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WHETHER it was in the name of God or Science that you devoted yourself to seeking out the Truth, the danger always was that you would find it.


I am so very, very sorry. You have just found it. That which waited to be known.


From Phantoms of Our Own Making by John Astor




“What if I’m just in your head?” She looked at him earnestly, for the first time something breaking through into her expression. “Haven’t you ever wondered that? Haven’t you ever considered that all this – everything and everybody around you – is all just in your head? How do you know I was here before you walked into the room?”








PROLOGUE


The air in the Mainframe Hall felt artificial: cleanroom-filtered, its temperature constant within the smallest fraction of a degree; seemingly immobile, breezeless. Everyone gathered in front of the Project Director gazed up at the virtual displays.


“What you are seeing is a representation of neural activity. It is identical to that of a normal human brain. Your brain, my brain. Except this, for the first time, is a complete computer-generated simulation. Capable of thoughts, maybe even dreams, exactly like any of us experience.”


“But it has no body to feel,” said one of the journalists. “Eyes to see. Won’t it go mad without sensory input?”


The Project Director smiled. “We have restricted neural activity to specific clusters. Nothing here is a complete mind. But, if it were, there has been a lot of research into the psychotomimetic effects of sensory deprivation—”


“Psychotomimetic?”


“Mimicking psychoses … causing hallucinations,” explained the Project Director. “This research suggests that in such cases where subjects are deprived of genuine sensory stimuli, they hallucinate false ones. See people and environments that aren’t there.”


“So if there isn’t a world around us, we invent one?” asked another of the journalists.


“Effectively, yes. But this won’t happen with these simulations – they’re restricted to specific functions and neural clusters, allowing us to simulate specific psychiatric disorders and see, for the very first time, exactly how they tick. It will have a massive benefit for mankind.”


“And beyond that … how far could a synthetic mind – an artificial intelligence like this – go?”


“Theoretically, it would allow us to understand the human condition like never before. It could even be turned onto answering questions about the universe and give us insights into the true nature of reality.”


“Aren’t there dangers?” asked another journalist.


“What kind of dangers?” Still no impatience in the Project Director’s tone.


“People talk about the Singularity – about artificial intelligences overwhelming our own.”


“Trust me,” said the Project Director, “we are a long way from that. There is no whole mind here. No danger.”





PRELUDES
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Marie Thoulouze felt the air cool suddenly, a seasonal change seeming to take place in the space of a second, but something more than the sudden drop in temperature caused her skin to prickle into gooseflesh. The sun was still bright, perhaps now even brighter, but the air had changed: not just temperature but pressure, humidity, consistency. She had an oddly intense feeling of déjà vu, that she had been here before and that she had felt exactly the same then, and countless times before that. Maybe it was the occasion: maybe you are aware of history being made.


Marie stood at the back of the crowd that had gathered in the Vieux-Marché and the smell of so much humanity crowded together for such an inhuman purpose filled her nostrils. Pungent. Sour. Rank. The mob gathered in front of her jostled for a better view as a cart trundled over the dried mud of the square. Cheers and chants in a French that Marie found difficult to understand, a French very different from her own. She cast an eye across at the ranks of English and Burgundian soldiers, their glaives and halberds gleaming in the cold sun, who seemed to tense, to prepare, as the cart entered the square.


Marie edged round the crowd, keeping back from the increasingly dense, increasingly agitated throng. There was another, more intense explosion of jeers and catcalls from the Rouennais mob, loyal to the Duke of Burgundy, as a slender, pale girl – clothed in a simple dress of rough cloth, her hair bible-black and unevenly cut to expose a slender white neck, her hands bound behind her – was lifted down from the cart by two English soldiers.


Marie gasped. Her heart pounded. She knew what was about to happen and she muttered a prayer for the girl, her hand reaching up and grasping the crucifix at her neck.


Like a path scythed through wind-writhed corn, the way to the stone pillar at the center of the square was cleared through the crowd by two parallel ranks of breastplated and helmeted soldiers. An old bent-backed woman lunged forward between two of the restraining guards and thrust a wooden cross into the bound girl’s dress, lodging it in the neckline before being pushed roughly back into the rabble. The girl’s eyes were wild, confused, and she seemed not to have noticed the old woman’s act of pity and piety.


A circle had been cleared around the stone pillar, against which a wooden scaffold had been erected and heaped with tar-dipped faggots, logs and barrels of pitch. The only part left exposed of the scaffold was the rough-hewn timber steps that led to the platform at the top. Marie found her way to the cleared path and followed the sad procession to the empty space around the pyre, amazed that none of the English soldiers tried to stop her and afraid that she might be seized at any moment. The mob seemed too hysterical and frenzied even to notice her presence. She watched as the girl was brought to the clearing and made to stand before a seated group of silk-clad clerics. There was an exchange of words, the girl saying something and the clerics replying, nodding. Marie could not catch what was being said, but she knew. She knew exactly.


She watched as the girl was guided up to the platform by the hooded man Marie knew to be Geoffroy Therage. As a chain was fastened around the girl’s waist and further rope bonds fixed her to the pillar, two of the clergy stepped forward and raised a cross on a long pole so that it came up to the girl’s eye level and she locked her gaze upon it. They held it there while the executioner stabbed repeatedly into the pyre with a lit torch, while the kindling caught into crackling life and the flames began to spit and surge with an intensity that seemed to increase in parallel to the hysteria of the crowd.


Marie heard high-pitched screaming from the fire and thought for a moment it was the desperate sounds of the girl’s agony, but there was a chorus of other screeches and percussive snaps and pops, and she realized they were the sounds of combustion: the fire now a single, writhing, surging entity consuming everything in the execution pyre. But then Marie heard other screaming, and realized it was her own voice as she sank to her knees, the heat of the blaze almost unbearable even at this distance.


A Burgundian soldier stepped forward and Marie saw something dark writhing furiously in his gauntleted fist. He swung it with full force and she saw the black cat follow a twisting arc through the air and into the flames.


“She is not a witch!” Marie screamed, pleadingly, at the soldier who did not even turn in her direction. “She is NOT a witch!”


Marie sobbed. Great, wracking sobs as she gazed up at the burning girl. Marie, whose faith had always been deep and pure and complete, could not believe she was witnessing the death of her heroine. How had she come to be here, Rouen, on the thirtieth day of May, 1431, to witness this horror unfold? How could anyone ever believe she had seen this great evil with her own eyes? She needed proof. Positive proof.


Still sobbing, she reached into her pocket for something and held it at shaking arm’s length, pointing it at the girl who now burned like a torch atop the pyre.


*

Marie used her thumb to select the camera function of the cellphone she had taken from her jeans and pressed the button, in an attempt to capture the image that seared into her brain, the image that filled her universe.


The image of Jeanne d’Arc as she passed from one world to the next.
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The thing about the remarkable and the extraordinary is that, if they are part of your everyday life, they become by definition unremarkable and ordinary. That which awakens awe and wonder in others ceases to be noticed. For Walter Ramirez, the extraordinary that had become ordinary, the remarkable made unremarkable by daily exposure, was the Bridge.


