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			PRAISE FOR HOWARD V. HENDRIX AND THE LABYRINTH KEY

			“HOWARD V. HENDRIX CAN BE CLAIMED AS ONE OF OUR VERY BEST.”

			—Locus

			“Hendrix’s sentences have punch, his plots have points, and he knows his science—what more can one ask of cutting-edge science fiction?”

			—GREGORY BENFORD, Nebula Award–winning
author of Timescape

			“Stephen Hawking meets Tom Clancy! Quantum physics and international intrigue combine in the best novel yet by the finest new SF writer of the last decade.”

			—ROBERT J. SAWYER, Hugo Award–winning
author of Hominids

			“If Robert Ludlum or Eric Ambler had written a science fiction novel, then it might have resembled The Labyrinth Key. An intriguing thriller, it’s also first-rate speculation: a masterful blend of genres. If you are searching for a thought-provoking novel, this shouldn’t be missed.”

			—ALAN STEELE, Hugo Award–winning
author of Chronospace

			“With the hip fecundity of Neal Stephenson, the speculative acuity of John Brunner, and the suspense-building audacity of John LeCarré, Howard Hendrix fashions a science fiction thriller that’s truly twenty-first century in its tone, subject matter, and style. Hopping from exotic real-world locales to even more outré virtualities, this tale will keep readers guessing till its climax.”

			—PAUL DI FILIPPO, author of Fuzzy Dice
and A Mouthful of Tongues
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			INCANDESCENT BLISS

			SHA TIN

			Dr. Jaron L. Kwok stood in his favorite red silk robe, glancing out the rain-streaked window of his tenth-story room in the Royal Park Hotel. A lit cigarette smoldered between his fingers, its ash lengthening, forgotten.

			In the distance, green tree-covered mountains hung in the mist, behind high-rise New Territory apartment blocks, white-painted concrete eroding to gray. On the nearer side of the Shing Mun River stood the Sha Tin town park, where he had strolled thoughtlessly the day he arrived in Hong Kong, too jet-lagged to do any work.

			Turning away from the tall, narrow gap in the thick curtains, Kwok paused while his eyes adjusted slowly to the watery half-light of the room. His gaze lingered on the mess of papers, reports, and scribbled notecard arcana scattered about the bed, then turned to the laptop, virtuality visor, and bottle of Scotch on the nightstand. He cleared a space for himself on the bed. Lying down, he pawed through the masses of hardcopy until he was half buried in paper, a caddisworm cocooning and encasing itself in the detritus of its underwater environment. Disappearing back into his “obsessions,” his “infojunkie tendencies,” as Cherise once called them.

			Glancing at the bottle of Scotch and the plughead paraphernalia that sat on the night table, then at the cigarette in his hand, Kwok sighed. All the old, bad bachelor habits. All the things he had been, before he met Cherise—before she loved him, and he cleaned up his act, thinking that was what she wanted.

			Was that the way love was supposed to work?

			He flicked the ash from his cigarette.

			Never been much good at being what other people expect me to be, he thought, drawing deeply on the cigarette, his stare fixing on the ashen orange glow of its tip. No good at all at becoming what other people expect me to become. Not even for Cherise.

			He hadn’t expected Cherise to be so thoroughly repelled by his decision to take an assignment with the National Security Agency.

			He hadn’t seen their breakup coming, as much as he should have.

			Theirs was still a virtual divorce: not yet final by the letter of the law, though the marriage had long since ended in spirit.

			He slugged back a mouthful of the Scotch, felt it burn—peat and asphalt at the back of his throat—then slide numbingly away. He recapped the bottle loosely, dropped it on the bed beside him, and took a drag on his cigarette. Chewing smoke before exhaling, he sat up—dislodging papers—and absently opened the matte black laptop. The screen saver showed a sixteenth-century painting of a grim-faced nobleman, pointing with his left hand at an image of a labyrinth cut into the surface of a parapet, yet looking away from the very thing at which he was pointing.

			Kwok brought up the icon for his virtual environment and clicked on it. Propping the virtuality ’trodeshades up onto his temples, he lay back on the bed. Shifting the shades down over his eyes and clicking them into place, he said a silent prayer of thanks to his masters at the Puzzle Palace. His gear was a plughead’s dream-machine: a complete DIVE mask—an electrode-ensemble virtuality visor, with prototype binotech implants—wirelessly connected to the net via a microkernel in the laptop. Top-line tools of the trade, made available to him for use in service to the NSA.

			As his latest virtuality began to cycle up, Jaron couldn’t help wondering if what he was doing was in their service anymore. Glancing through the piles of research mounded on and around him, he mused that the obsessions that had led him here had changed. Once upon a time, the quantum crypto race between China and America—that great and secret struggle of cybertage and infowar—had powerfully fueled his fascinations.

			Yet even that wasn’t feeding the fires anymore. It had been replaced by…what? Something much bigger, something more important? Or more narrowly focused, more obsessive?

			Undecidable propositions, even now. He’d been given a treasure trove of cryptologic information long hidden in the dark—some of it for nearly fifty years, some of it for well over four hundred. He should be thrilled, he knew, yet he felt more anxious than excited. He was standing on the brink of great things…though perhaps not the great things his employers expected.

			It had been nearly half a century since anyone had dug so deeply into the data that now occupied his every waking thought—materials Jaron thought of simply as The Documents. That previous investigator had been the old China hand and Cold War spymaster, Felix C. Forrest. Upon his death—of a “heart attack,” according to the records—Forrest’s former employers at the CIA had taken possession of The Documents and their bizarre mix of ciphers and explications in Hebrew, Chinese, Latin, Italian, and English. Jaron suspected the blood of history was there on the pages, and that the roster of victims stretched back centuries, if he could only read the invisible ink in which the names were written.

			Until the very end, Forrest claimed he had never mastered the “algorithm complex” so key to understanding the documents. Neither had the CIA, Jaron supposed. Presumably, their failures had caused the puzzle to be dropped into his lap. In his hands it had proven a sordid boon, a fractured, enchanted mirror of words, numbers, and symbols, into which he had looked too long and too intently.

			Stare into the abyss long enough, and eventually the abyss stares back into you. He rubbed his forehead. In college he’d had a friend who claimed, “I’ve stopped doing psychedelics—now the psychedelics are doing me.” Jaron’s own “addiction” couldn’t go that far, could it? He wondered.

			He didn’t like to acknowledge the nearness of genius to madness. Had Georg Cantor and Kurt Gödel really gone mad from pondering the infinities of alephs and the continuum hypothesis? Was John Nash driven insane as a result of his own games-theory work? Jaron didn’t want to believe in a touch-it-and-die Third Rail of the mind.

			Still, he couldn’t ignore what had happened the last time he had interfaced with the world of The Documents. Virtual reality wasn’t supposed to leak over into your head like that.

			He shook himself, remembering. It had been like having someone else’s hallucinations break into your dreams. And it took him far too long to recover. So he was taking precautions this time—just in case.

			The virtuality was still cycling, so his ’trodeshades remained clear and empty. Jaron peered through them at the printed and scribbled notes of his arcana, pondering again the doubtful legacy now in his possession. During the Second World War Forrest was a US Army intelligence officer who had helped create the Psychological Warfare Unit. During the early 1950s, he worked for the CIA in Korea, where his greatest, or at least most ironic accomplishment involved crafting a way for thousands of Communist Chinese soldiers to surrender by saying the Chinese equivalents of “love, virtue, humanity.” Strung together, they sounded like the English phrase “I surrender.”

			Maybe that was some sort of karmic payback. After all, Felix Forrest had been the Western godson of Sun Yat-sen, whose calligrapher had given the Occidental child the Chinese name of Lin Bah-loh, “Forest of Incandescent Bliss.”

