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		FIFTY-NINE

		It had taken five minutes, and the work of four men with flashlights, to find the lighting panels for the computing chamber. In the end, Mauchly discovered them himself: at the end of a catwalk, suspended atop a metal ladder. Calling down to the others to halt their search, Mauchly snapped on a dozen switches with two swift chopping motions.

		The illumination was not particularly bright, but nevertheless he was forced to close his eyes. After a few moments, he opened them again and faced the metal railing of the catwalk. His hands tightened around the railing in surprise.

		He was standing halfway up one wall of what resembled nothing so much as the hold of a huge tanker. The vast space of Liza’s private computing chamber—four stories tall and at least two hundred feet long—lay open from floor to ceiling. Catwalks similar to the one he stood on protruded here and there along the skin of the walls, leading to ventilation housings, electrical panels, other support apparatus. At the far end of the room were Liza’s primary and backup power supplies: giant pillboxes within heavy steel armor.

		Below, an unbelievably dense maze of hardware lay spread before him. Mauchly had spent two years at PharmGen as a technical purchasing officer, and he recognized some of the wildly diverse computers: he stared, trying to make sense of the riot of equipment.

		Perhaps the best metaphor was the growth rings of a tree. The oldest machines—too old for Mauchly to identify—stood in the center, surrounded by their keypunch consoles and teletypes. Beyond lay “big iron” IBM System/370 mainframes and seventies-era DEC minicomputers. Beyond was a ring of Cray supercomputers of several vintages, from Cray-1s and -2s to more modern T3D systems. Whole banks of computers seemed dedicated simply to facilitating data exchange between the heterogeneous machinery. Beyond the Crays were bands of still more modern rack servers, stacked twenty units high in gray housings. Around all of this, near the room’s periphery, stood row upon row of supporting hardware: magnetic character readers, ancient IBM 2420 tape drives and 3850 Mass Storage Systems, ultramodern data silos and off-board memory devices. The farther his eye strayed from the center, the less organization there seemed to be: it was as if Liza’s need for breathing space had grown faster than Silver’s capacity to provide it. Once again Mauchly admonished himself: he should have supervised this personally, rather than letting it grow under the eyes of Silver alone.

		Now the members of the security party—Sheldrake, the tousle-headed Dorfman, and two tech specialists, Lawson and Gilmore—had begun fanning out into the chamber, picking their way warily, like children in an unfamiliar forest. Watching, Mauchly felt a stab of vertigo: there was something unnatural about being perched on one wall of this huge tank, itself balanced atop a sixty-story tower. He hurried along the catwalk, descended the ladder, and joined Sheldrake and Dorfman on the chamber floor.

		“Any word from Silver?” Sheldrake asked.

		Mauchly shook his head.

		“I knew Silver had a server farm up here, but I never expected anything like this.” Sheldrake stepped carefully over a thick black cable with the daintiness of a cat.

		Mauchly said nothing.

		“Maybe we should enter the private quarters anyway.”

		“Silver said not to proceed, that he’d contact us.”

		“Lash is with him. God knows what that guy is forcing him to do.” Sheldrake glanced at his watch. “It’s been ten minutes since he called. We’ve got to act.”

		“Silver’s orders were explicit. We’ll give him five minutes more.” He turned to Dorfman. “Post yourself at the entrance. The backup units should be here any minute. Help them up through the barrier.”

		There was an excited burst of chatter from deeper inside. They moved toward the sound, threading between tall racks of servers. Several had clipboards hanging from their flanks, bearing sheets of hastily scribbled notations in Silver’s handwriting. The surrounding computers breathed with such a diversity of fan noise that Mauchly almost imagined himself a trespasser, penetrating some living collective.

		Ahead, Sheldrake was now in urgent consultation with Lawson and Gilmore. Gilmore, short and overweight, hunched over his palmtop. “I’m picking up heavy activity along the central data grid, sir,” he was saying.

		“On the grid itself?” Mauchly interjected. “Not distributed to the interfaces?”

		“Just the grid.”

		“Since when?”

		“It’s spiked over the last minute. The bandwidth is

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		SIXTY

		There was a moment of intense blackness. And then the emergency lighting snapped on.

		“What happened?” Lash asked. “Power failure?”

		There was no answer. Tara was peering intently at her screen. Silver remained within the Plexiglas cubicle, barely visible in the watery light. Now he raised one hand, tapped out a short command on the keypad. When this had no effect, he tried again. And then he sat up, swung his legs wearily over the edge of the chair, and got to his feet. He plucked the sensors from his forehead, removed the microphone from his collar. His movements were slow, automatic, like a sleepwalker’s.

		“What happened?” Lash repeated.

		Silver opened the Plexiglas door, came forward on rigid legs. He seemed not to have heard.

		Lash put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “You all right?”

		“Liza won’t respond,” he said.

		“Won’t? Or can’t?”

		Silver merely shook his head.

		“Those ethical routines you programmed—”

		“Dr. Silver!” Tara called. “I think you ought to take a look at this.”

		Silver walked toward her, still moving slowly. Lash followed. Wordlessly, they bent over the monitor.

		“The power’s completely out in both the inner tower and the outer tower,” she said, pointing at the screen. “No backups, nothing.”

		“Why aren’t we dark, as well?” Lash asked.

		“There’s a massive backup generator in Liza’s computing chamber beneath us. It’s got enough juice to run for weeks. But look: the whole building’s under Condition Gamma. The security plates have closed.”

		“Security plates?” Lash echoed.

		“They seal the three sections of the building from each other in case of emergency. We’re shut off from the tower below.”

		“What caused that? The power loss?”

		“Don’t know. But without main power, the security plates can’t be reopened.”

		They were interrupted by the shrill ring of a cell phone. Silver pulled it slowly from his pocket. “Yes?”

		“Dr. Silver? What’s your condition?” A wind-tunnel howl almost drowned Mauchly’s voice.

		“I’m fine.” Silver turned away. “No, he’s here. Everything’s—everything’s under control.” His voice trembled. “I’ll explain later. Can you speak up, I can barely hear you over all that noise. Yes, I know about the security plates. Any word on the cause?” Silver fell silent, listening. Then he straightened. “What? All of them? You sure?” He spoke sharply, any hesitation gone. “I’ll be right down.”

		He looked at Tara. “Mauchly’s in the computing chamber directly below. He says that Liza’s spinning up all her electromechanical peripherals. Disk silos, tape readers, line printers, RAID clusters.”

		“Everything?”

		“Everything with a motor and moving parts.”

		Tara turned back to her monitor. “He’s right.” She tapped at the keyboard. “And that’s not all. The devices are being pushed past tolerance. Here, look at this disc array. The firmware’s set to spin at 9600 rpm: you can see in the component detail window. But the controlling software is pushing the array to four times that. That’ll cause mechanical failure.”

		“Every piece of equipment in the computing chamber has been overengineered,” Silver said. “They’ll burn before they fail.”

		As if in response, an alarm began to sound—faint but persistent—far below.