The Bridge was known by millions. All around the world people could call the Bridge to mind, even if they had only ever seen its image. The Bridge was an icon, it was a symbol, it was a means of transit. For many, it was a destination.


But sometimes, when you have become accustomed to the uncustomary, there still comes the moment in which you see it as others see it. Ramirez experienced two such moments that Wednesday.


The first was when he drove his marked Explorer out of the Waldo Tunnel. Ramirez was on the early shift and the sun was just about to come up as he drove his prowler out into the infant day. Despite having seen it so many times, the scene that opened out at the tunnel mouth was one to send a small electric current running across the skin and raise the hairs on the nape of Ramirez’s neck. There were still lights on in the city, a cluster of bright white and yellow pinpricks in the purple velvet of the immediately pre-dawn sky, shimmering in reflection on the Bay; to his left was the Bay Bridge. But ahead was the Bridge. Ramirez’s beat.


The Golden Gate.


Walt Ramirez had been an officer of the California Highway Patrol for fifteen years, all with the San Francisco Bay Area Command, ten of which had been in the Golden Gate Division, seven of those working out of Marin County station on San Clemente, twelve minutes from the Bridge. The chevrons on his sleeve had been there for three years.


Walt Ramirez looked like a thug in a uniform: a big, broad-shouldered and hard-faced man of forty with huge hands that appeared out of proportion with even his massive build. It was a physical presence that had served him well. In fifteen years as a CHP officer and outside of the Patrol’s firing range, Ramirez had unholstered his firearm twelve times in total and had fired it only once, and that had been a warning shot. Generally, when Sergeant Walter Ramirez told someone to do something in his disconcertingly quiet, calm way, they tended to do it.


Although Walt Ramirez might have looked like a thug in uniform, he was anything but. Popular with everyone who got to know the modest, friendly man behind the intimidating presence, Ramirez’s senior, brother and junior officers all liked and respected him. He was one of those cops who were in the job for all the right reasons: he cared about people – perhaps even a little too much given the suffering he had had to encounter over the years – and he had become a policeman to help others, not through some need to exert authority over them. With the public he was consistently courteous and respectful, but firm whenever the need arose. His fellow officers knew that he was someone they could rely on in a tight spot, someone who would always have your back. In fact, Walt Ramirez was exactly the guy you wanted to have your back.


And Ramirez’s beat was a small but iconic one. Ramirez’s beat was the Bridge.


As well as being the shift supervisor on all patrols that covered the Bridge and its approaches on both sides, Ramirez provided liaison with the Golden Gate Bridge Highway and Administration District, which had its own security force, Marin County Sheriff’s Department, the SFPD and the US Coast Guard station at Fort Baker, Sausalito, one thousand feet from the Bridge’s north tower.


The west side walkway was permanently closed to pedestrians and Ramirez made the Bridge just after 5.30 a.m., when the automatic barrier on the east sidewalk opened. He noticed a group of about thirty people had just cleared the gates, and he guessed they had been waiting for them to open. Slowing down, he examined them across the safety barrier. They were all young people, no one much over thirty, and they were chatting to each other in a relaxed manner. That was something Ramirez, like all the cops who worked the Bridge, had learned a long time ago: to read body language. And to do the mental math of despair: where there were many, as now, there was no risk; where there was the individual, the solitary soul wrapped up in his or her own thoughts, you watched them. The Bridge authority watched them too, on CCTV. And counted lamp poles.


Ramirez called in on his radio and asked Vallejo to patch him through to Bridge security.


“What’s the deal with the early birds?” he asked.


“They’ve been waiting for about fifteen minutes for the gates to open,” the Bridge dispatcher explained. “Guess they’re just out for an early morning run.”


“They don’t look like joggers,” said Ramirez. “I’ll wheel round and take another look.”


Ramirez drove the length of the Golden Gate and then back, watching the group from across the carriageway. With the exception of a couple of semi-trailers up ahead, he had the Bridge to himself, so looped a U to come back alongside the group. By this time they were already past the first tower. They were walking together, not running nor stepping out with a particular sense of purpose, and again he noticed that they were all in good spirits, as if enjoying each other’s company as the sun came up over the Bay. But something still jarred. He pulled up, switching on his roof bar to alert other drivers. Some of the walkers spotted him and stopped, waiting for him to come over to the barrier.


“Morning …” Ramirez said cheerily and the walkers returned his smile.


“Morning officer,” an attractive woman in her mid-twenties, dark hair gathered up on her head, answered. “Beautiful morning, isn’t it?”


“It is that, ma’am. You all together? A group?”


“Yes … yes we are.” She frowned insincere concern. “Are we in breach of a city ordinance?”


“No, you’re fine. Are you some kind of club?”


“We all work together. I’m the CEO … we decided yesterday to take this walk together and watch the sun come up. Is that okay?”


“Sure … I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Ramirez examined her more closely: as a company CEO, the woman looked too young, too wrong. Wrong clothes, wrong type. “What is it your company does?” he asked, still smiling, still keeping his tone conversational.


“Gaming.”


“Gaming?”


“Computer games. We design them. These guys are my best teams.”


“Shoot-em-up games, that kind of thing?” Ramirez asked. The phrase sat clumsily in his mouth; it was something he’d heard his eldest say.


The woman laughed and shook her head. “No, nothing like that. Alternate reality games, mostly … We do stuff like this to remind ourselves that there’s a real world out there.”


“Like teambuilding, that kind of thing?” he asked.


“Something like. I didn’t think we needed to ask permission.” The young woman looked right to Ramirez now. Dot-com-social-network-type right. A world he didn’t have much time for and which had sneaked a generation gap in between him and his kids.


“You don’t,” he said. “Well, you enjoy sunup. Have a good day, ma’am.”


“And you, officer.” She smiled at him again.


Climbing back into the Explorer, Ramirez watched the group walk on. They all had a careless glow about them – of youth or of the sunrise or both – and he felt a pang of envy. Yet he counted lamp poles. Counting lamp poles was something you learned to do if you were a cop attached to the Bridge, but these were not the type you needed to count lamp poles for.


Shaking the thought from his head, Ramirez switched off the bar lights and started up the engine. As he drove past, the young woman who probably made in a month what he made in a year waved at him.


What was it? What was wrong?


The thought nagged him to another halt and he watched them in his side mirror. The clump of walkers had become a string that stretched along the sidewalk. They stopped. And lamp pole sixty-nine was at the middle. She was in the middle. She was standing at lamp pole sixty-nine. Sixty-nine.


The pole you counted most.


The Golden Gate Bridge was an icon. People from across the country, from around the world, were drawn to its strange beauty; and most of all they were drawn to the view from pole sixty-nine.


He got out of the Explorer and started back.


“Excuse me, ma’am …” he called and waved to the young woman. She waved back as, in unison, she and her colleagues climbed over the safety railing and down onto the three-feet-wide girder that Ramirez knew was just over the barrier, about two feet below walkway level.


Jesus … Ramirez broke into a sprint. Jesus Christ … there must be thirty of them. As he ran he could see the flashing lights of other vehicles, alerted by the Bridge authority, racing towards them. Too far. Too late.


Pole sixty-nine.


