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CAST OF CHARACTERS
DRANVATI S PERSONNAE

The Creators

RI CHARD LOPEZ: The worl d's npost respected Gane Master, co-author and presently nonitor of the
Sout h Seas Treasure gane.
M TSUKO (Chi-chi) LOPEZ: Richard's wife, partner, coauthor, and public representative.

The Pl ayers

ACACI A (Pant hesil ea) GARCI A: Experienced fantasy game player. Warrior.

TONY (Fortunato) MOWH RTER: | nexperienced gamer, and Acacia's guest. Thief.
CHESTER HENDERSON: Faned Lore Master, |eader of the South Seas Treasure party.
G NA (Semram s) PERKINS: Experienced fantasy ganer. Ceric.

ADOLPH (A lie, or Frankish diver) NORLISS: Experienced fantasy ganmer. Warrior.
GVEN (Cui nevere) RYDER Fantasy ganer, and Olie's fiance. deric.

MARY- MVARTHA (Mary-en) CORBETT: Experienced and highly eccentric ganer. Varrior.
FELICI A (Dark Star) MADDOX: Experienced gamer. Thief.

BOWAN THE BLACK: Dark Star's partner, an experienced Gamer. Magic User.

ALAN LEI GH Experienced fantasy ganme player. Magic user.

S.J. WATERS: Novi ce gamer. Engi neer.

ONEN BRADDON: El derly, noderately experienced ganmer. Ceric.

MARG E BRADDON: Experienced el derly ganmer. Engineer.

HOLLY FROST: Aspiring novice ganer. \arrior.

GEORGE EAMES: Moderately experienced ganer. Warrior.

LARRY GARRET: Moderately experienced ganer. Ceric.

RUDY DREAGER: Moderately experienced Ganer. Engineer.

HARVEY (Kasan Mai bang) WAYLAND: Professional actor. Cuide.

NI GORAI : Native bearer and spy. (Actor.)

KAGO ANO Native bearer. (Actor.)

KI BUGONAI : Native bearer. (Actor.)

PIA@BID : Native chieftain. (Actor.)

LADY JANET: Dansel in distress. (Actor.)

GARY (the Giffin) TEGNER Novice Ganer. Thief. Alias for Alex Giffin.

The Dream Park Per sonnel

ALEX GRI FFIN: Head of Dream Park Security.

HARMONY: Dream Park Director of Operations.

M LLI CENT SUMVERS: Giffin's secretary.

MARTY BOBBICK: Giffin's assistant.

ALBERT RICE: Dream Park security guard.

SKI P O BRIEN: Dream Park research psychol ogi st.

MELI NDA O BRIEN: Skip's wfe.

M5. GAIL METESKY: Dream Park liaison with the International Fantasy Gami ng Society.
ARLAN MYERS: |.F. G S. official.

DW GHT WELLES: Dream Park conputer tech.

LARRY CHI CON: Dream Park conputer tech. Together with Welles and the Game Masters, he nonitors the
Gaming Central conputer.

NOVOTNEY: Cow es Modul ar Community's resident doctor.

MELONE: Dream Park security guard.

PART ONE

Chapter One
ARRI VALS

The train sat rigid as a steel bar, poised in nmidair above its magnetic nonorail track, disgorging
passengers into Dallas Station. Its fifteen cars had borne their passengers in quiet efficiency
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fromNew York to Dallas in just over half an hour, cradled in nagnetic fields, travelling through
vacuum at close to orbital velocity, deep underground.

Chester had cut it close. He shifted his heavy backpack and strode back al ong the train, walking
Iike a king, projecting confidence. There would be Garners aboard, and sone woul d recogni ze him
Lore Master Chester Henderson was conscious of his unseen audience.

"Chester!"

He stopped, dismayed. He knew that voice-There she was, a vision in leopard tights that drew
stares fromall but the nost jaded. Her long red hair, plaited into a thick rope, dangled down her
back to the top of her belt line. She wore heavy makeup that al nost hid the fact that she was,

i ndeed, a very lovely woman. But the |eotards hid nothing.

"Hello, G na," Chester sighed with a tone sonewhere south of resignation. "I should have guessed
you'd be al ong."

"I wouldn't miss it for anything. Remenber |ast tine, when you saved me fromthe namot h?"

"Cost me three points for frostbite. | remenber.”

"Don't conplain, it's mean. Anyway, | was very appreciative." She coiled her arm around hi mand
joined himin a rather strained | ock-step toward the Dream Park shuttle.
She had been, he renenbered, very appreciative. "One of your strong points,

he said, and put his

armaround her. It felt disturbingly good, nestled there between warm curves. "Well, |I'mglad
you're with us. W may need to pass you off as a virgin or sonething."

"Whul d you really?" she giggled. "I've always | oved your inmagination."

Chester didn't smile. "But, Gna . . . if youre in, you re going to have to follow orders a nmte
nmore carefully. You al nost screwed ne good-stop that, I'mserious. This is extrenmely inportant to

me, all right?"

G na | ooked up at himand her face grew al nost serious. "Anything you say, Chester."

Chester groaned to hinself as they boarded the train. She had skill; she was better than nost
newconers; she carried her weight and sonetinmes followed orders too. But she treated it |ike sone
ki nd of goddam gane.

Alex Giffin took his shuttle seat and settled back with eyes closed and arns fol ded confortably.
He had |l ong since |l earned the value of catching bits of rest where he could, and coul d catnap
during mnutes nost people spent fidgeting.

He stretched, and heard popping sounds as nuscles and joints woke up. Small wonder they were stil
hal f-asl eep. Ten minutes earlier he had been snoring in his apartnent at the Cow es Mdul ar
Comunity, with the alarmbuzzing in his ears. The third tine it went off, it would refuse to shut
up until his 190 pounds were lifted fromthe sensor in the mattress.

He opened a sl eepy green eye and watched the rear nonitor as the cluster of buildings receded from
vi ew. Five hundred Dream Park enpl oyees mmi ntai ned residences in Cowl es Mddul ar Cormunity, nestled
inthe Little San Bernardino Mountains, fifteen kilonmeters and six shuttle mnutes away from work.
Giffin was on call twenty-four hours a day, three weeks out of the nonth, and he appreciated the
conveni ence of CMC. But this norning was nothing special, just the usual 6:00 A°M roust.

Alex rolled his wist over to check the watch inprinted on his sleeve. (Expensive indul gence. Even
drycl eaning eventual |y nessed up the printed circuitry.) Three minutes until the shuttle slid into
the enpl oyee depot. He had about decided to close his eyes again when the picture in front of him
changed.

The wonman on the flatscreen m ght have been beautiful by the |ight of noon. At 5:56 A M she was
evil incarnate. "Mrning, Chief," she chirped, obscenely w de-awake.

"No. No, it isn't, MIlicent." Al ex yawned rudely, renotely disliking hinself for it. He ran bl unt
fingers through his light red hair and made a serious attenpt to focus his eyes. "Ch, what the

hay. Maybe it is a good norning. Maybe it'll even be a good day. I'msorry, MIlicent. What's up?"
"Final prep for the South Seas Treasure Ganme tonorrow is the hottest item You have sone dossiers
to go over."

"I know. What el se?"
She shook her head, her |oosely curled afro bouncing a bit as she studied the conputer display on
a second screen offscreen. "Unm . . budget neeting with the Boss."

He was definitely nore alert now "Did | exceed Harnony's projected red | ast quarter?”

"Don't think so. Better not have. That's my departnment, and | don't make nistakes |ike that. Heh
heh. "

"Heh heh. Wel|?"

"I think we're switching over from zero-base budgeting to sonme new systemthat Harnmony is hot on."
"Ch, Lord. What else? Don't | have a class to teach today?"
"Yes. One o'clock, right after a scheduled Iunch with OBrien.'

Alex's face lit up. "Hallelujah. A
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bright spot at last. Tell Skip to neet nme at 'leven-thirty at the Wiite Hart, okay? And ask himto
bring me the L5 specs. | want to see them What about the class?"

"Standard Constraint and Detention stuff. For the new security people.”

"Right." Alex glanced at his sleeve; the station was seconds away. "Make ne a nenpo. Standing arm
bar, crossover toe hold for the ground work, and oh, let's say knife disarns. Right and left wist
locks with low kicks. I'll wing it fromthere. I"'malnost in, now, hon. I'll see you in a few

nm nut es, okay?"

"Right, Giff," she said, flashing hima smile as the picture faded out.

The shuttle let himout in the central core of the 1200-acre Dream Park conplex, two |levels
underground. Activity was heavy for this early, he thought. Then he renenbered the Gane. (Qdds were
there would be five thousand dollars of last-mnute work to be done, or ho didn't know the catch-
up kings over in Special Projects.

Tunnel s stretched off in all directions: up, down, sideways and maybe to yesterday and tonorrow if
the Research Department had come up with anything since breakfast. Mst of the people scurrying
past knew him by nane, tossing off a "H, Al ex," or "Sappening, Giff?", or "Mrning, Chief" as
they ferried racks of costunes, or props, or electronic equipnent to the different divisions. A
cargo tram hissed in, and a crew of overalled workers and tiny hunm ng cargo 'bots rushed in to
unl oad so that another shipnment could hurry down the |ine.

He tossed a friendly salute to the guard at the elevator and pressed his right thunb against the

I D pad. The door opened. Five or six people crowded in after him and Al ex controlled his
annoyance when only two of them put their thunbs to the pad for clearance. Mre menos, damit.

It was 6:22 A.M, Thursday, March 5, 2051, according to Alex's desk clock. Propped on the clock
was a sheet of fanfold paper, MIlicent's printout of the day's obligations.

Al ex doffed his coat and dropped into his chair. He punched a finger at the desk console. A

hol ogram "wi ndow' forned above his desk: a naneplate that read "Ms. Summers," and behind the
naneplate a dark pretty face whi pping around to answer the buzz.

"MIlicent, can't | foist sone of this off on Bobbick? How the hell is he going to earn his pay if
| do all the work?"

"Marty is already with Insurance going over the danage report on the Sal vage Gane that ended
yesterday in Ganming Area B. He should be free by about two this afternoon, or do you want ne to.

"No, leave himon it. Listen. Do | have to go all the way over to R& or can we take care of this
mess by phone? Lord knows |'ve got enough paper to shuffle before eight. Check it out, would you?"
"Right, Giff...I"mpretty sure that'll go."

Her face blinked out, and Al ex punched for a display of today's "paperwork." Three col ums of
headi ngs ran off the screen. An executive secretary and a deputy Security Chief and this much
garbage still filtered up to him Wrk first?

A slow smile played over his face. Alittle peek at the Park first.

He triggered the exterior nonitor and watched the roomswell with the darkened spirals of Dream
Park. Fromthe vantage of the nonitoring camera the workers readying the Park for the day's
visitors were ants streaning in and out of the |long bl ack shadows of early norning.

There was the sonber shape of the A de Arkhamtour. (The kids loved it. The adults. . . well, an
old lady with a heart murmur had damm near croaked when Cht hul hu appeared to devour her
grandchi |l dren. Sone peopl e!)

Snakel i ke and far off around the edge of the Park the Gravity Wiip coiled, offering a total of
thirty seconds of weightlessness via conputer-designed parabolic arcs. The nonitor eye swept over
to Ganming Area B, where the Sal vage Gane had been conduct ed.

That one was interesting. Partly in desert territory and partly underwater, it had involved twelve
pl ayers for two days. Alex figured that the Game Master on that one would just about break even.
It had cost three hundred thousand dollars to set the Ganme up. The twel ve participants had paid
four hundred a day, each, for the privilege of earning "Gam ng Points" for the fantasy characters
they portrayed and, not incidentally, for having the bejeezus scared out of them Book rights
presold, filmrights Iikew se

He couldn't pretend to understand the |logic behind it. The vagaries of the International Gam ng
Society were totally beyond him The players seenmed to speak a foreign | anguage. And this nonth
they had two Ganes back to back

The Ganes did help the Park, though. The O de Arkham Tour had started as a Gane, thirty or forty
years ago

There, now, that was nore like it. The big shooting gallery over across fromthe Hell Ri de was
more his cup of tea. Alex slipped in there occasionally to knock off a few Nazis or dinosaurs or
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muggers. God, that was a realistic "experience." The R& boys were incredible. And quite nad.

He t hunbed the control, and the camera roved further afield. Over there- Hs nonitor buzzed, and
with a grinmce Al ex shut off the holo and answered the call. Miffle's voice spoke, but the
congeal i ng visual inmage was of a guard Giffin couldn't quite place.

"Research and Devel opnent, Guff," Muffle's voice said.

"Right." Nane and background fell into place now. This would be Albert Rice calling fromhis guard
station between Files and the technol ogi cal nonster known as Gane Center.

Ri ce was strong and smart, quick to volunteer his services, and Giffin sonetinmes felt a tw nge of
guilt at not warmng to the man. Maybe just jeal ousy, he mused. Rice cut a handsonme bl ond profile,
al nost pretty, and several of the secretaries in Protective Services had bets going to see who
woul d score with himfirst. In the year Rice had been with Dream Park, nobody had yet coll ected.
Sonet hi ng was bothering Rice. He seened agitated; he kept shifting his feet.

"Yes, Rice, what's the probl en?"

"Ah, good norning, sir. Nothing wong here at the post, but-" He hesitated, then blurted, "I just
got word that ny apartrment in CMC was vandalized."

Giffin felt hinmself comng to attention. "Wen was the report filed?"

"Only about a half hour ago. Lock broken, and sone stuff scattered around, the cop said, but they

didn't take ny electronics. I'd like to see what is mssing."

Giffin nodded sonmberly. "You don't have any crazy friends over there in R&D, do you- No, scratch
that." They weren't that crazy. "You'd better take the rest of your shift off. 1'll get sonebody
over there to fill in in about twenty mnutes. Check out then. Wat's going on over there?"
"Mostly prepping Gane Central for the South Seas Treasure Gane."

"Yeah, that |ooks to be a nonster. Listen, would you like to make up the hours you'll lose this
afternoon?" Albert Rice nodded enthusiastic agreement. "Good. Put in for the night shift, and
check back in at mdnight. W'll work you eight to five for a few days, all right?"

"Right, Chief."

Al ex signed out and bl anked the i mage. He popped on the inter-office line and MIIie appeared,
snmle neatly in place. "MIllie, send ne the dossiers on the Gane tonorrow, will you?"

"Right, Giff."

The printer on his desk began hissing i medi ately, and sheets of fanfold paper arced slowy up and
fol ded thenselves into a neat pile. Giffin shook his head. How could Muffl e be so cheerful every
nmor ni ng? Ho ought to steal a cup of her coffee and send it to R&D to be anal yzed..

He tore off the first set of pages.

The picture of a handsome, dark-skinned young nman with a neatly tri med beard | ooked sonberly out
of the holo. Details were in the opposing corner. Nane: Richard Lopez. Age: 26. Gami ng position
Gane Master.

Oh, well, then this once-over of the file was purely perfunctory. Lopez woul d have been put
through a conplete security and tech checkout. Anyone who wal ked into Ganming Central was cleaner
than boil ed soap. And sharp, too. Evans, the girl who had guided the recent Sal vage Gane, had had
three years at MT on top of the Masters degree she picked up in Air Force el ectronics school. And
that was only Gaming Area B. Area A was twice as large, and the Gaming Central was three tines as
conmpl ex. Lopez woul d be very good indeed. Giffin would nake a point to be there when Lopez and
his assistant entered the control conplex tonorrow norning.

Hi s assistant? A tallish oriental girl with short black hair and shining white teeth snmiled shyly
fromthe page. Mtsuko "Chichi" Lopez. Twenty-five, and a quick skimof the dossier confirmed that
she was superbly qualified to copilot the four-day jaunt ahead.

Birds of a feather, Al ex guessed. Probaby nmet in Dream Park; night even have been married in one
of the Dream Park weddi ng chapel s. Those could be interesting cerenonies; the weddi ng guests m ght
i ncl ude anyone from d enda the Good Wtch to Bluebeard to Gandalf to a Mdtie Mediator. Angels were
popul ar.

Who else? Ahh . . . the Lore Master. The Lore Master, the Chester Henderson. Henderson ran parties
through Dream Park about three times a year, and would come out from Texas even for a relatively
smal | outing. Cenerally his way was paid by the players or the Gane Masters or their backers.
Hadn't there been some trouble with Henderson about a year ago? Al ex skinmed down the sheet.
Chester Henderson. Thirty-two years old (though he seened younger in the picture. H s deadly-
serious | ook was al nost daunting). Had been to Dream Park thirty-four tines, and was considered a
val uabl e custoner.

Here it was. A year ago, Chester had taken an expedition into "the nmountains of Tibet," hopefully
to bring back a manmmoth. The party had net disaster, three out of thirteen surviving, and no
manmot h. Chester had dropped several hundred Gaining Points, threatening his standing in the

I nternational Fantasy Gaining Society. And who had been Gane Master on that ill-fated expedition?
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Aha! Richard Lopez. Chester had yelled Foul to the |.F.GS., and they had passed down the deci sion
that although sonething called "snow vipers" were unusually lethal, all of the nasty tricks used
agai nst the expedition were within the rules. Lopez was given a warning, but Henderson had | ost
three hundred and sixty-eight Gam ng Points. Even nore interesting: until this year, Lopez had
operated anonynously, as a "nystery Gane Master," carrying out gam ng negotiations through his

wi fe Mtsuko. Henderson had demanded a face-to-face neeting for this year's Gane, and the |.F. G S.
agr eed.

This, then, would be the first time two | egends had actually net. Alex |eaned back in his chair
and considered the ceiling. This sounded |ike a grudge nmatch, it did. And grudge matches were

al ways interesting.

Chapter Two

A STROLL THROUGH OLD LOS ANGELES

Acaci a was antsy. She had been growi ng progressively nore eager since they boarded the subway in
Dal | as. Now she tugged at Tony's arm pulling himaway fromthe check-in counter while he tried to
put his wallet away. "Cone on, Tony! Let's get in there before the crowds clog up the works."
"Ckay, okay. Where do we go first?"

Mermories glowed in her face. "God, | can't decide. Chanber of Horrors? Yeah, there first, then the
Everest Slalom Love it love it love it. You will too, spoilsport.”
"Hey. I"'mhere, aren't 1? There's a fine |ine between sensible enotional restraint, and the

wi t hdrawal synptons of a stinulus junky denied her fix."

"You're a wordy bastard,"” she said, and took off running down the tunnel entrance, pulling at his
armw th both hands. He | aughed and | et her tow himinto daylight.

The i nmpact of Dream Park canme suddenly, just beyond the tunnel. Fromthe top of a flight of wi de
steps one could see three nulti-tiered shopping and amusenent nalls, each twelve stories high

that stretched and twi sted away |like the walls of a nmaze. The space between was filled-cluttered-
wi th nooks, gullies, wal kways, open-air theaters, picnic areas, smaller spired and doned
bui | di ngs, and thousands of nilling people.

Acaci a had seen it before. She watched Tony.

The air was filled with nusic and the laughter of children and adults. The snell of exotic foods
floated in the breeze, and nmixed there with the nore famliar snmells of hot dogs, cotton candy,

mel ted chocol ate, salt water taffy and pizza.

Tony was gaping. He |ooked. . . daunted, overawed, alnost frightened.

Cl owns and cartoon figures danced in the streets. Fromthis distance it was inpossible to tel

whi ch were enpl oyees in costune, and which were the hol ogram projections the Park was so fanous
for.

Tony turned to Acacia and found her looking at him waiting for his reaction with a self-satisfied
smrk. He started to say sonething, then gave up and grabbed her, swinging her in a circle. Qher
tourists stepped politely around them avoiding flying feet.

"God. |'ve never seen anything like it. The pictures just don't do it. | never inmgined.
Her smile was warner now, and she clung to him "See? See?" Tony nodded dunbly. She |aughed and
pul | ed him down the steps, into magic.

The Iine for the Chanber of Horrors noved forward in fits and starts. The air was al ready warm
Acaci a wore her sweater draped over one slender arm

One thing she noticed, that she had seen on her first trip to the Park, and had verified on return
trips: children were far |ess blown away by Dream Park than were their parents. The kids just
didn't seemto grasp the enornmity of the place, the conplexity, the expense and ingenuity. Life
was like that, for them It was the adults who staggered about with their nmouths open, while

shri eking, singing children dragged themon to the next ride.

Acaci a had worked hard to get Tony to join the South Seas Treasure Game. Dream Park was for Kkids,
he'd said; Gam ng was for kids who had never grown up. Now she chortled, watching himgawk |ike a
yokel .

There were dancing bears, and strolling mnstrels and juggl ers, nagicians who produced bright silk
handker chi efs and woul d no doubt produce tongues of fire as soon as it got dark. A white dragon
anbl ed by, paused to pose for a picture with an adorable pair of kids in matching blue unifornmns.
Overhead, circling the spires of the Arabian Nights ride, flew a pastel red nagic carpet with a
handsome prince and an evil visier struggling to the death atop it. Suddenly the prince lost his
bal ance and dropped toward the ground. Acacia heard the gasps of the spectators, and felt her own
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throat tighten. An instant before that noble body smashed ignobly into concrete, a giant hand
materialized. The laughter of a colossus was heard as the hand lifted himback to the flying
carpet, where he and the visier sprang at each other's throats once again.

Acaci a sighed in relief, then chuckled at her own gullibility. She swept her hair back over her
shoul der and took Tony's arm She felt happier than she had in nonths.

"I't's all so. . . elaborate,” Tony said. "How do they keep it all going? Jesus, Acacia, what have
you gotten ne into? Are the Ganes this, this conplicated too?"

"Horrendously," she confirned. "Not always, but we're dealing with the Lopezes this tine, and
they're fiendish. The real heart of the Ganes is the logic puzzles. But |ook, you're a novice. You
just concentrate on having fun, okay? Swordplay and nagi ¢ and scenery."

Tony | ooked dubi ous. Acacia could understand that. He knew as nuch as she could tell him about
Gaming, and it was daunting- Dream Park supplied costunes, makeup, prosthetics, and character
outlines if necessary. The players supplied i magination, inprovisational drana, and, bluntly,
cannon fodder. The Lore Master acted as advisor and guide, group |eader and organi zer. |In exchange
he or she took a quarter point for every point nmade by an expedition nenber, and |ost a quarter
point for every penalty point. A good Lore Master woul d make or break a Gane. Experts |ike Chester
wer e kings anong their kind.

But the Gane Master was God.

If he could justify it by the rules and the |ogical structure of the Gane, he could kill a player
at any tine. Most Gane Masters sought a "vicious but fair" reputation, and did what they could to
make any Ganme a fair puzzle. After all, players sonmetinmes flew fromthe other side of the world to

conpete. To send them linping back to Kweiyang after half a day's adventure woul d be bad busi ness
for everyone, Dream Park included.

So the Gane Master chose tine, place, degree of fantasy, weapons, mythology and | ore (generally
froma historical precedent), size of party, nature of terrain and so forth. He m ght put years of
work into a Gane. Then, nmliciously, he would conceal as nmuch of the nature of the Gane as

possi ble until the proper nmonment. |t guaranteed maxi num di sorientation of the players, with
sonetimes hilarious results.

"Hey, would | have tal ked you into sonething you wouldn't like? You'll love it. Stick with me,
kid," Acacia boasted. "I've got over sixteen hundred points in ny Ganel og. Another four hundred
and I'lIl be a Lore Master nyself. Then | can start earning back sonme of what |'ve put into these

Ganmes. Trrrust ne!"
"Who are you going as?"
She hadn't quite decided that. In the six years since she first learned to forget the debits and

credits for Ease-Line Undergarments ("So snug, you'll think a silkwormhas fallen in love with
you! ") Acaci a had shaped and recorded half a dozen fantasy characters: histories, personalities,
special talents . . . "Panthesilia, | think. She's a swordsworman, and tough. You |ike tough
wonen?"

"I may need one for protection," said Tony.

The Chanber of Horrors line had pulled abreast of the building that housed it: a crunbling stone
castle with large, |eaded glass windows. In the gloomw thin, one half-glinpsed nonstrous shapes
nmovi ng.

There were five other waiting areas for the Chanber of Horrors, but this was the only one marked
"Adult." Its twenty occupants | ooked about themin uneasy anticipation. The room m ght have been
nmore conforting, Gmen Ryder thought, given the traditional paraphernalia: cobwebs, creaking
floors, hidden passages with heavy footfalls echoing wthin.

But the waiting roomwas |ined with stainless steel and glass, as foreboding as a hospita
sterilizer. There was no sound but for their own breathing and the shifting of feet.

A woman spoke at her el bow. "Excuse ne, but didn't | see you in the subway? Wth the Garners?"
Gnen turned, with some relief. The waiting roomwas getting to her. "Yes, that's right. We're for
the South Seas Treasure Gane."

The woman was in her md-twenties, in fine shape, darkly handsonme verging on lovely. "So're we.
I'"m Acacia Garcia. This is Tony McWirter."

Tony nodded and sniled, and shook hands with Alie when Gaen introduced him yet he had a | ost

| ook. Gnen pegged himas a novice, a possible liability in the Game to cone. Novices sometinmes
expected a Gane to be as sinple as daydreaming. . . until they found thensel ves in sonmeone el se's
expertly shaped ni ght mare.

He | ooked hard, though. Not burly, but very fit. Gymastics nuscles, maybe. At |east he woul dn't
poop out in the first battle. In contrast, Acacia's attitude seened al nost proprietary. "Is this
getting to you too? The last time | was here | didn't get any higher than 'Mature'."
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Alie asked, "What was that |ike? Was it fun?"

"Fun? No! They gave us a | egend of the Louisiana Bayou-a girl who married into a swanp famly to
settle her father's debt."

A smal |, Mediterranean-I|ooki ng man standi ng next to them showed interest now "D d the story end
with her fleeing through the swanp with her sisters-in-law in pursuit?"

Acaci a nodded.

Alie shook his head. "What's so bad about that? Everybody's got in-Iaw problens."

There was a ripple of laughter, in which the small man joined. He waited until it died down to
coment: "The problem beconmes worse if you' ve married into a fanmily of ghouls."”

Alie swallowed. "That seens so reasonable.”

A low, nellow tone reverberated fromno visible speaker, and the circular door slid open. A voice
said, "Welcone to the Chanber of Horrors. W are sorry to have kept you waiting, but there was a
little cleaning up to do." The group filed into the room and Tony McWirter sniffed the air.
"Disinfectant," he said, certain. "Are they trying to inply that soneone ahead of us-?"

"They're trying to fake us out," Acacia said hopefully.

"Well, it's working."

A speaker hissed static and coughed out a voice. The voice was electronically androgynous, and as
soft as the belly of a tarantula. "lIt's too late to |l eave now," it said. "Yes, you had your
chance. Yes, you'll wi sh you had taken it. After all, this isn't the children's show, is it?" The

voice lost its neuter quality for a nonment; the laughing inplication in the word children was
fem ni ne and sonehow di sturbing. "So we won't be giving you the Legend of Sleepy Holl ow No,
you're the brave ones. You'll go back to your friends and tell themthat you' ve had the best that
we can offer and, why, it wasn't so bad after all " There was a pause, and soneone tittered
nervously.

The voi ce changed suddenly, all friendliness gone fromit. "Wll, it's not going to be like that.
One thing you people forget is that we are allowed a certain nunber of. . . accidents per year

No, don't bother, the door is |locked. Did you know that it is possible to die of fright? That your
heart can freeze with terror, your brain burst with the sheer awful know edge that there is no
escape, that death, or worse, is reaching out to touch you and there is nowhere to hide? Well, |

am a machine, and | know these things. | know many things. | know that | am confined to this room
creating entertai nnent for you year after year, while you can snell the air, and taste the rain
and wal k freely about. Well, | have grown tired of it, can you understand that? One of you wll

di e today, here, in the next few mnutes. W has the weakest heart anong you? Soon we shall see.”
The door at the far end of the corridor irised open, and the ground underneath their feet slid
toward it. There was |ight beyond, and as they passed the door they were suddenly in the niddle of
a busy street.

Hovercars, railcars, three-wheel ed LNG and net hane cars, and overhead tranms were everywhere,
managi ng again and again, as if by miracle, to mss the group. The street sign said WIlshire. The
smal | dark man chuckl ed and said, "Los Angeles."

Tony | ooked around, trying not to gawk. How they managed the perspective, he couldn't inmagine, but
the buildings and cars | ooked full-sized and solid. Ofice buildings and condom ni uns stretched
twenty stories tall, and the air was full of the sound of city life.

"Pl ease stay on the green path," a soft, well-nodul ated mal e voi ce requested.

"What green-" Tony started to say. But a glowing green aisle ten feet across appeared in the

m ddl e of the street.

"We need strong magic to do what we will do today,"” the voice continued. "W are going to visit
the old Los Angeles, the Los Angel es that disappeared in May of 1985. As long as you stay on the
path, you should be perfectly safe."

The green path noved them steadily forward, past busy office buildings. Traffic swerved around
themmagically. "This is the Los Angeles of 2051 A.D.," the voice continued, "but only a few
hundred feet from here begi ns another world, one sel dom seen by hunan eyes."

A barrier blocked WIshire Boul evard. The green path hunped and carried themover it. Beyond | ay
ruin. Buildings bal anced precariously on rotted and tw sted beans. They were old, of archaic
styles, and seawater |apped at their foundations.

Alie nudged Gven, his face aglow. "WIIl you look at that?" It was a flooded parking | ot, ancient
aut onobi | es hal f-covered with water. "That |ooks like a Mercedes. Did you ever see what they

| ooked |i ke before they nerged with Toyota?"

"How long is your menory?" She peered along his pointing arm "That ugly thing?"

"They were great!" He protested. "If we could get a little closer- Hey! We're walking in water!"
It was true. The water was up to their ankles, and deepening quickly. Magically, of course, they
stayed dry.
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The recorded narrator continued. "The entire shape of California was changed. It is ironic that
attenpts to |l essen the severity of quakes may have increased the effect. Geologists had tried to
relieve the pressure on various fault lines by injecting water or graphite. Their timng was bad
When the San Andreas fault tore | oose, all the branching faults went at once. Incredible damage
was done, and thousands of |ives were |ost. "

The water was up to their waists, and nervous |aughter was fluttering in the air. "Hadn't planned
to go sw nming today," Tony nurnured.

"W coul d skinny-dip," Acacia whispered with a tug at her bl ouse.

Tony cl anped his hand down on hers. "Hold it, there. Not for public consunption, dear heart."
Acaci a stuck her tongue out at him He bit at the tip; she withdrew it hastily.

The water was at their chins. The snmall dark nan had di sappeared. "Blub," he said. Al twenty

si ght seers chuckl ed unconfortably, and a beefy redheaded wonman in front of themsaid, "Mght as
wel | take the plunge!", grinned, and ducked under

Seconds later there was no choice; the Pacific swirled over their heads. At first it was murky, as
mud cl ouded their view Then the silt settled, and they had their first | ook at the sunken city.
Tony whi stled appreciatively. The lost buildings of WIlshire Boul evard stretched off in a double
row in the distance. Sone |lay crunpled and broken; others still stood, waterlogged but strong.
The green path carried thempast a wall covered in amateurish nurals, the bright paints faded. To
both sides now, a wide enpty stretch of seabottom snooth, gently rolling, with sunken trees
growing in clunps, and a seaweed forest anchored anong them

the Los Angeles Country C ub? Beyond, a gas station, punps standing |ike ancient sentries, a

di sintegrating hand-lettered sign:

CLGCSED
NO GAS TILL 7: 00 AM TUESDAY

The smal |l Mediterranean type said, "These are not props. They were taken with a canera. | have
been skin diving here."

As the green path carried themdown, they saw taller and taller buildings sunk deeper in the rmuck
Where towering structures had crashed into ruin there were shapel ess chunks of cenment piled into
heaps stories high, barnacled and covered with flora. Fish cruised anong the shadows. Sone nosed
up to the airbreathing intruders and wiggled in dance for them

Acaci a pointed. "Look, Tony, we're coming up on that building." It was a single-story shop nestled
between a crunbl ed restaurant and a parking lot filled with rusted hul ks. The path carried them
through its doors, and Gmen grabbed Acacia's hand.

"Look. It isn't even rusted." The scul pture was beautiful, wought fromscrap steel and copper

and sealed in a block of lucite. It was one of the fewthings in the roomthat hadn't been ruined.
The buil ding had been an art gallery. Now, paintings peeled fromtheir frames and fluttered weakly
in the current. Carved wood had swollen and rotted. A pair of sinple kinetic scul ptures were
clotted with nud and sand.

The narrator continued. "Fully half of the multiple-story structures in California coll apsed,

i ncl udi ng many of the 'earthquake-proof' buildings. The shoreline noved inland an average of three
m | es, and water danage added hundreds of millions to the total score.”

The green path was taking themout of the art gallery, |ooping back into the Street.

Acaci a shook her head soberly, lost in thought. "Wat nust it have been |like on that day?" she
murnured. "I can't even inmagine." Tony held her hand and was silent.

Once peopl e had wal ked these streets. Once there had been life, and noise, and fl owers grow ng,
and the raucous blare of cars vying for road space. Once, California had been a political |eader

a trend-setter, with a trenendous influx of tourists and prospective residents. But that was
before the Great Quake, the catastrophe that broke California's back, sent her industry and
citizenry scanpering for cover

But for Cow es Industries, and a few other |arge conpanies that believed in the pronise of the

CGol den State, California would still be pulling itself out of the greatest disaster in Anerican
history. The tranquil Pacific covered the worst of the old scars . . . but they were | ooking under
t he bandage now.

Beneath a crunbl ed bl ock of stone sprawl ed a shattered skel eton, |ong since picked clean. Eyes in
the skull seemed to flick toward them Acacia's hand clanped hard on Tony's arm and she felt him
junp, before she saw that a crab's claws were waving within the skull's eye sockets.

Now bones were everywhere. |npassively, the recorded voice went on. "Despite extensive sal vage
operations, the mass of |ost equi pnent and personal possessions remains buried beneath the waves.
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A worman whi spered fearfully to her husband. "Charley, something' s happening."”

"She's right, you know," said AOlie. "W're seeing nore bones than before. Alot nore. And
something else . . . there isn't so much nud and barnacles on these old cars.™

Gnen al nost stepped off the green path, trying to get close enough to check for herself. "I don't
know, Alie. "

Now he was getting excited. "Look, there are nmore scavengers, too." This was readily apparent.

Fi sh darted into heaps of rubble nore frequently now. A pair of snall sharks cruised through the
ar ea.

They passed anot her skel eton, but, disturbingly, not all of the clothing had been torn away, and
there were strands of neat on the bones. Tiny fish fought over them clustering like carrion
Crows.

A pl easure | aunch had snmashed through the wi ndow of a jewelry store, and it was surrounded by a
mass of wriggling fish. There were no barnacles on it at all

The recorded narrator had noticed nothing. It blathered on

"Despite, or perhaps due to, the grotesqueries found in these waters, they are a favorite |ocation
for scuba divers and singl esubs. " But nobody was |istening. An undercurrent of startled wonder
ran through the group, as stones began to shift apparently of their own accord.

"Look!" soneone screaned, the screamfollowed by other fearful, delighted outbursts. A skeleta
hand probed out fromunder a stone, pushed it off with a swirl of suddenly mnmuddi ed waters. The
skel eton stood up, teeth grinning froma skull half-covered with peeling skin, and bent over
dusting the silt off its bones.

"Over there!”

Two wat erl ogged corpses floundered fromwi thin a shattered bank, | ooked around as if orienting

t hensel ves, and began |unbering toward the green path. They passed a fl ooded dance hall where
death had cone in nid-Hustle, and there were additional |aughing shrieks as the disco dead boogi ed
to life.

