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  Prologue




  In a small hut filled with oily candlelight shadows, a man toils at a page. The curve of his back arches over paper, quill, and inkpot, tendons in his neck taut with

  concentration and questionable posture. He drives his stylus to the edge of the desk, pressing a stack of rough-edged paper with bloodless fingers. He stabs out for fresh ink, then resumes

  inscribing.




  His upper body sways from side to side, a tense keeping of time. His palsied movements mirror the spread of wet scratches across the page. Sweat droplets arc from his body, melting into the dirt

  floor. He inhabits a fevered dream – or, rather, he is reaching out to something within a dream, frantic to pull it into this world.




  Later, a few hours before dawn, the man emerges from the hut. He wears a cured leather satchel slung over his shoulder; a revolver and a knife nestle on his belt. He clutches the sheaf of pages,

  ink now dry, rolled tightly in one fist. Stepping from the shadow of the doorway into a clearing, his face is caught by moonlight: deeply tanned and lined, with glinting and fierce black eyes. A

  ragged scar traces one cheek, above and to the side of a sinuous forked moustache.




  Another man, white-haired, fully bearded, and wearing robes, waits for him in the near-darkness. They exchange a few whispered words, and embrace. Then the first man departs, trotting down the

  path and beyond the ring of huts. Soon, he is clambering through the thick underbrush of the mountainside, scrabbling in the dark; descending, and still descending.




  When he reaches the base of the mountain, the sun peeks over the grass plains to the east, glinting off the mountains behind him. Another man waits for him by the circular embers of a fire.




  “Dick, you’re back! I’ve been up in the Sierra de San Luis . . . My God, Dick. You look as though you’ve just seen a ghost.”




  “What day is today?”




  “What?”




  “The date. The day of the week, of the year. I . . . I’ve lost track of the date.”




  “Why, it’s Friday, Dick – the 25th. It’s Christmas. Christmas Day, 1868.”




  
 





  Part One




  The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose,no evil, no good, nothing but blind, pitiless

  indifference.




  — CHARLES DARWIN




  
 





  Miles to Go




  A square bar dominated the center of the 14th Street Pub, the watering hole at the edge of Thomas Jefferson College, in Hookeville, Virginia. A harried barkeep hopped around

  the square’s interior, mixing drinks in a fine alcoholic mist. A man named Miles Darken, in company with other 14th Street regulars, slumped on the other side of the bar, emptying mugs of

  draught beer and nursing the week’s indignities.




  Miles had slouched into the bar just after 8pm, topcoat billowing around his tall, slim build and clunky boots. It was Friday night and a crowd had already filled the room. Swiveling on his

  stool, he looked for familiar faces. He couldn’t make out the back corner through the throng.




  Dana Steckler sat in the corner booth, shouting over the tumult with her friend Paulina. Dana pulled her chin-length red hair behind her ears, lit a cigarette, and leaned

  in.




  “Isn’t that your friend Miles, at the bar?” Paulina asked.




  “That is him.”




  “Why don’t you go say hi, and introduce me properly?”




  “Give me a minute.”




  “Sure. While we’re waiting: what’s it like sleeping with Professor Castrolang?” Dana looked scandalized. “I saw you sneaking into his office three times last week.

  You can see his door from the student lounge. Well, if you crane your neck, you can see it.” They both laughed.




  “He’s my new advisor,” Dana answered. “I’m obligated to sleep with him.”




  “I thought you might be doing research for him. That’s what you said earlier.”




  “Okay, you got me. It’s a research project.” She sighed. “One I don’t feel like talking about right now. Let’s go introduce you to Miles.” Dana palmed

  her cigarette and the two squeezed out of the booth and across the crowded floor.




  “Hiya, handsome.” Dana nuzzled Miles’ ear, distracting him while she swiped his mug from his other side. As he swiveled left, and then right, Dana helped

  herself to a sip.




  “Hey there, doll,” Miles said, not commenting on the purloined beer. “Who’s this?”




  “Miles, this is Paulina. She just transferred into the philosophy department as a sophomore.” In a mock aside, she added, “And she’s nineteen.” Turning to Paulina,

  she said, “He likes nineteen-year-olds. Cradle robber.”




  Miles made claws and growled. “That’s cradle-robber baron, thanks very much.” He turned back to Dana. “So what’s up? Moreover, where have you been lately?

  The disappearing act have to do with your big, mysterious research project?”




  “Goddammit,” said Dana. “Can’t a person do graduate work in peace around here without a constant public inquiry? Anyway, it’s not ‘big and

  mysterious’.”




  “Then why the big mystery?”




  “Okay, that’s it, buster. Now we’re going to talk about your vanity web page.”




  Miles piped down and looked nervously about the room.




  “That’s right,” Dana said, pressing her attack. “Paulina, you can now look up all your favorite facts about Miles at boatanchor.tjc.edu.”




  “What’s a boatanchor?” asked Paulina blankly.




  “It’s Miles’ personal workstation,” Dana answered. “Now Miles’ personal web server.”




  “I’d planned to name it cracksmoker,” Miles said blithely. “But that got vetoed by the people who paid for it. Anyway, I had to put some documentation online; a web page

  seemed to be the place for it.” Miles shifted slightly. “But honestly, I don’t care that much for the web. It has no interaction or community. On Usenet, on the other hand, I can

  jump into a discussion group and instantly connect with thousands of people who know what they’re talking about.”




  Dana threw a crumpled bar napkin at him. “You mean thousands of people who happen to agree with you.” The other two looked at her inquiringly. “Miles thinks he’s old

  school with his Usenet groups. But I think it’s dangerous being surrounded by people who think just like you do. You start to believe all your prejudices are right.” Dana stubbed

  out her cigarette and helped herself to another sip of Miles’ beer. “I’ve got to get back to the computer lab. I’ve got work to do.”




  “On a Friday night?”




  “Thesis advisors are unfamiliar with the category. Paulina, are you leaving?”




  “I think I’ll stay awhile,” she said, eyeing Miles.




  “All right. Miles, let’s have brunch. Call me, okay?”




  Miles started to answer, but Dana had already pushed her way through the shifting mob to the door. He looked back at Paulina and shrugged.




  Outside the bar, Dana paused and pressed her back to the brick wall of the alley. She produced another cigarette, but merely held it in front of her, regarding it. She really

  did need to get back to work. But given that she was not convinced the subject of her search existed, she doubly resented having to go look for it on a Friday night. She sighed, put the cigarette

  away, and began the walk back toward the darkened campus.