The Golden Gate Bridge demanded a special kind of cop, because the Golden Gate Bridge was the world’s number one location for suicide. Every year, scores of people came to the bridge to cross over something more than San Francisco Bay. They came from all over the country, some from abroad, to walk out onto the Bridge’s span where death was always just a four-and-a-half-feet climb over the sidewalk safety barrier and a four-second, seventy-five-mile-an-hour drop. At that speed, impact on water felt like impact on concrete. Hardly anyone drowned: ninety per cent plus died of massive internal injuries, their bones and organs smashed. On average, the Bridge had one known jumper every week-and-a-half with more than thirty known deaths a year; and, of course, there were those who managed to jump without being spotted, their dust-covered cars found abandoned in the car parks.


Of the Bridge’s one hundred and twenty-eight lamp poles, it was pole sixty-nine that had felt the last touches of most.


He vaulted over the traffic barrier and onto the walkway. Trained in a whole range of strategies for talking to potential suicides, Ramirez also knew a dozen practiced maneuvers for grabbing and securing an indecisive jumper. But there were too many of them.


“Don’t!” he shouted. “For God’s sake don’t!”


He was near the railing, close to where the young woman stood looking down at the water. He could see them now, all standing on the girder, holding hands.


The young woman turned her head to look at him over her shoulder.


“It’s all right,” she said, smiling again, this time sincerely, kindly. “It’s not your fault, there was nothing you could do. It’s all right … we are becoming.”


As if by a wordless command, without hesitation, they all stepped off in unison.


Ramirez made it to the barrier just in time to see them hit the water. Everything seemed unreal, as if what he had just witnessed could not possibly have happened and he must have imagined the young people on the Bridge just seconds before. He heard his own voice as if it belonged to someone else as he radioed it in, calling for the Fort Baker Coastguard rescue boat. The Bridge security vehicle and the SFPD cruiser pulled up beside him, and the urgent, questioning voices of the other officers came to Ramirez like radio messages from a distant planet.


He turned away from the safety railing and looked at the Bridge, at the graceful sweep and arch of its back, at the red of its soaring towers made redder by the rising sun. For the second time that day he saw the Bridge for what it was, what it symbolized, saw all of its beauty.


And he hated it.





part one

IN THE BEGINNING





 


By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.


Hebrews 11:3


The senses deceive from time to time, and it is prudent never to trust wholly those who have deceived us even once.


René Descartes


Anyone not shocked by quantum mechanics has not yet understood it.


Niels Bohr
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THE BEGINNING


It all began with the staring.
But there were many other things before the staring, before it began. Strange accounts from distant places:


A man in New York died of malnutrition in a luxurious Central Park apartment empty of food but filled with vitamin pills. There was an inexplicable epidemic of suicides: twenty-seven young people jumping in unison from the Golden Gate Bridge; fifty Japanese students camping out deep in the huge Aokigahara forest – the Sea of Trees at the foot of Mount Fuji – sharing food and singing songs around campfires before wandering separately into the dark of the forest to open their arteries; four notable suicides in Berlin on the same day – three scientists and a writer. A Russian physicist turned neo-pagan mystic purported to be the Son of God. A French teenager claimed to have had a vision of Joan of Arc being burned at the stake. A middle-aged woman calmly sat down in the middle of the road at the entrance of the CERN complex in Switzerland, then just as calmly doused her clothing in kerosene and set fire to herself. A Hollywood effects studio was firebombed. A fundamentalist Christian sect kidnapped and murdered a geneticist.


Then there was the graffito WE ARE BECOMING appearing in fifty languages, in every major city around the world. On government buildings, on bridges, sprayed over advertising hoardings.


And people started to talk about John Astor.


No one knew for sure if he really existed or not, but there were rumors that the FBI was after him. And, of course, there was the spreading urban myth about the manuscript of Astor’s book, Phantoms of Our Own Making, that drove mad anyone who found and read it.


All of these things happened before it began.


But it really began with the staring.
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JOHN MACBETH. BOSTON


Psychiatrists deal in the weird. In the odd. The very nature of their work means they encounter the aberrant and the abnormal on a daily basis. They are in the business of confronting skewed perceptions of reality.


So the fact that the entire world was changing – that everything he’d held up to that point to be true about the nature of things was about to be turned on its head – had pretty much passed Dr John Macbeth by.


But the world did change. And it began with the staring.


Like with the news stories, it was only in the weeks and months that followed that Macbeth began to piece together the clues that had been there all the time. But there had been other clues that he had missed, that had not registered on the scope of his professional radar. But afterwards he remembered just how many people he had seen, without really noticing them: in the streets, on the subway, in the park.


Staring.


There had been only a few in those first days: people gazing into empty space, faces blank or creased in frowned confusion or flashed with unease. They had the same effect on others that cats have when they stare past you, over your shoulder, at something you turn around to see but cannot. Unsettling.


Of course, at the beginning, at the beginning of the staring, no one had come up with a name for it, medical or otherwise. The starers were yet to be called Dreamers.


It was only afterwards that Macbeth remembered the first one he had encountered, an attractive, expensively dressed woman in her mid-thirties. It had happened on his first day back in Boston: he had been walking behind her in the downtown street on that sunny but cold late spring morning. She had walked with city-sidewalk purposefulness, just as he had, but then she had suddenly, unaccountably, come to an abrupt halt. Macbeth almost walked smack into her and had to dance-step a dodge around her. The woman simply stood there, at the edge of the sidewalk, feet planted, gazing at something that wasn’t there across the street. Then, as she pointed a vague finger towards the nothing that had caught her attention, she stepped off the curb and into the traffic. Macbeth grabbed her elbow and hauled her back and out of the way of a truck that flashed past with an angry horn blast.


“I thought …” she had said, the words dying on her lips and her eyes now searching for something lost in the distance.


Macbeth had asked the woman if she was okay, admonished her to pay more attention to traffic and walked on.


It was hardly an incident: just a distracted woman making an error in roadside judgment. Something you saw almost every day in any city around the world.


It was only later, after the other events, that significance began to attach and he started to wonder what it had been that the woman had seen in the street; that had almost pulled her into the path of the truck.


*

It was a good room. Not great, but better than okay. The architecture that surrounded him was always unusually important to John Macbeth: its proportions, materials, decor, amount of light.


Macbeth had woken up that morning and the room had frightened him with its unfamiliarity. He had awoken not knowing who he was, what he did for a living, where he was and why he was there. For a full minute and a half, he had experienced complete existential panic: the bright burning star at the heart of his amnesiac darkness being the knowledge that he should know who he was, where he was and what he was doing there.


His memory, his identity had fallen back into place: not all at once, but in ill-fitting segments he had to piece together. It had happened before, he began to remember – many times before, especially when he was in a strange place. Terrifying moments of depersonalized isolation before he remembered he was Dr John Macbeth, that he was a psychiatrist and cognitive neuroscientist trying to make sense of his own psychology by seeking to understand others. He worked, he now remembered, on Project One in Copenhagen, Denmark, and that he was in Boston on Project business. And he had suffered derealization and depersonalization episodes all his life; he remembered that too.


Eventually, he had made sense of the room and the room had made sense of him. That was why environments were so important to him. But, for those ninety terrifying seconds, he could have been as equally convinced by his surroundings that he was someone, somewhere and sometime else.


