Justen lowered himself gingerly into the chair and allowed the man standing before him to attach the Interface to the appropriate points on Justen's head.

"We understand, Justen, that you've never Linked before," the man commented as he connected some wires to the base of Justen's skull.


"No, sir," he stammered, and paused for a moment. "I consider myself, ah, fortunate to have the opportunity to attend this University, sir, and I do appreciate your taking the time to train me in the use of the MentaLink."  Even in the midst of his anxiety, Justen tried to compose himself and speak to the professor with the manners his mother had taught him. He might not be rich, but he could at least speak like a Citizen should.


The man smiled as he finished the connection and stepped back. "It'll take a little time to master, son, so don't get too frustrated.  But, if you're going to attend University, this is something you can't get around."  He pulled a chair close to Justen's station and sat. "You scored well above average on your entrance exams, though. If your two-week training session on the MentaLink reflects your written score, you should be admitted with little difficulty."


Justen knew he was one of very few people from the Far North to manage to attend an accredited University, simply because of the fact that his school system (like many in the North Country) wasn't financially stable enough to afford even one Interface.  Some schools in his region had saved up and bought one Interface for the entire High School--during your Study Hall, you could sign up for a half-hour of MentaLink training.  But not Justen's.


Standardized, written entrance exams were uncommon these days, with MentaLink performance exams being the norm, but Universities tended to placate the less fortunate students and school districts by still permitting written exams for remedial admittance.  Any student without experience on the Link would have to undergo a two-week training period, since all information in the curriculum was directly transferred via the MentaLink, and all class sessions were devoted entirely to testing the integrity of the Transfer and applying the absorbed information.


Most students didn't score high enough on the written standardized tests to qualify for the two-week training period.  Justen was one of the lucky ones.  Only time would tell if he beat the odds once more and actually passed the MentaLink entrance exam at the end of the training period.


The professor broke into Justen's reverie. "Are you ready, son?" 


Justen swallowed and nodded.  The man reached over to a nearby table, picked up an apparatus--an Interface nearly identical to Justen's--and strapped it easily to his own head. "The MentaLink," he explained as he connected himself to the device, "is controlled purely by conscious thought.  You need only think of a subject, and you will access that subject.  Our link here in the lab is closed-circuit, so you will only be able to access myself and our University Archives.  First, I'll show you how to control the Interface.  I'll speak aloud until you grow used to the link.  Ready?"


Deep breath. "Yessir."


"There's a toggle switch at your right temple.  When you're prepared to link, flip the toggle up.  Try to keep your mind clear, and I'll guide you through the Interface this first time."  The professor reached up to his own temple, closed his eyes, and toggled his Interface on.


His heart pounding in his chest, Justen deliberately cleared his mind of all stray thoughts, reached a shaky hand to his temple, and slowly flipped the switch.


Abruptly, he was not alone.


Justen became vaguely aware of a vast wealth of knowledge just beyond his reach... and, more clearly, of another presence.  He marshaled his mental energy and silently addressed the presence.


Professor?

"Very good, Justen," he answered aloud. "You seem to be very self-aware.  This is a good start.  Now, we'll teach you about accessing information.  This may be easier if you close your eyes." Justen obeyed.


Can you understand me? the professor queried silently.


Yes, I can.

Do you know where the Student Union is on campus?


No, sir.  (Should I have studied the campus map?)


No, Justen.  This is your first test.


Embarrassment. Sorry, sir--I hadn't realized you would 'hear' that.

Of course.  Amusement, then back to seriousness. I want you to seek out in my mind the location of the Union.  I'm thinking of it right now.

Momentary panic.  Gingerly, unsure of himself, Justen reached out with his consciousness toward the other's. Student Union... map... location...  Like shuffling through a stack of papers, Justen looked through the professor's mind for the information he sought, sensing other superfluous information in the process.  He discovered that the professor truly was impressed thus far, and had expected to start Justen off with basic self-awareness training.  Most students who had never Linked before had a difficult time of reaching out with their minds at all.


Then, like a spark, he knew exactly where the Union was.  He could clearly picture the building with its old-style brick and glass.  It was as if he had always known, and had just managed to remember it after a long while of searching his thoughts... although truly it was another's thoughts he had searched.


Very good, Justen, the professor acceded. Now, tell me: where is the Student Union?

He could still see the Union in his mind, but didn’t need to look at street signs or building names. He simply knew, as in a dream. On Center Road, next to Johnson Hall.


How do you get to the cafeteria?

Justen strode into the Union, turned left, and walked upstairs. It was as if he had been at the University for years, though this was only his second visit to the campus. He was amazed at his own knowledge of every characteristic of every section he passed, every worn stair, every crack of paint.  He knew them as well as he knew his own bedroom back home.


I've eaten in that cafeteria every weekday for the past fifteen years, the professor explained. My memory of that passageway is sharp, and therefore yours is as well. That is what we call a Transfer. I directly transferred all my knowledge of the Student Union to you.


Now, the professor continued, let's show you the Archives. This is where you'll spend a great deal of your Link time. Now... have you ever read Hamlet by Shakespeare?


No, sir.  

Good.  I want you to search the Archives for Hamlet.


Despair struck at Justen, and a feeling of being overwhelmed by the massive amount of information to sift through.


It's not difficult, son.  Reach out like you did with me, but reach out to that knowledge you sense.  It's similar, but nonsentient.  It can't respond to you--it's there purely for the taking. Look for Hamlet.

Resigned, Justen obeyed.  Hamlet... Hamlet... Shakespeare...  Unexpectedly, he started thinking of snippets of other Shakespeare plays. Oh, brave new world, which has such people in it,  he thought ironically.


You're close, the professor called to him, with a tinge of pleasant surprise.  Don't let yourself get distracted--that's the easiest thing to do on the Link.  Be careful.


Hamlet!  He sensed that he was just on the verge of remembering something, although he knew intellectually that he was actually just about to learn it.  The experience was mind-boggling.


Open your mind, boy, but be prepared--it'll come fast, and you can sort it out later. Careful, now.

Slowly, Justen leaned forward toward the 'memory' of Hamlet--and felt a peculiar rush, like a huge intake of air.  He realized that he had indeed gasped aloud at the sensation, and had opened his eyes as well.  Instinctively, he closed himself into his own consciousness, startled and frightened, blocking out all other inputs.


"Justen?  Are you all right?"  The professor's voice, spoken aloud, seemed flat and almost emotionless after experiencing such communication on the MentaLink.  Justen closed his eyes, steeled himself and answered silently, reopening his hesitant mind to the Link.


Yes, Professor--I just wasn't expecting that.

Relief, melded with understanding.  Good.  Tell me, Justen, what is Hamlet about?

He searched his newfound memory and discovered that, with a minimum of confusion, he could recall the basic gist of the play.  Hamlet's uncle murders Hamlet's father and marries his mother, and he pretends to be insane while he plans to avenge his father. --Amazing!  I know Hamlet!  Wow...


Now, Justen, I want you to recall a passage from what you just transferred.  OK?


All right.  Justen composed himself and prepared to access his memory more deeply.


At one point Hamlet finds a skull and talks about it.  What does Hamlet say?

Justen searched his new memory of Hamlet for a scene with a skull.  Almost immediately, he saw the scene unfold in his mind, and knew the line to which the Professor alluded. 'Alas, poor Yurich--I knew him well.'


Excellent recall, Justen.  Now... well, I think that's enough for one session--wouldn't you agree?

Relief, mixed with mild excitement.  Yes, sir!  Will I be permitted to practice on the MentaLink before our next session?


Certainly.  In fact, it will be required.  For now, though, let's exit the Link.

Abruptly, the professor's presence was gone from him, and he was utterly alone in the Archives.  Justen took a deep breath and raised his right hand to his temple.  His physical sensations seemed dreamlike as his finger touched the toggle and flipped it down.


If the professor's departure from the MentaLink was strange, his own was even more so.  It was as if one of his senses had taken leave of him--not sight, nor sound, nor the kinesthetic sense, but his newfound mental sense.  He knew that couldn't be right... but it felt that way to him.  Relaxing himself, he opened his eyes to find the professor detaching himself from the Interface and looking rather bemused.


"It was the same for me, my first time in the MentaLink," he explained. "I was actually about your age when the technology became common, and learning to navigate within the Link was a skill everyone was learning.  After you become more used to it, exiting the Link is a bit less... traumatic."


Justen was still a bit shaken from his experience, and was slow in responding. "That was... different.  I, ah, I understand that it is also possible to access the entire Planetary Network from campus?  Will I be permitted to do that?"


"Yes, in time.  For now, though, the MentaLink in your residence room is set for campus-wide only."


--I have a MentaLink in my room?  Wow...

"After the initial week of your training, you will be permitted to access the Planetary Network.  For now, though, campus-wide should be plenty challenging.  You'll have access to the entire campus of students, as well as the Archives."


The professor stood and approached Justen, reaching for his Interface. "Now that you understand the concept of how to Transfer," he said, removing the connections one by one, "I'd like you to transfer from the Archives the volume on Basic Link Etiquette.  There are some things you need to know before you link with other people.  Just look for Basic Link Etiquette.  Tomorrow I'll quiz you on what you've learned.  Do you have any questions for me before you go?"


"Just one.  Is that all the training I get today?"


The professor chuckled as he set Justen's Interface down on a nearby table. "The Basic Link Etiquette should be enough to keep you busy for the rest of the day.  And, if I'm any judge, you'll probably be wanting to spend as much time as possible on the Link.  Just be sure to give your mind some time to absorb what you've Transferred, and to get plenty of sleep."  The professor paused, looking down at Justen. "You're off to a good start, son-- keep up the good work." He extended his hand to Justen.


"Thank you, sir," Justen replied as he stood and shook the professor's hand. "I'll do my best."

Chapter II


Justen wandered the deserted campus, taking in the new surroundings. This was all so different from his pastoral Northern home. Just outside the perimeter of the campus, visible beyond the rooftops of the low, weathered buildings of the University, the urban sprawl of Seattle bustled and thrived. He could see the spidery system of monorails in the distance, shuttling the Urban dwellers to and from their lunch breaks. Steel and glass highrises glinted in the noonday sun. Air-based vehicles could be seen swarming high above the skyline-- helicopters and hovercars all vied for landing privileges on expansive corporate rooftops. 


Justen silently shook his head in bewilderment and walked on.


Finally, he approached Kennedy Hall, his assigned residence for the next two weeks-- and, if he continued at the University, for the upcoming academic year.  The summer staff of Kennedy Hall gave him a suspicious, condescending glare through the plate glass doors as he swiped his proximity card past the electronic card reader. The doors obligingly slid open with a muted swish, and he strode inside with what he hoped was a mature, confident gait. The desk staff pretended not to study Justen as he walked past, toward the elevators. As he punched the up arrow and waited patiently, he could hear the two young women gossiping quietly to one another.


"Was that that kid they were talking about?" one voice whispered in an incredulous tone.


"The guy from up North? Yeah, that's him. Couldn't you tell?"


"Well, yeah... not many [Iggys] come to Seattle..."


Justen puzzled for a moment over the apparent racial slur, until he realized that they must be referring to the fact that Eskimos traditionally lived in igloos. Shows how much they know about other cultures. Justen had been taught how to make an igloo as basic survival and cultural training, but he and his family--along with all the other Eskimos he had ever met--lived in houses and apartments just like anyone else. Well, I assume that's how most other people live... Guess I'll find out eventually.


The offending voice spoke again, interrupting Justen's thoughts. "He's pretty cute, for an Iggy..."


Her friend gasped in mock offense. "Serena! What would your mother say?"


"If I dated an Iggy? Probably get kicked out of the house for consorting with a racist..."