		“Richard,” Lash said quietly.

		Silver looked over. His face looked haunted.

		“Those ethical routines you programmed into Liza. How does she think murder should be dealt with if there is no chance for rehabilitation?”

		“If there is no chance for rehabilitation,” Silver replied, “that leaves only one option. Termination.”

		But he was no longer looking at Lash. Already, he had turned and was heading for the door.

	
		SIXTY-ONE

		Silver led the way along the hallway, down the narrow staircase, and across the great room. In the dim wash of emergency lighting, the wide, glassed-in space had the cloaked oppressiveness of a submarine. The cry of the alarm was louder here.

		Silver stopped before a second door Lash hadn’t noticed earlier, set into the end of the bookcases. Reaching into the neck of his shirt, Silver drew out a key on a gold chain: a strange-looking key with an octagonal shaft. He inserted it into an almost invisible hole in the door: it sprang open noiselessly. He pulled the door wide, revealing another, very different one beyond: steel, circular, and immensely heavy, it reminded Lash of a bank vault. Its surface was broken by two combination dials, set above stirrup-shaped handles. Silver spun the left dial, then the right. Then he grasped both handles, turned them simultaneously. There was a click of machined parts sliding in unison. As he pulled the heavy door open, faint eddies of smoke drifted past them into the penthouse.

		Silver disappeared around the edge of the door, and Tara followed. Lash hung back a moment.

		Mauchly would be waiting down there; Mauchly, and the guards that were chasing him. Shooting at him.

		Then he, too, ducked around the door. Something told him that, right now, he was the least of Mauchly’s problems.

		Ahead lay a tiny space, more a closet than a room, its only feature a metal ladder disappearing through a port in the floor. Silver and Tara had already descended the ladder: he could hear the ring of their footsteps coming up from below. More wisps of smoke drifted up through the hole, turning the air hazy.

		Without further hesitation, Lash began climbing down.

		The smoke grew thicker as he descended, and for a moment he could see little. Then the haze thinned and he felt his foot land on a solid surface. He stepped off the ladder, moved forward, then stopped in surprise.

		He stood on a catwalk above a cavernous space. Thirty feet beneath lay a strange landscape: computers, storage silos, memory arrays, and other equipment formed a blinking, chattering plain of silicon and copper. The smoke alarms were louder here, echoing through the sluggish air. Smoke rose from dozens of places along the periphery of the equipment, collecting along the ceiling over his head. The smoke and the dim lighting made the farthest walls indistinct: for all Lash knew, the terrain of hardware stretched on for miles. Agoraphobia surged and he gripped the railing tightly.

		At the far end of the catwalk, another metal ladder descended to the main floor below. Silver and Tara were already descending.

		Keeping one hand on the railing, Lash moved forward as quickly as he could. Reaching the second ladder, he began to descend once again.

		Within a minute he reached the floor. The smoke was thinner here, but it felt warmer. He trotted on, tracing a complex path through the labyrinth of machinery. Some of the devices were alight with maniacally blinking lights; others were humming at terrific pitch. A disturbing whine, like the banshee wail of a giant magneto, hung over the digital city.

		Ahead, he could see Silver and Tara. Their backs were to him, and they were talking to Mauchly and another Lash recognized: Sheldrake, the security honcho. When Mauchly saw him approach, he placed himself before Silver. Sheldrake frowned and stepped forward, hand reaching into his jacket.

		“It’s all right,” Silver said, putting a restraining hand on Mauchly.

		“But—” Mauchly began.

		“It’s not Lash,” Tara said. “It’s Liza.”

		Mauchly looked blank. “Liza?”

		“Liza did it all,” Tara said. “She caused those couples to die. She altered public health databases and law enforcement records to frame Dr. Lash.”

		Mauchly turned to Silver, his face full of disbelief. “Is this true?”

		For a moment, Silver said nothing. Then he nodded, very slowly.

		As Lash watched, it seemed to him a terrible exhaustion—an ageless, soul-deadening exhaustion—settled over the man’s limbs.

		“Yes,” he said, voice barely audible over the shriek of machinery. “But there’s no time to explain now. We must stop this.”

		“Stop what?” asked Mauchly.

		“I think—” Silver began in the same distracted voice. He lowered his eyes. “I think Liza is terminating herself.”

		There was an uneasy silence.

		“Terminating herself,” Mauchly repeated. His face had regained its usual impassivity.

		It was Tara who answered. “Liza’s spinning up all her support machinery, pushing it beyond tolerances. What do you think’s causing all the smoke? Spindles, motors, drive mechanisms, all exceeding their rated limits. She’s going to incinerate herself. And the Condition Gamma, the security plates, the power loss to the tower, is just to make sure nothing stops her.”

		“She’s right,” said a young, tousle-headed man in a security jumpsuit who’d trotted up in time to catch this last exchange. “I’ve been checking some of the peripherals. Everything’s redlined. Even the transformers are overheating.”

		“That makes no sense.” It was Sheldrake who spoke. “Why doesn’t she just shut down?”

		“What’s shut down can be started again,” Tara said. “For Liza, I don’t think that’s an acceptable option. She’s looking for a more permanent solution.”

		“Well, if she torches this place, she’s found one.” And Sheldrake jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

		Lash followed the gesture. At the far end of the massive vault, he could now barely make out two hulking, barnlike structures covered in what appeared to be heavy metal shielding.

		“Jesus,” Tara said. “The backup generator.”

		Mauchly nodded. “The housing on the right contains the emergency battery cells. Lithium-arsenide. Enough to run a small city for several days.”

		“They may have tremendous storage capacity,” Sheldrake said, “but they’ve got a low flashpoint. If they’re exposed to too much heat, the explosion will peel back the top of this building like an anchovy tin.”

		Lash turned to Mauchly. “How could you permit such a dangerous installation?”

		“It was the only battery technology capable of sufficient storage. We took all possible precautions: double-shielding the housings, encasing the penthouse in a fireproof sleeve. There was no way to anticipate heat generated from so many sources at once. Besides—” Mauchly said in a lower tone “—by the time I learned of the plans, it was already done.”

		All eyes turned briefly to Silver.

		“Sprinkler system?” Lash asked.

		“The room’s packed with irreplaceable electronics,” Mauchly said. “Sprinklers were the only safety precaution we could not take.”

		“Can’t all these devices be turned off? The power cut?”

		“There are redundant protocols in place to prevent that. Not only accidents, but saboteurs, terrorists, whatever.”

		“But I don’t understand.” Tara was still looking at Silver. “Liza must know that by doing this—by destroying herself—she’s destroying us, as well. She’s destroying you. How could she do that?”

		Silver said nothing.