The room was on the third floor of the hotel that had looked just right on the website but hadn’t looked quite as right in up-close reality. It was large, and a tall traditional sash-type window looked out over the street. Macbeth had opened the window, creating at the bottom a breezeless four-inch gap.


Now, sitting in the armchair by the window in the quiet room, his identity and purpose restored to him, Macbeth listened to the sounds beyond. It was something he often did and, like so many aspects of his personality, others would probably have considered him odd because of it. Where most people in hotel rooms would switch on the TV or radio, filling the space around them with expected sounds, or closing in even tighter the borders of their awareness with an MP3 player and earphones, John Macbeth would sit, still and silent, listening outward. With everything quiet in his room, he attended the sounds beyond: from neighboring rooms, from the street beyond the window, from the city beyond the street. Sounds off, they called them in the theater: the pretense of some reality beyond, some action unseen.


Like everyone else, Macbeth had a cellphone and a laptop computer, but used them only when compelled to. Technology was a central part of his work, an unavoidable part of everyday life, but he did not interact well with it. Computer and video games, which he could in any case never understand adults playing, gave him motion sickness, and any sustained interaction with electronics seemed to make him restless and irritated. The problem he was having with his computer was a good example: a folder he could not remember creating and which refused to open for him, no matter what he did – including hitting the keyboard harder with an angry fingertip, as if a virtual object would yield to real-world physics. The folder had been there for over a month, sitting on his computer’s desktop, taunting his technological incompetence.


My brother Casey will sort you out, he had threatened it – out loud – on more than one occasion.


Ironically, Macbeth’s work brought him into contact with the world’s most sophisticated computer technology: he was on an interdisciplinary team of some of the finest brains on the planet, yet more than half their thinking was done for them by machines. And the whole aim of Project One was, indeed, to create a machine that could simulate the neural activity of the human brain, perhaps even think for itself. Outside his work, however, Macbeth eschewed technology as much as was practicable in modern life. His avoidance wasn’t founded on some philosophical or moral objection: it was just that technology seemed to make his problem worse; loosen his grasp on who and where he was in the world.


So John Macbeth chose to connect with the real universe rather than the virtual, listening to sounds outside the room to reassure himself that he really was in the room; that he was there, his mind reaching out into the world and not turned in on itself. It was a meditation he had done since boyhood: before-dark Cape Cod summer bedtimes listening to the sounds of birds or waves or distant trains beyond curtains that glowed amber and red with the low sun. He remembered so little from his childhood, but he remembered those curtains glowing with bold colors and strong patterns.


For the duration of his stay in Boston, Macbeth had booked into a hotel that matched his style but overstretched the budget allocated by the university. It wasn’t that he went for conspicuously ritzy places full of gilt-edged reminders that they were well beyond the reach of the ordinary working stiff; he preferred quality designer hotels and boutique B&Bs – places with character, history, or ideally both. Macbeth’s surroundings had to be right. Always. The colors, smells, textures and tastes that surrounded him, even his clothes, were enormously important. A refined materialism that probably seemed superficial. But there was nothing superficial about it: Macbeth had a real need to be in an environment that soothed him, offered some kind of harmony; reconciled his internal and external worlds. It was at the same time meditative and a reassurance of identity. And it had a lot to do, he knew, with his memories. Or lack of them.


Whatever motivated it, he needed it the same way the observant Catholic needed rosary beads.


*

Boston was Macbeth’s hometown. He’d been sent there to represent Project One by the University of Copenhagen. Despite the protests of Poulsen, the Project’s director and Macbeth’s boss, the university had been keen to use him as a poster boy, seeming to think that Macbeth had a look and manner that most people would not associate with a research scientist, or psychiatrist, and – as an American – he was perfectly suited for liaison with the Project’s Boston partner, the Schilder Neuroscience Research Institute.


Macbeth didn’t see himself as an ideal ambassador. He knew he could be sociable and witty, but for as long as he could remember he’d been aware of his detachment from others, his emotional and intellectual self-containment. As a psychiatrist, he had studied and understood the ‘problem of other minds’; he’d understood it, but had never fully resolved it for himself.


“You okay, Karen?” A rich, authoritative male voice drifted up from the street. “I need you to be okay for the Halverson presentation.”


“I’m fine.” A woman’s voice. Young, refined, educated, defiant. “I told you before. I’m fine …”


The voices faded and were replaced by others. Macbeth sat and speculated what the Halverson presentation could be about, what problem the woman had that compelled the man to seek reassurance. From an incomplete and incoherent fragment of reality, he extrapolated a complete and coherent fiction.


Maybe I should become a writer, he told himself. Macbeth the psychiatrist knew that storytelling and mental disorder grew from the same seed: writers scored highly as nonpathological schizotypes. The higher the score, the more disposed they were to magical thinking, the more creative the writing.


He checked his watch: he himself had an appointment to keep.


Phoning down to the front desk, he asked them to call a cab, telling them he’d be right down. Out in the hallway, the heavy door clunked shut behind him and he slipped the plastic card-key into his pocket. The hotel was an old building and the doors looked original. Macbeth imagined the craftsmen who had carved and carpentered them, who had forged and fitted the brass door furniture. He thought how impossible it would have been for these four generations-dead artisans to imagine that one day their doors would lock and unlock with a contactless microchip sweep. It was another form of elaborating a whole from a fragment. Most people got lost in thought, Macbeth told himself often; the difference was sometimes he couldn’t find his way back.


He made his way towards the elevator at the far end of the corridor. A pillar midway down the hall blocked the view of the doors, but as he headed towards it, Macbeth saw a tall man standing at the end of the hall, clearly waiting for the elevator car to arrive. A dark man: dark hair unfashionably long, dark beard unfashionably full, dark suit unfashionably cut.


Something about the man, the corridor, the light, provoked a feeling of déjà vu in Macbeth. He shook it off and called to him.


“Hey … could you hold that for me?”


The dark man didn’t turn or acknowledge Macbeth’s request. Instead, he remained blank-faced toward the elevator before stepping forward and out of view behind the pillar.


“Thanks a lot, friend,” muttered Macbeth and he hurried along the hall. But when he reached the doors, he found them closed and the electronic display above them indicated that the elevator was on the ground floor. And unmoving. Macbeth stared at the doors, at the LED display and back along the hall to where he had been when he had called out to the dark man, as if there was a calculation to be done; an equation to make sense of the experience.


He shook the puzzle from his head and stabbed the button to summon the car.
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JOHN MACBETH. BOSTON


Macbeth told the driver where he wanted to go.


“The Scotch place on Beacon Street?” The cabbie Boston-brogued his terminal consonants out of existence. Macbeth always found odd how much he noticed the accent whenever he came back from Europe.


“That’s the place,” he said.


“Sure thing …” The driver executed one of those rear-view mirror assessments of his passenger that Boston cabbies always seemed to do. He frowned in concentration and Macbeth sighed, knowing that the driver was trying to work out where he had seen him before. People were always trying to work out where they had seen him before, but they never could because they never had. Like all the others, the cabbie and the psychiatrist would never really have crossed paths, but Macbeth knew the questioning would start. Sooner or later.