At that point the elevator doors parted, and Justen stepped in, turning around in time to see the surprised look on the girls' faces when they realized that he'd heard their every word.


-=-=-


The late afternoon sun shone through the window, casting strange shadows on the MentaLink Interface sitting in the corner of Justen's residence room.  He had left it where he’d found it as he began putting his things away. Now that he was finished moving in, he sat in his desk chair and stared at the symbol of modern technology sitting here in his room. So expensive that his entire school system couldn't even afford one--and here it was, for his use alone. A sense of incredulity washed over him.


The professor had sent instructions with Justen for how to connect the Interface to the proper points on his skull and neck, and he had successfully both reconnected and disconnected himself from the physical Interface (with the professor's guidance) before they parted ways.


He tried to imagine what it would be like to find the Archives in a sea of other consciousnesses. Would he feel crowded? Lost? Would everyone be able to tell he hadn't linked before?


Only one way to find out.  Justen pushed himself up out of his chair and strode purposefully toward the corner where the interface sat.  Picking up the frame, studying all the wires and electrodes stemming from it, he felt a twinge of apprehension.


Come on--let's do this.  Basic Link Etiquette.  He managed to strap the Interface to his head, only twice consulting the printed diagram the professor had sent with him, and paced nervously about the room for a moment.  Odd that the Interface isn't hardwired into any sort of network, he thought suddenly, and glanced about the room for a place to sit and link.  Justen's anxious gaze rested on the bed, neatly made and yet unslept in.


The bed was unusually soft and comfortable, and Justen felt much more relaxed as soon as he lay down upon it.  Basic Link Etiquette, he focused as he closed his eyes. His hand slowly approached his temple... slowly... and his index finger rested on the toggle.  He imagined the rush of people he was sure to experience as soon as he powered up the Interface.  Basic Link Etiquette... the Archives... 


He took a deep breath and flipped the toggle up.


The effect was one of being at a busy gathering, half-intoxicated, hearing words from half a dozen conversations, but not quite understanding.  Justen basked in the feeling of it for a moment, relishing this oddly pleasant sensation.


Hello, Justen.  New here?

The presence startled Justen, especially so soon after linking. His mind was still spinning, unused to these mental surroundings.


Excuse me, he instinctively responded.  It was as if he had literally collided with another person, and just as jarring mentally as it would have been in the physical realm.  Ah... do I know you?

Not yet.  The presence projected goodwill--perhaps the mental equivalent of a smile.  It was definitely feminine, and definitely amused by him.  Or perhaps just intrigued.  It was hard for him to tell.


How do you know my name?


You were practically projecting your identity.  I can read you easily.


Embarrassed, Justen tried to enclose and control his thoughts.  Who are you?  Do you go to the University?


Ah--I see you're on the CampusLink.  I can show you a way to the Planetary Network, if you'd like.

Um... actually, this is only my second time on the MentaLink at all.  I need to go look up Basic Link Etiquette before I go anywhere.  Er, I mean, link anywhere else.

Amusement.  OK--go ahead, if it'll make you more comfortable.


Remembering his previous experience with the Archives, Justen willed himself to know Basic Link Etiquette.  He could almost 'remember' what he needed to know--


--The information flooded into his brain, but this time, he was more prepared. Gingerly, he accessed the information he had just transferred, almost afraid to discover what glaring faux pas he must have made so far in his brief encounter with this stranger.  But, instead...


You're not supposed to call a stranger by name!  Justen felt almost violated. He continued, indignant. You must have been Random Accessing--free-floating.  I wasn't.  I was about to access the Archives, and you had to have known my intentions--especially if I was so poorly shielded!  You can't link with people who aren't looking to link with you. 


Mostly it was a self-realization, but since he was linked with the stranger, she 'heard' his rant, as well.


Yes, that's true.  It's just that you're such an enigma.  Completely unshielded and open, yet with such a complex, mature mind.  Refreshingly so. I've never accessed anyone quite like you, Justen.

Her bare honesty was both startling and embarrassing.  Is everyone on the MentaLink so straightforward?


He sensed her assent.  You'll find, Justen, that it's hard to lie to someone who can read your thoughts.


What else will I find?


The stranger responded by silently opening the Planetary MentaLink to Justen's Interface.


*****


Justen lay in bed, finally alone and mentally exhausted.  If the CampusLink had been like a crowded party, then the Planetary Network was a mob on the verge of a riot.  Only by clinging to the stranger's consciousness had he felt safe in the slightest.  Even knowing what he knew from the Archive Transfer, his consciousness wasn't ready for the immense volume of people swarming about.  He'd felt as if he could have gotten sucked into any number of links or transfers and never escaped--although he knew that he could just toggle off the Interface, if it came down to that.  At times, he'd calmed himself with that very fact.


The Presence--that was how Justen had come to think of her, since he still didn't know her name-- had seemed amazed at his raw mental powers.  He didn't have any basis of comparison, so he was hesitant to believe that he was any more mentally advanced than your average 19-year-old Citizen.  He just didn't have the skill to shield his thoughts yet, so his mind was open for all to see--much to Justen's embarrassment.  


You don't need to cling to me like this, she had asserted. You shouldn't have to.


Justen had thought it was so much garbage, and still did.  Here, lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, with time to reflect on the evening's mental escapade, he wondered about the consciousness that had contacted him so unscrupulously.  He wondered how old she might be, where on the campus she might live, or if she had perhaps hacked into CampusLink.  Can you do that on the MentaLink?  Hack into a system?


At any rate, he had learned much more than he had bargained for this evening, and spent much longer on the Link than he had intended.  Until this evening, Justen had no idea what he had been missing by not being on the Link.  Vast wealths of knowledge beyond his wildest dreams, both in archives and in human minds.  Games of skill and logic played entirely in the minds of the participants.  Plays, music, poetry, all captured in their true form--directly from the minds of their creators.


The Presence also showed him things on the Link he'd only heard about.  How linking with a person under the influence of drugs or alcohol--"Altered," she'd called it, from their altered state of consciousness--could also influence your clarity of mind.  How you could transfer archived programs that simulated such an altered state.  How to keep the Police from catching you while you were Random Accessing while Altered.  


She also showed Justen the Red Light Sector--brothels, whorehouses, places where anyone could go to be sexually stimulated over the MentaLink.  CyberSex, she'd called it, although she said that the ancient practices of "cybersex" and "phone sex" paled in comparison to having another person actually stimulate your very nerve centers.  She claimed that being an employee of one of these establishments actually required some skill, since these men and women were expected to physically arouse or even bring their subject to climax by mental stimulation alone.  Considerable training was required, although most of it merely involved putting Transferred knowledge into practice.


He knew there were other things she'd wanted to tell him about the private sector and CyberSex, things that she had kept to herself.  With his limited Linking experience, he could at least sense that much. Maybe tomorrow he'd look into that in the Archives... 


For now, though, his mind was starting to wander.  Justen's eyes drifted closed, and he was soon fast asleep.

Chapter III


That night was the only night in the entire week that he managed a full night's sleep. He doubted if the professor knew of his informal nightly training sessions. Justen himself was unsure of whose instruction was more vital--the professor or the female Presence. Hard to tell at this stage of the game. At any rate, the end of the first week of formal MentaLink Training was about to come to an end, and Justen was understandably anxious as he walked the long hallway to the Conference Room for his Evaluation.


The professor had told him the previous day that a select board of University faculty would be evaluating how far Justen had progressed in his remedial Link training. First, the professor himself would present a verbal report as to where he judged Justen's level of training to stand. Then, Justen would be called in to answer some questions and to prove his skill level on the MentaLink. The board would then decide if he continued in Phase I of Remedial MentaLink Training or moved on to Phase II. 


No matter what the outcome of this meeting, the Professor had said, he would be permitted to continue his training. However, the vast majority of successful Remedials only passed the official MentaLink Entrance Exam after completing Phase II. Whether or not he progressed to learn more advanced techniques in Phase II or remained in Phase I training, Justen was slated to face a second review at the end of the full two-week period. This same board would then discuss his improvement in the second week of training and decide whether or not Justen would finally be accepted into the University. If he was accepted, his curriculum and discussion group schedule would be decided during the week between the end of his training and the beginning of Autumn Term. If he wasn't accepted...


Justen refused to let himself think such thoughts. The door of the Conference Room was only a few meters away, and he needed to keep his mind fresh for his Evaluation. He stood outside, pacing, knowing that, just beyond the soundproofed ground-glass Conference Room door, the professor was presenting an oral report on his findings with Justen thus far. He wondered what was being said about him, and found himself wishing the door weren't quite so soundproof. To keep his mind clear and focused, he went over the main skills the professor had told him would be specifically tested.


Self-awareness. They'd taken care of that during the first day of training, as brief as it had been. Justen still wasn't sure exactly what it was that he'd done to prove his self-awareness--he just was, and it seemed so elementary to him that it scarcely needed conscious thought.


Basic Transfer and Recall. They'd done that the first day, as well, with the Union and Hamlet. Justen was pleasantly surprised to find that he still knew everything about the Student Union that the professor did, and that he could remember the entire story of Hamlet. Somehow, he'd expected that it would be short-term, like memorizing data for a test. Instead, though, it was as if it had been immediately stored in his long-term memory, actually learned instead of memorized. Justen couldn't even remember Macbeth as well as he now knew Hamlet, and he'd even written a six-page report on it not three weeks before. Amazing... 

Justen was definitely less traumatized by the Transfer process now than he had been that first time--he'd amassed a decent amount of information about the Link between Phase I training and his informal evening sessions.


Mental Integrity. This dealt with shielding one's own thoughts against others, both to broadcast and to be influenced against one's will. Justen had been so embarrassed when he first encountered the Presence, because he was so obviously broadcasting his thoughts. It was almost like that nightmare where he'd gone to school in his underclothes. At any rate, the professor's next lesson covered shielding one's thoughts, so his next encounter with the Presence (which he honestly had not expected to have) had been somewhat more socially acceptable...


Justen linked up and successfully transferred information on Advanced Mental Integrity. He had already transferred Basic Mental Integrity during his session with the professor, but he was curious. If the Basic Mental Integrity was this easy to follow, then he wanted to see what the Advanced program was like. Isolating himself as he had been taught, he began to access the information he just learned.


Sorting through these things was always so interesting--it was like remembering something he had long since forgotten, and being re-enlightened. Except, of course, that he had actually just learned the information. Not having that cumbersome process of committing a subject to memory was something Justen could definitely get used to. It was like experiencing pure knowledge.


Why, hello again, young protégé.

(Damn!) He'd let his mind wander again. (I'll have to work on that...) You again! You're not much for protocol, eh?


Not particularly. What's today's lesson?


You should know--you know enough about me already. I still don't even know your name.


It's not something I give out lightly.


Maybe it's the same for me. You didn't give me much choice, though.


You were broadcasting it for everyone to access. It's not my fault that I used the information you weren't shielding. That's perfectly acceptable.


I was an exception. You knew it. 


If  it's any consolation, you've obviously improved since yesterday. You'll get the hang of it.


Justen sighed to himself. He could tell that the Presence's attitude was one of friendship, not condescension, and still he was arguing with her. He projected apology and forgiveness, and felt her return acceptance and understanding.


Come with me, she beckoned.


Where?

To play a game...

