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Afterword

This book is dedicated to ny father

Joseph Hi |l Evans,
with | ove.
As | said before, Dad doesn't read fiction. He still hasn't noticed

that this thing is dedicated to him This is Volune Two--let's
see how many nore until he catches on

Acknow edgenent s

As al ways: huge book, much to say, lots of blame (alnost entirely mine), but also |ots of
credit, herewith tendered. The ever-swollen Roster of Gratitude carried over fromthe first
door st oppi ng vol une was:

Deborah Beale, Matt Bialer, Arthur Ross Evans, Jo-Ann Goodwi n, Deb Grabien, N c G abien, Jed
Hart mann, John Jarrold, Katharine Kerr, MJ. Kramer, Mark Krei ghbaum Bruce Lieberman, Mark
McCrum Peter Stanpfel, Mtch Wagner.

It nust now be anended to include:

Bar bara Cannon, Aaron Castro, Nick Des Barres, Tim Holman, N ck Itsou, Jo and Phil Know es,
LES.., Joshua MIIligan, Eric Neuman, M chael Welan, and all the friendly folks on the Tad
Wl lians Listserve.

Still starring in their long-running, long-suffering roles as ny Esteened Editors, a bazilion
t hanks shoul d al so be rendered unto Betsy Wl | heimand Sheila Gl bert.

Aut hor's Not e

I've received an awmful lot of mail, electronic and ol d-fashi oned-w t h-a-stanp both, about the
first OTHERLAND vol une. Most, |'m pl eased to say, has been extrenely nice and very favorable. The
only note of disconfort has been from sone readers who were upset by what they felt was the
“cliffhanger" nature of the first volume's ending.

| understand and apol ogi ze. However, the problemwith witing this kind of story is that it's
not really a series--it's one very, very |long novel, which should be under one cover except that
1) it would take so long to wite that ny famly and pets would starve, and 2) they couldn't make
covers that size, unless they were adapted fromcircus tents. That neans | have a difficult choice
to make: end each part in nore abrupt fashion than sone readers find ideal, or create artificia
endi ngs for each volume which | believe woul d change the overall shape of the book, and perhaps
even adversely affect the structure of the story.

Thus, | can only ask for the indul gence of kind readers. 1'Il do the best job I can not to end
vol unmes in md-sentence--"And then she discovered she was . . . oops, The End"--but please
understand that what you're getting is a part of a larger work, and may reflect that. 'l stil
do the best |I can to find some kind of closure for each individual volune.

Thanks.

For nore information, visit the Tad Wllians web site at: ww. tadw | |ians.com

OTHERLAND: City of Gol den Shadow
Synopsi s

Wet, terrified, with only the conpanionship of trench-mates _Finch_ and _Mullet_ to keep him
sane, _Paul Jonas_ seens no different than any of thousands of other foot soldiers in Wrld War I.
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But when he abruptly finds hinself alone on an enpty battlefield except for a tree that grows up
into the clouds, he begins to doubt that sanity. Wen he clinbs the tree and di scovers a castle in
the clouds, a wonan with wings like a bird, and her terrifying giant guardian, his insanity seemns
confirmed. But when he awakens back in the trenches, he finds he is clutching one of the bird-
wonman' s feat hers.

In South Africa, in the mddle of the twenty-first century, _Irene "Renie" Sul ameyo_ has
probl ems of her own. Renie is an instructor of virtual engineering whose newest student, _!Xabbu_,
is one of the desert Bushmen, a people to whom nodern technology is very alien. At hone, she is a
surrogate nother to her young brother, _Stephen_, who is obsessed with exploring the virtual parts
of the world conmuni cation network--the "net"--and Renie spends what little spare tine she has
hol ding her fam |y together. Her w dowed father _Long Joseph_ only seens interested in finding his
next drink.

Li ke nost children, Stephen is entranced by the forbidden, and al though Renie has already
saved himonce froma disturbing virtual nightclub naned M ster J's, Stephen sneaks back in. By
the tine Renie discovers what he has done, Stephen has fallen into a coma. The doctors cannot
explain it, but Renie is certain sonmething has happened to hi monline.

Anerican _Olando Gardiner _is only a little older than Renie's brother, but he is a naster of
several online domains, and because of a serious nmedical condition, spends nost of his tine in the
online identity of _Thargor_, a barbarian warrior. But when in the nmdst of one of his adventures
Olando is given a glinpse of a golden city unlike anything el se he has ever seen on the net, he
is so distracted that his Thargor character is killed. Despite this terrible loss, Ol ando cannot
shake his fascination with the golden city, and with the support of his software agent _Beezle
Bug_ and the reluctant help of his online friend Fredericks , he is determined to |ocate the
gol den city.

Meanwhile, on a military base in the United States, a little girl named _Christabel Sorensen_
pays secret visits to her friend, _M. Sellars_, a strange, scarred old man. Her parents have
forbi dden her to see him but she likes the old man and the stories he tells, and he seens much
nmore pathetic than frightening. She does not know that he has very unusual plans for her

As Renie gets to know ! Xabbu the Bushnan better, and to appreciate his cal mgood nature and
his outsider's viewpoint on nodern |ife, she conmes to rely on himnore and nore in her quest to
di scover what has happened to her brother. She and ! Xabbu sneak into the online nightclub, M.

J's. The place is as bad as she feared, with guests indul ging thenselves in all manner of virtual
unpl easant ness, but nothing seens like it could have actually physically harmed her brother unti
they are drawn into a terrifying encounter with a virtual version of the H ndu deat h-goddess Kali
| Xabbu is overcone, and Renie, too, is alnost overwhelned by Kali's sublimnal hypnotics, but with
the help of a nysterious figure whose sinulated body (his "sim') is a blank, with no features at

all, she manages to get herself and ! Xabbu out of Mster J's. Before she goes offline, the figure
gi ves her sone data in the formof a golden gem
Back (apparently) in Wrld War |, Paul Jonas escapes from his squadron and nakes a run for

freedom t hrough the dangerous no-man' s-1and between the lines. As rain falls and shells expl ode,

Paul struggles through mud and corpses, only to find he has crossed over into sone nether-region
stranger even than his castle dream-a flat, m sty enptiness. A shimrering golden |ight appears,

and Paul is drawn to it, but before he can step into its glow, his two friends fromthe trenches

appear and demand that he return with them Wary and confused, he is about to surrender, but as

they come cl oser he sees that Finch and Mullet no | onger appear even renotely human, and he flees
into the golden Iight.

In the 21st Century, the ol dest and perhaps richest man in the world is named _Felix
Jongl eur _. His physical body is all but dead, and he spends his days in a virtual Egypt he has
built for hinself, where he reigns over all as _Gsiris_, the god of Life and Death. Hi s chief
servant, both in the virtual and real world, is a half-Aboriginal serial nurderer who has naned
hinself _Dread_, who conbines a taste for hunting humans with a strange extrasensory ability to
mani pul ate el ectronic circuitry that allows himto blank security cameras and ot herw se avoid
detection. Jongl eur discovered Dread years before, and hel ped to nurture the young nman's power,
and has made him his chief assassin.

Jongleur/GCsiris is also the | eader of a group of sone of the world s nost powerful and wealthy
people, the _Grail Brotherhood_ , who have built for thenselves a virtual universe unlike any
other, the Grail Project, also called O herland. (This latter name comes froman entity known as
the "Qther" which has sone inportant involvenent with the Grail Project network--an artificia
intelligence or sonething even stranger. This powerful force is largely in the control of
Jongleur, but it is the only thing in the world that the old nan fears.)

The Grail Brotherhood are arguing anong thensel ves, upset that the nysterious Gail Project is

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (3 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:53 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

so slowto conme to fruition. They have all invested billions init, and waited a decade or nore of
their lives. Led by the Anerican technol ogy baron _Robert Wlls_, they grow restive about
Jongl eur's | eadership and his secrets, like the nature of the Qher

Jongl eur fights off a nmutiny, and orders his mnion Dread to prepare a neutralization m ssion
agai nst one of the Grail nenbers who has already |eft the Brotherhood.

Back in South Africa, Renie and her student ! Xabbu are shaken by their narrow escape fromthe
virtual nightclub known as Mster J's, and nore certain than ever that there is sonme invol venent
between the club and her brother's coma. But when she exam nes the data-object the mysterious
figure gave her, it opens into an amazingly realistic inmage of a golden city. Renie and ! Xabbu
seek the help of Renie's former professor, Dr. Susan Van Bl eeck , but she is unable to solve the
mystery of the city, or even tell for certainif it is an actual place. The doctor decides to
contact soneone el se she knows for help, a researcher named _Martine Desroubins_. But even as
Reni e and the nysterious Martine nake contact for the first tinme, Dr. Van Bleeck is attacked in
her home and savagely beaten, and all her equi prent destroyed. Renie rushes to the hospital, but
after pointing Renie in the direction of a friend, Susan dies, |eaving Renie both angry and
terrified.

Meanwhile Orlando Gardiner, the ill teenager in America, is hot in pursuit of the golden city
that he saw while online, so much so that his friend Fredericks begins to worry about him Ol ando
has al ways been odd--he has a fascination wth death-experience sinulations that Fredericks can't
under st and--but even so this seens excessive. Wen Ol ando announces they are going to the fanous
hacker - node known as TreeHouse, Fredericks' worst fears are confirned.

TreeHouse is the | ast preserve of everything anarchic about the net, a place where no rules
di ctate what people can do or how they nust appear. But although Ol ando finds TreeHouse
fascinating, and discovers sonme unlikely allies in the formof a group of hacker children naned
the Wcked Tribe_ (whose virtual guise is a troop of tiny wi nged yell ow nonkeys) his attenpts to
di scover the origins of the golden city vision arouse suspicion, and he and Fredericks are forced
to flee.

Meanwhi | e Reni e and ! Xabbu, with the help of Mrtine Desroubins, have al so cone to TreeHouse,
in pursuit of an old, retired hacker naned _Singh_, Susan Van Bl eeck's friend. Wen they find him
he tells themthat he is the last of a group of specialist programers who built the security
system for a mysterious network nicknanmed "OQtherland," and that his conpani ons have been dying in
mysterious circunstances. He is the last one alive.

Reni e, ! Xabbu, Singh, and Martine decide they nmust break into the Gtherland systemto di scover
what secret is worth the lives of Singh's conrades and children |ike Renie's brother.

Paul Jonas has escaped fromhis World War | trench only to find hinself seem ngly unstuck in
time and space. Largely ammesi ac, he wanders into a world where a Wite Queen and a Red Queen are
in conflict, and finds hinmself pursued again by the Finch and Mullet figures. Wth the help of a
boy named _Gally_ and a | ong-wi nded, egg-shaped bishop, Paul escapes them but his pursuers murder
Gally's children friends. A huge creature called a Jabberwock provides a diversion, and Paul and
Glly dive into a river.

When they surface, the river is in a different world, a strange, al nbst com cal version of
Mars, full of nonsters and English gentlenman-soldiers. Paul again neets the bird-wonan fromhis
castle dream now naned Vaala, but this tinme she is the prisoner of a Martian overlord. Wth the
hel p of nmad adventurer _Hurley Brunmond_, Paul saves the wonan. She recogni zes Paul, too, but does
not know why. When the Finch and Mull et figures appear again, she flees. Attenpting to catch up to
her, Paul crashes a stolen flying ship, sending hinself and Gally to what seens certain doom
After a strange dreamin which he is back in the cloud-castle, nenaced by Finch and Mullet in
their strangest forms yet, he wakes without Gally in the midst of the Ice Age, surrounded by
Neandertal hunters.

Meanwhile in South Africa, Renie and her conpanions are being hunted by nysterious strangers,
and are forced to flee their home. Wth the help of Martine (whomthey still know only as a voice)
Reni e, along with ! Xabbu, her father, and Dr. Van Bl eeck's assistant _Jerem ah_, find an old,
not hbal | ed robot - pl ane base in the Drakensberg Muntains. They renovate a pair of V-tanks
(virtuality inmrersion vats) so Renie and ! Xabbu can go online for an indefinite period, and
prepare for their assault on O herl and.

Back on the arny base in Anerica, little Christabel is convinced to help the burned and
crippled M. Sellars with a conplex plan that is only reveal ed as an escape attenpt when he
di sappears from his house, setting the whole base (including Christabel's security chief father)
on alert. Christabel has cut what seens an escape hole in the base's perineter fence (with the
hel p of a honel ess boy fromoutside), but only she knows that M. Sellars is actually hiding in a
network of tunnels beneath the base, free now to continue his mysterious "task."
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In the abandoned facility, under the Drakensberg Muntains, Renie and her conpanions enter the
tanks, go online, and break into G herland. They survive a terrifying interaction with the O her
whi ch seens to be the network's security system in which Singh dies of a heart attack, and find
that the network is so incredibly realistic that at first they cannot believe it is a virtua
environnent. The experience is strange in many other ways. Martine has a body for the first tineg,

I Xabbu has been given the formof a baboon, and nost inmportantly, they can find no way to take
thenmsel ves offline again. Renie and the others discover that they are in an artificial South
Anerican country. Wen they reach the golden city at the heart of it, the city they have been
seeking so long, they are captured, and di scover that they are the prisoners of _Bolivar Atasco_,
a man involved with the Grail Brotherhood and with the building of the herland network fromthe
start.

Back in Anerica, Orlando's friendship with Fredericks has survived the twin revel ations that
Olando is dying of a rare premature-agi ng di sease, and that Fredericks is in fact a girl. They
are unexpectedly linked to Renie's hacker friend Singh by the Wcked Tribe just as Singh is
openi ng his connection to the Grail network, and drawn through into herland. After their own
horrifying encounter with the Gther, Olando and Fredericks al so beconme Atasco's prisoners. But
when they are brought to the great nman, along with Renie's conpany and others, they find that it
is not Atasco who has gathered them but M. Sellars--reveal ed now as the strange bl ank sim who
hel ped Reni e and ! Xabbu escape from M ster J's.

Sellars explains that he has lured themall here with the i mage of the golden city--the npst
di screet nethod he could devise, because their enemes, the Gail Brotherhood, are so unbelievably
powerful and renorseless. Sellars explains that Atasco and his wife were once nenbers of the
Br ot her hood, but quit when their questions about the network were not answered. Sellars then tells
how he discovered that the secret O herland network has a mysterious but undeni able connection to
the illness of thousands of children |ike Renie's brother Stephen. Before he can explain nore, the
sinms of Atasco and his wife go rigid and Sellars' own sim di sappears.

In the real world, Jongleur's nurderous minion Dread has begun his attack on the Atascos
fortified Col onbian island honme, and after breaking through the defenses, has killed both Atascos.
He then uses his strange abilities--his "twist"--to tap into their data |ines, discovers Sellars
meeting, and orders his assistant Dulcinea Anwin_ to take over the inconming |line of one of the
At ascos' guests--the online group that includes Renie and her friends--and takes on the identity
of that usurped guest, leaving Dread a nystery spy in the mdst of Renie and friends.

Sellars reappears in the Atascos' virtual world and begs Renie and the others to flee into the
network while he tries to hide their presence. They are to |look for Paul Jonas, he tells them a
mysterious virtual prisoner Sellars has hel ped escape fromthe Brotherhood. Renie and conpany nake
their way onto the river and out of the Atascos' simnulation, then through an electrical blue glow
into the next simwrld. Panicked and overwhel med by too nmuch input, Martine finally reveal s her
secret to Renie: she is blind.

Their boat has becone a giant |eaf. Overhead, a dragonfly the size of a fighter jet skinms into
Vi ew.

Back in the nmountain fortress, in the real world, Jerem ah and Renie's father Long Joseph can
only watch the silent V-tanks, wonder, and wait.

OTHERLAND
Ri ver of Blue Fire

For ewor d
There was snow everywhere--the world was white. _| nust have been warnmer in the Land of the Dead, _
he thought, nocking hinsel f, nocking the sensel ess universe. | should never have left.

Snow and i ce and wi nd and bl ood.

The thing in the shallow pit nmade a terrible raw honki ng sound and swng its head. Antlers the
size of small trees swept fromside to side, gouging snow and dirt, narrowy m ssing one of the
men who had leaned in to jab at it with his spear

The el k was larger than anything Iike it Paul had ever seen in tired old London Zoo, taller
than a man at its shoul ders and heavy as a prize bull. It had fought with terrifying strength for
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al nost an hour, and the points of the huge, curling antlers were streaked with the bl ood of a nan
naned WIIl Not Cry, but the aninmal's shaggy pelt was al so drenched with its own bl ood, as was the
snow around the edge of the hole.

It | eaped again and fell back scrabbling, hooves churning the bottomof the pit to a pink
froth. Spears snagged in the elk's thick hide rattled |like exotic jewelry. Runs Far, who seened
the party's nost fearless hunter, leaned in to jerk one of his spears free. He mssed his first
stab, dodged the swinging antlers, then smashed the stone point back in again just under the
creature's thick jaw. Arterial blood spurted ten feet, splashing Runs Far and the two hunters
nearest to him adding another |ayer of color to their ocher-and-black hunting paint.

The el k heaved up the slope once nore in a | ast desperate attenpt to escape the pit, but
failed to crest the rimbefore the spears of the hunters pushed it off balance and sent it sliding
backward, awkward as a fawn.

The freshet of blood fromits throat pul sed nore weakly. The buck stood on wobbly | egs at the
bottom of the pit, hitching as it sucked air. One |l eg buckled, but it struggled upright yet again
teeth bared in final exhaustion, glaring frombeneath the spread of horn. The nman naned
Bi rdcat cher jabbed a spear into its side, but it was clearly a superfluous gesture. The el k took a
step backward, its face registering what in a human Paul woul d have called frustration, then fel
to its knees and rolled onto its side, chest heaving.

"Now he gives hinself to us," said Runs Far. Beneath his sneared paint, his nouth was | ocked
in a grin of exhausted pleasure, but there was sonething deeper in his eyes. "Now he is ours."

Runs Far and another man cl anbered into the pit. When his conpanion had grabbed the antlers,
holding themfirmas the el k gasped and tw tched, Runs Far slashed its throat with a heavy stone
bl ade.

In what seened a piece of particularly cruel irony, the hunter with the strange name of WI|I
Not Cry had suffered not just deep antler-gouges across his face and head, but had lost his left
eye as well. As one of the other hunters stuffed the ragged hole with snow and bound it with a
strip of tanned hide, WIIl Not Cy nmurmured to hinself, a singsong whisper that night have been a
| ament or a prayer. Runs Far crouched beside himand tried to wash sone of the blood fromthe
injured man's face and beard with a handful of snow, but the ragged facial wounds still bled
heavily. Paul was astoni shed by how calmy the others reacted to their conpanion's terrible
injuries, although all of them bore scars and disfigurations of their own.

_People die easily here, he decided, _so anything |less serious nust seemlike a victory. _

The Neandertal hunters quickly and adroitly razored the el k carcass into chunks with their
flint knives and wapped the skin, organs, and even bones in the still-snoking hide for travel.
The People, as they called thensel ves, did not waste anything.

As work slowed, some of the nen began to watch Paul again, perhaps wondering whet her the
stranger they had saved fromthe frozen river was properly inpressed by their prowess. Only the
one cal l ed Birdcatcher | ooked at himw th open distrust, but they all kept their distance. Having

participated in neither the kill nor the di smenbernment, Paul was feeling particularly useless, so
he was grateful when Runs Far approached. The | eader of the hunt had so far been the only one to
speak with Paul. Now he extended a bl ood-sneared hand, offering the stranger a strip of the kill's
deep-red flesh. Sensible of the kindness being shown him Paul accepted it. The neat was curiously
flavorless, like chewing on a bit of blood-salted rubber

"Tree Horns fought hard." Runs Far took another piece into his nmouth. Wen he could not fit it
all in, he reached up and sliced off the remainder with his stone blade, retaining it until he had

finished the first mouthful. He grinned, displaying worn and scratched teeth. "W have nuch neat
now. The People will be happy."

Paul nodded, unsure of what to say. He had noticed a curious thing: Wen the hunters spoke, it
was in recogni zabl e English, which seened a highly unlikely thing for a group of Neanderta
huntsnen to do. At the same tine, there seened a slight dissynchronization between their |ips and
what they said, as though he had been dropped into a well-dubbed but still inperfect foreign
dr ama

In fact, it seemed as though he had been given sonme kind of translation inplant, |ike the kind
his old school friend Niles had received on entering the diplomatic corps. But how could that be?

For the fifth or sixth time that day, Paul's fingers went to his neck and the base of his
skull, feeling for the neurocannula that he knew was not there, again finding only goose-pi npl ed
skin. He had never wanted inplants, had resisted the trend |long after nost of his friends had
them yet now it seened that soneone had given themto himw thout his perm ssion--but had al so
managed to conpl etely hide the physical |ocation
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_What could do that?_ he wondered. _And why? And nore Inportantly, where in the bloody hell am
| ?

He had been thinking and thinking, but he was no nearer to an answer. He seened to be sliding
t hrough space and tine, |like sonething out of the nore excessive kind of science fiction story. He
had travel ed across a boy's-adventure Mars, he renenbered, and through sonebody's cracked version
of Alice's Looking G ass. He had seen other inprobable places, too--the details were fuzzy, but
still too conplete to be nerely the residue of dreanms. But how was that possible? If sonmeone were
to build sets and hire inpostors to fool himthis thoroughly, it would cost nillions--billions!--
and try as he mght, he could not find a single crack in the facades of any of these m ght-be
actors. Neither could he inmagine a reason why anyone woul d spend such resources on a nonentity
like hinself, a nuseumcurator with no inportant friends and no particul ar prospects. No natter
what the voice fromthe golden harp had said, this nmust all be real

Unl ess he had been brai nwashed somehow. He could not rule that out. Some kind of experinenta
drug, perhaps--but why? There was still a gap in his menory where the answer might |urk, but
unlike the strange journeys to imaginary | andscapes, no anount of concentration could bring Iight
to any of that particular patch of darkness.

Runs Far still crouched at his side, his round eyes bright with curiosity beneath the bony
brows. Enbarrassed, confused, Paul shrugged and reached down for a handful of snow and crunched it
between the crablike pincers of his crude gloves. Brai nwashi ng woul d expl ai n why he had awakened
in a frozen prehistoric river and been rescued by what | ooked |ike authentic Neandertal s--
costum ng and sets for a hallucination wouldn't be very expensive. But it could not explain the
absol utely, unarguably _real_ and sustained presence of the world around him It could not explain
the snow in his hand, cold and granular and white. It could not explain the stranger beside him
with his unfaniliar but utterly lived-in, alien face.

Al'l those questions, but still no answers. Paul sighed and let the snow fall from his hand.

"Are we going to sleep here tonight?" he asked Runs Far

"No. We are close to where the People live. W will be there before full dark." The hunter
| eaned forward, furrowed his brow, and stared into Paul's nmouth. "You eat things, R verghost. Do
all the people fromthe Land of the Dead eat things?"

Paul sniled sadly. "Only when they're hungry."

Runs Far was in the lead, his stocky |legs carrying himthrough the snow with surprising ease;
like all the hunters, even the terribly wounded WIIl Not Cry, he noved with the instinctive grace
of a wild beast. The others, although burdened now wi th hundreds of kilograns of elk parts,
followed swiftly, so that Paul was already wi nded trying to keep up

He skidded on a fallen branch hidden by snow, and slipped, but the man besi de hi m caught and
held hi munflinchingly until Paul had found his feet; the Neandertal's hands were hard and rough
as tree bark. Paul found hinmself confused again. It was inpossible to sustain disbelief in the
face of such powerful arguments. These men, although not quite the caricature cavenen he
renenmbered from chil dhood flicks, were so clearly sonething different from hinself, sonething
wi | der and sinpler, that he found his skepticismdimnishing--not so much fading as sliding into a
kind of hibernation, to awaken when it again had a useful task to do.

What sounded like a wol f howl cane echoing down the hillside. The People ran a little faster.

_Not hing around you is true, and yet the things you see can hurt you or kill you, the gol den
gem the voice fromthe harp, had told him Watever these nen were, true or false seenings, they
were at home in this world in a way that Paul npost decidedly was not. He would have to rely on
their skills. For his sanity's sake, he m ght have to trust that they were exactly what they
seened to be

When he had been a boy, when he had still been "Paulie," and still the chattel of his eccentric
father and frail nother, he had spent each Christnmas with them at his paternal grandnother's
cottage in G oucestershire, in the wooded, rolling countryside that the locals liked to call "the
real England." But it had not been real, not at all: its virtue was precisely that it synbolized

somet hi ng whi ch had never conpletely existed, a m ddl e-class England of gracious, countrified
beauty whose tattered true nature was becom ng nore obvi ous every year

For Grammer Jonas, the world beyond her village had becone increasingly shadow. She could
describe the conplexity of a neighbor's dispute about a fence with the sophistication of a news-
net | egal analyst, but had trouble remenbering who was prinme ninister. She had a wal | screen, of
course--a small, old-fashioned one framed in baroque gold on the parlor wall, |ike the photo of a
| ong-dead relative. It nostly went unused, the calls voice-only. G anmer Jonas had never
conpletely trusted visual comrunication, especially the idea that she could see without being seen
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if she chose, and the thought that some stranger might |ook into her house and see her in her
ni ght gown gave her, as she put it, "the creeps, Paulie-love, the absolute creeps."

Despite her distrust of the nodern world, or perhaps even in part because of it, Paul had
| oved her fiercely, and she in turn had |oved himas only a grandnother could. Every small success
of his was a glowing victory, every transgression agai nst parental authority a sign of clever
i ndependence to be encouraged rather than condemmed. Wen, in one of his fits of unfocused
rebel l'ion, young Paul refused to help with the dishes or do sone other chore (and thus forfeited
hi s puddi ng) G anmer Jonas would be at the door of his prison-bedroomlater in the evening to pass
hima contraband sweet, in a breathless hurry to get downstairs again before his parents noticed
her absence.

The wi nter when he was seven, the snows cane. It was England's whitest Christmas in decades,
and the tabnets conpeted for the nost astonishing footage--St. Paul's donme wearing a dunce cap of
white, people skating on the | ower Thanmes as they had during Elizabethan tines (many died, since
the ice was not thick enough to be safe.) In the early weeks, before the tabs began to trunpet
"New Atlantic Storm Creates Blizzard Horror" and run daily body counts (with corpse-by-corpse
f oot age) of people who had frozen to death sl eeping rough or even waiting for trains at the
smal | er stations, the heavy snows brought a sense of joy to npbst people, and young Paul had
certainly been one of them It was his first real experience of snowballs and sleds and tree
branches dropping cold surprises down the back of one's neck, of a world with nost of its colors
suddenly wi ped cl ean.

One mld day, when the sun was out and the sky was nostly blue, he and his grandnother had
gone for a wal k. The npbst recent snowfall had covered everything, and as they wal ked slowy
through the fields there were no signs of other humans at all except for the distant snoke froma
chimey, and no footprints but the tracks of their own rubber boots, so that the vista spread
bef ore them seened prinordial, untouched.

When at |ast they had reached a pl ace between the hedgerows, where the |and before them dipped
down into a gentle valley, his grandnother abruptly stopped. She had spread her arms, and--in a
voi ce he had never heard her use, hushed and yet throbbingly intense--said, "Look, Paulie, isn't
it lovely! Isn't it perfect! It's just |like we were back at the beginning of everything. Like the
whol e sinful world was starting over!"™ Mttened fists clenched before her face like a child naking
a wi sh, she had added: "Wuldn't that be wonderful ?"

Surprised and a little frightened by the strength of her reaction, he had struggled to nake
her insight his own--struggled but ultimately failed. There _was_ sonething beautiful about the
illusion of enptiness, of possibility, but he had been a seven-year-old boy who did not feel, as
his grandnother nore or |ess did, that people had sonehow rui ned everything, and he was just baby
enough to be made nervous by the thought of a world without fam liar places and people, a world of
cl ean, cold loneliness.

They had stood for a long tine, staring at the uninhabited winter world, and when at |ast they
turned back--Paul secretly relieved to be walking in their own reversed footprints, follow ng the
trail of bread crunbs out of the worrisone forest of adult regrets--his grandnother had been
smling fiercely to herself, singing a song he could not quite hear

Paul had tried and failed to share her epiphany that day, so |ong ago. But now he seened to be
the one who had tunbled into the world she had wi shed for, a world--thousands of generations
before even his grandnother's inconceivably ancient childhood--that she could only imagine.

_Yes, if Grammrer Jonas coul d have seen this,_ he thought. _God, wouldn't she have loved it. It
really is the beginning--a long tine before the crooked politicians and the filthy shows on the
net and peopl e being so rude and vulgar, and all the foreign restaurants serving things she
couldn't pronounce. She'd think she'd gone to heaven. _

O course, he realized, she'd have trouble getting a good cup of tea.

The People were noving in deceptively ragged order along the edge of a hillside forest,
headi ng down a | ong, snow bl anketed sl ope broken up by irregular |imestone outcroppings. Slender
tree-shadows stretched across their path like blueprints for an unbuilt staircase. The |ight was
fadi ng quickly, and the sky, which had been the soft gray of a dove's breast, was turning a
col der, darker color. Paul suddenly wondered for the first time not when in the world he was, but
wher e.

Had t here been Neandertal s everywhere, or just in Europe? He couldn't renenber. The little he
knew of prehistoric humankind was all in fragmented, trivia-card bits--cave-painting, nmanmoth-
hunting, stone tools |aboriously flaked by hand. It was frustrating not to remenber nore. People
in science fiction flicks always seemed to know useful things about the places time travel took
them But what if the time travel er had been only an average history student? \Wat then?
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There were nore |inmestone outcroppings now, great shelves that seemed to push sideways out of
the ground, shadowy oblongs less luminous in the twilight than the ever-present snow. Runs Far
slowed, letting the rest of the group jog past, until Paul at the end of the Iine had caught up

with him The bearded hunter fell into step beside himw thout a word, and Paul, who was quite
breat hl ess, was content to let himdo so.
As they came around the corner of a large outcrop, Paul saw warmyellow |light spilling out

onto the snow. Strange, gnarled figures stood silhouetted in a wide gap in the cliff face, spears
clutched in m sshapen hands, and for a nervous noment Paul was reninded of folktales about trol
bridges and fairy nmounds. Runs Far took his el bow and pushed hi mforward; when he had reached the
mout h of the cave, he could see that the guardians were only ol der nenbers of the People, tw sted
by age, left behind to protect the comunal hearth like Britain's wartine Hone Quard.

The hunting party was qui ckly surrounded, not only by these aged guardi ans, but by an
outspilling of fur-clad wonen and children as well, all talking and gesticulating. WII Not Cry
recei ved nmuch synpathetic attention as his injuries were exam ned. Paul hal f-expected his own
appearance to cause superstitious panic, but although all the People regarded himw th interest
that varied fromfearful to fascinated, he was clearly less inportant than the neat and tales
whi ch the hunters brought. The group noved away fromthe lip of the cave, out of the cold w nds
and into the fire-flickering, snmoky interior.

At first the People's home | ooked |ike nothing so nuch as an army encanpnent. A row of tents
made from skins stood with their backs to the cave's entrance like a herd of animls huddl ed
agai nst the wi nd. Beyond these, sheltered by them was a central area where a large fire burned in
a depression in the floor, a natural |inmestone hall, |owroofed but wi de. The few wonmen who had
remai ned there tending the flanmes now | ooked up, snmiling and calling out at the hunters' return

The rest of the People were nuch Iike the men with whom he had travel ed, sturdy and snall
with features that but for the pronounced brows and heavy jaws were nothing |ike the cavenan
caricatures he had seen in cartoons. They dressed in rough furs; nany wore bits of bone or stone
hung on cords of sinew, but there was nothing like the jewelry that bedecked even the | east
nmoder ni zed tribes of Paul's era. Mst of the younger children were naked, bodies rubbed with fat
that gleaned in the firelight as they peered fromthe tent doorways, shiny little creatures that
rem nded himof Victorian illustrations of gnones and browni es.

There was surprisingly little cerenony over the hunters' return, although Runs Far had told
hi mthey had been out for days. The men greeted their famlies and | oved ones, touching themwth
probi ng fingers as though making certain that they were real, and occasionally someone rubbed his
face agai nst soneone else's, but there was no kissing as Paul knew it, no hand cl asps or huggi ng
Paul hinmself was clearly nentioned several tinmes--he saw sone of the hunters gesturing at him as
though to illustrate what a strange adventure it had been--but he was not introduced to anyone,
nor was there any clear hierarchy that he could see. About two dozen adults seemed to nake the
cave their home, and not quite half that nmany children

Even as sone of the People exclained over the el k neat, others began preparing it in an
extrenely businesslike nmanner. Two of the wormen picked up long sticks and swept a portion of the
firepit clear, pushing the burning logs to one side and exposing a floor of flat stones. They then
spread several portions of the neat across these heated stones; within nonents, the snmell of

cooking flesh began to fill the cavern

Paul found hinself a spot in the corner, out of the way. It was nuch warnmer here in the cave,
but still cold, and he sat with his skins pulled tight around him watching the quick return of
normal life; within a few nonents after the hunting party's arrival, only the hunters thensel ves

were not busy with sonething. Paul guessed that on other nights, they, too, would be at work,
maki ng new weapons and repairing the old ones, but tonight they had returned froma | ong,
successful trip and could wait for the victors' rewards, the first portions of the kill

One of the wonmen lifted a sizable chunk of flesh fromthe fire with a stick, placed it on a
pi ece of bark, and carried it like offering to Runs Far. He lifted it to his nouth and took a bite
grinned his approval, but instead of finishing his neal he sawed the neat in half with his knife,
then rose and carried the bark platter away fromthe fire toward one of the tents. No one el se
seenmed to pay any attention but Paul was intrigued. Was he taking food to a sick wife or child? An
aged parent?

Runs Far stayed inside the tent for long nmonments; when he can out, he was putting the |ast of
the nmeat into his own nouth, chewi ng vigorously with his broad jaws. It was inpossible to guess
what had just happened.

A presence at Paul's el bow suddenly caught his attention, Alittle girl stood beside him
staring expectantly. At |east, he thought it was a girl, although the boys were just as shaggy-
haired and positive identification was made difficult by the kirtle of fur around the child's
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wai st. "What's your name?" he asked.

She shrieked with gleeful terror and ran away. Several other children pulled free of the
general hubbub to chase her, laughing and calling in high voices |ike marsh birds. Mnents | ater
an other, larger shadow fell across him

"Do not speak to the child." Birdcatcher |ooked angry, but Paul thought he saw sonething like
naked panic just beneath the man's scow. "She is not for you."

Paul shook his head, not understanding, but the other one turned and wal ked away.

_Does he think I"'minterested in her sexually? Or is it this of the Dead thing?_ Perhaps
Bi rdcat cher thought he nmeant to take the girl away, back to sone deat h-real m beyond the frozen
river. _That's me, the Gim Reaper of the Pleistocene.  Paul |owered his head and cl osed his eyes,
suddenly as tired as he had ever been

There had been a worman in his dream and flowering plants and sun streaning through a dusty
wi ndow, but it was all disappearing now, pouring away |i ke water down the plughole. Paul shook his
head and his eyes fluttered. Runs Far was standing over him saying sonething he could not at
first understand.

The hunter prodded himagain, gently. "Riverghost. Riverghost, you nust cone."

"Come where?"

"Dark Mbon says you nmust cone and tal k." The hunt | eader seened excited in a way Paul had not
seen before, alnost childlike. "Cone now. "

Paul allowed himself to be coaxed to his feet, then followed Runs Far toward the tent where
the hunter had taken the first cooked neat of the slaughtered el k. Paul thought he would be |ed
i nside, but Runs Far gestured for himto wait. The hunter ducked through the flap, then reappeared
a few moments later, leading a tiny shape wapped in a thick fur robe out into the firelight.

The ol d woman paused and | ooked Paul up and down, then extended her arm the invitation--
al though it was nore |ike a command--very clear. Paul stepped forward and let her clutch his
forearmwith hard, skinny fingers, then the three of themnoved slowy toward the cookfire. As
they led the woman to a rounded stone near the warnest part of the blaze, Paul saw Birdcatcher
staring at him holding the armof the little girl who had approached Paul earlier. H s grip was
so tight she was squirming in pain.

"Bring water to me," the old woman told Runs Far as she slowy settled herself on the rock
When he had gone, she turned to Paul. "Wat is your nane?"

Paul was not sure what kind of answer she wanted. "The nen of the People call ne Riverghost."

She nodded her satisfaction, as though he had passed an examination. Dirt lay in the winkles
of her seaned face, and her white hair was so thin the shape of her head could be clearly seen
but the forceful ness of her personality and the respect in which the People held her was quite
clear. She raised a claw i ke hand and carefully touched his.

"I amcalled Dark Moon. That is the name they call ne."

Paul nodded, although he was not quite clear why she seenmed to attach so nuch inportance to
this exchange of information. _This isn't ny world, he rem nded hinself. _To prinitive people,
there's magic in nanes. _

"Are you fromthe Land of the Dead?" she asked. "Tell ne your true story."

"I . . . | amfroma place very far away. The People--the hunters--saved ne when | was in the
river and was drowning." He hesitated, then fell silent. He did not think that he could nmake her
understand his true story since he did not understand it hinself, even the parts he renenbered
clearly.

She pursed her lips. "And what do you nean for us? What do you bring to the People? What will
you t ake away?"

"I hope I will take nothing fromyou, except the food and shelter you give to nme." It was hard
to talk sinply without sounding |like an Indian chief in a bad Arerican Western. "I canme fromthe
river with nothing, so | have no gifts,"

Dark Mbon | ooked at himagain, and this tinme the appraisal went on for sone tinme. Runs Far
returned with a cup nade from what | ooked |ike a section of aninal horn; the old woman drank
ent husi astically, then turned her gaze back to Paul. "I rmust think," she said at last. "I do not
under stand what you do in the world." She turned and patted Runs Far on his shoul der, then
abruptly raised her voice to address the People at large. "Hunters have returned. They have
brought back food."

The others, who had been pretending with alnost civilized discretion not to be listening to
her conversation with Paul, now rai sed a few ragged shouts of approval, although nost were busy
chewi ng.

"Tonight is a good night.'

Dark Moon slowy spread her arns. The weight of the fur robe seemed
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too great for her tiny frame to support. "Tonight | will tell a story, and the one called
Ri verghost will think kindly of the People, who have given himfood."

The tribesfol k came cl oser, those nearest arranging thensel ves near Dark Moon's feet. Mny
took the chance to study Paul carefully. He saw fear and concern in npost faces, but it was only
Bi rdcatcher in whomit seened to have an edge that might becone violent. The rest of the People
| ooked at himas civilized shoppers night watch a street crazy who had happened through the
store's front door, but as yet had shown no signs of screaning or knocking things about.

Sone of the smaller children had already fallen asleep, worn out by excitenment and bellies
full of cooked flesh, but their parents and guardians sinply carried themto the gathering,
unwilling to miss sonething so clearly inportant. Birdcatcher, his distrust not sufficient to keep

hi m away, stood on the outside of the circle, and though he still glared at Paul, he was
l'istening, too.

"l will tell you of the days that are gone."_ Dark Moon's voice took on a kind of singsong
cadence, and even Paul could feel the satisfaction of a familiar ritual beginning. _"These are
days before your fathers' fathers and their fathers walked in the world. "

As she paused, he felt an unexpected thrill. Despite his reservations, his skepticism it was

hard to huddle in this cold cave and not to feel that he was close to one of the sourcepool s of
story--that he was about to be the privileged auditor of one of the ol dest of all tales.

_"Then, in those days,"_ Dark Mon began, _"everything was dark." _

_There was no light, and there was no warnth. The cold was everywhere, and First Man and First
Wrman suffered. They went to the other First People, all the Aninmal People, and asked them how to
keep warm _

_Long Nose told themto grow hair all over their bodies, as he had done. Because he was so
| arge, First Man and First Wnman thought he must be very old and very wise, but as hard as they
tried, they could not grow enough hair to stay warm So First Man killed great Long Nose and stole
his hairy skin, and for a little while they did not suffer._

_But soon the world grew col der, and even the skin they had taken from Long Nose was not
enough to keep themwarm They went to Cave Dwel |l er and asked her how they nmight keep warm _

_"You nust find a deep hole in the mountain," said Cave Dweller, "and there you can live as
live, safe fromthe wind-that-bites, and raise a famly of cubs." _

_But First Man and First Wonan could not find a hole of their own, so they killed Cave Dweller
and stole her hole for thenselves, and for a little while they did not suffer._

_Still the world grew colder. First Man and First Wnan huddled in their cave and pulled their
skins tight around them but knew that they would soon die. _

_One day. First Wnman saw tiny Naked Tail running across the cave. She caught himin her hands
and was going to eat him for she was very hungry, but Naked Tail told her that if she did not
swal l ow him he would tell her sonething inportant. She called over First Man to hear what Naked
Tai | would say. _

"l will tell you of a powerful secret, " _Naked Tail said. "Yell ow Eyes, who lives out there
in the great cold and dark, has a magical thing, a thing that bends in the softest wi nd and yet
does not bl ow away, that has no teeth but can eat a hard tree branch. This magic is a warmthing
that keeps the cold away, and it is what nmakes the eyes of old Yell ow Eyes shine brightly out in
t he darkness." _

_"What does this matter to us?" said First Man. "He will never let us have this magical warm
thing." _

_"We can play a trick on himand steal it," said First Woman. "Did we not take Long Nose's
skin and Cave Dweller's house?"_

_First Man did not speak. He was frightened of Yellow Eyes, who was cruel and strong, and much
nmore cl ever than Long Nose or Cave Dweller. First Man knew that the broken, gnawed bones of many
of the other Aninmal People lay outside Yellow Eyes' den. But he listened while First Wnan told
himthe thoughts that were in her belly.

"l will do what you say," he said at last. "If | do not try, we will die in any case, and the
darkness will have us." _

The flames wavered as a gust of cold air scythed through the room Paul shivered and pulled
his furs nore tightly around him He was becom ng drowsy, and it was hard to think clearly.
Everything was so strange. He had heard this story sonmewhere, hadn't he? But how could that be?

The cave grew darker, until the glow of the enbers turned all the listeners into red-1lit
ghosts. Dark Mon's cracked voice rose and fell as she sang the song of stolen fire.
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_First Man went to the place of many bones where Yell ow Eyes |ived. He saw the bright eyes
froma | ong way away, but Yell ow Eyes saw hi m even sooner. _

_"What do you want?" he asked First Man. "If you do not tell me, | will crush you in ny jaws."
Yel | ow Eyes showed his terrible teeth to First Man. _
_"l have cone to nmake a bargain with you," said First Man. "I wish to trade for the warm

bright thing that you have." _

_"And what do you have to trade?" asked Yellow Eyes. His eyes were shining a little nore
brightly.

_"Achild," said First Man. "It is so cold that he will die anyway if we do not have sone of
your warm bright thing."_

_Yell ow Eyes licked his lips and clicked his terrible teeth. "You would give ne your child for
alittle of ny fire?" _

_First Man nodded his head. _

_"Then put the child where | can see him" said Yellow Eyes, "and | will give you what you ask
for. "
_First Man reached into his skins and took out the child nmade of nmud which First Wnan had
shaped with her clever hands. He set this child down before Yell ow Eyes. _

_"He is very quiet," Yellow Eyes said. _

_"He is frightened of your teeth,” First Man told him _

_"That is good," said Yell ow Eyes, and opened his jaws wide. "Reach into ny nouth and you wl|l
find what you asked for."

_First Man was very frightened, but he came close to the nouth of Yellow Eyes, which had the
snell of death. _

_"Reach into ny mouth,” said Yell ow Eyes again. _

_First Man stretched his armdeep into the nmouth of Yellow Eyes, past the terrible teeth and
down the long throat. At |last he touched sonething very hot and cupped his hand around it. _

_"Take only a little," said Yell ow Eyes. _

_First Man withdrew his hand. In it was sonething yellow that bent in the wind but did not
bl ow away, that had no nouth but began to bite his skin even as he held it. First Man | ooked at
Yel | ow Eyes and saw that he was sniffing the child nade of nud, and so First Man began to run, the
warm yel l ow thing held close in his hand. _

_"This is not your child!" screaned Yell ow Eyes in anger. "You have tricked ne, First Man.

_Yel l ow Eyes began to chase him First Man ran as fast as he could, but heard his eneny com ng
closer and closer. The warm magi ¢ thing was very heavy in his hand and was biting his skin, so
First Man threw it away up into the air. It flewinto the sky and stuck there, and it covered the
world in light. Yellow Eyes screaned again and ran faster, but First Man reached the cave where he
lived with First Woman and ran inside. They pushed a stone into the opening so that Yell ow Eyes
could not get at them _

_"You have cheated nme, and | will not forget,"'

shouted Yell ow Eyes. "And when a true child

cones to you, | will take it fromyou."_
_First Man lay on the floor of the cave, with no strength left in his body. First Wman saw
that a little of the warm bright thing still stuck to his hand. She brushed it off with a stick

and as it began to eat the stick it grew and warnmed the whole cave. That was fire. _

_Ever after, First Man's fingers were not all the sanme, as with the other Animal People. One
finger on each hand was twi sted sideways fromcarrying the hot fire, and that is why all First
Man's and First Wonan's children have hands that are different fromthe Aninal People._

_The fire that was thrown into the sky becanme the sun, and when it shines, Yellow Eyes and his
people hide fromits |light because it rem nds them of how First Man tricked them But when it
grows snmall and the world is dark, Yellow Eyes cones out again, and his eye is the noon that
stares down as he looks for the child First Man and First Wman prom sed to him Every night since
the days your fathers' fathers and their fathers walked in the world, he hunts for the children of
First Man and First Wonan. _

Dark Moon's voice had becone very still, a thin whisper that rode above the breathless silence
in the cave.

_"He will hunt for them even when your children's children and their children walk in the
world."_

He coul d hear a great, slow pounding, the ticking of a titan clock or the footfalls of an
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approachi ng giant, but he could see nothing but darkness, could feel nothing but icy wind. He had
no hands or body, no way to protect hinself from whatever lurked in the black enptiness here on
the edge of all things.

_"Paul ."_ The voice in his ear was soft as feathered flight, but his heart thunped as though
it had shout ed.

_"lIs that you?"_ His own voice nmade no sound outside his head, or he no |l onger had the ears to
hear hinself speak

Sonet hi ng was beside himin the dark. He could sense it, although he did not know how. He
could feel it, a swift-hearted, tenuous presence.

_"Paul, you nust cone back to us. You nust cone back to nme."_

And as though she had never |eft his dreans, but had only vani shed from his waking mnd, he
could see her now in nenory, could summon up the image of her absurd but beautiful w nged form
her sad eyes. She had crouched, trapped in that gol den cage, while he had stood hel plessly on the
other side of the bars. He had left her to that terrible grinding thing, the Ad Mn.

_"Who are you?" _

Her presence grew a little stronger, a barely-felt vibration of inpatience. "I amno one,
Paul . | don't know who | am-don't care anynore. But | know that | need you, that you nmust cone. _

_"Cone where? You said 'cone to us.' To whonP"_

_"You ask too many questions."_ It was spoken sadly, not angrily. _"lI do not have the answers
you wi sh. But | know what | know. If you come to nme, then we will both know " _

_"Are you Vaal a? Are you the same wonan | net?" _

Again the inpatience. "These things are uninportant. It is so hard for ne to be here, Paul--

so hard! Listen! Listen, and | will tell you everything | know. There is a place, a black
mount ai n, that reaches to the sky--that covers up the stars. You nust find it. That is where al
your answers are."_

_"How? How do | get there?"_

_"l don't know."_ A pause. _"But | might know, if you can find ne."_

Sormething was interfering with his concentration, a vague but insistent pain, a sense of
pressure that Paul could not ignore. The dreamwas collapsing fromits own weight. As he felt it
beginning to fall away, he struggled to cling to her, that voice in the enptiness.

_"Find you? What does that nmean?"_

_"You nust cone tonme . . . to us. _
all, a whisper traveling down a |ong corridor

_"Don't |eave ne! How do | find you?" The vague disconfort was grow ng sharper, comandi ng
his attention. "Wwo_ are _you?"

From an i nconprehensi bl e distance, a murnur: _"I am. . . a shattered nmirror

She was growi ng faint now, barely a presence at

He sat up, his throat tight, a pain |ike a knifepoint of fire in his belly. She was gone
again! Hs link to sanity--but how coul d soneone or sonething so clearly nmad | ead himback to
reality? O did he only dream. . . ?

The pain grew sharper. H s eyes adjusted to the darkness, to the glow of dimcoals, and he saw
t he shapel ess shadow crouched over him Some hard, sharp thing was pressed agai nst his stomach
Paul dropped his hand and felt the cold stone spearhead buried deep in his fur robe, a warm
slickness of blood already matting the hairs. If it pressed in an inch farther, it would pierce
through to his guts.

Bi rdcat cher | eaned cl ose, sour nmeat on his breath. The spear-point jabbed a little deeper

"You are ny blood eneny, Riverghost. | will send you back to the Land of the Dead."

First:
THE SECRET Rl VER

For here, mllions of m xed shades and shadows,
drowned dreanms, somanbulisms, reveries; all that
we call lives and souls, lie dream ng, dreaming, still;
tossing like slunberers in their beds; the ever-rolling
waves but made so by their restlessness.
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--Herman Melville,
Moby Di ck

CHAPTER 1
Deep Waters

NETFEEDY NEWS: School ki ds Need Wai ver To Avoi d Hel net

(visual: children trying on hel nets)

VO Children in Pine Station, a suburban town in Arkansas, must either wear a safety hel net during
their entire school day or their parents must sign a waiver saying they will not sue for damages
shoul d their child be injured.

(visual: Edlington Gmva Choi, Pine Station School Dist. Superintendent)

GM CHO: "It's quite sinple. W can't afford the coverage any nore. They make nice, confortable
hel mets now-the kids will hardly even notice they've got themon. W' ve done tests. And if they
don't want them that's okay too, as long as their folks take responsibility.

A beetle the size of a panel truck was bunmping slowy along the shoreline, the baboon beside her
was singing, and Renie was dying for a cigarette.

"And we go down,"
| Xabbu chanted in an al nbst tunel ess voi ce,

"Down to the water.

Ah!

Were the fish are hiding,
H di ng and | aughi ng . "

"What's that?" Renie watched the beetle hunch across the uneven stones of the beach with the
m ndl ess forward drive of one of those drone robots working to tane the surfaces of Mars and the
noon. "That song you're singing."

"My uncle used to sing it. It helped himbe patient while waiting for fish to pass over the
rock damso we could catch them" ! Xabbu scratched at his baboon pelt in a fastidi ous manner far
nore human than sim an.

"Ah." Renie frowned. She was having trouble concentrating, and for once even ! Xabbu's stories
about his childhood in the Okavango Delta did not interest her

I f sonmeone had told her that she would be transported to what was for all purposes a nagica
| and, where history could be rewitten at a whim or people could suddenly be shrunk to the size
of poppy seeds, but that at least for this nonent, her nbst pressing concern would have been the
absence of cigarettes, she would have thought themnmad. But it had been two harrow ng days since
she had snoked her last, and the nomentary |eisure of floating in midstreamon a huge |eaf that
had once been a boat had finally given her a chance to notice what she was i ssing.

She pushed away fromthe leaf's curling edge. Better to do sonething, anything, than stand
around obsessing like a charge-head with a fused 'can. And it was not as though everything was
under control, she reflected. In fact, fromthe nonment they had reached Atasco's virtual gol den
city, things had gone pretty damm poorly.

Across the expanse of water, the beetle had clanbered up fromthe beach and was di sappearing
into a sea of grass stens, each as tall as the palmtrees back hone. She wal ked carefully toward
the center of the leaf, |leaving ! Xabbu to sing his quiet fish-catching song and watch the now
enpty beach.

Sweet WIlliam s stage-vanpire silhouette stood at the |eaf's farthest edge, watching the
opposite and nore distant shoreline, but the others sat in the center with their backs agai nst the
huge center vein, a nmakeshift shelter of skin torn fromthe |eaf's outer edge draped over their
heads to protect themfromthe strong sun

"How i s he?" Renie asked Fredericks. The young man in quasi nedieval garb was still nursing
his sick friend Olando. Even linp in slunber, Ol ando's nuscul ar simbody was a poor indicator of
the frail child who animated it.

"He's breathing better, | think." Fredericks said it with real enphasis, enough so that Renie
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instantly doubted him She | ooked down at the curled figure, then squatted so she could touch his

forehead. "That doesn't really work," Fredericks added, al nost apol ogetically. "I mean, sone
thi ngs show up on these sins, sone don't. Body tenperatures don't seemto change much."

"I know. It's just . . . reflex, T guess." Renie sat back on her heels. "I'msorry, but he
doesn't | ook good at all." She had only so nuch strength, and she could not support any nore

hopeful wuntruths, even though the things Fredericks had told her about the real Ol ando Gardiner
tore at her heart. She nade herself turn away. "And how are you, Martine. Any better?"
The French researcher, who wore the dark-skinned, dark-haired simof a Tem | dni peasant woman,

mustered a very faint smle. "It is . . . it is easier to think, perhaps. Alittle. The pain of
all this newinput is not quite so bad for ne now But. . . . " She shook her head. "I have been
blind in the world for a long tine, Renie. | amnot used to being blind here."

"What you nean, 'here'?" The warrior-robot simbel onged to a Goggl eboy-type who called hinself
"T4b." Reni e thought he was younger than he let on, maybe even as young as Ol ando and Frederi cks,
and his sullen tone now only deepened her suspicions. "Thought nobody come here before. Wiat's al
that fen_ back at the last place if you been here?"

"I don't think that is what she neant. . . . " began Quan Li

"No, | have not been here," Martine said. "But online-plugged in. That has al ways been ny
world. But the . . . noise since | have cone here, the overwhelming information . . . it nakes it
hard for me to hear or even think the way | amused to." She rubbed at her tenples wth slow,

clumsy novenents. "It is like fire in nmy head. Like insects."

"We don't need any nore insects, God knows." Renie |ooked up as a distant but stil
unbel i evably | arge dragonfly skimed the shoreline and started out across the river, loud as an
anci ent propeller plane. "Is there anything we can do, Martine?"

"No. Perhaps | will learnto . . . tolive better with it when some time has passed."”

"So what _are_ we going to do?" Renie said at last. "W can't just drift with the current,
literally or figuratively. W have no idea what we're |ooking for, where we're going, or if we're
even heading in the right direction. Does anyone have any ideas?" She |ooked briefly at Florinmel,
who |ike Martine and Quan Li wore a Tem |l uni sim and wondered when this wonan woul d make her
feelings known; but Florinel renmained unsettlingly silent, as she had been nost of the tine since
their shared escape had begun. "If we just wait . . . well, Sellars said there would be people
coming after us." Renie |ooked around at the odd assortnent of sims. "And we certainly are hard to
m ss. "

"What do you suggest, dearie?" Sweet WIliamwas picking his way across the irregular surface
of the leaf toward them feathers bobbing; Renie wondered whether he wasn't finding all that
simul ated black | eather a bit unconfortable in this tropical warmh, "Don't get nme wong, all this
can-do attitude is nost inspiring--you nmust have been a Grl Guide. Should we build an outboard
nmot or out of our fingernail clippings or sonething?"

She smiled sourly. "That woul d be better than bobbing al ong waiting for sonmeone to cone and
catch us. But | was hoping soneone night cone up with something a little nore practical."”

"l suppose you're right." WIlliamlevered hinmself down beside her, his sharp knee poking her
| eg. Renie thought he had changed a little since they had fled Atasco's palace, that his arrogance
had softened. Even his strong northern English accent seened a little | ess pronounced, as though
it were as nmuch an affectation as his death-clown sim "So what do we do, then?" he asked. "W

can't paddle. | suppose we could swimto shore--that woul d give you all a laugh, watching me swim-
but then what? | don't think much of having to dodge yon overgrown buggy-wiggies."

"Are they big, or are we smal | ?" asked Fredericks. "I mean, they could just be nonster bugs,
you know, like in that Radiati on Wekend si mwrld."

Reni e narrowed her eyes, watching the shoreline. A few flying shapes, snaller than the
dragonflies, were hovering erratically at the water's edge. "Wll, the trees are mles high, the

grains of sand on the beach are as big as your head, and we're riding in a leaf that used to be a
boat. Wat do you think? My guess would be 'We small."' ™

Fredericks gave her a quick, hurt look, then returned his attention to his sleeping friend.
Sweet WIlliam too, glanced at Renie with something like surprise. "You' ve got a bit of a bite,
don't you, |love?" he said, inpressed.

Renie felt shaned, but only slightly. These people were acting like this was sone kind of

adventure ganme, |ike everything was bound to turn out all right, that at the very worst they m ght
earn a low score. "This isn't going to just end with a polite 'Gane Over,' you know," she said,
continuing the thought out loud. "I felt and saw a nman die trying to break into this network. And

whet her what happened to the Atascos took place online or off, they're just as dead." She heard
her voice rising and struggled to control herself. "This is not a gane. My brother is dying--naybe
dead. |'msure you all have your own worries, too, so let's get on with it."
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There was a nonent's silence. T4b, the spi ke-studded robot warrior, ended it. "W ears, wo'.
You tal k."

Reni e hesitated, the weight of their problenms suddenly too nmuch to bear. She didn't know these
people, didn't have answers for them-didn't even truly understand what questions to ask. And she
was al so tired of pushing these strangers forward. They were an odd group, showing little of the
initiative that Sellars had ascribed to them and of the few people she trusted in the world only
| Xabbu was truly here, since Martine was strangely transformed, no | onger the quiet, ultra-
conmpet ent presence she had been

"Look," Renie said, "I agree we don't want to land if we can help it. Even the insects are as
big as dinosaurs, and insects nay not be the only aninals out there. W haven't seen any birds
yet, but that doesn't nean there aren't any, and we woul d make about a single bite for a seagull."

"So what can we do besides drift?" asked Quan Li

"Wll, I'mnot saying we can nake an outboard notor, but |I'mnot ready to give up on paddling,
or maybe even maki ng sone kind of sail. Wat if we pulled up nore of this skin fromthe leaf," she
indicated the tattered awni ng over their heads, "and used that?"

"You cannot have a sail without a mast," said Florinel heavily. "Anyone knows that."

Reni e rai sed an eyebrow. The silent woman apparently did know how to talk, after all. "Is that
really true? Couldn't we make sonething that would at | east catch sone wi nd? What are those things
they use on shuttle rockets--drag chutes? Wy couldn't we make a reverse drag chute and use sone
of the thinner veins to tie it down?"

"I think Renie's ideas are very good," said Quan Li

"Ch, she's a regular Bobby Wells, all right,” Sweet Wlliamsaid. "But howlong is it going to

take us? We'll probably starve to death first."
"We don't have to eat, do we?" Renie |ooked around; the simfaces were suddenly serious. "I
mean, don't you all--haven't you all arranged sonethi ng? How could you go online for this |ong

wi t hout some kind of feeding systemin place?"

"I"'mgetting fed on an intravenous drip, probably." Fredericks suddenly sounded | ost,
m serable. "In that hospital."

A quick poll revealed that Sweet WIlliam s question had been largely rhetorical. Al the party
clained they had sone kind of resources that would allow themto be self-sufficient. Even WIIliam
parted the curtain of his fabul ous gl anour |ong enough to reveal: "I'Il probably be all right for
a week or so, pals and chuns, but then I'Il have to hope soneone |ooks in on nme." But everyone was
strangely reticent about their offline lives, rekindling Renie's frustration

"Look, we're in a life-or-death situation,"” she said finally. "W all nust have inportant
reasons for being here. W have to trust each other."

"Don't take it personal," said Wlliam grimcing. "I'mjust not having any frigging
Canterbury-let's-all-tell-our-Tales. Nobody has a right to ny life. You want _ny_ tale, you have
to earnit.”

"What is it you want to know?" demanded Florimel. Her Tem |l Uni simdisplayed resentful anger
quite convincingly. "W are all sonme kind of cripples here, Ms. Sulaweyo. You, him ne, all of us.
Why el se would that Sellars man choose us--and why do you think we are all prepared for a | ong
peri od online? Wwo el se would spend so nuch tine on the net?"

"Speak for yourself," spat Wlliam " _|_ have a life, and it doesn't include a Save the Wrld
Fant asy Weekend. | just want to get out of here and go hone."

"I wasn't prepared,"” said Fredericks nournfully. "That's why ny fol ks have got nme in a

hospital. Ol ando wasn't expecting this either. W kinda cane here by surprise.” He grew
thoughtful. "I wonder where he is--1 nean, his body?"

Reni e cl osed her eyes, struggling to stay calm She wi shed ! Xabbu woul d conme back fromthe
| eaf's edge, but he was still watching the shoreline slide by. "W have nore inmportant things to
do than argue," she said at last. "Fredericks, you said you tried to go offline and it was very
pai nful . "

The young man nodded his head."It was horrible. Just horrible. You can't believe how bad it

was." He shuddered and crossed his arns in front of his chest, huggi ng hinself.

"Coul d you conmuni cate with anyone, Fredericks? Did you talk to your parents?"

"Call me Sam would you?"

"Sam Could you tal k?"

He thought about it. "I don't think so. | nean, | was screamng, but |I couldn't really hear
myself, now that | think about it. Not when | was . . . there. It hurt so bad! | don't think
could have said a word--you just don't know how bad it was. "

"I do know," said Florinel, but there was little synpathy in her voice. "I went offline, too!"

"Real | y? What happened?" Renie asked. "Did you find a way to do it yoursel f?"
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"No. | was . . . renoved, just as he was." She said it flatly. "It happened before | reached
Tem I U4n. But he is right. The pain was indescribable. Even if there were a way to do it, | would
kill nyself before having that pain again."

Reni e sat back and sighed. The vast orange di sk of the sun had dropped behind the forest a
little while before, and now the winds were freshening. A large insectoid shape flew erratically
overhead. "But how can you not find your neurocannula? | nmean, maybe you can't see it, but surely
you can feel it?"

"Don't be naive, dearie," said Wlliam "The information going fromour fingers to our brains
is no nore real than what's coming in at our eyes and ears. That's what a neural shunt _does. _

What have you got that's any better?”
"I't's not better. In fact, it's worse." Renie snmiled in spite of herself."M equipnent is ol d--

the kind of thing you wouldn't be caught dead using. And because it's sinple, can just pull it
of f."

Wlliamgl owered and said, "Well, hooray for Hollywod." Renie had no idea what he neant.
"What good does that do the rest of us?"

"I could go offline! I could get help!"

"What makes you think you wouldn't get the torture-chanber effect yoursel f?" denanded WIIliam

"Let her go," grow ed T4b. "Let her anything. Just want out this far crash place, ne."

"Because ny interface doesn't connect to my nervous systemlike yours does." She reached up to
her face, searching for the reassuring, if invisible, contours of her mask, fondled many tines in
past days. But this time her fingers touched nothing but skin.

"And that brother you keep tal king about,” said Florinel. "Was _his_ nervous system connected
directly to a systen? | do not think so."

"Reni e?" Quan Li asked. "You are | ooking unhappy. Wuld you like us not to tal k about your
poor brot her ?"

"I can't feel it anynore." The twilit sky seemed to press down on her. She was |ost and
defenseless in the nost alien place inaginable. "Jesus Mercy, | can't feel ny mask. It's gone."

For a while he had been able to follow the conversation, but soon Ol ando found hinself sinking
back down, the murnur of his conpanions' voices no nore intelligible than the slapping of snal
waves agai nst the side of their strange craft.

He felt weightless but still strangely heavy. He was notionl ess, stretched at Fredericks
side, but at the sane tine he was noving sonmehow, slipping down through the very fabric of the
| eaf, the waters rising bl ood-warm around him He was sinking into the deeps. And as it had been
not | ong ago, when he had shared the raft with Fredericks, he found he did not care.

In this vision, this trance, the water-world was all light, but a |light stretched and bent and
split by the water itself, so that he seened to be passing through the heart of a vast, flawed
jewel. As he sank deeper through the cloudy river, odd glinmmering shapes wiggled past him
creatures whose own self-created radiance was brighter than the refracted gl ow of the sun. They
did not seemto notice him but went their apparently random zigzaggi ng ways, |eaving an
afteri mage burned across his benused gaze like particles napped on their path through a bubble
chanber.

They were not fish, though. They were light--pure |ight.

_I"mdreaning again._ The idea cane to him gradually, as though he had begun to sol ve the
central riddle of a nystery story that no |onger interested him _Not drowning, dream ng._

As he sank deeper, ever deeper, the light grew fainter and the pressure increased. He wondered
if this was how death woul d feel when it cane at |ast, a gentle, helpless descent. Perhaps he
truly was dying this time--he was certainly finding it hard to be interested in all the _living_
everyone el se seened intent on doing. Perhaps the end was nothing to be feared, after all. He
hoped that was true, but he had watched and studied death for so long, trying to learn its every
gui se so that he would be prepared for it when it came, that he could not fully trust it.

Deat h had been waiting for himas |Iong as he could renenber--not the far-off death of nopst
peopl e, a sad but necessary appoi ntnent that would have to be nmade one day, when |life had been
pursued to satisfaction and everything i nportant had been arranged, but a very present death, as
patient and persistent as a bill collector, a death that |loitered outside his door every day,
wai ting for that one nonent's distraction that would allow it to get its bony foot across the
t hr eshol d.

A shadow i npi nged on Ol ando's downward-drifting reverie, and his swift clench of fear at its
appearance told himthat, expecting it or not, he was still not resigned to death's cold
incursion. But if this was death that had come to himat |last, a dark silhouette in the deepest
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waters, it had come in the formof . . . a lobster, or a crab, or some other many-jointed thing.
In fact, the shadow seenmed to be.
a bug?
_Olando. Boss, | don't know if you can hear nme. | "Il keep trying, but I'mrunning out of
tinme. If they catch ne, I'mhistory.

He could see the thing slowy waving its jointed | egs, novenent picked out in the faint gl eam
fromits circle of eyestalks. He tried to speak, but could not. The water was pressing on his
chest like the weight of a giant's hand.

_Listen, boss, last tine you told ne "Atasco." | think that's what you said--it was subvocal
I've played it back thirty tines, done every kind of analysis | could. But | don't know what it
nmeans, boss. There was a bunch of stuff on the nets about soneone naned that, tons of stuff. He
got killed in South Anerica. That guy? You gotta give ne sone nore infornmation, boss._

Olando felt a vague stirring of interest, but it was only a twitch beneath an i mensely heavy
bl anket. What did this many-1egged thing want of hin? He was trying to drift downward in peace.

The crab-thing crawl ed onto his chest. He could feel its blunted legs only very faintly, as
the fairy-tale princess nust have dreanily sensed the sl eep-disturbing pea. He wanted to shake it
off, to bring back the heavy qui et again, but the thing would not go.

_Your parents are going to turn me off, boss. They won't turn off the household system because
they're scared to unplug you again after your vital signs dropped so bad, but they 're going to
have ne pulled. | had to sneak ny external body into your suitcase, boss, but it's only a natter
of time until someone in this hospital notices me._

Orlando tried to speak again. He felt inaudible sounds formand die in his throat.

_See, the only way | can resist a shutdown is if you order me to, boss. I'mjust a_ psAl, _an
agent - -your parents have authority unless you tell ne different, but | can't pick you up online at
all. Were are you?_

The effort of resisting the downward tug was too much. Orlando felt a great |ethargy sweep
through him a warm conpelling heaviness. The voice of the crab-thing was grow ng fainter

_Boss, listen to nme. | can't help you if you don't help ne. You have to tell nme to save nyself
or | can't doit--they'll drezz ne. If you tell nme to, | can pull all ny stuff and hide in the
system sonewhere, even nove to another system But you have to tell ne, boss. _

He wi shed no one ill, not even a bug. _"CGo ahead, then,"_he nurnured. "Save yourself."

The voi ce was gone, but sonething about its urgency lingered. Ol ando wondered what coul d
possi bly have been so inportant. As he considered, he felt himself drifting ever downward. The
abyss, dark and envel oping, lay waiting beneath him The light was only a faint glimer far above,
shrinking every nonent |ike a dying star

Reni e's shock and horror was such that it was hard to understand what the others were saying. The
dreanm i ke nature of the whol e experience had just taken a savage turn into an even nore
threatening unreality,

"Look, love, don't act so frigging surprised.” Sweet WIIliam hunched his bony shoul ders so
that, feathers aquiver, he | ooked nore than ever like a strange jungle bird. "It's sonme kind of
aut o- hypnosi s or sonething."

"What do you nean?" asked Quan Li. The old worman had put an arm around Reni e's shoul ders when
the tears, so unexpected, had suddenly begun to flow

_I can't feel the oxygen mask, but | can feel tears on ny cheeks--naked cheeks. Wat's going
on here?_ Renie shook her head and sniffed, ashamed to have lost control in front of these near-
strangers, but if she could no | onger feel those physical things that connected her to RL, then
she could not leave this horror story, no matter how bad it got. _I'mnot plugged in |like the
others. How can this be happeni ng?_

"I don't know if autohypnosis is the right word. Post-hypnotic suggestion--you know what
mean. Li ke what stage magicians do."

"But who could do such thing? And how?" demanded Florinel. "It makes no sense." Her anger
sounded |ike contenpt, and Renie felt herself even nore disgusted that she had cried in front of
this woman.

"Maybe that's the sanme as the pain when | got unplugged," Fredericks offered. "But whatever it
was, it didn't _hurt_ imaginary. lmaginarily. You know what | nean. It hurt _mgjorly."_

"See, that would make sense, too," said WIliam "Something piggybacked on the carrier signal

a super-powerful sublimnal. If they can nmess about with our brains at all--and they _nust_ be
able to mess about with people's brains, otherwise we wouldn't have cone here | ooking for answers
inthe first place--1"1l bet they can do it without us realizing it."
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Reni e wi ped her eyes and bl ew her nose, trying to ignore the ridicul ous, inpossible aspects of
the exercise. A few nore insects droned unsteadily past overhead, each the relative size of a
small car. The bugs seened uninterested in the tiny humans tal king so urgently bel ow-which, Renie
deci ded, was sonething at |east to be grateful for

"So what, then?" she said out loud. "I"monly inmagining that I'mw ping ny nose, is that what
you' re saying? Just |ike Fredericks here only imgined that he was having el ectrical shocks run
t hrough hi s spine?"

"Have you got a better explanation, chuck?"

She narrowed her eyes. "How come you know so nuch about all this. . . ?"
"Renie!" ! Xabbu called fromthe leaf's edge. "There are many nore of these insects near the
water's edge, and they are noving out onto the river in a crowd. | have not seen this kind of

i nsect before. Are they dangerous, do you think?"

Reni e squi nted at one of the round-bodied creatures as it runbled past the leaf. Although its
Wi ngs were strong and shiny, the rest of it had a curiously unformed | ook, |egs awkward, head
| unpi sh.

"What ever they are, they are new hatched," pronounced Florinel. "They eat nothing as large as
us, | amsure, if they eat at all, They are | ooking to mate--see how they dance!" She pointed to a
pair who performed a swoopi ng _pas-de-deux_ |l ess than a hundred rel ative yards from where she and
the others sat.

"Are you a biologist?" Renie asked. Florimel shook her head, but did not el aborate. Before
Reni e coul d deci de whether to ask another question, Fredericks began waving his hands as though he
had burned t hem

"Orlando isn't breathing!"

"What ? Are you sure?" Renie scranbled toward the still form Fredericks was kneeling beside
his friend, tugging at his thick-nuscled armin an effort to wake him
"I"'msure, I'msure! | just |ooked down and he wasn't breathing!"

"It's a sim" Sweet WIlliamsaid, but his voice was sharp with sudden fear. "Sins don't need
to breathe.”

"He was breathing okay before,"” said Fredericks wildly. "I watched him H's chest was noving.
He was breathing, but now he isn't!"

Even as Renie reached Orlando's side, she was roughly shoved out of the way by Florinmel, who
knelt over the bulky form and began to push with brutal force on his chest.

"It's a _sim_dam it!" cried WIlliam "Wat are you doi ng?"

"If he has tactors, this will translate, at least a little,” Florimel said between cl enched
teeth. "Gving himair will not--or | would give you something useful to do with that open nmouth.”

"Sorry." WIIiamwaggled his long fingers helplessly. "Christ, sorry."

"Don't let himdie!" Fredericks bounced up and down besi de her

"If he is in a hospital inreal life, Iike you are," Florinel gasped, "then they will be able
to do nore for himthan | can. But if his heart has stopped, we nay be able to keep himalive
until soneone reaches him"

I Xabbu stood on his hind | egs beside Renie, one hand on her shoulder. Tine seened suspended,
each second achingly long. Renie's stomach contracted on cold nothing. It was terrible to watch
Olando's sim head wagging linply as Florinel pounded on its chest, but she could not turn away.
One of the hatchling insects buzzed loudly past just a few yards fromthe leaf's rim and Renie
bitterly wi shed she was of a size again to swat it.

"The noise is getting worse,"” said Martine suddenly, as though oblivious to what was
happeni ng. "The noise in ny head."

"We can't do anything about the bugs now," Renie said. "You'll just have to ignore it. This
boy may be dying!"
"No, it's . . . it's very loud." Martine's voice rose. "Ah! Ch, God, help nme, it's

sonmet hing is.

The | eaf abruptly lurched upward, as though sone great fist had punched it from bel ow. Renie
and ! Xabbu and the others found thenselves floating in the air, weightless at the top of the
sudden rise; for a brief instant, their eyes net in astonishnment, then the | eaf dropped back down
to the surface of the river again and they scrabbled to maintain their bal ance.

Before they coul d speak a word, a vast shining shape, big as the prow of a submarine, rose
fromthe water beside the floating leaf. It was a fish, hallucinatory in its gigantism water
streaning fromits glossy, spotted back, its flat, stupid eye wider than Renie was tall. A pink
cathedral mracle of flesh and cartilage was visible for an instant down the titan gullet. As the
| eaf rocked violently in the foam ng waves of its energence, the nouth snapped shut |ike a cannon
crash. The hatchling insect disappeared. The fish fell back into the fountaining river
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The first waves had just spun the |eaf around, sending Renie and the others tunbling across
its uneven surface, when a nonstrous dark shape | eaped over them then smashed into the river on
their far side, smacking a huge spunme of water far up into the air. The |eaf, caught between
waves, tipped up on one side. Shrieking, Renie felt herself skidding down the veined surface
toward the seething water. At the last noment, the bottomend of the | eaf was batted upward by
anot her surfacing shape. Renie crunched into the leaf's fibrous, curling edge and fell back
stunned and breat hl ess.

More fish were popping their heads above the water to feed on the hovering insects, so that

the whol e surface of the river seened to boil. Gouts of water splashed onto the leaf, instantly
filling it waist-high. Renie struggled to pull herself upright, but the | eaf was rocking too
bol dl y.

"1 Xabbu!" she screamed. She could dimy see human figures being tossed |like bowing pins al
around her, splashing and foundering, then being dashed to one side again, but no sign of the
little man's baboon sim A shard of menory pierced her: !Xabbu's terrible fear in the water at
Mster J's, his childhood terror froma crocodile attack. She tried to call for himagain, but a
wave running horizontally across the leaf filled her nouth and knocked her down.

"Hold on!" soneone shouted. A nonent |ater the edge of the |eaf was jerked upward again as
t hough on a string, what had beer horizontal rising in a split second to the vertical. Renie found
her self hanging in midair, weightless again for a fractional instant then she was tunbling
downward into dark water. It closed on her, swallowed her, like the cold jaws of Leviathan itself.

He was down deep, deep as he could inagine being. There no light. There was no noi se, not even the
fam liar, ol d-neighbor sounds of his own body. The stillness was absol ute.

Ol ando was waiting for sonething, although he did not know what. Soneone was going to tel
himan i nportant fact, or sonething was going to change, and then everything would be clear. One
thing he knew for certain, down in the depths, down in the dream of darkness, was that he hinself
had nothing left to do.

He had fought so | ong against the weakness, against the fear against the pain of sinply being
different, of feeling other people's horror and pity like a snothering weight--fighting not to
care, snle and nake a joke, to pretend that really he was just as good, just as happy, as
everyone el se. But he couldn't fight any nore. There was no strength left in him He could not
sustai n the wei ght of another struggle against the renorseless tide, could not imagi ne anything
that coul d make him care.

And vyet.

And yet a snmall voice, sonething that al nost did not seempart of him was still alive within
the great stillness he had becone. A part of himthat still _wanted, that believed things, cared,
that . . . hoped?

No. Such a voice could only be a joke, a final terrible joke. Hope had been a neani ngl ess word
for so long, a doctor's his nother's word, his father's brave-snile word. He had given all that
up, which took nmore strength than any of them could ever know Hope was a word whose purpose had
nothing to do with its neaning; rather, it was a word used to keep himgoing, a word that wasted
what little tine and strength he had, disrupting the small nonents of serenity with fal se
proni ses. But now he had turned away, abandoned the rough current of life struggling to naintain
itself. He was in deep, envel oping darkness, and he finally had the strength to | ook at hope
squarely and dismiss it.

But the ridicul ous voice would not go away. It poked himand irritated himlike an argunment in
the next room

_Don't give up, it said, adding cliche to insult. Despair is the worst thing of all._

~No, he told the voice wearily, _hope without neaning is the worst thing. By far the worst
t hi ng. _

_But what about the others? Wat about the people who need you? Wat about the great quest, a
hero's quest, just like something out of the Mddle Country, but real and incredibly inmportant?_

He had to give the voice credit for sheer persistence. And, if it was a part of hinself, he
had to admre his own capacity to play dirty.

_No, what about nme?_ he asked it. _Enough about all those other people and what they want.
What about ne?_

_Yes, what about you? Who are you? What are you?_

I'"'ma kid. 1'"'ma sick kid, and '"'mgoing to die._

_But what are you until then?_

_Leave ne al one. _
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_Until then?_

_Alone. _

_Only you can decide that. _

_Al one. _

_Only you. _

It would not give ground. It would not surrender. The voice was hopel essly outnatched, but
still it would not do the gracious thing and capitul ate.

Wth a weariness he could never have imagi ned even on the worst days of his illness, against

all the weight of the peaceful, solitary deeps, Olando surrendered to hinself and to that small
st ubborn voi ce.
He began to make his way back

CHAPTER 2
G easepai nt

NETFEEDY | NTERACTI VES: GCN, HR 7.0 (Eu. NAn)--"Escape!"

(visual: Zelmo being rushed into surgery)

VO Nedra (Kanthatka T) and Zelnp (Cold Wells Carlson) have escaped fromlron |sland Acadeny
again, but Lord Lubar (lgnatz Reiner) has activated his Del ayed Deat h- Touch on Zelno. 8
supporting, 10 background open, previous nedical interactive pref'd for hospital strand. Flak to:
GCN. | HMUFE. CAST

One of the tires on the Z ppy-Zappy-Zoonernobil e had gone flat, and they were all going to be late
for King Sky Monkey's fabulous Pie in the Sky Picnic. Uncle Jingle, with help fromthe children
was trying to confort a weeping Zooner Zizz when the headache cane back with vengeance.

She turned down the responsiveness of her facial tactors as the pain knifed through her--it
didn't really matter if Uncle Jingle wore a fixed grin for a little |onger than usual. She held
her breath until she could tell how bad it would be. It wasn't as serious a sonme of the others.
She' d probably live.

"Zooner's still crying!" one of the younger children shrieked overcone by the pathos of a
weepi ng zebra in a bobble hat.

Unseen beneath the el ectronic nask, Uncle Jingle gritted her teeth and struggled to sound
hal fway normal. "But that's silly--he's being silly, isn't he, children? W'll help himfix the
Zi ppy- Zappy- Zooner nobi | e! "

The roar of agreement nmade her wi nce again. God, what was this? It felt like a brain tunor or
sonet hi ng, but the doctors had promi sed that her scans were fine.

"No-o0-0-0!" wailed Zooner. "It'll be t-t-t-oo I-late! No, no, no! We'll miss King Sky Monkey's
picnic. And it's _all my fault_!" The striped snout belched forth another |ong, nerve-searing wail
of woe.

Uncle Jingle rolled her eyes. This particul ar Zooner Zizz, whoever he was--Uncle J. had a
vague recollection that this shift it was the new guy in Southern California--was really pushing
it wwth all this bellowing. Wat did he want, a spin-off of his own? It wasn't |like his | egs had
fallen off. (That had happened to one of the other Zooners in an episode, and that particul ar
actor had shaped it into a charming comic turn.) The probl emwas, these new people didn't know how
to do real inprov. They all wanted to be stars, and wanted to end everything with a punchline. And
they didn't understand anything about working with children

The headache was getting worse, a pain behind her left eye like a hot needle. Uncle Jingle
checked her tinme. Ten minutes to go. Tired and hurting, she could not take any nore.

"I guess you're right, Zooner. Besides, they probably wouldn't want a snelly old zebra at
their picnic anyway, would they, kids?"

The chil d-chorus cheered, but only a little, unsure of where this was going.

"In fact, | guess we better just |eave you here crying by the side of the road, Mster Stripey-
Butt. We'll go to the picnic without you and have fun, fun, fun. But first, let's all |ook at that
special party invitation that King Sky Monkey and Queen Coud Cat sent to us! Let's |look at that
invitation right now, okay?" She cleared her throat suggestively. "Invitation-right-_now_."

She hel d her breath, hanging on until one of the engi neers caught the signal and played the
invitation--a recorded segnent featuring the royal court, an all-feline, all-siman singing and
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danci ng extravaganza. Uncle Jingle pushed her panic button and an engi neer's voice chirped in her
ear.
"What's up, Mz P.?"

"Sorry. Sorry, | have to go off. I'm. . . I'mnot feeling well."

"Well, you sure put the boot to old Zooner. Maybe we can say you were trying to show hi mhow
silly he was being--you know, feeling sorry for hinself."

"Certainly. Whatever. |'msure Roland can think of sonmething." Roland MDaniel was the next
Uncle Jingle in the rotation, already in harness and waiting to go; he would only be filling an

extra few mnutes before his regular slot.

"Chizz. You gonna be systens go for tonorrow?"

"I don't know. Yes, I'msure | will." She clicked off, pulled the Uncle Jingle plug, and
became O ga Pirofsky again. She undid the harness wth shaking hands and | et herself down, then
stunbl ed to the bathroom where she vonited until there was nothing left in her stomach.

When she had cl eaned herself up and put on water for tea, she went to the nmaster bedroomto
let out Msha. The little bat-eared dog stared at her fromhis seat on the bedspread, naking it
quite clear that her tardiness was not going to be easily forgiven

"Don't look at ne like that." She picked himup and tucked himinto the crook of her arm
"Mumy's had a very bad day. Mumy's head hurts. Besides, you only had to wait an extra five
m nutes. "

The tail did not yet wag, but Msha seened to be considering the possibility of forgiveness.

She opened a seal -pac of dog food and squeezed it into his bow, then put it on the floor. She
wat ched hi m eat, experiencing the first thing resenbling happiness she had felt since her workday
had started. The water was not yet boiling, so she walked gingerly into the front room-her head
was still throbbing, although the worst was past--and turned the radio on very quietly, a
classical station out of Toronto. There was no wallscreen; a franmed series of St. Petersburg's
riverwal k and a large picture of the Oranien-burgerstrasse Synagogue of Berlin filled the space
where the screen had once been. A ga got quite enough of the nodern world in her job. Even the
radio was an antique, with a button on the side to scan stations and red digital numbers gl ow ng
onits face like the coals of a fire.

The whistle of the kettle brought her back to the kitchen. She turned off the hal ogen plate
and poured the water into the cup on top of the spoonful of honey, then dropped in the strainer
full of Darjeeling. The one tinme she had visited the studio's corporate buil ding, someone had
brought her one of those pop-top, self-boiling teas, and even though she had been hoping for a
raise in salary, and thus was desperately anxious to be liked, she had not been able to nake
herself drink the swill.

She linped out to the front room The radi o was playing one of the Schubert _Inmpronptus_, and
the gas fire was finally beginning to heat the room properly. She settled into her chair and set
the cup down on the floor, then patted her thigh. Msha sniffed the cup and her ankle, then
apparently deciding it was not an evening for grudges, vaulted up into her lap. After she had bent
to pick up her tea, the tiny dog tucked his nose under the bottom hem of her sweater, paw pushed a
fewtines to find just the right position, then inmediately fell asleep

O ga Pirofsky stared at the fire and wondered whet her she was dyi ng.

The headaches had started al nost a year ago. The first had conme just at the clinmax of Uncle
Jingle's Magic Mrthday Party, an event that had been planned for nost of a season, and which had
been cross-marketed with a fervor never before seen in children's interactives. The pain had cone
so suddenly and with such hamering intensity that she had dropped offline i mediately, certain
that something terrible had happened to her real body. It had been a fortunate coincidence that
the Mrthday Party plotline had featured Uncle J. splitting into twelve identical versions of
hi nsel f--the production conpany was kindly allowing all the Uncle Jingles to participate in the
resi dual s bonanza--so her absence was not critical. In any case, it was only a short absence: The
pai n had come and gone swiftly, and there was nothi ng unusual at home to suggest that sonething
had happened to her hel pl ess physi cal body.

If the problem had stopped there, she would never have thought of it again. The Mrthday shows
broke net ratings records, as expected, and provided her with a nice bonus when the accounting was
completed. (A sort of living explosion naned "M ster Boom" which she had invented on the spot
with Rol and and anot her Uncle, even becanme a bit of a short-termfad, featuring in conedy
nmonol ogues and ot her people's online games and spawning his own |ine of eternally-detonating
shirts and nmugs and toys.)

Two nonths | ater, though, she had another attack, and this one forced her off the show for
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three days. She had visited her doctor. who pronounced it stress-related, and prescribed a mld
course of painblockers and Seritolin. When the next attack canme, and the others that began to
foll ow al nrost weekly, and when the tests repeatedly showed not hi ng abnormal in her physiol ogy, the
doctor grew | ess and | ess responsive.

O ga had ultinmately stopped seeing him It was bad enough to have a doctor who could not make

you well; to have one who clearly resented you for being ill in an unfathonmabl e way was
unbear abl e.
She scratched the little crease that ran down the nmiddle of Msha's skull. The Papillon snored

quietly. Hs world, at least, was as it should be.

The Schubert piece ended and the announcer began to read sone interm nable comercial about
hone entertainment units, only slightly easier to stonmach for being in soft classical-radio tones
i nstead of the usual overstinulated screaning. O ga did not want to wake the dog by getting up, so
she cl osed her eyes and tried to ignore the advertisenment, waiting for the nusic to start again

It was not stress that caused these horrid pains. It couldn't be. Years had passed since she
had gone through the real stresses of her life: Al the worst things, the nearly unbearabl e
things, were long past. The job was difficult sometinmes, but she had been in front of audiences
nost of her life and the electronic interface could disguise a nultitude of sins. In any case, she
| oved children, |oved them deeply, and although the children could certainly tire her out, she
coul d think of nothing she'd rather be doing.

Years and years and years had passed since she had | ost Al eksandr and the baby, and the wounds
had turned to hard, numb scars |ong ago. She was only fifty-six, but felt nmuch older. In fact, she
had lived the life of an old woman for so | ong now that she had nearly forgotten any other way to
do it. She could count on one hand the nunber of |overs she'd had since Al eksandr, none of themin
her life longer than a few nonths. She seldom | eft her apartnent except to shop, not because she
was frightened of the outside world--although who woul dn't be, sonetinmes?--but because she |iked
the peace and solitude of her life at home, preferred it to the hubbub of other people living
their heedl ess |ives.

So, what stress? That was no expl anation. Something nore organic nust be eating away at her
sonet hi ng darkly hidden inside her brain or glands that the doctors sinply hadn't spotted yet.

The commrerci al ended and anot her began. O ga Pirofsky sighed. And if she was truly dying, was
it so bad? What was there to regret |eaving? Only Msha, and surely sonme other kind soul would
give hima honme. He would get over her as |long as sonmeone gave himlove and wet food. The only
other things she had were her menories, and | osing them m ght well be a blessing. How long could a
person nourn, anyway?

She | aughed, a sour, sad laugh. "How |l ong? For the rest of a lifetine, of course," she told
t he sl eepi ng dog.

Fi nal Iy, the announcer-babbl e ended and sonet hi ng by Brahnms began, a piano concerto. She
opened her eyes so she could drink sone tea without spilling it on poor trusting, snoring M sha.
Her coordination was never good after one of the headaches. They nmade her feel decades ol der

So if it were all to end, was there anything she would regret |eaving? Not the show She had
not created the character, and although she thought she brought sonething to hi mnone of the
others could--her circus training was so unusual in this day and age it had to nake a difference--
it did not mean nuch in the end. A fancy way to sell toys and entertai nnents to children was
really all it was. As Uncle Jingle, she could occasionally do a little teaching, perhaps bring
cheer to a sad child. But since the viewers did not distinguish between one Uncle Jingle perforner
and another--nmillions of credits of gear and filters and continuity coaches and art direction went
every year to nmake sure they couldn't--she felt very little personal contact with her audi ence.

And | ately, since the pain had begun, she found it increasingly difficult to stay involved
with her job. So hard, it was so hard to be there for the children when that pain was pecking at
her skull. It sonetinmes seenmed that it only happened when she was worKki ng.

Only happened. . . .

M sha began to wiggle inirritation, and A ga realized that she had been stroking himin the
sanme spot for at least a minute. She was quite astoni shed that she hadn't noticed that detai
before--that the doctors and the conpany's nedical insurance personnel hadn't spotted it either
The headaches only happened when she was hooked into the Uncle Jingle character

But they had tested her neurocannula and her shunt circuits as a matter of routine in every
conmpany physical for years, and had tested them again when the headaches began. They weren't
stupid, those conpany nmen and wormen. The 'can wiring had been just fine, as problemfree as the
scans.

So what did that nmean? If the circuitry was good, then perhaps sonething el se was wong. But
what could it be?

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (23 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:53 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

She scooped M sha fromher |ap and put himdown on the floor He whi npered once, then began to
scratch behind his ear. She stood and began to pace, only remenbering to set down her teacup when
the hot |iquid sloshed onto her hand.

If the circuitry was good, what was bad? Was it just her own faulty internal mechanisns after
all ? Was she clutching at exotic answers because she wasn't truly ready to face the unpl easant
truth, no matter how stoic she thought herself?

O ga Pirofsky stopped in front of her mantel piece to stare at 3-D rendering of Uncle Jingle,
an original sketch fromthe production conmpany's design departnent, given to her at her tenth
anniversary party. Uncle's eyes were tiny black buttons that could | ook as innocent as a stuffed
toy's, but the toothy grin would have give Red Riding Hood a ot to think about. Uncle Jingle had
rubber | egs and huge hands, hands that could do tricks to make children gasp or |augh out |oud. He
was an entirely original, entirely artificial creation, fanous all over the world.