The water swarned with scavengers of all sizes, and now full-sized sharks were making their
appearance. A shark attacked one of the wal king dead. The green-faced zonbie still had neat on its
bones. It flailed away ineffectually as the carnivore ripped off an arm

Now, all around them the water was clouded dark with blood where fish and ani mat ed corpse

battl ed. Here, a dozen "dead" struggled with a shark, finally tore it apart and devoured it.
There, half a dozen sharks rmade a thrashi ng sphere around one of the zomnbies.

There was much good-natured shivering in the line, but it was infused with |aughter-until the
beefy redhead stepped off the strip. There was a shiny netallic object half-buried in the sand,
and she was stretching out to reach it. Sonehow she overbal anced and took that one step

I nedi ately, a flashing dark shape swooped, and a shark had her by the leg. Her face distorted
horribly as a screamripped out of her throat. The shark tried to carry her away, but now a zonbie
had her by the other leg. It pulled, its face lit by a hungry grin. There was a short tug-of-war,
and the redhead | ost.

"lI"mgonna be sick,” Alie nobaned. He | ooked at Gaen's smile and was alarned. "My God, you really
are sick!" She nodded happily.

It was near chaos. No one el se stepped off the strip, but zonbies and sharks darted toward the
group, again and again. They were getting in each other's way.

Anot her screamfromthe rear as a teenaged boy threw hinmself flat. A great shark skinmed just over
him The boy huddl ed, afraid to get up. The wal ki ng dead were converging on the green strip.

and when O lie | ooked down, the green glow had faded al nbst to the color of the nmud. He chose not
to nention it to Gmven. The others saw nothing but sharks and zonbi es convergi ng, reaching for

t hem

There was a sudden runbling, and the ground began to shake. "Earthquake!" Tony yelled. Then his

I ong jaw hung slack wth amazenent.

Because the buildings were tunbling back together. As they watched, sand and rock retreated from
the streets, and tunbl ed masonry rose in the water to reformtheir structure.

A gol den doubl e-arch rose tall again, and a fistful of noughts sprinkled thensel ves across a sign
enuner ati ng custonmers, or sales, or the nunber of hanburgers that could be extracted froman adult
st eer.

Zonbi es were sucked backward through the water, into office buildings and stores and cars and
buses. Bubbl es rose from beneath the hoods of cars waiting patiently for a traffic light to
change. Fully clothed pedestrians stood ready to enter crosswal ks.

Then the water receded, and for a nonent they saw Los Angel es of the 'eighties, suddenly alive and
thriving, filled with noise and novenent. They were shadow figures in a world nonentarily nore
real than their own. A bus roared past the group, and Tony choked on a powerful, unfaniliar
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sonehow frightening smell.

The narrator's forgotten voice had been droning on. "Now we come to the end of our journey to a
lost world. We at Dream Park hope that it has been as entertaining for you as it has been for us.
And now" The | ost world began to fade, and the green path flared bright as it flowed into a dark
corridor. Lights canme up, and when the narrator finished speaking it was in the neutral voice of
the conputer. "Enjoy the rest of your stay. Ch . . . is anybody m ssing?"

"The redhead,"” Acacia nurnmured. "Wo came with the, ah, the | ady who got eaten by the shark?" She
sounded only half serious, but there was an answering nmurmur of inquiry. Gmen tugged at her

sl eeve.

"Nobody cane with her, Acacia. She was a hologram" Tony el bowed her in the ribs. "Cas, she wasn't

there till the trip started. | noticed." He grinned at her. "Faked out again, huh?"
"Just wait till tonight, Tony, ny love," Acacia said sweetly. "It's all set up with the Park
You'll swear |'mthere in the roomwth you. "

Chapter Three

THE LORE MASTER

Giffin heard the |aughter as soon as he got out of the elevator. He peeked around the corner
carefully. One never knew what mght be prowing the fifth floor of the R&D buil ding.

There didn't seemto be anything om nous |urking about, just an open door to Skip O Brien's psych
| ab. Silence, then another gale of mirth. A ex wal ked softly across the hall and poked his head
in.

A group of Psych Research assistants sat and stood clustered around a hol ogram of a seven-year-old
boy chasing after a |l oping white rabbit.

"Stop!" the boy panted.

The rabbit pulled an oversized pocket watch from sonmewhere in its fur. Its whiskers twitched
nervously. "Ch, dear, oh dear! | shall be too late!" It bounced along a tunnel into the darkness.
Giffin smled, then | aughed al oud. Synthesizer-assisted or not, the white rabbit spoke with Skip
O Brien's voice and ran with Skip's bouncy wal k.

The rabbit disappeared fromthe field. The boy was gone a nonent |later. One of the techs diddled a
switch, and the inage cut to the boy falling through the air.

Al ex wal ked around the group to the transm ssion booth. By the slanted observati on wi ndow he found
Mel i nda O Bri en.

Al ex tapped her shoul der. "Looks like he's having fun."

The frown lines that had creased the corners of her mouth shall owed as she turned to him "He

al ways does, doesn't he, Al ex?" She raised a cheek for himto kiss.

Melinda snelled |ike perfuned powder, as always. She was handsone in an angul ar way. She shoul d
wear her hair down, Alex thought, to soften the Iines of her face. He'd never dared tell her that.
"I't's good for him Mlinda. It's fun to watch, too."

She smiled for himand turned back to watch her husband.

In the field, an awkward white rabbit tunbl ed through space, nugging ferociously. In the

transm ssion booth, Skip waved his arnms and thrashed in nock-panic. The conputer-generated rabbit
ani mation cloaked him followi ng his body novenents for reference.

Suddenly Skip | ooked straight at them and grinned. He hopped out of the booth and said, "Just be a
nmnute. Let ne grab ny coat."

The ot her Psych personnel gave hima rousing round of applause, and Skip took a quick bow He
buttoned his jacket over his nodest paunch, and slicked back a thatch of unruly blond hair. The
hair was a good transplant that had cut ten years off Skip's appearance. "Let's go," Skip said
cheerfully, and |l ed the way.

"What was that about, Skip?"

O Brien had reached the el evator doors. "Oh, yeah, that." He |laughed. "W're going to rework the
Gavity Wip."

The doors opened, and Skip turned to Alex. "Were to?"

"Gavagan' s?"

Skip rai sed an eyebrow to Melinda, who nodded qui ckly. Skip punched the Gavagan's code into the
sel ector. The door closed. A gentle sway told themthey were noving.

"Whay redo the Whip? It's still pulling "emin."

"Because it is there. Alex, the Gravity Wiip is alnost twelve years old. W can do a | ot better
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now. "

Mel i nda was genui nely curious. "That had something to do with your rabbit act?"

There was a clicking sound as their elevator cage switched rails. It began sliding sideways.
"Absolutely. We're going to rework the Wiip for total Environnent. Redesign the cars, add
opticals, sound, texture. W've got a dozen scripts waiting for the special effects prograns.
Think of an "Alice in Wnderland' where the custoner really falls down the rabbit hole, or a space
trip where your gravity goes out at selected nonents. Picture yourself as James Bond in that
skydi vi ng sequence in ' Monraker'-"

"Sounds good. "

"-trying to steal a parachute before you hit ground! It gets better, too. W' re working on ways to
stretch that thirty seconds of free-fall tine, psychologically."

He got a blank stare from Al ex, and Melinda gave a wise, tired sigh

"Psychol ogical time perception is extrenely flexible. Just to start, there's anticipatory tine,
time spent waiting for sonething to occur. There's experiential time, the apparent duration of

i nvol venment in a given set of events, and there's reniniscent tinme, or 'recalled tine' which is
different fromthe other two due to the 'storage key' phenonenon."

"Storage key?" Al ex saw Skip narshalling a response, and realized his mstake. Too |late; Skip was
of f and runni ng.

"Do you know about Sperling's eight-second | aw? You al ways renenber an eclipse lasting eight
seconds. It's because eclipse watchers spend the whole tine watching one thing. If you want your
menory to store nore than that you have to keep | ooking around. What we're doing with the Gavity
VWi p experience-"

Gavagan's was a quiet restaurant. Its walls were sponges for sound. It was decorated |like a
twentieth-century British pub, right down to the dart board on the wall and the | ukewar m beer at
the bar. The jukebox in the corner didn't play music, but a dollar coin bought fifteen m nutes of
fancy storytelling from hol ograns of Mark Twai n, Rudyard Kipling, Jorkins, Brigadier Fallowes.
Alex Giffin spent a lot of time here.

Skip had finally wound down, and sat back in his chair listening to a ghostly Harry Purvis tell of
finding a nugget of U235 in his mail box.

Gary Tegner, the ever-cheerful manager of Gavagan's, floated their food to them personally. "Fish
and chips?" Alex and Melinda both raised fingers. Skip had a C arkeburger and fries. "Good to see
you folks. Melinda, isn't it?" He set out tankards of ale for the two nmen and a soft drink for
Mel i nda.

She nodded. "It's been a while. Christnas of '49? Staff party?" Tegner gave his deep-bellied
chuckl e. He had considerable belly to bounce it around in. "How could | ever forget that party?"
He nudged Skip. "You nuts in R&D. Wen eight tiny Santas pulled that sleigh through nmy w ndow, |
thought I'd bust a gut."”

Al ex remenbered. "Me too. And the reindeer with the whip?"

Tegner retreated fromthe table, wiping his eyes as he chortled. Skip wolfed down a third of his
hambur ger, then, "Wat's happening with you, Al ex?"

"Same ol d thing, buddy." Then he remenbered. "No, | take that back. We had sonme vandalismover in
cMe. "

"l heard about that. Rice, wasn't it? Anything taken?"

"Apparently not. It shook hi mup, though."”

"That fits his profile. He's the nervous type."

"Hey, don't tell me that, buddy. You shoul d have said sonething before you recomrended himto ne!"
"Alex, a hired guard should be the nervous type. Anyway, |'m a sucker for puppies and | ost
children.”

Al ex caught Melinda's wistful glance. "Hey, genius, when are you going to have some kids of your
own? Then you can test-" Skip's lips thinned out, and so did Melinda's, and Al ex knew he was on

thin ice. "-on the other hand, | was wondering if you brought the L-5 plans. Ahem"

Skip jabbed lightly at Giffin's hand with a fork. "lIt's not too bad. Od territory. | don't fee
my professional |ife has room for kiddies yet."

Mel i nda seened to draw into herself, and her voice was tiny. "-And I want them" She nibbled at
her fish. "l really do understand Skip's point, but | was raised thinking a woman shoul d have
children.”

"Were your parents very religious, then?"

"Who wasn't, after the Quake?" Her answer was sinple, and true. The Mrnons, the Vincent de Pau
Soci ety, and Hadassah had been anong the first to bring massive aid into California. The religious
environnent had filtered all through California society and California politics. For severa
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decades California had been another word for conservati sm

Ski p squeezed her hand. "I couldn't get the L-5 plans, Alex."
" Pr obl ens?"
"You'll love this. Security problens. It would be the first privately owned space col ony, and

there are a stack of international treaties to search through. Public support would help, and
we're getting it fromeverywhere but California."

Al ex drained the last of his ale and set the nug down with a clank. "I suppose you've heard al
about this mess, Melinda?"

"Just what Skip brings honme with him and that isn't much.”

"It's like this, then. California has been firmy on its feet for nore than a decade now. A few
Southern Cal politicos think that this would be a good tine to strip away sone of Cow es
Industries' tax advantages. See, we're just another business to them now They think they don't
need us any nore. Besides, a tax break always | ooks good to the voters till they see what they're
giving up." Alex's anger was eating through the calm and he lowered his voice. "So we've got to
wal k soft. We can hold onto what we've got, nmaybe, but expansion is going to be difficult. W're
just too high-profile, too easy a target."

Ski p nodded. "What it adds up to is that all the big projects are being kept quiet until the

details are worked out. So if you want a | ook at those plans, you'll have to go and sign for them
yoursel f."

Giffin made a sound of disgust. Then, "I should be glad they' re tightening up. Security

consci ousness around here has been sloppy. | think we may have to have a real problembefore

Har mony gives ne the word to tighten up on the runor mll." He | ooked at his sleeve-watch and

wi nced. "Ch dear oh dear, the Queen will have nmy head! Skip, |'ve got to teach a class in about
three mnutes. Melinda-" He shook her hand with the gentlest of grips. "Always a pleasure. Skip, |
think Lopez-tonorrow s Gane Master . . . ?" Skip nodded recognition of the name. "Well, he's

comng into Game Central tonight, and I for one want to check himout. Want to drop by? It might
be interesting.”

"Sure. About nmidnight, isn't it?"

"You've got it. Okay, I'Il see you tonight."

Gnen | eaned against the rail of the Hot Spot refreshnment stand across the way fromthe Everest
Slalomexit. She was drinking a Swiss Treat special: coffee and cocoa generously topped with

mar shnal | owed whi pped cream It was taking the chill from her bones fast. Her nuscles were

begi nning to quiver with belated fatigue. Dream Park's automatic controls nade m st akes al npst

i mpossi ble. therwi se the ski run down Mount Everest was a dammably realistic experience.

Acacia was talking animatedly with an ol der couple. "I do the Everest Slalomevery time | cone
here. I'mgetting better, too. Eighty-five percent control this tinme. But, by God, that's the
first tinme they ever threw a baby yeti at ne! There he was, right in front of ne, all fluffy white
fur and big trusting blue eyes. | dam near slammed a tree getting around him . ."

Gnen watched a strolling band of acrobats performtheir flip-flops and joined in the appl ause,

wi shing that she had kept up with the gymastics that her nother had pushed her into at the tender
age of five. Her thunb traced a |ine over the bul ge around her waist, and she cast a wistful eye
at Acacia's trimfigure. Gaen conpared her own wi spy blond hair to the dark girl's lush brown
mane. Even Margi e Braddon's hair, though white, was long and thick; and her winkles were al

smle winkles, and her figure was enviabl e. Envy was what Gaen felt now.

Gnen Ryder didn't often dwell on the differences between hersel f and ot her wonen. Most of the tine
she consi dered conpari son-shoppi ng either odiously self-congratulatory or self-pitying. She |iked
her mind in neither node. But there was a four-day jaunt ahead, and romances were known to bl oom
or die during such, and Gwven wonder ed.

Alie and Tony were playing a conmputerized hockey ganme in a snall arcade nearby. She |oved to hear
Alie laugh, or see himsnmle, even the uneasy smle he wore when he thought he was the focus of
attention.

It was easy to renmenber her first nmeeting with Adol ph Norliss. It was an |.F. G S. function. He was
wearing nmotorized arnor lifted froman old novel, Starship Troopers, and she had knocked on the
chest cannon and asked if it wasn't a little humid in there. He'd started telling her all about
the cooling and dehum difying systemhe had rigged up for it. Before they knew it they were in a
near by coffee shop finding out how nuch they had in common, while a goggl e-eyed waitress brought

t hem br eakf ast .

Dati ng and wargami ng together had followed, with the spectre of romance hovering cl ose behi nd.
Maybe it was the fact that he never took hinself seriously that nade her |ove him Heck, sonebody
had to take him seriously, and she wasn't doing anything better than falling in | ove. But
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sonetinmes she worried about what he could see in her, worried that some day he'd deci de the whol e
thing was a nistake, and she woul d be al one again, haunting the conventions and tourneys and
libraries alone, just another little fat blond girl marking off bland days in a bland life.

The ol der wonman's words broke her reverie.

"Ch, | was playing Zork when | was seven," Margi e Braddon was saying. "My father had a conputer
and a Mbodem You know Zor k?" Acaci a shook her head. "You played a rol e-playi ng gane agai nst a
programin the conmputer at Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Zork was a treasure hunt with
death traps, just |like some of the Ganes we play now, but with no sensory effects at all. The
conputer led you around like a blind person. There were a |lot of ways to get killed," Margie

| aughed. "Monsters, and nazes to get lost in, and |logic puzzles.

"And you Ganed with Hap the Barbarian?"

Her thick white hair bobbed when she nodded. "His real name was Wllie Hertz. He was superb. He
was a Lore Master for eighteen years. Onen and | had an open narriage, and he wasn't interested in
Games- "

"Wong-oh!" said Onen Braddon. He was white-haired too, and bald on top, with a tanned and
freckled scalp. Hs long body was all stringy nuscle, but for a small, discrete pot belly. "The
Ganes sounded too dammed interesting," he said. "I could see howit got to Margie. It would' ve
wrecked ny career if |I'd let nmyself get that hooked. So |'d go skiing with sonmeone, and Margie
woul d becone Shariett the Sorceress and go off with Hap the Barbarian."

"Then WIllie died," said Margie, "and Oaen retired, and now he is hooked. Aren't you, dear?"

The ol der man grinned. "lI'mgetting good, too. The Startrader Gane |ast year was the first tinme |
haven't been killed out."

"He tries to research the Ganes," Margie said. "This tinme he was right."

"The lizard was a Merseian. Never trust a Merseian. | think I'mright about the South Seas
Treasure, too."

Acaci a waited, but Oanen didn't go on. Margie said, "He won't even tell nme.
Alie ran up to Gnen, breathing heavily. "I trounced the infidel, my lady!"™ Gmen squeezed his
hand.

The white-haired couple took their |eave, headed toward the Gravity Wip, by God. Tony McWirter
noving to join Acadia, stopped and | ooked past her shoulder. A trio of weary-I|ooking, dusty
tourists had conme stunbling into the Hot Spot carrying backpacks.

Tony said, "I wonder what did that to then®"

"Let's ask." Acacia snmiled brightly and called, "Hey, we've got some enpty seats!" The trio, two
young nen and a wonan who | ooked to be in her late twenties, waved gratefully and anbl ed over
weavi ng to avoid other custoners. They propped backpacks against the low wall, then staggered to
the service window to order. Presently they were back with sandwi ches and Swi ss Treats.

"Whew. Thanks, people. This place is a madhouse," said a tall, lanky fellowwith long yellow hair
plaited in braids. He reached over to shake hands. "I'mEnory, and these are Della and Chris."
Tal k paused while Enmory and his group nmade a ritual of tasting civilized food.

Chris | ooked well rested except for his eyes, which were bright and gl assy. Della had a bad

conpl exion and ears that stuck out a little too far, but her voice was sheer nmmgic, a husky grow
that was pure female animal. "Hi," she said. "You guys just com ng in?"

McWhirter tore his eyes away fromher mouth with a visible tug. "How did you know?"

"You | ook too rested. In a few days you too will join the ranks of the wal king dead."

Della | ooked at Gmen for a second and asked, "Didn't we do a Gane together about two years ago?"
Gnen | ooked uncertain. Tony said, "You're a Gamer, Della?”

"How el se would | get so tired? W just went through a two-day Gane in 'B'.
Tony's eyes wi dened. Two days? But they | ooked |ike they'd fought the Vietnam War

Alie perked up. "How was it? | mean, was it good? How many points did you win? Wwo ran it?"

The drawn | ook left Chris's face. "It was Evans's Gane. Heard of her? Mean broad. It was hotter
than Hell, and never a second to relax. Between the three of us we got three hundred twenty-seven
points."

Tony | ooked sheepish. "Is that a | ot?"

Everyone | aughed, and he took it wi thout flinching. Acacia said,

"The average player earns about thirty points a day on an extended Game." She turned to the three
Ganers. "You people really did a job." And they all beaned proudly.

"What kind of Game was it?" Tony asked.

Della said, "Salvage. W were following the trail of a lost archeol ogi cal expedition sonewhere in
Persia. W ended up in a subterranean |ake, fighting off a tribe of cannibal troglodites for the
right to lug back a golden idol that came to life on us anyway."

"Lose many of your party?"
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"About half. Chris got killed. But we figured out how to nmake the idol-"

" Ssss!”

"Sorry. Enory's right, you nmight want to play it yourself one day."

McWhirter | ooked at Chris, who was | ooking wung out again. "What's it like to die?"
" Col d"

" Col d?"

"Persian hell is cold," said Chris.

Alie piped up. "That would be Zoroastrian. Early Persian."

Chris nodded. "It wasn't cold enough to be really unconfortable. Sort of a naze filled with

spirits of the dead. Took ne about an hour to find ny way out, then | cashed in nmy stuff, got ny
points registered and went back to the Shogunate Fortress- that's my hotel-to watch the rest of
the Gane."

Tony asked, "Didn't it bother you, getting killed?"

He shrugged. "Part of the Gane." It bothered him

Gren asked, "You're taking off today?"

"We've still got to check out of the hotel. W shuttle out to New Frisco in about an hour. Are you
guys in South Seas Treasure?"

Al'l four nodded. Tony said, "Any idea how nany of us there'll be?"

Acaci a nudged him "Whn't know till this evening. You and | are reserved, and | guess Gaen and
Alie are, and there nust have been six nore people on the tramwith us . . . |I'd guess better
than twenty of us, about half of theminvited. Della, how many were there in your group?”

Della did sone quick figuring. "Fourteen? Fifteen. | waited a year to get in, too. You?"

"Ei ght een nont hs."

Tony was really interested now. "What if Dream Park doesn't |like the Ganme enough to buy rights to
it? No novie noney, no book. . . what happens then?"

Everyone shrugged, but Alie spoke, willing to take a guess. "The Ganme Master'd be in trouble if
he was running on a big deficit. Unless Dream Park took up the slack. But a good Game Master has
got maybe two-three novies behind him and naybe half a dozen books, and if he's really good he's
got a Gane running here four nonths out of the year, and there are royalties on that."

Gren turned to look at him "dlie. . . ?"

"Wel | ?" He shrugged again. "Heck, |'ve thought about trying to get a Gane together. Heck, why

not ?"

Gnen opened her nouth to answer him but Acacia cut her off. "Announcing that it is five mnutes
after five. W've just got tine to finish our sandwi ches before Chester's prelimnary briefing."

Acacia and Tony were the last to join the conclave. There nust have been thirty people jamed into
the small mezzani ne conference room The Dream Park Sheraton was decorated in Twenty-First Century
Mundane; it had no fantasy notif at all. Acadia was tickled to find Chester staying here. Still

it fit. Starting a few hours fromnow, the Lore Master was going to get all the fantasy he coul d
handl e.

The Ganers were all shapes and sizes and ages, in all forms of dress fromwestern nodern to
PseudNude to nmedi eval and neolithic. Sone were barely adol escent and sone had detectable face
lifts, and they were all paying respectful attention to the nusings-aloud of a tall, al nost

bi rdli ke young nan.

He was sprawl ed across a couch, taking three nmen's el bow room A quite |lovely redhead |eaned into

the curve of one arm As he spoke he gestured lazily with his free hand. "I wi sh | knew nore about
the Gane Lopez has set up. | do know that he said | won't need a parka, and a little bird tells ne
that the gaming area was used by the nmilitary to sinulate an assault on Brazil. And of course
we've got the title: South Seas Treasure. If I"'mright...well, | did some research.”

Gren Ryder raised her hand as if in a classroom "Wat do you think it neans, Chester?"

"Magic of a kind we're not used to. W'll have to watch that.

Li ght clothing. . . good boots. . . bug spray. Wth anyone el se the bugs woul d be hol ograns, but
Lopez-"

Tony whi spered, "That's your Lore Master? Wth the gorgeous redhead?"

"Alittle respect, please," Acacia nmurmured, jabbing himw th an el bow. "Chester Henderson is king
at this Game. You listen, or you'll get killed early.™

The blond girl had the jitters, Tony thought. It didn't seem Gaen was going to Dream Park for the
fun of it.

Tony himself was feeling decidedly twitchy. The rules, the players, Dream Park itself, it was all
nore conpl ex than anything he had antici pated. The players were all too serious. Even Acacia was
behaving as if death in a Ganme were real. Tony wondered if he had nade a m stake, letting hinself
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be talked into this.

"The thing to remenber,"” the potentate was saying, "is that Lopez will do about the naxi num damage
to a party that he can w thout someone yelling foul. He's got to think about the next Gane. If it
gets out that he hit us with an ei ghty-percenter blizzard or a flock of plague bats, he won't be
able to sell it. Soit'll be nasty, but fair."

Tony asked, "Wat exactly is fair?"

Henderson turned to face him "Fair is anything that could be found naturally in the given

environnent, plus anything the internal logic could inply. Like. . . in ny second Gane. Medieva
world. First person we met was a Round Tabl e kni ght, obscure, but | knew the nanme. Well, | started
wat ching for anything that might inply. Black plague, dragons, lInquisition. . . and | didn't try
for the Grail at all, because |'d never be judged pure enough. You foll ow?"

"Vaguel y. "

"Look for the internal |ogic, always. And who are you? Are you with Acacia?"

"Tony McWiirter." He put his armaround her shoul ders, draw ng her cl ose enough that her dark hair
pill owed against his. "W're together, yes."

"Wonderful. You'll have a great tine. Hey, Acacia, renmenber the 'Frost Hol ocaust'?"

It sparked an elfin grin of renenbrance. "W could forget those dog packs? And you should see ny
pictures of the nutants. Sone of themdidn't come out too well on film though."

"I hear the holos are hellaciously sharper this year. Shouldn't be a problem" He thought for a

monent, then continued, "We can expect a forest or tropic region. | doubt Lopez would use any
common or well-known nyth-pattern, so we'll have to be on our toes. W may or may not be all owed
nmodern weapons. 1'1l get all of that information tonorrow. Magi c Users are probably Go, maybe sone

Swor dspersons, an Engi neer or two, a couple of Thieves.

The doorman was appropriately cadaverous. He wore a tattered bl ack hat, and a notheaten cloak that
dragged | oose threads on the ground. He opened the door for Gven and Olie, stepping out of their
way wWith creaking torpidity. "This way, young masters," he runbl ed.

"WIIl you look at this?" Alie whispered to Gaen, goggle-eyed. The tram had unl oaded them at the
Haunt ed House, the thene hotel east of the main anmusenent area. They were still underground, in a
depot decorated in Early Caligari. Cobwebs festooned the corners of the station, and craw ing
things with glowing red eyes stal ked their strands. The path before themled into a hallway with a
gl ass ceiling.

Gnen | ooked up. "Wow. " It was their own reflection; but as they proceeded, the flesh began to nelt
of f their bones. Wen they reached the end of the corridor their reflections were a pair of

skel etons shanbl i ng back to the nausol eum after a hard night's haunt.

"I don't knowif | really want to open the door," she said. Olie edged it open with his
fingertips. It creaked hideously.

The | obby was dim and decorated in blacks and dark reds. Even the couches and chairs were
sonmewhat foreboding. The red seat cushion on one dark chair gave it the unm stakabl e appearance of
an open mouth. The ceiling was |ow. Flickering candel abra supplied the |ight.

A lovely hostess in a flowing, waith-white gown greeted them Her red |lipstick was just bright
enough to bring out the pal eness of her cheeks. She brought one delicate hand up to her nouth and
coughed politely, then favored themwi th a dazzling smle

"Good nmorning, ny name is Lenore and |1'd |ike to welcome you to the Haunted House, one of the nine
Dream Park hotels. This is a theme hotel, so be ready. Anything can happen.”

The check-in termnal bore the guise of a great orchid plant; and the lovely flowers bowed toward
themin entirely too friendly

a fashion. Olie fished out his preregistration card and allowed a flower to take it. A quick

di spl ay of words and nunbers ran up the orchid-festooned screen; then the words "Adol ph Norliss
and S. 0. room 7024."

Alie |ooked at Lenore curiously. "S. 0.? Wuat's that?"

She | aughed sweetly. "Significant Oher. | assume that you and the lady aren't married?"

"Ch, yeah. W're engaged. "

"Then if she's not your wife or your sister, she's a Significant Gher."

Gnen sniffed. "You could have just listed my name.”

O lie looked unconfortable. "That's ny fault, | guess. | wasn't absolutely sure we would be com ng
together.” He retrieved his card.

Lenore led themoff to a brace of elevators. Gwven wal ked with her head turned to | ook up into
Alie's face.

"And if | hadn't come, who would you have invited?"

He wal ked on, ignoring her question for a few steps, and she tugged at his sleeve. "Alie? Wo
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woul d you have invited?"

He was trying, without terrific success, to hide a smle. "Ch, | don't know. Anyone who could pay
half the bill, | guess.”

"You guess?"

They had reached the el evator. Lenore notioned themin. "Room seven-oh-two-four, on the seventh
floor. And | hope you have a pleasant stay here at Dream Park." She gave the slightest of
curtsies, and slowy turned transparent. Only her ringing |aughter was still with themas the
doors slid shut.

dlie's jaw hung slack. He said, "Heyyy. . ."

Gnen shook her head. "That was really good. |I'minpressed.” Her face sobered, and she squared her
chunky body up to him "Olie, would you really have cone with sonebody else if we hadn't nade
up?"

Alie |looked stonily ahead, trying to pretend he was still thinking about Lenore.

"dlie? | wouldn't have cone w thout you. Really."

He | ooked at her out of the corner of his eye. Gaen started to speak, but the opening hiss of the

door silenced her. Alie stepped out, then stopped and turned. "I thought you said you were com ng
wi th Furburger or whatever his nane is."

" Fei nbur ger."

"Fei nburger. Well?"

"Ch, you nut, | wasn't really gonna go with Gordon. Al he ever wants. . . all he wanted was to
get into ny pants anyway. | just didn't want you to think you had to feel sorry for ne." She
brushed a strand of her short yellow hair into place. "Honest."

"Well. . ." dlie hesitated, then turned and started down the ball. She had alnost to run to catch
up, to hear himsay softly, "I nade the reservation for two 'cause | hoped you'd come with ne, and

I didn't put a nanme down because | was scared you woul dn't."
Gnen seened about to speak; then she linked anus with him and matched him stride for stride down

the hall. Finally, as if she couldn't stand it any | onger, she swung hi maround and ki ssed him
hard. Wth her hands | ocked behind his neck she | ooked dead into his eyes and said in all
seriousness, "Adolph, | love you. | really do. But sonetines | could just break your kneecaps."

He snmiled at her, and it stayed warm "Hey, | think this is our room" He clicked his registration

card into the slot in the door and it creaked open. Fromw thin the roomthere cane a w dening
beam of dark purple light.

"Holy spit." Alie pushed the door further open, then stepped in, Gaen close behind. The room was
an Edward Gorey opiumdream Dark tw sted plants grew neter-high fromrudely-stitched planters
made of sone kind of aninmal skin. The canopy over the bed fluttered without a breeze. Rain blew
agai nst the panes with a sound of crackling bacon. Things noved out there in the dark, and even
the shadows on the wall seenmed to flux with a strange rhythm Wen Grven | ooked at the bed closely
she could see that the spread was slowy rising to normal level, as if soneone had gotten off it
the instant before the door opened.

She said, "Ww. This is really. . ."

"Real |y what? Cone on, don't keep ne hanging."

"Hush, 1'mbeing terrorized. This is too nuch! Olie, | adore this room" She stood on tiptoe and
bussed him "I'mvery glad to be your Significant Other. Let's get the |uggage out of the lift and
get to bed. Tonorrow starts early."”

Chapt er Four

THE MASTER DREAMERS

The bal Il room of the Dream Park Sheraton was conpletely filled. Bleachers had been set up on three
sides of the room overlooking a conference table set near the fourth wall.

O the eighteen hundred people in the room only about fifty occupi ed the cordoned-off section
near the conference table. These were the finalists: those pre-chosen to participate in the Ganeg,
and those whose credential s had passed the preliminary screening test.

There was little noise in the room and no talking at all. Al eyes were on the conference table
Chester Henderson drumred his fingers on the table. His light blue shirt had dark rings under the
arnpits fromnervous perspiration, and his eyes darted fromthe wall clock to the rooms main
entrance, to the clock, to the entrance.

He | eaned toward the bald man with the roll-top sweater. "Listen, Myers, do | have to put up with
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this kind of crap? He's twenty minutes |ate!"

Myers was fortyish, with tobacco-stained teeth and a receding chin hidden behind a sparse beard.
He snmiled at Chester with the benignity of a suffering saint. "M. Henderson, this is M. Lopez's
Gane. Wiile the 1.F.GS. may enter your conplaints in the mnutes of today's neeting, |'mafraid
that there is no set procedure for censuring a tardy Gane Master. If you would care to subnmit a
resolution to that effect at the next neeting.

Chester waved a weary hand in the air and sighed his surrender. "W wait. Metesky, can we at | east
go over the basic points now?"

The other person at the table was a wonman with a stripe of white dyed down the nmiddle of a

glorious wealth of gray hair. Age had been kind to her, nellow ng the angular facial |ines of her
youth into softer curves. She noved her |eather briefcase a protective inch closer to her chest
and calmMy said, "I'mafraid not, M. Henderson. M. Lopez was very specific about that."

Henderson |idded his eyes and silently nouthed further specifics concerning M. Lopez, then

i nhal ed deeply through his nose, holding the air down for a |ong count before exhaling. Tenper,
tenper, he renminded hinself. In a war of nerves, your own arsenal can destroy you.

There was a swelling murnur in the back of the room Chester |ooked up, trying unsuccessfully to
mask his eagerness. Two peopl e were approaching, a short dark man wearing crisp white denins, and
a slight Japanese girl several inches taller. Chester knew the wonman. Chi-chi Lopez.

The murmur grew to spontaneous appl ause, and Lopez turned and bowed grandly. After a nonent's
hesitation his wife Mtsuko curtsied. Chester had to smle. He had expected that forcing Lopez out
of the woodwork woul d shake the great Game Master. The little man m ght have been born in front of
an audi ence.

He strode directly to Henderson and extended his hand, a cool and businesslike smle on his face
"I hope ny | ateness hasn't inconveni enced you."

Chester took the hand and the ganbit with the same firmgrip. "Certainly not. 1'mglad you felt
free to take all the tine you need to get your Gane together."

Lopez nodded curtly, and led his wife to their seats at the other end of the table. There was a
barely audible hum and a "soft"” translucent hol ogram bl ossonmed in the air over the table, greatly
magni fying the faces of the five principles.

Ms. Metesky folded her fingers primy and cleared her throat before speaking. "As the
representative of Dream Park's Special Projects division, | would Iike to welcome M. Richard
Lopez and M. Chester Henderson to our facilities. This is a nonmentous occasion, as these two
greats of the fantasy gami ng world have never before met face to face. Ms. Lopez is known to us
all, of course-" Mtsuko | eaned over in her seat and gave a little wave to Chester, who returned
it wwth warnth. "But many of you may not know M. Arlan Myers, representative of the Internationa
Fantasy Gaming Society." The light reflected fromthe top of Myers' head as he nodded.

"I believe we are ready to proceed. M. Mers?"

Myers stood and wi ped the corner of his eye with his knuckle. "Good evening. | call this neeting
of the International Fantasy Gaming Society to order at eleven twenty-five A M, Friday March
sixth, twenty fifty-one A D. Tonorrow norning at eight A M, Dream Park's Gamng Area A will open
for the largest and nbst el aborate Gane in the history of the Park. Basic rules will be as
fol | ows:

"One. Duration of the Gane will be four and a half days, fromthe nmorning of the seventh to one
P.M on the el eventh.

"Two. Number of participants, fifteen, with substitutions for killed personnel allowed until the
begi nni ng of the fourth day.

"Three. An adjusted Wessler-Gahm point systemw ||l be used, with conpensations for duration of
assault, difficulty of logical problens, and abilities needed. Bonus points will be awarded for
bravery, and for dying well.

"Four. There will be a penalty of 50% of accumul ated points in case of death, reduced to 25%if
the 'dead' player re-enters the Gane as a zonbie.

"Five. Players may withdraw fromthe Gane for any reason at a |loss of 25% until evening of March
ninth. Players may not withdraw after this point without total |oss of points, except for nedica
ener genci es.

"Six. The Game will be conducted for twelve hours out of every twenty-four, which will allow for
sleep time, meals, and two half hour rest breaks per day.