  “So,” Miles asked Paulina, “why’d you transfer?”




  “I don’t know,” she answered. “What I was doing before didn’t seem to me to be right. So I thought I’d try something else. Or at least somewhere

  else.”




  “Ah,” said Miles, smiling down at his beer. “Another seeker. Do you think you will find the answers that have eluded you in the philosophy department of Thomas Jefferson

  College?”




  Paulina stiffened slightly. “Well, maybe I will. What is it you do at TJC, by the way? Dana told me you’re not a grad student.”




  “Merely a graduated student. Now I work here, in the Academic Computing Center.”




  “And does that make you a graduated seeker as well?” Paulina asked. “You’re now doing just what you’re meant to be doing in the universe?”




  “I have no idea,” confessed Miles. “But I do think that’s turned out to be the central question of our generation: ‘Is this right? Is this what I’m meant to

  be doing?’ I keep waiting to run into someone with a satisfactory answer.” Miles paused to sip. “How did you meet Dana?”




  “In the department. She’s taken me under her wing, I suppose. I think she’s made it her mission to try and make my transition more comfortable.”




  “Oh, yeah?” Miles asked instantly. “We’ll have to put a stop to that dastardly scheme.”




  “What?” Paulina appeared flustered again.




  “Making you more comfortable. How nefarious. I mean, if there was one thing you were trying to accomplish in transferring, it was to flee from comfort, right? That was the whole

  point.”




  Paulina kept her silence for a moment, then asked, “How do you know Dana?”




  “Actually, we dated in undergrad,” Miles said quietly. “It was a long time ago.”




  Paulina sized him up again. “What you said about comfort just now. Comfort’s so bad?”




  “Take it from me,” Miles answered with an easy authority. “You know what still being in your college town three years after graduation is like? It’s a lot like being in

  bed, sleeping in late. Very warm, and pleasant, and comfy. But now and again, you stir a bit and you think, ‘Jesus, I can’t believe I’m still in bed.’ But then you roll over

  and drift back off.”




  He shrugged, smiled resignedly, and called for the bill.




  Miles’ walk home from the pub took him past the main computer lab. Within, Dana sat in silence, entering very dramatic search terms into the library database system,

  LexisNexis and, finally, a number of web search engines. The latter kept alternately returning zero or thirty thousand hits.




  She was beginning to have grave and debilitating doubts that the thing she’d been charged with finding was out there at all. If such a thing existed, why wouldn’t the world know

  about it? But neither could she still her fascination with the idea. So tempting, she mused to herself. It is very human to imagine that there really might be final answers. Out there

  just waiting for us to find them.




  “Waiting for me to find them,” she amended out loud.




  She looked out the window, which rose to the ceiling. In the reflected light of the thick glass, she saw only her own bright and puzzled reflection. Beyond its surface, Miles passed into the

  shadows of the lane behind the building, which led to his empty apartment.




  
 





  Great Secrets




  In the late morning, twisting on his futon, Miles booted up leisurely.




  First his eyes flickered and lit up. Then various mental processes hummed to life, starting with the operating system – rough knowledge of who and where he was. The OS did a few quick

  hardware diagnostics: stomach empty, bladder full, head throbbing just a little. He then fired up pointers to long-term memory volumes; he could now call up such data as his parents’

  birthdays, or the Independent presidential candidate in 1980, if he really needed to.




  Happy with his Sunday morning start-up, Miles tried some network activity: he trundled out of the bedroom in his boxers and picked up the phone.




  “Hey. It’s me. Brunch invitation still good?” He held the phone with one hand, and scratched his back with the other. “Yeah, sure, bring her. Pick you up in half an

  hour.”




  Miles rolled his Datsun to a stop in the parking lot of Dana’s apartment complex. Dana and Paulina appeared from the stairwell and wordlessly took their seats in the car.

  They all sighed expressively at the late morning air – bright, clear, and cool.




  Miles rolled out of the lot and descended the broad sweep of a partitioned boulevard, the car idling low and easy, sunglasses and chrome glinting wildly. They negotiated a few other cars and the

  odd pedestrian, cutting a loop around the campus and toward downtown. Miles eased the car regally into a shadow-speckled gravel parking lot. He smiled as he pulled on the parking brake.




  “I hope Cafe B is okay,” he said.




  As they clambered out of the car, Dana said, “Miles is being ironic, Paulina. Cafe B is the best brunch for five thousand miles in any direction.”




  “Gimme the Sunday Number Three,” Miles instructed the waiter, salivating, “with both the bacon and the sausage.”




  Dana: “I’ll have the Number Three, too. Vegetarian version, though, please.”




  Miles to Paulina: “Dana has some kind of problem with devouring innocent creatures to give ourselves cancer and heart disease. But that’s nit-picking, isn’t it? She should live

  a little.”




  “Vegetarians live six years longer,” said Dana. “I’ll make sure there’s bacon at your wake.”




  “Thanks,” said Miles. “By the way, how went your Friday night research-athon?”




  “Like a well-oiled machine.”




  “So, are you going to tell us what you’re researching now?”




  “If that’s the only way to make y’all stop asking.” Dana let her bangs swing in front of her face, then brushed them away again. “It’s more silly than

  anything. I feel silly talking about it.”




  “That would explain,” drawled Miles, “your elaborate silence.”




  “Well, it’s this. My new academic advisor has got me on a scavenger hunt for a lost document. I happen to think it’s just a rumor, a myth. If it does even exist at all,

  it’s going to turn out to be another discredited scrap on the tall historical pile of ‘revealed religious truths'.”




  “Goddamn, Dana,” Miles said, “will you please tell me what you’re babbling about?”




  She shook her head and drew breath before speaking carefully. “It’s a religious text. Or a philosophical one, maybe. It dates from 1868 or 1869. It was written by one Sir Richard

  Francis Burton. And it was lost – if it ever existed at all.” She paused. “Do you know who Burton was?”




  Miles squinted as if trying to recall. Paulina shook her head blankly.




  “In a small nutshell, he was a nineteenth-century explorer, soldier, writer, translator, and a lot of other things. He discovered the source of the Nile, translated the 1001 Arabian

  Nights, and snuck into Mecca disguised as an Arab, among many other exploits.”




  Dana paused as food began to hit the table. Between greedy gulps of coffee, she continued. “Burton spent several years in South America in the 1860s. For about six months of that, he

  disappeared into the highlands of Brazil and Argentina. There was no record of what he did on this trip. Just a lot of rumors. Wild stories about running gunfights with bandits in the

  mountains.”