As she stared at the white face, and as the radi o played sol o piano nel odi es, O ga Pirofsky
realized that she'd never liked the little bastard nuch

CHAPTER 3
The Hive

NETFEEDY NEWS: Bukavu 5 Fears in Southern France

(visual: anbul ance, police vehicles on airport runway, |ights flashing)

VO A small private airstrip outside of Marseilles in southern France has been quarantined by
French and UN health officials amd runors that it was the entry point for an entire planel oad of
Central African refugees sick with what is now being called Bukavu Five. An eyew tness account
claimng that all the passengers were dead when the plane | anded, and the pilot hinself near
deat h, has appeared as actual confirmed news on sonme net services, but as of nowis stil
unconfirmed runor. Oficials of the |ocal French prefecture will nmake no comment as to what caused
the quarantine, or why UNMed is invol ved.

The water was full of nonsters, huge, thrashing shapes that in her old life, in the real world,
Reni e coul d have snatched up with one hand. Here, she would be | ess than a nouthful for any one of
t hem

A vast snoot h side pushed past her and another great wave rippled out, spinning her wildly
al ong the surface. In the backwaters, beyond the roil of the feeding madness, the water was
strangely solid, alnmost viscous, and it dinpled beneath her rather than swallow ng her whole.

_Surface tension, _ she realized, not in words but imges fromnature docunentaries: She was
too small to sink through it

An eye as big as a door |ooned near, then slid back into the nmurk beneath her, but the water's
cohesi on was broken and she began to sink. She struggled to stay upright, fighting panic.

_I"'mreally in a tank, _ she rem nded herself desperately. _A V-tank on a nmilitary bane! None
of this is real! |I've got an oxygen mask on my face--1 can't drown anyway! _

But she could no longer feel the mask. Perhaps it had slipped | oose, and she was dying in the
seal ed, coffinlike V-tank. .

She bl ew out her held breath, then sucked in air, along with nore water spray than she wanted.
She had to sputter it out before she could scream

"1 Xabbu! Martine!"™ She threw out her arms and | egs, desperately trying to keep her head above
the surface as the water plunged like a giant tranpoline. Just a few dozen yards away the river
was seething as titan fish collided in their frenzy to reach the hovering insects. She saw no sign
of the leaf or any of her fellow passengers, just tidal-wave crests and canyon troughs of river
water, and the erratic novenents of the hatchlings flying over head. One of them had drawn cl ose,
and was hovering alnost directly above her, the noise of its wings for a noment obscuring the
first voice she had heard that was not her own.

"Hey!" someone shouted hoarsely fromclose by, faint but clearly terrified. "Hey!" Renie
ki cked herself as far above the river's surface as she could, and saw T4b smacking his arns
agai nst the water as he fought to keep his unwi el dy robot simafloat. She scranbled toward him
tossed and battered by the waves surging beneath her, struggling against their sideways force,

"I"'mcomng!" she called, but he did not seemto hear her. He began screani ng again, and
windnmilled his arms, an explosion of activity that she knew he could not maintain for nore than a
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few seconds. His own novenents forced himdown through the surface, stirring up a froth as he
sank. As she increased her own effort, and finally began closing the gap, a silvery head like the
front of a bullet train flashed up fromthe river in an expl osion of spray, engulfed him then
slid back into the depths.

Reni e rocked back and forth as the force of the strike past her and dissipated. She stared,
shocked i nto shutdown. He was gone. Just |ike that.

The roaring of wi ngs grew | ouder overhead, but Renie could not [ift her eyes fromthe spot
where T4b had been swal | owed, even when the wings were so cl ose above her that the water began to
fly in stinging drops.

"Excuse ne," soneone shouted. "Do you need hel p?"

Trapped in a dreamthat was becom ng nore bizarre by the second, Renie at |ast |ooked up. One
of the dragonflies was hovering just a stone's throw above her. A hunman face protruded fromits
si de, peering down.

Reni e was so astoni shed that the next swell knocked her under, She thrashed to the surface to
find the dragonfly still above her, the goggled face still staring down. "Did you hear nme?" the
unlikely head called. "I asked if you needed sonme help."

Reni e nodded weakly, unable to summon a single word. A rope |adder with shiny alum num rungs
dropped fromthe insect's stonmach |like the last unraveling thread in the weave of reality. Renie
grabbed at the bottom of the | adder and clung; she did not have the strength to clinmb. A gigantic
stretch of gl eam ng scal es broke the surface near her and then slid under once nore, at its crest
a fin that | ooked as large as a cathedral w ndow. Somebody in a junpsuit was cl anbering down the
| adder toward her. A strong hand cl asped her wist and hel ped her up into the belly of the
dragonfly.

She sat in a small padded al cove with a nylar emergency bl anket w apped around her shoul ders.
It was hard to tell which was naking her vibrate the nost, her own exhausted shivering or the
mechani cal dragonfly's wi ngs.

"It's strange, isn't it?" said one of the two junpsuited figures perched in the cockpit seats.
"I mean, using an inmagi nary blanket to warmup your actual body. But everything here works in
synbols, nore or less. The blanket's a synbol for 'I've earned being warm' and so your neura
interface gets the nessage.”

She shook her head, feeling a pointless urge to correct this inprobable stranger, to explain
that she didn't have anything as high-quality as a neural interface, but every tine she opened her
mout h, her teeth chattered. She could not turn off the filmloop that kept playing in her head--
three seconds of T4b splashing, then being swall owed, over and over and over

The bug-pil ot nearest her pulled off hel net and goggl es, revealing a cl ose-cropped head of
bl ack hair, Asian eyes, and rounded feninine features. "Just hang on. W'IlIl fix you up back at the
H ve. "

"I think | see sonething," said the other junpsuit. The voi ce sounded masculine, but the
features were still hidden by the goggled helnet. "I'mgoing to drop her down a little."

Reni e's stonmach remained in the place they had been for several seconds after Renie and the
others had plumeted back toward the river

"Someone hangi ng onto sone flotsam Looks like . . . nonkey?"

"1 Xabbu!" Reni e junped and banged her head pai nful against the top of the al cove. The paddi ng
wasn't particular thick. "That's nmy friend!"

"Problemnot," he said. "I think we need that |adder again, Lenore."
"Chizz. But if this one's a nonkey, he can damm well clinb up hinself."
W thin nmonents, ! Xabbu had joined Renie in the alcove. She hugged the small, siman body

tight.
Several passes over the roiling water turned up no other survivors.

"Too bad about your friends," said the pilot as they headed the dragonfly away fromthe river
and into the forest of inpossibly tall trees. "Wn sone, |ose sone." He peel ed back his goggles,
reveal i ng freckl ed, |ong-jawed Caucasian features, then blithely spun the dragonfly on its side to
slip between two nountai nous but close-leaning trunks, forcing Renie and ! Xabbu to clutch at the
al cove wall. "But that's what happens--this river is no place for beginners."

Reni e was stunned by his call ousness. Lenore's expression was di sapproving, but it seenmed only
the mld censure one might display to a little brother caught in the cookie jar.

"G ve her a break, Cullen. You don't know what they were doing. It could be a real problem"

"Yeah, yeah." The skinny pilot snmirked, clearly unmoved "Life's a bitch and then sone fish eat

you.
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"Who are you peopl e?" ! Xabbu asked about a hal f-second before Renie could begin shrieking at
t hem

"The question really is . . . who are you?" Cullen flicked a glance over his shoul der, then
returned his attention to the nega-foliage whipping past the dragonfly's wi ndshield. "Don't you
know that this is private property? Believe ne, there are a |ot better people to put on the scorch
t han Kunohara."

"Kunohar a?" Reni e was having troubl e keeping up. Hadn't her conpani ons just been killed?
Didn't that mean anything to these people, even in this virtual world? "Wat are you talKking
about ?"

"Look, you nust have noticed that you'd crossed into another sinulation," said Lenore, her
voi ce kind, her manner ever-so-slightly inmpatient. "This whole place bel ongs to Hi deki Kunohara."
"King of the bugs," said Cullen, and |aughed. "It's too bad your friends are going to mss

it."

Reni e struggled with her outrage, renenbering Atasco and the m stakes she had nade in his

world. "I don't understand. Wat are you tal king about?"

"Well, your friends won't be able to get back in here--in fact, I'mnot quite sure how you
guys got in to begin with. Miust be sone kind of back door fromone of the other simwrlds. Not
surprising, | guess--Kunohara's got a |lot of weird deals going." He shook his head in adnmiration.

"So your friends are going to have to nmeet you somewhere else. Don't worry, though. W can get you
to wherever it is, if you ve got an address."” He banked the dragonfly sharply to avoid a | ow
hangi ng branch, then brought it neatly level with a flick of the steering controls.

"I"m Lenore Kwok," the wonan said. "Your pilot is Cullen Geary, compn asshole by day, but by
night . . . well, he's an asshole then, too."

"Flattery, Len-baby, flattery." Cullen grinned contentedly.

The sky beyond the cockpit w ndow was now a deep nmauve; the trees were rapidly beconing
monstrous vertical shadows. Renie closed her eyes, trying to make sense of it all. These people
seenmed to think that T4b and Martine and the rest were fine, that they' d just been knocked out of
the sinmulation. But could that be true? And even if they could survive being killed here in the
si mwor | d- -which she wasn't all that positive about, given what had happened to Si ngh--how woul d
she and ! Xabbu ever find them agai n? The whole grueling effort was already over, it seened, with
all Sellars' work gone for nothing.

"What is this place?" she asked. "This simulation."

"Ah-ah." Cullen wagged his finger. Tw light rushed past the viewscreen. "You haven't told us
who _you_ are yet,"

Reni e and ! Xabbu exchanged gl ances. Wth all their other concerns, she and her conpani ons had
not had a chance to concoct a cover story in case of a nmeeting like this. She decided that half
truth was the best strategy.

"My nanme is. . . . " she struggled to recall the earlier alias, " . . . Oepi. Irene QGepi. |
was doi ng systens analysis for a man naned Atasco." She paused, watching their rescuers for a
reaction. "Do you know hi n?"

"The ant hropol ogi st?" Lenore was checki ng readouts on the instrunment panel. If she was hiding
sonet hi ng, she was good at it "Heard of him Central Anerican, South Anerican, sonething?

"South American," said Cullen. "Colonmbian, in fact. Saw himin an interview once. Wat's he
like?"

Renie hesitated. "I didn't meet him Sonething went wong--1'"mnot sure what. His simwrld .
well, there was an uprising or something. We were all on a ship, and we just kept going." Renie

suspected they were wondering why she hadn't sinply dropped offline. It was a good question, and
she couldn't think of an answer other than the bizarre truth. "It was all pretty crazy. Then
floated through to here, | guess. The ship turned into a leaf, the | eaf got tipped over, you found
us. "

I Xabbu had been wat ching her closely, and now spoke in his nost careful English. "I am Henry
Wnde," he said. "I am M, OQepi's student. How can we find our friends agai n?"

Cullen turned to observe the baboon for a |long nonent before a | oom ng tangle of branches
jerked his gaze back to the viewscreen "Why? Are you planning to stay online? Just go back through
this Atasco sinulation or sonething?"

Renie took a breath. "There's something wong with our own systens, | think. W can't go
of fline."

Cull en whistled, inpressed. " _That's_ weird."

"We' || get you fixed up at the Hive," Lenore said confidently "Make it all better,"

Renie was | ess than certain, but said nothing. The dragonfly sped on through the darkening
ni ght.
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Ol ando had one | ast dream before waking, a dimand fuzzy fragnent in which a facel ess child sat
in a cold, dark room pleading with himto stay and play a game. There was sone ki nd of secret

i nvol ved, sonething that must be kept fromthe grown-ups, but it all streaned away |i ke w ndbl own
snoke as he awakened. Still, even though the events of the next mnutes pushed it quickly fromhis
m nd, the feeling of foreboding it left took rmuch | onger to fade.

In the first too-bright monments after opening his eyes he thought he was paral yzed. H s | egs
felt unattached, and seenmed to nove aimessly; he had very little feeling below a tight band
around hi s wai st.

"Orl ando?”

The voice was famliar. The feeling of being in the world was | ess so. He squinted and turned
toward the voice

"You' re awake!" Fredericks' face was very close. Olando realized after a nonent that it was
his friend's armhe felt around his waist, and that Fredericks was holding on to the edge of the
| eaf while they both floated chest-deep in the warmriver.

"Well, cheers and welcone to the party, sunshine.” Sweet WIIliam | ooking not unlike a wet
bl ack cockatoo, was clinging to the | eaf-edge a few yards away. "Does this nean he can swi m now,
so we don't have to keep draggi ng you two back on board every few m nutes?"

"Leave him alone," grow ed Fredericks. "He's really sick."

"He's right," a wonman's voice said. "Arguing is a waste of tine."

Ol ando craned his neck--it felt boneless as taffy--to focus on the faces beyond Fredericks
shoul der. Three fenal e sins, the wonen named Quan Li, Florinel, and Martine, had clanbered up to a
hi gher part of the leaf, and were holding fast to the slope. Florinel, who had spoken, |ooked back
at himintently. "How are you?"

Ol ando shook his head. "I've felt better. But |'ve felt worse, too."

A vibration shuddered the leaf. Ol ando grabbed at Fredericks and reached for the |leaf's edge
with his other hand, his heart suddenly racing. After a nonent, the vibration ceased,

"I think we scraped on a root," Florinel said. "W are close enough to the bank that we shoul d
swimthe rest of the way."

"I don't think | can do it." Olando hated to adnit weakness, but there wasn't rmuch he could
hide fromthese fol ks, not after they'd been watching himflounder in and out of consciousness for
however long it had been

"Don't worry your pretty little head," Sweet WIlliamreplied "W'I|l just carry you on our
backs all the way to the Emerald City, or Mdrdor, or wherever the hell it is we're going. Isn't
that how it works in those stories? Buddies till the end?"

"Ch, shut up," offered Fredericks.

Ol ando cl osed his eyes and concentrated on keeping his head above water. A few nminutes |ater
the | eaf shuddered again, then bunped to a halt, rocking in the gentle current.

"We do not know how long this is going to remain snagged here," Florimel pointed out. "Let us
head for the shore now-it is not far.

"Everybody wants to be in charge, don't they?" Sweet WIIliam sighed theatrically. "Well,
soonest nuddl ed, soonest nended. Let's get on with it." He splashed free of the | eaf and swam
until he was | evel with Fredericks.

Ol ando wondered a little dreamily what WIIliamwas doing, then was abruptly jerked away from
the I eaf by an arm around his neck and tunbl ed backward into the water. He thrashed, trying to get
free.

"Stop fighting, you prat,"” spluttered Wlliam "Or I _wll_ let you swmby yourself."

Wien Ol ando realized that the other was trying, in his idiosyncratic way, to help himto
shore, he relaxed. WIlliamset out with a surprisingly powerful stroke. As Orlando fl oated
backward, his chin in the crook of the death-clown's arm he watched the blue tropical sky
over head, wider than anything he had ever seen, and wondered if this dreamwas going to continue
forever.

_This locks so utterly, he thought. Here | am in a place where | could be |ike everyone
el se--better than everyone else--and I'mstill sick._

But his nuscles didn't feel as weak as they had at first, which was interesting. He nade a
coupl e of experinmental kicks, just to see, and was rewarded by a wet snarl from Sweet WIIliam
"You' re knocking me off-bal ance. Whatever you're doing . . . don't doit."

Ol ando rel axed, feeling a small pleasure at the returning responsiveness of his virtua
fl esh.

A few nonents later WIIliamdragged himup onto the rounded stones of the beach, then stood
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over him sodden plunes draggled on his shoul ders and head. "Now, just wait there, Hero Boy," he

sai d. "Think good thoughts. |I've got to go back and westle the blind | ady onto shore."
Ol ando was nore than content to lie in the warmsun and flex his fingers and toes, working up
after a fewmnutes to arm and |l eg-stretching. His lungs still hurt if he took anything but the

shal | owest breaths, and all his nuscles ached, but he felt al nost none of the slippery,
di sconnect ed dream ness he had experienced since conmandeering Atasco's royal barge. But a bit of
i nternal darkness renmained to trouble him a shadow he could not quite name or clearly see.

_Sonet hi ng happened. | had a . . . a drean? Wth Beetle in it? And sone kind of little kid?_
It was troubling because it seemed neani ngl ess, while at the sanme tine somethi ng was whi spering
deep in his thoughts that it was all very neaningful indeed. Was | supposed to do sonething? Hel p
sonmeone?_ Anot her thought, slow to coal esce, but even nore chilling: _Was | al nost dead? | went
down into the dark. Was | dying?_

He opened his eyes to watch the rest of the group trudgi ng ashore, Sweet WIIiam carrying
Martine in his arnms. He set her down beside Orlando with surprising tenderness. It was only as the
ot hers hunkered down in a snmall circle that Olando suddenly realized that sonething el se was
wrong, too

"Where are the others? Wiere's. . . ?" For a long nonent he could not renenber the nanes.
"Where's Renie--and her friend? And the guy in the body arnor?"

Quan Li shook her head but said nothing, |ooking down at the stones of the beach.

"Gone," said Florinel. "Perhaps drowned, perhaps washed up sonewhere el se." There was a fal se
note in her matter-of-fact speech, sonmething that might have been pain sternly repressed. "W were
all washed overboard. Those you see here were able to cling to the leaf. Your friend pulled you
back and held your head above the water, which is why you are alive."

Olando turned to Fredericks. "So take me to _Law Net Live_," Fredericks said defiantly. "I
wasn't going to let you drown just because you're an idiot." Something turned in Ol ando's
stomach. How many tinmes had his friend saved his life recently?

As it to underscore the question, Sweet WIIliam added: "In fact, ny duck, just before we
ti pped over, you stopped breathing for a bit. Flossie here gave you nouth-to-nmouth whatsit."

"Florinmel, not Flossie.

She gl owered at the bedraggled WIlliam "Anyone would have done the
sane.
"Thank you." Despite another debt of gratitude, Olando wasn't sure how he felt about the
fierce wonan, and for the first tine he realized the nagnitude of their loss. "Could we | ook for
Renie and the others? | nean, what if they need hel p?"

"Some of us aren't quite as perky, because we_ didn't get a free ride," said WIliam
of us are that tired, we could lie down right here and sleep for a week."

Ol ando | ooked al ong the riverbank; from his shrunken perspective it was a thing of huge brown
arroyos and thin stretches of stony beach. The river, a vast stretch of green that seened active
as a stormbrushed sea, wound away into the distance. On the far side of the riverbank | ooned the
first of the forest trees, each one as vast as the world-ash of Norse legend, tall as Jack's
beanstal k, But nmore than just the size of things was puzzling. "It's nmorning," he said. "It was
evening just a little while ago. Does the time junp around here?"

"Hark at him" WIIliam|aughed. "Just because he had a nice nap while the rest of us did the
dogpaddl e all night, he thinks tinme went all funny."

Olando felt sure that sonewhere his real face was flushed pink. "Oh. Sorry." He snatched at
sonmething to say. "So are we going to spend the night here? Do we need to nake a fire or
sonet hi ng?"

Martine, who had been silent since WIlliamcarried her ashore, abruptly sat up straight, her
eyes wide. "There is sonething. . . !'" She brought her hands to her face, rubbing so hard Ol ando
feared she would hurt herself even through the tactors. "No, sonmeone. . . . " Her nouth fell open
and her face distorted, as though she silently screamed. She flung out a hand, pointing down the
river course. " _There! Soneone is there!"

Al'l turned to follow her gesture. A short distance away stood a white-shrouded human figure of
their own size, |ooking down at sonething along the river's edge that was invisible fromwhen they
sat. Orlando struggled to get onto his feet, but was inmediately struck by a wave of dizziness.

"Orlando, don't!"™ Fredericks scranbled up and took his arm Ol ando wavered and tried to take a
step forward, but the weakness was too nuch. He swayed in place, trying to find his bal ance.

Florinmel was already wal king swiftly toward the spot, picking her way over the uneven stones.
Sweet WIliamfollowed her

"Be careful!" called Quan Li, then noved to take Martine's hand. The French woman's simstill
gazed sightlessly, head turning slowy fromside to side |like a tracking dish unable to | ock onto

Sone
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a signal

As Orlando managed his first steps, inhibited nore than hel ped by Fredericks' insistence on
proppi ng hi mup, the white-cloaked formturned toward Florinel and WIliamas though realizing for
the first time that there were others present. Ol ando thought he saw a glint of eyes in the
shadows of the hood, then the figure vanished.

Fredericks let out a breath. "Scanny. Did you see that? He just disappeared!"”

"It's . . . VR" panted Orlando. "Wat did you . . . expect, a . . . puff of snoke?"

Their two conpani ons were kneeling over sonething that lay in one of the shall ow backwaters of
the river. At first Olando thought it was some kind of discarded nachinery, but it was far too
shiny to have been in the water ong. Wien WIlliam and Florinmel hel ped the machinery to sit up
Ol ando suddenly recognized it.

"Look who we have here!" WIliamshouted. "It's BangBang the Metal Boy!"

They hel ped T4b out of the water as Orlando tottered forward on Fredericks' arm an observer
m ght have thought that two ancient and venerable celebrities were being introduced.

"Are you okay?" Fredericks asked the warrior robot. Florinel began checking T4b in nuch the
same way any accident victimm ght be checked, flexing joints, exploring for a pul se reading.

Ol ando wondered how nmuch good that would do on a sim "I nmean, wow. " Fredericks took a deep
breath. "W thought you were dead!"
"And what _do_ we call you, anyway?" fluted Wlliam "I forgot to ask. Is just 'T' acceptable,

or do you prefer 'M. Four Bee?' "

T4b groaned and brought a spi ke-gauntleted hand up to his face. "Feel pure _fenfen,_ nme. Fish
ate nme." He shook his head and one of his helnmet prongs al nost poked Florinel in the eye. "Puked
me up, too." He sighed. "Doing that agai n? Never."

"I't"s not nmuch, but it's hone,
glowi ng lights before them
"Hol d up." Lenore's voice was sharp. "W got a bogey at 12:30 and cl osing."

Cull en declared. Renie could see nothing but a sprinkle of dimy-

"What is it?"

"One of those dam quetzals, | think." Lenore scowl ed, then turned to Renie and ! Xabbu
"Birds."

"Hold tight." Cullen dropped the dragonfly into a steep dive. "Better still, grab those belts

and strap in."

Reni e and ! Xabbu funmbl ed their way into the crash-belts hanging in the alcove. They fell for
only seconds, then slowed so swiftly that Renie felt she was being squeezed |ike an accordion.
They were floating dowmward, as far as Renie could tell, when a nechani cal wheeze and bang cane
fromunderneath their feet, nmaking her and ! Xabbu junp.

"Extending the | egs," explained Lenore. As the dragonfly thunped down on sonething, she
continued to stare at the readouts. "We'll just wait until the damm bird gets bored. They can't
see you if you're not noving."

Reni e coul d not understand these people. They acted as though they were playing some sort of
conpl ex ganme. Perhaps they were. "Why do you have to do this?" she asked.

Cullen snorted. "So it doesn't eat us. Now there's a real waste of time."

"All clear," said Lenore. "He's circled off. Gve it another few seconds to be on the safe
side, but | see nothing except enpty skies."

Shuddering, the wi ngs beating hard, the dragonfly lifted off again. Cullen ainmed it at the
lights once nore, which flattened as they drew closer into a vertical wall of gleam ng points. One
rectangul ar spill of light grew | arger and | arger before them wuntil it revealed itself as a huge,
square doorway that dwarfed the air craft as they passed through. Cullen brought the dragonfly in
neatly, hovered for a nonent, then | anded.

"Top floor," he said. "Mndibles, chitinous exoskel etons, and | adies' |ingerie. Everyone out."

Renie felt a sudden urge to smack him but it diffused in effort of dragging her tired body
out of the crash-belt and through the hatchway behind the two dragonfly pilots. !Xabbu foll owed
her down, clinbing slowy so as not to hurry her

The insect-plane stood in a vast hangar whose outside door was just now sliding shut with a
whi ne of hard-working gears. Renie thought of the mlitary base in the Drakensbergs, and then had
to remnd herself that the base was real but this place was not. Like all the Qherland
simulations, it was incredibly lifelike, a high-ceilinged architectural nonster constructed of, or
appearing to be constructed of, fibramic tie-girders, plasteel plates, and acres of fluorescent
lighting. All the half-dozen sins who trotted forward to begin servicing the dragonfly had
i ndi vidual and very realistic faces. She wondered if any of themrepresented real people.
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She suddenly realized she had no i dea whether even their rescuers were real
"Come on." Lenore beckoned. "We'll debrief you--that shouldn't take |ong, although Angel a may
want a chat with you--then we'll show you around."

The Hi ve, as Lenore kept calling it, was a huge installation built into a nound of forest
earth. The nound, in conparison to the tiny humans, was even larger than the nountain containing
the Wasp's Nest base, but Renie thought the whole thing still seenmed an eerie parallel to their RL
situation. As they wal ked out of the |anding bay into a long corridor, Lenore and Cullen in front
argui ng am ably, !Xabbu pacing on all fours beside her, she wondered again whether this was sone
ki nd of el aborate gane-worl d.

"What exactly do you do here?" she asked,

"Ah, we haven't told you, have we?" Lenore smled. "Mist seempretty strange."

"Bugs," said Cullen. "W do bugs."

"Speak for yourself, scannan,"” said Lenore. "Me, | _watch_ bugs."

I Xabbu got up on his hind I egs |ong enough to run his fingers along the wall, feeling the
texture. "Is this a ganme, this place?" he asked, echoing Renie's earlier thought.

"Serious as a heart attack," Cullen countered. "It nay be a playground for Kunohara, but to us

entonol ogists it's |ike dying and going to heaven."

"Now | "'mreally curious," said Renie--and, surprisingly, she was. The fear for her conpanions
safety had not di sappeared, but O herland had agai n caught her off guard.

"Hang on a nminute and we'll give you the whole thing. Let's just get you sone visitor passes
and then we can show you around properly."

Reni e, overwhel med by the bustling realism had expected Lenore to |lead themto sone office,
but instead they were still standing in the mddle of the corridor, where Lenore had opened a data
wi ndow in midair, when a stocky woman suddenly materialized beside them She had an extrenely
serious face, well-sinulated Mediterranean features, and short brown hair.

"Don't |ook so startled," she told Renie and ! Xabbu. It sounded al nost |ike a command. "Here
in the Hive we don't have to put up with all that 'realistic' crap." As they pondered this
confusing statenent, she turned to Lenore. "You wanted to talk to nme? About these people, right?"

"W woul d have checked themin before we got here, but Cully alnmost ran us down a bird's
throat on the way in, so it was a little distracting."

"You wish," was Cully's riposte.

"They wandered in from soneone else's simwrld--Atasco, was it?" Lenore turned to Renie for
confirmation. "And now they can't get offline."

The new woman snorted. "I hope you're getting enough water and gl ucose wherever you call hone,
sweeti e, because we don't have nuch time to help you right at the nonment." She turned back to the
pilots. "That _Eciton_ front has swung around, and it's about forty feet across when it's noving
I want you two to go and check it out again tonorrow norning."

"Aye-aye, Cap'n." Cullen sal uted.

"Piss off." She returned her attention to Renie and 1Xabbu, exam ning the latter with eyebrows

arched. "If | had the tine to waste on an old joke, |1'd say 'we don't get many baboons in here'--
but | don't have the tinme. |I'm Angel a Boniface. You two are a problem W' ve got a very strict
agreenment with the | easehol der, and we're not supposed to bring in anyone without his approval."

"We don't want to be in your way," Renie said hurriedly. "W'll |eave as soon as we can. |If
you can take us to the nearest " she paused, unsure of the word, "border, | guess, we'l
just get out."

"Not that easy." Angela Boniface squinted. "Damm. Ch, well--Kwok, see if you can find sonmeone
around here who night be able to figure out what's gone wong with their gear. | have to go kick

Bel | o' s ass about somet hi ng.
st age magi ci an.

"Project administrator," said Lenore by way of explanation

"What did she nean by 'that realistic crap'?" asked ! Xabbu. Even Renie had to snile at his
i nflection.

"She nmeant in here we don't have to pretend like it's a real world," Cullen explai ned,
extending his long arns in a catlike stretch. "Kunohara doesn't want anything disturbing the
natural | ook of the simulation, so if we want to exanmi ne things up close, we have to interact,
have to be part of the environment--but an unobtrusive part of the environment. That's why the
vehicles ook |like big bugs. He set up all these other incredibly irritating rules we have to
follow It's kind of a little game he's got going, and he enjoys nmaking us junp through the hoops.
At least that's what _|_ think."

"And when you earn your first billion or two," Lenore pointed out, "you can build your own

Bef ore she had turned hal fway around, she was gone, vanished |like a

file:/l/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (30 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:53 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

simulation, CQully. Then _you_ can nake the rules."

"Well, when I do, Rule Nunmber One is going to be 'No sixteen-hour days for the boss' |'m going
to take care of sone notes, then I'moutta here. Sayonara."” He flicked his fingers and
di sappear ed.

"There really isn't any place to sleep," Lenore apol ogi zed as she left themin a conference
room "I mean, no one bothers to do that here--woul dn't nmake sense."” She | ooked around at the
enpty space. "Sorry it's so bare. | can put sonething on the walls if you want, nmaybe nake sone
nmore furniture."

Reni e shook her head. "It's all right."

"Well, I'lIl come back to get you in a few hours. If any of the gearheads are avail abl e before
then, 1'lIl have them buzz you." She evaporated, |eaving Renie and ! Xabbu al one.

"What do you think?" ! Xabbu had cl anbered onto the featurel ess rectangul ar bl ock that served
as a table. "Can we tal k here?"

"I'f you nmean in real privacy, | doubt it." Renie frowned. "It's a virtual conference room-
this whole thing's just the visual interface for a nmulti-input, rnulti-output conmunications
machine. But do | think they're |istening? Probably not."

"So you do not think these people are our enemies." ! Xabbu crouched on his heels, brushing at
the short hair on his |egs.

"If so, they've gone to a lot of trouble for very snmall chance of reward. No, | think they're
just what they say they are--a bunch of university people and scientists working in an expensive
simul ati on. Now the fell ow who owns the place, whatever his nane was, himl wouldn't be so sure
about." She sighed and | owered herself to the floor, putting her back against the stark white
wall . The junpsuit her simwore was only a little the worse for wear despite inmersion in the
river, but it was within the bounds of what would really happen. It seened these O herland
simul ati ons even took note of wear and tear

Who were these people, this Brotherhood, she wondered again. How could they build a network
this realistic? Surely noney al one, even in al nbost uni magi nabl e anounts, was not enough to bring
about this kind of performance-Ievel junp.

"So what do we do?" ! Xabbu asked. "Have we | ost the others for good?"

"I really don't have any answers." Bone-tired and depressed, Renie struggled to get a grip on
her thoughts. "W can wait and hope that Sellars finds us before any of those Grail people do. W
can keep noving, keep looking for . . . what did Sellars say that nman's name was?"

I Xabbu furrowed his siman brow in thought. "Jonas," he said at last. "Sellars spoke to himin
dreanms. He set himfree, he said."

"Right. Which tells us exactly nothing about where he nmight be. How are we supposed to find
him anyway? Follow the river? Wich could go for mllions of miles through virtual space, for al
we know. It could be some kind of Mebius river, for God' s sake, and keep changing so that it has
no end at all."

"You are unhappy," !Xabbu said. "I do not think it is as bad as that. Look at this place!
Renmenber the man Atasco's country. There cannot be enough people in the world to construct a
mllion such conplicated things as this."

Renie snmiled a tired snmle. "You re probably right. So that's it, is it? Back to the river,
and hope we find Martine and the rest, or this Jonas fellow Have you ever heard the expression
"a needl e in a haystack'?"

I Xabbu shook his narrow head. "Wat is a haystack?"

Her dreans canme and went al nost unnoticed, like early norning rain showers. She woke, curled
on her side on the floor of the inmaginary conference room and |listened to ! Xabbu's gentle
breat hi ng besi de her.

A nmenory floated through--only an inmage at first, an amal gam of sound and feeling. On cold
nor ni ngs, when he was small, Stephen would crawl into her bed. He would munbl e drowsy nonsense for
a nmonent, then curl against her and within seconds drop back into deepest sleep, |eaving Renie
hersel f resignedly hal f-awake and waiting for the alarm

It was terrible, this between-state that Stephen was now in, this unresolved nothi ngness. At
| east her nother had gone for good, to be nmissed and nourned and occasionally bl anmed. Stephen was
neither dead nor alive. Linbo. Nothing to be done about it.

Not hi ng but _this,_ perhaps, whatever "this" turned out to be--a hopel ess search? A confused
assault on inconprehensi ble powers? Renie could only wonder. But every monent that Stephen
remained ill and that she did not rmake himbetter was a burning reproach

The pain summoned anot her nenory: \Wen he was five or six, he had cone home one afternoon ful
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of agitation, flapping his ains as though he would fly. Hs w de-eyed upset had been so
exaggerated that at first Renie had al nost | aughed despite herself, until she noticed the bl ood on
his lip and the dirt on his clothes. Sone of the older children had wayl aid himon his way back
fromschool. They had tried to nake himsay sonething he didn't want to say--one of the tired
rituals of mal evol ent youth--and then had shoved hi mdown in the road.

W thout even pausing to wash his split lip, Renie had dashed out of the house. The little gang
of ten-year-old thugs had scattered when they saw her com ng, but one of themwas a step too sl ow.
Shouting with rage, Renie had shaken that boy until he was crying harder than Stephen. \Wen she
Il et himgo, he slunped to the ground, staring at her in nortal terror, and she had been pierced by
a deep shanme. That she, a grown wonman and a university student, should put such terror into any
child. . . . She had been horrified, and still had never quite forgiven herself. (Stephen, who had
wat ched fromthe doorway, had no such conpunctions. He was gl eeful about the bully's punishment,
and did a little |laughing dance as she returned to the house.)

How coul d sonmeone set out systematically to injure children? What did these Grail people
believe could be worth such nonstrousness? It was beyond her conprehension. But then, these days,
so many things were.

Her contenpl ative nood turned sour, Renie grunted and sat up. ! Xabbu nade a quiet sound and
rolled onto his other side.

What coul d she do but go on? She had nade m stakes, had done things she didn't like to
renenmber, but Stephen had no one el se.

Alife, a nost inportant life, was in her hands. If she gave up. she would never see himrun
again in his skittery, gangly-graceful way, never hear himchortle at the painfully stupid jokes
on the net shows, or do any of the things that nmade hi muni quely Stephen, Perhaps that bullying
ten-year-old hadn't deserved such angry reprisal, but he had never bothered Stephen again. Soneone
al ways had to stand up for the weak and the innocent. If she didn't do all she could, she would
spend the rest of her life beneath a shadow of failure. And then, even if Stephen died, he would
al ways remain in linbo for her, a ghost of the nost real sort--the ghost of a mi ssed chance.

CHAPTER 4
In The Puppet Factory

NETFEEDY NEWS: M ni - El ephants Not Just A Fad

(visual: Cannon with m niature el ephant "Jinson")

VO, Business is very good indeed for Good Things Farmthese days. Owmer d oriana Cannon, shown
here with young bull Jinson, breeds and sells alnmost a hundred of the mini-el ephants sometinmes
af fectionately known as "hal f-a-lunps" every year. The busi ness, which began as another mini-pe
fad a decade ago, has outlasted the experts' best guesses.

CANNON: "Part of it is because these little guys are so smart. They 're not just novelties,
they're real conpanions. But they 're also a ot nore stable than sone of the other genetic mnis--
their DVA just handles it better, or sonething. Stop that, Jinson. Wen you renenber how
unpredi ctable those little grizzlies were, all those accidents they had. And those small jungle
cats that turned out so nasty . . . what was that stupid marketing name? 'Cce-littles' or 'CQce-
lite', something like that. . . ?"

Dul ci nea Anwi n put her hand on the pal mreader and noticed that her nails were ragged. She
frowned, waiting for the door to decide to trust her. Too nmuch to do. She nust | ook dreadful |, but
at the nonent, life was even w |l der and nore overwhel m ng than usual

_The last time | went through this door, | had never killed anyone. That thought, or others
much like it, had been cropping up for days. She was pretty sure she was handling it well, but she
had little with which to conpare it. Still, she did not feel consuned by guilt. It would have been
different, she supposed, if the victimhad been soneone she really knew, instead of some ninor
Col ombi an gear head Dread had hired.

Besi des, she had seen this comng for years. You couldn't be successful in her business
wi t hout coming into personal contact with violence, or at |east you could not avoid it forever.

Still, she had thought her first experience with nurder woul d be watchi ng soneone else do it, not
perform ng the act hersel f. She pushed the thought away again, but the nenory of Antonio
Celestino's sightless eyes, both before and after the killing shot, seened unlikely to go away
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soon.

The apartnent door, unable to distinguish between the new Dul ci e who had shot Cel estino and
the old Dulcie who had not, hissed open. Wien she had crossed the beam the door paused exactly
one point five seconds, then shut itself. Jones appeared in the bedroom doorway, stretched
| uxuriously, then padded across the floor toward her with no apparent haste, as though her
m stress had not been gone for al nbost two weeks.

Dul ci e dropped her bag and | eaned down to stroke the cat, who bunped her shin and then turned
and sauntered away. Jones' fluffy backside, Persian-w de but bearing the Sianese coloring of the
other half of her heritage, showed no signs of unfashionable shrinkage. At least Charlie from
downstairs seened to have fed her properly.

The wal | screen was pulsing with a faint pink light, but Dulcie ignored it. She hadn't accessed
any messages since boarding the flight in Cartagena, and she was in no hurry to do so. She felt as
t hough she hadn't been properly clean for days, and God knew that she woul d be busy enough soon

_"Priority nessage,"_said a soft male voice, cued by the front door opening and cl osi ng.
_"You have a priority nessage."__

"Shit." Dulcie flipped her hair out of her eyes and rubbed her forehead. It couldn't be Dread
again already, could it? She felt positively waxy. "Play the nessage."

Her current enpl oyer's ugly-handsone face appeared a neter high on her wallscreen, his |ong
hair | ank and danp. He | ooked |ike someone who had been chew ng khat, exalted and buzzing like a
downed power line. "Dulcie, call ne as soon as you get in. It's extrenely, extrenely urgent."_

"Ch, Christ. No peace." She told the screen to return the call, then slunped onto the couch
and ki cked of f her shoes.

He cane on al nost immediately. "W've got a problem"”

"Didn't those subroutines work?" She had cobbl ed together a few reaction | oops before |eaving
Dread to mind the fort in Col onbia, behavior gear that would allow themto | eave their puppet sim
untenanted for short stretches of time, but which would keep the inpostor |ooking occupied and
alive. Nothing that would confound serious scrutiny, but enough to get through sl eeping periods
and the occasional distraction on the handlers' end of things.

"It's all working fine. But the group's been split up. That African wonman and her nonkey
friend--they' re lost, maybe drowned. There was sone kind of fish frenzy on the river. The boat
ti pped over and the rest of the group are stranded on shore."

Dul ci e took a deep breath, fortifying her patience. Men, no matter how intelligent or
powerful, sonetines couldn't help acting |ike boys, so lost in their ganes that they forgot they
_were_ ganmes. Wnen, on the other hand, renenbered what was inportant--an occasi onal bath and

clean hair. "But our simis still with the rest of the group?”

"Yes. Everyone's together now, except those two. But they're clearly in a dangerous situation
so we could lose themall at any tinme. | need to get on with researching some of the things
they've already tal ked about. | can't do it while I"'mhandling the sim"

"Could this possibly wait just another hour? I'msure you're tired, but | just wal ked through
the door and | have to eat sonething before I faint.” Men didn't understand baths, but they
usual I y under st ood food.

He stared for a long noment. The | ook on his face seened to suggest inm nent violence, or at
| east harsh criticism but then he grinned instead, his teeth bright in his dark face. "O

course," he said. "Sorry."

Dulcie could make little sense of the nman--his odd reactions, |like this one, the flares of
brilliance, the childishness of his nickname, did not quite add up to make a full picture. Not
being able to categorize himirritated her. "I really do need a chance. " she began

"Call me back when you're ready." He broke contact.

Dul ci e | ooked down at Jones, who had returned and was sitting patiently by her stocking-clad
feet. "Hurry, hurry, hurry," Dulcie told her. "Always hurrying." Jones |idded her round eyes; she
seenmed to agree that it was no way to do things properly.

Her curling red hair was wapped in a towel-turban and her softest bathrobe coddl ed her danp
but now wonderfully clean skin. She had stretched | engthwi se on the couch with her feet up, a
squeeze-tube of mango yogurt in her hand, and Jones resting confortably--it was confortable for
Jones, anyway--al ong her thighs.

_Look at ne, _ she thought. _1've shot soneone. There are a lot of men who couldn't even do
that. But look at me. I'mso calm _ She made sure her pose reflected this inpressive fortitude.
"Now, " she told the wallscreen, "you may redial."

Dread appeared thrice life-size. He seenmed a little less manic. "They're all asleep, so it's
not such an energency. The puppet |ooks great--a little snore here, alittle twitch there. You do
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good work. "

"Thank you."

"Did you get sonething to eat?" His dark eyes flicked along the I ength of her bathrobed form
in a way she found both sexual and sonehow dismssive. "I'd |like to take this opportunity to bring
you up to date.”

"I"'mfine." She waved her yogurt tube. "Fire away."

Dread began where she had handed over the reins that norning, with the whole crew still
floating on the river in the boat that had becone a | eaf, and brought her up to the present
monment, with special enphasis on character continuity. "W really ought to see if we can find sone
agent gear that will take subvocalized notes on the fly," he said. "Oherwise, if a |ot happens,
we mght |ose sone inportant detail after a hand-over and bl ow the puppet's cover."

Dul ci e wondered i nwardly how | ong he woul d want to keep this up, but reninded herself that
with the bonus he had already credited to her account, and the salary he had prom sed for her
share of simtine, she could take at | east a year or two off. That much freedom was worth sone
i nconveni ence.

Anot her part of her wondered at how quickly Cel estino had becone nothing nore than a nunber in
her credit account.

Al oud, she said: "Is there a chance we could find a third person to help with this? Even if
t hose people sleep for eight hours a day, that's still a full working day for both of us, seven
days a week, indefinitely. | could probably find soneone to help."

Dread went silent, his face suddenly expressionless. "You have someone you want to bring in?"
"No, no." Until today, he had been so ecstatically happy about the results of the Sky God
proj ect she had al nost forgotten his nmobod swi ngs, but now they were again in high gear. But, she

told herself, at |east he wasn't boring, like nost men. "No, | don't have anyone in mnd. |'mjust
t hi nki ng about us both going crazy fromoverwork. And you said there's a ot of other stuff you
have to do with . . . with that data." She had al nbst said Atasco's nanme: she was_tired, she

realized. She doubted anyone was actually tapping her lines--Dread hinself had sent her sone
topflight defense gear, which she was using on top of her own precautions--but it was stupid to
take any unnecessary risks, and certainly the Atasco assassination had been world news for days
now.

"I'"ll consider it." For a nonment, his stony | ook Iingered. Then, as if soneone had poured hot

liquid into a cold cup, life came back into his features. "And there're a few other things we need
to discuss, too. "

_"There is sonmeone at the door,"_said the house-voice. _"Soneone at the door." _

Dulcie rolled her eyes. " Intercom _ Wio's there?"

_"Me--Charlie,"_ was the response. "So you really are back!" _

"Who is that?" Dread had gone zero-degrees again.

"Just ny downstairs neighbor." She got up, dislodging a silent but irritated Jones. "She feeds
my cat. | can call you back if you want."

"Il wait." Dread killed his visual and the wall screen went bl ank, but Dul cie had no doubt he
woul d be |i stening.

Charlie's white-blonde hair was el aborately foiled; the strands encircled her head like the
el ectron paths of a nodel atom so that the closest kiss she could bestow | anded sonmewhere in the
air a handspan fromDul cie's cheek. "Ch, CGod, Dulcie, where's your tan? Wat good is going to
South Anerica if you don't get a tan?"

"Too much work." Charlie, Dulcie felt sure, would think a nuclear explosion had an upside--al
t hose skin-darkening rays. "Any problens with Jonesi e? She | ooks great."

"No, everything was just 'zoonly. Your nother cane by one day when | was here. She's a chort."

"Yeah, she's a chort, all right. Laugh-a-mnute." Dulcie's feelings about Ruby O Meara
Mul hearn Epstein Anwin at their very strongest could not be called affectionate, but other people
al ways seened to think her nmother was a wonderful character. Dul ci e wondered what she was ni ssing.
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Ch, God, you nust be exhausted. | really just cane up to nake sure that was you | heard."
Charlie abruptly twirled, catching up her silvery tessel ated skirt and exposing her |ong, slender
legs. "Do you like this? | just bought it."

"It's great. Well, thanks again for taking care of Jones."

"Problemnot. Do you think you could feed Zig and Zag next week? I've got . . . |'mgoing out
of town. You just have to give themlettuce and check their water."

Charlie had al ways nmi ntai ned that she was an account executive for a cosnetics firm-a lie
that Dul cie guessed was rooted in sone briefly-held teenage job. Charlie thought Dulcie did not
know t hat she was a call girl--and a fairly expensive one, too: the cartoony voice and school girl
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figure were doubtless very appealing to a certain type of well-heeled clientele. Charlie believed
her career was a conplete secret, but Dulcie nmade it her business to find out everything she could
about all her neighbors, and Dul cie was good at finding things out.

_Charlie thinks she's so wi cked. She doesn't know that her friend upstairs is an internationa
terrorist-for-hire. She's been feeding the cat of a professional nurderess.

Even when shared only with herself, the joke was beginning wear thin. In fact, she had just
deci ded not to think about Celestino for a while, to allowthe incident to find its proper place
in the Dulcie Anwi n schene of things.

When Charlie had gone posture-wal king back to the elevator |ike an oversized, overdressed Grl
Scout, Dul cie turned back the wall screen

"She's gone."

Dread's face popped up i mediately, as she had known it would. O course he was |i stening.
He' d probably been watching too, and thinking perverse thoughts about bl onde, short-skirted
Charlie. But if he had been, he made no nmention of it, or gave any sign at all

"Right. Well, the first thing we need to decide is how nuch | can afford to lead this little
group fromwithin." Dread frowned, his eyes renmote. " If_ | thought they had any purpose at all
I'd be happy just to sit back, but they have a gol den opportunity to find things out and instead
they just seemto be . . . drifting."

"A gol den opportunity to find things out for you," Dulcie suggested.

He smirked. "OfF course."” H's smile vanished. "You know who | work for, don't you?"

Dul ci e wasn't sure what she was supposed to say. "You've never told ne. "

"Cone on. Don't |lower mny opinion of you. You re good at what you do, you nake great noney, you
drive that scorching little red sports car way too fast, but you' ve never had a ticket--you get
around, Dulcie. You nust have a pretty good idea of who ny boss is."

"Well, yes, | think | know. " In fact, after seeing the O herland network fromthe inside, she
had known the runors about Dread working for the al nost-mnythical Felix Jongleur had to be true.
Only Jongl eur and a very few other people could afford that kind technol ogy.

"Then you can guess how serious this is, what we're doing. W' re hol ding back crucia
i nfornati on fromone of the neanest, nost, nost powerful nen in the world. We're right in the AQd
backyard here. If he finds out, I'ma dead man. Instantly." fixed her with a stare even nore
i ntense than the one he had earlier. "Don't msunderstand this. If you sell ne out, even | don't
get to you nyself before the O d Man sixes ne, he won't let you live. Not soneone who's found out
as much as you have about this network of his. You won't even be history. In twenty-hours, there
will be no evidence you ever existed.”

Dul ci e opened her nouth and then closed it. She had thought about just these possibilities,
all of them but to hear Dread say so flatly, with such certainty, brought it hone to her in a way
own nusings hadn't. Suddenly, she knew herself to be in a very high and precarious pl ace.

"Do you want out ?"

She shook her head, not trusting her voice at this nonent.

"Then do you have any questions before we go on?"

Dul ci e hesitated, then swallowed. "Just one. Were did your nane conme fron®"

He rai sed an eyebrow, then barked a |augh. "You nmean 'Dread' ? You sure that's all you want to
ask me?"

She nodded. When he | aughed like that, his lips pulled away fromthe corners of his mouth Iike
sonme kind of animal. Like something that grinned before it bit.

"It was a nanme | gave nyself when | was a kid. This guy in the place | stayed . . . well, that
doesn't matter. But he turned ne on to this old nusic fromthe begi nning of the century, Janmican
stuff called 'ragga'. 'Dread' is a word they used all the tinme."

"That's all? It just seemed . . . | don't know, kind of silly. Not really you."

For a moment she wondered if she'd gone too far, but his dark face flexed into amusenment once
more. "It has another neaning too--sonmething to make the A d Man crazy, himwith all his King

Arthur bullshit, his Grail and all that. The full version isn't just 'Dread,' it's 'Mre Dread.
Get it?"

Dul ci e shrugged. All that M ddl e Ages stuff had al ways bored her to tears in school, along
with the rest of Hstory. "Not really."

"Well, don't worry your head about it. W got nore serious stuff to do, sweetness.
lip laugh returned. "We are going to stir it up for the AOd Man--stir it up major."

Recovering her conmposure a little, Dulcie allowed herself the indul gence of a tw nge of
contenpt. He thought he was so bad, so scary, so dangerous. Al the nen in this business were
ei ther conpl ete psychopaths, ice-blooded technicians, or action-star wannabes, full of pithy Iines
and menaci ng gl ances. She was quite sure Dread would prove to be the |ast.

The curl ed-
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"Probl em not, Pancho," she said--Charlie's favorite expression. "Let's get on with it."
Empty-eyed, self-absorbed . . . yes, she knew his type. She was willing to bet that he went
through a |l ot of women, but that none of the relationships |asted very long at all

Chri stabel had slipped and ski nned her knee at school the day before, trying to show Portia how to
do a special serve in foursquare. Her nother had told her to quit peeling the spray off it to

| ook, so she waited until she was all the way down the street and around the corner before

st oppi ng her bike.

The spray was funny, a round white place on her knee that |ooked |Iike spiderwebs. She sat down
on the grass and scraped at the edge of the white stuff with her fingernails until it began to
conme | oose. Underneath, the red sore spot was beginning to turn a funny yellow col or and get al
gunmmy. She wondered i f that was what happened when parts of the Mnglepig fell off, like on Uncle
Jingle's Jungle |ast week, when all the Mnglepig' s noses cane off at the sane tinme after he
sneezed. She decided that if that happened it would be very, very gross.

There were no people on the athletic field when she rode past, but she could see a few of them
on the far side, wearing their army uniforms and marching back and forth, back and forth, on the
dirt track. There was no nusic today, so the sound of her pedals was |oud, sort of like nusic
itself, going _squeak-a, squeak-a._

She roll ed down street after street, hardly even | ooking at the signs because she knew t he way
now, until she canme to the part of the base with the raggedy grass and the little cenent houses.
She parked her bike beside a tree, pushed hard with her foot until the kickstand went down, and
then took the paper bag out of the bike basket that her daddy had fixed so it wouldn't be al
wobbl y any nore.

"Hey, weenit. _Que haces? "

Christabel junped and nade a squeaki ng noi se | ouder than the bike pedals. Wen she turned,
sonmeone was coming down out of the tree, and for a nonent she thought it was a nonkey in clothes,
a scary killer nonkey like that show her nother hadn't wanted her to watch but that Christabel had
prom sed woul dn't give her nightmares. She wanted to scream but it was like in a bad dream and
she couldn't do anything but watch

It wasn't a nonkey, it was a boy with a dirty face and a nmissing tooth. It was the sanme boy
who had hel ped her cut the fence when she was hel ping Mster Sellars, except he was even dirtier
and he | ooked snaller than before. But he was inside the fence! Inside the fence, where she was!
She knew t hat was w ong.

"Don't talk nuch, you." The boy was smiling, but it |ooked like it hurt him Christabel took a
few steps backward. "Hey, _mu'chita,_ not gonna do nothin' to you. What you got in the bag?"

"I't's n-not for you." Christabel held it tight against her shirt. "It's f-f-for soneone el se."
" Verdad , weenit?" The boy took a step closer, but slow, |like he hardly even knew he was
doing it hinself. "Some food, huh? Feedin' soneone, you? | saw. | been watchin."
"Wat chi ng?" She still couldn't understand what this dirty boy was doing here. There were
i nsi de-the-fence people, and there were outside-the-fence people, and he was not an inside person
"Yeah, _claro_, | been watchin'. Ever since you got me to cut that fence, | been watchin'.
Fence goes off, | clinbed over. Get sone good stuff, nme, what | thought. But the fence go back on
Both of 'em Threw a stick at it, just to see, people came running--soldier boys. | go'd up a

tree, but they al nbst saw ne."

"You can't get out." She said it as she realized it. "You can't get back over the fence,

' cause. she stopped, scared. She had al nost said Mster Sellars' nane. " 'Cause it's
turned on. 'Cause it's "lectric."

"Got that right, _mu' chita_. |I found sone food, too--they throw lotta stuff away in here, man,
they loco_s--mjor scanny, seen? But they don't throw out food always. And |I'mpretty hungry,
nme." He took another step nearer, and suddenly Christabel was terrified he would kill her and eat
her, like in the nonster stories Ophelia told at sleepovers, grab her and then bite her with that
dirty mouth and the hole where his front tooth was supposed to be. She turned and began to run

"Hey, weenit, come back!"

She ran | ooki ng down at the ground flying underneath her, at her |egs going up and down. It
felt like something was junping in her chest, thunping her fromthe inside, trying to get out. She
could hear the boy's voice coning closer, then something shove her in the back and she was running
too fast for her feet. She stunbled and fell onto the grass. The boy stood over her. Her knee was
hurting fromwhere she fell down at school, and now on the other |eg, too. Wen her breath cane
back, Christabel began to cry, so scared she was hiccupi ng, too.

"Crazy little bitch." He sounded al nbst as unhappy as she was, "Wat you do that for?"
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“I'f you hurt mmmnme, 'l . . . I'"Il tell ny daddy!"

He | aughed, but he | ooked angry. "Yeah? Chizz, weenit, you tell. And then I'Il tell about what
you hiding out here.”

Chri stabel kept hiccuping, but she stopped crying because she was now t oo busy bei ng even nore
afraid. "H hiding?"

"I told you, | been watchin'. Wat you got? Wat you hiding out here? Sone kinda dog or
sonet hi ng?" He stuck out his hand "_Fen_, | don't care if it dog food. G nme that bag." Wen she
did not nmove, he bent over and took it fromher curled fingers. He didn't pull hard, and
Christabel felt nore than ever like this was a bad dream She let it go

_"Que. . . ?"_ He stared at the wappers. "This soap! Wat are you, play sone gane with nme?'
Wth his quick, dirty fingers, he unpeel ed one of the bars and held it to his nose to take a hard
sniff. " _Fen!_ Soap! _Mi'chita Loca!"_ He threw it down. The soap bounced away. Christabel could
see it sitting on top of the grass where it stopped, |like an Easter egg. She didn't want to | ook
at the boy, who was very angry.

"Right," he said after a nmnute, "then you gonna bring ne food, bitch. Ri ght here, every day,
_mentiendes_? O herw se, you daddy gonna know you cone here. Don't know what you doin' with that
soap, but | bet you washin' sonething you ain't s'posed to have. You got ne, little _vata loca ? |
know where you live, you in your Manmapapa house. | see you through the window. | cone through
t hat wi ndow sone night if you don't bring me nothing to eat."

Anyt hi ng woul d be better than having himyell at her. She nodded her head.

"Chizz." He swng his arnms fromside to side, so he | ooked |ike a nonkey again. "And you
better not forget, 'cause Cho-Cho be _un nmal honbre_. You hear? Don't mess with Cho-Cho, or you
wake up dead.”

He went on saying things like that for a while. At last, Christabel figured out that Cho-Cho
was him the boy. It wasn't a nane she had ever heard. She wondered if it meant sonething outside
the fence.

He | et her keep the rest of the soap, but even after he had clinbed up into the nearest of the
thick trees and scranbled away to sone secret hiding place, she did not dare | eave the bag for
M ster Sellars. She put it back into the basket of her bicycle and rode hone. Hallway there, she
began to cry again. By the tine she reached her street, she could hardly see the sidewalk.

And now both her knees were skinned.

Dread rang off and settled back, extending his long legs. He called up the Ot herland simand
opened its eyes briefly. Al the others were still sleeping, and watching them brought a

synpat heti c heaviness to his own eyelids. He shook his head, then reached into his pocket for a
stimul ant tab--Adrenax, the real stuff fromthe South Anerican bl ack bazaars--and dry-swal | owed
it. He followed it up with a little drumnusic on his internal system a counterpul se to nake
everything seema little nore exciting. Wen the rhythmwas punpi ng at what seened the proper

| evel, cascading fromone side of his head to the other, he returned his attention to business. He
left the herland wi ndow open, but shut the sims eyes nost of the way so as not to attract undue
attention should any of the others wake, then | eaned back in his chair to think.

H s hand stole to his t-jack; callused fingertips traced the snooth circunference of the
shunt. There were so nany puzzles, and so little tine to spend on them Maybe Dulcie's idea was a
good one, after all. He hinself couldn't keep spending nine or ten hours a day under sinulation
even if he had nothing else to do, and the O d Man certainly wouldn't |eave him al one forever

And what about Dulcie herself? His good opinion of her, bolstered by the unhesitating speed
with whi ch she had dispatched that idiot Celestino, had been dimnished nore than a little by her
i nsi stence on going back to New York. And all because of a cat--a cat! The nobst amazing
t echnol ogi cal advance conceivable, this O herland network, a sinulation nore real than RL itself,
and she was worried about |eaving her cat with that pale blonde slut of a downstairs nei ghbor
anot her week or two. The stupidity of it was al most enough to warrant taking Ms. Anwin off the
protected species list.

What was even nore irritating was that he had just sunk many thousands of his own persona
credits, stringently shielded fromthe Ad Man's notice, into building a new office to share with
her in Cartagena, and now he had to worry instead whether her hone system could conpetently carry
this kind of bandwi dth. Wen she had said she was goi ng hone, he had seriously considered just
killing her and doing the whole O herland surveillance by hinself. But that woul d not have been
practical, of course--not under current circumstances.

A pl easure deferred, then.

It was particularly galling, however, to be dependent on a worman. As a rule he never trusted
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anyone with nmore than a small piece of a job, and held all the connectors in his own hands. When
you del egated, you al ways suffered sonme signal degradation. Just |ook at the way that pusbag of a
gear nman had al nost bl own the whole thing to bits.

Wel |, Celestino was landfill now, a job even _he_ would have trouble screw ng up

Dread Iit a thin Corriegas cigar, one of the few conpensations of being stuck in South Anerica
as far as he was concerned, and contenplated his options. He had to be ready if the dd Man had
another job for him this was exactly the wong tine to show any hesitation or resistance. He also
had to keep the Ot herland puppet simactive, either by hinself or with help fromtrustworthy
enpl oyees. So far, Dulcie Anwin still fit that category, but bringing in sonmeone el se would just
mean nore managenent for him nobre security concerns, nore possible points at which sonething
could go nassively astray.

He woul d put that decision a3|de for later, he decided. Wen Dulcie took over in four hours,
and if the residual stinulants in his systemwould pernit it, he would try to get a little sleep
and then he mght be in a better frame of mnd to judge something so inportant.

But in the interim he needed to get on with some of his own research. Wat the peopl e caught
inside the O herland simulation network had di scovered told himvery little so far about the Ad
Man's purposes; what they had unwittingly reveal ed about thensel ves, though, was nore i mediately
useful. For one thing, if he decided to bring in other simdrivers to help, he could then | ook
into trying to replace a second nenber of that nerry little band of river travelers, in case his
current infiltration got bounced fromthe systemby the next giant fish attack or whatever

However, he was even nore interested in know ng who these people were and why the nysterious
Sell ars had brought themtogether, and of all the travelers, the African wonan and her friend were
the top priority. He had the others where he could keep an eye on them but for all he knew Renie
what ever - her - nanme-was had been knocked offline, in which case she was now a very | oose thread
i ndeed. Dread notched down the intensity of the rhythmtrack to sonething nore in line with
careful thought, then sent a snoke ring spinning toward the Iow, white ceiling. The room was
wi ndow ess, sort of a half-untenanted office conplex in the outer ring of Cartagena, but it had
hi gh-bandwi dth data lines, and that was all he cared about. This Renie was African, that nuch he
could have told just fromher accent. But soneone had said that her conpani on was a Bushnman, and
some qui ck reference-checking suggested that nost the remants of that people were to be found in
Bot swana and South Africa. That didn't nean that the woman couldn't be from sonewhere el se, that
they m ght not have net online, but he liked the odds that they were both fromthe sanme pl ace.

So, Botswana and South Africa. He didn't know a | ot el se about her, but he knew that her
brother was in a coma, and when crosschecked with her first name and its possible variants, that
woul d have to narrow thi ngs down consi derably.

But he wasn't going to do it hinself. Not the grunt work. Since the job seened likely to be in
sout hern Africa, he would let Klekker and his associates handle it, at least until they found a
hot trail. After that, he wasn't so sure: Klekker's nen were nostly thugs, which certainly canme in
handy sonetinmes, but this was a very delicate situation. He would deci de when he knew nore.

Dread sent up another snoke ring, then waved his hand, obliterating it. The adrenal s had
kicked in, and along with the rush of energy he felt a sort of blind, idiot ache in his groin and
behi nd his eyes that he hadn't felt since the night he'd taken the stewardess. It was an itch, he
knew, that woul d becone nore than that soon, he didn't know how he could possibly find the tine to
hunt safely. He was right on the edge of the biggest thing ever, and for once he intended to take
the A d Man's advice and not let his private pleasures conpronm se his business

Dread grinned. The old bastard woul d be so proud.

A thought occurred to him He lowered a hand to his crotch squeezed neditatively. It wasn't a
good tine to hunt--at least not in RL. But this sinmulation was so realistic.

What would it feel like, to hunt in Qherland? How cl ose woul d these sins |n1tate life--
especially in the losing of it?

He squeezed again, then brought the druns back up inside his head until he could feel them
buzzing in his cheekbones, the sound track for sone ultimte jungle novie of danger and darkness.
The idea, once kindled, began to burn.

What would it feel |ike?

CHAPTER 5
The Marching MI1lions
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NETFEED/ NEWS: US, China At Odds Over Antarctica

(visual: signing cerenony for Six Powers treaty)

VO Only nonths after the signing of the Zurich accord, two of the Six Powers are agai n squabbling
over Antarctica.

(visual: Anerican enbassy in Ellsworth)

Chi nese and Anerican conpanies, both of which |icense space for comrercial exploitation fromthe
UN, are in a dispute over who has the rights to what is thought to be a rich vein of mnera
deposits in the Wl kes Land area. Tensions rose | ast week when two Chi nese expl orers di sappear ed,
and accusations were nade by Chinese nedia sources that US workers had ki dnapped or even nurdered
t hem

"Can | cone in?" a voice asked in Renie's ear

Two seconds | ater, Lenore Kwok appeared in the conference room She wore a jaunty | eather
aviatrix hel met and what | ooked |ike new coveralls.

_They probably are new, _ Renie thought. _Just switched back to default setting._ Even soneone
who had spent as nuch time in sinulation as she had was finding it hard to reconcile herself to
this amazingly realistic new worl d--no, new _universe, for all intents and purposes, with
different rules for every piece of it.

"I"'mreally sorry,"” Lenore said, "but | still don't have anybody to help you with your gear. A
| ot of people aren't on the Hive today--1 think it's sonme kind of system problem Things are
pretty crazy. So what you've got is those of us who are at the end a shift, and nostly we're al
in the mddle of sonething." She made an appropriately sad face. "But | thought 1'd give you a
qui ck tour of the place anyway. Then, if you want, you can come along will nme and Cullen to | ook
at the _Eciton burchelli_ bivouac. It's spectacular major, and you'd probably like it better than
sitting around here.”

I Xabbu cl anbered up onto Renie's shoulder to gain a better conversational position. "Wiat is
this thing you are going to see?"

"Ants. Cone al ong--you've never seen anything like it. By the time we get back, they should
have the system problens ironed out, and soneone will be able to help you."

Reni e | ooked at ! Xabbu, who shrugged his narrow sinian shoul ders. "Okay. But we really need to
get out of here, and not just for your sake."

"I utterly understand." Lenore nodded earnestly. "You probably have things to do at hone. It
nmust be big sl ow being stuck online."

"Yes. Big slow"

Lenore wi ggl ed her fingers and the conference room di sappeared, replaced instantly by a huge,
domed auditorium Only a few of the seats were filled, and tiny spots of |ight gleamed about a
dozen or so others, but the vast roomwas nostly deserted. On the stage--or rather above the stage-
-floated the | argest insect Renie had ever seen, a grasshopper the size of a jet plane.

" The exoskeleton,"_ a cultivated, disenbodied voice was saying, _"has many surviva
advant ages. Evaporation of fluids can be reduced, a definite plus for small animal s whose surface-
area-to-volunme ratio makes them prone to fluid | oss, and the skeletal structure also provides a
great deal of internal surface area for nuscle attachment. L

The grasshopper continued to pivot slowly in mdair, but on of its sides detached and lifted
away fromits body, an ani mated cutaway.

"Normally this would be for the first-year students,

Lenore expl ai ned, "the |lucky ones who

get to cone to the Hve at all. But there's al nbst nobody here today, like | told you."
As various bits of the grasshopper drifted | oose, sonme vanishing to provide a better view of
the section they had covered, other parts were highlighted briefly, lit fromwthin

_"The exoskeleton itself is largely nade up of cuticle, which is secreted by the epiderms
directly beneath, a layer of epithelial cells which rest on a granular |ayer called the 'basenent

menbrane.' " _ Various strata in the exposed arnor glimered into life and then faded. "The
cuticle itself is not only extrenely efficient at controlling fluid loss, it serves as protection
for the animal as well. Insect cuticle has a tensile strength as great as alum numwth only half
t he wei ght. "

I Xabbu was starrng solemmly up at the revol ving grasshopper. "Like gods," he murnured. "Do you
remenber when | said that, Renie? Wth these machi nes, people can behave as though they were
gods. "

"Pretty chizz, huh?" said Lenore. "I'lIl show you sone nore of the place."

Wth another finger flick they left the auditorium Lenore's tour of the Hive took themto the
cafeteria--although, she quickly explained, no one really ate there; it was nore of a gathering
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pl ace. Hi gh wi ndows nmade one wall of the beautiful roomentirely transparent, |ooking out onto a
grass-forested hillside and the edge of a massive tree root. The difference in perspective between
the human-si zed objects in the roomand the insect's-eye view made Renie faintly uneasy, |ike
staring down a very steep angle.

Their gui de whi sked themthrough a variety of other spaces--nostly |ab roons, which were
smal | er versions of the auditorium where virtual specinmens and data could be nmanipul ated in at
| east three dinmensions and a rai nbow of colors. They were al so shown sone "qui et spots" designed
just for relaxation and deep pondering, created with the same care that m ght be |avished on
_hai ku_ poens. There was even a nuseum of sorts, with small representations of various anonalies
di scovered in the living |l aboratory outside the Hve's walls.

"One of the nobst anmmzing things," Lenore said, gesturing at a nmany-|egged creature hovering in
midair and lit by invisible light sources, "is that some of these aren't like anything in the rea
world at all. W wonder sonetimes if Kunohara's playing games with us--Cullen's sure of it--but
our charter is predicated on an accurate sinulation of a ten-thousand-neter-square cross-section
of real terrain, with real life-forms, so I'mnot sure | believe that.

| mean, Kunohara's pretty serious about the field hinmself. | can't see himjust inventing
i magi nary insects and throwing theminto an environnent he's been so careful to maintain."

"Are there other things that are strange in this sinulation world?" asked ! Xabbu

"Well, reports sonetines of objects that don't belong in any real-world sinulation at all, and
some weird effects--ripples in the base nedia, funny lights, local distortions. But of course,
ent onol ogi sts are just as likely as anyone else to get tired and see things, especially in a place
like this, which is already pretty overwhel m ng."

"Way did this Kunohara person nmake all this?" Renie wondered.

"Your guess is as good as mne." Lenore flipped her hand through her hair, and this very human
gesture paradoxically rem nded Renie that she was watching a simulation, that the real Lenore
m ght | ook nothing Iike this creature before her, and was certainly physically somewhere el se
entirely. "I read sonewhere that he was one of those kids that was obsessed by bugs when he was
little--of course, that's true for nost of us here. But the difference was, he nmade noney at it.
Secured sone crucial bionedical patents when he was in his early twenties--that C nbexin stuff
they're trying to use as a cellular-growth on-off switch was one of his, and that self-fitting
tile, Informica--and made millions. Billions, eventually."

"And so he built this with the noney?" ! Xabbu was examining a caddisfly larva with what seened
too many legs as it emerged fromits chrysalis over and over in a | ooped display.

"No, we built this, if you nean the Hive--well, a consortium of universities and
agri busi nesses did. But Kunohara built the world outside--the simulation we're studying. And it's
really pretty amazing. Come on, I'll show you."

The transition fromthe H ve nuseumto the cabin of the dragonfly-plane was instantaneous.
Cullen was already in his pilot's seat. He nodded in greeting, then returned to his instrunents.

"Sorry to junp you around like that," said Lenore, "but we take advantage of our sovereignty
in the Hve and don't waste nmuch tine imtating normality. As soon as we go through the hangar
doors, everything happens in real tine and like real life, even if it _is_ happening in G ant Bug
Worl d. Kunohara's rules."

"He'd make us walk if he could," Cullen said. "Every now and then one of our sins gets nunched-
-a migration specialist named Traynor got cornered by a whip scorpion the other day. Turned him
into bugfood faster than | can say it. | bet Kunohara thought that was pretty funny."

"What happened to hinP" ! Xabbu asked worriedly, clearly picturing what a scorpi on woul d | ook
like at this scale.

"To Traynor? Just a rude shock, then he got bounced out of the system" Cullen rolled his
eyes. "That's what al ways happens. But then we had to reapply to get him another |icensed sim
That's why Angela wasn't exactly pleased to see you. The celebrated M. K is pretty tight-
sphi nctered about what goes in and out of his simwrld."

"Thanks for that vivid imge, Cullen," said Lenore.

"Belt up," he responded. "I'mtalking to you two rookies in particular. |'ve got clearance,
and we're ready to fly. You don't want to get tactor-bounced any nore than necessary."

As Renie and ! Xabbu scranbled to secure thensel ves, the hangar door slid open, revealing a
wal | of shadowy plant shapes and a light gray sky.

"What time is it?" Renie asked.

"Where you are? You' d know better than ne." Lenore shook her head. "This simwrld s on GVl
It's alittle after five AM here. The best tinme to see the Eciton_ is when they start noving
around dawn. "

"We're cutting it fine, though." Cullen frowned. "If you'd been here on tinme, Kwok, we'd be
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there by now. "
"Shut up and fly this old crate, bug-boy."

| Xabbu sat quietly, staring out the window as the nountai nous trees | ooned and then slid past
on either side. Renie could not help but be inpressed herself: It was daunting, seeing things from
this perspective. Alifetinme of ecol ogical catastrophes being punped through her consciousness by
the newsnets had left her with a feeling of the environment as a fragile thing, an ever-thinning
web of greenery and clean water. In the real world that nmight be so, but to be brought down to
this size was to see nature in its former terrifying and dictatorial splendor. She could at |ast
truly imagine the Earth as Gaea, as a single living thing, and herself as a part of a conplicated
systemrather than a sonething perched atop the | adder of Creation. So much of that sense of
mast ery was perspective, she realized--sinply a product of being one of the larger aninmals. At her
current size, every |leaf was a marvel of conplexity. Beneath every stone, on every lunp of dirt,
lived whole thriving villages of tiny creatures, and on those animals |ived even nore mnute
creatures. For the first time, she could imgine the chain of |ife down to nol ecul es, and even
smal | er.

_And has soneone built that here as well?_ she wondered. _As ! Xabbu said, are we becom ng
gods, that we can grow ourselves as big as a universe, or walk inside an aton?_

It was hard not to be inpressed by Atasco and Kunohara and the rest--at |east those who had
not knowi ngly built their wonderlands with the suffering of others. Wiat she had seen so far was
truly stunning.

"God damm_." Cullen slapped his hand agai nst the steering wheel. "W're late."

Reni e | eaned so that she could | ook past him but all she could see through the wi ndshield was
more of the giant forest. "Wat is it?"

"The troop's already on the nove," said Lenore. "See those?" She pointed to several dark
shapes flitting above themin the branches. "Those are antbirds and woodcreepers. They follow the
_Eciton_ swarmwhen it travels, and feed on the creatures driven ahead of it."

"I"mgoing to have to put on the autopilot," Cullen said crossly. "It's going to be bunpy, but
don't blane ne-- | _ was on tine."

"Hurmman pilots aren't fast enough to avoid all the bird strikes," Lenore explained. "Don't take
Cullen's charm ng manners too personally. He's always like this before breakfast, aren't you,
Cul | y?"

"Cet | ocked."

"It is too bad, though," she went on. "One of the nobst interesting things about the Eciton_
is how they nake their canp--their 'bivouac' as it's called. They have tarsal claws, these hooks
on their feet, and when the troop stops, they grab each other and link up into |ong hanging
vertical chains. Qther ants hook on, until eventually there's a kind of net many | ayers deep, nade
entirely of ants, that covers the queen and her |arvae."

Renie was fairly certain she'd heard of nore disgusting things in her life but she couldn't
t hink of any of fhand. "These are arny ants?"

"One type," agreed Lenore. "If you're fromAfrica, you may have seen driver ants.

Her disquisition on Renie's donestic insects was cut short as the dragonfly plane abruptly
dropped like a stone, then tunbled in mdair before pulling out of its dive and into a long, flat
ski m above the grass forest. Cullen whooped. "Dam, we're quick!"

Reni e was struggling not to throw up. Even ! Xabbu, despite the mask of baboon features, | ooked
nore than a little unsettl ed.

Lenore's naturalist |ecture was kept on hold over the next few minutes by a further succession
of evasive procedures. Passing through an al nost continuous serious of dives, banks, and | oop-the-
| oops to avoid birds that Renie sel dom even saw before the autopilot reacted, the dragonfly seened
to travel ten tines as far vertically and horizontally as it did forward. In fact, Lenore
explained, they really weren't even trying to go forward; instead, they were waiting in place for
the swarmto approach

Bet ween being rattl ed against ! Xabbu in the passenger al cove and bouts of severe queasiness,
Reni e managed to wonder at how realistic these sensations of weightlessness and g-force were. It
seermed hard to believe that they could be generated solely by the V-tanks in which their bodies
were currently floating.

A vast feathered shadow suddenly | ooned in the w ndshield. Another thought-swift jerk in
direction, this one an unadverti sed columar rise that seemed to slam her guts down into her
shoes, finally proved too nmuch. Renie tasted vonit at the back of her nouth, then felt her stonach
convul se. There were no visible results of sickness within the sinulation; a nonent |ater, except
for the slowing contractions in her mdsection, even Renie felt as though it had never happened.
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_Must be the waste hoses in ny mask punping it away, she thought weakly. _That nmask that |

can't feel anynore._ Aloud, she said, "I can't take much nore of this."

"Problemnot." Cullen, body |anguage suggesting he wasn't too thrilled with having passengers
at all, reached out to the wheel and dropped the dragonfly into a sharp spiral. "It will only get
wor se when the swarm shows up, when we're trying to take readings _and_ avoid those dam birds."

"I't's too bad," Lenore said. "You won't have quite as close a view But we'll try to set you
down sonewhere you can still see." She pointed at the viewscreen. "Look, there's the prey wave-

front! The Eciton_ are alnost here.”

Hurrying through the matted foliage, dawn |ight winking dully on wing and carapace, cane a
seething rout of insects--madly-stilting beetles, skimmng flies, large creatures |ike spiders and
scorpions treading the slower, snaller prey underfoot in their hurry to escape the great eneny:
Reni e thought it | ooked |like some bizarre insectoid prison break. As nonents passed, and as the
dragonfly spiral ed down, the wave of prey insects grew denser and nore chaotic. The bl ankly
i nhuman heads and jointed linbs jerking in heedl ess flight upset her. They | ooked |ike an armny of
the dammed, hopel essly fleeing the trunpets of the Last Judgnent.

"See those?" Lenore pointed out a group of slender-w nged insects that flew above the panicked
herd, but seened far nore purposeful than those bel ow. "Those are _ithonunes --ant butterflies, so-
called. They follow the _Eciton_ everywhere, just like the antbirds do--in fact, they feed on the
bi rds' droppings."

The dragonfly's hatch hissed open. Overconme by a little too much of Nature at her npst cloaca
extremes, Renie struggled down the | adder and onto the top of a nobssy stone, then bent double to
coax the blood back into her head. ! Xabbu cl anbered down and stood besi de her

"Just stay fairly still," Lenore called down through the hatchway. "The birds and others have
plenty to feed on, but you don't want to call attention to yourselves unnecessarily. W'I| be back
to pick you up in about half an hour."

"What if something gets us?"

"Then | guess you'll be offline sooner than we thought." was Lenore's cheerful rejoinder
"Enj oy the show "
"Well, thank you so nmuch," Renie grow ed, but the dragonfly wings had beat into |life again

pressing her down by the force of their wind, and she doubted the woman had heard. A nonent |ater
the dragonfly | eaped upward with the force of a brief and l|ocalized hurricane, then zi gzagged
forward over the oncomi ng insect stanpede and di sappeared into the forest.

Now that they were out in the open, Renie could hear the sounds properly, and realized that
she had never thought of Nature as being noisy. In fact, she realized, nost of the nature she'd
seen had possessed a classical sound track and voice-over narration. Here, the twittering of the
hunting birds al one was al nost deafening, and with the clicking and rasping of prey in ful
flight, coupled with the swarns of flies that buzzed above the hurrying nmass, she and ! Xabbu ni ght
have been listening to sone kind of bizarre factory floor working at a nightmarish | evel of
producti on.

She |l owered herself to a tuft of nbss; when she sank in and found herself surrounded by stiff
tubul ar stens, she realized the nbss was al nbst as deep as she was tall. She noved to a bare
section of rock and sat down.

"So what do you think?" she said to ! Xabbu al last. "This nust nmake you feel very excited

about your own hopes. | nean, if they can build this, then surely you can build the place you want
to."

He squatted beside her. "I mnust confess that | have not been thinking about ny project in the
| ast hours. | amamazed by all of this. | amanazed. | coul d never have dreaned such things were
possi bl e."

"Neither could I."

He shook his head, his tiny nmonkey brow crinkling. "It is a level of realismthat actually
frightens me, Renie. | think I know now how nmy ancestors and tribesnen nmust have felt when they
saw an airplane for the first time, or the lights of a big city."

Reni e squinted into the distance. "The grass is noving. | nean _really_ noving."

I Xabbu narrowed his own deep-sunken eyes. "It is the ants. Grandfather Mantis!" he gasped,

then nurnured something unintelligible in his own |anguage. "Look at them"

Reni e coul d have chosen to do nothing el se. The | eading edge of the ant swarmwas pouring into
the conparatively clear space before themin relentless, viscous waves |like |lava, snothering
grass, |leaves, and everything else. The ants were nostly dark brown, with reddi sh abdonens. Each
sl ender insect was alnbst twice as long as Renie was tall, not counting the segnented antennae
whi ch seened to nove a dozen tines for every other notion the ants nade. But it was not as
i ndi vidual s that they exercised their profound, horrifying magic.
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As the main body of the swarm surged into view, Renie gaped, unable to speak. The front
stretched away out of sight in a line that was miles across by her perspective, and it was not a
thin front. The swarm ng, seething mass of ants streamed back into the vegetation in such thickly
clotted thousands that it seened the entire edge of the world had grown | egs and was narching
toward them

Despite the first appearance of inexorable progress, the Eciton_ did not sinply march. The
outriders scurried forward, then turned and hurried back to the nearest pseudopod of the withing
mass; in the neantine, others followed the path they had just blazed, and then explored farther
before hurryi ng back thensel ves, until the entire living clot had noved into the area the
outriders had just visited. Thus the arny crawl ed forward |i ke sone huge anpbeba, a vast seething
| unp that was neverthel ess questingly alive down to its last particle, an arny that to Renie's
vastly shrunken gaze mnight have covered all of Durban beneath its hurrying bodies.

"Jesus Mercy," Renie whispered. "lI've never. . . . " She fell back into silence

The dragonfly appeared fromout of the trees farther back in the swarm and noved over the
front of the colum, darting and then hovering while its human pilots nade their observations. It
swerved with reflexive suddenness to avoid a brown-and-white bird, which continued in its downward
pl unmet and snatched up a struggling cockroach instead.

Seeing the dragonfly plane made Renie feel a little | ess overwhelned. It was a sinulation
after all, and even if within this sinulation she were no nore than a tiny fleck in the path of an
ant swarm neverthel ess humans had built it, and humans could bring her back out of it safely.

The ant mass had surged to within what by her ternms was only a quarter of a mle fromthe base
of the rock on which she and ! Xabbu sat, but their vantage point seemed to stand outside the nain
thrust of the swarm's pulsing forward novenent, so she was able to relax a little and even enjoy
the sheer spectacle. Lenore had been right--it was an amazi ng show.

"They are very fast, especially when we are so snall," said a voice behind her. "The | eadi ng
edges of an _Eciton burchelli_ raid nove at about twenty meters per hour."

Reni e junped in shock. For half a nmonent, she thought that Cullen had | anded the plane and
that he and Lenore had snuck up on them that she had been watching a real dragonfly instead of
the Hve aircraft, but the white-robed simstanding a few paces away up the hill was clearly
soneone entirely new.

"They are hypnotic to watch, are they not?" the stranger asked. He snmiled within the shadow of
hi s hood.

"Who are you?"

The stranger brushed the hood back just casually enough to avoi d nel odrama, revealing close-
cropped black hair and a heavily lined, Asian face. "I am Kunohara. But you have probably guessed
that, haven't you? They do still nmention nmy nane at the Hive, | presune." His diction was careful
his English overprecise but otherw se flaw ess. Renie did not think he was using any translation
gear.

"They nentioned you, yes."

"This is your world, is it not?" ! Xabbu asked the newconer. Renie could see subtle signs of
her friend' s nervousness, and she was not trenmendously confortable with the stranger herself. "It
is very, very inpressive."

"The Hi ve people have certainly brought you to see one of its nobst spectacul ar
mani f estati ons,” Kunohara said. "The swarm | ooks full of confusion, but it is not. Do you see the
spi der, there?" He pointed down to the nearest edge of the boiling mass. A |ong-Iegged green
spider had failed to outrun one of the pseudopods, and now was clinched in doomed conbat with a
trio of |arge-headed ants. "She has encountered the true soldiers of the Eciton_ swarm They
"wal k point,' as the mlitary people would put it. They only fight to defend the swarm-nost prey
is killed by the minor and nmedi a workers. But see what happens!”

The spider had been turned onto its back; its struggles were slowing. Even as its |egs kicked
feebly, a group of smaller ants rushed over it. Two of them severed its head with jaws as sharp
and conpetent as gardener's shears; others began to bite through other parts and carry them away,
back to the body of the swarm Wthin nonents, all that was | eft was the heavy, snooth abdonen and
attached bits of the thorax.

"They will bring up a submajor," said Kunohara, with as much satisfaction as if he watched the
| ast act of a favorite opera. "See, the soldiers have already gone back to their patrol. They do
not carry things, but a subnajor does."

A larger ant indeed appeared as if summoned, straddled the renaining piece of the spider
which was larger than the ant itself, and grasped the edge of the ragged thorax in its jaws.
Several of the snaller ants cane up to help, and together they trundled it back into the foraging
nmass.
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"You see?" Kunohara began to walk slowy down the hill, still watching the _Eciton_ swarm "It
seens to be chaotic, but only to the uninformed eye. In reality, a finite but flexible series of
behavi ors, when multiplied by thousands or mllions of individuals, creates extrene conplexity and
extrene efficiency. Ants have lived for ten mllion generations, where we have only thousands.
They are perfect, and they care nothing about us--one witer, | renmenber, said they were 'pitiless
and el egant.' O course, one could possibly say the sane of high-level sinulations as well. But we
have only begun to discover the conplexity of our own artificial life." He stopped and gave a
curious smle, shy and yet not very winning. "I amlecturing again. My famly always told ne that
I loved the sound of nmy own voice. Perhaps that is why | spend so nuch tinme al one now. "

Renie didn't quite know what to say. "As ny friend said, this is very inpressive."

"Thank you. But now it is perhaps tinme for _you to talk." He took a few steps down the stone
toward them Beneath the white robe and white baggy trousers, Kunohara was barefooted. Now that he
was cl oser, she could see he was not a great deal taller than ! Xabbu--or at |east his simwas only
alittle larger than ! Xabbu woul d have been in his own body. She gave up. It was too much like a
problemin Einsteinian relativity. "Wat brings you here?" Kunohara asked. "You have cone from
Atasco's sinulation world, have you not?"

He knew. Reni e wondered how t hat could be. Then again, he had access to all the nmachineries of
the sinmulation, while she and ! Xabbu were no nore free here than |l ab rats.

"Yes," she adnitted. "Yes, we have, as a matter of fact. Sonething was going wong there, so
we came through. S

"A back door into nmy world, of course. There are several of those. And there was nore than
sonmet hing nmerely going wong, as | think you probably know. Bolivar Atasco has been killed. In
real life."

I Xabbu's snmal |l fingers tightened again on her arm but sonething about Kunohara's bright eyes
made her think lying would be a m stake. "Yes, we knew that. Did you know Atasco?"

"As a coll eague, yes. W shared resources--progranmming on this |level is al nost
i nconpr ehensi bly expensive. That is why | have a m croscopic version of one of the forests in
Atasco's version of Colonbia. It allowed us to share raw materials at the earliest stages,
al though we differed in our focus. Now, despite being representations of the same geographi ca
area, they are conpletely different in effect. Bolivar Atasco's interest was at the hunman scal e.

M ne, as you have noticed, is not."
Renie felt obscurely as though she were playing for time, although nothing Kunohara had done

suggested any ill will. "Wat is it about insects that interests you so nuch?"

He | aughed, a strange, breathy giggle. Renie had the inpression she had done sonethi ng
expected but still disappointing. "It is not that | amso interested in insects, it is that
everyone else is so interested in humans. Atasco and his Grail Brotherhood friends are an
excellent exanple. Al that noney, all that power, and their concerns still so restrictedly
human. "

Besi de her, ! Xabbu had gone as still as stone. "The G ail Brotherhood? You know about then®"
Reni e asked, then paused before deciding to push forward. "Are you a nenber?"

He giggled again. "Ch, no, no. Not nmy cup of tea at all, as the expression goes. Nor am |

interested in the opposite side of the coin, those deadly earnest folk fromthe Circle."

"The Circle?" ! Xabbu al nost squeaked. "What do they have to do with this?"

Kunohara ignored him "Always these dualisns--nmechanists or spiritualists.” He extended both
hands as though waiting to catch sonething that mght fall fromthe air. "Al ways choosi ng one side
of the coin, instead of sinply choosing the coin itself. Both have so strongly rejected the
other's side that they will regret it one day." He clapped his pal ns together, then extended a
cl osed hand toward ! Xabbu. It was a clear invitation. The Bushman hesitated for a nmonment, then
reached out with a thin nonkey finger and touched Kunohara's fist. It opened to reveal two
butterflies sitting on his palm one black, one white--insects built to their human scal e rather
than the titan forms of the simulation. Their wings fluttered gently in the breeze.

Reni e and ! Xabbu were both very quiet, watching Kunohara and his butterflies.

"Speaki ng of the dualistic approach, there are a pair of ideas you mght find useful,"
Kunohara said, "if any of this matters to you, that is. On the nechanistic side, may | point out
Doll 0o's Law, beloved of the early A-life theorists, although strangely ignored by the Gai
engi neers. Turning to spiritual iconology, you nmight find the Buddhist figure _Kishinmo-jin_ of
interest--and al so because as a parable it suggests reasons for tentative optinmsm However,
Buddhi sts tend to think in longer ternms than is strictly confortable for the rest of us, so
perhaps you won't find it personally very soothing." He closed his hand and then swiftly opened it
again. The two butterflies had been replaced by a single gray one. Kunohara flung it upward. It
beat its wings a few tines, then popped out of existence.
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"What is this about?" Renie demanded. "These riddles? Wiy can't you just tell us whatever it
is you think we should know?"

"Ch, no, that is not the way of true |earning."” Kunohara abruptly giggled again; Renie was
beginning to find it a very irritating sound. "Any Zen master worth his certificate will tell you
that beggars truly cannot be choosers."

"Who are you? Wiy are you even talking to us?"

Kunohara turned. Hi s gaze, though still bright and steady, was opaque, as though whatever
lived behind the sinulated face was losing interest. "Wiy talk to you? Well, the precise
entonol ogi cal termfor ny interest would be 'gadfly' | believe. And ny sinulation should tell who

I am and why | have only passing interest in the conflicts of gods." He pointed to the teem ng
throng of ants bel ow, an ocean of chewing, crawing nonsters. "By the way, speaking as | was of

mechani sts, | believe your friends fromthe Hive are soon to understand the fallacy of control a
little nore clearly.” He brought his hand to his white-robed chest. "As for me--well, as | said,
my sinulation should reveal all. You see . . . | amonly a _little_ man."

The next nonment Reni e and ! Xabbu were al one on the rock outcropping.

She was the one to break the long silence. "Wiat was that about? | nean, what did he want--
could you nmake any sense of that?"

"He said 'the Crcle'--spoke of themas though they were in sone way |like the G ai
Br ot her hood. " ! Xabbu seened dunbfounded, his hand cl apped flat on his sloping skull

"So? |1've never heard of them Who are they?"

I Xabbu' s nonkey face was so nournful she felt she might cry just |looking at him "They are the
peopl e who sent nme to school, Renie. This | told you. At least, that is what the group who paid
for my schooling were naned--the Circle. Could it be coinci dence?"

Reni e couldn't think anynore. Kunohara's words rolled around in her nmind, beginning to junble
toget her. She needed to renmenber. There were things he had said that she woul d want to consi der
later. Al she could do in way of response to ! Xabbu was shake her head.

They were still sitting silently when the dragonfly returned and | owered its | adder

"This is like being in the frigging Stone Age!" Cullen raged as she and ! Xabbu strapped
themselves in. "I mean, just unbelievable!"”

"The systenmis doing all kinds of weird things,"'
the Hive properly.”

"Can't comunicate at all,"” snarled Cullen. "Can't go offline, can't do anything."