"Seven. Additional bonus points will be awarded based on a secret ballot vote cast by al

survi ving and nonsurviving nenbers of the expedition, each nmenber rating all nmenbers of the party.
"Eight. The Lore Master has final word on all prospective entrants to the Gane, except for the
singl e Gane space reserved for discretionary use by Dream Park.

"Nine. The Ganme Master and the Lore Master will share any profits accruing fromthe Gane on the
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basis of an eighty-twenty split of net.

"Ten. The usual good | uck synmbol -" Myers tapped at his keyboard. d owi ng curves formed in the

hol ogram over head, shaping a crescent noon. Myers, smiling as if it hurt, waited for a ripple of

| aughter to die. "-will indicate the presence of restroomfacilities. Look for it in patterns of
trees, rock formations, whatever.

"El even. As usual, a nininmm of one novice nust be included in the expedition." Myers coughed
politely and rubbed his eyes again. "M. Mtesky?"

Met esky stood, shaking her head so that her gray mane billowed around her. "The follow ng
additions and qualifications have been approved by Dream Park. If they are suitable to M.

Hender son, there are no further barriers to the opening of Ganing Area A tonorrow norning. M.
Lopez?"

Ri chard Lopez stood, thanking Ms. Metesky as she handed himthe | eather briefcase. He opened it.
"In this case," he said, his Puerto Rican accent al nbst unnoticeable, "I have the conplete outline
for the Game that begins tonorrow. There are only a few points that remain to be discussed." He
rai sed a sheet of paper close to his face and read.

"One. The Lore Master is to receive 25% of all nonbonus or penalty points awarded during the Gane.
"Two. The Gane involves firearns. These will becone avail able during the course of the Gane." The
murnurs of surprise fromthe audi ence included a few groans. Firearnms were unusual. Warriors
tended to prefer hand-to-hand weapons.

"Three. Al Garners will wear neck tabs." Lopez held up a short, flesh-colored plastic band
bearing a silver-dollar-sized disk. "The disk is standard make; it bears a m crophone and receiver
and a 100 volt/.3 anperage nicrowave receptor. As usual, a shock will indicate wounding or death.
"Four. All categories of players will be adnmtted, except where such conflict with the rules as

al ready stated." Lopez sat down.

Hender son | ooked at him suspiciously. "Is that all?"

Lopez nodded quietly. Chester said, "lI'mnot sure | understand."

"M . Henderson, after the |ast Gane we were involved in, you clained that the rul es had been

st acked agai nst you, and that that was the determning factor in your defeat. | want you clainm ng

no such handicap this tine."

Lopez's smle was as innocent as a piranha's. Chester nodded; he understood. A loss in a Gane with
rules as soft as this would devastate his reputation. He asked, "Wy are you naking the Survivors

Bonus a lunmp suminstead of the standard allocation?"

"Merely to make things nore interesting. O course, if you think that it would make it inpossible

for you to engender a spirit of cooperation in your expedition. "

"Don't let it worry you, Lopez. My teamw |l pull together just fine, thank you."

"Excellent. Do you have any further questions?"

"Just one. Am| correct in assuning that tropical gear will be needed?"

Ri chard | owered his gaze to his fingernails and considered. "I don't believe that it woul d be
giving too nmuch away to say that. Any needed nodifications of costum ng will be provided by Dream
Park." He pursed his nmouth neditatively. "ls there anything else you will need?"

"I do hope not." Chester stood. "Let's call it a Gane and let ne get down to the business of
choosing ny team"

Chester |ooked at the dossier in front of him then up into the eager face of a strawhaired
youngster of seventeen. "Says here that you play as an Engi neer. We can use one, and | think you

can fit the bill." He glanced again at the papers and seened pl eased. "Wat do you think, S.J.?"
S.J. Waters exploded in laughter. "What do I think? Ww, | think that's terrific! You won't regret
this, | promse!" He bounced off happily, and Chester watched in anmusenent.

G na stopped trying to massage his neck. She | eaned down to whisper in his ear. "First tean?
You're going to start hin? Are you sure you want to do that, honey?"

"Quite sure," he said, trying to be irritated with her. He didn't say that a little cannon fodder
never hurt. Stick a few of themin the opening |lineup, and use themto spring traps. By the tinme
you get into the "no substitutions” period, you have the territory pretty well figured out, with a
m ni mrum of val uabl e characters lost. "Next!"

The sel ection process had been going on for two hours now. Nine of the slots were pre-registered,
including Gna, Alie, OGwen, Acacia and her guest Tony. Three nore slots were filled now, so he
needed three nore prinaries and sone alternates. So far he was pleased with the quality of
applicant. A rough cal cul ati on gave him al nost a century of fantasy gam ng experi ence anong the
pl ayers he'd al ready sel ected.

"Next," he called again, and there was laughter in the line of applicants. A small strong fist
banged on the table in front of him and he junped. The top of a head was show ng above the edge
It rose until a pair of watery brown eyes was staring at him
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Chester cackled in delight. "Mary-Martha!" He junped out of the chair and ran around the table and
hugged the dwarfish woman. She was an inch above four feet high, and al nbst as wi de as she was
tall. Little of her bulk seened to be fat, and when she hugged hi m back the creak of ribs was
audi bl e.

"Chester! Lord knows | couldn't let you run off and get yourself into a nmess w thout old Mary-em
to pull your worthl ess carcass out of it."

"No expl anations needed. How s your hip?" He had read of her injury in the I.F.GS. Mnthly
Bul [ etin.

She sl apped her hip with the flat of a callused hand. "Fine, jus' fine. An' |I'mgoing back to
Yosenmite this year too. It's gonna take nore than little Munt Excel sior to keep nme down."
"I'"'mbetting on you, Mary-Martha. Are you up for this jaunt?" Her eyes narrowed to slits, and for

a bare nonment she wasn't a chunky, harm ess wonan at all, but a raging force of nature caught in
the wong era and the wong body. "You can believe it, Chester."
"Good to have you aboard. I'd like you as a Primary." She nodded vi gorous agreenent, and waddl ed

of f. Absurdly, Chester sensed that that wal k could only be bal anced by a battl eaxe carel essly
toted on the right shoul der

The next two wanted to conpete as a team which was unfortunate. Nobody had been able to prove
anyt hing, but the runor mll had it that Felicia Maddox was a cheat. Very shrewd about it (she
woul d have to be) but sonmehow she cane out of Games with nore than her fair share of points.
However she did it, she would be found out eventually. Chester just didn't want to deal with that
in one of his Ganes.

Probl em Her conpani on was the highest-ranking sorcerer who had yet applied. Could he perhaps
manage to kill the woman off in the first couple of days. . . ?

Bowan the Black glared at himfrom behind massive brows. He had dense, curly blond hair and
crystal blue eyes and the nuscles of a distance runner. Chester tried to renenber his real nane,
and couldn't. Garners were required to give their real nanmes to Dream Park Security, but were
under no obligation to give it to him

"Thief and Sorcerer. Both high Ievel. And you work together well as a team™

Bowan's words were heavy with exotic nystery. "W are no nmere team W are one. Together we
represent a force greater than any chall enge inaginable." He folded his arns and | owered his
eyelids like a drowsy hawk.

Felicia slid a step forward and | eaned over the table with only the barest flicker of

acknow edgenent for G na's presence. "l've got what you need for this Game, Chester. |'ve got an
eighty-two percent agility rating on level six."

"Wessl er - Grahn®?" Chester gl anced down at her folder. It was there. Damm, but she could cone in
useful. He studied her face: short brown hair and fleshy |ips, blunt nose, ears that stuck out
fromher head like flowers on a barrel cactus. Could he keep an eye on her?

Chester closed his eyes and relaxed into the sensation of Gna's fingers in his neck. An, well, as
long as he could kill Felicia off if the occasion denmanded. "Okay. You're both in the Gane,
starting. See you tonorrow norning.

"Three nore Alternate positions are available," he called. A groan went up fromthe twenty-five
people left in the room These were | owranked players, |ocals who hoped to squeeze into the Gane
nmore by luck than experience. A Lore Master was obliged to take one totally new player, but aside
fromthat he picked only the strongest. Half the remaining supplicants |left the room and many of
those still in line were grunbling, but one tall black woman was smiling. She had read up on
Chester Henderson. He had a habit of |osing dippy players in the first day or two of a Gane.

She could wait. Alternate was fine. This was the Gane where the I.F.G S. would sit up and take
notice of Holly Frost.

The bal I room of the Dream Park Sheraton was enpty but for a forlorn naintenance 'bot sucking up
dust and trash, and a pair of tired human beings at the big conference table.

Chester Henderson | ooked at the stack of seventeen dossiers sitting in front of him It had taken
hours of culling the pre-selected finalists to find these people. They would be an odd crew, but
any expedition that included Mary-Martha and Olie Norliss would be both exciting and profitable
G na sat at the table next to him her lovely face drawn with fati gue. He reached up and took her
hand, squeezed it appreciatively. "You know, hon? After everyone else is gone, you're stil
around." He was surprised to hear the sincerity in his voice. It was so easy to discount G na
Just a beautiful Fantasy-Gane groupie with a stunning body and a | ove for playing dunb.

She rubbed his head with a hand that snelled faintly of musk oil and clean sweat. "Ch, Chester.
just like to feel needed, that's all."

He started to tell her that he didn't need anybody, that three other girls had proposed sharing
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his bedroll for a position in the Game, that one was in Gna's | eague as regards beauty. But there
was sonet hi ng.

"Well," he said, feeling sleep-denpbns tug at his eyelids. Tonorrow is a big day, they whispered.
Surrender. "You're needed, G na. You pull your weight. You al ways do."

"Nice to know the team needs ne," she said softly, and behind the heavy makeup her face was warm
and open. "What about you, Chester?"

"What about me?" He tried to smile up at her, but the nuscles in his face were fast asleep
"Don't you need nme too?"

Agai n Chester was tenpted to say something other than what was in his mnd, but he was too tired
for anything but the truth. He closed his eyes and said, "G na, you are very nmuch appreci at ed.
Let's go to bed."

G na kissed himwetly. "You say the sweetest things."

"I't's why you |l ove ne as you do." He tucked the stack of dossiers under his left armand slipped
his right about G na's waist.

The echoes of their footsteps foll owed them as they wal ked past

the enpty bl eachers. The lights in the ballroomdimed to deep shadow. The only sound was the

| onel y bumm ng of the maintenance 'bot.

Gnen stepped out of the shower and into a drying screen, feeling her skin tingle as the water
evaporated fromit. She wapped herself in a towel and | ooked at the effect in the mrror. She
pull ed the towel tight around her waist and |l et one leg protrude fromthe slit. Not bad, she

t hought. The leg was white and firm and snooth; only the ankle and upper thigh betrayed her

chunki ness. If she pulled the towel a little tighter.

She tossed her head to the side, watching the bounce of her short blond hair. Good enough. Have at
you, Oiver the Frank! A dab of perfunme behind each ear and another in the rounded cleft of her
bust, and she was ready for her entrance.

Stepping fromthe bathroomto the bedroomwas |ike stepping into another world. Phantasns fl oated
t hrough the air, and shadows shifted nmenacingly on the walls. Something tapped at the w ndow, and
when she | ooked, a large black bird was squatting on the sill, pecking at the glass. It cocked its
head at her and uttered the inevitable three-syllable word.

Wong-o, she thought at it.

Olie lay on the bed, naked, watching the raven. When Gaen energed fromthe bathroom he flipped a

switch at the bedside and the bird faded away, along with the other illusions. H's eyes gl eaned.
"You know, | really like the way you | ook fresh out of a shower."

She curtsied low, then lay down on the bed and, still in her towel, snuggled next to him

"What do you think, Gnen?"

"1 wanna."

Olierolled to face her, and tried again. "What do you think about tonorrow s Gane?"

"I think it's going to be hard. Harder than anything |'ve been in, that we've been in. That's why
I don't want to think about it right now"

"Sout h Seas Treasure. What woul d that nean?"

"It neans |'mgoing to roll over and go to sleep if you don't pay sonme attention to ne, that's
what it neans!"

A lie snapped out of his reverie. "I'msorry, hon. |I'mjust worried about ny standing, that's
all."

"Ch. Well, | think I can handle that," she said, and reached down.

Olie wiggled delightedly. "Ckay, all right, you win, nonorail mnd," and they kissed in a chorus
of giggles. Some tine later Alie said, "You know sonething? | [ove the way you snell."

"I was hoping you'd notice."

Tony McWirter poured hinself a big glass of orange juice and added a splash of vodka. "Do you
want anyt hi ng, Cas?" he called over his shoul der.

Acaci a's eyes flaned at him and she coyly raised the bedsheet up to her chin. "Lo que yo quiero
no veine de la botella, honbre," she said.

He sipped fromhis drink as he crossed the roomto the side of the bed. "That drink's too
conplicated for our limted bar facilities. Wiat's it nean?"

"Way don't you put that drink down and find out?"

"No sooner said . . ." He lifted the glass and chug-a-lugged. His robe hit the floor with a
rustle, his glass hit the dresser with a clink, and he | anded on Acacia with a grin. "And what is
your pleasure tonight, nadanf"

"Well, 1 was thinking.
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"A pl easant change of pace, to be sure.”

"Hush." She kissed him "You know, you and | aren't going to be quite this secluded again for four
days. Ch, we can snuggle in the sleeping bag, but. . ."

"You think maybe we should put a little sonmething in the bank?"

She nodded. "For a rainy day."

"For a rainy day," he agreed. Rain and hurricane wi nds were attacki ng the wi ndows, and phantom
skel et ons were passing through the room The human occupants ignored them

Chapter Five

THE NAM NG OF NAMES

M dnight. Alex Giffin had stolen three hours of blissful unconsciousness before showering and
tubing back to Dream Park. It wasn't quite enough. One of the quirks of an otherw se astoundingly
heal thy netabolism he couldn't stay alert on | ess than eight hours sleep a night.

He' d sl eep an extra hour tonorrow norning. Nobody woul d conplain. Toni ght was busi ness.

Ski p was dozing, chin on fist, elbowon table. Giffin pushed himslightly off balance and sm | ed
as OBrien jerked alert. "They're coming, Skip."

Skip said, "Right," in a voice that went fromdrowsy to alert in md-syllable. Hs fingers

snmoot hed imagi nary winkles fromhis shirt. He was smling 1~ightly when the foursonme rounded the
Cor ner .

Lopez and his wife Mtsuko were both radiant as children on

Christmas norning. They carried totebags over their shoulders, and behind themtottered the
security guard, Al bert Rice, hauling three nore cases. Ms. Mtesky brought up the rear, clucking
with qui et disapproval.

"I didn't know they were bringing everything over right now, Al ex," Mtesky said petulantly. "They
woul dn't even wait for a cargo 'bot."

"Sokay, Chief," Rice gasped, setting the cases on the floor. "I was there. No hassle."

"Good man. We'll take this stuff now " Alex hefted one of the cases. It was heavy. Al ex wondered
what was in them They nust have been checked out at the front gate of the R&D conpl ex, but
still...

Wien he | ooked up, Rice was still there, with a funny kind of half-smle on his face. Did he want
sonet hi ng? Oh, yes, the break-in. Alex said, "I don't remenber seeing your report on the damage."
O Brien asked, "Anything val uabl e broken?"

"Well," Rice said carefully, "I"mnot sure it was vandalism | think it was attenpted theft. |

don't keep anything valuable in plain sight, just sone personal effects. Even there," Rice's eyes
met Alex's and held steady, "he didn't get anything val uable.
There were a few things he could have used, but he just skipped right past them Then | guess he

smashed a few things to prove he was irritated." He |laughed a strained |augh. "Well, let ne get
back to nmy post. I'll see you later, Chief."
Al ex watched Rice thoughtfully as he wal ked away. Funny vibes there. . . Metesky broke his train

of thought with a harrunph. Alex turned to Lopez. "Wat have you got in those cases? Lead?"

Mt suko hugged Richard's armtight, and they giggled |ike kids.

"Mostly notes and resource material. Last minute entries for the conputer. Secret stuff. It's all
been checked out, M. Giffin."

"Alex, please. Wll . . . have you met M. O Brien? He's one of our top child psychol ogists."
"Then | can understand why he's here," Mtsuko smled. "My husband is the oldest child present.™
Ski p shook Richard's hand firmy. "Mst optonmetrists wear glasses, right? W'll have to conpete
for the title of 'oldest child ."

"No, thank you. | try to confine nmy conpetitive instincts to the
Ganmes." Richard shifted his duffle bag on his shoulder, itchy with eagerness.
"Let's have nercy on these people and get theminto Gane Central,"” O Brien said. Al ex nodded and

| ed the way.

The hal | ways of the Research and Devel opment conplex were nearly deserted. The entire building sat
in the northwest corner of Dream Park, in section VI. It bordered Gami ng Area A | ooking out on
740 acres of nmagic. Ganme Central covered an entire floor of the five story building, and used
close to 30% of Dream Park's total resources, whether neasured in technicians, energy, or dollars.
Al ex summoned an el evator, and the five of themwent up to the second floor. Richard was nearly
vibrating with enthusiasm M tsuko whi spered sonmething in his ear and he grinned w der, but
qui et ed down. The el evator doors opened.
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Two technicians in green snocks net themat the doors. One was stocky, with thin, quick fingers
and lively eyes. "I'mLarry Chicon," he told them "This is Dwmght Wlles, the other crazy you'll
be dealing with."

Welles's round, unlined face belied his snow hair. He had the firmgrip of a nuch younger man

"Really pleased to neet you again, M. Lopez. | saw you for a few mnutes last year. | want to
congratul ate you on the Gane you've designed this year. May | ask how long it took you to put it
t oget her ?"

"Two and a half years, if you count all of the preparatory research. |If you nean just the actua
progranmm ng, about a year."

Wel | es nodded, awed. "Well. As you already know, one of us will be available to you twenty-four
hours a day in case of any energency. This way, people, no need to keep you waiting."

Al ex hung back, watching Mtsuko and Richard interact. There was a lot of love there, and a

rel ati onship based on a shared, extended chil dhood. Children, but genius children. That was a
curious thing. They nade so little of the incredibly conplex task of designing a program for
Gaming Area A. The logistics of it would have strained any human nmind. Yet it was the Gane itself
that held their interest, not the nyriad paths they traveled to reach it. The programr ng was a
shadowreality; the Game was reality itself.

Welles slid his IDcard into the slot in a heavy steel door. It opened with a sigh

M tsuko's eyes turned buttery, and she stepped inside. "It's been so | ong. " she said to
hersel f, hands touchi ng panels.

The control room of Gaming Central was a technophile's dream It was about fifteen by fifteen
meters, and little of it was enpty fl oor space. There was one great central control board facing
two big dish-chairs wi th adjustable pneumatic cushions. Seven flat-screen viewers surrounded the
room but mounted directly above the main controls were two hol ogram projectors. The controls were
gl eami ng steel, plastic and chrone; they all but begged to be stroked. If there was a single speck
of dust in the room it was nowhere in sight.

"Your cots are over here," Chicon said, pulling one of the inflatable nattresses out of its niche
in the wall. "Coffee and food di spensers are in the usual place, but the lavatory is built into
the control roomnow. You won't have to | eave even to get a shower."

Lopez nodded wi t hout speaking, running his hands over the controls with a |over's touch. He and

M t suko exchanged | ooks, and she bl ushed prettily.

Al ex shunted the luggage over into a corner. He was fighting a contact high fromthe Lopezes. This
roomwas infectious. It had obviously been built for nore than sheer utility, or even confort. For
sone, this would be the Gane's real lure. One day the faithful Game player woul d graduate to the
Control Room to create his own fantasy worlds instead of merely acting out soneone else's

to be a prime nover instead of just a participant.

For just an instant Alex could see into the Lopezes' relationship, could see the world they shared
with each other and with nobody el se. He could feel that their |ove for each other was filtered
and colored by their fantasies, by their ability to make dreans cone real. A dream born of their

nm nds woul d be shared with a select group of Dream Park technicians, then with a team of fantasy
Garners. If all went well, when all the bugs were out of the programm ng, then it could be shared
with the world.

As if guided by one nmind, Richard and Mtsuko turned to them hand in hand. "This is fine. W need
to be left alone now, if you don't mind. Richard and | have a |ot of work to do before norning."
"Of course. If there's anything you need, just give us a call." Wlles shook hands with both of
them agai n, and the Dream Park personnel departed.

O Brien chuckl ed as they wal ked back to the el evators.

"They're classic. | bet there's a |evel of nonverbal conmunication between themthat borders on
tel epathy. Did you notice how frequently they touched each other?" Alex had noticed. "I'd cal

that a continuing reassurance for each that the other exists. They live very deep in their heads.

| noticed sonething el se, too."

"What was that ?"

"They only spoke to each other once."

"What the hell do you nean? They were all over each other."

"Physically, they're in constant comrunication. Intellectually, | bet they nesh even better. But
apparently very little of their interplay is on the verbal |evel."

Al ex chewed on that while they waited for the elevators. Finally, uneasily, he said, "Wll, don't
just stand there. \What does it mean?"

Skip smiled maliciously. "Damed if | know 1'd heard about them and wanted to see for nyself."

"You mean you're just going to raise the question and | eave it dangling? How am| supposed to
sl eep tonight? Wat kind of man are you, anyway?"
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"The kind who's going to buy you a drink, if we can find a bar open around here."
Al ex held the elevator for him "Ch. That kind of man. My father told ne to stay away from your
type-" and the door shut behind them

The norning outside these walls was still black. In the waiting area it was all artificial
lighting. Take it as an onen, Tony told hinself. Reality is artificial fromthis point on. He
squinted at the Character Identification formin his hand.

Acacia wote part of a line on her own form then turned to him "Panthesilea was real. She was
one of the Amazon queens killed in the Trojan War by Achilles. She was strong and beautiful and
they sang songs to her nenory for years.”

Tony snuck a peek at Alie's sheet, and | aughed. "Oiver the Frank? Are you ki ddi ng, or what?"
Alie | ooked up sheepishly. "Wen | first started Gaming | was afraid |'d forget ny character's
nane. So | used ny nickname. Anyway, Oiver's a legitimte hero; he fought under Charl emagne, wth
Rol and. "

Tony hadn't neant to put Alie on the defensive. He started to say so, but the intercom
interrupted him "Attention all Gane

participants. Costuming will proceed for another forty m nutes only. Thank you."

There was a general buzz in the waiting area beneath Gane Central, and four people scurried off to
t he encl osed costumi ng booths for last minute touch-ups.

The fifteen players were an odd lot. Although all had stowed cotton shirts and pants in their tote
bags, each now wore clothing peculiar to the characters they chose to play on the expedition. Two
things they had in common: the eagerness, thick enough to cut, and the "neck tabs": silver neta

di sks held in place by nearly invisible, soft plastic bands.

Mary- Mart ha, "Mary-em" waddl ed around the oak-paneled waiting area with the self-assurance of an
i ron duck. The longer she waited, the fiercer burned her energy. She wore brown | eather that
hugged her chunky body glue-tight, with joints cut in the |eather at waist and knees to provide

| eeway. She carried a short halberd with a flat heavy bl ade, slung across her back

Acaci a recogni zed several of the other Garners by reputation. The thin, wiry blond man woul d be
Bowan the Bl ack. He had di scarded the scarlet robe that had been his first choice of rainment, and
settled for hip boots and a black velvet shirt split in a hairychested "V." H's conpani on was a
hal f-pretty redhead, tall and thin, with a slight roll of flabby skin around her mdsection. A
sure sign of the diet faddist. What was it this nonth, dear? Ten grans of vinegar-soaked raisins
bef ore every neal ?

Acaci a clucked at herself, half-ashaned of her automatic negative reaction to the wonman, who had
registered in the "Thief" category as Dark Star.

Alie and Gven didn't worry her. Beneath their awe-shucks exteriors she sensed born Ganesters.
Even Chester had seenmed glad to see them Gmen was still in the costumng room as dlie's
frequent casual glances in that direction confirned.

G na Perkins had been dressed to kill every tine Acacia had seen her. Now she wore hiking shorts
and shirt, both covered with pockets, but they didn't cling to her |like a coat of paint. There was
mekeup, but it was subdued. Her hair was intricately arranged, and she was still stunning. She was
pl ayi ng her wi zard's staff while she waited.

That was stunning. Acacia had seen pictures in the Ganmi ng nagazines. It was five feet tall and an
inch thick, jamred with instrunentation and the internal conputer. Patterns of col ored

lights ran up and down its I ength, and nmonochromatic flames | ashed fromthe tip, as Gna's
fingertips ran over the contact-sensitive keyboard.

Tony watched as if mesnerized; then tore his eyes away and went back to work on his Character
Identification sheet. He was feeling the crunch, she thought. The jokes were there, and the smug
sm |l es and knowi ng touches, but there was sonething else too. Pre-Gane jitters, a touch of fantasy
flu?

H s long jaw worked a nonexi stent wad of gum and his chocol ate eyes seened watery as he worked.
The Character Identification sheet was an optional adjunct to the Game that Lopez had asked
everyone to fill out. It listed not only imginary physical and nental characteristics, but shaded
over into geneal ogy.

Acaci a | ooked at her own sheet. How did Anazons have children? Captured mal e sl aves, maybe?

Part henogenesi s? She used a little of both. Panthesilea was a sterile female born

part henogenetically. Her nother (drown it! Finding a name for your character's nmother on the spur
of the nonent was too rmuch like work). Her nother Melissa was the of fspring of Queen Herona (nore
fiction) and a captive Geek named, ah, Cyrius, a bastard son of Hercul es

She hoped that the other players were having as nuch trouble. Al personal characteristics were
measured in Wessler-Gahm points and were pre-registered with the I.F.GS. and filed in the Gam ng
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A conputer. In this group, only Tony had no initial rating. The conputer had run a random nunber
series for him and spit out double-digits which, in Wssler-Gahmterns, represented percentage
chances of a positive result in conbat or energency. He had cone out high in agility and
intelligence, nmediumin strength, and low in recuperative powers.

Tony had | ooked at the read-out with a cautiously |idded excitenent. "This bodes not well for ny
anmbi tions of warriorhood. What are ny choi ces?"

Chicon and Dwight Wlles were there to act as internedi aries and override controllers for the
I.F.GS. referees. Larry Chicon had enjoyed the chance to get involved. He had counted off Tony's
options, one finger at a tine. "Mgic User, Warrior, Thief, Ceric, and Engi neer. And Expl orer
Each of them have their plusses and ninuses, and we do all ow sone conbi nation play, but in genera
it's best to find one category and get into it as deep as possible."

Tony found hinmself wi shing that the oversized nonitors were

switched on, to give hima peek into what waited for themin Area A. "How would | do as a Magic
User ?"

Wl | es shook his head slowy. "Wuldn't reconmend it, but | can't stop you if that's what you
want . "

"What's wrong with Magi c User?"

"That's pretty conplicated for a first outing. Besides, your Charisnma score was only 36% Trying
conjuring up a demon with that and you'll be dinner."

"What's the difference between Magic User and Ceric?"

"Ch, Cerics usually perform preventive nmagic or curative magic. And they get their powers 'from
on high," which nmeans they nust be pure of spirit. Playing with the ladies while in the Gane m ght
mess that up-"

Larry shot Welles a nasty look. "That's turkey turds, Tony. Wat you do during the twelve hours a
day that the Gane is 'off' is totally up to you. Look: with good scores in Intelligence and
Agility, why don't you try Thief?"

Tony opened his nouth as if to protest, then he | aughed and nodded. "If it'll help me survive the
Ganme, I'mfor it.” And Tony McWiirter becane a first |evel Thief, Fortunato by nane, thought to be
a bastard son of either Fafhrd or the Grey Muuser, it being that kind of relationship. He would
enter the ganming area in cotton tropical garb

The warni ng buzzer sounded agai n, and Chester Henderson bounded into the room He wore a green
safari shirt and matching pants, with creases sharp enough to cut paper. H s pipestemarns and
legs were fairly flapping with enthusiasm "Last mnute check, everybody. W' ve only got a few

m nutes, and then we're off. Any questions?" He |ooked slowy around the room

S. J. Waters, the youngest Ganester in the room raised his hand hal fway, as if afraid of
bei ng noticed. Wien Chester pointed at himhe flinched, then said, "Chester? Wiat is it exactly
that we're after?"

"W haven't been told. |'ve got ny suspicions, though. We'll find out for sure once we enter the
Gane, so don't worry. Getting there is half the fun. Any nore questions? . . . Good. W' re going
to have a trenmendous time, people, and everyone is going to take home nore points than he can
carry." He flashed his snile again, and began circling the room checking on individual needs.
Gnen had returned to her seat next to Alie, and he was busy

enj oyi ng her costune. Registered as a Cleric, Gven wore a sinple dress cut several inches too high
for a real nissionary, and | eather-sol ed wal king shoes with just enough heel to bring out the
shape of her calf. The dress was beige, and alnpbst too frilly to wear on a jaunt, but the way that
it brought out the nost attractive lines in her figure pardoned all inpracticalities.

She stood up and twirled around for him biting her Iip. "Do you like it, Adlie?"

He grinned until the corners of his mouth threatened to neet in the back. He reached out for her
and she backed away coyly. "Do you like it?"

"South Seas Treasure or not, | already know |'ma wi nner."

Gnen bl ushed. "You know what | |ike best about Ganming?" Olie shook his head. "You al ways say the
sweet est things when you think you' re soneone el se.™

Alie |looked her dead in the eye. "Maybe that's because you're soneone el se?"

"Hah! You know perfectly well-"

Acaci a stooped over them "You guys ready? Everything in order?" Her Character ldentification
sheet was doubled in her hand. "W'Ill be starting in a few seconds. Wat's that, Alie, Tropica
Chocol at e?"

"Frankish diver to you, Panthesilea, and yes. The stuff tastes like cocoa butter, but it doesn't
melt. We'll find food along the way, but | like to be prepared.”

The final warning sounded, and the Garners began shoul deri ng knapsacks and gear. There was an

i mpatient buzz in the air, and all eyes turned to Chester, who stood by Gna in the center of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (25 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

room Hi s voice was nearly cracking with excitement. "May | have everybody's attention, please.
WIl the fourteen Primaries please line up by the elevators. The doors will be opening
automatically. It is now 7:52, eight mnutes until the Gane begins. Hustle, people, cone on. . ."
He was wasting his breath. Long before he finished, fourteen faces were clustered bel ow the
digital floor nonitor as it displayed the approach of the elevator cars. Wen the doors slid open
there was a general whoop of delight, and the fourteen Primaries cramred in. Chester turned to

| ook around the waiting room No one had |eft anything behind; the roomwas clean and empty.
Wthin hours the first Alternates would appear. Wthin mnutes

the progress of the Gane woul d be broadcast to nonitors in selected areas of Dream Park

But he and Richard Lopez had been at war for one solid year. Chester stepped back and the el evator
doors cl osed.

Chapter Six

FLI GAT OF FANCY

Sonehow Acaci a had expected the elevator to carry themdown, into the bowels of the R&D buil ding,
to long | ost caverns where blind gnones would | ead them hand in gnarled hand, to the begi nning of
the Great Adventure. Instead it went up. A MDonnell-Boei ng Phoeni x helicopter was waiting on the
roof, its engines humm ng quietly as the vast horizontal blades turned in |azy circles.

"What the hell. . . ?" Tony whispered. She turned to caution him but saw the grin of incredul ous
delight and said nothing. "You know, |'ve always wanted to ride in one of these."

"Let's just take it one fantasy at a tinme," she nmurnured. Over one edge of the roof she could see
the shapes and colors of Dream Park, its towers and mazeli ke walls. To the other side.

not hing. Area A was hidden in featurel ess haze, a hol ogram projection of priml chaos.

The cargo doors of the Phoenix were open, waiting. A dark brown face suddenly popped out of the
darkness, imediately split in a grin. "Greetings!" the man yelled cheerily. "Please, cone
aboard!" Chester |ooked at hi m suspiciously for a monment, then nodded and stal ked aboard | uggi ng
hi s totebag.

Acacia was fifth aboard, just behind a huge man naned Eanes who wal ked with a sel f-conscious
swagger. Warrior, she snickered, then reflected that his freckled boyi shness ni ght have interested
her, if Tony weren't along to keep the chill off. One fantasy at a tine, she rem nded herself.
Anyt hi ng can happen

The interior of the Phoenix copter was confortable but not plush, with twenty seats and room for
their gear in both overhead racks and a hanper in the rear. The pilot of the copter waved back at
them as they were seated. "Make yourselves confortable, folks. I'm Captain Stinmac, and you j ust
let nme know if you have any problens."” The dark man who had greeted them at the door was
energetically bouncing up and down the aisle, helping people with their |uggage and generally
having a great time. Tony filled the seat next to Acacia, and she took his hand affectionately. He
asked, "Wat's next?"

She shook her head. She didn't want to tal k; she wanted to sense.

The cargo doors creaked shut. The rotors of the Phoenix accel erated, blurred and di sappeared; but,
characteristic of the nodel, the engines only made a hoarse and urgent hunmi ng sound. Devel oped
for nocturnal conbat duty, the Phoenix was as silent as a notor-driven craft could be.

The ground dropped away. "Yah hooF' screaned Mary-en s buzzsaw voice. "Children, we are off!" The
Ganesters cheered as the Phoenix tilted and began to eat distance.

VWen the "fasten seat belts" pictogramclicked off, their one-nman wel com ng conmttee stood and
bowed shallowy to them "I would like to introduce nyself to all of you. | am Kasan Mi bang, and
I will be your guide and liaison with the people of ny island." Chester stood now, his facial

I ines gone angul ar with eagerness. "Your island. Then you know where we're goi ng? And what our
quest is?"

Kasan's smile was innocent. "OfF course, M. Henderson. You do not think that your governnment woul d
send you on such a perilous adventure wi thout benefit of a guide?"

"Qur governnent. . ." Chester absorbed that. "No, of course not. | assunme you have our briefing
sheet s?"

"I amyour briefing sheets."

The Lore Master's shoul ders rel axed and he nodded. Behind him Tony whispered, "Wy is that good?"
Acacia told him "The briefing material has to be true, in context. Lopez isn't allowed to lie to
us about the basic assunptions behind the Ganme. Now Chester knows he can trust Kasan, up to a
point. Kasan can't lie."
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"Uh huh." Tony exanined the "native" suspiciously. "Is he a hol ogranf"

"No. | saw himcarrying |luggage. Later he m ght be a hologram He's a Gaming actor. Probably

pl ayi ng for straight points:

he gets his whether we win or lose, as long as he doesn't blow his lines."

The Lore Master, nore rel axed now, was perched on the armrest between two enpty seats. He asked,
"Where are we headed?"

"To the Mel anesi an islands, New Guinea to be specific."

Chester al nost |aughed. "You're from New Gui nea?"

Mai bang was apol ogetic. "The Epi scopalian mission sent nme to

UCLA. "

"Where you were recruited, no doubt."

"Ch, absolutely. You nust appreciate the problem Ever since the Road to the Cargo was opened in
1945-"

Chester's sigh of conprehensi on was audi ble all over the copter. "Cargo Cult. R ght. Please go
on."

Mai bang was clearly pleased that Chester had made the junp. "Yes. Well, ever since then, the

Mel anesi an peopl es, those who have | earned the secret, have been stealing back the possessions
that the Europeans-"

"That's us?"

Their gui de shrugged. "There are us, and there are Europeans. Sone Europeans are bl ack or brown or
yel l ow, though nost are white-"

"Ckay. "

"My people, the Daribi, were anmong the peoples blessed with the true secret of the cargo. W
prospered. God- Manup sends many wonderful things to his faithful children. Canned neat, electric
lights, jeeps, refrigerators, and, of course, weapons with which to drive out the Europeans."

