaguely—“all this.”

      “We both will,” Demerra said, and I think it was the first time he’d said anything unprompted.

      “Ready to go?” Logan asked.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Please.”

      The door at the back of the room unlocked at our approach. We went inside to a small conference room with a table and four chairs. On the table, in front of the nearest chair, lay a decrepit virtual reality headset that had to be from the fifties or sixties.

      “That’s for me?” I asked.

      “One of our techs is into vintage equipment,” Logan explained. “I’m impressed he could hook it up at all, let alone so fast. This’d be a lot easier if you were lynked up like everybody else.”

      “Yeah, well. Then I wouldn’t get all those sweet, sweet Unity Cult discounts. But I wasn’t inclined to use stuff like that”—I pointed at the VR set—“even back when it was fashionable. I’m sure not inclined to now.”

      Logan fixed me with as pure a stare as I’d received from anybody in recent memory. “People are dead. More people might die. If you’ll make an exception, it might help us prevent that.” No question: They meant it.

      I breathed. Took my seat.

      “Thank you.” Logan pointed at the headset. “You put that—”

      “I know where you put it,” I interrupted, more sharply than I’d intended.

      “Okay. It goes without saying that what you’re about to experience is classified.”

      “And yet you say it,” I muttered, slipping on the headset, my skin crawling at the touch of it.

      “We’ll watch with you,” Logan said, their annoyance at me tinged with grudging amusement. “This feed is from a security cam at Park and Regent a couple hours ago, just before one this afternoon.”

      The view sprang to life with sound, revealing a wide-angle vista of an intersection I knew too well. Ahead of me to the south, on the far side of the intersection down Park Street, was the familiar neighborhood: an international goods strip mall on the left side of the street, two big old hospitals on the right with a litter of bodymod clinics nestled up to them. Traffic moved along neatly on a beautiful April morning. Only a handful of buildings were boarded or bricked up, making this one of Madison’s more vibrant quarters. For nearly twenty-five years, my agency’s office had been a couple miles from here, close enough to walk and far enough to avoid the constant, urgent emotional press of all these people.

      A few seconds later, as the headset’s ancient synths finally came up to speed, smells followed. Tar. Garbage. Perfume. Root beer-scented vape. Street cart satay. Old people. Poverty.

      “We’re highlighting someone for you,” Logan said just as a soft green outline appeared around a person emerging at the bottom of my view, walking away from me, south toward the intersection. Middling height, buzz-cut black hair, casual jacket and jeans. Male, guessing from the beard. Just as he reached the intersection, all traffic heading in his direction stopped at an unseen cue to their lynks. Cross-traffic began moving.

      “Now watch—you’ll see incoming from multiple vectors in four, three, two…”

      And there they were. Drones, highlighted in red: two at first, then five, then so very many more. By the time they were all in frame, there had to be a couple dozen of them, a driving, swirling, angry inevitability that could be nothing but an assassination swarm. And though it was hard to tell the difference from their appearance, judging by the way they moved these weren’t just any drones.

      They were motes.

      It seems strange to say since I’d helped the first generation of motes take its fledgling forays all those years ago, but I hadn’t seen many modern ones. Few people had, except in stills and short clips that always vanished from media servers minutes after appearing. It seems wrong to say, given their dreadful purpose, but there was no other word for it: They were beautiful. Not their form, but their motion—a graceful, sinuous, lethal dance that moved through the air not like some herd of machines being driven from afar, but like a swarm of organisms with their own lives and drives and wills. A swarm of organisms that were being lived by someone.

      Which, of course, they were.

      Strategic areas are outfitted with Faraday field generators, and Northstar’s capital was no different. The Safety Services AI, registering a threat, must have triggered a local field. Vehicles slowed to emergency stops and more than a few people stumbled or even fell at the surprise of losing communication with anything outside the field.

      If they’d been conventional drones operated by conventional operators, they would have spun out or dropped or maybe just settled to the ground. They didn’t. They continued their mission, unperturbed by the loss of network signals, directed as they were across the Elsewhere. There’s no interrupting a mote.

      The people around the target—and the man with the buzz cut was clearly the target—hardly had time to react before the swarm was on him. Three of the lead motes were larger than the others, no doubt the assault units. Rather than going for a mid-range weapons kill as I’d expected, one of the big ones flew directly onto the target’s forehead and extended several spindly, articulated legs to clamp onto his skull.

      The victim struggled to remove the big mote. Bystanders started fleeing or screaming or, in three cases—God bless them—running forward to help. The three would-be Samaritans died in a blur of small-caliber fire from the swarm of smaller defense motes.

      The victim’s head snapped back, either in shock or in agony, then when the lead assault mote detached from his head he pitched forward and lay limp on the ground, blood pooling around his face. The combined swarms came together in a furious cloud of random motion before dispersing in every direction. Less than three seconds later, the motes were gone.

      The whole assassination took under a minute.

      “What…what just happened?” I asked, watching the panicked aftermath unfold.

      “We’re working that out,” Logan said.

      I lifted the headset. “Any idea where they came from? Or went?”

      Logan shook their head. “Everywhere and nowhere. Small groups in seemingly random directions. Safety Services dispatched harrier drones to pursue, but not in time. One of our harriers managed to stay with one of the big assault motes, but about four miles out the big mote met up with a swarm of conventional drones that took out our harrier. Just after that they all dropped from radar and lidar, probably retrieved by something big enough to carry stealth tech.”

      For a moment, I considered whether I really wanted to ask. I decided I didn’t, but I asked anyway. “Could you give me a better look at one of the big assault motes?”

      “Just a sec…,” said Demerra. His eyes did the little dance again. As they bobbed and blinked through the retinal menus, his eyes flickered deep inside like a cat’s when he glanced far to the right or left. Some kind of optical implants beyond the usual, I guessed.

