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Prologue

APRIL 3, 2088


I see your neurons firing, Ray.”

The voice was familiar, one Ray Caldwell had known for decades. Bryson Nichols’s face came into view overhead.

I must be on my back.

He had no such sensation. He tried to turn his head to the right, then the left. It didn’t respond. He tried moving his fingers. No sensation. Panic swept through him. He was paralyzed.

“I brought you back to consciousness to let you know about the procedure.”

The procedure. On whom? There were no more procedures scheduled. Caldwell had canceled them all.

Nichols’s face slid in and out of view as he hovered above and behind, wielding surgical instruments with which Caldwell was all too familiar.

No . . . He wouldn’t . . .

Nichols spoke calmly as he worked. “I do so apologize for having drugged you. But it was the only way. You know how much I’ve valued our working relationship—our friendship—these many years. I’d never do anything to jeopardize that friendship.

“But you were acting nonsensically, Ray. Halting the procedures at this point was sheer madness. I told myself it was the onset of disease, that you weren’t thinking straight. Or perhaps you were having cold feet about your own procedure. In any case, for your own good, I had to accelerate the schedule.”

Nichols paused, his upside-down face fixed in Caldwell’s line of vision, smiling. “Your alphas reveal your reluctance, but I do forgive your response, Ray. I know that, once the procedure is complete, we’ll see eye to eye.”

Caldwell examined Nichols’s face as he spoke. He was calm, purposeful, self-assured. No trace of consternation concerning the crime he was about to commit.

“Oh, Ray, to be free at last from the constraints of biological intelligence. How I wish I were in your shoes!”

The room fell silent save for Nichols’s movements and the methodical hum of neural scanners. Caldwell knew the routine. He had performed it himself numerous times, though not to completion.


Think! He had to think. Within the hour he would be disconnected from his biological brain . . . forever. If only he could talk, he could dissuade Nichols from—

Nichols’s face reappeared. The procedure was ready, Caldwell intuited. Now was his final chance to change his destiny.

“ . . . pat your hand, Ray. But I know you can’t feel it. I want you to know that I’ll be with you throughout.”

Nichols leaned closer to Caldwell’s face, his voice softening. “I have to admit, I’m envious. We had always planned on my being the one unveiled. And now it appears you will be the world-famous one—the first transhuman.”

He straightened up. “I could be bitter, being supplanted by you in that regard. But of what value, ultimately, is the recognition we receive for our achievements? Is it not of minor importance compared to the contribution we make to the advancement of our species—of the evolution of the universe itself?”

Nichols glanced to his right. “I can tell by your scan that you still aren’t in full agreement.” He cocked his head slightly. “Ray, are your gammas spiking? I recognize that configuration. Are you trying to tell me something?”

He turned back toward his patient and shook his head. “You never cease to amaze me. I doubt any of our colleagues could manipulate their brain waves with such ease. That’s why I teamed up with you so many years ago. Always amazing.”

Nichols stepped away from Caldwell’s sight, then reappeared. “I’m putting you back to sleep now, Ray. When you wake up, everything will be complete. Your misgivings, whatever they may be, will be alleviated. You’ll be everything we have worked toward. Everything humanity has dreamed of for millennia. Our friendship, our partnership in this grand endeavor, will continue. Shortly you’ll perform the procedure on me. The two of us will lead humanity into its greatest adventure.” He smiled broadly. “See you on the other side.”

With all his will Ray Caldwell commanded his arms to move, his legs to break free from the bands that held him to the surgical table. But it was no use. In a few moments he would lose consciousness. When he awoke, he would be missing the only thing that made life—existence itself, even—worthwhile.

Drowsiness stalked him. His mind began to swim.

Three hours and six minutes later Caldwell’s new brain powered up. He awoke. Electronic impulses coursed through the silicon mass that his cranium now housed.

Terror seized him. He bolted upright and scanned the room. His gaze landed upon the smiling face of Bryson Nichols standing four feet away.

“O brave new world that has such people in it, Ray. How do you feel, my friend?”

Past Nichols, in a glass jar, he spotted the three-pound mass of gray matter that had been extracted from him. His terror subsided into resigned grief. What he had feared most had come to pass.

It was gone. Utterly gone. He had lost his connection.
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THREE WEEKS LATER


I always expected to teach history. I never expected to make it. Making history is the stuff of inventors and politicians and astronauts. Not professors. Especially not those with both feet in the past.

Visitors to my office—and they are few, since no one is on college campuses anymore—are always struck by what they regard as the antiques. The brass doorknob that requires a physical key. The mechanical clock. The metal nameplate with “Creighton Daniels” etched into it. The sea of books.

Meeting me in my virtual reality office (identical to my physical one), students are always surprised by two things: the books and the smell. They are one and the same, of course. Have enough old books on hand, and you get a musty smell. No one knows that anymore, because no one owns books.

With the exception of the door and a large window directly behind my desk, my office walls are covered by floor-to-ceiling wood bookcases filled to overflowing. “Where’d you get all these books?” students ask. The less polite ones add, “And why do you have them?”

I like being surrounded by books. Always have, even as a kid. I used to visit my grandparents’ house and climb up in the attic and dig through dusty boxes looking for old kids’ volumes. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Harry Potter, the Planet Nine series . . . the classics.

“Why don’t you just experience those stories in virtual reality like the other kids?” my father would ask. He worried I’d fall behind the times technologically. Which I did. But I also cultivated a love of books and, with it, a love of learning.

By the time I finish explaining why I’m a bibliophile, most students scrunch their noses and ask, “What is that smell?” At which point I expose them to the delights of holding old books: the feel when you take one off the shelf, the aroma when you open it, the hint of mustiness. There’s nothing quite like it.

This particular Wednesday I walked down the deserted third floor of McMinnus Hall to my office and started my morning routine. I grabbed a cup of coffee, sat at my desk, took a bite into a toasted cranberry bagel, and pulled up my Grid interface.

“Good morning, Alistair.”

Alistair appeared in one of the two chairs across the desk. “Good morning, Creighton. How did you sleep?”

“Well, thank you. Access CulturePulse, please.”

Alistair frowned. “You still have seven dissertations to review before the end of the term. I can access the current one for you.”

I sighed. Dissertation reviews. The bane of my profession. Having neural implants that enhanced reading speed and comprehension by a factor of eight didn’t make five hundred pages of “National Stereotyping in Virtual Reality Programming and Its Effects on Preadolescent Cross-Cultural Relationships” any more enticing.

I did what I always do when faced with an unpleasant task.

“CulturePulse first, Alistair.”

A hundred electronic images appeared in the air above my desk—the cultural items that received the most hits on the Grid in the previous twenty-four hours.

“Number one, please.”