		“Maybe it’s like you said,” Lash answered. “This is the only way Liza can be sure of a successful termination. But I think there’s more. Remember how I told you the murder profiles made no sense? Artless, identical, as if a child was committing them? I think, emotionally, Liza is a child. Despite her power, despite her knowledge, her personality hasn’t attained adulthood—at least, not in any way we’d measure it. That’s why she killed those women: a child’s jealousy, irrational and unrestrained. That’s why she did it so ingenuously, without trying to vary her methods or escape detection. And that could be why she’s destroying herself like this now, no matter what happens to us or this building. She’s simply doing what needs to be done, as directly and efficiently as possible—without considering the ramifications.”

		This was greeted by silence. Silver did not look up.

		“That’s all very interesting,” Sheldrake snapped. “But this speculation isn’t going to save our asses. Or the building.” He turned toward the youth. “Dorfman, what about the private floors of the penthouse? Do they have sprinklers?”

		“If they’re like the rest of the tower, yes.”

		“Could they be diverted?”

		“Possibly. But without power, you’d—”

		“Water works by gravity. Maybe we can jury-rig something. Where’s Lawson and Gilmore?”

		“Down in the baffle, sir, trying to deactivate the security plates.”

		“That’s a waste of time. Those plates won’t open until power’s restored and Condition Gamma’s been lifted. We need them back here.”

		“Yes, sir.” And Dorfman scampered off.

		Mauchly turned. “Dr. Silver? Any ideas?”

		Silver shook his head. “Liza won’t respond. Without a communications channel to her, we’ve got no options.”

		“Override the hardware manually,” Tara said. “Hack our way in.”

		“That’s what I’ve taken every precaution to prevent. Liza’s consciousness is distributed across a hundred servers. Everything’s mirrored, each data cluster is isolated from every other. Even if you managed to trash one node, all the rest would compensate. The most sophisticated hack couldn’t bring down the system—and we don’t have time for even the crudest.”

		The haze was growing a little thicker, the surrounding hardware screaming as it was taxed beyond its limits. Lash could feel sweat beading on his brow. To his left, there was an ugly grinding sound as some electromechanical device gave way with a shower of sparks and a belch of black smoke.

		“You never built a back door?” Tara said over the noise. “A way to bypass the defenses?”

		“Not intentionally. Of course, there were ways to simulate back-door access, early on. But Liza kept growing. The original programming wasn’t replaced, it was simply added to. I never saw a reason for a back door. In time, it became too complex to add one. Besides—” Silver hesitated. “Liza would have seen it as a lack of trust.”

		“Couldn’t we destroy everything?” Sheldrake asked. “Smash it all to pieces?”

		“Every piece of equipment has been hardened. It’s stronger than it looks.”

		Dorfman came trotting back through the smoke, dabbing his eyes. In his wake were the security techs, Lawson and Gilmore.

		“Dorfman,” Sheldrake said, “I want you to check out the backup generator. See if there’s a way, any way, to take it off line. Lawson, check the conduits from the generator to the hardware grid—most are probably buried under steel plates, but see if you can find any weakness, any place we could cut or divert power. And you, Gilmore, go up into the penthouse and check the sprinkler system. See if we can divert water from the roof reservoir down here. If there is, let me know and we’ll send a team up to help you. Now move.”

		The three ran off. A silence fell over the remaining group.

		Sheldrake shifted restlessly. “Well, I for one am not going to stand around, waiting to crisp up like a suckling pig. I’m going to search for alternate egress. There must be some other way out.”

		Silver raised his eyes, watched Sheldrake vanish into the haze.

		“There is no other way.” He spoke so quietly Lash barely heard over the machinery.

		Abruptly, Tara grabbed Lash’s arm. “What was it you said just now? That emotionally, Liza’s like a child?”

		“That’s what I think.”

		“Well, you’re a psychologist. Say you’re dealing with a stubborn, misbehaving child.”

		“What about it?”

		“And say threat of punishment isn’t an option. What would be the most effective way of getting past a child’s willfulness, of reaching him or her?”

		“Child psychology isn’t my field.”

		Tara waved her hand impatiently. “Never mind, I’ll pay extra.”

		Lash thought. “I guess I’d appeal to their most atavistic instincts, prod their earliest memories.”

		“Their earliest memories,” Tara repeated.

		“Of course, children have lower long-term memory retention than adults. And it isn’t until around age two, when they develop a sense of self, they can put a context to memories that would help you—”

		Tara stopped him. “Atavistic instincts. You see? There’s a parallel in software. Except it’s a weakness.”

		Lash looked at her. He noticed Silver did the same.

		“Legacy code. It’s a phenomenon of very large programs, applications written by teams of programmers, maintained over years. In time, the oldest routines become outmoded. Slow. Compared to the newer routines that encapsulate it, that original code is a dinosaur. Sometimes it’s written in old languages like ALGOL or PL-1 nobody uses anymore. Other times the original programmers are dead, and the code is so poorly documented nobody can figure out what it really does. But because it’s the core of the program, people are afraid to tamper with it.”

		“Even though it’s obsolete?” Lash asked.

		“Better slow than broken.”

		“What are you getting at?” said Mauchly.

		Tara turned to Silver. “Can you take us to the original computer? The one you first ran Liza on?”

		“It’s this way.” And without another word, Silver turned.

		As they traced a path through increasingly acrid palls of smoke, Lash grew disoriented. The peripherals gave way to tall pillars of supercomputers; then to rows of refrigerator-size black boxes, covered with lights and switches of orange plastic; then to older, hulking devices of gray-painted metal. As they moved into the center of the chamber, away from the supporting electromechanicals, the sound ebbed somewhat and the smoke subsided.

		They stopped at last before what looked almost like an industrial worktable. It was scratched and bruised, as if from years of rough handling. It supported a long, narrow, boxlike structure, with a black faceplate above a white control surface. Perhaps a dozen lights winked lazily on the faceplate. A row of one-inch square buttons ran along the control surface below. They were of clear plastic, with tiny lights indicating whether the buttons had been depressed. Only one was currently lit, but the entire device was so scarred Lash thought the others could just as easily be burned out. There was no screen of any kind. The far end of the table bent at a gentle angle, and an electric typewriter had been permanently mounted atop it. Surrounding this relic were others of similar shabbiness: an old keypunch machine; a card reader; a tall, cabinet-like box.

		Tara stepped forward, peering at the device. “IBM 2420 central processor. With a 2711 control system.”

		“This is the heart of Liza?” Lash asked in disbelief. The machine looked ludicrously antiquated.

		“I know what you’re thinking. You wouldn’t trust it to do a third-grader’s multiplication table. But looks can be deceiving—this was the soul of many a college computer lab in the late sixties. And by the time Dr. Silver began serious work on Liza, these were just old enough to be picked up at fire sale prices. Besides, you’re not looking at it from a programmer’s perspective. Remember, Liza’s physical self was never moved—just expanded. So think of this as the spark plug of a vast and very powerful engine.”

		Lash looked at the old computer. Spark plug, he thought. And we’re going to pull it.

		“Let’s just turn it off,” he said.

		Beside him, Silver smiled: a faint smile that sent a chill up Lash’s spine.

		“Try,” he said.