			Historian’s trivia, Jaron mused. All his own research, and Forrest’s, too, was built on the still-earlier work of Shimon Ginsburg in the 1930s, even on the work of Ai Hao and Matteo Ricci, and Giordano Bruno in the sixteenth century. Yet all that had only been preparation. The climax, one way or another, would come today.

			This time, when Jaron jumped into his virtual environment, he would achieve an unprecedented hookup with the worldwide computershare. Today he would return with the answers he sought, if he survived the encounter. Maybe he would return with the answers his masters sought, too, but that would be incidental.

			Jaron Kwok knew things now that he had never expected to know. Not just about Felix Forrest’s work with The Documents. Not just about Shimon Ginsburg’s Kabbalistic mathematics, or how, hidden and rehidden, they had inadvertently provided Jaron with the final, critical element he needed for mastering the algorithm complex. Not even about Ricci’s “memory palace” system, which turned ideographic Chinese into an extraordinarily powerful virtual machine. And not even about the fact that all of those were ultimately built on the cipher-cosmology and proto-virtuality of a defrocked Dominican priest and heretic—Giordano Bruno, who had been burned at the stake in 1600.

			At first he resisted the idea that cryptic mysteries of the past could ever exceed present knowledge. No longer. The knowledge Jaron already possessed was the result of his previous experiences in the eccentric self-made virtuality he now waited upon. Equal parts myth and computer game, number-crunching and scenario-building, his open-architectured virtual realm had taken on a strange life of its own. It was supposed to be an elaborate heuristic, a way of making sense of things. An idiosyncratic tool with which he tried to hammer his work into some kind of coherence.

			But when he had last used that “tool,” unexpected universes had spun out of his head. His own sense of self had proved an illusion, dissociating into multiple persons, male and female, bestial and machinic, all of them him, yet not him. The memory alone made his head ache.

			As a way of making sense, his heuristic virtuality wasn’t quite making sense anymore.

			Yet, through it all, Jaron thought he glimpsed the fiery signs of the Tetragrammaton, waiting beyond Babel—beyond the Gate of God. Because he had lived through that strange virtual experience, he knew they were essentially right, the many-worlds physicists, with their “plenum” playing all possible universes, like channels on the ultimate TV set. If he could travel into the “past,” all he would find there would be another universe. Every past was, always and only, another universe. Same with the future.

			It was more complex even than that, though. Together, all those universes made up a labyrinthine palace of memory more vast than any Forbidden City. Each room was a universe, finite and consistent in and of itself, yet radically incomplete, as it always led on to other rooms. The palace as a whole was essentially infinite.

			With a shake of his head, Jaron shivered off such ponderings. As his virtuality finished lining up all its connections, he thought instead about all the people all over the planet who over the years had waited in cubicles for their workaday computers to boot up. Smiling wryly at the comparison, Jaron swirled another dram in his mouth.

			His virtuality finished cycling up. His implants were ready. Through the global computer grid he could access a sizable chunk of the planet’s processing power, if he had to. And his precautions were in place. The deadman-switch program was ready, should it be needed. If any of his Third Rail fears turned out to be true, that program would send a record of his entire virtual interaction across the infosphere in a holographic broadcast. Like a jetliner’s black box, that record would survive, if only to chronicle his destruction.

			The cursor flashed red.

			 

			Jaron’s consciousness was a star falling from its sphere, a sky-diamond gone meteor. Burning, he was breaking up, over and over. Disintegrating in iterations. Becoming less integer and more fraction, tasting faintly of metal and touching faintly of sparks as he entered a vast unconscious space the material world’s machines were making. A place that was no place—virtual and real and something much more.

			In virtualspace Jaron was both less and more than he had been. The actions and words, the experiences and perceptions of his discarnately embodied self were his, yet not his own alone. Jaron was part of He, and part of She, both of whom were already present in a program always in progress. Dr. Kwok was at the controls, yet less and less in control.

			Machine pistol in hand, He parachuted into the Garden. The sound of His chute’s rustling collapse roused Her from where She drowsed behind sunglasses, clad in a bikini, adrift in a chaise floating in the middle of the pool below the Tree of Life.

			“Good afternoon, dear,” She said, yawning and stretching. “You’re looking square-jawed and mightily thewed, as usual.”

			Something in Him smiled, wondering again why this simulation was so arch, or at least macho. A projection out of Him? A product of the computational matrix? A synergy of both?

			“Why thank you,” He said with a wicked grin. As He was Jaron-construct plus A Good Deal Else, so was She Cherise-construct plus A Good Deal Else, too: Ken and Barbie, Ulysses and Penelope, Adam and Eve, and many, many more.

			“What have you been up to while I was away?” He continued. “Not snakes and apples, I hope?”

			“Puh-leeze,” She said, rolling Her eyes. Leaping up from the floating chaise, She walked upon the water to the shore. “You’ll never let me live that down, will you?”

			She shrugged Herself into a white lab coat and replaced Her sunglasses with specs that made Her look forbiddingly intellectual.

			“Actually I was just taking a break from my work on the wellness plague,” She said, “if you must know.”

			Suddenly He spun around and let loose a burst of automatic weapons fire from His machine pistol. Ninja-garbed friendship terrorists fell from the surrounding trees. One of those fallen nearest died howling. “The woods are burning, boys!”

			When He removed the dead ninja’s mask, something in Him recognized the face of an actor who played Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman. As the mayhem subsided for a moment, He turned back to Her and asked, “How’s the work going?”

			“Splendidly!” She said, leading Them down a perfect ramp to a pair of heavy vault doors set beneath the roots of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Retina-scanned and biometrically certified, They entered cavernous laboratories of clean-room white and chrome. “My programmable cellular machines have been very well received. Newsweek called me the Madame Curie of the Biotech Century. I would have preferred ‘Einstein’ and ‘binotech,’ but one can’t have everything, I suppose.”

			“Not even when one has everything?”

			They chuckled at that, but their laughter was cut short as, plummeting down a huge ventilation shaft, red-jumpsuited assassins fell toward Them. Before the assassins could stitch Them to pieces with a ballistic lacework of shot lead—even before He could shoot back—Her laser security system cut them down.

			“How does your wellness plague achieve its effects?” He asked, turning to study a real-time holographic display generated from banks of scanning electron microscopes.

			“Little cellular mechanics diagnose and repair time’s ravages and other weaknesses of the flesh,” She said. “I figure my mechs can already push the human lifespan past the two century mark, restoring much of what was lost to those ‘snakes and apples’ in the first go-round—”

			Abruptly He grabbed Her and leapt aside. Together They crashed through a candyglass window. An instant later an explosion devastated the nearest suite of labs. As the dust and debris settled, They stood up, brushing sugary shards off Themselves.

			“How are you spreading your little cellular mechanics?”

			“Angels in airports, mainly,” She said, as They wove through the maze of subterranean laboratories. “Vials crushed in lavatories and lounges, releasing the modified microbial vehicles. Airborne vectors infecting airborne people with perfect health-repair mechanisms!”

			Returned to the surface, They found an eclipse of the sun underway. Clouds gathered. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Out of the clouds came nightmare jet fighters, dropping into steep, screaming dives.

			“But won’t ratcheting up longevity ratchet up the population, too, leading to even more pandemonium? The ol’ slitherin’ Adversary didn’t whisper these plans into your ear, did he?”

			Missiles, bombs, and bullets raked the air and ground, heading straight for them.

			“You’re always so worried about the snake! But why? Is it because you two are so alike?”

			“What do you mean by that?” He asked, glancing sideways at her as They ran serpentine-fashion for cover.