  “Cool,” said Miles. He tucked into his eggs, keeping a half an eye on Dana.




  “There’s one story that’s wilder yet,” she continued. “His discovery of the lost tribe, and the manuscript he produced describing them. As the story goes, somewhere

  up in the mountains which divide Argentina and Chile, sometime around the end of 1868, Burton stumbled into a remote and unmapped village, populated by an isolated tribe. Racially, they were not

  related to either the indigenous Indians, nor the conquering Spaniards. And, moreover, they were a very serene and wise bunch of people.” Dana paused. “People who understood things the

  rest of us do not.”




  “Things like what?” asked Miles.




  Dana paused before speaking down at her plate. “The nature of consciousness. Free will and morality. The shape of the universe, and time’s arrow. How to access the Godhead; where the

  soul goes after death. Past lives, maybe.” She looked up at the other two again. “‘Meaning of life’ stuff, for lack of a less dramatic way to put it.”




  “Wow.” Miles pushed his plate away from him and gave Dana his full attention.




  “Anyway, as the story goes, these people showed Burton all of their secrets – showed him in a way that left no question of their truth – and he wrote a first-person account of

  everything he saw.”




  “And this record was lost somehow?” asked Paulina.




  “His wife burnt all of his papers on his death. The notion is – again, if you buy into any of this – that Burton never dared publish what he learned in South America. And it

  went up in flames.”




  Miles sipped from his coffee cup. “If it was destroyed, then why are you looking for it now?”




  “That’s what I keep asking myself.” Dana exhaled and pushed back from the table. “But I actually want to turn the tables and ask you a couple of questions in your

  field of expertise.”




  “Sure, shoot.” Miles replaced his coffee cup and looked expectantly across the table.




  “If something is somewhere out on the Net, web search engines will always be able to find it? They know about everything that’s out there?”




  “Not precisely.” Miles shifted in his seat, clunkily shifting mental gears. “In order for a document to be in a web search index, generally some other document has to link to

  it. Search engine spiders just follow links, one after another, page to page, indexing everything they find on the way.”




  “So if something wasn’t linked to anything, it wouldn’t get indexed?”




  “Not unless someone specifically registered it with the search engines.” He pinned her with his squint. “I’m guessing this question is not totally unrelated to the

  earlier topic?”




  “Not totally.” But just then their waiter appeared with a check and an unsubtle intimation that they should pay it and clear out. They could see the line of aspiring breakfasters

  snaking out the front door. “I need to get back to work, anyway,” noted Dana.




  After dropping off the other two where he’d found them, Miles rolled the Datsun into the circular drive in front of his building. Inside, he puttered around in the

  vaguely menacing shadow of a coming Monday morning. He went to bed early; but later, in the night, he dreamt of Dana’s young friend Paulina shouting to him from South American mountain tops,

  trying to tell him she had found the Great Secret. In the dream, Miles struggled to remember what that was supposed to be.




  
 





  Things Fall Apart




  Tides of quiet starlight pooled into the dim living room as Dana entered, coming home late again, on Sunday night. She stepped through the blackness of her little off-campus

  apartment, then pulled open the drapes, and the sliding glass door behind it.




  She stood at the suddenly bright edge of the main room, tired and all alone, a crisp breeze kicking the corner of the drape around her ankle. She let her satchel slip from her shoulder to the

  half-shadowed living-room floor and stepped out onto the balcony.




  Dana’s building sat on a rise, a half-mile from the center of campus. The distance and the elevation provided a lovely, quiet view of the twinkily lit-up buildings of the college –

  close enough that each backlit windowpane glinted at her, but too far for drunken reveling or other noise to carry.




  Dana stood in the breeze and monitored the distant lights. She thought about Paulina, and what TJC and Hookeville might look like through new eyes. Dana thought of her life as a graduate student

  in the field of medical ethics, and she worried that all of her reading and writing and research – all very intent, all concerned with the life of the mind – might have caused her to go

  a little bit blind to the world. Paulina seemed more prone to questioning where she was in the larger scheme, what the point of all this was.




  She thought about Miles, and how he worked so hard to be a good friend to her, and that perhaps she didn’t do as much as she could to reciprocate. There was so much work to do, and so few

  hours. Outside of 9 to 5 – actually, more like 11 to 5 – Miles’ time was his own, and he seemed to have forgotten what it was like to be a full-time student. Still, Dana wondered

  if she didn’t take him for granted, assuming he would always be around for her, whenever she got around to taking him up on it.




  Ever since their romantic dissolution four years earlier, Miles had been the soul of solicitousness. She attributed it to guilt. There had been no real reason for their break-up; Miles had

  simply felt a sudden and irrepressible desire to get out, and nothing Dana said could change his mind.




  She sighed, and patted herself down for cigarettes. She got one lit despite the breeze and fumed serenely into the darkness.




  Because she was south of campus and elevated, Campbell Hall, home of the Philosophy Department, dominated her view. Dana could see light leaking out of the windows on its south face. One of them

  could be her advisor’s office, though she could not tell for sure.




  But she could well picture the scene within that tiny room, having spent so many afternoons there. Especially the one day in August, when Professor Jim Castrolang had related to her an unlikely

  tale of enlightenment found, and lost, and – maybe, if they were on the ball – found again.




  “Sir Richard Francis Burton,” James Castrolang had recited on that day, two months earlier, seemingly casually, “1821 to 1890. English explorer, soldier,

  anthropologist, eroticist, swordsman, linguist, translator, writer – but you can get the biographical sketch from any of a number of sources.” Jim paused to pace the tiny office.

  “Which I suggest you might do, when you get a chance.”




  Dana crossed her legs, sitting in the lone chair before the cluttered desk. She nodded at his suggestion, which she did take to heart a few minutes later, making a beeline for the main

  library.




  Before that night ended, Dana knew that Richard Burton had been all of the things Castrolang had ticked off, and also many more: inventor, scholar, geographer, surveyor, naturalist, student of

  the world’s religions, skilled mesmerist, member of the Royal Geographical Society, co-founder of the Anthropological Society of London, discoverer of Lake Tanganyika in Africa, and prolific

  writer, poet, and translator of such works as the Arabian Nights and the Kama Sutra. And, despite being a brawler and political lightning rod (known to many as “Ruffian

  Dick”), he had ultimately been knighted.