It was an interesting game, and was actually an exercise in Mental Integrity. She began by transferring an image from a central database, like drawing a card from a deck. Justen had to guess what it was by probing the portion of her mind that wasn't shielded. Justen had quite the hard time of it at first, especially since she was so good at the game already, but eventually it became a game of how long one person could keep focused upon an image in his or her mind without letting it seep through his or her personal barrier. It was also an exercise in etiquette; if a player's mind was stronger than his opponent's, he had the potential to forcefully extricate the information through his opponent's privacy barrier. Not only would that disqualify a player from the game, but it was also illegal on the MentaLink. Forced Transfer was almost unheard of, and was one of very few generally understood laws of MentaLink. It was in the same category with attempting to Influence someone--that is, to make someone do something against his or her will. Both were theoretically possible, and potentially dangerous. Mental Assault, some called it.


Justen hadn't dealt with anyone attempting to influence him against his will, mainly because it was so abhorred that no one would even consider trying it for training purposes. He was unsure how he would deal with it, should the occasion arise. He hoped it wouldn't--from what he'd heard, being externally influenced was unpleasant and almost physically painful. Some compared it to a mental rape, and some described it as a particularly schizophrenic sensation. Neither sounded terribly appealing to Justen, and he hoped he wouldn't have to find out for himself.


Justen brought himself back to the present. He'd have to face the board of faculty soon. He continued recalling his basic skills...


Mental Focus. The professor had warned Justen that first day not to let his mind wander. In the classroom training situation, that was simple. On the Planetary Link, however, it was an entirely different story. So many minds, so much knowledge was at his fingertips that it was difficult to let any of it slip past. Six long nights of accessing the Link with the Presence by his side had helped him to sharpen his focus and seek out only what he had initially Linked up to find. He also discovered that he could easily remember the specific topics which had threatened to distract him, and could research them afterward--which was the main reason for the unusual length of his nightly sessions.


Navigation. When he'd found Hamlet in the Archives, that was only the merest of navigational feats. When the Presence had guided him through the Planetary Link (to which the professor still didn't know he had access), Justen had only had to focus on her mental presence and follow where she led. Since then, he had been required in his studies to seek out a specific individual on the CampusLink after linking with him only once; he'd found a specific detail about a country in the Middle East without first transferring the entire database of knowledge; and he'd located a random individual on campus who shared his interest in ancient Mayan Civilization.


Self-Awareness, Transfer and Recall, Integrity, Focus, and Navigation. The Five Basic Skills of MentaLink, formally established about fifteen years before by J. Marshal Hubbard, Ph.D. Justen figured he had a fairly coherent grasp on them. I hope I'm right...


The Conference Room door opened, and Justen started, in spite of himself. "Justen," the professor called, "The Board would like to ask you a few questions."


*****


Justen, sitting at the head of the longest conference table he'd ever seen, felt small and insubstantial. The University faculty gazed at him--some intrigued, some disinterested, and some obviously cynical about Justen's future at the University. So much knowledge sat before him at this table, so many years of experience on the Link. He had to prove himself...


"Justen," one faculty member began, "Tell us about your past week's experiences with the MentaLink." 


Awfully open-ended question. "Before this Monday, I had absolutely no experience with the MentaLink, beyond external knowledge of its existence and its benefits. My secondary school didn't have MentaLink facilities." No need to mention the fact that his entire community was one of the poorest on the continent--it certainly wouldn't help his case, and surely this board knew his situation already. "Now that I have access and the knowledge to use it, this is the most amazing experience. I always knew that the MentaLink was supposedly a revolution in formal learning and teaching, but only intellectually. Now that I've seen it, been on it, transferred information myself... It's amazing. Now I'm trying to fit six years of not having MentaLink access in pre-secondary and secondary school into only two weeks."


"And how do you feel you're faring?" one middle-aged woman inquired, a slight glimmer in her eye.


"I think I'll be right on par with all the other Freshmen when they arrive on campus for Autumn Term," Justen replied with a curt nod.


A few seemingly meaningless questions and strategically formulated answers later, the professor addressed Justen from the opposite end of the conference table.


"Justen, if you will reach beneath the edge of the conference table, you will find an Interface. Please connect yourself, and the rest of us will do the same." The professor nodded to the assembled board, and everyone reached underneath the table's edge and retrieved their Interfaces. Justen followed suit, and connected himself with an ease nearly equal to that of all the surrounding faculty. When everyone had connected, the Professor nodded again around the table, and all reached up in concert and flipped their toggles up. Again, Justen followed their lead, closing his eyes and flipping the toggle switch--


The impression was one of still being at the conference table--doubtless because of the mental strength of the faculty present. Their combined focus was isolating them from the rest of the Link so fully that Justen had a hard time even discerning whether they were actually on the CampusLink or closed-circuit. He reached out with a tendril of his mind, gently, and sensed other presences, distant though they seemed. So, they were at least on the CampusLink. That told him something, at least. What that something was, he wasn't sure yet. It might not even have any significance...


Justen reminded himself to focus. He projected his readiness to the assembled faculty, the mental equivalent of an expectant look around the table. He made contact with several of the faculty, several of whom seemed pleasantly anxious. What do they have in store for me? he wondered silently. Now, he could determine which of his thoughts were to be 'heard' by others, and which were private. Thank goodness for that.


Again, the professor addressed Justen. As you know, we will be testing your basic skills on the Link this afternoon. We will begin with self-awareness...


-=-=-


Finally physically alone, with the harrowing test finally over, Justen sat in his room and quietly linked up, solemnly searching for one specific consciousness. The Presence projected a sense of expectancy and anxiety when Justen located her. As usual, it didn't take long to find her; as usual, she was linked in. Justen wondered if she ever took off her interface.


Well? the Presence verbalized.


Justen tried to mask his joy and excitement, but finally his playful ruse burst at the seams in silent laughter.  I'm in Phase II!

Her laughter joined his in a delicate rippling of quicksilver.  No words were necessary as their relief bubbled over into one another.


[Show, don’t tell!]


They both knew enough about University policies and history to appreciate Justen's continuation.  Remedial admittants rarely progressed to Phase II—the entire process was a farce to all those directly involved, yet the administration required that applicants be given a "fair chance," given their respective backgrounds. As much as University officials would deny it, the urban Citizens were still somewhat prejudiced against the less fortunate students from the North.  Financially, the North Country was certainly not on par with the rest of the nation.  Mentally, they were considered backward and slow, thanks to their sparse, widespread population  and traditional hunting and farming ways.  Most of them were, in fact, just as intelligent as Citizens in the cities and urban areas.  Old habits are hard to break, though, and the prejudice against the dark-haired descendants of the Eskimo peoples still pulsed in the urban mainland, despite the Northern population increase in recent decades.


The racial history of North America was required reading in the secondary schools of the North Country. Justen had actually taken the North American Race and Culture class that had been offered at his secondary school. Most of his peers had long since grown weary of hearing their elders' propagandist claims of how the melting pot of America had corrupted its individual ethnicities--Justen had longed to learn more. 


He had learned about the first intermingling of race with the initial "discovery" of America. Natives, Indians, Africans had all been used as slaves by those first explorers. The amalgam of color had finally created a unique Caribbean race, composed of visually indistinguishable beginnings. And every schoolchild had been taught about the hypocrisy of the so-called "Founding Fathers" of the United States of America. While writing such fallacies as "We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal..." and "One nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all," African peoples were taken as slaves, bought and sold in America like property. Justen had also learned about organizations that fought for a pure white Aryan race: Nazis, the Ku Klux Klan, and others. "White power," they had called it. These organizations often went to extreme, violent measures to segregate and drive off those of other races and creeds. Even in Justen's time, there were still some scattered KKK groups who fought to keep their neighborhoods white--these neighborhoods were few and far between, though, and were usually in the sprawling rural areas between the urban centers in North America.


Then, he had learned about the various waves of immigration into the United States and how the different ethnicities had incorporated themselves into the American culture. For some, it had been easier. The Jewish, the Irish, the Italians, the Germans, and European races in general were the first to successfully conform, although they were initially spurned and segregated, as well. It took longer for the Hispanics, Asians, and African-Americans to let go of their respective cultures and submit to being a part of the new mass culture. 


Racial intermingling had been a slow process, beginning with white slave owners coupling with their African slaves, then with various shades of "black" Americans intermixing with "whites," native Americans, and a sprinkling of Asian descents. It became difficult to tell what race or ethnicity a person was at first glance. No one had intended for the lines of color to be crossed so completely--but, finally, there was one great North American culture and race. For centuries now, most individuals would have had to embark on an extensive genealogical search to find their racial origins, and few cared to do so. There were still communities, of course, which were predominantly white, black, Hispanic, and so forth... but in the urban centers of the Nation, people didn't think of such things as "race" and "color." Mainly because they no longer existed.


The descendants of the Eskimo Peoples had always been an isolated people, and insisted on keeping their culture and traditions alive. Quite without meaning to, they managed to segregate themselves from society, purely by virtue of their unusual devotion to their ancestors and cultural history. Urban citizens began to see their population as backward and ignorant. The people of the North Country simply tightened their ranks and strengthened their ways. No Eskimo had any desire to marry someone of another race or culture, simply because those people would not understand the things that were most important to the Eskimo Peoples. They were a proud people, rarely venturing out of the hallowed ground of the North Country. But today's youth, like Justen, strove to improve the quality of life for themselves and their elders--so they struck out to the Universities of North America to find their fortunes.


The Presence knew enough about him from their links to realize that he was North Country. Justen had noted her complete lack of prejudice or even hesitation based on his race or descent, and had been comforted and relaxed by it. Reflecting on his experience with the faculty, compared with his links with the Presence, he noted the memory of their surprise at his prowess.


He felt a tug at his thoughts.  You're remembering the test. Please--tell me what happened.


Justen located his memory of the faculty panel and paused. I wonder, he thought privately, what it's like to be the source of the information. I've never been on this end of it before. I hope my privacy shielding is as good as everyone seems to think. Justen took a deep breath and gingerly offered forth the contents of his thoughts--


--Memories flowed from him, too fast to completely experience.  The inane questioning... excited stares and sullen glares... the isolation of the link... puzzles and tricks like a circus animal... searching, thinking, puzzling... and mental exhaustion. Had he even been able to catch it all as it flashed past, he still wouldn't have known what to make of it. The experience had been such a stressful one, he still wasn't sure how they could tell he was advanced enough to continue.


Then it was over. The Transfer complete, Justen retreated back into his mind to regroup and give her time to pore over it all.


He became aware of her intense attention. Focusing upon it, he recognized it as awe.


What? demanded Justen.


My God, she wondered. I could never have stood up to that kind of interrogation, not so soon into linking.


You were three years old when you started linking, he pointed out with a touch of amusement.

Still, though... 

Justen changed the subject quickly, unused to being the subject of her admiration--or anyone's, for that matter.  So, I start Advanced Training on Monday. That gives me two days to learn some of it beforehand, eh? 


What's on the agenda?


(Back to business.  Good.)  Internal and External Privacy Shielding, Vicarious Stimuli, Advanced Transfer Techniques.

Justen noticed a piqued interest when he mentioned Vicarious Stimuli--the practice of experiencing the physical world through another person's senses.  She wasn't volunteering why this caught her interest, though.  He prodded gently, silently, and received in reply a sense of confusion and mild shame, mingled with a sense of nostalgia.  Concerned and curious, he delved deeper, closer to her shielded thoughts.  The answer to her response wasn't there, but something else was.  Amongst her desire, her devotion, her admiration, and other thoughts and emotions he didn't understand, there was a single word.  Hovering near her private thoughts, shining like a single beacon over a roiling sea of emotion, a gift was silently offered forth for him alone. The gift of a name. Her name.


Ileyna. 


Slowly, carefully, he backed away, carrying in his memory all that he had seen and felt.  And heard.


Ileyna, he repeated silently to himself. Finally.

Chapter IV


Justen had let Ileyna break the link, knowing that she would be around to teach him over the weekend.


But she never returned.