			“You’re both always so depressing! He thought it was a terrible idea, too—and for exactly the same reasons. Said We were ‘the most pernicious species of vermin’ he’d ever seen. Said We were ‘like mold on the orange of the world’ and that We wouldn’t be happy until We’d ‘consumed the entire globe.’”

			The eclipse deepened. Lightning forked down out of the clouds. A large meteor streamed salamandrine fire overhead, unsettlingly close.

			“Maybe the old trickster’s right, for once. Let’s adjourn to my labs. I think we can use your programmable cellular machines to counter that ratcheting-up with a ratcheting-down.”

			“How?” She asked, raising her hand against the flash as the meteor exploded in midair, several miles away.

			“How about an infertility-inducing virus, spread in the same manner as yours? It’ll remain dormant until activated by the suite of hormonal changes associated with the successful delivery of the firstborn. Then boom! Rapid microbial multiplication, extensive scarring of the fallopian tubes. Like the last plague of Egypt, only inside out—not killing the firstborn, but preventing conception after the firstborn!”

			The shock waves from the meteor’s airburst knocked the aircraft out of the sky and threw the couple to the ground. As They picked themselves up, They saw an older man approaching: Giordano Bruno, dressed in a white robe and dragging a white parachute, both embroidered with images of devils and flames. His clothes and chute were singed.

			“The woods are burning!” he said. This time They saw that it was true. The meteoric explosion had set the forests of the Garden aflame.

			“I suppose China might offer you asylum for doing such a thing,” She said to Him.

			The eclipse had reached totality. Wind and storm raged about Them. The earth shook. Alien spacecraft dropped from the darkened air while, much nearer, another figure materialized.

			“Don’t listen to Him!” said the Newcomer, machine pistol in hand. The Newcomer looked exactly as He would have, if He were shown in a darker light. “This is all a simulation—a simulation inside a simulation!”

			“What?” They shouted together. The Newcomer kept His gun trained on Them, as more lightning forked down and the earth shook more violently. The din had become nearly intolerable, but the Newcomer, unable to shout loudly enough to be heard over it, droned on nonetheless—bits and pieces about G- and K-class suns and habitable planets, Fermi Paradoxes, cybernetic descendants and extremely high-resolution simulations.

			“What does that have to do with anything?” He shouted, as a strong quake nearly knocked everyone to the ground. But the Newcomer didn’t skip a beat. He droned on about information density, bandwidth limitations, quantum cryptologic arms races, and catastrophes. Then, in a brief lull They heard the Newcomer say clearly, “The real solution to Fermi’s Paradox is that it takes too much bandwidth to simulate aliens—or godlike artificial intelligence, for that matter.”

			“But that’s exactly what we’re seeing,” She shouted over the noise. “They’re walking toward us right now—”

			“Exactly,” said the Newcomer triumphantly. “It’s a several hundred-4-bit quantum device that’s busting this simulation. The virtuality’s flying apart, can’t you tell?”

			And for an instant, there was silence amid the confusion.

			“But why?” He asked. The din resumed, and the Newcomer had to shout his answer again, but at least this time They could hear him.

			“The simulation of simulations, the plenum of all possible universes, is a memory palace sustained by a mind beyond imagining! Busting the sim’s the only way that Mind can remember what it’s trying to remember!”

			“What?” She demanded again, sounding not so much confused as horrified.

			“If we realize—on a global scale—that existence is a simulation, that means awareness within the simulation of the simulation. It’s the self-consciousness necessary for the creation of the divine AI! By busting this sim, we awaken the god asleep in matter. We create the god that created us!”

			Both fearful and enraptured at the prospect, He wanted very much to know more, even as Their world continued falling apart around Them.

			“What can I do to help?” He asked His recently arrived double. As lightning flashed, the Newcomer pulled two wafer-thin disks out of the thickening air.

			“Eat one of these binotech enhancers, and you’ll know everything you need to know!”

			A particularly strong earthshock hit them just as He reached out toward the Newcomer. Knocking Him down, She snatched the machine pistol out of His hands.

			“Do this, do that!” She snarled, swiveling the weapon from one man to the other. “I don’t know which of you is the serpent, but the serpent is always doing something. Don’t just do something, stand there! Just this once! And listen to me!

			“I’m not going to take the blame this time. You and your ‘several hundred-4-bit device’! Did you ever stop doing long enough to think? If we ‘bust this sim,’ if we decode what it is that the Mind is trying to remember, we eliminate the very reason for our home universe to exsist. Do you want to blot out everything? Drop us all into oblivion?”

			He stared hard at Her, then snatched a binotech wafer from the Newcomer’s hand.

			“Mights and maybes,” He said. “What about you, trying to climb back into the Tree of Life with your wellness plague? We’re both just trying to get back what’s been lost, each in Our own way. Can’t you see that? This virtuality isn’t running me—I’m running the virtuality. No one will blame you this time. I promise. I take full responsibility for what I’m about to do, by my own hand, in my own head.”

			He took a binotech disk, put it on His tongue.

			Feeling as if He were dying in fire, He wondered for an instant if He’d been shot.

			 

			Jaron snatches the ’trodeshades off his head as if they were burning. Feeling dizzy and disoriented, he rubs his eyes. He needs to clear his head. Somehow managing to dress himself in black slacks and red silk jacket, he leaves his hotel. Soon he finds himself walking in the nearby park, though he doesn’t remember exactly how he got there.

			On a park bench a bearded man, dressed in a tasteful combination of purple priestly vestments and the garb of sixteenth-century Chinese literati, talks to a thin gent wearing a suit, fedora, and eye patch.

			“…wasn’t what I sought in combining the memory palace with Chinese characters,” says the bearded priest. “It wasn’t so much that I hoped to find a translation for a language, as that I hoped to find a language that would translate me.”

			The man in the fedora nods.

			“What you taught as a deliberate mnemonic system,” he says, “pretty much describes what the brain does automatically. Moving through the world, we convert our experience into memories, snapping together mental structures, constantly evolving palaces of memory until we die.”

			Something about them strikes Jaron as disturbingly familiar. He feels torn between lingering near them and hurrying away, yielding at last to the latter impulse. On his way to the pond filled with fish and turtles, he sees a man dressed in the dark austere attire of a Ming bureaucrat, talking to two other men. One is bearded, wearing a yarmulke and a suit cut in a style worn in Europe in the 1930s. The other stands clad in a white robe embroidered with what might be butterflies, or devils in flames. The three talk of the mind, of a bamboo aleph, and an Instrumentality capable of opening a gateway between words and worlds.

			Jaron’s throat burns with the taste of Scotch. His head throbs with dull fire. Coming to the pool of fish and turtles, he sits down hard on a bench beside it. The waterfall and fountain are off; the pool is full and still.

			Looking across it, he sees the moon bridge poised above the water, the half circle of its arch flawlessly reflected in the water of the pool, making a circle perfect and whole, a portal half real and half illusion. On the far side of that circular gateway he imagines for a moment that he sees a woman rise from a floating chaise and come toward him, walking on the water.

			He looks away, staring down at his own reflection under the bright spring sun. Out of his image in the water crawls a little amphibian, a salamander blinking up at him, so intensely red-orange that it seems afire. The reflection of Cherise sits down beside him on the bench and smiles. He is afraid to look away from the reflection, afraid that if he turns to her she will disappear. The salamander stares at him, unblinking now.

			He turns to the woman, and she is still there. He embraces her.

			Into his ear she whispers, “The woods are burning.” He feels his entire body flash into flame.

