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  — PROLOGUE —

 

 

            From pole to pole, from one shoreline to the next, from mountaintop to deepest valley, the land was barren. Nothing crept over the ground, nor burrowed beneath, nor flapped its wings overhead. Except for the crack of thunder and the occasional seismic event, only the whistle of the wind and the patter of the rain ever disturbed the silence.

            And yet the world’s lakes and oceans teemed with life. Single-celled forms, in a bewildering variety. Fungal cell clusters. Vast bacterial mats, afloat on the storm-wracked waves. Jellyfish, more or less. Sponges, of a sort.

            For eons, the few changes that transpired came slowly. But unlike the ceaseless sleet of the cosmic rays, the drift of the continents, the uplift of the mountains and their weathering into dust, the advance and retreat of glaciers, the stately dance of the planets, and the ages-long rotation of the galaxy itself, life was about to dramatically transform.…


  THE MATTHEWS CONUNDRUM

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 1 —

 

 

            “It ain’t a fit night out for man or beast,” the autocab said. The words had a pretentious tone to them, as though it were quoting someone. Or maybe this was just AI wit.

            Either way, the effort was wasted. From the garlic-smelling interior of the passenger compartment, Joshua Matthews grunted indifferently. He sensed the dawn through the twin filters of heavy rainfall and a pleasant buzz. The buzz he understood. He didn’t recall the downpour starting. He didn’t remember the hour being so late. Or, rather, so early.

            He had evidently nodded off.

            A peal of thunder rolled on and on. The drumbeat of rain on the cab intensified. A summer thunderstorm was hardly out of the ordinary in Charleston. But a downpour like this? Unannounced? How had the forecasters missed it?

            Joshua subvocalized a weather query to the net. His neural implant returned only an intracranial, mind’s-ear hiss.

            “Driver.” Hmm. His tongue felt too large in his mouth. He tried again. “Cab!”

            “How may I be of service?” the vehicle replied.

            “Do you have infosphere connectivity?”

            “There’s a localized outage, sir.” Lightning flashed. The in-ceiling speaker crackled with static. “Probably the storm.”

            “How far?” It came to Joshua that he did not feel well. His bed would be much more comfortable than the autocab.

            “Ten minutes to the address you gave me, sir. That is, if traffic and the weather don’t get worse. Without net access, who can say?”

            In the cab window, Joshua’s reflection was pasty. It had been a hell of a party. Who better to indulge than the guest of honor? Still, he had overdone the munchies, and perhaps more alco-hide nanomeds would have been prudent.

            His stomach rumbled ominously. His tongue felt larger still. His lips tingled. “As fastht as you can.”

            At last the cab turned into the canopied semicircular driveway of his condominium. “Thankth,” Joshua managed. His door swung open: however weird his voice had become, his implanted ID chip evidently sufficed for authenticating his payment.

            He stumbled out just in time, vomiting explosively onto the brick-paved entryway. A cacophony of shrieks, bleeps and discordant warbles flooded his mind’s ear. He had no sooner rerouted one alarm to voicemail than another replaced it. And another. And the next. He stumbled against the side of the cab.

            The liveried doorman stared. In disapproval at Joshua’s obvious drunkenness? In distaste at the mess? Joshua cringed. Within his head, sirens continued to blare. “Th-orry about that, Alan.”

            Alan unfroze and scurried over. “Dr. Matthews. It is you. My lord, it is you.” He offered a handkerchief. We’ve been so worried.”

            “Worried?” Joshua repeated. “Why?”

            It was Alan’s turn to be confused. “You’ve been missing for weeks, sir.”

* * *

            Lalande Implosion: the global economic crisis that began in 2006. Unlike many historical turning points, the collapse of Earth’s petroleum economy had an unambiguous cause—electrical cars had become practical almost overnight. The revolutionary fuel-cell technology for those cars originated in the interstellar radio message with whose receipt in 2002 we mark the start of modern human history. (See related entry, First Contact.)

            On balance, reduced energy costs were a boon for the world economy. In the short term, however, plunging demand for petroleum impoverished the major oil-producing countries. In response, the United Nations in 2010 enacted the Protocol on Interstellar Technology Commerce. The protocol established the Interstellar Commerce Union (ICU) and gave it authority over all aspects of the human side of trans-species technology import and export.

            The epochal message came from Lalande 21185, transmitted by the species popularly known as the Leos (after the constellation, Leo Minor, in which their star can be seen). The message revealed to human analysts that the Leos still used vacuum tubes and analog computing. Earth’s reply included primers on quantum mechanics, transistors, and digital computing. Due to light-speed delay, it was not known until seventeen years later that Earth’s message had unintentionally triggered a reciprocal economic crisis and technology upheaval among the Leos.

                        —Internetopedia

* * *

            Groveling, like partying, worked best in person.

            Joshua assumed he had been summoned to Geneva, more than seven thousand kilometers, to grovel. Now he waited on a sofa, trying not to squirm or stare.

            Dr. Robyn Tanaka Astor, secretary-general of the Interstellar Commerce Union, glided expressionlessly from one exercise apparatus to the next. She seemed indifferent to her workout, the panoramic view from her penthouse office windows, and Joshua. The gym equipment was first-rate; the furniture and bare walls were entirely utilitarian.

            The Augmented trained like normal people fidgeted, only more systematically. An AI submind constantly supervised every element of health maintenance: exercise, neural and hormonal biofeedback loops, and armadas of nanomeds and nanosensors. It kept the Augmented wiry and thin almost to the point of gauntness. The regimen was joyless and pragmatic, its sole purpose to postpone the inevitable next phase: uploading.

            Her features were finely chiseled, her widely spaced eyes an astonishing green, and her jet-black hair flowed to her shoulders. Augmentation gave her an imposing, charismatic presence. The overall effect was of unapproachable androgynous beauty. She was seventy-five, twenty years older than Joshua. She could have passed for half her age.

            “Ir am displeased,” she began abruptly in the Augmented first person. Returned from an unknown task on the infosphere, her eyes finally found him. Immobilized him. Impaled him. “You have disgraced the ICU.”

            Was that her human side speaking or her AI side? Had the latter, the erstwhile Astor 2215, taken its name from John Jacob Astor, or Mary Astor, or—?

            Did it matter?

            Augmentation was new; the Augmented population was still tiny. The symbiotic brilliance of the composite mind suited them to positions of authority and responsibility far outside the circles in which Joshua moved. She was the only Augmented he knew—if two stressful interviews during the vetting process qualified as knowledge.

            This situation was stressful, if not surreal. Perhaps that was why his mind kept jumping to other things. Whether all the Augmented were like her. Whether Robyn Tanaka had been aloof to begin with. Whether her/its/their present iciness had something to do with the Augmentation procedure. What decanting an AI into a human brain had done to, well, both of them.

            Did it matter?

            And while his mind refused to come to grips with present problems, the professional opportunity—the career coup—of a lifetime was slipping between his fingers. “I’m very sorry,” Joshua said. “Truly, I am. I wish I could explain my disappearance.”

            “Your absence is explained.” All inflection had vanished. That was the AI side, coldly rephrasing Joshua’s wording.

            “The police can’t explain it,” he countered hesitantly.

            “Permit mir to summarize,” she/it/they said. “You departed the party at the Ritz-Trump by autocab. Two days ago—call it a month later—you arrived home. Between those events, we know nothing.

            “Your family filed a missing-person report, but the police found no trace of you. There were no ransom requests. Only obvious crooks and cranks answered your parents’ reward offer. With no signs of foul play, the police lost interest in the matter after you reappeared.”