He sought out her presence late Sunday morning, after breakfast. Usually all he had to do was think of her, and she would be there, linking with him. It was like some sort of magic spell—a thought, and there she was. But this time was different.


Justen paused in the Link, perplexed. He summoned Ileyna again, loudly, not daring to call her name. When he felt no response, he shrugged mentally and tried not to wonder about why she wasn't responding. 


She'll come back, he asserted. I've been in training for a week now, and she's contacted me each and every day.   Forcing down doubt, he went searching for information about Advanced Privacy Shielding, to prepare for the week ahead.


*****


The cool metal pressure points of the lab-issue Interface touched his scalp in all the familiar places as he closed his eyes and prepared to follow the Professor's directive. Locate someone on the CampusLink who shares an interest of yours​—in this case, Justen opted to seek out someone either from the North Country or interested in it. He wondered if this exercise weren't designed for a dual purpose. He certainly wouldn't mind meeting a kindred spirit on this campus.


Justen flinched mentally as he flipped the switch on his Interface, and was grateful that the Professor had opted to remain disengaged from the Link for the duration of Justen's Phase II exercises. Each and every time Justen had plugged in, from Sunday morning to—what is today? Tuesday?—he'd had to fight the urge to seek out Ileyna on the Link. His only other personal contact on the Link was the Professor, and he couldn't bring himself to solicit friendships or to go Random Accessing just for something to do. He hadn't realized last week that he'd developed such a bond with this elusive apparition whom he now knew as Ileyna—but here he was, acting as if he'd lost his soulmate.


Now, Justen, he thought to himself, don't go getting like that. If you go looking for someone while you're in this state, the Spirits alone know who you'll find, or what they'll think of you. Not for the first time, Justen offered silent thanks that he'd developed his shields enough so that strangers could no longer read his thoughts. 


This was where things got tricky. There was no interest index of the CampusLink. Justen would have to almost go Random, but not quite, skimming the consciousnesses on the University's campus to locate an interest in Inuits. He equated it to tuning in a station on an old-fashioned radio, seeking out a particular style of music. Considering that there were fewer students and faculty here on campus between sessions, he figured there would be less difficulty sifting through the cacophony of thoughts. Of course, Inuit culture was an unusual subject; there might not be any enthusiasts on campus at all.


Shrugging off his anxiety, Justen dropped his privacy shield just enough to catch snippets of others' identities… 


Abruptly, he felt as if he were hang-gliding over some sort of outdoor gathering, hearing parts of conversations, seeing faces and gestures, but being caught up on a winding current. Not looking forward to Trigonometry…can you believe what … a passion for music…no one understands how I… (This is so bizarre! I can hear people's unshielded thoughts. I wonder who's heard mine…) Come help me move this…hate this fucking dead-end job…little to the left…I can’t believe…love you more than…harsh sun on white snow…a drummer in traditional skins beating a familiar rhythm…

An image of a traditional drum dancer performing on snowy plains fuzzed into Justen's brain, and he knew he'd found his target. Mentally, he circled and descended toward his subject. Maintaining his distance, he projected an intent to Link. In return, he sensed surprize and welcome. His search complete, Justen grounded himself and reached out to this stranger.


He'd already prepared what he would express to whomever he met, so he immediately released his train of thought in one quick transfer. This stranger would now know his name, his age, his status as a Remedial Admittant to the University, his MentaLink assignment, and why he'd chosen this particular person to approach. Justen waited anxiously for a response.


Justen received in reply a quiet rush of appreciation and understanding, followed closely by a wash of friendly companionship. After a moment, Justen felt a soft jolt, and realized that he was linking with Mike, a sophomore at the University, majoring in History and Archaeology. He also sensed that he may now know much more about Mike than that, but he'd wait until later to sift through everything he'd transferred.


The introductions over, Justen floundered for something to say. He hadn't planned things out this far. Luckily, Mike was intrigued enough to continue the conversation.


You're a Remedial? You seem to have things under control. Strong shielding, good thought organization. Why'd they make you take the Remedial training?


Justen projected an image of his homeland as he replied. My school system didn't have a MentaLink. The first time I ever linked was last Monday.


You're shitting me, Mike replied, although Justen could tell it was an automatic response. More expressive than a simple raised eyebrow might be, Mike's communication was accompanied by surprise and admiration, tinged only slightly with envy at Justen's rapid learning curve. Justen responded with shy pride and silent thanks.


With a start, Justen realized that he'd lost track of time. The professor would be waiting for his report. Quickly and nonverbally, he expressed his need to return to the lab, and his desire to meet with Mike later on. Mike responded with a mental image of the lobby of Kennedy Hall. A clock on the wall read 6:00pm. Justen acknowledged with thanks and disengaged himself from his link with Mike, focusing his attention once more to the lab and the professor.


*****


Justen sat alone in the lab, linked into the CampusLink, waiting for the signal from the professor.  Eyes closed, he focused on not searching for Ileyna.  This week of training had involved linking outside the closed-circuit lab connection--which meant more potential for distraction.  He couldn't allow himself to link with Ileyna here in the middle of training, no matter how intrigued he still was by her absence.


Sunday, for the first time, he hadn't found her on the Link.  After her strange reaction the day before, though, he wasn't surprised.  Now it was Thursday, the final day of Phase II, and still she hadn't contacted him.  He'd sifted through the memory of her thoughts, her emotions, and was unsure what to think.  


Justen.

(Ileyna. Damn.) He responded with a friendly but distant intention, and intimated that he was busy.  He felt her inquisitive probe, though, and had to verbalize.


I'm training right now--waiting for the Professor's call. I'm supposed to find him.


A little game of hide-and-seek?


Sort of... I'm supposed to see his surroundings and know where he is.


Pause. By Vicarious Stimulus? 


Yes. Why? 


Silence, as before.


Why are you so scared of that? he probed.

I'm not scared, she snapped, a defiant spark accompanying her response.


Justen decided to let it drop. At any rate, he'll be asking me to try it soon, and I haven’t done this before. I'll need to concentrate.  Justen hoped she would understand his underlying message.


Can I watch? 


Justen paused. The professor couldn't possibly know that Justen had a second teacher of sorts, and he wasn't sure how the professor would react to having a third person in the link. If he sensed her presence, he would surely accuse Justen of cheating--grounds for dismissal from the University.


Ileyna sensed his thoughts and interjected, I can hide myself. He won't know.


How can you be sure? 


Trust me. Her strange silence congealed again, intriguing and inescapable.


...okay. How will you do it? 


Open your mind to me. Trust me.


He was uncertain of what she intended, but he sensed that it involved her entering the more private parts of his conscience.  He hesitantly dropped his barriers to Ileyna, strengthening his barriers against the professor for when he would finally call.  Why am I doing this--this is crazy--what is she planning--I hope I don't get in trouble for this...


Ileyna's consciousness penetrated Justen's mind like smoke through a smoldering building.  He felt a curious sense of duality, and of intimacy. He was oddly aware of Ileyna's presence, yet her existence within his mind felt comfortable, natural. He reached out to her consciousness, hoping to sense something--an emotion, a thought, a phrase--but as he grasped the ethereal fog, it slipped through his fingers with a maddening laugh.


Then, as mysteriously as her presence had entered his mind, it seemed to draw away. As she retreated, though, he felt a gossamer thread stretching between their minds, anchored from deep within Justen's consciousness, far beneath the surface where the professor would never look.  He knew now that she would be able to sense everything that was happening, from deep within his mind, like holding an empty glass to a closed door, or hiding in a closet--


Justen.

This time it was the professor. Justen concealed his anxiety as he acknowledged the professor's beckon.


Justen, access my visual cortex and see where I am. Come find me--you know how to reach my location.

He closed his eyes again and focused on accessing the professor's visual cortex.  He felt the guidance of Ileyna's distant knowledge, helping him find the neural pathways to access the nerves directly and passively.  Just accessing the information--not altering it.  (Altering it?) Justen hadn't realized that was possible.


The Conference Room. Justen saw the door, just as he himself had seen it nearly one week before.  He felt the professor's slow nod, acknowledging that he knew Justen had succeeded.  Relaxing and concentrating deeper, sinking into the professor's sensations, Justen found that he could feel the professor breathe, feel the pressure of his eyeglasses on the bridge of his nose. Amazing...


You know where I am, the professor affirmed. Now, follow me. The professor started to walk down the hallway, turn down another, and enter a room Justen hadn't seen before.  Emblazoned on the door were the numbers 152.  Justen committed the path to memory, opened his eyes, and set off to find the professor.


Halfway to the Conference Room, Justen felt a tightening of his link to Ileyna, as if she were pulling, reeling herself back in.  Justen tested his link with the professor, and found the older man still connected to the MentaLink, but not in contact with Justen directly--as if he were there just in case Justen needed him, but he didn't expect to be approached.  Perhaps engaged in other Link activities, even. Satisfied that he and Ileyna would be alone in the link, Justen reached toward her, drawing her near.  After a moment, he felt her presence grow stronger and closer, and felt her wispy conscience float back into his.


This time, however, she remained in his thoughts for a moment, almost reveling in him.  The sense of duality he had experienced before became even more intimate, more physical, and more confusing.  Instead of focusing on these unusually compelling sensations, however, Justen kept his eyes open and struggled to focus on walking toward where the professor waited--knowing that, were he to stop, the professor would undoubtedly re-enter the link looking for him.


Sensing his discomfort, Ileyna reluctantly gathered herself and seeped out of Justen's inner sanctum.  Their consciences hovered in space, almost touching.  Justen could feel her awkward, almost embarrassed silence permeate the space around them.  He walked on, turning corners, half-seeing where he was, half-concentrating on Ileyna's presence.  He saw the door of the Conference Room looming ahead, and turned his thoughts inward to what he had seen through the professor's eyes.


The memory was vivid, and Justen had no problem following the path the professor had taken.  It was as if he had walked the very same path and sat down in the very same room.  Boldly, he turned down the hallway and strode toward where the professor sat waiting.


Justen turned his thoughts fully toward Ileyna before he reached the small room where the professor sat.  After such a new and personal experience, both with Ileyna and with the professor, Justen was unsure of what to say or think.  He simply projected his presence toward her, a willingness to approach.


After a moment, he felt her inner struggle and knew that she was no more sure of what to say than he was.  The experience had humbled her in some way, made her almost shy.


You? Shy? Justen quipped. Who would have imagined?


He felt Ileyna's silent reply, kind of a rueful smile.  The presence that was Ileyna came closer, an ethereal sort of kiss brushing his consciousness.  Then she was gone.


Alone and confused, Justen opened the door to room 152.

Chapter V


Looking back on that day, a full month past, Justen still wondered what Ileyna had seen in his mind that had caused her to turn away.  He'd sought her out when he was officially admitted, to tell her the good news, but couldn't find her.  He'd sought her out again when he tested out of MLN 101--Intro to Collegiate MentaLink Navigation, a required course for all incoming students--but still she was nowhere to be found.  He'd even looked for her in the Archives, searching for any "Ileyna" enrolled at the University, hoping she had a Niche somewhere in the University Archives where he could leave her a message.  Nothing.  Finally, after one or two weeks' worth of searching, he gave up.  If she'd found something in him that bothered her enough to keep her away for this long... well, so be it.


He'd continued on with his coursework, which he found surprisingly simple.  Since the physical process of learning was practically eliminated, he was free to study the material itself for its complexities and subtleties.  He felt free, as strange as that seemed--free to actually learn, for once, instead of studying and memorizing.  It was oddly enjoyable, much more so than the rote learning of secondary school. Although Modern Global History, Calculus, Sociology, and Philosophy weren't the most fascinating of subjects, the fact that he could simply reflect on the knowledge he'd absorbed and get credit for the basic understanding... it was almost luxurious.