  Sitting in a shadowed study cubby, buried in a remote corner of the hulking library, Dana had pressed a Burton biography into her lap – the first of several books on the man she would

  read, or skim, in the weeks to follow. She stared transfixed at Burton’s fierce, angry-eyed, brow-shadowed image on the slick paper insert of the book. His visage was unlike any other she had

  seen: ugly and handsome, captivating and terrifying.




  Turning back to the front of the book, she ran though the details of Burton’s early life.




  Born in England in 1821, raised in France (where he picked up French as well as Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, German, and Greek), he later returned to England, only to get expelled from Oxford

  for brawling, drunkenness, and disrespect. He signed on with the British Army in India and, with a Bombay teacher, took up the study of Hindustani, hoping for a staff appointment as a translator.

  He also studied Gujarati and Sanskrit, in which he absorbed himself so much that his fellow officers bequeathed him the not-entirely-affectionate nickname, “white nigger”. Despite that,

  he continued with his language studies, learning Persian, Sindhi, Punjabi, Pashto, Multani, Armenian, and Turkish. In the end, he mastered twenty-nine languages and a number of dialects.




  Under the command of Sir Charles Napier, conqueror of the Sindh, Burton worked as an intelligence officer in the British Indian Army, often going in disguise, dressing as a wealthy half-Arab and

  half-Iranian merchant. He rented a shop and sat in the market asking questions; his disguise allowed him the opportunity to observe daily Indian life as no other foreigner could.




  Ruminating on these arresting details, Dana laid herself out straight and diagonal in her rough wooden chair, steepled the scuffed volume in her lap, and rubbed the bridge of her nose. She had

  already spent more than two hours in the library, and Burton hadn’t yet turned twenty-eight, though he’d accomplished more than Dana thought she might ever aspire to.




  Burton was most famous, even in his own day, for two exploits. The first was smuggling himself into the holy and forbidden Arab cities of Medina and Mecca, making the sacred hajj

  disguised as an Arab physician. For months he maintained the ruse, aware that if he were found out he’d be torn limb from limb in Mecca, where infidels were forbidden to set foot. The second

  was his discovery, with John Hanning Speke, of the source of the Nile in the middle of Africa. This capped a months-long overland expedition, which involved hundreds of men and beasts, and which

  nearly killed him and Speke both.




  These were only the most renowned of his exploits. “Much like Jefferson,” Castrolang had told Dana, back in his office, “he was engaged by everything. Nothing was uninteresting

  to him, or foreign to his mind. However, our interest is in one discovery of Burton’s which appears not to have made it into the official record at all.” Castrolang paused there.




  “So you’re telling me,” Dana said, “Burton discovered some people who no one else ever had, and who claimed to have some esoteric knowledge.” She paused to gather

  the flapping threads of her thought. “And these people ostensibly shared these answers of theirs with Burton, in person, in 1868 or 1869. And he wrote down everything he learned from

  them.”




  “Right,” agreed Castrolang. “We think. Possibly.”




  “I guess I still don’t understand,” Dana ventured, “exactly what you’re saying Burton discovered. What ‘questions’ does this document answer?”




  “The intractable ones,” Castrolang answered unemotionally, and without hesitation. “The nature of consciousness – does it come from a soul, or simply a very complex

  brain? Which is true of our fate – free will, or determinism? What’s the truth about morality? Are some things really right, and others always wrong? Why we have been put on this

  planet, if we have been put here.” He paused, looking her in the eye. “And God. Yes or no?”




  Dana found she could formulate no response to this.




  In 1865 Burton was appointed Her Majesty’s consul to Santos, Brazil. During his three years there, he wrote three books, invented a new kind of carbine pistol, explored

  the provinces, and led an expedition to inspect the gold and silver mines in the interior. He took a 1,300-mile float down the São Francisco River on a raft, most of it alone. “This

  was typical of Burton,” Castrolang had said. “Interested in everything but his job. For three years, the consulate languished.”




  In the middle of 1867, Burton left for Rio, and an exploration of the highlands of Brazil. About that region, he wrote, “It was a dangerous and lawless place, and a revolver at night is as

  necessary as shoes. If a strange person asks you for a light, you stick your cigar in the barrel of your gun, and politely offer it to him, without offence being given or taken.”




  This cavalier attitude to danger partly explained Burton’s enjoyment of his tour of the US territories: he could carry a Colt revolver and a Bowie knife without drawing attention. He was

  also one of the best swordsmen of his day, having studied from his youth under a number of masters. He fought in the war in the Crimea, and survived an ambush in the Arabian desert. (“I was

  never more flattered in my life,” Burton wrote, “than to think that it would take three hundred men to kill me.”) He was wounded on several occasions, most notably on an early

  expedition in Africa, in Berbera: he awoke in the middle of the night to find the camp under attack by Somali warriors. While fighting them off with a sword, he took a spear through both cheeks; it

  knocked out several teeth and left a prominent, and frightening, lifelong scar.




  “When he did get back to Buenos Aires, that’s when the screen goes black,” Castrolang had said, pausing in his pacing. “To this day, no one knows exactly how long Burton

  was there. And this was a man who took meticulous notes about everything: flora, fauna, minerals, native cultures, geography. He turned almost every trip he took into a book, over forty volumes. He

  was recognized as one of the leading anthropologists, and geographers, of his day.




  “From September 1868 until the end of March of the next year, it is unknown exactly what Burton was doing; no record exists. During this time, he took the only unrecorded trip of his life.

  Only an outline of this expedition can be pieced together. He had met a man named William Maxwell on his passage to South America. They later set out together, overland across Argentina, and

  explored the Sierra de San Luiz mountain range. Burton was the first person in history to map those mountains.




  “Burton and Maxwell crossed through a pass in the Andes into Chile. Years later, a friend said that Burton claimed to have killed four men on this trip – most likely not true. Burton

  habitually made himself out to be even worse than he was. He loved to shock, and counted enemies as badges of honor.




  “After resting in Santiago de Chile, they caught ship for Peru and left the South American interior behind.




  “By the evidence, his wife Isabel had no idea where he had been,” Castrolang had said. “Also, he’d been drinking heavily. His career was in tatters, all the promise of

  his youth ended in an unprestigious appointment to a backwater consulate. And he was about to turn fifty. Shortly after he had returned, in a cafe in Lima a stranger congratulated Burton on his

  appointment to the consular post at Damascus, the job he’d jockeyed for his whole life. Tramping in the jungle, he had not heard that he’d gotten it.