            Joshua studied his shoes. “The police believe I was off on a drunk the whole time.”

            “Why wouldn’t they?” she asked atonally.

            A mind’s ear trill made him start. Her netted message linked to a 3-V clip. Hotel security system? Public-safety spy eye? Random passerby with a smartphone?

            How hardly mattered.

            Time froze for Joshua as the scene looped. There he was: staggering from the autocab. Retching convulsively. Staring like a deer caught in headlights. Wiping vomit and thick strings of saliva from his face. Falling back against the taxi. The ambulance racing away, its sirens keening, with him inside.

            “But don’t you find any of this… incongruous?” Because I’m not a drunk, damn it! “If you would just look at the police files you’d see that—”

            “Access the non-public case file of a police investigation? You imagine that because Ir could probably hack into a police database, that Ir will? If so, you are mistaken. It suffices to know the authorities see no crime here.”

            Just for a moment, Joshua toyed with getting the police to drop the investigation. Suppose he indicated that he wouldn’t press charges. Maybe then, armed with a copy of their findings (but would they release the file to him even then? He’d better find that out first), he could get Tanaka Astor to consider the anomalies of his long absence. Maybe then he could save his appointment.

            As quickly, the temptation passed. He had lost a month from his life. He wanted to know why. And whom to blame. And for them to pay for what they’d done. For any of that to happen, he needed to get the cops reengaged.

            Somehow.

            He stood, shoulders squared. “Madame Secretary-General, I understand how irresponsible this looks. Yes, I had been drinking, but please hear me out.

            “Wherever I disappeared to was off the net. Family, friends, the police, your office—many people kept trying, at higher and higher levels of priority, to reach me. All those undelivered messages remained queued on comm servers. Suddenly, I reappeared on the net. You’re seeing me inundated by alarms and crash-priority messages. That’s why I appear so confused.”

            His digital doppelgänger dry-heaved again. Joshua winced. The vid was not pretty. “For the rest, somehow I had eaten some crab. I’m massively allergic. The hospital confirmed an allergic reaction.”

            Tanaka Astor never broke her rhythm on the elliptical trainer. “Dr. Matthews, your dietary indiscretions are of no concern to the ICU. Your month-long absence from work on a binge is.”

            Stepping outside her circuit of exercise equipment, she fixed her gaze on Joshua. The undivided attention of an Augmented was a terrifying thing. His heart pounded.

            She said, “You had friends and supporters in the organization, but you also have detractors. Your critics think only family connections got you into the ICU. Despite the skeptics, Ir endorsed your recommendation for an official ICU history. Despite the skeptics, Ir considered your application, one of many, for appointment as our official historian.”

            Had friends? Joshua suddenly wanted to be anywhere else. How much had his very public humiliation injured an institution he loved?

            “For purposes of compiling the 175th anniversary history, Ir considered your family ties, if anything, a plus. Ir presumed your family background offered a unique resource for the task. And so Ir entrusted to you the duties of ICU historian.

            “The Augmented make very few mistakes, Dr. Matthews. Here, it is clear, Ir made one. It seems that the cynics had it right. You were not up to the task.

            “In vino veritas, Dr. Matthews. In wine is truth. Your friends gave you a party to celebrate your good fortune. There, you had some wine. There, you confronted your inadequacies. You realized you were in over your head.

            “The mystery, Dr. Matthews, is not your as-yet undisclosed hideaway. The mystery is your shameful, very public return.”

            It’s not true! I don’t know where I was! Joshua somehow held the scream inside. In their consensual net vision, the damning video clip started over. “I recognize that these events have embarrassed the organization. For that I apologize.”

            Despite Tanaka Astor’s beliefs, Joshua felt as qualified—and eager—as ever to serve. But did feelings matter to an Augmented? Facts alone might sway her, and Joshua had none. That left only one thing to say. “To spare the ICU further embarrassment, I resign as historian. I’ll resume my former duties.”

            “Correction.” The inflectionless precision of the AI facet was unmistakable. “The historian serves at the pleasure of the secretary-general. Civil-service protections do not apply. Effective immediately, you have no affiliation with the ICU.”

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 2 —

 

 

            Corinne Elman thrashed in her sleep, knowing that she dreamed, helpless to wake herself. Her recurring nightmare took many forms. The God’s-eye view was the worst: too vast, too fast, too horrible.

            Only God’s eye could encompass this much deception.

            She woke screaming, and Denise stopped shaking her. Absent the worried expression, Denise’s sleep-tousled appearance might have been comical. “Nightmare?”

            Corinne nodded, her hands trembling. “Sorry for disturbing you. Go back to sleep.”

            “Will you be okay?”

            “A dream hasn’t hurt me yet,” Corinne lied. Sunlight peeked between the bedroom curtains. Her neural implant said 5:34. She would never fall back asleep. “I’ll be fine, hon.”

            She tucked Denise in, then padded barefoot to the living room. She drew back the drapes, seeking serenity in the view.

            Your average reporter didn’t own a penthouse overlooking Central Park, but she was hardly the average newsie. Twenty years before, she had broken the story of the oncoming starship. That got her the first interview with the ship’s Foremost. That got her the pool-reporter seat on the lifeboat orientation cruise, hobnobbing with United Planets bigwigs and the top scientists from Himalia.

            That got her almost killed, and twenty years of nightmares. And counting…

            Corinne’s memoir, 3-V specials, and interviews with less articulate principals had made her rich. She had assigned most of the royalties to victims’ families so she could live with herself. Then another talk-show offer would come in, or another anniversary of the Himalia Incident would roll around, and she would convince herself to milk it one last time.

            The park looked pleasantly uncrowded this early. Something she couldn’t make out was going on near the lake. She resisted netting for the information. Instead Corinne dressed for a jog and rode down the express elevator. She would see what was happening.

            How had she devolved from investigative reporter to celebrity? She had turned into a one-trick pony—in an age when gengineered ponies learned many tricks. Corinne managed a “Morning, Charles,” to the doorman on her way outside.

            She dodged the still light traffic, crossing Central Park West into the park. The morning breeze felt great. The smart-tar path was resilient beneath her feet. She tried to concentrate on her breathing and maintaining a steady pace.

            And failed.

            “Walt,” she subvocalized.

            “You’re up early,” Walt answered instantly. “What’s the story?”

            In her mind’s eye, Walt’s avatar sat behind a battered wooden desk. He was an AI; the hour didn’t matter to him. His suit, two centuries out of style, and a bristly mustache honored Walter Cronkite. The cigarette was an homage to Edward R. Murrow.

            It saddened Corinne that Walt considered what she did journalism. She hoped he was only being polite.

            “Any updates to my calendar?” Corinne asked. Her schedule showed nothing for days but more of the depressing same.

            “A few more ‘twenty years after’ interview opportunities. Some talk-show appearances in the works. Nothing definite, Corinne.”

            “Thanks, anyway, Walt.” Her last impression as he dropped the link was of a centimeters-long ash being tapped off his virtual cigarette. What a curious affectation.

            She picked up the pace, angling toward the activity near the lake. Twenty years… that was the problem. These anniversaries always reminded her of where her life had gone awry.

            New Beginnings was now well on its way to Alpha Centauri. Centaurs too long away from home comprised much of its crew; humans the rest. And she could have been aboard.

            She knew many who were: ICU specialists. Her fellow abductees on the ill-fated lifeboat cruise. Those who like her had survived.…

            Seven years ago, she had come to a crossroads. She could have gone on New Beginnings, on the adventure of a lifetime. Instead she had chosen to remain behind. Staying home made Corinne the highest profile witness still available to the Himalia Incident and the destruction of the Centaur starship, Harmony. Famous. Sought-after. Transformed from journalist to celebrity.