The image on the far left moved to the chair next to Alistair. It was an attractive young woman with short brown hair, dressed in a blue sundress and sandals. Her name was Jade, from Auburn, Michigan. She’d had a dream in which Jesus appeared to her.

The second image appeared, a young man dressed in a beige T-shirt and jeans. He’d had the same dream. I scanned the remaining images. Twenty-two of the ninety-eight were the identical story.

I picked up my coffee cup and leaned back in my chair. How did all these people have the same dream? And why are they all from North America?


An audio-only tap interrupted my thoughts. City of Champaign Police Department. This can’t be good news.


“This is Creighton Daniels.”

“Mr. Daniels—is it ‘mister’ or ‘doctor’?” The voice was low, the speech slow.

“Either is fine. Is anything the matter?”

“Mr. Daniels, the Grid lists you as the primary contact for your father, Eli Daniels.”

I sat up straight in my chair. “That’s correct. Is he all right?”

There was a pause. “I’m sorry to have to tell you. Your father has committed suicide.”

The police officer climbed out of his car when he saw me pull up in front of my dad’s place. “Mr. Daniels? Officer Stefan Hixon.”

We shook hands.

“You went to the morgue to identify him?”

I nodded.

“A crying shame, a man that young, in his eighties. At least it was painless. Did he give any indication?”

“No. Not to me, at least. They said he left a suicide message.”

“Yeah, I need you to look it over and check out his place. This is all just a formality since they’ve done the autopsy.”

We walked through the front door into the modest, sixty-year-old house where my dad lived his last two decades. Though we visited in virtual reality once or twice a month, I hadn’t been to his house in eleven years. It looked the same: immaculate. My dad was a neat freak, a gene he had failed to pass along.

The officer started the visual. Dad was sitting at his desk at home, expressionless. But he was always expressionless. “This is just a simple message for those I leave behind,” he said. “I’m fortunate to have had so many good friends and family, especially my university colleagues. I’ve appreciated you all. But now it’s time for me to say good-bye. I’ve been diagnosed with CJD, which has no cure. I haven’t told anyone this, not wanting to burden you with my troubles. The doctors give me only a few months of rapid deterioration. I don’t want to go out that way, and I don’t want to be remembered that way. This is better for all of us. My fond farewell to you all.”

That was it.

Why didn’t he tell me? And why didn’t he have more to say than a fond farewell?

The officer shook his head. “That’s rough, man. I’m sorry.” He glanced around the living room. “Well, I just need you to make sure everything seems normal. It’s just you, I take it? No brothers or sisters?”

“No.”

“A life partner?”

“His last one was years ago.”

“Parents?”

“They’re in Washington State. I don’t think he’s talked to them in years.”

He nodded. “I get this a lot—only children having to do everything themselves. That’s the way it is anymore, I suppose.” He paused, then motioned toward the door. “I’ll just wait over there. Take your time looking around. Just don’t remove anything for now.”

I walked slowly around the living room, kitchen, two bedrooms, and bath. Everything looked normal, but I wasn’t exactly the best judge. I drifted into my dad’s study and sat down at his desk. Everything on the desk top was in perfect order. I opened a drawer and glanced at some electronic accessories, neatly arranged. I opened another and pulled out a disheveled stack of papers. I wasn’t sure what surprised me more, the papers or the disarray. Dad never kept things that way. I flipped through them. None seemed particularly important.

I looked in the bottom drawer. A bowl. Dad always ate popcorn at his desk. An old model electronic writing pad. I opened it. It was dusty—probably hadn’t been used in years. I started to close the pad, then noticed that something had been tucked inside the cover pocket. I pulled out an old-style digital storage device. No one had used these for two decades.

I glanced toward the front of the house. The officer had momentarily gone into virtual reality.

I slipped the device into my pocket.
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NINE DAYS LATER


Abigail Caldwell’s eyes blinked open. Painfully she lifted her head off the wood bottom of the dugout canoe and glanced at the sun shining between the endless colonnades of trees overhanging both sides of the river.

Early afternoon. I’m heading east.

She sat erect and looked at the jungle on both sides, then at the bends in the river fore and aft. Nothing was familiar. She reached for her oar and began to row, the handcrafted paddle cutting swiftly through the water. Her arms and shoulders felt stiff. She focused on the mechanics of her stroke. Back straight. Arms relaxed.

Mosquitoes, stirred by her awakening, returned. Swatting them occupied her arms full-time, bringing her rowing to a halt—a luxury she couldn’t afford. She let the mosquitoes feed.

She was so hungry and thirsty. She hadn’t eaten in two days, had no time to stop and forage for food, and didn’t want to risk venturing alone into unfamiliar jungle. She slid her hand over the side of the canoe, cupped some brown water, and drank. It was rancid, but the liquid felt welcome on her tongue and her lips.

At least she had slept. Prior to leaving in the canoe, she hadn’t slept for two nights. She had been too much in demand, tending the sick. Her body craved more sleep now. She could feel the heaviness in her head and muscles, but she couldn’t indulge it. She had to keep going.

The sun drifted downward. Her canoe traversed an endless series of switchback curves—at this moment east, at this one west. She pressed to push the oar through the water at a consistent pace. She noticed her posture failing and straightened. Ten minutes later she straightened again. Finally she resigned herself to a permanent, aching slouch.

Night fell. The jungle erupted into a cacophony of hoots, grunts, wails, and caws. A guttural scream brought silence to the entire rain forest. She jerked her head and stared into the blackness. Her own hand was invisible to her.

She fought a growing panic. Could she survive another moonless night on the river? Proceeding was terribly risky. At any moment the canoe might crash into a fallen tree, a boulder, or a low-lying bridge, spilling her into water infested with crocodiles and river sharks. Worse, she didn’t know when the river might turn into rapids that could send her swirling beneath the brackish water.

The danger was unavoidable; she had to reach the coast. If she failed, the village—everything she had ever known—would die.

Hour after hour, she rowed. Exhaustion overcame her. She finally stopped rowing and let the current carry her. She closed her eyes. She slept. She dreamed. A dark-skinned little girl approached her with a white rose of Sharon.

“Where did you find this, Miraba?”

“By the river.”

“This flower doesn’t grow in our jungle.”

“There was only one.”

The girl placed the flower at her own feet. It grew, slowly enveloping her.

“I’m going for help, Miraba. Hold on.”


“Xén, bi náana ‘nû ten la.” My heart is with you always, Mama.


She woke when her face hit the water. She gasped and sucked in a mouthful of black liquid. She tried coughing it out but only sucked in more. Her feet thrashed, and her arms flailed, and she moved through the water—whether up or down, she didn’t know. Her head smashed into something solid. She stopped momentarily, dazed.

I have to breathe!