  “So he left,” Castrolang had concluded. “His mysterious time in the jungle was soon forgotten. Many of the areas he passed through – the mountains of Chile, the Uspallata

  Pass – were unexplored then, and remain largely unexplored today. Very rough country, and nothing to go there for.”




  “Sorry,” Dana had ventured. “If he did write something about his time in Argentina, what happened to it?”




  “Isabel,” Castrolang exhaled heavily. “It seems likely that Burton concluded this work could never be published. After his death, Isabel burned his papers, all his unpublished

  works. She spent sixteen days in his study with twenty-seven years’ worth of notebooks.” Castrolang turned his back to her, and poked his fingers in the blinds, beyond which the

  darkness had gotten worked up.




  “The Manuscript is said to be only one or two dozen pages. I would wager she never saw it. I would wager that it was buried in something else, and that’s how it went up. But there

  are ideas floating around about how a copy could have survived.”




  “So,” Dana whispered, her throat catching. “Do you have any ideas about where we should start looking for this thing?”




  Castrolang turned from the blinds, facing her again with a boyish and pinch-lipped smile, but his eyes betrayed his solemnity. “Online,” he said simply.




  
 





  Machines of Loving Grace




  Monday morning, and Miles Darken lay back in his comfy ergonomic rolling chair, pulled his keyboard into his lap, and resumed typing. His fingers a blur, dark eyes squinting

  seriously through thick lashes, he paused to sweep his black, straight hair back from his high forehead. Locked up with the machines, buried alive in the basement complex that housed Academic

  Computing, Miles monitored and manipulated the digital pulse of the entire campus. Miles was a member of an elite technical order, the Priesthood of Unix Systems Administrators. Miles made the

  machines run.




  Day after day, time out of mind, Father Miles sat in his cubicle, headphones on, listening to some Frank Sinatra or Public Enemy, earning his pay without being hassled too much. When he did have

  to deal with human beings, it was almost always through electronic mail. It helped very much to put a clean, digital face on the intractable vagaries of people and personal interaction. But of

  course, behind the e-mail was always some bozo user – maybe an undergrad, maybe a professor – with way too much time and not nearly enough common sense.




  But today, digging himself out from under the hill of work-related mail, Miles came up with this unexpected gem:




  

    

      From: Paulina <pop3b@doorstop.tjc.edu>




      To: darken@boatanchor.tjc.edu




      Subject: From Paulina




      Date: Mon, 18 Oct 2004 08:59:00 -0500 (EST)




      Dear Miles,




      I hope you don’t mind me looking you up and writing unbidden. But I’ve been thinking about your comments from the weekend --particularly the one about

      “having no idea what you’re doing”; no answer to the question “Is this right?” Maybe I’m being presumptuous, but afterwards I started to have a strange

      feeling that you have a better idea of what you’re doing than you let on. Or that you knew something you were holding out. I guess you just seemed awful sanguine for a guy claiming to be

      totally lost in the world. Any confessions?




      Sincerely,




      Paulina


    


  




  Miles leaned toward the bright wash of the monitor surface. He paused for a moment, trying to decide whether to respond just now, but his fingers took off without him.




  

    

      From: darken@boatanchor.tjc.edu




      To: Paulina <pop3b@doorstop.tjc.edu>




      Subject: re: From Paulina




      Date: Mon, 18 Oct 2004 09:47:47 -0500 (EST)




      So -- you’ve come to the Old Man on the Mountaintop, beseeching for the Great Secret, eh? Well, I’m actually in a basement. But you’re so earnest (not to

      mention so cute), that I will go ahead and give up the goods. Here it is: The secret of life is learned solely through working with computers. Bet you wouldn’t have guessed that.




      The very first thing the computer industry teaches you is: “Whatever It Is, You Can Learn How To Do It.” The computer world changes so rapidly, and so

      regularly, that the only real job skill is being able to pick up new skills quickly. And the nice thing is that this gives you a lot of confidence with things *outside* the computer world.

      After you’ve given yourself a crash course in your 9th programming language, or 5th operating system . . . suddenly a leaking faucet, or a foreign language, or a thorny interpersonal

      problem, just doesn’t look that intimidating anymore. You think, “Hell, it can’t be any harder than C++.”




      It took me about two years to really master most aspects of Unix (my main job). Using that as a benchmark, I should get this Living As An Adult In The World thing nailed in

      about 6 more years, give or take.




      Life: Hack It.




      Miles


    


  




  Miles stretched his legs out into the gloom under the desk. He shook his head and grinned. Nothing like a little unsolicited idolatry from a cute nineteen-year-old co-ed to ease

  you into the week.




  Shaking some fog off the tip of his nose, he saw his oversized coffee flagon lying cold and empty on his desk, keening sweet little solicitations at him. On site and plugged in before 10am on a

  Monday, he didn’t really care to attempt this feat without the aid of chemicals. Though, speaking of Great Secrets, he remembered a particular question of his own, one that he wanted to lodge

  before he forgot about it. So he fired off a quick one—




  

    

      From: Miles Darken <darken@boatanchor.tjc.edu>




      To: steckler_d@tjc.edu




      Subject: Followup to Sunday




      Date: Mon, 18 Oct 2004 09:56:05 (EST)




      Dana - Hey, doll, happy Monday. Needless to say, it was great to see so much of you this weekend. Though, erm -- could you explain to me again (okay, for the first time)

      why you’re looking for this lost document online (if that’s what you’re doing)? - M


    


  




  —then reverently lifted the mammoth, ceramic vessel with both hands and padded out of his cube, squinting. Gunning for coffee. Finding the day’s first pot brewing,

  he leaned in and attempted to administer some caffeine to himself nasally.




  One source of succor for those imprisoned in computer labs all day is the flow of e-mail, coming up in real time. When mail came in from Miles at the beginning of another

  frustrating day at the machine, Dana jumped on it like a castaway on a bottled message.




  

    

      From: steckler_d@tjc.edu




      To: Miles Darken <darken@boatanchor.tjc.edu>




      Subject: Re: Followup to Sunday




      Date: Mon, 18 Oct 2004 10:01:04 (EST)




      Hi, Miles. It was grand to see you as well.




      Miles Darken wrote:




      >




      > Erm -- could you explain to me again (okay, for the first time)




      > why you’re looking for this lost document online (if that’s




      > what you’re doing)?




      I guess I wasn’t any too subtle with my transition from telling you about the document to asking about web search engines. Jim, my advisor, has been looking for the

      Burton manuscript since 1996. Last year, he heard a twist on the rumor -- that it was hidden out on the Internet somewhere. I do know where he heard this: on one of the religion groups on

      usenet.