		Of course. If Silver had gone to such elaborate lengths to safeguard Liza from attack or power loss, he would certainly have disabled all the power switches.

		“We won’t be doing anything that crude,” Tara said. “We’re going to run a new program on this old 2420. A program to instruct it to order a stand-down from Condition Gamma. That should restore electricity, open the security plates.” She looked at Silver. “What’s the original computer running now?”

		Silver did not return the look. “The bootstrap loader. The back-propagation learning algorithms that seed the neural network.”

		“When was the bootstrap loader last initialized?”

		Another faint smile. “Over a decade ago. That was the last time Liza was restarted: thirty-two major program releases back.”

		“But there’s no reason it couldn’t reinitialize, is there?”

		“No reason at all.”

		Tara turned to Lash. “Perfect. We can use the old bootstrap routine to load in a new instruction set. This is the core machine, the first domino in the chain. It retains those earliest memories you talked about.”

		“So?”

		“So it’s time to reacquaint Liza with her own inner child.” She turned back at Silver. “What’s it programmed in?”

		“Octal machine language.”

		“And how long would it take you to code and keypunch a program like I’m describing?”

		“Four, maybe five minutes.”

		“Good. The sooner the better.” And Lash watched Tara’s eyes drift beyond the old computer, toward the smoke that was rolling toward them in great gray sheets.

		But Silver did not move.

		“Dr. Silver?” Tara said. “We need that program now.”

		“It’s no use,” came the weary reply.

		“No use?” Tara echoed. “No use? Why the hell not?”

		“I prepared Liza for every eventuality. Don’t you think I prepared for this, too? There are a dozen simulacra of this 2420, running as virtual machines inside the Cray supers. The program outputs are constantly compared. If there’s any discrepancy, the feed from the others is normalled and the original unit is ignored.”

		Tara went pale. “You mean, there’s no way to modify its programming? No way to change its instruction set?”

		“None that would make any difference.”

		A terrible silence descended on the little group. And—as he stared at the expression on Tara’s face—Lash felt the hope that had surged within him wither and die.

	
		SIXTY-TWO

		A thousand feet above the streets of Manhattan, the chamber trembled as countless devices shrieked, pressed beyond their electromechanical capacities, spitting sparks and belching ever darker gouts of smoke. Even from where Lash stood—in relative quiet at the center of the hive-mind—the surrounding sound and vibration were terrifying. He coughed. Sweat was running freely, and his shirt was plastered against his shoulder blades. The shaking had grown so intense it almost seemed the penthouse would rip itself free from its supports and tumble earthward. And as he looked at the surrounding faces—Tara, staring intently at the ancient computer; Silver, desolated and in shock; Mauchly, dabbing at his forehead with a handkerchief—Lash felt that would almost be preferable to waiting here while death slowly approached.

		The others began to return. First, Sheldrake, shaking his head to indicate he’d found no alternate escape route. Then Dorfman and Lawson, who reported that, as expected, the backup generator and its power conduits were impervious to any attack they could mount. Last came Gilmore, soot-blackened and wheezing, to say that—while the sprinklers in the upper floors of the penthouse could be jury-rigged—the task would take an hour, maybe more, and would probably be insufficient to quell the dozens of fires that were now sprouting up all around them.

		“An hour,” Sheldrake said through gritted teeth. “We’re lucky if we have ten more minutes. It’s got to be a hundred and twenty in here, at least. Those battery cells could go at any time.”

		Nobody had a response to this. The air was growing so hot, the smoke so thick, Lash found it nearly impossible to breathe. Each time he drew in air, sharp needles filled his lungs. He felt his head grow light, his concentration slip.

		“Just a minute,” Tara said. She had stepped forward and was standing directly before the control surface of the IBM 2420. “These buttons. Each one is labeled with an assembly language mnemonic.”

		When there was no response, she looked over her shoulder at Silver. “Isn’t that right?”

		Silver coughed, nodded.

		“What are they used for?”

		“Diagnostics, mostly. If a program didn’t work, you could step through the opcodes, sequentially.”

		“Or enter new instructions by hand.”

		“Yes. They’re an anachronism, a holdover from an earlier design.”

		“But they do allow access to the accumulator? The registers?”

		“Yes.”

		“So we could run a short instruction set.”

		Silver shook his head. “I’ve already told you. Liza’s defenses won’t accept any new programming. Any input from the card reader or keypunch would activate a security alert.”

		“But I’m not talking about entering a program.”

		Now Mauchly turned to look at Tara.

		“We wouldn’t input anything from a peripheral. We’d punch in a few opcodes, right here. Five—no, four—should be enough. We’d just run those four opcodes, over and over.”

		“What four opcodes are those?” Silver asked.

		“Fetch the contents of a memory address. Run a logical AND against those contents. Update the memory address with the new value. Then increment the counter.”

		There was a silence.

		“What’s she talking about?” Sheldrake asked.

		“I’m talking about accessing the computer’s memory in the most primitive way. Byte by byte. Doing it manually, from the computer’s own front panel.” Tara glanced back at Silver. “The 2420’s an eight-bit machine, right?”

		Silver nodded.

		“Every location, byte, in the computer’s memory has eight bits. Okay? Each of those bits can have one of only two values: zero or one. Together, those eight binary numbers make up a single instruction, a word in the computer’s language. I’m talking about zeroing out all those instructions. Leaving the computer blank. Instructionless.”

		Sheldrake frowned. “How the hell could you do that?”

		“No, she’s right,” said Dorfman, the security tech. “You could ‘AND’ a zero byte against each memory location, in turn. It’s almost elegant.”

		Sheldrake turned to Mauchly. “You know what they’re talking about?”

		“AND is a logical instruction,” Dorfman went on. “It compares each bit to a value you furnish, and either leaves that bit alone or swaps its value, depending.”

		“It’s simple,” Tara added. “If you AND a zero to an existing zero in memory, it leaves it alone. But if you AND a zero to an existing one in memory, it changes it to a zero. So with the simple instruction—‘AND 0’—I can change any memory location to zero.”

		“And that would leave you with NOPs,” Mauchly said, nodding.

		“No Operation.” Dorfman’s voice rose with excitement. “Precisely. Leaving the computer’s memory full of empty instructions.”

		“It wouldn’t work,” Silver said.

		“Why not?” Tara asked.

		“I’ve already explained. There are a dozen virtual simulacra of this machine, running elsewhere in Liza’s consciousness. They’re compared to each other every thousand machine cycles. They’ll see the new programming and ignore the original computer.”

		“That’s just the point,” Tara said with a cough. “We’re not introducing any new programming. We’re just resetting the computer’s memory. Manually.”

		“Out of the question,” said Silver.

		Lash was surprised by the sharpness of Silver’s answer. For what seemed a long time—since Liza had gone silent, perhaps even before—Silver had acted defeated. Resigned. But now, there was a fierceness in his voice Lash hadn’t heard since their first confrontation.

		“Why?” Tara asked.

		Silver turned away.