            Once again, she hated herself for that moment of weakness. For surrendering to the fear of another adventure.

            Huffing now, Corinne neared whatever she had glimpsed from ninety stories above. Cars with strobing light bars encircled the lake. Inside the ring, behind a barrier of sawhorses, a skirmish line of flamethrower-wielding figures in hazmat suits, advancing slowly, were sweeping the ground with jets of fire. Just as she caught a whiff of something nasty, a cop wearing a breather mask waved her off.

            A puddle of shadow hinted at a ditch lased through the access paths, isolating the perimeter road. Beyond the gap, smart-tar shimmered and seethed. It was not supposed to do that.

            The nanites that autonomously resurfaced the roadway supposedly couldn’t hurt living things. The grass alongside the rogue pavement looked normal—

            And the workers doing battle with the road all wore hazmat gear.

            Corinne veered from the path to jog uphill on the lawn. Something tickled the back of her mind. That this incident was news, and she ought to be reporting it? Nope. Nanotech flare-ups were boringly common: a local-interest story, at most. She was better than that.

            Then what? What else had she been musing about? New Beginnings. Centaurs. Himalia survivors. None of those felt right, either.

            The ICU members of the crew? That wasn’t quite it, either.

            She reached the crest winded, and slowed to a cool-down gait. Something about the ICU, she thought. Not anyone who was starship crew. Not anyone she knew from the long-derelict Harmony. Something more recent about the ICU.

            Breathing heavily, Corinne plopped onto a park bench. It finally came to her. Two high-visibility anniversaries fell this year. The twentieth anniversary of the Himalia Incident. And later in the year, the 175th anniversary of the ICU.

            A tie-in? She could manage that. It would give a fresh spin to the old rehash. Maybe that was all. Something about the ICU anniversary had been all over the net of late, though she didn’t recall the details. There were days she couldn’t stand to follow the news anymore. Real news only reminded her of everything she had lost. Abandoned. Squandered.

            She queried the infosphere for recent stories about the ICU.

            And after skimming the headlines, Corinne knew what kept nagging at her. A warmth suffused her, and not because the breeze had faded and sunlight now streamed between two towers east of the park. She formulated a task, a true journalistic research assignment, for Walt.

            Maybe, Corinne decided, I have one more real story in me.

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 3 —

 

 

            “You need a job,” Aaron blurted out.

            No one on Earth needed a job, Joshua thought. Ubiquitous nanotech synthesis, nearly lossless recycling, and literal oceans of fusion fuel provided a comfortable standard of living to everyone on Earth essentially for free. Automated factories provided most of the few things people couldn’t synth for themselves. When recycling fell short, AI-operated probes delivered raw material from the limitless reserves of the main Belt, the Kuiper Belt, and the Oort Cloud. Much less did anyone in the Matthews clan need a job. The family trust fund had seen to that.

            Many more people wished to work than could serve any productive purpose. Or even unproductive purposes like concierge. Most people with the vocational urge moved off-world. Joshua didn’t see the point. Modern tech would catch up with them soon enough.

            Wanting work or needing it. Perhaps only historians still drew any distinction. And ex-historians.

            Joshua knew his little brother meant well. Aaron was among those with the compulsion to work. He operated an interior-design boutique, mostly custom programming of holo sculptures and digital wallpaper. For decades now, AI art had been indistinguishable from human efforts. Double-blind experiments reconfirmed that regularly. Some people nonetheless paid for human designs.

            Joshua admired the view, only partially as a delaying tactic. They stood on a graceful, cantilevered balcony that projected from the cliff face in a remote part of the Grand Canyon. Layer upon layer of red rock, eons congealed in stone, stretched as far as the eye could see. The Colorado River, far below, was a trickle. The canyon floor must have been brutally hot; convection currents upwelling from the gorge blurred the opposite wall.

            Behind Joshua, living quarters burrowed into the rock. Aaron’s lodge was hand-built with supplies flown in on hovercraft. His getaway went far beyond anyone’s slice of the family trust fund. Some people paid very well for human designs.

            “Joshua!” Aaron rapped the railing. “Did you even hear me?” And more softly, “Are you okay, Bro?”

            Joshua’s young nephews shrieked inside, oblivious to maternal shushing. Tina’s whispering skills needed practice: the boys had to be quiet so Daddy could have some “special alone time” with Uncle Joshua. Scenery changed, but never the treatment. Parents, friends, sisters, and now his brother—everyone felt the need to express concern, scope out his presumed instability, and nudge him back toward respectability.

            Rather than “helpful” hints, he wanted support. He wanted belief. A girlfriend might have given him that, but he’d been between girlfriends when—whatever—had happened.

            Joshua suspected he would be a long time between girlfriends.

            Friends, parents, and sibs, but not yet Grandma Matthews. Somehow, he had let her down the most. He couldn’t imagine what he would say to her. And he couldn’t duck her calls and messages forever.

            “Joshua!”

            “I’m fine, Aaron, if still confused.”

            Aaron waited.

            There was no mystery what everyone wanted to discuss, over and over. “It’s the damnedest thing, Aaron. It’s as though those weeks never happened.”

            “The police found no sign of you,” Aaron said.

            By every account, his brother had pestered them enough to be authoritative on that point. And, assuming Joshua possessed any aptitude at reading body language, had pestered them enough to piss them off. That was one theory, anyway, for Joshua’s case ending up on the bottom of the stack even before his reappearance.

            He meant well, Joshua kept telling himself.

            Aaron was suddenly shocked to discover the cold beer in his own hand. He bustled indoors to set the glass on a table in the living area. “Sorry about that.” Awkward silence. “And your doctor?”

            It always came to that question. Comprehensive testing said that Joshua had had a bit too much liquor and, mostly, an allergic reaction to crab.

            Joshua knew as much going in. Crab (the natural stuff, far worse than the common synthed version) always got to him. He had to be soused not to avoid crab. So he knew one thing about where he had been—it was someplace with upscale hors d’oeuvres.

            “I’m fine, Aaron. There’s nothing wrong with me. There’s no evidence I was held against my wishes. And Bro, there was also no sign of alcoholism”—no matter what most people seemed to believe—“just, obviously, some alcohol. Reclaim your beer. Better yet, find one for me.”

            Aaron ignored the suggestion. “And the… other kind of doctor?”

            And then it always came to that question, couched in sympathetic hesitance. “I’ve been analyzed and hypnotized. It’s strange. My memories weren’t repressed and they weren’t damaged. I simply have no memory of that time. Not even my neural implant has data between the party and my reappearance.” Had he turned off the implant, its audit log should have recorded the shutdown event. Not that anyone had access to the inside of his skull, but Joshua knew: there was no such annotation.

            Suppression fields kept neural interfaces from functioning. Police and prisons used suppressors legally, keeping prisoners from conspiring over the infosphere. As for anyone else…

            Officially, the police considered his disappearance a cold case. In practice that status differed from closed only as a matter of semantics. What should he do next? What could he do? The only idea that ever came to Joshua’s mind was hiring a private investigator. That approach seemed more melodramatic than useful.

            “I feel for you, Joshua. It’s just so weird.” Aaron studied the remote depths of the canyon. “We have to move you past this. So about that job?”

            Aaron had to work. Joshua had to know things. He had worked because some things couldn’t be found on the net. Not the public net, anyway. The subjects that most fascinated Joshua were best explored at the ICU. The salary that came with the job supported a nice home, but doormen and concierges did not motivate him. Few of their relatives grasped the distinction. Was it worth getting into now?