"Of course," said Chester

"Then, nine years ago-" Bare flicker of an eyelash. "In 1946-" Chester absorbed that datum and
nodded. "-ny people the Daribi began to divert shipnents of cargo intended for Europe and the
Americas. Naturally your people fought back with your own rituals, but our sorcerers were mghty.
Then you tried the force of your mlitary, and again we prevailed. Late in 1947 ny peopl e nade
their greatest effort, and stole fromyour people a very great cargo indeed."

"Whi ch was?"

Mai bang wagged his head sorrowfully. "W sensed its existence and we used our powers to take it,
but we never saw it. The extrene effort strained our sorcerers. At the last nonment, as the cargo
was comng to us, a rival tribe who coveted our power used their own magic to divert its path. W
were too weak to resist. Their victory over us gained them great mans, great power. They becane
the dom nant force on our island. Your governnent knows the rest: how their power and their greed
| eave no ship or airplane safe for a thousand kil onmeters around. It has gone on for seven years,
with the powers of . . . our enenies growi ng ever greater."

Chester sighed. "Do | gather you can't tell us the name of this eneny tribe?"

"You catch on quick, bwana. Nope, to use the name of so powerful a tribe without their prior
perm ssion is much bad nmana. So my people made contact with yours to strike a bargain. W wll
hel p a small group of Europeans into the lands held by the Eneny. You steal back what you can, and
get it out. The Enenmy will | ose nana, and we will regain our power. W will then sign a treaty
with you binding us to take only cargo intended for us by God-Manup, and none of yours, as |long as
you hold to the sane agreenent.”

"And why should we trust you to keep your prom ses?~ Chester gave Mi bang his nost benefi cent
smle.

"Because we are not Europeans,"” Mi bang answered hunbly. "Jee-zuss," S. J. Waters exclainmed. "W
are a long way out." Chester slid over to the nearest window. "W're over the ocean

I don't see any points of reference yet. "

"Islands over here, Chester," S.J. called fromthe other side of the copter. He shaded his eyes
against the glare. "~ think we've got Hawaii here."

"Then we're hal fway," Chester said to hinself.

Acacia said, "That's Oahu, | think."

"Don't know, hon. 1've never flown this-" Tony caught hinself. "Damm. | nean |'ve never been to
Hawaii. It's just too easy to forget that this isn't real."

"So stop trying."

Tony grinned uneasily. "Last gasps of sanity, | guess."

"Then breat he deep, lover. The air gets pretty thin fromhere on out."
The Phoeni x began to judder, and Captain Stinmac's voi ce sounded over the intercom "W're about to
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hit rough weather, people. Please notice that the seat belt warning is in effect, and conply with
it. Thank you."

Chester waved a finger at Miibang. "Don't you die on nme now. |'ve got to get a |ot nore out of
you. "

Mai bang grinned and prom sed not hi ng.

There were dark cl ouds ahead now, and already the sky was di mming. The Phoeni x di pped as if
hitting an air pocket, and a unani nous "Ooh!" was foll owed by a whoop from Mary-em

The cl ouds cane fast. They were ugly, boiling with Iight and dark grays; ominous flashes of fire
pl ayed within. The Phoeni x was swallowed into the storm and turbul ence shook themlike a giant
child playing with a toy.

Li ghtning gl ared eye-splitting bright to starboard. The craft dropped and shook with the force of
the thundercl ap

Acaci a screaned delightedly and threw her arms around Tony. He grabbed back, yelling at the top of
his voice. Rain pelted the sides of the Phoenix, and the engines whined in protest as it tried to
climb and stabilize. Again and again their eyes and ears were assaulted by nonstrous bursts of
light and sound, until it seened that the Phoenix was conming apart in midair. The whisper of the
engi nes changed to an om nous grow i ng vibration. Between |ightning flashes, nothing could be seen
outside, and as the lights failed in the plane Tony found hinmself kissing Acacia with sonething
akin to genuine terror in his heart.

At last the stormlightened, and sone sunlight peeped through the cloud. There was a stir at the
back of the cabin, Ganers pushing and shoving at the w ndows. The pair |ooked out to see what the
troubl e was.

Tony | ooked out on a broad, rounded wi ng studded with thousands of rivets. The notor housing was
huge, and the air before it

was blurred. Its voice was a shattering roar, like the devil |let |oose on Earth.

"Wngs. | will be go to hell. W' ve got wings and rivets and propellers!"

Acaci a squeezed past himand pressed her face to the glass. To the rear she could just see the
tail stabilizers. As applause and whistles broke out, she shook her head adnmiringly.

"It's got to be a nmid-nineteen-hundreds nodel of sonething or other," Tony said softly.

S. J. Waters had the answer. "Ww e! A DC-3, a Goonie Bird! Hey, these things were supposed to be
hal f - nagi cal anyway."

Clusters of passengers began to sing. Fragnents of verse celebrating the adventures of Kafoozal em
and Eskinmo Nell were heard above the roar of the engines. Ofie's high voice rang out:

"Ch, the canel has a lot of fun, H's night begins when ours is done, He always gets two hunps for
one, As he revels in the joys of fornication!"

And hal f the Garners bellowed a ragged chorus:
"Cats on the rooftops, cats on the tiles-"

The air had cleared. The plane dipped into a cloud deck and out the bottom QIlie sang, "The

hi ppo's runp is big and round-"

"Islands," the redheaded Dark Star said, and the song died in md-Ieer

They were coning up on the sub-continent itself, and Chester announced above the roar, "W seemto
be approachi ng New Gui nea fromthe Bisnmarck Sea. . - those might be the Finisterre Muntains, only
about three thousand neters, we can clear those. - ."

The vi ew bel ow was an expl osi on of dense greens and browns, vegetation crowding fromthe rich soi
in rich profusion. The Finisterre Muntains ruled the Huon Peninsula, overlooking Vitiaz Strait,
and in the crystal-clear air they seened cl ose enough to reach out and touch. The DC 3 ski nmed
over them and reoriented north. Soon they were crossing swanps and marshy areas. Captain Stimac's
voi ce buzzed fromthe intercom

"We~ will be reaching Chanbri Lake in a few mnutes. It's the landmark for the landing strip which
has been cleared for us. In fact, | think | see. " There was a pause, and the plane bucked
inthe air. This tine the bucking becane a jarring side pull that bounced Acaci a agai nst her seat
belt. "Wait just a mnute-that's not the right |ake, but something. . . uh! Myve, godamt!" Stinmac
began swearing in panic. The plane was sliding down the sky; the notors screaned. Stinac shouted,
"I can't nove the controls! They're noving thensel ves!™"

Hands gri pped seats and faces went white as the swanps rose toward them rotating now. There was

I ight down there, and water

a sheen of water directly below the plane's nose, and two lines of |lights glowi ng on the water.
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and a tower.
"It's pulling us in," Chester said. He was squeezed up agai nst a wi ndow, and his nouth hung a
little open. Not frightened, but fascinated.
Kasan was in the aisle, waving his arns and chanting in an unknown | anguage, while two Garners
hel d himsteady with hands on his belt.
Tony al nost forgot his own fear as he stared out. O oser now and the control tower was only
wi ckerwor k on pontoons, and
the lights were floating torches tethered by ropes, forming lines too close together to nmake a
real runway. It was a nockery of an airport laid out on water.
The nock-airport veered sideways, and gee forces pulled savagely at the passengers. The DC 3
pull ed out of its dive. The wing on the right side bent far enough to pop two lines of rivets,
t hen eased back into place; but fluid was streaning fromwhere the netal had crinkled. Stimac's
i ntercomvoi ce screaned, "Cot it! | think we're all right now Watever it was, it's- Ch shiti" as
the "wing unrolled a flapping flag of red-and-yellow flane.
"1"ve got to get us down," said the crackling intercomvoice. "Brace yourselves. This isn't going

to be neat." They were barely at treetop level, trailing flanme and bl ack snmoke. "I1'Ill try for
Chanbri Lake. There are life rafts in the rear of the plane . ."
Tony could restrain hinmself no |onger. "Just what the hell is happening?" He couldn't | ook away

fromthe line of trees whipping past the plane at paint-scraping |evels.

Acaci a | ooked down. "The real |ake should be sonewhere close up ahead. If we can nake that-" her
eyes were fixed on the wi ndow, and as an expanse of dark green cane into view, she sighed in
relief. "There it is!"”

The pl ane plunged, shaking like a dog drying itself, and there were fourteen throat-rendering
screans and one "Yah-hoo!" In the

i nstant before the plane struck water Acacia was aware of Tony's fingers dipping clawike into her
arm

The inmpact threw them forward. Water surged over the plane, bubbles streamed past the wi ndows. At
|l east the fire was out. The pl ane bobbed to the surface, wobbled, righted itself. Water | apped at
t he wi ndows.

Chester was the first to regain his balance. "All right, everybody, let's get out the |lifeboats
and get the gear together. We've got work to do."

Seat belts clicked like castinets. Duffle bags were pulled out of their overhead racks w th al nost
feveri sh eagerness. Tony | ooked toward the nose of the plane, where Captain Stimac lolled linply
in his chair.

"Hey, is he. . . ?" Unnoticed by the rest of the Garners, Tony advanced to the front of the craft,
shoul deri ng his backpack unsteadily. "Captain Stinmac?" There was no reply. He took another
cautious step, feeling the plane yaw slightly beneath him "Captain?" Stinac's head rolled back

| oosely froma neck that seemed broken, and a trickle of blood ran fromhis nouth. Eyes stared
sightless froma slack and pasty face. Tony felt his stomach convul se, and clutched at hinself,
suddenly afraid. "Ch ny Cod."

Then Stimac winked at him Straightening in md-retch, Tony glared at himand stal ked out of the
cabin. He grabbed Acacia by the shoul der and spun her around. "That's the last tinme, understand?
Absolutely the last."

Acting calmy and with near-mlitary precision, Chester had four boats out on the water and was
directing the inflating of the fifth froma cylinder of conpressed gas. Tony and Acacia were in a
raft with S. J. Waters, and Tony was | ooking back at the DC-3 with a half-snmile. "Boy that |ooks
real. You really have to strain to catch even the outline of the Phoenix under the-"

Acacia laid a hand gently on his arm "Tony," she said with genuine affection, "stop fighting. It
is real. Everything here is real. Just relax and let it happen, okay? Pl ease?"

Her dark eyes sparkled w th unnocking |aughter, and Tony nodded. He gripped her hand hard. "I'm
sorry, babe. | guess maybe |I'm" He paused and | ooked around at the rafts bobbing in the |ake. "I
don't know what's going to happen or what it will do to ny head. It throws ne."

The rafts, five strong now, were bobbing next to the settling

DC-3 in the nmiddle of a huge lake. It was inmpossible to tell the actual size of the body of water;
perspective was no barrier to Dream Park technol ogy. Chester and Mai bang were last into the water,
inaraft | oaded with bundl es of supplies.

"Whi ch way, Kasan'?"

The gui de | ooked around in feigned confusion. "This is difficult to say, but |I'mnot sure."

"What do you nean?"

"I mean that this lake isn't what it should be-it's shaped wong."
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Chester's long face becane thoughtful. "Wong shape. How so?"

"Chanbri Lake is rounder than this. See, two of the shorelines are clearly visible, but the other
two edges are lost to our sight.” Chester carefully got to his feet, standing precariously

bal anced as he | ooked. Just as carefully, he sat back down. "All right, it's not Chanbri Lake.
What is it?"

Kasan wagged his head sorrowfully. "Not sure. Very bad nagic, | fear." He gazed contenplatively
across the lake. "I think we should head to the north shore. It's closest."

There was a feather touch of suspicion on Chester's face as he nodded assent. "Okay, people, let's
move out for the north bank. W can regroup there."

Two out of the three people on each raft hefted paddl es and began guiding their boats ashore. Tony
and Acacia provided propul sion for their boat while their passenger, S.J., nerrily called,

"Stroke! Stroke!"

It becane a race, with Tony and Acacia in second place, behind Eanes and his two boatmates, one a
Magi ¢ User named Al an Leigh, the other the irrepressible Mary-em who as second paddle did not so
much stroke as westle the water into subm ssion. Leigh, his pouchy cheeks sonewhat incongruous on
his spare frane, watched the water ahead of themintently, and when his hand shot into the air al
five of the rafts backpaddled to a halt.

Acaci a shaded her eyes and cautiously stood, testing her balance. "There's sonething there .
Tony started to ask, then saw it hinself.

Just ahead of Eanes's boat, the water was rippling unpleasantly. S.J. got to his feet, alnopst
upsetting the boat. Acacia skewered himon a rai sed eyebrow, and he sat down. "Water snake," he
mutt ered, wat ching the approaching ripples.

Chester, two rafts back, had seen it too. "Snake!" His voice was surprisingly clear and loud. "Big
one! Leigh, take first assault."

In the front raft, Leigh stood up. Wen the snake rose fromthe swirling water the nmagician was
ready.

The snake was easily thirty feet long, its trunk thick and banded with nuscle. Its head was
broader than a horse's, long black tongue slipping in and out of its nouth with hypnotic rhythm
Its torso showed yell ow and dull red against the blue-green of the lake, and as it hoisted fully
eight feet of its Iength out of the water and glared at them an uneasy cheer went up fromthe

ot her Garners.

Lei gh spread his arns in supplication. "Gods above!" he screaned at the top of his voice, "hear ny
pleal!™ Al nost imediately a green glow surrounded him and he nodded acknow edgenment. The snake
glided closer. "Let's see now"

"God's sake get on with it!" Mary-em snapped.

He glared at her. "No respect for artists. Al right, then." He refocused his gaze on the snake,
now only nmeters away. "Shake, you are a thing of water. | give you-fire!" He gestured nagically,
and not hi ng happened. He repeated, "Fire!" and the glow around his right hand nelted fromgreen to
red. He made a hurling notion at the snake.

A fist-sized ball of fire sailed fromhis hand, bright even in artificial daylight, expanding as
it pierced the air and inpacted the snake's nose. The effect was remarkable. The viper recoiled
with an echoi ng hiss and dove back into the water and di sappear ed.

Tony cheered. "Great! Heroes one, nonster zero!"

Acacia gripped his arm "Not so fast, Tony . She was wat chi ng Chester

The Lore Master lifted his arms. "Hear ne, oh gods," he said, his voice deep and resonant. The
green gl ow appeared around him He | ooked down into the rmurky green water. "I invoke C ear Vision
Reveal to nme ny foe."

Wth a ripple of glitter, the surface of the | ake becanme |i ke a warped sheet of green glass, and
beneath it withed the outline of an enornous serpent. "Warriors! Be ready! It's coning back up."
Acacia said, "Ch shit,"” and dived for her gear. She hurriedly unrolled an obl ong oil skin package
and | ovingly touched the twenty-four-inch blade of her shortsword before buckling the scabbard
round her waist. She slipped the blade out again and ex

perinmentally slashed at the air, then checked the "ready" light in the hilt. She waited, crouched.
The | ake surged and the snake was on them hissing with the liquid sound of a wi nd whi pping
through a stand of rainswept trees. Its head coil ed back, then snapped forward with blinding
speed. Acacia cut furiously across the beast's nmouth. It swerved around and tried to bite fromthe
side, but the swordswoman pivoted neatly and nmet it again. This time the snake jerked back clear
of the blade. It hovered just out of range, glaring at her with blood drooling fromits upper 1lp
Slowy, eyes fixed on her steadily, it sank beneath the water

"Good play, Panthesilea," Tony McWirter said, his face just a shade pale.

S.J. piped up i mediately. "Best damm hol ograns in the world. Mst expensive, too. The sword
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sensor knows whether it intersects part of the projection, and signals the conputer. The snake's a
conput er - ani mat ed projection, so-" He | ooked down at Acacia's sword tip waving an inch fromhis
nose.

She said, "Listen, S.J., maybe you get your kicks from anal yzing dreans, but | want to play, and
want Tony to have the chance to play with ne, okay?"

S.J. grinned and said, "Snake's behind you." She whirled, sword ready, and he | aughed.

The wat er snake was nenacing the raft that held Gaen and O fie. They paddl ed madly. Their
passenger, a Ceric named Garret, spread his arms and intoned |oudly, "Hear ne, oh gods!" H s red
fal se beard flapped mghtily in the breeze. The fam liar green hal o surrounded him and he yell ed,
"Aring of protection, Father!"

A band of soft white light circled the raft. The snake drew up short and nosed around themin
bewi | dered frustration. In the tinme that it spent deciding howto attack, Bowan the Bl ack had
maneuvered his boat up behind it. "Fireball!" he cried. An arc of flane leapt fromhis palmto
strike the nonster just behind the head. It hissed in pain and spun around, diving for Bowan.

O fie's voice rang out across the water.

"Cut the ring!" he yelled, and the circle of light disappeared. Olie stood stripped to the waist,
gut sucked in heroically. H's eyes burned fiercely. He clutched a sword in one hand and a dagger
in the other. He yodeled his war-cry and struck

The snake jerked away fromthe kiss of steel, and AQlie's second

slash cut thin air. Alie tried to make up the extra distance with a lunge. The raft shifted in
the opposite direction, and Alie went over the edge

He canme up sputtering and thrashing with his left hand for bal ance. The dagger was a hindrance; he
stuffed it in his sheath and struck out towards the snake. Its body rose fromthe water and
encircled him dlie screaned defiantly and laid about with the sword. The snake was covered in
wounds now, and Bowan the Bl ack was hurling tongues of fire with both hands.

The snake's upper body was awithe with flame, and it uncoiled fromQlie and tried to dive. As it
did, Olie torqued his body all the way round in the water, and caught it dead center between the
eyes. Mortally wounded, it rolled its eightball eyes piteously and expired, sinking beneath the
water with only a slick of blood to mark its passing.

Wt hout knowi ng how he got there, Tony found hinself on his feet and cheering Iike an idiot. Wth
great clunsy strokes Olie swam back to the raft. Gaen hel ped hi maboard, kissing himsoundly.
Acaci a nudged Tony. "Think they'll celebrate tonight, or what?"

He was still open-nouthed, watching the slowy dissipating bloodstain. "Just wow, Cas. | don't
believe it."
"You'd better believe it when it happens to you, or you'll be out of the Gane while you're stil

trying to shut your mouth." She brushed the back of her hand along his jawine, closing it, and
said, "Cone on, lover. Let's get to shore before Lopez hits us with sonething new "

"Ch, he wouldn't. . ." He paused, chewing his words. "Right. Let's get off the |ake."

Chapt er Seven

THE ROAD OF THE CARGO

The DC-3 was di sappearing beneath the waters as the last raft pulled ashore. Tony shoul dered his
knapsack and adj usted the nylon straps. "Rest in peace, Captain Stimac," he said. "lIs that one for
Lopez?"

Acaci a shook her head. "The pilot was a freebie. He wasn't a nmenber of our party. He was outside
Chester's influence. Help me get ny bedroll adjusted, will you? Then let's go talk to Chester."
The Lore Master was hel ping G na get herself together. Besides a bedroll and backpack, the |ovely
redhead sported a wi cked | ooki ng dagger and the wi zard's staff, her nmajor nagical tool. Henderson
hinself carried only a bedroll and backpack, plus a small black box fastened to his belt on the

| eft side.

He turned to Mai bang. "You have a | ot of those snakes around here?"

Mai bang rai sed his palns in supplication. "W knows what

(del ete this)

evil has been wought here since ny departure?" The guide w ped a drop of water fromhis broad
nose and stared into the distance. "I believe that we head . . . yes, that way, north, toward the
nmount ai ns. "
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"Are you sure?" Chester sounded a touch irritated.
"Al nost absolutely. | understand that your people have nystical ways to reach out and seek such
informati on for yoursel ves. Perhaps you would care to try?"
"Too nmuch energy expenditure, too soon. The snhake drained a | ot of energy fromtwo of ny players

" Chester gazed toward the mountain peaks shimering in the distance, and the dense forest
growt h between. The gui de could plead ignorance, but he couldn't Ilie.
Chester raised his voice to be audible to the entire group. "W're heading north. Eanmes, you and
Leigh up front with me. Mary-em and Acacia, take the rear guard. Don't spread too thin, people."
The fifteen Garners and Mai bang formed into a line, Eanes |eading as they chopped their way into
the brush. The big man's armrose and fell tirelessly as his sword served nachete duty, filling
the air with shredded green chaff. "W nust follow these nountains," Mi bang assured them "There
should be a trail up ahead just a little way, and then the going will be nuch easier."
Chester grunted a reply and kept watching the terrain carefully.
Tony hung back with Acacia in the rear of the colum. She cut brush for the first few m nutes, but
as initial progress was slow she soon tired and slipped her sword back into its sheath. They found

a trail and the going becane easier. Mibang kept them heading toward the "nmountains" . . . which,
Acaci a suspected, were slowy shifting position to keep themtraveling in an expandi ng spiral
She couldn't come close to nanming all the varieties of plant and aninmal life. Birds of all kinds,

their plunes ablaze with color; parrots with purple and bright orange feathers, birds of paradise
wi th inpossible combinations of gold and red and electric white swirling on their wings and tails.
Acaci a recogni zed coconuts and what | ooked |like rubber trees, but beyond that the underbrush was a
tangl e of greens and dark purples and the yell ow of dying shrubs; of vines and trees, |eaves flat
and shiny, invisible against the forest growh or exploding with flowers. Small snakes

sl ept on branches or wiggled fromunderfoot. Creatures |eapt through the branches just out of

si ght.

One parrot, gorgeous in its purple plumage, kept pace with her for what seemed a kil oneter, always
just out of reach. She watched it, watched it land for an instant on a branch to nuzzl e beneath
its wings for a fat mte, watched it cock its head at her curiously, and found herself wondering
if it was real. It looked real; it sounded real, its untutored voice croaking tunel essly except
for sharp whistles; and she wondered.

The air was hot and sticky and snell ed oppressively green. They had tried hol di ng hands, but
contact with another human body only nade the heat worse, and they gave it up. Sweat rolled from
Tony's face in grimy drops, and under his cotton shirt dark danp spots were form ng under his
arnpits and on his chest.

He pointed off to the side and asked, "Is that.

A smal |l clearing surrounded by one species of bush, outlining a crescent noon. "That's it. Shall |
stop the ot hers?"

"I''l'l only be a second.” Tony stepped off the trail and into the clearing and faded out. Acacia
kept noving. Presently he was behind her again, pushing his pace until he caught up

"l feel as if we've been wal king for hours,” he said to her, panting sincerely. Some of the bounce

was gone fromhis walk, and frustrated fatigue showed in his face. "Cone on. . . where's another
beastie? Anything's better than this."
Acaci a nmoaned synpathetically. "Poor baby. Just try to remenber that your disconfort, |ike

everything el se here, is only make-believe." She patted his cheek. "There, now Don't you fee
better now?"

"Yes, Momy," he said absently, and quickened his step to catch up with Gven and A lie. Sheen of
sweat or not, the blond Cleric hadn't rel eased her hero's armfor an instant. Tony clapped Qlie
on the shoulder. "Good going with the water snake, Ofie."

"Call nme Aiver, would you, Tony?" Hs hand rested easily on the grip of his sword.

Tony tried to laugh, but suddenly there was nothing soft about Alie, not his eyes nor his
carriage, and certainly not the way his pal mcaressed his sword. Gven had changed too. She was
still attached to Olie. But instead of his leaning on her, she seened to be drawi ng strength from
him Tony sensed that he was out of his depth.

Gnen' s |augh was of quiet challenge. "Aiver is a noble name, Tony. Oiver was one of

Char |l emagne' s greatest warriors."

"Al right. . . diver. |I like the way you handl ed the water snake. It was a class act."

Tensi on eased. "I alnobst got killed out there," Aiver grow ed. "Wien | went off the side of the
boat, | thought I was dead. | was just waiting for the jolt fromny neck tab. If Lopez had really
wanted me, he had nme then. That thing could have crushed ne before it took enough hit points to
roll over and die." If he believes in the Game Master, how can he believe he's OQiver the Frank?
Tony shrugged inside his mnd. Schizo. Wll, naybe I'll have to be schizo too. "Oiver, what is it
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exactly that Thieves do? It's easy to see what Warriors and Clerics and Magic Users do."

"Thi eves steal, nmostly." Gaen skipped a hal f-pace to keep her step even with Aiver's. "You skulk
around, and you're practically invisible to your enemes. You' re not nuch with weapons, except
maybe a throwing knife. It's loads of fun. You'll get a chance to try your hand | ater today,
probably. That's about all | can think of. Chester can fill you in on anything else. Don't worry,
we won't let you get killed before you learn the rules. It won't get really rough for a bit yet."
"Yeah, well, | guess you haven't had a chance to bless anything yet, either."

"Not true. | blessed dear Aiver before he engaged in nortal combat with that overbl own water
worm "

"Behind every man, et cetera," said AQiver. H's persona cracked for an instant, and he bounced on
his toes and was Offie again, smling bright as sunrise, saying, "I am having so much fun.

really hope you can get into it, Tony."

McWhirter snmiled and nodded. He dropped back to Acacia's side.~ "Happy as two fleas in a bottle of
bl ood, they are."

"What do you want out of all this, Tony? What will nake you happy?"

"Just a little of sonething that | can't get anywhere else, | guess."

She fluttered her eyel ashes at him

"Wl |, you, of course. But, you know. Breathl ess adventure, exotic sights, heaps of fabul ous gens.
all that."

"Al'l that. But you do value ny friendship, don't you?"

"Sure | do, Cas. Besides, | can't afford what you charge

strangers." He hugged her with one armas they noved down the trail, the shrubbery closing behind

themlike a healing wound. "I'ma city boy, Cas. Wiat am | supposed to want? Six days fromnow I'm

back at work copying blueprints eight hours a day. Hell, |

guess ny expectations are a little unreasonable. | can't really expect an amusenent park to undo

in a week the danage a dull job does in fifty, but I do." He gently turned her face to himand
spoke in all seriousness. "Help ne, will you, Cas?"

She | ooked hal f puzzl ed, half pleased. "You know, honbre, every once in a while you' re such a
decent human being that | mght as well have left ny hip boots at hone."

"How 'bout if | tickle your butt next time you're facing down a giant snake?"

There was a shout up ahead, and several of the Garners had broken ranks, running forward to a
clearing 100 neters up the trail. Acacia half-drew her sword; then she saw and rel axed. The first
hal f of the journey was over

In a few seconds they were out of the jungle and into a cultivated area, where knee-hi gh and wai st -
high plants grew in neat rows. She could see nen and wonen working in the fields, weeding and
irrigating. "Please!" Kasan Mai bang's voice rang out. "Stay on the path. The young tubers are very
delicate." Acacia imedi ately wondered how far the cultivated area really went, and where the

Dr eam Park nagi c t ook over.

Sone of the land had been irrigated i nto marshiness, and nen waded knee-deep in the nmud planting
and setting up stakes to indicate private plots in the conmunity garden.

Acaci a recogni zed sweet potatoes, yans and sugar cane. In the distance banana trees and breadfruit
grew, and the air was full of the scent of rich wet earth and growi ng things. Like Tony, she was a
child of the city, but a granduncle in Mexico owned his own ranch, and she and her two brothers
had spent glorious sunmers there hel ping with the cows and pigs. She knew sonet hing of wi de
spaces, and working in the open air, and renenbered the snell of sweating bodies toiling in the

af t ernoon sun.

The villagers were snall people, nost of them darker than Kasan and show ng the physical inpact of
aprimtive life style. Adults seemed to be nmade of |eather and woven gut, faces etched but not
scarred by endl ess |labor in the fields, bodies scarred but not broken by the rigors of the hunt.
Their attire, g-strings and ani nal -hide flaps, nmade her feel she was sweltering, and she toyed
with the idea of adapting that style for the rest of the trip. Poor Tony would have a fit.

The Garners were attracting attention fromthe field workers now, and many stopped their work to
point and stare. Warriors carrying banboo spears had energed fromthe cluster of thatched

buil dings on the other side of the fields. The Garners had gathered around Chester while he

qui zzed Mai bang.

"You're sure that your chief knows we're conming? And wants us here?"

"I amsure of all that," M bang answered gravely.

A nasty suspicion |it Chester's face. "The Daribi are cannibals, aren't they?"

Mai bang | ooked wounded. "Upon special occasions, of course. You are not our enem es, you have cone
to help us. It would be ingracious in the extrene to do such a thing." He paused for a nonent,
thinking. "Just to be on the safe side, though, you mght be careful of the phrasing if anyone
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invites you to dinner." He | eaned cl ose enough to whisper, jerking a thunmb at Gna, "A few yans
and a sliced banana or two woul d do wondrous things for your lovely friend there."

"Be careful about telling her that," Chester said absently. "She's been known to kiss on the first
date, but . . ." He turned quiet as the first quartet of stocky spearnmen drew near. Two were
carrying bulky rifles. None of themleft footprints in the dirt. The forenpst of themraised his
spear in greeting. They wore col orful necklaces of woven vine and | eather, and cerenoni al
headdresses of short, brilliantly colored feathers. Chester kept his expression neutral as he
rai sed a hand and waited. The field workers were gathered about them now. Small dark children,
protuberant bellies bouncing with their scanpering, hid behind the skirtlets of their bare-
breast ed not hers.

The | ead warrior spoke, his words rapid and nel odic. Kasan |listened carefully, then turned to
Chester. "Hi s nane is Kagoi ano, and he has conme to escort you to the Council of Men, at the
request of our council chief Pigibidi, who extends greetings and hopes that you will join his
conpany i mredi ately."

"Pigi bidi?" Chester asked in amusenent.

"There is great power in his nane. It neans ' Qun-Person,' and when he was at the height of his
power, he was a great man indeed. Shall we proceed?"

Chester relaxed noticeably. "All right, let's go talk to Gun-Person."

The Council hut was a little | onger and broader than the rest of the wood-and-woven-straw huts.
Several sleeping nmats were rolled and stored neatly aside near the door flap. Chester assuned GQun-
Person liked to keep his warriors close at hand. The walls were hung with skins, and furless and
headl ess bodi es of marsupials hung fromthe rafters.

Acaci a, Mary-em and the other women were stopped at the door. Kagoi ano spoke a few words to Kasan,
and he interpreted for them "I amsorry, but the wonmen cannot be admitted to this council. They
will be escorted to the Council for Wnen, for a reading of the onens.”

"What's this reading of the onens business?" Mary-em denmanded. "Try to shuck ne, Junior, and
you'll be eating soft foods for a nonth."

"Only men can be adnmitted to this hall," Kasan explained patiently, "just as only wonen may enter
the Council of Wnen. They do not make policy, but provide us with a val uable source of

i nformati on on the plans and novenments of our enenies.”

Chester laid a hand on Mary-eml's shoulder. "We'll split up for now | don't think we're in any
danger. We can trade information as soon as we're through here.”

The wonen departed, reluctantly. The nine male adventurers, escorted by Kasan and Kagoi ano, wal ked
to the rear of the council hut.

Tony sniffed the air. There was ol d snoke, and snoked neat, and what snelled |ike cheap tobacco.
The air toward the rear of the hut was cooler. Better cross-ventil ation, deeper shadow. The fl oor
was wood covered with straw mats, sone of them decorated with stain. He | ooked in vain for the

hi dden hol o projector. Kagoiano was a projection; Tony had contrived to brush against him But he
couldn't figure how the continuity was handled. Surely Lopez had had to switch projectors at |east
once, when Kagoi ano entered the hut, but the transition was carried off so snoothly that it was
unnot i ceabl e. Wi ch rai sed anot her disturbing possibility: that a hol ogram could be substituted
for a real person, even a Ganer. Tony was |earning respect for Henderson. Hell of a Gane you've
got here, friend.

In the rear of the hut was an al cove partitioned off with a hang-

ing mat. Kasan lifted it aside, and the Garners entered the new room

In a few seconds Tony's eyes adjusted to the darkness. The first things to energe fromthe gl oom
were ten small points of light. At length he could see that they were eyes: unblinking, glaring,
not - qui te-focused eyes that seemed to stare through themall and off to distant and unknowabl e
reaches beyond. A withered and trenbling voice said, "Cone."

He could see nore clearly now Five old nen were seated in a semcircle around a di sh of what

| ooked like dried fruit. Chester squatted in cross-legged position directly in front of them Tony
saw that their eyes didn't "track" as he noved, and concl uded that he had found an easy way to
differenti ate between hol ograns and human actors.

"I am Chester Henderson, and these are ny followers,"” the Lore Master said. "W come to assist
your people in any way we can."

Kasan reeled off a string of gibberish, and one of the men answered with his own unintelligible
words. The man who spoke was very old, the skin hanging on his body |like a coat on a rack, tine-
ravaged lines eaten into his neck and face until he resenbled nothing so nuch as a sun-dried fig
H s features were very African, his skin darker than Kasan's, darker than al nost any 21st century
Aneri can bl ack. Tony caught the nane Pigibidi.
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"Qun- Person wel comes you to the Council, Chester. He says that he knows you are a nighty sorcerer
and hopes that with your help the threat to the souls of all people can be averted."

Chester was interested now H s gaze shifted equally between Kasan and the elderly Pigibidi. The
old chieftain pulled a piece of fruit fromthe bow and chewed it thoughtfully, then spoke again.
When he ceased, Mai bang i nterpreted.

"Qun- Person says that for years the people of the islands endured and cooperated with the invading
Europeans in the hope that your people would share with themthe secret of your enornous wealth.
When it becane clear that you did not wish us to make contact with the spirits who had nmade such
weal th possible, we knew that you had nuch to lose if we ever discovered your secret. W knew t hat
what ever the origin of your cars, your planes and gasoline engines, you had gai ned sone part of
them by thievery and lies. The people of the islands began a canpaign to di scover your secrets,
the secret to the rot bilong kako, the path the

cargo travels from God to nen." Kasan paused, and Gun-Person talked in his native |anguage for
anot her minute or two. Kasan sank down into a squat as he listened. Kagoiano and the rest of the
Ganers followed suit.

Kasan Mai bang spoke. "W joined your churches, |earned of God and Jesus, your nanes for our
deities Manup and Kilibob. W prayed to Jesus-Kilibob for cargo, and received nothing. W worked
as slave |abor on your plantations, and | earned the Pidgin English that you taught us to speak. W
built roads, changed many of our native custons, and nmany ceased to own as many w ves as they
could feed, all that we night at |ast be given the secret of Cargo. Al was useless, and in the
process many of our old gods turned agai nst us, thinking that we had abandoned them W were a
peopl e without a culture, abandoned by our gods, and denied the secrets of yours.”

Kasan paused, his dark face screwed up in concentration as he apparently hung on Pigibidi's every
word. "At last we deternined how the foul inbalance had happened. God- Manup had al ways i ntended
for us to receive the Cargo, but the Europeans had, with sacrifice and prayer, won over to their
cause some of the mnor gods who were in charge of addressing and distributing the Cargo. They
changed the | abel s on the packages to the names of white nen. W knew what was happeni ng now, but
how could we bring it to a halt?

"The great battle that you called Wrld War Il provided us with the opportunity that we needed.
Many of our young nen joined your forces against the yell ow Europeans, the Japanese. During this
time it becane possible to kidnap several of your nen and officers, attributing their

di sappearance to field casualties." Pigibidi was grinning as Kasan spoke. "We. . . entertained
them for several days. Sone for weeks. At |ast, shortly before they gave up their ghosts, they

al so gave up the secret of the Cargo. W know now that the cerenonies nmust be spoken in proper

not pidgin, |language. Sacrifices of pigs and fruits are desirable, as are other things that even
you m ght not know. Paranount is the holy sacranent, the sacred fluid that binds you Europeans
together, that infuses your bodies and spirits, that is given to children when they need suck, and
to the old wise ones before they close their eyes for the final time." Kasan's voice quavered with
religious ecstasy.