Justen roused himself from his musings and turned his attention back to the Archives.  He was supposed to be finding MGH 200.3.4, The Cold War.  In an instant, he located the Modern Global History section, Course #200, Chapter 3.  He was contemplating whether to transfer only section four or the remainder of the entire chapter when he received a signal from his Niche--a Priority One message awaited him.  Curious...  He opted to transfer only section four, filing it away deep in his mind, not accessing any of it for the moment.


He turned his attention toward his Niche in the University Archives. Justen imagined himself floating through aisles and aisles of old-fashioned mailboxes, like in a Post Office, until he found the one marked SJ324-898: Justen Selawik. Accessing the mailbox, he retrieved his note and scanned it...


Verbal only--That's odd. "Offer to service multinational organization using MentaLink. Advanced ability a must. Substantial profits tendered. Transfer file 452379 from University Niche 00413-895 for further info."


Verbal only... and Priority One, no less. Justen paused in puzzlement. Usually an unsolicited message includes sensory elements--a voice, or a face, or music, or an emotion. This... this is odd. It's like they don't want me to know who they are. They certainly didn't leave any clues, at any rate. Nothing but this Niche number.


Justen thought about the Niche etiquette he'd transferred when he was assigned Niche #SJ324-898. "A zero-zero Niche number is an anonymous box, a link to a publicly unknown individual or organization, usually used for private or sensitive information." So... there's no way of knowing who this is unless I transfer their file and follow their instructions.


Why the hell am I even thinking about doing this? Justen exclaimed to himself. "Substantial profits tendered"--tender is almost bootleg money these days. Everyone uses their Accounts for almost everything. What do I need tender for?


A light suddenly dawned in Justen's thoughts. Holy shit, Justen realized, this must be illegal!  Justen felt stupidly simple and naive. Why else would they offer tender? Why else would they be hiding their identity so well? --I wonder what it's all about...

You don't want to know, a new but familiar presence interjected.


Mike! Do you know about this?

Don't, Mike warned. That shit's illegal--I've heard rumors. People have almost died.


How? What's it all about?


No one knows for sure, but I've heard some crazy shit. Don't think so loud about that sort of thing, man, Mike added in a more private tone. It'll get you in trouble.


Hey, it was just  junk mail--I figured it was safe, even though it was coded P1.


They mean it, Justen. Don't let anyone see that shit. Delete it, or at least code it private. Even just having that message in your niche could get you in trouble with the University, or the Planetary Government.

The Planetary Government? What rumors have you heard, Mike? What is this thing? Why is it so dangerous? I'm curious now--


No. I won't be the one spreading any more rumors. Maybe we can just leave this thing alone and it'll go away.


Not damn likely, whatever it is, Justen quipped as he felt Mike's presence retreat.


Justen sighed to himself, going over the text of the note in his mind. Well--now what?


*****


The offer had been tempting, but Justen ended up forgetting about the bizarre text message in his niche. Just junk mail, the first of many such messages he would receive as a University student. He had other things to worry about after that, like Sociology projects, new friends, and a deadbeat roommate.


"You spend so much time jacked in to that thing," Justen's roommate sighed. "It's like you don't really exist in the real world."


"You've had since you were in Primary School to play on the Link," Justen replied with a disarming grin as he finished connecting his Interface. "The way I figure, I have a good ten years to make up, then. Right?"


His roommate shrugged, rolled his eyes, and turned to go into his bedroom. Justen shrugged back sarcastically and paced another round of their shared living space before retiring to his own bedroom. Closing the door, he breathed a sigh.


Tonight's mission on the MentaLink was to learn more about the Stroop Effect. Mike and Justen were slated to give an impromptu role-play the following day about a concept in the Lesson Transfer. He lay down on his bed, closed his eyes, and flipped the toggle up.


Justen! Thank God you're here! 

He paused, confused. Ileyna? I haven't talked to you for—(I just called her by name! I didn't mean—)

She seemed not to notice, continuing frantically. I need your help. Someone might be after me! 


After you? What for? Her excitement and agitation permeated the link, and Justen fought the urge to hyperventilate.


I don't know, she replied, suddenly hesitating. One of my... friends... 


Justen sensed several things from Ileyna in that brief moment: first, that some tragedy had overcome her friend. Second, that Ileyna had spoken hastily and wasn't quite sure how to go on. And third, that she had some sort of secret that she didn't know how to reveal to him.


Calm down. Tell me what's going on.

I... was with my friend. We were... 


Justen began to see the images in her mind, and silently urged her to show him instead of trying to verbalize the whole story. Reluctantly, she peeled back her privacy shield and showed him what had happened...


Ileyna had been playing a game of skill and concentration, alone. Between rounds, Margret had contacted her.


Ley, she'd started--the pleading tone had already set in. I'm with a client. Boss-type, major player. He has this fantasy of being with two women...

You can do that by yourself, can't you?


He says he can tell, she'd responded fitfully. He wants another woman in the Link. Please? 


Ileyna had sighed to herself. Margret was still a close friend, and Ileyna still owed her a few favors. All right. I'm in.


Ileyna took a moment to switch her mindset back to her old profession. (I'm tired of being a whore,) she thought to herself as she began linking more intently with Margret.


The man on the other end of the three-way was indeed the typical mob boss type. Intimidating both in stature and in mental capacity, and no doubt one of Margret's frequent clients. She tapped into the fantasy that Margret was weaving for him: warm beach, margarita in hand, being pleasured by a tall, nude blonde. Ileyna saw her role in this farce, to come in and arouse the client with Margret (playing the tall blonde). From there, they would do whatever he desired--preferably, before he even realized that he desired it.


Ileyna chose for herself the persona of a large-breasted brunette wearing a string bikini, and entered the fantasy...


Justen found himself sweating and his pulse racing as he witnessed the fantasy playing out in Ileyna's memory. Was this her secret? That she used to be a prostitute, and still moonlights as one? 


He was ripped from his musings by Ileyna's remembered tragedy—


--In the midst of helping Margret weave this man's fantasy, Ileyna felt Margret scream. She'd been so involved in her work that she hadn't realized her colleague had been drawn into a much deeper link with the client than she had originally intended. Ileyna instantly abandoned her role in this fantasy world and rushed to help Margret.


The presence that had been Margret was quickly fading. Margret! Ileyna called, trying to seek her out, to pull her back.


Ileyna... Look out... Margret struggled to transfer what little she knew about her assault to Ileyna before retreating from the Link altogether. Sifting quickly through it, Ileyna realized with horror that the client had plunged into Margret's mind to find--what? Some piece of information that she herself had never paid any attention. Maybe she'd picked it up in some random transfer, and just never needed to think of it. She never even realized what it was she'd known...


Ileyna suddenly felt Margret's client turning his full attention toward her. Terrified, Ileyna severed contact with him, pushing his consciousness as far away from herself as possible...


I found Margret the next day, she continued. But not on the Link. I knew where she lived, and went to visit her. Justen felt her anguish before she even verbalized what she'd found.


Ileyna...

I found her at her home... alive. She could barely form a coherent thought, much less link. Her eyes were glazed, and her voice-- 

Justen saw the image of the stricken Margret: her hair unkempt, her eyes fixed on a point far in the distance. The mental image of Margret tried to speak, tried to focus, but failed to form more than a preschooler's sentence before drifting back into her world of seeming oblivion. A string of drool crept slowly, almost imperceptibly from her slack, open mouth.


I don't know what happened, but I can't imagine that she'll ever be able to live a normal life again. 

Unable to think of anything remotely comforting to say, Justen projected his sorrow and sympathy. His mind was still reeling from all that he had learned about Ileyna and about this new threat. 


And he still had to look up his Sociology homework.

Chapter VI


Justen had no earthly idea how to help Ileyna's friend. He wished to the gods that he could. For the first few days, he'd tried to help as best he knew how: researching Mental Assault and its resulting injuries, learning about mental incapacity in general, and trying to give Ileyna some ideas about how to bring her friend back to reality.


After a week, though, even Justen's pace tired. I have to get some sleep, he sighed to himself as he tugged off his Interface. Every evening he'd tried to do research for class, and every night Ileyna had been waiting for him. He felt shallow for wanting to focus on his classwork instead of helping Ileyna--after all, she'd stayed up nights with him while he was still so newly enamored with the Link. I still don't think she ever takes her Interface off...  Now it was his turn to be supportive--but he was coming to the end of his rope.


Oh, he wanted to help Ileyna's friend, all right, even if only so he could get a full night's sleep for once. His professors didn't care if the world was on fire, just so long as he came to class prepared to discuss the day's "readings."


He still had trouble adjusting to this paperless culture. Alone in his room, with no other voices in his head, he remembered what it was like to go home and write out his homework, to actually read his assignments--and to be able to fake it if he hadn't had time to complete everything. Now, though, things were different. If he didn't at least transfer the basic information, his professors could know just by linking with him. He had little option but to stay up as late as it took to transfer everything and, preferably, to find some extra related material elsewhere for cross-referencing. 


With Ileyna monopolizing his time until four or five o'clock in the morning, though, he was left to transfer only the barest necessities for class the next day, and hope that the few hours' sleep he could snatch would be enough to sustain him until he could truly rest...


And when will that be? Justen wondered. He looked at his clock--6:00am. Gods above, when will I finally get a full night's sleep? His eyes closed, and he sank into fitful dreaming.


*****


Three and a half hours later, Justen awoke to the sound of his alarm clock. Did I ever even get to sleep? He went through the motions of the morning: showering, dressing, gathering his things. His roommate, as usual, was fast asleep--somehow, the bastard had managed to schedule all his class discussion sections after noon. Justen gave his roommate's bedroom door a meaningful glance before heading out.


Before heading to class, though, Justen always ran past Mike's place. Their first class was Sociology, and the two would typically walk together and discuss the information they'd gathered from the night before. He navigated the maze that was Kennedy Hall and followed the stairs down to room 247.


At Justen's knock, the door opened to reveal Mike's roommate, wide-eyed and shaking. There were beads of sweat on his forehead and upper lip.


"Kye, man, what's wrong?" Justen leaned toward Mike's roommate and clapped a supportive hand to his shoulder.


"I dunno, Justen, but you'd better come in and have a look. It's Mike."


"Mike?" He rushed to follow Kye into Mike's bedroom. Kye stepped aside to give Justen an unobstructed view. 


The light was on, the bed unslept in. Mike sat at his desk, a University-issue Interface still strapped to his head, which was thrown uncomfortably backward. His eyes stared blankly into space, and his jaw hung slack. 


"I...  I just opened his door a few minutes ago, to yell at him cause he was gonna be late, and... I didn't wanna go in after I saw him like that. Go look, Justen, an' tell me if he's OK."


OK...? Meaning, is he alive? Justen stepped to Mike's side. "Mike!" he shouted, startling Kye. Justen shook his friend's shoulder. "Come out of it, man! You OK?"


Like a man coming out of a long, intoxicated sleep, Mike blinked his eyes and tried to focus. "Jusss... ten," he slurred.


"It's OK now," affirmed Justen, glancing once at Kye. "You'll be all right. Let's get that thing off you," he said as he reached for the Interface toggle.


Mike sat straight up, a look of remembering in his glazed eyes. "Justen," he spoke, obviously marshaling all of his energy, "check... your niche. It'sss im-por-tant." He slouched, seemingly drained from forming a complete thought.


"Come on, man," Justen coaxed as he jerked his head to signal Kye to come help. "Let's get this thing off of you." Together, Justen and Kye disconnected Mike from his interface, picked him up bodily, and laid him on his bed. Mike was still muttering unintelligible babble when his two friends left him and closed the door softly behind them.