"You can't go offline either?" Renie could al nobst hear a distant drunbeat again, a rising
signal of apprehension direct fromher ani mal hindbrain.

Lenore shrugged. "Yeah, you're not the only ones, it seems. Ordinarily it wouldn't nake nuch
difference, but the _Eciton_ swarmhas turned. It's heading toward the Hive."

"Right," said Cullen bitterly, "and if they get there wi thout us warning anyone so they can
seal it off, the damm neke-believe ants will just wipe it out. Playing by Kunohara's stupid rules
we'll have to rebuild and reprogram al nost from scratch."”

Reni e had been about to mention their encounter with the simworld s master, but suddenly
deci ded not to. She gave ! Xabbu a significant ook, hoping he woul d understand and keep qui et
about their experience.

Sorret hi ng was definitely going on, and Renie had a distinct and depressing feeling it was a
| ot nmore conplicated than these two young entonol ogi sts dreaned. The O herl and network was
changi ng--Sel |l ars had said sonething about that. It had reached sone kind of critical nmass. But
these two only knew it as a wonderful site to do acadenic sinulations, an excellent toy, a kind of
scientist's thene park; they didn't realize that the place was an ogre's castle built with bones
and bl ood.

The silence stretched. The pl ane skimred on, passing great curved walls of bark, shooting
bet ween | eaves that stretched |ike vast green sails.

"I have a question," !Xabbu said at last. "You say that |ike us, you cannot |eave the
sinul ation, and that you cannot conmunicate with your home, the Hive."

"I't's not ny hone," the pilot snapped. "Jesus, nonkey-nman, | do have a _life_, you know. "

"Don't be a grunp. Cully,"” Lenore said gently.

"What | do not understand,” said ! Xabbu, "is why you do not sinply unplug yourself.'
eyes stared intently at the pilot. "Wiy do you not do that?"

"Because soneone has to pass the nessage about the Eciton_ swarm" Cullen said.

"But could you not do that better fromoffline, if normal conmunication within this sinulation
world is not working?"

Reni e was inpressed by the way the little man had thought things through; clearly, he was

Lenore explained. "W can't comunicate with

H s snal
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using the Hi ve people's dilema to explore their own probl em

"Well," said Cullen with sudden and surprising fury, "if you really want to know, | can't
_find_ nmy goddam jack. It's like it isn't even there. Something's gone utterly, utterly scanned
with the whole thing. So unl ess soneone cones into ny lab and pulls nmy plug, |'mgoing to have to

wait until the systemresets, or whatever locking else is wong gets fixed."

Now Reni e heard the fear beneath the anger, and knew her own forebodings had been all too well -
f ounded.

Bef ore anyone coul d say anything el se, sonething knocked the plane sideways.

"Christ!" shouted Cullen. He dragged hinself upright, fighting gravity. "Christ! W' ve | ost
hal f the instrument lights!" He struggled to pull the wheel back. The dragonfly-plane wobbl ed
badly, stalled for a nonent, then surged into |ife again. It leveled itself, but sonething was
clearly very wong. "Wat was _that_ ?" he denmanded.

"Bird, | think." Lenore was |eaning forward, touching lights on the control panel, of which
more was now dark than illunminated. "Two of the wings are danaged, and we're nmissing a leg or two
as well."

"I can't keep this thing up in the air," Cullen said through gritted teeth. "Shit! That's
about a year's worth of nmy salary shot to hell if this thing' s ruined."

"They're not going to nmake you pay for it." Lenore sounded |like she was talking to a
frustrated child, but she herself had an air of barely-controlled panic. "Can we nake it back
okay?"

Cull en considered for a nonent. "No. W could never evade another bird, and if we | ose one
more wing, | won't even have a hal f-assed chance of |anding."”

He was worrying about |osing a major chunk of programming in some weird reality-swap with
Kunohara, Renie realized, but she could no longer think about the perils of O herland in such a
di stanced way. They were in inmediate danger of crashing to the ground, with everything the
simul ati on could make of that--including, perhaps, the ultimate reality.

"Land," she said. "Don't mess about. W'll wal k back."

Cull en darted a |l ook at her, nonentarily calmwith a kind of anmused rage. "Jesus, we really
are back to the Stone Age. On foot in Bugland." He pushed the wheel forward and started worKking
the pedals. The dragonfly | urched dowward, threatened to tip over on its nose, then |l eveled again
and began a slow, juddering spiral toward the forest floor.

Sonet hi ng dark normentarily blotted the w ndow.

"Cullen, the autopilot's gone,"” Lenore warned him

Cullen jerked the plane to one side. The bird m ssed them rocketing past |like a surface-to-
air mssile and buffeting themwith the wind of its passing. Cullen fought to drag the plane
upright once nore, but now sonething was definitely wong, and the downward spiral took on a
deeper, swifter angle.

"Brace yourselves!" he shouted. "I don't think the tactor settings will let anything too
pai nful happen, but--"

He didn't get a chance to finish. The dragonfly caught a wing on a | ow hangi ng branch. After a
grinding crunch, the plane flipped over and plumeted toward the ground. Renie had only about a
second to prepare, two or three heartbeats, then sonething flung her against the cabin wall and
her head exploded with light, which drained away a nonment |ater into darkness.

CHAPTER 6
Man from the Dead Lands

NETFEEDY PERSONALS: |'m Still Witing. .
(visual: picture of advertiser, MJ. [female version])

MJ.: "Ooh, I'"'mgetting very cross. |'ve been waiting, but sonme of you fellows that | thought were
big men are acting like little boys. Wiy aren't you accessing ny node? Are you afrai d? Because if
you are, you wouldn't have a good tine anyway. |'mwaiting for real nen, and when | find themI|'m

going to take their mnds and bodies on a trip they'll NEVER forget. . . . "

The man nanmed Birdcatcher had pressed his stone spear so tight agai nst Paul Jonas' guts that the
poi nt had pierced the skin. Paul took a shallow breath and felt the pain expand like a tiny star
as his stomach pressed agai nst the spearhead. He was trapped, pinned on his back with the other

file:/l/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (46 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:53 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

man standi ng over him

"What do you want ?" he asked, struggling to keep his voice quiet and calm

Bi rdcatcher had the wild look of a first-time bank robber. "If | kill you, you will go back to
the Land of the Dead and | eave us al one."

"I''mnot fromthe Land of the Dead."

Bi rdcatcher's brow jerked in confusion. "You said that you were."

"No, | didn't. _You_ said that when you pulled me out of the river. | just didn't argue with
you. "

Bi rdcat cher squinted fiercely but did nothing, puzzling over Paul's words but not discounting
them conpl etely. Deceit was apparently not conmon anong the People, sonmething that at another tine
Paul woul d have found fascinating.

"No," Birdcatcher said at |last, slow and deliberate as a judge delivering sentence. He
appeared to have reached the Iinmit of his reasoning ability and given up. "No, you are fromthe
Land of the Dead. | will kill you, and you will go back."

Paul brought up his hands to clasp the barrel of Birdcatcher's spear and twisted it hard, but
the Neandertal held it braced between his chest and arm and would not | et go. Paul hung on and
pushed back with all his power as Birdcatcher |eaned forward to dig it in deeper, Paul thought he
could feel the tissues of his belly stretching before the stone point. H's arns trenbled with the
strain of holding it away.

_"Stop!"_

Keepi ng his weight on the spear, Birdcatcher turned to | ook for the voice. Runs Far was
wal ki ng quickly toward them hands extended as though Birdcatcher's anger was a |iving thing that
m ght suddenly attack. "Stop," he said again. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"He has come fromthe Land of the Dead," Birdcatcher declared. "He has cone for ny boy child."

"Boy child?" Paul shook his head. "I don't know anything about any child."

O hers of the People had begun to wake and nove toward them a tatty horde of shadows that
appeared barely human in the weak |light fromthe coals.

"He is a ghost," Birdcatcher said stubbornly. "He came fromthe river to take ny boy child."

Paul felt sure Runs Far woul d now say sonething wi se and chieflike, but instead the other man
only grunted and stepped back into the dark

_This isn't howit's supposed to be, Paul thought desperately. _If this were a story, | would
have saved his life or sonmething, and he'd have to help me._ He pushed on the spear again, but he
had no | everage. For |ong nmonments he and Birdcatcher remained | ocked in silent tension, but Pau
knew he could not hold the sharp point away much | onger

"Let me see the child," he pleaded, his voice thin because he could not take a deep breath.
"Let me help himif | can."”

"No." Fear streaked the rage in his voice, but there was not an ounce of give.

_"Why is Birdcatcher trying to spill blood in our home?"_

Dark Mbon's quavering voice hit themlike a splash of cold water. Birdcatcher had not flinched
at Runs Par's appearance, but now he pulled the spearpoint fromPaul's belly and took a step back
The anci ent wonman shuffled toward them |eaning on Runs Par's arm She had evidently just
awakened; her wi spy hair stood up in tangles |ike snoke.

"Please," Paul said to her, "I amnot a ghost. | do not nmean the People any harm If you want
me to go away, | will go away." But even as he said it, he thought of the freezing darkness
out side, peopled with nonsters he could only dimy picture fromhal f-forgotten books. Sabertooth
tigers? Didn't horrors like that live side by side with the cave dwell ers? But what was the
alternative--a fight to the death against a Stone Age savage?

_I"'mnot Tarzan!_ Helpless fury filled him _Wat is the point of all this? | work in a bl oody
museum for Christ's sake! _

"You say you will help the child." Dark Mon bent over him her eyes wide, her face nostly in
shadow.

"No." Paul fought despair and frustration. "No, | said | will help himif | can." He paused,
still short of breath. Trying to communicate with these peopl e was nmaddeni ng, despite the commobn
| anguage.

Dark Moon reached her hand out to Birdcatcher, who shied away as though he feared being
burned. She shuffled a few steps closer and reached out once nore. This time he permitted her to
touch his arm which she encircled with her birdlike claws.

"He will go to the child,"” she said.

"No." Birdcatcher al nost whispered, as though he spoke through great pain. "He will take ny
boy child away."

"If the dead call to your child, they call," said Dark Moon. "If they do not, they do not. You
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cannot keep away death with a spear. Not this kind of death."

Bi rdcat cher darted a glance at Paul, as if to remi nd her that he had been doing just that, but
her hand tightened on his arm and he dropped his head |ike a sullen adol escent.

Dark Mbon turned to Paul. "Conme to the child, Riverghost."

No one in the tribe offered to help himup, so Paul struggled to his feet alone. The place
wher e Birdcat cher had jabbed hi mthrobbed painfully, and when he put his hand to the spot he felt
wet ness on his fingers. The old wonan and Runs Far turned and began a sl ow progress across the
cave. Paul stepped in behind them his reluctance increased when Birdcatcher followed himand
rested the spearpoint lightly but eloquently agai nst his back

| have to get out of here, he thought. _These are not ny people, and whatever this place is,
it's not my place. | don't understand the rules. _

They led himtoward a tent, one of the last in the line, so far fromthe fire that it had a
smal | blaze of its own burning in a stone circle before it. Paul could inagine Birdcatcher sitting
before the flames, brooding, working up his courage. If his grudge was over a sick child, it was
hard to hate the man.

A swift shallow jab at his back when he hesitated at the canp's edge restored a little of his
earlier dislike.

Bi rdcatcher's tent was smaller than sonme of the others; Paul had to stoop to make his way
through the door flap. Three children waited in the tent, but only two | ooked up at his entrance,
a goggl e-eyed infant wrapped in furs and the little girl he had seen earlier. Muths open, both
had gone completely still, like startled squirrels. Between themlay a small boy, apparently being
tended by the older girl, wapped in hides so that only his head was exposed. H s dark hair was
matted on his forehead, and his eyes had rolled back beneath the trenbling lids, so that the
firelight spilling through the tent flap exposed two slightly pulsing slivers of white.

Paul knelt and gently touched his hand to the boy's forehead. He ignored Birdcatcher's angry
mur mur and kept his hand in place as the child weakly tried to turn his head away; the flesh
seenmed as hot as one of the stones on which the Peopl e cooked their food. Wen the boy, who | ooked
to be nine or ten years old, brought up a feeble hand to push at Paul's wist, he let go and sat
up.

He stared at the small, pale face. This was another way in which this entire mad dream was
di sastrously unlike a good ol d-fashioned story. In flicks, in science fiction tales, one of the
visitors fromthe future al ways knew nodern medi ci ne, and could nake a jury-rigged defibrillator

out of palmfronds, or whip up a quick dose of penicillin to save the ailing chief. Paul knew |ess
about doctoring a child than had his own nother and grandnother, who at | east had been raised in
the fading tradition of wonen's special wisdom Penicillin? Didn't it grow on noldy bread,
sonehow? And who was to say the child had an infection anyway, and not something far nore
difficult to cure, like a heart nmurnur or kidney failure?

Paul shook his head in frustration. He had been a fool even to offer to see the child,
al t hough he doubted that he had given the boy's father any fal se hope. He could feel Birdcatcher
breat hi ng on the back of his neck, could sense the man's tension as though the air in the
i Mmediate vicinity threatened a sudden storm

"I don't think. . . . " Paul began, and then the ill child began to speak

It was little nore than a whisper at first, the barest scratchings of breath across dry I|ips.
Paul |eaned toward him The boy tw tched and threw back his head, as though fighting to shake
| oose sone invisible thing that clung to his neck, and his rasping voice grew | ouder.

" . . . Sodark . . . socold. . . and all gone, all gathered, gone through the w ndows and
doors and across the Black Ccean. . . . "

Sone of the Peopl e gasped and whi spered. Paul felt a shudder run up his spine that had nothing
to do with the spear pressed against his back. The Black Ccean . . . he had heard that phrase
bef ore. .

"o Where are they?" The boy's griny fingers scraped at the tent floor, snatching at
nothing. "All | have is the dark. The voice, the One . . . took themall away through the w ndows.

H s voice dropped back to a whisper. Paul |eaned closer, but could nake out nothing nore in
the fading, rustling speech which eventually becane too quiet to hear. The fretful novenents
subsi ded. He stared down at the boy's pale features. The saggi ng nouth again seened nothing but a
conduit for wheezing breath. Paul had just lifted his hand to touch the child's forehead again
when the boy suddenly opened his eyes.

Bl ack. Black like holes, black Iike space, black like the inside of a closet door after it
swi ngs shut. The gaze roved a nonent, unfocused, and soneone behind himcried out in fear. Then
the two pupils fixed on himand held him
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_"Paul ? Were are you?"_ It was _her_ voice, the painful nmusic of so nany dreams. Hearing it
here, in this shadowed place, he thought his heart would stop fromthe shock. For a |ong nonent he
could not breathe. "You said you would conme to nme--you pronmised.”_ Trenbling, the boy reached up

and caught at his hand with a grasp stronger than he ever could have i mgi ned from such snal
fingers. " Before you can find the nountain, you nust find the wanderer's house. You nust cone to
t he wanderer's house and rel ease the weaver."_

Catching his breath at last, gasping it in like a man surfacing from ocean depths, he pulled
away, struggling to fight free of the child' s grip. For a nmoment the boy hal f-rose fromthe bed,
hangi ng onto Paul like a fish on a line, but then his hold slipped and he fell back, silent and
linp, his eyes shuttered once nore. He had |eft sonething in Paul's hand.

After he uncurled his fingers, Paul had only a shivering nonent to stare at the feather |ying
on his pal mbefore sonething struck himexplosively on the side of his head, tunbling himto his
knees. There was a noise and stir at his back that seenmed as distant as an old runor, then
sonet hi ng heavy col |l apsed onto himand fingers curled around his throat.

He coul d not see who he was fighting and did not care. He thrashed, trying to shake free of
the vicious, unfair weight on top of him Everything was stripes of light and dark and a wash of
i nconpr ehensi bl e noi se, but the roaring blackness in his head was fast blotting out all of it. He
struggled with a force he did not know he had, and one of the strangling hands slipped fromhis
neck. Wien it could not find its hold again, it gripped and gouged at his face instead. He tried
to claw it away, then threw hinmself forward, struggling toward air as though he were in deep water-
-but his breathlessness went with himand could not be shaken | oose. Something sharp scraped al ong
his side, leaving a cold trail, and a little of his nmadness went away at the painful touch

He rolled until he felt sonmething stop him nen tried to get to his feet. The thing that
clutched his face lifted away again, and once nore sonething cold and sharp jabbed at his side.
Paul threw hinself forward and the thing restraining himgave way. The |ight changed as he fel
forward, and the noi ses around hi m now came with echoes.

Sonet hi ng bright was right beside his head. He was filled with a fury, a frustrated rage that
he sonehow knew had | ong been trapped inside him and had only now escaped. Wen he understood
that the bright sonmething was the blaze of the small canp-fire, that he had smashed his way out of
the tent, he rolled toward it and tipped the nurderous shape clinging to his back into the stone
ring. Screaming as the elk in the hunters' pit had screaned, it let go of himand scranbled up and
away, beating at the places where the fire had caught. But Paul was no longer interested in mere
survival: he | eaped across the canpfire and pulled his eneny down, caring nothing for the flanes
that scorched his own skin. For a brief nmonent he saw Birdcatcher's terrified face beneath him
Sonet hi ng round and heavy and hot was in his hand--a stone fromthe firepit, a part of him
realized, a cold, renorseless part. He raised it up so he could smash Birdcatcher and everything
el se back into darkness, but instead he hinself was struck, a sudden and surprising blowto the
back of his head that sent a jolt |ike an ungrounded electrical wire along his backbone and threw
hi m down i nto not hi ng.

The voi ces seened to be arguing. They were snmall voices, and far away, and they did not seem
terribly inportant.

Was it his nmother and father? They did not argue nuch--usually the ol der Jonas treated Paul's
nmot her with deference bordering on contenpt, as though she were a poorly-nmade object that could
not stand even ordinary handling. But every now and then his father's air of benign disinterest
woul d vani sh, usually when someone outside the house had rejected one of his ideas, and then there
woul d be a brief flurry of shouting foll owed by silences that | asted hours--sil ences which had
made the younger version of Paul feel that everyone in the house was listening for himto nmake a
noi se and thereby spoil sonething.

On those very few occasions when his nother stood up for herself and argued back, still in her
funbling, apol ogetic way, the shouting would not |ast any |onger, but the silences mght stretch
for a day or nore. During those |ong, deadly days, Paul stayed in his room unwilling even to go
out into the silence, calling up maps of faraway places on his screen instead, naking plans for
escape. In the endless nmddle hours of a still afternoon, he sonetines imgi ned that the house was
a toy snow gl obe--that outside his roomthe corridors were slowly filling with clouds of settling,
silent white.

The voices went on arguing, still distant, still uninportant, but he had noticed in an offhand
way that they were both nmale. If one was his father, then perhaps the other was Uncle Lester, his
nmot her's brother, a man who did sonething to hel p banks make contacts overseas. He and Paul's
father disagreed famously about politics--Uncle Lester thought that anyone who voted Labor
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under st ood not hi ng about the way the world _really_ worked--and sonetimes woul d argue

sem cordially for hours, while Paul's nother nodded and occasionally smled or nade a face of nock-
di sapproval, pretending to be interested in their extravagant assertions, and while Paul hinself
sat cross-legged on the floor in the corner |ooking at one of his nother's precious books of
reproductions, ol d-fashioned books on paper that her own father had given to her

There was one in particular Paul had always liked, and listening nowto his father and Uncl e
Lester argue, he saw it again. It was by Bruegel the Elder, or at |east he thought it was--for
sonme reason he was having troubl e sumoni ng nanmes just now -and showed a group of hunters marching
down a snowy hillside, returning to a feast in the town below. The painting had nmoved himin ways
he could not quite describe, and when he had gone to university, he had used it as the default on
his wal |l screen; on nights when his roonmate had gone home to his famly, Paul would |leave it on
all night, so that the white snow and the colorful scarves had been the |ast thing he saw before
falling asleep. He did not know why it had beconme such a favorite--just that sonething about the
conviviality of it, the shared life of the villagers in the picture, had noved him An only-child
thing, he had always supposed.

Thi nking of that picture now, as the argunent grew | ouder and then softer in slow waves, he
could al nost feel the sharp cold of Bruegel's snow. Wite, all white, sifting and settling,
turning all the world uniform covering up all that woul d otherwi se cause pain or shane. .

Paul's head hurt. Was it thinking about the cold that had done it, or the continuing prattle
of those people arguing? In fact, who were those peopl e? He had t hought one of them m ght be his
father, but the other certainly could not be Uncle Lester, who had died of a heart attack while on
vacation in Java al nost ten years back

In fact, Paul realized, nmore than his head hurt. His entire body was bei ng bounced, and every
bunp was painful. And the pain itself was touched with frost.

Even as he thought this, he dropped for half an instant straight down and thunped onto
sonet hi ng unconfortably solid. Solid and cold. Even through the dizziness, the heavy-headedness,
he was sure of that. The ground was very, very col d.

" . . . Wth his blood,"” one of the voices was saying. "That brings a curse. Do you want the
curse of a man fromthe dead | ands?"

"But that is Birdcatcher's spear," another said. "Wiy do we give it to this one?"

"Not give, |eave. Because Riverghost's blood is upon it, and we do not want himdrawn back to
our place by his blood. Mther Dark Mon said so. You heard her speak."

The cold was growi ng worse. Paul began to shiver, but the notion nmade his bones feel as though
they were grinding together on their raw ends, and he | et out a whinmper of disconfort.

"He wakes. Now we go back."

"Runs Far, we leave himtoo close to our place,
kill him"

"No. Mother Dark Mon said his blood would curse us. Did you not see how just a little of it
made Birdcatcher ill? Howit called out to the bad thing in Birdcatcher's child? He will not cone
back. "

Paul , his head pulsing, aching |ike one great bruise, still could not decide how exactly he
shoul d go about opening his eyes, so he felt rather than saw soneone bendi ng down and bringing a
face close to his.

"He will not cone back," Runs Far said next to his ear, speaking al nost as though for Paul's
benefit, "because Mther Dark Mon has said that if he cones back, then it is he who will be
cursed, not us. That the People will kill himthen wi thout fear of his blood."

The nearness of the man grew | ess, then sonething thunped down beside Paul. He heard a
rhythnmic noise that, after a few nonents, he realized was the People's footsteps crunching away.
Sone i dea of what had happened was begi nning to cone back, but what was coning even nore

swiftly was the freezing cold. A vibrato of shivers ran through him and he doubled up like a
blind worm huddling into his own body for warnth. It did no good--the cold was still touching him
all the way down one side, sucking the Iife out of him He rolled over so that he was facedown,
then struggled until his knees were under his belly. He set his hands flat and tried to lift
hinsel f up. A wave of nausea and di zziness ran through him and for an instant bl ackness cane and
drove even the cold away--but only for an instant.

As the inner darkness receded, Paul opened his eyes. At first nothing changed. The night sky
stretched above him an uni magi nabl e, velvet black, but as his vision returned, he saw that this
bl ack was pierced with nerciless, glittering stars. The uppernost edge of a w de yell ow noon
peered from behind the trees on one side of the hilltop. Beneath the sky lay a hillside, al
whi teness, so that the world seened to have been reduced to the sinplest of dichotom es. And Paul
himsel f was the only other thing in the world, trapped between bl ack and white.

t he second voice said. "It would be better to
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_Way nme?_ he wondered sorrowfully. _Wat did | do, God?_

A wind cane down on him It only lasted a nonment, but that nonent was |ike knives. Pau
shuddered violently and dragged hinself to his feet. He swayed, but managed at last to find
bal ance. Hi s head was throbbing, his bones felt broken. He tasted netal, and spat out a dark gl ob
of blood that nmade a tiny hole in the white hillside. A sob hitched his breathing. A distant how --
like a wolf's, but much deeper--rose and fell, echoing across the white noonscape, a terrifying,
prinordial sound that seened to mark out his hopel ess | oneliness.

_They've left ne to die._ He sobbed again, furious and hel pl ess, but swallowed it down. He was
afraid to cry in case it might knock himto his knees. He didn't know whether he'd be able to get
up a second tine.

Sonething long and dark lay in the snow by his feet, bringing back Runs Par's words.
_Birdcatcher's spear._He stared, but could only nake sense of it at the noment as sonething to
| ean on. He wapped the fur cloak nore tightly--what kind of death sentence had they passed, that
he had been left his clothing?--then bent carefully. He al nbst overbal anced, but steadi ed and
began the intricate process of picking up the spear while his legs threatened to buckle and his
head suggested that it mght explode. At last he wapped his hand around it, then used it to push
hi nsel f back upright.

The wind freshened. It stabbed and scraped.

_Where do | go?_ For a nmonent he considered follow ng the footsteps back to the cave. If he
could not persuade themto I et himback in, perhaps at |east he could steal their fire, like the
story Dark Moon had told. But even with his head full of blood and broken crockery, he knew that
was foolishness.

Where shoul d he go? Shelter was the answer. He nust find sone place where the wi nd could not

reach him Then he would wait until it got warmer again.

_Until it gets warmer._ It struck himas so blackly funny that he tried to | augh, but could
only sunmon a wheezi ng cough. _And how long will that be? How long is an Ice Age, anyway?_

He began to trudge down the hillside, each step through the deep snow a small, exhausting

battle in a war he had no real hope of w nning.

The nmoon had clinbed above the tree line, and now it hung full and fat before him doninating
the sky. He did not, could not, think of what he woul d have done had the night been moonl ess. As
it was, he still failed to recognize nany of the treacherous deep spots in the silvery snowin
time to avoid them and each tine he fell into a hole it took |onger to extricate hinself. He was
shod in sone kind of thick hide turned fur-side-in, but his feet were so cold anyway that he had
begun to lose track of themsone tine ago. Now it seened his | egs ended several inches above his
ankles. It didn't take a university education to tell himthat was a bad sign.

_Snow, _ he thought, stumbling hip-deep in the stuff. _Too nuch snow. _ This and ot her
maddeni ngl y obvi ous thoughts had been his conmpanions for the last hour. It took strength to chase
them away, to stay focused, and he did not have enough strength left to spare.

_Snow - snowwhite, snowdrop, snowdrift. He picked up a foot--he wasn't quite sure which one-
-and put it down again, sinking through the crust. The wind bit at his face where the cl oak sagged
away from his cheeks. _Snowdrift. _

Drift was the word, all right. That was all he'd ever done. Drifted through life, drifted
through school, drifted through his job at the Tate Gallery, making the sane tired jokes over and
over for |adies' |luncheon parties. He had thought once that he woul d becone sonething, be a person
who made a difference. As a child, he had westled with the idea without even realizing it, unable
to envision what that soneday person would do, who that person would actually be. Now, as if sone
God of Underachi evers had noticed his directionlessness and nandated a puni shnent to fit his
crime, he had apparently been condemmed to drift through tine and space as well, like a man | ost
after closing tinme in an endl ess nuseum

Yes, that was exactly what he had done--drifted. Even here in this cold, primtive place, with
his menory returned--or nost of it--he had allowed others to choose his directions. The People had
dragged himfromthe river when he could not free hinself, and had decided that he was . . . what
had Runs Far said? . . . a man fromthe dead | ands. And he had acceded, just as ineffectually ful
of self-pity as if soneone had set down a briefcase on the |ast enpty seat in the Underground,
forcing himto stand.

_Riverghost, _they called him They were nore right than they knew. Certainly everywhere he
had been since this mad ride began, he had floated |like a honeless spirit. And everywhere he had
been, he had found hinself at one point or another adrift in ariver, as if it were all the sane
river, a perfect netaphor for his unguided Iife, the sane river over and over

A sudden nmenory cut through Paul's wandering thoughts. _"They will ook for you on the
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river." _ Someone had said that to him Had it been a dream one of his strange, strange dreans?
No, it had been the voice fromthe golden crystal--in his dreamit had been a singing harp, but
the crystal had spoken to himhere in the Ice Age. "They will look for you on the river,"_the

crystal had told him So it was true--the river did nean sonething. Perhaps that was why he could
not escape it.

Paul paused. Through the pain and confusi on sonething el se struck him not a nmenory, but an
idea. It filled himwith a painful clarity that for that instant pushed everything el se anay. He
had drifted and drifted, but no longer. If he were not to float and tunble forever like a leaf in
the wind, he nust take sone control

_The river is where | pass fromplace to place.  He knew it with certainty, though the thought
had not cone to himuntil just this second. _The Looking dass land, Mars, here--I cane in from
the river each time. So if | look for it. .

If he I ooked for it, he had a direction. If he found it, things would change, and he woul d
conme closer to sonme sort of understanding.

He struggled to renenber how the People's hunting party had traveled, tried to make sense of
the noon's position, but he had never learned to do such things in his other life and felt a fraud
even trying here. But he did know that water found the | owest places. He would continue downhill.
He woul d go down, and he would get out. He would not drift. He would not drift any nore.

The noon had passed nost of the way across the bl ack reaches above him but still not far
enough to suggest that dawn woul d be coming soon. Every step was an agony now, each surge forward
comng only after he nade pronises to his body he doubted he could ever keep. The only sol ace was
that he had traversed the steepest part of the hillside; as he tottered through the shrubby, snow
covered trees, the ground before himwas al nbst | eve

But even such a small slope was difficult in these conditions. Paul stopped, |eaning on the
spear, and thanked Birdcatcher for having stuck himwith it, thereby rendering it taboo with
Paul's own bl ocod. Then he wondered if that were really so. Runs Far and Dark Mbon's interpretation
of what might be dangerous had resulted in Paul not being killed in the first place, and then
bei ng dunped with warm cl othes and a spear. Perhaps in their own way the two of them had been
trying to give hima chance

No sense in wasting it. He took a deep breath and |inped forward.

Strange to think that he might well owe his life to a pair of Neandertals, contenporaries of
his own incredibly distant ancestors. Stranger still to think of these people--of _the_ People--
living their lives in something like normality until he had stunbled onto them Wo were they,
real l y? Where was he?

Paul Jonas was still considering this when the wind shifted and the snell of death washed down
the hillside onto him
H s skin tightened with the sudden thrill of fear, and every hair on his head stood on end.

The stink was nore than rotting flesh, it was laced with aninmal nusk and urine and dirt and bl ood,
too. It was despair. It was the end of the road. He twisted to | ook behind him and a dark shape
on the hillside behind himabruptly froze, so that for half an instant he thought his own dark-

hi ndered eyes had fooled him that the shape was only a rock. But then another shadow noved
farther up on the slope; as it turned its head, nmuzzle sniffing at the shifted wind and the new
snells it brought, Paul saw eyes glint yellowgreen with reflected noonlight.

The wi nd becane brisker, blowing the horrid tang past himagain, and all his nuscles tensed as
his hindbrain sent out the nost primtive of alarns. Even in the grip of nmounting panic, he knew
that it would do no good to run. Another heavy four-legged shape was coning slantways across the
hillside. If they had not attacked himyet, these nanel ess beasts, it was because they weren't
sure what kind of thing he was either, how dangerous he mght be. But if he fled . . . Even Paul
who had seen fewer wild aninmals growing up than nost suburban children, felt certain that woul d be
the universal signal for _dinner is served .

Turning then and taking a careful step forward, then another, continuing to wal k despite the
know edge that those huge dark shapes were behind himand drawi ng cl oser, was perhaps the bravest
thing he had ever done. He felt an absurd urge to whistle, |ike someone in a cartoon keeping up a
brave front. He wished he were a_cartoon, an unreal creation that could survive the nost
terrible damage and then pop back into shape, whole and ready for another adventure.

The wi nd changed direction once nore, blowing into his face, and Paul fancied he could hear a
deep grow of approval fromthe hillside as the things caught his scent again. He had only one
chance, and that was to find a place where he coul d nake sone kind of stand--a cave, a tal
boul der, a high tree to clinb. No wonder the People nade their hone in holes in the nountainside
H s vacations limted to sunny places with beaches, and an occasional trip to the Scottish
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H ghl ands or the Cotswol ds, he had never truly understood the horrible, helpless solitude of
Qut si de. But now he was as Qutside as he could inagine being.

The snow was shal | ower here, and al though he could nowwalk a little faster, the footing had
grown even nore treacherous, as though a sheet of ice lay beneath the snow. Paul cursed silently,
but kept his legs nmoving. He could not afford to slip. As far as the creatures behind himwere
concerned, Falling Down woul d undoubtedly come under the sane headi ng as Runni ng Away.

Sonet hi ng noved on the right side of his field of vision. As carefully as he could, he tilted
his head to | ook. The shadow was paddi ng al ong the snowfield, pacing him only a long stone's
throw away. Its shaggy head and back were doglike, but it seemed wong sonehow, distorted. Steam
drifted up fromits jaws in little clouds.

The ground beneath himwas al nbost entirely flat now, but even the stunted trees were becom ng
scarce. He could see nothing before himbut unfigured whiteness--no stones, no shelter. He | ooked
back over his shoul der, wondering if he could circle around and nove back up the hillside to sone
of the rocks he'd passed earlier, but the pair of shapes crisscrossing on the sl ope behind him
killed that idea in an instant. There were three of them all sonehow the wong shape or size, a
hunti ng pack.

Trying to | ook back while wal king forward was a ni stake. Paul stunmbled, then skidded. For a
horri bl e noment he thought he was going to go conpletely over, but a scrabbling unge with the
butt of Birdcatcher's spear kept himpartially upright, although he banged one knee down on the
surprisingly hard ground. It would have been terribly painful if he had not been al nost frozen
through; instead, he felt nothing but a new weakness in the joint. The three shapes, now cl ose
toget her again, stopped to observe his struggles, eyes pale gens hanging in the darkness, w nking
on and off behind the curtain of their snoking breath.

Even with his hand, it was hard to find purchase on the slick ground beneath the dusting of
snow. As he | abored to push hinself up, he realized that it _was_ice, an entire sheet of ice,
onto which he had fallen. The initial outrage at this further indignity was pushed aside by a
burst of unexpected hope.

_The river . . . ?_

As if sensing his tiny revival of spirit and wanting to put a quick end to it, the nearest of
the three shapes abruptly | oped toward him covering the distance effortlessly. It noved so nuch
nore qui ckly than he had expected that it was only a dozen nmeters away when Paul suddenly realized
what was happeni ng and rai sed his spear.

_"Hey! Get back!"_ He waved his free armviolently, then jabbed at the dark shape with the
spear, hoping that it did not recognize the sheer terror in his shrill tones.

The beast stopped, but did not retreat. It regarded himwi th | owered head, and a deep
pul sating growl shook the air between them It was then, with a shock |ike a physical blow that
Paul realized what had seened so very wong about these things. The creature was sone kind of
hyena, but far, far too big--as tall at the shoulders as a snmall horse, its body broad and t hick-
boned. The steaming jaws were w de enough to close around his whol e torso.

The beast growl ed again, a powerful runble he could feel in the center of his bones. The sound
jellied his legs, and Paul had to fight to remain upright. The wi nd brought the stench of dead
meat and rmusk back down on him H's heart, already beating too fast, seened to be running
downhi | I, in danger any nonent of a fatal tunble.

_Cave hyena. _ The nanme cane back to himabruptly, something he had seen in a docunentary, or
in a natural history exhibition--as if it mattered what this horrible nonster was call ed. Cave
hyena, the stal ker of the Ice Age plains, a wal king death machine that no man had faced for five
hundred centuri es.

Paul took a shaky step backward. The hyena noved a matching pace toward him head still |ow,
eyes glowing will-0o'-the-wisp green. Its two conpani ons paw crunched down the hillside and fanned
out on either side with the unhurried nonchal ance of contract assassins. Paul lifted the spear and
waved it again. He tried to shout, but could nmake no sound except a choking gasp

_The river! _ he thought wildly. _I'mon the river!_But what good would it do hi mnow? He had
no idea howto use it to travel fromone place to another, and he knew he could no nore outrun
these nonsters than he could saddl e one of themand ride it at Ascot.

The nearest hyena grow ed again, then lunged forward. As the creature cane toward himat a
slow trot, he dropped to his knees and did his best to brace the spear against the slick ground.
The thing shanbl ed down on him picking up speed, slower than a normal hyena, but far faster on
snow t han Paul was.

Perhaps it did not see the spear against Paul's tattered clothes, or perhaps it did not know
what a spear was. Mouth so wide he could feel its breath |like the heat froma furnace vent a ful
second before it reached him the hyena drove onto the spearhead with a shock that al nbst tore
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Paul's arns fromtheir sockets. He grunted with pain and hung onto the shaft as he felt the spear
crunch through nuscle and gristle. The thing let out a how of pain and crashed into him He was
flung sideways, as though he had been hit by a car, and the spear was alnost torn fromhis frozen
grasp as the hyena stunbl ed past. Paul was jerked straight out onto his belly and dragged an
agoni zi ng di stance across the ice before the spear worked | oose fromthe aninal's flesh

Stunned, Paul lay on his face for a second, trying to renmenber which were his arns and which
were his legs. He heard a noise like a pistol shot, and for a mad nonment thought that, as in
_Peter and the WIf, a huntsman had cone to save himwith a big gun. Then he lifted his head and
saw t he wounded hyena suddenly slide backward into a black hole in the white ground.

A snarl from behind spun Paul around. The other two beasts were |oping forward on their
thickly muscular |egs. He staggered to his feet, slipping and skidding, and in hopel ess despair
rai sed the spear above his head to swi pe at them There was anot her expl osive _pop, _ then another
and the very ground beneath himshot out radiating crooked black Iines, so that for a nonment it
seemed he stood at the center of a spiderweb. The ice shuddered and settled. He had a nonment to
wonder why one of his | egs seened shorter than the other, and was al so suddenly even col der than
it had been--or hotter, perhaps; it was hard to tell--and then the ice beneath himcollapsed and
the hungry bl ack water sucked hi m down.

CHAPTER 7
Grandfather's Visit

NETFEEDY BUSI NESS: Krel | or Dunps MedFX

(visual: Krellor with Vice President Von Strassburg)

VO UWoberto Krellor has sold his multinmllion dollar MedFX nedical supply conpany, one of the |ast
remai ni ng menbers of his Black Shield famly of conpanies, to the dinsor Goup, which now becones
the world's largest supplier of nmedical equipnent to clinics and hospitals. Krellor, who | ost
billions when the nanotechnol ogy industry suffered custoner confidence setbacks, has now sold off
nost of his holdings to satisfy his creditors.

(visual: Krellor and Hagen at Swiss O ynpic pavilion in Bucharest)

But though his fortunes are down in other ways, Krellor has recently remarried his former wife
Vila Hagen. Their troubled first marriage nmade them al nost pernmanent fixtures in the tabnets.
KRELLOR "It's not a sell-off, it's a reorgani zati on--do you understand not hi ng? Now pl ease | eave
us alone, we are trying to enjoy our honeynoon. "

For all the tinme they had spent in the sinmulation together, it was still a shock when Reni e opened
her eyes to find the baboon's face only inches fromher own.

"Are you wel I ?" ! Xabbu stroked her armsolicitously. "W have crash-landed. Like in a film"

Renie was not entirely sure that she was_ well: Her head hurt, the world seened badly off-
kilter, and she was having terrible problens nmoving her linbs. The |last of those problens was
sol ved when she managed to unhook the safety harness that was hol di ng her against the crunpled
wal | of the dragonfly-plane; the second becane nore conprehensi bl e when she then rolled down into
the cockpit--the dragonfly was apparently standing on its nose.

"We're alive," she decided

"Just barely." Beneath her, half-wedged into the weck of the instrunent panel, Cullen was
struggling furiously to free himself. "I mean, just barely by the sinulation' s standards.
_Christ!_ Look at this!"™ He slamred the shattered panel with his fist. "Ruined."

"WIIl you forget about your stupid toy plane?" Lenore was in a worse position than Cullen--the
copilot's seat had crunpled forward, along with a good piece of the plane's floor, pinning her
agai nst the panel. She al so sounded far nore frightened than her coll eague; the unsteady edge to
her voi ce nade Reni e's headache worse. "Get ne out. _Now "

"Come give nme a hand," Renie called to ! Xabbu. She turned to find that he had vani shed from
the plane's ruined cabin. "!Xabbu?"

"Cet me out of here!" demanded Lenore.

Reni e hesitated. The two scientists needed hel p, but she was suddenly terrified that she m ght
lose the little man, her friend, and be truly alone in this place.

_"CGod damm you, bitch!--you help ne!"_ Lenore shrieked.

Reni e whirled, shocked, but the |look on the worman's wel |l -sinul ated face bl ew her anger out

file:/l/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (54 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

like a candle: Lenore Kwok was in the grip of real, tw tching panic.

"We'| | get you out," Cullen said, despite still being trapped hinmself. "Cal mdown, Lenore."

"Shut up!" She scrabbled frantically at the weckage that restrai ned her

Renie hurriedly began shifting the bits of cabin that had settled around Cullen, marveling
again at the conplexity and realismof the sinulation. Even the broken things broke in convincing
ways.

"What are you doi ng?" Lenore shout ed.

"You' ve got nore things on top of you than he does," Renie explained as gently as she coul d.
"If | can get himloose, he can help ne. | don't think I can do it nyself."

"Where's that goddamm nonkey?" The wonman's eyes roved wildly around the cabin, as though
! Xabbu m ght be hiding from her

"I don't know. Just try to be calm like Cullen said."

"You don't understand!" Lenore was wi |l d-eyed, breathing harshly. "I can't feel ny legs! They
won't novel"

"Ch, for God' s sake," said Cullen. "That's just panic, Lenore--power of suggestion. It's a
sinmulation, and right nowit's holding you in one position. Nothing's happened to your |egs. Don't

be stupid."
Reni e gave hima hard | ook. "Cullen, please shut up."
"Here, see!" ! Xabbu had appeared in the hatchway, originally a respectable opening in the

belly of a sinulated plane, now occupying a tower-w ndow position several yards above them "It is
a thorn froma plant." He dropped sonething down to Renie, who caught it as nuch in self-defense
as anything else. It looked a bit like a snmooth antel ope horn, as long as her outstretched arm and
nearly as wide, tapering to a point at one end. She tried to bend it, but could not. "This m ght
work," she told ! Xabbu as he clanbered in beside her

Wth the thorn as a | ever, she was able to bend back a | arge enough portion of the instrunent
panel to allow Cullen to slide free. As he stretched and rubbed his sore joints, his partner's
pani cked demands began agai n.

"All right, all right," he said. "You're really scanbound, Kwok, you know that ?"

"Let's just try to help her." Renie found what seened a good ful crumpoint for the |l ever and
began to work at pulling back the copilot's chair.

"Don't waste your energy. There's an easier way." Cullen clanbered up the floor until he
| ocated a panel door. Taking the thorn from Renie, he pried open the door and pulled out a netal
box with a handl e. "See? Because of Kunohara's stupid rules, we have to have damm virtual repair
kits in our damm virtual planes. Is that insane, or what?" He clinbed back down the upraised fl oor
and took a wench fromthe tool kit, then renoved the nuts that held the copilot seat to the
floor. The crash had crunpled the dragonfly's framework; it took several kicks before he could
knock the seat off its tracks.

A few nmore minutes of surprisingly hard work pernmitted themto pull Lenore free.

"I . . I still can't nove ny legs," she said in a quiet little ghost-voice. Renie liked this
new tone even | ess.

Wth help from! Xabbu's agile feet and hands, they nmanaged to haul her up to the hatchway and
then carefully | ower her three body-lengths down to the ground. The dragonfly had crashed
headfirst, auguring into the forest floor like a Wrld War | biplane; the delicate w ngs had
fallen forward over the buried nose and its shiny, cylindrical tail pointed toward the sky.

"I can't walk," Lenore murnured. "My legs won't work."

"That's shit, utterly,” Cullen snapped. "Look, in case you ve forgotten, we were about, oh
I'd guess thirty mnutes ahead of that Eciton_swarm and it's going to raise hell at the Hive if
we don't warn them" He paused. A nore uncertain | ook nmoved swiftly across his long face. "Not to
mention that we're in front of it ourselves."

"Ch, ny God." Renie, imrersed in the problem of getting Lenore out of the broken plane, had
completely forgotten the army ants. "Ch, Jesus Mercy, they' |l eat us. Ch, God, how horrible."

"They won't _eat_ us," said Cullen disgustedly. "They'll just keep us fromwarning the Hive,
and we'll | ose nore noney than | can imagi ne having to reprogramand rebuild. This is_a
simul ati on--you seemto keep forgetting."

Reni e | ooked at him then at ! Xabbu, who arched his eyebrows, an odd expression of sinian
fatalism She agreed; there was no point wasting time on argument. "Right, it's a sinulation. But
let's get going, okay?"

Wth Renie and ! Xabbu's hel p, Cullen haul ed Lenore into a piggyback position. "How are your

| egs?" he asked. "Is there pain?"
"I can't feel themnow. . . | just can't make them work." Lenore closed her eyes and clung
tightly to Cullen's neck. "I don't want to talk. | want to go hone."
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"We're working on it," said Renie. "But any information mght.

"No." Lenore's surliness had become childlike. "I"mnot going to talk about it anynore. This
is so stupid. None of this is happening."

Wi ch, Renie reflected as they began making their way through the forest of grass, was as
unhel pful a comment as anything she could renenber hearing recently.

Cul l en, despite carrying Lenore's extra weight, was at first determned to | ead their snal
party as well. Renie was reluctant to surrender control, but before she and the entonol ogi st could
battle it out, !Xabbu pointed out that he was undoubtedly best suited to go first. After Cullen
had been assured that ! Xabbu had | ong experience with hunting and tracking, and thus that it nade
_scientific sense_, he told the Bushman in which direction the Hive lay and ! Xabbu got down to the
busi ness of finding a way through the ground-jungle.

It was one of the strangest and nost surreal journeys Renie had ever taken--which, considering
the nature of what she had experienced in the |ast few nonths, was saying a great deal. The world
frominsect height was an astonishing place, full of frightening yet fascinating things. A
caterpillar that she would not have | ooked at twice in the real world was now a shining, living
psychedel i c object the size of a bus. As she and the others filed carefully past it, the
caterpillar noved a pace forward along the leaf it had been stripping and the step rippled through
all its legs, stemto stern, like a chorus-line kick. Wen the I ong | ockstep was over, the
vertical jaws began working the | eaf again, nmaking a racket nuch like the box-cutting nachine in a
factory where Renie had held a sumer job

As they hurried toward the H ve, they passed through an entire safari park worth of chitinous
wonder s--aphids clinging to plant stenms |ike zero-gravity sheep grazing in an upsi de-down neadow,
mtes burrowing in decaying plants with the single-mndedness of dogs searching for buried bones,
even a | eaf hopper that junped away as they approached, catapulting nearly into orbit with an
audi bl e twang of exoskeletal flexing. If it had been the sane proportional size to her in rea
life, Renie marveled, it could have | eaped directly to the top of the tallest building in downtown
Dur ban

At one point, !Xabbu carefully |ed them around a spi der-web--an incredible wrk of engineering
when seen fromthis perspective, but the thought of stumbling into it gave Renie the shivers. She
| ooked back at it nervously several tines but never saw any sign of its manufacturer.

The vegetation was fascinating, too, each plant a revel ation of conplexity. Even the nold,
whose surface was a riot of shapes disguised in ordinary life by its tiny size, was worth
marvel ing over. The very earth had to be | ooked at anew, since what seermed the flattest trail to a
normal human eye could contain deep, slippery-sided pits and uncountable other obstructions to
travel ers of insect size.

But despite the unceasing spectacle, the nenory of what was behind them was never out of
Reni e' s thoughts. ! Xabbu picked his way through the nmicrojungle with great skill, finding pathways
where she knew that she woul d have been conpletely stym ed, but she still feared that they were
not traveling fast enough. Cullen could not nove easily with Lenore on his back; watching his pace
grow ever slower, Renie struggled to beat down irritation and fear. Even ! Xabbu's patient
expertise frustrated her, since his manner was so calmthat he did not seemto be hurrying,
al t hough she knew he was.

They halted, instinct freezing themin place, as a shadow thrown by a bird hi gh above them
monentarily eclipsed the sun

"I can't go on like this," Cullen gasped when the shadow had gone. He let Lenore slide to the
ground and stood over her, sucking air. "You' re too heavy, Kwok."

"I"l'l carry her for alittle while." Renie did not want an argunent between Cullen and Lenore,
or any delay at all that could be avoided. "W can't stop. Those bloody ants will kill us,
virtually or otherwi se." She bent and tried to coax Lenore to clinmb onto her back, but the sullen
silent entonol ogi st was no nore use than an infant. Renie swore, then grabbed her and flung her
over her shoulder |ike a sack of neal.

"Conme on, while | can stand it," she said, voice tight with effort.

As they stunmbl ed on, Renie found herself w shing, not for the last time, that the sinulation
were not quite so amazingly realistic. Lenore's weight hung in exactly the same awkward way it
woul d have in RL: just keeping the scientist balanced on her shoul der and putting one foot in
front of the other was an exhausting job.

Wnged insects in flight for their lives began to hum past overhead, the first tangible
evidence of the _Eciton_ swarm It was horribly frustrating to watch them zoom ng by, going in the
same direction, but at ten or twenty tines the human's wal ki ng speed. Renie's back was achi ng. She
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contenpl ated, then regretfully discarded, the idea of just dropping the Kwok woman on the ground
and legging it as fast as she could, unencunbered. Lenore appeared to be in shock, and Renie knew
that if the sinulation itself was frighteningly realistic, its effects had to be treated with the
sanme degree of seriousness: This woman's affliction was just as crippling as if they were fleeing
for their lives in a real jungle.

"There!" shouted Cullen. "I can see it!"

Reni e stepped up beside him They had reached the summit of the center spine of a fallen palm
frond. Fromthis conmparatively high place, lifted above the leaf nold of the forest floor, they
could at | ast see the Hive's windows glinting fromthe distant hillside. "How far is that, in RL
di stance?" she panted. "If we were normal size? A few neters? If only. L

"Yeah," Cullen said, "if only." He began to trot down the other side of the |eaf, |eaving
Renie to stagger forward again, still bal ancing Lenore.

They were crossing a relatively clear patch of ground at the base of the rise on which the
H ve was situated when the first ground-level refugees fromthe swarm began to spill out of the

veget ati on behind them A long-legged spider stilted past, tall as a house. Smaller but even |ess
pl easant aninmals followed, boiling out of the jungle in a wash of agitated noise.

"We can't outrun them" Renie staggered even as she spoke and al nost fell, then | owered Lenore
to the ground. A fly skimed over their heads, naking a noise like a snmall jet helicopter. "W
have to find sonepl ace safe. H gh ground."

"Are you crazy?" Cullen denanded, then pointed at the Hive. "That's nillions worth of code
standi ng there."

"Jesus Mercy! You don't _get_ it, do you?" A part of Renie knew screani ng was not good
strategy, but she didn't care. "This is not about gear, this is about staying alive!"

I Xabbu had noticed their absence and was hurrying back toward them A centipede, a shiny,
si nuous thing which a noment before had been in full flight, suddenly side-wound toward hi mand
struck, but the small man in the baboon body junped to safety, narrowy eluding the rounded,
fanged head. Hi s baboon simbared its fangs and dropped into defensive posture. The centi pede
hesitated, then turned and paddled on, its instinctive desire to hunt muted by the swarm ng death
behind it.

"We have to clinb sonmething," Renie shouted to ! Xabbu. "We'Ill never nake it back in tine."

"That's . . . that's irresponsible." Cullen sounded uncertain now. Another shadow wheel ed
over head, yet another antbird preying on the scurrying refugees.

"Here." ! Xabbu stood at the base of a fern, beckoning, "If we clinb this plant, we can reach a
place they will not go, | think."

Reni e bent and heaved Lenore up onto her shoul der. She had taken a few steps when sonething
smacked hard agai nst her back and knocked her off bal ance. As she struggled to regain her footing,
Lenore thrashed in her arms, punmeling Renie's back with her fists.

"Put me down! _Put me down! "

Renie let her slide to the ground, but took care not to let her tunble helplessly, and
received a flailing fist against her ear for her trouble. "What the hell are you playing at?" she
grow ed.

Lenore had curled up like a woodl ouse. Cullen strode over. The racket of fleeing insects was
growi ng | ouder, and the flood of refugees was beginning to wi den, threatening the place they
stood. "God dam it, Kwok, what are you doi ng?"

"Leave ne alone," Lenore did not |ook up at him "I don't want to do this anynore."

Cul | en reached down to grab her. Her legs still did not nove, but she thrashed furiously from
the wai st up and nanaged to |and a hard blow on his face. Swearing, he let her drop. "You're
scanned! Wat is this?"

"You must hurry!" ! Xabbu called froma position high up the fern stem "l can see the ants!"

"We're not going without Lenore!" Cullen |ooked |ike someone who was wat chi ng his house burn
down. "1 nmean, | can't just |leave her here." He took the woman's arm but she shook him off.
"What's wong with you?" he demanded.

"This is just so . . . stupid!" she wailed. "It's stupid, and it hurts! And I'mnot going to
do it anynore." She opened her eyes wide, staring with an alnpst nad intensity. "It's not real
Cull en--none of this is real. It's a ganme, and |'mnot going to play this stupid game anynore."

She sl apped hard at his hand. He withdrew it.

"Right," said Renie. "You deal with her if you want." She turned and hurried across the open
space toward ! Xabbu and the sanctuary of the fern. A beetle veered fromthe | eading edge of the
oncom ng throng and ratcheted past in front of her, creaking like a sloop in full sail. She
paused, bouncing in place until it had passed, then sprinted forward.

"I can't just leave her!" Cullen shouted after Renie.
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"Then don't! Stay!" Renie reached the bottom of the stalk and grabbed at the thick fibers that
covered it like a pelt, scrabbling with her boots until she had pulled herself off the ground.
When she reached the first place where she could stand, she turned to | ook back. Cullen was
shouti ng sonething at Lenore--inpossible to hear above the nounting din--but she had curled back
into a fetal ball and was paying no attention. Again he tried to lift her, which brought her to
I'ife, gouging and el bowi ng. Reni e shook her head and resuned clinbing.

"Up here." ! Xabbu shinnied down the stalk toward her, noving as easily in his baboon form as
Reni e woul d on a broad staircase. "Put your foot on this place--yes, there. Wiy will that Lenore
wonman not come?"

"Shock, | guess--1 don't know." Renie's foot slipped and she dangled by one armfor a nonent,

kicking in heart-freezingly enpty air, but ! Xabbu reached down with both hands and cl utched her
wist, giving her the courage to |l ook for a foothold. Wen she had found one, and was again firmy
set, she saw Cullen reach the base of the stalk and begin to clinb.

The noi se grew | ouder, rising until it was like the roar of the ocean in a narrow cove. The
sky was filling with hopping and flying insects of all sizes. Some skimred so close that their
Wi ng-tips scraped the outer fronds of the fern, naking the | eaves dance. The horde on the ground
grew even nore nunmerous. Diving ant-birds snatched some of them but nothing slowed the exodus.

Reni e and ! Xabbu reached a point mdway up the fern where the distance to the next jutting
stemwas too great for Renie to clinb w thout exceptional difficulty, so they noved away fromthe
central stalk and into the folded gully of a leaf. As they stepped onto it, the curling frond
swayed al armingly, bounced by the breeze rather than by the inconsequential weight of the tiny
humans.

Cul I en appeared behind them talking to hinself. "She'll be all right. It's just . . . she'll
be pushed offline. The system s | ocked, anyway."

Looking at his pale, worried face, Renie no |longer felt any urge to argue with him

They made their way across the leaf's hairy surface until they were near its outer edge and
could see Lenore in her white junpsuit curled on the ground far below, |ike a discarded grain of
rice. Staring, Renie felt !Xabbu's hand cl ose on her arm She |ooked up to follow his pointing
finger.

A short distance fromthemlay a small tree which had fallen sone time in the past and been
partly subsurmed by the forest floor, so that the gray-brown of its bark showed in only a few
pl aces through the nbss and the grasses that had grown over it. From Renie's and ! Xabbu's
perspective, it was as tall and long as a line of hills.

The _Eciton_ armnmy had reached the top of the log, and swarned along its sumrit |ike soldiers
on a captured ridgetop. The first few scouts were even now clinbing back up fromtheir forays to
the ground, and as Renie watched, the first pseudopod of ant bodies boiled down and nmade contact
with the forest floor again. The entire | og disappeared beneath a living carpet of ants; nonents
later, the swarmwas extruding tendrils of troops out across the open space Renie and the others
had j ust vacat ed.

"It's not real,” Cullen said hoarsely. "Renenber that. Those are nunbers, little groups of
nunbers. We're watching algorithns.”

Renie could only stare with horrified fascination as the ants flowed forward. One of the
| eadi ng scouts approached Lenore's unnmoving formand stood over her, probing with his antennae
like a dog sniffing a sleeping cat, then turned and hurried back to the nearest arm of the swarm

"The sinul ation kicks us out when sonething happens.” Cullen was al nost whi spering now.
"That's all. It's a ganme, |like she said. Kunohara's goddamm gane." He swal | owed, "How can she just
_lie_ there?"

I Xabbu's grip on Renie's armtightened as Lenore was surrounded by antenna-waggling workers.

"Use the defense spray!" Cullen shouted. The tiny figure did not respond. "Damm it, Kwok, use
t he _Sol enopsis_ spray!"

Then, suddenly, she did nove, struggling to crawl away on el bows and usel ess legs, but it was
too late.

Fromthe corner of her eye, Renie saw Cullen flinch. "Ch, ny God," he said, "she's scream ng

Ch, Christ. Wiy is she screaming? It's just a sinulation--there's no pain function. . . . " He
trailed off, gape-jawed and ashen
"She's just frightened," Renie said. "It must be . . . it nust be horrible to be down there,

even if it's only a simulation
"That's all."

"Ch, God, they're killing her!" Cullen |eaped up and al nost overbal anced. ! Xabbu grabbed his
junpsuit leg, but the baboon's nmass was too small to do nmuch good. Renie grabbed the scientist's
flight-suit belt and pulled himaway fromthe edge. "W have to," he babbled, "we can't. . . . "

She found hersel f praying that her own instincts were w ong.
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Cullen fell silent, still staring.

Bel ow, the worker ants had finished. Lenore's simhad been small; they did not have to cal
one of the large submajors to carry the pieces back to the swarm

Cullen put his face in his hands and wept. Renie and ! Xabbu watched silently as the rest of
the swarm eddi ed past.

It took the better part of an hour before the |last stragglers vani shed. The flow of ants had
gone on so long that Renie could not sustain either horror or fascination. She felt nunbed.

"It was a shock, that's all." Cullen had apparently recovered his sel f-possession. "Lenore's
gone offline, of course--it was just so dreadful to watch." He peered over the edge of the | eaf at
the arid field of destruction. "I hadn't expected it to be . . . to be that bad."

"What were you shouting about?" Renie asked. "Sone kind of spray?"

Cullen pulled a silvery wand fromthe pocket. "Chenical defense spray from _Sol enopsis fugax--
_robber ants. W inported it, so to speak, to give us a little protection in the field. Everyone
at the Hve carries one when they're doing fieldwrk." He dropped the tube into his pocket and
turned away fromthe rimof the leaf. "_Sol enopsis_ is a European ant, really, so | guess in a way
it's cheating."

Renie stared at him nonmentarily speechless. Only soneone living in a fantasy world--or, she
supposed, soneone who was a scientist to the core--could watch what had just happened to his
col l eague and still be tal king as though the whole thing were only an experinent gone slightly
sour. But there seemed no point in arguing--she could prove nothing. "W'd better get noving
again," she said instead. "The swarm nust be far away by now "

Cul l en | ooked at her, expression blank. "Get noving where?"

"To the Hve, | suppose. See if we can sal vage sonet hing so we can get out of here."

I Xabbu | ooked up. "W should go back to the river."

"l don't know what either of you are tal king about," Cullen said. "The sinulation's wecked. |
don't understand you peopl e anyway--you act like this was all real. There's no point in going
anywhere. There's nowhere to _go_."

"You' re the one who doesn't understand."” She began wal king toward the stem of the leaf, their

route down. "In fact, there's a |lot_ you don't understand, and | really don't have the tinme or
strength to explain now, but even you nust have noticed that things have gone pretty seriously
wong. So if you want to survive to see RL again, | strongly suggest you shut up and get noving."

It was like wal king across a battlefield, Renie thought, far worse than it had | ooked from
atop the leaf. Were the Eciton_ swarm had travel ed, the mcrojungle was absol utely enpty of any
living thing but plants, and only the |argest of those had survived undamaged: At ground |evel the
ants had | eft behind only skel etonized stems and a scattering of tiny, unrecognizable fragnents of
mat t er.

Cul l en, who was leading themup the hillside toward the Hive, had been silent since Renie's
expl osion--nore |likely because he believed she was dangerously crazy, Renie suspected, than
because he trusted her judgnent about what was goi ng on

She didn't even know exactly what to believe herself. Had they really seen a worman brutally
killed by giant ants, or had they only watched the playing out of a simulation, an imagi nary human
form di smenbered by i maginary insects, with the hunman droppi ng out of the puppet body |ike Stephen
or one of his friends when they |ost a conbat gane?

But of course, the last tinme Stephen had played an online gane, sonething had changed, and he
had never cone back. Wo could say for certain that Lenore had nade it back to RL either, or that
Reni e or ! Xabbu or the young entonol ogi st stalking tight-lipped in front of themwould survive a
simlar piece of bad |uck?

I Xabbu descended froma quick foray up the curling length of a creeper. "The ants have passed

on. | cannot see any of them near the Hive building."

Reni e nodded. "That's one less thing to worry about. | hope we can fly one of those planes--
it's a long, long walk back to the river, and even if we don't run into the ants again, | don't
fancy our chances."

I Xabbu | ooked thoughtful. "W know that something is wong with this network, Renie. And now

it seems that it has gone wong for others besides just us."
"It does seemthat way."
"But what could rmake this happen? Qur friends could not go out of this O herland place--could

not go offline, | nean--and now these people cannot either, and they have nothing to do with our
search, as far as | can see."
"There's sonething gone seriously weird with the whole system" Renie shrugged. "I can't even

guess. W don't have enough information. We might _never_ have enough information, because from
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what Sellars said, there's never been a systemlike this."

"Ch, _shit_." Cullen had paused at the crest of the lower hill. Before him the H ve lay open
and pl undered.
The great w ndows across the front had been snashed inward, likely by the sheer weight of the

ant swarm The ants had carried out all kinds of objects, but seened to have rejected many of
them seenmingly at random The pronontory in front of the building was littered with virtua
objects frominside, sections of walls and bits of furniture and speci mens from the nuseum being
anong the nore recogni zable. There were | ess pleasant remants as well, bloodless bits of the

si mul ated bodies the Hive's human inhabitants had once worn, strewn all across the | andscape. Torn
or snipped fromthe original owners, they |ooked | ess real than they had when part of a sim Iike
a scattering of doll parts, but it was still horrible. Cullen stared at it so bleakly that it
seened he mi ght never nove again.

Reni e took his armand urged himforward. They passed through one of the sliding hangar doors,
whi ch had been pried upward until it had crunpled, and thus all owed them nore than anpl e headr oom
Now it was Renie who felt her insides go cold and heavy. The Hive's small air force, perhaps
because of the planes' resenblance to insects, had been shredded by the Eciton_arnmy. Only a few
recogni zabl e pi eces remmi ned, and these were not enough to cobble together a patio chair, |et
al one a flying nachine.

Reni e wanted to cry, but would not indulge herself. "Are there any other planes?"

"I don't know," Cullen said bleakly. "Angela's hopper, maybe."

"What's that? Wiere is it?"

"Reni e?" | Xabbu stood at the hangar door, |ooking out over the debris-carpeted hillside. H's
voi ce was strangely pitched. "Renie, help ne."

Al armed, she turned and sprinted to his side. Something very |large was naking its way steadily
up the slope toward them a bright green thing the size of a construction crane. It swiveled its
triangul ar head fromside to side as though searching ainmessly, but it was stalking steadily
toward t hem

"It is him" | Xabbu spoke in a hushed, clench-throated whisper. "It is Gandfather Mantis."

"No, it's not," She wapped her hand around his sl ender baboon foreleg, trying to stay cal m
despite the terror spiking sharply inside her, rattling her heart in her rib cage and squeezing
out her breath. "It's . . . it's another simulation, !Xabbu. It's just a regular praying nantis."
If sonething the relative size of a Tyrannosaurus could be in any way regul ar, she thought wildly.
"I't's anot her one of Kunohara's bugs."

"That's not fair." Cullen's voice was fiat. "That's a _Sphodro-nmantis Centralis._ They're not
i ndi genous to this environnment--they're fromAfrica."

Reni e thought this was pretty rich conming fromthe man who'd brought in European robber-ant
spray, but with the mantis a few dozen paces away and closing, it didn't seemlike a good tine to
di scuss VR ethics. She tugged at ! Xabbu's furry arm "Let's get out of here."

"Unless it's supposed to have cone in on a ship,” Cullen nurnured. "That's how they got to the
Anmericas in the first place.”

"Jesus Mercy, will you shut up? Let's--" She broke off. The nantis had turned its head toward
them and now began striding faster up the hillside, scythelike forearns extended, a vast machine
of razoring clockwork. "What do those things eat?" Renie asked faintly.

"Anyt hi ng that noves," said Cullen

She |l et go of ! Xabbu and shoved Cul l en several steps back into the depths of the hangar.
"Let's go! You said there was a plane or sonething--Angela' s plane, you said. \Were?"

"Her hopper. On the roof, | think. Unless she took it."

"Right. Cone on!" She | ooked back. "!Xabbu!" she shrieked. "Wat are you doi ng?" The baboon
was still crouching beneath the crunpled hangar door as if waiting for death. She sprinted back
and pi cked hi mup, a not inconsiderable effort after the long day carrying Lenore.

"It is him and | have seen him" he said into her ear. "I cannot believe this day has cone."

"It is not a'him' and it certainly isn't God, it's a giant nonkey-eating bug. Cullen, wll
you get goddamm going? | don't know how to get to the roof--you do."

As if suddenly waking froma dream the entonologist turned and ran toward the back wall of
the hangar with Renie a step behind him As they reached the door that |ed inside, the sinulated
nmetal of the hangar door gave a protesting screech. Renie |ooked back. The mantis had al nost
entirely forced its way in, and was pulling its | ong abdonen and back | egs through the gap. The
head pivoted in a horrible, robotic fashion as the blank green dones of its eyes tracked their
flight.

The door into the conplex was unl ocked, and slid open at a touch, but there was no way to bar
it behind them !Xabbu stirred in her arnms. "I amall right, Renie," he pronised. "Put me down!"
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She | et himclanber down, and they all sprinted toward the door at the far end of the
corridor.

"Why don't we just . . . go there?" Renie asked Cullen as she dodged bits of sinulated debris
"You don't have to do things |ike walk and run here, do you?"
"Because it's not working, dam it!" he shouted. "I tried. Kunohara turned off the protocol or

sonet hi ng. Just be glad we had el evators nmade for this thing in case he ever changed his mind
about how many corners we could cut in here."

The el evator was on their floor, its doors partially open, but Renie's nonment of hope was
qui ckly ended: the doors thensel ves were bowed outward, as though sonmething inside had tried to
smash its way free. As they stared, sonething | arge and dark heaved and the parted doors cl anked
and qui vered. One of the ant soldiers had been trapped inside, and was battering the elevator to
pi eces.

Cullen shouted with frustration and fear as he slid to a halt. They all turned at a | oud
grinding noise in the corridor behind them The wedge-shaped head of the mantis had pushed open
the door fromthe hangar, and the doorframe itself was crunpling as the creature forced the rest
of its nassive body through the opening.

"Stairs! Back there!" Cullen pointed at a branching hallway back down the corridor

"Let's go, then!" Renie grabbed at !Xabbu's furry armin case he was struck by another bout of
religious devotion. The nantis tore away the |ast pieces of the doorfrane; as they ran toward it,
the huge green thing stepped into the corridor and rose until its antennae brushed the high
ceiling, a giant rmuseum di splay cone to nurderous life. Renie and the others reached the cross-
corridor and turned the corner so fast they skidded and al nost fell on the slippery floor, but
Reni e knew the nonster could cover the distance to themin only a few strides. She |et go of
! Xabbu and began to sprint.

"Hurry!" she screaned.

Her friend was on all fours, matching her pace, Cullen a few steps behind as they sl amed
through the doors and into the stairwell. Renie cursed when she saw that the staircase was too
wide to be a deterrent to the pursuing nonster, but she prayed that steps nmight slow it down. She
eased her own pace a little and shoved Cull en ahead of her in case he m ght suddenly renenber a
better route.

They had only reached the second | andi ng when the manti s knocked the doors spinning off their
hi nges bel ow them Renie | ooked down as she | eaped up onto the next set of stairs, but w shed she
hadn't. The creature had begun clinmbing straight up the mddle of the stairwell, bracing itself
with long, jointed | egs against both stairs and walls. Its blank, headlight eyes watched her
hungrily, so close it seened she could reach down and touch the arnored head.

"Try the doors!" she screaned up to her conpanions. ! Xabbu rattled the latch of the third
| andi ng door as they dashed past, but it was firmy | ocked.

"It's only a few nmore floors to the roof," Cullen shouted.

Renie shifted herself into a nore careful gear, struggling to avoid slipping. She doubted that
any one of themwould survive a tunble--their pursuer was only a couple of neters beneath them
filling the stairwell like a denbn rising fromthe infernal pit.

Then, for a nonent, the creature actually reached past_her--the end of a vast green | eg rose
and touched the staircase wall above her head. Terrified, Renie could only throw herself down
agai nst the stairs and crawl underneath it, positive that at any nonent one of the forearns would
close on her like a giant pair of pliers, but the mantis slipped its hold and sagged, then fel
back half a floor before it got a grip against the stairwell again, and she began to feel they
m ght actually outrace it to the roof.

_Jesus Mercy,  she thought suddenly. What if the way onto the roof's |ocked, too?_

As she staggered onto the last landing. Cullen was rattling the bar of the door with no
effect. She could hear the creature clanbering toward them again, a |eathery creaking and popping
like the world's largest unbrella being unfurl ed.

"It's locked!" Cullen screaned.

Reni e threw hersel f against the door, slamng the bar. It popped open, revealing a broad
vista of late afternoon sky. Not |ocked, just jamed. It was a prayer of thanksgiving. She
stepped to the side as Cullen stunbl ed backward through the doorway, ! Xabbu at his feet and
tugging him The great green head of the mantis rose up out of the shadows of the stairwell behind
himlike a tricornered noon. A leg scraped across the stairwell landing as it sought a firm
foothol d. "Wiere's the bl oody plane?" she shouted at Cullen

The scientist regained his equilibriumand | ooked around, his eyes pani cky-w de. "Over there!"

Reni e sl ammed t he door cl osed behind himand took the thorn fromher belt. She jamred it
t hrough the handl e, knowi ng as she did so that it was a straw in a hurricane, then sprinted after
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the others toward a wi nd-wall that ran hal fway across the gray roof, hiding whatever night be on
the far side. "Are you sure it's there?" she shouted. Cullen said nothing, running flat out. As if
in answer, sonething went _pop_ behind her. The thorn shot past, skipping along the rooftop

foll owed by the grating sound of another doorfrane being wenched | oose.

As they reached the edge of the wind-wall, she heard the door burst outward. Despite the
overwhel ming fear, Renie was also furious. How could an insect be so single-ninded? Wiy hadn't it
given up long ago? Surely a real nmantis in the real world woul dn't behave in this nonster-novie
fashi on? She hal f-suspect ed Kunohara--sone kind of horrible payback he had built into his
simul ation for those who ignored Nature's power.

On the far side of the wall, with the panorama of the oversized forest |ooning above and
beyond, Cullen was already dragging the tarp froma | unpy object not nmuch | arger than a m ni bus.
Reni e and ! Xabbu each snatched at a corner and pulled; the covering slid away to reveal an expanse
of brown, yellow, and black enaneling--a six-legged nonstrosity shaped |ike a sunfl ower seed.

"I't's anot her damm bug!"

"A _Semiotus_. Al our vehicles look |ike bugs." Cullen shook his head sadly. "Angela didn't
get out, | guess." He thunbed the | atch panel and the doors swung upward. The entonol ogi st pulled
down the steps and Renie clanbered into the snug cockpit.

As ! Xabbu swung up behind her, a shadow fell across them Renie whirled to see the nmantis step
around the edge of the wind-wall, massive legs lifting and falling with the terrible precision of
sewi ng machi ne needl es, head sw veling high above the hopper. Cullen stood frozen at the base of
the | adder as the great head descended toward him In the stark, tinmeless nonent, Renie could hear
air hissing through the spirucules along the creature's side.

"That spray," she tried to call, but only huffed a little air through a throat cl enched shut
by terror. She found her voice. _"Cullen, the spray!"_

He took a stiff pace backward, funbling in his pocket. The head tilted as it followed him
snooth as if on oiled bearings. The great scythelike arnms cane up and extended past himon either
side with terrible deliberation, until the tip of one touched the side of the ship with a faint
metallic _ping._ Cullen held up the cylinder in a trenbling hand, then blasted a spattering stream
into the blank triangular face.

The nonent expl oded.

The mantis juddered back, hissing |ike a steam conpressor. The arns snapped down as they
retracted, smacking Cullen to the ground, then the creature crabbed backward several steps, saw ng
at the air and its blinded eyes. Renie saw ! Xabbu swi ng back down to the ground and grab Cull en by
the collar; the entonologist's armrenai ned behind, lying on the roof as if discarded in a
forgetful nonent, still swaddled in a junpsuit sleeve that now gaped raggedly at one end.

"You are not Grandfather Mantis!" ! Xabbu shrilled at the nonster as he struggled to drag the
scientist away. "You are only a thing!"

In the depths of the nightmare, operating on pure instinct, Renie scranbled down to help; as
the mantis convul sed above themthey heaved Cullen into the plane and pulled down the door. Renie
could see their pursuer through the side window, still ratcheting in place |ike a broken toy, but
becom ng | ess mani ¢ and nore purposeful by the second.

There was no bl ood where Cullen's arm had been. She grabbed and squeezed anyway, not sure what
the rules were for near-nortal virtual injuries, and screaned, "How do we make this hopper fly?"

Cullen's eyes fluttered open. "It . . . hurts,"” he said breathlessly. "Wiy should it hurt.

o

"How do we fly the damm pl ane? That thing' s com ng back!"

I n wheezi ng nonosyl | ables, Cullen told her, then passed out. She |eft ! Xabbu | ooking for
sonething to bind his wound, then thunbed the buttons he had nmentioned in what she hoped was the
right order. The vehicle shuddered as its wings rotated out fromunder the w ngcase, then vibrated
into swift-beating life. Renie managed to get the legs noving to turn the head of the vehicle away
fromthe wall and out toward the edge of the building. As the hopper swi veled, the scarecrow form
of the mantis heaved into view before the viewscreen, groping toward them

Renie said a silent prayer, pulled back on the wheel, and gave the hopper all the throttle she
could. It junped, slanmming !Xabbu and Cul |l en back agai nst the padded cabin wall and rattling Renie
in her pilot's seat, then skimed upward just out of reach of the mantis' last, stabbing clutch

Wthin nmonents the weckage of the Hive was far bel ow. Renie tugged the wheel a few tines,
once begi nning an alarming dive, then at |ast found what she wanted. They banked and then flew on
into the towering forest, toward the setting sun

"That was not Grandfather Mantis," ! Xabbu said solemly behind her. "I forgot nyself--1 am
ashaned. "

Reni e began to shiver, and for a nonent feared she might never stop. "Bugs," she said, stil
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shuddering. "Jesus Mercy."

CHAPTER 8
Fi ghting Monsters

NETFEEDY PEOPLE: "One Angry Man" Dies

(visual: Gonez answering reporters' questions in front of courthouse)

VO Nestor Gonez, who referred to hinself in court as "just one angry nan," died in a hospice in
Mexico City, aged 98. Already in his sixties and retired fromhis factory job at the tine he first
came to fanme, CGonmez was cel ebrated as a hero by nmany after he nachi ne-gunned a car full of young
men in a rest stop outside Juarez, Mexico, he claimed that the youths had been harrassing him
(visual: charred weckage of car)

Even nore controversial than the killings was an eyewitness claimthat Gonez set fire to the car
whil e some of the wounded victins were still alive. His Mexico City trial ended in a hung jury.
Two subsequent trials also failed to reach a verdict. Gonez was never tried in Anerica, even
though all five victins were Americans.

(visual: Gomez being greeted at airport in Buenos Aires)

For years after the incident, he was a featured speaker at meetings of anti-crime groups in many
countries, and the expression "to Gonez" becane synonynmous with violent and even excessive
retribution.

"It seens scanny," Fredericks said, enjoying the shade of a grass stem "I nean, | know we don't
need to eat or anything, but it just doesn't seemlike norning without breakfast."

Ol ando, feeling vastly nore confortable than he had during the worst of the fever, shrugged.
"Maybe there's a coffee bar down the river someplace. O a puffed rice plantation.”

"Don't even talk about it," Sweet WIliamgrunbled. "No coffee, no fags--that means ciggi es,
just so you nice Yank boys don't get confused--this is hell, as some Shakespeare bl oke said, nor
am| out of it."

Ol ando grinned, wondering what Wlliamwould think if he knew one of the Yank boys was really
agirl. But for that matter, how did they know Sweet Wlliamwasn't a girl hinself? O that
Florinel wasn't a boy?

"So what do we do?" Quan Li asked. "Wiere do we go? Should we not | ook for the others?"

"We can do anything that we want." Florinel was just returning froma scouting trip up the
riverbank, with T4b hissing and clanking at her side. "But we had better stay off the water for a
while. The fish are feeding."

Even the stories the others had told himabout the splashing frenzy that had sunk their |eaf-
boat could not dim Ol ando's good nood. He clanbered to his feet, still alittle weak, but better
than he'd been in days, and brushed the dust from Thargor's coarse-woven loincloth. It was funny
how when you | ooked cl ose enough--or got small enough--even dirt had its own dusty residue. Dirt
particles so small he couldn't even have seen them when he had been his normal size bunped

toget her and were ground down finer still. He supposed it would go on, snaller and snaller, until
you got down to the size of nolecules, and even there you would find bits of micro-lint in the
mol ecul ar winkles. Utterly scanbark, as Fredericks liked to say . . . "Do we have any idea of

where Renie and her friend--Kobbu, whatever his nane was--where they night be?" Ol ando asked. "I
mean, did anyone see them after they went in the water?"

"They are still alive."

Everyone turned to |l ook at Martine, who was huddl ed agai nst the stones--grains of beach sand
if Olando and the others had been nornal size--that the travelers had piled to make a wi ndbreak
for their night's shelter. Her simlooked a little | ess ragged and careworn today, although
Ol ando wondered if he m ght be projecting sone of his own heightened spirits. "Wat do you nean?"
he asked.

"I . . . can just tell. I can . . . feel them | suppose." Martine rubbed at her face so hard
it seemed to change shape, and for the first tine Olando saw what seenmed like a true nmeasure of
her blindness: he didn't think a sighted person would nake a gesture that seened so private.
"There are not words for these things, but | have always used nonvi sual nmethods to work with
i nformation, yes? You understand? That is how ny systemis designed. Now | amgetting things I
never have before, new and very strange information. But slowy--too slowy, because it is a
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pai nful process--it is starting to make sone sense." She turned toward Ol ando. "You, for exanple.
You are sounds, yes--1 can hear your clothes rubbing skin, and your heart beating, and you
breathing, with a little, how would you say, bubbling in your lungs fromyour sickness. | can
snell the leather belt you are wearing, and your own person-scent, and the iron of the sword. It
is rusting just a bit, by the way."

Ol ando | ooked down, enbarrassed. Thargor woul d never have let his sword go untreated after a
prol onged i mersion. He scooped up a handful of fine micro-sand and began rasping the bl ade clean

"But that is only part,"” Martine continued. "Now |I have other information comng to ne, and
there are not nanes for it. Not yet, anyway."

"What do you nean?" asked Quan Li worriedly. "Wat is com ng?"

"I mean that what | experience, | cannot put into words yet. It is as if you tried to describe
color to soneone blind like ne." She frowned. "No, that is not correct, because there was a tine
when | could see, and so | remenber colors. But if you tried to describe 'red" or 'green' to

sonmeone who had never seen any colors at all--how would you do that?

"You, Orlando, | can feel also as a set of ripples in the air, but they are not ripples, and
it is not air. They are things that tell ne an Ol ando-shaped thing has_ to be sonewhere nearby.
And | feel this forest as . . . nunbers, in a way. Little hard things, mllions of them pulsing,

talking to one another. It is so hard to say." She shook her head, pressing fingers against
tenples. "The whole of this network--it is for ne like being in a river of information. It tosses
me, and spins me, and it al nbost drowned ne. But | ambeginning to understand a little of howto
swim"

_"Ho dzang!"_ said Fredericks, a drawn-out exhalation. "But far scanny, too."

"So you're sure that Renie and the baboon-man are still alive?" Olando asked.

"I can . . . yes, feel them Faint, like a very distant sound. | do not think they are cl ose,
or perhaps | amonly sensing some . . . residue." Her face went slack in sadness. "Maybe | have
spoken too soon. Perhaps they are gone, and | sense only where they once were."

"So you can tell us all apart with . . . what, sonar?" Florinmel sounded angry, perhaps a
little frightened, too. "Wat el se do you know about us? Can you read our m nds, Martine?"

The blind wonan spread her hands as if to ward off a blow "Please! | know only what | sense,

and that has no nore to do with what truly goes on in your thoughts than soneone who | ooked at
your face would see, or someone who heard your voice."
"So cal mdown, Flossie," Sweet WIliamsaid, grinning.

"My nane is not 'Flossie,' " The | ook on her virtual face would have curdled mlk. "It is a
bad joke, if it is a joke."

"But who are you?" Ol ando asked. "Who are any of you?" The others turned toward him "I nean,
| still don't know who any of you are. W have to trust each other, but we don't know anyt hing
about the people we're supposed to trust."

Now it was Wlliams turn to be sour. "W don't _have_ to do anything. I, for one, am not

pl anni ng on making a career out of this lark, and | don't care what dreary, dreadful things you
all used to do with your spare tine."

"That's not good enough,” Olando said. "Look, I'Il tell you the real truth. My nanme is
Olando Gardiner. I'mfifteen years old."

"Not for another three nmonths," said Fredericks.

"Just a teenager? What a surprise.” Wlliamrolled his eyes.

"Shut up. I"'mtrying to do sonething." Orlando took a breath, getting ready. "I'm al npst
fifteen years old. | have progeria. It's a disease, and it's going to kill me pretty soon." As
when he had confessed to Fredericks, he felt a certain exhilaration, the cold splash of a |ong-
dreaded junp fromthe high board. "Don't say you're sorry, because that's not what's inportant."”
Wl liam arched an eyebrow, but remained silent; Olando hurried on. "And |'ve spent years on the
net, doing gamng, and |'mreally good at it. And for some reason | stunbled onto this whole
thing, and I don't know anyone who's sick because of it, but it's what I'mgoing to do now, and .

and it's nore inportant to ne than anything el se has ever been."

Fi ni shed, he felt a flush heating his real skin, and hoped that it would not call forth a twin
on his virtual face. No one spoke.

"My nane's Sam Fredericks," his friend said at last into the unconfortable silence. "And |'m

fifteen, too--but | really amfifteen." Fredericks smled alnost shyly at Orlando. "I'm here
because Gardi ner brought me here. But I'mjust as trapped as if | were here to save somebody.
_Fenfen_, | guess | _am_ here to save sonebody. Me. Us."

Ol ando, despite the enbarrassment of having his age corrected, did not point out Fredericks
om ssions. He--or she--would wear the face he wanted, as would all the others.
"And | am Martine Desroubins,” the blind woman said. "I ama researcher. | have been blind
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since | was eight. An accident. | live by nyself, in the Haut-Languedoc in the southern part of
France, near Toulouse. | cane with Renie and ! Xabbu and Murat Shagar Singh, who was killed when we
entered the herland network." She nodded her head as if to punctuate the dry recitation. Ol ando
heard the enpty places in what she said, but again did not question

"Far scanning, this." T4b had his arns crossed across his spiky chest. "You wanna know ny ID
for what? You with netnews?"

"Good God. _|I_ can speak clearer English than that," Florinel said, "and it is not ny native
| anguage. "

"Just tell us what you're doing here," Ol ando pleaded. "Wat's your real name?"

"Ain't telling no nanes." He gl owered, insofar as a cartooni sh chrone battl e-mask coul d be
made to glower. "Here for ny shadow, ne--ny zizz."

"What does that nmean?" asked Quan Li

"A friend he hangs around with," translated Ol ando, who had a young suburbanite's fascination
wi t h Goggl eboy- speak.

"Not no friend," T4b said indignantly. "He ny shadow-we fromthe box together!"

"They're, um sort of in the same gang," Ol ando explained to the group's only certified
grandnot her. "So, T4b, what happened to your friend?"

"Cane to this scan palace to find out, didn't I?" the robot said. "My zizz's in the hospital
Found hi m al nost sixed on the floor at his cot. Thought it was charge-burn, but he was togged into
i ke the mamapapa net."

Ol ando was feeling increasingly ludicrous, but he soldiered ganmely on with his translation
"He says his friend is in the hospital, just Iike Renie's brother. At first when they found him
they thought it was charge damage, but he was connected to the regular net."

"In fact, isn't 'T4b' a kind of charge, ny dear BangBang?" asked Sweet WIIiam

"You ain't dupping." The robot's voice took on a kind of sullen rapture. "Far tasty jolt, T4b
Go to heaven, straight. My name, ny fane, see?"

"Lord help us," WIlliamsaid. "He's a chargehead. That's just brilliant, isn't it?"

T4b brandi shed a spiny fist. "Brilliant _this_, funny-boy."

"Ch, stop it." The high spirits with which Ol ando had begun the norning were beginning to
fade, and the sun was not all the way into the sky. "Quan Li?"

"Hasn't everyone heard ny poor story already?" She | ooked around, but no one spoke. "It was ny
granddaughter." Quan Li fell silent for a long nonent. "Jing, ray pretty little kitten, my dear
one. She, too, fell into. . . into a sleep, like Renie's brother, like . . . like this man's
friend. I have tried long and hard to di scover the reason.” She seemed unconfortable to have
everyone listening to her. "I live in New Kow oon, in Hong Kong," she added. "Is that not enough
to say about soneone like me? | amvery, very old."

Ol ando smiled, but he doubted she could be as shy and polite as she acted--it could not have
been easy to push forward until she found this place, with her whole fanmily telling her it was
poi ntl ess and foolish. "Wo el se?"

"I amonly doing this because the river is not yet safe,” said Florinel. "At other tines, |
will not be convinced to talk when there are things to do, and | do not think it is particularly
i mportant who we _are_ ." She said the word with nocking enphasis. "You know ny name. My |ast nane
is not inportant. | amoriginally from Baden-Wirttenberg. My hone now is outside Stuttgart."

Ol ando waited, but there was no nore forthconming. "lIs that all?"

"What el se do you need to know?"

"Why are you here?" It was Fredericks who asked this tine. "And where did you learn to do
those things you did to Olando? Are you a doctor or sonething?"

"I have sone nedical training, but | amnot a doctor. It is enough to say."

"But why are you here?" Ol ando pronpted.

"Al'l these questions!" Florinel's simface drewits eyebrows together in a fierce frown, "I am
here because a friend becane ill. You may ask nore questions, but you will get no nore answers."

Orlando turned to the man in black. "And you?"

"You know all you need to about ne, chuck. How did Bang-Bang, in his infinite wisdom put it--
"My nane, ny fame?' Well, this is what you get--this nane, this face. And just because you've
contracted sonme exotic, soap-opera illness and we're all sorry for you doesn't get you any nore
than that." The teasing edge of Sweet WIIlianms normal tone was gone. He and Florinmel both
appeared ready to fight rather than to divul ge nore about thensel ves.

"Well, it's better than nothing, | guess. So now what do we do?" Ol ando turned his gaze out
to the roiling green river. "Go downstrean? And if we're going back on the river, how? Qur boat,
the leaf--it sank."

"Perhaps we should try to find Renie and her friend," said Quan Li. "They may need our help
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"I hardly think that a bunch of people the size of orange pips should waste too rmuch tine
wandering around searching for _other_ tiny people who may or may not be there in the first
pl ace,” declared Wlliam "You |lot m ght enjoy being eaten by sonmething, but I |ike my pleasures,
especially the nmasochistic sort, nore refined."

"W need to stay close to the river, don't we?" Fredericks asked. "That's how we get out of
this place and into another simulation."

"Well, I"'mall in favor of getting out of this place, as fast as frigging possible,™ WIIiam
sai d.

"First smart thing, you.'
lo_ fish-swallow ng, ne."

"Just like that?" demanded Ol ando, outraged. His own vulnerability had nmade hi m sensitive.
"W just take off, and nmaybe | eave Renie and her friend hurt, or |ost?"

"Look, sweetness," WIlliamgrowed, "first off, you are going to have to learn the difference

T4b nodded vigorously. "Let's get flyin'. Don't want no nore _sayee

between real life and one of your action-adventures. For all we know, they're dead. For all we
know, some horrible earwig the size of a bus may cone around the corner any second and pi nch al
our heads off, and we'll_ be dead, too. Really dead. This is not a hooray-for-elves! story,"

"I _know_it's not a story!" But even as he spoke, Olando regretted that it wasn't. |If he
were really Thargor, and this were the Mddle Country, it would be tinme for sone serious smting
"That's the point. W're in trouble. Renie and her friend are in this with us. And in case you
didn't notice, there aren't a whole lot of us to spare.”

"I think what Ol ando says nakes sense,"” Quan Li offered.

Fredericks and T4b now joi ned the argunent, although it was hard to hear what either was
saying in the general din. Olando fought an urge to stick his fingers in his ears--were _any_ of
t hese peopl e grown-ups?

"Stop!" Martine's voice was hoarse. The others paused, halted as much by the evident pain
beneat h her words as what she was saying. "Perhaps we can find sone sort of conprom se. W will
need a boat, as Ol ando has said. Perhaps some could begin building such a boat, while others
| ooked for our two mssing friends."

" Dzang, _yeah. | can work on a boat,"
it worked, too, didn't it, Ol ando?"

"Ch, sure. It stayed above water for nearly half the trip."

Fredericks rewarded himwith a punch on the shoul der

"That is fine," said Martine. "For nme, | feel that | should be anong those searching for the
others, | would be little help with building."

Quan Li volunteered to acconpany her, as did Florinel. After nuch argunent, Sweet WIIiam and
T4b decided to help gather material to build the boat. "After all," WIliam pointed out, "there's
not a lot of difference between getting eaten up while searching or getting eaten up while doing
construction.”

"W will return before the sun goes down,"” Martine pronised.