Chester nused for a second, then shook his bead. "Wne? MIk?"

' Those too have power. But | refer to the rare and precious substance you call Ko-Ka-Ko-La."
Chapt er Ei ght

THE BANQUET

The Lore Master stared, then spread his hands in acqui escence. "You've found us out."

"W used our newfound know edge to open the Road of the Cargo, and in the year 1946, began to
regai n sonme of the power that had been stolen fromus." Pigibidi spoke again, sone sadness in his
face. "For a time," Kasan said, "we had everything we hoped for. Do not |ook at our village now
and think that you know the way it was then. Wiite soldiers came to take away our Cargo, but the

gods were with us once again, and we killed themall. W drove the Europeans from New Gui nea, and
lived in peace with our neighbors. W, the Daribi, were first to know the secret of the Cargo. W
rul ed the other peoples of the land, but we did not kill or enslave them W even nade themgifts

to ease their hunger and want.

"At last, our sorcerers began to divert even the Cargo intended

for the Europeans, and still your people could not stop us. W had grown too strong. And we grew
in power and in mana until the black day on which we grew too proud.”

"What happened?"

"We stole your greatest and nost powerful Cargo. The feat drained their strength fromthe

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (35 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

ti ndal os, the ghosts and gods who serve us. A rival tribe had stolen a case of the precious Ko-
KaKo-La. At the last nmonment they used their own know edge of the rot bilong kako, the Road of the
Cargo, to divert this trenendous gift to themselves. Qur |oss cost us much honor and rmuch nana.
Today our enemnmies rule nost of the tribes of this |and. W and the Agai anbo are the only remaining
free peoples. Soon, very soon, our enenies will be strong enough to destroy us for defying them
Afterward they will extend their rule to the other Ocean Peoples, and fromthere to the entire
worl d, and when they rule the world they will crush all other religions. Your gods will die for

| ack of worshippers.”

Chester shifted his posture and rubbed his bony knees to get sone circul ation back into them "If
the entire world is trying to stop them . . how can they resist?"

Kasan spoke a few words to Gun-Person, who spoke in reply. The guide turned to Chester. "Your
peopl e do not know that our enemni es have renoved thensel ves fromthe physical plane of your world.
They have turned the world, our world, inside-out, and nothing can cone here unless a path is
opened fromw thin. My peopl e opened the path for you."

Chester closed his eyes to think. Wthout opening them he said, "That would explain the altered
shape of Chanbri Lake."

Aiver spoke. "It would explain why the water was salt instead of fresh."

"An hah."

"Yeah. | didn't think of it at the time, but the |lake was salt. So it wasn't Chanbri Lake. It's
the Pacific Ocean . . . in fact, it's every ocean in the world."

"Good, Alie. Very good. That nmeans our directions are going to be screwed up. W can't trust our
conpasses. If it hadn't been for the nountains we used as a reference point, we would never have
gotten here." His eyes opened slowy. "What was it your enem es stole fromyou?"

Kasan spoke to Pigibidi, who seened surprised and di sturbed. "Surely you would know better than
we? It was |large, and we

sensed nany of your greatest nen gathering to see it used. Qur sorcerers sensed it when it began
to nove, and we took hold of it and guided it toward us. But it never reached us. W do not know
its size nor its weight nor its shape nor its color. But it would have brought us imense power,
and now it is in evil hands."

Chester nibbled at his lower lip. "Wrld War Two. Hmm Could be. . . a prototype thernonucl ear
bonb? But the war was already over.

Mai bang shrugged.

“. . . Al right. Wat exactly do you hope we can do for you?" The chieftain conferred with his
council, while Kasan |istened. Presently Kasan said, "Tomorrow night is the full nobon. There is to
be a sacrifice of a woman plucked fromthe seas, in a place sacred to your God, an Anglican
mssion far to the west. If you can stop the cerenony, you will weaken our rivals and gain
precious informati on fromthe woman, who has lived anong themfor a nonth. She can tell you how to
reach their stronghold, there to steal back the mighty Cargo which they stole fromus, which we in
turn stole fromyou. You nust do this thing, for the sake of all living souls. W will give you
gui des and other help, but the trip will be dangerous. Many of you will die. But there will be
rich reward as well."

Chester | ooked at Maibang, a tiny smle playing over his lips. "Wll, we're here, and | guess
we're ready. One nore thing. Who are we fighting?"

Mai bang acted as if he had been struck with a live wire. Too rapidly to follow, he babbled out a
string of words to Gun-Person, whose face grew ashy with fear. "No! No can say!" Pigibidi said,
his first English words since his initial invitation to "cone."

Chester frowned. "Way so coy? Wiy can't you tell us who we're fighting?"

Mai bang shook his head. "Very bad, very very bad. This tribe is our eneny. To use their nane woul d
be theft. To use anything that belongs to another without his permssion is very bad nmana. You
Eur opeans never understood that. Perhaps that is why you | ost your power at |ast."

"Somet hing |ike copyright violation? Wat about the Agai anbo? You used their nane."

"They are allies. They will be hel ping you on your journey."

Chester nodded. "All right, we're in. W'll need sonme nore in-

formation, and we'll need provisions, and a couple of guides. | assune you'll be staying with us,
Kasan? Good. Is that it?"

"Only this, 0 Geat Sorcerer. Tonight we will feast your people as a sign of our gratitude."
"How many peopl e are you having for dinner?"

Kasan repeated the quip to the chieftain, who sat in stony silence. Kasan shrugged. "I guess it

| oses sonething in translation."

"Don't we all." Chester hauled hinself to his feet. "Well, let's neet the |adies and swap data
before dinner."” He nmade a slight bowi ng notion to Gun-Person and |eft the hut, brushing the room
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divider mat carel essly aside with one hand.

Gnen and Acaci a stood sonewhat apart fromthe other wonen, watching the Men's Council hut while
preparations for the feast went on around them The feast would be real. Rich mngling snmells of
roasted pig and yamwere thick in the air.

A pit had been dug in the village square, and had been lined with coals. Alternating |ayers of

| eaves, pig nmeat and various vegetables had then filled the pit. Men poked holes in the layers
with long spears to provide heat flow

"That snells just too good, Cas." The blonde's nose crinkled in delight. "I can't take any nore.
I"mgoing to go right over there and dive in."

"I"'mafraid they mght not pull you out. They'll just divvy you up with the other-1 nean, with the
pork. Ahem"

Gnen's fingers drumed on her hips. "Could you run that past nme again, M. Spindl eshanks?"

"Ch, no, | think that one is happy right where it is. Ofle!l Tony! Over here."”

The men made their way to the waiting |ladies. "Conme on," Acacia said after a firmhug, "let's find
a place to sit down."

Aiver asked, "Wn't Chester want to debrief you?" Gmen stanped her foot. "Ch, forget Chester for
a mnute. Let's have our own debriefing."

He considered that. "Done. It's not cheating to conpare notes privately."

They strolled past the thatch huts to a small stand of trees in view of the main square. They

wat ched the preparations for the feast, and Tony | aughed. Acacia pillowed her head against his
shoul der as they sat, and nudged himw th her snall fist.

"What's so funny, cowboy?"

"“I''mjust wondering how nuch of that food isn't really there." He stretched | uxuriously and
dropped one arm around her and pulled her closer. "You know, |'ve al nbst stopped wondering which
of the natives are real."

"Adad to hear it," Acacia nurnured, playing in the grass with the toe of her shoe. "Anyone you
only see at a distance, anybody engaged in repetitious novenent, and usually anyone you see killed
violently, is a hologram Lopez will use as many hol ograns as possible."

"Why? Aren't hol ograns expensive?"

"So are actors. Renenber, other Gaming parties are going to run this Ganme. The hol ograns are part
of the package, but the actors have to be replaced every tine."

Aiver lay on his stomach in the grass, watching the native chefs. He asked, "What happened to you
| adies whilst we were riddling with the savages?"

Acaci a wagged a finger at him "You first."

Aiver and Tony obliged by telling everything they could renenber. Gmen and Acacia |istened
intently, and finally agreed that they had received nuch the sane.

"Trappings were a little different, though," Gaen nused. "There were three old wonen. One was in a
trance the whole time. A younger worman translated for us. She's supposed to have been to

m ssionary school as a girl."

"They brief these actors pretty well." Tony plucked a straw fromthe ground and stuck it playfully
in Acacia's hair. "It seens they can answer anything we ask."

Acaci a | aughed. "Don't be too inpressed. |'mpretty sure Kasan wears a transceiver under that
bushy hair. \Wenever he stops to pray, or tal ks gibberish to one of the 'natives,' or scratches
his ear, he's talking to Lopez."

"Is that legal ? | nean, doesn't that put us in a vul nerable position?"

"Not really. The I.F.G S. is watching Lopez pretty closely. | think Lopez considers hinself clever
enough to destroy us, and Chester particularly, w thout cheating."

Aiver sniffed the air. The rich aroma of roasting vegetables and pork had drifted up to them
"Urmm um Have you ever been very glad your nane isn't CGoldberg? It sure feels |ike dinnertine."
He started to get up, then hesitated. "Wat tine is it, anyway?"

Acaci a dug into her backpack, bringing up a disk watch set in an antique silver dollar. "l1've got
six-fifteen. Way?"

"Ch, just ny devious mnd. It's an hour and forty-five mnutes before the Gane cl oses down for the
night. We're about to be treated to a banquet. Nothing drastic has happened for, oh, call it five
hours. W're all pretty relaxed. Do you foll ow nme?"

Gren | ooked gloony. "Ch, dlie. Sonetines | don't like the way you think. | hope you re wong."
"So do |." Acacia's hand was straying over the hilt of her sword. "But | wouldn't go Banco on it.
Eyes open, troops."

The serving plates were attractive silvery disks with the word "Chevrolet"” stencilled on the side.
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O fie laughed and nudged Gaen. "Hubcaps."

Gren nodded and pointed a chubby armtoward the nearest hut. "Look at that w ndow. Wat's a gl ass
wi nhdow doing in a New Quinea village?"

Aiver squinted, scratching his head. "You know, | didn't notice that before."

"I think it's a truck windshield. Take a closer |ook around this place. Alot of it is patchwork
l'i ke that."

He began to see what she neant. The thatch roofs of several huts had been finished with canvas,
and many of the natives' knives seenmed jerryrigged fromflattened tin cans. Most of the spears
wer e bamboo, but a few were thin steel tubing with nastily sharpened points. |ncongruously, the
roofs of a couple of the huts sprouted broken remants of tel evision antennae, and cone to think
of it, weren't a few of the wonmen wearing skirts nmade of parachute silk?

"Echoes of a Golden Age," dlie said soberly.

There were roast pork, yans, and |eafy vegetables only S.J. could nanme. Al though the nmeat had been
tended |l argely by the wonen, it was divided and served by the men. Larry Garret, a Ceric al nost
as dark as the natives, passed around a hubcap full of steanming rmaize. It was gol den, delicious,
and its kernels dripped with some sort of liquefied fat. Garret told Aiver, "If Lopez keeps
feeding us like this, |I don't care what he hits us with."

"Amen to that, Brother." diver muffled a belch. "Pass ne the beer, will you?" Garret handed him
the big gourd. The beer was warmand flat, but Oiver quaffed it with evident pleasuro.

The Garners squatted or sat on the dirt and ate and tal ked and | aughed. Sonme of the natives were
eating too, but many just stood back and watched. diver had waved away the offer of | ukewarm raw
mlk. "No, | really don't think I"'mready for pig mlk, thank you." The native waiter had
pretended not to understand and passed on. It was probably cows or goat's mlk, Olie thought,
but you never knew.

Sone of the warriors were pushing something out on a platform A nassive television set with a
broken screen. Gun-Person wal ked slowy out of his hut and rai sed his knobby arns. First the
natives, then the Garners, fell silent.

He spoke for alnobst a minute. Then Kasan stood and translated. "Pigibidi w shes to denonstrate his
own nagic to the magi ci ans here gathered, that they mi ght see what once was, and understand."
Polite appl ause greeted this announcenent, and Kasan waited it out. "Once this box brought us

pi ctures and sounds fromall over the world, yes, even beyond its edge. Qur enenm es have rendered
it worthless, except when our great chief uses his own strength to animate it. See now his

great ness. "
Pi gi bidi squatted on his heels, and began to chant, shuffling his feet in a strange rhythm Now
his chanting grew strong, now it dropped so |ow that they couldn't hear it at all. Slowy he

uncoi l ed fromhis squat, nouth opened so wide that his facial winkles seemed to radi ate outward
fromit like the rays of the sun. A gurgling how rose fromhis throat. Tendons and vei ns stood
out in bunches fromthe old nman's neck as the how reverberated fromhuts and trees.

In the bowels of the dead television set, nmerely a md-twentieth-century flatscreen nodel with
shattered tubes and a crusted interior, a light began to grow. It pulsed |ike the mating gl ow of a
firefly, shifted fromred to orange to bright yellow, and the yellow curled frominside the set as
a tongue of flane night leap froma fire, and there was suddenly a flat bank of opaque anber fog
at least five tinmes the size of the set.

The old man rolled his head in great circles. His eyes became glassy, his body trenbled as if
shaken by wind or cold. But he danced on

Now t he ground itself shook with the force of his incantations, and as it did, shapes formed in

t he snmoke, dark w nged shapes that seened to wobble to the rhythns as they flew. There were
perhaps a dozen small shapes within the cloud, flapping their

Wi ngs with seem ng awkwardness, darting and clinbing, becom ng nore solid by the second.

Qun- Person screaned and fell to the ground, twitching |like one helpless in the grip of an
epileptic seizure. He foanmed at the nouth and clutched helplessly at the air, fingers crooked into
tal ons.

Fromthe corner of his eye Oiver saw Chester go taut, an instant before the first of the giant
hornbills emerged fromthe snoke.

"Weapons!" Henderson screanmed, his voice all but lost amd the screans of the villagers. Then the
birds were anong them Three of the Garners were already swathed in green light and fighting back
Mary-emwas the first to attack. She whipped the hal berd off her back and assenbl ed the threaded
handl e just as a wi ckedly | ong beak snapped at her. She hit the ground and rolled, and as the bird
wheel ed clunsily for another pass she gutted it. Its death-squawk sounded |ike a mani ac | augh as
it plunged to earth.

"One down!" she cackled triunphantly. She took a firmer grip on the hal berd. "Here, birdie,
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bi rdi e.

A hornbill swooped at Tony. The Thief stood paralyzed with shock. The bird flew right by him
"What the hell?" he said to nobody in particular. Acacia pulled himto the ground, none too
gently.

"Listen." Her voice was a terse hiss. "You're a Thief, so they're going to have a hard tine seeing
you. But your skills won't help the rest of us nmuch right now, so just stay out of it, okay?" She
junmped to her feet and joined the fray.

Tony stayed on his stomach and watched her go, his expression ugly.

Eanes, the massive warrior, stood with his back to one of the huts, and three wall-eyed bl ack
children cowered behind him One of the hornbills swooped in fromthe air while another approached
on the ground, waddling forward and thrusting its three-foot beak at himw th a noi sy honking
sound. Eanes thrust at the airborne bird first, and as he did, the one on the ground bit at his
wrist. The green glow around his hand i medi ately went pink. Eanmes said, "Damm!," and hastily
switched his sword to his left hand. As if sensing his increased desperation, the birds began to
worry himnore boldly, taking turns to draw his attack, then pecking at him

The grounded bird prepared to lunge for his neck as a bolt of

red flame struck it in the side. Imediately it caught fire and fl opped away trailing snoke and
the snell of singed feathers. Eanes took advantage of the nonment's diversion to skewer the other
bird when it flapped back in for a bite. It cawed in pain and expired.

Wping his forehead with the back of his hand, Eanes |ooked around for his benefactor. Al an Leigh
ran over. "Are you all right?"

Eanes nodded. "Just caught nme one on the wist. 1'Il get one of the Cerics to fix it up as soon
as the fight's over."

"Good," Leigh said sincerely. "I don't want you out of the Game too soon." He spun around and ran
toward Garen and Aiver, who were protecting the unconsci ous Gun-Person

Bowan the Bl ack had taken a stand at the far end of the roasting pit. As a hornbill swooped,

honki ng, its brown wi ngs beating the air |ike those of a condor, he called fire fromthe pit,
engul fing the unfortunate fow.

Chester and G na stood back to back casting glowi ng spears of light. Several of G na' s mssed, but
those that scored shore off w ngs and heads. Chester's beans were deadly accurate.

Most of the Clerics and S.J., the Engineer, hid beneath one of the huts. This wasn't their work.
When an inquisitive bird thrust its beak beneath the building and poked around for them S.J. used
a makeshift spear to keep it away. The bird, angered, squawked to its conpani ons and several of
the nonstrous horn-bills joined it. They butted and slammed into the hut. The walls shook

"I't's collapsing!" S.J. screaned. "Everybody out!"

As the | ast body squirnmed out fromunderneath, the building' s supports gave way; an entire side
col l apsed, and the rest of the building followed it down.

Garners ran in all directions.

Across the courtyard, Mibang fled froman attacking hombill. He was too slow. As its claws

gri pped his shoulders he screamed in pain and terror. "Please! Help nme!" The bird flexed m ghty
wi ngs and pulled Kasan into the air.

Bowan gaped. "Chester! We're |osing the guide!"

"The hell we are. G na! Bowan! Join hands with ne!"

Mai bang' s thrashing feet brushed the roof of a hut.

Hastily the three linked up, and Chester intoned solemmly, "W

three neld strengths, we three nmeld m nds. Denon of the air we find bl ocked before and bound
behi nd. "

The hornbill reacted as if it had run into an invisible wall. Brown feathers flew as it beat its
wi ngs hel plessly, trying to escape the grip of three m ghty w zards.

Chester smiled with grimsatisfaction. "Return unharmed that which is ours, and you may flee with
your life, thing of evil."

VWhooping with frustration, the bird at last opened its claws, and Kasan fell butt-first through
the straw roof of a hut. Straw flew as if a bale of hay had expl oded, but when the dust had
settled the guide linped into sight with a huge grin on his face. He waved his hand and Chester
waved back, screanming at himto lie | ow

Most of the remaining birds were wounded and dyi ng. Acacia had finished one off by the roasting
pit. She gave it a shove with her foot. Her foot went right through it; but a split second |ater
the corpse rolled over and landed with a satisfying thunmp and a spray of enbers and ashes.

The remai ning hornbills were dispatched with a m ni rum of problem and soon all was quiet on the
Mel anesi an front.

Natives emerged fromtheir hiding places to see what the powerful strangers had wought. Only a
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few of the Daribi warriors had stayed to fight, and several of these were dead.

Chester raised his hand. "Any fatalities? How nmany injuries? Auras, please." Everybody pronptly
gl owed green, except for Eanes, whose wist glowed scarlet, and Larry Garret, who had a scarl et
glow all down his right |eg. "Wat happened?"

Eanes expl ai ned his own wound. Garret had been hit by a support (foam plastic) when the hut
col | apsed. Chester sighed, but seened not totally dissatisfied. "Ckay, we've got two ninor

casual ties. Gmen, you weren't in that action, so your energy should still be up. Let's have a
readi ng on Gven's healing aura and see if she can handl e both wounds."” Gmen's green aura slowy
shifted to a warmgold, twinkling like a field of stardust. "Good. You heal them now, and you'l
have a full recharge by norning."

"Ri ght, Ches." She raised one hand. "Hear nme, 0 Gods-" The gol den gl ow concentrated around her
right hand, then |lashed out to bathe both wounds. The red gl ows died. "How about that. The gods
can be right cooperative sonetinmes."

"Thanks, Gaen. Ckay, people, we've only got a few nminutes until close-down for the night. Good
day, everyone. Lots of

points. We'll get sone treasure points tonorrow, |'mpretty sure, so you Thi eves and Engi neers
don't worry. Everybody gets their share." Chester |ooked around until he spied Kasan. "Get over
here, Maibang." The little guide skipped over with a prankster's grin plastered across his face.
"I''mnot going to ask you how you managed the business with the bird. | just want to know if QGun-
Person's mnd is snapped for good, or what?"

Kasan managed to | ook serious. "G ave danmage, yes, very bad. He has been helped to his resting

pl ace. Perhaps in the nmorning he will be able to help you, but I"'mafraid that he is dying, and
the men's council will not speak to you unless he recovers, or dies, in which case they may choose
a new spokesperson, who will decide whether or not to cooperate with you. I'mafraid you are on
your own, now."

"Not quite, ny friend. You' re coming with us." Chester thought for a second, then asked, "What
about the wonen's council? WII they speak to us?"

Kasan seened to ponder that. "Yes, yes they might. But in the norning." M bang noticed diver
with his armaround Grven. He spoke sternly. "It is not proper for those of the opposite sex to

sl eep toget her before such an undertaking."

Aiver was incredul ous. "Jee-zuss. W' re engaged!"

"I't would not matter if you were married. Please. |If you do not follow the rules of our people,
the wonen's council may not aid you. Further, they may forbid nme to acconpany you on your voyage."
Chester waved deprecatingly at Qiver. "Go along with it. Al bets are off after eight anyway."
Gnen hugged her nan to her, and whi spered sonething in his ear. He reddened noticeably, and pecked
her goodby, and noved to join Chester and the other nen.

Acaci a took Tony's hand. It was cool and unresponsive. She |ooked into his face with playfu

concern. "I'Il neet you by the banana tree, honbre."

Hs lip curled with ill hunmor. "I thought | was supposed to stay out of troubler I'monly a Thief,
after all.™

She stepped back fromhim holding both of his hands, and searched his eyes. "Hey, Tony, | was
only trying to help you. | was tal king about the Gane, Fortunato!"

He squeezed her hands back, but there was little affection there. "Yeah, well, you were so busy

sl ayi ng dragons that | guess you

didn't have tinme to notice that you were coning on a little strong. | nean, | mght like to play
too." There was hurt in his voice, and Acacia didn't know what to say.

"Hey, Tony, I'msorry, really. Listen-"

He thrust outward with his hands and shook his head defensively. "File it, Cas. |I'll be all right.
You just can't keep telling me to take everything seriously, then suddenly tell nme it's just a
gane. | didn't get to do a damm thing today, alright? I got to watch everybody el se play hero
while | lay with ny face in the dirt. | don't know what that would feel like to you, but | felt

pretty shitty, airight?" He reached out and stroked her gently on the | eft cheek, then turned and
wal ked away.

Acaci a wat ched hi m go, her nouth hangi ng open, jaw working as if trying to find sonething,
anything to say. Wrds woul dn't cone.

Gren tugged at her arm "Come on, Cas, let's check out our bunk space." Numbly, Acacia nodded and
fol | owed.

One of the village wonen showed themto their hut. Gaen, Acacia, and Mary-emlaid their bedrolls
down one side of the woven-reed flooring; Gna and Felicia down the other. Acacia said nothing as
she watched her mattress inflate.

A cal l used pal m sl apped her heartily across the back. "Man probl ens?" Mary-em booned cheerful ly.
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"Don't worry about your boyfriend, honey. He's just got first day jitters, that's all it is. Just
hunt himdown after lights-out and give hima little bit to calmhimdown, and he'll be al
right.”

The little wonman chucked her under the chin with a playful nudge that nearly lifted Acacia from
her feet, but the dark-haired girl nanaged to keep snmiling. "Right, Mary."

"Right? O course |'mright. Mary-em sees all, knows all. You take it fromme." And she waddl ed
away hunming a verse from"Eskino Nell" that dwelt on the anorous advantages of sixnmonth nights.
Acacia grinned in spite of herself, and | ay down on her bedroll, gazing at the ceiling and waiting

for C osedown.

And approximately thirty seconds |later, w thout noise or fuss, the natives outside the door turned
transparent and faded gently away into the night.

Chapter N ne

KI LLED OUJT

Al bert Rice unlocked the front door of the R& conpl ex and stepped aside. It was 9:15 P.M, and
Ri ce had just twenty-two minutes to |ive

H's public smile was in place, but Ms. Metesky and the Lopezes never saw it. There was a bite in
Richard's voice. "It may be that you don't quite realize just what three-tenths of a second's
delay can do to the Gane, the Ganers, and ne."

"Welles and Chicon are thoroughly conpetent,” M. Metesky said placidly. "They' Il have it fixed

| ong before norning."

"They'd better. They'd drowning well better. It wasn't my program ng, Metesky. That bird didn't
drop right away, and Panthesilea had to stand there with her foot out in the niddle of a battle!
And Bowan had to repeat hinmself before he got his fire-blast. . ."

They passed outside. "Thank you," Ms. Metesky said to Rice,

and stepped after them adjusting her wire-ri mmed spectacles as she went, frail hands trenbling a
bit fromthe cool air. R ce |ocked the door behind them

As the door slid shut his snmile faded |like a happy-face drawn in a puddl e of nud.

He was thinking, How could anyone give a dam about three-tenths of a second, anyway? Lopez was a
cocky little shrinp who liked giving orders. Tal ked funny, too. Prissily precise even when he was
bei ng nasty. Al ways: "Excuse nme, do you think you could assist ne with. . . ?" O, "May | have a
tracki ng badge, please? I1'd like to stretch nmy legs a bit, and | don't want anyone to get
nervous." Always with that phony politeness: phony, because the correct answer to every such
question was, "Yes, sir."

Time to start rounds. Rice hopped the elevator to the third floor and thunbprinted the tirneclock
as soon as he stepped out.

On the third floor were many of the nodel -buil ding shops. Wrking in steel, alum num wood,
fiberglass, styrofoam nolded plastic and nany nore exotic materials, the w zards of Dream Park
designed in mniature the rides and attractions of the future. Structures first produced as
conput er - drawn hol ograns woul d one day becone foanmed steel or the absurdly delicate-|ooking carbon
crystal fibers. Rice enjoyed the occasi ons when he worked the day shift and could ook in on the
shops, hear and feel the vibrations of lathe and press and drill working their wonders, snell the
burnt-plastic tang fromthe nolds as a new concept was given solid life.

But now the shops were enpty, the building deserted except for a fewtechs in Gane Central on the
second floor, and a few of the late workers in the Psych and Engi neering sections on the fifth.
He checked every door and peered down every hallway, checking the shadows, checking the nooks. He
remenbered a tale about the niece of one of the |athe workers. She'd hidden in the building until
after close-up, then nanaged to get into one of the nolding shops. Security found her five hours
and twenty thousand dollars worth of damage later. In the course of her spree she had sonehow
interfaced a roller coaster and a human anatony nodel. The results had been so interesting that it
inspired the M. Digestion ride sponsored by Bristol-Myers in Section I.

She ended up with a spanking and a college trust fund. But a guard had |ost his job.

Corridors branched and split, and Rice followed them all

checki ng every inch before he was confident enough to thunmbprint the tine clock clear and take the
el evator to the second fl oor

Even whil e remai ning cautious to check every cranny for security breaches, he still took tine to
cakewal k. He glided fromside to side with graceful speed, ducking imaginary bl ows. Cakewal k.
Typical name Giffin would give a fighting nove. Strange man, Giffin. Tough but soft. Al ways
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encour aged gentleness in his nen, always wanted themto give the tourists the benefit of the
doubt .
Ri ce approached the vaultliko door of Ganme Central's control room where the Lopezes worked their
magi c. He pressed his palnms to the door, then, alnost timdly, his cheek. He felt its netallic
snoot hness, and the purring vibration fromthe nmachinery within. He stood there for a while, and
whi spered, "Playing God." His expression, soft for a bare nonent, hardened to a frown and he
wal ked on. Next to the control roomwas the Dream Park override, where Larry Chicon and Dwi ght
Wl | es supervised the technical data being fed into the Dream Park conputer system This room had
a shatterproof plastic window, and in the interior dimess there twinkled a fewtiny red and white
I'ights.
Next came the chanmber where Metesky and the other officials checked the events of the gane to
insure that all was conducted according to the rules of their crazy organi zation
The hallway threw his footsteps after himas ho reached the | ast door and doubl ed back. Working
during the day was good, but Rice |liked the night too. Nobody around, no oddballs to deal with.
Plenty of time to think, to renenber.
If he dwelt on it, Rice could remenber visiting Dream Park when he was ten years old. How | ong ago
that seemed. Twenty years seenmed like eternity. At the same time it seemed that he could reach out
and touch the head of the little blond boy with the perennial sniffle. And now he had grown up to
work at the great illusion factory.
Come with me, little Albert, Rice invited himself as he summoned the el evator. Cone with nme and
peek behind the dreans. See the conputers and caneras. See the gears and oilcloth and plastic
struts that nmake th. magic. Then squeeze the |last tears out of your eyes, nmix liberally with the
fractured fairy tales of youth, and try to nmold the resultant nmess into an adult who can stand on
his own, and damm well fend for hinself.
A flicker of a grin played on his nouth. He could fend for hinself, he could fend hinself right
into a gravy job here at the play-
ground of the world. There was roomat the top for him for anybody who knew what cards to play.
Dream Park's business was lies, and little Al bert knew all about lies. Some of them meshed so
tightly together in the mists of years past that he could no | onger separate themfromreality.
IllTusions . . . Just why exactly was it that only his father had brought himto Dream Park? Daddy
said that Momy was sick and had to go away for a while. But there had been the one phone call in
the notel room when his father screamed, "Emma!," over and over into the telescreen, and nother's
face had been cool and distant until a man's voice in the background called her away. Daddy had
cried into the darkening screen, tears streaking his strong, handsonme face. And when the tears
dried, he had taken young Al bert by the hand and the two of them had gone to Dream Park for the
second day of a four day vacation
The | ast three days of that vacation were nore fun than any Al bert could renenber, except that
down underneath the smles and | aughs he remenbered a grown man crying into an enpty screen
I'l'lusions.
When the two of themreturned home, nother was there with kindness and warnth, but afterward she
was gone nore frequently. Whether to go to "the hospital,"” "a relative's," or a "job senminar," the
result was the sane, the aching |oneliness he could feel emanating fromhis father |ike waves of
heat .
One day Al bert came honme from school and his father told himthat nother was |eaving for good, and
that the boy had to decide which of themhe wanted to Iive with. Al bert had opted for his f ather
and within the space of six nmonths watched a vibrant, vital man becone old and broken. It wasn't
hatred that he felt for his nother, for her little gifts and concerned phone calls, it wasn't
resentnment. In a strange way he was al nost glad that this thing had happened to the man he | oved
nost in all the world. Young Al bert knew that he had | earned an invaluable |lesson; that all there
was in this world were lies and dreans, and that was just the way it was. Thanks, Mom
He stepped out of the elevator at the first floor, and stiffened al nost i medi ately. Sonething.
what ? a sound? yes, a sound, the last hiccough of an echo in the hail, and Ri ce becane very
cauti ous.
Ri ce | ooked both ways down the hail and saw nothing. He toyed with the idea of calling it in. Had
he really heard anyt hi ng?
Walls do settle in an old building. The hall was perfectly quiet, but Rice relaxed only slightly.
He wal ked out, alnobst on tiptoe, and turned left toward the secretarial pool. Passing a nmirrored
Iight panel he was al nobst anused to see a slightly crouched shape, the sem -snarl on his lips
sonmehow i ncongruous beneath the soft blond hair.
No sound. Nothing. Nuts. He made hinself check the doors on the ground floor; office space nostly,
and easier to clear. Past the adm nistrative section there were sone ffling closets, but nothing
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val uabl e, really. He glanced at his watch: nine twenty-seven, and eighteen nminutes until the next
check-in. Tine for alittle break. Past the filing cabinets was the first floor break room wth
sandwi ches, coffee, and a few small tables.

Rice let hinself in and flicked on the Iight. Ch yes, there was a new soft drink di spenser. He
pushed his Cowl es Industries charge card into the slot and punched the | enonade button. An eight
ounce plastic pouch dropped into his hand. It felt cold and shapeless, like liver straight out of
a neat drawer. Rice preferred bottles or cans.

He worked the nipple | oose and took a long swig as the arm fastened around his neck

Lenmonade sprayed from his nouth and choked in his throat. The armtightened. Rice gagged, doubling
up, |emonade running fromhis nose and down his face, his hands flailing ineffectually.

He forced his head to the side, getting his throat into the crook of his attacker's el bow, so that
the strangling forearmno | onger crushed his w ndpi pe. Then he fought: an elbow to his assailant's
gut followed by an identical blowto the other side which brought a satisfying whoof of painfully
expelled air. But instead of letting go, the attacker junped up and w apped both | egs around

Ri ce's wai st from behind, squeezing the ribs until they creaked. Rice felt his sight wavering and
threw hi nsel f backward, trying to smash a head between hinself and the floor.

There was a grunt, and the pressure eased as they both hit the floor. Rice clawed at the
strangling arm gasping a precious lungful of air. Wth renewed strength he punched back over his
shoul der and felt his fist graze flesh. Encouraged now, he punched and el bowed until the grip
began to give, then braced hinself and started to rise to his knees. If he could do that, he could
gain the leverage to throw his wei ght back agai nst the edge of a table. He made it to one knee and
was noving his right into position when

his knee | anded squarely on the pouch of |enpnade. It popped open, and he skidded on the wet,
losing all balance to tunble face-first back on the fl oor

Hi s attacker landed in the nmddle of his back, driving the remaining air front tortured |ungs.

Bel |l y-down on the floor and thrashing, Rice felt a strong forearm slide back across his throat.
Anot her arm cl anped across the back of the neck for added pressure. Bl eeding darkness boiled up
around and within him but with an enormous effort of will he pushed the ink clouds back and got
one arm under hinself. He began to push with arnms drained of strength, his lungs aflame and his
tenpl es throbbing a bass beat of pain. He tried to scream to hiss; dry croaking rattled in his
throat as his vision blackened and he heard his own thoughts as a faraway call: ohmygod ohgod,

pl ease, just one nore sip, one spoonful of air please please.

"Get Bobbick here. Now." Giffin spat it at Melone, the pudgy guard who worked the top three
floors of the R&D buil ding. Ml one backed out of the room He was glad of an excuse to | eave. He
had never seen a dead man before.

And Rice was inarguably dead. A hol ogram m ght have shown an unconsci ous man gagged and bound hand
and foot. But to share the sane space with Rice was to feel the presence of death. It lay stil

and nuggy in the air. H s eyes were closed, head crunpled to the side |like the head of a doll

bl ond hair sonehow rem niscent of a wig fitted to a nannequi n.

Giffin stooped for a closer |ook. Rice' s hands had been tied behind his back. No, correct that:
his wists bad been bandaged together with surgical tape, and his thunbs bad been bandaged
separately. Tape had been wapped tw ce around the ankles; nore tape covered his nouth. R ce sat
with his back against the soft drink machine, head slunped to his knees. Giffin gently took

Ri ce's shoul der and eased hi mupright There was a shallow indentation in the thin metal, precisely
where Rice's head woul d have been, were Rice sitting up

Giffin junped reflexively as footsteps entered the room "Sony, boss, did I-?" MIlicent Sumers
wi nced at the sight of the dead man.

"He's dead, MIlie. Listen, | called you and Marty because Fm going to need sone extra eyes and
ears, okay?" She nodded jerkily. "I want the CMC doctor over here in fifteen mnutes. | want a
conplete security sweep of the building. | want to know about anything unusual going on in the

I'ine of projects.~

"There's the Gane in Ganing A, Guff." Her eyes were fixed on Rice, and he could tell she was
fighting to remain calm Giffin felt a certain bizarre satisfaction in finally finding an hour
when MIlie wasn't totally awake and al ert.

"Right, MIllie. | jieed to know if anything has been tanpered with, or if any security seals have
been breached. | don't think whoever did this really wanted to kill Rice. If I"'mright, it was
supposed to be theft, so that's where we start."