      Anyway, that’s it. 1) Hear rumor about revealed wisdom. 2) Fail to find a trace of it for years. 3) Go out and dig up urban myth that it is cleverly hidden in a

      remote corner of the Net. 4) Recruit hapless and naive grad student into looking for it (ie looking for something which most likely doesn’t exist, and never did).




      Love,




      Dana


    


  




  Dana stared over the top of her monitor, the message she’d composed going slowly out of focus. Looking across the empty air of the high-ceilinged and drafty lab, she could

  picture Miles at his post, squinting into his monitor, his window on the world. She tried to decide if she would prefer to inhabit his shoes rather than her own. Right now, and lately, her feelings

  seemed to trip on each other as they ran by in different directions. She clicked on Send.




  Miles decided that while he might send Dana his reactions to this a little later in the day, at the moment he had an overdue date with his discussion groups. He slipped into

  his headphones, leaned back, and dropped into alt.quotations, the forum devoted to “great things we wish we had said ourselves”. He scanned the list of topics.




  

    

      Group alt.quotations . . .




      112 messages unread




      

        

          

            

              1 “Better to keep you mouth shut . . .” 1 Yossef




              2 Zen & Etc.; Pirsig Quotes 1 The Reeds




              3 Who said this? Trivia Question Tom




              4 Looking for Government quote David A. Lyons


            


          


        


      




      

        

          u  5 Star Trek quotes 6 Bill Gascoyne




          u  6 QUOTE Re NEW YEARS OR THE HO Alex A. Buonsante


        


      




      

        

          

            

              7 Nixon’s speech, I think. 3 G. MANFREDI


            


          


        


      




      

        

          u  8 work quotations 1 Tom


        


      




      

        

          

            

              9 Identity quotations Morgan Lewis


            


          


        


      




      

        

          u 10 attribution sought celeste@gloac.com


        


      




      ->98 more topics


    


  




  Hmm, “attribution sought”. A common enough inquiry on alt.quotes – everyone forever wanting to know who said what. But then again, Celeste was a cute name. He

  tabbed through.




  

    

      Article 36515 attribution sought




      C. Browning




      <celeste@gloac.com>




      “It is not important what you believe, only that you believe.”




      I’ve seen this twice now -- both times unattributed. Any clues?




      Thanks,




      Celeste Browning




      GA, LLC.




      celeste@gloac.com


    


  




  Holy shit, hilarious. Miles grinned broadly, tapping one foot to the music mainlining into his head via headphones, feeling the caffeine singing in his veins. He stared

  at that hauntingly familiar string of eleven words and thought, Net.fame is such a rush.




  Even at the end of the day, walking home alone in the dusk, Miles still glowed. It wasn’t every day you got asked to provide an attribution to your own

  quotation.




  He had come up with that quote around age nineteen, during long years spent reading philosophical novelists, exploring various flavors of Eastern mysticism, interpreting art-rock lyrics and, of

  course, participating in the obligatory late-night dorm-room bull sessions.




  In large part, he had been trying to understand how so many millions of people, some of them surely sensible, could believe so fiercely in such divergent philosophies, religions, and

  mythologies. Finally, Miles had concluded perhaps it wasn’t all that important one find just the right belief system. His theory, as he had briefly held it, was that the simple act of faith,

  of any kind, transcended the details: “It’s not important what you believe, only that you believe.”




  This pithy notion had come back looking for him today because, a couple of years earlier, Miles happened to put the quote into his e-mail signature for a few weeks. Out of some vestige of

  modesty, he did refrain from attributing it to himself.




  Imagine his surprise and frustration when he saw that quote reappear on two subsequent occasions: once in a collection of motivational quotes on some guy’s web page, and later in somebody

  else’s signature. (Both times unattributed, of course.) Today, however, for the first time, someone had been so stirred by his aphorism as to go looking for its source.




  Miles crossed the avenue, boots crackling in the dry grass of the median, nearly home.




  
 





  The Net




  

    

      Article 36559 attribution sought response 1 of 3




      Dante at aol.com




      Celeste <celeste@gloac.com> wrote:




      > “It is not important what you believe, only that you believe.”




      >




      > I’ve seen this twice now -- both times unattributed. Any clues?




      I’m thinking that’s Nietzsche. I don’t have a source, and don’t remember where I saw it. But I’m pretty sure it’s Nietzsche.




      Dante




      dante@aol.com




      Roller Hockey God


    


  




  

    

      Article 36560 attribution sought response 2 of 3




      soozie@outsight.com




      Celeste <celeste@gloac.com> wrote:




      > “It is not important what you believe, only that you believe.”




      >




      > I’ve seen this twice now -- both times unattributed. Any clues?




      Sounds like Emerson to me.




      Hope that helps,




      Sue


    


  




  

    

      Article 36561 attribution sought response 3 of 3




      Miles Darken at TJC ACC




      Celeste <celeste@gloac.com> wrote:




      > “It is not important what you believe, only that you believe.”




      >




      > I’ve seen this twice now -- both times unattributed. Any clues?




      Actually, I said that.




      Miles Darken


    


  




  At home now, sitting before a laptop on his living-room floor, Miles surveyed his handiwork with no little glee. He looked around the room, lit by a single candle and the

  glowing butt of a clove cigarette. He didn’t feel like drinking anymore, nor quite wanted to be sober. Back in his misspent youth, Miles’ friends had referred to cloves as “buzz

  enhancers”, for their uncanny ability to bring a fading buzz back to life. This was useful if you were at a club and couldn’t drink, because, maybe, you were nineteen or something. On

  the downside, cloves were also rumored to make your lungs bleed.




  Miles blew a smoke ring, shifted his hunch over the keyboard, and checked mail again. Listless, finished with his immediate task, still not tired, Miles watched his clove burn cracklingly




  He wouldn’t mind catching up on a few other newsgroups. Rec.guns, for starters. Like a lot of technocrats, Miles tended toward flaming civil libertarianism, and also liked to advocate, and

  exercise, his Second Amendment rights whenever possible.




  On rec.guns he need never apologize for keeping at hand the capacity for deadly force. He need not recount the fairly acute moral agonizing he had undergone before deciding to purchase a

  handgun. He certainly needn’t ever belabor the fact, not to anyone in this particular group, that the fundamental, inalienable human rights to self-defense and freedom from tyranny in

  government are recognized and protected (not granted) by the Second Amendment to the Constitution of the United States of America, which says nothing about hunting, sporting purposes, or the

  National Guard (he’d checked twice). He took a deep breath.