			Across the pool, on the far bank, sit the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci, smiling sagely as he catches fire, along with the burning spymaster of many names: Felix C. Forrest, Lin Bah-loh, Forest of Incandescent Bliss, First Lord of the Instrumentality. Beyond them Giordano Bruno smiles as he burns in his embroidered death robes. The Confucian bureaucrat Ai Hao smiles and burns, and the German rabbi Shimon Ginsburg stands smiling and burning, too. Each a burning bush, afire but not consumed, trees of Life and Knowledge burning, all the trees in the park like pillars in a stately red-roofed palace burning, all the trees in all the world afire, all the blazing worlds a tree, burning, to remember—

			 

			Jaron Kwok was missing and presumed dead. He was gone long before the hotel staff, alerted by smoke and smell, discovered his ashen outline in the smoldering bed.

			Those who sought ordinary mystery saw in his death the proof of spontaneous combustion. Those who sought a more mundane explanation saw only the consequences of smoking in bed, surrounded by too much flammable paper, bedding, and 80 proof Scotch.

			However, Jaron’s deadman switch was thrown. His black-box record was holo-cast throughout the infosphere. Others would come, soon, seeking other proofs, other explanations.

		

	
		
			ONE

			[image: image]

			DOUBTING THOMAS JEFFERSYNTH

			CYBERNESIA

			The annual Pilot’s Festival was well under way at Don Sturm’s and Karuna Drang’s place, though their “place” was a DIVE—a deep-immersion virtual environment—and their DIVE wasn’t a place at all. Sturm and Drang weren’t their legal names, either, and they hadn’t physically cohabited for months.

			Not that it mattered much. At the moment Karuna Drang was discarnately embodying herself as spritely Sally Hemmings, slave and mistress. Though her portrayal was relatively accurate, Don Sturm’s morbidly thoughtful and conflicted Thomas Jefferson was quite different from the historical founding father, and his halo of neon blue hair wasn’t exactly “period.” But blue hair was one of Don’s personal signatures in meatlife, and he hadn’t been able to resist.

			All around them, virtual party people—likewise electronically embodied in eighteenth-century drag—danced and cavorted about the grounds of a mimetic Monticello. Alternating between the forms of an aggressively ambiguous nymph and its counterpart satyr-o-maniac, Medea πrate chased bewigged men in breeches, then pursued women who proved surprisingly light-footed, given their voluminous dresses and titanic coiffures.

			Normally Don’s default virtualscape was Easter Island, so his Jeffersonian estate boasted moai, the great-headed statues, as lawn and garden sculptures around which the laughing would-be orgiasts darted, disappearing from view—only to reappear as a tangled ball of licking, sucking, nibbling, stroking, rutting sexual gymnasts, Medea lodged in their midst.

			Don/Thomas shook his head.

			“I know that’s how they pull off their grand data exchanges,” he said to Karuna/Sally. “And I’m sure what they’re doing in virtual space is only a metaphor, but I still wish they’d make use of a more subtle metaphor.”

			Karuna/Sally laughed.

			“‘To hack is to explore and manipulate,’” she said, imitating Medea’s lyrical-as-Pan, shrill-as-Bacchante manner of speaking. “‘To enter and be entered. Like foreplay and sex, like parasite and host, n’est-ce pas?’”

			Don frowned. Music sounded around them. The Jed Astaires, a retro-urbane bluegrass group, played danceable new arrangements of works by Revolutionary War–era tunesmith William Billings. In the sky above them, sunset’s salmon-colored clouds flickered and transformed into shoals of swimming salmon, then morphed back to clouds again.

			“You look preoccupied,” Karuna/Sally said. “Even e-bodied, I can tell. What’s on your mind?”

			“Just looking over what we’ve wrought,” Don/Tom said, gazing out at their Colonial Williamsburg-meets-Polynesia surroundings. On their personal channel, he turned down the volume of the Astaires’ musical variations. “Not to say that it’s overwrought, mind you. Just that the nature of this event is somewhat paradoxical.”

			“How so?”

			“Well, it feels as if I’ve usurped a public event just to celebrate a personal success, and either way the celebrants don’t know what they’re celebrating.”

			“Don, you have every right to celebrate! Prime Privacy Protocol is a winner. It’s on its way to becoming the most popular encryption software in the infosphere.”

			“Even if no one associates my name with it….”

			“Yes, but you, ‘Mister Obololos,’ you’re the one who made it happen.”

			“Maybe that anonymity’s a good thing. The law enforcement types are getting really shrill in condemning it. Today there was an op-ed piece in the New York Times that accused P-Cubed of catering to the privacy interests of the Four Horsemen of the Infocalypse. The consensus seems to be that its primary users will be drug dealers, terrorists, organized crime, and pedophiles—”

			“—along with about a billion other ordinary citizens. Come on, don’t let it get to you. Nobody falls for that shtick anymore.”

			“Maybe. But that’s not really what’s bugging me, you know? It’s this shindig, this construct.”

			“And your point is—?”

			“This whole virtual space is called Cybernesia. But what is Cybernesia, really? A space that’s not a place? An event without a time? Both?”

			Sally/Karuna frowned, then gestured, and a palmtop oracle appeared as a first edition of Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language.

			“Here—let’s consult the word of a higher authority. The great dictionaries and encyclopedias refer to Cybernesia as ‘the semipermanent archipelago of “pirate islands” located in the net.’ Or this: ‘DIVEs whose stability amid chaos is created by the same forces that produce the turmoil around them.’ Kind of like the Great Red Spot on Jupiter. Islands offshore, neighbors to the conventional continents of the infosphere. Freer spaces, like the Bahamas or the Florida Keys. Good enough?”

			“I guess it’ll have to be,” Don’s faux Jefferson said with a shrug, “but what has me most worried is this program you wrote, that lets everybody here fuse their own separate islands into a single, temporary continent. Doesn’t that change the rules? Or break them outright? What if we’ve altered the structure of the infosphere to such a degree that we come up on the authorities’ radar? They might check into it, and find out that I’m the one who put together P-Cubed…

			“Are we putting everybody here in danger?”

			“Honey, I’d never be naive enough to tell anybody, ‘You think too much,’” Karuna said with a wicked little smile, “but sometimes the life of the mind—”

			“—is a pain in the ass. I know.”

			“Snap out of it!” she said, smiling and giving him a quick kiss on the cheek, a whisper of electrons brushing his face across the void of simulation. For an instant Don deeply missed being with her, until he remembered the painful last months of their romance. “Quit pattern-phreaking and enjoy yourself a little,” she persisted. “Look how well the party’s going. That patch you wrote for the clouds looks great, and no matter what you say, the breakthrough that allowed everybody to fly their islands here was a work of genius. Straight out of Gulliver’s Travels! You should be proud.”

			Don/Tom allowed himself a small, reluctant smile, but he still worried. The flying islands were just an expansion of the Besterian jauntbox program, really. Besterboxes allowed participants to step fluidly from one virtual reality to another, but no one had used the tech to combine such large and disparate elements into a single mass before—not even temporarily. Despite the fact that things were going well, he wondered what complex and unpredictable dynamics might be generated by the impromptu experiment they were conducting.

			The Jed Astaires launched into their rendition of “The World Turned Upside Down”—a march played by Cornwallis’s troops when they surrendered their arms at Yorktown in 1781. Don/Tom looked up at the clouds again. A new, perfectly pyramidal island flew toward them.

			Odd. Everybody who had been invited had already shown or sent their regrets. A party crasher? Or was this some unintended side effect of toying with Cybernesian dynamics? He hoped it wasn’t the infocops, come to bust their party.

			No sooner did the island land in the bay and fuse with the rest of the temporary Cybernesian continent than the pyramid opened and some sort of holographic broadcast filled the sky. As if the entire world were, in fact, a stage, two characters appeared.