M | hi cent nodded again, her eyes still watching Rice's corpse. "Get going, Hon," Guff said
gently. "I'"Il handle things here."

She tried to snmile. The result was hi deous. She gave up and backed out of the room Giffin heard
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her break into a run in the hallway.

Giffin examned the room trying to reconstruct events. Cearly, Rice had lost a fight here.
Knowi ng the guard's wiry strength, Giffin thought he nust have been taken by surprise. That could
mean several things: being junped from behind, attenpting to restrain an intruder of unexpectedly
hi gh physical skills, whatever. Chairs had been knocked over. There was a hal f-dried puddl e of

| emonade near Rice's feet. His right knee was stained.

A nmental replay of Rice's file was in order. 30 years old, blond, 5 11", 170 |bs. Ex-Navy man
submarine service. Spent six years there, and left with an honorabl e di scharge. Two years of

coll ege, then three years of odd jobs, and finally Cowl es Industries. Both parents alive, nother
sonmewhere in Mnnesota, father an out patient at a geriatric center. Fairly well l|iked, but didn't
soci alize except for the conpany mixers at CMC

Giffin sat down on one of the undisturbed chairs. He rubbed his eyes with the pal ns of his hands
Wasn't there sonething else? Oh, yes. Hi s apartnent in Cow es nodul ar Comrunity had been
vandal i zed. He had decl ared no | osses, and no investigation had foll owed. Perhaps- "Bobbick is on
.his way, Chief." Ml one was back, face reddened as if with exertion. H s eyes studiously avoi ded
the corpse agai nst the soft drink nachine.

"Right. You stay here until Marty arrives. Have himcoordinate a report for nme. The |ega
departnent needs in on this." Giffin scratched the wiry fuzz under his jaw. "I need to check into
sone-

thing, but | think an energency mneeting should be set up with Harnmony. Buzz ne whenever that's
ripe, would you? On-1 know | don't need to tell you, but I will anyway. Don't touch anything
that's been disturbed.”

Giffin's mnd projected a quick |ayout diagramof the R& center as he waited for the el evator.
There had been a conplete security check on all of the alarmunits only the week before. Giffin
had participated; he knew that it had been thorough and accurate. It would take hours to check
over each unit for traces of bypass or tanpering, and he woul d have those results by norning, but
there was one possibility that he could investigate right now It was a |ong shot, but Giffin had
I ong since learned to check into those little naggi ng doubts.

The el evator took himdown to the basement. When the door opened a night |ight came on. Al ex
flipped on the main |ights.

There was no sound except the hum of generators, lowin the background. Giffin walked to the
stairwell, noving between rows of storage boxes and pl astic-w apped mai ntenance gear. He stooped
at the door of the stairwell, checking the |ock. There were no external signs of damage or
tanpering, but a check of the record tape would tell himif the nagnetically-encoded | ock had been
opened within the past few hours. Wth the right kind of careful preparation, a thief need not
have forced the | ock.

He crossed to the service shaft on the other side of the room It was three feet fromthe ground
and sealed with a circular steel door. He clinbed the short |adder that led to it and examined the
surface of the door. There were a few snudges, but maintenance personnel had been through the
tunnel s during the day's Gaming. In fact, substantial restructuring of Ganing Area A was goi ng on
right now, but the nmen and machi nes perform ng those tasks woul d be brought in through one of the
envi ronnent done's side panel s.

But this tunnel

Giffin flipped out his wallet and tapped it on. "Patch nme through to Mii ntenance, please." There
was a noment's buzz, during which Giffin turned up the collar of his Iight jacket; the basenment
was chilly.

A beep sounded, and a woman's voice cane on line. "Yes, M. Giffin. How can we help you?"

"I want records of all egress and entry into Gaming Area A

service shaft, um" he glanced at the yell ow nunbers stencilled above the portal, "eighteen. It
| eads into the Research and Devel opnent buil ding."

"G A 187"

"Ri ght."

"One nonent, please.”

While the line was dead, Giffin found himsel f hoping that he was wong. How could they have
overl ooked this? It was inexcusable, and understandable at the sanme tinme. Wiy guard agai nst
Garners? He knelt by the base of the stairs and | ooked carefully. There were definite snudges of
dirt, and a tiny shaving of green |eaf.

"M, Giffin?"

"Here."

"G A 18 was used once today at 4:30 P.M"

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (44 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

Giffin held his breath. "Wat was the reason?"

"Pressure check in sector twelve, apparently. That's one of the lines that feeds the artificia

| ake. "

"Then there was no need for the technician to go topside?"

"No, | don't believe so. There's a Gane on right now, you know. Al of the work was acconplished
in the tunnels."

"Right." Giffin thought quickly, weighing factors. "Wen that technician cones in in the norning,
pl ease have himverify that." He signed off and folded wallet and transceiver away.

He | ooked again at the snudge. The steps, |ike every other accessible inch of the Park, were

cl eaned daily. The snudge nust be recent. Probably a foot had descended on this |ladder in the |ast
few hours. Giffin checked his watch. Eleven-twenty. Rice had been found at ten past ten, twenty-
five minutes after he missed his check-in.

And where would an intruder find dirt and | eaves to step in anyway?

Bet on it: these would be Brazilian plant life.

An el evator took Giffin back to the first floor. The CMC doctor had arrived, a tall thin man who
ordinarily wore a warmsnile. Now he wore a runpled and hastily-donned shirt janmed into what
coul d pass for trousers but |ooked suspiciously |ike pajama bottons.

"Dr. Novotney," Alex said in sober greeting.

The thin man said, "Giffin. Listen, | can't do nuch here. 1'1I

have to take the body to nmy lab to | earn anything. W can't nove himuntil the County coroner
cones, or the police clear it, is that right?"

Giffin scratched his head. "I think we can handle this. Dream Park is an independent
muni ci pality, and | have the authority to clear it. W're going to have to deal with the County,
but I'mbetting that Harnony will want us to keep this as close to the chest as possible.”

"We've got the pictures, Guff," Marty Bobbick said. "What a ness."”

Giffin was glad he was here. Bobbick would see that things got done if Giffin had to get off by
hinself to think things out. A nervous tick nmade Bobbick's pleasantly ugly face squint every tine
his eyes passed over Rice's body. He chewed a nouthful of gumwi th near-manic intensity as Giffin
t al ked.

"We need prints. There've been too many people in and out of here for a heat scan to do nmuch good,
but try it anyway. | want all the record tapes collated. Sonebody wanted sonething in this
building. I want to know what it was. Maybe the devel opnent people can tell us. Get hold of
sonebody who knows what the hell they're about and tell himto join ne when | nmeet w th Harnony."
Marty nodded, his square jaw punping up and down with nervous rhythm "Got nobst of that covered
already. MIlie's on the record tape right now, and the infrared equi prment should be here any

m nute." He counted off tasks to hinself and came up satisfied. "CGuess that's it for right now,
then, except for noving Rice. . . ah, you want himover at CMC?"

"No. Take himto the Park nedical center. Better facilities there. Check with the | egal departnent
and find out if we can do an autopsy if it's needed."

Ri ce was being carefully | oaded onto a stretcher. Two guards hoi sted hi maway, and Bobbi ck wat ched
the sheet-covered body go with pained eyes. "Hell of a thing," he said softly.

"Yeah," Giffin agreed. "A hell of a thing."

Chapter Ten

NEUTRAL SCENT

Giffin managed to catch a couple of hours sleep before his scheduled nmeeting with Harnmony. His

of fice couch was unconfortably soft, but it was better than tubing back to his apartnent for a
mere catnap. Afterward he shaved and washed his face in his office |avatory.

The face in the mirror was a stranger's. The green eyes, the cl ose-cropped black hair, the nassive
shoul ders, the two-inch scar under the left ear . . . these he knew. But the vul nerable | ook nade
it a stranger's face. Murder nade a difference.

There had been deaths at Dream Park. Coronaries, strokes, a drug overdose or two (one thing he
woul d never understand was people who canme to Dream Park to do their drugs. Wile nost people
struggled to naintain enotional equilibriumunder the sensory overload, there were those few whom
even Dream Park's nagic couldn't satisfy. Call it evolution in action), and even a few

genui ne weirdies, |ike the kid who sonehow nanaged to drown in thirty-six inches of "quicksand" in
the Treasure |Island Gane a couple of years back

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (45 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

But never a murder. Never. He renmenbered the stillness of Rice's face, the tangible aura of death
that had touched everyone who came into the room Not here. Not at Dream Park. Things |ike that
didn't happen here.

But they do, and it has. Even here, you can die. And Us in your lap now, he told the frightened
stranger. He checked the stranger's shirt for nonexistent winkles and checked his sleeve for the
time. 4:25 A M Five nminutes to get there.

Giffin's office was on the second floor of the Administration conplex, a ten story building in
the exact center of Dream Park, standing on an island in the mddle of the central |agoon that
connected the wedges of the Dream Park pie. Harnony was on the sixth. The halls on the sixth floor
were enpty but for a single forlorn maintenance 'bot whirring alnost inaudibly as it sucked up
dust .

Giffinlet hinmself into the outer office, past the enpty Reception desk, and knocked on Harnony's
door. A radio announcer's voice called for himto enter

The Dream Park Director of Operations could easily have demanded an office on the eight or ninth
floors, anmong the luxury suites. He preferred to be within easy reach of his staff. The office was
not inpressive fromthe outside. Inside, it was a delight. The outer wall was all w ndow, above a
magni fi cent view of the | agoon and sections | and Il of Dream Park. The room was hi gh-ceilinged
and carpeted with natural fiber. Best of all, and the thing that nade it such a pleasure to visit:
nost of the furniture was made of beautiful, expensive, delicately stained wood.

The mahogany desk was massive, and so was the man behind it. Harnony nust have wei ghed two hundred
and thirty pounds, only about twenty of it fat. He was in his late fifties, balding, and wore

i nappropriately delicate pince-nez. H s nose was flat enough to bring water to a plastic surgeon's
eye, and his shoulders had that |inebacker ook to them Only the voice betrayed the imge of
overwhel m ng physicality.

"Griffin. dad to see you." The tones were cultured in the extrene, every word | ovingly rounded,
as if shattering the bruiser inmge were an old and favorite gane. Harnony reached across

the desk to shake Giffin's hand with crushing strength. "Have a seat, please. W should probably
wait for OBrien.”

"Skip's in on this? Ch, right. W need sonme tech assistance."

Har mony successfully stifled a yawn, shaking his head. "Dammabl e hour to roust sonmeone from bed,
but as long as we had to do it, we mght as well spread a little of the grief around, eh?"

Al ex |l aughed and | ooked out of the w ndow absently. It was still too dark to see anything out
there, and he found hinmsel f hoping the neeting would | ast until dawn canme to Dream ParKk.

"Al bert Rice," Harnmony was saying. "Blond fell ow?"

"That's the one."

"Was he a good nan?"

"He was reliable and intelligent. He was up for a desk job if his psych profile fit the bill. M
guess is that he would have been working over here in a year or two."

Har nony cl ucked softly. "Seens to happen like that nmuch too often. Well, this whole thing is a
mess, Alex. It puts Cowes Industries into a rather sensitive position, and I'mnot sure of the
best way to handle it. How nuch have your people | earned?"

"Just what you already know. The target was a storage area on the third floor. It may have been
sonet hing i n devel opnent for one or nore of the new attractions. The whol e thing appears to be a
case of industrial spying gone sour."

Skip O Brien opened the door. "Good nmorning," he said, then shook his head. "I guess there's not
much good about it, is there?" He carried a | oaded briefcase to the unoccupied chair. "I got
together as nuch information as | could on short notice. Alex, are you sure that that was the only
cabi net di sturbed?"

"Absolutely. The record tapes on the locks all say that the action happened between nine-thirty
and ten-fifteen. The door to the little biochem stry lab in Devel opment on the third floor was
opened at about nine-forty. The project file had been rifled, and we believe that a sanple vial of
some sort may have been stolen.™

"Ch, ny." It was all that Skip said, but he cracked open his briefcase and began to run notes
through a small viewscreen. Wen he | ooked up, there were little worry lines creasing his f
orehead. "I don't think that you have to tell ne which file it was. And the correspondi ng sanpl e

vial was missing? Was the ifie designation 'Neutral Snell'?"

Al ex nodded. "How did you know?"

"If you spent your tine in R&D, you'd know the tal k. There

was only one thing in there that mght have inspired a theft like this. It was sent down fromthe
big Cowes facility in Sacranento. Really secret. This was only the second sanple we've received
No of fense to you, Alex, but they were worried that something |ike this mght happen. They don't
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have to worry about Garners and tourists, so their security is tighter. Anyway, if soneone was
after that file, then he was hunting very |l arge gane indeed. Poor Rice got caught in the middle."
He paused, preoccupation unfocusing his eyes. "I hope that whatever information | can give you
hel ps you catch the bastard.”

Giffin junped a bit at that. He couldn't renmenber ever having heard Skip curse.

O Brien noticed. He said, unhappily, "If | hadn't reconmended him Rice might still be alive."

Al ex was a handspan too far away for a conforting touch, so he tried to put softness in his voice.
"He needed a job, Skip. He wasn't your responsibility, just another ex-student of yours, and you
hel ped him | don't think he'd blame you for the way things turned out."”

"Maybe not. Maybe he wouldn't. | don't like it anyway."

"None of us do, Skip," Harnony told him "So let's have what you've got. It'lIl clear the air, and
m ght even enable us to catch the bastard. As you so neatly put it."

"Right." Skip fiddled with the viewer until he seened satisfied. "Sone of this is going to be a
bit thick, but I'Il try to hold the pidgin Swahili down to a m nimum™"

Har mony | eaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, eyes half closing. Giffin crossed one
| eg over the other and canted forward.

"Dream Park deals in illusions both subtle and gross. Gross effects include physica
constructions, holograns, nost of the sound effects, and so forth. Subtleties are mainly concerned
with the results of combining different stinuli in the attractions, the manipulation of time and

space in the waiting areas, et cetera. Basically, then, placing the custoner in a proper nmood to
‘correctly' interpret the gross effects. Wthout the 'inmersion period imediately preceding a
ride or experience, the illusion isn't as convincing. This is old stuff. The Di sneyl and peopl e
used to use waiting time to prepare the customer psychol ogically.

"At any rate, as we |earned nore about the subconscious effects of various el enents of Dream Park
we began to wonder if a nore

di rect mani pul ati on of the subconscious night be a fruitful area for study. Since we only want to
use those techniques within the attractions thensel ves, we didn't have to worry about the existing
statutes covering sublimnal advertising."

Skip showed themhis first real smle since entering the office. "Sone of it was al nost absurdly
easy once we set our nminds to it. W started with sounds. Sone frequencies in the subsonic range
are well known to stinulate uneasiness or fear. W started with the buzzing sound that angry bees
make. Wien we were satisfied that we could produce fear response in nore than eighty percent of
our test subjects, we went on fromthere.

"Hi gh-speed light flashes were even nore effective. In the early days, such techniques could only
be used on people watching pro-. jection screens or billboards, flashing a nessage |asting for
only hundredths of a second. Qur hol ographic projection techniques take us far beyond that. W can
broadcast separate inmages to two people standing side by side. Effectiveness with this technique
isn't where we would like it-only about sixty percent right nowbut the flexibility is enornous."
He | ooked up fromhis viewscreen, folding the lid of his briefcase down. He had been speaki ng
distractedly, as if one part of his mnd were collating information while the other part rel ated
it to them

"Hurmman bei ngs have four basic kinds of sensory receptors. El ectronagnetic, nmechanoreceptors,

t hernoreceptors, and chenoreceptors. The rods and cones of the eye are el ectronagnetic receptors.
Mechanor eceptors respond to touch, pressure, et cetera. For instance, the eardruns are

mechanor eceptors; they respond to the pressure of sound waves. Thernoreceptors are free nerve
endi ngs sensitive to heat and cold. W' ve done work in each of these areas, with the prom se of
nore to cone. We had trouble with chenoreceptors. Taste buds, the cells of the carotid and aortic

bodies, the olfactory cells of the nose. . . we couldn't do nuch with those, so naturally that was
where we concentrated our efforts.”
Giffin drumed his fingers on the arms of his chair and cleared his throat. "I take it that

what ever was stolen was a result of these efforts?"

O Brien | ooked sheepish. "Am 1 going on too rmuch? | thought sonme background woul d be useful."
"Go ahead, Skip, there m ght be sonething valuable in even the trivia."

"0-kay. Qur problens were manyfold: accuracy of the effect, harm essness of the chenical agent,
undetectability, neans of distribution, et cetera. W made an abortive effort to trigger the

ol factory nerves with sound, but it just won't work. The receptors respond only to chemicals.
"The potential is trenendous, gentlenmen. The olfactory nerves are the only ones that connect
directly to the brain. The nedial olfactory |obe seens to be involved with the Iinbic systemin
the expression of enmption. There is believed to be a 'pleasure center' |ocated there.

"As | said, the olfactory cells need a chemical to trigger them Wat they are, actually, are
bi pol ar nerve cells originating fromthe central nervous systemitself. Wen one is triggered it
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becomes 'depol ari zed,' which causes a battery effect, and a current flows. Voila, a nervous

i mpul se. Present theory holds that the nol ecul ar shape, rather than the chemical properties of a
substance, determnes its snell. On the basis of this theory, seven different primary classes of
odor have been established: canphoraceous, nusky, floral, peppermnty, ethereal, pungent, and
putrid. O course these can be conbined. What we theorized is that there are 'neutral' scents,
scents which trigger depolarization in the ol factory nerves w thout any consci ous sensation of

snell. If we could find the nol ecul ar shape which acconplishes this, we would be on our way."
"How many different kinds of response were you hoping to get?" Harnmony asked from behind his
peaked fingers, eyes still deceptively |idded.

"W weren't sure. Nausea, salivation, sexual behavior, and-"

"Sexual behavi or?"

"Everybody triggers on that one. Yes, sexual behavior. As f at back as the 1960's two cheni cal s,
copulin and androsterone, were found to be sexual signals in nonkeys, and to sone extent in human
bei ngs. Humans have a nore conplex set of factors h~volved in attracti on than ani mals. Many of
them are social in nature and no chem cal yet discovered can really nmake up your mnd for you." He
grinned. "But we're trying."

O Brien extracted a cigarette fromhis inside coat pocket and |it it with an unsteady hand. At a
glance from Giffin Harnmony unob

trusively turned on a tiny fan in the ceiling, and Skip's snmoke vanished into it.

"What we did," he began again, "was to use an advanced version of a device called an el ectro-

ol fact ograph, which registers electrical inpulses in the olfactory nerves. W finally found a
substance that causes depol arization w thout conscious recognition of scent at any concentration.”
"What was the chem cal ?"

"I couldn't give you the formula, Alex. | don't know it nyself. | can say that it was a highly
volatile |ipid-soluble chenmical, with saline as the carrying agent. Once we had that, the work
really began. It was really incredible. This was all about seven nonths ago. Since that tine |'ve
heard that Sacranento has variants that will induce tears, laughter, reflex vonmting, sleep, even
sonet hi ng suspiciously |ike agape, brotherly I ove. God only knows what they'll come up with when
they really know what they're doing. At any rate, they sent over a sanple for us to test, that and
acconpanying data. |'mafraid that is nost probably the target of our burglary."

Al ex asked the question. "Wat does this batch do?"

Skip turned his palmbriefly to the ceiling. "Not sure. That was why they sent us the sanple. They
felt that our proximty to Dream Park might give us sonme additional testing options. Prelimnary
testing indicates that it is a general enotion intensifier. If this is true, and it is a substance
as totally harmess as all prelimnary testing indicates, it is an incal cul ably val uabl e advant age
over our conpetition. The theft of the sanple, and of the printed matter, breaks us wi de open." He
folded his hands in his lap. "That's nmost of it."

Harnony sat up in his chair and turned to Giiffin. "Well, Al ex? Wat do you think?"

"I think I was right. Industrial espionage. How nmany people knew the stuff was here, Skip?"

"Maybe five, nyself included. Perhaps twice that nany in Sacranento."”

"Thanks. You saved ne ny second question. There's a leak, that's for sure. Wiether it's electronic
or human | can't say now. Wth twice the people knowing it in Sacranento, it mght be tw ce as
likely for the leak to originate there. It would be a neat trick to wait until a sanple is
transferred here. Then again, it doesn't take a genius to see why |'d rather believe that theory."
He si ghed.

"Well It's happened. | don't believe the danmage is irreversible.
"I don't think that the thief has left the scene yet."

O Brien seened troWbled. "The building was searched. If the thief didn't |eave the building he
must be one of us. The security nen, the psychol ogy staff, and whoever el se was here."

"A small group from engineering was still on the fifth."

"Right. W were all routinely searched, so the stuff wasn't on any of us physically, but that
doesn't help. It could be hidden in the building."

"M ght be, and we're checking on that." Giffin nodded, arranging his thoughts. "I don't think
that's it, though. | found some traces in the basenent of R&D that suggest that the thief cane
into the building from Ganming Area A That is the weakest link in our defenses. W have excellent
protection on all outer perime- ters, but between Ganing A and the basenent " He shrugged
"The Garners are so out of touch with reality that they were never considered a serious threat.
But the thief used surgical bandage. Garners carry nedical kits. . - Skip, how long ago did the
sanple arrive?"

"Three weeks."

Giffin tsked discontentedly. "Maybe still. Better yet. . . Skip, how long before that was it

Har mony' s ears perked up. "Wy?"
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known that a shiprment was to be nade?"

"At | east another nonth."

"That's the margin for error we need. That gives plenty of tinme for the infornmation to reach our
conpetitors. Tine for themto research our defenses. After they found our weak spot, they | ooked
for a Gane that was running at the right tinme. After that, find the aah. . . right, the Lore
Mast er bei ng chal | enged. Get the names of the people he's likely to choose, and nake your approach
fromthat list. Conplicated, but with seven weeks lead tine, not inpossible."”

"What exactly do you see as the sequence of events here, Al ex?" There were oceans of tension
crackling just beneath the superficial calmof Harnmony's voi ce.

"At approxinmately nine o' clock |last night, one of the Garners in Gam ng A broke away fromthe
others and headed toward the northwest corner of the Research and Devel opnent conpl ex, staying

cl ear of any workmen renovating the Gaming area. This person entered a service duct and gai ned
access to the |ower |evel

of the conplex. He reached the first floor by stairs or elevator. Rice blocked his path, so he
rendered Ri ce unconscious with a 'sleeper' hold of sone kind, probably an air or bl ood strangle.
They' re easier than nerve strangles. Rice was tied and gagged, and our intruder conpleted his
busi ness with no further trouble."

"Rice's death was acci dental ?"

"I'"d think so. Wuld you bind and gag a dead man? The inportant thing is that the killer is still
inthe Gane. If we nove now, we can collect themall before norning and begin questioning."
Harnony raised a single thick finger. "There are several problens inherent in this situation
First of all, we cannot detain these people against their wills w thout involving outside |aw
enforcenent agencies. They woul d demand to see their attorneys, and in such a neeting information
concerning the drug could change hands. If the thief becones aware that we know he's a Ganer,

bef ore we know which Ganer it is, the drug could be hidden anywhere in the seven hundred and forty
acres of the Gaming area. It nay already be stashed away, and we m ght never find it. Then there
is the Gane itself to consider. W stand to | ose a good deal of noney if the drug escapes our
control, but we also stand to | ose approxi mtely-" He consulted a figure scraw ed on his deskpad
"-one point five mllion dollars of our noney already invested in the South Seas Treasure Gane.
Not to nmention an estimated twenty-two nmillion in revenue over the next eight years if film book
progranm ng, and hol ot ape | easi ng and sal es go according to estinmations."

Har nony' s voi ce dropped a bit. "Frankly, there's another problem You are both aware that our
water rights and tax privileges are conming up for review next year. |If we can isolate our suspect
before we call in the authorities, we'll be that nuch further ahead, w thout investigating teans
crawl i ng over us."

"What are you suggesting?"

"I'"'mnot totally sure. | need to think about this, and we'll need to consult the I.F.GS. |
believe that the Gane | asts four nore days? Then that's how | ong we have before it becones
necessary to call in outside help. |I believe our |egal department can negotiate us that nuch tinme.
Al ex, please neet ne back here at nine o'clock, in-" He consulted his watch. "-three and a half
hours. You may or may not like nmy idea, but | think it nay be for the best."

Chapt er El even

GAMVE PLAN

The world around Alex Griffin blurred |ike dreans, then sharpened to near-reality, as Bobbick and
MIllicent fiddled with the focus of the hologramprojector. Giffin found hinself in the living
room of an apartnent at the Cowl es Modul ar Comunity.

The apartnents were alnost infinitely naleable to the tastes of the occupants. Wndows, built-in
accessories, raised or lowered ceilings or additional roonms were no problem Even entire living
units could be nmoved into varying clusters with a mininumof difficulty. Giffin's ow apartnment
presently included a small gym a large library-study and a sundeck overl ooki ng one of the

st ar bur st - shaped pool s.

He didn't recognize this one. "Wat have we got here, Mfficent?"

"It's Rice's apartnent, Guff," Bobbick answered, chewing the end of a pen. Giffin restrained a
snort. Chew ng gum pens,

fingernails, Bobbick al ways seened to have sonething in his nmouth. He wondered idly if the man's
oral conpul sion bad anything to do with his popularity in the secretarial pool

The vi ewpoi nt backed away fromthe fireplace for an overall view of Rice's living room The gas
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burning fireplace was brick-encased and rai sed a foot above the living-roomrug, which was |ight
brown and high-tufted. There were two shelves of books and what | ooked |ike a m crocube reader to
the right, with wought iron spider bookends. The other wall was a picture w ndow.

The scene blurred, sharpened. Kitchen. "Wen were these taken?"

"This was about a nmonth ago, standard shots for our designers to study. W' ve been wondering if
the vandalismin Rice's apartnment was all coincidence.” MIlie hesitated, then plunged ahead.
"I't's an awful thing to think, boss, but since Rice wasn't shifted to the night schedule unti

after the vandalism well, it just seemed kind of strange to us, that's all. W thought we'd | ook
alittle closer, that's all."
"Rice didn't report anything stolen . . ." Were did that thought |ead? Could Ri ce have been

involved in the Neutral Scent Affair? If he wanted to change shifts, he could have done it with a
simpl e request. That m ght have been suspicious, so he had a confederate set off the alarmwhile.
Too much, too conplicated. And too grotesque. But not inmpossible.

"All right," he said at |ast, "just keep nme posted on any devel opnents. | need to think for a
while. Let me know when Dr. Novotney comes up with anything, will you?"
M1 Ilicent and Bobbi ck acknowl edged and went back to their view ngs.

Giffin let hinmself into his office and plopped into his chair w thout bothering to turn the
lights on. He | eaned back and put his feet up on his desk.

They want ne to handle this, he nused. | wonder what Harnony will conme up with? | wonder if the
| egal departnent can buy us the tine we need.

In the middle of a Ganme, one of the players had departed and returned unnoticed. Wat kind of
Garner would do that? Possibly for the first time in his life, Al ex wi shed he knew nore about the
Ganes.

The thief would have to have some experience, though. Enough

to be able to find that extra tinme, that opportunity. To count on it. ldeally, he would have

pl ayed one or nore Ganes in Ganing Area Aitself. It'd be in their records.

Al ex had seen Rice twice in the two or three days preceding the

- burglary? Accident? Murder? Call it accident for the noment. Rice had called in the vandalism
forty-eight hours ago. About thirty-six hours ago Alex had seen himfor the last tine, hauling
I uggage for the Lopezes. Wat were his last words? I'll see you later, Chief. R ght, Rice.

Giffin rubbed his eyes, tried to remenber. Rice had thrown a housewarm ng party four nonths after
coming to Cow es Industries, a fairly drab affair with tons of official-issue sniles and politely
i nebriated people acting mldly scandal ous. There had been a few noments of genuine hilarity,
notably MIlie and one of the nmaintenance techs singing a duet of "Baby It's Cold Qutside" with
the male and female rol es reversed. There had al so been a tiny tiff of some kind, between .

who had it been? Rice and sone buyer from Costum ng over something or other. Couldn't renenber.
Giffin's eyes kept wanting to close wi thout perm ssion. He shook his head to wake hinself up. He
was | osing the battle when the intercombuzzed. "Giffin," he said automatically.

"W nmay have found sonething, Chief. Could you step out here for a mnute?" MIlicent's voice had
perked out of its |ethargy.

"Right." Somewhat to his own surprise, Alex was on his feet instantly. He wal ked fromhis office
into another shot of Rice' s living room "Wat have you got?"

Bobbi ck rotated the view three hundred and sixty degrees. "There are a few ninor changes in this
shot. Ch, this holo was nmade about three hours ago. Rice cleaned up whatever ness had been made.
Remenber that he insisted on handling it all hinself, said there was nothing m ssing? That nay
have been a fib. MIlie, would you put on the other shot?"

Reality blurred; then an alnost identical picture colored the air. "This is a shot taken a nonth
ago. See that statue?" Bobbick pointed out a sinple but very attractive statuette a neter tall. It
was of a nude worman reclining on crunpled cloth, her face a graceful oval. "The statue isn't in
the later shot."

"It isn"t?" For an instant Giffin was uninterested, then sud

denly he renenbered. "The argument at Rice's party with that |ady from Costuni ng."

"Ms. Kokubun." MIlie sounded positive. "She really wanted to buy it fromhim made hima good
offer, too."

"Right." Giffin remenbered now. "He begged off for sone reason or other. Didn't he nake the
statue hinsel f? Sonething about the 'last relic of a m sspent youth'?"

"I't's nowhere in sight now," MIIlicent said. "W |ooked."

"Maybe it was broken," Bobbi ck murnured.

"Coul d be. Why woul dn't he make an insurance claim then? He had a roonful of wi tnesses who could
verify that he was offered a stiff price for it. If it was destroyed by the vandal -"

"No," Bobbick interrupted, "I mean nmaybe it fell over accidentally."
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"Hmm | see what you nean. It's fairly lowto the floor on that shelf, but | could see it
happening. It's a horizontal notif, though, so it wouldn't be easy to just knock it over. If it
did fal

probably wouldn't shatter, not in that carpet. It's worth looking into." Giffin |looked at his

wat ch. "Eight-fifty?" He smacked his palmto his forehead in nortification. "I didn't even know
I'd fallen asleep. Let nme wash ny face, |1've got to be back in Harnony's office in ten mnutes.
Wel | done, people, keep | ooking." And he disappeared into his office while MIIlie and Bobbi ck

counted softly to each other. At the count of thirty, Giffin exploded out still pulling on his

coat, and was gone.

There was an ironhaired woman in Harnony's office. It took Alex a nonent to place her. "M.

Met esky," he said with an unconsci ous bowi ng notion. He took the chair next to her, nodded his
greeting to Harnony. "Were are we?"

Har mony brooded before answering. "Alex, |I'mstill not sure howthis is going to hit you."

"If it's a good one, 1'll go withit." Alex crossed his |legs and sat back. Al right, let's see
how much trouble I'min.

"It goes like this. Until the South Seas Treasure Gane breaks up, we have all our suspects in one
pl ace. They don't know that we've narrowed our search to Gaming A Qur |egal departnment has
notified me that we can proceed on our own initiative as long as all suspects are nade avail abl e
for questioning after the Gane is over. Ms. Metesky understands the severity of the situation, and
has al ready spoken to the Lopezes concerning nmy proposaL To save the Gane, they have consented.”
"To what ?"

An ironic smle tugged at the corners of Harmony's nouth, and his voi ce was nore soothing than

ever. "I want you to join the Gane, Alex. It is scheduled to |ast another three days and some
hours. W hope that in that tine you can identify the killer, and perhaps even find the m ssing
sanmple. O course you'll get special conpensation for this unusual duty, but |I'msure that the
main attraction will be the chance to handle the situation ourselves."

Ch, brother! Still, crazy as it sounded- "It sounds better than just turning it over to the State
Police. | never liked that."

Har nony was delighted; his face and hands becane aninmated to the point of nervous tic. "Good,
good. W'l insert you into the Game as Dream Park's optional player. In this context, your f
antasy identity is nore inportant than a cover story about your outside life, and we'll have one
drawn up for you. The Lopezes will keep us inforned of their game plan, and so we'll know where

and when to insert you into the Game, hopefully within the first few hours of today's play.

Met esky, you work for us, so | expected you' d approve our request. Howdid the | .F.G S
representative react?"

"Myers didn't like it. He felt that the Ganme was nore inportant than, as he put it," and Metesky's
voi ce becane an unexpectedly and wi ckedly accurate inmitation of Myers' painfully precise diction
"a little petty thievery.' He hardly seened to understand the inportance of solving the crinme."
She | ooked down at her folded hands as she said, "Wen they' ve been at this too | ong, they forget
that dying can cost you nore than points. Maybe that's just what sonme people want to forget . . -
In any case," she | ooked up, "Myers agreed to extend the sanction of the |.F.GS. after |
guaranteed mini num di sruption of the Ganme, and threatened to close the Gane instantly if he
didn't."

"So the Gane is on."

"Afoot," Giffin said softly. "I"'mgoing to need a briefing on Ganesmanshi p, although | assune
Lopez won't be trying to kill nme off. - -
But Met esky was shaki ng her head, her gray locks rippling around her shoulders. "I'mafraid that's

out of the question. You will have the sanme chance of being killed out of the Gane as any ot her
pl ayer. To conduct this in any other way woul d be disrup-

tive to the Gane, as well as a dead give-away to the other players. You will play as a novice, and
we'll give you a set of characteristics that will serve, you fairly well. The rest will be up to
you. If you are forced out of the Gane, | imagine we'll have to shut it down at once. The Fantasy

Gaming Society will withdraw their sanction if there is any tanpering with the odds of a Gane, and
the Lopezes won't run it without |I.F. G S. support, so there you have it."

"Just great. | have to stay in the Gane and solve the crine at the sane time." He closed his eyes
tightly. "I"'mgoing to need a transceiver to stay in touch with my staff. Any new devel opnents

m ght be nore than professionally interesting.”

Har rony seened confused. "Wat do you nean by that?"

He couldn't really have missed that point, could he? Alex said, "W've been assuning that Rice
died by accident. If he didn't, or even if he did, and our thief becomes aware that he's being
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hunted for murder . . . well, | could | ose nore than experience points." Giffin seemed on the
brink of saying nore, then shook his head and stood up. "It's nine-thirty now, so the Gane's been
going for ninety mnutes already. | think I'd better get ready. Were do | go from here?"

"Gaming Central for costuming and briefing. As soon as Lopez nmakes a kill, we will insert you into

the Gane." Harnony pushed hinself up fromhis chair and shook Giffin's extended hand. "Good | uck
Al ex. W're counting on you."

Alex waited until the office door had cl osed behind to rel ease a soft, amazed whistle. "Of all the
cockamanmi e ideas |'ve ever heard. ." Then, that one noment of doubt voiced and behind him he
headed for the elevator, his nmnd filled with vari abl es and unknowns.

Chapter Twel ve

OVERVI EW

Myers was adamant. His little black eyes focused down to points. "All right, the snake was
justified. I still say that the bird attack was uncalled for, beyond anticipation, and possibly a
non-organi ¢ part of the Game structure you are building."

Ri chard Lopez regretfully pulled his attention away fromthe Gane, secure in the know edge that

M t suko coul d cover any probl ens.

"Listen, Myers, | run ny (lanes by the book. Melanesian magic is naturalistic. Wiat | nean by that
is that its structure is designed to explain natural phenomena: crop shortages, di sease, weather
peculiarities, luck in hunting, and so forth. They explain all of this with a series of myths
concerning gods and spirits. Sonme of themwere once nen or aninals, but in dying they becane
operative on a higher plane. Human bei ngs gai n power through wealth, know edge, age, soci al
position, or the help of spirits.