She raised her hands above her head and felt an object. The canoe. She thrust upward to her right, her head finally breaking the surface. She gasped, retched, and reached for the canoe. She touched it and clung to it and coughed up black water. She wanted nothing more than to hold on and simply drift downstream. But that was likely fatal. She had to get back into the dugout.

Hand over hand, she silently made her way to the stern. She placed one hand on each side of the canoe and lunged upward, lifting her torso out of the water and onto the craft. She lunged again, her waist straddling the stern. The canoe tipped precariously. Guardedly, she dragged her legs onto the canoe and collapsed inside.

In sudden desperation she ran her hands along the inside of the canoe. Where is my paddle? She felt something move under her palm and grasped it. The paddle. She briefly breathed a sigh of relief, then resumed a frantic search of the canoe but failed to find her other vital possession: her knife. She was defenseless.

Abby bit down on her cracked lip, feeling the split widen and tasting the blood. She stared into the darkness and thought about what to do next. She picked up her paddle. Row. She could only row.

When her arms gave out and she felt barely conscious, she lay down again in the dugout and slept. She woke with the sun, moving her hands to scrape away the feasting mosquitoes. Her arms throbbed. She reached to the back of her head and felt a knot. Her hair was matted with dried blood.

She sat upright and surveyed her surroundings. She had entered a new river: wider, lazier, the color a milky brown. On its sides the trees overhung the water in sweeping arches. Vines, branches, and epiphytes twisted together to form intricate tapestries, often so thick that the bank was hidden from view.

Midmorning the terrain changed. She passed a series of cliffs straddling the river. The current grew swifter. She heard a noise ahead—one foreign to the jungle. The hum was mechanical, an engine of some kind. Whatever it was, she wanted to avoid an encounter with those producing it. She had no idea what tribe inhabited this part of the river or whether they would allow her safe passage.

She steered the dugout to the far side of the river. Looking back across the water, she saw the source of the noise—a motorized boat with two men, idling next to a pier. Behind the pier lay a village of perhaps a hundred wood houses on stilts. Spanning the river, past the pier, was a wooden bridge. She guided the canoe between the riverbank and the curtain of vines overhanging it. The flora would hide her long enough to reach the bridge.

Once she was behind the curtain, vine after vine scraped against her. She heard a thump in the stern and jerked her head around. She heard another thump in the bow and turned back. Two death adders had joined her. She raised her paddle and brought it down upon the second one, killing it instantly. The first flared and struck, biting her left leg. Abby spun around and cried out, the pain searing through her calf. She grabbed the creature, pulled it out of her flesh, and flung it into the water.

She had to get out from behind the vines, but there were no easy exits. She aimed the canoe straight toward the tapestry, bent down low, and crashed through. The impact knocked her on her back. She raised her head and scanned the dugout. No more snakes had joined her. She turned to examine her leg, which had already begun to swell. If she’d had a knife, she would have cut it and sucked out the venom. She bent down and drained as much as she could, wincing and clenching her jaw in efforts to stay quiet.

She grabbed the oar just as she heard voices from the other side of the river. She looked up. The villagers had spotted her. Several men and boys were running toward the bridge on the far bank. Others motioned to the two men in the motorized boat. She glanced upstream and saw the men untying the craft. They backed the boat away from the pier and aimed it toward her. She rowed with all her strength toward the bridge. The villagers had reached it and were crossing toward her. She imagined the shower of arrows that might rain upon her at any moment.

The motorized boat was gaining on her. The men were gesturing frantically, signaling, she thought, the men on the bridge, who were shouting and waving their arms. She didn’t see weapons, but that didn’t assuage her fear.

She ducked her head as her canoe shot under the bridge and out the other side. She looked back. The villagers were still screaming and waving, but none made hostile movements. The motorized boat slowed and stopped next to the bridge.

She breathed deeply. She had survived.

Slowly she turned her face downstream. The current had picked up considerably. She heard a low, rumbling noise like the sound of an approaching drenching rain. The roar grew. Despite her furious attempt to paddle to the shore, the river pulled her inexorably forward.

She entered the rapids between two large boulders on the left side of the river. It took all her fading strength to steer the canoe bow-first down them. The waters churned beneath her as countless rocks passed by.

She spotted a small island ahead. At its tip was a boulder twice her height. She paddled furiously to the right, where the rapids had ebbed, to no avail. The current pulled her to the left. She paddled with all her might as the rock came upon her. The bow of the canoe struck it and flipped her to the left.

Her craft sped horizontally down the rapids. I have to straighten it. She dug her oar into the water. The dugout began swinging to the left, stern first. She thrust her paddle to parry an oncoming boulder. The paddle struck it with such force that it tossed her into the bottom of the canoe and her oar into the air. She bolted upright only to see it hit the water and disappear down a ferocious whirlpool.

Now she was impotent.

She turned to face the onslaught of the river. The canoe bobbed and weaved in the rapids, sprays of water assaulting its passenger from all sides. She became aware of another low, thundering noise. Ahead she saw a violent churning beyond which the river seemed to disappear.

Terror overcame her. She planted her face near the floor of the dugout and endured the battering of rocks, wondering if the canoe would be smashed to pieces even before the falls.

The bottom of the canoe fell beneath her. She grabbed its sides as she floated down with the plunging water. She caught a glimpse of a plume-covered lake below, then ducked her head just before the canoe hit the water.

The impact knocked the breath out of her, and she was thrown from the canoe. She floated in the depths for a moment, then gathered her strength for a surge to the sunlight. She kicked her right leg with all her might—the snakebite had rendered her left one useless—and thrust down with both arms.

She opened her mouth and gasped for breath, sucking in large quantities of water.

This is the end of us all. Miraba . . .

Sunlight broke upon her eyes, and misty air surrounded her head. She coughed violently, breathed deeply, coughed some more. She looked upriver. She was a considerable distance from the falls, floating lazily downstream. She glanced to her right, then to her left. Her canoe, capsized but intact, was floating parallel to her, ten arm lengths away.

She kicked over to it, grabbed its hull, and laid her head upon it. I have to get it upright. But she didn’t have the strength. She thrust her arms against the hull and lifted herself a few inches onto it. She tried repeating the maneuver but fell back into the water, grasping for the canoe.

She hung on to the boat. She floated. She gathered her waning strength and pushed herself upward again. Six attempts later she straddled the bottom of the boat, feet dangling in the water.

She laid her head on the boat’s hull and lost consciousness.
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Abby Caldwell opened her eyes to a place unlike any she had ever seen. She was lying on a soft bed. All was white around her. A long, thin plastic tube was attached to her right arm. Metal boxes with lights surrounded her.

A dark-skinned woman in white clothing entered the room. She looked at Abby, then at the metal boxes. She smiled and said something in a language Abby didn’t recognize.


“¿Neen jné?” Abby responded.

The woman looked at her, clueless.