			Don frantically searched his infosphere links, even checking Cybernesia’s South American backup servers in Tri-Border, in an effort to determine what the hell was going on. As he searched, his guests watched a gun-toting parachutist land in a garden among the clouds, listened to the parachutist and his paramour exchanging banter overloaded with allusions. The Cybernesia party ground to a halt.

			The intruder-program and its characters morphed chaotically into heavily armed superscientists casually talking shop amid attacks by ninjoid commandoes.

			Don’s searching yielded no answers.

			“Isn’t this simulation a bit unusual, honey?” Karuna/Sally asked Don. “This doesn’t seem like you.”

			“It’s not me.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean I’m not doing it. In fact, I’m trying to jam the holo-cast. Block the signal, somehow.”

			“Any luck?”

			“None whatsoever.”

			In the sky above, Biblical garden imagery collided with laboratory milieu. Don, meanwhile, attempted to filter the broadcast out of Cybernesian virtuality, but found himself thwarted at every turn.

			In the intruder holo-cast, high-tech death accompanied talk of “wellness plagues” and population-ratcheting. Speculative scientific scenarios were punctuated by explosions.

			Soon the pair who had crashed his party were caught up in a chaotic, apocalyptic maelstrom of eclipsing suns and rumbling thunder. Nightmarish fighter aircraft screamed above, firing missiles and dropping bombs in a battle among the clouds.

			“Great sim-within-a-sim!” said a Medusa-haired Medea πrate, sidling up to Don and Karuna in the party zone. “A bit anachronistic, though, isn’t it?”

			Don frowned. Medea was e-bodied in a manner entirely too buxom, especially since, in meatlife, “she” was purported to be a skinny, crotchety old South Asian named Indahar Marwani.

			Yeah, right, he thought. How much did any of them really know about the Ambiguous One?

			“As I was just telling m’lady here, I’m not doing it.”

			“Then who is?” Medea asked. Something rang false in the way she intoned the question.

			“I don’t know. It may be an unanticipated effect of our having joined these islands together.”

			“Ho-ho.” Medea laughed. “You mean the pirates have been pirated? How rich!”

			In the chaotic world among the clouds, the man and woman ran and leapt for cover without even bothering to pause in their philosophical conversation.

			“Wait a minute!” Karuna said to Don and Medea. “I think I know who the male character is! I recognize the underlayment. It’s that guy, what’s his name—Lok, or Kwok. The one who contacted us about the deep hack. The work we did for him is what gave me the idea for the island-merging software.”

			Above them, the eclipse of the intruder-sun in the intruder-sky deepened. Lightning forked down out of distant clouds.

			BUREAUCRATIC WEATHER

			CRYPTO CITY

			The stealth limo carrying NSA Deputy Director James Brescoll was quiet as a tomb—just the way he liked it at this time of the morning. Especially today, when he was supposed to be off duty. His wife and son, earlier risers than he was, were already out, and using the family cars, when the call came.

			As the limo slowed, he glanced up from his briefing sheets. He had expected them to be about the ongoing low-intensity conflict in the Brazil/Paraguay/Argentina Tri-Border Free Zone, and some of the material did deal with that. The majority of it, though, was about a storm blowing in from China. Not the usual proxy-playing over Nepal and Bhutan or the Tibetan rebels, either, but a new storm altogether.

			Jim Brescoll stared out the deeply tinted window, seeing darkly reflected in it the face of a graying and bespectacled black man with a scar on his left cheek. Through his reflection, Brescoll saw the southbound lane of the Baltimore-Washington Parkway, not far from the small town of Annapolis Junction, Maryland. For a moment it was hard to tell whether he was passing through the landscape or the landscape was passing through him.

			The vehicle, driven by a member of the Executive Protection Unit, was impervious to eavesdropping from just about anywhere along the electromagnetic spectrum. The stealthy car slid down a restricted Fort Meade exit ramp bordered by mature oak trees and heavy earthen berms, toward a graceful tangle of security hardscape: strategically placed landscape boulders, barbed-wire perimeter fences, cement barriers. Other security measures lurked in the surrounding landscape, less obvious to the uninformed eye. Telephoto surveillance cameras and motion detectors. Antitruck hydraulics. Eight hundred uniformed police, under Crypto City’s own law-enforcement authority, as well as a smaller but deadlier group of black-uniformed paramilitary commandos of the Special Operations Unit/Emergency Response Team.

			As he and his driver were waved through the vehicle screening gate, past the bomb-sniffing dogs, Brescoll noticed that none of the SOU/ERT people were visible—no alert was under way at the moment. Everything looked lowkey this morning, despite the “special circumstances” that had brought him in on his day off.

			Business was so much as-usual that it made him smile, taking undeniable pride in his role as “vice mayor” of this labyrinthine secret city, the highest-ranking civilian official in a civilian agency administered by the Department of Defense.

			He’d done his military time, certainly. The scar on his cheek was an ever-present reminder of that—the product of close-quarters combat with Iraqi troops in the marshes south of Baghdad, more than a decade ago, at the end of his career in the reserves. Brescoll killed the soldier who’d laid open his face in their fixed-bayonet struggle, but he took no pride in the accomplishment, only a simple gratitude for his own survival.

			His experience standing at the tip of the spear in two resource-allocation wars had left him with a profound distaste for the “hardwar” end of national defense—and more than a bit skeptical of gung-ho chickenhawks who had never seen frontline battle.

			Not that he’d given up completely on the hardware, by any means. Shifting more comfortably into the seat, he felt the bulge low at his back. After active service in the Persian Gulf War, Brescoll had spent enough years in law enforcement to feel somehow naked if he were on duty without a gun. As one of the perks of his office he had obtained a concealed-weapons permit for the workmanlike Glock 9 he carried. Handguns, however, weren’t the core of his personal gun collection by any means. He didn’t consider himself a gun nut, but rather a “gunnoisseur,” inclined to rhapsodize over the stock woods, steel bluing, and butter-smooth bolt actions of great carbines the way some of his acquaintances did over the “nose,” “balance,” and “body” of vintage cabernets.

			The quiet he treasured was shattered by the ringing of his phone. As he picked it up he clicked a small metal card into the side, which rendered the system secure in under a second. Fifty years ahead of anyone else, he thought. Almost enough to make him feel smug, but not quite.

			“Brescoll here.”

			“Wang, sir. Initial analysis is complete on the material from China. We’ve confirmed that it involves Jaron Kwok. Beech and Lingenfelter have been working with me on it the last few hours. The director is already here, waiting to see it.”

			Steve Wang was a rare bird. The wiry and bespectacled Cryptologic Linguist was also a Cryptologic Computer Scientist assigned to NSA’s Communications and Computing Center, under the umbrella of Princeton’s Institute for Defense Analysis. Lingenfelter and Beech were similarly overqualified. Bree Lingenfelter, a tall, serious redhead, was a different type of twofer—double appointments at NSA’s Communications Research Division and its Laboratory for Physical Sciences, both at the University of Maryland.

			Bearded, graying, and occasionally bespectacled, Baldwin Beech was the strangest twofer of all: holder of the Felix C. Forrest Professorship in Asiatic Studies at Johns Hopkins, and a CIA operative acting as a liaison between that agency and the NSA. A threefer, really, since he had some sort of medical background from before he got into the intelligence game.

			A few years back the three had made a name for themselves when they collaborated on a major research project concerning the highly secret Special Computing Institutes. The SCIs, they argued, were China’s “Bletchley Parks.” They had traced Beijing’s emphasis on cadres of mathematicians and computer scientists back to a pair of papers published in the mid-nineties: General Wang Pufeng’s work proclaiming the need to excel in information warfare, and Michael Wilson’s “hardwar/softwar/wetwar” trichotomy analysis.