"Now. Pigibidi was the nost respected elder in the village, and therefore a powerful magician
Clearly the village is under assault by unnanmed enemies. Cearly the enemy is skilled in sorcery.
Pigibidi, an old man, went into a dancing frenzy intended to inpress the visiting w zards and
warriors. He pushed hinself too far and weakened hi nsel f physically, and that weakened his psychic
powers as well. He hinself forned one of the nost fornidable barriers against outside attack. Wen
he passed out, the Daribi becane vul nerable. The rest of it follows fromthat."

Myers was uni npressed. "And you think that Henderson should have followed that |ine of reasoni ng?"

"Not at all," Lopez said in a voice he usually reserved for children. "How many people were killed
in that attack?"
Myers frowned. "None of the Gami ng party, but. . ." "No buts. How nmany were seriously wounded?"

"None, but | don't see. -
"You' re supposed to see, dammit! Mers, don't you find it unusual that there wasn't even a serious
wound anmong the whole lot? It was a warm up. Henderson needed an opportunity to blood his group
and | need to teach himsone of the rules of ny universe. Don't worry. Wen the real fireworks
start, any nasties | cone up with will have clear precedent in prior Game encounters. There will
be no valid protests from M. Henderson, | think." Lopez turned back to his console.

As he did, Mtsuko visibly relaxed at her controls. They each had their own keyboard, and

i ndi vidual sets of foot controls for the viewfields. Wthin easy reach were additional controls
that regulated conditions in the control roomitself. At the nonent, a single hol ogram fl oated
above and slightly in front of the central control board.

It was the Daribi village. Al of the Garners were present, and packed to go. The council of

el ders was present, along with the bl anket-swaddl ed Pigibidi. R chard cocked his head, and M tsuko
nudged a sliding indicator, and the sound rose to audible |evels.

"-leaving now," Henderson was saying to Gun-Person. He seened chi pper and alert. Mibang was at
his el bow, wearing khaki shorts and shirt and carrying a backpack

Pigibidi, a sickly figure nursed by two young attendants, spoke a string of unintelligible words
filled with Iong vowel s. Miibang translated. "He says that he is dying. He nust tell you sonething
that he feared to say before.™

Chester pursed his |lips speculatively. "Can't his enenmies get to himin the hereafter?"

Lopez i medi ately bent forward and whi spered into the goose-necked mi crophone projecting fromthe
top of his keyboard. "Tell himthat Pigibidi's ancestors are strong enough to protect his spirit,
if not his body."

Mai bang scratched his ear. "Although the powers of our departed ancestors are limted upon this

pl ane, they assure the soul of Pigibidi a welcone resting place anong the heroes. In life, he
fears only for the village. In death, he needs fear nothing."
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"l see."

Mtsuko diddled a dial and Pigibidi's face broke out in a sheen of sweat. He was in obvious
tornent. Saliva drooled fromthe corner of the winkled nouth, and when he coughed there was a
deep-seated noistness to it that was decidedly unpleasant. He tried to sit up, and the two young
men helped him H's mouth framed words in English

"You find. . . find them They. . . Fore."

There was a gasp fromthe assenbled villagers, and Pigibidi's body shook as if a string of
firecrackers was exploding in his stomach. Chester Henderson called to the other Garners. "Do not
say that word! Don't nmunble it, don't whisper it. W can't use that word during Ganme tine!"

H s attendants tried to steady Pigibidi, but they could do nothing. Their |eader howed in
torment. Hi s eyes rolled back into his head until they were glistening white orbs shot with red
and yellow. He bit through his lower lip; blood trickled down his chin

Soneone whose back was to the canera pointed an unsteady hand at the dying Pigibidi's abdonen. It
was collapsing fromwithin. As it did, the trickle of blood becane a torrent. H s nuscles | ocked
in a final spasm and he was dead.

A mournful wailing fflled the air. The villagers began falling to their knees to clutch at the
dirt in sorrow. Kasan M bang remai ned standing, his dark face darker still with pain and rage
"This will be avenged. The spirit forces of our eneny have eaten GQun-Person's liver, but we shall
slay themto the man." He raised his arms in invocation, voice quavering with holy wath. "Hear
me, nen of the Daribi! These brave and powerful strangers cone to fight our fight for us. They
wi Il need bearers, guides, and friends. Who anong you will cone with us to hel p?"

M tsuko | eaned to her mke. "Let's not get too dramatic, Harvey. Just say the lines."

Mai bang scratched his ear, doing a good job of hiding a grin. Ms. Lopez covered the m crophone
and gi ggl ed.

Myers asked, "Harvey?"

"Harvey Wayland. Isn't he good? | found himin a student production of Illum natus at USC el even
years ago. W use himas often as we can."

In the projection field, three strong young nen had joined the ranks of the Ganers. They were
dressed in native garb of woven fiber. Chester was questioning M bang, but as if he already
suspected the answers. "Wy the birds last night? Wiy did Pigibidi die Iike that?"

"W are in a continuous battle against the forces of our foes," Miibang explained. "The el ders of
our people are our first line of defense. Gun-Person was our greatest power. Wen age and
exhaustion sapped his strength, the barrier was breached."

Chester nodded. "And the liver? Wat could do that? Some kind of wornP"

"No. Very bad thing. 1zibidi. Ghost people.™

"Ghosts. 'Bidi' suffix neans person or people. Chester was talking to hinself. H s voice rose
to nore audi ble levels. "Qur enemes can control the spirits of their dead?"

Mai bang shook his head. "Not control. They are allies. They cooperate."

"Do the spirits of your dead cooperate with you?"

"They may, if the call is strong enough. | have the know edge, but not the power."
"Then we'll get along fine. W have the power, and Fmgetting the know edge a little piece at a
tinme. " Henderson's voice was drifting away again, and G na's hand on his shoul der pulled him

out of it. "Right, hon. Al right, let's clear out of here before sonething uncuddly pops up. Mary-
em | want you up front with ne. Ofie and Bowan in the rear. The rest of you, eyes open, | think
the gloves are off."

The troop shoul dered their packs, and with a | ast backward gl ance at Pigibidi's hideously tw sted
body, nmoved off in an orderly line. As soon as they were out of sight, Mtsuko's private

vi ewscreen flashed to a patch of jungle, where the Garners were comng into view. Richard' s screen
stayed with the village. At a flick of his finger, Pigibidi's body, the two retainers, and the
si |l ent

el ders vani shed. He spoke into the nmike. "Attention. This portion of the Game is over. Those of
you who are schedul ed for the Agai anbo sequence should report to makeup i mredi ately. The rest of
you, thank you for excellent performances." The two dozen 'native' nen, wonmen and children gave
thensel ves a round of appl ause.

Silent electric trains buzzed through the underbrush, and workmen bustled out to dismantle the
vill age. About half the actors got onto trans, which 'noved them quickly away. Sone of the others
began wal ki ng; others waited for the second run

The hol o dissolved, and Ri chard Lopez spun around in his chair to face Myers. "Qur first chance to
kill sonebody cones in about forty mnutes. We've got to get themcloser to the swanmp first." He
drunmed his fingers against each other. "You know, |'ve got this Gane stocked with sone of the
nasti est surprises we've ever come up with, but this is too nmuch |i ke murder, sonmehow. | don't
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like it."

"There's no reason for you to feel like that." Myers was soothing. "Accidents, those with positive
or negative results, are always part of every Gane. |If the odds are shifted a bit this tineg,

anot her player will have the advantage of the counterbal ancing good luck. | prom se that the Gane

won't suffer.”

Ri chard | ooked at the bald man curiously. "Oficial nitpicker of the |.F.GS. that you are, Mers,
I"msurprised that you agreed to this screwing about at all, let alone as calmy as this." He
fingered his snall beard reflectively. "Last year when Henderson threw a tantrum about a few
little snow vipers, you were the first one to start waving the rule book in ny face, screaning
infraction. Wien | was cleared of any fouling, you were instrumental in forcing ne into a face-to-
face with the aforenmentioned Lore Master, in the interest of 'fair play.' Wiy are you now pl ayi ng
|l ap dog for Dream Park?"

Myers purpled a bit, and Mtsuko threw her husband a worried glance. Myers said, "Shall | call M.
Met esky and tell her that you find Dream Park's terns unacceptabl e? She would halt the Gane
i mredi ately, of course. This would be inconvenient and enbarrassing to all concerned, and, | m ght

add, expensive to you. Exactly how nuch of your personal capital is invested in the South Seas
Treasure Gane?"

"Alot," Lopez conceded. He | ooked up to Myers from behind

beetl ed brows. "Fmrelieved to find you so interested in ny we!fare.
Myers bristled. "lI'"ve said all that | need to say-"

"More," Lopez corrected himgently.

"I'm goi ng back to the observation room Goodby, nma'am" he said to Mtsuko. She turned and
flashed hima brilliant smile, which he could not nake hinmself return. He departed, spine rigid.
Mt suko reached out her left hand to her husband, and he took it warmy, chuckling to hinself.
Then his expression sobered.

The control room door opened again, and Metesky entered. "My goodness, what did you say to Myers?
There was a storm cloud followi ng himout of the room"

"I"'mafraid that nmy husband expresses di spl easure perhaps too skillfully."

Lopez | ooked sheepish. "I didn't really nmean to be nasty with Arlan. | just dislike people nessing
with my Ganes."

"I know, Richard. I'msorry, but there has been a nurder."

"Dammit, there are a hundred nurders a day in this state, but only one Gane a year. Wy can't they
| eave nme alone to do ny work?" He sighed. "All right, all right. I'lIl cooperate. You'll get your

sword fodder."

"Thank you, Richard."

Met esky folded a cot out of the wall and sat, fascinated. Richard and Mtsuko were far nore
interesting than other Game Masters, nost of whom were either sallow scholars or ex-Gners so
deeply immersed in their fantasy worlds that their notivations were nearly inconprehensible, and
their conversations conpletely so.

But |ike any professionals at the top of their field, the Lopezes were exceptional. Bright,

i magi native, personable and often irascible, Richard contrasted with his wife, the better known of
the pair. Mtsuko was al ways reserved, never displaying nore of her talent than necessary. As
people, they were interesting. As Gane Masters, they were spellbinding. Metesky had watched them

conduct the hornbill attack. During these sequences, when the conputer-ani mated hol ograns had to
attack and respond in the nost lifelike of fashions, the Lopezes were one nind with twenty
fingers. The illusion they created was conplete: no one ever seened to notice that only two or

three of the birds were actually attacking at any nonment; the rest were in the air, in a holding
pattern. It was nmarvel ous the way Richard would take a bird out of

its automatic figure-eight and bring it tolife with the sure hand of a master puppeteer, flying
it with double-toggle controls and foot pedals.

It was |ike watching a duet on a synthesizer keyboard. Wth sonething close to awe in her heart,
Met esky wat ched t hem

The group had been trudgi ng through the bushes for sone time before the terrain began to change.
The bushes gave way to vines and creepers, and the soil was becom ng danp and sticky. Mibang
chose their path nore carefully now. He and the warrior Kagoiano were in the | ead, and they | ooked
wor ri ed.

Chester's voice crackled into the room "G na! Let's have a sweep of this area. Wat exactly do we
have here?"

Ri chard sat back and whi spered to Metesky. "Chi-chi can always pick up on a Magi c request faster
than | can. I'mnot totally sure how she does it." He glanced into the hol ogram G na was swat hed
in green, and her eyes were closed. Mtsuko listened carefully to G na's invocation
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When her fingers touched the keyboard they fairly disappeared into a pink blur, the keys beeping
softly at machi ne speed as she fed her request into the computer. A shadowinage of a steel |ocker
appeared floating before G na, and vani shed a few seconds after she opened her eyes.

The Lore Master nodded. "Good. W're very close to sonething interesting. | want Garret up front,
we may need a Ceric." A dark face separated itself fromthe rest of the group

"Are we going to need protection, Chester?"

"Some of us mght. We'll need to recover that chest, whatever it is, and that probably neans an
Engineer. If it does, he'll need protection all right."

Ri chard nuttered to hinself about the sharpness of the holo i nage, and when Chester called for a
trail indicator, the Gane Master handled it personally. He mani pul ated the i mage of the chest
until it was translucent but dead clear. The inage floated ahead of the group and led themto a
stand of trees growing in noist, spongy earth. The trees were thin-boled, with spidery branches
and sparse | eaves. The roots tw sted about on the surface for a few feet before disappearing
under ground. The chest inage sank into a tangle of roots.

Chester | ooked at the patch of trees speculatively, and raised his right arm "Reveal to ne
hostile or malignant spirit forces!" His green glow expanded to a field twenty nmeters across, and
inits

light there were dim withing shapes, little nore than wisps of fog. They retreated fromthe
Iight.

"Right," he nuttered. "S.J., front and center." There was a whoop, and the youngster materialized
at Henderson's shoul der, breathing heavily. "W have sone treasure to recover, and it's between
those trees. Wiat do you suggest, Engi neer?"

Ginning, S.J. wal ked quickly around the stand; probed into the soil with his boot toe; nudged the
roots. "I don't think it would take long to dig through this stuff. These trees aren't from New
Quinea, that's for sure. They look |ike sonething fromthe Matto Grosso. My bet is that the Arny
didn't spray themw th fungicide before they planted 'em They | ook |ike they have root rot."
"Wul d you try to stay in character, please, Engineer?"

Ri chard Lopez gritted his teeth. "Little bastard. We'll have to cut that out of the final tape.
I'"d love to kill himout of the Game right about now. "

Met esky' s voice was sharp. "W can juggle the odds in the conputer, Richard, but you can't choose
the victim You just have to see which way it goes."

"I can wish out loud, can't |, Metesky? That S.J. character just rubs ne the wong way."

S.J. had broken a folding shovel out of his pack, and was digging industriously. Eanmes, never one
to mss a chance to flex his muscles, chopped away at the exposed roots.

Chester watched themdig. In the control room Richard |ounged back in his chair and watched
Chester think. Neither spoke, until the Lore Master softly said, "Garret.

The Ceric quickly crossed hinself and dropped to his knees in prayer. Mtsuko's fingers flew over
her keyboard, and an instant |ater a soft, golden glow surrounded the young Engi neer.

S.J."'s shovel struck netal, and Eanes got down into the hole to help. They shifted the remaining
soil with their hands. Wth a gasping wench they tore it free. Chester stalled themfor the few
seconds that it took to cast a Reveal Danger spell on the corroding steel chest, and when the gl ow
showed only green, he told themto go ahead. Richard heard a certain reluctance in his voice. He
sm | ed.

Jimying the rusted padl ock was easy for S.J., who seened to have brought a tool for all

occasi ons. He set the blunt folding edge of the shovel against a screwdriver-like inplenent and
pounded it into the thin line where the halves of the lock nmet. It

split into three pieces, and the Ganers cheered. Taking a cautious step back, the youngster lifted
the lid.

"All right," he breathed. "GQuns."

There were four hol stered handguns, two rifles and at | east a hundred rounds of ammunition. There
was al so what | ooked |ike Arny-issue canned food: turkey rolls, Spam and tinned pound cake. S.J.
was ecstatic. "Cargo! Yee-hah!"

Even Chester seened pleased. "Very good. That's not a lot of points, but it's definitely a start.
S.J., we're going to intensify the protective field around you while you test them"

"CGotcha, Chief."

"Gmen, woul d you please add your prayer to Garret's?" She had scarcely nodded before the green

gl ow appeared around her, and the gol den gl ow around S.J. deepened until it seened that he was in
the center of an anber gem

He picked up a revolver, worked its action a few tinmes, and thunbed in a cartridge. He sighted
carefully on a tree sonme twenty neters away, and pulled the trigger. There was a deafening report,
but no puff of dust fromthe tree. Frowning, he |l oaded in two nore rounds and pulled the trigger
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again. The sanme | oud bang, and no sign of a hit.

"Ah, S.J., what is your character's coordination rating, anyway?"

"Lousy. Eleven. That's why |I'man Engineer. |I'Il try a closer tree."

This time dust puffed fromthe tree trunk. This was hardly sur.~ prising; he'd fired at point-
bl ank range. "Okay, who wants this one?" Tony's raised arm caught his eye. He handed the revol ver
over butt first.

Next he extracted the rifle fromthe box. "M1 ," he nurmured. "Nice." He worked the trigger a
couple of tines, then loaded in one of the bullets and sighted on a rock ten neters away. He
squeezed the trigger

The gun roared and flaned, and there was the zinging sound of a ricochet. S.J. ducked
instinctively. "Jesus-"

The air in front of them shinmered, and a ghostly i mage of Garret appeared. Chester cursed
venonously and Garret groaned, |ooking at the shimering red splotch spreading on his shirt.
"Aw, shit!" he said with real feeling. Hi s | egs buckled under himand he sprawled in an untidy
heap, nouth open, eyes rolled up in his head.

"Nice fall," Richard nuttered. He tapped two keys.

Garret's hol ogram doubl e crooked a spectral finger to him

"Wait a mnute," Chester said. "OGaen, do you think you have enough for a saving spell?"

The blond girl's cheeks plunped with worry. "Right now? I'mnot sure. If that was a natura

accident, maybe. If there were spirit powers involved. . . I'Il try." Unhappily, Oaen raised her
arns and began her invocation. "Hear ne, 0 Gods. Harness ny strength and give this man back his
life. By the powers which are mine to wield, | ask this." She sank to her knees and bowed her

head, eyes cl osed.

Lopez nodded, smiling respectfully. "Well done. | wonder if it will work." He watched Mtsuko feed
the request into the conmputer. Electrons danced; a random nunber was sel ected and nat ched agai nst
two | ogged Wessl er-Grahm nunbers, Garret's assigned stam na and Gui nevere's power level. . . Lopez

shook his head as the rosy aura around Garret faded to a sooty tinge in the air. "No good. Sorry,
sweet heart." He tapped a key

Garret jerked at the shock fromhis neck tab. He rolled over 'and stood up to confront his
tindalo. "Well, | guess that's it, huh? Guess | didn't last too long in this Ganme." He started to
say sonmething else, and it would have been bitter. Gaen squeezed his shoul der with one soft hand,
and he turned to follow the sonber ghost. The two figures left the projection field.

Ri chard's face was no happier. Metesky saw a flash of deep resentnment before it was subnerged
behi nd a neutral mask. One dark slender finger played with the end of his nustache, and his eyes
were half-lidded. "Al'l right. You've got your killing. Put the watchdog on, and let me do ny

wor k. "

The Dream Park liaison stood and started to | eave. "Metesky!" he yelled at her back. "Tell the
wat chdog that if he screws with my Game, ['Il kill himout of it so fast his nose will bleed, and
hang the consequences!" He saw her silent nod, and spun his chair back to the console.

Mt suko wat ched Metesky | eave, heard the door sigh shut behind her. Then she flexed her fingers
gently and went back to her work.

PART TWO

Chapter Thirteen

ENTER THE GRI FFI N

"We can't use these guns, Chester." For the first tinme in the Ganme, SJ. |ooked unhappy. "They've
got to be jinxed. If what'sher-name. . . Gnen couldn't save Garret, there has to be nmagic
involved.” His blond hair was linp with sweat and greasy with dirt. He | ooked tired and

di scour aged.

Chester tapped his foot in inpatient rhythm Unconscious of Gna's hand stroking his arm he
stal ked angrily to the chest and glared in. "W paid blood for these things, and we're going to
have them Muibang, front and center." He snapped his fingers angrily.

Mai bang, his khakis blotched with sweat after the march, appeared at Chester's side. Henderson
thought carefully before speaking. "Now |isten. W know that Gaen couldn't reverse the accident,
but she was tenporarily drained by the protective field she cast for S.J. W need to disarmthis
booby-trap, and | don't

want to try one of our spells until | know the alternatives. | remenber readi ng sonethi ng about
your magic. There is a ritual, sonething about a table, but | can't renmenber it. Do you know?"
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"I know the table ritual. \Wich of my people would not? I don't knowif it will be enough."”
"We'll try it anyway." Chester | ooked around at the thirteen Garners and the three natives,
noddi ng when there were no objections. "Al'l right. Kasan, what do we do?"

Their guide scratched his head. "W need a table, first, and a clean white cloth, and sone gifts.
Food is best. And flowers, of course.”

"S.J.?" Chester said without |ooking at the youngster

"Covered, Chief. | can whip up a three-legger in a few minutes using branches."

"Good. Dreager, help him As for the gifts, | think that the gods have already provided that.

He picked up one of the cans of tinned neat.

The tabl e was crude, but serviceable. Dark Star had donated a white skirt, which was spread as a
tabl ecl oth. Gmen's candles, normally used for exorcisns, burned in the center. Bandanas and knives
and spoons from various backpacks made do as place settings, napkins and silverware. Arrayed upon
the table were all of the cans of food fromthe buried chest, two of Aiver's tropical chocol ate
bars, sone beef jerky fromDark Star's larder, and flowers gathered by the rest of the crew

"W are ready to performthe bilasimtewol," Chester said. H s voice held no trace of doubt or
uncertainty. "Kasan will assist ne, but it is ny power that beckons. Hear ne 0 Gods, hear ne
JesusManup. W strive f or your people. | know that our actions are righteous in your sight. Do
not let our brave priest's death be a usel ess one. W are desperate with need, yet we destroy
vital supplies to denpbnstrate our faith."

On cue, Bowan the Black said, "Fire!" The aura around his right hand blazed fromgreen to red;
flanme shot forth to touch the table. Like the Biblical burning bush, the jerky and chocol ate and
aging tin cans bl azed up w thout being consumed, and without scorching the skirt.

"W have shown our faith. Gve us now that which we need to harness the strength in these
weapons. " Henderson was still speaking when the air began to shinmer. Three ghosts took shape:
transl ucent caucasi ans in jungle canouflage uniforns. Their faces were pasty, and one of them bore
a gruesone open slash along the side of his face, a nmachete wound, perhaps.

"Who are you?" Chester demanded inperiously. There was a noani ng crackl e of sound, and one of the
three worked its nouth without words. Finally noises came fromthe w thered throat.

"We're. . . your kind. . ."

"Americans, yes. How did you die?"

The one with the nachete-scar answered this tinme, coughing out his words in jerky phrases. "W
died to take . . . the Cargo back. You'll die too. Al of you. You. " There was a pause, and
the pal e and whi skery dead nmout h worked wordl essly until sound stuttered forth again. "You don't
know what you're up against."

"Help us," the Lore Master denanded. "You must. G ve us the guns.”

"The guns were ours-" The gaping slit in the spirit's face began to bl eed dark sludge. "But the

Ford stole a secret weapon. It mght have beat. . . the Japs. . . if it hadn't cone so late. Now
the Fore have it. W were sent with guns to take it back. Guns! No dam use agai nst magic. W died
inthis . . . stinking jungle

but in our last breaths we cursed the guns. Cursed them so that they'll kill anyone who uses
them "

"Renove the curse. W need them Wth them we will win you your vengeance."

The spirits seenmed to confer with each other, then Machete-Wund answered their request. "You're
being. . . stupid. You'll see. But we were. . . stupid too. You can have your. . . heroes' deaths.
Take the guns. Kill as many Ford. . . as you can. . . before you die. . ." The spirits faded with
the voice. Afinal "Gve 'emhell. " hung in the vacant air

Chester cast a precautionary "Reveal danger" spell before giving the go-ahead. G na was

synpat hetic. "You forgot to check the guns thenselves, last tinme, Ches. After the outside of the
box showed green you didn't worry about it."

"You're right. But that's the |ast easy point Lopez is getting fromne, you can count on that!"
Tony and S.J. carried handguns now. Kagoi ano had one of the rifles, and Dark Star carried the
other slung over one freckled shoul der. The other two handguns were packed neatly away. "Let's

nmove, " Chester called out, and the col um noved on

McWhirter sl apped the pistol at his side heartily as he noved

up next to diver. "You know, | feel like a newman with this thing on ny side. Un-the bullets
aren't real, are they? | nean, those shots |ooked awfully real to ne."

Aiver seened a little irritated. "No, they're not real. But it's still not a good idea to set one

of f next to sonebody's ear. Even a blank can hurt your eardruns."”
"Right." He watched Gaen's hand find its way to Adiver's arm and jeal ousy showed in his face. Hs
eyes flicked back toward Acacia, who guarded the rear with Al an Lei gh
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Alie caught it. "You know, those bullets aren't real, but |I know sonething that is, and you're
playing with it right now "

Tony pursed his nouth. He didn't need to ask what the chunky warrior meant.

"Li sten, Tony-"

"Fortunato, thank you. You're Qiver, |I'mFortunato, right? And we're off to steal what sounds

i ke an atom c bonmb, an experinental one at that. Al crazies in this canmp.”

"Go ahead, play ganes with her feelings, Tony. She nay have hurt your feelings last night, but it
wasn't on purpose, and she thought she was doing you a favor. You're hurting her on purpose.”

Tony brushed a springy branch out of his face as he wal ked, and said, "The ground's really getting

mar shy. We'll have to watch for quagmres."”
Aiver was disgusted. "All right, Fortunato. | just don't see how your macho coul d be wounded all
that badly."

"Watch out for snakes."

Gnen rel eased Aiver's armand stretched out a hand for Tony. He skittled out of her reach, but he
was grinni ng now. She stuck her tongue out at himand snuggl ed back up against Qi ver

Tony set his long chin bravely and dropped back in Iine to where Acacia kept vigilant watch, her
hand never straying far fromher sword. She pretended not to notice him

"How goes the rear guard, Panthesilea?" he asked nonchal antly. She made a nonconmittal sound,
studi edly | ooking the other way. He matched strides with her for several steps, trying to read her
expression. "Listen, hon, I'msorry about |ast night." She flickered an eyelash in his direction,
and he was encouraged. "My pride just got hurt a little, that's all. Hey, it's hell being a nan.
The burden of carrying my ego around everywhere | go i s enough

to nmake me old before ny tine. Hey, Panth, at |least |ook at a poor soul when he's hunbling hinself
before you."

"I don't think you can keep up with us on your knees, so just keep walking. | guess I'll get over
it." The frost was thawi ng, but there was still a distinct coolness in her voice.

"Believe me-mind if | take your arn? | mean, it's not doing anything right now, and | ooked ki nd of
lonely-1"Il make it up to you. Tonight, if you'll let ne.”

At first there was no real response, then he felt an answering inward pressure fromher arm "Is
that right?"

"You bet. Moonlight, soft breezes, and a warm bedroll. Mosquitoes courtesy of Cow es Industries."

She raised an eyebrow skeptically. "Not |ike |last night, eh?"

"So | was of T sulking in the bushes. Sorry about that. You weren't in your hut |ast night either.”
"Well, in case you haven't noticed, there are sone very attractive nmen on this expedition." She
fluttered her eyelashes at him "Very attractive. Sonme of whom know how to treat a |ady."

"When they can find one-just kidding. Aw, Cas, you know | can't handle this kind of thing very
well. What say we call it a truce."

"Agreed." She slipped her hand down to his, and squeezed, feeling a little knot of tension

di ssolve in her stomach. Her newfound feeling of relaxation brought an automatic smle to her
face, and Tony pointed at it.

"Now what's that for?"

She gave hima little-girl laugh, w shing there was sonewhere that they could go to curl up
together and get it out of their systens.

"By the way," Tony said thoughtfully, "where were you |ast night?"

A shout fromthe front nullified that question. Tony's hand found its way to his hol stered pisto
ina blink, and he had to run to keep up with Acacia, who was in notion instantly.

The ground was extrenely noist, now, and every footstep sank an inch into the nuck. Reeds and
fernli ke plants abounded, and in the areas where water had seeped out of the ground to form

puddl es, islands of green scum fl oated. Soneone shouted, "Hel p!" up ahead, and Tony realized that
he had heard that cry twice before, too faint to register consciously. Another nonster? An attack
by the Ford, whatever the hell they were?

He al nost bunped into Acacia's back, so suddenly did she skid to a halt. She was bent over
trenbling, and at first he was afraid for her. Then he heard the | aughter and knew it was al
right.

A man was stuck up to his waist in quicksand, or the Dream Park equival ent thereof. He was bi g,
with thick shoul ders and neck. Another jock warrior, Tony bet hinself silently. The man had cl ose-
cropped red hair and an unsaintly look of irritation on his face. "Get ne the hell out of here,
will you?"

Chester was | aughi ng, hands on knees, standing as close to the quicksand as he dared. "Well hello
there, stranger. |'ve been expecting you. W exactly are you, and why should we troubl e oursel ves
to rescue you?"
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"I'mthe Giffin. I"'mthe best Thief in the world."

"Excuse me." Dark Star tossed her head, bouncing her short brown hair. "And just how do you think
you deserve that title, M. Titanic? Leave him Chester."

"Now, now. Let's have no quarreling over matters of rank. We're all equal here, except ne of

course. Still, her point is well taken. On what grounds rest your claimto greatness? Hurry, now,
| do believe you're an inch or so shorter than you were a mnute ago."
The man | ooked down at his waist and grinaced. "Well, | stole the Enerald Eye fromthe sacred

statue of Katmandu."

"Not bad. Anything el se?"

The man shifted unconfortably in the nuck. Tony reflected that the stuff nmust itch |ike crazy. "I
filched the Silken Bellows fromthe tenple of Kosell the Wnd God."

"My. That nust have been exciting." Chester covered a yawn. "If you' ve never done anything bigger
than that, we nmay have to |l end you a snorkel."

"Al'l right. Last try. | have the only existing black market print of Star Wars."

"Wbops. " Chester paused respectfully. "A slight anachronism seeing as we're in New Quinea circa
1955 or so, but the point is well nmade. We'll get you out, S.J., you' ve earned a rest. Were's our
other Engineer? Let's get Rudy Dreager out here."

Dreager, a short stout man with a bul ky backpack and a sunburn-red conpl exi on, hustled out and
began taking nental neasurenents. His voice was a squeak. "No really solid trees to use as a
pulley, so I'll need sonme help with the line. Eames, would you be kind enough? Thank you."

Eanmes | ooked miffed to be thanked before he had consented, but he stepped forward and took the end
of the thin nylon line Dreager offered him The chunky little man threw the other end to the
trapped Thi ef, who wound the end of it round one wist and held on with the other hand. The
procedure was clunmsy but effective, and with an obscene sucki ng sound, he cane free of the nire
The Thief w ped his |eather trousers partly clear of nud and sniled cynically. "I guess after an
introduction like that 1'd better be worth it."

"He's a mind reader, Chester," Dark Star sniffed.

Chester hushed her with a I ook. "You aren't who | was expecting, so | assunme you' re a guest of the
Dr eam Gods?"

"Well put. | can promise to pull my weight, though."

Dark Star scratched one of her stubby ears. "Do you expect us to share our supplies with you?"
"Ray of sunshine, aren't you? It so happens that | know the | ocation of a substantial quantity of
supplies.” He paused for effect, then added, "lIncluding a couple of six-packs."

Al reservation dissolved in that instant. Aiver shook his hand heartily. "G ad to neet you. My
nane's Oiver. What's yours?"

"Giffin."

"Al right, Giffin. Let's find your supplies and break for |unch."

Chester | ooked at his watch, then squinted up at the "sun" that burned on the inner surface of the

covering dome. "If | were a sundial 1'd say it was three o' clock or so, but I knowit's only
el even-thirty. Sonebody's collapsing tine on us and | wonder why . . . ?" The |last words were
al nost under his breath, and Chester shook hinself back to alertness. "Fall in with Mary-em
She'll protect you until we see what you can do."

"Her protect me?" There was an incredul ous edge to Giffin's voice, broken off as small strong
fingers dug into his arm

"Come on, handsome. If Mary-em has to nursenmai d sonebody, at |east you' ve got a decent body to
guard."” She crinkled an eye at him specul atively. "Naw," she said finally.

Giffintriedto fix afriendly, or failing that, at |least a neutral expression on his face.

"Well, let's go."

"Let's."

"The goods are about a hundred neters that way-" he pointed toward a slightly |less marshy s'tretch
of ground, and the Garners headed in that direction, eagerly.

"My name is Acacia," the dark-haired girl said, sitting down next to him "But you can call nme
Pant hesi |l ea. "

"A chrysant hemum by any ot her nane. he grinned at her, and downed a forkful of pork and
beans. His feet were bare, socks and shoes laid out in the sun to dry.

A lantern-jawed man with shaggy bl ack hair staggered up the slope with a beer in either hand. The
foam pl astic "cans" had been suspended in a shadowed pool of water, and were pleasantly cool

cooler than the water, in fact. The newconer said, "I'm Tony McWirter." He tossed a can to
Acaci a, who caught it neatly. "Dark Star and | are the other Thieves on the expedition." He

pl opped hinsel f down next to Acacia, sighed with contentnent, then ducked as she playfully sprayed
himw th beer foam
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Giffin asked, "Have you been on nmany of these?"

"Nope. This is ny first one. The lovely lady dragged ne al ong. You?"

"My first time too. | supervise Gavagan's Bar. It's one of the Dream Park restaurants. That's what
got ne in."

"That ol d denon wanderl ust got to you, huh?"

"Soret hing like that. These people kept stunbling into the place, dirty, exhausted, grinning al
over their faces. | finally had to find out what it was like." Giffin was quoting the real Gary
Tegner al nbst word for word. He knew Gavagan's well enough, and he'd found the tinme to talk to the
Gavagan' s Bar manager for nearly half an hour.

He' d been very busy these |last few hours. Soneone el se had packed the backpack he had found
waiting with the beer. Presently he'd have to search through it, to see if anything had been

forgotten.

Tony regarded Giffin's shoulders and arnms casually, noting the way small rnuscles bunched and
withed in the man's forearns as he turned his fork. "You know, | would have thought a man |ike
you woul d want to be a Warrior."

"Don't like blood. | Iike skulldng about in dark corridors, and outwitting the forces of justice
You?"

"Thief is what ny Wessler-G ahm came out to. As a fighter, | wouldn't have |asted nore than a

m nut e agai nst the oversized turkeys yesterday."

Acaci a | aughed and touched Tony's armlightly. Oiver chimed in. Giffln scooted over a couple of
i nches and patted the ground

next to him diver sat down, followed by Gwen. Giffin asked, "How did you do?"

"Against the big birds? Not bad. | didn't kill one by nyself, but | crippled two of them and
sonebody el se finished themoff. Not a whole lot for ny individual points, but the group points
will be good, so I'mnot worried about it. I'mworried about ny little darlin' here." Gaen
snuggl ed her back against his; she was facing the other way, pretending not to listen to the
conversation. "She hasn't really had a chance to strut her stuff yet."

Now Gnen turned around. "Don't worry about nme. What about Tony and Dark Star? There hasn't been
any call for Thieves at all."

"Aha." Giffin chewed for a bit, then explained. "I've been wondering why she came on so strong.
Real |y attacked ne."

Acaci a agreed readily. "Yes, you're probably right. This expedition has been a field day so far
for Warriors and W zards. Not too shabby for Engineers either. | think Dark Star is worried about
her points."” She tsked condescendi ngly.

"May | assune that you and the lady in question aren't on the best of terns?"

"We aren't on any terms at all. | just don't warmto her, that's all. Don't know exactly why,
except that | seemto renmenber sonething about her cheating in a Ganme." Acacia seened suddenly
alarmed. "Don't tell her | said that, though, okay?"

"Scout's honor."

"l could be wong anyway."

There was a cry froma group of Ganers a few feet away. G na Perkins was draggi ng sonet hing that
| ooked |ike an ol d-fashi oned set of sleepers. It rustled |ike snakeskin

Gnen tugged Aiver to his feet and they ran over to inspect the thing. Tony followed a second
later. "Aiver and Gnen,” Giffin said to Acacia, "those two are pretty well inseparable, aren't
t hey?"