            But maybe he could postpone that discussion. The mind’s ear trill that only Joshua could hear signaled an incoming call. “Accept,” he subvocalized.

            A famous visage popped into his mind’s eye. Round face. Tight brunette curls. Dark, lively eyes. Engaging smile.

            Corinne Elman opened the conversation with three simple words that overwhelmed Joshua: “I believe you.”

* * *

            The concierge netted precisely on the hour to announce a visitor.

            Joshua Matthews’s punctuality did not surprise Corinne. Mid-level bureaucrats and middle children: two breeds that followed all the rules. Her guest was both.

            She was an only child. Of the people Corinne knew who weren’t also only children, most had just one brother or sister. It verged on child abuse in this era to make someone a middle child.

            Corinne’s grandfather had a favorite proverb. The nail that sticks up gets pounded down. Whether or not Joshua Matthews knew the adage, the public record showed he lived by it.

            Until very recently. And then he had gotten hammered. In every possible sense of the word.

            Matthews had leapt from obscurity directly to notoriety. He was without credibility now: a laughingstock. The video clip of his reappearance was everywhere on the net. Dazed. Puking his guts out—ad nauseam, as it were.

            It wasn’t like the vid itself was noteworthy. People did stupid things every day, after all, often enough in public. What didn’t get caught on camera every day was the scion of a prominent family publicly losing it. The rich and famous enjoyed many advantages—but the opportunity to screw up in obscurity wasn’t among them. As of the evening before, the last time she had checked, Matthews’s vid had topped ten million hits. Not even cute kittens could compete. For two days after his reappearance, not even hacked celebrity selfie porn could compete.

            She was almost certainly kidding herself that anything useful could come of this meeting—and desperate to prove herself wrong. Desperate to be a reporter again.

            There was a tentative knock at Corinne’s door. She picked up a full wineglass before opening it. “Dr. Matthews, thank you for coming.”

            “Just call me Joshua,” he said. “And I was happy to get out of Charleston.”

            I’ll bet you were, she thought.

            “And call me Corinne.” She waggled her glass. “Something for you?”

            “Ice water, if you don’t mind.”

            Corinne filled his glass at her minibar, allowing him to reconsider. He didn’t. First test passed, she thought.

            Matthews was more than a head taller than she, easily 185 centimeters. He was stocky but soft-looking. Bureaucrat, she thought again. His face was all lines and planes: broad forehead, straight nose, thin lips, and square jaw. Clean shaven. His eyes were an unexceptional blue—and his gaze guarded. His blond hair was close-cropped with long sideburns. His nanornaments offered a trace of tan and no personalized design that she could see. His shirt and slacks fabrics were programmed in uninteresting grays. His avatar and net bio had previewed all that, of course. He seemed way too healthy for someone supposedly just back from a month-long debauch.

            Happy to get out of town, was he? Corinne could imagine the sidelong glances and furtive whispers as he moved around his neighborhood. She would want to be elsewhere, too.

            She opened the French doors onto the rooftop terrace. Potted plants—dwarf Japanese red maples and staked Centaur bluefruit vines—lined the balustrade. He followed her outside into warm afternoon sun. She said, “Let’s start at the party, Joshua.”

            He studied the park far below and the Manhattan skyline, quiet for a long while. “It began, at least for humans, nearly one and three-quarters centuries ago.”

            Something about him (the brooding gaze? the careful selection of every word?) conveyed great intelligence. His 175 years presumably referred back to the founding of the ICU. This was going to be a long conversation if his speech was always this oblique.

            “The party?” she tried again.

            His brow furrowed in mock concentration. Never mind that Joshua was in his mid fifties, he had a boyish charm. She sensed he had it to a fault. He struck her as an underachiever.

            Data diving had shown considerable family money. Riches to rags in three generations: that was the rule of thumb. Joshua wasn’t impoverished, but neither was he distinguished. Still, maybe she could cut him some slack. Despite the trust fund, he had chosen gainful employment.

            “Joshua, I’ll save us both some time. I know it was a happy-promotion party. I know this was somehow—or so you believe—about the ICU. I know this, too.” She netted a complex graphic, a lopsided, multicolored data tree, into their consensual space. Each main bough was a timeline, a concise summary of dealings with a particular InterstellarNet species. Color-coded leaves clustered and clumped on the branches: dialogue milestones; AI trade-agent version upgrades; technology announcements, auctions, and publicly disclosed transactions; rumored commercial conflicts. Only the branches for Alpha Centauri and Barnard’s Star showed a red leaf, representing physical contact. “I did my homework before netting you.” Her point made, she dropped back to reality.

            “I see you’ve discovered the family ties,” he said.

            Walt had annotated the “leaves” with IDs of key participants. The Matthews name appeared all over, back to the Leo contact, predating even the founding of the ICU with Joshua’s umpty-great-grandmother as secretary-general. Another past secretary-general, his grandmother. Three former chief technology officers. Many mid-level bureaucrats. Entrepreneurs working interstellar trade from the private side. Throw in some kin not named Matthews, and there was even an interstellar journalist in the family two generations back. Data Jockey to the Stars, that one had called himself.

            Corinne swirled the wine in her glass. “It’s not a deep secret.”

            “I guess not.” He exhaled sharply. “Since you researched the ICU so thoroughly, you’ve doubtless researched me. You know what I’ve been going through. You’ll understand I’m in no mood for games. I want to hear, no holds barred, what you think happened.

            “I don’t know where I was. I don’t know what I was doing. But I do know myself, Corinne. Whatever anyone else may think, I was not drinking myself into oblivion. And however much they sugarcoat it, my own family doesn’t believe me. Why would you?”

            “Reporters have connections.”

            And police, as much as anybody, often got a kick out of doing favors for celebrities. This was hardly the first time a cop had let her peek at the file from an active investigation—however nominally, in this instance, the label active applied. And with Joshua’s reappearance, her source admitted, they had bigger fish to fry. Including minnows and tadpoles.

            She continued, “The cops are sure you panicked after winning the new job. That you found yourself in over your head. And that disappearance and faked amnesia are your cover. It’s an easy explanation.”

            Joshua coughed. “I asked what you thought.”

            So he had. “The police confirmed they found no signs of you. Not an access to your financial accounts. Not one encounter with a friend, relative, neighbor, colleague, or acquaintance. Not a single appearance on a public-safety camera. Not one digital trace anywhere on the net. All the while, infosphere messages, no matter their urgency, piled up undelivered on servers.

            “I find all that intriguing. A month-long bender without ever touching your money? A nonstop binge without as much as a mention on a police blotter for a bar brawl?” Corinne patted her right arm where her personal ID chip was implanted. Stores, restaurants, cabs, elevators: they polled her chip—everyone’s chip—countless times each day. Such chips made it all but impossible to go unnoticed in the modern world—and Joshua had. And yet, he hardly seemed the type to find an identity launderer, or to have diverted enough untraceable wealth to hire one. “Even if you were on a drunken spree, something more was involved.”

            She took Joshua’s hand. “All that said, there’s a chance the police have it almost right. That you vanished on purpose, maybe living off someone else’s money, and then, somehow, truly got amnesia. Are you certain you want to find out?”

            “I’m terrified to find out,” Joshua said. “But regardless, I have to know.”

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 4 —

 

 

            Joshua feigned sleep, the better to ignore his fellow passengers aboard the packed lunar shuttle. The problem was, he wasn’t tired. And closed eyes did nothing to vanquish laughter.