Macbeth sat in the back of the cab in silence, watching the familiar-unfamiliar Boston cityscape slide by, troubled by his lack of connection to an environment he should have felt connected to. Jamais vu, the opposite of déjà vu.


He remembered treating a woman whose brain lesion had left her with permanent derealization and jamais vu: everything she had known, had grown up with, had lived with, suddenly ceased to be recognizable. There had been no amnesia: her memories were left intact, but the wiring that connected what she saw with what she remembered had been burned out. The result was that every time she stepped into the apartment she had lived in for five years – and despite knowing her address and that it was indeed her apartment – she would gaze at the furniture, the décor, the pictures on the wall as if she were viewing a home to rent for the first time; nothing seeming in the least familiar.


That was how Macbeth felt driving through Boston: he should have had a sense of being at home, but he did not. His patient, whose disconnection from the world was pathological and total, had learned not just to accept her condition, but to embrace it, to see it as a gift. For her, the world and every day in it was a discovery and she could see her life with an objectivity all others lacked. Macbeth, on the other hand, just felt lost.


After a few blocks, the taxi came to a halt in traffic suddenly thick and unmoving.


“Terrible, this thing in San Francisco. You hear about that?” the driver asked his rearview mirror. The world over, it seemed to Macbeth, the silver lining on any cloud of human suffering was that tragedy always gave cabbies a conversation opener.


“I heard something about it. It’s a terrible thing, all right.”


“Now what would make a bunch of young people like that want to throw themselves off the Golden Gate?”


As a psychiatrist, Macbeth had half a dozen hypotheses he could have put forward; instead he said: “Beats me.”


“I just don’t get why people pick one place specially to do themselves in,” continued the cabbie, eagerly disconsolate. “I mean, why the Golden Gate? And why that forest in Japan? That’s the number two spot for suicide in the world, you know, after the Golden Gate … I just don’t get it.”


“Me neither.”


“An awful shame, whatever they did it for.” The driver shook his head, then, with a dissonantly cheerful change of tone, asked: “You an out-of-towner?”


“Yeah. Well, no … From Boston but I’ve lived abroad for a few years.”


“Back seeing folks?”


“More business, but I do have a brother here. You any idea what the hold-up is?”


“Can’t see. Just got to sit it out. It doesn’t usually last long. Listen, don’t I know you from somewhere?”


“Don’t think so,” said Macbeth. Here it came: the conversation he had had so many times was starting again. It troubled him that his face seemed familiar to so many people; combined with his poor autobiographical memory it meant he was never entirely sure if he really had met them before or not.


“Sure …” said the cab driver to his rearview. “Sure I do. As soon as you got in the cab I recognized you, but I can’t think where from.”


“Maybe I’ve been in your cab before,” Macbeth said.


“No …” The cabbie frowned in frustrated concentration as his recall failed him. Macbeth decided to ride it out, like he always did. “No … it wasn’t in the cab. Shit, I can’t place you but I know you.”


“I get that a lot,” said Macbeth. “I guess I’ve just got one of those faces.”


“It’s not just your face …” The taxi driver was now even more emphatic. “Before you spoke I knew what your voice was going to sound like. Like I really know you from somewhere.”


“I get that a lot too. There’s just something about me that people think they recognize. Maybe I’m some kind of Jungian archetype.” He laughed.


“Huh?”


“Never mind.” Macbeth leaned forward and peered through the Perspex divider between him and the cabbie and the windshield between them both and the world outside. “No sign of what the hold-up is?”


“Maybe it’s a full moon. You know if it’s a full moon tonight?”


“No idea. What’s the moon got to do with traffic?”


“Everything. Ask any cop,” said the cabbie. “Or delivery driver. Traffic goes all to hell. Not just traffic … any ER nurse or kindergarten teacher’ll tell you that. People act different when there’s a full moon. Not so much crazy as just different. They make bad choices, take wrong turnings. I’m telling you, when there’s a full moon there are more accidents, more jams. Maybe that’s what’s causing the hold-up. Maybe it’s going to be a full moon tonight.”


“Like I said, I wouldn’t know,” said Macbeth.


“Sure it is. I had a guy in the cab, two fares before you. Wanted me to take him to the Christian Science Church – why he’d want to go there this time of night beats me – anyway, he’s the quiet type and doesn’t say much. Then, all of a sudden, he starts screaming at me that there’s a kid in front of the cab. So I leave half my tread on the blacktop and nearly get rearended by a bus. Now I’m telling you, there was no kid. But I can see he really believed he saw one. Funny thing is he’s all shook up for a moment then goes all calm again, like he understood why he was mistaken. Full moon. Must be.”


The traffic started moving again and Macbeth and the driver fell back into silence.


By the time the taxi pulled up outside the green-canopied bar, the sun had sunk lower in the sky and dressed downtown Boston in red gilt edging and velvet shadow. It was the type of light that awoke something in Macbeth: something deep buried and long forgotten. He felt a kind of melancholy as he looked down along Beacon Street to where the evening light softened the Georgian geometry of King’s Chapel.


“You sure I don’t know you from somewhere?” asked the cabbie as he took the fare and tip from Macbeth.


“I’m sure.”


*


Macbeth couldn’t remember exactly where and when he had first met Pete Corbin, but it must have been when they had been at Harvard med school together. As he recalled it, they hadn’t been friends then: Corbin had been part of a different set and they hadn’t encountered each other that often. But years afterwards, after a joint internship at Beth-Israel Deaconess and when both Corbin and Macbeth had settled into their shared specialty of psychiatry and had worked together at McLean, they had become friends. Or maybe just acquaintances. Macbeth was never very sure where the defining line between the two lay. Pete Corbin was one of those people you gave a call when you were in town and shared a few drinks or a meal with. You talked medicine, you talked hospital politics and you talked mutual acquaintances and shook hands heartily at the end of the night but you did not really, at the heart of it all, know each other. It was the similitude of friendship: just one of the threads spun through society’s web and you clung on to it.


So, when Macbeth knew he was going to be back in Boston, he’d given Corbin a call and they had arranged to meet for a meal.


The Gathering Stone was supposed to be Scottish-themed, but with its facing of Portland brownstone and ornate blue-green ironwork curlicuing around the huge windows, its name emblazoned in gold Celtic-style lettering, and its sidewalk A-frame blackboards with names and prices of beers and whis-keys chalked on them, The Gathering Stone did not do much to distinguish itself from the default Boston mock-Irish. Inside, it was all exposed brick, knotty pine and posters of Edinburgh Castle and sword-waving red-headed men in plaid, instead of the usual bicycles outside rural Irish pubs. It was the kind of place that was an undisguised feigning of something else: an honest simulation that wasn’t intended to be anything other, or for you to expect anything more, than a simulation. Theme-park ethnicity.


When they had first gotten to know each other, Pete Corbin had commented that Macbeth’s surname clearly hinted at some Scottish ancestry. Based on this tenuous logic, it had become the accepted thing that they meet at The Gathering Stone.


Macbeth found Corbin nursing a single malt in a booth beneath a framed print of a vaguely desolate-looking mountain and loch scene. A tall, lanky type with a web of thinning blond hair stretched over a high-domed head, Corbin was wearing a tweed jacket, pale chinos and a blue button-down open at the collar. He had mastered, with deliberate and studied intent, that casual look of the academic. It was a look Macbeth had never tried to emulate: his European tailoring, like so many other things, marking him as an outsider here, in his home city.