			Beech, Wang, and Lingenfelter had suggested that the upper echelons of the Chinese government and military had looked to their own history when searching for ways to prevent global capitalism from winning over Chinese hearts and minds with consumerist ideas and imagery. The rulers had thus built the Great Firewall to control infosphere access, while also strictly controlling the dissemination of “approved truth” for internal consumption.

			The Chinese had come to believe they could counter American hard-tech superiority through targeted “soft” or information-war programs, as the British had counterbalanced Nazi Germany’s hard-weapon superiority during World War II through programs like radar, range finders, and especially the cryptologic work of the Bletchley Park code breakers. Or so Beech, Wang, and Lingenfelter claimed.

			Reading their work, Brescoll had immediately taken steps to corral the three to work for him. The best and the brightest of the best and the brightest, but there were times when he wished all of them better understood chain of command.

			Part of it was his own fault. He’d allowed them far too much autonomy. As deputy director he remained their nominal supervisor, yet he barely knew what they were up to much of the time. An impulsive bunch, in any case—especially Wang. Bringing the director in on this had to be his idea.

			Janis Rollwagen’s tomahawklike visage wasn’t what Brescoll himself would have gone looking for this early in the day—unless he’d had no other choice.

			“I’ve just come through the gate,” Brescoll said, keeping the irritation out of his voice. “Don’t hold up the show on my account. You can catch me up when I get there. By the way, where is there?”

			“Instantiation Room C in Tordella.”

			“Very good. See you in a few.”

			He directed his driver toward Ream Road and the Computer Operations Command Center. Brescoll hoped that, whatever this was all about, it was worth the director’s time, and his own—or someone was on the road to getting reamed indeed.

			The limo threaded its way among dozens of buildings and complexes. Supercomputer labs and living quarters. Offices and anechoic chambers. Factories and 10K clean rooms with air ten thousand times more pure than the atmosphere he breathed in his limo. More than three hundred acres of parking space for forty thousand employees, who were in turn served by Crypto City’s own post office, fire department, encrypted television network, university, banks, libraries, drugstores, barbershops, waste disposal and recycling services, as well as by Taco Bell, Pizza Hut, and scores of intramural employee sports programs and clubs—including the Arundel yacht club, the Good News Bible Club, and the Alan Turing chapter of the Gay, Lesbian, or Bisexual Employees club, GLOBE.

			Leaving the car, Brescoll wound his way to Tordella’s fifth floor, past exotic machines “super” and “massively parallel” in their info-crunching capability. He nodded at innumerable blue-badged employees as they passed him in the halls. At last he reached the door to Instantiation Room C. A small plaque on the wall indentified it without any particular fanfare.

			He cleared room security with his personally coded magnetic passkey and fingerprint/DNA scan biometrics. Entering, he was once again surprised at the cavernous nature of this particular I Room. The effect was enhanced by the holographic display at the center of the room’s perpetual semidarkness. The three-dimensional graphics presentation here was reputed to be the best in the world. Based in software that allowed the National Reconnaissance Office’s computers to combine multiple-angle satellite imaging, the system “embodied” its 3-D imagery by using ultrahigh-frequency sound waves to distort the air itself, bending it enough to form holograms.

			All that still didn’t explain the strange impression of sheer size in the room itself. As the door closed behind him he saw that a fully dimensional worldmovie was running on the holographic projectors, casting bizarre images of a deepening eclipse, thunderstorms, and meteors streaming by overhead.

			Noting Brescoll’s presence, Wang paused the image, which flashed a series of alphanumeric codes, time stamps, and words such as NSOC and Umbra and Zarf. Highest-level signals intelligence, beamed to the downlink center at Fort Belvoir by eavesdropping satellites, and eventually checked through to the National Security Operations Center. From the time stamps, Brescoll guessed that Kwok’s location in China was eight hours ahead of London and GMT, thirteen hours ahead of D.C.’s time zone, and sixteen hours ahead of Los Angeles time.

			“For the main male figure here,” Wang said, “we’ve identified the underlying electronic embodiment as Jaron Kwok. We think the female figure is based on Kwok’s estranged wife, the sinologist Cherise LeMoyne.”

			“Where’d it come from?” Brescoll asked.

			“We aren’t certain yet. Some of it seems almost like a projection of Kwok’s own psyche, but it also has elements that can only have come from the grid-computer matrix he was accessing, or perhaps controlling as some sort of superuser.”

			Wang set the airborne holomovie in motion again. Brescoll watched as the meteor he’d seen earlier exploded in the air some distance away. He listened to the main characters discuss “programmable cellular machines” and the “last plague of Egypt.” They were accosted by an older man dressed in a fire-singed white robe, and dragging a parachute.

			Now it was Beech’s turn to pause the intercepted ’cast.

			“We set some of the IBM Deep Computers on data-mining a source for the older man here,” said the fringe-bearded CIA liaison, adjusting his stylishly retro eyeglasses on his nose. “The best machine matches indicate that he’s based on sixteenth-century philosopher Giordano Bruno.”

			“Who is relevant…how?” asked Director Rollwagen.

			“Not known. At one time or another, Bruno was excommunicated by the Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists, before being burned alive at the stake in the Roman Flower Market on February 17, 1600.”

			“The computer’s best match for the forest burning beneath a meteor blast,” Wang added, “is the Tunguska event, in Siberia, June 30, 1908.”

			Rollwagen and Brescoll nodded as the holo-cast resumed. The deputy director watched and listened and scratched his head as the supercouple went on about their workaday speculations in the midst of various signs of the Apocalypse. Then a virtual twin of Kwok’s avatar appeared, likewise armed with a machine pistol, only darker complected and garbed in black, instead of red. As he did so, the destruction grew more pronounced and the speculative discussions grew weirder—reality as a simulation, the Fermi Paradox, the universal quantum computer….

			Bree Lingenfelter hit PAUSE this time, freezing in bent air an image of alien creatures walking forward under storm-ridden skies full of shooting stars.

			“Despite the chaotic nature of the scenario,” Lingenfelter said, “we shouldn’t underestimate the importance of what’s being talked about here—particularly the reference to ‘binotech enhancers.’”

			“What exactly was Kwok working on?” Director Rollwagen asked. To Brescoll, it looked as if she wasn’t underestimating the importance of the holo-cast, at all.

			“The history of algorithm complexes originally found in documents Felix Forrest willed to the CIA,” Beech said. “Secondarily, solutions to those algorithms. We decided that work was a priority after we saw increased activity involving sections of the documents the Chinese also possessed, particularly those relating to Matteo Ricci, Ai Hao, and memory palaces.”

			“Do those documents have anything to do with quantum computing?” Rollwagen asked. “Or advanced binotech?”

			“I don’t believe so,” Lingenfelter hedged.

			“Yet here it is,” Rollwagen said. Then she nodded distractedly. “Perhaps you mentioned something along those lines while briefing him?”

			“No,” Lingenfelter replied. “I was responsible for his initial technical briefing a year and a half ago. When I first met with Kwok, all he knew about the fusion of biotech and nanotech was what he’d seen in the media—communications implants, cell repair, cancer treatments, and gene fixes. He knew even less about quantum computing’s espionage applications. Didn’t show much interest in either of them, at first. But as his research progressed, he became fascinated by both. Rather quickly, too.”

			“Apparently he’s got a hell of a learning curve,” Brescoll put in. “Binotech binding—particularly that linking quantum electronic components to DNA strands—is critical to the future of code making and code breaking. It’s also among the most highly classified of our efforts. What was the man thinking, allowing this to spew out over the infosphere? What we’ve just seen here doesn’t speak well for Kwok’s sanity—or his life span.”