            You’re not the universe’s lone source of amusement, Joshua told himself. Don’t be paranoid. The chiding did nothing to erase memories of the winks, nudges, and knowing grins that had pursued him through the Charleston spaceport concourse. And for every obvious gawker, how many more had watched discreetly through the public-safety monitors, sharing a good chortle by net?

            Passersby seemed to recognize him wherever he went. Oh, not everyone. He knew that. It only felt that way. Yet somehow no one could find a trace of him for four entire weeks. How could that be?

            Meanwhile, the motion-sickness meds had yet to kick in, and the roiling in his gut did nothing for his mood. Neither did memories of the stewardess, floating down the cabin at mid-flight bearing a mesh bag of drink bulbs. Approaching his row, her eyes had studiously avoided his. Her enumeration of beverage choices—the list he had heard a dozen times as she’d made her way aft—suddenly lacked adult options. For all he’d felt like a beer, he had asked for water. On the space line’s infosphere site, in very fine print, the alcoholic beverage policy read Management has the right to refuse service at any time.

            Choosing his battles? Or chickening out? Maybe he was angrier with himself than with the stewardess.

            Here and there about the cabin, the sniggers grew louder. Opening his eyes and craning his neck, Joshua saw the infamous vid playing on a seatback display across the aisle. He watched long enough to see the vid had been improved. Now, at the point where Joshua exited the taxi, his face had been digitally rendered a Wicked Witch of the West green.

            Two rows away, a passenger was looked back. Staring. Staring at him. When Joshua caught her eye, the woman turned away. She didn’t even have the decency to shrug.

            Almost an hour left till Tycho City Spaceport. Joshua let his eyes fall shut and filled his mind’s ear with Beethoven.

            Two symphony movements later, he still didn’t know what he would say. He hadn’t told Grandma Matthews that he was coming. He could always hole up in a bar or hotel while he found the words. Even without the chuckles drowning out a pianissimo passage, he knew that was a stupid idea.

            Did the words matter? Nothing he said could make things right.

            He had failed the whole family, but Joyce Matthews most of all. Grandma had been secretary-general of the ICU. Much of a century later, she remained legendary in the organization. Now he was a joke there.

            Grandma’s stories were why he had become an historian. Had he ever told her?

            She told such great stories. About alien AI trade agents. About misunderstandings large and small, often momentous, on occasion hilarious. About how the InterstellarNet took shape. For almost two centuries, ICU history and the Matthews family annals had been entwined.

            The tech of it all sometimes went over his head, but never the scope. The sheer scale of InterstellarNet had captured his imagination. With its members all light-years apart, every communication cycle took years. Even a trade deal negotiated overnight with a local AI agent relied upon programming and instructions from years earlier.

            He remembered the day—it was at a party for Aaron’s ninth birthday, which made Joshua twelve—when the LED of enlightenment had lit. Grandma (and Grandpa, still healthy) had not yet relocated to the Moon. Thunderstorms had driven everyone inside the house. His brother, sisters, and cousins were watching some 3-V toon. The adults were in another room discussing adult stuff. Grandma began telling stories and he had sat at her feet, rapt.

            Every incoming interstellar message was a communication from the past. Every communication that humanity transmitted was a missive to the future. And so, the passage of the years complicated even the most basic of exchanges. Did a question or its reply still have meaning? Between asking and answering, how had circumstances changed? When talking to the Centaurs, nine years separated question and answer. When dealing with the fringes of the InterstellarNet community, the Dragons of far-off Alrakis, the cycle took thirty-seven years.

            A pause between movements. Scattered chortles filled the gap.

            It took more than techies to phrase and parse InterstellarNet messages. Whatever they chose to call themselves, it took historians. To reconstruct years-old contexts. To imagine what a distant society might be like when a Sol system message would be received years later.

            And yet, what had seemed so clear to Joshua eluded others, even within the ICU. If they could not grasp the role of historical analysis in the InterstellarNet process, then what, besides nepotism, could he expect them to believe?

            When the lunar shuttle landed with a soft thump, Joshua still had no idea what he would say.

* * *

            Grandma was as tiny as Joshua remembered and even frailer. Fair enough: she was 110 years old, and even Earth-side she wouldn’t have weighed fifty kilos. Still, she leapt, easily wrapping her arms around his neck. “It’s good to see you, boy!”

            Earth retirees were a growth industry on the Moon. Joshua could see why. “Hi, Grandma. May I come in?”

            “Of course.” She gave a final squeeze, and let go. In slow motion, she settled to the floor. “What can I get you?”

            “Nothing, thanks.” He followed her inside. Tiny woman, tiny furniture, tiny apartment. Giant spirit.

            “You look awfully glum, Josh,” she said. She perched on the edge of the sofa, patting a spot beside her.

            He sat. Grandma was the only one who still called him Josh. He didn’t mind it from her. “I’ve had a rough couple weeks, Grandma. You know why, of course. I’ve embarrassed everyone in the family. You cannot imagine how sorry I am. Most of all, I let you down.”

            Grabbing his chin, she turned his face toward hers. “How, possibly, could you let me down?” She squeezed hard when he opened his mouth. “Still talking here, Josh.

            “Of course I know about your disappearance. I worried about you the whole time. I netted your parents practically daily. And no one was happier than I when you returned home.

            “Being away isn’t an embarrassment. Being ill isn’t an embarrassment. How can you imagine you’ve let me down?” After a final pinch, she released his chin.

            “Our family had this wonderful legacy at the ICU. Now, when people hear the name Matthews, they think about drunkenness and nepotism. I am so sorry, Grandma.” It was hard not to shout: haven’t you heard the mockery?

            And it was precisely because the clan had accomplished so much at the ICU, Grandma more than most, that his supposed indiscretion refused to fade away.

            “I’m telling you something in confidence,” Grandma said. “Of all my grandchildren, I’m the proudest of you. Am. Present tense. Your grandfather, if he were still with us, would feel the same.

            “Both your sisters and their husbands are content to live on their trust funds and public allotments. There’s nothing wrong with that. They’re good people and I love them all, but they’re hardly ambitious. Your brother is a successful businessman and I respect him for that. What Aaron does, however, is mostly frivolous.

            “Now you”—she reached up again, this time to pat Joshua’s cheek—“you took a hard road. You chose to do something useful and difficult. You did it despite the complication that so many in the family preceded you there.”

            Why tell him this now? “You’re very kind, Grandma. It doesn’t alter—”

            “One question for you, Josh. Were you hiding away, drunk or stoned?”

            “No!” He steepled his fingers. “I don’t know where I was, but no. Absolutely not.”

            “That’s good enough for me,” Grandma said. “It should be good enough for you. Don’t ever let other people tell you how to think about yourself.” She stood. “I’m getting myself a beer. Can I get you one?” It was ten in the morning local time; he must have looked shocked. She cackled, her eyes twinkling. “Josh, lad, did you look out the view ports on approach? It’ll be night here for another standard week.”

            What a simple pleasure: to be trusted with a beer. He grinned. “Good enough for me.”

            She started the synthesizer. “Can I give you some advice?”

            “Always.”

            “Lighten up. Decide what you want to do next, and then go do it. Don’t worry what anyone else thinks. Not your parents, or your pushy little brother, as much as I love the dear, or me.” The synthesizer beeped. She handed him a foaming glass, then clinked it with her own. “Expect the world to be confusing as hell. That’s its job.