"Yes, but if you do conme back after dark,” WIlliamsaid, "Try not to nake noises |ike a giant
bug or we m ght stick you with sonething sharp by accident."”

Building the raft of reeds with Fredericks had been one thing--Olando had been deathly il
t hrough nost of that process, and what little work he had done, Fredericks had directed. Now he
felt hinmself again, and found he was part of a very fractious four-person conmittee. Fredericks
wanted to build another raft, but WIIliam pointed out--quite correctly, Olando had to adnit--that
even a large raft was not going to be heavy enough or deep-bottonmed enough to keep them afl oat on
the river. At their size, even the river's mlder nonents of choppiness would be Iike a terrible
stormat sea. But Fredericks proved stubborn, as he often did. He felt that the raft experinment
had worked once--although, as Ol ando had earlier pointed out, even that conclusion depended on
how you read the data--and that they did not have the equi pment or materials to build anything
nmore conplicated. Orlando had to agree with himon the latter point.

The di sagreenent rapidly degenerated into a bout of nutual recrimnations until T4b
accidentally nmade the best suggestion of the afternoon and a plan began to develop. During the
course of one short-lived noment of cal mdiscussion, the robot Goggl eboy said that what they
really needed was their old | eaf back. A few nminutes |later, when Ol ando had given up for a bit on
medi ati ng between Fredericks and Sweet WIlliam and was staring up at the vast trunk of a tree
| oomi ng over the riverbank like a cylindrical cliff-face, T4b's words came back to him

"Hold on," he said. "Maybe we _do_ need our |eaf back. O another |eaf."

"Sure we do," WIlliamsaid, rolling his eyes. "And at the first thunping it will go over, just
like the last one, and we'll all swimthe rest of the way back to the real world. Wn't that be
fun?"

said Fredericks. "I did it when we were on the island,
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"Just listen. We could make a raft, l|ike Fredericks said, but put it _inside_a leaf--like a
deck. That would give it some . . . what do you call it?"

"Kitsch val ue?" suggested WIIliam

"Structural integrity. You know, it would brace it. And then we coul d nake sone outriggers,
Ii ke they have on Hawaiian canoes. Pontoons, is that the word? That would keep it fromti pping
over."

"Hawai i an canoes?" WIlliamsniled despite hinself, Pierrot lips quirking at the edges. "You
truly are a mad boy, aren't you? \What, do you spend all your time living in fantasy worl ds?"

"Think it's good, me," said T4b suddenly. "Make one sixing boat, no dupping."”

"Well, maybe." WIlliamraised an eyebrow. "Pontoons, is it? Suppose there's no harmtrying it.
No harmtill we drown, that is,"

The sun was hi gh overhead, already past the nmeridian and heading for its setting point
somewhere on the far side of the river. Olando was discovering how far he still had to go before
he'd be at even his normal |evel of fitness. The tactor settings were either sinply | ower here, or
some of Thargor's nore superhuman characteristics didn't translate into the O herland networKk.
Certainly the barbarian's famous indefatigability was absent: Ol ando was dripping with virtua
sweat and exhausted by very real aches in every joint and mnuscle.

Fredericks was not any nore cheerful, or at least his simface | ooked red and unconfortable.
He stood up fromwhere he was forcing in the last crossheam wedging it into the leaf by using a
pi ece of sand big as his two fists as a hammer-stone. "W're ready for the nmat, now "

Ol ando gestured to T4b, then clinbed gingerly over the edge of the | eaf and down onto the
beach. They had chosen a smaller |eaf than the one that had brought them here, but even so it had
taken thema large part of the norning just to drag it down to the river's edge, and Orlando felt
as if he had been chopping with his sword for days to cut enough of the bamboolike grass shoots to
weave the frane.

WIlliam piecing together the last fibers of the coarse nat, had been forced to saw the tiny
shoots used in its manufacture with a jagged stone, and did not seemto have enjoyed his task,
ei ther. "Whose bl oody idea was this?" he asked as Orlando and T4b trudged up. "If it was mne
take this heavy thing and hit me with it."

Olando no |l onger had the strength or breath for jokes, even the stupid ones that had hel ped
himthrough the hard work earlier. He grunted, then bent and grabbed one edge of the nat. After a
nmonent, T4b | eaned over with an answering groan and found a handhold of his own.

"Ch, for CGod's sake, you sound like a couple of Tasnani an washerwonmen." W/Iliam struggl ed up
fromhis seated position and wal ked to the far side. "You pull, I'll push.”

Toget her they westled the nmat over the curled edge of the leaf; then, with a great deal of
swearing, shoved it nore or less into place.

"Fini shed, true?" asked T4b hopeful ly.

"No." Fredericks sucked his lower lip thoughtfully. "W need to tie this dow. Then we need to
cut sonething long enough to nake Ol ando's pontoons."

"They're not ny pontoons,"” Olando growed, " | _don't need any damm pontoons. They're for the
boat . "

WIlliamrose, a pitch-black scarecrow, his tassels and fringes fluttering in the breeze off
the river. "You two tie the mat down. I'll go look for some nore bl oody reeds to make the

outrigger thingies. But when you get done resting, Olando ny chuck, _you_ can cone cut them down.
You're the one who brought a sword to the picnic, after all."

Ol ando nodded a weary assent.

"And why don't you conme with ne, BangBang," WIIiamcontinued. "That way if something with too
many | egs comes sneaking up on nme, you can bash it with your big netal fists."

The robot shook its head, but rose unsteadily and |inped after the departing death-cl own.

Ol ando wat ched them go with sonmething | ess than conplete satisfaction. Sweet WIIliamwas
ri ght about one thing, anyway: if this were an adventure gane, Ol ando could have relied on allies
with definable and hel pful powers--swiftness, agility, strength, magical abilities. As it was,
except for Martine's new input, the group's only real skills seemed to be at dressing funny.

He slunped, waiting for the inevitable sumobns from Fredericks, but in no condition to
anticipate it. A pair of giant flies swooped and barrel-rolled |ike vintage planes above a bit of
dryi ng sonet hi ng-or-other a short way up the beach. The noise of their wings nade the air vibrate
until it was al nost inpossible to think, but there was a kind of beauty in them too, their glossy
bodi es rai nbowi ng as they caught the sun, their swift-beating wings an alnost invisible
i ri descence.

Ol ando sighed. This whole Oherland thing | ocked, basically, if it were a game, the rules
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woul d be defined, the noves to victory conprehensible. Ganes nade sense. How had little Zunni from
the Wcked Tribe put it? _"Kill nmonster, find jewel, earn bonus points. W bbl e-wobbl e-wubble." _
Not nmuch like real life, maybe, but who wanted real life? O even this bizarre variation? No

rul es, no goals, and no idea even of where to begin.

"Hey, Gardino, are you going to sit there working on your tan, or are you going to help ne
finish this?"

He stood, sighing again. And what had they |learned so far, that would take them any cl oser
toward their objectives? That they were trapped in the O herland network, sonmehow. That they
needed to stay alive until Sellars could get themout again. That somewhere, in one of who could
guess how many sinmulations, a guy naned Jonas was running around, and Sellars wanted themto find
hi m

"A needle in a haystack the size of a |ocking gal axy,
the | eaf.

Fredericks frowned at him "You shouldn't sit in the sun so long. You're getting woofie in the
head. "

O'lando muttered as he cl anbered onto

Anot her hour had passed, and none of the others had returned. The sun had sunk behind the
pi nnacl es of the trees, throwing vast fields of early night across the riverbank. The |eaf-boat
lay in front of them and the |ocal weather was alnost chilly. Olando, grateful for the relief,
was draggi ng anot her | ong reed back toward the boat, for use as a barge pole in shallower waters,
when sonet hing big canme hissing out fromunder a pile of stones. Fredericks shouted a horrified
war ni ng, but Ol ando had al ready seen the dark blur at the corner of his vision. He threw hinself
si deways, rolled and cane up without the reed, but with his sword in his hand and his heart
hanmmer i ng.

The centi pede was at | east a half-dozen tines as long as Olando was tall, dusty brown and
covered with bits of crunbling earth. canme toward himin strange, sidew nding fashion, forcing him
to give ground. Except for novenent, it was hard to distinguish the creature fromthe background
Ol ando was grateful there was still a little daylight left.

A shudder ran through the creature, a ripple of its arnor plate and for a nonent the
centipede's entire front end Iifted fromthe ground. Ol ando thought he could see pistoning spikes
just below its mouth, and had a sudden, maddeningly distant nenory that these creatures were
poi sonous. The front |inbs dropped and the beast rushed forward on dozens of segnmented | egs,
bearing down on himlike a fanged nonorail. Ol ando coul d hear Fredericks shouting sonething, but
he had no attention to spare. Years of Thargor-experience rolled through himin half a second.
This was not the kind of high-bellied creature you could get under, |like a gryphon or nost
dragons. But with all those legs, it would strike sideways very quickly, perhaps faster than he
coul d mat ador out of the way.

Wth a noise like a snmall stanpede, the centipede was on him Ol ando sprang froma crouch
even as the thing's front legs tried to hook himtoward its nmouth. He clanbered up onto the head,
then had tine enough for one stabbing blowto what he hoped was the creature's eye before it
kinked in fury and threw himto the side. He |anded heavily and scranbl ed back onto his feet as
qui ckly as his throbbing nuscles could manage. Fredericks was atop the |eaf, watching in agony,
but Orlando could think of no way his friend could hel p himw thout weapons.

As he backed away, the huge bug bent itself in a semcircle, following himwith its front end
even as the rest of its body held in place. Unlike the nostly anthroponorphic creatures of the
M ddl e Country, it gave off no suggestion of feeling or thought at all. It was sinply a hunter, a
killing machi ne, and he had wal ked too near its hiding place at sundown.

Ol ando reached down and grabbed the barge pole he had dropped, a rigid stemof grass twi ce
his own length. He doubted it was strong enough to pierce the centipede's arnor plating, but it
m ght help to keep the creature at bay until he could think of sonething else to do. The only
probl em he quickly discovered, was that he could not support the pole and hold his sword, too. He
|l et the stemdroop as the centi pede began anot her sidew nding charge, and shoved the bl ade through
his belt.

He nanaged to raise the pole just enough to jab it at the centipede's head. It |odged so hard
agai nst the creature's nouth parts that if Olando had not dug the butt-end into the earth behind
him he would have slid right up the steminto the poison fangs. It bent, but did not snap. The
centi pede, arrested by sonething it could not see, rose clawing toward the sky until its first
three pairs of legs were off the ground. The reed strai ghtened and popped free. Rel eased, the
beast thunped heavily back to the ground, hissing even | ouder

Ol ando dragged the stem backward, |ooking for a new position to defend. The far end of the
reed had been chewed to pul py splinters. The centipede | ockstepped toward hi m again, nore
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cautiously this time, but showi ng no signs of going away to |l ook for a nore conpliant neal
Ol ando cursed weakly.

"I see the others!" Fredericks was shouting. "They're com ng back!"

Ol ando shook his head, trying to get his breath back. Unless their conpani ons had kept sone
big secrets, he couldn't imagi ne any of them maki ng nuch difference. This was pure nonster-killer
work, and Ol ando was one of the best. O was it Thargor who was one of the best. . . ?

_Jeez, listen to ne,_ he thought blurrily, dragging the pole up into a protective posture
again. Sharp things clashed in the shadows of the centipede's nouth. Can't tell the difference
bet ween one kind of not-real and another. _

He jabbed at its head, but this time he could not get the reed seated agai nst the ground. The
bug shoved forward and the long stemslid to one side off the dirty-brown carapace, catching
between two of the driving legs like a stick in bicycle spokes. Orlando hung onto the pole as it
jerked and flung himthrough the air to one side; he |landed hard enough to squeeze the breath from
his body. The great multil egged shape swiveled into a tight turn, rippled forward a hal f-dozen
steps, then reared over him I|egs hooking inward |ike two hands' worth of giant, snatching
fingers, Olando scrabbled backward, but it was a hopel ess attenpt at escape.

The centipede lifted and stretched farther, its killing parts | ocked in place above himlike
sonme horrible industrial punch-press. Fredericks' distant voice was now a neani ngl ess shrill, fast
di sappearing in a rising wash of pure sound, a great storm a slow explosion, but all sonewhere
far away and neani ngless as Orlando struggled to lift the heavy stemone last tine. In this nonent
of slow tinme, Death was upon him The universe had nearly stopped, waiting for that ultimate
second to tick over.

Then the second crashed upon himw th bl ackness and wind. A cold thunder blasted down from
above, a vertical hurricane that blew himflat and filled the air with stinging, blinding dust.
Ol ando screanmed into dirt, know ng that any nmonment he woul d feel poison spines hammer down into
hi s body. Something struck his head, throwing stars into his eyes, too.

The wi nd | essened. The darkness grew a little |l ess. Fredericks was still shrieking.

Ol ando opened his eyes. He squinted against the swirling dust, astonished to discover hinself
still alive in this world. Stones as big around as his thigh rolled past himas an inpossibly vast
bl ack shape, like a negative angel, rose into the sky overhead. Something slender and frenetic and
conmparatively tiny withed in its talons.

_Talons: _ It was a bird, a bird as big as a passenger jet, as a shuttle rocket--bigger! The
expl osive force of its wi ngs, which had pinned himat the base of an invisible colum of air,
suddenly shifted as the bird tilted and vaulted away, the centipede still struggling helplessly in

its claws, on its way to feed a nest full of fledglings.

"Orlando! Ol ando, hey!" Fredericks was keening softly, far away, uninportant conpared to the
awesone sight of a certain, inescapable death being sucked away into the evening sky.
_"@Gardiner!"_

He | ooked up to the bluffs above the beach, where Sweet WIIiam and T4b had dropped their
bundl es of reeds to stare in astonishnent after the swift-rising bird. He turned to Fredericks,
and the boat, but they were gone.

A heart-stopping instant |later he saw that they were only displaced, that the new | eaf-boat
they had so laboriously built in one place was now quite a way distant. It took a noment for his
dazed mind to put together the information and realize that the | eaf was on the river, blown into
the water by the bird' s flapping wings, and was drifting slowy out toward the strong current.
Fredericks, alone on board, was |eaping up and down, waving his arns and shouting, but already his
voi ce was growi ng too faint to understand.

Bef uddl ed, Ol ando | ooked up to the bluffs. The two figures there had finally seen Frederick's
situation, and were making their way down the nossy bank as swiftly as they could, but they were a
mnute's run away at |east, and Fredericks was only a score of seconds fromthe current that would
sweep hi m away forever.

Ol ando picked up the barge pole |like a javelin and dashed al ong the beach. He sprinted toward
a headl and, hoping he might be able to extend the long stemto Fredericks, but when he got there,
it was clear that even with three such poles he would not be able to reach his friend. The | eaf
caught for a nonent in an eddy, buffeted between the faster current and the small backwater bel ow
t he headl and. Orlando | ooked at his friend, then back at T4b and Sweet WIlliam still distant and
smal|l as they ran toward himacross the strand. He turned and scranbl ed down the headl and, got a
running start, and flung hinself off into the backwater

It was a near thing, even in reasonably warmwater. Ol ando had al nost run out of strength,
and was wondering what had happened to his I egs (which he could no | onger feel) when Fredericks
reached down and plucked the floating barge pole fromthe water. Olando was just deciding that
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traveling to a virtual universe to drown seermed a | ong way around for a person with a term na
illness, when the centipede-chewed end of the pole slapped down next to him nearly braining him
"Grab it!" Fredericks shouted
He did, then his friend hel ped himstruggle over the edge of the | eaf onto the mat they had
spent much of the afternoon weaving. Olando had strength only to huddl e down out of the evening
wi nd, shivering, as water drizzled off himand the river swept themaway fromthe beach and their
two astounded conpani ons.

"I't's yours, Skouros," the captain said. "It's _Merapanui _. On your system even as we speak."
"Thanks. You're a mate." Calliope Skouros did not say it like she meant it, and to avoid any
accusations of subtlety, she curled her lip as well. "That case has been history so long that it

smells. "

"You wanted one, you got one." The sergeant nmade a wi pi ng- her-hands gesture. "Don't blane ne
for your own anbition. Make a | ast pass, call the witnesses. "

"If any of themare still alive."

" . . . Call the witnesses and see if anyone's renenbered anything new. Then dunp it back in
the "Unsolved list if you want. Whatever." She | eaned forward, narrow ng her eyes. Skouros
wondered if the sergeant's cornea-reshapi ng had been | ess than she'd hoped for. "And, speaking on
behal f of the entire police force of Greater Sydney, don't say we never give you anything."

Det ective Skouros stood up. "Thank you for this rubber bone, Oglorious mstress. | wag ny
tail in your general direction.”

"CGet out of ny office, will you?"

"It's ours and it's inpacted,” she announced. The pressure vents on her chair hissed as she
dropped her nuscul ar body onto the seat.

"Meani ng?" Stan peered at her over the top of his old-fashioned franed | enses. Everything
about Stan Chan was ol d-fashi oned, even his nane. Calliope still could not understand what parents
in their right minds would nane a child "Stanley" in the twenty-first century.

"I npacted. Suctioning. Locked up. It's a rotten case."

"This rmust be that Merapanui thing."

"None other. They've finally kicked it loose fromthe Real Killer investigation, but it's not
like they were doing anything with it over there. It's already five years old, and | don't think
they did anything but |look it over, run the parameters through their nodel, then throw it out
again."

Her partner steepled his fingers. "Wll, did you solve it already, or can | have a look at it,
too?"

"Sarcasm does not becone you, Stan Chan." She kicked the wallscreen on, then brought up a set
of branching box files. The case file popped to the top of the activity log, and she spread it out
on the screen. "Merapanui, Polly. Fifteen years old. Living in Kogarah when she was killed, but
originally fromup north. A Tiwi, | think."

He thought for a nonent. "Melville |sland--those peopl e?"

"Yep. Hornel ess since she ran away froma foster home at thirteen. Not rmuch of an arrest
record, other than vagrancy-related. A fewtinmes for shoplifting, two offensive conducts. Locked
up a couple of days once for soliciting, but the case notes suggest she might actually have been
i nnocent of that."

Stan rai sed an eyebrow

"I know, astonishing to contenplate.” Calliope brought up a picture. The girl in the stained
shirt who stared back had a round face that seened too |arge on her thin neck, frightened wi de
eyes, and dark, curly hair pulled to one side in a sinple knot. "Wen she was booked."

"She seens pretty light-skinned for a Tiw ."

"I don't think there _are_ any full-blooded Tiwi any nore. There's damm few of us full-bl ooded
G eeks."

"I thought your grandfather was Irish."

"W made hi m honorary. "

Stan | eaned back and brought his fingertips together again. "So why did it get pulled out of
the dormant file by the Real Killer crew?"

Cal liope flicked her fingers and brought up the scene photos. They were not pretty. "Just be
glad we can't afford full waparound," Calliope said. "Apparently the type and nunber of wounds--a
big hunter's knife Iike a Zeissing, they think--were similar in some respects to M. Real's work.
But it predates the first known Real nurder by three years."

"Any other reasons they gave up on it?"
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"No similarities besides the wound patterns. Al the Real victins have been whites of European
descent, mddle-class or upper-mddle. They've all been killed in public places, where there was
at least theoretical electronic security of some sort, but the security's always failed in sone
way. Put that damm eyebrow down--of course it's weird, but it's not our case. This one is."

"Speaking of, why did you ask for this Merapanui thing in the first place? | nean, if it isn't
a prostitute getting offed by a client, it's a crinme of passion, a one-shot. |f we want casua
nmurders, we got streets full of them every day."

"Yeah?" Calliope raised a finger and flicked forward to another set of crine scene snaps,
these froman angle that showed all of the victims face.

"What's wong with her eyes?" Stan asked at |ast, rather quietly.

"Coul dn't say, but those aren't them Those are stones. The killer put themin the sockets."

Stan Chan took the squeezers fromher and enlarged the inmage. He stared at it for a dozen
silent seconds. "Okay, so it's not your usual assault-whoops-homnicide," he said. "But what we
still have here is a five-year-old nurder which had a brief nmonent of erroneous fane when it
seened |ike the perp mght be an inportant killer who's been splashed all over the newsnets.
However, what it really is, Skouros, is sone other cop's leftovers."

"Succinct, and yet gloriously descriptive. | like your style, big boy. You |looking for a
partner?"
Stan frowned. "I suppose it beats cleaning up after cake deal ers and chargeheads."

"No it doesn't. It's a shit case. But it's ours,"
"My joy, Skouros, is unbounded."

It was never an easy choice on office days between taking the Iight rail or driving the
under powered e-car the departnent |eased for her, but though urban traffic insured that driving
was slower, it was al so quieter

The auto-reader was picking its way through the case notes, nmaking bizarre phonetic hash out
of sonme of the Aboriginal and Asian nanes of the w tnesses--not that there were many w tnesses to
anyt hi ng. The murder had happened near a honeyconb beneath one of the main sections of the G eat
Western Hi ghway, but if the squat had been occupied before the nurder, it was enpty by the tine
the body was di scovered. The people who lived in such places knew that there was little benefit in
bei ng noticed by the police.

As the details washed over her again, Calliope tried to push all the preconceptions from her
mnd and just listen to the data. It was al nost inpossible, of course, especially with all the
distractions that cane fromthe tangled traffic streans hunping along in fits and starts beneath
the bright orange sunset.

First off, she was already thinking of the killer as "he." But did it have to be a nan? Even
in her conparatively brief career, Calliope had worked hom cide in Sydney | ong enough to know t hat
wonen, too, could end another's |life, sonetines with surprising violence. But this bizarre, iron-
nerved, obsessive play with the body--surely only a nan woul d be capable of such a thing. O was
she sliding into prejudice?

There had been a tinme only a few years back when sone group in the United States--in the
Pacific Northwest, if she remenbered correctly--had clainmed that since the majority of social
vi ol ence was caused by nen, and because there were certain genetic indicators in sone nal es that
m ght indicate predisposition to aggression, nmale children bearing those indicators should be
forced to undergo gene therapy _in utero_. The opposition groups had shouted | ong and | oud about
the proposed | aw being a kind of genetic castration, a punishnent for the crinme of sinply being
mal e, and the whol e debate had degenerated into nanme-calling. Calliope thought that was too bad,
actual ly. She had seen enough of the horrifyingly casual bloodshed caused al nbst entirely by young
mal es to wonder if there wasn't something to what the bill's proponents had to say.

When she nentioned it to him Stan Chan had called her a fascist |esbian nman-hater. But he had
said it in a nice way.

It was certainly true that she had to avoid naking assunptions wi thout the facts, but she al so
needed to try to wap her mind around the person, needed to find_ the perp before she could find
him-or her. For now she would have to trust her instincts. It felt like man's work, of the nost
twi sted sort, so unless she stunbled on overwhel ning evidence to the contrary, the person they
were seeking would remain a _him _

But beyond the assunption of a male perp, not a lot stood out, at least in the way of unifying
thenes. There had been no trace of sexual assault, and even the viol ence-as-sex aspect seened
oddly muted. In many ways it appeared to be nore ritual than rape.

_Ritual._ The word had a vibration, and she had |l earned to trust the part of her that felt
those kinds of resonance. Ritual. She would file that away.
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O her than that, there was little to go on. The nurderer was not as thorough in his avoi dance
of physical evidence as the Real Killer, but Polly Merapanui's death had found her effectively out-
of -doors, the only shelter being the concrete overpass, an area scoured by wind so that no usefu
traces renai ned, even to the departnent's hi deously expensive For Vac particl e-sucker. The perp
had worn gloves, and if Polly had fought, she had not carried away any trace of her nurderer
beneath fingernails.

If only the old superstition were true, Calliope thought, not for the first time in her
homi ci de career--if only dying eyes actually retained an i mage of what they |ast saw.

Perhaps the killer believed that ancient superstition. Perhaps that explained the stones.

The voice of the auto-reader droned on, enotionless as a clock. The sign indicating her exit
swaminto view, a distant snmear above the river of taillights. Calliope edged toward the |eft
| ane. No physical evidence, a victimthat nost woul d agree was as inconsequential as a human bei ng
coul d be, a handful of useless witnesses (nostly itinerants and uncooperative relatives) and a
truly disturbing _nmodus operandi _ that had never been seen again--Stan was right. They had someone
el se's bad case, with what little juice it had once possessed sucked out of it.

But the girl, who had possessed nothing in life _except_ Ilife, was not entirely
i nconsequential. To declare that would be to declare that Calliope Skouros herself was
i nconsequential, for what had she chosen to do with her own days and ni ghts except defend the
resentful and avenge the unwanted?

_Thai's inspiring, Skouros,_ she told herself, |eaning on her horn as sone idiot on his way
home fromfour or five after-work beers cut her off. But it's still a shit case._

Fredericks was crouching in what would have been the prowif the |leaf were a proper boat, staring
out over the rapidly darkening water. The river had carried themto this point wthout too rmuch
viol ence, but Fredericks had a firmgrip on the fibers of the mat anyway. Watching his friend's
head waggle fromside to side with the notion of the water had begun to make Ol ando feel queasy,
so he was lying flat on his back, |ooking up at the first prickling of stars in the sky.

"We've lost themall," Fredericks said dully. This was not the first tine since they had been
swept away that he had nade this doonful remark. Olando ignored him concentrating instead on
convincing hinself that his scanty clothes were drying, and that the air was actually warm "Don't

you care?"

"OfF _course_ | care. But what can we do about it? It wasn't nme who got stuck on this stupid
boat . "

Fredericks fell silent. Orlando regretted his words, but not to the point of retracting them
"Look, they know which way we're going," he said at |last by way of apology. "If we . . . whatever
you call it, _go through, we'll just wait for themon the other side. They'll find a way to get
down the river; and then we'll all be in the next sinulation together."

"Yeah. | guess so." Fredericks turned to face Ol ando. "Hey, Gardiner?"

O lando waited a few seconds for Fredericks to finish the sentence, then realized his friend
want ed conversation. "Yeah?"

"Do you . . . do you think we're going to get killed?"

"Not in the next few mnutes, if we're lucky."

"Shut up. 1'mnot spanking around, | nean it. Wat's going to happen to us?" Fredericks
scomed. "I mean . . . | don't know, | niss nmy parents, kind of. |I'mscared, Ol ando."

"I am too."

As the darkness thickened, the i Mmense trees sliding past on either side became an unbroken
wal | of shadow, like the cliffs surrounding a deep valley.

"Val |l ey of the Shadow of Death,"” Ol ando nurnured.

"What ?"

"Not hi ng." He dragged hinself upright. "Look, we can only do what we're doing. If there were a
simple way to get out of this, one of us would have found it already. Renmenber, Sellars nade it
hard to get here, so even if they seemlike the Scanmaster Club sonetinmes, Renie and the others
must be pretty smart. So we just have to hang on until we solve it. Pretend it's one of the Mddle
Country adventures."”

"Nothing in the Mddle Country ever really hurt. And you couldn't get killed. Not for real."

Olando forced a smle. "Well, then | guess it's about tine old Thargor and Pithlit had a
serious chall enge."

Fredericks tried to return the smle, but his was even | ess convi nci ng.

"Hey, what do you |ook |ike?" Olando asked suddenly. "In RL?"

"Why do you want to know?"
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"l just wondered. | nean, are you tall, short, what?"
"I don't want to talk about it, Olando. Odinary-Iooking, | guess. Tal k about something
el se." Fredericks | ooked away.
"COkay. You still haven't ever told ne where "Pithlit' conmes from The nane."
"I said | don't remenber."
" Fenfen._ | don't believe you. So tell ne."
"I L well " Fredericks met his eyes defiantly. "If you |augh, even a little, you're

i npacted to the utnost."

"I won't |augh."

"After a character in a book. A kid s book. A stuffed animal, sort of, naned Piglet. Wen
was little | couldn't say it right, so that's what ny parents called me. When | started doing the
net--well, it was sort of ny nicknane. Are you | aughi ng?"

Ol ando shook his head, teeth firmy clanped. "No. Not. . . . " He broke off. A noise which
had been rising for many seconds was now cl early audi bl e above the rush and roar of the water.
"What' s that?"

Fredericks stared. "Another bug. It's hard to tell. It's flying really |low"

The winged thing, comng rapidly after themfromupstream had dropped so close to the river's
surface that one of its feet broke a wavelet into white foam The insect tipped and wobbl ed, then
seesawed up to a higher level before regaining its course. It skinmed past themat an angl e,
showing itself to be alnost half the size of their boat, then banked steeply a | ong distance
downstream and began to fly back toward t hem

"It's going to attack us," Fredericks said, funbling for the barge pole.

"I don't know. It seens injured or sonething. Maybe sick. . . . " Olando's attention was
captured by sonething in the waters beneath the veering insect. "Look! It's that blue sparkly
stuff!”

Fredericks stood and bal anced unsteadily, intent on the lowflying bug. He raised the pole up
above his head as it approached, as though to knock it out of the sky. "Jeez, are you scanned to
the utnost?" Ol ando dragged hi mdown. Fredericks had to let go of the pole to keep fromfalling,
but saved it from bouncing overboard after he had fallen to his knees. "That thing's ten tines
your size." Olando chided him "You hit it with that, you'll just get knocked into the water."

The insect hunmmed closer. As it neared, already banking, Olando crouched on all fours, ready
to drop to his belly if it flewtoo |low The creature was some kind of tropical beetle, he saw,
its rounded brown shell touched with yellow. As it swept past, Olando saw that the forward part
of the wingcase had lifted, and that sonething was noving there, w ggling.

" . . . VWaving?"_ he said in astonishment. "There's a person in there!"

"I't's Renie!" shouted Fredericks as the insect buzzed past. "lI'msure it's her!"

The glimrer was all around them now. The waters seemed to froth with gl owi ng sky-bl ue.
Upstream the flying insect was making a wide turn, but Olando could hardly see it. The very air
was full of dancing Iight,

"They found us!" Fredericks bounced up and down. "They're flying in a bug! How can they do
t hat ?"

"I don't know," Ol ando shouted. The noise of the river had grown to an endl ess wash, and bl ue
light was |eaping fromhis skin. The dark shadow of the flying insect was overhead now, pacing
them and it also flew through sprays of blue tracer-fire. "We'Il ask themon the other side.

And then the roaring overwhel med them and the light filled everything, and they passed
through into anot her place.

CHAPTER 9
The Hol | ow Man

NETFEED/ ENTERTAI NMENT: | Loved The "Papa Diablo," Could Have Done Wthout The WArm Gai pacha.
(Restaurant review of Efulgencia's Wrld Choir, Olahoma City, USA)

(visual: "lguana con Bayas" on a serving platter)

VO " . . . My other major conmplaint with EWC woul d not perhaps be a problemfor other diners. EWC
is one of the last to get on the "randomrestaurant” dining | oop, and their use of it is

aggressi ve--there nust have been six changes of connection during our neal, which hardly | eaves
enough time to ask the new arrivals what restaurant they're in, let alone what they' re eating,
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what they think of it, or anything el se, before they' ve vani shed and the next party has popped in.
Now, | never enjoyed this sort of thing even when it was a novelty, but clearly EWC i s | ooking for
a younger, crunchier, scorchier type of custoner than yours truly--the pop-eyed, batter-fried

i guana i s another giveaway. "

The light was going fast. Renie, who had not felt confident for a single nonent since the hopper
had lifted into the air, began funbling on the instrunent panel for the insect-plane equival ent of
headl i ghts. Realizing how many swi tches she could flick which would not_be in her best interest
to flick, she gave up and concentrated on maneuvering the little flyer through the overwhel m ng
nonst rous forest.

"He still seens to be alive," !Xabbu said fromhis crouch at Cullen's side. "Since there is no
blood, it is hard to tell how much damage he sustai ned when that creature pulled his armoff. |
have knotted his coat around the wound, in any case, and he is sleeping again now. "

Reni e nodded, nostly intent on avoiding a fatal piloting error. It would be easy to nistake a
shadowy tree linb for part of the greater darkness, and fromthe perspective of their own skewed
measur enents, the ground was several hundred feet below them She had contenplated trying to fly
hi gher, to reach a place above the treetops, but she didn't know whether this plane could be
expected to fly safely at an altitude of what woul d be equivalent to thousands of feet, and in any
case she |iked her chances of not hitting anything better down here, where the trees were nostly
trunk.

"Are you sure he said the river was in this direction?" she asked.

"He said west. You heard him Renie."

She nodded, and realized her teeth were | ocked so tight her jaw hurt. She uncl enched. She had
recei ved enough glinpses of the sunset through the trees until just a little while ago that she
actually felt confident that they were flying west, but she needed sonmething to worry about, and
whet her they were headed in the right direction was--in total contrast to all their other
difficulties--a problem of al nbst manageabl e size.

As they sped on through the evening, she gai ned enough confidence that she coul d al nost enjoy
the spectacle. Once they skinmed past a squirrel big as an office building, which turned a vast,
liquid brown eye to watch them Oher insects, a large noth and a few nosquitos, fluttering al ong
on errands of their own, passed the hopper w thout a second glance, |ike bored commuters pacing on
a station platform The noth was beautiful at this size, covered with a feathery gray pelt, each
faceted eye a cluster of dark mrrors.

The di stance between trees had grown wi der, as nuch as a quarter-minute or nore now separating
each gargantuan trunk. Tendrils of mist drifted upward fromthe ground, tw ning anong the branches
and obscuring vision, but before Renie could add this to her catal ogue of worries, the forest
finally dropped away behind them A strip of beach flashed past, then nothing |ay bel ow but gray-
green water.

"The river! W're there!" She didn't dare take her hands off the wheel to clap, so she bounced
in her padded seat.

"You have done well, Renie," !Xabbu said. "Shall we |ook for the others?"

"We can try. | don't know that we'll find them though. They mi ght have got back on the boat
and headed on downstream " She tipped the hopper into a long, gradual turn. It was much | ess
snooth in flight than the dragonfly, which had a wi der w ngspan, and it juddered as the w nd
shifted, but she had not hurried the turn, so she was able to straighten the little craft out
again and head it along the river's flow It was true that these virtual planes were nmade for
scientists to use, not professional flyers, but she was still proud of herself.

She flew on for a few nminutes, but it quickly became obvious that she would not be able to
spot the others unless they were on the water or very well exposed on the beach. She was | ooki ng
for a place to land, with the idea of continuing the search in full daylight, when ! Xabbu sat up
and poi nt ed.

"What is that? | see a leaf, but | think | see sonething pale noving on it."

Reni e could not nmake out nuch nmore than a dark shape bobbing on the water. "Are you sure?"

"No, but | think so. Can you fly this airplane closer to the river?"

She was surprised by how quickly the little craft hopped forward when she gave it sone
throttle. They di pped down, alnost too | ow, and Renie cursed as they clipped the top of one of the
river swells. It took her a few nonents to fight the hopper back into subm ssion. She skimmed past
the leaf, not quite so lowthis tine.

"It is them" ! Xabbu said, excited. "Or at |east sone of them But they |ooked frightened."

"W nust look like a real bug."

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (74 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

As she began her turn, !Xabbu said, "The water is strange here. The blue lights, as we had
before."

"We should get themto the beach if we can.” Renie started back upstream Wth ! Xabbu's help
she nanaged to get the door open. Air rushed in, wild as an animal, bouncing themin their
harnesses. Cull en groaned from behind his straps. Renie got her hand out the w ndow and waved as
t hey swooped past the startled faces on the boat.

"Turn back!" she shouted into the wi nd.

Whet her they did not hear her, or had no way to steer, the |eaf-boat did not change course.
The current bore it on, and by the tinme Renie had conpl eted another turn upstream and was headi ng
back toward them they had already reached the onset of the glinmering waters.

Reni e pulled the door shut. "How many of them are there?"

"I could only see two."

She considered for only a monent. "If they can't stop, we have to go through with them
O herwi se, we mght never find them again."

"Of course," said ! Xabbu. "They are our friends."

Renie wasn't sure she was quite ready to call their fellow refugees friends, but she
under st ood ! Xabbu's inpulse. Being lost was a lonely thing even in a world that made sense.
"Right. Here we go--"

They were al nost |level with the boat when snakes of neon-blue Iight began to arc al ong the
wi ndshield. As a flurry of sparks streaned fromthe wing, Renie had a frightening menory of the
| ast Ares space nission, the one with the faulty shielding that had burned up on reentry. But this
was cold fire, it seemed--foxfire, will-0'-the-w sp

The worl d beyond the wi ndshield went conpletely blue, then conpletely white. She felt a nonent
of still, weightless peace . . . then everything went abruptly and horribly upside down. The
wi ndows bl ew out and they were whirling in blackness, flipping end over end through a roaring
tumult so loud that Renie could not hear her own scream

End over end becane a centrifugal blur. The roar increased, and for a few nmerciful instants,
Reni e | ost consci ousness. She fl oated back toward awareness, touched it, but did not take a firm
grasp as she felt the spinning slow The plane shuddered, then they struck down with a grinding
rasp and a series of violent inpacts that ended in a thunp like a small expl osion.

Bl ack and cold were all around her. For |ong nonents, she was too stunned to speak

"Reni e?"

"I'm. . . I'"'mhere." She struggled upright. She could see nothing but a faint gl eam of stars.
The shape of the plane was all wong, sonehow, but she could not think about it. Things were
pressing painfully against her, and sonething cold was creeping up her legs. "W're in water!" she
shout ed.

"I have Cullen. Help me to pull himout." !Xabbu's sl ender baboon fingers touched hers in the
dark. She followed his armto Cullen's clothing, then together they pulled the injured man up the
sl oping floor toward the opening and the wi de night sky. The water was thigh-high and rising.

Reni e dragged herself out through the crooked doorway, then | eaned back and got a firmhold on
Cull en before pulling himout into the waist-deep water. The air was strangely charged, tingly as
in a storm but the black sky seened clear. The current tugged at her so that she had to brace
hersel f as ! Xabbu scranbl ed out, but the river was surprisingly shallow, Renie decided they had
crashed on the edge of a sandbar or some other kind of underwater shelf. \Watever it was, the
river remained shallow all the way to the shadow bank. Stunbling, they carried Cullen onto |and,
then dropped into a heap

Reni e heard a creaki ng noise and | ooked back toward the plane, but could nmake out only a
shapel ess darkness protrudi ng above the waters. The shadow |urched with the current, groaning with
a sound nmore wooden than netallic, then slid off the bar and down into the waters.

"It's gone," she said quietly. She was beginning to shiver. "The plane just sank."

"But we are through into another place," !Xabbu pointed out. "Look, the big trees are gone.
The river is a true size again."
"The others!" Renie suddenly renmenbered. "Hello! Hello! Olando? Are you out there? It's

us!"

The land all around seened flat and enpty. No answer cane back except the liquid nurnur of the
river and a lone cricket who seened to have been on hold until just this nonment, and now began
sawi ng determ nedly at his two-note song.

Reni e cal |l ed again, ! Xabbu joining her, but their only reply came from Cull en, who began to
munbl e and thrash weakly on the bank. They hel ped himsit up, but he did not answer their
questions. In the darkness, it was hard to tell if he were truly conscious or not.

"We have to get himsonme help," she said. "If this is another sinulation, maybe things are
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di fferent here--maybe he can get offline." But she did not feel hopeful even as she said it, and
wonder ed for whose benefit she was speaking. She and ! Xabbu got Cullen to his feet, then guided
himup the riverbank. At the top of the rise they found an open field, and in the distance, much
to Renie's joy, a vast array of orange |ights.

"Acity! Maybe that's where Orlando and the rest have headed. Maybe they didn't know we were
comi ng through with them" She got an armaround Cullen. ! Xabbu took the point, a few paces ahead
as they stunbled through tangled growh toward the Iights. He stopped to riffle in the vegetation
at their feet.

"Look, this is corn.” He waved an ear in front of her face. "But all the stal ks have been
smashed to the ground, |ike an el ephant or a herd of antel ope have passed through here."

"Maybe it was," she said, trying to keep her teeth fromchattering. "And you know sonet hi ng?
As long as it wasn't giant bugs, | don't care what_did it." She | ooked around. The flat fields
extended away on all sides into the darkness. "But it would be nice to know where we're supposed
to be, | guess.”

I Xabbu, now a few dozen yards ahead, had stopped. "Whatever knocked this corn down has knocked
over the fence as well," he said, "See."

Reni e reached his side and let Cullen sit, which the entonol ogist did in swaying silence.

Bef ore them a heavy chain-1ink fence that | ooked to have been a dozen feet high now |l ay stretched

across the broken corn like a snapped ribbon. "Well, at |east we won't have to go |ooking for a

gate." She bent to grab a rectangular metal sign, still held to the fence by one bent bolt. Wen

she had twisted it free, she tilted it until it caught the light of the prairie noon
_"TRESPASSERS W LL BE EXECUTED ' it proclained in huge black letters. At the bottom in

smal ler print, was witten: "By Oders of Hs Wse Majesty, the Only King of Kansas."_

"Your turn now," said Long Joseph. He stared out over Jerem ah's shoul der, eyes roving. "All them
signs, no problem"

Jereni ah Dako put down his book. "Signs?"

"Yeah, those what-are-they--vital signs. Still the same. Heart going fast sonetime, then slow,
but everything else the sanme. If | watch anynore, |I'm going crazy."

Despite having just been on watch for six hours, Long Joseph Sul aweyo foll owed Jereni ah back
into the lab. As Jerem ah confirned that all the various nonitors--body tenperature, respiration
filters, hydration, and nutrition--were as Long Joseph had said, Renie's father paced al ong the
gall ery, looking down on the silent V-tanks. His footsteps sent dry echoes scurrying through the
cavernous room

As Long Joseph crossed in front of himfor the dozenth time, Jerem ah pulled off the headset
and sl apped it down on the console. "Good God, man, would you go do that sonewhere else? It's bad
enough | have to listen to you going pad, pad, pad around the place all night, but not here, too
Beli eve nme, no one wi shes nore than | do that there was something here for you to drink."

Long Joseph turned, but nore slowy than usual. H's grow was a ghost of its forner self.
"What you doing, watching ne sleep? Follow ng me around at night? You conme after ne, try to get
manni sh, I'll whip you. That's the truth.”

Jerem ah smled despite hinself. "Way is it that people |like you always think that every
honbsexual you neet is dying to get you into bed? Believe nme, old nman, you are not ny type."

The other glowered. "Well, that pretty damm sad for you then, because | the only one here."

Jereni ah |l aughed. "I pronmise I'll let you know if you start to | ook good."

"What, something wong with me?" He seemed genuinely insulted. "You like those little soft
fellows? Pretty-boys?"

"Ch, Joseph. . . . " Jereni ah shook his head. "Just go do sonething. Go read a book. The
selection is not very good, but there are sone interesting ones."

"Read books? That's like eating melie pap_--it start out bad, then it get no better." Joseph
took a deep breath and let it out slowy, overburdened by the nere thought of literature. "Thank
God there is some net, that's all | say. If we had no net, | would have to kill myself right now "

"You should not watch it so nmuch. W are not supposed to use any nore power than we have to--
that Martine worman said it nmade it easier to disguise the power we were stealing if we kept it to
a mnimum"

"What are you tal king about?" Long Joseph had found his outrage again. "W running those
those big tank things there." he waved at the wire-festooned sarcophagi, "and all this nonsense
"round here," his irritated swipe took in the conmputers, the lights, and Jerem ah hinself, "and
you worrying about me getting a few drops off the net?"

"l suppose you're right." Jerem ah picked up the headphones again. "Wll, why don't you go
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wat ch sonme, then. Let ne do ny tests.”

A minute later, Long Joseph's spare shadow fell across him again. Jerem ah waited for the
other man to say sonething. Wien he did not, Jereniah pulled off the headphones; it had been days
since they had heard Renie or ! Xabbu speak, in any case. "Yes? Cone back for a recomendati on on
sone readi ng material ?"

Long Joseph scow ed. "No." He was not |ooking at his conpanion, but rather at everything el se,
as though he tracked somet hi ng which had both the power of flight and the wandering indirection of

a gol dfi sh.

"Well, what is it?"

"I don't know." Long Joseph leaned on the railing, still staring up into the four-story
expanse overhead. When he spoke again, his voice had risen in pitch. "I amjust . . . | don't
know, man. | think | am about gone crazy."

Jereniah slowy put the headphones down. "Wat do you nean?"

"It just . . . I don't know. | can't stop thinking about Renie, thinking about ny boy Stephen

And how there's nothing I can do. Just wait while all this foolishness go on."

"I't's not foolishness. Your daughter's trying to help her brother. Soneone killed nmy Doctor
Van Bl eeck over this. It's not_ foolishness."

"Don't get angry. | didn't nean. . . . " Long Joseph turned to | ook at Jeremiah for the first
time. Hs eyes were red-rimred. "But me, | doing _nothing . Just sit in this place all day, every
day. No sun, no air." He raised his fingers to clutch his own throat. "Can't breathe, hardly. And
what if nmy Stephen needs ne? Can't do himno good in this place.”

Jerem ah sighed. This was not the first tinme this had happened, although Long Joseph sounded
nore di stressed than usual. "You know this is the best thing you can do for Renie _and_for
St ephen. Don't you think I'mworried, too? My nother doesn't know where | am | haven't visited
her for two weeks. | amher only child. But this is what we have to do, Joseph."

Long Joseph turned away again."l dream about him you know.

Dreanms all strange. See himin water, drowning, | can't reach him See himgoing away, up one
of those escalators, don't even see his face, but |'m going down, too many people and | can't get
after him" H s broad hands spread, then gripped the railing. The knuckles stood up like tiny
hills. "He always going away. | think he is dying."

Jereni ah could think of nothing to say.

Long Joseph sniffed, then straightened, "I only wanted a drink so | don't have to _think_ so
damm much. Thi nk about him think about his nother--all burned up, cryin', but her nouth woul dn't
work right, so she just made this little sound, _hoo, hoo_. " He wiped angrily at one eye.
"I don't want to think about that no nore. No nore._ That's why | wanted a drink. Because it is
better than killing nyself."

Jerenmiah stared intently at the displays on the console in front of him as if to look up, to
turn his gaze onto the other man, would be to risk everything. At |last Long Joseph turned and
wal ked away. Jeremiah listened to his steps receding around the gallery, slow as an ol d-fashi oned
clock striking the hour, followed by a hiss and nuffled thunp as the el evator door closed behind
hi m

There are people coming, Renie." ! Xabbu touched her hand. "More than a few. The voices | hear are
wonen' s voices. "

Reni e held her place, breathless, but the only sound in her hear-plugs was the w nd soughing
t hrough broken cornstal ks. Cullen staggered to a stop beside her, as volitionless as an electronic
toy separated fromits controlling signal

"We have no idea who they are,"” she said in a whisper. "Or what this place is, except that
it's sone kind of imaginary United States." She wondered if they had sonehow wandered back into
the Atascos' alternate America. Wuld that be bad or good? They knew the place al ready, which
woul d be a definite advantage, but the Gail Brotherhood would be scouring its every virtual nook
and cranny | ooking for the people who had fled Tem |l Gn.

Now she coul d hear what ! Xabbu had detected al nost a minute earlier--voices approachi ng, and
the sound of many feet tranping through the devastated cornfield,

"Get down," she whispered, and pulled Cullen onto his knees anong the shielding stalks, then
eased himonto his stomach with ! Xabbu's hel p. She hoped the wounded entonol ogi st had enough sense
left to keep quiet.

The sounds grew nearer. A good-sized party was passing them perhaps headed for the danaged
fence. Renie strained to hear their conversation, but caught only a few disjointed fragments that
seened to be about the nerits of treacle pudding. She also heard several references to soneone
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named Emily

Sonet hi ng rustl ed beside her, an al nbst inaudi ble scrape anong the | eaves near her head. She
turned to see that ! Xabbu had di sappeared. Frightened, she could only lie as silently as possible
while the invisible group crunched past a few neters away. Her hand rested on Cullen's back, and
she did not notice for |ong nmonents that she was rubbing in circles the same way she had done many
times to soothe a frightened Stephen

The voi ces had just stopped two dozen neters away when ! Xabbu appeared agai n besi de her
poppi ng out of the cornstal ks so suddenly that she al nost shouted in surprise.

"There are a dozen wonen fixing the fence," he said quietly. "And a strange thing, a
mechani cal man, that tells themwhat to do. | think they will be working there a good tine, though-
-the section of fence they nust lift is very large."

Renie tried to make sense of this. "A mechanical nan? A robot, you nean?"

I Xabbu shrugged. "If robots are the things | have seen on the net, like our friend T4b, no. It
is hard to explain."
Reni e gave up. "It doesn't matter, | guess. Do you think we shoul d. "

| Xabbu's snmal|l hand abruptly flicked out and lightly touched her lips. By noonlight she could
see little nore than his silhouette, but he was frozen in a posture of alarmand attention. A
monent | ater she heard it: sonething was noving toward them swi shing through the tranpled
vegetation with little regard for stealth.

Al t hough they had no reason yet to suppose the inhabitants of this sinulation to be hostile,
Renie still felt her heart speed. A thin shape pushed through into a small clear space nearby,
separated fromthemonly by a single row of bent stal ks. Monlight reveal ed a very young Caucasi an
worman with wi de dark eyes and a ragged short haircut, dressed in a crude snock.

As Reni e and ! Xabbu wat ched, she dropped into a crouch, lifted the hem of her garnent, and
began to urinate. As she did so, she sang tunelessly to herself. \Wen she was certain that the
puddl e form ng was novi ng away rather than toward her feet, the girl reached into the breast
pocket of her smock, still hummng and nmurmuring, and pulled out somnething no bigger than a grape
which she lifted up above her upturned face until it caught the noonlight, then inspected with the
ritualistic air of soneone doing sonething inportant for the hundredth or perhaps even thousandth
tine.

The noon's soft light glinted for a noment on the facets. Renie gasped--a strangled little
noi se, but enough to startle the young woman, who hurriedly thrust the tiny golden gem back into
her pocket and | ooked around wildly. "Wo's there?"_ She stood up, but did not imediately
retreat. "Wio's there? Emly?"

Renie held her breath, trying not to nmake the damage any worse, but the young wonman was nore
curious than fearful. As she scanned the surroundi ng vegetation, sonething caught her eye. She
noved toward themw th the caution of a cat approaching a new househol d appliance, then abruptly
| eaned forward and pulled the corn to one side, revealing Renie and the others. The girl gave a
squeak of surprise and junped back

"Don't scream " Renie said hurriedly. She scranbled up onto her knees and hel d her hands out
placatingly."W won't hurt you. We're strangers here, but we won't hurt you."

The girl hesitated, poised for flight and yet with curiosity again taking the upper hand. "Wy

why do you have _that_wth you," she said, jutting her chin at !Xabbu. "Is it from Forest?"

Renie didn't know what would be the proper thing to say, "He's . . . he travels with me. He's
friendly." She took a risk, since the girl did not seemto nean theminmediate harm "I don't know
what forest you're tal king about. W're strangers here--all of us."” She pointed to Cullen, who was
still lying on the ground, alnbst oblivious to what was going on. "Qur friend has been hurt. Can
you help us? W don't want to make any trouble.”

The girl stared at Cullen, then darted a worried glance at ! Xabbu before returning to Renie.
"You don't live here? And you're not from Forest? Not fromthe Wrks either?" She shook her head
at the wonder of it all. "Mrre strangers--that's two tinmes just during Darkancol d!"

Reni e spread her hands. "I don't understand any of that. W are from sonewhere else entirely,
I"mpretty sure. Can you hel p us?"

The girl started to say sonething, then tilted her head. In the distance, voices were calling.
"They're |l ooking for ne." She winkled her forehead, pondering."Follow us back. Don't |et anyone
el se see you. You're ny secret." A sly look stole over her face, and she suddenly | ooked far nore

a child than an adult. "Wiit at the edge of the corn when we get there. I'Il come back and find
you." She took a step away down the row, then turned back to stare in gleeful fascination. "Mre
strangers! |I'Il cone find you."

"What's your nane?" Reni e asked.
"Em |y, of course." The young wonan nade a clunsy nock-curtsey, then |aughed, m schievous,
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strangely febrile.

"But you were calling for Enily when you heard us--your friend, someone." The voices were
getting |louder. Renie stepped back into the shadows and rai sed her whispering voice so it would
carry. "lIs your friend naned Enmly, too?

"OfF _course_." Confused, the girl narrowed her eyes as she backed toward those who were
searching for her. "Silly. _Everyone_ is named Enily."

They did not wait long at the edge of the cornfield. Renie had scarcely had sufficient tine to
note the huge factory silos and jerry-built buildings, Iike a township on the industrial outskirts
of Johannesburg, and to worry again about Cullen's condition, when Emly's slender shadow crept
back across the open dirt toward them

I Xabbu reappeared at Renie's side at just that noment, but had no tinme to tell her what he had
seen on his brief scouting expedition before the girl reached them talking in a quiet but nonstop
babbl e of excitenent.

"I knew it would be a day for things to happen today, | _knew_ it! Cone on now, follow ne. W
had treacl e pudding, see, two days in a row And it wasn't Crisnustreat, because we had that
al ready, just a few days ago--we al ways count the days in Darkancold until Crisnustreat, of
course, but I can't remenber how many days it's been since." The girl, showing little nore than
basi c concern for stealth, led themacross a vast yard littered with the angul ar shapes of parked
machi nery. She took only a short breath before continuing. "But there it was, treacle pudding
again! And the happynusic wasn't that falalala , so | knewit wasn't Crisnustreat come around
again, and anyway it woul d have been nuch too early. And then we had that incom ng--terrible bad,
that one was--and | thought naybe that was the strange thing that was going to happen today, but
it was you! Think of that!"

Reni e was able to understand very little, but knew there was probably vital information to be
had. "Were did you get that thing fron? That little . . . gemor jewel?"

Emily turned and | ooked at her, eyes squinty with suspicion. A nmonent later, as if the w nd
had changed, she seened to decide the newconers were trustworthy. "My pretty thing. _He_ gave it
to ne. He was ny other surprise, but he was the first one. You're the second one. And treacle
puddi ng twice this nonth!"

"Who was . . . he?"

"The other stranger, silly. | told you. The strange henry."

"Henry? That was his nane?"

Their guide sighed, full of theatrical suffering. "They're _all_ naned Henry."

Emily, it becane clear at last, was actually Emily 22813. Al the wonmen who |ived and worked
inthis place were called Enmily--or "enmly," since it was used as a descriptive termfor a woman
as well. And all the nen were henrys. Enmily 22813 and her worknmates--Reni e guessed fromthe size
of this factory farmthat there nmust be hundreds here--spent their days planting and tendi ng beans
and corn and tonat oes.

"Because that's what the king wants us to do," was Emly's only explanation of why she and her
fellows were working in what seenmed to Renie to be slave-labor conditions.

The place itself, as far as Renie could decipher, was naned "Em Rel | ," which she guessed was
derived in some way fromthe name for the women: She could not cone up with any other associations
with the United States in general or to Kansas, a place she knew of only as being part of the
farm ng heartland of North Anerica.

Em Rel |, or whatever it was, seened strangely deserted. None of Emly's coworkers were to be

seen, no sentries noved anong the stationary tractors and haphazard stacks of enpty crates.
Uni npeded, Renie and the others passed into the glow of the orange lights that were strung on
every pole and wire, and across the great yard, until Emly stopped themin front of a barn, a
huge structure that dwarfed even Renie's outsized forner hone, the Durban civic shelter. It |ooked
like a jet hangar surrounded by drifts of grain dust. "There's a place in here where you can
sleep." Emily pointed themto iron stairs which clung to one outside wall. "Up there, in the loft.
No one ever | ooks."

I Xabbu scanpered up the | adder, popped in and out of the un-screened wi ndow, then swiftly

descended. "It is full of equipment,"” he said. "It should be a good place to hide."

Wth Emly's help, they boosted the sagging Cullen up the steps. As they maneuvered him
through the wi de | oading window, Emly said "I have to go now W have a little sleep-extra
tonorrow, because of the fence. If | can, I'll cone back to see you in the norning. Good- bye,
strangers!”

Reni e watched the lithe form quickstep down the stairs and vanish into the shadows besi de one
of the long, |ow barracks. A side door opened and closed as Emily slid back inside. A nonment |ater
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a strange, rounded shape appeared at the far end of the barracks. Renie ducked back into the
wi ndowf rane, where the noonlight could not reach her, and watched the figure totter past. It made
a faint whirring noise, but she could see little nore of it than a pale gl ow of eyes before it
rounded the corner of the barracks and was gone

The loft itself, although it stretched across only the shorter span of the barn, was | onger
than the street on which Renie lived in Pinetown and full of potential sleeping places. They
settled in a protected niche close to the wi ndow and the stairs. ! Xabbu found | ong burl ap sacks
stuffed with heavy aprons; a few of these sacks, laid out behind a pile of anonynous boxes which
provi ded a fence between their resting place and the wi ndow, nade a good bed for Cullen; the young
scientist's eyes were already closed as they dragged himonto it. They pulled out nore sacks and
made t hensel ves as confortable as they could. Renie would have |oved to puzzle over the day's
happeni ngs wi th ! Xabbu, but sleep was tugging hard at her, so she let it drag her down.

Emily cane as prom sed, earlier in the nmorning than Renie would have preferred. As she sat
listening to the young woman's chatter, Renie decided that she understood what peopl e neant when
they said they would be willing to sell their souls: she would have traded that article away in a
heart beat for one cup of decent coffee and a couple of cigarettes.

_|I should have had Jerem ah put caffeine into the dripline at decent intervals, she thought
sourly. _Well, next tinme. .

The cup of liquid Emly had smuggl ed out of the workers' cafeteria--"brekfusdrink” she called
it, apparently all one word--was gaggingly and nost definitely not_coffee. It had an odd
chemical taste, |ike unsweetened cough syrup, and even the small sip Renie took before hurriedly
handi ng it back nade her heart race. She reninded herself that the girl neant it as an act of
ki ndness.

After Emily had breathlessly recounted all the events of their discovery and rescue the night
before, with just as nmuch guil el ess enthusiasmas if Renie and ! Xabbu had not experienced them
firsthand, she told them she woul d be rel eased fromher work detail early today to see the
"medi cal henrys"--a regular checkup that fromher brief description sounded nore |ike veterinary
nmedi ci ne than the sort Renie was used to--and that she would try then to slip in and visit them
Qutside, the grating, scratchy recordings of what Enily called "happynusic" had begun booning from
t he conpound's | oudspeakers. Already chafing at the idea of spending an entire day stuck in the
| oft and subjected to that din, Renie questioned the girl about this place to which the river had
delivered them but Emly's vocabul ary was very basic and her viewpoint narrow. Renie garnered
little new infornmation.

"We don't even know if Orlando and the others nade it through," Renie said crossly after the
young worman had left."W don't know anything. We're just flying blind." This brought Martine to
m nd, and gave her such a sharp and surprising sense of regret at having lost contact--after all
she hardly even _knew_the French woman--that she m ssed part of what ! Xabbu was sayi ng.

" | ook for this Jonas man. And we nust believe that Sellars will find us again. He is
wi t hout doubt very clever."

"Wthout doubt. But what _is_ his angle, anyway? He seens to have gone to a lot of trouble
just to save the world."

| Xabbu frowned for a nonment, puzzled, then saw the irritated joke in her words. He smiled. "Is
that what all city-people would think, Renie? That someone woul d never do sonething unless for
hinsel f or herself to profit?"

"No, of course not. But this whole thing is so strange, so conplicated. | just don't think we
can afford to take anyone's notives for granted."

"Just so. And perhaps Sellars is close to someone who has been harnmed by the Gai
Br ot her hood. No person who is traveling with us has explained all the reasons they are here."

"Except you and me." She took a deep breath. "Well, actually, I'mnot entirely sure about you
I'"mhere for ny brother. But you never even net him not really." She realized it sounded |like she
was questioning his notives. "You' ve done far nore than any friend should have to, ! Xabbu. And
amgrateful. I"'msorry I'"'min such a foul mood this norning."

He shrugged gracefully. "There is no fence around friendship, | do not think."

The nonent hung. ! Xabbu at last turned to see to Cullen, who had not yet shown any sign of
waki ng. Renie noved to the window to westle her denons in silence.

When she had arranged a few of the boxes nearby so she could | ook out with Iittle chance of
bei ng seen, she settled in, chin propped on fists. Bel ow her, the vast conpound had swung into its
wor ki ng day. The happynusic gurgled on, so linpingly out of time it nmade it difficult to think
clearly; Renie wondered if that were one of its purposes. No men were in sight, but herds of slow
wal ki ng worren, all in near-identical snocks, were being | ed back and forth across the conpound's
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open space at regular intervals, each band under the guardi anship of one of the strange mechanica
men. ! Xabbu had been right--they did not resenble any of the robots she had seen on the net,
either the real-world industrial automata or the gleanm ng human duplicates on display in science
fiction dramas. These seened nore |ike something fromtwo centuries earlier, roly-poly little
metal nmen with windup keys in their backs and rakish tin nustachi os anchored to their pernmanently
puzzled, infantile faces.

The novelty val ue of what was going on bel ow soon waned. The fat white sun rose higher. The
| oft began to grow unconfortably warm and the air outside turned hazy and as refractive as water.
In the distance, shinmering now only because of the scorching sun, was the city whose |lights they
had seen the night before. It was hard to nake out details, but it seenmed flatter than it shoul d
for such a size, as though sonme plains-striding giant had topped it as of fhandedly as a boy
decapitating a row of dandelions. But even so, it was the only thing that gave the horizon any
shape; except for a suburb-w de patch of pipes and scaffol ding nestled against the city's
outskirts, apparently a gargantuan gasworks, the flat-lands stretched away on all other sides, a
quilt of yellowgray dirt and green fields, devoid of verticality. It was fully as depressing as
the worst squalor to be found in South Africa.

_What's the point of all that amazing technology if you build something Iike this?_ She was
dooned this nmorning, it seemed, to a succession of miserable thoughts.

Reni e wondered if they should head for the city, depressing as it |ooked. There was little to
be |l earned on this vegetable plantation, or at least Emly did not seem capable of telling them
much--surely they could get better information in the distant netropolis. The only duties they
could remotely claimwere to find their conpanions and | ook for Sellars' escaped Gail prisoner
and they were doing neither at this noment, stuck in a loft which was rapidly turning into an
oven.

She scowl ed, bored and unhappy. She didn't want coffee anynore. She craved a cold beer. But
she would _rmurder_ for a cigarette.

Despite the day's gri mand nonotonous start, two things happened in the afternoon, neither of
t hem expect ed.

Alittle past noon, when the air seened to have becone so densely hot that inhaling it was
i ke breathing soup, Cullen died.

O at least that seenmed to be what had happened. ! Xabbu called her over from her perch by the
wi ndow, his voice nore confused than alarmed. The entonol ogi st had responded very little al
nmorning, sliding in and out of a deep doze, but now his simwas inert, curled in the same feta
position in which he had | ast been sl eeping, but stiff as the exoskel etal corpse of a spider

"He's dropped offline at last," Renie said flatly. She wasn't certain she believed it. The
rigidness of the simwas disturbing: propped on its back, unnaturally bowed, it |ooked |ike the
remai ns of sone creature dead and dried by the roadside. Their fruitless exam nation over, she
eased the simback into the position in which it and the real Cullen had finally ceased working in
t andem

I Xabbu shook his head, but said nothing. He seened far nore disturbed by the loss of Cullen
than she was, and sat for a long time with one baboon hand resting on the sinmis rigid chest,
singing quietly.

_Well, we don't know, she told herself. W don't know for sure. He could be offline now,
havi ng a cool drink and wonderi ng about the whol e strange experience. In a way, it wasn't that
different fromRL, really. Wen you were gone, you left no certainty for those who stayed behi nd,
only an unsatisfactory choice between blind faith or finality.

_Or he could have just lain here next to us while his real body wasted away from shock and
thirst--until it killed him He said that he was going to be stuck in his lab until soneone cane
in, didn't he?_

It was too nuch to think about just now-in fact, it was getting harder to think every nonent.
The oppressive heat had continued to nount, but now there was suddenly a new, stranger heavi ness

to the steany air, with an electrical tingling quality--alnost a sea-snell, but as if froman
ocean that just happened to be boiling.
Renie left ! Xabbu still keening quietly over Cullen's sim As she reached the w ndow, a

curtain of shadow fell on it, as though sonmeone had put a hand over the sun. The sky, a wthering
flat blue only noments before, had just turned several shades darker. A stiff wind was stirring
the dust of the conmpound into erratic swirls.

The four or five convoys of em|ys down bel ow stopped as one, and stood staring open-nout hed
at the sky while their nechanical overseers whirred and ratcheted at themto nove. Renie was
monentarily revolted by the wonen's passive, bovine faces, then rem nded herself that these were
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sl aves, as many of her own people had once been. They were not to blame for what had been done to
t hem

Then one of the em|ys suddenly shrieked "Incom ng!" and broke from her flock, hurrying toward
the apparent security of the barracks. At |east half the others began to run also, scattering in
all directions, screaning, sone knocking each other down in panicked flight. Puzzled, Renie |ooked
up.

The sky was suddenly darker, and horribly alive.

At the center of the mass of thunderheads which had sprung from nowhere and now cl ustered
al nost directly above the conmpound, a vast black snake of cloud began to withe. As Renie gaped,
it jerked back like a tugged string, then stretched down again for a nonent until it al nost
touched the top of one of the silos. The wind was swiftly growi ng stronger; snocks drying on the
I ong cl otheslines began to whip and snap with a noise |like gunshots. Sonme of the garnments tore
free of the line and flew, as though by snatched by invisible hands. The very air shifted, al
wi t hi n seconds, hissing at first before deepening into a roar: Renie's ears spiked with pain and
then popped as the pressure changed. Al around her the light turned a faint, putrid green. Wnd
howl ed even faster across the yard, bringing a horizontal blizzard of grain dust.

"Renie!" ! Xabbu called frombehind her, surprised and fearful, barely audi bl e above the
growi ng roar. "What is happening. . . ?"

Li ghtni ng shi mered al ong the thunderheads as the bl ack snake contorted again, an idiot dance
between earth and cloud that |ooked |ike ecstasy or pain. The word that had been at the back of
Renie's head for half a minute suddenly |eaped forward.

_Tor nado. _

The funnel of air withed once nore, then reached down, plunging earthward |ike the dark
finger of God. One of the silos expl oded.

Renie flung herself back fromthe window as a hailstormof debris clattered al ong the side of
the barn. Bits of roof tile skinmed past her head and shattered agai nst the packing crates. The
sound of the wind was dense and deafening. Renie craw ed until she felt !Xabbu's hand touch hers.
He was shouting, but she could not hear him They scranbled on their hands and knees toward the
rear of the loft, looking for shelter, but all the while something was trying to suck them back
toward the open wi ndow. Stacks of boxes were vibrating, walking toward the wi ndow in tiny,
waddl i ng steps. CQutside, there was bl ackness and blur. One of the piles of crates tottered, then
ti pped over. The boxes bounced once, then were lifted invisibly and yanked through the open
Wi ndow.

"Downstairs!" Renie screaned into the baboon's ear

She could not tell if !Xabbu heard her above the jet-turbine wail of the tornado, but he
tugged her toward the stairwell |eading down to the barn floor. The crates had been pulled to the
wi ndow and were being sucked out. For long instants a cluster of themwould stick and the wind in
the I oft would drop; then the clot would shift |oose and spring out into the how ing darkness and
the wind would do its best to suck Renie and ! Xabbu back agai n.

Grain sacks and tarpaulins flapped toward them|ike angry ghosts as they half-crawl ed, half-
tunbl ed down the stairs. The suction was |less on the barn floor, but static electricity sparked
fromthe tractors and ot her equi pment, and the great doors leading to the fields were pulsing in
and out like lungs. The buil ding shuddered down to its very foundation.

Renie did not renmenber afterward how they nmade it across the floor, through the nmulti-ton
pi eces of farm equi pment shifting |like nervous cattle, through the buzzard of |oose paper and
burl ap and dust. They found an open space in the floor, a mechanic's bay for the tractors, and
slid over the edge to drop to the oily concrete a few feet bel ow. They huddl ed agai nst the inner
wal |l and |istened as sonething nonstrously powerful and dark and angry did its best to uproot the
massi ve barn and break it to pieces.

It might have been an hour or ten mnutes.

"It's getting quieter," Renie called, and realized she was barely shouting. "I think it's
goi ng past."

I Xabbu cocked his head. "I will know that snell, next time, and we will run to a hiding place.
| have never seen such a thing." The winds were now nerely loud. "But it happened so fast.
"Storm' | thought, and then it was upon us. | have never seen weather change so swiftly."

"It did happen fast." Renie sat up a little straighter, easing her back. She was, she was only
now realizing, bruised and sore all over. "It wasn't natural. One nonent, clear skies, then--
whoosh! "

They waited until the sound of the winds had died conpletely, then clinbed out of the bay.
Even in the protected ground floor of the barn, there had been danage: the huge | oadi ng doors had
been knocked askew, so that a triangle of sky--now blue again--gleamed through the gap. One huge
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earth grader, in a space nearest to the loft, had been tunbled onto its side |Iike a discarded toy;
others had been dragged several yards toward the upstairs w ndow, and |ighter debris was strewn
ever ywhere

Reni e was surveyi ng the danage in wonder when a shape slipped in through the damaged | oadi ng
doors.

"You're here!" Em |y shrieked. She ran to Renie and began patting her arns and shoul ders. "I
was so frightened!"

"It's all right. was all Renie had tinme to say before Emily interrupted.

"We have to run! Run away! Braincrine! Bodycrinme!" She grabbed Renie's wist and began tugging
her toward the doors.

"What are you tal king about? ! Xabbu!"

I Xabbu | oped forward and for a nonent there was a strange tug-of-war between the baboon and
the young woman, with Renie the thing being tugged. Enmily let go and began patting at Renie again,
bounci ng up and down with anxiety. "But we have to run away!"

"Are you joking? It nmust be chaos out there. You're safe with us.

"No, they're after me!"

"Who?"

As if in answer, a line of w de, dark shapes appeared in the doorway. One nechanical man after
anot her stunped through the door, all surprisingly swift, and all buzzing |ike beehives, unti
hal f a dozen had fanned out into a wide circle.

"Them" said Emily redundantly. "The tiktoks."

Reni e and ! Xabbu both thought of the stairs to the |Ioft wi ndow, but when they turned they
found that nechanical nen entering fromanother part of the barn had already flanked them Renie
feinted back toward the | oadi ng doors, but another one of the clockwork creatures stood wedged in
the gap there, cutting off escape.

Reni e fought down her fury. The stupid girl had | ed her pursuers right to them and now they
were all trapped. Any one of the nechanical guards had to weigh at |east three or four tines as
much as Renie did, and they al so had the advantage of nunbers and position. There was nothing to
do except hope that whatever happened next would be better. She stood and waited as the buzzing
shapes closed in. A foamlined claw closed on her wist with surprising delicacy.

_"Bodycrine,"_ it said with a voice |ike an ancient scratched recording. The bl ack gl ass eyes
were even enptier than those of the praying mantis had been. _"Acconpany us, please."_
The tiktoks I ed themout of the barn into a scene |like a medieval painting of hell. The skies

had cl eared, and once nore the sun beat down. Bodies of dead and injured hunans, nostly wonen, |ay
everywhere in the harsh light. Walls had col |l apsed, smashing those huddling agai nst them under
rubble. Roofs had torn free and swept down the street like mile-a-mnute glaciers, grinding
everything in their path to jelly and dust.

Several of the tiktoks had been destroyed as well. One seened to have been dropped froma
great height; its remains lay just outside the barn, a sunburst of shattered nmetal plates and
clock-springs thirty feet wide. At the point of inpact, part of its torso still held together
i ncluding one arny the hand opened and closed erratically, like the pincer of a dying | obster, as
t hey were nmarched past.

It did not matter that Renie believed nost if not all of the human victins to be animated
puppets. The destruction was heartrendi ng. She hung her head and watched her own feet tranping
through the settling dust.

The tornado had m ssed the farm ng canp's railyard, although Renie could see the track of its
destruction only a few hundred yards away. She and ! Xabbu and Em |y 22813 were herded onto a
boxcar. Their captors stayed with them which gave Renie pause. Cearly there were fewer
functioning tiktoks, or whatever they were called, than there had been half an hour earlier: that
six of them should be delegated to guard the two of them-and Enmily, too, although Renie doubted
that the girl neant nuch in the |arger scheme of things--must nmean their crinme was considered
serious indeed.

O perhaps just strange, she hoped. The nechanical nen were clearly not great thinkers.

Per haps the presence of strangers was so unusual in their simulation that they were having a bit
of organi zational panic.

The train pulled out of the railyard, rattling and chuggi ng. Renie and ! Xabbu sat on the
slatted wood floor of the boxcar, waiting for whatever woul d happen next. Emily at first would
only pace back and forth under the dull black eyes of the tiktoks, winging her hands and weepi ng,
but Reni e persuaded her at last to sit down beside them The girl was distraught, and nade al nost
no sense, mxing bits of babble about the tornado, which she seened hardly to have noticed, with
mysterious ranblings about her nedical exanination, which she seened to think was the reason she
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was in trouble.

_She probably said sonething about us while she was bei ng checked, _ Reni e decided. _She said
the doctors were "henrys"--human men. They're probably a bit nore observant than these netal
t hugs. _

The train clacked along. Light flickered on the boxcar's inner wall. Despite her apprehension
Reni e found hersel f noddi ng. ! Xabbu sat beside her, doing something strange with his fingers that
at first conpletely puzzlied her. It was only when she woke froma brief doze, and for a nonent
could not focus her eyes correctly, that she realized he was making string figures with no string.

The trip lasted only a little nore than an hour, then they were haul ed out of the car by their
captors and into a bustling and far bigger railyard. The large buildings of the city Renie had
seen earlier |ooned directly overhead, and now she could see that they had seened strange because
many of the tallest were only stunps, scorched and shattered by sonething that nust have been even
nore powerful than the tornado she and ! Xabbu had experienced.

The tiktoks | ed them across the yard, through the gawki ng throng of worker-henrys in overalls,
then | oaded Reni e and her conpanions onto the back of a truck. The flatbhed took themnnot into the
heart of the blasted city, but along its outskirts to a huge two-story buil di ng which seened
entirely made fromconcrete. They were taken fromthe truck and into a | oading bay, then led into
a wide industrial elevator. When they were all inside, the el evator started down without a button
bei ng pushed.

The el evator descended for what seenmed |like minutes, until the soft buzzing of the tiktoks in
the el evator car began to make Renie claustrophobic. Emly had been weepi ng agai n since they had
reached the | oadi ng dock, and Renie feared that if it went on nuch | onger she would start
screamng at the girl and not be able to stop. As if sensing her distress, ! Xabbu reached up and
wrapped his long fingers around hers.

The doors opened into blackness, unclarified by the elevator's dimlight. Renie's neck
prickl ed. When she and the others did not nove, the tiktoks prodded them forward. Renie went
slowy, testing the ground with a | eading toe, certain that at any nonment she would find herself
standi ng at the edge of sone terrible pit. Then, when they had taken perhaps two dozen paces, the
sound of the tiktoks suddenly changed. Renie whirled in panic. The nechanical nen, round shadows
with gl owi ng eyes, were backing toward the elevator in unison. As they stepped in and the doors
closed, all light went with them

Emi |y was sobbing | ouder now, just beside Renie's left ear.

"Ch, shut _up_!" she snapped. "!Xabbu, where are you?"

As she felt the reassuring touch of his hand again, she becane aware for the first tinme of the
background noi se, a rhythm c wet squel ching. Before she could do nore than register this oddity, a
Iight blooned in the darkness ahead of them She began to say sonething, then stopped in
ast oni shment .

The figure before themlolled in a huge chair, which Renie at first thought was carved |ike an
ornate papal throne; it was only as the greenish Iight grew stronger, pooled on the seated figure,
that she could see the chair was festooned with all kinds of tubes, bladders, bottles, pulsing
bel l ows, and cl ear pipes full of bubbling Iiquids.

Most of these pipes and tubes seened to be connected to the figure on the chair, but if they
were neant to give it strength, they were not doing their job very well: the thing with the
ni sshapen head seemed barely capable of nmovement. It turned toward themslowy, rolling its head
on the back of the chair. One of the eyes on its masklike face was fixed open as if in surprise;
the other gleaned with sharp and cynical interest. A shock of what | ooked |ike straw protruded
fromthe top of the head and hung linply down onto the pale, doughy face.

"So you are the strangers." The voi ce squel ched |ike rubber boots in nud. It took a deep
breath; bellows flapped and farted as it filled its lungs. "It is a pity you have been caught up
inall this."

"Who are you?" Renie demanded. "Wy have you ki dnapped us? W are just.

"You are just in the way, | amafraid," the thing said. "But | suppose |I'mbeing inpolite.

Wel come to Enerald, fornerly New Enerald City. | am Scarecrow-the king, for ny sins." It nmde a
Iiquid noise of disgust. Sonething appeared fromthe shadows near its feet and scanpered back and
forth, changing tubes. For a monent, in her nunmbed astoni shment, Renie thought it was ! Xabbu, then
she noticed that this nonkey had tiny wings. "And now | have to deal with this wetched young

creature,” the shape on the chair went on, extending a quivering gloved finger at Emily, "who has
comitted the worst of all bodycrinmes--and at a very inconvenient time, too. |I'mvery di sappointed
in you, child."

Emily burst into fresh sobs.
"It _was_ her you were after?" Renie was trying to nake sense of this. Enerald City--Scarecrow
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-Oz! That old noviel "Wat are you going to do with _us_, then?"

"Ch, 1I'll have to execute you, |I'mafraid." The Scarecrow s sagging face curled in a | ook of
nmock- sadness. "Terrible, | suppose, but | can't have you running around causing trouble. You see,
you' ve showed up in the nmiddle of a war." He | ooked down and flicked the winged nmonkey with a
finger. "Wedle, be a good boy and change ny filters, too, will you?"

CHAPTER 10
Smal | Ghosts

NETFEEDY SPORTS: Tiger on a Leash

(visual: Castro practicing with other Tiger players)

VO Elbatross Castro is only the latest player with a troubled offcourt history to agree to a
tracking inplant as part of the ternms of his huge contract--a device that lets his team know where
Castro is at any nonent and even what he's eating, drinking, snoking, or inhaling--but he nay be
the first to have used janmi ng equi pnent on the inplant, thus raising a difficult |egal issue for
the I1BA and his team the Baton Rouge CGenFoods Bayou Tigers, last year's North Anerican Conference
chanpi ons.

Whi |l e her not her was | ooking at sone kind of fake person, Christabel turned away from her and
scrunched up against the mirror. Waring her dark gl asses indoors, she thought she | ooked sort of
i ke Hannah Mankiller fromthe _Inner Spies_ show "Runpelstiltskin," she said as |oud as she
dared. "Runpelstiltskin!"

"Christabel, what are you doing, nmunbling into the mrror? | can't understand a word you're
saying." Her nother |ooked at her as the fake person continued to talk. Another person in a hurry
wal ked right through the fake woman, who went all wobbly for a nonment, |ike a puddl e when you
stepped in it, but still did not stop talKking.

"Not hi ng." Christabel stuck out her lower lip. Her nother nmade a face back at her and turned
to listen to the hol ogram sone nore

"I don't like you wearing those indoors," Mommy said over her shoul der. "Those dark gl asses.
You' |l bunp into sonething."

"No, | won't."

"All right, all right." Her nother took her hand and |l ed her farther into the store. "You nust
be having one of those difficult phases."

Christabel guessed that Difficult Faces neant sticking out your lip, but it mght also nean
not taking off your Storybook Sungl asses. Mster Sellars had said her parents nustn't find out
about the special glasses. "My face isn't difficult,” she said, trying to nmake things better. "I'm
just listening to _The Frog Prince ."

Mommy | aughed. "Okay. You win."

Normal |y, Christabel loved to go to Seawall Center. It was always fun just to get in the car
and go out of the base, but the Seawall Center was al nost her favorite place in the world. Only

the first tinme, when she had been _really_ |little, had she ever not loved it. That tinme she had
t hought they were going to the "See Wl Center." "WI" was the name OM called hinmself in Wnnie-
t he- Pooh, Christabel's favorite stories, and she had waited all day to see OM. It was only when

she started crying on the way back about not seeing himthat Mommy told her what the name really
was.

The next time it was much better, and all the other times. Daddy al ways thought it was dunb to
drive all the way there, three quarters of an hour each way--he always said that, too, "It's three
quarters of an hour each way!"--when you could get anything you wanted either at the PX or just by
ordering, but Momy said he was wong. "Only a man would want to go through Iife w thout ever
feeling a piece of fabric or | ooking at stitches before buying sonething,” she told him And every
tinme she said that, Daddy woul d make a Difficult Face of his own.

Christabel |oved her Daddy, but she knew that her nother was right. It was better than the PX
or even the net. The Seawal|l Center was al nost |ike an anusenment park--in fact, there was an
amusenment park right inside it. And a round theater where you coul d see net shows made bigger than
her whol e house. And cartoon characters that wal ked or flew al ong next to you, telling jokes and
si ngi ng songs, and fake people that appeared and di sappeared, and exciting shows happening in the
store wi ndows, and all kinds of other things. And there were nore stores in the Seawal | Center
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than Christabel could ever have believed there were in the whole world. There were stores that
only sold lipstick, and stores that only sold Nanoo Dresses |ike Ophelia Winer had, and even one
store that sold nothing but ol d-fashioned dolls. Those dolls didn't nove, or talk, or anything,

but they were beautiful in a special way. In fact, the store with the dolls was Christabel's
favorite, although in a way it was kind of scary, too--all those eyes that watched you as you cane
in through the door, all those quiet faces. For her next birthday her nother had even told her she
could pick out one of the ol d-fashioned dolls to be her very own, and even though it was still a
long tinme until her birthday, just coming to Seawall Center to | ook and wonder which doll she
shoul d pi ck would normal Iy have been the definite best part of the week, so good that she woul dn't
have been able to get to sleep last night. But today she was very unhappy, and Mster Sellars

woul dn't answer her, and she was really afraid of that strange boy, whom she had seen again | ast

ni ght outsi de her w ndow.

Chri stabel and her mother were in a store that sold nothing but things for barbecues when the
Frog Prince stopped talking and Mster Sellars' voice took his place. Monmy was | ooking for
sonmet hing for Daddy. Christabel walked a little way into the store, where her nother could stil
see her, and pretended to be looking at a big metal thing that | ooked nore |like a rocketship from
a cartoon than a barbecue.

_"Christabel ? Can you hear ne?"_

"Uh-huh. I'min a store.”

_"Can you talk to me now?" _

"Uh-uh. Kind of."

_"Well, | see you've tried to reach ne a couple of tines. Is it inportant?" _

"Yes." She wanted to tell himeverything. The words felt like crawmy ants in her nouth, and
she wanted to spit themall out, about how the boy had watched her, about why she hadn't told
M ster Sellars, because it was her fault she couldn't cut the fence by herself. She wanted to tel
hi m everything, but a man fromthe store was wal king toward her. "Yes, inportant."

_"Very well. Can it be tonmorrow? | amvery busy with something right now, little Christabel."_
"Ckay. "

_"How about 1500 hours? You can cone after school. Is that a good tinme?"_

"Yeah. | have to go." She pulled off the Storybook Sungl asses just as the Frog Prince got his

voi ce back.

The store man, who was pudgy and had a nustache, and | ooked |ike Daddy's friend Captain
Per ki ns except not so old, showed her a big smle. "Hello, little girl. That's a pretty good-
| ooki ng machine, isn't it? The Magna-Jet Admiral, that's state of the art. Food never touches the
barbecue. Going to get that for your Daddy?"

"I have to go," she said, and turned and wal ked back toward her nother

"You have a nice day, now," said the man

Chri stabel pedal ed as fast as she could. She didn't have nuch time, she knew. She had told her
nmot her that she had to water her tree after school, and Mommy had said she could, but she had to
be home by fifteen-thirty.

All of Mss Karman's class had planted trees in the China Friendship Garden. They weren't
trees really, not yet, just little green plants, but Mss Karman said that if they watered them
they would definitely be trees some day. Christabel had given hers extra water on the way to
school today so that she could go see Mster Sellars.

She pedal ed so hard the tires of her bicycle hunmed. She | ooked both ways at every corner, not
because she was checking for cars, like her parents had taught her (although she did | ook for
cars) but because she was nmaking sure that the terrible boy wasn't anywhere around. He had told
her to bring himfood, and she had brought some fruit or some cookies a couple of times and |eft
it, and twi ce she had saved her lunch from school, but she couldn't go all the way to the little
cenment houses every day w thout Momy asking a | ot of questions, so she was sure he was going to
cone through her w ndow some ni ght and hurt her. She even had ni ght mares about hi mrubbing dirt on
her, and when he was done, Mommy and Daddy di dn't know who she was any nore and woul dn't |et her
in the house, and she had to live outside in the dark and the cold.

When she reached the place where the little cement houses were, it was already three mninutes
after 15:00 on her Oterland watch. She parked her bike in a different place, by a wall far away
fromthe little houses, then wal ked really quiet through the trees so she could cone in on a
different side. Even though Prince Pikapi k was hol di ng 15: 09 between his paws when she | ooked at
her watch again, she stopped every few steps to | ook around and listen. She hoped that since she
hadn't brought that Cho-Cho boy any food for three days, he would be sonmewhere else, trying to
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find something to eat, but she still |ooked everywhere in case he was hiding in the trees.

Since she didn't see himor hear anything except sone birds, she went to the door of the
eighth little cement house, counting carefully as she did every tinme. She unlocked the door and
then pulled it closed behind her, although the dark was as scary as her dreans about the dirty
boy. It took so long for her hands to find the other door that she was al nost crying, then
suddenly it pulled open and red |ight cane out.

"Christabel ? There you are, ny dear. You're late--1 was beginning to worry about you."

Mster Sellars was sitting in his chair at the bottomof the netal |adder, a small square red
flashlight in his hand. He | ooked just the same as al ways, long thin neck, burned-up skin, big
kind eyes. She started to cry.

"Little Christabel, what's this? Wiy are you crying, nmy dear? Here, cone down and talk to ne."
He reached up his trenbly hands to hel p her down the | adder. She hugged him Feeling his thin body
like a skeleton under his clothes made her cry harder. He patted her head and said "Now t hen, now
then," over and over.

When she coul d get her breath, she w ped her nose. "I"'msorry,"” she said. "lIt's all ny fault."”

H s voice was very soft. "Wat's all your fault, ny young friend? Wat could you possi bly have
done that should be worth such suffering?"

_"Oye, weenit, what you got here?"

Christabel junped and let out a little scream She turned and saw the dirty boy kneeling at
the top of the I adder, and it scared her so nmuch she wet her pants |ike a baby.

" Quien es_, this old freak?" he asked. "Tell, _mja_--who this?" Christabel could not talk
Her bad dreans were happening in the real world. She felt pee running down her |egs and began to
cry again. The boy had a flashlight, too, and he shined it up and dowmn M ster Sellars, who was
staring back at himwi th his nouth hanging open and noving it up and down a little, but with no
words comning out."

"Well, don't matter, _mu'chita_," the boy said. He had sonething in his other hand, sonething
sharp. " _No inporta_, seen? | got you now. | got you now. "
O course | understand being careful,” said M. Fredericks. He held out his arnms, staring at the
green surgical scrubs he had been forced to don. "But | still think it's all a bit nuch." Jal ee

Fredericks was a | arge man, and when a frown nmoved across his dark-skinned face it |ooked |like a
front of bad weather.

Catur Ramsey put on a counterpoint expression of solicitude. The Frederickses were not his
nmost inmportant clients, but they were close to it, and young enough to be worth years of good
business. "It's not really that different fromwhat we have to go through to visit Salone. The
hospital's just being careful.”

Fredericks frowned again, perhaps at the use of his daughter's full name. Seeing the frown,
his wife Enrica sniled and shook her head, as though soneone's wayward child had just spilled
food. "Well," she said, and then seened to reach the end of her inspiration

"Where the hell are they, anyway?"

"They phoned and said they'd be a few mnutes late," Ransey said quickly, and wondered why he
was acting as though he were nediating a summt. "I'msure. . . . "

The door to the neeting roomswing open, admtting two people, also dressed in hospita
scrubs. "I"'msorry we're late," the woman sai d. Ranmsey thought she was pretty, but he al so thought
that, with her dark-ringed eyes and hesitant nmanner, she |ooked |ike she'd been through hell. Her
slight, bearded husband did not have the genetic good start his wife enjoyed; he just |ooked
exhausted and mi serabl e.

"I"'mVivien Fennis,"” the wonan said, brushing her long hair back from her face before reaching
a hand out to Ms. Fredericks.

"This is nmy husband, Conrad Gardiner. W really appreciate you com ng."

After everyone, including Ransey, had shaken hands, and the Gardiners--as Vivien insisted they

be called for the sake of brevity--had sat down, Jaleel Fredericks remained standing. "I'mstil
not sure why we're actually here."” He waved an inpatient hand at his wife before she could say
anything. "1 know your son and ny daughter were friends, and I know that sonmething simlar has
happened to him to . . . Olando. But what | don't understand is why we're here. Wat couldn't we

have acconpl i shed over the net?"

"We'll get to that." Conrad Gardiner spoke a little sharply, as though he felt a need to
establish his own place in the hierarchy. Fredericks had that effect on people, Ramsey had
noticed. "But not here. That's part of why we wanted to see you in person. W'll go outside
somewhere. "
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"We'll go to a restaurant. W don't want to say anything about it here," Vivien added.

"What on earth are you tal king about?" Fredericks' thunder-head frown had returned. "You have
|l ost nme conpletely.”

Ramsey, who was practicing the silence that he generally found useful, was intrigued but also
worried. The Gardiners had seemed quite | evel -headed in the few conversations he'd had with them
deadly serious in their desire to talk to M. and Ms. Fredericks in person, but also secretive.
He had trusted themon gut instinct. If they turned out to be conspiracy-nongers of sone kind, UFO
cultists or Social Harnonists, he would quickly begin to regret his own role in persuading his
clients to fly out fromVirginia.

"I know we sound mad," said Vivien, and | aughed. "W wouldn't blane you for thinking it. But
just wait until we've all had a chance to talk, please. If you still think so, we'll pay for your
trip here."

M. Fredericks bristled. "Mmney is not the issue. . . . "

"Jal eel, honey," his wife said. "Don't be stuffy."

"But first," Vivien continued as though the tiny sitcom had not happened, "we'd like you to
cone see Ol ando."

"But . . . " Enrica Fredericks was taken aback. "But isn't he . . . in a coma?"