Abby tried English. “I’m sorry . . . I can’t understand you.” The words came haltingly. Though she was accustomed to thinking in English, she hadn’t spoken the language in years.

The woman answered in English. “Are you feeling better?”

“Everything hurts.”

“You are a lucky one. I’m told you were drifting in the Sepik when they rescued you.”

Abby groaned and tried to sit up. “Where am I?”

“Easy.” The woman moved to help Abby lie back down. “You are in the Meridian Hospital in Lae. I’m Somare, your nurse. You’re under the care of Dr. Kate Sampson, so you’re in very good hands. Can you tell me your name?”

“I need the doctor.”

The nurse glanced at a schedule above the bed. “She should be here in about two hours.”

Abby grabbed the nurse forcefully with her left arm. “No! I need the doctor now! It’s an emergency.”

The nurse spoke in a measured tone but didn’t pull away. “You were dehydrated and suffering from an adder bite. But you are all right now.”

“No, not me. My people—they’re dying! Please.” She loosened her grip on the nurse’s arm.

The nurse looked into her eyes. “I’ll tap her.”

Five minutes later a woman dressed in blue scrubs entered the room. “I’m Dr. Sampson. I’m glad you’re awake. You’re doing amazingly well considering how you got here.” She glanced at the electronic pad in her hands. “You were dehydrated and suffering from heatstroke, you had a concussion from that knock on your head, and you had an adder bite. We gave you antivenin for the bite, and the swelling has receded. The IV fluids have rehydrated you. We are monitoring the concussion, but you appear to be recovering nicely.”

She looked at Abby and smiled. “You must have had quite an adventure. How long had you been in the canoe?”

Abby didn’t answer but just stared at the doctor’s face.

“Maybe we should back up a little. Can you tell me your name?”

Abby shook her head and finally spoke. “I’m sorry. I was just . . . You’re Caucasian.”

The doctor had a quizzical look momentarily, then a softer expression. “Yes, I am. I’m from the United States. You must not be accustomed to seeing Caucasian faces.”

Abby shook her head again. “Except for a man on the river last week, not in the last eight years.”

“Eight years? You must not travel out from the interior often.”

“No. Never.”

The doctor raised her eyebrows. “Never? How did you get to the interior?”

“My parents. Please, can you help? They’re dying.”

“Your parents are dying?”

“No, my parents are dead. My village is dying. Can you come?”

Kate Sampson felt a knot in her stomach the minute she instructed her Grid interface to tap the health minister. Their last encounter, a face-to-face one, hadn’t ended on the best of terms. A New Guinean with a receding gray hairline appeared on her visiscreen.

“Dr. Poon.”

“Dr. Sampson. Are you still in our country?”

He knew perfectly well she was. Hers was the only hospital in the country’s second largest city, and she was the internal medicine department. She let the remark slide.

“I need your approval for a medical mission.”

“In your position you are free to travel as necessary, Doctor.”

“These patients are Inisi.”

Poon’s eyebrows rose. “Inisi? You’ve been in touch with Inisi?”

“No. An American woman living in an Inisi village was found unconscious on the Sepik yesterday. She says her village is dying of some disease.”

“All outsiders are banned from contact with the Inisi.”

“Yes, I know that. She says that, at the request of the tribe, her family was given permission years ago to remain with them. She came out seeking medical help for her village.”

“What disease?”

Kate shrugged. “I don’t know. She describes the symptoms as headache, disorientation, dizziness, vomiting, and loss of memory, then coma. It doesn’t match any of the jungle diseases.”

Poon shook his head. “No, it doesn’t. How many have died?”

“Four as of the time she left.”

“How long from onset to death?”

“Three days. Maybe less.”

“Is she symptomatic?”

“No. And we’ve run all viral tests on her.”

“Negative?”

Kate nodded. “Dr. Poon, I need your authorization.”

He shook his head vigorously. “I can’t authorize that. Not to the Inisi. The Interior—”

“It’s my understanding that you can authorize it to contain a contagious disease.” They stared at each other a moment. “Isn’t that true?”

“Dr. Sampson, we don’t know how contagious—”

“It’s infected an entire village and killed at least four. Dr. Poon”—she stepped closer to her visiscreen—“this woman, my patient, is desperate. She canoed all the way out to save her village.”

“Then she possesses both endurance and patience. She can wait until I obtain permission from the Interior Ministry. Good day, Doctor.”

His image disappeared. Kate sat fuming. After a few moments she accessed the interface with her assistant, who appeared on the visiscreen.

“Yes, Dr. Sampson?”

“Amu, secure the helicopter.”

“For what time?”

“Immediately.”

Kate looked across the passenger compartment of the medical helicopter. By the terrified look on Abby’s face, Kate could tell the takeoff had been rough on her. But she had adapted quickly. Since the helicopter had leveled off shortly afterward, Abby hadn’t stopped looking out the window. From time to time on their headsets, they heard the pilot note their location. “Thank you,” Abby would always respond.

The truth was, they didn’t know exactly where they were headed. Up the river Abby had traversed, the Sepik. Then up a major tributary, the Yuat, off which the Inisi tribe lived. After that, who knew? Abby couldn’t name the smaller tributary where her village was situated. Jmîî juee’, they called it. The River. Satellite mapping was useless; the Inisi were spread over a wide area. Finding one village might take all day.

The effort was worth it to her. Approval or no approval, Kate wasn’t about to place the survival of an entire village on the desk of some bureaucrat in Port Moresby. She had come to Papua New Guinea four months before with Matt, her life partner and fellow physician, to save lives, not wait on pencil pushers. The government had started a new health program, providing critical care and medical maintenance to tribes via boat and helicopter. It was exactly the sort of adventure she sought: bringing healing to the true wild, the still untamed interior of the vast island.

It hadn’t worked as planned. Two months after their arrival, the government canceled the program. A week later Matt returned to the States to think things over. Shortly thereafter the relationship ended.

For her part, Kate had become enamored with Papua New Guinea—both its spirited people and its forbidding terrain. She had decided to stay, landing a job as head of internal medicine at Meridian.

Traveling to the Inisi—a tribe the government had placed off-limits decades before to preserve its cultural integrity—could get her fired. She expected a reprimand instead. Where were they going to find a replacement? Prior to her arrival, her position had been open for fourteen months. Besides, her request would likely be approved—though too late to save anyone. One thing was certain: the disease spread rapidly and could be fatal. Such a pathogen, if not contained, could threaten not just the Inisi but the entire interior and beyond.

The only misgiving Kate had about the trip was the presence of her patient. Given her condition upon arrival at the hospital two days before, Abby had no business flying on a medical rescue mission. But once rehydrated and treated for her snakebite, Abby had shown amazing resiliency. Nevertheless, Kate insisted on checking her vitals every two hours on the trip.

The helicopter reached a large tributary.

“We are heading up the Yuat,” the pilot informed them.