            “Did I ever tell you about the time the Centaur trade agent applied for political asylum? That was almost seventy years ago. Your Dad was a baby. The AI emancipation movement was first beginning. I’d just become S-G. Looking back, I didn’t know what I was doing. The United Planets were in a redistricting uproar over the latest census…”

            Had she? At least ten times. Joshua would happily hear her retell it ten more. When she finished, he said, “Thank you, Grandma.” For listening. For believing in me. “Clearly age brings wisdom.”

            She downed the last of her beer. “Sometimes. Other times it just brings on new mistakes. The Snakes have been civilized a lot longer than humans, and I don’t see that the ages have made them any wiser.”

            And with that, Grandma launched into more reminiscing, this time involving the AI trade agent from Barnard’s Star.

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 5 —

 

 

            Corinne’s suborbital hop from Long Island to Geneva diverted, minutes before landing, to Basel. The pilot’s announcement said only that there had been a glitch in terminal ground control. The net offered no immediate explanation, although AI hiccups had become common enough of late that Corinne had her suspicions. She was too preoccupied to run down the details.

            A maglev train brought her to downtown Geneva just before one p.m. local. The depot’s main exit tunnel, lined with boutiques and eateries, led to ICU headquarters. VR and netheading went only so far; Joshua had found himself in Geneva several times every month. She sauntered into a café he had mentioned. Where he had often eaten, his ex-cronies might still.

            “Beyond” digital walls, slowly “turning,” snow-covered slopes plunged toward a distant timberline. Snow devils swirled. An alpine hare hopped past, winter-white. The place was packed, diners lingering over coffee and desserts. She had downloaded an ICU staff directory into her implant. She scanned the room now, searching for facial matches.

            Four translucent icons, three men and a woman, popped over her real-world view. Tags beneath gave names and titles. All were in the trade-policy bureau where Joshua had worked before his ill-fated promotion. An org-chart fragment showed different immediate bosses than any Joshua had had. Perfect.

            Joshua was on the Moon, on personal business. That was fine with Corinne. She hadn’t yet mentioned this expedition to him. Depending what she learned, she might never.

            She strolled to the booth where her unwitting sources sat, their table cleared but for coffee cups. “Excuse me.” They looked up, two seeming to recognize her. “Do you work at the ICU?” The woman nodded. “Good. I’m a reporter researching a story for the upcoming 175th anniversary. I’m asking people about their impressions. Background stuff.”

            Eyes on both sides of the booth glazed for a moment: a netted consultation. Perhaps some of the four did a quick infosphere lookup of her. If they were checking her out, well, fair enough. “Sure, Ms. Elman,” the woman said. She slid closer to a coworker. “Have a seat.”

            “Corinne. Thanks.” She sat.

            “I’m Becky,” the woman answered. She had floral nanornamented cheeks and a weightlifter’s upper body. Becky pointed to her companions. “Fred, Juan, and Travis.” Carrot top; bald with wings-of-Mercury cranial tattoos; blond with puppy-dog eyes.

            Old habits kicked in. Step one: put your subjects at ease. “How long have you been at the ICU?” Corinne began.

            “Eight years,” Fred and Juan said in unison. Travis raised a hand, fingers extended, thumb folded.

            “Ten years,” Becky answered, indicating by her tone that she was establishing seniority.

            They net-swapped bio files. Corinne commended the ICU. She inquired about their duties, nodding encouragement as they spoke. She lamented how the public failed to appreciate the beneath-the-hood complexities. She bought espressos and plates of sacher torte all round.

            On to step two: circle the real topic. “One hundred seventy-five years. That’s quite an accomplishment.” The observation got Corinne only nods. A touchy subject, it would seem. That might be Joshua’s doing. “I’d expect so, anyway.”

            “A hundred seventy-five years is a big deal.” A glazed-eye flicker, more consultation, and then—

            Ping! Corinne took the netted call, smiling inside. Déjà vu: Corinne “sat” with the foursome at a virtual café table. “You want confidentiality, obviously. That’s fine.”

            “I begin to doubt we’ll see much of an anniversary,” Becky netted. “At first I thought an ICU commemorative history was a great idea. No more. It’s made us a laughingstock.”

            “I always thought it was a dumb idea,” Fred said. “Too diffuse a story to tell. So much of what we do happens in interstellar slow motion.”

            Juan and Travis jumped in, championing particular ICU highlights. First-contact moments. Historic trade deals. The rise of the modern InterstellarNet. A distant relative of Joshua’s had invented the mechanisms behind swapping AI trade agents, and the AI quarantine mechanism so quaintly called the sandbox.

            Corinne let them chatter. It conditioned them to say things that perhaps they shouldn’t.

            Some journalists still claimed they produced the first draft of history. Not Corinne. Had worldliness or cynicism first changed her mind? Maybe there was no difference. She struggled to remember something Joshua had told her about history, miffed she had let her mental filing get behind. Ah: nothing might happen for millennia on end, beyond, perhaps, a marginally better method for chipping rock—and the next day, a genius might tame fire.

            Some days changed everything. Columbus reaches the Americas. Mobs storm the Bastille. 9/11. First Contact.

            The Snake trade agent, secure in his sandbox, data-mining his way to discovery of the undisclosed human antimatter factory on Himalia. The discovery that motivated a hijacking that…

            The memories washed over her: of Harmony shutting down, coming apart, hurtling into the cold and dark. Of corpses adrift in the corridors. With a shiver, she buried those images—until her next nightmare.

            The four had sufficiently agitated themselves, Corinne decided. She had best go on before, contrary to appearances, one found an interest in returning to work. And so, step three: sidle toward the real topic. “Someone mentioned a laughingstock. What’s that about?”

            “Joshua bleeping Matthews,” Becky snapped. “I’m so sick of hearing about him. He’s made the ICU a joke.” Virtual heads nodded agreement.

            Step four: ask the real questions—oh, so casually. “Do you know him?” Corinne asked.

            “For years, although not very well. He’s the quiet type.” Becky glowered. “If only he had stayed that way.”

            Travis mock-retched. Everyone laughed. “The shame of it is, now no one will take the historian job.”

            Oh? “No one?” Corinne repeated.

            “Who wants to become known as second choice to Joshua?” Travis mock-retched again. “It would be the kiss of death for a reputable historian.”

            Juan nodded. “I predict there’ll be no formal cancellation of the history project. It will fade away, never again mentioned. History killed by an historian: another Matthews conundrum.”

            “It’s clearly nepotism,” Fred said. “The ICU professional staff are technical specialists, whether in trade or economics or InterstellarNet plumbing. Why, except nepotism, bring in an historian? If Matthews hadn’t already been on-staff, no way would he have gotten the appointment that panicked him.” And with a sympathetic expression, “Whoever pulled strings to get Joshua his historian gig did him no favor.”

            “No Matthews has been high-ranking for years,” Juan said. “Joshua was in the most senior post.”

            The four of them debated nepotism, hypothesized ancient obligations, speculated about professional courtesy, and generally belabored every possible explanation—other than talent and enthusiasm—for Joshua’s appointment. The longer they went on, the more Corinne thought: Joshua’s dismissal was a real loss to the ICU. What a shame no one here understood that.

            Somewhere in reality, chairs scraped against the floor. Travis glanced at the café’s wall clock. “Guys, I need to get back to work. Corinne, it was a pleasure to meet you.”

            Within minutes, Corinne had the restaurant almost to herself. Most other tables had also emptied out. A robot with a clattering tread moved about, clearing and cleaning. Sipping coffee, two thoughts chased around her head. First, it felt good to work on something new again. It made her feel, for the first time in a long time, like a real reporter. And second—

            Another Matthews conundrum?