"If that's what it is." Conrad's grin was bitter. "W've been. . . . " He broke off to stare
at something in the corner, where the coats had been piled in a heap on the one unused chair. The
stare went on too long; the others turned, too. Ramsey couldn't see anything there. Gardiner

rubbed at his forehead with the heel of his hand. "Sorry, | just thought. . . . " He let out a
long breath. "It's a long story. | thought | saw a bug. A very particular bug. Don't ask--it wll
take too nuch time, and I'd rather explain later. It'll be easier if you just go on thinking we're

crazy for now. "

Ramsey was amused. His clients exchanged a covert | ook between thensel ves, then Ms.
Fredericks stole a glance in Ransey's direction. He gave a little head-shake, silently saying
_don't worry about it_. In his not-inconsiderable experience with the deranged, the genuine
| ooni es were not usually the ones who suggested that what they were doi ng nust seem i nsane.

"You don't have to cone with us when we go see Orlando,"” said Vivien, rising. "But we'd |ike

you to. W'll only stay a nmnute--1'"mgoing to be spending the evening with himafter we've al
finished."
As they noved out into the hospital corridor, the women fell in beside one another, the men

pai red up behind them and Ransey took up the rear, this shiel ded position enabling himto forget
his dignity long enough to try a subtle skating notion on the paper hospital shoes.

He hadn't been getting out enough, there was no question about it. Ransey knew that if he
didn't nake a point of doing a little I ess work, he would wind up at the | east shocking sone
client by bursting into inappropriate |laughter in a serious nmeeting, as he'd al nbst done a few
times in the last weeks, or at worst pitching over dead at his desk sone day, as his father had
done. Anot her decade--less, now-and he'd be in his fifties. Men still died fromheart attacks in
their fifties, no matter how many nodern medi cations and cellular retrainers and cardi ot herapi es
there m ght be.

But that was the thing about work, wasn't it? It always seened |ike sonething you could just
put down, or trimthe excess from or ignore if things got bad enough. But when you got up close
toit, things were different. It wasn't sinmply work, it was the tortuous nmess of the Ded ane
Estate, which had becone a dreadful gall ows soap-opera that had paral yzed three generations. O it
was old Perlnutter trying to win back the conpany he had built and then |ost in a boardroom
muggi ng. O CGentian Tsujinoto, a widow trying to win conpensation for her husband's poorly-treated
illness. O, as in the case of the Frederickses, it was an attenpt to nmake some ki nd of |ega

sense out of their daughter's stunningly mysterious illness, if only because _sonme_ sense was
better than no sense at all.
So, when he told hinmself he had to cut back on work, which people was he going to say "I'm

sorry" to? Which trust for which he had | abored to be worthy all his working life, which inportant
connection or fascinating puzzle or heart-rending challenge, would he give up?

It was all very well to say it, and he certainly didn't want to follow his father into the
first-class section of the Coronary Express, but how did you start throw ng away the nost
i mportant parts of your life, even to _save_ that life? It would be different if he had anything
much outside the office worth saving hinmself for.

Hal f of Decatur "please-call-me-'Catur-it's-what-nmy-nomcalled-nme" Ranmsey was hoping that the
Gardi ners' portentous hints would lead to something as intriguing as the California couple had
made it sound. A career case. The kind of thing that put you not just into the | aw books, but wove
you into the fabric of popular culture |ike Kunelos or Darrow. But the part of himthat had spent
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way too many nights staring at a wallscreen so cluttered with docunents his eyes ached, dictating
until he was hoarse while trying not to choke on the occasional hasty nouthful of take-out
Burmese, could not help but hope that the Gardiners were in fact, and against his own estination
conpl ete and utter | oons.

When they had donned the head-coverings and stepped through the sonic disinfectant, M.
Fredericks had another attack of irritation. "If your son is suffering fromthe sane thing that's
affected Sam why is all this necessary?"

"Jaleel, don't be difficult." Hs wife was finding it hard to conceal her anxiousness. Ranmsey
had seen her at her daughter's bedside, and knew that underneath the smart clothes and conposed
features she was clinging to nornmality like a shipweck victimto a spar.

"It's okay," Vivien said, "I don't blanme you for wondering. Your Salome is in a slightly
different situation.”

"What does that nmean?" asked M's. Fredericks.

"Sam not Sal one." Her husband did not wait for her question to be answered. "I don't know why
| ever let Enrica talk me into that name. She was a bad woman. In the Bible, | nean. Wat kind of
thing, to nane a child?"

"Ch, now, honey." H's wife smled brightly and rolled her eyes. "The Gardiners want to see
their boy."

Fredericks allowed hinmself to be led through the air lock corridor and into the private room
where Ol ando Gardi ner lay under a plastic oxygen tent |like a | ong-dead pharaoh in a nmuseum case.

Enrica Fredericks gasped. "Ch! Ch, ny God. Wiat's. . . . " She put a hand to her nouth, eyes
wide in horror. "Is that . . . going to happen to SanP"

Conrad, who had noved to stand at the foot of Olando's bed, shook his head, but said nothing.

"Orlando has a disease,” his nother said. "He had it |long before any of this happened. That's
why he's here in the aseptic wing. He's very susceptible to infection at the best of tines."

Jal eel Fredericks' frown now had a different character, that of soneone watching a terrible
wrong at one renove, a netfeed/ news report of a famine or terrorist bonbing. "An i mMmune system
pr obl en?"

"In part." Vivien reached her hand into the glove built into the tent and caressed Ol ando's
al rost skeletally thin arm Hi s eyes were only white crescents between the lids. "He has progeria.
It's an agi ng di sease. Soneone slipped up in the genetic testing--they nmust have. But we could
never prove it. W knew it had been in ny side of the famly a few generations back, but the

chances were so small it would be in Conrad's, too--well, when his tests cane back negative, we
never thought about it again." Her eyes returned to her son. "If | had known, | would have had an
abortion." Her voice tightened. "And |I love ny son. | hope you understand that. But if | went back
in tinme and had the choice again, | would have ended the pregnancy."

A long silence was broken by Jal eel Fredericks, his deep voice softer now "W're very sorry."

O lando's father actually | aughed, short and harsh, a strangled sound that was clearly not
meant to have cone out. "Yeah, so are we."

"W know you' ve been suffering, too," Vivien said. "And we know how hard it nust have been for
you to | eave Sam even for a day, to cone out here." She renmoved her hand fromthe gl ove and
strai ghtened up. "But we wanted you to see Ol ando before we all tal ked."

Ms. Fredericks still had one hand over her nouth; her mascara, fashionably exaggerated, was
beginning to run a little at the corner of her eyes. "Ch, the poor boy."

"He's a _wonderful _ kid." Vivien was having trouble speaking. "I can't tell you how brave he's
been. He's been . . . different all his life. Stared at when he goes out. And he's known since he
was little that the chances of himliving . . . even long enough to be a teenager. . . . " She had
to stop. Conrad | ooked at her fromthe foot of the bed, but did not nove to confort her. It was
Enrica Fredericks who at |ast stepped forward and put a hand on her arm Ol ando's nother nade a
visible effort to gather herself. "He hasn't deserved any of this, and he's dealt with it so well
that . . . that it would break your heart just to see it. It's all been so _unfair_. And now this!
Sol . . . so we wanted you to understand about Ol ando, and about what a rotten deal he got. When
we explain why we called you."

Catur Ramsey took it upon hinmself to break this silence.

"Sounds like it's time for us all to go somewhere and talk."

"So," Enrica Fredericks said, "this nmenu | ooks lovely." Her good cheer was as brittle as old
gl ass. "Wat do you recommend, Vivien?"

"We' ve never been here before. W picked it at randomout of a directory. | hope it's okay."

In the silence, the snapping of the awning overhead was quite | oud. Ransey used his w negl ass
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to pin down his napkin, which was threatening to bl ow away, and cleared his throat. "Perhaps we
should junp right in, so to speak."

"That's why we're sitting outside, too," Conrad said suddenly.

"You've |l ost ne again," Fredericks replied. He squinted at the nmenu. "I think I"'mgoing to
have the sea bass." He called the skul king waiter over fromwhere he was huddling out of the wi nd.
"Are you sure this is Pacific sea bass?"

Wien they had ordered, and the waiter had hurried back to the warnth of the indoor portion of
the restaurant, Vivien began to speak.

"The problem " she said, tracing a near-transparent circle of white wine on the tabletop
that kids today don't wite anything down. They tal k--God knows, they tal k--and they go pl aces
together on the net, but they don't wite anything down. "

"Yes?" said Fredericks.

"We've had a really hard time figuring out what Orlando's been up to," Conrad Gardiner said.
on the net. But we think that's what's wong with them both."

"That's not possible." Enrica Fredericks' voice was flat. "It doesn't work that way. Qur
doctor told us. Unless sonmeone . . . soneone ran sone charge on them" Her face was pinched and
angry. "That's what they say, isn't it? 'Ran sone charge' ?"

"That may be it," Vivien said. "But if so, it's sone kind of charge the doctors haven't heard
of . Anyway, you'd have to abuse it seriously for years to have that effect--no, even then it
woul dn't be the same. Look, you said it yourself--you can't unplug Sam She screans, she fights,
you have to plug her back in. The sane thing's true with Ol ando, except that he's been so sick we
can only tell the reaction by what happens to his vital signs. W' ve checked with neurol ogi sts,
neur opsychol ogi sts, charge-addiction treatnent centers, everything. No one's ever heard of
anything like this. That's why we contacted you."

The sal ads and hors-d' oeuvres arrived. Ransey frowned at his bruschetta. Maybe it was time to
start taking this health stuff seriously. There was a list a mle long for heart transplants, even
with the new generation of clonal replacenments. He woul d have been better off ordering a green
sal ad.

He pushed away the bruschetta.

"Forgive me for being inpatient," said Jaleel Fredericks, "but it seens to be nmy role in this
particul ar gathering. What is the point? W know all this, although not the details."

"Because we all know that something has happened to your Sam and our Ol ando, but we don't
think it's an accident."

Fredericks rai sed an eyebrow. "Go on."

"We' ve done our best to open up all Olando's files on his system That's why it's so
frustrating that kids don't even use nmail any nore, like we did. There are pathways, but no
records to speak of. And to make things nore difficult, his agent has been renoving files. In
fact, that's one of the things we're worried about."

Ranmsey sat forward, intrigued. "Wy is that?"

"Because it's not supposed to happen,” Conrad said. He was drinking only water, and he stopped

is

to take a long swallow. "W froze the house system when this happened--well, all of Olando's part
of it, anyway. The only way his agent could be nmoving files against our wishes is with Olando's
permission, and . . . well, you saw him So why is it that the thing is still removing files and
destroying others? It's even hidden itself, so we can't turn it off without killing the whole

system and | osi ng any evi dence we've got of what happened to Orlando. In fact, the thing' s gone
AWOL entirely. The robot body it uses around the house is gone, too. That's what | thought | saw
in the hospital." He shook his head. "The whole thing is creepy."

"But | don't understand," Enrica said plaintively. "Wy would any of this happen? If soneone's
hiding files, or destroying them or whatever, what reason could there be?"

"We don't know. " Vivien toyed with a celery stick. "But we saw enough before the files
di sappeared to know that Orlando was in touch with some strange people. He was . . . he is a very,
very smart kid. Spent all his tine on the net. So we want to find out where on the net he's been
what he's been doing, and who he's been doing it with. And we don't want anyone to know that we're
trying to find out, which is why we're sitting outdoors at an unfamliar restaurant."

"And fromus. . . ?" Fredericks asked slowy.
"We want your files. Sam and our son were doing sonething together. Sonmeone or sonething has
corrupted our system against our express orders. Yours may still be untouched--and in any case,

you owe it to yourselves to find out, even if you think we're nuts. But we want your files. O
Sami's, to be perfectly accurate.” Vivien fixed himwith a surprisingly fierce gaze. "W want to
find out who did this to our son."

Vivien and Jal eel stared at each other. Their partners | ooked on, waiting for the outcone, but
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Ransey al ready knew what it would be. He sat back, caught in a nmix of elation and despair. Not
| oonies, then. And with a really interesting puzzle that m ght turn out to be nothing, but
certainly could not be ignored. It would, of course, nean a |lot of research, a ton of detail, and
a variety of very difficult problens to solve

It seened he was going to be spending a |ot nore tinme at work

O ga Pirofsky put the last melon in the bag, then took her groceries up to the express counter
You coul d have anything and everything delivered, but there was still sonething to be said for
actually handling a piece of fruit before you bought it. It kept you in touch with something from
human history that was now al nost | ost.

She wal ked hone down Ki nmount Street, as she always did, naking her way under the great
el evated tracks that carried the maglev comute train south to Toronto. Juni per Bay was basking in
sunshi ne today, and the warnth felt good on the back of her neck

She stopped, as she had told herself she wouldn't, (but knew that she would) in front of the
children's store. An array of hol ographi c youngsters played decorously in the wi ndow, and handsome
phant om babi es nodel ed handsone baby outfits. It was early in the afternoon, so npbst of the rea
children were in school sonmewhere; only a handful of nothers and fathers with strollers were
i nside the store.

A ga watched them through the wi ndow as they nmoved with perfect assurance fromdisplay to
di spl ay, stopping occasionally to soothe a cranky infant, or to share a joke or a question with
each other, living completely in the now-a now in which happy parenthood woul d go on forever
with the small provision that anything bought |last nmonth would already be too small. She wanted to
hamer on the w ndow and warn them not to take anything for granted. She had thought once that she
woul d be one of those people, one of those frighteningly blithe people, but instead she felt |ike
a honel ess spirit, watching in envy fromthe cold.

A floater--a toy that constantly changed its nagnetization, nmaking it hard to keep it between
two accomnpanyi ng paddl es--bunbl ed past, being tossed between two of the hol ographic tykes. _But
I"mnot a ghost,_ she realized. _Not really. These inmmaginary w ndow children are ghosts. Uncle
Jingle and his friends are ghosts. I'ma real person, and |'ve just bought sonme nelons and tea and
twel ve packs of dog food. | have things to do. _

Not entirely convinced, but at |east having manufactured the strength to pull herself away
fromthe children's store, she continued her wal k hone.

_Soneday | won't he able to | eave, she thought. _I'll just stand and stare through that
wi ndow until w nter cones. Like the Little Match Grl. _

She wondered if that would be a bad way to go

"We' || come back and help Princess Ape-i-cat later, kids. But first, Uncle Jingle needs you to
take a walk with himover to Toy-world!"
The Pavl ovi an cheers cane back, filling her hearplugs. Uncle Jingle disnmssed a quick nenta

i mage of |eading her charges through a snowy railyard onto wi ndow ess boxcars. It was silly,

thi nking that way--these were just commercials, just harnmless capitalist greed. And if it wasn't
harm ess, it certainly was part of the world they lived in. It was _nost_ of the world they |lived
in, or at least it felt like that sonetines.

"W're going to sing the 'Let's Go Shopping' song," she said, spreading her arms in a gesture
of excitenent, "but first |I want you to neet someone. Her name is Turnie Kitt, and she's the
newest nenber of The Kasualty Kl ub! She's very educational, and she'll show you why!"

The kids--or their online avatars--junped up and down, whooping. The Kasualty Kl ub was a
favorite toy series, and all its grisly menbers, Conpound Ken, Decapitate Kate, and others even
| ess savory, were a serious hit. The new tie-in episodes woul d begin soon, and Uncle Jingle was
not |ooking forward to themat all. As Turnie Kitt began to explain how after her |inbs had been
twisted off, she would fountain lifelike blood until pressure was applied, Uncle Jingle hit the
four-hour wall and ceased to be O ga Pirofsky.

* * *

. O rather | stop being Uncle Jingle, she thought. It's hard to renmenber where the
line is, sonetinmes. _

A voi ce buzzed in her hearplugs. "N ce show, Mz P. MDaniel'll take '"emfromhere."_

"Tell Roland | said 'break a leg.' But tell himnot to do it in front of _that_ group, or they
may pull it off to watch his lifelike blood fountaining."

The technician | aughed and clicked off. A ga unplugged. Msha was sitting across the roomfrom
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her, head cocked on one side. She wiggled her fingers near the floor, and he cane forward to be
scratched on the white spot beneath his chin.

She hadn't had any recurrences of the headaches lately. That was sonmething to be grateful for
But as though they had been the first thin end of a wedge driven into the core of her being, the
mysterious pains had split her open. Mdre and nore often in these |ast weeks, she found that the
show upset her, its flashier and nore conmercial aspects seening little different than the
sl aughters of animals and sl aves the ancient Romans had used to spice up their entertai nnents. But
the show had not changed any, O ga had: the bargain she had once struck with herself, where her
di sapproval about content woul d take second place to the joy of working with kids, was begi nning
to cone apart.

And even though the head pains had been absent, she could not forget them or the revelation
that had struck her on that day. She had tal ked to her new doctor about it, and to the show s
medi cal people, and they had all reassured her that online headaches were not unusual. They seened
to have forgotten that just weeks before they had been testing her for brain tunors. She had found
the conmmon link, they told her, and should be happy it was so easy to renedy. She was spending too
much tinme online. She should seriously think about sonme time off.

O course, the undercurrent was plain: _You're gelling a bit old for this anyway, aren't you,
O ga? The Uncle Jingle gig is a young person's job, all that bouncing and singing and strenuous,
cartoony overacting. Wuldn't you be happier leaving it to soneone el se?_

Under ot her circunstances, she would have wondered whet her they might not be right. But these
were not nornmal headaches, any nore than Conmpound Ken's little specialty was a bunped shin.

O ga got up and wandered to the kitchen, ignoring the pins and needl es of four hours in the
chair. The groceries still sat in the bag on the counter. M sha, who was very firm about routine,
stood by her feet, waiting. She sighed and enptied a pack of food into his bow .

If your doctors didn't believe you, what then? She had begun calling around, of course,
checking with various other nmedical (and sort-of-nedical) people, and with the Interactive
Performer's Quild. She had asked Rol and McDaniel to ask retired perforner friends if they had ever
experienced sonmething simlar. She had even broken her own rul e about using the net in her free
time to begin to exam ne articles and nonographs on net-related disabilities. A nice young nman in
neurobi ol ogy at McG Il University had responded to her questions by giving her a list of a whole
new series of possibilities, apparently unrelated specialty disciplines that nmght have sone
bearing on her problem So far, not a single thing had proved useful

She left Msha making little _snarfle_ noises over his bow and went to |lie down on the couch
Her special chair, as festooned with wires as an execution device, stood in silent reproach. There
was nore research to be done--far nore. But she was so tired. Maybe they all were right. Maybe it
was her work. Perhaps a |ong vacation was just what she needed.

She grunted, then swung her legs off the couch onto the floor and stood up. On days like
these, she felt every year of her age. She wal ked slowly to the chair and clinbed in, then hooked
hersel f up. Instantaneously, she was in the top |level of her system The conpany supplied her with
the very best equipnent--it was a pity, really, that they had to waste it on soneone who cared so
little about nbdem machi nery.

Chl oe Afsani took a while to answer; when she did, she was w ping cream cheese off her upper
lip.

"Ch, I'msorry, dear. |'ve interrupted your lunch."

"Problemnot, Oga. | had a |ate breakfast--1'Il survive a little while |onger."

"Are you sure? | hope |I'mnot adding to your work load too nuch." Chloe was now a nanager in
the network's fact checking departnent, a hive of plugged-in people in sightless rows that had
made O ga nore than a little nervous when she had gone to ask her favor. Chloe had been a
production assistant on the Uncle Jingle show when she first broke in to the business--a "junior
blip," as she terned it--and O ga had been a confidante during the breakdown of the younger
wonman's first nmarriage. Even so, O ga had hated to ask the favor--it always nmade friendship seem
like a trade agreenent.

"Don't worry about it. In fact, I've got sone good news for you."

"Real ly?" Oga junped a little at an odd sensation, then realized it was only M sha clinbing
into her |ap.

"Real ly. Look, I'm sending you everything, but | can give you the basics now It was a pretty
broad subject area, because there have been so many vaguely health-rel ated things witten about
net use. Ergonom cs al one, thousands of hits. But the nore you narrow it down, the easier it gets.

"I"ll cut to the chase. There have been a ton of supposedly net-related illnesses, chronic
stress, disorientation, eyestrain, pseudo-PTSS--1've forgotten what they actually call it--but the
only thing that would be what you're tal king about--in other words, the only thing that m ght be
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other than just you working too hard--is sonething called Tandagore's Syndrone."

"What's a Tandagore, Chloe?"

"The person who discovered it. Sone guy in Trinidad, if | renenber right. Anyway, it's kind of
controversial--not fully accepted yet as a distinct thing, but they're talking about it in a few
researcher SIGs. In fact, nost doctors and hospitals don't use the term That's in part because
there are so many different variations, from headaches to seizures, all the way up to conas and
one or two deaths." Chloe Afsani saw the | ook on the other woman's face. "Don't worry, Oga. It's
not progressive."

"I don't understand what you nean." M sha was nudgi ng her stomach in a very distracting way,

but Chloe's words had struck a chill into her. She stroked the little dog, trying to quiet him
"You don't go fromone synptomto a worse one. |If you have this--and no one's saying you do,
sweetie, in fact I'Il explain why | doubt it--and you' re getting headaches, then that's probably
as bad as it's going to get for you."
The t hought of spending the rest of her Iife going fromone of those bolts of brilliant,
sickening pain to the next was nore frightening in some ways than the possibility of just dying.
"I's that the good news?" she asked weakly. "lIs there a cure?"

"No cure, but that wasn't the good news." Chloe snmiled a sad snmle. Her teeth seened to have
gotten whiter since she had gone into managenent. "Ch, O ga sweetie, am| making things worse?
Just hear nme out. You probably don't have this in the first place, because sonething |like ninety-
five percent of the sufferers are children. And, what nmakes it even nore likely that you don't
have this, and that what you've got instead is just a bad, bad case of need-a-vacation, is the
fact of where you work."

"What does that nean?"

"Here's the good news at |ast. Tandagore's Syndrone appears to be net-related, right? That is,
the one common el enment, not counting the nostly-children angle, is heavy net usage."

"But | use net equipnent all the tinme, Chloe! It's ny job, you know that!"

"Let me finish, sweetie." She said it as she mght to a cranky child. "Qut of all the cases of
all the kids that the research engines could find, not a single one of them had ever been a
partici pant on the Uncle Jingle show, or any of the spin-offs. | cross-collated the Wrl dReach
medical files with the network's, so I know. Think about that. There have been _mllions_ of kids
over the years who've participated, and not a single one has ever becone sick in this particular
way. "

"So you're saying. . . .

"That when they figure out what it is, it'll probably be sone kind of glitch in transm ssion
signal s, maybe, or sonething |ike that--sonmething that interferes with brai nwaves, maybe. That's
what Tandagore thinks, according to the articles. But whatever it is, it sure isn't in _our_
transm ssion signals, is it? Ipso facto --an inportant termfor soneone in ny departnent to know,
don't you think?--you don't have Tandagore's Syndrone."

O ga petted Msha and tried to make sense of it all. "So you're saying that | don't have
sonething | never heard about until today?"
Chl oe | aughed, but there was a little frustration beneath it. "I'm saying that this Tandagore

thing is the only possibility other than plain old stress, or things your doctor already |ooked
for. Your doctor says you're fine. You can't have Tandagore because no one connected even renotely
with the show ever has, so it nmust be sinply overwork and too nuch worrying." Chloe sniled
brightly. "So stop worrying!"

O ga thanked her with nore heartiness than she felt and clicked off. Msha had fallen asleep
so even when she unpl ugged, she remained in the chair. The sun had gone down behind the train
tracks, and the living roomhad fallen into shadow. A ga listened to the sounds of the birds, one
of the reasons she lived in Juniper Bay. Big enough to have link stations that could handl e major

t hroughput, snall enough still to have birds. There were none left in Toronto except pigeons and
seagul | s, and soneone on the news-nets had said all the surviving pigeons were a nutant strain
anyway.

So it was either sinmple stress, or it was a Watsit Syndrone she couldn't have. Chloe was
young and smart and had the best commercial research engines at her disposal, and she said so.
VWhi ch neant the rest of Adga's own research could be avoi ded. Wy didn't she feel better?

Fromthe far side of the room the Uncle Jingle figure | ooked back at her, black button eyes
and xyl ophone teeth. His huge snmile was really a kind of smirk, wasn't it? If you really studied
it.

_It's strange, _ she thought. _If there have been a million cases of this stuff and not a
singl e one was someone who had hooked into the show | mean, it's hard to find a kid out there who
hasn't been plugged into Uncle Jingle at sone time or other. _
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The roomfelt cold. O ga suddenly wi shed the sun woul d come back

_In fact, that seens nore than a little strange. That seens . . . very unlikely.

But what could it nean except coincidence, that |ots of kids were having problens from being
on the net, but no one who'd ever been involved with her own show? That there was sonething extra-
good about their equi pment? Extra-healthy?

O . . . She pulled Msha closer. The dog whi npered and nailed his paws, as though dogpaddling
in sone dreamriver, then settled again. The roomwas getting quite dark now.

O the other way around? So bad that sonmeone didn't want anyone to make a connecti on between
t he two?

_That's silly, Oga. Stupid. Soneone woul d have to be doing it on purpose, then. You've gone
from headaches to paranoia. _

But the nonstrous idea would not go away.

CHAPTER 11
Ut ensils

NETFEEDY NEW5: Pl ug or Play, Charge Addicts Told

(visual: waiting roomin Geat Onond Street Hospital)

VO England's first-ever Liberal Denocrat governnent has given that country's charge addicts a
choi ce: either have their neurocannul as--"cans" as the addicts, or "heads," call them-pernmanently
sealed with a polyner glue, or accept a software device known as a "gearfilter,” which will bl ock
any unaccept abl e programm ng, and can al so be set to dispense hel pful sublimnals. Under new | aw,
all registered addicts nust agree to one of these two options if they wish to keep their benefits.
Citizens' rights groups are furious.

As the blue light died, water was suddenly everywhere around them In sone inconprehensible
fashion they were in the mddle of it but still dry, rushing forward through danp air as though
the river had curled into a tube around them The noise was so loud that when Ol ando shouted, not
only could Fredericks not hear him he could not hear hinself.

They rocketed through a curve at high speed, then the front of the |eaf-boat plunged downward.
Ol ando grabbed desperately for a handhold, but could feel hinself [ifting free of the boat,
floating backward even as they fell

The Iight changed. An instant |ater they slamed down into sonething that shook them so hard
that it was only a few dazed nonents later, when he felt hinmself beginning to sink, that Ol ando
realized they had |anded in nore water. Wthin nmonents he had | ost the | eaf-boat conpletely. The
river or waterfall or whatever it had becone was poundi ng down al nobst on top of him roiling the
surface so badly that he could not understand which way was up. He finally caught a glinpse of
Fredericks floating face-down a short distance away, but even as he tried to call to him his
friend was caught up by the surging waters and pull ed beneath the surface.

Ol ando took a deep breath and dove after him then turned until he saw Fredericks' notionless
formdrifting dowm. The water was brilliantly clear, and all the | ake bottom he could see was a
bright and featureless white. Ol ando kicked hard, thrusting hinself toward his friend. He managed
to get one hand wapped in the cowm of Fredericks' Pithlit robe, then struggled toward what he
guessed was the surface, a darker spot in the niddle of a |leaning ring of whiteness.

It seened to take days. Fredericks' |inmp weight was the single heaviest thing he had ever
lifted. At last, with his breath turning to fire in his chest, he broke the surface and heaved
Fredericks' head above water. His friend took a racking breath, then coughed out what seened like
gall ons. He appeared strange in sone way Ol ando could not imrediately define, but it was
i mpossible to I ook too carefully with waves slapping at both their faces. Ol ando kicked to keep
them above the surface, but the cataract was still thundering down only a few neters away and he
was | osing strength rapidly. A brief but depressing glinpse between waves showed himthat the
white walls or shore above the waterline appeared snooth as gl ass.

"Can you swi n?" he gasped. "I don't think I can hold you up."

Frederi cks nodded miserably. "Were's the boat?"

Ol ando shook his head.

Frederi cks began a weary crawl -stroke toward the nearest wall. Olando did his best to follow,
and regretted, once again that he had never had swinm ng | essons. Swimm ng in O herland was
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not hing Ii ke when Thargor stroked his way across a deep tarn or castle noat in the Mddle Country.
For one thing, Thargor didn't get tired this easily.

He caught up to Fredericks, who was pawi ng hopel essly at the snboth white wall. "What is
this?" his friend nopaned. "There aren't any handhol ds."

Ol ando | ooked up. Above them the sheer wall rose for several nore neters, and above that

"Ch, fenfen_," Olando said, then a wave sl apped himin the face and he drank nore water. It
was fresh, not salt, which nade sense. "Not again!" he said when he could breathe.

"What ?"

Ol ando pointed. The cataract was pouring down froma |long silver pipe connected to the while
wall, with two odd crenellated circles flanking it. Faucet. Taps. They were in a sink. Hanging in
the air far overhead, glowing like the noon, and seemingly only slightly snmaller, was a vast
I'i ght bul b.

"No!" Fredericks nmoaned. "This is _so inpacted._.

The bad news was that their boat, or sonething dark that seened to be their boat, was trapped
at the bottom of the sink, battered beneath the stream of water sluicing down fromthe titan
faucet. The good news, as they discovered a few nonents later, was that it seemed to have bl ocked
the drain and the water in the sink was rising.

"I'f we just stay afloat, it'll lift us over the top." Fredericks swng sopping hair off his
face and turned to Ol ando. "Are you okay? Can you make it?"
"I don't know. | guess so. I'mreally tired." His friend still |ooked odd--sinplified sonmehow -

but Orlando could not sunmon the energy to try to figure out what was w ong.

“I'I'l help when you need it." Fredericks felt the porcelain. "This is so barking. It's like
bei ng stuck in the deep end of the pool forever."

Ol ando had no nore breath to waste.

Slowy, the water inched up the walls of the sink. Wen he felt his rhythm working properly
for a noment, his | egs noving without too nuch pain, Ol ando | ooked up. The angle of the sink
walls nade it hard to see anything nuch below the ceiling, but there was still sonething decidedly
strange about the place, and it was nothing as straightforward as the disproportionate size. The
shadows fell oddly, and both the lightbulb and sink seened inexplicably unreal, although there was
not hi ng ghostly or insubstantial about either of them Even the water seened to nmove too slowy,
and with none of the absolute realismit had possessed in other parts of the network.

He | ooked at Fredericks, and finally realized what had been bothering him His friend's
features, while still three-dinmensional, had becone sonehow flatter, as though rendered with much
| ess sophisticated animati on gear than they had encountered el sewhere in the O herland network.
But what did it nmean?

It was only when the |Indian brave--a conic savage with an inpossibly red face, a nose like a
sausage, and rolling eyes-clinbed up onto the edge of the sink and peered down at themt hat
Ol ando realized they were stranded in some kind of cartoon

"Ugh," the Indian said. "You seen papoose?"

Fredericks goggled at the stranger. "This can't be happening."

"Can you help us out?" Olando shouted. "We're drowning!"

The Indian stared at them for a nmonent, his fierce but sinple expression absolutely
unr eadabl e, then reached into his buckskin vest and produced, from nowhere, a length of rope. His
arns bending in ways that jointed appendages did not bend, he quickly threw a | oop around one of
the faucets, then tossed the other end down to them

It was not a swift process, but with the Indian pulling and Ol ando and Fredericks keeping
their feet flat against the slippery porcelain wall, they nanaged to clinb the last few neters to
safety. Olando clung to the chilly faucet in gratitude.

"So? Pal ef aces seen papoose?” The Indian had stowed the rope, and now stood with arns fol ded
across his chest. Olando couldn't renenber exactly what a papoose was, but he was not going to
let a potentially friendly contact go to waste.

"No. But we owe you our lives. W'll help you look." Fredericks shot hima | ook, but Ol ando
ignored him "Wat can we do?"

The I ndian | ooked down into the sink. "Better cone back to teepee. Soon water reach top, spil
over, make big | ake on floor."

Frederi cks was | ooking Olando up and down. "You look really weird, Ol ando. Like a Captain
Conet play figure or sonething."

Ol ando | ooked down. His torso was indeed an exaggerated, upside-down triangle. He could only
i magi ne what Thargor's features nust look like in this shorthand form "Yeah, well, you | ook
pretty scanny, too," he pointed out. "Like some kind of Uncle Jingle reject. Your feet don't even
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have toes."

The I ndian seened to find their conversation either unintelligible or irrelevant. He turned
and began wal ki ng al ong the edge of the sink, then suddenly | eaped down into apparent nothingness.

"Jee-zus!" Fredericks stared. "He just junped!"

"Conme on." Olando |inped after their rescuer

"Are you. . . ? What, you're going to junp off, just because he did? He's sone kind of
construct, Olando!"

"I know. He's an ol d-fashioned cartoon. Just look at this place. It's all a cartoon
Fredericks, an aninmated drawi ng. Like fromthe |last century."

"I don't care. Wt could go that way instead," Fredericks pointed. On the far side of the sink
a |l ong snooth wooden counter |ed away, a clutter of shelves at the back hidden by shadow. "At
| east we can see where we'd be going."

"Yeah, but he went _that_ way."

" So?"

"So we don't know our way around. So let's get going, before we lose the only person since
we' ve been in this inpacted network who's done anything nice for us."

Fredericks clanbered to his feet, streanming water."l will never, never let you talk me into
anyt hi ng again. Ever."

Ol ando turned and linped toward the place where the Indian had di sappeared. "Fair enough."

The cartoon brave had not, as it turned out, junped to his doom Below the edge of the sink
only a body-length down, stood a snall table--snmall by the standards of the environnment, although
to Olando and Fredericks it was at |east an acre wide--cluttered with an array of boxes and
bottles. Beyond the table, squatting in the corner like a particularly fat black dog, stood some
ki nd of inpossibly antique-Ilooking stove. Red |ight showed through the slits in its grille.

The Indian was standing in front of one of the boxes, a rectangul ar cardboard shape that
| ooned twice his own height. Painted on its cover was a stylized tent, and above it the words
"Pawnee Brand Matches."

"Conme to ny teepee," he said, gesturing toward the box. "W snoke peace pipe."

Frederi cks shook his head in disgust, but followed Ol ando. The Indian reached the box and
stepped _into_ it, right through the surface, as though the heavy cardboard were perneable as air.
Ol ando shrugged and did the sane, half-expecting to bunp his face against the flat picture of the
tent, but instead suddenly found hinself inside a three-dinmensional and surprisingly spacious
version of the painted teepee. Fredericks followed a noment |ater, eyes wide. A canpfire burned at
the center of the conical space, the snoke twining upward to the hole at the top where the
tent pol es cane together.

The I ndian turned and gestured for themto sit, then |lowered hinmself to face them A woman
came forward fromthe shadows, equally bright red and exaggerated of feature, and stood beside
him She wore a deerskin blanket and a single feather in her hair.

"Me nanmed Chief Strike Anywhere," the Indian said. "This ny squaw, Dispose Carefully. Wo you
pal ef aces?"

As the squaw brought them bl ankets to wap around their wet, cold virtual bodies, Ol ando
i ntroduced hinself and Fredericks. Strike Anywhere grunted his satisfaction, then called for his
wife to bring the peace pipe. As he filled it with something froma pouch--al so produced from
nowhere-- Ol ando began to wonder how he would light it, since the Chief hinself, judging by his
pal e wooden neck and round crinson head, seened to be an ol d-fashi oned nmatch. A benused vision of
the chief rubbing his head against the floor and bursting into flame was proved wong when the
pi pe began to snmoke without introduction of any visible incendiary.

The snoke was hot and foul, but Olando did his best to hold it in. As Fredericks struggled to
do the sane, Ol ando wondered agai n about the strange capacities of the O herland network. How
sophisticated would it have to be to reproduce the sensation of inhaling heated snoke? Wul d that
be easier than sinmulating the gravity of being spurted out of a giant faucet, or nore difficult?

When they had all sucked on the pipe, Strike Anywhere handed it back to his w fe, who
performed a sleight of hand to make it vani sh again. The chief nodded. "Now us friends. | help
you. You help ne."

Fredericks was distracted by the bow full of berries that Dispose Carefully was setting in
front of him so Olando took it on hinself to continue the conversation. "Wat can we do to help
you?"

"Bad men take mnmy papoose, Little Spark. |I hunt for him You cone with ne, help find papoose."”

"Certainly."

"Help kill bad nen."
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"Uh . . . certainly."” He ignored Fredericks' |ook. They were only cartoons, after all. It
woul dn't be like helping to kill real people.

"That good." Stri ke Anywhere fol ded his arnms on his chest and nodded again. "You eat. Then you
sleep little. Then, when m dnight cone, we go hunting."

"M dni ght ?" Fredericks asked around a nout hful of berries.

"M dnight." The cartoon Indian smiled a hard snile. "Wen all of Kitchen awake."

It was the sane nightrmare; as always, he was powerless before it. The gl ass broke, showering
outward into the sunlight like a spray of water, each piece spinning |like a separate planet, the
cloud of iridescence a universe that had lost its equilibriumand was now flying apart in high-
speed entropi c expansi on

The cries echoed and echoed, as they always did.

He woke, shuddering, and brought his hand to his face, expecting to feel tears, or at |east
the sweat of terror, but his own features were hard and cold beneath his fingers. He was in his
throne roomin the lamplit great hall of Abydos-That-Was. He had fallen asleep and the old
ni ght mare had returned. Had he cried out? The eyes of a thousand kneeling priests were on him
startled stares in frozen faces, like mce caught in the pantry when the light is switched on

He rubbed his nask of a face again, hal f-believing that when he took his hands away he woul d
see sonething el se--but what? His American fortress on the shore of Lake Borgne? The inside of the
tank that kept his failing body alive? O the house of his childhood, the chateau in Linoux, where
so nmuch had begun?

The t hought of it brought hima sudden picture, the reproduction of David' s drawi ng that had
hung on the back of his bedroom door, Napol eon the First crowning hinself enperor while a
di sconsol at e pope | ooked on. What an odd picture to have in a child' s room But he had been an odd
child, of course, and something in the grandeur of the Corsican's unstoppable self-belief had
caught hi s inmagi nation.

It was strange to think of the old house again, to see so clearly his nother's heavy curtains
and thick Savonnerie carpets, when all of it--and all of the people except him-were so many, many
years gone.

Fel i x Jongl eur was the ol dest human being on Earth. O that he felt certain. He had |ived
t hrough both World Wars of the previous century, had watched the foundation and decay of the
Communi st nations of the east and seen the rise of the city-states along the Pacific Rm Hs
fortune, established first in Wst Africa, in bauxite and nickel and sisal, had grown with the
years, spreading into industries of which his _homes des affaires_ father, Jean-Loup, could never
have even dreaned. But though his fortune was self-renewi ng, Jongl eur hinself was not, and as the
century and the m |l ennium waned, the bol der news agencies readied their obituaries, with the
enphasis on the nysteries and unfounded assertions that had clouded his |long career. But the
obi tuaries remained unused. In the decades after the turn of the new century, he had abandoned day-
to-day use of his dying body in favor of an existence in virtual space. He had sl owed his physica
agi ng by, anong ot her things, experinmental cryogenic techniques, and as the facilities of
virtuality had inproved--in |arge part because of research funded out of his own fortune, and the
fortunes of |ike-m nded folk he had gathered around him-he had found hinself reborn into a second
life.

_Like Gsiris in truth, _ he thought. _The Lord of the Western Horizon, slain by his brother
then resurrected by his wife to live forever. The nmaster of life and death. _

But even in the sleep of gods, there could be bad dreans.

_"Great is he who brings life to the grain, and to green things,"_ someone was singi ng nearby.
_"O Lord of the Two Lands, he who is mghty in worship and infinite in wisdom | beg that you
hear ne."

He took his hands away from his face--how | ong had he been sitting this way?--and frowned at
the priest who withed on his belly at the bottom of the steps. Sonetinmes the rituals he had
desi gned annoyed even him "You may speak."

"O, Divine One, we have received a comunication fromour brethren in the tenple of your dark
brother, the burned one, the red, raw one."” The priest bunped his face against the floor, as
t hough even to speak of that entity pained him "They w sh nost urgently to drink of your w sdom
O G eat House."

Set. The Qther. Jongleur--no, he was fully Gsiris again; he needed the arnor of godhood--
straightened on his throne. "Why was | not told at once?"

"They have only now spoken to us, Lord. They await your divine breath.”

No one would interrupt his nmeditations for a problemgernane only to the simulation--it was
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unt hi nkabl e--so he knew it nust be the engi neers.
Gsiris gestured, and a wi ndow opened before himin the air. For half an instant, he could see
the anxi ous face of one of the technicians fromthe Tenple of Set, then the image froze. The

technician's voice fizzed and died, then crackled into life again, like a radio signal during
sunspot activity.
" Need a greater . . . readings are . . . please give us. " The voice did not

cone back.

The god was perturbed. He would have to go to them He would have none of his usual time to
prepare. But it was not to be hel ped The Gail--everything--depended on the her. And only he, of
all the Brotherhood, realized how precarious a foundation that was.

He gestured again. The w ndow di sappeared. A score of priests carrying sonething huge and fl at
cane hurrying forward fromthe shadows at the back of the great hall. The other priests struggled
to get out of the way, but some could not and were knocked down and then tranpled by those
carrying the ponderous burden. Gsiris took a breath to calmhinself, to find the peaceful center
where problens were solved and death itself had been so often outwitted, as two score of priests
rai sed the polished bronze mirror before him groaning beneath its i mense weight.

Csiris rose, and watched hinself rise, observing with a little satisfaction even in this
monent the majesty of the Lord of the West standing before his throne. He wal ked forward until he
coul d see nothing but his own brazen reflection, paused for one |ast nmoment, then stepped through

* * *

The tenpl e was deserted except for half a dozen nen in desert-pale robes. The priest-
techni ci ans were so upset that none of themrenenbered to kneel as Gsiris appeared, but the god
put aside his displeasure for the nonment. "I could not understand your nessage. Wat is w ong?"

The chief engineer pointed to the door of the tomb chanber. "W can't get through. It
_he_ . . . won't let us."

GCsiris thought the man seemed curiously intense, his energy al nost feverish. "Are you speaking
met aphori cal | y?"

The priest shook his head. "He's resisting communication, but his readings are very, very | ow.
Frighteningly low " He took a breath, and ran his hands through hair that did not grace the shaven-
headed sim "It started about an hour ago, a real fast downturn. That's why Freimann was trying to
communi cate--just to see if he was capable of it, or if he was . . . | don't know what you'd call
it. Sick." Again the quaver in the priest's voice, as though at any noment he night burst out
| aughi ng or weepi ng.

"Soneone other than nme spoke to hinP"

The head shake was nore enphatic now. "Freimann tried. | told himwe should wait until you got
here. But he was top of the onsite CoC and he overruled me. He got on the direct line and tried
Voi ce conmuni cation. "

"And not hi ng happened. "

"Not hi ng? No, sonething definitely happened. Freimann's dead."

The god shut his eyes for a brief nonent. So this was the reason for the technician's
overexcited state. Wuld he have to deal with two energencies at the sane tine, a tantrum by the
O her and a nutiny anong his hired | ackeys? "Tell ne."

"Not much to tell. Just . . . he opened the line. Asked if . . . if the Oher was there. Did
it . . . did _he_, sorry . . . did he want sonething. Then Frei mann nade a funny noi se and j ust

stopped. His simwent rigid. Kenzo dropped offline and found himon his office floor, bleeding
fromthe nose and the corners of his eyes. Profound cerebral henorrhage, as far as we can tell."

Gsiris swallowed an involuntary curse; it seened inappropriate to bring other deities into his
own godworld, even in name only. "Is sonmeone taking care of it?"

"It?" A strangl ed | augh escaped the technician. "You nmean Frei mann? Yes, security has been
called in. If you nean the other "it,' none of us are going near him W' ve been convinced. He
doesn't want to talk to us, we don't want to talk to him" The laugh again, threatening to turn
into sonething else. "This wasn't in the job description, you know. "

"Ch, pull yourself together. Wat is your nanme?"

The priest seened taken aback--as if a god had tine to nenorize every one of his worshiper's
nanes. "My real nanme?"

Behind the mask of the deity, Gsiris rolled his eyes. Discipline was breaking down entirely.
He woul d have to think of a way to stiffen this whole departnent. He had believed he had hired
tough- m nded types. Ooviously, he had underestimated the effect of daily contact with the O her,
"Your Egyptian nane. And nake it quick, or security will have to drop by your office, too."
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"Ch. Oh._It's Seneb, sir. Lord."

"Seneb, my servant, there is nothing to fear. You and the others will remain at your
positions."” He had been tenpted to give themall the afternoon off while he dealt with the Qther's
| atest bit of bad behavior, but he didn't want themtal king to each other, reinforcing their fears
and conparing notes. "I will speak with himnyself. Qpen the connection."

"He's closed it, sir--Lord."

"I realize that. But | want it open, at |east on our end. Do | nake nyself clear?"

The priest made a shaky obei sance and scuttled off. Gsiris drifted forward until he hung
before the great doors to the tonb chanber. The hieroglyphs incised in the dark stone gl owed, as
if aroused by his presence. The doors swung open

I nside, the subtle cues of a throughputting connecti on were gone. The bl ack basalt sarcophagus
lay as cold and inert as a lunp of coal. There was none of the usual charged air, none of the
feelings of standing before a portal into a not-quite-conprehensible el sewhere. The god spread his
bandaged arnms before the great casket.

"My brother, will you talk to me? WIIl you tell me what is paining you?"

The sarcophagus remained a nute |unp of black stone.

"I'f you need help, we will give it to you. If sonething is hurting you, we can nake it stop."

Not hi ng.

"Very well." The god floated closer. "Let me renmind you that | can also _give_ pain. Do you
wish us to make it nmore difficult for you? You nust speak to ne. You nust speak to ne, or | will
cause you even greater unhappiness."

There was a subtle change in the room a tiny adjustnent of angles or light. As Gsiris |earned
forward, he heard the voice of Seneb, the priest, in his ear

_"Lord, he's opened_ . "

"Shut up." _ldiot. If these were not such difficult positions to fill properly, | would have
himkilled this instant._ The god waited expectantly.

It rose up as if from some uni magi nabl e di stance, a shred of voice fromthe bottom of a deep,
deep well. At first Osiris could hear it only as a sussuration, and for a nonent he feared he had
been nistaken, that he was listening to the novenent of the sands of the endl ess desert outside.
Then he began to hear words.

" an angel touched me . . . an angel . . . touched me . . . an angel . . . touched

ne. . . .
Over and over, the refrain went on, as scratchy and renote as somnething played on a granophone
back in Felix Jongleur's childhood. Only the bizarre lilt to the painfully inhuman voice
denonstrated that the words were supposed to have a nelody. The god stood |listening in anmazenent
and confusion and nore than a little fear.
The Ot her was singing.

In his dream he thought it was an airplane, sonething froma history-of-flight docunentary, al
struts and guywires and canvas. It passed him and sonmeone in the cockpit waved, and there was a
sniling nmonkey painted on the plane's side, and even though it was flying away now, the sputtering
noi se of the engine got |ouder and | ouder

Ol ando opened his eyes to darkness. The noise was right next to him and for a nonent he
t hought the dream had foll owed him that Renie and ! Xabbu were flying toward hi mand woul d take
hi m back to the real world. He rolled over, blinking blearily. Chief Strike Anywhere was snori ng,
and it did indeed seemas loud as a snall plane. The Indian's outsized nose was bouncing like a
ball oon in the streamof his exhaled breath. Hi s squaw |l ay curled beside him snoring in
col oratura counterpoint.

_It's a cartoon. _ It still hadn't quite sunk in. _I'mliving in a cartoon._ Then the dream
cane back to him

"Fredericks," he whispered. "Were's Renie and ! Xabbu? They cane through with us, but where

are they?"
There was no reply. He turned to shake his friend awake, but Fredericks was gone. Beyond the
enpty bedroll, the flap of the teepee fluttered in the wind of the chief's noisy slunbers.

Ol ando cl anbered to his knees and crawl ed toward the flap, heart suddenly poundi ng. Qutside,
he found hinsel f surrounded by boxes and bottles, and although he could not easily nmake out the
| abels in the near-dark (the lightbulb had been dimed so that it barely shone) he could hear the
sound of |oud snores com ng fromsonme of themas well. To his left, the facing wall of the kitchen
cabinets led up to the sink, as invisible fromhis position as the top of a tall plateau. There
was no sign of Fredericks there, and no visible way for himto have clinbed it. Contai ners of
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various kinds blocked Orlando's viewto the other side of the table. He wal ked forward, stepping
careful ly past a wapped bar of sonething called Blue Jaguar Hand Soap, which runbled rather than
snor ed.

He saw the glow first, a faint red light outlining the edge of the table like a mniature
sunset. It took hima nonment to nake out the dark sil houette. Was it Fredericks? Wat was he doing
standing so close to the edge?

Ol ando was suddenly very frightened for Fredericks. He hurried forward. As he sprinted past a
jar of Captain Carvey's Salts of Magnesia, a groggy voi ce denanded, "Hark at that! Who goes there?
VWhat bell is it?"

There was sonething odd in his friend's posture, a slunp in the shoulders, a rubberiness to
the neck, but it _was_Fredericks, or at least the current cartoon version of him As Ol ando drew
nearer, slow ng because he was afraid he nmight stunble over sonething so near to the edge of the
dark tabl etop, he could hear a faint voice that at first he thought was Fredericks talking to
hinself. It was barely audible, a murrmur that rose and fell, but within a few steps Ol ando knew
that such a sound could not be coming from Sam Fredericks. It was a deep, harsh voice that hissed
its sibilants |ike a snake.

"Fredericks! Get back fromthere!" He approached very slowy now, not wanting to startle his

friend, but Fredericks did not turn. Olando put a hand on his shoul der, but there was still no
response.

. You're going to die here, you know,"_ the hissing voice said, now quite clear,
al t hough still pitched very low. _"You should never have cone. It's all quite hopel ess, and
there's nothing you can do about it, but I'mgoing to tell you anyway." The laugh that welled up
was as |ludicrously nmelodramatic as the chief's snores, but it still set Olando's heart pattering
agai n.

Fredericks was staring down into the red gl ow beyond the table-top, sinplified Pithlit-face
sl ack, eyes open but unseeing. Scarlet light glimrered in the depths of the black iron stove, and
flanes licked at its grille like the hands of prisoners clutching prison bars. But sonething nore
substantial than the flanmes was nmoving within the stove.

"Hey, wake up!" Ol ando grabbed Fredericks' arm and pinched. His friend noaned, but stil
gazed sl ackly at the stove and the dancing flanes.

_"And there you are,"_the voice crackled up fromthe stove. "Conme to save your friend, have
you? But it won't do any good. You're both going to die here." _

"Who the hell are you?" Ol ando demanded, trying to pull Fredericks away fromthe brink

_"Hell, indeed!"_said the voice, and | aughed again. Suddenly Ol ando coul d see the shape that
had been canoufl aged by the flanmes, a red devil from sone ancient book or opera, with horns and a
tail and a pitchfork. The devil's eyes wi dened, and he flashed his teeth in an i mense, insane
grin. "You're both going to die here!"_ He was dancing in the heart of the stove, stonping up the
tongues of fire like he was splashing in a puddle, and although Ol ando knew that it was all a
simulation, and a particularly silly one at that, it did not stop the rush of fear that ran
through him He grabbed Fredericks firmy and dragged himaway fromthe edge, and did not |let go
until they were stunbling back toward the teepee.

_"I'"1l be seeing you again!"_ the devil shouted gleefully. "You can bet your soul on that!"
Fredericks pulled away from himas they reached the tent door, rubbing his eyes with his
balled fists. "Orlando? Wiat's . . . what's going on? Wiat are we doing out here?" He swiveled to

exam ne the nowsilent tabletop. "Was | sl eepwal ki ng?"
"Yeah," Olando said. "Sleepwal king."
"Scanny."

The chi ef was awake, sharpening a huge tomahawk on a stone wheel that had apparently cone out
of thin air, like so nmany other things, since it had certainly not been in the teepee before. He
| ooked up fromthe hail of sparks as they entered. "You awake. That good. M dni ght soon."

Ol ando woul dn't have nminded a bit nore sleep, but each bit of Oherland seened to have its
own cycles of tinme. He and Fredericks woul d have to catch up whenever they found a chance.

"I just realized Renie and the rest didn't come through," he said quietly to Fredericks as the
chi ef and his squaw began packing things into a deerskin bag. "I nean, we would have seen themin
the sink, right?"

"l guess so." Fredericks' expression was norose. "But how could that be? They went through
like the sane tine we did."

"Maybe there are different levels on the river. Maybe flying through sends you sonewhere
different than sailing through."

"But then we'll never find them They could be anywhere!"
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Chief Strike Anywhere stepped toward them and pointed to O'lando's sword. "You have big knife.
That good. But you," he said to Fredericks, "no knife. That bad." He handed Fredericks a bow and a
qui ver of arrows.

"Pithlit never uses a bow," Fredericks whispered. "What am | supposed to do with these?"

"Try to shoot only people that aren't naned Ol ando."

"Thanks a lot."

The chief led themto the tent flap. Hs wife stepped forward to hold it open. "Find Little
Spark," she said. "Please find."

She was not in the least |ike an actual person, but the trenor in her ridiculous pidgin

English was real, and Orlando's chill abruptly returned. These peopl e thought they were alive.
Even the cartoons! Wat kind of madhouse were they stuck in?

"We'll . . . we'll do our best, nma'am" he said, and followed the others out onto the
t abl et op.

"Jeez," he gasped. "This is _hard . | never realized how strong Thargor was."

Fredericks started to say sonething, then clanped his jaw shut as the rope swung them out from
the table leg, so that for a nmonent they were spinning over enpty darkness. Strike Anywhere had

| ong before outsped themin the downward clinb, and they had no idea if he was even still on the
rope.

The rope swung back, and after a few unpl easant thunps against the table I eg they resuned
their careful descent. "I still feel like Pithlit," Fredericks said, "but he was never that strong

to begin with."

"I took this stuff for granted," Ol ando said between deep breaths. "Can you see the ground
yet ?"

Fredericks | ooked down. "Yeah. Maybe."

"Tell me you do even if you don't."

"COkay. Al nost there, Gardino."

A fewnore minutes did in fact bring theminto safe droppi ng distance. The shadows beneath the
tabl e were deep and dark, and they could see the Indian only by the gleamof his eyes and teeth.
"Have canoe here," he said. "We go on river. Plenty faster."

"River?" Olando squinted. A curving line of water stretched before them curiously
circunscri bed when | ogic suggested it should have spread into a flat puddle. Instead, it held its
shape and flowed nmerrily by along the floor, past the battlenments of the kitchen counter on one
side, coiling away past the iron stove in the other direction. Were it passed the red-gl ean ng
stove, the water seened to steamfaintly. Olando hoped they weren't going in that direction. "Wy
is there a river here?"

Strike Anywhere was westling a birchbark canoe out of the shadows. He energed from beneath
the table, turned the canoe over and put it on his head, then began to carry it toward the
gleaming river as Olando and Fredericks scranbled after him "Wy river?" H s voice echoed inside
the canoe. He seened confused by the question. "Sink overflow. " He gestured to where a cataract of
wat er was pouring down the front of the cabinet, pooling at its base, and extending a tongue of
river in each direction. For water that was falling such a distance, it did not splash very much.
"Sink _always_ overflow "

Ol ando deci ded he was not going to figure out the whys and wherefores of this place so
easily; it would be better just to concentrate on what happened next. Still, his Thargor-training
made hi mvery unconfortable with not knowi ng the ground rul es.

Stri ke Anywhere hel ped theminto the canoe, prestidigitally produced a paddl e, and edged the
craft out onto the river.

"And who are we follow ng?" Ol ando asked.

"Bad nen," the Indian said, then brought a long, unjointed finger to his |ips. "Talk quiet.

Ki tchen waking up."

It was hard to see anything by the lunar light of the bulb far overhead. Ol ando settled back
wat chi ng the shadows of counter and cabi nets slide past.

"What are we doing this for?" Fredericks whispered.

"Because he hel ped us. Soneone stole his kid." The nenory of Dispose Carefully's tragic eyes
seened an unanswer abl e argunent.

Fredericks apparently did not feel the same way. "This is stupid, Olando. They're just
Puppets!" He | owered his head and spoke into Orlando's ear, unwilling to state this harsh fact
| oud enough for the Puppet nearest themto hear. "W've lost the only real people, maybe, in this
whol e i npacted place, and instead of |ooking for them we're risking our lives for . . . for
code! "
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Olando's rebuttal died on his tongue. His friend was right. "It just . . . it just seens |ike
we should do this."

"It's not a ganme, Gardiner. This isn't the Mddle Country. It's a whole_ |lot weirder, for one
thing."

O lando could only shake his head. His faint and entirely inexplicable belief that they were
doing the right thing did not lend itself well to argunent. And in fact, he thought, nmaybe he was
just kidding himself. The sinple fact of being able to nove around without feeling like it would

kill himhad obscured sone of the harsher facts, and he had quickly fallen into the gam ng node of
taki ng any chal l enge, of building sudden and apparently pointless allegiances. But that was gane
logic--this, their situation, was not a gane. Actual |lives were at stake. The people they were

cont endi ng agai nst were not the Table of Judgnent, a claque of noonlighting engineers and rol e-
pl ayi ng idiot savants. Instead, unless Sellars had nade the whole thing up, the masters of
O herland were incredibly rich, powerful, and ruthless. In fact, they were nurderers.

And what was Orlando's response to this threat, and to being separated fromthe only ot her
peopl e who understood the danger? Getting sidetracked into a search for a | ost cartoon baby with a
cartoon Indian through an ani nated kitchen. Fredericks was right. It didn't nake a | ot of sense.

He opened his nouth to adnit his own stupidity, but at that nonent the chief turned and
brought finger to |lips once nore. "Sssshhhhh."

Sonet hi ng was bobbing on the water just in front of them The Indian did not give it a |ook as
he steered the canoe silently past it; his attention was fixed farther ahead. Ol ando had tine
only to notice that the floating object was a waterl ogged box, sinking rapidly, and that the faint
snmudge of words painted on it advertised sonme kind of floor wax, then his attention was diverted
by the sound of slow, |abored breathing.

"What's that?" Fredericks asked nervously.

A shape gradually materialized on the river before them-an extrenmely odd shape. Strike

Anywher e paddl ed forward until they were within a few feet of it, but Olando still could not nake
out exactly what was floating on the water beside them It was a hinged object, |like an open
oyster shell, but another shape, scrawny and bent, stood inside it, like the fanbus Venus Ol ando

had seen in so many adverti senents and on so many nodes.

It was sone kind of turtle, he realized finally, but it was naked, and standing in its own
open shell. Even nmore ludicrously, it was blowi ng against the raised half-shell, as though to
force itself forward.

"That is so _tchi seen_," Fredericks nurrmured. "It's . . . it's a turtle.”

The scrawny figure turned toward them "I ammnot,"” it said in a dignified but very nasa
voice. It produced a pair of spectacles from sonewhere and bal anced themon the end of its
beakl i ke nose, then exani ned the newconers carefully before speaking again. "I ama tortoise. If |
were a turtle, | would be able to swm wouldn't 1?" It turned back and bl ew out another great
shuddering breath, but the shell did not nove forward even a centinmeter. Instead, the canoe slid
al ongsi de, and Chief Strike Anywhere backed water to hold themthere.

"That not work," he observed evenly.

"I"ve noticed," said the tortoise. "Any other useful coments?" His dignity was nore than a
little pathetic. Wearing nothing but his baggy bare skin, and with his head wobbling slightly at
the end of his wrinkled neck, he gave the inpression of an old bachel or caught outside in his
paj amas.

"\Where you goi ng?" Strike Anywhere asked.

"Back to shore, as quickly as possible.” The tortoise frowned. "Although | would have thought
I'd be closer by now M shell, though water-repellent, does not appear well-suited for river
travel . "

"CGet in boat." The chief paddled a little closer. "W take you,"

"Very kind!" The tortoise neverthel ess exam ned hima nonment |onger. "Back to the Iand, you
mean?"

"Back to land," the Indian affirned.

"Thank you. You can't be too careful. A large jar of Great Wite scouring powder offered ne a
ride onits back a little earlier. 'Just grab ny fin," it insisted. But the whole thing didn't
feel . . . right, if you know what | nmean." The tortoise stepped fromthe velvety interior of its
shell into the canoe, then | eaned back and recaptured the floating carapace. The chief angled the
canoe toward the shore at the base of the cabinet.

The tortoise began to step into its shell, then noticed Olando and Fredericks watching. "It
would be a little nore polite," it said carefully, "if you would turn your backs while | dressed
Failing roomto do that, you might at |east avert your eyes."

Ol ando and Fredericks stared at each other instead, and as the tortoise pulled his outer
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covering back on, making fussy little noises as he adjusted it, they fought mightily against the
| augh that i mediately began to bubble between them Olando bit his |lip hard, and as he felt it
sting, suddenly wondered how nmuch of his virtual behavior the suppressor circuits in his

neur ocannul ar i nplant were actually suppressing in RL. Was he biting his real lip right now? \Wat
if his famly, or the hospital people, were actually listening to all the things he was sayi ng,
wat ching all the things he was doi ng? They woul d really wonder what was going on. O they would

t hi nk he had scanned out utterly.

This, which started out as an unhappy thought, suddenly struck himwth its absurd side as
well, and the | ong-w thheld | augh burst out of him

"I hope you are enjoying yourself," the tortoise said in a frosty tone.

"I't's not you," Ol ando said, gaining control again. "I just thought of something. . . . " He
shrugged. There was no way to explain.

As they neared the bank of the river, they could see something sparkling on the shore and hear
faint but lively nusic. A large done stood on the floor just at the water's edge. Light streamed
out of it through hundreds of snmall holes and a variety of odd sil houettes were passing in and out
of a larger hole in the side. The nusic was | ouder now, sonething rhythm c but ol d-fashioned. The
strange shapes seened to be dancing--a group of them had even forned a line in front of the done,
| aughi ng and bunpi ng agai nst each other, throwing their tiny wiggling arms in the air. It was only
as the canoe drewwithin a stone's throw of the bank that its crew could finally see the
merrynmakers properly.

"Scanbark!" Fredericks whistled. "They're vegetables!"

Produce of all types staggered in and out of the main door of the done beneath a | arge
illum nated sign which read "The Col ander Cub." Stal ks of |eek and fennel in diaphanous fl apper
dresses, zucchini in zoot suits, and other revelers of a dozen well-dressed vegetal varieties
packed the club to overflow ng; the throng had spilled out onto the darkened Iinol eum beach in
cornucopi ate profusion, partying furiously.

"Hmmph, " the tortoise grunted disapprovingly. "I hear it's a very seedy crowd." There was not
the slightest suggestion of hunor.

As Orlando and Fredericks stared in anazed delight, a sudden, hard inpact shivered the canoe
and tipped it sideways, alnobst tunbling Ol ando overboard. The tortoise fell against the railing,
but Fredericks shot out a hand and dragged hi mdown into the bottom of the boat where he |ay,
waggling his legs violently in the air.

Sonet hi ng struck the boat again, a jarring thunp that nade the wood literally groan. Strike
Anywhere was fighting to keep the canoe afloat in the suddenly hostile waters, his big hands
whi ppi ng the paddle fromone side of the canoe to the other as it threatened to overturn

As Ol ando struggled for balance in the bottom of the canoe, he felt sonething scrape all the
way down the keel beneath him He scranbled onto his hands and knees to see what had happened.

_A sandbar, _ he thought, but then: _A sandbar in the niddle of a kitchen floor?_

He peered over the side of the pitching canoe. In the first brief noment he could see only the
agitated waters splashing high, glowing in the lights fromthe riverside club, then sonething huge
and toot hy expl oded up out of the water toward him Ol ando squeal ed and dropped flat. Huge jaws
gnashed with a loud _clack_ just where his head had been, then banged agai nst the edge of the
canoe hard enough to rattle his bones as the predatory shape fell back into the water

"There's sonething . . . sonething tried to bite nme!" he shouted. As he lay, shivering, he saw
anot her vast pair of jaws rise on the far side of the canoe, streanmi ng water. They opened and then
clashed their blunt teeth together, then the thing slid back down out of sight. Olando groped at
his belt for his sword, but it was gone, perhaps overboard.

"Very bad!" Strike Anywhere shouted above the splashing. The canoe sustai ned yet another heavy
bl ow, and the Indian fought for balance. "_Salad tongs!_ And them heap angry!"

Ol ando | ay beside Fredericks and the feebly thrashing tortoise in the bottomof the canoe,
which was rapidly filling with water, and tried to wap his nmind around the i dea of being devoured
by kitchen utensils.

Dread was reviewing the first batch of data from Kl ekker and Associ ates on his southern Africa
queries, and enjoying the solid bodily humof his nost recent hit of Adrenax, when one of his
outside lines began blinking at the corner of his vision. He turned down the |oping, percussive
beat in his head a little.

The incoming call overrode his voice-only default, opening a w ndow. The new w ndow franmed an
ascetic brown face surnmounted by a wig of black henp laced with gold thread. Dread groaned
innwardly. One of the A d Man's | ackeys--and not even a real person. It was the strangest kind of
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insult. OF course, Dread considered, with sonmeone as rich and isolated as the O d Man, naybe he
didn't even realize it was an insult.

"The Lord of Life and Death desires to speak with you."

"So he wants nme to cone visit the filmset?" It was a reflexive remark, but Dread was
irritated with hinself for wasting sarcasmon a puppet. "Atrip to V-Egypt? To whatever it is,
Abydos?"

"No." The puppet's expression did not change, but there was a greater primess in its speech
a tiny hint of disapproval at his levity. Maybe it wasn't a Puppet after all. "He will speak to
you now. "

Before Dread had nore than an instant to be surprised, the priest wi nked out and was repl aced
by the dd Man's green-tinged deat hnask. "G eetings, nmy Messenger."

"And to you." He was taken aback, both by the God of Death's willingness to dispense wth
formalities, and by the know edge of his own double gane, enblenized by the docunents even now
sitting on the top level of his owmn system The A d Man couldn't just pop in past the security and
read themwhile the Iine was open, could he? Dread felt a sudden chill: it was very hard to guess
what the A d Man could or couldn't acconplish. "Wat can | do for you?"

The strange face peered at himfor a | ong nonment, and Dread suddenly very nmuch w shed he had
not answered the call. Had he been found out? WAs this the | ead-up to the horrible and only
eventual ly fatal punishnent that his treachery woul d earn?

"I . . . | have a job for you."

Despite the odd tone in his enployer's voice, Dread felt better. The old man didn't need to be
subtle with sonmeone as conparatively powerless as he, so it seenmed unlikely he knew or even
suspect ed anyt hi ng.

_And | won't be powerless forever

"Sounds interesting. |'ve pretty nuch tied up all the | oose ends from Sky God."

The A d Man continued as though Dread hadn't spoken. "It's not in your usual . . . field of
expertise. But I've tried other resources, and haven't . . . haven't found any answers."

Everyt hi ng about the conversation was strange. For the first time, the Add Man actually
sounded . . . old. Athough the bandit adrenals were racing through his blood, urging himeither
to flee or fight, Dread began to feel a little nore like his normal, cocky self. "lI'd be glad to

hel p, Grandfather. WII| you send it to nme?"

As if this use of the disliked nickname had woken up his nore regul ar persona, the nask-face
abruptly frowned. "Have you got that nusic playing? In your head?"

"Just a bit, at the nonent. "

"Turn it off."

"I't's not very | oud. "

"Turn it _off_." The tone, though still a bit distracted, was such that Dread conplied
instantly. Silence echoed in his skull.

"Now, | want you to listen to this,"” the Od Man said. "Listen very carefully. And nmake sure

you record it."

And then, bizarrely, unbelievably, the Od Man began to sing.

It was all Dread could do not to |augh out loud at the sheer unlikeliness of it all. As his
enmpl oyer's thin, scratchy voice wound through a few words set to an al nost childishly basic tune,
a thousand thoughts flitted through Dread's mind. Had the old bastard finally lost it, then? Ws
this the first true evidence of senile denmentia? Wiy shoul d one of the nost powerful nmen in the
world--in all of _history --care about sone ridiculous folk song, sone nursery rhyne?

"I want you to find out where that song conmes from what it neans, anything you can discover,"
the A d Man said when he had finished his creaky recital. "But | don't want it known that you're
doing the research, and | _particularly_don't want it to come to the attention of any of the
ot her Brotherhood nmenbers. If it seens to lead to one of them conme back to ne inmediately. Do |
make nysel f understood?"

"Of course. As you said, it's not inny nornmal line. . . . "

"It is now This is _very inportant ."

Dread sat bewi | dered for long nonents after the O d Man had clicked off. The unaccust oned
qui et in his head had been replaced now with the menory of that quavering voice singing over and
over, _"an angel touched me . . . an angel touched ne."_

It was too nuch. Too mnuch.

Dread | ay back on the floor of his white roomand | aughed until his stomach hurt.
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CHAPTER 12
The Center of the Mze

NETFEEDY ADVERTI SEMENT: ELEUSI S

(visual: happy, well-dressed people at party, slo-no)

VO "Eleusis is the npost exclusive club in the world. Once you are a nenber, no doors are cl osed
to you.

(visual: gleam ng, angled key on velvet cushion in shaft of |ight)

"The owner of an Eleusis Key will be fed, serviced, and entertained in ways about which ordinary
nortals can only dream And all for free. How do you join? You can't. In fact, if you' re hearing
about Eleusis for the first time, you'll alnbst certainly never be a nmenber. Qur |ocations are
secret and exclusive, and so is our nenbership. So why are we adverti sing? Because having the
very, very best isn't as much fun if no one el se knows about it. . . . "

H's first thought, as he struggled toward the surface of yet another river, was; _| could get
tired of this very quickly. H's second, just after his head broke water, was: _At least it's
war ner here. _

Paul ki cked, struggling to keep afloat, and found hinself beneath a heavy gray sky. The
di stant riverbank was shrouded in fog, but only a few yards away, as if placed there by the
scriptwiter of a children's adventure serial, bobbed an enpty rowboat. He swamto it, fighting a
current that although gentle was still alnmost too much for his exhausted nuscles. Wen he reached
the boat, he clung to its side until he had caught his breath, then clanbered in, nearly turning
it over twice. Once safely aboard, he lay down in the inch of water at the bottom and dropped
hel pl essly into sleep

He dreanmed of a feather that glittered in the nud, deep beneath the water. He swam down toward
it, but the bottomreceded, so that the feather renmi ned al ways tantalizingly out of reach. The
pressure began to increase, squeezing his chest |ike giant hands, and now he was aware al so that
just as he sought the feather, something was seeking him-a pair of somethings, eyes aglitter even
in the nurky depths, sharking behind himas the feather dropped farther fromhis grasp and the
wat ers grew darker and thicker

Paul woke, npaning. His head hurt. Not surprising, really, when he considered that he had just
made his way across a freezing |ce Age forest and fought off a hyena the size of a young shire
horse. He exam ned his hands for signs of frostbite, but found none. Mre surprisingly, he found
no sign of his Ice Age clothes either. He was dressed in nodern clothing, although it was hard to
tell quite how nodern, since his dark pants, waistcoat, and collarless white shirt were all still
dri ppi ng wet.

Paul dragged his aching body upright, and as he did so put his hand on an oar. He lifted it

and hunted for a second so that he could fill both of the enpty oarlocks, but there was only the
one. He shrugged. It was better than no oar at all
The sun had cleared away a bit of the fog, but was itself still only directionless |ight

sonmewher e behind the haze. Paul could rmake out the faint outlines of buildings on either side now,
and nore inportantly, the shadowy shape of a bridge spanning the river a short distance ahead of
him As he stared his heart began to beat faster, but this time not fromfear

_It can't be. . . . _He squinted, then put his hands on the boat's prow and | eaned as far
forward as he dared. _It is . . . but it can't be. . . . _ He began to paddle with his single oar,
awkwardly at first, then with nore skill, so that after a few nonents the boat stopped sw nging

fromside to side

_Oh, ny sweet God._ Paul alnmost could not bear to | ook at the shape, afraid that it would
ripple and change before his eyes, becone something else. _But it really is. It's Westninster
Bri dge! _

_I"'m hone! _

He still renenbered the incident with a burn of enmbarrassnent. He and Niles and Niles' then-
girlfriend Portia, a thin young wonman with a sharp laugh and bright eyes who was studying for the
Bar, had been having a drink in one of the pubs near the coll ege. They had been joi ned by sonmeone
el se, one of Niles' uncountable arny of friends. (Niles collected chunms the way other people kept
rubber bands or extra postage stanps, on the theory that you never knew when you m ght need one.)
The newconer, whose face and nane Paul had | ong since forgotten, had just cone back froma trip to
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India, and went on at |ength about the scandal ous beauty of the Taj Mahal by night, howit was the
nmost perfect building ever created, and that in fact its architectural perfection could now be
scientifically proved.

Portia suggested in turn that the nost beautiful place in the world was wi thout question the
Dordogne in France, and if it hadn't beconme so popular with horrible famlies in electric canping
wagons with PSATs on the roof, no one would dare question that fact.

Ni |l es, whose own fanmily travel ed extensively--so extensively that they never even used the
word "travel," any nore than a fish would need to use the word "swini--opined that until all those
present had seen the stark highlands of Yenen and experienced the frightening, harsh beauty of the
pl ace, there was no real reason to continue the conversation

Paul had been nursing a gin and tonic, not his first, trying to figure out why sonetines the
linme stayed up and sonetines it went to the bottom and trying equally hard to figure out why

spending tinme around Nil es, who was one of the nicest people he knew, always nade himfeel |ike an
i mpostor, when the stranger (who had presumably had a nanme at that tinme) asked hi mwhat he
t hought .

Paul had swallowed a sip of the faintly blue liquid, then said: "I think the nost beautifu

place in the world is the Wstninster Bridge at sunset."

After the expl osion of incredulous |aughter, N les, perhaps hoping to soften his friend' s
enbarrassnent, had done his best to intinate that Paul was having a brilliant jape at the expense
of themall. And it _had_ been enbarrassing, of course: Portia and the other young man clearly
t hought he was a fool. He might as well have worn a tattoo on his forehead that said "Provincia
Lout." But he had nmeant it, and instead of smling mysteriously and keeping his nouth shut, he had
done his best to explain why, which had of course nmade it worse.

Ni | es could have said the sane thing and either nade it a brilliant joke or defended it so
cleverly that the others would have wound up weeping into their glasses of nerlot and promising to
Buy British, but Paul had never been good with words in that way--never when sonething was
important to him He had first stamered, then nuddl ed what he was trying to say, and at |ast
becane so angry that he stood up, accidentally knocking over his drink, and fled the pub, I|eaving
the others shocked and staring.

Niles still tweaked himabout the incident fromtine to tine, but his jokes were gentle, as
t hough he sensed, although he could never really understand, how painful it had been for Paul
But it had been true--he thought then, and still did, that it was the nobst beautiful thing he

knew. Wen the sun was | ow, the buildings along the north bank of the Thanes seemed fired with an
i nner light, and even those thrown up during the intermittent cycles of poor taste that
characterized so much of London's latter-day additions took on a gl ow of pernanence. That was

Engl and, right there, everything it ever was, everything it ever could have been. The bridge, the
Hal I s of Parlianent, the just-visible abbey, even Cleopatra's Needle and the droll Victorian |anps
of the Enbankment--all were as ridiculous as could be, as replete with enpty puffery as hunan

i magi nati on could contrive to nake them but they were also the center of sonething Paul admired
deeply but could never quite define. Even the fanobus tower that contained Big Ben, as cheapened by
sentiment and jingoismas its i mge was, had a beauty that was at once ornate and yet

br eat ht aki ngly stark.

But it was not the kind of thing you could describe after your third gin and tonic to people
like Niles' friends, who ran unrestrained through an adult world that had not yet slowed them down
with responsibility, arned with the invincible irony of a public-school upbringing.

But if Niles had been where Paul had just been, had experienced what Paul had experienced, and
could see the bridge now-the dear old thing, appearing out of the fog beyond all hope--then
surely even Niles (son of an MP and now hinmself a rising star in the diplomatic service, the very
definition of urbane) would get on his knees and ki ss her stony abutnents.

Fate turned out to be not quite as generous a granter-of-w shes as it mght have been. The
first disappointnment--and as it turned out, the smallest--was that it was not, in fact, sunset. As
Paul paddl ed on, al nost obsessed with the idea of docking at the Enbanknent itself, instead of
headi ng i medi ately to shore in sone | ess auspicious place, the sun finally becanme visible, or at
| east its |location becane | ess general: it was in the east, and rising.

Morning, then. No matter. He would clinb ashore at the Embanknent as planned, surrounded no
doubt by staring tourists, and walk to Charing Cross. There was no noney in his pockets, so he
woul d become a beggar, one of those people with a perfunctory tale of hardship that the begged- of
barely acknow edged, preferring to tithe and escape as quickly as possible. Wien he had raised
nmoney for tube fare, he would head back to Canonbury. A shower at his flat, several hours of well-
deserved sl eep, and then he could return to Westmi nster Bridge and watch the sunset properly,
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gi ving thanks that he had made his way back across the chaotic universe to sublime, sensible
_London_.

The sun lifted a little higher. A wind came out of the east behind it, bearing a nost
unpl easant snell. Paul winkled his nose. For two thousand years this river had been the |ifebl ood
of London, and people still treated it with the sane ignorant unconcern as had their nost
primtive ancestors. He snelled sewage, industrial wastes--even sone kind of food-processing
outflow, to judge by the sour, neaty stench--but even the foul est odors could not touch his
i Mmense relief. There on the right was C eopatra's Needle, a black line in the fogs that stil
clung to the riverbank, backdropped by a bed of bright red flowers fluttering in the breeze.

Gardeners had been hard at work on the Enbankment, to judge by the yards and yards of brilliant
scarlet. Paul was reassured. Perhaps there was sone civic cerenbny going on today, sonething in
Trafal gar Square or at the Cenotaph--after all, he had no idea how | ong he'd been gone. Perhaps

they had closed the area around Parlianment, it did seemthat the riverbank was very quiet.

Growing out of this idea, which even as it forned in his nmind quickly began to take on a dark
edge, was a secondary realization. Wiere was the river traffic? Even on Renenbrance Sunday, or
sonet hing equal ly inportant, there would be commercial boats on the river, wouldn't there?

He | ooked ahead to the distant but grow ng shape of Westninster Bridge, unm stakable despite
the shroud of mist, and an even nore frightening thought suddenly canme to him Were was the
Hungerford Bridge? If this was the Enbanknent coming up on the right, then the old railroad bridge
should be right in front of him He should be staring up at it right now

He steered the rowboat toward the north bank, squinting. He could see the shape of one of the
f anous dol phin | anpposts appear fromthe fog, and relief flooded through him it was the
Enbankment, no question

The next |anppost was bent in half, like a hairpin. All the rest were gone.

Twenty meters before him the remains of this end of the Hungerford Bridge jutted froma
shattered junble of concrete. The girders had been twi sted until they had stretched like licorice,
then snapped. A ragged strip of railroad track protruded fromthe hei ghts above, crinped |like the
foil froma candy w apper.

As Paul stared, his mnd a dark whirlpool in which no thought would renain stationary for nore
than an instant, the first large wave lifted the rowboat up, then set it down again. It was only
as the second and third and fourth waves came, each greater than the one before, that Paul finally
tore his eyes fromthe pathetic northern stub of the bridge and | ooked down the river. Sonething
had just passed under Westmi nster Bridge, sonething as big as a building, but which neverthel ess
moved, and which was even now stretching back up to its full height, on a level with the upper
stanchi ons of the bridge itself.

Paul coul d nake no sense of the immense vision. It was |ike sonme absurd pi ece of nobderni st
furniture, like a mobile version of the Lloyds Building. As it splashed closer, noving eastward
al ong the Thanmes, he could see that it had three titanic | egs which held up a vast conplexity of
struts and platforns. Above them curved a broad netal hood.

As he stared, dunbfounded, the thing stopped its progress for a nonent and stood in the mddle
of the Thanmes like sone horrible parody of a Seurat bather. Wth a hiss of hydraulics that Pau
could hear clearly even at this distance, the mechanical thing lowered itself a little, alnost
crouching, then the great hood swiveled fromside to side as though it were a head and the i mense
construct was | ooking for sonething. Steel cables which hung fromthe structures above the |egs
bunched and then dangl ed agai n, nmaking whitecaps on the river's surface. Mnments later, the thing
rose back to full height and began stilting up the river once nore, hissing and whirring as it
nmoved toward him Its passage, each stride eating dozens of neters, was astoundingly swift: while
Paul was still locked in a kind of paralysis, his joy turned to nightnare in nere seconds, the
thing sl oshed past him going upstream The waves of its passage bounced the little boat roughly,
thunmping it so hard against the riverwall that Paul had the breath smashed out of him but the
great mechanical thing paid no nore attention to Paul and his craft as it passed than he hinself
woul d have given to a wood chip floating in a puddle.

Paul |ay across the rowi ng bench, stunned. The mists were thinning as the day grew brighter
He could see Big Ben clearly for the first time, just beyond the bridge. He had thought its top
was shrouded in fog, but it was gone. Only a scorched stunp protruded above the shattered rooftops
of Parlianent.

The waves subsided. He clung to the railing and watched the netal nonstrosity stal k away down
the river. It stopped briefly to uproot sone weckage where the stanchions of Waterl oo Bridge had
once stood, pulling the great nuddy nass of cenent and iron fromthe depths with its stee
tentacles, then dropped it again like a bored child and di sappeared into the fog, heading toward
G eenwi ch and the sea.
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There were ot her nechanical nonsters, as Paul |learned in the days ahead, but he also | earned he
did not have to work much to avoid them They did not bother with individual humans, any nore than
an exterm nator who had finished his job would waste tine crushing a | one ant on the wal kway. But
in the i Mmediate hours afterward, he expected to be seized and smashed by one of the gigantic
machi nes at any nonent.

Certainly, they had already proved their capacity for destruction. London, or what he could
see of it fromthe river, was a wastel and, the damage far worse than anything it had suffered
since the days of Boudicca. The giant machi nes had smashed and burned whol e bl ocks of streets,
even |l evel ed entire boroughs, in what seemed purely wanton destruction. And he knew that the worst
was hidden fromhim He could see a few bodies scattered in open spaces on the riverbanks, and
many nore bobbed past himon the river current in the days that followed, but when the wi nd
suddenly turned toward himthe snell of death becanme truly dreadful, and he knew that there nust
be thousands and thousands nore corpses than he could see, trapped in underground stations that
had becone vast tonbs or crushed in the rubble of fallen buildings.

O her incursions had been nore subtle. Wiat he had thought in the first hour were red flowers
on the Victoria Enbanknment instead proved to be an alien vegetation. It was everywhere, waving
scarlet stens filling up the verges and the traffic islands, swarning over deserted gardens,
festooning the renmai ning bridges and | anpposts; for miles at a stretch, the only things noving
ot her than Paul and the river were fronds of the red weed swaying in the rotten w nd.

But as shocking as it was to see London in its death throes, other and even stranger surprises
awai t ed hi m

Wthin hours of his encounter with the first nmetal giant, Paul began to understand that this
was not _his_London, but the city as it mght have been generations before his birth. The shop
signs he could see fromhis boat were witten in funny, curling script, and advertised services
that seenmed hopelessly quaint: "millinery," "dry goods," "hosiery." The few cars stil
recogni zabl e as such were ridicul ously ol d-fashioned, and even the hunman corpses putrefying in the
street seened oddly antique--nobst noticeably those of the women, who were dressed in shaw s and
ankl e-length skirts. Sone of these nanel ess dead even wore hats and gl oves, as though death itself
were an occasion that nmust be nmet in fornal dress.

Hours passed after the shock of seeing the first invader before Paul realized what place he
had actual ly found.

He had steered the boat to a deserted jetty across fromBattersea in order to rest his aching
arns. | n another London--in _his_ London--the fanbus power station that had domi nated this part of
the riverfront was |ong gone, and the mnunicipal authorities were building cloud-piercing fibranc
of fice towers on the spot, but in this London the station itself apparently would not be built for
decades yet. But since sonme terrible conflict seemed to have sl aughtered al nost everyone, the
power station would probably _never_ be built. It was all so confusing!

The sun was dipping lowin the west, which softened the ragged skyline and made the
destruction a tiny bit nore tolerable, and for a | ong nonent Paul just sat in as nuch persona
stillness as he could nuster, trying not to think about what lay all around him He shut his eyes
to further the process, but the feeling of inmmnent doomwas so strong he coul d not keep them
cl osed. At any norment, one of those grotesque, skyscraping machi nes ni ght appear on the horizon, a
tripod renorsel ess as a hunting beast, hood swiveling until it caught sight of him

_Tripods. _Paul stared at the brown water of the Thanes swirling around the jetty, but he was
no |l onger seeing it. Tripods, giant war machi nes, red weeds grow ng everywhere. There was a story
like that, wasn't there. . . ?

It came to himlike a blast of cold air, not as the satisfying answer to a question, but as
t he unwel cone begi nning of an even nore frightening problem

_Oh, God. H G Wlls, isn't it?_ War of the Wrlds, _whatever that thing is called. _

It was one of those works he felt he knew quite well, even though he hadn't actually read the
book or seen any of the numerous adaptations (several versions of which, both interactive and
straight, were available on the net.) But there was, he felt quite sure, no version like this.
Because this was not a version. This was horribly real

_But how can | be somewhere that's also a made-up story?_

Even a nonent's contenpl ation of this made his head hurt. There were far too nany
possibilities, all of themutterly mad. Was it a nake-believe place, based on a fampus story, but
constructed just for hinfP But that was inpossible--he had already decided it was ridiculous to
i magi ne soneone building an entire Ice Age set, and how rmuch nore m nd- nunbi ngly expensi ve woul d
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this London be? And when he consi dered how many different places he had seen already . . . no. It
was i nmpossi ble. But what other answers were there? Could this be sone real place, sone London in
anot her dinmension that had been invaded by space aliens, and which Wells had sonehow t apped into?
Was that old author's device, the alternate universe, really true?

O was it sonething even stranger--one of those quantumthings that Muckler at the gallery was
al ways raving about? Had the fact of Wells' invention caused this place to come into being, a
branching of reality that did not exist until the man fromBrom ey first set pen to paper?

That only led to nore questions, each nore boggling than the last. Did every made-up story
have its own universe? O just the good ones? And who got to decide?

And was he hinself, already m ssing part of his past, now caught in sone ever-ramfying
journey, into dinensions farther and farther fromhis own?

At another time he m ght have | aughed at the idea of a multiple universe run on the basis of
edi ting decisions, but nothing about his situation was in the least bit funny. He was lost in a
mad uni verse, he was inpossibly far from hone, and he was al one.

He sl ept that evening in a deserted restaurant near Cheyne Wal k. It had been | ooted of
everything renotely resenbling food, but he was not feeling particularly hungry, especially when
every change of w nd brought the snell of putrefaction fromsone new quarter. In fact, he could
not remenber the last tine he had felt truly hungry, and could but dimy remenber the last tine he
had eaten, but the thought only rai sed nore questions, and he was very tired of questions. He
pul l ed drapes fromthe wi ndows and w apped hinmself in them against the cold fromthe river, then
slid down into a heavy, dreanl ess sleep

As he made his way up the Thanmes the next day, noving faster because of a pair of oars he had
sal vaged from anot her abandoned boat, he found that he was not the only human being in this ruined
London. Fromthe river, and during the course of a few cautious |andings before the sun began to
set again, he saw nearly a dozen other people, but they were as wary of contact as rats: all of
themeither ignored his cry of greeting or actually fled on seeing him Thinking of how everything
edi bl e had been taken fromthe restaurant and the shops he had explored on either side of it, he
wondered if these people did not have good reason to shun other survivors. And survivors they
clearly were, all of themragged and bl ackened with dust and soot, so that at a distance he could
not have guessed the ethnicity of any of them

He found an entire comunity at Kew the next day, several dozen people in tattered clothes,
living in the royal gardens. Paul did not come ashore, but hailed themfromthe river and asked
for news. A small deputation cane down to the water's edge and told himthat the aliens--the
"machi ne creatures" as these survivors called them had |largely noved away from London, pursuing
their inscrutable ainms northward, but there were still enough left behind to make life in the city
a very hazardous thing. They had thensel ves conme to Kew Gardens only a week ago from Lanbet h
whi ch had been al nost conpl etely destroyed, and had already lost a few of their party who had been
caught on the open green when a tripod had appeared and stepped on them apparently by accident.
Wien the Kew survivors had finished trapping and eating the last of the squirrels and birds, they
told Paul, they planned to nove on

It was good to talk to other people, but there was sonething in the way they inspected him
that made Paul unconfortable. One of the men invited himto join them but he only thanked them
and rowed on.

The oddest thing, he thought as he nade his way up the river toward R chnond, was that his
menory of _War of the Worlds_ was that the Martians had proved susceptible to Earth diseases, and
had died within a few weeks of beginning their canpaign of devastation. But the survivors at Kew
had said the first Martian ships had arrived in Surrey over half a year ago. Paul was curious
about this variance fromthe Wlls story, and picked up scraps of newspaper dated in the |ast days
before the Martian invasi on when he canme across them but of course there was nothing available to
tell himthe current date. Cvilization had cone to a halt on the day the Martians cane.

In fact, that was the strange thing about the whole situation. Unlike the other stops on his
i nvol untary pilgrimge, this post-invasion England seemed to have reached a kind of stasis, as
t hough soneone had pl ayed an endgane, then left w thout renoving the pieces fromthe board. If
London was any exanple, the country, perhaps the world, was conpletely in the hands of the
i nvaders. The creatures thenselves had |left only a token force. The tiny residue of human
survivors were scrabbling just to survive. It all felt so . . . enpty.

Thi s spawned anot her thought, which began to grow as the day went on, as Paul passed and
called out to a handful of other scavengi ng humans with no result. Al of the places he had been
since he had sonehow |l ost his norrmal life were so . . . so _old._ They were situations and
scenarios that suggested a different era entirely--the turn of the century H. G Wl Ils novel, the
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strange _Boy's Oamn Paper_ version of Mrs--another and quite different Mars than the one which had
spawned these invaders, which was an interesting thought in itself--and the Looking d ass place
where he had net Glly. Even his di mest nenories seenmed to be of an antique and | ong-concl uded
war. And the lIce Age, that was just plain ancient. But there seened another conmpn el enent as
wel |, sonething that troubled himbut that he could not quite nane.