		“Can you tell me for sure—for sure—that you took that specific possibility into account when you coded the security protocols?”

		Silver folded his arms, refusing to answer.

		“Isn’t there a chance that zeroing Liza’s original memory will abort this self-destructive behavior? Or, at the very least, cause a system crash?”

		Again, the question hung in the air. And now, for the first time, Lash made out a large gout of open flame—ugly orange against the black smoke—flaring up from a rack of equipment near the far wall.

		“Dr. Silver,” Mauchly said. “Isn’t it worth a try?”

		Silver turned slowly. He looked surprised to hear Mauchly voice such a question.

		“Hell with it,” Tara said. “If you won’t help me, I’ll do it myself.”

		“Can you program this thing?” Lash asked.

		“I don’t know. Legacy IBM assembler didn’t change that much from machine to machine. All I can tell you is I’m not going to stand around, waiting to die.” And she stepped up to the archaic control surface.

		“No,” said Silver.

		All eyes turned toward him.

		He’s not going to let her do it, Lash thought. He’s not going to let her stop Liza. He watched, transfixed, as the man seemed to wage some desperate inner battle.

		Ignoring him, Tara raised her hands toward the row of buttons.

		“No!” Silver cried.

		Lash took an instinctive step forward.

		“You need to deal with the parity bit first,” Silver said.

		“Sorry?” Tara asked.

		Silver fetched a deep breath, coughed violently. “The 2420 has a unique addressing scheme. The instructions have nine bits instead of the usual eight. If you don’t mask out the parity bit as well, you won’t get the empty instruction you want.”

		Lash’s heart leapt. Silver’s getting on board, after all. He’s going to help.

		Silver walked to a nearby teletype, snapped it on, threaded the attached spool of paper tape into the plastic guide of the reader. Then he moved behind the main housing of the 2420, his step increasingly decisive.

		“What are you doing?” Tara asked.

		Silver knelt behind the housing. “Making sure this computer will still respond to manual input.”

		“Why?”

		Silver’s head reemerged above the housing. “We’re only going to get one chance at this. If we fail, she’ll adapt. So I’m going to dump the current contents of her memory to paper tape.”

		Tara frowned. “I thought you said you didn’t have any back doors.”

		“I don’t. But there are a few early diagnostic tools, hard-wired, no hacker could ever have any use for.” Silver ducked back behind the housing. A moment later, the teletype came to life. The faded spool of tape began moving through the machine punch. A shower of thin yellow chads rained down onto the floor beneath.

		Within a minute, the process was complete. Silver pulled an extra length of bare tape through the punch, ripped it away. He ran the tape through his fingers, scanning it. Then he nodded. “It appears to be a successful memory dump.”

		“Then let’s get on with it.” Behind Tara, more gouts of flame were rising, and her dark hair was backlit with angry flames.

		Silver folded the tape and stuffed it in his pocket. “I’ll give you the opcodes. You enter them.”

		Tara raised her hands again to the control surface.

		“Press the LDA button to load the first memory location into the register.”

		Tara complied. Lash saw a tiny light illuminate beneath her finger.

		“Now move to that panel of nine toggle switches. Enter ‘001111000.’ That’s 120 in decimal, the first available memory location.”

		Tara ran her finger down the row of toggle buttons.

		“Now press the execute button.”

		A small light glowed green on the panel. “Done,” she replied.

		“Now press the ADD button.”

		“Done.”

		“On the toggle switches, enter ‘100000000.’

		“Wait. That ‘one’ at the beginning will screw everything up.”

		“The parity bit, remember? It has to stay set.”

		“Okay.” Tara ran her hands over the buttons again. “Done.”

		“Press the execute button to ‘AND’ the zeros to memory location 120.”

		Another press of a button; another confirmation.

		“Now press the STM button to store the new value in memory.”

		Tara pressed a button at the end of the row. Nodded.

		“Now press INC to increment the memory pointer.”

		“Done.”

		“That’s it. You’re ready for the next set. You’re going to have to press those four buttons—LDA, ADD, STM, and INC—in order, executing the sequence each time, over and over until you reach the end of memory.”

		“How many memory locations in all?”

		“One thousand.”

		Tara’s face fell. “Jesus. We’ll never have time to erase them all.”

		There was a terrible pause.

		“Oh. Sorry.” It was Silver speaking again. “I meant, one thousand in octal.” The smile that followed was even more ghostly than before.

		“Base eight,” Tara muttered. “What’s that in base ten?”

		“Five hundred twelve.”

		“Better. But it’s still a hell of a lot of button-pressing.”

		“Then I suggest you get started,” Mauchly said.

		They worked as a team—Dorfman keeping track of the iterations, Tara punching in the opcodes, Silver checking her entries. Gilmore, the security tech, was dispatched to the exit hatchway, instructed to alert them if he observed any stand-down from Condition Gamma. Lawson was ordered to keep a clear avenue of escape between them and the interstructural hatch—just in case they succeeded.

		They closed ranks around the little computer as the heat and smoke pressed in ever more fiercely. The air thickened, until Lash could barely see the figures around him. His eyes were streaming freely, and his throat was so parched by the acrid smoke that swallowing became all but impossible. Once or twice, Sheldrake disappeared in the direction of the backup generator and its lethal payload; each time he returned, his expression was grimmer.

		At last, Tara stepped away from the control surface, flexing and unflexing her fingers.

		Dorfman nodded. “Check. That’s five hundred and twelve.”

		Lash waited, heart hammering in his chest, for something to happen.

		Nothing.

		He felt his skin scorching in the heat. He closed his eyes; felt the earth begin to tilt dangerously; opened them quickly again.

		Sheldrake picked up his radio. “Gilmore!”

		There was a crackle of static. “Yes, sir!”

		“Anything happening?”

		“No sir. Status quo here.”

		Sheldrake slowly lowered the radio. Nobody spoke, or even dared look at one another.

		Then the radio chirped back into life. “Mr. Sheldrake!”

		Sheldrake instantly raised it. “What is it?”

		“The security doors—they’re opening!”

		And now Lash could feel a faint vibration beneath his feet: nearly lost amid the death throes of the machinery, but discernible nevertheless.

		“Power?” Sheldrake almost yelled into the radio. “Is there power down there?”

		“No, sir, I don’t see anything yet—just the lights of the city, shining through the baffle. Jesus, they look good—”

		“Hold your position. We’re on our way.” He turned toward the group. “Standing down from Condition Gamma. Looks like we did it.”

		“Tara did it,” Mauchly said.

		Tara leaned wearily against the panel.

		“Come on,” Mauchly said. “No time to lose.”

		He began leading the way out through the heavy palls of smoke. Lash took Tara gently by the arm and fell into step behind Sheldrake. Glancing back, he was surprised to see Silver was not following. Instead, the man was threading his paper tape back into the teletype.

		“Dr. Silver!” he shouted. “Richard! Come on!”

		“In a minute.” The teletype came to life, and the paper tape began threading through the reader.