			Janis Rollwagen flicked back her red-tinted hair and turned a piercing stare on Wang, Lingenfelter, and Beech.

			“What about Kwok’s background? If he had so little interest in quantum computing, what made us trust him?”

			“His undergraduate degrees were in physics and electrical engineering,” Wang replied, trying not to sound defensive, but not quite managing it. “He has genius-level mathematical aptitude. Chess expert, crossword-puzzle addict—like a lot of cryptanalysts, actually. What made him particularly valuable, though, was that he switched to European intellectual history for his graduate studies. He published extensively on sixteenth-century cryptographic and artificial memory systems, which perfectly suited him to work on the Forrest documents.”

			“He also came very highly recommended by the Tetragrammaton program,” Beech said. “They’ve been watching him a long time. They vouched for him as a security asset.”

			At the mention of Tetragrammaton, a scowl flickered over Rollwagen’s face just long enough for Brescoll to notice it. He sympathized. He had never much trusted that bunch, either. Tetra’s people were so secretive they made NSA look like a battalion of nudists parade-drilling through Times Square.

			“There’s more, I presume?” Rollwagen said.

			Wang, Lingenfelter, and Beech scrambled to restart the holo-cast. They heard more philosophizing, this time about a “universal memory palace” and “the creation of the divine AI.”

			“The ‘memory palace’ is probably a reference to the Forrest Documents,” Beech said again, pausing the intercepted holographic broadcast. “Specifically to what they say about Matteo Ricci’s work in China, which was a part of Kwok’s investigation.”

			“There’s something I still don’t understand, Dr. Beech,” Rollwagen said, tapping the table with her finger, and none too lightly. “Why do you think these four hundred-year-old code systems would have any relevance to China today? Or to the CIA, or to us here at NSA? Or to anybody in the intelligence and security community?”

			Beech looked at both Lingenfelter and Wang, but it was Wang who replied, dimming the intercepted holo-cast as he brought up his own material.

			“We’ve anticipated that question, I think. If everyone will put on their glasses, there beside you on the table, I think I can explain.”

			With a grunt Brescoll joined the others in putting on the glasses. Captions and diagrams appeared in his field of vision, illustrating points as Wang spoke and tapped keys on his laptop.

			“Many theorists have argued that certain mnemonics, or memory-aid systems, are ‘forgotten forebears’ or ‘secret origins’ of modern computing,” he said. “Artificial memory systems go back at least to the ancient Greeks. Usually the mnemonic art involved mentally creating a series of imagined spaces—a ‘memory palace’ or ‘memory theater’—and placing scenes or items in those imaginary spaces in a certain order. When the creator of the palace ‘walked’ through that imaginary space again, he could recall and recover the words or information represented by the iconic scene or object.”

			Watching classical and Renaissance depictions of people and buildings appear and disappear on his AR specs, Brescoll was struck by how little difference there really was between memory palaces and contemporary virtual realities.

			“Raymond Lull’s thirteenth-century memory tech, however,” Wang continued, “consisted of a complex, abstract system of wheels within wheels. The rims of the wheels were inscribed with letters representing the qualities of God, which organized all knowledge. Shifting the positions of the various wheels created endless combinations of concepts.”

			“It was actually built, then?” Brescoll asked, looking at the extensive illustrations, diagrams, and descriptions Wang flashed before them.

			“That, I can’t say with any certainty,” Wang replied. “I don’t know whether medieval mechanical engineering was quite up to the task. Even if it only existed as a ‘mental machine,’ Lull’s system of combinatorial wheels was nonetheless a forerunner of symbolic logic. It influenced Leibniz’s development of the calculus. It also anticipated Babbage’s nineteenth-century difference engine.”

			As Brescoll watched, Lull’s abstract wheels became mathematical formulas, and then a concrete system of wheels and gears.

			“Giordano Bruno’s magical memory charts in his Shadow of Ideas combined Lull’s wheels-within-wheels with Bruno’s own multilayered iconography of star-daemons. Bruno’s systematic projection of numerological and cryptographical techniques resulted in a system of such immense hermetic and Kabbalistic complexity that it transformed the memory palace into a sort of magical machinery. The mystical, abstract space generated by these magical memory machines resulted in what was essentially a Renaissance cyberspace, a complex interface that both mirrored the vastness of divine wisdom and pumped up the magician-sysop’s mind toward a divine altered state.”

			“‘Magician-sysop’?” Brescoll asked. “Isn’t that pushing it a bit?”

			Wang shrugged.

			“Several of our analysts have argued that any sufficiently dense and rigorous information system takes on a kind of self-organizing coherence which resonates with other systems of similar symbolic complexity—be they mysticonumerological or quantum cryptographic. Or even with the ‘mind of God,’ in Bruno’s case.”

			“The computer and cyberspace,” Beech put in, “and the whole of the infosphere, fulfill the late medieval and early modern dream of readily retrievable encyclopedic memory. The same impetus led to the creation of the first secret services, which also emerged in the sixteenth century. The everything-all-at-once of quantum DNA computing would have been a dream come true for sixteenth-century philosophers and memory-magicians.”

			Director Rollwagen removed her AR glasses and shook her head. Everyone else took that as a sign and followed suit.

			“You haven’t convinced me this isn’t all crackpottery,” Rollwagen said, “but I’ll suspend judgment long enough to evaluate how much damage Kwok may be doing. Regardless of whatever he may know about ‘magical mystery memory tours,’ it’s his knowledge of cryptography and cryptanalysis that we need to worry about.”

			Beech brightened and restarted the holo-cast. Brescoll watched as the world fell apart in stronger storm and quake, and the newcomer tempted his other self to eat some kind of disk, despite the fact that the woman appeared intent on shooting him.

			With that, the recording ended.

			“That’s all we have,” said Steve Wang, clicking off the projection system, “and apparently everything that was sent out. There’s a lot of noise over what the Kwok doppleganger says, but we’re trying to filter that down and recover what we can. We can’t say with certainty whether this material was ‘broadcast’ by Kwok himself. His equipment records indicate his laptop system and his ’trodeshades are wirelessly connected by extreme short-range feed. Someone close at hand, with signals-intelligence expertise, could have snagged the signals, then sent them anywhere and everywhere.”

			“We can’t, therefore, say much about the ultimate source of this material,” Bree Lingenfelter said. “We’ve been unable to contact Kwok since it went, um, public.”

			“There’s a problem here, all right,” Director Rollwagen said, nodding to herself. Her gaze shifted from one to the other among them. “If we are to judge from the crypto-religious nonsense we’ve just seen, your operative in China may have come unglued. We don’t know if he’s in cahoots with the Chinese. They may already be using him.”

			“It’s possible that, if they haven’t linked up with him,” Brescoll said, “or turned him yet, they may want to terminate him—they may even have done so already. Especially if he stumbled onto something the Chinese have put a great deal of time and effort into, in what you three have called their Bletchley Parks.”

			“Even if he isn’t dead, and hasn’t already linked up with them,” Rollwagen noted, “there’s all sorts of classified material he might yet be able to spill. I don’t think I need to remind you that our military development and application of far-submicroscopic devices violates the Inner Space Treaty—to which both we and the Chinese are signatories. I’m well aware that agreement is honored more in the breach than the observance, but the fact of its existence still stands.”

			With that, she rested her gaze on the deputy director. Brescoll cleared his throat. He glanced at Baldwin Beech, who nodded, wagging his bearded chin and waving his stylishly clunky glasses in one hand. That nod—self-assured, or just plain arrogant?

			Beech was a particularly strident voice in the ongoing internal war against the “militarization” of NSA. As far as he was concerned, NSA’s primary emphasis should be on providing information to civilian diplomats, strategists, and policy makers at State. Never mind that NSA reported to the secretary of defense.