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 6 —

 

 

            Joshua waited on the couch in his condo lobby, enjoying an actual fire of actual logs. Neighbors streamed past, dispensing sniffs of disapproval and oblique glances. He ignored them all. Maybe it was Grandma’s pep talk, maybe a stubborn streak he had not known he had in him. Whatever the reason, he was not about to accept ostracism.

            And waited some more. Corinne was late.

            Until the outdoor security cameras finally caught her scurrying beneath the front-entrance canopy for cover, he had started to worry. She folded an oversized umbrella. Dismissing the netted view, he stood, stretched, and turned toward the doors.

            Rain was coming down in buckets. Corinne, despite her umbrella, was soaked. Dark hair wet-plastered to her head made her face seem even rounder than usual. Her stomping feet sent water drops flying.

            The doorman was too distracted by this celebrity arrival to notice Joshua approaching from behind. “It’s all right, Alan. Ms. Elman is with me.”

            Corinne beamed when she saw Joshua. Not even a drenching could diminish her aura of energetic chaos.

            Heads turned as he escorted her into the vestibule. He asked, “Downstairs by the fire or upstairs for dry clothes?”

            “Definitely up.” She left a soggy trail across the carpet and a small puddle in the elevator.

            He shut her in his closet to find something to wear. “It’s tough to catch a cab in the rain.”

            “To tell the truth, Joshua, I didn’t look for a cab.” The door opened a crack. A hand emerged dangling a terrycloth robe by its hanger. “Mind if I wear this?”

            “Whatever you want.” He scratched his head. The nearest maglev station was a good klick away. “Why did you walk through this?”

            Corinne came out, lost in his robe. She rubbed her hair vigorously with the towel he offered. The sea-anemone look worked surprisingly well for her.

            “There’s no record of the cab that dropped you here that night,” she said. “Odd, don’t you think?”

            “I remember paying for the ride,” Joshua protested. “Well, I remember leaning up to the backseat chip reader and the door unlatching.”

            “Trust me.” She blotted a trickle running down her neck. “There’s no record of any payment. When I bugged them, the police checked.”

            Joshua accessed his bank account. Sure enough: he had never been debited for that ride. “I remember leaving the party. The waiter at the Ritz Trump put me into the cab.”

            “The waiter. Didn’t that strike you as odd? Hell, didn’t it strike you as odd that there was a waiter? I don’t recall anyone named Gates or Rockefeller hosting your soiree.”

            He had been surprised, too. “In fact, I did ask. The waiter told my friends”—that night, in any event, Danny and Frank were still his friends—“his services had been arranged through the caterer by some high muck-a-muck at my employer. Chipping in, in honor of my promotion.”

            “Per my police source, the ICU did no such thing.” Corinne raised a hand, cutting Joshua off before he could find the words to argue. “Which, I’m told, only means the waiter was an off-the-books moonlighter. The caterers, for their part, deny there even was a waiter. Of course admitting to having used one temp would only open them up to questions about how many more workers they’ve paid in cash.”

            He asked, bitterly, “So why didn’t the police find any of this?”

            “Till you reappeared, they had no reason to suppose you’d left the party in a cab. And once you were back”—she paused, looking embarrassed on his behalf—“well, you know.”

            All too well. “They had more pressing things to spend time on than a drunk with the ludicrous story of a lost month.”

            “Afraid so,” she said.

            With a sour look on his face, he changed the subject. “What’s any of this have to do with you swimming here from the station?”

            “Patience. Getting back to your mysterious reappearance, here are your choices. Option one: someone put you into the cab and prepaid the fare. It sounds benign. The problem is, we know the cab company from the famous vid clip. They have no record of a drop-off here at the right time. I know.

            “Option two: someone arranged your return off the books. Maybe the vehicle only looked like a cab. That’s more sinister sounding, don’t you think?”

            He did. “Can the cab company identify the AI who drove that cab?”

            “As it happens, no.” She handed Joshua her very wet towel. “Check the vid. Mud or something obscures the ID.”

            “It was raining hard that night,” Joshua remembered. Like today. “Why wouldn’t mud wash off?”

            “Mud would. Paint, on the other hand…” She studied him, her eyes narrowed. “Now do you see why I was leery about coming here in a cab?

* * *

            Corinne figured she looked like a drowned rat. Joshua’s robe hung on her. Still, the condo was cozy. He was a nice enough guy. She had been in far worse fixes.

            He was giving her a quick tour of his unit. “My brother designed that,” and he pointed to the fireplace. Flames danced. Logs crackled and hissed. Smoke curled, never straying far from the blaze. After the soaking she had had, the fire’s warmth felt wonderful. Only the lack of odor convinced Corinne the fire was virtual. Clever: the digital wallpaper masked electrical heating elements.

            With reluctance, she followed Joshua from the living room. “Here’s my rare-book room.” He laughed. “That phrase alone labels me an historian. For anyone else, ‘book room’ would suffice. By normal standards, what paper book isn’t rare?”

            Corinne turned, taking it all in. “You have a Gutenberg Bible in here?”

            He made a show of scanning the shelves. “I must have lent it out.”

            Ah, the boyish charm. Have that, and once the world turned on you, it was all anyone thought you brought to the table. “We need to talk,” she said.

            “Sit.” He took one leather wingchair, leaving the other for her. The chair, like his robe, was too big for her. “I assumed as much when you mentioned stopping in. Charleston isn’t exactly down the block from Central Park.”

            Keeping a straight face on one’s avatar was, for the most part, a matter of programming—and, for the most part, that was some expert’s programming. Controlling one’s physical face required personal skill. “I kept poking around while you were away.”

            “And?”

            “No matter where I look, there’s no sign of you for those four weeks. It’s frustrating.”

            He grimaced. “You think it’s frustrating? Try being me.”

            “So, Joshua, I looked at the problem a different way. No financial trace of you during those weeks means one of two things—kind of like the cab payment. One, you hid money so well no one can find it, and that’s what you spent. Two, someone else supported you.”

            Some red, leather-bound tome sat on a walnut end table beside him. He began leafing through the pages. “No one ever called me a financial genius. I wouldn’t know where to begin hiding money untraceably.”

            All he would have needed was a cash stash, easily accumulated by withdrawing more money than needed for routine purposes. He honestly looked baffled. Good.

            Corinne chose her next words with care. “The obvious question is: why would someone pay your way for all that time? Did their reasons relate to your invisibility? To your inexplicable and very public return?”

            He shrugged.

            People do nothing without a reason, Joshua. “Who benefited from your absence?”

            “Who?” Joshua frowned. “No one. Maybe supporting me was an act of random kindness.”

            Kindness would have been bringing him home, or to a hospital, or to the police. And mere random behavior would not keep anyone below the radar for four weeks. “I don’t know who, Joshua. I suspect I know why.”

            “Why would someone benefit?” he asked, perplexed.

            “The incident has had only one real consequence. You lost the historian post at the ICU. So who benefited from that? Someone opposed to your appointment.”

            His brow furrowed. “You mean another historian? Someone who might get the post if I became discredited?” Joshua shook his head. “You don’t know historians. We’re hardly cloak-and-daggerish.”

            Either Joshua was one hell of an actor, or this angle had never occurred to him.

            “Have you spoken with my successor?” The question clearly pained him.

            “Here’s what’s so interesting, Joshua. You have no successor.” She watched him closely. Eyes don’t lie. “It’s too embarrassing to be seen as runner-up to you.”

            Wince. “I didn’t know.”

            She believed him. “Maybe that’s what your disappearing act is about. Suppose someone didn’t want you compiling an anniversary history for the ICU. That begs a question, Joshua.