“Hi, John …” Corbin stood up a little sluggishly and shook Macbeth’s hand. “Great to see you again. You’re looking as well-groomed as ever.”


“You okay?” Macbeth asked as he slid into the booth opposite his former colleague. He’d noticed something weary wearing at the edges of Corbin’s broad grin of welcome.


“Me? I’m fine. Just a little overworked. You know … same ol’ same ol’.” Corbin smiled. “You? How’s Europe?”


“Far away. Other. But good. It’s nice to be home for a while though. It gives me a chance to catch up with Casey,” Macbeth referred to his younger brother, who still lived in Boston. “I hear you’re doing well for yourself, Pete. A teaching post at McLean …”


“Two years now.” Corbin gave another fatigued smile.


“I’m impressed,” said Macbeth. A teaching post at McLean Hospital in Belmont was pretty much the top end of the psychiatry game. Macbeth’s own time at McLean, some years before, had been his last involvement with patient care before his move into research. McLean was something he knew looked good on a résumé. A door-opener. It had opened doors in Copenhagen for him.


Corbin beckoned to a pretty waitress with thick auburn hair who came over and took Macbeth’s order for a glass of Pinot Grigio. As she did so she smiled at Macbeth in the way a lot of women smiled at him; since he turned fifteen girls had smiled at him that way. He’d never worked out why: he didn’t have movie-star looks, wasn’t the most confident of men or have the smartest way with words, but there was something about him that seemed to attract women. Or maybe they just thought that they’d seen him somewhere before.


“Sure you’re okay, Pete?” he asked Corbin after the waitress brought his wine.


“I’m fine. Joanna and I have just moved into a townhouse in Beacon Hill …”


“You are doing well for yourself.” Macbeth raised his glass in a toast.


“I guess. Joanna’s folks helped us out. To be honest, they’re loaded and we couldn’t have bought in Beacon Hill without them. Anyway, it’s an old historic house and needs a lot of work. It’s been more hassle than we thought. An interesting place though. Loaded with dark Boston history.”


“Oh?”


“It used to be the home of Marjorie Glaiston. You heard of her?”


“Can’t say I have.”


“Really? The Glaiston scandal was almost as notorious as the Albert Tirrell case.”


Macbeth shrugged.


“Anyway,” continued Corbin, undeterred, “the Glaistons owned half of Boston back in the late eighteen hundreds. Marjorie was a famed beauty and socialite. Until she got herself murdered. On our staircase no less …”


“She was killed in your house?”


“Yeah. It’s funny …” Corbin laughed joylessly. “If it had been a house anywhere other than Beacon Hill, and the murder had happened a year ago instead of a century ago, then no one would have been able to sell it. Seems homicide becomes romantic and marketable with the passing of time. Adds to the value. Or at least it sure seemed to when we were trying to buy the house. Truth is, fixing it up’s been a real hassle …”


“And that’s why you’re so tired?”


“Not just that. Like I said, work’s been crazy the last couple of months.”


“I thought that’s what our work was supposed to be … crazy.”


“Not crazy like this.” Corbin shook the thought off. “Anyway, let’s not talk shop. Or at least, if we’re going to talk shop, then it should be your shop we talk. This Copenhagen thing sounds amazing.”


“It’s cool, I can say that for it.”


“But do you think it really can be done?” asked Corbin. “Deconstructing human intelligence?”


“I don’t know if that’s what we’re doing,” said Macbeth. “Trying to understand human intelligence, yes.”


“But I read in Nature that the whole aim of the Copenhagen Project was to reverse-engineer human cognition to help technologists develop artificial intelligences on the same model. Basically simulating a human mind.”


“That’s only part of it, Pete. My area is pretty focused.”


“Focused on what?”


“Like you said, Project One is a computer simulation of the human brain – limbic system, neocortex, the lot – built neuron by neuron and cell by cell. Or really virtual neuron by virtual neuron. My side of it’s about programming in disorders and watching the changes in neural activity.”


“Isn’t there a danger that it’ll, well, start to think?”


“That’s an aim, not a danger. Or at least some level of self-awareness. It’s probably inevitable, anyway – if we recreate the architecture of a real brain, consciousness will automatically self-generate. Think about it, Pete … we’ll be able to simulate psychiatric conditions and map the neural activity specific to them. For the first time ever we’ll be able to watch a mind working. It’ll revolutionize psychiatry.”


Corbin frowned. “I don’t know, John … what you’re creating will be indistinguishable from a human mind, and you’re talking about infecting that mind with neuroses and psychoses.”


“We’ve thought through the moral implications and the project protocols clearly define what constitutes personhood. Anyway, we’ll be working with parts of consciousness, not the whole. But if Project One does simply ‘wake up’, we have strict guidelines on how to proceed.”


Corbin made a face that again indicated doubt. “But we’re all wired to our bodies – connected to lymphatic, digestive and endocrine systems. Our state of mind has as much to do with hormone levels, whether we’ve had a good night’s sleep or what we had for lunch, as with our brains. Your synthetic consciousness is connected to nothing.”


“We’ve taken that into account,” said Macbeth. “The program simulates circadian rhythms and endocrine balances and replicates the effects of environment, diet and physiology. It will be connected to a virtual body.”


“But not to the world … surely if your synthesized brain becomes self-aware, it’s going to wake up into a world of sensory deprivation. You’ve read Josh Hoberman on the psychotomimetic effects of sensory deprivation and the research done by University College in London. Subjects placed in light-sealed, anechoic chambers started to hallucinate after as little as fifteen minutes – seeing an environment and people that weren’t there. Seems if there isn’t a real world around us, we invent one – I see your project brain doing the same thing. I don’t think you’ll have to worry about introducing psychiatric conditions – your baby’s going to be born with them.”


“Of course we’ve thought of that. If Project One self-initiates full awareness, we have programs to simulate sensory input.”


Corbin shook his head disbelievingly. “You’re kidding … You’re really going to feed it a fake reality? You should christen your synthetic brain René.”


“René?”


“As in Descartes. He said he could never prove that he wasn’t a brain in a vat, being deceived by some malevolent demon. Turns out you’re the demon.” Corbin shrugged. “I’m sorry John, I get cynical when I’m tired. I think this project is the opportunity of a lifetime. I guess I’m more than a little jealous.”


“I wouldn’t be too jealous. The Project Director, Poulsen, is a real Captain Bligh.”


“Well, send me a postcard from Sweden when you’re picking up your Nobel …” Corbin raised his glass in toast.


Macbeth laughed and shook his head. “Trust me, if there’s going to be a Nobelist in the family, it’ll be Casey.”


“Well, I do envy you, John.” Corbin grinned. “Talking about envy, how’s your love life?”


“My love life?”


“Humor me,” said Corbin. “I need to live vicariously. You no closer to settling down? Whatever happened to … Melissa, wasn’t it?”


“Melissa moved out West with her job.” Macbeth forced a smile. “California. We’ve lost touch.”