"What in the hell was that?" Kye uttered in a stage whisper. "I've seen him when he's been fucked up--and it definitely wasn't that. What the hell is going on?"


"It's the same as with Margret," Justen muttered, almost to himself. "He was attacked. Has to be."


"Margret... is she that one friend of your girlfriend?"


"You know about her?" Ileyna's my girlfriend now, is she...? Justen mused. 


"Yeah... Mike had said something about her being attacked on the Link. Pretty fucked up. Is this the same thing, do you think?"


"Yeah. I also think we need to call the police. Now." Class will just have to wait...


Kye stared blankly for a moment, then retreated to the corner of the shared living space where the phone sat, and dialed the police. Meanwhile, Justen retreated back into Mike's bedroom. Kye's baritone warble reached him faintly as he pushed the door almost closed. 


He had to check his niche before the police arrived.


Justen strapped on Mike's interface, still warm and clammy from his body heat. He flipped the toggle up, focusing on avoiding Ileyna and just accessing his niche. SJ324-898: Justen Selawik--here we are. One message... no priority indicator. No surprise there, given Mike's mental state--no reason to waste the time and effort of assigning a priority. Justen anxiously accessed the message...


Justen! God, you gotta help me--there's a guy and I think he's trying to kill me! Jeeeeeesus! I'm trying to run and I don't know what I did but I think he's trying to get something out of me--I don't know what.


Mike! Those words were the introduction to a smattering of memory, saved especially for Justen's benefit.


Mike had finished researching his Astrophysics for the evening, and prepared to go about his favorite leisure activity: random-accessing. He hoped to find some poor altered schmuck and get himself some jollies before he crashed for the night. So much easier than getting fucked up on your own, and so much more fun! He set his mind upon the winds...


Michael Dunaway. The voice nearly resonated with authority.


Yes?

I have some information for you.


What kind of information? he asked warily.


This information is vital to your survival. We must link closer--we cannot afford for this information to get beyond the two of us.


Mike started to comply, hesitantly drawing his consciousness closer to that of this intimidating individual...


Abruptly, the stranger jumped at him, accosting him, searing into his inner thoughts with a fiery grasp. He screamed, but no sound came out. The stranger was looking for something! Somehow, Mike managed to wriggle free of the man's attack. He felt exposed, wounded, violated, and his thoughts were beginning to become more erratic.


Justen'll know what to do. --This is what happened to that one girl! he realized, with a sudden gasp. Oh, shit... no... 


...That's why this is here, the narrative concluded. If you get this and I'm OK, then cool. If I'm not OK, then maybe this'll help you figure it out.


--Oh, God, he's found me.


The last impression Justen felt before the account ended was a searing pain, along with the knowledge that Mike was using the last of his mental energy to post his impressions to Justen's niche without the assailant's knowledge.


Justen turned to look at his friend, disabled and drooling, babbling incoherently. "Don't worry, man, we'll get you back."


*****


"Justen? The police are here."


Kye's head peeked into Mike's room. Justen nodded and rose from Mike's bedside, releasing his hand. At least Kye had left Justen alone with Mike, waiting for the police in the living space instead of hovering over Justen and Mike like some sort of mother hen. Taking one last glance toward Mike's stricken form, Justen strode out to meet the authorities.


Two officers stood just inside the doorway. "Hello, young man," one said, stepping forward and looking Justen up and down. "What seems to be the problem here?"


My, what a trite beginning,  Do they teach them that at the Police Academy, or does it come naturally to this type? Aloud, Justen said, "Hello, officer," and reached out to shake his hand.


The officer paused, looking suspiciously at Justen, then took the outstretched hand and shook it. 


As if my ethnicity were contagious, thought Justen with a mental sneer. He looked the officer over himself--ethnically generic, as with most modern North Americans. This man probably didn't even know what ethnicity his grandparents were, and--more than likely--didn't care. Justen tried to pin him down... Skin kind of olive, yet tan... the fold in the eyelid is there--not much Asian or Native American... high cheekbones, though... Justen gave up. It was impossible to pigeonhole anyone into a "race" anymore. Which was why Inuits stood out.


[previous paragraph isn't quite right. next, describe Inuit features of Justen’s grandfather]


[continue describing police encounter--condescending, placating, but giving the impression that the case (and similar ones) are going through the system. Dissatisfied.]


*****


The brisk autumn wind kicked up leaves and litter outside Justen's window. He stared blankly through the leaves and into the red sunset, transfixed. He could vaguely hear his roommate talking to a friend in their shared living space.


"Justen? Naw, he's been in there for a good three days now. Only comes out to use the shitter. Hasn't eaten, hasn't gone to class. God knows if he's even slept. Wouldn't answer when I asked if he needed anything from the store. Jeez, you'd think he'd be over it already. I mean, I feel for him and all, but really...!"


A second, unfamiliar voice chimed in. "So, what's his deal? Is he always on the Link, then?"


"Nope. Hasn't even touched the damned thing since he came back from Mike's, far as I can tell. Hell if I know what his problem is--all I know is what I read yesterday in the police blotter..." Justen heard the door shut, and his precious silence resumed.


What now? wondered Justen for the thousandth time. What do I do?

Immediately the usual thought came into his head: Ileyna. Somehow, though, he simply couldn't bring himself to link again. Not yet. Mike's last memories flitted through Justen's thoughts.


What if they're after me? What if they're after Ileyna? What if anyone I link with is in danger? Justen imagined some horrible hidden knowledge spreading like a deadly virus, placing anyone and everyone in danger of being mentally assaulted for its sake.


Abruptly, an impulse struck him, and he spun to stare at his Interface. It sat unused, collecting dust on his desk. Strap it on, Justen, and go find Ileyna already, his exasperated conscience urged. Justen shook himself mentally, stood up, and connected himself to his mental lifeline for the first time in three days.


Once he was physically connected, his apprehension returned. Before flipping the toggle that would connect him to this wellspring of knowledge and danger, he lay down on his bed and closed his eyes. It was the way he had first begun linking, and the way he still felt most comfortable and most detached from his physical self. He took three deep breaths to focus and calm himself... and flipped the toggle up.


The bustle of the Link seemed familiar, yet frightening. Justen wondered who might be watching and waiting for him to arrive. He focused his mind upon one goal... and cried out to her. 


Ileyna! 


The summons echoed in his mind like a call across the mountain ranges of his youth. The desperation would have been palpable to anyone who could have sensed it. Since it was directed solely toward one consciousness, though, she alone heard—felt—his cry.  In an instant, Ileyna was with him, comforting him.


Justen! He could feel her sympathy--genuine, supportive, concerned. Silently, she projected understanding, concern for his well-being, and empathy for his situation. After all, she'd been there before, and not very long ago at that.


Instead of answering verbally, Justen let go a flood of pent-up thoughts and emotions.

Justen! God, you gotta help me--

This information is vital to your survival. We must link closer--

"Justen, check... your niche. It'sss im-por-tant."

"Yeah. I also think we need to call the police. Now." Class will just have to wait...

"What seems to be the problem here?"

"...he's been in there for a good three days now."

What if they're after me? What if they're after Ileyna? 

What if anyone I link with is in danger?


His immediate anxiety purged, Justen felt his privacy barriers slipping away, revealing more than he had originally intended. Instead of clamping down on his thoughts, though, he allowed himself to bare them to Ileyna.


Gods above, when will I finally get a full night's sleep?

Was this her secret? That she used to be a prostitute...?

Open your mind to me. Trust me.

You'll find, Justen, that it's hard to lie to someone who can read your thoughts.


Almost embarrassed, he found himself revealing all of his private memories about Ileyna. Remembering the first night he hadn't found her on the Link. Recalling the strange sensuality of having Ileyna anchored within his consciousness during training. Thinking of all the amazing places she'd shown him on that very first night together... and of other sensations she'd only hinted at.


After the memories came the thoughts, the fantasies. Things Justen hadn't even realized he'd been thinking. Wondering where Ileyna was from. Imagining what she must look like. Wishing he could see into her thoughts like she saw into his. Wanting to learn these erotic skills of vicarious stimulus she had alluded to...


Sensing his private fantasies beginning to flow through this link, Justen finally managed to slow the torrent of memories from himself to Ileyna. (Whatever possessed me to share so much?) Embarrassment overcame him--but before he could think of how to react, he felt the Transfer working the other way...


She floated past, searching for something. She had no idea what it was she was searching for... until she found Justen. He was unlike anyone she had ever accessed—an orderly mind, intelligent, but clean and untouched. Like a child with the experience of an elder, but without cynicism, or apathy, or any of Life's other plagues. He was her absolute antithesis... her completion. Ileyna swung back to link with this Justen...


...Ileyna imagined what it must have been like for him, growing up without the Link. His ideas, his morals, everything about him was so antiquated, so old-world. When she'd taken him to the Games, to the Plays, to the Red Light, he'd been so amazed and astounded at the possibilities. All the things she'd taken for granted as a child and an adolescent... I wonder how he even learned about sex without the Red Light...

...He's in Phase II! The news had invigorated Ileyna--her protege was moving forward, and with her help. But as she learned of his examination by the board of faculty, she realized that perhaps--just perhaps--he might no longer need her guidance. From the stunts he'd been forced to attempt, and at which he'd succeeded, Ileyna could tell that he was already rapidly approaching an above-average proficiency. And when he can learn no more from me... what then? She wondered if she would still be attracted to his orderly mind, once he had imbibed all that the Link--and she herself--had to offer.


Justen was engrossed in the memories and thoughts of Ileyna. She who knew so much about him was finally divulging her secrets. It was amazing... and humbling.


...It had been difficult to stay away from him during his Phase II training. He was like a drug to her--addictive, stimulating, refreshing. Somehow, though, she felt unworthy of him, as bizarre as it seemed. Finally, she'd grown curious about how he'd progressed without her assistance, and sought him out. Ironic that he was in the midst of Vicarious Stimulus training when she found him. 


She had been pleasantly surprised when he allowed her into his inner sanctum, ostensibly to hide her presence from the professor. Little did Justen know that she had been anxious for a chance to see his inner workings since they had met only two weeks before. What would feel like a moment's caress to Justen would be an eternity to her--searching, seeking, wondering at his beautiful mind. She felt him trying to sense her, as well, not knowing that this particular type of link was mainly one-way. Ah, the tricks she'd learned in her profession! 


She backed away from his conscious mind, using the same technique as she had with countless Red Light clients who wanted to be safe from their employers or spouses. She was aware of where Justen was, and what he was doing, what he was thinking, and what the professor was saying to him. While Justen was accessing the professor's visual center, she lent her assistance to him as much as she could, helping him know what the sensations should feel like. Not surprisingly, he took to it like a fish to water. 


It was quite a bittersweet feeling, seeing someone so inexperienced latch onto the Link so steadfastly. She ruminated over what she'd seen in his mind--the organization, the lack of corruption, everything filed away neatly in its own place. Not that all his thinking was in black and white, but even his comparisons and moral decisions were carefully plotted out. Oh, to have a mind like this. So fresh, so... beautiful. She returned herself to his conscious thoughts...


As Ileyna's layers of memory peeled back, Justen began to understand. He understood why Ileyna had stayed away for that first month of his classes, why she'd refused to let him find her, why her emotions had been so confused when they parted, and when they finally did meet again. He could feel her jealousy fighting with her pride... and her admiration. It made him humble, and embarrassed. It also made him even more attracted to her--a fact which, as he realized it himself, he also knew she must be feeling from him. Can I hide nothing from you now?


It's called Bonding, she explained. It's sharing your deepest thoughts with people you feel comfortable around. Friends... Lovers...