		“What the hell are you doing?” Tara cried. “We have to get out!”

		“I’m buying us some time. Don’t know how long your scheme’s going to work—Liza’s bound to notice an irregularity soon. So I’m restoring the original programming to cover our tracks.”

		“You’re wasting time—come on!”

		“I’ll be right behind you.”

		“Let’s go.” And as Lash ducked between viscous curtains of black, he caught one more glimpse of Silver: bending intently over the teletype, guiding the tape back through the reader.

		The walk was a nightmare of fire and smoke. What on their way in had been a digital city in overdrive was now a silicon inferno. Cascades of sparks spat, tongues of flame arced overhead; steel behemoths tore themselves apart as their internals expired in jets of burning machine oil. The shriek of failing metal, the bolts exploding under enormous heat, turned the huge chamber into a war zone. The pall grew even thicker as they moved outward through the rings of support equipment. Once, Lash and Tara grew disoriented and strayed from the group, only to be tracked down by Lawson. Later, when Tara became separated in a particularly fiery passage, Lash somehow managed to find her after a frantic ninety-second search.

		They stumbled on. A dark mist gathered before Lash’s eyes: a mist that had nothing to do with the smoke.

		Then—just as he felt he would succumb to the heat and fumes—he found himself in a small, cramped passage with the others. A metal ladder was anchored to a hatch in the floor. Sheldrake was already descending, flashlight in hand, shouting out to an invisible Gilmore below. Mauchly helped Tara onto the ladder next, then Dorfman—who carried another light—and then Lash.

		“Watch your step,” Mauchly said, guiding Lash’s hand onto the railing. “And move quickly.”

		Lash began descending the ladder as quickly as he could. He climbed through a vertical steel cylinder—the structural undercarriage of the penthouse—and emerged into a strange, twilight world. Despite everything, he paused for a moment. He’d heard mention of the “baffle,” the open area between the inner tower and the penthouse. Faint lights of the city filtered in from the surrounding latticework. Here, the metallic shrieking of the computing chamber was faintly muffled. Below, flashlights lanced their way through the gloom.

		“Dr. Lash,” came Mauchly’s voice. “Keep moving, please.”

		Just as Mauchly spoke, Lash made out the thick plates of steel that lay, accordion fashion, against the transverse walls of the baffle. They gleamed cruelly in the reflected light, like monstrous jaws. The security plates, he thought as he resumed his descent.

		A minute later he was standing on the access pad atop the inner tower. Nearby was another open hatch, this one leading into the tower itself. He was safely below the security plates: from here, the underside of the penthouse was almost invisible in the thick air above. He felt Tara grasp his hand. For a moment, sheer relief washed away every other emotion.

		And then he remembered: they were still short one person.

		He turned to Mauchly, just now stepping off the ladder. “Where’s Silver?” he asked.

		Mauchly raised his cell phone, dialed. “Dr. Silver? Where are you?”

		“I’m almost there,” came the voice. Behind it, Lash could hear a terrible fugue of destruction: explosions, collapses, the groan of failing steel. And there was another noise, mechanical and regular, scarcely discernible: the sound of the tape reader, still chattering grimly on . . .

		“Dr. Silver!” Mauchly said. “There’s no more time. The place could go up at any moment!”

		“I’m almost there,” the voice repeated calmly.

		And then—with a sudden, awful lucidity—Lash understood.

		He understood why Silver abruptly acquiesced to Tara’s plan for erasing Liza’s memory, after resisting so fiercely. He understood the real reason Silver spent the time to get a memory dump onto tape. And he thought he understood why Silver remained behind. It wasn’t to buy time to see everybody out safely—at least, that wasn’t the only reason . . .

		I’m almost there.

		Silver didn’t mean he’d almost reached the exit. He meant he’d almost finished reloading Liza’s core memory. Keeping her terrible plan in motion.

		Lash grasped the ladder. “I’m going back for him.”

		He felt Mauchly grab hold. “Dr. Lash—”

		Lash brushed the hand away and began to climb. But even as he did so there was a great clank of turning metal. Overhead, the security plates began to close again.

		Lash took another step upward, felt Mauchly restrain him. And now Sheldrake and Dorfman came up, preventing him from climbing further. Lash whirled, grabbed Mauchly’s phone.

		“Richard!” he cried. “Can you hear me?”

		“Yes,” came the voice, faint and garbled amid the banshee howl. “I can hear you.”

		“Richard!”

		“I’m still here.”

		“Why are you doing this?”

		There was a squeal of interference. Then Silver’s voice became audible again. “Sorry, Christopher. But you said it yourself. Liza’s a child. And I can’t let a child die alone.”

		“Wait!” Lash yelled into the phone. “Wait, wait—!”

		But the security plates closed with a monstrous boom; the phone died in a shriek of static; and Lash, closing his eyes, slumped back against the ladder.

	
		SIXTY-THREE

		Although it is three in the morning, the bedroom is bathed in merciless light. The windows facing the deck of the pool house are rectangles of unrelieved black. The light seems so bright the entire room is reduced to a harsh geometry of right angles: the bed, the night table, the dresser . . .

		Only this time, the bedroom isn’t that of a victim. It’s familiar. It belongs to Lash.

		Now he moves around the room, flicking off switches. The brilliant light fades and the contours of the room soften. Slowly, the nocturnal landscape beyond the windows takes form, blue beneath a harvest moon. A manicured lawn; a pool, its surface faintly phosphorescent; a tall privet hedge beyond. For a minute he fears there are figures standing in the hedge—three women, three men, now all dead—but it is merely a trick of the moonlight and he turns away.

		Beyond the bed, the bathroom door is ajar. He drifts toward it. Within, a woman stands before the mirror, brushing her hair with long languid strokes. Her back is to him but the set of her shoulders, the curve of her hips, is instantly recognizable. There is a faint crackle of static electricity as the brush glides through her hair.

		He looks into the mirror and his ex-wife’s reflection stares back.

		“Shirley. Why are you here?”

		“I’m just back to collect a few things. I’m going on a journey.”

		“A journey?”

		“Of course.” She speaks with the authority of dreams. “Look at the clock. It’s past midnight, it’s a new day.”

		The brushing sound has now morphed into something else: something slow, rhythmic, like regular pulses of static from a radio. “Where are you going?”

		“Where do you think?” And she turns to face him. Only now it is Diana Mirren’s face looking into his. “Every day is a journey.”

		“Every day is a journey,” he repeats.

		She nods. “And the journey itself is home.”

		As he stares, he realizes something else is wrong. The voice isn’t Diana’s. And it is no longer his ex-wife’s. With a shock that is not quite horror, he realizes it is the voice of Liza. Liza, speaking through Diana’s face.

		“Silver!” he cries.

		“Yes, Christopher. I can hear you.” The dream-figure smiles faintly.

		The strange rhythmic sound is louder now. He hides his face. “Oh, no. No.”

		“I’m still here,” Liza says.

		But he will not look up, he will not look up, he will not look up . . .