It was the fourth day, and he was just east of Twi ckenham when he nmet them

He had just passed a snmall midstreamisland, and was working his way al ongsi de an open green
space on the north side of the river, a park of sone kind, when he saw a man wal ki ng ai m essly
back and forth on the bank. Paul thought he m ght be another of those whose nminds had been
permanent |y deranged by the invasion, because when he hailed him the man | ooked up, then stared
at him as though Paul were a ghost. A nmonent |ater the man began to | eap up and down, waving his
arms |ike a spastic flagman, shouting over and over again: "Thank goodness! Ch, heavens! Thank
goodness! ™

Paul steered closer to the riverbank as the stranger ran down toward him Caution |long since
havi ng gai ned the upper hand over his desire to commune with living humans, Paul stayed a little
way out into the water while he nade a hasty examination. The m ddl e-aged nan was thin and very
short, perhaps not much nore than five feet in height. He wore spectacles and a snmall nustache of
the sort a later generation would identify with German dictators. But for the ragged state of his
bl ack suit, and the tears of apparent gratitude in his eyes, he m ght have just wal ked away from
his desk in a small, stuffy assurance firm

"Ch, thank the good Lord. Please cone help ne." The man pulled a kerchief from his wai stcoat
pocket and used it to nmop his face. It was inpossible to tell what color the cloth had once been
"My sister. My poor sister has fallen down and she cannot get up. Please."

Paul stared at himhard. If he was a robber, he was a very unlikely-1ooking one. If he was the
front man for a gang of thieves and nurderers, they nust be very patient to set bait for the

infrequent river travelers. Still, it did not pay to be hasty these days. "Wat happened to her?"
"She has fallen and hurt herself. Ch, please, sir, do a Christian good deed and help ne. |
woul d pay you if | could." Hs smle was sickly. "If it meant anything. But we will share what we

have with you."

The man's sincerity was hard to doubt, and it would take a gun to equalize the difference in
their sizes. He had not showed one yet, and Paul had been in range for quite sonme tine. "Al
right. Let me just tie up ny boat."

"God bl ess you, sir."

The small man bounced fromfoot to foot like a child waiting to use the toilet as Paul waded
ashore, then made his rowboat fast. The man beckoned to himto follow, and set out up the bank
toward the trees in a strange, awkward trot. Paul doubted that before the invasion the man had
ever gone faster than a wal k since he had been a child at school

As if the menory of forner dignity suddenly returned with the presence of a stranger, the man
in the black suit abruptly slowed and turned around. "This is so very kind of you. My nane is
Sef ton Panki e." Wl ki ng backward now, and in inmm nent danger at any noment of tripping over a
root, he extended a hand.

Paul , who had decided sonme time back that since he couldn't trust his own mnd, he certainly
couldn't trust anything el se he encountered, shook the man's hand and gave a false nanme. "I'm.

Pet er Johnson."

"A pleasure, M. Johnson. Then if we've done that properly, do let us hurry."

Pankie led himup the hill, through a patch of the ubiquitous red Martian grass that held the
hilltop I'i ke a conqueror's flag, and down the other side into a copse of beech trees. Just when
Paul was begi nning to wonder again if the stranger might be |l eading himinto some sort of anbush,
the small man stopped at the edge of a deep gulley and | eaned over

"I'"'mback, nmy dear. Are you all right? Oh, | hope that you are!"

"Sefton?" The voice was a strong alto, and nore strident than nelodious. "I thought certain
you had run off and left ne."

"Never, ny dear." Pankie began to make his way down into the gulley, using tree roots for
handhol ds, his |l ack of coordi nation again apparent. Paul saw a single figure huddl ed at the bottom
and swung down to follow him

The woman wedged in a crevice at the bottomof the gulley had |lodged in a difficult and
enbarrassing position, legs in the air, dark lacquered hair and straw hat caught in a tangle of
| oose branches. She was al so extrenely large. As Paul nade his way down to where he could see her
reddened, sweat-gleaning face, he guessed that she was at |east Pankie's age, if not ol der

"Ch, goodness, who is this?" she said in unfeigned horror as Paul reached the bottom of the
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gulley. "What rust you think of ne, sir? This is so dreadful, so humliating!"

"He's M. Johnson, my dear, and he is here to hel p." Pankie squatted beside her, stroking the
expanse of her volum nous gray dress |ike the hide of a prize cow.

"No need to be enbarrassed, Ma'am" Paul could see the problemclearly--Pankie's sister
wei ghed perhaps three tines as nuch as he did. It would be hell just getting her shifted | oose,
| et al one hel pi ng her back up the steep slope. Nevertheless, he felt sorry for the wonman and her
enbarrassnent, doubly worse because of its indelicacy--already he was beginning to absorb the
Edwar di an nores of this place, despite their irrelevance in the face of what the Martians had done-
-and bent hinself to the task.

It took alnost half an hour to get the woman di sentangled fromthe branches at the bottom of
the gulley, since she shrieked with pain every tine her hair was tugged, no matter how gently.
When she had finally been freed, Paul and Sefton Pankie began the form dable job of hel ping her up
the hill to safety. It was nearly dark when, all extrenely disheveled, dirty, and soaked in sweat,
they finally stunbled onto the | evel area at the top

The woman sank to the ground like a collapsing tent, and had to be persuaded over sone ninutes
to sit up again. Paul built a fire with dry branches while Panki e hovered around her like a
tickbird servicing a rhino, trying to clean the worst of the dirt fromher with his kerchi ef
(whi ch Paul thought must be a record for pointless exercises.) Wen Paul had finished, Pankie
produced some matches, clearly a treasured possession at this point. They put one into service
with lip-biting caution, and by the tinme the sun had di sappeared behind the danmaged skyline on the
far side of the river, the flames were clinbing high into the air and spirits were generally
restored.

"I cannot thank you enough,"” the wonan said. Her round face was scratched and sneared with
dirt, but she gave hima snmile clearly intended to be winsone. "Now it may seemsilly, after al
that, but | believe in proper introductions. My nane is Undi ne Pankie." She extended a hand as
though it were a dainty sweetnmeat for himto savor. Paul thought she m ght be expecting himto
kiss it, but decided that a line had to be drawn sonmewhere. He shook it and reintroduced hinself
under his hastily-assumed nane.

"Words cannot express ny gratitude," she said. "Wien ny husband was gone so long, | feared he
had been set upon by looters. You can inmagine ny horror, trapped and alone in that terrible,
terrible place."”

Paul frowned. "I'm sorry--your husband?" He turned to Pankie. "You said you needed help to
save your sister." He glanced back to the woman, but her | ook was one of perfect innocence,
al t hough there was sone poorly-hidden irritation to be seen

"Sister? Sefton, what a curious thing to say."

The small man, who had been busy with a futile attenpt to reorder her hair, gave an
enbarrassed chuckle. "Is, isn't it? | can't inmagine what got into me. It's this invasion thing,
don't you know. It has quite rattled ny wits."

Paul accepted their explanation--certainly Undi ne Pankie showed no signs of guilt or duplicity-
-but he was obscurely troubl ed.

Ms. Pankie recovered herself quite rapidly after that, and spent the rest of the evening
hol ding forth about the terror of the Martian invasion and the horrors of living rough in the
park. She seened to give these burdens about equal weight.

Undi ne Panki e was a garrul ous woman, and before Paul finally begged |eave to Iie down and
sl eep, she had told himnore than he had ever wanted to know about |ife anong the petit
bourgeoi s_ of Shepperton, both pre- and post-invasion. M. Pankie, it turned out, was a chief
clerk in the county surveyor's office--a position his wife clearly deened beneath his due. Pau
could not help feeling that she thought that, with diligence and artful politicking, this m ght
one day be renedi ed--which, unless the Martians reopened the surveyor's office, he thought was
unlikely. But he understood the need to cling to nornmality in abnormal situations, so as Ms. P
descri bed the perfidy of her husband's unappreciative supervisor, he tried to | ook properly
saddened, yet optinistic on M. Pankie's behal f.

Ms. Pankie herself was a homenmaker, and she mentioned nore than once that she was not al one
in thinking it the highest position a woman could or should aspire to. And, she said, she ran her
house as a tight ship: even her dear Sefton, she nade very clear, knew "where to toe the line."

Paul could not miss M. P.'s reflexive flinch

But there was one great sorrow of Undine Pankie's |ife, which was that the Lord had seen fit
to deny her the joy of notherhood, that nost subline of gifts a worman could give to her husband.
They had a fox terrier nanmed Dandy--and here for a nonent she becane nuddl ed, as she renenbered
that they did _not_ have a fox terrier, any nore than they had a house, both of them having been
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i ncinerated by a sweeping blast froma Mrtian heat-ray that had devastated their entire bl ock
and whi ch the Panki es had escaped thensel ves only because they had been at a neighbor's, trying to
get news.

Ms. Pankie halted her account to weep a few tears for brave little Dandy. Paul felt the tug
of the grotesque, to have seen so nuch ruin, and then to see this huge, soft wonan crying over a
dog while peering at himfromthe corner of her eye to nmake sure he saw how hel pl essly sentinental
she was. But he, who had no honme or even idea of howto reach it--how was he to judge ot hers and
their | osses?

"Dandy was just like a child to us, M. Johnson. He was! Wasn't he, Sefton?"

M. Panki e had started noddi ng even before her appeal. Paul didn't think he had been |istening
very closel y--he had been poking the fire and staring up at the red-washed tree linbs--but clearly
the man was an old hand at recogni zing the conversational cues that |led up to his own expected
bits.

"W wanted nothing nmore in this world than a child, M. Johnson. But God has denied us. Still,
| expect it is all for the best. W nust rejoice in Hs wisdom even when we do not understand His
pl an. ™"

Later, as Paul lay waiting for sleep, with the twi nned snores of the Pankies beside him-hers
hoarsely deep, his flutingly high--he thought she had sounded |ike she nmight very well be a little
less tolerant if she ever net God face-to-face. In fact, Undine Pankie sounded |ike the kind of
worman who might give H ma rather unpleasant tine.

She scared Paul badly.

It was strange, he thought the next norning as the boat floated up the Thanes, how the tiniest
hint of normality could push away the worst and nost unfathonable horrors and fill up the day with
trivia. The human mnd did not want to work too I ong on vapors--it needed hard fuel, the sinmple
sim an things, catching, grasping, nanipulating.

It had been | ess than a day since he had net the Pankies, and already they had turned his
solitary odyssey into a kind of punter's day trip. Just this nmonent they were wangling over
whet her M. Pankie could catch a fish with a thread and a safety pin. Hs wi fe was of the strong
opi nion that he was far too clunmsy, and that such tricks should be left to "clever M. Johnson"--
the last said with a winning smle that Paul thought had nmore in conmon with the lure of a flesh-
eating plant than with a normal human facial expression

But the fact was, they were here, and he had been so subsuned in their relentless, small-

m nded nornmality that he had not thought about his own predicanment at all. Wich was both good and
bad.

Wien he had arisen that norning, it was with nore than a little distress to find the Pankies
spruced up to the limts of their neager abilities and, as they put it, "set to go." Sonehow the
i dea had devel oped, with no help from Paul, that he had offered to take themupriver, in search of
sonet hing nore closely resenbling civilization than this park on the outskirts of Tw ckenham

Ms. Pankie's attenpts to convince himof the benefits of conpany--"it will be alnpost like a
holiday, won't it, like a jolly children's adventure?"--were al nost enough in thenselves to send
him fl eeing, but the couple's need was so naked that he could not turn them down.

But as they had made their way down the riverbank to his boat, which happily was still where

he had left it, an odd thing happened. He had gone ahead to pull it all the way onto the shore--
the idea of wrestling Undine through the water and trying to boost her into a rocking boat being
nore than he coul d bear--and when he turned to watch them coning down the bank, the two shapes,
one nassive and one snmall, sent a boll of terror through him a rush of fear so sudden and so
powerful that for a noment he thought he was having a heart attack

_The things in the castle! _ He saw themclearly in those shapes on the riverbank, the two
dreadful creatures that had been following himso long, the large hunter and the small, both
heartl ess, both renorseless, both nore terrifying than any nere hunan pursuers should be. And now
they had caught him-no, he had delivered hinself to them

Then he blinked, and the Pankies were again just what they appeared: two unfortunate denizens
of this unfortunate world. He squinted, steadying hinself on the railing of the boat. Now that the
pani ¢ had subsi ded, the situation did _not feel the sanme as when his two stal kers had cone cl ose
before: on those occasions he had felt naked fear fromtheir nmere proximty--a sensation as
tangi bl e as chill or nausea. But here, until he had seen the resenblance in the sil houettes, he
had felt no alarmat anything except the possibility that Undi ne Pankie m ght talk all night.

And surely, if these people were_ his enemes, they could easily have taken hi mwhen he
sl ept . .
Ms. Pankie | eaned on her hardworking little husband and waved, hol ding her crushed hat firmy
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on her head as the wind freshened- "Ch, |look at the boat, Sefton. What a noble little craft!"”
It was coincidence, he decided, that was all. One that had struck himon a very tender place,
but a coincidence all the sane.

* * *

But if the Pankies were not his enem es, he thought as the greenery of Hanpton Wck slid past
on the north bank, they had certainly managed to distract him and that nmight be harnful in the
long run. The fact was, he had a goal of sorts, and he had not cone a whit closer to it as far as
he could tell since crossing into this other Engl and.

_Her__ voice--the voice of the bird-woman in his dreans--had spoken to himthrough the
Neandertal child and told himwhat to do. _"You said you would cone to ne,"_ she had chided him
_"The wanderer's house. You nmust find it, and rel ease the weaver." _

But who or what was the weaver? And where in this or any other world could he find something
as vague as "the wanderer's house"? It was |ike being sent on the npst obscure scavenger hunt
i magi nabl e.

_Maybe I'mthe wanderer, _ he thought suddenly. _But if so, and I found ny house, then I
woul dn't need anything else, would 1? I'd be home. _

_Unless |I'm supposed to find nmy house, but find it here in this other London ?_

The prospect of actually doing sonething was intriguing. For a noment he was tenpted to turn
the boat and begin rowi ng back toward the crippled heart of London. Certainly the house in
Canonbury that contained his flat would have been built by this time--nmost of his street was
Georgian--but it was an open question as to whether there was anything of it left. And according
to all accounts, the dead were much nore nunmerous in the center of the city.

It seened, the nore he thought about it, a rather |ong chance--"wanderer" could nean so nany
things. But what other ideas did he have. . . ?

"He's nmuddled it again, M. Johnson. Stop it, dear, you'll just break the thread! Really, M.
Johnson, you nust come and help ny Sefton."

Paul sighed quietly, his thoughts again scattered |ike the flotsam bobbing on the brown river.

The Thames narrowed as they approached Hanpton Court, and for the first tinme Paul saw
sonet hing al nost |ike normal English life. As he soon discovered, the people here had followed in
the wake of the tripods' original march, and a comunity of the di spossessed had begun to forma
few nonths after the invasion. These refugee villages were even heral ded by the unusual sight of
snoke; the residents boldly tended their canpfires and transacted their barter in the open
protected by a mle-wi de perineter of sentries with signal mirrors and a few preci ous guns. But
Paul guessed that they had hiding places prepared--that, |like rabbits grazing on a hillside, they
woul d be gone to cover at the first hint of danger

Ms. Pankie was delighted to see a few small settlements at |ast, and when they nade their
first stop at one of them she clinbed out of the boat so quickly that she alnost turned it over.

A man with a snarling dog on a rope | eash traded them a heel of bread for news fromthe east.
When Paul told himwhat he had seen only days before in the middle of London, the man shook his
head sadly. "Qur vicar in Chiswick said the city'd burn for its wi ckedness. But | can't see where
any city could be _that_ wicked."

The man went on to tell himthere was actually a market of sorts at Hanpton Court itself,
whi ch woul d be the best place to go for news and a chance for the Pankies to hook on with one of
the local communities. " 'Course, no one takes in any what can't pull their weight,"” the man said,
casting a dubious eye at Undine Pankie. "Tines are too hard, they are."

Ms. Pankie, rapturous at the nere thought of being able to set up housekeepi ng once nore,
ignored him Sefton gave a curt little nod as they parted fromthe man, as though he realized his
wi fe had been insulted, but was too nuch of a gentleman hinself to acknow edge it.

The pal ace appeared shortly past a sharp bend in the river, its forest of turrets crowdi ng up
into the thin sunlight. There were a disappointingly small nunber of people ranged on the | awns
above the Thames, but when Paul brought the boat in and hel ped hand Ms. Panki e ashore, he was
told by a wonan sitting on a wagon that the market itself was in the WIderness behind the pal ace.

"For that's what happened when we were in sight of the river before, and one of them Marti an
dreadnoughts cane sailing past," she said, pointing to the G eat Gatehouse, which had been smashed
to bl ackened rubble. For yards in front of the fallen walls, the ground was as snmooth and shiny as
a gl azed pot.

M's. Pankie hurried ahead through the grounds. Her husband struggled to keep up with her--1like
t he bear her shape resenbl ed, she was deceptively quick--but Paul decided on a nore |eisurely
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stroll. He passed several dozen people, sone with what seened their entire fanilies | oaded onto
haywai ns. OGthers drove racy little traps and gigs that night once have been evi dence of
prosperity, but were now only flinsier nethods of transportation than the farm wagons. No one
smled or did nore than nod in return to his greetings, but these narket-goers seened far nore
ordinary than any of the other survivors he had net. Just the fact of having a narket to go to,
after so many bl ack nonths, was enough to lift spirits. The Martians had come, and humanity was a
conquered race, but life continued.

As he made his way across the cobbled parking lot toward the Tiltyard Gardens and the crowd of
peopl e he could see there, he reflected that whether this was the place the dream worman had spoken
of or not, it was at |east an England, and he m ssed England. A terrible fate still hung over the
heads of these people, and those who were here had already suffered terribly--whenever he began to
forget the abnormal conditions, he saw anot her nmarket-goer with missing linbs or terrible bum
scars--but building a life out of the destruction he had seen at |east had a purpose. He coul d not
say as nmuch for the rest of his journey to this point.

In fact, he realized, he was tired--tired of thinking, tired of traveling, tired of al npbst
everyt hi ng.

Leaving the red brick walls behind and crossing through into the greenery of the so-called
W derness, actually a precise garden of hedges and yew trees, raised his spirits a little, even
t hough here, too, patches of the scarlet alien grass had taken root. The market was in full sw ng.
Piles of produce filled the backs of wagons, and barter was brisk. Everywhere he | ooked someone
was vi gorously denying the obvious truth someone el se was pronoting. If he squinted his eyes, it
| ooked al nost like a country fair froman old print. He could not see the Panki es anywhere, which
was not entirely a tragedy.

As he stood surveying the crowd, which m ght have contained as many as two or three hundred
peopl e, he noticed a dark-haired, dark-conplected man who seenmed to be | ooking back at himwith
more than idle interest. When Paul's gaze nmet his, the newconer dropped his eyes and turned away,
but Paul could not shake the idea that the man had been watching himfor some tine. The dark-
ski nned man stepped past a pair of wonen haggling over a dog in a basket--Paul was not positive
for what the ani mal was being sold, but he had a notion, and hoped Undi ne Pankie did not see--and
vani shed into the crowd.

Paul shrugged and wandered on. Other than his Asiatic features, which even in this earlier
time were not inpossibly rare, the man had seenmed no different than anyone el se, and he certainly
had not triggered the kind of response Paul had come to associate with danger from his pursuers.

Hi s thoughts were interrupted by the sudden appearance of the Pankies. Ms. P was in tears,
and her husband was trying, rather ineffectually, to soothe her. For a nonent, Paul thought she
had seen the dog transaction and been rem nded of poor cooked Dandy.

"Ch, M. Johnson, it's too cruel!" She clutched at his sleeve and turned her wide face up to
hi minmploringly.

"Perhaps they only want to raise it as a guard dog.

he began, but the woman was not

| i stening.
"I"ve just seen her--just the age our Viola would have been, if she hadn't. . . . Ch, it's
cruel, it's cruel."
"Here, now, Ms. Pankie." Sefton |ooked around nervously. "You' re making a scene."
"Vi ol a?"
"Qur little girl. She was just the _imge_! | wanted to go speak to her, but M. Pankie

wouldn't let me. Oh, nmy poor little girl!™

Paul shook his head. "Your little girl? But you said you had no.

"Made up," said Sefton Pankie firmy, but Paul thought he heard panic in the man's voice. "A
lark, really. We nmade up a child, you see--named her Viola. Isn't that right, Ms. Pankie?"

Undi ne was sniffling and wi ping at her nose with her sleeves. "My dear Viola."

" . . . And this girl over by the hedges, well, she | ooked like we'd imgined . . . inmagined
this daughter m ght |ook. You see?" He produced a smile so sickly that Paul wanted to | ook away.
What ever this was, madness or duplicity, it felt like a glinpse into sonething he should not see

Ms. Pankie had stopped crying, and seened to have realized she had overstepped herself. "I'm
so sorry, M. Johnson." Her snile was no nore reassuring than her husband's. "You nmust think ne a
fool. And I am-1'man old fool ."

"Not at all. . . . " Paul began, but Sefton Pankie was already hustling his w fe away.
"She just needs sone air," he said over his shoulder, ignoring the fact that in the open
gardens there was nothing but. "This has all been terribly hard on her . . . terribly hard."

Paul could only watch them stagger off into the crowd, the large | eaning on the snall.
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He was standing by the tall hedges that marked the outside of the fanmobus nmaze, chew ng on sone
skewered neat that the man selling it had sworn up and down was goat. The vendor had exchanged
these viands and a mug of beer for Paul's waistcoat, a price that though high did not seemat the
monent out of line. Paul had drained off the beer in one swallow. Alittle confort seened very
i mportant just now.

Hi s thoughts were whirling about, and he could not bring themto any order. Could it be as
sinple as it seened--that the Pankies, in their insularity, had invented a story-child to fil
their childl ess years? But what had they meant when they said the girl was just the age their
Vi ol a woul d have been, _if she hadn't. . . _? Hadn't what? How coul d you | ose--presunably to death-
-a child you had made up in the first place?

"You are a stranger here."

Paul junped. The dark-skinned man was standing in the archway that fornmed the entrance to the
maze, a serious expression on his face, his brown eyes wide.

"I . . | am I'msure a lot of folk are. There isn't a narket like this for mles and
mles."

"No, there is not." The stranger gave a brief, perfunctory smle. "I would like very much to
speak with you, M. . . ?"

"Johnson. Why? And who are you?"

The man answered only the first question. "Let us say that | have some information that might
be of use to you, sir. To sonmeone in . . . special circunmstances, at any rate."

Paul's pul se had not returned to nornmal since the stranger had first spoken, and the carefu
words the man chose did not slowit any. "Then talk."

"Not here." The stranger |ooked grave. "But we will not go far." He turned and indicated the
maze. "Come with ne."

Paul had to make a decision. He did not trust the man at all, but as he had noticed earlier
he had no visceral fear-reaction to him either. And, like M. Pankie, although not to the sane
degree, the stranger was not of a size to be very threatening. "Very well. But you still haven't
told me your nane."

"No," said the stranger, gesturing himthrough the turnstiles, "I have not."

As if to allay Paul's worries, the stranger kept at |least a yard of physical distance between
themat all tines as he | ed himbetween the hedge-walls of the maze. Instead of offering
revel ati ons, though, he nade small talk, asking Paul the state of affairs el sewhere--he did not
know, or pretended not to know, where in England Paul had cone from-and telling himin turn about
the post-invasion rebuilding in the area around Hanpton Court.

"Human bei ngs, always they build again," the stranger said. "It is admrable, is it not?"

"I suppose." Paul stopped. "Listen, are you going to tell nme anything real? Or were you just
trying to get ne in here so you can rob nme or sonethi ng?"

"If I were only robbing people, would | speak to them of special circunstances?" the man
asked. "Because very few can have such understandi ng of those words as you, | amthinking."

Even as a prenonitory chill ran down his spine, Paul finally realized what the very faint
touch of accent was: the stranger, despite flaw ess English, was |Indian or Pakistani. Paul decided
the tine had cone to brazen it out.

"Suppose you're right. So what?"

Instead of rising to the bait, the stranger turned and wal ked on

After a noment, Paul hurried to catch up. "Just a little farther now," the nan said. "Then we
can tal k.’

"Start now. "

The stranger smiled. "Very well. | will tell you first that your traveling conpanions are not
what they seem™

"Real | y? What are they, then? Satan cultists? Vanpires?"

The dark man pursed his lips. "I cannot tell you, exactly. But | know they are sonething other
than a very nice, jolly couple fromEngland." He spread his hands as they turned the hedge-corner
and found thenselves at the heart of the maze. "Here we are."

"This is ridiculous." Paul's anger fought hard to overcone a sickly, growing fear. "You
haven't told ne anything. You' ve dragged ne all this way, and for what?"

"For this, | amafraid." The stranger |unged forward and grabbed Paul around the wai st,

i mprisoning both his arms. Paul struggled, but the man was surprisingly strong. The light at the
center of the maze abruptly began to change, as though the sun had suddenly changed direction

"Hal | oo!" M's. Pankie's shrill cry cane froma few passages away. "Halloo, M. Johnson? Are
you t here? Have you found the mddle, you clever nman?"

Paul could not get enough air to call for help. Al around him a yellow gl ow was spreading,
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maki ng the benches and hedges and gravel path diminto buttery transparency. Recognizing the
golden light, Paul intensified his struggles. For a nonent he got a hand | oose and grabbed at the
dark man's thick black hair, then the other got a |l eg behind his, pushed himoff bal ance, and
forced himstunbling backward through the |ight and into sudden not hi ngness.

Second:
VO CES | N THE DARK

May she fl ow away--she who cones in the darkness,
Who enters in furtively

Wth her nose behind her, her face turned
backwar d- -

Failing in that for which she cane!

Have you conme to kiss this child?
I will not let you kiss himn

Have you cone to injure hin®
I will not let you injure hin

Have you cone to take himaway?
I will not let you take himaway from ne!

--Anci ent Egyptian Protective Charm

CHAPTER 13
The Dreams of Nunbers

NETFEED/ DOCUMENTARY: "Ct herworl d"--The U tinmate Network?

(visual: Neuschwanstein Castle, with fog rising fromthe Al psee)

VO What kind of world would the richest people on Earth build for thenmselves? BBN has announced
that they are preparing docunentary on the "Qherworld" project, a sinulation-world nuch whispered
about in virtual engineering circles. Does it exist? Many say that it is no nore real than Never
Never Land or Shangri-La, but others claimthat even if it has been deconm ssioned, it did exist
at one tine, and was the single greatest work of its type.

It did not think. It did not live.

In fact, it possessed no faculty that had not been given to it by its creators, and at no
point had it approached the crucial nexus at which it mght--in the classic science-fictiona
trope--becone nore than the sumof its parts, nore than sinply an anal gam of time and effort and
the best linear thinking of which its makers were capable.

And yet, in its growing conplexity and unexpected, yet necessary, idiosyncrasy, and with no
regard for the distinctions made by the nmeat intelligences which had created it, the Nenesis
program _had_ di scovered a certain autonony.

The program had been created by sone of the best minds on the planet, the J-Team at
Tel enor phi x. The full nanme of the group was Team Jericho, and although their patron and nentor
Robert Wells had never made entirely clear what walls they were neant to bring tunbling down with
this or any of their other projects, they neverthel ess went at their assigned tasks with a certain
_esprit de corps_ comon to those who consi dered thensel ves the very best and brightest. Wlls'
chosen were all gifted, intense, and frighteningly focused: there were stretches, in the searing
heat of deadline, when they felt thenselves to be nothing nore than incorporeal ninds--or, for
brief nmonents, not even full nmentalities, but only The Problemitself, in all its pernutations and
possi bl e sol utions.
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Just as its creators were largely unconcerned with their own bodi es--being content even at the
best of tines to dress themcarelessly and feed them negligently, but when a project due date
| ooned, likely to ignore the demands of sleep and hygi ene al nost entirely--the Nenesis program was
| argely detached fromthe matrix in which it operated, the Grail Project (or, as those few who
knew t he whole truth called it, OGherland). Unlike the majority of inhabitants of that particular
bi nary universe, which had been grown fromartificial life tenplates to mimnic the actions of
living creatures, Nenmesis was designed to minmic real-world organisms only insofar as it was
necessary for smooth novement and inconspicuous surveillance, but it did not consider itself a
part of the environnent any nore than a bird of prey considered itself part of the branches on
which it occasionally cane to rest.

Mor eover, a hardwi red obsession with the being_ of things rather than their _seem ng_
directed it, an inmpulse quite different fromthat which had been built into the other aggregations
of code that imitated life throughout the network. Nemesis was a hunter, and although lately its
need to hunt in the nost efficient nanner had brought it to contenplate certain changes in its
node of operation, it still could no nore act as the normal artificial life objects within the
Gail Project could act than it could spring free into the open air beyond the el ectronic
uni ver se.

Nermesi s occupied its own reality. It had no body, and hence no bodily concerns, even when the
cl oud of values that acconpanied it changed to create a new and convincing organi sminitation
inside a simulation. But the mimcry of life was only for the benefit of observers--Nemesis itself
was not _in_ or _of_the sinmulations. It nmoved through them above them over them It propagated
through nunerical space |like a coherent fog, and was no nore aware that it was simulating an
endl ess array of bodies that would appear realistic to VR-abetted human sensory organs than rain
could be aware it was wet.

Since the code-switch had been thrown, since the first comrand had, |ike Iightning above
Castl e Frankenstein, brought it to its approximation of life, Nenmesis had pursued its intractable
needs in the linear fashion its creators had designed--search for anomalies, determ ne
great est/ nearest anomaly, nove toward it and exam ne for points of conparison, then, inevitably,
nmove on, the quest still unsatisfied. But the whirling chaos of information that was the O herl and
network, the sea of shifting values that humans, although they had created it, could scarcely
conprehend, was not entirely what Nenesis had been programmed for. In fact, the difference between
the conceptual map of O herland which Nenesis had been given and the O herland through which it
moved were so different that the program had come close to being paralyzed in its very first
monents by this sinple and nost basic paradox: _If the search is for anomalies, and everything is
anomal ous, then the starting point is also the ending point. _

But without knowing it, the fallible nmeat intelligences of the Tel enorphix J-Team had gi ven
their creation nore flexibility than they intended. In the ganglionic nesh of subroutines, the
drive to hunt, to nove forward, found the necessary distinctions that would allow it to treat
O herl and as an undi scovered country, which thus freed it fromits reliance on the origina
conception. It would find the pattern of this new, anomal ous version of the matrix, and then | ook
for anomalies to that pattern

Wth this flexibility, however, cane newer and greater conplexity, and the realization that
even after bypassing the initial problem the task as constituted coul d not be conpleted. The
smal | er anonalies of the system the kind which Nenesis had been created to exanine, were too
many: Nenesis as originally constituted could not inspect and consider themall as fast as new
ones arose.

But it was not an inpossible disparity. The J-Team those deities that Nenesis could not
i magi ne, and hence coul d not worship or even fear, had only failed in their estimates by a
smal | i sh factor. Thus, if some degradation of perception could be allowed w thout spoiling the
ultimate success of its hunt, Nenesis could divide itself for greater coverage. Although the
program had no perception of an "I," a controlling intelligence at the center of itself--a
convenient illusion that its creators universally shared--it neverthel ess operated as a centra
control point, a processing nexus. Subdividing that control point would reduce its capacities in
each subordinate unit, but would allow faster processing of the gross inspections.

There was another factor arguing for subdivision as well, a strange thing which had come to
the Nenesis program s notice and sparked its cold interest. During its tinmeless hours of novenent
and inspection, as it floated on the nunmber-w nds and | earned fromtheir shape and force, it had
becone aware of sonmething el se, something so far fromthe conceptual map of the environnent it had
originally been given as to briefly constitute a new danger to the Nenesis program s | ogica
integrity.

Sonewher e- - anot her net aphor that nmeant nothing to the program since information space had no
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recourse to physical distance or direction, except to simulate themfor humans--sonewhere on the
di stant edge of Otherland, things were . . . _different_.

Nenesis did not know how they were different, any nore than it knew how sonething in a
uni verse w thout spatial distance could be far away, but it knew that both things were true. And,
for the first tinme, Nenesis felt a pull that could not entirely be explained by its programm ng.
It was anot her anomaly, of course, sonething the human creators had not known of or even
suspected, but this anomaly was of such a different order to those which drew the programs
hunting attention that it should nost |ikely have gone unnoticed, as sonething which does not nove
at all is invisible to certain predators. But sonething about this distant "place," where things
were different, where the currents of nunerate existence noved in a new and--to Nenesis--
i nconpr ehensi bl e way, had caught its attention, and now had becone the closest thing to an
obsession that a soulless, lifeless piece of code could entertain.

So, of the many subordi nate versions of itself it would create, while commtting a kind of
sui ci de- by-di m ni shment of its central self, Nemesis had decided it woul d designate one carefully-
constructed subself to go in search of this Geater Anonaly, to fare outward on the currents of
informati on toward that uni nagi nably distant no-place, and--if it could--to bring back sonething
resenbling Truth

Nermesis did not think. It did not Iive. And only sonmeone who did not understand the linits of
sinple code, the chill purity of nunbers, would dare to suggest that it m ght dream

CHAPTER 14
Ganes I n The Shadows

NETFEEDY NEWS: Pheronmpones Join List of Controlled Substances

(visual: ants head-to-head, rubbing feelers)

VO The sane chemicals insects use to transnit information, and which human retail ers have
apparently been using to influence custoners to buy, and even to convince themto avoid
conmpetitors' products, will be nmuch nore strictly regulated according to the UN s new gui del i nes,
despite protests fromthe US, French, and Chi nese governnents.

(visual: Rausha at lectern in front of UN | ogo)

Vi ctor Rausha of the UN s Departnent of Consumer Protection announced the regul atory changes.

RAUSHA: "It's been a long, uphill battle against sone very powerful |obbies, but consuners--
citizens--nust have the right to nmake up their mnds wi thout sublininal pronpting of any sort, and
ol factory cueing is known to be particularly powerful. |If food retailers are allowed to nmake their

customers hungry, then what is to stop police forcing citizens to be obedient, or governnments
forcing themto be grateful ? Where does it stop?"

_"Code Del phi. Start here. _

"I used to love the rain. If there is anything | niss because | have lived so long in nmy home
beneath the ground, it is the feeling of rain on ny skin.

"Lightning, too--that bright slash in the sky, as though for a nonent the universe of matter
had been torn open to reveal the transcendent |ight of eternity. If there is anything | mss
because of the way | am it is the sight of God' s magnificent face peering through a crack in the
uni verse. "

"My nanme is Martine Desroubins. | can no |onger continue ny journal by normal nethods, as
will explain, so | am subvocalizing these entries into . . . into nothingness, for all | know

in the hope that soneday, sonmehow, | will be able to retrieve them | have no idea what sort of
system underlies the Oherland network, or the extent of its nmenory--it may be that these words
will indeed be lost forever, just as if | had shouted theminto a high wind. But | have nade a
ritual of these summations, these self-reflections, for too nmany years to stop now.

"Perhaps soneone else will pull these words out of the matrix soneday, years from now, when

all the things that concern me now, that frighten me so, will be past history. Wat wll you
think, person fromthe future? WIl the things | say even nake sense? You do not know ne. In fact,
even though |I have kept this journal all nmy adult life, sonmetines | still find nyself listening to

the thoughts of a stranger
"Am | speaking to the future, then, or like all the madwonen of history, aml| only nmunbling to
nysel f, alone in a vast personal darkness?
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"There is no answer, of course."”

"There have been tinmes before this when | have gone days wi thout keeping this journal--weeks
even, during illnesses--but never has the enpty tinme hidden changes as astonishing as what | have
experienced since | last set out ny thoughts. | do not know where to begin. | sinply do not know.
Everything is different now

"In away, it is wonderful that | can even take up ny journal once nore. For atine, | feared
I would not think coherently again, but as the days--or the illusion of days--go by in this place,
I amfinding it alittle easier to suffer the stunning wash of input that is QGherland, or as its
creators call it, the Grail Project. My physical skills, too, have inproved sonmewhat, but | am
still childishly clunsy and confused by the world around nme, still alnmost as hel pl ess as when |
first lost ny sight twenty-eight years ago. That was a terrible time, and | had sworn never to be
so hel pl ess again. God nakes a point of calling one's bluff, it seens. | cannot say that | approve
of Hi s sense of hunor.

"But | amnot a child any nore. | wept then, wept every night, and begged HHmto give ne back
ny sight--give me back the world, for that is what it seemed | had lost. He did not help me, and
neither did nmy fretting, ineffectual parents. Hel ping was beyond their power. | do not know
whet her it was beyond His."

"It is strange to think of nmy mother and father, after so long. It is stranger still to think
that they are still alive, and at this nonment are living perhaps |l ess than a hundred kil oneters
frommy physical body. The distance between us was already so great, even before | crossed over
into this inexplicable O herland--this imaginary universe, this toy of nonstrous children

"My parents neant no harm There are worse sunmati ons you can nake of people's lives, but that
is small confort. They loved ne--they still do, | amsure, and ny separation fromthem probably
causes them great pain--but they did not protect me. That is hard to forgive, especially when the
damage was so great.

"My nother Genevieve was an engineer. So was ny father Marc. Neither of themgot on well with
other people; both felt nore confortable with the certainties of nunbers and schematics. They
found each other like two timd forest creatures and, recognizing a shared outl ook, decided to
hi de fromthe darkness together. But you cannot hide from darkness--the nore lights, the nore
shadows they make. | renenber this well fromthe tine when there was still light for ne,

"We scarcely went out. Wat | renmenber is sitting in front of the wallscreen every eveni ng,
wat chi ng one of the science fiction shows they |oved so nuch. Always |inear dranmas--interactives
did not interest them They interacted with their work and each other and, marginally, with me.
That was quite enough commitnent to the world outside their own heads. As the wall screen

flickered, |I colored in coloring books, or read, or played with building toys, and ny parents sat
on the overstuffed couch behi nd nme snoki ng hashi sh--'discreetly' is how they once phrased it--and
chattering to each other about sone silly scientific m stake or piece of illogic in one of their

bel oved shows. If it was one they had seen before, they would discuss the nistake again just as
cheerfully and exhaustively as they had the first tinme they had spotted it. Sonetinmes | wanted to
scream at themto be quiet, to stop tal ki ng nonsense.

"They both worked at home, of course, nost of their contact with coll eagues comning through the
net. That had undoubtedly been one of the nost inportant things for them about their chosen
profession. If it had not been for ny school, | might never have |left the house at all

"My parents' lack of engagenent with the outside world, at first largely a benused
di sinterest, began to sour over the years. My nother in particular became nore and nore fearful of
all the hours when | was out of her sight, as though | were sone daring child astronaut who had
| eft our safe spaceship honme, and the quiet streets of the Toul ouse suburbs were an alien
| andscape full of nonsters. She wanted me back on board as soon as school was over. By the tine |
was seven years old, if there had really been such a science-fiction thing as a tel eport machi ne
to bring ne instantaneously fromny classroomback to the living room she would have bought one,
no matter how expensive.

"In the early part of ny chil dhood, when they were both working, they m ght even have been
able to afford such a device if it had existed . . . but things went wong. My father's casua
cheeriness was a mask over a kind of stunned hel pl essness in the face of any conplication. One
unpl easant executive hired in above himeventually drove himfroma conpany he had hel ped found,
and he was forced to settle for a | ower-paying job. My nother's job vani shed through no fault of
her own--the conpany lost its contract with AEE, the European Space Agency, and her entire
di vision was elimnated--but she found it al nost inpossible to go out and | ook for a new one. She
made excuses and stayed home, living nore and nore on the net. My parents clung to their house in
the qui et suburbs, but as nonths went by, they found it very expensive. The stoned discussions
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sonetimes grew tense and accusatory. They sold their expensive processing station to a friend and
replaced it with a cheap, second-hand nodel made sonewhere in West Africa. They stopped buyi ng new
things. W ate cheaply, too--my nother nmade soup by the gallon, grunbling like a princess forced
to be a scullery maid. Even now, | equate the scent of boiling vegetables w th unhappi ness and
qui et rage.

"I was ei ght when the offer came--old enough to know that things were wong at hone without
having the slightest ability to change anything. A friend of ny father's suggested that my nother
m ght be able to find work at a certain research conpany. She wasn't interested--nothing except a
very bad fire would have driven her out of the house at that point, | think, and I am not sure
even of that--but ny father followed up, thinking perhaps he could find sone extra part-tinme work
t here.

"That did not happen, although he went through several interviews and got to know one of the
proj ect managers fairly well. This woman, who | honestly think was trying to do ny father a favor,
mentioned that although they did not need any nore engineers at present, they did need test
subjects for a particular project, and the conpany funding the research paid very well.

"My father volunteered. She inforned himthat he did not fit their requirenents, but from what
she could see on his application form his eight-year-old daughter did. It was an experinent in
sensory devel opnent, funded by the CHnsor G oup, Swi ss-based specialists in nedical technol ogies.
Was he interested?

"To his credit, my father Marc did not instantly say yes, although the anount being offered
was nearly as nuch as his wages for a year. He cane home in a rather disturbed nmood. He and ny
nmot her carried on whispered di scussions all through the evening' s |linear dramas and | ouder ones
after they had put nme to bed. | discovered |ater that although neither of themwere firmy for or
agai nst the idea, the shifting disagreenment spawned by the offer brought them closer to separation
than anything else in their marriage. How typical of them-even when they were having the worst
argunent of their lives, they did not know what they wanted.

"Three nights later, after a few calls for reassurance to the pseudo-acadeni c organi zation

being paid to performthe study--I do not exaggerate or insult here, since there were few
universities left even then who did not owe their souls to corporate sponsorship--ny parents had
convinced thenselves it would be all for the good. | think, in their strange and unsocialized way,

they had even begun to believe that sonething inportant night cone out of it for ne personally,
sonet hing nore than sinply nmoney for the fanmily--that sone hidden aptitude of mine would energe in
the testing, and | would prove to be an even nore exceptional child than they believed nme to be.

"They were right in one sense--it did change ny life forever

"I remenber ny nother coning into ny room | had left early and gone to bed with a book
because their strange, alnmost . . . sommanbulistic, that is the word--their somanbulistic
squabbl i ng of the precedi ng days had nade ne nervous, and | | ooked up guiltily when she canme in
as though | had been caught doi ng sonmething wong. The paint-thinner snmell of hashish clung to her
ragged junper. She was a little dopey, as she often was by that time of the night, and for a
monment, as she tried to think of how she wanted to explain the news to ne, her slow inarticulacy
frightened ne. She seened sonething not quite hunman--an aninal, or sonme kind of alien doppel ganger
fromone of the netshows that had run as background through ny chil dhood.

"As she explained their decision | grew even nore frightened. | was going to stay by nyself
for just alittle while, she told nme, and help sone people with an experinment. N ce nen and wonen- -
_strangers_, was what she really neant--were going to take care of me. It would help ny famly,
and it would be interesting. Al the other girls and boys in nmy school would be jeal ous of nme when
| cane back.

"How coul d even a worman as sel f-absorbed as nmy not her have thought this would do anythi ng but
fill me with dread? | cried all night and for days afterward. My parents acted as though | were
merely afraid of going off to sumrer canp or the first day of school, and told ne that | was
maki ng a fuss over nothing, but even they nust have realized there was somnething questi onabl e
about their parenting. They gave ne ny favorite desserts every night and went two weeks without
snoki ng hash so they could save the noney to buy nme a new outfit.

"I wore the new coat and dress on the day | traveled to the institute. Only ny father went
with ne on the plane to Zurich--at this point my nother could not even go down to drop a parcel in
the corner letter box without hours of preparation. Wen we |anded, on a day so gray that | have
never forgot its dull metallic color through all the intervening darkness, | felt sure that ny
father was planning to abandon nme, as the father of Hansel and Gretel had left his children in the
forest. The people fromthe Pestal ozzi Institute net us in a big black car, exactly the kind of
vehicle little girls are instructed never to get into. It all seemed very secretive and om nous.
What little | saw of Switzerland on the trip to the institute frightened me--the buil dings were
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strange and there was snow on the ground al ready, although it had been pleasantly warmin

Toul ouse. When we got to the conplex of |ow buildings, surrounded by gardens that must have been
cheerful in a nore cheerful season, they asked ny father if he wi shed to spend the first night
with me before the experinent began. He already had his ticket back that evening, nore worried
about |eaving nmy nmother alone than leaving ne. | cried and would not kiss hi mgood-bye.

"Strange, strange . . . the whole thing was strange. | asked ny parents later--no, _demanded_
that they tell me how they could send a young child away |like that. They could offer no reason
except that it seened a good idea at the tine. 'Wo could ever imagine this would happen, dear?
is what my nother said. Wio i ndeed? Perhaps sonmeone who thought about things beyond the wall screen
and the living room

"Ch, it makes nme so angry even now.

"I'n their way, the workers at the Pestal ozzi Institute were very kind. They worked w th many
children, and the Swiss do not |ove their sons and daughters | ess than other people do. There were
several counselors on staff whose entire job was to help the subjects of research--for al nost all
the institute's work was with chil dhood devel opnment--feel confortable. | renmenber a Ms. Fuerstner
who was particularly kind. | often wonder what happened to her. She was no ol der than ny nother,
so she is probably alive today, perhaps still in Zurich. | think it is safe to say she is not
working for the institute, however.

"I was given a few days to becone used to the idea of ny new surroundings. | shared a
dormitory-type roomw th many other children, nmpost of whom spoke French, so | was not lonely in
the ordinary sense of the word. W were well fed, and our keepers provided every kind of toy and
gane. | watched science fiction prograns fromthe net, although they seened curiously lifeless
wi t hout nmy parents' running comentary.

"At last Ms. Fuerstner introduced ne to Doctor Beck, a gol den-haired wonman who | thought as
pretty as a storybook princess. As the doctor explained in her sweet, patient voice about what |

woul d be asked to do, |I found it harder and harder to believe that anything bad woul d happen. Such
a beautiful lady would never try to hurt me. And even if sone mistake were made, | knew that Ms
Fuerstner would not allow ne to cone to harm You see, | had always been protected--although not
in the nost inportant ways, | later realized--and now these good people were assuring ne that at
| east in that regard, nothing would change.

"I was to be part of an experinment in sensory deprivation. | amstill not certain exactly what

the institute thought it would learn fromthese exercises. At the hearings, they said they had
been conmmi ssioned to study baseline biological rhythnms, but also to exanm ne how environnenta
factors affect |earning and devel opment. What use this would be to a nmedical and pharmaceutica
mul tinational like the dinsor Group was never made clear, but the dinsor people had a huge
research budget and many interests--the Pestal ozzi Institute was only one of the many
beneficiaries of their |argess.

"It would be a sort of unusual holiday, Doctor Beck explained to ne. | would be staying by
myself in a very dark, very quiet room-like my roomat honme, but with its own bathroom There
woul d be plenty of toys and ganes and exercises to keep ne occupied, but I would have to do them

all in the dark. But | would not be alone, the doctor explained, not really, because she or Ms.
Fuerstner woul d al ways be listening over the speakers. | could call themany tinme and they would
speak to ne. It would only be for a few days, and when it was all over, | would get as nuch cake

and ice creamas | could eat, and any toy | wanted.
"And my parents, she did not bother to add, would get paid.
"It seens silly to say this now, falsely significant, but as a child | had never been

particularly afraid of the dark. In fact, if this were a story, | would begin nmy journal entry
that way--'As a child, | was never afraid of the dark.' O course, if |I had known that | would be
spending the rest of ny life in darkness, | might have resisted that first descent.

"Much of the information the Pestal ozzi Institute gathered fromne and the other child
subj ects of their sensory-deprivation testing was essentially redundant. That is, it only
confirmed that which had al ready been discovered in adult subjects, people who had been a | ong
time underground, in caves or lightless cells. Child subjects displayed a few di fferences from
adul ts--they adapted better in the long run, although they were also nore likely to be adversely
affected in their |ong-term devel oprment--but such obvious findings seema very snmall result for
such an expensive program Years later, when | went back and read the conpany researchers
testimony fromthe lawsuit, | was furious to see howlittle wisdomthe |oss of my happi ness had
gai ned.

"At first, as Doctor Beck had said, it was very sinple. | ate, played, and went about ny days
in the dark, i went to sleep in total darkness, and woke up in the sane black nothing, often to
the sound of one of the researchers' voices. | cane to rely on those voices, and even, after a
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while, to see_those voices. They had col ors, shapes--things that | cannot easily describe, just
as | cannot describe to nmy current traveling conpani ons how ny perceptions of this artificial
world differ fromtheirs. | was getting ny first taste of the synaesthesia brought on by narrowed
sensory input, | suppose.

"The ganes and exercises were sinple things at first, sound-identification puzzles, things
that tested ny tine-sense and nmenory, physical routines to see how darkness affected ny bal ance

and general coordination. |'msure that what | ate and drank and excreted were al so bei ng
nmoni t or ed

"It was not long until | began to lose all grasp of time. | slept when | was tired, and if the
researchers did not wake nme, mght sleep for twelve hours or nore--or, just as likely, for forty-
five mnutes. And, not surprisingly, |I awakened fromthese slunbers with no sense of how | ong
had been away. This in itself did not trouble ne--it is only with age that we learn to fear |oss
of control over tine--but other things did. | nmissed ny parents, ineffectual though they were, and
wi t hout being able to explain it, | think I had even begun to fear | would never be returned to
the |ight.

"This fear proved prophetic, of course.

"Fromtime to tine Doctor Beck let me talk to one of the other children over the audio channe
of the blanked wallscreen. Sone of themwere in isolated darkness as | was, others were in the
light. I do not know what the researchers |earned--we were children, after all, and although
children can play together, they are not conversationalists. But one child was different. The
first time | heard his voice, it frightened nme. It hunmed and quacked--in nmy mnd' s eye the sound
had a hard, angul ar shape, |ike an ancient nechanical toy--and its accent was nothing | had ever
heard. In retrospect | can say that the sounds cane froma voi ce synthesizer, but at the tine |
created quite fearful nmental pictures of what or who would have such a tongue in its head.

"The strange voice asked ne ny nane, but did not offer its own. It sounded hesitant, and there
were many | ong pauses. The whole matter seenms strange to nme now, and | wonder whether | m ght have
spoken to sone kind of artificial intelligence, or sone autistic child whose deficits were being
i nproved upon by technol ogy, but at the tinme | renenber being both fascinated and frustrated by
this new playnmate, who took so long to speak, and spoke so strangely when the words finally cane.

"He was al one, he said. He was in darkness, too, as | was, or at |least he did not seemto be
able to see--he never spoke of vision, except in half-Ilearned metaphor. Perhaps he was blind, as
am now blind. He did not know where he was, but he wanted to come out--he said that repeatedly.

"This new playnmate was only with me a few minutes the first tine, but on |ater occasions we
spoke longer. | taught him sone of the sound-only ganmes the researchers had used on ne, and | sang
hi m songs and told himsonme of the nursery rhynes | knew. He was curiously slow to understand sone
things, and so quick with others as to be alarnming--at tinmes it seened he was sitting with me in
my pitch-black room sonehow watching everything | did.

"On our fifth or sixth 'visit,' as Doctor Beck called them he told ne that | was his friend
You cannot imagine a nore heartrendi ng adm ssion, and it will stay with nme al ways.

"l have spent many days of ny adult life trying to find that lost child--follow ng the
institute's records down every fruitless alley, tracking everyone who was ever involved with the
Pest al 0zzi experiments--but | have had no luck. Now | wonder if it was a child at all. Wre we
perhaps the subjects of a Turing test of sone kind? The training ground for a programthat night
soneday be able to snoothly fool adults, but at this early stage could only flounder through
conversations with eight-year-olds, and not very well?

"What ever the case, | did not speak to himagain. Because somnething el se happened.

"I had been in darkness for many days--over three weeks. The institute's researchers were
ready to bring ny portion of the experinent to a close within another forty-eight hours. Thus, |
was being given a particularly conplex and thorough set of final diagnhostic tests--delivered with
pseudomnat er nal sweetness by Ms. Fuerstner--when sonething went w ong.

"Depositions fromthe lawsuit are uncl ear, because the Pestal ozzi people thensel ves are not
certain, but sonething went gravely wong in the institute's conpl ex house system | experienced
it at first as the loss of Ms. Fuerstner's soft, bewitching voice in md-sentence. The hum of the
air-conditioners, which had been a constant part of the environment, suddenly stopped as well,
| eavi ng behind a silence that was actually painful to nmy ears. Everything was gone--everything.

Al the friendly sounds which had made the darkness seem sonething less than infinite had ended.

"After a few nminutes, | began to feel frightened. Perhaps there had been a robbery, | thought,
and bad nmen had taken Doctor Beck and the others away. O maybe sone kind of big nonster had got
| oose and killed them and was now sniffing up and down the corridors, looking for me. | rushed to
the thick, soundproofed door of nmy quarters, but of course with the system power gone, the door
| ocks were frozen. | could not even Iift up the hatch of the blackout slot where ny neals were
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delivered. Terrified, | screaned for the doctor, for Ms. Fuerstner, but no one came or answered.
The darkness becane dreadful to me in a way it had not in all the days before, a _thing,_ thick
and tangible, | felt it would take ny breath, squeeze nme until | choked, until | gasped in

bl ackness itself and filled up with it, |like someone drowning in a sea of ink. And still there was

not hi ng--no noi se, no voices, a silence |like the tonb.

"I know now, from depositions, that it took nearly four hours for the institute' s engineers to
get the systemup and running. To little Martine, the child | was, forgotten in the dark, it could
have been four years.

"Then, at the last, as ny mnd wandered along the brink of an abyss, ready at any nonent to
tunble into a disassociation nore pernanent and total than any nere blindness, sonething joined
ne.

"Suddenly, and with no warning, | was no |onger alone. | felt sonmeone beside nme, sharing the
darkness with me, but it was not a relief to ny terror. That someone, whoever or whatever it was,
filled the enptiness in ny apartment with the nost dreadful, indescribable |oneliness. Did | hear

a child crying? Did | hear anything at all? | do not know. J do not know anything now, and at the
time | was probably nad. But | felt sonething conme and sit beside nme, and felt it weeping bitterly
in the snothering black night, a presence that was enpty and cold and utterly alone, the single
nmost terrible thing | have ever experienced. | was struck dunb and rigid with utter terror

"And then the lights canme on.

"Qdd, the small things on which life hinges. Reaching an intersection just after the traffic
Iight has changed, going back for a wallet and thus nmissing a plane, walking into the revealing
glow of a streetlight when a stranger is watching--small happenstances, but they can change
everything. The institute's systemcrash al one, nassive and inexplicable as it was, should not
have been enough. But one of the infrastructure subroutines had been incorrectly coded--the matter
of a few misplaced digits--and the three apartnments on my wing had been |l eft out of the proper
start-up procedures. Thus, when the system cane up and the power went on, instead of the dull,
sl ow bri ghtening glow of the transition lights, little nore than a sliver of noon on a bl ack
ni ght, our three apartments received the full thousand-watt nova of the energency lights. The
other two apartnents were enpty--one had not been used for weeks, the other's resident had been
taken to the institute's infirmary a few days earlier because of chicken pox. | was the only one
who saw the emergency lights come up Iike the blazing stare of God. Saw them for an instant, that
is--the last thing | ever saw.

"It is not physical, they tell nme, all of them-nore specialists than | can renmenber. The
trauma, bad as it was, should not have been permanent. There is no discernible damage to the optic
nerve, and the tests indicate that | do actually 'see'--that the part of ny brain that processes
vision is still processing and responding to stinuli. But, of course, | _don't_ see, no natter
what any test may indicate.

" 'Hysterical blindness' is the old term-another way of saying that | could see if |I wanted
to. If that is true, it is only an academc truth. If | could see by wanting to, then | would not
have spent all ny years in blackness--could anyone believe anything el se? But that one burning
instant drove all nenory of howto see frommny mnd, blasting ne into pernmanent bl ackness,
creating in an instant the wonan | amtoday as surely as Saul's new self was created on the
Damascus road.

"I have lived in darkness ever since.

"The | awsuit was long--it took al nost three years--but | renenber little of it. | had been
thrust into another world, as surely as if | had been enchanted by an evil fairy, and | had | ost
everything. It took a long tine until | began to make a new world in which | could live. Wy

parents won several million credits fromdinsor and the Pestal ozzi Institute, and put al nost half
of it away for ne. That noney put ne through special schools, and when | becane an adult, it
bought ne ny equi pnent, ny hone, and ny privacy. In a way, it bought me my distance fromny
parents, too--there is nothing | need fromthem anynore.

"There is nore to say, but the tine has gone so fast. | do not know how long | have sat here
whi spering under ny breath, but | can feel the sun beginning to rise in this strange place. In a
way, | have started over here, just as | have started this new diary, spoken into nothingness with
only the faintest hope that someday | can retrieve it. Was it the English poet Keats who called
hi nsel f 'one whose nane is witten in water'? So. | will be Martine Desroubins, the blind witch of
a newworld, and I will wite my nanme on air,

"Soneone is calling me. | rmust go.

_"Code Del phi. End here. " _
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It was a mnel odi ¢ sequence of chiming tones that spawned fractal sub-sequences even as the main
thene repeated. The sub-sequences threw off subsidiary patterns of their own, creating |ayer after
layer, until after a while the whole world becane a nesh of sound so conplex it was inpossible to
pi ck out one tone, |let alone one sequence, fromthe whole. Eventually it becane a single note with
mllions of harmonics nmoving init, a stream ng, shinmering, resonating F-sharp that was probably
t he sound of the universe begi nning.

It was Dread's thinking nmusic. Next to the chase, and the occasional adrenal boost, it was his
only drug. He did not use it indiscrimnately, hungrily, as a chargehead m ght canline a streaned
pop of _2black_, but rather with the neasured cal mof a junkie doctor rigging up a hit of pure
phar maceuti cal heroin before going back to work. He had cleared the afternoon, hung a digital "Do
Not Di sturb" sign on his incomng |lines, and now he was |ying on his back in the mddle of the
carpet of his Cartagena office, a pillow behind his neck and a squeeze bottle of purified water at
his side, listening to the chorus of the spheres.

As the single tone seened to grow snmoot her and | ess conpl ex- - because, paradoxically, the
iterations were growi ng exponentially, he felt hinself rising up out of his body and into the
enpty silver space he sought. He was Dread, but he was al so Johnny Wil garu, and he was sonet hi ng
el se as well, sonmething eerily close to the AOd Man's Messenger of Death--but he was nore_. He
was all those things, grown to the size of a star system. . . enpty, full of blackness, and yet
charged with |ight.

He felt the _twi st_ snolder up out of dormancy, a hot point at the very center of his being.
Even as he floated in the silver nothingness of the nusic, he felt his own strength grow. He could
reach out now, if he chose, and twi st sonmething far nore conplex and powerful than a security
system He had a glinpse of the earth lying bel ow him shrouded in darkness but for a spherica
tracery of electronic pathways, a capillary array of tiny lights, and felt--in his silvery, nusic-
maddened grandeur--that if he desired it, he could tw st the whole world.

Sonmewhere, Dread felt hinself |aughing. It was worth | aughi ng about. Too nuch, too nuch

But was that howthe AOd Man felt? Was that what the O d Man's kind of power felt |ike, al
the time? That the world was his, to do with as he wi shed? That people |ike Dread were just tiny
spots of light, less significant than fireflies?

Even if so, Dread was not bothered. He was wapped in his own silver smugness and did not need
to envy or fear the dd Man. Al would change, and very soon now.

No, he had other things to consider now, other dreanms to dream He let the single pulsing tone
take himout of hinmself again. The twi st warmed himas he returned to the cool, silvery place, the
pl ace where he could see far ahead and consider all the small things he needed to do al ong the
way.

Dread lay on the bare office floor and listened to his thinking nusic.

She took an irritatingly long time to answer the call. He had already tapped in on the sim
line and knew that the therland travelers were sleeping. Wiat was she doi ng, taking another one
of her showers? No wonder she was obsessed with her cat--she was practically one herself,
constantly groom ng. The bitch needed a little discipline . . . maybe the creative kind.

_No, _ he remnminded hinself. _Renenber the silver place._ He brought up a little nusic--not the
t hi nki ng nusic (he had used his week's allotment, and he was very stern with hinmself about such
things) but a faint echo, a quiet tonal splashing |ike water dripping in a pool. He would not |et
irritation spoil things. This was the thing he had been waiting for all his life.

Al though the call carried his signature code, her voice came on w thout visuals. "Hello?"

_Silver place, _ he told hinself. _The big picture._"It's ne, Dulcie. What, did you just get
out of the bath again?"

Dulcie Anwin's freckled face popped into view She was indeed wearing a terrycloth robe, but
her red hair was dry. "I just left the picture off when | answered the phone earlier, and forgot
to turn it back on."

"What ever. We've got a problemw th our project.”

"You mean because they've split up again?" She rolled her eyes. "If things go on this way,
we'll be the only simleft. Wth the barbarian boys gone, we're down to four--five, counting
ours."

"That's not the problem although I'm not very happy about it." Dread saw a shadow nove in the
ki tchen door behind her. "lIs there soneone there with you?"

Puzzl ed, she turned to look. "Ch, for God's sake. It's Jones. My cat. Do you honestly think
I'd be having this conversation with you if sonmeone el se was here?"

"No, of course not." He turned the splashing music up a little | ouder, creating an annoyance-
soot hing cal mfor hinmself out of which he could produce a smle. "I'msorry, Dulcie. Alot of work
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on this end.”

"Too much work, is my bet. You rmust have been planning the . . . the project we just finished
for nonths. Wen did you | ast take sonme tine of f?"

As if he were sone poor, downtrodden niddl e-manager. Dread was inwardly anused. "Not for a
while, but that's not what | want to talk about. W have a problem Not only can't we bring in a
third person to help drive the sim we can't even use two people anynore."

She frowned. "Wat do you nmean?"

"I guess you haven't been paying attention." He tried to nake it sound light, but he was not
happy to have to point out sonething so obvious, especially in |light of what he was going to ask
her. "This Martine--the blind woman. |If she is telling the truth, and | see no reason to doubt it,
then she's a real danger to us."

Dul ci e, as though realizing she had been caught nappi ng, now abruptly put on her professiona
face. "Go ahead."

"She processes information in ways we don't understand. She says she senses things in the
virtual environment that you and I--or the rest of the Sky God refugees--can't feel. If she hasn't
noticed yet that our simis being inhabited by two different people, it's only a matter of tine
until she works through that white-noise problemof hers and it becones clear to her."

"Ah." Dul cie nodded, then turned and wal ked back toward her couch. She sat down and lifted a
cup to her lips and took a sip before speaking. "But | _did_ think of that."

"You di d?"

"I figured that the worst thing we could do would be to suddenly change what ever sublim na
cues we're giving off." She took another sip, then stirred whatever was in the cup with a spoon
"She m ght already have devel oped a signature for us, and just accept it as what our simgives
off. But if we change again, then she'd notice something different. That's what | thought,
anyway. "

Sone of Dread's early adniration for Dul cinea Anwin returned. Conplete bullshit, but pretty
good for sonething she'd thrown together on the spot. He couldn't help wondering if she'd sit
there so calmand self-satisfied if she ever saw himin his true skin--was nade witness to his

true self, when all the nmasks were thrown aside. . . . He wenched hinmself fromthe distracting
line of thought. "Hmm | see what you nean. That nekes sense, too, but |I'mnot sure | buy it
entirely."

He could see her decide to try to consolidate what her quick thinking had bought her. "You're
the boss. Wiat do _you_ think we should do? | mean, what are our options?"

"What ever we're going to do, we should nake a quick decision. And if we don't go on with
things as they are, the only other option is for one of us to take over the simfull tinme."

"Full time?" She al nost | ost her hard-won conposure. "That's. "

"Not a very appealing idea, | know. But we nay have to do it--in fact, _you_ nmmy have to do
it, since |'ve got so bloody nuch to do. But I'Il think about what you said and call you back
| ater. This evening, 2200 hours your time, right? The simshould be asleep then, or we can wander
it off fromthe group to take a | eak or sonething."

Her poorly-hidden irritation anmused him "Sure. 2200 hours."

"Thanks, Dulcie. Ch, a question. Do you know nany ol d songs?"

"What? A d _songs_?"

"I'"'mjust curious about something | heard. It goes. . . . " He suddenly didn't want to sing to
her--it would feel Iike he were surrendering a little of his edge to soneone who was, after all
hi s subordinate. He chanted it instead: " "An angel touched nme, an angel touched ne.

Li ke that. Over and over."

Dul ci e stared at himas though he mi ght be engaged in sone particularly devious trick. "Never
heard it before. Wat got you so interested?"

He gave her his best snmile--his _|I'd be happy to give you a ride, sweetness_ smile. "Nothing
much. It sounded fanmiliar, but | can't put ny finger on it. 2200 hours, then." He clicked off.

_"Code Del phi. Start here._
"It was only the river. Strange how even with ears as sharp as nine, ears augnented by the
best sound-carrying equi pnment | awsuit noney coul d buy--which are now processing i nfornmation from

what is apparently the best sound-generating equi pnent that Gail Brotherhood nobney can buy--1 can
still be fooled by the noise of running water.

"I have been thinking about this new journal, and | realize that | have begun it on a very
pessinm stic note. | am hoping that someday these entries can be retrieved, but to spend so much

time tal king about my own history seens to assunme that someone other than nyself will be the one

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (125 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

to hear these thoughts. That may be pragmatic, but it is not the right spirit. | must pretend that
I will one day rescue these thoughts nyself. Wien | do, | will want to be reminded how | felt
right at this nonent.

"I cannot say nuch about com ng through into this network, because | renmenber so little. The
security system whatever it was, seens to ne of the sane character as the programthat captures
children, the deep-hypnosis gear which Renie described so horrifyingly fromher experience in the
virtual nightclub. It seens to operate at a |evel below the subject's consciousness, and to cause
i nvol untary physical effects. But | renenber only a sense of sonething angry and vicious. Cearly
it is a programor neural net whose sophistication and power dwarfs the things |I know about.

"But since entering the network | have gradually found nmy way back through the awf ul
battering noise, both real and netaphorical, to a kind of sanity | feared | would never find
again. And | can do things | never could do before. | have passed beyond the confusion into an
entirely new real mof sensory input, like Siegfried splashed by the dragon's blood. | can hear a
|l eaf fall, the grass grow | can snell a drop of water trembling on a leaf. | can feel the very
weather in its conplicated, sem -inprovisational dance, and guess which direction it will step
next. In a way, it is all quite seductive--like a young eagle standing on a branch and spreading
its wings against the open wind for the first tinme, | have the sensation of linitless possibility.
It will be hard to give this up again, but of course | pray that we will succeed, and that | will
live to do so. | suppose at such a time | would give it all up happily, but | cannot inmagi ne such
a thing convincingly.

"In fact, it is alnost inpossible to i mgi ne success. Four of our nunber have been pulled away
fromus already. W have no way of knowi ng where Reni e and ! Xabbu have gone, and my sense of them
being here, in this particular place, has sharply dimnished. Orlando and his young friend have
been swept away down the river. | do not doubt that the boys, at |east, have passed through into
one of the uncountable nunbers of other sinulations.

"And so we are five. The four who are lost are perhaps the four | would have preferred to stay
Wit h--Renie Sul aweyo in particular, despite her prickliness, has becone alnost a friend, and
find that I mss her very nuch--but, to be fair, perhaps that is only because | do not know the
other four well yet. But they are a strange group, especially in contrast to the openness of
| Xabbu and Renie, and | amnot entirely easy with them

"Sweet Wlliamis the strongest presence, but | would like to believe his sour irony hides
that ol dest of cliches, a kind heart. Certainly when we returned to the beach and found hi m and
T4b, there was little question that WIliamwas devastated to have seen Ol ando and Frederi cks
taken away. He feels, to ny new and as yet not conpletely understood sensitivities, curiously
i nconplete. There is a hesitancy to himat tinmes, despite his brash manner, |ike someone who is
afraid of discovery. |I wonder what his refusal to discuss his real |ife hides.

"The ol d worman, Quan Li, appears |ess conplex, but perhaps she only wishes it to seemthat
way. She is solicitous and quiet, but she has made sone surprisingly good suggestions, and she is
certainly stronger underneath than she pretends. Several tines during the afternoon, when even
tough-m nded Florinel was ready to quit the search for Renie and ! Xabbu, Quan Li managed to find
the resources to push on, and we could only be shaned into following her. Am| reading too mch
into things? It is not surprising that someone fromher culture and generation mght feel the need
to hide her abilities behind a nask of diffidence. Still . . . | do not know

"Florimel, who is as aggressively private as Wlliam troubles me nost of all. On the surface,
she is all business, terse and al nost contenptuous of the needs of others. But she herself seens
at other tines to be barely holding together, although I doubt anyone el se would notice that but
me. There are such strange fluctuations in her . . . what is the word? _Affect , | think. There
are such odd but subtle changes in her affect that at tinmes it seems like she is a multiple
personality. But | have never heard of a nultiple personality pretending to be only one person
From what | understand, in true multiples each internal personage revels in its chance to becone
dom nant .

"Still, my ability to understand all that | perceive is still limted, so perhaps | am
m staken, or amoverinterpreting small oddities in her behavior. She is strong and brave. She has
done no wong and nuch good. | should judge her on that al one.

"Last of this small group, which may contain all that are left of Sellars' desperate attenpt
to solve the herland enigma--after all, we can only hope that Renie and the others have survived-
-is the young man who calls hinmself T4b. That he _is_ a man is also an assunption, of course. But
certainly there are times when his energies and presentation feel decidedly nale_to nme--he has a
bar el y- hi dden swagger sonetines that | have never seen on any wonan. But he can be careful, too,
in a curiously fem nine way, which is why | assune he is younger than he pretends. It is
i npossible to discern age or anything else fromhis street dialect, which forces a few short words
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to serve a variety of meanings--he nmight be as young as ten or eleven for all | can tell

"So here | am with four people who are strangers, in a dangerous place surrounded by, | have
no doubt, even _nore_ dangerous places. Qur enem es nmust nunber in the thousands, with i nmense
power and wealth on their side, and the controls to these pocket universes in their hands. W, in
contrast, have already seen our nunber halved in just a few days.

"We are dooned, of course. If we even survive to reach the next sinulation, it will be a
nmracle. There is danger everywhere. A spider the size of a truck caught an insect a few neters
fromme just yesterday afternoon--1 could hear the fly's vibrations change as the life was sucked
out of it, one of the nost chilling things | have ever experienced in worlds real or virtual. | am
so frightened.

"But fromhere on | will continue this journal as though that were not true, as though I
beli eved that soneday | might again nove through the famliar spaces of nmy hone and think about
these nonents as sonething in the past, as part of a heroic but dimnishing tinme.

"I pray to God that may be true.

"Now soneone _is_stirring. | rmust go, returning to this strange voyage. | will not say good-
bye to you, ny journal-of-the-air. I will only say, 'Until | see you again.

"But | fear it is alie.

_"Code Del phi. End here."

The cat, with her usual queenly indifference to everything not directly Jones-rel ated, was
groom ng herself in Dulcie Anwin's |lap. Her mistress was psyching herself up for a confrontation.
At | east, that was what the first glass of that not-great Tangshan red had been about. The second
gl ass--wel |, perhaps because the first had not nmade her ready _enough_.

She didn't want to do it. That was really what it came down to, and he woul d have to
understand that. She was a specialist, had spent nore than a dozen years refining her skills, had
recei ved on-the-job training that your average gear hack couldn't even inmagine--the recent job in
Cart agena had been perhaps the bloodiest, certainly for her personally, but by no neans the oddest
or nost far-flung--and it was ridiculous for himto expect her just to shove that aside and become
a full-tinme babysitter for a hijacked sim

And for how | ong? Judgi ng by the wandering way this whole thing was going, those people m ght
be a year stuck in this network, if their |ife-support held up. She would have to give up even the

pretense of a social life. She hadn't had a date in alnost six weeks as it was, hadn't gotten laid
in nmonths, but this would be ridiculous. In fact, the whole thing was ridicul ous. Dread woul d have
to understand that. He wasn't even her boss, after all. She was a _contractor_--he was just one of

the peopl e she worked for, when she chose. She had killed_a nman, for Christ's sake! (A brief
nmonent of worry squeezed her at this |last thought. There was sonething rather jinxlike about that
accidental juxtaposition.) She certainly didn't have to curry favor like sone little nouse of a
juni or assistant.

Jones' increasingly energetic groom ng was begi nning to annoy her, so she dunped the cat off
her |ap. Jones shot her a |l ook of reproach, then sauntered away toward the kitchen

_"Priority call,”_announced the wallscreen voice. _"You have a priority call."_

"Shit." Dulcie drained the | ast of her wine. She tucked her shirt into her pants--she wasn't
going to be answering the phone in her robe any nore; that was just _asking_not to be respected--
and sat up straight. _"Answer."_

Dread's face popped onto the screen, a neter high. H s brown skin had been scrubbed, his thick
unruly hair pulled back in a knot behind his head. He al so seened nore focused than he had
earlier, when half the tinme he had seened to be listening to sone inner voice.

"Evening," he said, smling. "You re |ooking well."

"Listen." She barely took a breath--no point in beating around the bush. "I don't want to do
it. Not full-time. | know what you're going to say, and |'mcertainly aware that you have |ots of
i mportant things to do, but that still doesn't mean you can force ne to take over the whol e thing.

It's not the noney either. You' ve been very, very generous. But | don't want to do this full-time--
it's been hard enough as it is. And although | will never say another word about it to anyone no

matter what happens, if you insist, I'll have to resign.” She took a deep breath. Her enployer's
face was al nost entirely still. Then another snmile began to grow, a strange one; his lips quirked
up in a wide curve but never parted. His broad white teeth were entirely hidden

"Dulcie, Dulcie," he said at last, shaking his head in a nockery of disappointnent. "I called
you back to say that I _don't_ want you to take over the simfull-time."

"You don't?"

"No. | thought about what you said, and it nakes sense. W risk making a nore noticeable
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change. Whatever pattern we're showing by having two of us doing it, the blind wonan nay have
al ready decided it's just the way our simacts."

"So . . . so we're going to keep on splitting the job?" She snatched for sonething to help
regai n her enotional bal ance--she had | eaned so far in anticipation of an argunent that she was in
danger of falling over. "But for how long? Is this just open-ended?"

"For the present." Dread' s eyes seened very bright. "W'Il|l see what happens in the long run
And, in fact, you may have to take a little larger share of simtine than you' ve been doi ng,
especially in the next few days. The dd Man's put ne onto sonething, and I have to get him some

answers, keep him happy." The snmile again, but smaller and nore secretive. "But I'Il still be
taki ng over the puppet on a regular basis. |I've got used to it, see? | kind of like it. And
there's sone . . . sone things I'd like to try."

Dul cie was relieved, but also felt she was mi ssing sonething. "So, then that's it, right?
Things just kind of go on as they have. | do ny job. You . . . you keep paying me the big
credits."” She knew her |augh didn't sound particularly convincing. "Like that."

"Like that." He nodded and his picture vani shed.
Dul ci e had several |ong seconds to feel herself relaxing, then his face popped on again
wi t hout warning, forcing her to stifle a squeak. "Ch, and Dul cie?"

"Yes?"

"You won't resign. | just thought | should point that out. I'Il treat you well, but you won't
do _anything_ unless | tell you to. If you even think about quitting, or telling anyone, or doing
anyt hi ng unusual with the simwthout nmy permission, | wll nurder you."

Now he showed the teeth, and they seened to spring out fromhis dark face and fill the
wal | screen like a row of grave nmarkers. "But first we'll dance, Dulcie." He spoke with the
dreadful calmof the damed discussing the weather in hell. "Yes, we'll dance. My way."

Long after he had clicked off, she was still w de-eyed and shivering.

CHAPTER 15

A Late Crisnustreat

NETFEEDY DOC/ GAME: | EN, Hr, 18 (Eu, NAnm --"TAKEDOM! "

(visual: Raphael and Thelma Biaggini in front of burning house, crying.)

VO The controversial contest/docunentary continues with tonight's Part Five. Contestant Samo
Edders follows up his successful (and ratings-busting) arson on the Biaggini's house with an
attenpt to kidnap the three Biaggini children. Smart nmoney has the rapidly destabilizing Raphae
B. conmitting suicide |ong before the tenth and final episode.

Reni e stared at the holl ow man, at his nodding head of straw, and her fear was washed away in a
surge of indignation. "Wat do you nean, execute us?" She pulled herself free of the girl Enmly's
clinging grip. The idea that this lolling _thing, _this clownish figure froman old children's

movi e, should threaten them . . . "You're not even real!"
The Scarecrow s one nobile eye squinted quizzically and a weary smle tw sted his sock-puppet
mout h. "Whoa, there. Hurt ny feelings, why don't you?" He raised his voice. " Wedle! | said

change these wetched filters!" The rather nasty-looking little ape scanpered forward, w ngs
twitching, and began to pull at one of the mechanical devices attached to the throne. "No, |
changed nmy mind," Scarecrow said, "get those damm tiktoks back in here first."

I Xabbu stood on his hind legs. "W will fight you. W have not come through so nmuch just to
lay down |ike dust."”

"Ch, nmy God, another ape." The Scarecrow settled back in its throne, rattling the welter of
punps and tubes. "As if Wedle and his little flynonk pals weren't enough. | should never have
saved them from Forest--it's not |ike they're grateful or anything."

A door hissed open and a hal f-dozen tiktoks stepped forward out of the darkness and into the
Iight.

"Good," sighed the Scarecrow. "Take these outsiders away, will you? Put themin one of the
hol di ng cel | s--make sure the wi ndows are too snall for the baboon to get out."”

The tiktoks did not nove.

"Get on with it! What's your problen?" Scarecrow hoi sted hinself forward, sack head wobbl i ng.
"GOl dirty? Overwound? What ?"
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Sonet hing clicked, then a | ow whistle humed through the snall underground chanber. A new
light flickered in the shadows, a shimering rectangle that revealed itself to be a wallscreen in
a frane of polished tubing, with dials and neters all along its |l ower edge. For a few seconds
there was only static, then a dark, cylindrical shape began to formin the center of the screen

_"Hello, Squishy," it said to the Scarecrow.

Enmily screaned.

The head on the screen was nade entirely of gray, dully-gleaning netal, a brutal, pistonlike
thing with a small slot for a mouth and no eyes at all. Renie felt herself drawi ng back with
instinctive revul sion

"What do you want, Tinman?" The studi ed boredom of Scarecrow s words did not conpletely nmask a
nervous undercurrent. "G ven up on those little dust-devils of yours? Keep throwing 'emat ne if
you want. | eat 'emlike candy."

"I"'mrather proud of those tornadoes, now that you nention it." The netal thing had a voice
like the buzz of an electric razor. "And you have to adnit they're denoralizing to your neat-

m nions. But | called about sonething else, actually. Here, let nme show you--it's cute.”" The
bant eri ng, inhuman voice took on a note of command. "Tiktoks, do a little dance!" _

Horribly, all six of the wi ndup nen began to stunble through a series of clanking, elephantine
steps, looking nore than ever |ike broken toys.

"I located and usurped your frequency, my dear old friend." As Tinman | aughed its grating
| augh, the door inside its nouth slid up and down several tines. "You rmust have known it was only
a matter of time--the tiktoks were really supposed to be nine, after all. So, Uncle Wggly, I'm
afraid we're in one of those _ganme over_ situations which you player-types know so well." It
i ndul ged itself in another scraping chuckle. "I"'msure you'll be relieved to hear I'mnot going to
waste time on the standard 'now | have you at my nercy' speech. _Tiktoks, kill themnow Al of
them " The tiktoks abruptly ended their dance and took a juddering step into the center of the
room jackhamer arns raised. Enmily waited with the stunned fatalismof a born slave; Renie
grabbed her and dragged her back against the wall. Tinman swi veled the blank curvature of its
head, follow ng the nmovenment. "Ti ktoks, wait,"” he ordered. "And what are _these_, Scarecrow? Your
charm ng guests, | nean."

"None of your business, fender-face," wheezed the Scarecrow "Go ahead and make your play."

Renie stared at the goggling, idiot faces of the mechanical men and wondered whet her she coul d
dodge past them but it was hard to wei gh the chances of successful escape when the roon s
peri phery was in darkness. Was the way they had come in still open? And how about Emily? Wuld she
have to drag the girl with her, or could she | eave her behind, ganbling that she was only a sinf
Coul d she do it even if she knew so for certain? The suffering in these sinulation worlds seened
very real --could she condemm even a Puppet to torture and death?

Reni e reached down for ! Xabbu's hand but felt nothing. The baboon had di sappeared into the
shadows.

"Ti kt ok, exam ne that wonman," Ti nman order ed.

Reni e strai ghtened, hands raised to defend herself, but the nechanical man | unbered past her
and lifted its clawli ke hands toward Em |y, who npbaned and shrank back. It swept its pincers
slowy up and down the | ength of her body, never closer than a few inches, like airport security
runni ng density-detectors over the pockets of a suspicious passenger. Enmly turned her face away,
weepi ng again. A few nmonents |later the tiktok stepped back and its arms dropped to its rounded
si des.

"Goodness," said Tinman, as though he had read the information directly fromthe tiktok's
i nternal workings. "Goodness, gracious ne. Could it be?" The buzzing voice had a peculiar cracked
resonance- - per haps surprise. "My eneny, you astonish ne. You have found . . . the Dorothy?"

Emily sank to the floor, linp with fright. Renie noved near her, the protective inpulse the
only thing that nmade sense in this entire, inconprehensible drana.

"Piss off," Scarecrow wheezed, clearly fighting for breath. "You can't have.

"Ch, but | can. Tiktoks, kill themall except the enmly," he rasped. "Bring her to ne
i medi ately."

The four cl ockwork nmen nearest the Scarecrow s throne turned and began to shuffle toward him
spreading into a crescent formation. The other two turned to face Renie and Enily where they stood
in the shadows agai nst the wall

"Metal boy, you are so stupid that |1'mbeginning to get bored." Scarecrow shook his ponderous
head, then hawked up sonethi ng unpl easant and spat it into the corner. Wen the mechanical nen
reached the base of his throne, he raised his gloved hand and pulled a hangi ng cord.

Wth an i mense, booming clang, as though an i nmense hammer had struck an appropriately
sized anvil, the floor all around his throne abruptly fell away beneath the tiktoks. They dropped
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out of sight, but Renie could hear them pinballing downward for three or four |ong seconds,
bangi ng agai nst the nmetal walls.

"Ti ktoks, bring the enmily to ne!" Tinnan ordered the two renaining nechanical nmen. "l my not
be able to get you, Scarecrow, but you can't do anything to stop themeither!"

Renie didn't know if that were true or not, but she did not wait to find out. She threw
hersel f forward, hands extended, and thunped her pal ns agai nst the nearest tiktok's chest. The
creature was heavy, and only rocked, but one of its cylindrical |egs swi veled in an unsteady step
backward, protecting its bal ance.

_"Weedl e!" _ shouted the Scarecrow. _"Puzzie, Mlinger, Blip!"_

I gnoring this nonsense, Renie bent her knees and w apped her arms around the tiktok's barre
torso--she could feel the grinding vibration of the thing's gears right through to her bones--and
shoved again, pushing with all the strength in her long |l egs. A foam padded pincer found her arm
but she jerked her wist free just before the claw could cl ose, then heaved again, struggling to
keep her weight |ow and her |egs extended. The tiktok tilted, forced into another backward step to
keep upright. The claw groped for her again, but she gave one |l ast shove and junped free. The
thing took a rolling drunken step and its gear noises rose to the whine of an angry nosquito. It
teetered at the edge of the pit that had opened around the Scarecrow s throne, then toppled and
was gone

Renie had only a heartbeat to savor her triunph before another pair of padded claws cl osed on
her side and shoul der, pinching her so hard in both places that she yel ped in shocked agony. The
second tiktok did not hesitate, but shoved her across the concrete floor toward the open trench
where the others had gone. Renie could only scream pani cky curses and thrash at the thing behind
her with usel ess backhand bl ows.

"1 Xabbu?" she cried. "Emily! Help nme!" She tried to dig in her heels but could not slow
hersel f. The pit yawned.

Sonet hi ng surged past her and the pressure on her shoul der abruptly eased. She craned and saw
that something small and siman had wapped itself around the tiktok's face. The nechani cal nman
was flailing at it, but its short arns were not able to do effective damage.

"Xabbu. . . !'" she began, then suddenly several nore nonkey shapes dropped down out of the
dar kness overhead. The tiktok jerked its other armfree to flail at its attackers. Rel eased, Renie
fell to her knees and crawl ed away fromthe pit, fiery pain coursing along both sides.

The tiktok was now stunmbling, blind and beset, but its flailing defense took a toll. One of
the nonkeys was batted fromthe air and fell linply to the ground. The tiktok took a few awkward
steps, then seened to find its bal ance. Anot her nonkey was struck down with a horrible wet crunch
as the tiktok began to nove slowy toward Renie again. She could not see in the darkened chanber
whet her either of the two battered shapes was ! Xabbu's.

Abruptly, and without warning, the chanber, the struggling tiktok, the nonkeys, and the
Scarecrow enthroned amd his clutter of life support, all turned inside out.

It seemed to Renie that a million canera flashes all blazed at once. The snall pools of I|ight
becane bl ack, the shadows flared into blinding color, and everything jerked and stuttered
si mul t aneousl y, as though the universe had slipped a sprocket. As she felt herself wenched into a
t housand pi eces, Renie screaned, but there was no sound, only a vast |ow humthat ran through
everything like a foghorn buried deep in the heart of the world.

Her sense of her body was gone. She was whirled in a vortex, then spread thin over a thousand
m |l es of nothing, and all that remained to her was the single point of consciousness that could do
not hing nore than cling to the bare idea that it existed.

Then, as suddenly as everything had happened, it stopped. The bl eeding colors of the universe
ran backward, the negative becanme positive, and the chanber was restored.

Renie | ay gasping on the floor. Emly was stretched beside her, whinpering, arns w apped
around her head in a futile effort to keep the chaos at bay.

"Jesus H Christ," slurred the Scarecrow. "I _hate_ when that happens.”

Reni e dragged herself up onto her knees. The remaining tiktok lay in the mddle of the
chanber, its arns twitching slowy back and forth, its pocket-watch innards apparently disrupted
past recovery. The two surviving nonkeys hovered over it, wings whirring at hunm ngbird speed,
staring fearfully around the roomas though everything mght go mad agai n any second.

The screen from which Tinman's eyel ess face had watched them now di spl ayed only a confetti -
shower of static.

"That's been happening too often lately." The Scarecrow propped his head between two hands and
furrowed his burlap brow. "I used to think it was Tinman's doing, |ike the tornadoes--it's a bit
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too advanced for Lion--but he woul dn't have chosen that timng, would he?"

"What's going on here?" Renie craw ed to examni ne both nonkey corpses--neither of themwere
| Xabbu. "Are you all crazy? And what have you done with nmy friend?"

Scarecrow had just opened his nmouth to say sonethi ng annoyed when a snall shape appeared at
hi s shoul der.

"Stop!" The baboon reached down and grabbed one of Scarecrow s |arger hoses firmy in his long
fingers, then followed its length until he gripped the tube just where it entered the straw man's
body at the neck. "If you do not let nmy friend go free," ! Xabbu said, "and the girl Enily, too--
will pull this away!"

Scarecrow craned his head. "You are _definitely out-of-towners,"” he noted pityingly. "Wedle!
Mal i nger! Cone get him"

As the flying nonkeys shot toward the throne, !Xabbu wenched the tube free. A wisp of cotton
batting floated free of the end; as the nonkeys caught himand pulled himup into the air, it
swirled lazily in their wake.

They dropped ! Xabbu froma few feet up. He | anded, crouching, at Renie's feet, baffled and
defeated. Scarecrow lifted the tube in his soft fingers and waggled it. "Stuffing refill," he
explained. "I was a little less tightly-packed than | prefer. Things have been busy lately,
personal groomi ng suffers--you know how it is." He | ooked down to Weedl e and Mal i nger, who had
| anded by his booted feet and now were picking fleas off each other. "Call the other flynonks,
will you?"

Weedl e | eaned back his head and made a hi gh-pitched whoopi ng noi se. Dozens of w nged shapes

suddenly swept down fromthe darkness overhead, |ike bats disturbed in their cavern roost. Wthin
seconds, Renie and ! Xabbu were pini oned head and foot by dozens of clinging nonkey hands.

"Now, |eave the emily on the floor--1 want to talk to her--and take the other two to the
tourist cell, then come right back. Be sharp about it! The tiktoks are going to be out of service,

so everybody's pulling double shifts until further notice."

Renie felt herself lifted into the darkness, wapped in a cloud of vibrating w ngs.

"Not all of you!" the Scarecrow bell owed. "Wedl e, get back here and reattach this stuffing-
duct. And change ny damm filters!"

The door clanged shut behind them a solid, permanent sound.
Reni e | ooked around their new accomodations, taking in the institutional, nint-green paint

that covered walls, ceiling, and floor. "This isn't quite how | inmagined the Enerald City,"
"Ah, |ook," soneone else said fromthe far end of the long cell. "Conpany."
The man sitting in the shadows against the wall, who seened to be their only cellmate, was

slimand good-1ooking (or at |east his simwas, Renie rem nded herself.) He appeared as a dark-
ski nned Caucasian, with thick black hair brushed back in a slightly ol d-fashioned style, and a
mustache only slightly | ess extravagant than the netal ones the tiktoks' wore. Mst astonishingly,
t hough, he was snoking a cigarette.

The sudden leap of longing at the sight of the glow ng enber did not snother her caution, but
as she swiftly reviewed the facts--he was in here with them so he was probably a prisoner too,
and therefore an ally; it wasn't |like she was going to trust himor anything, since he night not
even be real --she found herself comng to the concl usion she had hoped to reach

"Do you have anot her one of those?"

The man rai sed one eyebrow, |ooking her up and down. "Prisoners get rich fromcigarettes." He
seenmed to have a slight accent to his English, something Renie couldn't recognize. "What is in it
for me?"

"Reni e?" | Xabbu, not understanding the treacherous |ure of even noncarcinogenic cigarettes,
reached up to tug her hand. "Wo is this person?”

The dark-haired man did not seemto notice the tal king baboon. "Well?"

Reni e shook her head. "Nothing. W have nothing to trade. W cane here |ike you see us."

"Hmm Well, then you owe ne a favor." He reached into a pocket on his chest, pulled out a red
pack of sonething called Lucky Strikes, and shook one out. He lit it off his own and held it out.
Renie crossed the cell to take it, !Xabbu trailing behind."You have the gear to taste that?"

She was wondering the sane thing. Wien she inhaled there was hot air in her throat, and a
feeling of something filling her lungs. In fact, she could al nost swear she could taste the
tobacco. "Oh, God, that's wonderful," she said, blow ng out a stream of snoke.

The man nodded as though some great truth had been reveal ed, then slipped the cigarettes back
into the pocket of his overalls. He wore the same factory-issue boiler suit that she had seen on
all the other henrys in Enerald, but he did not strike her as one of those donmesticated creatures.
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"Who are you?" she asked.