“That’s a shame.” Corbin shook his head. “That’s the kind of touch you don’t want to lose. She really was something else, John …”


“I know. But these things happen. At least they seem to happen to me. I’m not the easiest guy to live with.”


“A real shame …” Corbin’s faraway expression suggested he was simulating Melissa in his mind.


“Why don’t you tell me about your work problems?” Macbeth changed the subject.


“Like I said, no shop …” Corbin clearly was as reluctant to talk about his work as Macbeth was about his private life and they each retreated into superficialities.


They spent the next hour eating and chatting, the conversation skimming over the surface of each other’s lives. Macbeth found he did most of the talking, telling Corbin about his work for the university and his life in Copenhagen; about the similarities to and differences from life in the States and how you changed your personality and expectations to suit your environment. Corbin smiled. Nodded. Commented. But it was very clear that his mind was still elsewhere and his spirit even more sapped by tiredness. Macbeth decided to cut the evening as short as possible. The pretty waitress with the auburn hair came back and, skipping dessert, Macbeth ordered a coffee.


“Sorry,” said Corbin. “I’ve been lousy company.”


“Not at all.” Macbeth smiled. “It’s been great to catch up. But I can see you’re under a lot of stress. I do wish you’d tell me what’s been going on with your work …”


Corbin was about to say something when his cellphone rang.
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JOSH HOBERMAN. VIRGINIA


Josh Hoberman’s heart was pounding.


His wakefulness nauseatingly sudden and total, he felt the burn of acid reflux in his gullet. He woke sitting bolt upright in his bed, unmoving, holding his breath, trying to work out what it had been that had ripped him out of sleep. There was silence. Or near-silence. He heard the sound of a police or ambulance siren somewhere far away on North Shore Drive. A dog barking, again distant.


Nothing in the house. Or near.


He let his breath go and sighed, lifting his watch from the nightstand. Midnight-thirty. Maybe it had just been a bad dream that had chased him out of sleep, or a raccoon knocking over a trash can, or too much coffee drunk too late in the day. Whatever it had been, Hoberman knew he would not get back to sleep for another hour or so. He walked through to the bathroom, urinated and flushed, then washed his hands, looking at himself in the mirror. Someone had stolen his reflection and replaced it with that of his father: same face, same doleful eyes, same shape. He was getting old. He had just turned fifty but the tired bags under his eyes added half a decade to his age. But his hair was still thick and dark. At least he had that. He’d have to do something about his weight though. He was too heavy for his height and it was all around his waist. A heart-attack roll. A heart attack had killed his father. At fifty-four.


Hoberman decided to go back down to his study and do an hour or so’s work. The trick was to do something necessary but tedious, something that would tire rather than stimulate.


The house was old. Somewhere around one hundred and fifty years old and set way out on its own, a mile or so back from the road and embraced by a muffle of thick Virginia forest. It had offered the isolation Hoberman wanted; but with the isolation came a degree of uncertainty, of risk.


Hoberman didn’t bother with a robe when he walked out onto the landing, switching on the light. One of the benefits of living off the beaten track was that there were no neighbors or passers-by to spy on you. It was as he stood there on the landing, naked but for his shorts, that he heard it. Something or someone outside, moving around the house. He rushed down the wooden staircase and went straight into his office. Opening his desk drawer, he took out the Jericho 941 semi-automatic he kept there. He stared at the gun for a moment, amazed at how alien it looked in his hand and trying to work out what the hell he was proposing to do with it. It had been Benjamin, Hoberman’s younger brother, who had given him the Israeli-made pistol, even arranging the license for him, insisting it was essential for Josh, living so remotely, to have protection. A gun like this wouldn’t look odd in Benny’s hands. Benny knew how to handle weapons, handle situations, handle women. Benny differed from his brother in every possible way.


There was another sound outside, and Josh found himself wishing that Benny had been there. He would know what to do.


He slipped the magazine into the handgrip, switched the safety off and snapped back the carriage, all the way, just like Benny had shown him. Walking back out into the hall, Josh killed the lights and moved across to the front door. He paused, straining to hear any sound from outside, holding his head close to the heavy oak of the door.


The sound of knocking was so loud that Josh almost dropped the automatic. The kind of knocking that the police do in the middle of the night. The kind of knocking the police had done in Cologne the night they had come for Josh’s grandparents and twelve-year-old father.


“Professor Josh Hoberman?” The voice was all business. All authority.


“Professor Hoberman?” it repeated when Josh did not respond.


Josh took a deep breath. “Who is it?”


“This is Special Agent Roesler, sir. FBI. I’m here with Special Agent Forbes. May we speak with you, Professor Hoberman?”


“Hold on …” Josh looked around himself: at the hall and staircase behind him, at the study to his left, at his pot belly above the elasticated band of his shorts, at the gun in his hand. What were the FBI doing here? If it was the FBI. He switched on the porch light, slid the security chain into place and opened the door a crack, keeping the gun raised but out of sight behind the door. Two crew-cuts in suits looked back at him. There was a black Crown Victoria parked on the drive behind them with a third figure at the wheel.


“Let me see some identification …” Josh tried to invest as much authority into the demand as possible.


“Certainly, Professor Hoberman.” The young man at the door did not, as Josh had expected, simply hold up his ID, instead handing the black leather wallet to him through the gap in the door. Josh studied it carefully, looking from the photograph on the ID to the face at the door and back again, as if he would really have had any idea how to tell a fake FBI identity card from a real one.


“What do you want? Do you know what time it is?” Josh handed the wallet back.


“Yes, I’m sorry to disturb you so late, Professor Hoberman,” Special Agent Roesler said without a hint of apology. “But your help is needed with something very important, sir.”


“Needed with what?”


“I’ve been instructed to give you this …” Roesler handed a sealed envelope to Josh, who opened it and read it.


“Do you know what is in this?” he asked the young FBI agent, when he had finished reading the note. “Do you know who sent it?”


“No sir. We’re just here to transport you to where you need to be.”


Josh stared at the two FBI men for a moment, trying to grasp if what was happening really was happening. “Give me ten minutes to get dressed,” he said eventually. “I’ll be right out.”


He closed the door and, before turning and heading back up the stairs, looked again at the note.


The note headed with the seal of the President of the United States.
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Confined by windows he could not wind down, doors he could not open and the heavy gauge mesh between him and the uniformed driver, Macbeth felt an incipient panic as he sat in the back of the police prowl car. This was not, by any means, an environment that offered him harmony.


He tried to focus on the city that slid by outside.


Clear-sky evening had turned to clouded night while he had sat in the bar with Corbin and the streets were now sleek with rain. The cop didn’t use the siren or the lights except at intersections, where an abbreviated whoop-whoop served both to clear the way and startle Macbeth. They cut through the Common on Charles, the silhouettes of the trees looking to Macbeth oddly two-dimensional, like stage scenery, before turning towards the towering sparkle of the Prudential Center. As they headed along Huntington, Macbeth could see more blue and white police cruisers blocking access to Christian Science Plaza.


*

“You the shrink?” the cop with the sergeant’s chevrons and the big Irish face asked Corbin as he got out of the patrol car.