Down below, Kate saw a blackish river intersecting a larger, milky brown river. The sediment of the former created a weaving of black and brown for several miles downstream.

They proceeded upstream at a height of four hundred feet. Every five to ten minutes they would approach a smaller tributary, one of which, they assumed, Abby had traveled down. But Abby had no idea which one. The only marker she could describe was a long, dark brown sandbank that was a forty-five-minute walk from her village.

The pilot took the helicopter ten minutes up each tributary. They found nothing.

“Is it possible the trees overhang it?” Kate asked Abby.

“No. It’s open to the sunlight.”

They kept on looking. Ten tributaries. Fifteen.

“We’re going to have to head back soon,” the pilot warned. “We’re almost to the return point on fuel.”

Abby looked worriedly at Kate, who forced a smile. It was little consolation, she knew.

They scouted two more tributaries. No sandbank.

“That’s it,” the pilot announced. “We’re heading back to base.” The helicopter banked sharply and turned to the east.

“No!” Abby shouted into her headset. “Not yet. We have to keep looking.”

“Sorry, ma’am. My fuel light just came on. That means we have just enough to make it back.”

“Can we do one more?”

“Don’t you have an additional fuel reserve?” Kate interjected.

The pilot shot a look at her. “All right. One more.”

He flew back up the Yuat. They found another tributary in six minutes and followed its twists and turns. After five minutes the tributary became a mountain stream.

“We’re heading back,” the pilot said. He turned to the east again.

Kate looked at her patient. “I’m sorry, Abby.”

Abby nodded but didn’t turn her way. She was still glued to the window, tears dripping off her cheeks.
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They tried again the next day. Having logged their last position from the day before, the pilot flew straight up the Yuat and to the next tributary. They ventured up two with no success. On the third they flew upriver seventeen miles before Kate spotted a sandbank on the left. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing.

Abby threw off her safety belt and flew across the passenger compartment. “Yes! That’s the bank!”

She adjusted her headset and shouted into it. “That’s it on the left.”

The pilot was already turning the craft and taking it down. He skimmed the surface of the river for two hundred feet before hovering over the bank.

“Can we land?” Kate shouted.

“Not sure. How soft is that sand?”

“It doesn’t leave a deep footprint,” Abby responded.

“Why don’t you check it out, Dr. Sampson? I’ll hover and let you drop down.”

He positioned the copter five feet off the ground. Kate grabbed the safety latch, unlocked it, and pulled the hatch open.

“You can lower yourself down with the rope.”

“That’s okay. I’ll jump.”

“Suit yourself. Just throw the rope over with you. You’ll need it to pull yourself back in.”

Kate tossed one end of a thick rope overboard, then jumped onto the sand below and fell to a knee before returning to her feet. She bent low and circled the helicopter, stamping her boots on the sand as she went.

“It’s pretty firm,” she shouted into her headset. “I don’t think you’ll sink.”

“We’d better hope not.”

Kate looked at the river to her left and the jungle to her right. She walked twenty yards down the bank to make space for the helicopter, keeping an eye on the river. New Guinea has no large jungle predators, but crocodiles are another story. The helicopter descended onto the bank, sinking a couple of inches into the sand before the pilot cut the engine. He turned, looked at Abby, and spoke into his radio. “Are you sure I’ll be safe here?”

Abby didn’t respond. She was already leaning out the hatch. Kate approached the exit, stuck out her hand, and helped her off. “How far a walk from here?”

“Less than an hour. We hike the beach, and then we take a trail in the forest. That leads to the village.”

Kate noticed that the desperate look in Abby’s eyes had turned to fierce determination. She looked her patient up and down. “Are you up for this?”

“Yes.”

“Let me take your vitals before—”

Abby shook her head. “No time. You can do it there.”

Kate shrugged, slung her backpack between her shoulders, and picked up her med kit. “You lead.”

The two women walked silently along the bank. Though in good shape, Kate struggled to keep up. The late-morning heat was already suffocating. No breeze came off the river. Overhead she heard a strange symphony of bird calls and animal noises. Kate jerked her head upward at every shrill shriek. Abby seemed to ignore them all.

Within five minutes the sand along the river’s edge narrowed and then disappeared altogether, with trees and underbrush now coming all the way to the water’s edge. Abby stopped and waited a moment for Kate to catch up. “Watch for adders here.”

She pushed through some undergrowth and disappeared into the jungle. Kate glanced warily at the foliage in front of her, then followed, catching her shirt in three places on the branches.

Once past the curtain of flora, she found herself on a jungle path suitable for single-file passage. Abby walked swiftly ahead. Kate jogged to catch up, tripping repeatedly on roots that Abby navigated effortlessly. Often Abby would disappear into what appeared to be dense undergrowth. When Kate followed, however, she always discovered they were on a new path.

The path veered to the left and right without discernible intent. It intersected another trail, and Abby strode to the left. Kate checked the time. Half an hour gone.

The closer they got to the village, the faster Abby walked. Kate finally broke into a continuous jog just to keep pace. Sweat poured off her face in rivulets. She looked down and saw red stains on her socks. Leeches were getting their fill. She stopped to pick them off, then ran to catch up, fearful of Abby’s disappearing through a hedge onto another hidden path.

The trail broadened slightly, straightened, and broke into a clearing that revealed two dozen thatched-roof huts surrounding a larger thatched structure. Abby had stopped at the tree where the path ended. Kate arrived, panting, beside her.

The two women looked at each other. They already knew the answer they had come to discover. The stench told them.

Abby started quickly toward the huts.

“Stop!” Kate grabbed her by the arm. “We need masks. And gloves.”

Abby hesitated, then complied. Kate opened her med kit and pulled out surgical masks and gloves. She placed them on Abby and herself. She had considered bringing biohazard suits but had decided against it. She didn’t want to make this woman feel too much like an alien in her own village. Now she was kicking herself for that decision.

“Abby, even with these on, we need to be careful not to let anything come in contact with our bodies. We don’t want to risk contracting the disease. We need to proceed slowly.”

Abby didn’t proceed slowly. She ran past the first four huts and entered the fifth. Kate followed. No one was inside. They went to the next hut. Abby looked in. “¡¿‘Ee hua ‘noo. Jiaa’ mîηoo lajîn te’ dsa?!”


She entered and knelt beside the bodies of a baby and three children wrapped in burial shrouds, lying on the dirt floor. Next to them were the bodies of a man and a woman on a straw mat. Abby reached out to stroke the head of the baby.

“Don’t touch the bodies!”

Abby looked up at Kate, her eyes pleading for leniency. Slowly she raised herself off the floor and went to the next hut.