He | ooked irritated. "Wo are _you_ ?"

Reni e i ntroduced herself and ! Xabbu under the sane assumed nanmes as she had given in
Kunohara's bugworld--after all, she told herself, the stranger had only given her a cigarette, not
donated a kidney. "W just stunbled in," she said, assunming that if this man were not one of the
bovi ne residents of the simwrld, their outlander status nust be obvious. "And apparently that's a
crime around here. Who are you and how did you wind up here?"

"Azador," the stranger said.

Confused by his accent, Renie at first thought he had said "At the door," and she turned to
| ook. He corrected the m sunderstandi ng.

" | _am Azador. And | am here because | nade the nistake of offering advice to Hs Wse
Maj esty the King." H's smirk contained an entire world's worth of world-weariness. Renie had to
adnmit that he had quite a handsone sim "You are both Ctizens, yes?"

Reni e | ooked at ! Xabbu, who was sitting on his heels well out of Azador's reach. The nonkey-
sims returned glance was inscrutable. "Yes, we are."

The stranger did not seeminterested in gleaning nore details, which left Renie feeling she
had made the right decision. "Good. As aml. It is a shanme that, |ike nme, you have had your
freedom stolen fromyou."

"What's with this place?" She suddenly renmenbered Enmily. "The scarecrow man--the king--he has
our friend. WIIl he hurt her?"

Azador shrugged: he could take no responsibility for the foibles of others."They have all gone
mad here. Whatever this place once was, it has fallen apart. You see this in bad sinulations. It
is why | offered nmy advice." He stubbed out his cigarette. Renie recalled that her own was burning
down, unsnoked; she drew on it again as Azador continued. "You know the filmof Oz, do you not?"

"I do, yes," Renie answered. "But this doesn't seemquite right. It seenms nmuch . . . much
bl eaker. And this is Kansas--Oz wasn't in Kansas, it was somewhere else, wasn't it?"

"Here, it did not start this way." He took out another cigarette, then changed his nmind and
tucked it behind his ear. Renie found herself watching it avidly, even wi th one burning between
her fingers. She didn't like that feeling. "I told you," Azador went on, "the sinulation has
fallen apart. It has two connected |ocations, Oz--which | think was al so a book, for reading--and
Kansas, the Anerican state. They were |like the two ends of the hourglass, you see, with a sl ender
part between them where things could pass back and forth."

I Xabbu was inspecting the cell with solemm attention. Renie thought he seemed upset.

"But sonething went very wong on the Oz side,"” Azador said. "I have heard terrible stories--
nmurder, rape, cannibalism | think it has been all but abandoned now. The three nen--the Ctizens--
who were first playing the characters of Scarecrow, Tinman, and Cowardly Lion, all brought their
respecti ve kingdons through to the Kansas side."

"So it's sone kind of war gane?" she asked. "How stupid! Wy recreate sonething sweet like Oz
just to make it into another shoot-emup?" _How typical of men,_ she wanted to add, but didn't.

Azador gave her a lazy smle, as though he read her thoughts. "It did not start quite that
way. The Tinman, the Lion--they are not those who originally began the game. They came in from
outside, just as you did. But they have taken over the simwrld, or nearly so. Only the Scarecrow
fellow had a strong enough position to resist them but | think he will not |ast much | onger."

"And that other stuff? For a noment, it seened like the whole simulation turned upsi de down or
sonething. Did you feel that?"

I Xabbu had clinbed to the top bunk of the bed nearest the wall, and was exam ning the tiny,
screened wi ndow. "Do you renmenber what Atasco sai d?" he asked. "When that thing ran across the
room that thing nade of |ight?"

Renie went cold at the nention of the nurdered man's nane, but Azador seemed to be paying
little attention. "I don't. . . . "

"He said that he thought the system was perhaps growing too fast. At least, that is what |
remenber. O growing too big, perhaps. And Kunohara said. . . . "

"1 Xabbu! "

Now Azador did take notice. "You nmet Kunohara? H deki Kunohara?"

"No," Renie said hurriedly. "W met soneone who knew him or clainmed they did."

"The bastard found me in a flesh-eating plant--a 'pitcher plant,' | think it is called."
Azador' s indignation sounded very real. "He lectured ne, as though | were a child, on the
conplexity of nature or some nonsense. And then he left me there, standing in foul-snelling liquid
that was doing its best to digest ne! Bastard."

Despite her worry, Renie was hard-pressed not to laugh. It did sound rather |ike the odd, self-
satisfied little man they had nmet. "But you got away."
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"I always do." Something dark passed behind his eyes. He changed the monent by taking the
cigarette, he had stashed behind his ear and el aborately applying the flane of a chunky silver
lighter to it. Wen he had put the lighter back in his pocket, he rose and wal ked sl oWl y past her
toward the cell door, where he stood humm ng an unfamliar song. She suddenly felt sure that he
had spent lots of tinme in places like this, either in VR or plain old RL.

I Xabbu crept down fromthe upper bunk and leaned in close to Renie's ear. "I said those nanes
on purpose,"” he whispered. "To see what he would do."

"I wish you hadn't." Mre anger seeped through her quiet tone than she had intended. "Let ne
handl e the cl oak-and-dagger stuff next tine." ! Xabbu gave her a surprised | ook, then noved to the
far corner and crouched there, exanmining the floor. Renie felt terrible, but before she could do
anyt hi ng about it, Azador had strolled back to their end.

"I will go mad if |I stay here any longer," he said abruptly. "W will escape, yes? | have
know edge that will give us our freedom A plan of escape."

Reni e | ooked around, startled. "Are you sure you should say things like that? Wat if the
cell's bugged?"

Azador waved his hand dismssively. "Everything is bugged, of course. It does not nmatter. The
Scar ecrow creature does not have enough subjects left to review the tapes--nmiles and mles of
tapes! The technol ogy of this Kansas simwrld is strictly twentieth century--have you not
noti ced?"

"I'f you have such a good plan," !Xabbu asked, "why are you still here?"

Reni e had been wondering how the stranger knew so nuch about the Scarecrow s security
procedures, but she had to admt that the Bushman's questi on was a good one too.

"Because this escape needs nore than one person," Azador said. "And now we have two peopl e and
a very smart nonkey!"

"I amnot a nonkey." ! Xabbu frowned. "I ama nman."
Azador | aughed. "OF course you are a man. | was maki ng a joke. You should not be so
sensitive."

"You, " ! Xabbu suggested darkly, "should perhaps nmake better jokes."

Al t hough he would tell themno other details of his plan, Azador insisted they nust wait unti
eveni ng before attenpting their escape--although how the man would tell the time in a cell whose
only wi ndow | ooked out onto a horizontal airshaft, Renie could not guess. But she wel coned the
opportunity to rest. Both their tornado-thrashed sojourn in Kansas and their dragonfly-crashing
venture through Kunohara's bugworld had entailed one life-or-death struggle after another, all of
t hem exhausting and pai nf ul

I Xabbu was imrersed in a self-sufficient silence that Renie knew was in part due to hurt
feelings, and Azador was sitting with his eyes closed, whistling tunelessly but quietly. She found
herself for the first time in a long while able sinply to sit and think

Not | east of what occupied her was their mnysterious cellmate. Azador had proved unwilling to
be drawn out on the subject of his own background, or what brought himto this simwrld or to the
QG herland network in the first place. If he was not a living, breathing G tizen, he was a Puppet
that had been constructed with great care to seemli ke one--he spoke of the network and its
illusions with every sign of a know edge so intimate as to border on contenpt. He was al so quite
i mpressive, in his way, and not just because of his handsome sim-Renie could al nost inagine the
word "swashbuckling" applied to him-but at times he seened to show a different side, flashes of
sonmeone vul nerabl e, even haunt ed.

But why waste tine thinking about this stranger when there were so many other things to
consider, so many life-or-death problens still unsolved?

_\Well, for one thing, girl, she told herself, _you're a bit randy. It's been too |ong between
men--way too |ong--and this constant danger, all this adrenaline, it's getting to you. _

She | ooked at the bul ge of the package in Azador's pocket, was sorely tenpted to ask for
anot her cigarette. Surely anything that hel ped her relax woul d be a good thing? She felt |ike one
of the Tiktoks, wound far beyond its optimumtension. But she did not |ike the way she was
t hi nki ng about cigarettes again, as though they were somehow just as inportant as the quest to
save her brother. She had hardly thought about themin two days--was it going to start all over
again now? She hadn't eaten anything since entering the network, and she wasn't obsessi ng about
t hat _.

Wth strong effort, Renie forced her nind away fromdistractions, back to the problens at
hand.

Instead of their entrance into the network bringing answers, the nysteries had only deepened
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Who was this Circle group Kunohara had nentioned--were they really the same people who had hel ped
| Xabbu | eave the Ckavango to attend school? If so, what could it nmean? Did ! Xabbu know nore than
he was telling? But if so, why admt he knew anything about the Crcle at all? She dism ssed this
newest |ine of thought, too. The entire Grail Brotherhood thing was so broad and so confusing, and
there was so nuch she did not know, that at sonme point it began to seem|i ke soneone's street-
corner rant, all absurdist self-referentiality and throbbing paranoia. She should stick to the big
i deas.

But what _were_ the big ideas, exactly? Wiat had they | earned? Anythi ng? Kunohara had seemned
to insinuate that there was sone kind of conflict going on between the Grail people and this
Circle group. But he had al so suggested that both sides m ght be wong, and that the system was
sonmehow nore than they realized. Could that, and the other things they had seen--Atasco's
scuttling anomaly, the fal se creatures and effects catal ogued at the Hive, the bizarre breakdown
in the Scarecrow s throne room-be indicators of a systemin trouble?

A sudden thought jabbed her like a long, cold needle. _And if Stephen is tied up in this
system sonehow, if he's been sucked into it in sone way, and the whol e thing goes down--what then?
WIl he wake up? O will he be trapped in a dying . . . whatever it is? Machi ne? Universe?_

Wt hout thinking, she |ooked to ! Xabbu as though the little nman could protect her fromthe
chilling thought that she had not spoken al oud. He was hol ding his hands before him w ggling his
fingers--doing the string gane without string again, she realized. H s thin back was turned toward
her .

She needed this man, she realized in a rush of affection, this sweet, clever person hidden
behi nd a nonkey's shape. He was her best friend in the world. Astonishing to consider--she had
known himless than a year--but it was true.

Reni e worked the | ace of her boot free, then slid closer to ! Xabbu.

"Here," she said, handing himthe cord. "It's easier with real string, isn't it?"

He turned it over in his small hands. "Your boot will not stay on. That is not safe." He
furrowed his brow in thought, then lifted the bootlace to his nmouth and bit it through with sharp
teeth. He handed back half the lace. "I do not need a |long piece. My fingers are snaller now"

She smled and retied her boot. "I'msorry | spoke that way to you earlier. | was wong."

"You are ny friend. You want what is best for ne--for both of us." It was astoni shing how
serious a baboon face could | ook. "Wuld you like to see me work the string?"

Azador, seated against the wall a few nmeters away, gl anced over at them for a nonent, but his
eyes were distant; he seened lost in thought.

"Certainly. Please show ne."

| Xabbu tied a knot in the section of bootlace and stretched it into a rectangle, then his
fingers noved rapidly in and out, plucking at the strands |like a pair of nesting birds, until he
hel d between his palnms a conpl ex, geonetrical abstraction

"Here is the sun. Can you see it?"

Reni e was not sure, but she thought the di anond shape near the mddle of the design mght be
what he nmeant. "I think so."

"Now the sun sinks low-it is evening." ! Xabbu noved his fingers and the di anond noved down
toward the Iine of horizon, flattening as it went.

Reni e | aughed and cl apped her hands. "That's very good!"

He smiled. "I will show you another picture." H s nonkey fingers nmoved quickly. Renie could
not help noticing how much his novenents resenbl ed sonmeone using squeezers to input data. \Wen he
st opped, he had made a conpletely different design, with a tight nexus of strings in one of the
upper corners. "This is the bird called the 'honey guide.' Can you see hinP"

Reni e caught her breath, startled. "You said that nane before." It seened inportant, but she
needed | ong noments before she remenbered. "No. Sellars said it. Wen we net himin Mster J's,
and you were . . . unconscious. Dreaming, whatever. He sent a honey guide to bring you back from

wher ever you had gone."

I Xabbu nodded his head solemly. "He is a wise man, Sellars. The honey guide is very inportant
to ny people. W will follow himfor great distances until he leads us to the wild honey. But he
does not like to |l ead humans to the honey--we are too greedy. Ah, see now, he has found sone!"

! Xabbu wiggled his fingers and the small spot in the corner noved agitatedly fromside to side.
"He is going to tell his best friend, the honey badger." ! Xabbu qui ckly nade another picture, this
time with a large shape at the bottomand the small shape at the top. "They are such cl ose
friends, the honey gui de and the honey badger, that ny people would say they sleep under the same
skin. Do you know t he honey badger, Renie?"

"It's also called a ratel, isn't it? I've seen themin zoos. Low to the ground, claws for
di ggi ng, right?"
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"Mean bastards," Azador said wi thout |ooking up. "Take your fingers off if you give thema
chance. "

"They are very brave," ! Xabbu said with deliberate dignity. "The honey badger will fight to
protect what is his." He turned back to Renie. "And the little bird is his best friend. Wen the
bees have finished naking the honey, and it is dripping golden inside the tree or in the crevice
of a rock, the honey guide cones flying out of the bush, calling, _'Quick, quick, it is honey!
Come quick!'_ " As ! Xabbu repeated the words, this time in his own clicking | anguage, he nade the
smal | upper figure vibrate again. The | arger one renmained immbile. "Then his friend hears him
and feels that there is no better sound, and he hurries after the bird, whistling like a bird
hinself, calling, 'See ne, o person with wings! | amconming after you!' That is a wonderfu
sound, to hear friend calling to friend across ne bush." ! Xabbu worked the strings with his agile
fingers, and now the | ower shape was noving too, and as the snaller figure becane tiny, so did the
| arger shrink away, as though the honey badger hurried after its guide.

"That's wonderful ," Renie said, laughing. "I could see them™"

"They are the closest friends, honey gui de and honey badger. And when the honey badger cones
to the honey at last, he always throws some out on the ground for his friend to share." He let the
string fall slack between his fingers. "As you do for ne, Renie. W are friends |like that pair,

you and |."
She felt something catch in her throat, and for a split-instant thought they were no | onger
|l ocked in an institutional cell, but stood again beneath the ringed noon in ! Xabbu's nenory-

desert, exhausted and happy fromtheir dancing.

She had to swal | ow before she coul d speak. "W are friends, !Xabbu. Yes, we are.”

The silence was broken by Azador loudly clearing his throat. Wen they turned toward him he
| ooked up, feigning surprise. "No, do not mind ne," he said. "Carry on."

I Xabbu turned back to Renie and his nouth curled in a shy snmile that winkled the baboon
muzzle. "I have bored you."

"Not at all. | love your stories.” She did not know what else to say. There were al ways these
strange watersheds with ! Xabbu, and she had no idea what they m ght be | eading to--a deeper and
nore fam lylike friendship than she could i magi ne? True | ove? At tinmes she felt there was no human
nodel for what their relationship mght be. "Tell me another story, please? If you don't mind."
She | ooked over to Azador. "If we have enough time."

Their cellmate, now engrossed in his quiet whistling again, made a vague hand gesture, bidding
t hem anuse thensel ves however they pl eased.

"I will tell you another story with the string gane," ! Xabbu said. "W use it sonetines to
teach stories to the children." He suddenly | ooked abashed. "I do not mean to say that | think you
are a child, Renie. . . . " He exam ned her face and was reassured. "This is a story of how the

hare got his split lip. It is also a story of Gandfather Mantis. . . . "

"May | ask you a question before you start? Mantis--G andfather Mantis--is he an insect? O an
old man?"

Her friend chortled. "He is an insect, of course. But he is also an old nan, the ol dest of his
famly, and the eldest of the First People. Renenber, in the earliest days, _all_the aninmals were
peopl e."

Renie tried to figure this out. "So is he tiny? O big?" She could not help renenbering the
terrible, razor-linbed nonstrosity that had stal ked themthrough the Hive. Fromthe | ook that
passed across his |long face, she could see ! Xabbu renenbered, too.

"Grandfather Mantis rides between the horns of the eland, so he is very snall. But he is
ol dest and cl everest of the First People, the grandfather of the El der Race, so he is very big,
too."

"Ah." She exani ned his expression, but could see no nockery. "Then | suppose |I'mready for the
story."

I Xabbu nodded. He quickly brought his fingers apart and began to nove themin and out, unti
anot her many-angl ed pattern had forned. "In the early days, there was a tinme when G andf at her
Mantis was sick, and alnpost felt hinself to be dying. He had eaten _biltong --that is dried neat--
that he had stolen fromhis own son, Kwanmmanga the Rai nbow, and when Kwammanga found out it was
gone, he said 'Let that _biltong_ be alive again in the stomach of the person who has stolen from
me.' He did not know it was his own father. And so the _biltong_ becane alive again in the stomach
of Grandfather Mantis, and gave hima terrible pain."

I Xabbu' s fingers flexed and the picture rippled. A shape near the nmddle wiggled fromside to
side, so that Renie could al nost see Grandfather Mantis withing in his agony.

"He went to his wife, Rock-Rabbit, and told her he felt hinself to be very ill. She told him
to go into the bush and find water, so that by drinking he woul d soothe hinsel f. G oaning, he went
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away.

"There was no water close by, and Mantis wal ked for many days, until he came at last to the
Tsodilo Hlls, and in their heights he found the water he had been seeking. Drinking deeply, he
felt better, and decided he would rest a while before returning to his hone."

The baboon hands noved through a succession of shapes, and Renie saw the hills rise and the
wat er shinmer. A short distance away, Azador had stopped whistling and seened to be |istening.

"But back in Grandfather Mantis' _kraal , everyone was frightened that he had not returned,
and they feared that if he died they would never see himagain, for no one of the Early Race had
ever died before. So his w fe Rock-Rabbit sent her cousin, the hare, to go and | ook for him"

For just a brief nonent Hare nade his appearance in the net of string, then bounded off.

"Hare ran in Mantis' footprints all the way to the Tsodilo Hills, for he was a very swft
runner, and reached them by nightfall. Wen he had clinbed the hills, he found Mantis sitting
besi de the water, drinking and bathing the dust fromhis body. 'Gandfather,' said Hare, 'your
wi fe and your children and all the other First People send to ask how you are. They fear that you
are dying, and thus that they will never see you again.'

"Mantis was feeling much better, and he was sorry that all the others were worried. 'Go back
to themand say that they are foolish--there is no true death,' he told Hare. 'Wat, do you think
that when we die, we are like this grass?" He lifted a handful of grass. That we die and, feeling
ourselves to be like the dry grass, turn into this dust? He lifted the dust in his other hand and
flung it into the air, then pointed at the moon, which hung in the night sky.

"Grandfather Mantis hinmself had caused the nobon to be, but that is another story.

" "Go and tell them' he said, 'that as the noon dies but then is made new, so too in dying
they shall be nade new. And thus they should have no fear.' And so he sent the Hare back down out
of the hills, bearing his nessage.

"But Hare was of the sort who believes hinself very clever, and as he ran back toward the
_kraal _ of Grandfather Mantis and his famly, he thought to hinself, 'O d Mantis cannot be certain
of this, for does not everything die and turn to dust? If | give themthis foolish nmessage, they
will think _ne_ foolish, and | shall never find a bride, and the other people of the Early Race
will turn away fromne.' So when he reached the _kraal, where Rock-Rabbit and all the rest were
waiting for him he told them 'Gandfather Mantis says that dying we will not be renewed like the
nmoon, but instead |like the grass we will turn into dust.'

"And so all the people of Mantis' family told all the other First People what Hare told them
G andfather Mantis had said, and all the First People were filled with great fear, and wept and
fought anong thensel ves. Thus, when Mantis hinself canme back to his hone, with his bag of
hart ebeeste skin over one shoulder and his digging stick in his hand, he found everyone full of
sadness. Wen he | earned what the Hare had said, and which was now bei ng spoken as the truth by
all the First People in the world, he was so angry that he lifted his digging stick and struck the
Hare, splitting his lip. Then he told Hare that none of the bushes or grass of the veldt or rocks
of the desert pans would ever keep himsafe, and that his enem es would al ways seek himand find
hi m

"And that is why the hare has a split lip."

The last string picture vibrated for a nmonent between ! Xabbu's outstretched hands, then he
brought his palnms together, making it disappear.

"That was lovely," Renie would have said nore, but Azador abruptly stood.

"Time to go."

Renie's arnms were starting to hurt. "This doesn't make any sense."

"It does not nake sense to _you ," Azador said airily. "Just keep your hands pressed flat."

Renie nuttered a curse. The position, facing the wall with her arnms spread w de, pushing
agai nst the cold cenent, was unpleasantly rem niscent of being arrested. Azador was lying on his
stomach between her feet with his hands al so pressed against the wall, parallel to hers but just
above the floor. "All right," she said, "you've convinced ne you' re out of your mind. Wiat now?"

"Now it's what's-your-nane's turn--nonkey man." Azador craned to | ook over his shoul der at
| Xabbu, who was watching with a certain |ack of enthusiasm "Pick a spot as close to the center as
possi bl e--where the nmiddle of an V would be if our hands were on the ends. Then hit it."

"It is a very hard wall," !Xabbu pointed out.

Azador's laugh was a grunt of irritation. "You are not going to break it down with your little
hand, nonkey nan. Just do what | say."

I Xabbu slid in so that his head was agai nst Renie's stomach, just bel ow her breasts. It made
her unconfortable, but her friend did not hesitate. When he had chosen his spot, he struck with
the fiat of his hand.

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (136 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

Bef ore the smack had finished echoing fromthe cell's hard surfaces, the section of wal
demarcated by their extended arnms had vani shed, |eaving a blank white surface on all the exposed
edges. Wth nothing left to support her, Renie stunbled forward into the next cell

"How did you do that?" she denanded.

Azador's smile was infuriatingly self-satisfied. "This is VR M. Qepi--all make-believe. |
just know how to nmake it believe sonething different. Now that part of the wall thinks it is no
| onger a wall."

I Xabbu had sidl ed through, and was | ooking around the enpty cell, an exact replica of the one
they had just left. "But what good has this done us? Miust we do this through every wall until we
are outside?"

Azador's pl eased expression did not change. He wal ked to the new cell's door. One tug of the
handle and it slid sideways, open to the hallway. "No one bothers to | ock the enpty cells."

To cover her irritation at the man's success--her first inmpulse had been to say "That's
cheating!", which she knew woul d have been a marvel ously stupid remark--she slid past him and
peered into the hallway. There was nothing but mnt-green cement and cl osed doors all the way to
the turning of the corridor on both sides, the nonotony broken only by posters depicting the
Scarecrow -a healthy, vibrant, stern Scarecrow-proclainng "10,000 Miunchki ns Dead--For Wat?
Remenber Qz!"_ and _"Enerald Needs YOU' "

"There's no one out there--let's go."
her e?"

"There is a service bay at the back of the cells. There may be guards, but there will be fewer
than at the front, where all the governnment offices are.”

"Then let's do it." She took a few steps, then | ooked at ! Xabbu. "Wat's w ong?"

He shook his head. "I hear something . . . snell something. | am not sure."

A flat _boom broke the stillness, so faint as to be al nost inaudible: soneone m ght have
dropped a book on a table a few roons away. The sound was repeated a few times, then silence fell

Reni e turned to Azador. "Do you know how to get out of

agai n.

"Well, whatever it is, it's a long way away," Renie declared. "W'd better not wait for it to
get here."

Not only the corridor before their cell, but all the corridors were enpty. The sound of their

hurryi ng footsteps--or hers and Azador's, since ! Xabbu's feet made only the faintest noise-
rebounded eerily fromthe long walls as they ran, and made Reni e uneasy. "\Were is everybody?"

"I told you, this place is falling apart,"” said Azador. "The war has been going on for years--
Scarecrow has only a few mnions left. Wiy do you think we were the only prisoners? The others
have been set free and then sent to fight in Forest, or in the Wrks."

Renie did not even want to know what "the Wrks" was. First Atasco's realm then the

destruction of the Hive, nowthis. Wuld these simwrlds sinply crunble into virtual dust, |ike
the veldt grass of !Xabbu's story? O would sonmething even nore sinister replace then?
"Go slow, " !Xabbu said. "I hear something. And | feel sonmething, too--it is tapping in ny

chest. Sonething is wong here."

"What the hell does _that_nmean?" Azador denanded. "We're al nbst at the |oading bay. W are
sure as hell not just going to stop."

"You should trust him" Renie said. "He knows what he's talking about."

Movi ng nore cautiously, they rounded a corner and found thensel ves at a nexus of corridors. In
the mddle of the open area lay a tall man with a |l ong green beard and a pair of smashed green
spectacles. An antique rifle of some kind lay beside him He was clearly dead: several things that
shoul d have been inside himhad oozed out onto the fl oor

Reni e fought an urge to vonit. Wy did people have innards in this sinulation, but not in the
bugwor | d?

Azador took a wi de route around the body. "The |oading bay is just another hundred neters this
way, " he whi spered, pointing to where the wi de corridor bent sharply. "W can. . . . "

A screamof pain rattled through the corridor, so fierce that Renie's knees went weak. Even
Azador was clearly shaken, but the three of themwent cautiously to the bend in the corridor and
peered around.

On the wide loading ranp at the end of the corridor, several nore men with green beards and
spectacles were fighting to the death to keep an arny of tiktoks at bay. The greenbeards were
supported in their struggle by a few even odder creatures--skinny men with wheels for hands and
feet, a teddy bear with a popgun, other soldiers that seenmed to be nmade entirely of paper--but the
defenders were clearly outgunned, and several dozen of them had been destroyed. Only one of the
ti kt oks had gone down, although two or three others were staggering in circles with their insides
bl own out, but the green-bearded sol diers appeared to have exhausted their amunition and were now
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using their long rifles exclusively as clubs. Sensing inmnent victory, the buzzing tiktoks were
swarm ng closer to the defenders, like flies around a dying aninal.

"Damm! " Renie was alnost as irritated as she was frightened. "Ganmes! These people and their
bl oody stupid war ganes!"

"I't will not be a gane if those things get us," Azador hissed. "Turn back! W will go out
anot her way."

As they returned to the places where the corridors crossed, and where the first defender's
body they had encountered still lay, !Xabbu reached up to tug at Renie's hand. "Wy is this dead
one here, when the fighting is still at the entrance?"

It took Renie a nmonent to understand what he was asking, and by that tinme they had | eft the
green- bearded corpse behind them Their cellnmate had turned right and was sprinting up the
corridor.

"Azador?" she called, but he had stopped already.

Two nore corpses lay near the wall at the next corridor branch--two bodies in three pieces,
since the soldier's top half had been forcibly separated fromhis bottomhalf. Beside himlay the
pul ped remai ns of one of the flying nonkeys. Loud sim an squawki ng echoed fromthe side-corridor
nmore nonkeys in pain and terror

"W do not need to go that way!" said Azador in relief. "I have remenbered another route." He
started to nove forward, and did not turn even when a very human, very femal e scream canme bounci ng
down t he passageway.

_"Emily . . . ?"_ Renie shouted at Azador's retreating back, "I think that's our friend!"

He did not turn or slow down, even when she cursed at him ! Xabbu had already started down the
corridor toward Emly's voice. Renie hurried to catch up

They had just caught sight of a battle that, although now faniliar, would never be |ess than
bi zarre--flying nonkeys and mechani cal nen, struggling to the death--when Enily's slender form
burst fromthe nelee and cane running toward them Renie grabbed at her as she tried to run past
and was al nost knocked down. The girl fought like a tail-dangled cat until Renie wapped her arns
around her and squeezed as hard as she coul d.

"I't's _nme_, Emly, it's nme_, we're going to _help_ you," she said, over and over until the
girl stopped struggling and finally | ooked at her new captors. Her already pani c-w dened eyes grew
wi der .

"You! The strangers!”

Before Renie could reply, a nonkey flew past them down the corridor, but not under its own
power. It smacked agai nst one wall, flopped bonel essly, and ski dded.

"W have to go," Renie said. "Cone on!" She took one of the girl's hands and ! Xabbu took the
other as they sprinted away fromthe unpl easant sounds of buzzing and cl aw crunched nonkeys.
Azador was not in sight, but they turned in the direction he had gone. Enmily, as though she had
not been under tiktok attack only a few nonents earlier, babbled happily.

" . . . 1 didn't think you'd come back--or | didn't think _I'd_ come back, really. The Kking,
he had this machine do all these funny things to ne--it was worse than anythi ng the medi cal henrys
ever do, made ne feel all goosebunpy, and you know what ?"

Reni e was doi ng her best to ignore her. "Do you hear anything?" she asked ! Xabbu. "Any nore of
t hose nachi ne nen ahead of us?"

He shrugged his narrow shoul ders and tugged at Enily's hand, trying to get her to nove faster

"Do you know what he said to ne?" Enmily went on. "It was such a surprise--1 thought I was in
trouble, see, and that they were going to send nme to the Bad Farm That's the place you go when
they catch you trying to steal fromthe food barn, Iike this other emly | know, and she went

there for just a few nonths, but when she cane back, she |ooked |ike she was way much ol der. But
do you know what they said to nme?"

"Emily, shut up." Renie slowed them now as they turned another corner. This one opened into a
wide roomwith polished tile floors and shiny netal staircases |leading to a nmezzani ne. More nonkey
corpses were scattered about the floor here, and also the bodies of a pair of tiktoks, which had
apparently tunbl ed through the nmezzanine handrail where it was bent like silver licorice. The
wi ndup nmen had smashed |i ke expensive watches dropped onto pavenent, but next to one of them
sonet hi ng was novi ng.

Emily was still prattling. "He told ne that I'mgoing to have a little baby!"

It was Azador. A dying spasmfromone of the tiktoks had fastened on his |leg, and now he was
struggling to pull hinself free of the thing's |ocked grip. He | ooked up at their approach; his
fearful expression quickly turned to one of annoyance.

"Get this thing off nme," he grow ed, but before he could say nore, he was interrupted by a
shriek fromEnmly so loud that Renie flinched away from her in pain.
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_"Henry!" Emly skittered across the room and | eaped over one of the smashed Ti ktoks, then
flung herself onto Azador. Her attack thunmped hi m back against the floor so hard that his |eg
jerked free of the claw, tearing his overalls and leaving red weals on his ankle. Emly clinbed on
himlike an overstinul ated puppy and he could not push her away. "Henry!" she squealed. "My pretty
pretty prettiest henry! My puddi ng-heart |over! My special Crisnustreat!" She stopped, straddling
his chest, as he | ooked back at her in stunned surprise. "GQuess what," she denanded. "Guess what
the king just told me. You and ne--we nmade a baby!"

The high-ceilinged roomfell silent in the wake of this revelation. After a nonent, the dead
ti ktok made a clicking noise, and the claw that had hel d Azador's ankle ratcheted one final tineg,
then froze again.

"This," said Renie at last, "is really, really strange."

CHAPTER 16
Shoppers and Sl eepers

NETFEEDY NEWS: Experts Debate "SI ow Ti me" Prisons

(visual: file footage of norgue attendant checking drawers)

VO The UN is sponsoring a debate between civil libertarians and penol ogi sts about a controversi al
techni que known as "slowtimng," in which prisoners' netabolisnms are slowed by cryotherapy while
they are sinultaneously exposed to sublimnal nessaging, so that a twenty year prison termwould
seemto pass in nonths,

(visual: Telfer in front of UN)

ReMel | Telfer, of the civil rights group Humanity is Watching, calls this further evidence that we
have become what he ternms a "peopl e-processing society."

TELFER: "They say they want these prisoners to return to society nore quickly, but they just want
nor e nanageabl e prisoners and faster turnaround. Instead of trying to prevent crinme, we spend our
nmoney on nore and nore expensive nethods of puni shing peopl e--bigger prisons, nore police. Now
they want to take sone poor jerk who's stolen soneone's wallet and spend half a million of the
taxpayer's credits to put himin a coma. . . !"

Anot her pair of the voracious tongs |eaped fromthe water and flung itself at them the huge jaws
snapping like a bear-trap. Chief Strike Anywhere managed to dodge the attack, but the tongs
smashed agai nst the birchbark rail as they fell back into the river and Orlando and the others
were rattled violently in the bottom of the canoe.

Anot her shudder rolled Olando on his belly and onto the knobby hilt of the sword he thought
he had | ost, then a shout of pain fromthe Indian made himsit up. One of the pairs of salad tongs
had the chief by the armand was trying to drag himinto the river; as Ol ando watched in horror
the arm began to stretch like taffy. He snatched up his sword and brought it down on the tongs as
hard as he could, just behind the teeth. The inpact shook himfromhis fingers to his spine, but
the tongs let go of the chief, sent Orlando an evil |ook, then sank back into the roiling water

Chief Strike Anywhere rubbed his arm which had al ready snapped back to its forner size and
shape, then turned to renew the battle. A chorus of thin voices fromclose by made Ol ando wonder
i f soneone might be comng to rescue them but it was only the vegetables on the shoreline, who
had di sassenbl ed their conga line to crowd along the water's edge. Mst were watching the attack
on the canoe in thrilled horror, although sonme, particularly the stewed beets, seemed to find the
whol e thing wildly funny, and were shouting out useless, drunken advice indiscrimnately to both
boaters and predatory utensils.

Sonet hing thunped themat the waterline once nore and the little boat shuddered. Ol ando
braced hinsel f, then raised the sword over his head. He knew that any nmonment now the canoe woul d
go over, and he was deternmined to take at |east one of the hinged, blunt-headed creatures with
him Fredericks rose beside him trying to fit an arrow to his bowstring even as the canoe
seesawed briefly on the handl e of one of the attackers, then dropped back into the water.

The ruckus fromthe shore was suddenly pierced by a scream of angui sh

Sone of the vegetables in the front row, jostled by the gawkers behind them and the dozens
nmore hurrying out of the upturned col ander to see what was happeni ng, had been forced out into the
river. Alittle cherry tomato was wailing piteously, floating farther and farther fromthe
riverbank. A head of lettuce, a flower lei still |ooped about its wi dest circunference, waded out
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after the tomato, shri eking.

Sonething split the water beside the |lettuce. The head was tossed up into the air, then fel
back. Mdrre jaws fl ashed and cl acked shut--even at a great distance, Ol ando could hear the fibrous
crunching. As lettuce |eaves flew everywhere, the whol e school of tongs hurried to the vicinity.
Pani cked, the beachfront spectators began to blunder into each other as they fled the feeding
frenzy, and in the chaos several nore fell into the water. Bits of tomato pul p and bl eedi ng beet
now streamed fromtoothy jaws. A carrot wearing a barbecue apron was lifted up out of the water
and snapped in hal f.

Wthin nmonments the water around the canoe had grown calm while a stone's throw away the
river's edge was a froth of snapping tongs and vegetable parts. Chief Strike Anywhere picked up
his paddl e and turned the canoe again toward the niddle of the river. "Lucky for us," he grunted,
"them|ike salad better."

"That's . . . that's horrible." Fredericks was |eaning on the side of the canoe, fascinated by
the murderous violence. A scum of pureed vegetables was quickly fornm ng along the river's edge.

"It themfault,"” replied Strike Anywhere coldly. "They get tongs worked up in first place.
Smel | of vegetabl es make themcrazy."

O lando could not help feel sorry for the little cherry tomato. It had cried just |ike a |ost
chi I d.

"No can take you to land that side,"” Strike Anywhere told the tortoise later, as they floated
in the slow current at mdstream Alittle mst lay on the river here, so that the banks were
al nost invisible, the cabinets only dimshapes towering on either side. "Tongs very busy there for
long tinme."

"I perfectly understand." The tortoise had only recently re-enmerged fromhis shell, where he
had retreated during the attack. "And | have no wish to be deposited on the other side, which is
strange to ne. Perhaps | will stay with you a while, if you don't mnd, and then you can set ne
ashore later."

Stri ke Anywhere grunted and began to paddl e again,

"W have got to get out of here, Olando," Fredericks said quietly. "This all just scans too
majorly. | mean, it would be bad enough just to get killed, but sixed by sonething out of a
silverware drawer. . . ?"

Olando sniled wearily. "If we help you find your papoose,” he called to the chief, "will you

help us to | eave the Kitchen? W don't belong here, and we need to find our friends."

The chief turned, his |long-nosed face shrewd in the dimbul b-1ight fromabove. "No can go back
up faucet," he said. "Have to go out other end of Kitchen."

Before he could explain further, a sound came to them across the waters, a chorus of piping
voi ces that Ol ando thought for a nonent mght be survivors fromthe terrible vegetabl e massacre--
except these voices were raised in intricate, three-part harnony.

"Sing we now, we rodents three,
Sightless all since infancy,

Can't see, but we sing con brio,

A blind, note-bleating fieldnouse trio."

A shape appeared in the fog, long and cylindrical, surnmounted by three vertical figures. As it
drew closer, it was revealed to be three mce in matching dark gl asses, perched atop a bottle--
which, with inpossibly clever pink feet, they rolled beneath themlike a |lunberjack's |og, never
once | osing their balance. Their arns were | ooped about each other's shoul ders; the outside nobuse
on one end held a tin cup, the one at the other end a white cane.

"And ever since our rmumy birthed us

We |ove to clean up every surface

Just pour enough to fill this cup

And wi pe those stains and spills right up!"”

"Three little mce, we like to sing,
But |ove to clean nore than anything,
And if you use us, we suspect

You'll also find we disinfect!

A one-eyed bat could see it's true--
Blind Mce Ceanser will work for you!"
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The tinny barbershop harnonies were so perfect and so conpletely silly that when the song was
finished, Olando could think of nothing to do but applaud; the tortoise did, too. Fredericks gave
himan irritated | ook, but reluctantly joined in. Only Chief Strike Anywhere remained stoically
silent. The three mice, still rolling the bottle beneath them took a deep bow.

"Now available in Family Size!" squeaked the one hol ding the cane.

The word "fami|ly" may have touched a chord in the chief, or he nmight only have been waiting
courteously for the mice to finish their song. He asked, "You seen bad nmen on big boat? Wth
little papoose?”

"They coul d hardly have seen anything," suggested the tortoise. "Now could they?"

"No, we don't see nuch," agreed one of the nice.

"But we listen a lot," added anot her

"W may have heard this particular tot." The third nodded gravely as he spoke.

"A big boat passed us."

"Two hours ago."

"They didn't seemto |ike our show "

"A baby was crying."

"W thought that was sad."

"And j eepers!--those nen sounded pretty bad."

After a pause, the one with the cane piped up again. "They didn't snell too good, either," it
said in a conspiratorial whisper. "Q-nay oo-lay eon-clay,_if you see what we're saying."

Stri ke Anywhere | eaned forward. "Wich way they go?"

The m ce put their heads together and indulged in a great deal of quiet but ani mated
di scussion. At last they turned back, spread their arnms, then began to do a chorus kick while
still keeping the cleanser bottle revolving nmerrily beneath them-a very good trick, even
Fredericks had to adnit |ater

"The shores of G tchee-Goonee
May be shady, green, and nice,"

t hey sang,

"But except saying 'Hi!' to H awatha,
The trip's not worth the price.

The spot you seek is closer

--You can be there in a trice!--
Those ki dnappi ng chaps

Have fol |l owed ol d maps

To the fanpbus Box of ice."

The nouse with the tin cup waved it in a circle and added, "Don't forget--it's al nbost spring!
Time to scrub your surfaces daisy-fresh!" Then the trio danced their pink feet so fast that the
bottle swung around until its nose pointed away fromthe canoe.

As the current carried themoff, Olando noticed for the first time that not one of them had a
tail

Wthin nmonments they were lost in the mst again, but their high-pitched voices floated back
for awhile | onger, singing sonme new hyrm to the glories of el bow grease and shiny counters.

"Right, the farner's wife. . . . " Olando nurnured, as the nursery rhyne cane back to him
"Poor little things."

"What are you babbling about?" Fredericks frowned at him then shouted, "Hey, where are we
goi ng?" as the chief began paddling with renewed and even increased vigor toward the unexpl ored
farther shore.

"The Ice Box," explained the tortoise. "It is near the far end of the Kitchen, and a place of
many | egends. In fact, stories tell that sonewhere inside it lie 'sleepers'--folk who have existed
as long as the Kitchen itself, but always in slunber, and who will dreamtheir cold dreans unti
Time itself ends if they are left undisturbed. Sonetines these sleepers, w thout ever waking, wll
predict the future to anyone |ucky or unlucky enough to be nearby, or answer questions that
ot herwi se woul d go unaddressed. "

"Bad men no care about sl eepers,
"Them want gol d."

"Ah, yes." The tortoise laid a stubby finger alongside his blunt beak and nodded. "They have
heard the runors that one of the Shoppers thensel ves has | eft a cache of golden treasure in the

the chief said, leaning into each stroke of the paddle.
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Ice Box. This may be nmerely a fairy tale--no one | know has ever seen one of the Shoppers, who are
said to be godlike giants who cone into the Kitchen only when night is done, when all who |ive
here are as helplessly asleep as those in the farthest depths of the Ice Box. But whether the gold
is anyth or the truth, clearly these bad nen believe it to be real."

"Help me out, Gardino," Fredericks whispered. "Wat the hell is an ice box?"

"I think it's what they used to call a refrigerator.™

Fredericks | ooked at the unstoppabl e, mechanical nmovenents of Chief Strike Anywhere as he
paddl ed toward his lost son."This just scans and scans, doesn't it?" he said. "And then it scans
some nore."

At | east anot her hour seened to pass before they reached | and--or floor, Ol ando supposed.
Clearly the size of the river bore very little relation to any kind of scale; based on the size of
the sink and countertops they had already visited, the Kitchen would have to be a real-world room
hundreds of nmeters wide for such a |long water journey to nake sense. But he knew it was no use
thi nki ng about it too nmuch--the Kitchen, he sensed, was not supposed to be anal yzed that way.

The spot the chief had chosen was a snmall spit of dry space near the base of a massive |eg
that m ght have belonged to a table or chair--the piece of furniture was too large to see properly
in the dark. This side of the kitchen seened darker than the other river-bank, as though they were
a much greater distance fromthe overhead bul b.

"You stay here," the Indian said. "Me go to look for bad men. Me conme back soon, we mnake
plan." One of his |onger speeches now finished, he carried the canoe out until the water was past
his perfectly cylindrical chest, then clinbed aboard with silent grace.

"Well," said the tortoise as he watched hi m paddl e away, "I can't pretend to be happy |'ve
been caught up in all this, but |I suppose we nmust nake the best of things. Too bad we have no way
of lighting a fire--it would nake the waiting a little less lonely."

Frederi cks seened about to say sonething, then shook his head. Orlando realized that his
friend had been about to ask a question, but had been suddenly enbarrassed by the idea of talking

to a cartoon. Orlando snmiled. It was funny to know soneone so well, and yet not to know them at
all. He had known Sam Fredericks for years now-since they had both been sixth graders--and still
had never seen his face.

_Her _face

As always, the realization startled him He |ooked at the fanmiliar Pithlit-the-Thief features--
the sharp chin, the large, expressive eyes--and wondered again what Fredericks really |ooked like.
Was she pretty? Or did she look Iike her usual Fredericks sinms, except a girl instead of a boy?
And what did it matter?

Olando wasn't sure it _did_ nmatter. But he wasn't sure it didn't, either

"“I'"'mhungry," Fredericks announced. "What happens if we eat sonething here, Olando? | nean, |
know it doesn't really feed us or anything. But would it feel good?"

"I"'mnot sure. | guess it depends on whatever it is that's keeping us on the system" He tried
to consider that for a nonent--how the brain as well as body m ght be | ocked into a virtua
i nterface--but he was having trouble maki ng his thoughts stay together. "I"'mtoo tired to think
about it."

"Perhaps you two should sleep,” the tortoise said. "I would gladly keep watch, in case our
friend cones back, or sonething | ess savory takes an interest in us."

Fredericks gave the tortoise a | ook not entirely devoid of suspicion. "Yeah?"

Ol ando settl ed against the broad base of the furniture leg, which was wide as a grain silo
out of one of those old Western flicks and nade a reasonably confortable backrest. "Conme on," he
said to Fredericks. "You can put your head on ny shoul der."

H's friend turned and stared. "Wat does _that_ nean?"

"Just . . . just so you'll be confortable."

"Ch, yeah? And if you still believed I was a guy, would you have said that?"

Ol ando had no honest answer. He shrugged. "Okay, so |'ma total woofrmaster. So |ake nme to Law
Net Live."

"Perhaps | should tell you lads a story,
dig a path toward the Sands of Sleep."

"You said sonething about the Shoppers." Ol ando had been intrigued, although he did not know
if he had the strength to listen to an entire story. "Do you believe they' re the ones who made
you? Who nade all the . . . the people in the Kitchen?"

Frederi cks groaned, but the tortoise ignored him "Mude us? Goodness, no." He took his
spectacles off and wi ped themvigorously, as if the nere thought nade himjunpy. "No, we are nmde
el sewhere. But the Shoppers, if the stories are true, bring us here fromthat other place, and
thus we spend our nights in the Kitchen, longing always to return to our true hone."

the tortoise said brightly. "That sonetines helps to
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"Your true home?"

"The Store, nost call it, although | net a group of forks and spoons once who bel onged to a
flatware sect that referred to the great home as 'The Catalog.' But all agree that wherever that
great hone is, it is a place where we do not sleep unless we choose to, and in which the Bulb is
beautiful and bright through a night which never ends. There, it is said, the Shoppers will serve

us_."
Olando sniled and | ooked to Fredericks, but his friend s eyes were already closed. Fredericks
had never been very interested in the hows and whys of things. .

As the tortoise droned quietly on, Olando felt hinself sliding into a sort of waking dreamin
whi ch he and his fellow Kitchen-mates could live their cartoon lives without fear of being put
back in drawers or cabinets, and in which all the violences of the night before were gone when
dar kness returned agai n.

_Kind of Iike it would be if | lived here all the time,_ he thought groggily. _It's funny--
even the cartoons want to be alive. Just like me. | could live here forever, and not be sick, and
never have to go into that hospital again, 'cause | will go there again, and next time | won't
cone out, maybe I won't cone out this tine the tubes and the nurses all pretending they're not sad
but | wouldn't have to if this was real and | could Iive here forever and never die. _

He sat up suddenly. Fredericks, who perhaps against his or her better judgment had curled up
agai nst his shoulder after all, protested sleepily.

"Wake up!" Olando shook his friend. The tortoise, who had lulled hinself into a kind of
gentle reverie, peered at himover the rimof his spectacles as though seeing himfor the first
time, then slowy closed his eyes again and dropped back into sleep. "Cone on, Fredericks,"

Ol ando whi spered loudly, not wanting to drag the tortoise into this, "wake up!"

"What ? What is it?" Fredericks was always slow as a sloth to wake, but after a few nonents he
apparently remenbered that they were in a potentially dangerous place and his eyes popped open
"What' s happeni ng?"

"I figured it out!" Olando was both el ated and sickened. The full inport of the thing--the
dreadful bargain those people had made--was just becoming clear to him It could never nmean as
much to Fredericks as it did to him never be as personal to anyone el se, but even with his own
fears and obsessions scream ng their enpathy, the thought of what the Gail people were doing nade
himangry to the very core of his being.

"Figured _what_out? You're having a dream Gardiner."

"No. I'mnot, | swear. | just figured out what the G ail Brotherhood people want--what all of
this is about."

Fredericks sat up, annoyance turning to sonething |ike worry. "You did?"

"Think about it. Here we are, and we've already been in a bunch of these things--these
simworlds--and they're just as good as the real world, right? No, better, because you can nake
anyt hi ng, _be_ anything."

"So?"

"So why do you think they made t hese places? Just to run around in, like you and | run around
in the Mddle Country?"

"Maybe." Fredericks rubbed his eyes. "Listen, Orlando, |I'msure this is utterly inportant and

everything, but could you just tell me in a few words?"

"Think about it! You're some nmajorly rich person. You have everything you want, everything
nmoney can buy. Except that there's one thing you can't do, no matter how nmuch noney you have--one
thing noney can't buy, that nmakes all the houses and jets and everything worthl ess.

"They're going to _die , Fredericks, Al the noney in the world can't stop that. Al the noney
in the world won't help you if your body gets old and dies and rots away. Until now "

Now his friend s eyes were wide. "Wat are you saying, exactly? That they're going to keep
t hemsel ves from dyi ng? How?"

"I"'mnot sure. But if they can find a way to live here, in this Qherland place, they don't
need bodi es any nore. They could |live here forever, Fredericks, just |ike they've always |ived--
no, better! They can be gods ! And if they had to kill a few kids to get it, don't you think
they'd be willing to pay that price?"

Fredericks gaped. Then his mouth cl osed and his |ips rounded. He whistled. " Tchi seen_,

Ol ando, you really think so? God." He shook his head. "Scanny. This is the biggest thing ever."
Now t hat he understood the stakes for the first tine, Orlando was al so realizing that he
hadn't known how frightened he could be. This was the bl ack, black shadow of the golden city. "It

is," he whispered, "it really is. The biggest thing ever."
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The dark-ski nned army man behind the desk was not the normal, friendly Corporal Keegan that
usual Iy sat there. He kept l[ooking at Christabel like the waiting roomof an office was not the
place for alittle girl, even if it was her dad's office and he was just on the other side of the
doubl e doors. Corporal Keegan al ways called her "Christa-lulu-bel" and sonetines gave her a piece
of candy froma box in his drawer. The man at the desk now was all scowy, and Christabel did not
like him

Sone peopl e just rmade nean faces at kids. It was scanny. (That was Portia's word, and
Christabel wasn't entirely sure what it neant, but she thought it nmeant stupid.) And it _was_
stupid. Couldn't the nman see that she was being extra special quiet?

She had a lot to think about, anyway, so she just ignored the scowy nman and | et himgo back
to working his squeezers. A |ot_to think about.

The boy from outside was what she had to think about, and Mster Sellars. Wen the boy had
cone into Mster Sellars' tunnel and frightened Christabel so bad, he had been waving a sharp
thing and she had been really, really sure he was going to hurt themboth with it. And he had even
waved it at Mster Sellars and called himbad nanes, like "freak," but instead of being scared,

M ster Sellars had just made a kind of funny quiet |laugh and then asked the boy if he wanted
sonething to eat.

Chri stabel had seen a show on the net once where a bunch of people were trying to catch the
| ast tiger sonmewhere--she didn't remenber if it was the last tiger in the world or just in that
pl ace, but she remenbered it was the |ast--because the tiger had a hurt | eg and broken teeth and
it would die if it tried to live in the outside by itself. But even though the tiger's |leg was so
hurt that it could barely walk, and they were offering it food to try to get it to go in a specia
trap, it still wouldn't come near them

That was the | ook the strange boy had given Mster Sellars, a you-won't-catch-ne |ook. And he
had waved the knife around again and yelled really |loud, scaring Christabel so bad she woul d have
peed her pants again if there was anything left to pee. But Mster Sellars hadn't been scared at
all, even though he was so thin and weak--his arns weren't any bigger than the boy's arns--and was
in a wheelchair. He just asked himagain if he wanted something to eat.

The boy had waited a long tine, then scowmed just |like the nan at the desk was doing, and said
"What you got?"

And then Mster Sellars had sent her away.

That was the hardest thing to think about. If Mster Sellars wasn't afraid of the boy who was
naned Cho-Cho, if he didn't think the boy would hurt him why did he send her away? Did the boy
only hurt little kids? O was there sonething Mster Sellars was going to do or say that he didn't
want Christabel to hear, only the boy? That made her feel bad, like the tinme when Ophelia Wi ner
had sai d she could only have three people to her slunber party, her nomis rules, and had invited
Portia and Sieglinde Hill and Del phine Riggs, even though Del phine Ri ggs had only gone to their
school for a few weeks.

Portia said afterward that it was a dunb sl eepover, and that Ophelia's nmom nmade them | ook at
pi ctures of Ophelia's famly at their house in Dallas where they had a pool, but Christabel had
still felt very sad. And having Mster Sellars send her away so he could talk to the boy and give
him sonething to eat nade her feel the sanme way, like things were different.

She wondered if she could take out the Storybook Sungl asses and say "Runpel stiltskin" and then
ask Mster Sellars why he did it, but even though she really, really wanted to, she knewit would
be a very bad idea to use themhere, right in her daddy's office with that man | ooki ng over at her
with his face like a rock. Even if she whispered ever so quiet, it was a bad idea. But she really
wanted to know, and she felt |ike crying.

The door to her daddy's office room suddenly opened, |like it had been pushed open by the | oud
voi ce that was talKking.

" . . . 1l don't really care, Mjor Sorensen. Nothing personal, you understand, but | just want
results,” The man tal king was standing in the doorway, and the man behind the desk junped up |ike
his chair had caught on fire. The man who said he didn't care wasn't as tall as her daddy, but he
| ooked very strong, and his coat was tight across his back. H's neck was very brown and had
winkles on it.

"Yes, sir," her daddy said. Two nore nen stepped out of the office and noved to either side of

the door, like they neant to catch the man with the brown neck if he suddenly fell over.
"Well, then get it handled, dam it!" the man said. "I want himlocated. If | have to throw a
cordon a hundred mles wide around this base and institute house-to-house searches, | wll--1

consider finding himthat inportant. You could have done whatever was necessary before he had tine
to find a hiding place, and | woul d have made sure General Pel ham backed you all the way. But you
didn't, and there's not much point in stirring up a hornet's nest now. So, do it your own way .
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but you better get it done. You read ne?"

Her daddy, who was noddi ng his head as the man spoke, saw Christabel over the man's shoul der
and his eyes opened wide for a second. The man turned around. His face was in such a frown that
Christabel was certain he was going to start yelling at everyone to get this little kid out of
here. He had a gray nustache, nuch smaller and neater than Captain Ron's, and his eyes were very
bright. For a nonent he stared at her like a bird would ook at a wormit wanted to eat, and she
was scared all over again.

"Aha!" he said in a growy voice. "A spy."

Chri st abel pushed herself back into the chair. The nagazi ne she had been holding fell onto the
floor with the pages open.

"Chmigod, | scared her." Suddenly he snmled. He had very white teeth, and his eyes crinkled up
when he did it. "lIt's all right, 1I'mjust kidding. Wo are you, sweetie?"

"My daughter, sir," her daddy said. "Christabel, say hello to General Yacoubian."

She tried to renenber what her daddy had taught her. It was hard to think with the man sniling
at her. "Hello, General, sir."

_"Hello, General, sir," he said, and | aughed, then turned to the man who had been sitting at
Corporal Keegan's desk. "You hear that, Mirphy? At |east soneone connected with this nan's arny
gives ne a little respect." The general cane around the desk and kneel ed down in front of
Christabel. He snelled |ike sonething she snelled on cleaning day, like furniture polish maybe.
From cl ose up, his eyes were still like a bird' s eyes, very bright, with pale flecks in the brown.
"And what's your nane, honey?"

"Christabel, sir."

"I'"ll bet you are your daddy's pride and joy." He reached out and took her cheek between his
fingers, just for a nonent, very gentle, then stood up. "She's a beauty, Sorensen. Did you cone
down to hel p your daddy work, honey?"

"I"'mnot quite sure why she's here nyself, sir." Her daddy wal ked toward her, al most as though
he wanted to be close in case she said sonething wong so he could stop her. Christabel did not
under stand why, but she felt scared again. "Wiy are you here, baby? Were's your nonmy?"

"She called the school to say Ms. @ullison was sick, so | should cone here. She's shopping in
the town today."

The general sniled again, showing alnost all his teeth. "Ah, but a good spy always has a cover

story." He turned to her daddy. "We're due back in Washington in three hours. But 1'll be back
begi nni ng of next week. And I'd _love_to have sone definite progress. | recomrend that to you
hi ghly, Sorensen. Even better, I'd like to cone back and find you- knowwho under full guard in a
sui cide watch cell, ready for questioning."

"Yes, sir."

The general and his three nen headed toward the door. He stopped there after the first two
went through. "Now you be a good girl," he said to Christabel, who was trying to get the idea of a

sui ci de watch out of her mind, and wonderi ng who woul d wear sonething like that. "You mnd your
daddy, you hear nme?"

She nodded.

"Because daddi es know best." He gave her a little salute, then wal ked out. The scow y man went
out last, looking very spyflick, like if he didn't keep watching carefully, Christabel's daddy
nmi ght run up behind the general and hit him

After they all left, her daddy sat on the desk and stared at the door for a while. "Wll
maybe we shoul d get you hone,"” he said at last. "Mmmy ought to be back from shoppi ng by now,
don't you think?"

"Who are you supposed to find, Daddy?"

"To find? Were you listening to that?" He wal ked over and nmessed up her hair.

"Daddy, don't! \Wo are you supposed to find. . . ?"
"Nobody, sweetie. Just an old friend of the general's." He took her hand in his. "Now cone on
After the day I've just had, | think | can take a few m nutes off work to drive ny daughter hone."

It was odd, but the thing that awakened Jerenm ah Dako was the sil ence.

The oddity was that as one of only two people roaning through a huge, abandoned mlitary base,
he shoul d have been startled by anything _except_ silence. Living in the Wasp's Nest with only
Long Joseph for conpany was nost of the time |like being the |ast inhabitant of one of the ghost
townshi ps that dotted the southern Transvaal, where the Tokoza Epi denmic had enptied the
shantytowns so quickly that many of the fleeing residents left even their few m serable
possessi ons behi nd--cooki ng pots, cardboard suitcases, tattered but wearabl e clothing--as though
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their owners had all been snatched away in a second by some dreadful magic.

But even the deserted Transvaal worker stations had been open to wind and rain and the
incursions of wildlife. Birdsong could still be heard echoing through the dusty streets, or rats
and m ce scrabbling in the rubbish dunps.

The Wasp's Nest, though, was a nonunent to silence. Shielded fromthe el enents by uncountabl e
tons of stone, its nmachineries largely stilled, its massive doors so tightly sealed that even
insects could not slip in and the air vents so finely-screened that no visible |iving organism
could enter, the base might have been sonething froma fairy tale--Beauty's castle, perhaps, where
she and all her famly slept, powdered in the dust of centuries.

Jerem ah Dako was not a fanciful man, but there were tinmes in the eternal night of indoor
living, when his conpanion Joseph Sul aweyo had finally slipped into fitful sleep--a sleep that
seenmed plagued by its own nalign fairy fol k--when Jereniah stared at the vast cenent coffins that
were now his responsibility and wondered what tale he had stunbled into.

He wondered, too, what the Author expected himto do.

_I"mone of the ones they don't talk about rmuch in the stories, he decided on a night when
t he readi ngs were unremarkabl e and the hours went by slowy. It was only a slightly painfu
realization. _The man hol ding the spear by the door. The one who brings in sone magi cal sonething-
or-other on a velvet pillow when soneone inportant calls for it. One of those people in the crowd
who shouts "Hooray!" when everything ends happily. |'ve always been that nman. Wrked for ny nother

until | was grown, worked for the doctor for twenty-four years after that. | night have run away
fromit all for beautiful, beautiful Khalid if he had asked nme, but | would have wound up keeping
house for him too. I would have been in his story, that is all, instead of the doctor's or ny

not her's, or right nowthis crazy thing with machines and villains and this big enpty building
under a nountain. _

O course, a spear-carrier role was not entirely w thout rewards, and neither was this
multistory ghost town. He had tine to read and to think now. He had not had nuch time for either
since he had gone to work for the Van Bl eecks. Al his spare tinme had gone into assuring his
nmot her's confort, and although Susan woul d not have begrudged hi mthe occasional quiet hour spent
readi ng or watching the net while she was deep in her researches, the nmere fact of her trust had
spurred himon to great--and al nost al ways unnoticed--efforts. But here there was literally
nothing to do except to watch the readouts on the V-tanks, and make sure the fluid | evels stayed
topped up. It was no nore difficult than maintaining the doctor's expensive car--which was now
parked in the | owest of the Wasp's Nest parking lots, and which woul d be gathering dust if he
didn't go up there every few days to clean it with a soft cloth and agoni ze over the ruined grill
and cracked wi ndshi el d.

He sonetines wondered if he would ever get to drive it again.

Jereni ah, despite not liking the fellow very nuch, would have been willing to devote nore of
his leisure time to conversation with Long Joseph, but Renie's father (who had never been exactly
warn) was growi ng increasingly remote. The man spent hours in brooding silence, or vanished into
the farther reaches of the base and returned with his eyes reddened by tears. Jerem ah had |iked
it better when the fell ow was just nasty.

And Jerem ah's every attenpt to reach out had been rebuffed. At first he had thought it was
only the man's pride, or perhaps his hopel ess, provincial prejudice against honbsexuality, but
lately he had cone to realize that there was a knot in Long Joseph Sul aweyo that ni ght never be
unti ed. The man | acked the vocabulary to define his pain except in the nost obvious ways, but nore
critically, he did not seemto understand that there could be an alternative, if he would only try
to find the answers within hinself. It was as though the entire twenty-first century had passed
hi m by, and he could i magi ne enotional pain solely in the primtive ways of the prior century,
only as sonething to be raged agai nst or endured.

Lately, as though the inner turnoil were coming to a rolling boil, Long Joseph had taken to
wal ki ng i ncessantly, not only vanishing for |ong journeys through the base--Jerem ah had thought
at first he was searching for al cohol, but surely he had given that up by now?--but even pacing in
a nost naddeni ng way when they were in the sane room always noving, always wal king. In the past
few days Joseph had even begun singing to hinself as he did so, filling the long silences between
irregul ar conversation with a tuneless nurnur that was starting to nmake Jeremni ah feel |ike sonmeone
was poking himrepeatedly in the back of the head. The songs, if that was what they were, did not
seemto have any application to Long Joseph's situation. They were just old popul ar standards,
repeated over and over again, sometimes--bereft of their original nmelodies and with the lyrics
munbl ed or even turned into nonsense syllables--just barely, though irritatingly, recognizable.

Jerem ah honestly did feel sorry for the man. Joseph had lost his wife in a horrible,
lingering way, his son was all but dead with a mystery illness, and now his daughter had gone away
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i nto danger, although she remmined cruelly, deceptively near. Jereniah understood that Long Joseph
was hurting badly, and that the absence of anything to drink had renoved one of the man's few
enotional crutches, but that did not nean that the nmunbling and the pacing and the incessant idiot
crooni ng were not soon going to nake Jerem ah far nore crazy than Long Joseph could ever aspire to
be.

Thus it was that when he awakened in the mddle of the night, several hours before he was due
to take his next shift fromRenie's father, the silence--the absence of even the distant whisper
of Joseph's songs--startled him

Jerem ah Dako had dragged the mlitary-issue canp bed down to the underground lab in part

because he had been working | onger and | onger shifts watching over the V-tanks, filling in for
Long Joseph when the man was late returning fromone of his ranbling wal ks around the conpl ex--or
soneti mes when he did not conme back at all. At least, that was the reason he cited, not w thout

sonme heat, when Joseph Sul aweyo demanded to know his reasons for noving a bed into the |ab

But in a dark part of his imagination, he had al so begun to lose trust in Long Joseph
Jerem ah feared that, in a fit of despondency, the other man might actually do something to damage
the tanks or the processing equi pnent that nade them run

Now, as he lay in the darkness of the office he had chosen as his nakeshift bedroom |istening
to a very unfaniliar silence, he felt a cool wind of fear blow through him Had it finally
happened, then? O was he just strung too tightly hinself? Being trapped for weeks in a deserted
under ground base, listening to the echoes of his own footsteps and the nunbling of a crazy man,
was not the way to keep anyone nentally heal thy. Perhaps he was junping at shadows--or at innocent
si | ences.

Jerem ah groaned quietly and got up. His heart was beating only a little nore swiftly than it
shoul d, but he knew he woul d not get back to sleep until he saw for hinmself that Long Joseph
Sul aweyo was sitting in the chair in front of the tank readings. O perhaps off using the toilet--
even Jerem ah occasionally left the roomon his own shift to answer a call of nature or to make
coffee, or even just to get a little cold air in the face fromone of the ventilation ducts.

That was probably it, of course.

Jerem ah slipped into the pair of old slippers he had found in one of the storage | ockers--a
confort that made himfeel at least a little bit at hone--and wal ked out to the catwalk to | ook
down at the level that contained the control panels.

The chair was enpty.

Still very deliberately staying calm he headed for the stairs. Long Joseph had gone to the
kitchen or the toilet. Jerem ah would just watch the tanks until he got back. It was not as though
there was ever much to do beyond the quite predictable work of topping up the water and ot her
liquids on schedule, and flushing out the waste systemand slotting in new filters. And what could
be done anyway, short of pulling Renie and ! Xabbu out of the tanks--against Renie's express w shes-
-unless there were a full-scal e emergency? The conmuni cati on system had gone bad the first day,
and had proved itself beyond Jerem ah's skills to fix. So even if Long Joseph had wandered off, it
wasn't as though he were leaving the helmof a ship in the mddle of a sea battle or sonething.

Al'l the readings were normal. Jerem ah checked themtwi ce just to make sure. As his eye swept
along the station for the second tinme, he noticed the faint Iight of the drawscreen. The stylus
lay beside it, the only thing on the station not at right angles to sonething else, a single and
nmi nor note of disorder, but for sone reason it nade Jereni ah shudder as he | eaned forward to read
the screen.

| CANT TAKE NO MORE, the note read, the | abored handwriting black against the glow of the
screen. _| AM GO NG TO BE WTH My CHILD. _

Jeremiah read it two nore tines, trying to nmake sense of it as he fought the strangling sense
of alarm What did the man nmean, _with his child_? Wth Renie? Did he think he could join her just
by clinmbing into the tank? Jeremi ah had to restrain the urge to throw the great |ids open, to nmake
sure the madman had not clinbed into the plasnodal gel beside his unconscious daughter. There was
no need for himto touch the V-tanks, he knew. The readi ngs on Renie's tank, on both of them were
normal - -one set of vital signs in each

A dar ker neani ng suddenly occurred to him Jerem ah stood up, suddenly very afraid.

I f he thought his boy Stephen had died--if he had suffered one of his bad dreans, perhaps, or
his depression had just beaten himdown until the difference between conmatose and corpse seened
nil. .

| have to go and | ook for him the nad bastard. Jesus save us! He could be anywhere in here
He could just go up to the top story of the lab and throw hinmsel f off.

Ref | exi vely, he | ooked up, but the floors above the |ab were silent, and nothing noved on any
of them The great snake-tangle of cabl es above the V-tanks was al so unchanged, although for a
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nmoment one of the cable troughs, dangling unused, |ooked unpleasantly |ike a hanged man.

There was no body on the floor either

"Good CGod," Jerem ah said aloud, and wi ped his brow There was no helping it: he would have to
|l ook out for him It would take a while, but not forever--the base was sealed, after all. But he
woul d have to | eave the tanks unsupervised, and that he did not |ike. Perhaps because of his own
apprehensi on, the sleepers within seened terribly vulnerable. If sonething happened to themwhile
he was chasing after that crazy fellow . . ! He could not bear the thought.

Jereni ah went back to the station and hunted through the settings until he found the one he
remenber ed- - sonet hi ng Marti ne had denonstrated two weeks ago, which felt |ike years back, now.
When he changed the output line, the sound of twin heartbeats (!Xabbu's slower, but both strong
and not unduly agitated) bounced out of the public address systemand filled the high | aboratory
chanber: _bi-bom bi-hom-bi-bom bi-hom_ slightly out of synch, with Renie's |apping the
Bushman's by the seventh or eight beat.

It would probably send Long Joseph absolutely mad if he heard it, nake him positive sonething
had gone wong, but at this nonment Jerem ah did not give a damm.

_"Joseph! Joseph, where are you?" _

As he searched the huge building, trudging through the deserted halls with the ping-pong of
twin heartbeats echoing around him Jerem ah could not help but renmenber conming back to the
doctor's house on that awful night. The I|ights had been out, which was normal, but even the
security lights along the fence had been dark; fromthe noment he had turned onto the wi de cul -de-
sac and seen the house's shadowy sil houette, he had been terrified. And each nonent of wal ki ng
through the silent corridors, calling the doctor's nanme without reply, had only intensified the
fear. As dreadful as it was, finding Susan Van Bl eeck |lying battered on ne floor of the |aboratory
had al nost been a relief--at |east the horror had a shape now it could get no worse.

Except of course it _had_ been worse, when he had returned to the hospital after dropping
Renie off, to find orderlies around her bedside, unhooking the life support.

And now, forced by that man's idiocy to wander in his slippers through _this_ cavernous pl ace,
as if reliving that dreadful night, not knowi ng when he m ght stunble on a body. . . . He was even
nmore angry than he was frightened. If he found Joseph Sul aweyo, and the man had not_killed
hi msel f, Jereniah would give himthe thrashing of his life, no matter whether the other man was
bi gger or not.

The idea of giving a man a beating because he had failed to commit suicide pried | oose from
hima nervous and entirely involuntary gasp of laughter. It was not a pleasant sound.

He checked the npst obvious places first. Joseph's own bed in the conmunal bunkroom was
deserted, the tangle of blankets on the floor the only knot of disorder in an otherw se enpty
pl ace. The kitchen, where the nan had searched with such insane diligence for something to drink
was al so enpty. Jerem ah forced hinself to open the pantries and the wal k-in freezer, and even to
ook in the cabinets, despite his fear that he m ght pull one back to find Joseph's corpse |eering
at him rmouth foaming with sone horrid industrial cleaning fluid. But the kitchen too was sil ent
and uni nhabi t ed.

He worked his way systematically through all the living quarters and the of fices, opening
everything bigger than a file cabinet drawer. It took himthe better part of two hours. The sound

of Renie's and ! Xabbu's heartbeats acconpanied him still quietly calm but with just enough
variation that after a while it becane al nost reassuring: it nade himfeel a little | ess al one.
_Bi-bom. . . bi-bom _
H s search of the living and working quarters finished, Jereni ah continued up to the parking
lot, in case the nmad fool Sulaweyo had tried to run the Ihlosi's engine and kill hinself wth
carbon nonoxi de, not realizing that he would run out of gas |ong before he could fill half a

mllion cubic nmeters of garage, even were it not ventilated. But the car was enpty, untouched
since its last cleaning, as battered and usel ess for the nonent as Jereniah felt. He opened the
door and got a pocket torch out of the glove conpartment, then continued on through the garage,
shining the light up into the dark spaces behind the dangling lights on the extrenely snall chance
that Joseph night have dragged hinmself up into the girders sonehow to hang hinsel f.

The garage | evels were nuch faster to check, and all four were enpty. Jerem ah stopped in the
uppernost for a rest and a think, listening to the percussive echo of the heartbeats, now
quadrupl ed and nore by the stony walls. It nade no sense--he had checked everywhere. Unl ess the
man _had_ clinbed into one of the tanks. If he had drowned himself in the fluid, it would explain
the lack of any extra vital signs.

Jerem ah shuddered. The thought of Irene Sul aweyo, unaware in that viscous bl ackness of her
father's body floating only a few i nches away. .

He woul d have to check. It was horrible, but he would have to | ook. He wondered if just
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openi ng the tank woul d be enough to pull the sleepers out of their virtual dreanms. And if Joseph
was not there, and the experinment were aborted for nothing. . . ?

Troubl ed and still fearful, Jerem ah nmade his way over to the | argest ventilation duct to get
sone air to clear his head. It worked, but not in the way he had pl anned.

The ventilator's screen was |ying on the floor

Jerenmiah stared at it stupidly for a nonent, then up to the open end of the great square tube,
a dark hole into nothing. Jeremi ah directed the torch beam back to the floor and saw that a
handful of bolts had been set carefully in the mddle of the screen

The duct was big enough for a man, but narrow enough that soneone, if they went carefully,
could use their own shoulders and | egs to brace thenselves as they clinbed upward. |If that person
were very determned. O a little nmad.

The anplified heartbeats were quieter here at the far side of the garage, away fromthe
speaker. Jerem ah | eaned his head into the duct and shouted Joseph's name, and heard his own voice
rattl e away and die. He shouted again, but there was still no reply. He wiggled his head and
upper body into the duct and ained the torch upward. A few cobwebs trailed at the first juncture,
tethered only at one end, as though sonething had squeezed past them

As he stared, Jerem ah thought he heard a sound breathe down the duct, a faintly nusical
hooti ng--perhaps a nuffled voice trying to call out despite an injury. He strained to listen, but
the sound was very quiet, and he cursed the heartbeats that had until only a few nonents ago kept
hi m such good conpany. He tucked the torch into his pocket and dragged hinmself all the way up into
the duct so that he could block out the public-address noises with his own body.

And now he could hear it, the murmuring sound. A second |ater he knew what it was. Sonmewhere
far away, up and al ong nany | engths of plasteel pipe, the wind that swept down the Drakensbergs in
the early norning was bl owi ng across the other end of the open duct.

Long Joseph had gone to be with his child, Stephen. Not metaphorically--not by killing hinself-
-but literally. O course. Joseph Sul awneyo was a very literal nman.

_On, ny Lord, what will happen now?_ Jerem ah clinmbed awkwardly back out of the duct. The
heartbeats of those he guarded still echoed through the cavernous garage, slow and even, as though
not hi ng had changed.

_The bl oody, bloody fool. . . !

CHAPTER 17
In The Wrks

NETFEEDY MUSI C. Horrible Animals to Split

(visual; clip from'1\Way4U2B')

VO Twi ns Saskia and Martinus Benchl ow, founding nmenbers of My Fanmily and Gther Horrible, Horrible
Animal s, perfornmers of one of |ast decade's biggest hits, '1Way4U2B', but who had gone a while

wi t hout cracking the charts, have decided to go their separate nusical ways

(visual: M B. and nanager at G mme Awards after-party-party)

M BENCHLOW "Saskia, she's great, but | needed to go a separate direction, |ess comrercial. Money

didn't conme into it, seen? I'mtired of flurry. | really, really love jazz, all that history. |
have a trunpet, follow? I know every tune Neil Arnstrong ever played. And | need to explore that.
She had her own silver cloud she needed to tine, but we're still related. "

It was hard to have an intelligent thought about the scene before her--the stranger Azador on the
floor am dst a weckage of tiktoks, the girl Emly twittering |ike a bird as she covered himwth
obvi ously unwant ed ki sses--and Renie didn't have tine to wait for such a thought to show up
anyway. Corpses from New Enerald City's dwindling arnmy of flying nonkeys and green-bearded

sol diers were scattered through the corridors of the Scare-crow s headquarters. O her defenders
were dying at that very nonment just a few hundred neters away, trying to hold the |oading bay

agai nst ranpagi ng tiktoks, and danger was increasing by the second. Still, she could not sinply
i gnore what she had just heard.

"You . . . you had _sex_ wth her?"

Azador scowl ed as he westled free of the girl. "Perhaps. Wat is it to you?"

"She's a Puppet, isn't she?" Although with Enmily just a few neters away, as joyful as a puppy
to have redi scovered her beau, it was hard to believe that.
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"Yes?" Azador clinmbed to his feet. "So? And what do you care about the sexual habits--or, |et
us be blunt, nmasturbatory habits--of others? Wuld you care to discuss your own sexual |ife?"

"But . . . but she's just a. . . _a program. How could you do it? How could you take
advant age of her?"

Azador shook his head, recovering a little of his self-assurance despite the girl wapped
around his shin, kissing his knee. "You cannot have it both ways. |Is she a progran? O did | take
advant age of a young woman?"

Renie turned to ! Xabbu for some kind of support, but the baboon was no | onger paying
attention. "I hear nore of those nmachine nen coning." He pointed across the wide, tiled floor.
"Fromthat direction."

"W have to go out the front way." Azador tried without success to pull his leg free of
Enily's clinging grasp. "CGod damm it!" He lifted his hand.

"I'f you hit her," Renie said sharply, "I'lIl kill you."

Azador stared at her for a long second. "Then you get this silly bitch away from me. Quickly,
or we will all be killed."

Renie pulled the protesting Emly | oose. The girl wailed, "But our baby. . . I"

"I's never going to get born if we don't nove." A sudden thought hit her. "Wat did that
horrible tin nman say? ' You' ve di scovered the Dorothy,' sonething like that? Is that what they were
tal ki ng about--this baby?"

Azador was not interested in discussion. He was already legging it across the broad room
headi ng for a corridor at right angles to the one ! Xabbu had warned woul d di sgorge attackers.
Reni e swal l owed a curse and jogged after him wth ! Xabbu four-1egging beside her. Enmly needed no
urging to follow the nustached nman.

_It's one thing to say you'd kill him girl,_Renie thought, _but he's big, and you don't have
any weapons. _ She berated herself for not having pilfered one of the antique rifles fromthe dead
sol diers, although fromwhat she'd seen at the |oading bay, she doubted any of them had amunition
left.

Azador was not meking the pace easy, and Renie was still sore fromthe many calamties in
Kunohara's world and this twi sted version of Oz. He led themon a wi nding route through the
bui |l di ng, down corridors that seenmed dead-ends, but which proved to have doors hidden in al coves.
Reni e wondered agai n how he knew so nuch about this particular simwrld. Not to nention his little
trick for changing a wall into a door, she renenbered.

_Who the hell is this fellow?_

The Scarecrow s pal ace, an endl ess functionalist warren of concrete walls and |inol eum fl oors,
coul d have doubled for a municipal structure in Durban, or indeed anywhere in the Third Wrld. It
had clearly once been occupi ed, even feverishly busy--old-fashioned printouts and other papers |ay
scattered everywhere, nmeking footing treacherous, and there were enough desks and chairs to seat
hundreds just in the sections they traversed, although at |east half of them seenmed built for
peopl e of nuch smaller than normal size--but now the building was as enpty as the Hive after the
ant swarm had passed through it.

_Entropy, _she told herself. _Isn't that the word? As though these things were filled up once,
and then just allowed to run down, fall apart._ But they had been in only three sinulations so
far. It was a bit early to be maki ng judgenents.

Azador stopped in front of a w de doubl e-door and strained against it. The doors opened a
crack, but something seemed to be bl ocking themon the far side. Renie fell in beside himto add
her strength; even Em |y pushed, staring at her beloved as she did so as if he were singl ehandedly
parting the Red Sea. The image seened even nore appropriate a nonent | ater when the doors suddenly
crashed open and a gush of sonething scarlet poured through. For a nonent Renie could only see it
as a nightmarish wash of blood, but it was dry, and whispery, and when she scooped it in her hand
she found it was. .

"Confetti. . . 2"

They waded through the drifts of paper dots, then vaulted over the tunbl ed desks whi ch had
been piled on the far side. A banner, which dangled in their faces as they cl anbered over the
furniture, read "W'lIl Mss You, Jellia Janb! Happy Retirenent!" in huge painted letters

"This is the reception hall." Azador surveyed the stacks of folding tables which barred tw of
the rooms other three entrances. "Soneone's tried to barricade the place.”

"Pretty pitiful job they made of it," Renie observed.

"Not nmany defenders left," Azador pointed out. As Renie started toward the unbl ocked door, he
shouted, "No! Do not do that!"

Irritated, she spun. "W are you to give me orders?"

"It is not orders. They have pushed things in front of other doors, but not those. W are
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expected to go through. Perhaps there is a trap on the other side."

Despite her dislike of the man, she was filled with shane. "You're right. I'msorry."

"Let ne go," ! Xabbu suggested when they reached the door. "I amlight and fast."

Reni e shook her head. "Not until we open the door. Azador, is there a way to go around this
one, like the way you got us out of the cell?"'

He exanined the walls in silence for a nonent, then shook his head. "Not this room no. This
is not--what is the word?--snap-on code. Soneone nade this specially. It may have been nice at one
tinme."

Reni e | ooked at the huge, w ndow ess, nint-green space and doubted that was so. Her eyes lit
on the banner. "Hang on." She dragged the |ength of heavy paper fromthe wall, then approached the
door cautiously and | ooped it through the handle. After giving the ends of the banner to Azador

she took one of the folding chairs--this place really could have been a Pinetown social hall!--and
approached the door fromthe side. She reached out with the folded chair and pushed the latch on
the door handle until it clicked, then Azador yanked on the banner and the door swung open

Not hi ng expl oded. No cloud of gas or rain of needle-sharp spikes flew out at them ! Xabbu
approached the doorway cautiously, his nmuzzle close to the ground, head bobbing |i ke a nbngoose
stal king a snake. Renie said a silent bit of childhood prayer for the little man's safety.

Seeing nothing i medi ately wong, the baboon took a careful few steps forward, out of sight.
Reni e held her breath. An instant |ater, he scanpered out again, fur erect along his spine. "Cone
qui ckl y!"

The room was enpty except for a pile of old clothes lying in the mddle of the floor
festooned with coils of tubing. Renie was about to ask ! Xabbu what had excited hi mwhen the bundl e
of old clothes lifted its flat, shriveled head. Em |y squeaked and backed toward the door

" help. . . . " it murnured, a tiny dry sound that faded even before it had finished

"Jesus Mercy, it's the Scarecrow." Renie took a few steps forward, then hesitated. Hadn't this
thing wanted to kill then? But on the other hand, perhaps it could tell them how to get out of
this place. Oherwi se, they were reliant on Azador, and she was becoming | ess confortable with
that thought by the m nute. "Wiat can we do?" she asked the winkled thing on the floor

A single finger rose and pointed linply toward one of the doors set in an otherw se
featurel ess wall. She could only hope the thing still had enough brains to know whi ch door was
whi ch.

"I hear the netal nen," !Xabbu announced. "Very |oud. C ose now. "

Reni e snatched up the Scarecrow, trying not to trip over the spaghetti tangle of tubing. The
King of Kansas tw sted weakly in her grasp--a renmarkably unpl easant sensation, like cradling a
burl ap snake.

_Al'l this kind of takes the shine off that nice Oz flick,_ Renie could not help thinking.

The door opened easily; inside, a stairwell led upward. Enmly, her face frozen sonewhere
bet ween awe and repul sion, snatched up a stray handful of tubes and one of the Scarecrow s booted
feet, which had tunbled | oose during the swift collection, and foll owed Renie, closely trailed by
Azador and ! Xabbu.

Sonething like a boiler roomwaited at the top of the stairs, pipes cross-connected in a tight
grid beneath the ceiling and running up and down the walls. A single chair that m ght have cone
fromthe cockpit of an ancient airplane sat in front of a spot on one wall where all the pipes
curved around the imtation wood cabi net of the wallscreen

Scarecrow s head fluttered. He wobbled his hand toward a pipe that ended at right angles to
the rest, its protruding nozzle a little nore than a nmeter off the floor. Scarecrow sunmoned al
his strength to take a breath. Renie | eaned close to hear his voice whispering out.

" in chest. _

She | ooked at the nozzle, then at the linp twist of overalls and flannel shirt that stretched
between ribbon | egs and enpty head. She slid his nearly enpty torso onto the nozzle between two
buttons of his shirt, inpaling himlike some nmedieval torture victim then held himin place.
Not hi ng happened. One of the Scarecrow s hands fl apped toward a flywheel. When Azador turned it, a
hi ssing sound filled the room

The Scarecrow s torso began to swell first, then his head slowy inflated, too. H s |egs
strai ghtened, unrolling thenmselves until his overalls were tight as sausage-skin. At last the King
of Kansas forced hinself away fromthe nozzle with jointless, balloon arns, and turned stiffly to
face Renie and the others. He took his finger fromthe hole in his chest and let sone air |eak out
until he was a little closer to his old baggy self, then plugged the opening with some spare straw
fromhis |ost foot.

"I'"ve got bladders like you couldn't inmagine," he said by way of explanation, his voice high-
pitched and tight. "I can fill themwith air in a pinch--and it's definitely Pinch City around
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here." He w nked, but his head was so round that the eyelid couldn't fully close. "This won't work
for long, but it will last until | can nake certain neither of those bastards gets to take over
Enmer al d--unl ess one of themwants to pitch his pup-tent on rubble and hot ashes, that is."

"What are you tal king about?" Renie stepped forward, half-tenpted to yank the straw stopper
back out again. "You're going to bumthe place down? Wiat about us?"

Scarecrow waved a hand. His grin, which pulled his inflated features even tighter, actually

squeaked. "Wuldn't be very generous after you saved nme, would it? Fair enough, I'll let you get
out first. But you'd better go now, because |'ve got another few nminutes, tops. These Farner John
overalls don't nake for a real tight pressure seal, if you know what | nean."

"W don't know how to get out of here,"” Renie said. "Is there . . . is there a crossing place?

Li ke on the river?"

"A gateway?" The Scarecrow s scall oped smle wi dened. "Don't you even know what they're
called? You really are out-of-towners, aren't you?"

"I know what a gateway is," Azador said tightly. "And | know there is one here in your
pal ace. "

"Pal ace! " The Scarecrow wheezed and thunped his knee with a gloved hand. A tiny puff of
strawdust flew up. "That's a good one. You should have seen nmy 'cot in the real Enerald Cty--that

was a pal ace! This--Christ, | think it's an engineer's rendering of an old National Guard arnory
or sonething. W got it cheap when we were setting the whole thing up."

"But there's a . . . a gateway here?" Renie pressed him

"Was. Or rather still is, if you don't mnd wadi ng through about two hundred nore of those

goddammed nechanical nen. It's in nmy throne room behind the wallscreen. But Tinman's w nd-ups
have got it now -they have just about everything. Wiy do you think | dragged ny sorry behind al
the way over here?" He lifted a few of his tubes and rattled themsadly. "I can't believe after
all this tine, it's over."

"I hear the clicking nen close by," !Xabbu announced. "In the big room beneath us."

"They won't get in here," Scarecrow said dismssively. "Once those doors are closed, it would
take them days to break through.”

"So how do we get out?" Renie denanded.

The Scarecrow, his neck still a bit overfull, had to turn his whole body to ook at her. "I"'Il|
have to think about that. And you want a gateway, right?" He cupped his shapel ess chin with one
hand and set his forefinger against his pale tenple.

"God damm it!" Azador shouted fromthe corner of the room "Get this creature away fromme!"

Renie turned to see Emily take a step backward, lip quivering. The girl finally seened to have
realized her attentions were unwanted. Renie interposed herself between the two of them "Just
stay close to nme," she told the girl.

"But he was ny special henry," Enmily said tremulously. "He called me a pretty little pudding."

"Yeah?" Renie shot Azador a disgusted |ook. "Well, here's sonme news from RL--sonetines nmen are
full of shit."”

The subject of this description rolled his eyes and fol ded his arnms across his chest.

The Scarecrow cl apped his flabby palns together. "Ah! O course! You can go to the Wrks.
There's a gateway there, where the River runs through the treatment plants."

"The Works?" Azador asked. "That is where the Tinman is strongest."

"Yeah, but he's not watching his own backyard, he's watching _here_. . . . Were the endgane
is playing out." The King of Kansas was beginning to deflate. His puffy features took on a worried
expression. "But you can't let himcatch this girl. If he gets the Dorothy, the whole gane's
over."

"This is a _game_ to you?" Renie shook her head in frustration. "All of this, people dead,
suffering, and it's still just a game?"

Scarecrow was struggling nowto hold his head upright. "Just? Are you utternostly scantagi ous?
I've barely been out of this simulation for two years--long enough to change ny fluids and filters
back in RL and that's about it. I've lost at |east fifteen percent of my bone-mass, for God's
sake, atrophied nuscles, you nane it! |'ve given everything | had to this simwrld, and held onto
it even after those whatever-they-are floated in fromsone other sinulation and bunped out ny
partners. Now |'mgoing to blow up me and this whole building so that Tinman bastard and his fat
crony don't get their hands on it--which neans it will take me weeks to figure a way back in--and
you say it's 'just a gane'?" He rubbed his slack face. "You' re the one who's out of her mind."

"Have you been out recently? Ofline?"

He squinted at her. "Not for a couple of days. But | guess I'Il get a little vacation now,
like it or not. Why do you ask?"

Reni e shrugged. "No particul ar reason." But she thought, _You've got a surprise coning
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fellow, then realized how callous that was. This person's life mght be at risk--they still had
no i dea what the apparently changed rules of Otherland neant. "No, that's not true," she said.
"There's an inportant reason. W think sonething mght be wong with the entire network. People

have . . . have been having very strange problens. Unable to go offline. And . . . things that
happen here might be affecting themoffline, too." There was no way to explain her worries
qui ckly, but she had to try to warn him "I think if |I were you, | would try to get offline the

regul ar way before | committed virtual suicide."

The Scarecrow opened both eyes wide in a | ook of nock-astonishnent, but behind him Azador
appeared di sturbed. "Ooh, thank you, little lady. And when | happen into _your_world, I'll be
sure to give you a bunch of unneeded advice, too." He turned to Azador, as though deciding that he
was the only one worth addressing. "There's an airshaft running above this room-just behind that
grille, there. You can followit all the way to the roof if you want, or down to the basenent,
al t hough you probably don't want to get stuck in a vertical shaft if you can help it. Got ne?"

Azador nodded.

"Once you' re out, you can rmake your way across the city to the river, and reach the Wrks that
way. O do whatever the hell you want. But you'd better get going, 'cause | can't wait forever
About fifteen minutes after | see the last butt disappear into the airshaft, this place is going
to go up like a United Nations Day fireworks show | can't wait any |longer than that. |'mfalling
apart."

I Xabbu wal ked forward and stood on his hind | egs before the straw man, who was saggi ng badly.
"Can you not breathe nore air into yourself?" the Bushman asked.

"I don't think the seans on this body would hold through another fill-up, and if they rip
before | do what | want to do, it's all over. So get the hell out of here, will you?"
"Just tell nme one thing," !Xabbu said. "Wat is the Dorothy you spoke of? You said we mnust

keep the girl safe."

"Part of the way this simwrld is set up." Scarecrow s voice was grow ng squeaky and thin.
" Post - apocal yptic. Nuclear war. Survivors can't breed. Lots of Auntie Ems, Uncle Henrys, al
sterile. So the nyth of a girl-child who will be born to one of the em|ys. The Dorothy, get it?"
He peered from sunken, painted eyes at ! Xabbu, who clearly did not. "Ch, go on," he trilled. "Get
out of ny face." He flicked on the wallscreen, which displayed a vision of New Enerald Gty under
siege, a few of its squat buildings on fire and tiktoks runbling through the damaged streets |ike
two- | egged t anks.

As first ! Xabbu then the others struggled into the ventilation duct, Scarecrow raised his

flabby arms high. _"I've seen things you people wouldn't believe,”_ he declainmed in a helium
squeal . He appeared to be talking to hinmself, or to the screen. "Attack ships on fire off the
shores of the Nonestic Ccean. | watched magi ¢ bl underbusses flash and glitter in the dark near
dinda's Palace. Al those nonents will he lost intinme, like tears in the rain."_ H's head sagged
with an audi ble hiss of escaping air. _"Time . . . todie. . . . "_

Last into the vent, Renie paused to try once nore. "Scarecrow -whoever you are--1'mnot just

meking this up. | think people mght be dying fromthings that happen online. Really dying.
There's sonething very wong with the network."