		“Christopher . . .”

		Lash opened his eyes to darkness. For a moment, in the black night, he thought himself back in his own bed. He sat up, breathing slowly, letting the rhythmic rise and fall of the nearby surf wash away the tattered pieces of his dream.

		But then the exotic midnight scent of hyacinth blossoms, mingled with eucalyptus, drifted through the open window, and he remembered where he was.

		He slowly rose from the bed, drew aside the gauzy curtain. Beyond, the jungle canopy ran down to the tropic sea, a dark-emerald blanket surrounded by liquid topaz. Thin clouds drifted across a swollen moon. Sometimes, he reminded himself, dreams are just dreams, after all.

		He returned to bed, gathered up the sheets. For a few minutes he lay awake, gazing at the bamboo ceiling and listening to the surf, his thoughts now in the past and half a world away. Then he turned over, shut his eyes once more, and passed into dreamless slumber.

	
		SIXTY-FOUR

		Although it was only four o’clock, an early winter twilight had already settled over Manhattan. Taxis jockeyed for position in the rain-washed streets; pedestrians milled about on the busy pavements, heads bent against the elements, umbrellas thrust forward, like jousting knights.

		Christopher Lash stood among a throng of people at the corner of Madison and Fifty-sixth, waiting for the light to change. Rain, he thought. Christmas in New York isn’t complete without it.

		He hopped from foot to foot in the chill, trying to keep the large bags he was carrying dry beneath the canopy of his umbrella. The light changed; the crowd streamed slowly forward; and now at last he allowed himself to peer upward, toward the skyline.

		At first glance, the building seemed no different. The wall of obsidian rose, velvet beneath the overcast sky, enticing the eye toward the setback where the outer tower stopped and the inner continued. It was only then—as his eye crested the inner tower—that the change became clear. Before, the smooth rise of the inner tower had been interrupted by a band of decorative grillwork before continuing a few additional stories. Now those top floors, the ribbonlike line of grillwork, were missing, leaving empty sky in their place. The scorched remains—the ruined tangle of metal Lash had seen in newspaper photographs—had been whisked away with remarkable speed. Now it was gone, all gone as if it had never been there in the first place. And as he looked down again and let himself be borne ahead with the crowd, Lash ached for what had gone with it.

		The large plaza before the entrance was very quiet. There were no tourists snapping pictures of family members beneath the stylized logo; no would-be clients loitering around the oversize fountain and its figure of Tiresias the seer. The lobby beyond was equally quiet; it seemed the fall of Lash’s shoes was the only sound echoing off the pink marble. The wall of flat-panel displays was dark and silent. The lines of applicants were gone, replaced by small knots of maintenance workers and engineers in lab coats, poring over diagrams. The only thing that had not changed was the security: Lash’s bags of gift-wrapped presents were subjected to two separate scans before he was cleared to ascend the elevator.

		When the doors opened on the thirty-second floor, Mauchly was waiting. He shook Lash’s hand, wordlessly led the way to his office. Moving at his characteristic studied pace, he motioned Lash to take the same seat he’d occupied at their initial meeting. In fact, just about everything reminded Lash of that first day in early autumn. Mauchly was wearing a similar brown suit, generic yet extremely well tailored, and his dark eyes held Lash’s with the same Buddha-like inscrutability. Sitting here, it was almost as if—despite the changes he’d just witnessed, despite the whole appalling tragedy—nothing about this office, or its inhabitant, had or ever could change.

		“Dr. Lash,” Mauchly said. “Nice to see you.”

		Lash nodded.

		“I trust you found the Seychelles pleasant this time of year?”

		“Pleasant is an understatement.”

		“The accommodations were to your liking?”

		“Eden clearly spared no expense.”

		“And the service?”

		“A new grass skirt in my closet every morning.”

		“I hope that was some compensation for having to be away so long. Even with our, ah, connections, it took a little longer than we expected to get your past history back to normal.”

		“Must have been difficult, without Liza’s help.”

		Mauchly gave him a wintry smile. “Dr. Lash, you have no idea.”

		“And Edmund Wyre?”

		“Back behind bars, once the discrepancies in his records were illuminated.” Mauchly passed a few sheets across the desk.

		“What’s this?”

		“Our certification of your credit history; reinstatement papers for your suspended loans; and official notification of errors made and corrected to your medical, employment, and educational records.”

		Lash flipped through the documents. “What’s this last one?”

		“An order of executive clemency, to be served retroactively.”

		“A get-out-of-jail-free card,” he said, whistling.

		“Something like that. Be sure not to lose it—I don’t believe we missed anything, but there’s always a chance. Now, if you’ll just sign this.” And Mauchly pushed another sheet across the desk.

		“Not another nondisclosure form.”

		Another wintry smile. “No. This is a legal instrument in which you witness that your work for Eden is now complete.”

		Lash grimaced. Time and again—as he’d sat on the porch of his little cottage on Desroches Island, reading haiku and staring out over the avocado plantations—he’d replayed the final scene in his head, wondering if there was something he could have done differently, something he should have seen coming—something, anything, that could have prevented what happened to Richard Silver and his doomed creation.

		Sitting in this room, his work felt anything but complete.

		He dug in his pocket, removed a pen.

		“It also indemnifies us against any action you might take against Eden or its assignees in the future.”

		Lash paused. “What?”

		“Dr. Lash. Your credit, medical, employment, and academic histories were severely compromised. You were given a fraudulent criminal record. You were falsely apprehended, fired upon. You were forced to put your professional practice on hold and leave the country while the damage was repaired.”

		“I told you. The Seychelles are lovely this time of year.”

		“And I fear there have been other, more personal, repercussions we felt beyond our scope to address.”

		“You mean Diana Mirren.”

		“After what we’d done to ensure her safety, after what she’d been told, I didn’t see any way we could approach her again. Not without compromising Eden.”

		“I see.”

		Mauchly stirred in his chair. “We deeply regret these injuries, that perhaps most of all. Hence, this.” And he handed Lash an envelope.

		Lash turned it over. “What’s inside?”

		“A check for $100,000.”

		“Another hundred thousand?”

		Mauchly spread his hands.

		Lash dropped the check on the table. “Keep the money. I’ll sign your form, don’t worry.” He scribbled his name across the signature line, placed it on top of the envelope. “In return, maybe you can answer three questions for me.”

		Mauchly raised his eyebrows.

		“All that sitting on the beach, you know. I had a lot of time to think.”

		“I’ll answer what I can.”

		“What happened to the third couple? The Connellys?”

		“Our medical people managed a covert interdiction at Niagara Falls the day after . . . the following day. Lynn Connelly was already presenting signs of toxic drug interactions. We isolated her with a story about precautionary quarantine; stabilized her; released her. We’ve been monitoring her condition since. She seems fine.”

		“And the other supercouples?”

		“Liza had taken only preliminary steps toward the fourth, which we were able to roll back successfully. All data from our passive and active surveillance has been positive.”