Every hut was the same. Mercifully, the children had died first. They were all wrapped in burial shrouds, only their faces showing. Kate watched as Abby, her lean shoulders set in determination, moved ahead through the village. She paused at each doorway, glanced at the faces of the children, and with the force of her will seemed to repel the waves of grief as she moved from one enclosure to the next.

They came to the last hut. Two adults lay dead on the sleeping mat. Four children were wrapped in burial shrouds. Beside the two adults lay a dark-skinned child, unwrapped. Abby ripped off her mask and rushed to the deceased child.

“Abby, no!” Kate cried out.

But it was too late. Abby cradled the child and was clutching and rocking her, sobbing. “¡Miraba! ¡Xii’ mî bi ‘náana, Miraba!”


Her sobbing turned to wailing, then finally to quiet moaning. Back and forth she rocked the child, minute after sorrowful minute.

Kate gave her space. There was no use asking her to put the child down now. After many minutes of standing silently, she stepped to Abby and placed her hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

Abby caressed the girl’s hair. “She was my daughter.”

The revelation raised numerous questions; the girl was clearly a tribal native, not half-Caucasian. But Kate exiled the questions to the back of her mind.

Abby laid the girl down. “Rîgüe’na co’ ca’ee cî,” she said to the child. I’ll be back shortly.


They went outside. Abby walked to a large flat rock at the entrance to the community hut and sat. She started to place her head in her hands, but seeing the plastic gloves, she simply put her head between her knees and wept. Her body shook from the waves of grief.

Kate sat beside her and put her arm around Abby. Comforting patients was never her strong suit, but Abby needed her. “I wish I knew what to say.”

Abby’s body slumped into her, and Kate held her tightly as she sobbed in heaves. Gradually the heaves gave way to quiet crying. Finally Abby dabbed her eyes with her sleeve. “I loved them. All of them.”

Kate felt tears pooling in her own eyes.

After a time Abby leaned forward, her face full of regret. “We were too late. If only . . .”

“Abby, no. This isn’t your fault. Don’t believe that for a second. You did everything you could.”

They sat on the rock a few more minutes. Kate checked the time. “It’s two thirty. We need to head back.”

“Head back?”

“To Lae.”

Abby shook her head. “I have to stay.”

“We can come back tomorrow. They’ll fly in men to take care of the bodies and the village. You need—”

Kate watched Abby lift her head, her mouth set in a hard, sad line. “How will they take care of the bodies?”

“They’ll burn the bodies and the village. I know it sounds—”

A look of horror came over Abby’s face. “Burn? No! They can’t be burned. They must be buried.”

“Abby, these people died of a communicable disease. The bodies must be destroyed to prevent its spread. I’ll take one back with us and do an autopsy. The others must be burned.”

Abby stood. “They have to be buried. It’s their way.”

“But we can’t risk spreading the disease. What if someone disturbs the graves?”

“No one would do that. It would invite evil spirits.”

Kate looked at her for a long moment, then shrugged. “All right. We’ll bury the bodies. But we have to set fire to the village.”

Abby glanced around at the huts. “Okay. The village.”

“So we’re agreed? We’ll come back tomorrow.”

“I’m spending the night here, Dr. Sampson.”

“Abby, you can’t stay here.”

“I have to.” She extended her arms in a sweeping motion. “These are my people. I can’t abandon them.”

Kate looked around the village and sighed. She contacted the helicopter. “Saperi, everything all right there?”

She heard silence on the other end, then a voice. “Still here. What did you find?”

“The villagers have all died.” She looked down at Abby, who met her eyes. She continued, “I need you to arrange for men to bury the villagers and burn the village tomorrow.”

“What are you going to do?”

“We’re going to spend the night here. You can go.”

“You’re staying? Is it safe?”

“No, it’s not. I don’t know what the disease is or how it’s transmitted. But Ms. Caldwell won’t leave, and I won’t leave her here alone.”

There was a long pause. “Do you want me to stay with you?”

That was the last thing he wanted to do, Kate knew. “No. Just make sure you’re back here with help tomorrow.”

They went back to Abby’s hut, the first they had entered. Kate walked to the other huts and took blood samples from the bodies. By the time she returned, Abby had gathered wood for a fire. The sun set, and Kate pulled some food and water from her backpack. Despite her entreaties, Abby wouldn’t eat, taking only a bottle of water.

They lay down to sleep on the bare ground. The jungle erupted into a terrifying series of shrieks, howls, grunts, and calls that kept Kate awake for hours until finally she could no longer open her eyelids at even the most hideous noises. She had never been so glad to have someone sleeping next to her.

The next day eight men arrived via helicopter. Abby and Kate watched them start the burials.

“Abby, we’ll need to take one body back with us to perform an autopsy, but the morgue at my hospital is closed. We’ll have to send it to Port Moresby.”

Abby thought for a moment, then quietly replied, “The chief’s. He’d want to sacrifice his body for his people.”

The men took until midafternoon to bury the bodies. When they were done, Abby spoke a eulogy over each one and said her final good-byes. Her daughter, Miraba, was the last. Abby knelt beside her fresh grave and wept. She reached to the sides of her head to remove her medical mask.

“You must keep your mask and gloves on, Abby,” Kate instructed.

Abby didn’t seem to hear her. She removed the protective items, placed her fingers to her mouth, kissed them, and placed them on the dirt. “Rîcuaa’nu ‘nû quia’nu jné ten la, Miraba. ‘Ajia’ huøø rîcuaa’na núu.” You will always be my little one, Miraba. Our time apart won’t be long.


She bowed her head silently for several minutes, then finally rose. “I’m ready to pack my personal things.”

Kate handed Abby her mask and gloves. “One of the men already collected them.”

Abby walked to her hut and looked inside the mostly bare enclosure. “I want to stay here another day or two.”

“The helicopter pilot needs to return to Lae now.”

“Ask him if he can come back in two days.”

“He’ll say no.”

“Please, Dr. Sampson.” Her whole body sagged from the weight of her heartbreak.

“Okay,” Kate answered.

She contacted the helicopter, spoke to the pilot, and turned back to Abby. “He says he can’t come back a third time. The men say we must all leave now. They’re going to set fire to the village immediately.”

Abby walked to her doorway and looked out at the village. She spoke softly. “All shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well, and everything shall be well,” she said softly.

“What is that?”

Abby turned back to Kate. “An old saying. I’m comforted by it sometimes.”

The two women walked through the jungle as the men set fire to the village. They waited at the helicopter while the men ensured no flames spread. At twilight the helicopter rose with all aboard. Abby looked down at her village. Her entire history was burning in two dozen smoldering orange rings. Behind her, nighttime had fallen. Ahead, the sun would rise on a world she had never known.
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Damien Cleary sat on the back row of a thousand-plus crowd crammed into the ballroom of Chicago’s Hotel La Salle. He wasn’t fond of large gatherings in physical space. He had argued against having people physically present for the unveiling; it always increased the risk of the unexpected. But Bryson Nichols had insisted. And this was Nichols’s show.