The straw man had exposed a hi dden panel in the wall, and with great effort was using his
wobbly fingers to throw toggle switches, one after the other. "Jeez," he sighed. "You sure know
how to screw up a good exit speech.”

"But this is inmportant!”

He shut his eyes and cl apped his gl oves over the place where ears woul d have been. "lIs someone
tal ki ng? Because |'mnot hearing anyt hing. "

Reni e sighed and turned to crawl after the others.

M nutes |ater they tunbled out of the vent and onto the gravel-strewn roof. It was day
outside, but just barely. The sky was restless with ugly black clouds, and the hot, danp air
snell ed of electricity--Renie guessed there had been nore tornado attacks while they had been
inside. A steady trickle of sweat dripped between her breasts and down her stomach

The river appeared to be a good distance into the Wrks, a dark clot of storage tanks,

i ndustrial piping, and |l unpish |ow buildings. After a hurried argunent, they decided to nmake their
way across the railyard and then cross the Wrks at as direct an angle as possible, spending only
as much tinme on Tinman's territory as they had to on their way to the river. Al though they could
see small knots of dispirited henrys being herded by tiktoks near the front of Scarecrow s
concrete pal ace, the service yard bel ow them was enpty, so they clanbered down a drainpipe to the
ground and sprinted toward a siding away fromthe main |ine where several railway cars had been
abandoned.
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They were sheltering behind the tall wheels of a flatcar, and had just recovered their breath--
or ! Xabbu had, and the others were getting closer--when a |oud but nmuffled _whunp_ knocked the
ground from underneath them Even the massive flatcar bounced, its wheels scraping against the
track; for a terrifying nonment Renie thought it might tip over and crush themall.

When the earth had stopped shaking, they crawl ed past the end of the flatcar and | ooked back
The innernpst section of the Scarecrow s headquarters had been conpletely |eveled, and nuch of the
rest was hidden by a rising cloud of dust and dark snoke. Bits of ash and debris were beginning to
filter down around themin a fine rain.

"Jesus Mercy," Renie said. "He did it. He blew hinself up."

"So?" Azador spat. "Only idiots waste their tine on ganes. W will go now, while Scarecrow s
eneny is trying to find out what has happened." As if to illustrate his words, those Ti ktoks not
caught in the blast had al ready begun swarm ng toward the rui ned pal ace, beans fromtheir belly-
| anps crisscrossing in the murk. "We will slip through the Wrks w thout Tinman even noticing us."

"How do you know about the Works anyway?" Reni e demanded. "In fact, how do you know so nuch
about this whole simworld?"
Azador shrugged. "I get around." He scowl ed. "Enough with questions. If | were you, | would be

nice to me. Wio took you out of that cell? W knows the secrets of this place? Azador does." He
pull ed out a cigarette and felt for his lighter.

"W don't have tinme for that." Renie pointed at the sky. "Look at those clouds--there could be
anot her tornado any nmonment, and we'd be caught in the open.”

Azador grimaced, but tucked the cigarette behind his ear. "Fine. So |l ead the way."

_Like it's some kind of treat for ne,_ Renie thought. _Thanks so rmuch, M. Azador, _

Crossing the vast railyard took nore than an hour. The open spaces were particularly perilous,
and several tinmes they reached shelter only nonments before they woul d have been spotted by one of
the rovi ng gangs of nechanical men. As the sky grew darker, orange safety lights snoldered into
Iife around the yard, throw ng boxcars and switching stations and derelict engines into stark
relief. Renie could not see why Scarecrow and his friends had wasted processi ng power on a pl ace
like this, even if they did get the ingredients cheaply. She could understand building Oz--but a
Kansas rail head?

That was one of the differences between the rich and everyone el se, she decided. These
Q herl and people could | avish nmoney and attention on anything that struck their fancies. Unlike
ordinary people, they could afford to be crazy.

The fugitives stopped to catch their breath in a covered freight car. The nmurk fromthe
destruction of the Scarecrow s headquarters had spread across the horizon, although it was hard to
tell where the cloud of dust left off and the threatening skies began.

Despite the growi ng darkness, the air was hotter now than it had been half an hour before.

Shi el ded from spying eyes by the freight car's walls, Azador had |it a cigarette, and was
bl owi ng snoke rings at the low ceiling. He was al so pointedly not talking to or even | ooking at
Em |y 22813, who crouched a short distance away, watching his every nove with naked mi sery.

"He knows things," !Xabbu said quietly to Renie. "Even if you do not like him we should
di scover whether he can help us find our friends. To remain separated fromthem | think, wll
only endanger us all."

Reni e watched as Enmily sidled over toward Azador, her hand balled in a pal e-knuckled fist. At
first Renie thought the girl was going to hit him (which did not bother her in the | east, except
for the possibility of violent reprisals) but Emly only thrust her hand in front of Azador's
must ached face. Sonething glittered in her outstretched pal m

"Do you see?" Emly asked himpleadingly. "I saved it. You told me not to lose it, and
didn't lose it."
"Of course,"” Renie breathed, staring at the snmall golden object. "I conpletely forgot about

it. He gave it to her, didn't he? That's what she said." She stood. "Were did you get that,
Azador ?"

He did not | ook at either of the wonen. "Get what?"

"That gem Wiere did it cone fronP"

He rounded on her, snoke streami ng fromhis nouth and nostrils. "Wo are you? Wo are you,
crazy woman? | do not have to answer your questions! | go where | want, | do what | please. | am
of the Romany, and we do not tell our stories to _gorgio_ ."

"Romany?" Reni e ransacked her nmenory. "You nean a gypsy?"

Azador snorted and turned away. Renie cursed herself for her inpatience. !Xabbu was right--
they could not risk |osing what he might know It burned like fire to apol ogi ze, but she knew it
had to be done. "Azador, |I'msorry--1 do ask too many questions. But we are strangers here and we
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don't know what to do. W don't know all the things you know. "

"That is the truth," he nuttered.

"So help us! You're right, you don't have to tell us anything, but we need your help. This
pl ace--this O herland network--do you know what is happening here?"

He | ooked at her fromthe corner of his eye, then took a long drag on his cigarette. "Wat
al ways happens. Rich idiots play ganes."

"But that's not true any nore. The systemis . . . changi ng somehow. " She wondered how mnuch
she could tell himwthout giving away their own situation--they could not assune he had conme by
the geminnocently, "You heard what | said to the Scarecrow. | know you did. 1'll ask you the sane

question. Have you tried to go offline?"
He turned to face her. Emily shrank back against the wall of the freight car as if sonething

passi ng between them m ght burn her. "I heard what you said to the Scarecrow," he said at |ast.
"Yes, | have tried."

" And?"

He shrugged and brushed his thick hair back fromhis face. "And it is like you said. | could
not leave. But for ne it is okay," he added carelessly. "I amin no hurry."

"You see?" She dropped to the floor and sat cross-legged. "W need to share information."

Azador hesitated, then his face seenmed to close, |like a door shutting. "No. Not so easy. And
anyway, we cannot spend tine here tal king, tal king. Maybe when we are through into the next

pl ace."

So he planned to go with them Renie wasn't sure how she felt about that, but perhaps Azador
was keeping his secrets for that very reason, as a bargaining chip against desertion.

"Ckay." Renie stood. "Then let's get on the road."

The outer edges of the sprawing railyard gradually becane nore and nore tangled wth pipes
and tanks and electrical wires, as the yard--unobtrusively at first--nmetanorphosed into the Wrks.

The pi pes which snaked through the railyard to service the rolling stock with water and fuel
and to draw off or | oad various fluid cargoes, now becanme a nore proninent part of the | andscape
Large pipes becane |arger still, and systens of ducts and conveyors were |ashed together in bigger
and bi gger aggregations until massive bundl es of pipe seened to replace trains as the things
attended, as the object of all fears and desires.

The nottl ed sky, which sagged above Enerald' s railyard |ike a dripping blanket, was first
di vided into quadrants by hanging wires and the everpresent pipes, then subdivided into smaller
and smal |l er sections as the infrastructure thickened overhead, until a last it was only a
suggestion of fitful novenent in the chinks _between_ clustered ducts. Even the ground, which had
been flat, heat-cracked nmuck in the railyard, seenmed with each step they took to becone sonething
nmore befitting the Wirks, first growing a skin of rough concrete, then sweating out pools of
stagnant water and rai nbowshimering oil. The only congruity between what they had |l eft and where
they were traveling was how the sullen character of the now al nost invisible skies was
artificially duplicated in the cavernous Wrks--the thunder of the deep-gurgling pipes, the water
nm sting down from decaying seals and faulty joints, even blue-white arcs of electricity that
nm micked the Iightning, spasnming where the insulation had worn away from the bundl ed wires.

Moving into these knotted caverns of dirty plastic cable and corrosi on-roughened netal was
unpl easantly |ike being swall owed by sonething. In fact, Renie reflected wearily, their entire
experience in the network had been |ike that. The problens they thought to solve, the tragedies
|i ke Stephen's they neant to avenge, had once seened such clear-cut things, but instead she and
the others had been drawn deeper and deeper into the games and idi osyncratic obsessions of
O herland' s builders, until it was hard to tell what was even real, |et alone what was inportant.

The forest of vertical cylinders and the artificial skies of horizontal tubing at |east
provi ded many places to hide, which was fortunate: as they learned within a short while of
entering the Wrks, they were by no neans its only inhabitants.

Once underneath the tangle of pipes, they saw surprisingly few tiktoks--the [ arge, clunsy
mechani cal men were perhaps not well suited for maneuvering through the sonetines cranped spaces--
but they discovered that the Wrks was honme to nmany other clockwork creatures, also nore or |ess
humanoi d, but far smaller and shoddier. Many of these, |ike antique toys, seened only a cheap tin
shel |l over gears and springs, split vertically with their two hal ves hel d together by bent neta
tabs. The crude colors with which their features and unifornms had been pai nted on nade them seem
even nore unpl easantly soulless than the tiktoks.

As they hid behind a trunk of several intertw ned vertical pipes, Renie watched one of the
crude toys totter past their hiding place--flat eyes unnoving, nmouth drawn as an enotionless |ine--
and could not help shuddering. It was not only the things thensel ves that disturbed her, but the
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t hought of what kind of person Tinman nust be to have such enpty, pointless subjects, virtual or
not .

There were a few humans, too, henrys and emlys, all shaven-headed and w apped in oil-stained
rags; Renie guessed they had been inpressed fromthe Scarecrow s popul ati on. Mdst of themcarried
heavy burdens, sone |aden so terribly that she could not understand how they nanaged to wal k, but
even those with nothing to carry | ooked only downward. They trudged through pools of dirty water
and staggered around obstacl es without glancing up, as though they had covered their routes so
often that vision was no | onger necessary.

"Whi ch way do we go?" Renie asked in a whisper, barely audi bl e above the dripping of water on
asphalt. They were deep in the shadow of a group of concrete columms, each as wide as a very
| arge, very old tree. The fibrous cataconbs of the Wrks stretched nonotonously away on every
side. "We need to find the river."

Azador frowned. "It will be . . . that way." He pointed, but he did not sound certain.
I Xabbu was up on his hind | egs, sniffing, doglike head bobbing up and down. "I can tel
not hi ng by ny nose,"” he confessed. "It is all too nmuch the sane--the worst of city snmells. But the

wind feels a little nore cool fromthat direction.” He gestured, his thin hairy armat a right
angl e to what Azador had just indicated.

Reni e | ooked at Azador's slitted eyes and realized they had reached a crisis of |eadership
She trusted ! Xabbu's instincts and training, but the gypsy, if that was truly what he was, mn ght
| eave them any monment--mght sinply, in his irritation, decide to follow his own direction. Could
they afford to Il et himgo and give up on what he might be able to tell then? If he had
denonstrated only the trick in the cell, she m ght have said yes, but there was the unexpl ai ned
matter of Sellars' gemas well.

"COkay," she said to Azador. "Take us there." She hoped ! Xabbu woul d under st and.

Qut si de, the sun had gone down, or the storny skies had thickened to conplete inpenetrability,
because the Wrks was growi ng dark. Beneath the arbors of pipe and tw sted cable, sickly green-and-
yellow lights glowed into half-life behind cracked panels, augnented by an occasi onal sparking
flash of electricity. G oans and faint shrieks echoed through the danp corridors, ghostly with
di stance, as though nightfall was bringing the Wrks to its fullest life.

Reni e hated the place. Reninding herself that it was nothing but displayed |ines of code did
not do nuch good, since she still did not know whether she and ! Xabbu coul d survive an online
death. All she knew for certain was that she had seldomwanted to get out of a place nore.

They were in one of the few large and open spaces, a joining of several tunnels, |like a
cataconmb constructed of wires, when the figure stepped out of the darkness inmediately in front of
t hem

Renie's heart, which had threatened for a nonent to stop beating, found its rhythm agai n when
she saw it was only one of the henrys, a stunbling, tattered figure with a netal canister slung
across his shoulders. Before they could step back into the shelter of one of the cross-corridors
he | ooked up and saw them Hi s eyes bulged in his pale, sparsely-bearded face. Renie stepped
forward, raising a finger to her lips.

"Don't be frightened," she said. "W're not going to hurt you."

The man's eyes grew even wider. He tilted back his head and swal |l owed, his Adanmi s apple noving
so violently it distended his neck, then he threw open his nouth to reveal sone kind of
| oudspeaker janmed deep between his jaws, and Renie saw with horror that what she thought was
beard were silver wires protruding through his cheeks. An earsplitting nechanical siren how ed
fromthe speaker, so |loud that Renie and the others staggered back with their hands over their
ears. The henry stood hel plessly, vibrating fromthe sheer volune, as the sound whooped and
screamed out of his throat.

They could only run. Al around, answering alarns began to sound, their tones a notch |ess
urgent but still horribly loud. An em |y turned the corner in front of them saw them dashing
toward her, and |let out her own inhuman shriek, as raucous as the first. Mnents |later two of the
shoddy tin nen appeared a little farther down the dripping corridor, and their own warning klaxons
rose to a hysterical pitch as well

_Tracking us, locating us,_ Renie realized. Enily was stunbling; Renie grabbed the girl and
dragged her al ong as she followed Azador into a side-passage. _They'll swarmto where the | oudest
are, until they have us surrounded. _

Anot her tattered human stepped into their path, too suddenly for Renie to identify it as nale
or female. Even as the spectral creature dropped the heavy bag it had been carrying and yawned its
nmout h open, Azador knocked it to the ground with his shoulder. As they rushed past, skinny arns
and | egs waggl ed helplessly in the air, and a broken siren-throat ratcheted instead of screaned.
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_We're just running, _ she realized. _Nowhere. This will get us killed._ "!Xabbu!" she shout ed.
"Lead us to the river!"

Her friend did not answer, but bounded ahead of them tail high, and began to run on al
fours. He sprinted around a dividing of the ways, slowed until he was sure they were still behind
him then accel erated agai n.

The alarm screans were rising on all sides now, and even though the Works-dwel |l ers who stepped
into their path did not try to stop them or even to avoid being shoved aside, they all shrieked
| ouder when Renie and the others pelted by, a sonic arrow pinpointing the direction of their
flight. The din was naddeni ng.

Now there were faces comng toward them at every turning, the haunted stares of the hunans,
the enmpty, chipped grimces of the tin creatures, even the dark bulk of a few tiktoks. Soon the
very crush of netal bodies and wasted flesh would seal off the avenues of escape, one by one.

Emily slipped in an oily puddl e and stunbl ed again, this time pulling Renie and herself to the
ground. As they struggl ed upright, !Xabbu hopped frantically in place, swiveling his nmuzzle from
side to side.

"I snell nothing, but | think it is there." !Xabbu jutted his head toward one of the narrow
ways. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a nonent, despite the chaos all around them
He worked his fingers in the air for a noment as though trying to grasp sonething, then opened his
eyes again. "It is there," he said. "I feel it to be true."

The uneven passage was rapidly filling with tin toys, all shanbling toward themlike
sl eepwal kers. "They've got between us and the water,"” Renie said, heart sinking.

Azador | ooked at her, then at ! Xabbu, then spat on the ground. "Follow, " he grow ed. He sprang
forward and slamred into the first wave of the netal things. H's rush knocked t hem back |ike
bow i ng pins, smashing one to the ground where it split into two nutshell halves and a clutter of
gears. Renie led Enily forward, trying to keep the girl behind Azador's broad back

The whining shriek of dozens of mechanical throats was now | ouder than a jet engine. Renie
felt rough, hard hands trying to close on her, and she | ashed out in a blind rage, shoving and
punching. For a noment Emily went down beside her, but Renie fought her way through the confusion
of shapes and found the girl's slender arm then pulled her onto her feet. Now even Enily was
flailing around her in panic, slapping at the tin creatures with open pal nms, her nouth contorted
in a screamthat Renie couldn't hear

Reni e staggered forward, numb and depl eted, her fists and arms bl oody. Yet another flat,
enanel ed face rose before her, buzzing as it gave the alarm She kicked its rounded m dsection and
tipped it over. Beyond it was nothing but Azador and darkness.

He turned a face that was now a sheet of red toward them and beckoned with a shaki ng, bl oody
hand. The corri dor ahead was enpty, a trail of dimy flickering lights | eading away into darkness.
They had broken through.

"Jesus Mercy," Renie choked. "Are . . . are . . . you. . . ?" She heard a clattering noise
behi nd them and turned. The tin things which had not been conpletely disabled were rocking |ike
overturned beetles, struggling to rise, to resune the chase. Renie's stomach tightened. "Were's
I Xabbu?"

_"Hurryt"_

Renie whirled to see the wel cone baboon shape, which had appeared like a sacred spirit in the
corridor ahead. "We are alnost at the river!" he called.

They hobbl ed after him Wthin noments the claustrophobi c passages opened out and the conduit
col ums suddenly stretched dozens of neters higher. The wi de, black mass of the river lay before
them The | oading dock was enpty, the creatures and people who had been there, Renie felt sure,
sunmmoned to form part of the nob through which they had just fought. She could hear the survivors
behind them still bent on pursuit, how ing and draggi ng thensel ves al ong on bent I|inbs.

"I's the gateway here sonewhere?" she asked, struggling to get her breath back

"Don't be a fool," Azador growl ed. "W will never live to find it."

"Then we need a boat."

Two | arge container ships lay at anchor, one with its cargo nets hangi ng hal f-unl oaded,
bul ging with crates of people-feed and crankcase |ubricant. Renie and the others ran down the dock
| ooki ng for something more their size, and found it in the shape of a small river tugboat, not
much nore than a barge with rubber bunpers. They clanbered aboard. Renie found a barge pole and
used it to unhook the tie line, then Azador got the engine started and they chugged sl owy out
onto the dark river

Behind, a crowd of how ing humans and mechani cal people had reached the dock, but their
dreadful voices were already growing fainter as the barge pulled for the niddle of the river

Azador hung on the wheel, grimand silent, with hands bl oodier than his face. Em |y coll apsed
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in the bow, weeping. Wth ! Xabbu's help, Renie got her into the cabin and onto the thin pall et
whi ch had served as the barge captain's mserabl e bed

Even as Reni e whispered soft words to the girl, words both of themcould barely hear because
their ears were still ringing painfully, something crackled beside them Wat Renie had thought
was a mrror suddenly began to radiate grainy light, then the eyel ess face of the Tinman appeared
on the screen.

"So," it said cheerfully, "you outsiders are all still alive--and the special one, the wee
nmot her -t o-be? Lovely, lovely. Little bundle of joy unharmed, too? Excellent! Then | believe ny
line is supposed to be: _'Surrender the Dorothy!' " The gate in its nouth clacked up and down as

the Tinman vented its horrible, buzzing | augh. "Good, yes? But of course | hope you won't _really_
surrender, and spoil the fun. "

Reni e snatched up the barge pol e and hanmered the screen into shards and powder, then sank to
the floor, exhausted and fighting back tears.

CHAPTER 18
The Veils of Illusion

NETFEEDY Bl OGRAPHY: "The Man in the Shadows"

(visual: slownotion footage of Anford speaki ng at convention)

VO Rex Anford, sonetines referred to as the "Conmmander-in-Absentia" or "The Gray Man," is the
subj ect of this biography, which traces his rise fromsnall-town obscurity through his emergence
in the new Industrial Senate as a representative for ANVAC, GCeneral Equiprent, and other | ow
profile, big-noney corporations, and to his eventual election as President of the United States.
The controversial issue of his health is discussed, and experts analyze file footage in an attenpt
to di agnose what, if any, nedical problens he m ght have.

A swirl of colors grew out of the blinding golden |ight--black, enber-red, and at the |ast a deep
neon blue just shading toward ultraviolet that seened to enter himlike a vibration--then Paul was
through, still tangled in the grasp of the man who had ki dnapped him He struggled to protect
hinsel f, then realized that his opponent was not fighting, but only holding himpassively. He set
hi s hands agai nst the man's chest and shoved. The thin, dark-skinned nman stunbl ed backward, then
threw out his arms and regai ned his bal ance.

The | evel ground beneath the stranger's heels extended only another few yards behind him
bef ore droppi ng away down a steep, grassy slope. Far below, a river threaded its way through the
narrow canyon, foam ng through descending cataracts until it wound out of sight. But Paul did not
stop to adnmire the stunning view of water and hills and tangled trees, the skies so sunny the
worl d al nost sparkled. H s attention was focused on the interloper who had stolen himfromthe
Engl and of the Martian invasion--a distorted version of his home, but still the closest he had
found to what he had | ost.

"Now, " the stranger began, smiling, "OF course | owe you an apol
he took a startled step backward as Paul sprang toward him

Paul did not hit the stranger squarely, but he wapped his arns around hi mand together they
tunbl ed down the slope in a single rolling knot. For all Paul knew, they mnight bounce from sone
preci pice and plunge to the distant valley floor, but he did not care. Chased and nistreated for
unf at homabl e reasons, he finally had his hands on one of his tornentors and woul d take the nan
down with him even if neither of them survived.

There was no precipice. They arrived at the bottomof the hill with a spine-jarring thunp, but
with several nore descending slopes still between themand the valley floor. The inpact threw them
apart and they lay for a noment where they |anded, struggling for breath. Paul was the first to
nove, rolling over onto his stomach to crawl toward his eneny, who saw himand scranbled to his
feet.

"What are you doi ng?" The stranger danced back from Paul's swi ping grab. "Are you trying to
kill us both?"

For the first time, Paul noticed that the stranger was no |onger dressed in the tattered
Edwar di an suit he had worn before. Sonmehow -by nmagic, for all Paul could tell--he had acquired a
shiny wai stcoat and pair of baggy pants that mi ght have come from an Arabian Ni ghts pantoni ne.
Paul flicked a glance down and saw that he was dressed the sane way, with silky pantal oons and his

H s eyes wi dened and
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feet in thin, pointed slippers, but he had no interest in stopping to wonder what it mneant.

"Kill us both? No," he gasped, and dragged hinself upright. "I'mjust trying to kill you." His
ribs ached fromthe fall and his legs were weak. Still, he knew he would fight to the end if
necessary, and felt a little pleasure at that realization--the warnth of soneone who had not been
good at ganes in school, and who had shied away fromfights, realizing that he wasn't a coward
after all.

_Yes, I'Il fight,_ Paul thought, and it changed how he thought of hinmself, of his situation
I won't just give up._
"Stop, man," the stranger said, lifting his hands. "I amnot your eneny. | have tried to do

you a ki ndness, but | have been terribly clumsy."
"Ki ndness?" Paul wi ped sweat fromhis forehead and took another step forward, but did not
press the attack. "You kidnapped nme. You lied to ne, and then you shoved ne through that, that.

. " He waved his hand toward the hill above, and the place they had arrived, " what ever it
is. Wiat sort of kindness is that?"
"As | began," the man said, "I owe you an apology, and here it is--1 amvery, very sorry. WII

you strike ne once nore, or will you let me explain?"

Paul eyed him In truth, he was not |ooking forward to grappling with the stranger again.
Despite his thin frame, the nan's body had felt hard and resilient as brai ded | eather, and unlike
Paul , he did not seeminjured or even wi nded. "Explain, then."

The stranger sat hinself cross-legged on the ground. "I saw you in that market. You did not
seemto belong, and | watched you. And then | saw your compani ons. They were not what they
appeared to be, but you did not seemto notice."

"Not what they appeared to be. You said that before. What does that nean?"

"I cannot say, exactly." The stranger's sml|e appeared again, a broad and sel f-effacing thing
so synpathetic that Paul felt he should not trust it on principle. "They had the appearance of an
average Englishman and Engli shwoman, of the type that should be in that place, but sonmething in
them some shadow beneath the seem ng, spoke to me also of hunting beasts. My lord Shiva put it in
my head that they were not what they appeared, and that you were in danger."” He spread his hands,
pal 6 upward. "So | took it on nyself to get you away."

Paul remenbered his own nonent of fear. The Pankies had indeed resenbl ed the creatures who
hunted him al though they had denonstrated no other sinmilarities. Hs distrust of the stranger
eased a little. "Then why didn't you just warn nme? Wiy drag nme through--what was that, anyway?
What are these things that take us fromone place to another?”

The stranger gave himan odd | ook. "Gateways? Portals, doors, they are called those things,
too. What do you call then?"

Now it was Paul's turn to frowm. "I don't call themanything. | don't even know what they
are. "

The stranger stared at himfor a long nmonent, his deep brown eyes intent. At |ast he shook his
head. "We nust speak nore. But we nust al so nove through this place to another gateway, for this
is the country of the fiercest of my enemes and | cannot stay long." He rose, then extended a
hand toward the distant waters. "WII| you conme with ne? There will be boats down bel ow, and we can
speak as we go upon the river."

If the man intended to harmhim he was going at it in a very roundabout way. Paul decided he
woul d stay on guard, but give hima chance. Perhaps he could give Paul some information. Anything
that m ght dispel the cloud of ignorance and confusion that had been surrounding himfor so |ong
woul d be worth al nost any ri sk.

"Very well," he said. "If you will answer mnmy questions honestly."

"I will answer as nuch as | amall owed. Sonme secrets there are that have been given into ny
care, and those | nay not tell anyone, even at the cost of ny soul."

Paul had no idea what that was supposed to nean. "Wo are you, then?" he asked.

"I am Nandi," the stranger said, and touched his palnms together in front of his chest. "Nandi
Par adi vash, at your service. | amsorry our neeting has been so upsetting. And you are. . . ?"
"Paul ," he said wi thout thinking, then inwardly cursed hinself for using his real nane. He

tried to sumon anot her nanme, but could only think of the madman who had dragged hi mthrough the
pal aces and deserts of Mars; he hoped Nandi had not net him "Paul Brummond. And | have anot her
question. Were the hell are we?"

Nandi did not appear to have noticed anything ami ss with Paul's nane. "l amsurprised," he
said. "You are English, are you not? Surely you should recognize one of the catechisnms of an
Engl i sh school career."

Paul shook his head. "You' ve |lost ne."

"Ah? _'\Were bl ossonmed nmany an incense-bearing tree;' _"the stranger declainmed, " _'And here
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were forests ancient as the hills, Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.'_ You see, there are the
forests, trees--sandal wod, spruce--can you not snell then? And we will soon be upon the River
Al ph, traveling, perhaps, through 'caverns neasurel ess to nman. o

Paul felt something tickling his nenory. "The River Alph. . . ?"

"Yes." Nandi nodded, sniling again. "Wlconme, Mster Paul Brumond . . . to Xanadu."

The hillsides were glorious with wildflowers, tiny static expl osions of yell ow and white and
pal e powdery blue, and the soft breezes did indeed waft exotic scents. As they made their way down
to the river, fromslope to ever-lower slope, Paul found that he was struggling to hang onto his
wariness. It had been a long tine, if ever, since he had been in a place this lovely, and at |east
for the moment he felt alnost safe. His protective reflexes, coiled |like springs, began to relax a
little.

"It is indeed beautiful,” Nandi said as if reading his thoughts. "Those who constructed it did

their work well, but it is not an Oriental place at all. It is a representation of an idea--an
Engli shman's idea of an Asian paradi se, to be accurate."
At first Paul thought that "those who constructed it," was another religious reference, like

the man's citation of Shiva, but after a few noments he realized what he had heard. "Those
who constructed _this_ place?"

Nandi watched a bright green bird streak overhead. "Yes. The designers and engi neers."

"Engi neers? _Peopl e?_"

Now the stranger turned. "Wat do you ask, Paul ?"

He hesitated, torn between the need to blurt out everything, his fear and ignorance, and the
urge toward secrecy which was part of his arnmor--and woefully thin arnor it had been. "Just
just tell nme what this is. This place."

"This simulation, do you nmean? O the network?"

Paul 's | egs turned wobbly. He took one staggering step, then had to sit down. "Sinmnulation?
This is a sinulation?" He flung up his hand and stared at it, then took it away and stared at the
valley in all its intricacy. "But it can't be! It's . . . it's real!"

"Did you not know?" Nandi asked. "How coul d that be possible?"

Paul shook his head, helpless, reeling. A sinulation. Sonmeone had inmplanted him then covered
it up. But there were no sinulations as perfect as this. It sinply wasn't possible. He closed his
eyes, half-certain that when he opened themall would be gone, and he would be back in the giant's
grindi ng- house again, or Hunpty-Dunpty's Castle. Even those insanities nmade nore sense than this.
"It can't be."

Nandi crouched at his side, his face full of concern and surprise. "You did not know you were
in a sinmulation? You nust tell me how you came here. This is nore inmportant than you realize, Paul
Br unmond. "

"l don't know how | got here--and anyway, it's not Brumond. | lied." He no |onger cared
enough to deceive. "My nane is Paul Jonas."

H s conpani on shook his head. The nane neant nothing to him "And you do not know how you cane
her e?"

Nunmbed and listless, Paul told himall that he could renmenber--the worlds seemingly w thout
end, the unanswered questions, the frightening bl ackness that covered his recent past. It was like
listening to soneone el se talk. Wien he had finished, Nandi let his chin fall to his chest and
closed his eyes, as if for sone perverse reason he was taking a nap; when he opened his eyes
again, he was clearly troubl ed.

"And all this time, Paul Jonas, you have been pursued through the creations of ny eneny. That
must nean sonething, but | cannot inagine what it is." He stood. "Cone. We nust hurry to the
river. The | onger we spend here, the greater the danger, | suspect."

"Your eneny--you said that before, too." Paul began to follow the sl ender man down the hil
again. "Who is this eneny? Do you nean he owns this place?"

"We shall not speak of him Not here." Nandi Paradivash put a finger to his lips. "Ad

folktales say that to nanme a denon is to summon it, and that might prove true for us as well. Wo
knows what nane or words may trigger a search agent?"
"Can we talk on the river? | . . . | have to know nore."

"We will speak, but be careful what words you choose."” He shook his head in wonderment. "I
shoul d have known that He who dances the Dance would not put Hi s hand upon ne and point ne toward
a stranger for no reason. A few nonents of Maya, of illusion, and alnost | forgot the snoke of the
burni ng-ground that was in nmy nostrils when | learned truly to serve Hm"

The beauty of Xanadu inmpinged on Paul nore than ever as they covered the last mle dowmn to the
riverside. Knowi ng what he knew, he could ignore nothing: this delicately scented fl ower, that
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tree, the grass rustling soft beneath his feet--all false. Constructs. But there could be no
simulation of life so faultless. He did not consider hinself anything |ike an expert, but he was
no hermt either. He had seen the much-touted "photorealistic" VR environnents out of China
advertised all over the net, and his friend Niles had even let himtry out one of the governnent's
better simulation engines, an enbassy dinner with lifelike opportunities for political gain or

| oss. Paul had been very inpressed by the experience--the puppet actors who could actually nmake
conversation, the small objects like silverware that vibrated convincingly if you pinged them on
the edge of a plate--but even last year's state-of-the-art had been nmiles, no, light-years behind
t hi s!

"The people in these . . . sinmulations," he asked. "They aren't real either?"

"Sonme of themare," Nandi said. "This was built for rich and powerful people to use, and they
and their friends can appear here |ike gods taking nortal forms. But nost of the people, as you
call them are Puppets. Things w thout souls. Mchinery."

The words of Professor Bagwalter in the Martian simulation came back to him and now Paul
understood them The man had been a participant--a Ctizen--and had wanted to know i f Paul was
one, too. But if that was true, then maybe the bird-wonan, Vaala. . . ?

"Am | the only person you have net in here who has lost his nmenory?"

Nandi snmiled a little. The river was now just before them submerged stones nmaking |acy white
Vs on the rough jade surface. "You are not nerely that, you are the only person |I have ever heard
of who did not know he was in a virtual environment." He | ed Paul down to a short, sandy stretch
of beach. A tiny dock that seemed to have been carved froma single piece of white stone |ay
partially hidden by a strand of cattails. Tugged by the current, a small but el egant boat bobbed
at the end of its painter like a dog waiting to be wal ked.

Nandi gestured Paul to the seat at the front of the boat. "Please," he said, "I will be your
steersman, as Krishna becane Arjuna's charioteer. Do you know the _Bhagavad Gta_ ?"

"I have a copy," Paul said. "Back home, wherever that is." He did not add that it had been a
gift fromone of his nore disastrous girlfriends, shortly before she had tipped over into what
Paul considered religious mania. His last neeting with her had been sone nonths afterward, when he
had seen her playing a drumand chanting in the Canden Town tube station, blind behind the goggles
that flooded her senses with sone chargelike nmantra

"Ah, good." Nandi smled. He unhooked the boat's painter and gui ded them out onto the flow ng

river. "Then you will understand nme when | conpare you to Arjuna, a brave nman--a great hero!--in
need of advice and wi sdom "
"I didn't read it carefully, I'mafraid.” In fact, he hadn't read it at all, and the only

thing he renenbered fromthe entire episode was that Krishna was a god, or perhaps just God, and
he thought that if this Nandi was assigning hinself the role of Krishna, he was getting a bit
above hi nsel f.

_Listen to ne, _ he thought. _|I sound |like ny grandnother. _

The | andscape slid past, precious and perfect. Far down the valley, past nany bends of the
river, a cloud of spray lifted high above the water, crowned by a brilliant rainbow Paul tried to
renenber the fanmous Col eri dge poem but could not get any farther than: _"In Xanadu did Kubl ai

Khan a stately pleasure done decree. _
"Can you talk to me now?" he asked. "The sound of the river should keep anyone from hearing
us."

Nandi steered them past one of the rocks and its white arrowhead wake. "It is nmore than sound
we must fear. Every word you speak is translated through several kinds of virtuality engines, and
that, too, |leaves traces. The people we seek are the nasters of this place, just as Trinurti is
the master of the real world, and both rule their domains to the snallest note of dust, the nost
m nuscul e flash of subatomic forces. That is why the error of these people is so great--they seek
to make thensel ves gods."

"You keep saying 'they' or 'these people.' Who?"

"A group of men--and sone woren, too--who have decl ared thensel ves the enem es of everything
They nanme thensel ves the Grail Brotherhood, misusing the old nyth for their own purposes--stealing
the story, it could be said. They have built this place, and they live here and disport thenselves
like the el dest sons and daughters of Heaven. Not all of this network is as pleasant as this--no,
much of it is even worse than anything you have seen. Sinulations of slavery and cruelty and
sexual debauchery, they have nade themall."

"But who are you? | mean, how did you come to be involved in all this?"

Nandi eyed himfor a nonment, considering. "This nmuch | can tell you. The Grail Brotherhood
have touched things, harned things, that they do not even understand. And so it is that sone have
come together to oppose them W are the Circle." He held up his hand with his fingers rounded
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into a ring, and peered through it with one bright, brown eye. The effect was al nost conical
"Where you find us, there you will find safety, at l|east as much as we can give, for clearly you
are an eneny of our eneny."

"Why?" The fear that he had suppressed canme rushing back. "Wy shoul d people |ike that care
about me? I'mno one! | work in an art museum for Christ's sake."

The boat was picking up speed as the river narrowed, the cliffs now | ooning high above their
heads. Shaded by a drooping willow tree, a deserted teahouse stood on a rock pronontory
overl ooking the water like a piece of delicate jewelry left behind by a giant. It was al nbst too
beautiful, Paul thought, fighting dowm his panic. For the first time, he saw how this place could
be, nust be, unreal

"I do not know why you have drawn their attention," Nandi adnmitted. "It is likely to do with
the tine you cannot renenber. But those who chased you through several simulations--1 cannot doubt
they are agents of the greatest of the Brotherhood, since those were all his places. As is this."

"They all belonged to one person? Mars, that Alice in Wnderland thing, all of then®"

"Wealth is not one of the things he lacks."” Nandi's snmle was sour. "He has built dozens of
t hese. "

"What is his nane?"

The dark-ski nned man shook his head. "Not here. \When we pass through to another place, | wll
tell you, but there is no sense in uttering words that surely would be anong the first his agents
woul d investigate, since only those fromoutside the systemcould understand that this place _has_
a human creator."” Nandi glanced up sharply at a novenment on the heights above, but it was only a
shepherd | eading a flock of sheep across a high ridge. The nan did not | ook down, although severa
of the sheep did. Paul realized it was the first person other than thenselves they had seen since
ent eri ng Xanadu.

"Agents," he said aloud. "So those two . . . things following ne fromone sinulation to
anot her were agents? O this Brotherhood person?" He frowned. "Do you think that couple, the
Panki es, were agents, too? They didn't have anything like the sanme effect on ne. And | spent a
ni ght sl eeping next to them but nothing happened.™”

"Again, | cannot say." Nandi spent several nonents concentrating on guiding the boat between
t he rocks, which were growi ng nore numerous. Wen a clear stretch of water was before them he
continued. "W have studied these people, but still our know edge is small--after all, they have
| abored hard and spent rmuch noney to keep their works hidden. But sonething was wong with those
two, that man and wonan. | felt the hand of ny God touch nme." He said this as sinply and with as
much conviction as he m ght have expl ained being the first to see a parking space in front of the
off-license. "If you do not trust the gods--if you do not trust God--then you have rejected
yoursel f."

Nandi agai n devoted hinself to his steering. Paul sat back on the polished bench and wat ched
the green hills and raw rock faces slip past. It was difficult to find a place even to begin
t hi nki ng about all this. It would have nade a fairly dubious plot in a flick, let alone being
acceptable as the course for his actual and only Iife. But it made a horrid kind of sense, too:
once you accepted a sinmulation this good, it answered nany of his other questions.

He even felt a nonent's disappointnment as he realized that he had not seen the begi nning of
history in the Ice Age, but only sonmeone's coded dramatization of it. Still, the People, whatever
they truly were, had not only seemed real to Paul, but if they were Puppets they seened awfully
sel f-sufficient ones, fully engaged with their own pretend world, with their fears and triunphs
and fol klore. Perhaps, he reflected, even inmginary people just needed a story of their own--
sonet hi ng that nade sense out of things.

But if it had all been code, all nake-believe, then what about the wonan who had spoken to him
through the sick Neandertal child? The wi nged wonman who cane to himin dreans? She had begged that
he find her.

It was too nuch to work out all at once.

"If these people are so powerful,"” he asked, "then what are you and your friends in this
Circle thing going to do? And why do you care, anyway, if a bunch of rich bastards have private
orgies on their VR network?"

"I'f only it were that, Paul Jonas." Nandi lifted the dripping paddle fromthe water so he
could turn to face him "I cannot tell you all that would answer you properly, but you nust trust
me when | say that | believe what they are doing threatens everything. _Everything._ And even if
you doubt ny belief, it is a fact that they have hurt and killed many to build this thing of
theirs, this . . . theater of Maya. And they will kill many nore to keep it secret as long as
necessary. In fact, fromwhat you have told ne, they are trying to kill you as well--or to do
sonet hi ng worse to you."

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202-River%200f%20Blue%20Fire%20(v3.0).txt (162 of 313) [8/28/03 12:42:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%202- River%200f%20B| ue%20Fi re%20(v3.0).txt

The fear came back, goose-pinpling his flesh, and he had to suppress the urge to screamat the
unf ai rness. What had he done to offend people like that? He nastered hinself. "You haven't told ne
what you plan to do about it."

"Nor can |," Nandi said. "And not just for the sake of secrecy. You have enough probl ens,

Paul . You do not need the burden of knowi ng what we know. It is one less thing they will work to
make you confess if you are ever captured."”

"You talk like this is a war!"

Nandi did not smile this tinme. "It _is_a war." After a nonent's silence, he added: "But
al t hough they think thensel ves gods, they are nmerely hunman. They nake m stakes. They have made
sone already, and they will make nore, no matter how many forns they wear, no matter how many

lives they build for thenselves in this place. It is as Krishna said to Arjuna: _'Do not grieve
for the life and death of individuals, for this is inevitable; the bodies indeed cone and go, but
the life that manifests in all is undying and unhurt, it neither slayeth or is slain.'_ This is a

central truth of the world, Paul. Krishna spoke of what you night call the soul or the essence.
Now these Grail crimnals, as they seek to ape the gods, they are caught in a | esser version of
this same great truth, a shadow cast by its shining light. You see, they cannot shake off what
they are, no nmatter how nmany tines they change their skins."

"l don't understand."

"Look at this man, our chiefest eneny. You have been in many of his simulations, the
dreamnor | ds that he has fashioned for hinself. Wat do they have in comon?”

Paul had t hought sonething simlar hinmself not |ong ago, and he struggled to sumon the

menory. "They're . . . they seemvery old. The ideas, | nean.”
"Exactly." The charioteer was pleased with his Arjuna. "That is because he is an old nan, and
longs for the things of his youth. Here, | will tell you something. He was born in France, this

man | will not name, but was sent to a school in England during the Geat War, because his famly
wanted himaway fromthe fighting that tore France. He was a lonely child in that foreign country,
fighting to be Iike the others, and thus the things of his boyhood are all those bits of
Engl i shness he tried so hard to enbrace-Lewis Carroll, H G WIlIls, the com c nagazi nes of trave
to other planets. "

"Hold on." Paul |eaned forward. "Do you nmean to tell me this man was alive during the Second
World War?"

Nandi was anused. "I refer to the First Wrld War, in fact."

"But that would make him. . . That can't be. No one's that old."

"He is."” The gentle snile vanished. "He has made the preservation of his owm |ife an object of
religious devotion, and he treasures his nenories as the nyths of that religion. He cannot truly
share it, though--the childhood to which his virtual worlds are shrines is one that no other
living human renmenbers. If he were not so unreservedly evil, it would al nost be possible to fee
sorry for the man."

The boat abruptly dropped away beneath them for a noment, and Paul had to stop thinking in
order to hold onto his seat and not be jounced overboard when the small craft smacked down into
the water again.

"The river is nore dangerous here, just before the caverns," Nandi said, backi ng water
furiously with his paddle. "W will talk nmore when we are in a safer place."

"What caverns. . . ?" Paul asked, then whooped in surprise as the boat dipped again, then slid
bet ween two rocks and passed over yet another cataract.

For the next several mnutes he clung with both hands to the sides of the boat as Nand
expertly steered them past obstacle after obstacle and the river sank ever deeper into the fold of
the canyon. The cliff walls now rose up so steeply on either side that only a sliver of sky could
be seen, and its light died a quarter of the way down the rock face.

"W will miss seeing the pleasure done," Nandi called over the tunult of the waters. "There is
a tributary that passes by the front gates, but | assune you do not wi sh to linger and admire our
eneny's handi work, or meet his henchnen."”

"What ?" Paul could make out only a few words.

"There!" Nandi pointed. "Can you see it?"

The nmi st that Paul had wondered at earlier now covered nmost of the river before them
billowing into the air in a sparkling cloud. Through it, at least half a kiloneter ahead and
partially bl ocked fromview by the cliffs, he could see a forest of white-and-gold minarets like
the battlenents of the dream castle he had seen when he clinbed the great tree. It was al nost
i mpossi ble not to admire the painstaking artistry that had gone into this place. If it was all the
wor k of human hands, as Nandi had said, then they had been very skilled hands indeed.

"Are there people in there?" he asked. "I nean, real people?"
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"Just a nmonent," his conpanion called above the noisy river. They rounded a bend and Paul saw
a gaping black nouth in the cliff face, swallowing the river dowmn. He had tine for only a
surprised and wordl ess shout, then the bottom dropped out from under them again and the boat slid
down a roaring flune into chilly darkness.

For | ong seconds he could see nothing, and could only cling to the bench, positive that they
woul d be smashed agai nst unforgiving stone or upended in the violent currents. The boat surged up
and down, and skewed abruptly fromone side to the other w thout warning, and none of Paul's
desperate, bellowed questions were answered. The bl ackness was absol ute, and the horrible thought
began to grow that Nandi had been thrown overboard, that he was rushing into oblivion alone.

The boat left the water again, free-falling for what seened to Paul's shrieking i nmagi nation
|ike ten seconds, but was probably | ess than one, then splashed down in a great drenching spune of
wat er. Paul clutched the rail until he could feel that the boat was at |ast nosing into cal mer
wat ers. The rush of the cataract began to quiet behind them

"Sonmetines it is exhilarating to wear flesh,” Nandi's voice said in the darkness. "Even
virtual flesh."

"I . . . | didn't enjoy that," Paul replied. "Wh-where are we?"

"I'n caverns neasurel ess to man, as the poemsays. But wait. You will see."

"S-see?" His teeth were chattering, and not just fromfear: the sumrery heat outside had not
penetrated here. In fact, it was terribly, terribly cold. "See h-how?"

Sonet hi ng nade a wet, scratchy sound behind him then |ight blossomed out of the void. Nand
had produced and lit a lantern, and now hung it fromthe boat's high, curved stern, so that it
threw its creany radiance all around.

"Ch," said Paul. "Ch. . . . "

The bl ack river had w dened again, and now extended an arrow s flight on either side of them
flat as a velvet tablecloth except for the dimnishing waves fromthe cataract. An inmense tunne
of ice surrounded the river, its ceiling fifty meters or nore above their heads. But this was not
just an ice cave--it was a crystalline abstraction of infinite variety.

Huge pillars like translucent candles stretched fromfloor to ceiling, aggregated from
trickles of water frozen and refrozen over the centuries, and di anond-faceted bl ocks as big as
houses lay piled along the bank as though by gigantic hands. Everything was covered by a net of
hoarfrost--tiny, delicate traceries of white, draped like the finest spidersilk. Ice bridges
stretched across the river in gleam ng spans, and where the ice on the tunnel walls had cracked
and fallen away, steep ice slopes now angled down to the water's edge. Even as Paul and Nand
wat ched, a snmall piece sheared | oose fromone of the walls ahead of them rolled slowy down the
bank, and splashed into the River Al ph; only as they approached it did Paul realize that the chunk
bobbi ng near the frozen riverbank was half as wide as the Islington house that held his flat.

"It's . . . the whole th-thing is mmagnificent," he said.

Nandi heard the shiver in his voice. "There are bl ankets under the bench, | think."

Paul found two, sunptuous things with a rich sheen, enbroidered with fanciful animals playing
musi cal instruments. He offered one to Nandi, who snmiled and shook his head. "I do not nuch fee
either cold or heat," Nandi said. "In the place where | last lived, | becanme accustoned to the
el ements. "

"I don't renmenber the Kublai Khan poem" Paul adnmitted. "Were do these caves go?"

"On and on. But the river itself crosses through themand enpties into the sea. And | ong
before that, we will have passed through the gateway."

"I don't understand how any of this works." His attention was nmonmentarily diverted as a bl ock
of ice the size of a London hover-cab fell fromthe ceiling and splashed noisily into the river a
hundred neters ahead. A few seconds later, the ripples set their small craft rocking. "These
gat eways--why are they in the water?"

"It is a conceit. There are other gateways, too, of course. Mst of the sinulations have
dozens, although they are hidden--only those who travel with the perm ssion of the sinmnulations
owners are given the tools to |ocate gateways. But the people who built this gigantic network
wi shed to have sone common thing that would tie it together, and so through every sinulation, the
Ri ver runs."

"What river?"

"It is different in different places--in some it is not even a river, but part of an ocean, or
a canal, or even sonething stranger, like a lava streamor a miles-wide flow of mercury. But
always it is part of the greater River. | suppose it would be possible, given enough tine--nore
than the lifetime of even soneone |ike our chief eneny, though--to pass all the way down the
river, crossing through every sinmulation, until like the fanobus serpent with its tail inits
mouth, the river net itself again and you had returned to the place you started."
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"So there's always a gate on the river, in each sinulation.” Paul, with the bl anket wapped
around him was feeling better, and each piece of information was |like food to a starving nan.
"Two, at the very least--one at either end of the river's passage through that sinulated

worl d."

"But there are others, too--like that one in the Hanpton Court nmmze that you pushed ne
t hr ough. "
Nandi nodded. "Yes. | had been there several days, and had seen one or two people go into the

maze who never came out agai n--nmenbers of the Brotherhood or their enployees, perhaps. So |
investigated. Al the gates, even the river gates, allow the privileged user to go where he or she
chooses, and unlike those at either end of the river, the others do not |ead through the network
in any particular order. But alnost all the gates have a default setting, usually into another
worl d belonging to the same naster. However, | am pleased to say, we will reach one soon which
will take us out of _this_ man's domains entirely."

"How do you know all this?" The frustration was building inside him-there was so nuch to
|l earn before the nost inportant questions could even be franed.

"We of the Circle have studied these people and their works for a long tine. And al though |

have only entered this network recently, | amnot the first of ny kind to cone here." Nandi spread
his hands as if offering Paul sonething. "Men and wonen have died to learn the things | amtelling
you now. "

Al most without his knowl edge, Paul's fingers had stolen to his neck. "If I'min a simulation
though, | mnust be able to go offline. So why can't | find the plug? Wiy can't | just pull the dam
thing out?""

H s conpani on | ooked grave. "I do not know how you cane here or why, Paul Jonas, or what keeps
you here. But at the nonent, | cannot |eave either, and | cannot tell you the reason for that. It
does not affect ne--1 knew | could not leave until | had acconplished what | was sent to do, in
any case--but it must be affecting others. But this is part of why we have dedi cated ourselves to
opposi ng these people. | know it is a cliche of the worst sort,” he made a nocking face, "but the
Grail Brotherhood have tanpered with things they do not fully understand.”

A piece of the cavern wall had slid down into the river in front of them filling the water

with chunks of ice, and Nandi concentrated his energies on steering themthrough. Paul huddled in
his bl ankets, fighting the vague but definite feeling that time was short--that there were things
he shoul d be asking, and that he would regret it greatly later if he didn't think of them now.

He thought of the woman, the only thing that had made sense to himin all this madness unti
now. Where did she fit into all this?

_But should I tell this man everything, absolutely everything? Wat if he's really working for
those Grail people hinself, and he's just toying with ne?_ He | ooked at Nandi's narrow, sharp
features and realized he had never been able to tell anything useful about anyone by | ooking at
them _O what if he's just a madman? Maybe this is a sinulation, yes, but maybe all this G ai
stuff is some mad conspiracy theory? How do | know that he's not a Puppet hinself? Maybe this is
part of the ride._

Paul tugged the bl anket closer around him That kind of thinking did no good. A few days ago,
he had been lost in a kind of fog; at |east now he had the basis for rational thought, for making
deci sions. He coul d doubt anything and everything, but what Nandi Paradi vash sai d nmade sense: if
he, Paul Jonas, was not stark raving mad, then only some kind of simulation gave a rationa
franmework to all that he had experienced. But simnulations of this level, actually
i ndi stingui shable fromreality, had to be something new. Only people with the kind of power Nandi
was tal ki ng about could afford this kind of quantum | eap

"What do they want?" he asked suddenly. "These Grail people, what do they want? This kind of
thing--it must cost trillions. Mre, whatever that would be. Quadrillions."

"I told you, they wish to become gods." Nandi reached out with his |ong-handl ed oar and poked
away a small boul der of floating ice. "They wish to live forever in worlds of their own devising."

"Forever? How are they going to manage that? You, me, we've both got bodies somewhere, right?
You can't live without a body, no matter what your brain thinks it's doing. So what good is al
this? It's just an incredibly expensive gane. People |ike that, they don't need anything, except
for more time."

"I'f I knew all the answers to what you have just said, | would not have had to cone here." The
i ce behind them he resuned his neasured paddling.

Paul pulled the blankets aside and sat forward. "So you don't have answers? What _are_ you
doing here? I've told you lots of things. What can you tell nme?"

Nandi was silent for a long tine, his paddle di pping and energi ng, over and over, its gentle
slurp the only sound troubling the air of the great ice cave.
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"I was a scientist," he said at last. "A chenical engineer. Not an inportant one. Merely I
managed a research department of a |arge fibraware conpany in Benares, which is better known as
Var anasi . Have you heard of it?"

"Varanasi? It . . . it was sone kind of inportant city in India. There was an accident there,
wasn't there? Sonething toxic?"

"Benares was and is the holiest city of all. It has always existed, a jewel of sanctity on the
banks of the Ganges. But when | was a scientist, | did not care about this, I did ny job, | had
friends fromwork and school, | roamed the streets, both the real streets of Varanasi and the

virtual byways of the net. There were wonen and drugs, and everything else with which a young nan
with nmoney can occupy mind and body. Then the acci dent happened.

"It occurred at a governnent |ab, but it could just as easily have happened sonewhere el se.
The Iab was a snmall place by the standards of governnent interests, far snaller even than nmy own
corporate facilities. So snall."

In the silence, Paul said: "So this was the accident | heard about ?"

"Yes. A big, big mistake. But it was really just a small thing that happened in a snall lab. A
failure of containment for one viral agent. The | ab worked often with such things, as we all did,
and all potentially lethal viruses were engineered to be unable to replicate beyond a few cycl es,
enough for study but no nore. But an inproper procedure had been used in developing this vira
agent, or the genetic manipulation itself was deliberately sabotaged, or perhaps the virus itself
devel oped a nutant resistance to the safeguards. No one knows. A centrifuge nmal functioned. A
receptacl e cracked. Everyone in the lab was killed within m nutes. Contai nnent was broken because
one worman fromthe front office survived | ong enough to reach the fences, within yards of a busy
city street. An automatic alarmfromthe facility probably saved the lives of mllions. As it was,
two hundred thousand died in a nonth, nost in the first few days, before a virus-killer could be
engi neered. The arny shot thousands nore as they tried to break out of quarantine."”

"CGod, yes, | saw that. On the newsnets. It was . . . it was terrible." Paul was aware of the
nmonstrous i nadequacy of the response, but could think of nothing el se to say.

"I lived in that quarantine. It was street by street. My nother and father |ived only two
bl ocks away--two bl ocks!--and | could not go to them They died with the flesh nelting fromtheir
bones and were burned in a pit with hundreds of others. For one nonth the block in which | lived
became a jungle. People who think they are going to die within hours. . . . " Nandi shook his
head. There was sonething terrible in his eyes as they peered fromthe shadows cast by the
lantern. "I saw terrible things. The children, who could not defend thensel ves. " He paused
seeki ng words; when he continued, his voice was thick and hoarse. "I cannot speak of it, even now.
I nyself did terrible things as well, greedy, mad things. | did themfor fear, for hunger, in what
| thought was self-defense. But the worst of my crimes was that | watched what others did, but did
not stop them O at |east | thought that was ny worst crinme."

The light in the cavern had changed in some subtle way, bringing the other man's face into
sharper focus. Paul saw that there were fissures in the ceiling ahead; a few rays of daylight
st abbed down from above |ike searchlights, colums of bright fire dousing thenselves in the River
Al ph's dark waters.

"I had long before rejected the religion of nmy parents,” Nandi abruptly continued. "I had no
need of such benighted superstition--was | not a man of science, an enlightened creature of the
twenty-first century? | survived the quarantine by existing in a nmindl ess state, throwing off ny
intellect entirely. But when the quarantine was lifted, and | wal ked past the bodi es stacked on
the street corners, waiting for the governnent to cone and haul them away, then ny intellect
returned and | began to think I mght have nade a very grave error in how !l had built my life. As
I continued through the streets, through the snoke of the burnings and the rubble of the fires and
expl osi ons--for during the chaos of the quarantine parts of the city had becone sonmething |ike war
zones--ny heart began to perceive that there was a wound in the material world that no anount of

science could heal, that in fact science itself was only the helpful lie told to a dying man.
"Then | reached ny parents' block, and the pit where the bodi es had been burned. Soneone told
me what had been done there, and for a while | was |lost again, wal king in darkness. | cast nyself

down into the pit and | swamthere, weeping, in the ashes of the dead, the stench of their burned
bones and fat in ny nose, the oil and soot of their carbonized fornms painting nme black. And then
the hand of God reached into nme, and touched ne."

Paul realized he was holding his breath. He let it out. A vapor, it hung in the air over his
head, slowly turning invisible.

"The words of old wisdomcanme to ne then,” Nandi continued slowy.

"The world has Maya and its veils, which is to say illusion, as its naterial cause--the
illusion that pernmits souls to enact their dance of good acts and evil acts, and thus to turn the
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wheel of incarnation. But that is only the _material_ cause of the world. Shiva, he who _is_ the
dance, is the first cause, that which always was and always will be. It is said: _"Thus it is that
as the First Cause-sonetines called 'The Terror' and ' The Destroyer'--dances upon the darkness,
denonstrating his five acts of creation, preservation, destruction, enbodi nent, and rel ease, he
contains in hinself both the Iife and death of all things. So for this reason his servants dwel |
in the cremation ground, and the heart of his servant is |like the cremati on ground, wasted and
desol ate, where the self and its thoughts and deeds are burnt away, and nothing remains but the
Dancer hinmsel f."

H s face seened to have changed, to have becone sonething hard and sharp as a stone knife. His
eyes glinted with a cold light that nade Paul distinctly uneasy.

"So at that nonent, as | lay in the ashes of the dead, | gave nyself to Shiva--to God. And by
doing it | found a science that all the works of hunmanity can only approximate. Al that happens,
happens because God wills it. Al is part of the dance. So although it is ny ot to combat the

Gail Brotherhood, | also know that they can have no success that does not glorify Heaven. Do you
under stand, Paul Jonas?"
Paul was too stunned to reply for a noment. He could not tell if he had just been told

sonet hi ng profound or had endured the ravings of a religious maniac, a nman driven mad by tragedy.
"I don't think I do," he finally replied. "Not really."
"You are wondering what sort of lunatic acconpani es you, are you not?" Nandi smiled a tired

smle. In the growing light, he looked a little less frightening. "In the cremation pit where ny
parents had been burned |I |earned what my greatest crinme had been. My sin had been that | believed
that I _ was the nmeasure of the universe. Years later, when | returned to another cremation
ground, preparing nyself in the Shivaite manner--becomng an _aghori, we would say--for this
task, | cane to see that even those children of the quarantine, so horribly abused and nurdered

before ny eyes, were a part of the body of God. Even their _nurderers_ were Cod, and thus were
doi ng God's work."

Paul's head felt overloaded, his thoughts heavy. "I still don't understand any of that, or if
| do, | don't agree with it. If murder is God's work, then why are you bothering to fight against
these Grail people?"

"Because that is nmy task, Paul Jonas. And out of ny actions, ny resistance, nore of God's
wi shes will becone visible and nanifest. The Grail Brotherhood, too, are doing God's work, as am
I, although they do not believe it and doubtless think the opposite is true. And | am sure the
same is so for you, too."

A short while earlier, mserable at the thought of being hunted, Paul had rejected the idea of
his own inportance. But now, hearing this man describe himas just another cog in Heaven's
i mpl acabl e machi nery, he found hinmself swinging in the other direction. Sone prideful thing in
him sonething that he could not dislike or even separate fromhinself, rejected the idea. "Are
they all like you, then?" he finally asked. "The people in the Circle? Are they all Shiva-
wor shi per s?"

For the first tinme, Nandi |aughed. "Ch, goodness, no. O perhaps | should say, 'Ch, heavens,
no.' W are fromall different faiths and disciplines. All we share is our know edge of the
Eternal, and the will to devote our lives to serving it."

Paul could not help snmiling. "Ecunenicals. My grandnother always said that you fol ks were the
bi ggest danger there was."

" Par don?"

"Nothing. A bit of fam |y hunor." Paul |ooked up. The ice was growing a little thinner on the
cavern walls here, the air a bit warner. He let the blanket sag and stretched his arns. "So what
next? For us, | nean. Where are we goi ng?"

"To the next sinulation," his conpanion replied, still paddling tirelessly, his slender arns
movi ng with an al nost nmechani cal notion. "Wiere | will tell you the name of the man who is ny
eneny and, it appears, yours. And then | just go ny own way."

"What do you nean?"

Nandi's face was set hard again, |ocked like a door. "You cannot travel with ne, Paul. | was
meant to neet you, that | amcertain, but we are not to travel together |ong. You have your own
role to play, whatever that nmay be, and | have mine. None but one of the Circle can go where | am
going. | amsorry."

The shock was powerful and surprisingly painful. After a vast stretch of |oneliness, he had
finally found soneone to call a conpanion, if not yet a friend, and now that human connecti on was

going to be severed imediately. "But . . . but where will | go? Am| just going to roamthrough
these simulations forever?" He felt his eyes filling with tears and blinked angrily. "I'mso
tired. | just want to go hone. Please, help me. | want to go hone."
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Nandi ' s expression did not soften, but he took one hand of f the paddl e and touched Paul's

shoul der. "You will find a way, if it is God's will."

"I don't care about God's will! | don't care about the Brotherhood, or your Circle, or any of
this. | don't belong here.”

"But you do belong here. | do not know how, but | know. " Nandi squeezed his arm then wthdrew
hi s hand.

Paul turned, unwilling to show the other man his need any | onger, and stared at the river
stretching before them The tunnel walls glowed in the distance, the ice afire with deep gol den
light. "lIs that the gateway?" he asked.

"No, only the sun of the outside world. But the gate is not far beyond."

Paul cleared his throat; then, still |ooking out at the dark water and the approaching
daylight, said: "There's a wonan who conmes to ne in dreans."

"I n dreams you have here? In this network?"

"Yes. And | saw her in at |east one of the sinulations."

He related all that he could renmenber, the words spilling out, fromthe first dreans to the
nost recent. He described neeting her in the flesh in the Mars sinulation. He repeated what she
had tol d hi mwhen she had spoken through the Ice Age child. "But none of it nakes sense," he
finished. " Go to the wanderer's house and rel ease the weaver--_that could nean anything."

Nandi was silent for a long tinme, thinking. The Iight began to grow, throwing |ong stalactite
shadows across the ceiling of the cave. Then, for the second tinme, the dark-skinned man began to
| augh.

"What's funny?"

"I suppose it is only that for so long we Indians envied the very Britishness that had been
thrust upon us by our conquerors, but which we were never fully allowed to enjoy. Now it seens
that an education at the university in Varanasi gives one a better grounding in the classics than
an education in England itself."

"What are you tal king about?" Paul tried to restrain his anger, but this was his life the nman
was | aughing at. Pathetic though it was, and at the nonent full of gaps, it was all he had.

"I suspect you are |l ooking for Ithaca, ny friend Paul. The wanderer's house is in Ithaca."

The cave nouth was before them spilling light, turning the river's surface into gilded foil.
Paul had to squint. . . ?"

"Goodness, man, did you not read Honer? The English school systemis in even greater disarray
than | thought." Nandi now appeared to be enjoying hinself. He applied the paddle to the water
wi th dispatch, slipping themthrough the rocks that thronged the cave's opening and out into what
at first seened like the brightest, nost blazing sun Paul had ever experienced. Monents |later, as
his dazzled eyes finally began to adjust, he saw the flat plane of the ocean Iying dark and stil
in the distance, at the end of the river's cursive track across a forested plain. He also noticed
that somet hing seemed to be wong with the color of the water just ahead. Then the first arrow
struck.

Paul gaped in amazenent as the shaft shivered to visibility in the boat's prow, only inches
fromhis hand. It m ght have been a conpletely new and original object for all the sense his mnd
could make of it. A noment |ater another arrow smacked into the wood next to it, then Nandi cried
out behind him

Paul turned. A side stream perhaps the tributary Nandi had nmentioned earlier, rushed in from
one side here, crossing through a forest of pines to join the Al ph. Two boats were racing toward
themon this snmaller river, a hundred neters back but closing fast, each sped by half a dozen
oarsnen. The archers standing in the prow of the | eading boat wore sil ks whose bold, shimering
colors reflected the bright sun. One drew his bow, then released the string. An instant |ater
sonet hi ng buzzed past Paul's head.

Nandi was slunped forward on the bench, a slender black shaft jutting fromhis thigh, his
| oose pants already sodden with blood. "It appears the Khan was in residence after all," he said.
Hi s face had gone yellowi sh with the shock, but his voice was strong. "These, | think, are after
me, not you."

Paul crouched as | ow as he could wi thout actually hiding behind Nandi. The two pursui ng boats
had | eft the sidestream and now coursed down the Al ph directly behind them Several nore arrows
whi sked past, missing only because the current was rough and all three craft were pitching. "Wat
di fference does it make who they're after?" Paul denanded. "They'll kill us both anyway! How far
to the gateway?"

Nandi clenched his teeth, squeezing his jaw so tight that tendons stood out on his neck and
veins bulged in his forehead, then broke the arrow off just above the skin. "It is too far to
reach it without being shot like rabbits. But if | amnot here, |I think things will go differently
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for you." He crept to the edge of the boat, still holding his head | ow

"What are you tal king about?"

"I knew we would part, but did not realize it would be so quickly," Nandi replied. "The place
you seek is not in the next simulation, or even close, but with luck you will find your way there.
It is Ithaca you are looking for, | amalnost certain." He lurched over the side, but caught the
rail with his hands and hung fromthe boat's rail with his legs already in the water, tipping the
smal | craft sideways.

"Nandi, what are you doi ng?" Paul tried to drag hi mback, but the slender man pushed his
reachi ng fingers away.

"I amnot comitting suicide, Paul Jonas. The Khan's soldiers will have a harder tine catching
me than they think. Stay in the boat. The current will take you through."” Another flurry of arrows
whi ckered past overhead. "Your eneny's name is Felix Jongl eur--do not underestinmate him"

He let go and threw hinself backward, flinging out his arns to make a great splash. By the
time he surfaced Paul was twenty yards downstream and could only watch hel pl essly as Nand
Par adi vash swamto shore and linped into the trees.

The first boat backed water furiously when it reached the spot where he had di sappeared, then
slid to the shallows so the soldiers could | eap out to pursue him but the second boat did not
slow. The archers on board, who had waited while those in the first craft tried their luck, now
had a chance to denonstrate their own art; as Paul lay huddled in the bottomof the little boat
arrowheads spattered against it |ike hailstones, splintering the wood all around him

He only saw a brief glimrer of blue overhead, a gl eam ng, shinmering azure like a cloud of
uneven |ight, then sonething nade the hairs on his arns stand up from his skin, sparking, and he
passed out of Xanadu.

CHAPTER 19
A Day's Work

NETFEEDY NEWS: Pil ker Calls for New Legislative House

(visual: Pilker in front of Capitol Buil ding)

VO The Reverend Daniel Pilker, |eader of the fundamentalist Christian group Kingdom Now, is suing
the United States, demanding that a fourth house of |egislature be forned.

PI LKER: "We have a House of Representatives, an Industrial Senate. W have every kind of specia
interest group that there is making their voices heard. But where is the representation for God-
fearing Americans? Until there is a Religious Senate as well, which can make and interpret |aws
specifically with God in nmind, then a |large part of the American people will remain

di senfranchised in their own country. "

The suburbs slid past and were replaced by the hills and their towns, commuter havens side-by-side
with failed devel opments enpty as nuseum di splays in the white norning. The nild shadows grew ever
smal l er as the sun clinbed toward noon, as though the bright light in the sky could even evaporate
darkness. "So, we couldn't have done this with a call?"

"I need to see this place, Stan. | just do. One of those things."

"Just explain this again--Polly Merapanui canme fromway up north. She was a street kid in
Kogar ah, got killed under a Sydney hi ghway. So why exactly are we going to the Blue Muntains,
which isn't any of those places?"

"Because she lived there." Calliope pulled around a truck full of broken concrete pieces,
whi ch was novi ng about as fast as m ght be expected. "For alnbst a year after she noved down from
Darwi n. You know that--it's in the files."

"Just trying to get ny head wapped around it." He pursed his |ips, watching another dust-dry
town slide past the wi ndows. "W couldn't have made a phone call? It's not like |I'm desperate for
police-related things to do on ny infrequent days off, Skouros."

"As if you had a life. Anyway, her stepnother doesn't have a line. No access."

"Quality fol k."

"You are a snob, Stan Chan."

"Just trying to entertain nmyself on the long drive."

Cal | i ope opened the wi ndow. The heat had eased a bit; a light breeze riffled the yellow
grasses along the hillsides. "I just need somewhere to start, Stan. | need . . . | don't know, a
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feeling, something."

"These people didn't even see her during the two years before she died. And if her nmomma don't
got no line at the cot, then baby wasn't even calling home, was she?"

"You are the | east convincing slang user |'ve ever heard. No, they didn't see her, didn't hear
fromher, except for one or two freeline nessages to the place where her stepnother worked. But
they _knew_her, and nobody we've found in Kogarah could say the sane."

"Did you ever think this might be a lot of trouble for a bad case?"

Cal l'i ope expelled her breath with an angry huff. "All the damm tine, Stan. Just let ne try
this and if nothing happens, we'll discuss baggi ng the whol e thing. Ckay?"

"Ckay. Are we there yet?"

"Shut up."

The foothills had becone nountains, bold headl ands of weat hered rock, whiskery with blue gum
and evergreen. Calliope's underpowered car had dropped back behind even the cenent truck now, and
made noises as it clinbed like a walking toy trapped in a corner

" . . . Look, Stan, |'mjust saying that soneone doesn't do what this guy did--the stones in
the eye sockets, all those stabs and cut wounds--unless he either had a grudge, or he's a rea
t ext book sadist, and those kind don't stop at one when they've had success. So either there's
sonmeone in her past we need to find out about, or we've got an unrecogni zed serial killer out
there. Nobody in Kogarah knows of any grudges there, not even any boyfriends. Checking the |Pnet,
we' ve got nothing either." She finished her squeeze bottle and dropped it over her shoulder into
the snmall rear seat.

"So we | ook for what? Soneone who followed her to the big city fromout here, stalked her for
two years, _then_ slashed her? A stretch, Skouros."

"I knowit's a stretch. Damm it, was that the tunoff for Cootal ee?"

"She mixed on the streets, she fixed on the streets, she got sixed on the streets.”

"Christ, Stan, will you quit talking like a cop? | hate that shit."

"How do you want me to talk?" He fell silent as she made what was doubtless an illegal u-turn
across two |lanes of enpty freeway and a dirt center divider. " 'Calliope Skouros, you have
captured ny heart. | love you madly. Please let ne take you away fromall this honicide-rel ated
sordi dness. . . "?"

"Ch, that would work out well--a Greek | esbhian and a Sino-Australian fairy-boy."

He bared his very good teeth in his sunniest smle. "I'll have you know that | am excl usively,

and perhaps one could even say enthusiastically, _not a_ fairy-boy."

"Like that really inproves the odds, Chan." She shot hima sudden, worried | ook. "You were
joking, weren't you? You haven't been carrying around some hopel ess crush on your unobt ai nabl e
partner, have you?"

"Joking."

"Ch. Good."

She drove for a while in silence, waiting for Cootal ee, advertised but not yet delivered. She
fiddled with the car system but after a while turned the nmusic down again. "Ckay, here's an old
one," she said.

_"Adam and Eve and Pinch Me went down to the river to bathe. "Adam and Eve fell in and drowned-
-whi ch one of the three was saved?" _

_"Are we there yet?"

_"Cone on, Stanley, which one?"

_"Which one what ?" _

_"Wich one of the three was saved?"

_"What are ny choi ces agai n?"_

_"You're just being an asshole, aren't you? Adam and Eve and Pi nch M.

"l would guess . . . Adam"_

_"No! Pinch Me!--ouch! God, you're a shit, Chan."

"You just nissed the Cootal ee offranp.™

"I think it's only fair to tell you," she said fifteen seconds |ater, as she laid tracks
across anot her center divider, "that the engagenment is definitely off."

"She's _gone_ ?"

The woman peering around the door of the trailer had the aggrieved | ook of someone unfairly
accused. "l told you. She took off a nonth ago."

"\Where?" Calliope | ooked at Stan Chan, who was inspecting the bl ocks placed underneath the
trailer as though they were a feat of engineering rivaling the Pantheon. The worman, in turn, was
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wat ching Stan Chan with great distrust, as though at any nonent he ni ght snatch those same bl ocks
of oil-scunmed wood and run away with them

"How should | know? | didn't know the bitch, but her goddamm dog kept nme awake all the tine.
Good riddance. "

"You see,"
"Quality folk."

"I hope her enployer has sone idea," Calliope said glumy. "Or you're going to start | ooking
awful ly right about coming up here. For once in your life."

The address fromthe files, listed as Polly Merapanui's stepnother's place of enpl oynent,
turned out to be a nobdest house on the far side of Cootalee. A huge gumtree stretched its
branches over nost of the yard. A pair of dark-skinned children were squirting each other with a
hose in its patchy shade, shrieking, while a small brown dog barked and circled themin a paroxysm
of joyful excitement.

The door was opened by an Aborigi nal woman wearing gl asses and an apron. She w ped her hands
dry on the apron as she exanined Calliope's identification, then said, "Conme in. I'll get ny
husband. "

The man who energed fromthe back roombuttoning his shirt wore his curly black hair in a
puf fy, incongruously young style. A long, narrow beard nmade him | ook |ike something out of the
FI emi sh school. "Hello, officers. |I'm Reverend Dennis Bul urame. What can | do for you?"

"W have this address listed as the place of enploynent for Lily Ponegarra, also known as Lily
Mer apanui . W& wanted to talk to her."

"Ah. She's not here, I'mafraid, but she did work for me. Well, for the church. Conme into ny
study. You might just grab that chair and bring it with you."

Reverend Bul uranme's study was a snallish roomwhich contained little nore than his desk, an
i nexpensive wal |l screen, and a nunber of posters advertising church events--sales, concerts,
carnivals. "Lily cleaned for the church, and sonetines for us, too."

"You say it in the past tense," Calliope pointed out.

"Well, she's gone. Left town. She net a man, is what happened.” He shook his head and offered
a rueful smle. "There wasn't nmuch to tie her here, anyway. It's not |like the church job was
maki ng her rich."

"Do you know where she's gone? The nane of the man?"

Stan said a few mnutes later, as they motored slowy out of the trailer park

"Billy, Bobby, something like that. That's all | know -probably not too hel pful, aml|l right?
And she didn't say where she was going, just that the two of them were going away. She apol ogi zed
for not giving two weeks' notice, I'll say that. Is she in trouble?"

Stan Chan was exam ning the posters. He had to step to one side to let the reverend's wife
through the door with a tray of | enpbnade and three glasses. "No. W just wanted to ask her sone
guesti ons about her daughter."”

"Her. . . ?" It took a nonent. "Polly? After all this tinme?" Bulurame shook his head.
"Terrible. But I'd al nbst forgotten. Strange, that sonmething so dreadful could slip into the
background. Lily was devastated. That girl was all she had.”

"Nobody ever caught him did they?" said Ms. Bulurame. "That devil-devil man who killed her."

"Have you made an arrest?" The reverend | eaned forward. "Is that why you're here? Preparing a
case?"

"No, I'mafraid not." Calliope took a drink of |enonade, which could have used nore sugar. She
unpuckered and asked him "Did either of you know Polly?"

"Not really. Saw her in the street or down at the store occasionally, but Lily hadn't conme to
work for us then. In fact, it was partly because the nurder hit her so badly that | decided the
church coul d use sone regular cleaning, if you know what | nean. G ve her sonething to do. She
wasn't in good financial shape either. There are some people who did well out of the second Land
Settlement Bill, Oficer, but others like Lily who . . . well, they just let it slip through their
fingers." The clear inplication was that the reverend and his wife were anong those who had done
the sensible thing and invested their Settlenent noney in a nice house and a honme station to get
them all the netfeeds.

Cal l'i ope sighed inwardly. They were going to hear very little of interest fromthis pleasant,
self-satisfied nman, she felt sure. She forced herself to work through the rest of the questions as
St an Chan si pped | enbnade and acted as though he found nothing nore fascinating in all the world
than adverti senents for bake sales. The results were as disheartening as she had suspected: the
Bul uranes knew not hi ng of any boyfriends the daughter night have had, and couldn't even tell them
if the stepnother had any friends still in town who would know sonething of the famly's history.

"Lily didn't go out rmuch," the reverend explained. "That's why this nan--well, | don't think
it was a spiritual relationship, if you know what | nean. She's alnost a little sinple, Lily is,
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bl ess her--1 worry that she's easily |ed about."

Cal li ope thanked himfor his time. He did not get up. As his wife was letting themout the
door, and Stan was | ooking sour at the prospect of having to dodge past the hose-waving children
Cal li ope turned back

"You said 'that devil-devil man,' Ms. Buluranme. Wat did you nean, exactly?"

The reverend' s wi fe opened her brown eyes wi de, as though Calliope had ventured a conpl ete non

sequi tur--perhaps asked her if she liked to skydive naked. "Ch! Well, it's . . . it's just like
that story, isn't it?"
"Story?"

"I heard it when | was a little girl, fromny grandnother. About the Wol agaroo. The devil -
devil man with crocodile's teeth.

Soneone made him carved himout of wood, but he had stones for eyes. Just |ike what happened
to poor little Polly."

An hour and a half later, all other |leads dry as the backroad dust that had settled on
Cal | i ope' s departnent car, they drove back out of Cootal ee.

"Wyol agar 0o, " she said. "Do you know anyt hi ng about Aboriginal folklore, Stan?"

"Sure. In fact, it was an inportant part of my police acadeny training, Skouros. W spent
hours every day readi ng about the Bunyip and How t he Kangaroo Learned to Junp. If we had tine
after that, we sonetines squeezed in a little pistol-range work. Wasn't it |ike that for you,
too?"

"Ch, shut up. I'll take that as a no." She put on the nusic, a nodern piece by soneone whose
nane she coul d never renenber, downl oaded off a |l ate-night show The music filled the car, sparse
and bittersweet, |ike sonmething played beside a Japanese ornamental pool. Stan Chan cl osed his
eyes and reclined his seat.

_Wool agaroo. _ Calliope silently tasted the word. _Devil-devil. Stones for its eyes, just like
the old story, she said. _

It was nothing, of course. But it was a little better quality of nothing than anything el se so
far.

But since you are an attorney, M. Ranmsey, surely you of all people can understand that we don't
give out our performers' home lines or any other private information. That woul d be unheard of.

| npossi bl e."” Even as she shot himdown, the public relations woman's snile did not change. In
fact, with the shimrering, animated Uncle Jingle poster covering the entire wall behind her, and
the inset window featuring the live feed fromthe show, her fixed professional grin was about the
only thing on Catur Ransey's wallscreen that wasn't noving.

"I"'mnot asking for her hone code, Ms. Dreibach. But | have a natter of great inportance to
di scuss with her, and she hasn't answered a single one of ny nessages through any of the other
channel s. "

"That is her right, isn't it, M. Ransey?" The smile lost a little of the rictus quality--she
was perhaps a tiny bit concerned. "If this is a legal issue, shouldn't you be contacting our |ega
departnent directly?"

On the live feed, Uncle Jingle was being swall owed by a whale, or sonething that would
certainly have been one if cetaceans were made of bricks. Ransey had wat ched enough of the Uncle
Jingl e show during the past week to know that this creature was called the Walling Wale. Uncle
Jingle' s nmelodramatic terror was not entirely confortable to watch. Wat did kids really think of
this stuff, anyway? "Maybe | haven't nade nyself clear," he said, tearing his eye away fromthe
nmniaturized spectacle."d ga Pirofsky has done nothing wong. My clients have no conplaint with
either Uncle Jingle's Jungle or the bolos Entertai nment Corporation. W sinply want to talk to
Ms. Pirofsky about something very inportant to ny clients, and |I'm asking for your hel p because
she isn't answering ny nessages."

Ms. Dreibach patted her helmet of glossy hair. She | ooked relieved, but not entirely

convinced. "I'mglad to hear that, M. Ransey. bolos is the world | eader in children's

entertai nment, you know, and we don't want to see unfounded runors of sone kind of |egal problens
all over the nets. But | don't think I can do anything to help you. | can't force one of our

enpl oyees to take your call, after all."

"Look, is there _anything_ you can think of? Could sonmeone hand-deliver a nessage for ne?
Assure Ms. Pirofsky that she mght be able to help ny clients with a very inportant natter, at no
cost to herself except a few nmnutes for ny phone call?"

"Well. . . . " The public relations woman had weat hered her tiny storm of doubt, and now
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appeared to be thinking about potential tradeoffs down the line. "W'd hate for you to go away
thinking that we don't do our best here at ' The Happiest Place on the Net.' | could give you the
office line for the show s director, | suppose. Perhaps she . . . oops, it's a _he_this week!"
She made a "silly-ne" face that took ten points off her 1Q and added al nbst that many years to her
age. "Perhaps he could give your nessage to Oga. To Ms. Pirofsky."

"Thank you. That woul d be wonderful, Ms. Dreibach. |I can't tell you how hel pful you've been."

She went still again as she consulted her directory. On the wall behind her, Uncle Jingle
turned a cartwheel that never ended, spinning around and around and around.

The call came in at a few m nutes before ten o' clock, just as he was thinking he m ght
actually be ready to go hone. He sighed and sank back into his chair. _"Answer."

The incoming |line was voice-only. The voice itself sounded very, very tentative, with a faint
trace of accent which he had never noticed on the Uncle Jingle show "Hello? |Is there soneone
there nanmed . . . Ramsey?"

"Decatur Ranmsey, Ms. Pirofsky. That's nme. Thank you so much for returning my call. | really
appreciate you taking time out of your busy. "

"What do you want ?"

So much for fornalities. The director had as nmuch as said that she was an odd bird. "I'm an
attorney--1 hope they told you that. I'd like to ask you sone questions on behalf of ny clients."

"Who are they?"

"I"'mnot at liberty to disclose that just now, I'mafraid."

"l have done nothing to anyone."

"No one's saying you have, Ms. Pirofsky." _Jesus,_ he thought, _this wonan isn't just regular
odd- - she sounds frightened. "Please, just listen to the questions. If you don't want to answer

them all you have to do is tell nme so. Don't get ne wong--you will be doing ny clients a huge
favor if you do help. They are dealing with a very, very difficult problem and they're
desperate. "

"How can | help then? | don't even know who these people are.”

He took a breath, praying to the God of Depositions for patience. "Just |let ne ask you the
first question. Are you famliar with something called Tandagore's Syndrone?"

There was a long silence. "Go on," she said at |ast.

"Go on?"

"Let me hear all the questions, then I'lIl decide if |I'mgoing to answer you."

Cat ur Ramsey was hal f-convinced that he'd stunbled onto sonme kind of lunatic--the kind who
believed that the government had a bunch of little green nen stashed away somewhere, or that the
intelligence agenci es were beani ng nessages into their brains--but since his clients' own case was
pretty damm strange, there was at |east a renmpte chance he might be onto sonething.

"I can't really ask you the rest of the questions unless | know the answer to the first," he
expl ai ned. "I suppose they would go sonmething like, 'Do you know soneone who has it? If not, why
are you interested in this and other related nedical conditions? See, M. Pirofsky? Like that.
But | need to get that first answer."

There was an even |longer silence this tinme. He began to think she had soundl essly cut the

connection when she abruptly asked, in a voice little nore than a whisper, "How. . . how did you
know | was interested in the Tandagore sickness?"

_My CGod, _ he thought. _I've scared this poor wonan al nbst to death. _

"It's no secret, ma'am-1 nean, Ms. Pirofsky. Nothing shady. |I'mresearching these syndrones
for ny clients. I've been contacting |ots of people who have asked the mednets for information, or
have written articles, or even who have just had undiagnosed illnesses in their famly that
resenbl e the Tandagore profile. You're not the only person |'ve contacted, by any neans." _But

you're certainly one of the nost interesting, he did not say aloud, _since you work on the net
itself, and directly with children. You're also one of the nost ridiculously dam difficult to get
hol d of.

"1"ve been having these terrible headaches,"” she said, then hurriedly added, "oh, God, you're
going to think I'"'ma crazy person. O that | have a brain tunor or sonething. But | don't. The
doctors say I'mfine." She fell silent for a nonent. "You're going to think |I'meven crazier, but
| can't talk to you about this on the phone." She |aughed nervously. "Have you noticed how hardly
anyone says 'phone' any nore? | suppose that neans |I'mreally getting old."

Ramsey struggled to sort through the clutter of ideas. "You don't want to talk on . . . on the
phone. Is that right?"

"Maybe you could visit ne?"

"I"'mnot sure, M. Pirofsky. Were are you? Sonewhere near Toronto, right?" He had found a
newsnet snippet on her fromfive years back, a mnor personality piece froma snall net nmagazi ne
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"I live. " She stopped again, and several seconds of silence followed. "Ch, no. If you
saw ny nane, |looking into this Tandagore thing, then that means . . . that means _anyone_ can find
out." Her voice got snmaller at the end, as though she had stepped away fromthe speaker, or
toppl ed down a hole. "Ch, God," she nmurnured. "I have to get off. | can't talk."

"Ms. Pirofsky, please. he began, but the connection clicked off.

He sat staring at the dark screen for sonme nonents before he brought his wall paper back up
wondering what he could give up to make tinme for a visit to Canada, and wonderi ng how he woul d
feel about that if the woman turned out to be as unstable as she sounded.

Jal eel Fredericks was one of those people who gave the inpression you'd just dragged hi maway
fromsomething really_ inportant--that even if you were calling to tell himhis house was burning
down, he'd be a little surprised you' d bothered himwhen there were things that truly deserved his
attention.

"Forgive ne, Ransey, but I'mtired,"” he said. "Wat this cones down to is that you don't
really have anything yet. Am| right?"

"Basically." It was bad strategy to equivocate with Fredericks, but you couldn't let himrun
roughshod over you, either. He was a good man, Catur Ransey had | ong ago deci ded, but he was used
to folding people into shapes that suited him "But you have to clear the brush before you can
start building the cabin.”

"I"'msure." He frowned as his wife said sonmething offscreen. "That's not what he's calling
about." Fredericks turned his attention back to the attorney. "She says she's been trying to get
the authorization for those records you wanted, but it may be a few nore days. And did you get
that stuff of Samls she sent you."

"No problem And yes, | got those files, but I haven't had a chance to | ook through themyet.
I"Il get back to you at the beginning of the week, let you know what all this research anounts
to."

As he was waiting for the Gardiner famly's nunber to pick up, Ransey watched the stream of
cars sliding past on the elevated freeway three floors below his office window, the rain-slick
asphalt streaked with reflections fromthe headlights. He knew he shoul d have asked the
Frederickses to authorize a trip up to Toronto, but the idea of explaining the Uncle Jingle worman
to Jal eel Fredericks was |ess than appealing. He wasn't sure hinself why he felt there mght be
somet hi ng worth pursuing there.

He only had to wade hal fway through the incoming call filter before Conrad Gardi ner picked up
He was Ransey's age, perhaps even a bit younger, but he | ooked ready for retirenent, his face
barel y ani mat ed.

"What can we do for you, M. Ransey?"

"I was just curious about something. Do you still have that problemw th your son's agent and
the mssing files?"

"Yes. W've had two different conpanies in to see what they can do, but no results."” He shook
his head slowy. "I can't believe all that stuff has just been nailed right out of our system by
. . by a _program. Gear, naking its own decisions.”" H's laugh was not a happy one. "Well, that's
the twenty-first century for you, isn't it?"

"What was its name?"

"You nean Orlando's agent? | don't know. It was 'sonething sonething PsAl'--a Pseudo-
Artificial-Intelligence, you know? AOd, but expensive when we got it. | suppose | could |l ook it
up. "

"Actually, |I was wondering if Olando had a nane for it. You know, a nicknanme? Peopl e,

especially kids, often do that."

"Jesus, you're kidding." Gardiner was taken aback. "I really can't renmenber. Vivien!"

Hs wife wal ked into the room just barely visible on Ransey's screen. She was taking off her
coat; he guessed she'd been at the hospital. Her husband passed the question on to her, and she
sai d sonet hing Ransey coul dn't hear.

"Beezl e Bug," Gardiner reported. "That's right. 1'd forgotten. He's had it since he was a
little kid." H's mouth twitched, and he turned away for a nmonent. Wen he had mastered hinsel f, he
asked: "Wiat do you want to know that for, anyway?"

"Just wondering," Ranmsey said. "An idea. 1'll tell you about it another tine."

He broke the connection, then sat back to think, watching the cars |leave snail trails of |ight
on the freeway bel ow.

It was midnight by the tine he got hone. Third tinme that week, and it was only Thursday.
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It was al nost worse that he knew it was a dream

Such visions were all that ever cane to himin the bl oodl ess darkness that was now the cl osest
he cane to sleep--the sane tired i mages, the sane recycl ed shanmes and horrors. They m ght be
broken apart and then sifted together in strange conbi nations, but they were still the very ones
that had visited himfor years, sone for over a century.

Even Felix Jongl eur's ghosts were grow ng ol d.

The three senior boys stood before him blocking the stairway and any chance of escape.

A dfield had the collar of his white shirt turned up, and held a cigarette cupped in his hand.
Patto and Hal sall, who had been waiting for their turn, followed Odfield s gaze. The three stared
at himlike Macbeth's w tches.

"What are you | ooking at, Jingle-Jangle?" ddfield demanded.

"Little sniveler," added Halsall. "Sniveling Frog bastard."

"Juggles wants to join in," Patto said, grinning. "He wants a puff on your fag, Oey."

It was all so predictable--history and fantasy splashed together in an untrustworthy mix. The
part of Jongleur's ancient brain that stood at a critical distance fromthe dream stage recogni zed
that the stairwell and | anding were not fromthe Cranl ei gh School residence but his chil dhood
house in Linmoux, and that the dream Patto had al nost entirely lost his true features, and | ooked
instead |ike a man Jongl eur had known (and whose busi ness he had ruined) back at the turn of the
nmost recent century, alnost ninety years later than these inperfectly remenbered school days.

But for all its repetitions, the hunmiliation of this dreamand others Iike it did not become
| ess.

The English boys were on himnow, |ike jackals on a fallen antel ope. Halsall wenched his arm
behi nd his back while O dfield grabbed at his crotch and twi sted until he screeched with pain and
sucked in air and snoke fromthe stolen cigarette. He could feel it again, that horrible taste;
each breath was a red fire going down his throat. He choked until he al nbst vomted.

"Parl ey-voo, Juggles." Patto 