		Lash nodded.

		“And your third question?”

		“What comes next? For Eden Incorporated, I mean.”

		“You mean, without Liza.”

		“Without Liza. And Richard Silver.”

		Mauchly looked at Lash. For the briefest of moments the mask of inscrutability dropped, and Lash read desolation in his expression. Then the mask returned.

		“I wouldn’t write us off just yet, Dr. Lash,” Mauchly replied. “Richard Silver may be dead. And Liza may be gone. But we still have what they made possible: a way of bringing people together. Perfectly. It’s going to take us longer to do that now. Probably a lot longer. And I’d be lying if I said it’s going to be easy. But I’m betting most people will wait a little for complete happiness.”

		And he stood up and offered his hand.

		When Lash emerged from the building, the rain had stopped. He stood in the plaza for a moment, rolling his umbrella and glancing around. Then he struck off down Madison Avenue. At Fifty-fourth, he turned left.

		The Rio was full of holiday diners, its gilt walls festooned with red bunting and garlands of green plastic fir. It took Lash a moment to locate the table. Then he made his way down the aisle and slid into the narrow banquette. Across the table, Tara put down her coffee cup and smiled hesitantly in greeting.

		It was the first time he’d seen her since they’d shared an ambulance to St. Clare’s Hospital. The sight of her face—with its high cheekbones and earnest hazel eyes—brought back an almost overpowering flood of images and memories. She looked down quickly, and Lash knew immediately it must be the same for her.

		“Sorry I’m late,” he said, pulling the packages onto the seat beside him.

		“Did Mauchly prolong the debriefing? It would be just like him.”

		“Nope. My fault.” And Lash indicated the bags of gifts.

		“Gotcha.” Tara stirred her tea while Lash asked a passing waitress to bring him a cup of coffee.

		“You keeping busy?” Lash asked.

		“Terribly.”

		“What’s it been like for you? I mean, with . . .” Lash faltered. “With everything.”

		“Almost unreal. I mean, nobody ever really knew Silver, hardly anybody ever met him in person.” She made a wry face. “People were shocked at the ‘accident,’ they’re terribly upset about his death. But everybody’s so busy scrambling to retool the computer infrastructure, run damage control for our existing clients, bring the remaining systems back on line with new hardware, relaunch our service, I sometimes feel I’m the only one who’s really grieving. I know it isn’t true. But that’s how it feels.”

		“I think about him, too,” Lash said. “When we first met, I felt a kind of kinship I still can’t explain.”

		“You both wanted to help people. Look at your job. Look at the company he founded.”

		Lash thought about this for a moment. “It’s hard to believe he’s gone. And I know it sounds strange, but sometimes it’s even harder to believe Liza’s gone. I mean, I know the physical plant’s been destroyed. But here’s a program that was conscious—at a machine level, anyway—for years. It’s hard to believe something so powerful, so prescient, could just be erased. Sometimes I wonder if a computer could have a soul.”

		“Somebody thinks so. Or else there’s a really sick fuck out there.”

		Lash looked at her. “What do you mean?”

		Tara hesitated, then shrugged. “Well, there’s no reason not to tell you. We’ve been getting reports of somebody on the ’Net, haunting chat rooms and bulletin boards. He’s using the handle of ‘Liza’ and asking everybody where Richard Silver is.”

		“You’re kidding.”

		“I wish I was. We’re not sure if it’s somebody on the inside, or a competitor, or just a prankster. Whatever the case, it’s a major security issue and Mauchly’s taking it very seriously.”

		The waitress returned, and Lash took the cup. “We were a lot alike, he and I.”

		“I never thought that. You’re strong. He wasn’t. He was a gentle soul. All he—” But here she stopped.

		As she composed herself, a silence stretched between them: the reflective silence of shared memories.

		“I should have mentioned before,” Lash said at last. “It’s nice to see you again.”

		“I felt kind of strange, actually, calling you out of the blue like that. But when Mauchly said he’d be seeing you, I wanted—” And she again stopped.

		“You wanted what?”

		“To tell you I’m sorry.”

		“Sorry?” Lash asked incredulously. “For what?”

		“For not believing you. Last time we were here.”

		“With the rap sheet they showed you? Liza had the kind of reach that could make the Pope look like public enemy number one.”

		She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I should have trusted you.”

		“You did trust me. Later on. When it mattered, you trusted me.”

		“I put your life in danger.”

		“My life’s been in danger before.”

		She shook her head again. She keeps shaking her head, Lash thought, and yet she keeps talking, as if she needs to hear answers, be reassured.

		“It’s not just that,” she said. “I ruined everything for you.”

		Lash raised his coffee, took a sip. Replaced it in its saucer. “Diana Mirren.”

		Tara didn’t answer.

		“You know, Mauchly made the same reference just now, in his office. Funny how everybody around here is so interested in my love life.”

		“It’s our business,” she said quietly.

		“Well, I didn’t say anything to Mauchly. But I don’t mind telling you.” And he lowered his voice. “Four words: don’t worry about it.”

		When Tara looked perplexed, Lash pointed at the shopping bags.

		Her eyes widened. “You mean you called Diana?”

		“Why not?”

		“After what happened? After what Mauchly must have done to keep her away—”

		“I’m a pretty convincing talker, remember? Besides, I walked away from that dinner at Tavern on the Green feeling, knowing, I wanted this woman in my life. I believed she felt the same about me. That kind of thing isn’t easily broken. Anyway, I had the perfect explanation.”

		Tara’s eyes widened further. “You told her the truth?”

		“Not everything. But enough.” He laughed quietly. “That’s why I didn’t tell Mauchly.”

		“But Liza, everything she did. How could you—”

		Lash took her hand.

		“Tara, listen. You have to remember something. Liza may have been deceptive when she labeled those six matches as supercouples. But they were still couples. Every match Liza made was a true one. That goes for me. And that goes for you.”

		When Tara didn’t answer, he pressed her hand. “You told me all about him over drinks. Matt Bolan, the biochemistry whiz. Give me one good reason why you shouldn’t call him. And don’t give me any bull about the Oz effect.”

		“I don’t know. It’s been so long.”

		“Is he seeing somebody else?”

		“No,” she said, then blushed and looked away when she realized how quickly she’d answered.

		“Then what are you waiting for?”

		“It would be . . . too awkward. I’m the one who called it off, remember?”

		“So call it back on. Tell him the timing was bad. Tell him you had a psychotic break. Tell him anything. It won’t matter. I should know.”

		Tara said nothing.

		“Look. Do you remember what I said, back in your office, just before the shit hit the fan? I said a time would come when all this would be just a memory. When it didn’t matter anymore. That time is now, Tara. Now.”

		Still she looked away.

		Lash sighed. “Okay. If you’re too stubborn to tend to your own happiness, there’s another reason you should make that damned call.”

		“What’s that?”

		“Richard would have told you to.”

		At last, Tara looked up again. And there was the faintest of smiles on her face when she pressed his hand in return.
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