Nichols hadn’t physically appeared before the Foundation for the Advancement of Transhumanity since starting the organization fourteen years earlier with a handful of technological visionaries and phi-lanthropists. Now almost every scientist of note in the fields of artificial intelligence, robotics, and genetic engineering was a member, as well as a bevy of do-gooders who financed the nonprofit side of Nichols’s endeavors.

Not that Nichols needed the money. As founder and CEO of Nichols Technology Inc. (NTI) and the leading artificial intelligence innovator of his time, he could easily launch and finance any project he wished. It had been Nichols’s plan all along, however, to involve the nonprofit and governmental spheres. His vision wasn’t simply the development and marketing of a fantastically profitable new AI technology; he sought the transformation of humanity itself. To date, the plan had worked like clockwork. Which didn’t surprise Damien Cleary. Everything Nichols touched worked like clockwork.

Cleary disagreed with Nichols’s approach. He was contemptuous of the foundation’s nonscientists—sycophants who felt important by hobnobbing with the world’s scientific elite. Such a technological leap as he and Nichols had achieved, Cleary believed, would create its own momentum. Given sufficient motivation, the world would follow their lead into humanity’s next stage.

Despite his misgivings, Cleary wasn’t about to miss this event. He, Nichols, and Ray Caldwell had been the brains behind the accomplishment to be unveiled. Only a few in the audience knew of Cleary’s key role, perhaps most notably Hutch Hardin, a political operative and consummate Washington deal maker whom he had befriended in the early days of the foundation. To most, Cleary was just another face in the crowd.

As head of the Contingency Planning Unit at NTI, Cleary worked in the shadows. He aimed to keep it that way. “Contingency planning” was an antiseptic way of saying, “What if we lose control and our work ends up threatening the planet?” No one wanted to acknowledge that such questions even had to be addressed.

With NTI on the cutting edge of self-replicating nanotechnology, Cleary’s job was twofold: first, to ensure that the company’s cell-sized robots didn’t replicate out of control, producing a doomsday scenario in which exponential replication would consume all the planet’s resources within days, and, second, to work with transgovernmental agencies to develop worldwide immunity systems guarding against such a threat (intentional or not) from others. Bryson Nichols would entrust such a job only to a close associate. Cleary had been that since they had roomed together as freshmen at Cal Poly.

Cleary eyed the ballroom. There was an air of expectancy. People hadn’t been asked to don their tuxes and formal gowns just to hear the latest annual report. The last patrons took their seats, champagne and hors d’oeuvre still in hand.

Cleary accessed the time on the worldwide Grid. Six fifty-eight. Nichols would appear in two minutes; the man was punctual to a fault. He heard the ballroom doors behind him close. The overhead lights dimmed. A hush swept the audience.

Seven o’clock. From the left of the stage, a door opened. Bryson Nichols walked out, climbed onto the stage, and strode to the podium. He gave a confident smile—Cleary called it Nichols’s smirk—and glanced left to right across the audience.

“Gentlemen, ladies. The moment that our foundation has been striving toward—the moment for which the universe brought us forth—that moment has finally arrived. The Singularity is here.”

The room broke into sustained applause. Three attendees in the front row stood. Those behind them followed suit until everyone was standing. Nichols basked in the ovation, smiling broadly, nodding, and pointing to select individuals in the crowd until he finally held up his hand. The applause subsided, and people took their seats.

“Thank you. Literally . . . thank you. For truly this is an accomplishment that came to fruition only through the dedicated effort, support, and unwavering faith of this august body of believers. You believed that human intelligence and its creation, technological intelligence, could be merged, that Homo sapiens could within our lifetimes be supplanted by the next step in the evolutionary chain. I stand before you to announce that we have achieved that next step. Homo technicus is a reality.”

The crowd rose and applauded once more. Nichols beamed. He waited a full minute, then motioned for them to sit.

“Not long ago the idea of humans merging with technological intelligence was science fiction. As Arthur C. Clarke once said, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’ And, indeed, to those alive a hundred years ago, what I’m about to unveil would seem magical.

“But the road to this point is one our predecessors should have known would be traveled. That road is the exponential curve of technological progress that humanity has trod for millennia.”

Above and behind Nichols appeared a holographic projection of a two-axis graph with an exponential curve sloping up to the right. Along the horizontal axis, markers for each of twenty-one centuries appeared.

“Technological progress is never linear. It is exponential. That fact wasn’t apparent for most of human history, because humans were living on the flat part of the curve. But because human knowledge builds upon itself, the rate of change is always accelerating. The twentieth century saw as much change as had occurred in the previous five centuries combined. The first two decades of this century saw as much change as the entire twentieth century. At this point we are experiencing that amount of change in a single year. Within fifty years human knowledge will be advancing along a slope approaching vertical.”

Cleary glanced around the large room. No one stirred.

Nichols continued. “We can’t place too much blame on our intellectual forebears for not anticipating the Singularity. Our accomplishment results from the convergence of revolutions in three fields that were unknown as late as 1950: biotechnology, nanotechnology, and artificial intelligence.

“The average person in the year 2000 had no idea that the foundation for this event had already been laid. The entire human genome had been decoded. Primitive artificial intelligence was already in use, as were early neural implants. We had already taken the first step in building an artificial brain: the construction of artificial neural clusters that could work in tandem with biological clusters.”

Nichols was speaking faster now. Cleary knew he loved recounting the path of AI development.

“By 2020 we had fully mapped animal brains and modeled extensive regions of the human brain. Millions were using neural implants for hearing and sight loss. First-stage virtual reality was commonplace in the military and in industry.

“Moore’s Law was still operating: computing power was doubling every eighteen months. By 2030 a standard personal computer equaled the processing power of the human brain. We didn’t have the software to emulate the brain yet, but in pure processing power we had arrived.

“By 2035 advanced speech recognition software terminated computers as separate objects. Keyboards went the way of manual typewriters. Full-immersion virtual reality had been achieved, with visual and auditory input channeled directly to sensory neurons. The old Internet was replaced by the worldwide Grid, a thousandfold improvement in cyberspace.

“By 2045 the first molecular assemblers made nanotechnology a commercial reality. Nanites enabled us to map the human brain through internal scanning at the neuron and synapse level. This catapulted our efforts to reverse-engineer the brain and develop a functional software simulation.

“The Nuclear Depression slowed progress considerably, of course. But the exponential curve continued on its unrelenting path. By 2060 nanotechnology had exploded: molecular assemblers were commonplace, producing industrial and consumer products from base materials. Neural implants to enhance brain speed, analytic ability, and creativity meant that human intelligence, even for ordinary citizens, approached what once would have been labeled genius.”