  It’s dangerous to be surrounded by people who think just like you do.




  He turned off the voice in his head and maximized his newsreader. He scanned the topics, then grepped (searched by keyword) for any reference to the handgun he owned – a Bersa autoloader

  in .380.




  His screen jumped and the cursor landed at line 70.




  

    

      Group rec.guns. . .




      141 Articles Unread




      

        

          u 67 Concealed Carry in Texas Billy J. Beckworth




          u 68 [WTB] SIG 225 mags and H&K P7M8 Julian Hsiang




          u 69 Rules of a Gunfight 162 Joe Chew




          u 70 Bersa .380 -- Opinions? 1 Bob Colvin




          u 71 How do I get a full-auto in CA? 4 Ely Kumli u


        


      




      72 ~~ Have you ever used your handgun 5 Steve Dunham




      ->66 more topics


    


  




  

    

      Article 110392 Bersa .380 – Opinions




      Bob Colvin, <colvinb@ibm.net>




      Since the liberalization of concealed weapons laws here (here being North Carolina) I’m looking for a carry gun. Pretty set on a high capacity .380. (No lectures on

      stopping power, please. A .380 in the pocket beats a .44 in the closet.) I saw a reference to a high-cap .380 made by Bersa, but I’ve never run into one in person.




      Opinions from folks who’ve owned or shot one muchly appreciated.




      Thanks in advance,




      Bob Colvin




      colvinb@ibm.net


    


  




  

    

      Article 110395 Bersa .380 -- Opinions Resp 2 of 2




      Miles Darken at TJC ACC, <darken@boatanchor.tjc.edu>




      I’ve owned that model Bersa for over a year and adore it. It’s compact, sleek, and feels great in the hand. High visibility 3-dot combat sights, push-button mag

      release. Very sexy. ;^) It’s very accurate, and I’ve never been able to make it jam. Only $330, too. Happy to answer any other questions; good luck with your decision.




      Miles Darken


    


  




  As he posted this response, Miles noticed that another response had already flitted in over the wire. Had that been there? Or had it come in while he was typing? He tabbed

  through.




  

    

      Article 110394 Bersa .380 -- Opinions Resp 1 of 2




      C. Browning, <celeste@gloac.com>




      I’ve owned the Model 86 Undercover for over a year. It’s compact, light, and very comfortable to shoot. It’s never done anything but discharge, no matter

      what I feed into it. And it’s awfully accurate.




      I could afford a much more expensive pistol (and in fact own several). But the Bersa is what I carry. I love and depend on it.




      Hope that helps.




      Celeste Browning




      GA, LLC.




      celeste@gloac.com


    


  




  “Whoah, that was trippy,” Miles muttered into his thin halo of sweet smoke.




  The message came from the same chick who had posted about his belief quote in alt.quotations. The very same chick. What, Miles couldn’t help wondering, were the odds? Moreover, who

  reads alt.quotes and rec.guns? Nobody’s that eclectic.




  Correction: nobody else is that eclectic.




  
 





  The Expediter




  Up north, although the air was colder, the Internet traffic flowed briskly right along. Out in the corporeal world, a woman navigated the Upper West Side of Manhattan like a

  brilliant fish in brackish water. She wore a long coat over smart business attire, boots, hair down. And not to forget the gun – the little .380, a small but very serious high-capacity

  autoloader, tucked in there under the suit jacket.




  She paused at a building front, beneath the letters GA. The smaller plaque in the doorway read, “GA, LLC. Import\Export\ Manufacturing”. The lines of business listed on the plaque

  were profoundly misleading, but also in a sense accurate. The firm known to some as Global Acumen did engage in importing, exporting, and manufacture – of information. Principally a private

  intelligence agency, GA worked for certain multinational corporations, wealthy individuals and families, opposition governments in exile, and others who found it necessary or preferable to

  outsource the function of intelligence gathering. Often highly demanding, dangerous, and/or illegal sorts of intelligence gathering.




  Celeste Browning, the woman in the doorway, excelled at expediting these sorts of things – coordinating the activities of dark, dangerous, and ragged edge-traversing field agents,

  data-triturating computer jockeys, wonkish industry analysts, and of course the ever-present coltish clients. She had the rare ability to ensure, reliably and repeatedly, that a mob of this sort

  kept moving toward a completed project, a happy client, a cleared wire transfer, and nobody dead or in a third-world jail.




  On her good days, Celeste considered this a pretty cool gig for a twenty-eight-year-old female person. She tried to bear this boon in mind as she swiped her security card for the fourth time.

  She restrained herself from audibly cursing the machine, which would get recorded.




  Finally, blessedly in her office, fingers steepled stilly, Celeste leveled her gaze on the Young Turk on the other side of her desk – her first appointment of the day.

  She said, “Welcome to Global Acumen. You won’t be working under me, but our employer felt you might benefit from hearing how I came here, that it might put the circumstances of your

  employment into context.” She smiled thinly.




  “In 1996,I was an undergraduate at Columbia University, just up the road. I didn’t know then that I would never finish that degree. I spent most of my time, anyway, in various

  extracurricular diversions – not all of them innocuous. For instance, I picked up the questionable habit of poking around, sans permission, in other people’s computer

  systems.”




  Celeste settled into her swivel chair as she narrated. “Perhaps you can picture me, twenty years old, sitting in a darkened, cramped dormitory room, bathed in the pale glow of the monitor.

  Buffeted by the clacking of the keyboard,” she continued, accenting with narrative abandon, “soothed by the solitude of the early morning. Thrilled with the power and naughtiness of it

  all. It was very exciting to be young, talented, and criminal. Except that, one night, I finally went poking around in the wrong system.”




  

    

      ENTER LOGON ID: guest




      ENTER PASSWORD:. . . . . . . . .




      ANONYMOUS LOGON DENIED




      PASSCODE ROUTINE INITIATED. PLEASE WAIT. . . .




      ENTER LOGON ID: expdtr1024@gloac.com




      ENTER PASSWORD:. . . . . . . . . . .




      WELCOME TO GA INFO SERVICES MAIN MENU




      ACCESS LEVEL 3




      03:22:19 11\30\96


    


  




  “Cool beans.” The machine and the hacker glowed at each other. The young Celeste Browning – tall, smooth-skinned, classically beautiful – tossed her

  chestnut curls over her shoulder. She hunched over the desk, chin on one knee, the characters on the screen reflecting on her round-framed glasses.