      I lowered the headset and it appeared before me: a crisp 2D freeze frame from the security footage and, beside it, a slowly rotating 3D model, probably reconstructed. It was terrifying, something that would give a nightmare bad dreams. It was sleek and rounded everywhere, even down to the props and minijets. Or rather, it was sleek and rounded everywhere except for five aggressive, sharply angled ports in front—three centered and one to each side.

      “What are those…those five sharp things for?” I asked.

      “We’re still running them down,” Logan replied. “But reasoning backward, seems like they’re for excising tissue.”

      I lifted the visor just enough to squint at them. “Tissue.”

      “Yeah. Tissue. Neural tissue. Five sites. Want to guess what it took?”

      Then it clicked. “Three Grams of Elsewhere,” I muttered.

      Logan was genuinely surprised. “You don’t seem the type to read a college textbook on bridge-tech and applied phenomenology.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well. Zoom hoped I’d show an interest in her work. You do funny things for love. But…the assault mote removed his bridge?”

      Logan nodded. “Kind of ironic. That mote took the brain areas used to operate a mote. It excised all five areas of his pons adexterum along with whatever bits of skull, meninges, and neural tissue it found along the way. And it was actually closer to seven grams.”

      “Seven?” I frowned. “I thought bridge mass usually totaled out at around three.”

      “It usually does.” Logan gestured for me to drop my visor back in place. “Here’s the reverse angle from the security cam on the other side of the intersection.”

      I watched as it sprang to life: same day, same intersection, same target. Afterward, I removed the headset, lay it on the table in front of me, and stared at the wall between Logan and Demerra, feeling numb. “Julian.”

      “Yeah,” Logan said. Then, after a moment: “I’m sorry.”

      Which explained Zoom’s grief. I wasn’t sure whether she and Julian were a couple, but it felt that way the few times I’d seen her since our divorce. It made sense, them working long hours at DAP without time for much else. I hadn’t minded. I’d been happy for her. After what I’d put her through, she deserved something simpler.

      “Do you know…anything?” I asked.

      “Petabytes of details about what happened, but not what you’re asking.”

      “Who. And why.”

      “Right. Those are the questions. And, uh…I’m sorry, but we need you to look at something else.” They nodded toward the headset.

      I donned it again.

      AND THEN THERE WAS ONE

      I probably hadn’t seen Elias Lindholm in twenty years, but there was no mistaking my old friend grinning into a stiff wind. He’d always loved sailing on Lake Mendota, and now there he was, sailing well out into San Francisco Bay in a small single-handed skiff. The name Elsewhere looked to be hand-stenciled on the hull. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’d built the darn thing himself. Elias had always been handy.

      He brought his boat about, probably heading back to shore. The mast cam showed him shading his eyes against the sun. Then his eyes went wide. He knew what was coming only a second or two before the blur was on him.

      The lead assault mote clamped onto his forehead, blood drops welling where the sharp tips of its powerful legs pierced his flesh, anchoring itself to his skull. As he fought it, the two backup assault motes hovered near his head, maintaining a tight distance despite the boat’s sway in the heavy chop. The defense swarm shrilled circles around him. He staggered back, hung for a weightless-seeming moment with his arms pinwheeling, then disappeared into the green-black waters. The backup assault motes plunged in to follow.

      The Elsewhere waited. The defense swarm hovered.

      Seven seconds later—probably before Bay Area Safety Service rescue drones could even deploy from shore in response to the “Person Overboard” signal—the three assault motes burst into the air with a spray of seawater and rejoined the others. The combined swarm whirled together like dervishes before dispersing in every direction.

      The Elsewhere bobbed on the waves, a lonely memorial to Elias’s last moments.

      “Elias. Well…bless it.” I tossed the headset onto the table. I felt sick. My heart was racing from all this technology, and my breathing felt rapid, but nothing was out of control just yet. “Are there more?”

      “That’s the last one,” Logan replied.

      “At least there weren’t bystanders that time.” I leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “How many died? Altogether.”

      Demerra answered. “Thirteen so far. Four primary targets and nine collateral, with five more collaterals in critical condition.”

      “Elias and Julian,” I said, shaking my head. “And Adrianna, too. Well. Shoot.”

      “I am sorry,” Logan said—and I kenned they really were.

      “I guess the other target was the one you mentioned. Alice something?” I asked Logan.

      “Alice Ekwensi. She and Julian were with the Northstar States. Elias was with the Coastal States, and Adrianna—”

      “Yeah, I know,” I interrupted. “‘God Bless the Free States of America.’ Anything in common?”

      “All were trained here. At UW-Madison’s Department of Applied Phenomenology.”

      “Ah. I knew Elias, Julian, and Adrianna were at DAP. Heck, Elias was one of my DAP students at the start of it all. So…somebody kills dappers that work for all the Old States—except for Lone Star. Does that mean Texas is behind it?”

      “Unlikely,” Logan answered. “We think the Lone Star Republic’s bridge-tech isn’t advanced, probably on par with most mid-tier industrialized nations. They’ve focused on frontline services and nuclear deterrence rather than remote services.”

      “Far as we know,” I said.

      Logan glanced at Demerra. Demerra replied. “Our intel on this is very strong, but no intel is perfect. Your son’s in Lone Star, isn’t he?” He asked it in an offhand way, and while I couldn’t tell whether he honestly meant it that way, my heart lurched when I kenned that Logan was startled by the question and deeply interested in my answer, though they were slick enough to hide that.

      “Is Yamato okay?” I asked.

      Demerra raised his hand in a placating gesture. “He’s okay. Zoom spoke with him earlier today to tell him about Julian. When were you last in touch with your son?”

      I sagged into my chair and
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Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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