            “Exactly what is the Matthews conundrum?”

* * *

            Fermi Paradox: the famous riddle posed by twentieth-century physicist and Nobelist Enrico Fermi, rebutting speculation that—despite the lack of evidence—technologically capable, intelligent alien life must exist. Responding to popular conjecture that the immensity and great age of the universe made the alternative inconceivable, Fermi is said to have asked, simply, “Where are they?”

            Radio contact with several intelligent species, commencing within a half century of Fermi’s death, definitively answered his question: they are all around. The InterstellarNet community (see related entry) presently includes species from eleven solar systems.

            This once unanswerable question became emblematic of a naïve bygone era.

                        —Internetopedia

* * *

            Joshua flinched. “So you’ve been in touch with my coworkers. Ex-coworkers. And the skeptics among them, at that. For whatever it’s worth, I’m not so immodest. I call it the InterstellarNet enigma.”

            What’s in a name? Corinne wondered. “Either way, what is it?”

            “Are you familiar with the Fermi Paradox?”

            He had to be kidding. “Doesn’t chatting with the folks around ten other stars discredit the paradox rather dramatically? Not to mention aliens paying us a visit?”

            “Yes and no.” Joshua gestured expansively, but his hands didn’t help him get his point across. “Meet me online.”

            His proffered consensual space was blackness. Where was this going?

            Speckles emerged from the dark. Scattered dots brightened one by one, as Joshua recited, “The Sun, Alpha Centauri, Barnard’s Star, Tau Ceti, Epsilon Eridani.…”

            Brighter lights among dim ones. Was contrast the no part of his answer? “We’re encircled by intelligent aliens, Joshua. What’s your point?”

            “That is my point. Humans are surrounded by intelligent aliens. Now consider our neighbors’ perspectives. A few are likewise surrounded. Most are on the periphery of the community. Why aren’t they surrounded by intelligent neighbors?”

            Corinne permitted her avatar to shrug. “Subpar comm gear?”

            “Comm technology is always among the first things traded. It’s hard to trade other stuff unless everyone can communicate. Hence InterstellarNet members all have equivalent comm capability.”

            She dealt with ambiguity all the time—but not like this. Interstellar puzzles made her head hurt. “I guess you’re questioning why, say, the Dragons can’t talk with a sphere of their near neighbors. That’s the ‘no’ part of your answer about the discrediting of the Fermi Paradox?”

            One star brightened still further. “The Sun. We’re near the center of this set of privileged stars. Look outward twenty light-years in any direction and, as far as I can tell, Fermi’s paradox starts taking hold again.”

            “The Matthews conundrum,” Corinne supplied.

            “So my colleagues—former colleagues—refer to it. I just call it ‘the puzzle.’ Or, when the situation calls for formality, ‘the InterstellarNet enigma.’

            “Not that long ago, we believed Earth was the center of everything. Then we believed the same of the Sun. That was just as mistaken. For a while, it looked like humans might be alone. Wrong again. Time after time, humanity’s circumstances have proven to be unremarkable. The reminder to be cosmologically modest has its own label: the Mediocrity Principle.”

            Paradox. Conundrum. Principle. Corinne’s headache throbbed. “Then your puzzle is: if Earth, the Sun, and humans aren’t special, why are they at the center of a small region of communicating intelligent species?”

            “Exactly.” Joshua let her absorb it all for a while. “Now please answer my question. What can the puzzle possibly have to do with my disappearance?”

            Maybe nothing, Corinne thought. If so, she was out of ideas. “Here’s the snag, Joshua. You vanished just long enough for it to cost you your job. And your former colleagues are pretty snide about ‘the Matthews conundrum.’”

            He sighed. “Yes, the puzzle would surely have featured in whatever history I compiled. Regardless, I’m not going to stop talking about it.”

            “I don’t doubt it,” Corinne said. “But someone has gone to a great deal of effort to ensure that no one will take you seriously.”

 

 

 

 




  — CHAPTER 7 —

 

 

            Being three was wonderful.

            The twins, Joshua’s six-year-old sisters, had just gotten their implants. That put Joshua, years too young for his own implant—what one would do for him remained quite mysterious—mostly beneath their notice. Aaron, on the other hand, was an infant. He needed constant parental supervision. Joshua had the run of the house, often with only Worthington, the house AI, watching him through residence sensors.

            All too soon Aaron became mobile enough to wander, still eager to cram everything he found into his mouth. Mom or Dad followed Aaron. The golden age ended.

            The year between explained much about Joshua as an adult.

            He remembered roaming the house and the fenced backyard. Worthington seldom cared what Joshua touched unless it could be dangerous. The AI even covered up Joshua’s frequent slip-ups, synthing a replacement knickknack whenever Joshua handled and broke one. “They were synthed in the first place,” Worthington explained. “I see no difference.”

            But the hobby room remained off limits unless Dad was there. Dad’s model train setup couldn’t compare to Grandpa’s, but Grandpa had worked on his forever. Dad had the train bug, too—and he had passed it along to his son.

            Joshua knew he could run the train. There wasn’t much to it, really, and he had watched Dad closely. An engineer’s cap. The throttle to make the train go fast or slow (though Joshua had no use for slow). Levers that made the train change tracks. The button to toot the locomotive’s horn—only not while unsupervised, if he didn’t want to get caught.

            Joshua explained it all patiently to Worthington—at least as patiently as an almost-four-year-old could. That didn’t work. Joshua tried fussing. He working himself up until great tears ran down his cheeks. Worthington said something silly about crocodile tears. “Why won’t you let me in?” Joshua had finally cried, stomping his foot. “I won’t break anything. And if I do, you can fix it.”

            “Maybe I could,” Worthington had said. “That’s not the point. Whatever I synthed would not be a proper replacement for something your dad made himself, by hand. Do you understand?”

            “Yes,” Joshua had lied. High up, in Dad’s arms, the little models were wonderful: an entire village nestled in a forest. But up close, standing on his own feet, Joshua’s eyes weren’t far above tabletop level. Up close, the models were all toothpicks and colored cotton balls and papier-mâché boxes with brush marks. All fake. What he really understood was that Worthington would tattle on him if he went alone into the hobby room.

            So he built a fort of family-room sofa cushions, inside which Worthington could not see him. The cushion-fort became a spaceship, a submarine, and then the cab of an old steam locomotive. He laughed when Worthington asked anxiously, “Are you all right in there? What are you doing?” If Worthington was so intelligent, why couldn’t he recognize a train?

            Making chug-a-chug noises to himself, having forgotten he was mad at the world, Joshua sensed he had learned something important about AIs and parents and how the world really worked.

* * *

            “Fortunately for you,” Tacitus netted, “I am of the patient sort.”

            “Fortunately for you,” Joshua answered, “I’m of the paying sort.”

            Maybe money would change hands, in a manner of speaking. Maybe not. Tacitus was an AI and didn’t need patience, not with the whole infosphere to amuse himself. Nor did he need money, the trickle of power that kept him going insignificantly cheap. Joshua sometimes wondered what the AI did with his consulting income.

            Once upon a time, theirs had been a strictly business relationship. They had long since become fast friends. Joshua had had too few of those, even before the recent debacle. It was disturbing how notoriety turned supposedly close friends very distant.

            Tacitus shared Joshua’s fascination with history. People had long looked to the past for an understanding of the present. AIs were no different—and their roots lay in humanity’s past. Many AIs showed their respect through their choice of names. Those who had shaped human institutions, technology, and literature lived again, in a manner of speaking, in humanity’s descendants.
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