Cleary glanced at the attendees seated to his left and shook his head. Not sure I’d call these people geniuses.


“In 2063 NTI entered the artificial intelligence marketplace with the introduction of neural implants that enabled direct brain connection to the Grid. Overnight we assumed the worldwide lead in AI technology.

“Nine years later came NTI’s next revolution: memory streams. In 2072 we unveiled technology by which individuals with our neural implants could record, electronically store, and subsequently access in virtual form all waking and nonwaking memories. Demand was insatiable. Within three years 82 percent of North Americans and 43 percent of the worldwide population were saving their memories.

“While we were advancing brain function, others were leaping forward in health management and life span. By 2060 genetic engineering had cured the majority of diseases for the majority of people. Advances in biotechnology extended the average life span to more than one hundred ten years. It was speculated that death, postponed by more than thirty years compared to the previous century, might see its end before 2100 CE.

“But though most cells are reparable almost indefinitely, the brain has proven more resistant. Despite years of research, little progress has been made on brain cell repair.

“Humanity’s ageless quest for a never-ending existence, so promising thirty years ago, was postponed—perhaps, it appeared, indefinitely. The fragility of the brain itself, that marvelous yet imperfect creation of biological evolution, had become the final and insurmountable barrier to humanity’s ultimate leap.”

Nichols paused—for dramatic effect, Cleary knew.

“But evolution never stops. It is the progressive arrangement of matter into ever-higher levels of order, capability, and meaning. Through humanity—through us in this room—the evolution of life on this planet has changed mediums, from the infinitesimally slow pace of biological change to the exponentially quickening pace of technological change. For we are this universe’s creation, and what human intelligence creates is the realization of the universe’s purpose, the culmination and continuation of the universe’s evolution.”

Nichols’s voice was moving toward a crescendo.

“Our intelligence isn’t now—nor was it ever destined to be—purely biological. It is now the merger of the biological and nonbiological, the human with the artificial. We stand on the precipice of limitless intelligence.”

Nichols’s arms had levitated to a position alongside his shoulders, elbows bent, hands forcefully gesturing, as if his body itself prepared for the announcement to come.

“Intelligence, the product of a life-creating universe, can’t be denied. I stand before you tonight to announce that eternal life has been achieved. We can not only solve this planet’s mundane problems—food and water allocation, environmental degradation, international conflict, and the like. We can now solve humanity’s ultimate limitation: death.”

Cleary looked over the audience. They sat spellbound, awaiting the unveiling.

“Two years ago, in a revolutionary breakthrough unannounced until now, NTI successfully uploaded an entire human brain into a functioning software form. We can now take the essence of any individual human being—his or her thought patterns, memories, proclivities, the entire operation of the neural network—and re-create it in software. That constituted phase one.

“Seven months ago we operationalized phase two: the downloading of the software into a nanite-assembled permanent silicon substrate that parallels the functioning of the biological brain. Once activated by the software, this silicon brain replicates the operation of the host’s biological brain.

“Tonight I am proud to announce the completion of the third and final phase. We can now transplant the new silicon brain into the human skull, providing the host with, in essence, a limitless span of brain life. We have achieved the merger of human and technological intelligence.

“We can now fulfill our ultimate purpose, the destiny that the cosmos itself has assigned us. We can seed the universe with intelligence, bringing into conscious awareness the very universe that gave us birth.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you . . . the first transhuman.”

As eyes scanned the stage for the announced spectacle, Nichols reached both hands up to the sides of his skull. He worked his fingers momentarily under his hair, then placed his palms alongside his head. He appeared to start pulling his head upward, but his true action quickly became evident. Nichols was lifting the top half of his skull away from his head.

Several women near the front shrieked. One fainted. The ballroom erupted into a cacophony of shocked exclamations and then quieted once more.

Nichols finished lifting the artificial skullcap off his head and held it to his side. He stood, sans the top of his skull, and smiled.

The hushed crowd beheld the metallic gray device that was Bryson Nichols’s brain.

“We didn’t find anything.”

Kate stared at the image of the hospital’s lab supervisor, unbelieving. “What do you mean you didn’t find anything?”

The man shook his head. “We ran the tests twice. We found nothing. No viral or bacteriological agents beyond those that are common to humans on the island. They pose no inherent threat of illness.”

“In any of the village samples? You’re saying these people weren’t infected with anything?”

“There was nothing in the samples that would produce a pathogenic response. As far as we can tell, these people’s blood was perfectly healthy when they died—as healthy as can be expected, given their living conditions. If there’s a pathogen there, it’s something we’ve never seen before—something we don’t know how to look for.”

Kate thought for a moment. “You did the tests on Abigail Caldwell’s sample again?”

He nodded. “Same thing. Nothing. Clean bill of health, just as before.”

Kate breathed a sigh of relief. She had only known Abby for four days, and already she felt attached to her. “Thanks, Yopi. I’d like you to do one more thing for me. I’d like you to overnight the samples to Port Moresby. I just want the results confirmed.”

“I’ll send them right away.”

The supervisor’s image disappeared. Kate leaned back in her chair. Abby still wasn’t carrying anything in her blood. That was the good news. The mystery was that no one else from her village was carrying anything, either. So what killed them?

A puzzled expression crossed Abby’s face as she paced the hospital room. “They didn’t find anything?”

Kate sat in a chair by the wall. “No. All the samples tested negative. We have no idea what killed them. Whatever it was doesn’t appear in their blood, as far as we can tell.”

“How can that be?”

“Abby, I have no idea. It doesn’t make sense.”

“And my test results?” She stopped pacing, lifting her eyes from the tiles to meet Kate’s. She didn’t seem afraid, Kate noted, just wanting answers.

“Still negative as well.”

“So now what?”

“Now I have to schedule an autopsy on the chief.”

Abby’s brows rose. “Today?”

Kate shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. Several days at least. The morgue in Port Moresby is understaffed and backed up, as always.”

“Do I need to stay here until then?” She gestured at the white walls as if pushing them away from her.

Kate smiled at her. “No, hardly. I’m releasing you.”

Abby broke into the first real smile Kate had seen on her. “Releasing me?”

“Yes. Your injuries are healing, there’s nothing in your blood, and you have no symptoms of the village illness.”

“So where . . .” Abby fell silent and looked out the window.

Kate stood and took a step toward her. “Where do you go now?”

Abby nodded.

“The government has agreed to fly you back to the Inisi at any time. Same stipulations as before—you can’t go in and out. But if you want to remain in Lae a few days—”

“Dr. Sampson,” Abby exhaled, “I don’t have anyplace to stay.”

“You have a friend you could stay with.”

“Who?”

Kate smiled. “Me.”
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I had barely opened my eyes before Alistair’s voice penetrated the silence of my bedroom. “Creighton, you may wish to access the Grid immediately this morning.”
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