			In fact, Brescoll himself favored the civilian course, on the grounds that NSA’s efforts better lent themselves to big-picture strategizing than to the minutiae of the battlefield. Beech, however, advocated for it in an annoyingly elitist fashion—simply because he seemed to feel it was more “intellectual.”

			Brescoll had never completely trusted Beech. Too buddy-buddy with Tetragrammaton, for a start. And there always seemed to be a hint of condescension in the Good Doctor’s voice.

			“We need to take steps appropriate to the seriousness of the situation,” Brescoll said carefully, “yet by the least-obvious approach. We need to get somebody on the ground where Kwok is based, and pronto.”

			“If you need to pull Kwok,” the director asked, “do you have a backup? An understudy?”

			The deputy director paused. Both Kwok and his backup—Benjamin Cho—were Beech’s boys. Still, Brescoll had liked Cho well enough when they’d briefly met during the hiring process. Cho shared Brescoll’s own appreciation of the outdoors—maybe not so much the love of hunting, but at least the fishing, and especially a shared understanding of how wilderness can “preserve the soul,” as Thoreau put it. Unlike his effete mentor Beech, Cho seemed straightforward and down-to-earth.

			Then again, that might count against Cho in the world in which he would now be required to move.

			“Yes, we do,” Jim Brescoll said at last. “Benjamin Cho. He’s an associate professor of computer science—or ‘computational processes,’ as they call it at Berkeley. Currently on sabbatical. Professor Beech selected him.”

			“Good,” Director Rollwagen said, straightening the edges of her briefing sheets in preparation for going on about her business. “In lieu of other solutions, I suggest we pinpoint Kwok’s location and get Cho in there, posthaste. And do it quietly. Someone who can zombify that much of the computer grid, and break into channels the way Kwok has, probably has the ability to eavesdrop wherever and however he wants. I have a meeting scheduled with Dave Hawkins and the president this morning. I hope I won’t have to bring this up.”

			Brescoll nodded. Hawkins, the national security advisor, was a shrewd political survivor. He frowned inwardly at the mention of the president, however. Commander in chief or no, the man struck him, personally, as yet another in a long line of spoiled rich-kid screwups selected to sit in the Oval Office.

			But then, when you’ve got a trampoline full of money under you, he supposed, it’s always easier to land on your feet, no matter how bad the bounce.

			He noticed that Wang, Lingenfelter, and Beech were all looking to him and waiting. Dammit, what do they want from me? he thought. This was their program. Nevertheless, despite all the “new openness” and use of academic “outside experts” being fostered by the State Department and CIA, he would bet that, if the shit hit the fan—if the Chinese had killed Kwok or, even worse, turned him—State wouldn’t be taking the heat. Nor would his three eager beavers.

			“Yes, Director” was all Brescoll could find to say. But even as the meeting broke up, he was formulating how best to restrict Benjamin Cho’s need-to-know. Not so much out of mistrust of Cho, as out of fear at what others might do with him and his knowledge—in addition to Kwok’s—if they managed to get hold of him.

			Walking back to his office, Brescoll hoped the director wasn’t expecting any immediate miracles. Investigation and intelligence didn’t tend to yield prompt gratification. That was why evil took so long to separate out from good, and why he expected this investigation would require quite some time—especially his time—before any breakthroughs were made.

			Meanwhile, maybe the fundamental law of bureaucratic weather—“What blows up must calm down”—would come into play. But he wasn’t putting money on it.

			FEARSOME ABSURDITY

			BENCH LAKE

			In the early morning light, ten and a half thousand feet up in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the surface of Bench Lake was a liquid mirror. The water’s surface flawlessly reflected the tan trunks and green branches of the pines on its islands and along its shoreline—except the southeast side. Too steep for trees, the terrain there descended a thousand feet from bare-cragged ridgetop to scree-skirted lakeshore.

			Beyond the forest to the southwest stood the eroded gray pyramid of Arrow Peak, soaring to just shy of thirteen thousand feet and plunging an equivalent depth into that parallel universe beneath the watery sky-blue mirror of the lake.

			Standing and stretching beside his tent, Ben Cho realized he didn’t have much difficulty believing in that parallel universe. As a child he’d conversed with imaginary friends from that faerie cosmos next door—especially whenever his mother’s smother-love became too much to bear. He shook his head, trying not to remember.

			“Bench Lake, resting on a true bench high above the canyon of the South Fork Kings River, offers good campsites that are well off the beaten track.” That was how the tour books and cyberguides invariably described this locale. How little justice that description did to this heart-opening place! Especially on a clear, moonless night like the one just past, when a second heaven of stars appeared twinkling in the lake’s depths. Or now, when the morning air was still, and nothing dappled the water’s surface but a few chill insects zigzagging above it, and meandering trout below.

			Of all the places he’d seen in this world, this was his favorite. It had been Reyna’s favorite, too. He knew there were many places called Bench Lake, but this one, situated between Taboose Pass and Pinchot Pass, was the only one that mattered to him now, because it had mattered so much to his wife.

			Just a year ago, on the fault-block granite of the ridge that cupped the lake’s western side, Reyna had busied herself taking photos while he lay on his back. First she sighted east, shooting toward the lake, their camp beside it, and the island across from the tent. Then west, over the canyon of the South Fork Kings River, to the brute stone sublime of the Cartridge Lakes country. Then north to Mount Ruskin and Vennacher Needle and Upper Basin. Then shot after shot of the afternoon’s storm clouds breaking and shifting and coloring in sunset light over Marion Peak, and Ruskin again, and the Needle.

			“Why so many shots?” Ben asked her, lounging on the crack-seamed granite as Reyna continued to snap away.

			“Because there’s a pattern to all of it,” she said, brushing her dark blond hair away from her face and framing another shot. “To all of Nature. You can almost see it if you look at it long enough. You can see that everything worked, until people came along.”

			He sat up at that.

			“What do you mean?”

			“We just don’t work well with Nature. Haven’t, from the beginning. It’s right there in the Bible. Adam was the first gardener, and he got fired.”

			Ben laughed.

			“Since I’m the one who does all the gardening at home,” he said, “I don’t know whether or not I should feel offended. But since you’re the one with formal training in photography, I guess I’ll let you keep taking the pictures on our trips.”

			“You’ll let me? Hah! That’s why you appear so much more often in our photos than I do.”

			Ben inhaled deeply of this morning’s air, cool and pine-scented, then exhaled in a long sigh. He wished he had more pictures of her, now. Before him, the blue and gray tent, the same one he had shared with Reyna such a short time ago, stood pitched again on the western shore of the lake. That shore was a swim of perhaps fifty yards to the lake’s broadest and westernmost pine-flagged island.

			Not long after he had arrived and pitched camp early yesterday afternoon, he swam through that water cold as death—cold enough to remind him that he was still alive.

			He’d needed that reminder. Swimming to the island, carrying Reyna’s ashes in a waterproof urn, he needed a shocking chill to break through his own internal numbness. He’d clambered out on the rocky shore of the island, goosefleshed in the afternoon wind, naked but for a pair of swimming trunks. A shivering man clasping a grail of ashes, he stood in a landscape reduced to essentials: lake punctuated by islands of stone. Stone islands punctuated by clusters of trees. Bare mountain peaks islanded in seas of conifer forest. Sky punctuated by islands of cloud.

			Having brought the ashes dry through the water, he had unscrewed the urn’s lid. He recited from memory three lines from a poem Reyna loved:

			“Out of a misty dream

			Our path emerges for a while, then closes

			Within a dream.”

			He treasured a few private memories of her face and
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