“I’m Dr Corbin, the duty psychiatrist, if that’s what you mean. This is a colleague, Dr Macbeth …” said Corbin as Macbeth slid out of the police car after him. The cop didn’t acknowledge Macbeth’s presence.


“Yeah, well, we got a religious nut, looks like. Butt-naked on the Christian Science Church roof. He’s the angel Gabriel, apparently.”


“Anybody talking to him at the moment?” asked Corbin.


“Father Mullachy. From St Francis just over there …” The cop had the same thick Boston accent that the cabbie had had. Ovah they-ah … “I’ve got one of our guys with him. You never know when a crazy is going to try to take someone with them. Like that thing in San Francisco.”


“You’ve got a Catholic priest talking to him?” Macbeth grinned. “I would have thought that the Christian Scientists would have a demarcation issue.”


The sergeant looked Macbeth up and down wordlessly, before leading the way across the plaza. Ahead was a huge domed building that looked to Macbeth like a conglomeration of every style of religious architecture: part church, part cathedral, part basilica, part mosque. He had always thought of The Mother Church of the Church of Christ, Scientist, here in the heart of Boston, as something that should have been built in a theme-park for the godly. Or Las Vegas.


He had visited as a child – Macbeth, Casey and their father tourists in their own town – and remembered being awed by the scale of the interiors. Religious architecture had always fascinated him; particularly the way the dimensions were intended to overwhelm, to intimidate – to remind how big was God and how small man. His favorite part of the visit had been the ‘Mapparium’ in the Mary Baker Eddy Library: a vast, three-stories-high, inside-out, glass-globe encapsulation of the world as it had been in 1935.


The BPD sergeant led Corbin and Macbeth past the Reflection Pool, a long rectangle of water, dark and sparkling in the Boston night.


“There he is …” The sergeant pointed up to a flat-roofed area around the dome with a parapet-walled edge. It was on the original part of the structure and halfway up. A naked figure stood poised on one of the wall’s merlons.


Staring.


His focus seemed fixed on something far out over the city. Something in the sky. Macbeth looked in the direction of his gaze, but could see nothing. Even at this distance, Macbeth saw that there was no urgency, no distress in the way the naked man stood, arms at his side. The sight of him stirred an uneasy memory of a patient at McLean. Macbeth’s last patient before he went into pure research.


“Maybe he’s not serious,” Corbin said to the police sergeant. “It’s not high enough to ensure death if he jumps.”


“Maybe so …” said the cop assessing the drop. “But it’s still gonna smart.” Smaaht. He led the two psychiatrists to a side door, through a storeroom and up an internal service stairwell. When they came out onto the roof section by the dome, everything looked different, the height and the shifted perspective making Macbeth feel unsteady.


Here, at close quarters, he saw again that the fair-haired man on the edge of the parapet was poised. Calm. Almost serene. Not the usual jumper. In his late twenties or early thirties, Macbeth estimated. Seen from behind and a little to the side, stripped of his clothes, he looked pale and thin, except for a thickening of the waistline above the hips: a roll of soft fat hinting at a future weight problem. Again it appeared to Macbeth that the naked man was looking at something far away, out in the dark above or beyond the city.


The priest was about the same age as the man on the parapet and crouched, one knee on the floor, resting his elbow on the other, almost in a posture of genuflection. He had positioned himself to the side of the naked man, about six feet off, and Macbeth could hear he was lecturing him, in a soft, patronizing tone, about the sin of self-murder.


“That’s all we need,” Corbin muttered to Macbeth. “Someone to compound his religious mania. Two delusionals for the price of one …”


“Father Mullachy is doing just fine,” said the younger cop defensively, his face filled with hostility and ten generations of dumb believing. He could have been the sergeant’s son.


“You do realize that if your priest out there validates his delusion, he might just talk him into jumping?” Corbin shook his head and turned to Macbeth. “You’d better hang back, John, seeing you’re unofficial here.”


“I’ll watch and learn …” Macbeth smiled and moved over to where the younger cop and the sergeant with the big Irish face stood. From this vantage point, Macbeth could now see something of the naked man’s profile.


“You say this guy claims he’s the angel Gabriel?” Corbin asked the sergeant.


“Something like that. Or maybe his name really is Gabriel, but you know what these types are like, they run off at the mouth and none of it makes sense. He kept on going on about knowing the truth, having a message, all the usual crap. Funny thing is he’s calmer than most.”


Corbin nodded and moved closer to the priest and the man on the parapet.


“Hi. My name’s Peter … I’d like to talk to you. Can I come closer?”


“Not too close.” The standing man spoke quietly and calmly but the young priest turned in Corbin’s direction and held up a halting hand, his expression impatient. Corbin ignored him and crossed the roof.


“That’ll do fine,” said the naked man, over his shoulder.


“Hello …” Corbin repeated. “I’m Peter. What do I call you?”


“His name is Gabriel,” said the priest.


“Is that your name?” Corbin asked the naked man, then turned to the priest, keeping his voice low and even. “Move away, Father. You could do more harm than good.”


“I am here to tend to a soul in distress. I have a place here.”


“At least move back.” Corbin shot a steel thread of warning through his tone. The priest didn’t move. Corbin turned his attention back to the naked man.


“Is that really your name? Are you Gabriel?”


The naked man made no hint of having heard Corbin, continuing to stare out over the city.


“You can call me Gabriel,” he said eventually and absently, as if talking to Corbin was a distraction. “Call me whatever you want. Anything can be given a name, but that doesn’t mean that thing is what you call it. You can give something a name, but it doesn’t mean that it is. Tell me, Peter, are you a psychiatrist?”


“I’m here to help you, Gabriel,” said Corbin. “That’s the most important thing, but yes, I’m a psychiatrist.”


“I see. You’re here to observe me …” Gabriel said, still distracted by something only he could see, far out over and above the city. “To observe me and evaluate my state. Those two things are contradictory, if you don’t mind me saying … the Observer Effect in quantum physics proves the act of observation itself changes the state of the observed. Did you know that?”


“I’m not here just to observe, Gabriel, I’m here to help.”


“To stop me jumping.”


“To help you,” repeated Corbin. “Help you find a way out of this.”


“Like I said: to stop me jumping. We live in a superpositional universe of infinite possibilities, so you’ll get the outcome you want: I won’t jump. And I will jump. I’ll jump and survive. I’ll jump and be killed. It’s not a choice. All of these things will happen. And none of them will.”


“Why are you on the roof, Gabriel? Why are you here?”


“I’m not here. I don’t exist.”


“That’s a strange thing to say. Of course you’re here.”


“Strange? Not really. I know I’m not here.”


“Have you taken drugs tonight, Gabriel?”


“The K-hole?” Gabriel laughed quietly. “No, Peter, I haven’t taken Ketamine or anything else. I’m not suffering from drug-induced depersonalization. I’m just really not here.”


“I see you, Gabriel. That means you’re here.”


“Does it?” Gabriel said, then gasped suddenly, swaying forward slightly. Everyone looked to see what had startled him. There was nothing. For a moment the young naked man stood frozen, then the tension eased from his pose.


“Does it?” he repeated, still as if Corbin was distracting him from watching some event unfold on some vast TV screen visible only to him. “I’m here because you see me here, is that it? Does that mean if you look away, I won’t be?”
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