Justen felt his skin flush warm, starting at his face and working down his trunk, his arms... (So, she does know.) He was unsure whether to feel relieved or nervous. As it was, he was given no time to feel either.


Without warning, Ileyna's consciousness dove deep into Justen's. There was nothing overtly hostile about the intrusion; rather, it was like a sudden passionate embrace. He gasped at the sensation of duality—it was as though he had always been one of two consciousnesses sharing the same skin. He was as intimately aware of Ileyna's body as he was of his own. He knew, somehow, that Ileyna was feeling the same sensation. He also knew that she was concentrating her thoughts upon his erogenous zones--but deducing that didn't take much effort…


As much as he enjoyed being pleasured in this new way, Justen wanted to participate, as well. (I wonder...) He concentrated on Ileyna's body, experimenting. He felt her heart race, felt her face flush, and could almost hear her gasp sharply. He felt himself grow more aroused as they focused on one another.


Justen... open your eyes.

He paused for a moment, bringing himself back to his own body. Slowly, Justen opened his eyes.


There before him, standing in his bedroom, was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. She wore a tight-fitting woven cap with small metal studs at the usual Interface connection points, her straight blond hair streaming out from beneath. She smiled sweetly at Justen as he struggled to speak aloud.


"Ileyna?"


"Shh," she responded, laying a slender finger to his lips. She trailed her finger down his chin, down his neck, to his shirt collar. Bending over him, she unbuttoned his shirt slowly. She peeled back the garment, her hands barely brushing his chest. The sensation was intense--she was still manipulating his body over the Link.


Did you learn this in the Red Light? asked Justen with a silent grin, looking up at her. Her pale cleavage hung suspended before him as she raised her head to look into his eyes.


Learned, yes. He 'heard' the words coming from her, though her mouth still smiled seductively at him. But did I use it there? No. You are my first SexLink, the first person I've felt close enough with to share everything.

Justen gazed at her fondly as she returned to disrobing him. Somehow, he didn't feel embarrassed by her admiration anymore. He turned his thoughts toward their shared sensations and reached up to unbutton her blouse.

Chapter VII


Justen stretched and yawned luxuriously, eyes closed, arms reaching high above his head. Been a long time since I slept that well. 


His hand struck something metallic, and his fingers felt it carefully. My Interface...? 


Suddenly, the memories of the night before came flooding back into his mind. His eyes snapped open. Ileyna... He looked to his left--and there she was, still sleeping peacefully, her nude shoulders peeking out from beneath the blankets. Slowly, silently, Justen brought his arms back down from their stretch and hitched himself up on one elbow, gazing at his new partner. 


Ileyna stirred and stretched, as if wakened by Justen's watchful eye. Her eyes fluttered open--with no hint, Justen noticed, of the disorientation he'd experienced himself. 


"Good morning, Justen," she spoke, rolling to face him. Her eyes glinted of mischief and knowledge.


"Good morning," he replied quietly, not sure how to respond. I hope this doesn't get weird...

She reached an arm out to caress his shoulder, and the blanket fell back to reveal her breast. Justen tried not to stare at it, lifting his gaze instead to meet hers. She chuckled softly, almost to herself, and deliberately shrugged the blanket down farther.


Part of him was drawn to her, wanting to touch her, to kiss her. Another part of him was embarrassed-- She saw my thoughts. She had to know that she was... my first. He hoped she didn't know, that she hadn't realized in her ecstasy. Worse, he hoped he hadn't done anything to give himself away. He was brought back to himself by Ileyna's body pressing against his.


"Last night was wonderful," she crooned, tracing her finger along his earlobe. He caught her hand and kissed it, on impulse.


"So," Justen began, releasing her hand, "you up for breakfast?"


"Not just yet. I'm not much of a morning person myself-- I need a few minutes to wake up." She closed her eyes and stretched lavishly, back arching, her bare breasts surging forth from the bed.


"OK..." His eyes drifted along the lines of Ileyna's body. Well, I'm sure awake... Hesitantly, he reached out to touch her body. His fingertips touched the roundness of her breast, remembering the night before. They had become one, more than Justen had ever thought possible with another human being. Why, then, was he so nervous, now that daylight lit the face before him? The face that he had first seen less than twelve hours before? The face of the woman with whom he had just shared everything? What have I done? Oh, gods...


Seemingly oblivious to Justen's inner turmoil, Ileyna made a small noise in her throat as Justen caressed her skin. She smiled and opened her eyes, turning to face him again. 


"I was your first," she whispered, startling Justen. It was a statement, not a question. She traced her index finger along his breastbone as she looked boldly into his eyes, awaiting a response.


Justen was stupefied. He looked down at his pillow. Finally, he muttered, "It was that obvious?"


"No, not at all! I just knew. You know. Don't worry about it. If anything... it turned me on even more," she admitted with a mischievous grin.


"Can I hide nothing from you now?" Justen asked, repeating his question from the night before.


"You can try..." she replied wickedly, slowly moving closer to his body. Justen felt himself grow more aroused as the heat of her body touched his skin.


How is it she does that? Without even linking... she knows just what to do. Justen reached forward and pressed his body full against hers. Mentally crossing his fingers, he reached up and ran his fingers through her long, thick blonde hair. I hope this is what she wants me to do, he hoped as he pulled her mouth to his.


Memories of the night before raced through his mind as he kissed her passionately, trailing fiery kisses down her collarbone and neck. He ran his hands down her body, caressing every inch, proving to himself that the night's passions had not been merely a dream. She is real, she is solid, and she is here with me. I still can't believe it!  


Now planting kisses on her breasts, Justen glanced up at Ileyna's face. Her eyes were closed, head thrown back. Her throat flashed with passion at every breath. Hmm. I must be doing something right... The kisses began to migrate southward, down her ribcage, down to her stomach—


Which promptly began to growl, startling both of them into laughter. "Maybe I'll take you up on that breakfast now," Ileyna laughed. Her eyes shone with inner joy as another wave of laughter struck them both. "What time is it?"


Sitting up and twisting to check his alarm clock, Justen answered, "Umm... eleven-thirty. Maybe that breakfast I offered should be lunch instead. What do you think?" He still knelt astride her hips, and his desire only showed faint signs of fading. He touched himself absently.


"Now that you mention it... I guess I could eat a little something," she said, glancing seductively downward. Justen’s eyes grew wide as the innuendo sank in. He regained his composure as she pressed him slowly backwards onto the bed... then all thoughts of awkwardness and disbelief were soon eclipsed by Ileyna's electrifying touch.


Somewhere in the midst of his mounting excitement, he heard the front door open and knew his roommate was home. Oh, well...He's done things while I've been in the suite before, and I was none the wiser until he told me. I'll just keep it quiet. At least my door's closed. Ileyna maintained her frenzied pace, her hair caressing his thighs as she moved. 


Memories of the previous night's passion mingled with these intense sensations, and Justen felt himself approaching...


He threw his head back, screaming incoherently, caring about nothing in that one instant but the euphoric release. He shuddered and seized once more, collapsing with one final yelp of ecstasy. He could feel Ileyna's hands caressing his hips and legs, relaxing, soothing, reassuring—


The door to the bedroom burst open. "Justen? What's—"


The nude couple jerked their heads around to see Justen's roommate framed in the doorway, his expression of concern and confusion quickly turning to one of shock and embarrassment. Justen, quickly growing flaccid while Ileyna remained kneeling between his legs, raised his eyebrows and tipped his head in a silent gesture of dismissal.


"Oh, shit..." Justen's roommate stumbled over himself in an attempt to retreat. "I'm so sorry—I thought—aw, fuck..." The door closed with Justen's roommate still mumbling incoherent apologies out in the shared living space. 


The couple looked at one another and burst into laughter.


*****


Ileyna was taking her turn in the shower, leaving Justen alone to think. He had heard his roommate leave again shortly after his embarrassing entrance—apparently he didn't want to be around once Justen and Ileyna were up and about, either to avoid hearing explanations or giving them. Justen was sure he'd hear about this later, one way or the other.


Meanwhile, he had time to sort out all the personal information he'd received from Ileyna during their SexLink. Fascinating idea... I hadn't even realized what she was doing. I thought... well, I don't know what I thought, but I'm sure I didn't realize we were sharing so much while we were being so... physical. Maybe that was why it was so intense. 


At any rate, he now had a background knowledge of Ileyna that he didn't have before. He probed it silently, debriefing himself on his new lover.


She'd grown up as a privileged child, in an upper middle-class family. She learned to link when she was only three years old, while most other children were just learning basic self-awareness and spatial skills. Her parents encouraged her mental growth, but also instructed her to use her abilities to help others, rather than to belittle them for their lesser skills. So at a very young age, she became a peer tutor of sorts, teaching her friends and classmates the tricks she'd learned on the link. That explains a little...


Suddenly, a sense of grief struck Justen before actual knowledge. Then, as in a dream, the facts became clear: her mother had suffered a violent and unexpected death. The details were still too private to have been shared, but he felt the shock and loss as keenly as if it were his own. 


Her father had never quite recovered from the shock. Never remarried, and became violent whenever Ileyna would suggest that he find another meaningful relationship. Finally, after Ileyna had dealt with her mother’s passing in her own way, and had dealt with her father’s lack of acceptance for seven years, she moved in with her Aunt Judy in Portland.


Aunt Judy was her mother’s older sister. She’d never had any children, and always loved to dote over Ileyna. During her adolescent years and through high school, Ileyna had lived with her Aunt Judy, who treated her as her own.


Ileyna hummed sweetly as she padded softly through the shared living space toward his bedroom. Justen brought himself out of his thoughts—well, Ileyna's thoughts, really—and realized that he was still nude, sitting on the edge of his bed, still damp from his own shower. Quickly, he stood and opened his dresser drawer, snatching out a pair of boxers. He pulled them on over his damp legs, chiding himself for still being so modest around someone with whom he'd just shared... everything. 


She opened his bedroom door slowly, peering in. At his beckoning grin, she entered, unashamedly naked but for the towel piled on her head. Standing in the middle of the room, she bent at the waist and removed the towel, rubbing her hair dry. As she flipped her head upright, Justen caught a glimpse of a silvery nub or two within the golden strands.


"What's on your head?" asked Justen. He stood and approached her, reaching out his hand to touch her scalp. She grasped his hand before it could connect.


"Interface mods. They allow for a better connection. Can't touch them with your fingers, or they'll need resurfaced more often."


He peered at her head in wonder. "Do they come off?"


"Come off? I hope not—they're implanted into my skull. Nope, those are permanent." She stepped past him to retreive her brief skirt from the floor. She stepped into it and tugged it on. "Cost me a lot, too. They're cheaper now than they were two years ago, though."


Justen strode to his closet, pulled out pants and a sweater, and proceeded to get dressed. 


They spent that entire Saturday together—just as Ileyna had shown Justen around the Link, she spent this day showing him around Seattle proper. Puget Sound, the Space Needle, the museums, the restaurants and cafes all boggled Justen’s mind. It’s all so different from home, he thought, gazing out the window of the monorail.


As they reached University Station, the sun was beginning to set. Ileyna stepped down lightly from the platform, and Justen followed close behind. Soon he found himself walking hand-in-hand with her, as they had done for most of the day, but now heading back toward the college. The sunset shone redly through the trees, and the wind rustled the leaves. There was a crisp autumn scent in the air, and the breeze was cool on Justen’s face as the two of them walked in silence.


This is absolutely perfect, mused Justen.


Finally, they reached his dorm. The giant maple by the door whispered quietly overhead as they turned to face one another. Justen took Ileyna’s other hand.


“You coming up?”


Ileyna shook her head. “Not this time, I don’t think. I should get home.”