  Menu after menu sped by, the first few unremarkable: Airbills – Domestic\Foreign, Breakbulk Commissions, Agency Directories. But soon she turned up Financial Disbursements – OFF

  BOOK, Operative Manifest – by Continent, Expedition Database – by Threat Scenario, and Contractors – Clean\Wet. She couldn’t get access to these areas, but the headings

  alone made her mouth go dry.




  She moved through this terrain, slowly getting a picture of the sort of individuals whose privacy she was violating. The clock marched toward dawn, her 8am class forgotten – which was just

  as well, as she would not be attending it ever again. Shortly before the sun rose, she heard scratching in the lock of her door. Panic enveloped her, but she did think to log off before doing

  anything else. The heavy door swung open – and none of the hall lights beyond were lit.




  Two figures slipped inside, crossed each other, and moved to opposite ends of the room. They walked with both arms extended stiffly forward. More Celeste could not make out

  through the darkness, peering through the cracked doors of her wardrobe. She heard whispering and the faint crackle of radio static. Her hands trembled on the surface of the swing-out doors.

  What the fuck? she asked herself. What have I done?




  The figure on the opposite end of the room gestured and took hold of the bed in the corner. The second figure moved directly in front of the wardrobe doors and pointed what now appeared to be a

  pistol toward the bed. The noise of the mattress and frame overturning covered the sound of the wardrobe door rushing open and by the time the one at the bed turned around again, Celeste had

  already whacked his companion with a wooden shoe tree and recovered his handgun.




  There followed a silent moment of extreme tension, and no movement. Then the man by the bed slowly and daintily pulled the chain on a bed-table lamp, illuminating the unlikely scene. At one end

  of the room, a husky middle-aged man in dark attire crouched behind an overturned bed pointing a 9mm automatic at a slim young woman who, at the other end of the room, crouched over an unconscious

  figure, pointing another 9mm automatic right back at him. Both the man and the woman had their lips slightly parted. Neither breathed.




  “Team Zero, advise current status. Clear.” A short burst of static followed, all of this leaking faintly out of a little earpiece dislodged from the ear of the man on the floor. It

  was evident that no one in the room had any very good ideas about what should happen next.




  “Again, Team Zero, please advise status. Clear.” The Situation Room chief cocked one eye toward the man at the radio desk and took a big bite of coffee while the

  operator paused. “Holy shit. Stand by, Team Zero. Uh, Chief – we’ve got a little miscue here. Is Mr. White in the building?”




  “So there we were,” Celeste said to the young man, “the two of us, sharing a moment, our own little ‘Mexican standoff – there in student housing,

  on the campus of an Ivy League school. I don’t suppose you’ve ever been in a situation like that, have you?” Celeste glanced at the prompt on the flat computer screen to her left:

  New Mail.




  “So,” she went on, not waiting for a reply, “there sits this gorilla, peering over my upended bed, exchanging niceties with whoever’s on the other end of the line. That

  was when the phone on the desk rang. I nearly laughed out loud when the guy looked at me seriously and said:




  “It’s for you.”




  “You’re kidding,” young Celeste intoned. The man’s expression didn’t change in any way that would indicate jocularity. Celeste stared wide-eyed from behind her

  spectacles. The heady combination of sleep deprivation, tremendous adrenaline flows, and this impossible, surreal situation were causing her to entertain some very unlikely thoughts. What the

  hell, she mused. I’ve been waiting twenty-years for something interesting to happen.




  Like she’d done it her whole life, she shifted the gun to her left hand and scooped up the phone from its cradle.




  “I assume you’re the one who sent these punks that I am currently manhandling,” she said sweetly into the mouthpiece. A distinct pause followed from the other end.




  “Ms. Browning, I gather. Pleased to make your acquaintance. My name is Mr. White – and I would be very grateful if you would be so kind as to return my employees to me in one

  piece.”




  “He asked me to come to work for him on the spot,” concluded the twenty-eight-year-old Celeste. “I didn’t even ask for details, I just said yes. Such

  was my state of mind then. As it turned out, I proved well-suited to making a strong contribution here at GA. Mr. White has quite the gift for knowing such things about people. And I do believe,

  that night, somehow I knew it about myself as well. So, do you feel like you’re ready to become part of the team?”




  As the young man exited, Celeste skimmed her incoming mail from the last ten hours. She responded to a query from the boss, providing a brief summary of the meeting just ended.

  “His background looks okay,” she noted, clacking away. “But I wouldn’t put him into anything sensitive too soon.” She clicked on Send, then checked the clock on the

  corner of her desktop.




  Cool. Just time for a little Usenet.




  
 





  The Dealer




  Elsewhere in that same singular city, a man was being serenaded inside of a helmet. The man, who was called FreeBSD, had rigged up the stereophonic helmet because no one

  manufactured one. It didn’t much mitigate the fantastic danger already inherent in riding a motorcycle to have raucous music pounding straight into the ears of the rider; so headphones in

  motorcycle helmets were an unavailable option. It had been a fairly modest engineering problem to solve on his own, though. And so here he was zipping back to Manhattan on the Long Island

  Expressway, deep in the aural bliss of edgy – and exceedingly loud – modern rock.




  In a past life – prior to his reincarnation as a high-volume New York City narcotics dealer – this man FreeBSD had held the job of lead systems administrator at the MIT New Media

  Lab. That gig had left him a lot of time for personal projects. Like patching his MP3 player into his head protection.




  The type of music FreeBSD favored tended to impart substantial energy, and a certain blissful state of – not to put too fine a point on it – not giving a fuck. By no means

  could one embody not giving a fuck quite so forcefully as by willfully failing to hear car horns, police sirens, and indeed noise of any sort on the road while on a motorcycle – a mode of

  transportation that was, even under ideal conditions, one of the most direct routes to death and dismemberment still common in our society since coal mining, stage coach robbery, and frontier

  homesteading all went out of style.




  But FreeBSD didn’t tend to think all that far into the future. When he did think ahead, he was mainly focused on pulling off early retirement. In his line of work, it was axiomatic that an

  early retirement was one you were more likely to live to see.




  But today was stretching his cognitive horizons.




  Today he had gotten mail from his bot.




  He had been battling an install problem on a new Linux machine out at the warehouse on Long Island. (FreeBSD kept a lot of computers both at that location and at the Crib, his front office, in

  Manhattan. His operation was seriously digital; and emphatically online.) He had paused to catch his breath, wipe his forehead, and check mail.
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