Their gazes locked, and Justen knew Ileyna knew what he was thinking, even without being Linked. Finally, though, he relented.


“OK,” he sighed. “When will I see you again?”


“Next time you link up,” she quipped, smiling.


“No, I mean…”


“I know,” she said, still smiling. “I’ll come by again, don’t worry.”


When? he wanted to press, but knew he would get no answer tonight. He continued looking into her blue eyes, then took a deep steadying breath. “Ileyna, I—“


“Shh,” she interrupted, freeing one of her hands to lay a finger on his lips. The contact was electric. “Don’t say it. Not yet.”


But I love you, he insisted silently. You know I love you. You’ve seen into my thoughts—I can hide nothing from you. Surely you know…

She didn’t move her finger from his lips until the confused rebellion in his eyes had faded. Then she traced her fingertip slowly along his broad jawline and up to his ear. Justen’s free hand moved of its own accord to her waist, pulling her close. Her fingers buried themselves in his thick dark mane. 


“Are you sure you won’t come in?” Justen whispered. 


Ileyna nodded, then pressed tighter against him, arousing his desire even more. “I’ll be on tonight if you want company,” she murmured, then tipped her head up and kissed him briefly on the lips before releasing him. Giving her hand a quick squeeze, Justen let her go, and watched as she turned away to walk back across campus. Justen watched until she disappeared between the buildings, then he turned to head inside, adjusting his jacket to hide his raging hard-on.


On his way to the elevator, a random thought struck Justen: I’ve been holed up in my room for half the week, and I haven’t even checked the post. Doubling back slightly, he headed for the bank of mailboxes and peered in the little window marked 314. Sure enough, there was a small mountain of mail waiting for him. He spun the dial to the right combination, opened the small door, and pulled out the stack of envelopes. Crap, junk, more crap— Then one small envelope made his heart pound in his chest.


His university address was written on the front in neat penmanship that he immediately recognized. But just to be sure, he flipped the envelope over to read the return address. And, as he had suspected, above the address in Nunavut, a name was penned in careful Inuktitut characters.


Qamaniq.


He couldn’t move. He just stood there in the foyer, staring at the envelope, his mailbox still swinging open beside him.


Oh, Gods, Qamaniq… what have I done?

Later that night, Justen still hadn’t opened the envelope. He paced the length of his room for the fiftieth time, clutching the envelope bearing the single line of writing that connected him to who he had been.


I have to tell her. But I can’t tell her! Maybe she doesn’t have to know. What should I do now? How could I be so stupid? I am such a selfish idiot.

He couldn’t believe he’d let her leave his mind for so long. Qamaniq, whose laughter warmed any room, whose eyes were always bright with joy… Justen hadn’t even thought on her since his first week in Seattle. He’d immediately gotten so caught up in the Link and university life—


And Ileyna. Oh, Gods… 

Justen was caught in a sudden swirling of memory: going to the drum dances with Qamaniq; kissing her softly inside her doorway after bringing her back home, and wanting more, but knowing it was wrong… Remembering the tears in Qamaniq’s eyes as she saw him off at the airport terminal; remembering what he’d said just before he headed out onto the tarmac.


‘I will always be thinking of you,’ Justen remembered, with a touch of bitterness. ‘I’ll come back, don’t worry. I love you.’ He looked down once more at the envelope he held, then scoffed to himself. Shows what your promises are worth. 
----- possibly cut and rewrite what follows -----


Looking back on that first night, Justen realized that Ileyna—intentionally or not—had jump-started him out of a severe depression. For three days prior he hadn’t eaten, had barely slept, and had generally pined over the affliction of his best friend. Afterward, though, his conscience returned to him and he began doing all the duties that were expected of him: going to class, doing his homework, and acting as if nothing was wrong. 


Except something was wrong. His best friend was… Justen hesitated to say Mike was “gone,” but he had no hope that the person that Mike had been would ever exist again. Mike now lived as a mentally scarred and incapacitated resident of the local mental hospital. Justen still went to visit Mike every other day, between classes, but all he ever got was a vague smile and a dazed look. 


He hoped the bastards who assaulted Mike had gotten whatever they came for.


Between classes and visiting Mike, Justen spent his time probing the newslink for cases similar to Mike and to Ileyna’s friend. Often, he and Ileyna both went researching together, sharing discoveries, bouncing ideas off of one another. They had both lost a friend to this unseen attacker, and their loss fueled their drive to find the truth. They refused to be discouraged by their lack of results. 


Mike wasn’t even mentioned in the campus news, Justen realized one day, while doing research with Ileyna. Don’t you find that odd? I can’t even find a record of the police report—must be classified somehow. I could understand them not making a big deal out of a prostitute— Justen stopped his thought short, realizing where his thoughts were headed. He often forgot that Ileyna once worked in the Red Light herself. She just didn’t seem that type to him… although he wasn’t precisely sure what “that type” was.


As it was, Ileyna didn’t take offense. Now that they were bonded, they could more readily see one another’s intentions, and their new insight generally defused arguments before they started. 


There’s something not right about all this, Ileyna agreed. There’s too much of a coverup of this particular brand of mental illness, or assault, or whatever. Someone knows something, and they want to keep it under wraps.


…So how do we find out? Who do we ask when we’ve hit a brick wall?


The unlikely answer dawned on Justen like a sunbeam through the clouds.


The glow of the computer screen threw harsh shadows against the walls of Justen’s darkened room. With all the fuss over the MentaLink, he’d almost forgotten about plain old e-mail. He had some trouble locating the jack to network his personal computer—appropriately enough, he finally found it next to a small box marked DATA/ML. Must be where my Interface communicates, too. I’d wondered about that.

Justen sat at his computer and began to type.


Dear Grandpapa,

He found himself pouring out his soul to his grandfather, the wizened patriarch of the Selawik clan. He could always talk to Grandpapa about anything, and he felt almost ashamed for not having contacted him sooner. Justen told his Grandpapa everything, and didn’t feel ashamed about anything. Almost. 


As he related a highly censored and abbreviated version of his one night with Ileyna, he felt a stab of shame. His family would be so disappointed in him for having taken a qallunaat to his bed, and for allowing himself to be seduced before taking marriage vows. He should have married (or at least bedded) an Inuit woman instead—maybe even Qamaniq—but no Inuit woman would have him now, if she knew. His family and community were very traditional, like most Inuits, and were proud of their heritage and culture. In a way, he was defying them by even coming to University—but he knew his mother quietly approved, and wanted her son to have a proper, modern education. 


Justen related to his grandfather all the information he had found—or, rather, hadn’t found—on the attacks on Mike and Margret, and their resultant mental illness. There had to be a way to cure them, there just had to! He didn’t really expect his grandfather to have any sage advice on something as technologically advanced as the MentaLink, but he shared everything he knew, anyway.


As he hit the Send button, Justen wondered why he had told his Grandpapa so much. Maybe he didn’t need to know about Ileyna, and all that. But it was kind of cathartic, in a way, and kind of brought me back to who I am. I hadn’t realized I’d forgotten already.

I need to go for a walk.

Justen didn’t think twice about the whipping autumn wind that caught his hair; it was nothing. Other students pulled their jackets tighter about them, but Justen strode silently across the campus with his jacket open, enjoying the fresh cool breeze. 


He was almost reminded of home. But not quite.


Since Ileyna had told him about her MentaLink contact implants, he’d begun to notice even more people with peculiar hats and caps and headbands, some jewelled with silvery or coppery studs. The autumn sun was beginning to set, throwing orange spectrals on so many glittery heads. Campus was so different from the Arctic sunsets he knew so well, with the fiery oranges and reds reflecting off of a white landscape, or off the silvery water. Justen felt a sudden stab of homesickness and guilt.


Why did I leave? How could I have forgotten where I come from, even for a moment? How could I have hoped to belong here?

Justen stopped. He looked up, at the wheeling birds overhead and the blinking lights of planes and aircars and the scattered cirrus above. He felt others’ curious glances at him, but he didn’t care.


Finally, he turned toward the sunset and began to walk. 


The final bluish light of evening faded to black. Justen pulled his sockless feet from the lapping waves and dried them with the sleeve of his jacket before putting his socks and shoes back on. He stood and looked cautiously about; he hadn’t seen any No Trespassing signs by the shore, but he honestly hadn’t been looking, either. At any rate, he felt better after his brief walk and his commune with nature. He had hoped the birds would tell him something, would bring him a quiet message from Grandpapa—but he would apparently have to leave that to modern technology, and hope Grandpapa had e-mailed him back.


He was glad that the University wasn’t far from the shore, although the Sound didn’t have quite the majesty of the open sea he was used to. Still, though, he always felt more at peace around the water. 


Justen turned his back on the rocky shore and made his way back to the lighted sidewalks. 


He couldn’t believe he’d allowed himself to get so caught up in the new technology and the new surroundings that he’d nearly lost his identity. Or, rather, that it had taken these new surroundings to help him discover his identity in the first place. He hadn’t realized that his small community was so much a part of him that he would finally come to miss it so. 


But mixed in with these feelings of longing for home were feelings of loss for Mike. In such a short time, they’d become such good friends, and Justen felt Mike’s absence keenly. I’ve never become this close to someone in such a short time, Justen thought. Maybe it’s being able to actually share someone’s very thoughts that brings you together so. There’s no room for misunderstanding or deceit. 


Suddenly, his thoughts turned to Ileyna, and his stomach knotted with excitement and guilt. Such a short time, indeed, he berated himself. Whatever happened to the shy boy who asked Qamaniq to the drum dances only months ago? I could barely bring myself to kiss her, and now… I feel so… 

His feet stopped moving of their own accord and Justen stood alone in the lamplight. But not alone—students still swept past like dancers in a complex choreography.


-----------------------------------------------

Notes:


The Tech Dev Team had tried to standardize a graphical interface system for the Link several years ago, but it had failed miserably. People were just so used to visualizing the Link as it related to their own experiences that applying standard images just didn't catch on. The professor might have related it to reading a book, then watching the movie-- everyone would have had a different mental picture while reading the book than they got when they watched the director's vision of the story and characters. 


For instance, checking his niche made Justen reminiscent of an old-style post office, because that was his community main method of long-distance communication. For someone who grew up Urban, the mental image might be that of reading a fax, or receiving a videophone message. 


Some people simply didn't use imagery. The vast majority of the populace found this concept difficult to grasp, since the "real world" was mainly experienced visually. But blind people, for example, had no reference for the common imagery, and thus would tend to mentally fabricate sounds or textures. Some people just preferred to access the Link more directly, rather than letting their minds attempt to create some order from the lack of sensory input.


That was another problem with the graphical interface system: people had an unfortunate propensity toward motion sickness. When the mind generated a visual reference from its own thoughts, it seemed to take to moving about in that space more kindly than a prefabricated visual reality.


*****


To research: interfacing with the brain. Hypotheses, drawbacks. Implanting a chip? Would my Interface fry the skin? How to interface?


Also: fiberoptics vs. waves through air. How much info can a cellular connection transfer? How much information would be necessary? This isn’t like the Street—there’s no actual visual interface. It’s all the brain’s fabrication, from what it senses.


Also: the implications of instant knowledge. How are brain engrams formed? Would it be like an instant copy/paste, or can the brain only take so much info at once?


*****


Cultural research: Nunavut was founded in 1999 as a new Canadian province. It’s in the extreme north of Canada, with the capital, Iqaluit, situated in the eastern part of the province. It’s also close to French-speaking Quebec, so perhaps Justen should be Tri-lingual: Inuktitut (?), French, and English. Also: being in the NE of Canada, Seattle isn’t looking too reasonable anymore, as it did when I thought Justen lived in Alaska. Maybe a school in New England, then? 
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