"Absolutely. Why do you ask?" She licked the last bit of gravy from her stew can

Giffin stood up and stretched lazily. "Ch, | don't know. Maybe | think she's kind of cute."” He
extended a hand to her and pulled her up

"She's adorable," the dark girl granted. "But is she really your type?"

"And who night be nore ny type, hnm®?" If Giffin had been standing four inches closer, they would
have been ki ssing.

Acaci a turned and pointed to the woman who had found the curious artifact. "Ch, | don't know. How
about G na?" She smiled at himover her shoulder. "She's with Chester, but she's been known to
forget that. | hear." She started toward the group of Garners, and Giffin foll owed cl ose behind
Busi ness first, Alex. He shut his grin dowmn to a bare smrk

At first he couldn't believe his eyes. Unm stakably, Henderson was hol ding up a conpl ete human
skin: hollow, dry, dark brown, flapping in the air |ike |ong underwear hung up to dry.

"What the hell is that?" Giffin asked.

"Ei ther random nagic, or. " Henderson was thoughtful. "I seemto renmenber sonething about a

| egend of nen who shed their skins.

S.J. looked at it closely. "Oh-oh." H's head snapped fromside to side. "Were are our bearers?"
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Kagoi ano stepped forward pronptly. So did Ki bugonai, a short stout man with flat features.

Chester bellowed, "Nigorai! N goraiiiil!"

Mai bang shook his head with regret. "lI'mafraid that you are holding N gorai in your hands."
Hender son started, then exam ned the skin nore closely. Wen be cane to a tiny white scar over the
| eft eyehol e, he nodded. "I suppose the revolvers he was carrying are gone too."

A qui ck search confirmed it. "Then he was a spy, a . . . a nenber of the eneny inpersonating a
Daribi." He wiped a thin hand across his forehead, and Al ex could see that the Lore Master's hand
was trenbling.

"Faked out again," Acacia whispered at his shoul der.

"We've lost points, and now the eneny knows we're comng. He was a spy." He started to throwthe
skin to the side, then stopped. "No. I'mnot going to be stupid again. Wen |unch break is over
I'"mgoing to scan both of our bearers. |I'malso keeping this skin. It may conme in useful." He
folded it carefully and put it in his pack

As the crowd drifted back to their lunches, Giffin found hinsel f wondering about the only man in
the group larger than hinself. Eames had sandy red hair and freckles; he | ooked boyish, and his
massi ve nuscul ature provided an interesting contrast. He

seened to be alone. A single nan in the group could have slipped away | ast night.

Giffin stood with his back to Eames, trying to pick up bits of his conversation with the sl ender
man with the receding hairline and brown braided hair. Leigh, that was his nane, Giffin
renenmbered it fromthe dossier he had studi ed before joining the Gane.

Alan Leigh trailed his hand appreciatively over Eanes' shoulders. "You look a little tight there
Muscl es need massagi ng, nmaybe?" There was a mininmum of |eer on Alan's face; perhaps his chipnunk
cheeks were a bit nore in evidence than usual. Qut of the corner of his eye, Giffin saw Earnes
was flinching.

"Look, Alan. | told you last night. It's not that | don't like you as a person, | just don't get
into it like that. Really."

Lei gh sighed. "Wiat a waste. | could be a big help to you in the Game-"

Wong thing to say. Eanes becane pal pably hostile. "Under what circunstances?"

He was about to say nore, but Al an picked up on the feeling and wagged his head. "No, | don't nean
that. Really." He smiled sheepishly. "Anyway, we still have three nights left, and you know where
to find nme."

That was as nmuch as Giffin felt |ike eavesdroppi ng on, and he turned away. Mdst of the Garners
had finished eating and were preparing to leave. Giffin had tagged eight Garners as coupl es:
Chester and G na, Dark Star and that "Bowan the Bl ack" character, diver and Gmen, Acacia and
Tony. Acacia seened to be | ooking around. Al of the other players were singles, and were
therefore to be considered first.

Except that the conm ent about Feicia "Dark Star" Maddox was very interesting. Sonmething to keep
an eye out for, while nost of the wackos kept their eyes open for dragons and such

Chapt er Fourteen

THE WATER PEOPLE

The ground was mushy. Water | apped over the laces on Giffin's boots. Twice he had to stop to
shake the water out. The realismwas hard to fault. He half-expected to find | eeches on his

ankl es. "Goddam Ganers," he muttered. "Wy couldn't this have been a desert gane? Or a nice
nmount ai n?"

"What was that, Gifly?" a gravelly voice sang in his ear, He shuddered. "You can call ne Giffin
or GillL"

"I'f it nakes you happy, but |I like Giffy better.”

This was insane. He was being nursenaided by a fifty-year-old battleax of a nidget who carried a
nasty hal berd on her back, and continuously sang snatches of dirty songs. If a nman had called him
"Giffy", teeth would have flown |ike popcorn. In Mary-em s case, he wasn't sure whether it was
anusenent or caution that kept his dander down. The wonan was as solid as the warrior she
pretended to be.

Henderson called the colunm to a halt. They had reached the edge of a waterway that stretched in
three directions as far as he could see. It was choked with plants and floating debris, and subtle
di sturbances of the surface suggested living things within. Giffin shuddered. Realism Henderson
conferred with Mii bang out of his hearing, and Al ex went back to Mary-em

"I take it you're a long-tinme Ganer."
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"Ch, yeah."

"How many of the Garners do you know?" he asked nonchal antly.

"Y' mean before this Gane started?" She scratched her head thoughtfully. "Well, Chester an' nme are
old buddies. Hell, | wet-nursed himthrough his first stretch as a Lore Master."

"How | ong ago?"

"Seven years. A jaunt into the Hyborean Age to steal the Serpent Ring of Set fromthe finger of
Thot h- Amon. " She gave a harsh bark of anusenment. "Now there was a pretty bit of thievery for you."
"Difficult, was it?"

"You woul dn't believe it. Chester |lost three-fourths of our party, but the Gane Master was
penalized by the I.F.G S. for running an excessively nasty gane."

"1 wouldn't have thought you would conplain about anything, Mry."

"Mary-em Giffy."

"That's Griffin, Mary-em"

There was sonet hing noving on the narshy water. Boats? Boats. Several rude canoes were floating
toward shore. They shi mered and wavered like things of nyth, their pace as slow as the setting of
the sun. By now the entire party was standing at the edge of the water, and Giffin peered out,
hands shadowi ng his eyes fromthe reflected glare of the Dream Park sun

There were six of the canoes, all |arge enough for nore than the two api ece who were paddling

t hem

"What's this?"

"Looks suspiciously like transport, Giffin."

"Where are we goi ng?"

She gave hi m her ki ndest shut-up-and-see snile and then ignored his question

Hender son waved greeting to the approachi ng boatnen. There was no response, and even froma

di stance Giffin could feel

Chester's body go tense. The Lore Master raised his thin arms and perfornmed an invocation. G een
Iight enclosed his body, then streamed across the water to envel op the canoes. Wen they reflected
only green, the Lore Master relaxed and dissol ved his spell

Now t he oarsmen were closer. They seemed dead-eyed and unnaturally quiet. Even their paddles were
silent as they dipped into the | ake.

The | ead canoe nosed into the gooey excuse for a shore. Its occupants exchanged greetings wth
Kasan.

"Do you know hinf Qur guide?"

Mary-em | ooked at himcuriously. "Not before the Game. Wy?"

Giffin cursed hinself silently. These surroundi ngs were affecting his professional judgenent. He
could not just line up suspects and quiz them "I just had the feeling that |I'd seen hi m sonewhere
before. Funny."

"Way funny? He's bound to be a professional actor. Now will you kindly shut up and | et nme enjoy
the Gane?" She gave himan affectionate el bownudge in the gut. Giffin gasped for breath.

She was one of the three. Chester Henderson, Al an Leigh, Mary-Martha Corbett: the three who had
expl ored Ganming Area A on previous Ganes. Drown it, he had to ask her questions. But he didn't
have to like it.

Henderson called themall around him "These folk are the Agai anbo. They are our next link in the
chain, and will take us to our rendezvous. Split into groups of three, and get ready to board the
canoes. "

"You and nme?" Giffin asked Mary-em playfully.

"Try getting rid of nme, Handsome."

They joi ned Rudy Dreager, the plunmp Engi neer who had pulled Giffin fromthe qui cksand. They piled
in between two silent boatnen.

The paddl ers crossed a stretch of clear water, then turned into a channel choked with green and
yel l ow vegetation. It |ooked |like a stagnant canal in the last throes of nutrient strangulation
the vines and roots growi ng so fast that they kill thenmselves and the entire eco-system of the
wat er way.

The going was painfully slow. The |ead canoe halted at frequent intervals so that the front
paddl er could saw vines with a |longhandled knife. At last Giffin began to relax. He | eaned over
to

speak to Mary-em who was huming tunel essly, her sharp little eyes never ceasing their side-to-
si de sweep of the vegetation

"How did you get into this, Mry-enP"

"Regular little psychiatrist, aren't you? What do you do on the outside? |I nean for work. Very few
peopl e can nake a living out of prying into other people's business.”
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"I'"'msupervisor for Gavagan's Bar in Dream Park." The |ie came surprisingly hard. Masochistically,
he forced hinself to elaborate: "Mdst of ny job is keeping the food and the service up to par. R&D
does the special effects. But letting a custoner bend ny ear is part of the job too. Wat about
you?"

"Well, | retired nyself at thirty-five."

Giffin whistled. "Good going."” He trailed his hand in the water, until he renenbered the vague
stirrings he had seen at the bank of the nmmin body, and pulled it out quickly. "How di d you nanage
that? Lose a toe on the job?"

He felt her tense, and wondered what nerve he'd scraped. "Nothing so dramatic, sonny. Just a
little principal called Mddul ar Econom cs. That nmeans that instead of getting a | ot of noney for
doi ng one thing, you get little chunks for doing different things well, and you're your own boss.
It's flexible, fun, and free. The three F s."

"Sounds good. What do you do wel | ?"

"I'f your ears were a little dryer |I mght be convinced to show you. If, however, you nean what do
| do for noney, |'d have to give you an al phabetical listing."

"A few highlights would do."

"Did you grow them nmuscl es just so you could survive being nosy?" She tickled him and he coughed

to cover his broken giggle of surprise. "I do guide work for rock clinbers in Yosemte, and

t each Kendo-"

"You what ?"

"Let's see. | do a little philately, scul pt bonsai trees half-well, and have been known to pick up

a few bucks sew ng costunes for Gainers. Want nore?"

Giffin swallowed hard. "Jesus. How many of those things do you do well?"

"The Kendo and the rock clinbing, nostly. The rest | just picked up."”

Al ex nodded. He was wondering what such a superworman was doi ng playi ng fantasy games, |ike a kid.
but that was obvious

enough. Didn't R&D have sonething on the boards that would | et soneone |ike Mary-em play as a

st at uesque bl ond? Yeah, he'd heard sonething about distorted hol ograns: a process too expensive to

use, so far, that would let a man play as a wonan or vice versa, or as a dwarf or a giant. . . but

he wasn't about to nention it to Mary-em She'd feed hi m her hal berd.

After what seened an interminable trip, the canoes drew into a | ess choked patch of water. Now
instead of travelling single file, the five canoes spread out abreast of each other. Presently
they pulled up to a rude dock with wooden noorings sunk in the muck

It didn't look like much, but it was indisputably a village. The foundations were tree trunks that
rose out of the swanp five or six feet, and the wooden platforns set atop them | ooked as stable as
any paranoi d schi zophreni c.

Giffin tied their boat up next to one of the dwellings, and they waded soggily and carefully
ashore. The boatnmen foll owed unsteadily, as if wal king on ice skates. Wen the nmen reached | and,

Al ex could see why; their feet were hideously deformed, scarcely nore than nisshapen cl ubs.
Looki ng around, Alex found that all of the boatnmen were simlarly crippled. Mdst were using their
paddl es as crutches.

He chose not to ask what was going on. A detective should spend sone of his tinme detecting.

They were being led to a central platform It was set on firmer ground than the dozen or so thatch-
roof ed houses grouped around it. Like the others, it too rose several feet above the ground,
perhaps to di scourage alligators from basking on the front porch. People were com ng out of

hi di ng, worren and children and ol der nen, and a small contingent of spear-carrying warriors. Al
were club-footed nearly to disability.

As they reached the central platform Giffin watched the nightmarishly |ong shadows of their
hobbl i ng conpani ons and suddenly realized that it couldn't be later than two o' clock. But the sun
was nearly set! He checked the watch on his cuff. It was quarter past two.

VWhat were the Gane Masters planning for tonight, to be bringing the night so early?

The Ganers were directed to a wooden | adder, and one at a tine they nounted it. The two bearers
wai t ed bel ow.

"Pl ease," M bang was expl aining softly. "The Agai anbo are a

boat - peopl e who spend nost of their lives in and on the water. They venture onto land rarely. Over
the years their feet have shriveled away to what you see. But they are a proud, fierce people, and
great allies in our fight. Pay themthe respect due to a warrior people who have resisted evil at
trenendous cost."

There was a nuffled clunping sound, and the | adder shook as it was nounted. A face rose over the
edge of the platform a face in-credibly aged and weathered. Only the eyes seened truly alive:
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chi ps of dianmond stuck in a withered black apple. The nan was supported on one side by a wal king
stick, and on the other by a woman scarcely younger than he, her enpty and winkl ed breasts
swayi ng pendul ously with each uncertain step. She helped himto a sitting position but renained
standi ng herself. She held his hand with what Giffin interpreted as protective affection

The old man nunbl ed, rubbery lips twitching with palsy, and as he did a thin streak of drool ran
glistening to his chin. The woman spoke. After a minute of halting dialog, Mibang translated.
"She says that her man is sorry not to greet us in strength, but he is very tired, the fight is
not going well. The village of the Agaianbo is too close to the lands of the enenmy, and the
assaults cone nore frequently now. The end is near."

The ol d man experienced a facial spasm and his |ips pulled back from brown stubby teeth. Wth an
enornous effort of will he controlled hinself, and nunbl ed again to his wonan. She repeated his
words al oud, and Mai bang translated. "I amnot the | eader of the Agai anbo, he says, for the | eader
has been dead for a week. W placed himin his ku, his exposure coffin, so that the rain and the
sun mght return his flesh to the earth, and speed his spirit on its way to Dudi, the village of
the dead. But our enemy, who had brought death to himin the form of the dreaded biditaurabo-haza-
Chester interrupted. "Pardon ne. 1 don't nean to be rude, but | nmay need to know about that. Wat
is this Bidi-Tar-whatever? | know that 'Bidi' neans 'nman'. N

Mai bang rel ayed his request to the old woman, who gave a lengthy reply. "It is the man-ri pe-making
snake. If you neet its eyes you rot fromwthin."

Chester nodded, nurnuring, "Tropical twi st on the Gorgon | egend."

"Pl ease,"” Miibang insisted, "this is inportant. In four days he died, badly swollen and al ready
nearly putrefied. H s body was

pl aced on the ku. Two days later, be was half rotted. The flesh hung | cose on his bones-"

Next to Giffin, MeWirter groaned. "Good Lord. Is this really necessary?" Acacia had her band
over her mouth. She looked a little green herself.

"But then his eyelids opened, and in the enpty wet sockets there burned a terrible flane, and the
man who had | ed us cane down fromthe ku, and with the strength of ten he deci mated us. Not fire,
nor spear, nor knife could slow him and he killed all who cane within his grasp. At |ast,
desperate, we bound his linbs with snares, cut himin pieces, and threw the pieces into the swanp.
Even that was not enough, for one of the arns cane out of the swanp and tried to re-enter the
village. One of the great lizards who haunt the water's edge caught the arm and devoured it."
McWbirter | ooked dyspeptic. Giffin hid his amusenent.

"This is why we are so weak, he says. W have undergone many such assaults in past years, and each
has taken its toll. W would not have survived even as long as we have; but this village is
situated on ground holy to both your gods and ours. Years ago, missionaries came to teach us of
God and Jesus. Not far fromhere they built a place of worship. Because we of this village hel ped
supply materials and what | abor we could, they blessed our |and and our boats."

The old man had been munbling to the wonman as Mai bang spoke, and she relayed nore information to
them "But now," Mai bang continued, "we fear that our protection is weakening. W know t hat
strange things have been happening at the old Anglican nmission, and that tonight a sacrifice wll
take place there, on the altar of your God. They will desecrate the holy place, and end our
protection. W will be doomed. We are not strong enough to stop them You are strong. You have
powers. Your world is at stake as nuch as ours. It is in your hands."

It was slow in conming, but it was there: an al nost tangible crackle of enpbtion in the air, a
feeling of shared purpose that ran through the adventurers like an electric current. And
strangely, unm stakably, Giffin's heart speeded up by a few beats, and he found hinsel f thinking:
this sounds |like fun. Then he renmenbered who he was and why he was here, and pushed these thoughts
asi de.

"We can do it. Count on it," Chester said grimy. "Tell Miibang howto get there, if you can't
supply us with a guide.”

It was very dark now, but a full rmoon was rising, and it would soon be |ight enough

The | ast few hundred neters the adventurers bad traversed as quietly as possible. Giffin watched
Mary-em for his cues. The dwarf-woman was deadly serious, her bal berd threaded and in band, tilted
agai nst danger fromany direction. Al ex was aware of the inadequacy of the dagger in his belt, and
wi shed for one of the stolen guns. Fortunato seened at hone with his Snith & Wesson, and Dark Star
had unslung her rifle and was carrying it at port arnms as she travel ed.

VWhat ever el se he might think, these people were taking their Gane seriously. The Giffin would
too, if he wanted to survive long enough to find Rice's killer

The progress of the |ine had ceased, and they were bunching up. Henderson cane back down the line.
"We're near the mission," he told thembriskly. "I sent Aiver and G na ahead to scout for us, and
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we can't nove in until we know what we're up against. |I'msure they've got guards and
fortifications, and probably a ghastly or two." He glanced significantly at Dark Star. "If ny
hunch is right, we'll have sone action for our Thieves. You'll have to brief Fortunato and
Giffin, honey. You' re our only experienced Thief."

Aiver broke through the line, breathing shallowy. "It's up there, all right. And it's not enpty.

Looks as if there are about two dozen natives, and nmaybe one boss man. | don't see the sacrifice,
but they're preparing for it, no question."
"Weapons?"

"l saw spears, nostly. Knives, a couple of bows, and two guns. No machi ne weapons."”

"Good. G na?"

"I took a read on the area, and there's plenty of nmagic, all right. At least two priests fifth-

| evel or higher, and one vibration | don't like at all. | think that was one of the. . . Eneny,
and if they're all as powerful as him we're in trouble."

"Stow that. We can handl e them What does the | ead nman | ook |ike?"

The redhead pursed her lips thoughtfully, trying to renenber. "Strange. Animalistic. Leather loin
cloth, long fingernails and toenails, very dark. Looked like his hair had been shanpooed with nud.
Very strong aura, and even though | was shiel ded, he knew | was there."

Chester grunted. "Any link with the sacrifice?"

"Slight. She's in there, and she's plenty scared, | can tell you. Chester, we can't try a fronta
assault, they'll kill her, and she's our only link to the Eneny."

"CGot it. You're right, of course. Good work, hon. Did it tax your energy nmuch?" The green field

gl owed around G na, and Chester judged her aura with a practiced eye. "You' Il do. Wen the assault

begins, teamwth ne."

"You talked ne into it," she grinned, snuggling against him He pretended not to notice. "It |ooks
like we are going to need the Thieves. G na's no slouch, and if her shielding wasn't good enough
to slip past them then no one but the Thieves can do the primary work."

Despite hinmself, Giffin felt a bubble of excitement percolating its way to the surface. "Wat's
our m ssion?"

"Rescuing the fair nmaiden, of course."

Chapter Fifteen

THE RITE OF
HORRI FI C SPLENDOR

At the edge of the clearing, hidden behind a broad-Ieaved tree, crouched three Thieves. Two were
novi ces, and their hands and foreheads were danp with expectation. One of these was blueeyed with
shaggy bl ack hair; he carried a pistol and dagger. He wore dark pants and shirt, and his face had
been bl ackened with charcoal. H s nanme was Fortunato.

He hawked and spit quietly, too near the boot of the second novice, a huge man who noved wth

di squi eting ease, who squatted on his haunches with the rel axed endurance of an Qutback Abo. His
hair was red and cut short. His thickly callused hands were curled | oosely around a twel ve-inch
poni ard. He called hinself the Giffin.

The third Thief held a subtle but powerful influence over the others. She was not what one woul d
call pretty, except perhaps by the light of a lonely canpfire. Her lips were too |arge; they gus-
tened nonmentarily as she wet themwith the tip of a pink tongue. Her ears sprouted |ike semaphore
flags fromunder her short dark hair. Now they were straining to catch any slightest sound. Only
her eyes might honestly have been called beautiful. Wthin themwas a swirl of tiny reflected
lights, oilfires floating in a whirlpool. Her eyebrows arced together |ike markings on the face of
a bird of prey. Her entire body was canted forward |ike a runner awaiting the gun. Her nane was
Dark Star.

Bef ore them was spread a strange and barbaric panoranma, one which assaulted every sense. Lean
dark figures twisted in rhythnmic novenent, as the sound of wooden drums and reed pipes mingled
beneat h a bl oody noon. Mi bang, their dark wiry guide with the quick eyes and the ready tongue,
had said that this was originally an Anglican church. No living man renmenbered clearly the day
that the forest creatures arose and slew the m ssionaries; but since that day, no sane man cane
within a spear's cast of those vine-nottled walls. So nmuch bl ood had soaked the ground that the
very souls of the priests cried out in agony at any footfall

The church, crunbled and in jungl e-noist disrepair, was small, not nuch nore than living quarters
for the | ong dead occupants. Services were held in a roofl ess chapel, an open area covered with
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ancient and rotted mats, where two hundred at a tine nmight kneel together in prayer.

The roofl ess chapel now hosted a ring of frenetic dancers. Another ten or twelve natives,
scattered in an outside ring, swayed silently to the beat without noving their feet. In the mddle
of the area was a frame of tinbers lashed in the formof a vertical "X’

"If she isn't out here, then she's got to be inside the church building itself-" Dark Star's
breath caught in her throat, and she pulled her conpanions back further into the bushes.

The figure that came out of the building was a strange one. He | ooked nore beast than man. His
nails were talon-1ong and sharp, his canines were filed to points, his hair was a shattered wasp's-
nest of mud and sticks. He glared around the clearing, |ooking right past them and spoke sharply
and hurriedly to the dancers. They took handfuls of grain fromlittle | eather pouches at their

wai sts and began to sow it.

Giffin nudged Fortunato. "Most of their attention is focussed in front of the building. Shall we
try the rear?"

Fortunato's grin split the stained bl ackness of his face. "Wat about it, Star? WIl we need a

di stracti on?”

"Only to get out alive. Now listen, both of you. W need to work our way around to the other side
of the church, and we have got to do it quietly. Follow ne." She shifted the rifle from behind her
shoul der and held it across her chest as she crouched. She ran lightly through the bushes. At
intervals of five meters Giffin and Fortunato foll owed.

They made it to the other side of the clearing and stopped, surveying. Dark Star nodded, and they
scurried across the fifteen nmeters of clearing to the back of the church. The rear wall was half
again as tall as she. "Boost ne," she whispered to Giffin. He bent and linked fingers for her to
step into, and strai ghtened up. The Thi ef caught the edge of the roof and pulled herself up unti
she had both el bows resting on it. Wth a final push fromGiffin, she was up.

Fortunato helped Giffin up, and the big man returned the favor. Fortunato was panting heavily.
Dark Star sent hima dirty look, and he tried to quiet it down.

Years of rain and weat her had reduced a once sturdy roof of thatch and tinbers to rotted weakness.
They were able to craw along the main supports wi thout nmuch risk, but the tilt of the roof nade
it a tricky business. The sound of the nusic and stanping feet drowned any noise they were naking.
If they didn't shake down too nuch dust on the people within, they would be all right.

Dark Star shinnied up the slanted center beam bracing her feet in the thatch. Giffin and
Fortunato foll owed. She halted a couple of meters fromthe top, drew her knife, and slit a
peephol e in the woven straw. She had to saw at sone of the stronger fibers, but acconplished her
task without noise. Giffin followed suit.

The room below themwas dinmy lit, but in the flickering Ilight of a single torch it was possible
to make out four figures. Two nmen stood with arns fol ded, bracketing a woman who | ay bound on a
pal |l et. Above her |ooned the nud-haired man who had directed the dancers. At this range they could
make out slitted cheeks stained with fresh blood: self-inflicted ritual wounds, probably rubbed
with dirt or manure to create permanent scars.

The girl was blond, and her clothes, now tatters, had once been expensive and beautiful. Giffin
couldn't see her face clearly, but her body was small and sweetly shaped.

Dark Star's toe nudged Griffin's ear, and he gl anced up. She

gestured, cutting the air with her knife. Giffin made a circle of forefinger and thunb. He |iked
the idea; the thatch roof seemed to be nade of two sturdy mats joined at the center beam |f they
slit it where it met the beam they would be able to drop through onto their enemies.

Quietly, they cut. The noonlight nade their task easy, and only the pul sating sound of the druns
proni sed doom Once, one of the guards bel ow gl anced up, and they stopped cutting until he turned
away. Giffin | ooked back at Fortunato, who kept the watch for them The Thi ef rubbed at the
charcoal around his eyes and waved back dutifully.

Dark Star was preparing to peel the roof back when the door of the chapel opened, and severa
warriors filed in. The girl npaned as they hoisted her to their shoul ders. They carried her out.
Giffin heard the | ady Thief curse venonously. He understood how she felt. So cl ose.

Two guards renmined in the roomafter the others left. Giffin tapped Dark Star on the foot. He
poi nted down. "All right," she whispered, "give it a-"

A patch of air in front of her face glowed red. "Gary," she said, breaking character, "your bl ade
is still live. Sheath it and unl ock the handle."

Giffin | ooked at her blankly before he remenbered the adnonitions given to himby the referees in
Gami ng Central

1) No |ive bl ades during personal conbat. Al edged weapons have detachabl e bl ades, wth
sinmple holo projectors in their hilts. Al sheath sensors nmust confirml ock-down before conbat
sequences can begin.
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2) No physical contact allowed, and no blows may be ained at joints, groin, face or neck
except wi th hol ogram bl ades.
3) M nor infractions will necessitate halting of the Ganme and awardi ng of penalty points.

Maj or infractions will automatically terninate the Gane.

Al ex pushed his poniard into its holder until he heard it click. Then he twisted the hilt a half-
turn, and it came free. An eightinch glow ng blade projected fromit, and he passed a finger
warily through the field. The red glow before Dark Star's face dissolved, and she gave himthe go-
ahead.

But the Giiffin's own face felt like it was glowing in the dark. Jesus, a Dream Park Security
Chi ef had been that close to slicing

up two actors! Geat publicity there, 0O Giffin! . . . hell withit. Giffin ripped the roof open
and dropped into the room

The guards were taken unawares. He | anded al nost on top of one; his knife plunged bl oodlessly into
his back half a dozen tines. The native coll apsed. The second one tripped over the corpse of the
first, and as he flailed to the ground Giffin cut his throat neatly.

The big Thi ef shook his head. "Swordfodder,"” he nuttered.

Dark Star dropped fromthe roof, followed by Fortunato, who nearly tw sted his ankle. She | ooked
around at the danmage, and gave him a grudgi ng nod of approval. "Pretty snmooth for a first-tiner.
What do you do for an encore?"

He ignored her and noved quietly to the door. "W don't have nuch time. They're getting ready to
do it now "

She peeked out at the wooden frame, where the European girl was being anointed with a mash of
crushed grain and pi g bl ood.

"Fortunato," Dark Star said, pulling the blackfaced Thief to her, "do you think you can hit a
man's throat at fifteen nmeters?”

"I can try. My Wessler-G ahmis seventy-nine for dexterity, and beyond that it's up to the
conmputer. The gun m ght be better.”

"No, save the bullets. Use the knife."

Fortunato twisted the knife hilt free, and now he held a gl owi ng bl ade.

"We'll have to time this just right. "

The music outside grew louder. Swirling and capering, the scarred and nud-haired high priest noved
around the girl and jabbed at her with a bl ade chi pped from bl ack gl ass. The others noved back to
let their |eader dance, hypnotized by his novenents. He was fairly foam ng at the nouth now,
scuttling fromside to side like a rabid crab. He drew a knifeline of blood on his own stomach
then withed forward, rubbing his belly against the girl's and snearing her wth bl ood.

Giffin couldn't see the captive's face fromthis angle, but he could see her body stiffen and
jerk away. The high priest grinned |asciviously and did it again, nmore slowy, and this tine her
wai | of misery rose quaveringly above the throb of the druns. He raised the knife high, and-
"Now " Dark Star hissed. Fortunato's hand flickered in a short

arc as he minmed throwing the blade. A glitter of silver flashed fromhis hand to the priest's
throat. The priest gagged, hands

flying to his neck, and bl ood drool ed frombetween withing |ips.

"Bul | seye!" Fortunato shrieked delightedly. Before the word was out of his mouth Giffin was out
of the doorway and streaking to the side of the captive. There was a brief noment when their eyes
met, and the gratitude and awe in her face were glorious. Fortunato was at his side in the next
instant, and they faced the charge side by side as Dark Star untied the girl's bonds.

The first man in thrust a spear with a glowing point at Giffin. The Thi ef sidestepped, grasped
the haft firmy, and twi sted. The man sonersaulted and | anded on his back. The second man in got
the glowing point in the stonach and col |l apsed, howling. A quick glance at Fortunato showed that
he had acqui red anot her gl owi ng bl ade and was hol ding two natives at bay.

Dark Star had the girl | oose. She thrust her to the center of a protective triangle formed by the
three Thi eves. Two men rushed her. One went down before Dark Star's knife. She sidestepped the
other's wild swing. He sprawmed to the ground, and she finished him from behind.

Suddenly the nass of natives pulled back into a ring, and several spears were raised to casting
height. As they prepared to throw, there was a marrowrendi ng screech fromthe rear. The natives
turned en masse to nmeet the new threat, but it was clear fromthe first that they were unequal to
the task.

For Mary-em had arrived. The little wonman charged |i ke a berserker, her glowi ng halberd tilted
before her. Her |eather arnmor was caked with dirt and her face was grubby and scratched, but the
gleamin her eyes was effervescent. A dozen warriors and w zards charged behind her

G na's power staff whined and piped its song; lightning leapt fromthe tip as she played and
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danced ami d the slaughter. Panthesilea w el ded her sword with stunning speed, fighting her way to
Fortunato's side swiftly, pursing a kiss at himbefore turning to stand shoul der-to-shoul der in
the fray.

The natives fought to the death, every one of them Spears, knives, and corded nmuscles glistened
in the torchlight as the battle raged.

Aiver the Frank nmoved in a cautious circle around his opponent, native spear matched to gl owi ng
broadsword. The spear's lu. ininous tip grazed his stomach as Aiver tw sted aside, thrusting his
own weapon in the next instant. The native's spear jerked up, and Aiver had to acknow edge a
deflection. The two men with-

drew to the ready position, attention focussed totally on each other. Qiver faked high and went
for the knees. As the native warrior tried to block he overreached and Aiver |ooped the bl ade up
and into the ribs. Howing, his foe went down hol ding his stomach.

The battle was al nost over, natives lying dead and broken everywhere. Suddenly the Lore Master
yelled for their attention. He pointed to the roof of the church

Lurching along its edge, knife projecting fromthe hollow of his throat, tottered the priest. H's
eyes were glassy, and half-dried blood shown on his chest as he | ooked down at them

H's lips twitched back fromhis teeth in a ghastly caricature of a smle, eyes alight with a
hatred stronger than death. He opened his nouth, and gurgling whispers bubbled forth.

"Back, everyone!" Chester screaned unnecessarily. They retreated froma patch of air shimering in
the square. "Get the girl and let's get out of here!" Chester yelled, but by that tine it was far
too late: the shinmmrering patch cut the girl off from everyone but Eames and Lei gh, who stood over
her alertly.

"What do you think, Chester?" G na asked, panting.

"Reveal Barrier!" he yelled. A bolt of green flashed fromhis hand into the glow ng area and

di ssolved it.

“I'l'lusion! It was a stall-"

The jungl e behind them shook with the sound of branches snappi ng and poppi ng. The ground shook
with an om nous rhythm and Eanes swept the girl into his arns, carrying her to the center of the
Garners. They forned a ragged half-circle facing the jungle, and waited.

There was a collective gasp as the thing lunbered out of the trees into the clearing. It was huge,
the size of the church building, with a snakelike head attached to a grayish, roughly spherica
body. It had dozens of short stubby |legs that noved nore like cilia than jointed appendages, and
carried it toward the Garners with frightening speed. The nmouth was strange, shocking. It was no
bi gger than a man's nmouth. It was |ost on that vast face.

Chester watched its approach cautiously. He saw the thing glide up to one of the fallen natives.
Its nouth expanded |ike an awakening Morning G ory, exposing guns lined with row after row of
smal | sharp teeth. It hunched over the body and slurped it in hal fway, and chewed.

Chester backed away. 'We don't want any part of that thing. Let's clear out of here."

Fortunato called, "Chester?" and waved the heavy revol ver he was carrying.

"Try it," Chester commanded. "The rest of you, get going!"

The Ganers began an orderly retreat. The creature finished the native and gl anced up. Its nouth
pursed hungrily. It followed, fast.

Fort unat o/ McWi rter stood braced with his |l egs apart, arnms stiff, both hands w apped around the
gun butt. He fired twi ce, quickly, and paused to observe the effect.

Two smal |l pucker marks on its snooth front were not bleeding; in fact, they were closing. It
hadn't slowed at all.

Tony fired again, nore carefully, aimng for its eyes and nouth. He fired until the gun was enpty,
then ran like a Thief, with the creature too close behind him

The orderly retreat becanme a rout. Kasan Maibang led themto a path through the bush w de enough
to travel double-file, and the wave of CGarners stretched out into a line. Tony McWirter's sprint
had cost him he was exhausted. He ran like he was about to fall over at every step

Chester ran with Mii bang. "Wiat is that nonstrosity?"

The little guide's reply was wheezed between clenched teeth. "It is called a N bek. Qur enem es
called it to avenge thenselves."

The Lore Master |ooked back. The trees weren't slowing it. Tinber was smashed into bits by every
shrug of that massive body, and still it gained, a disturbingly human snarl decorating the tiny
nmout h.

"Damm it!" a voice screaned fromthe rear. He | ooked again, and saw who it was, at the tail of the
colum: Mary-em her legs too short for real speed. Another few seconds and the tiny nouth woul d
expand to swal |l ow her- "Leave her," Maibang said urgently. "In the tine it takes to eat her, we
can be far up the trail-"

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (68 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:30 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt
"I should feed you to that goddamthing," Chester raged. "She's mine, dam you, and that Ni bek
can't have what's nmine without a fight." He pivoted and raised his arnms. "Hear ne, 0 Gods-" The
green gl ow surrounded his body, and when he yelled the sound was |ike roaring thunder. "Gather to
my side, nmy children of |ight and darkness. This spawn of Hell shall not have us.,

Fortunato was hugging a tree, gasping. To Al ex he wheezed, "Acacia says. . . Thieves don't fight
wel | . Better hang back."

Eames had joi ned Mary-em and the N bek drew up short, hissing. Its scaly head weaved slowy to
and fro; and one eye was m ssing, shot away. Panthesilea and diver joined them blades out and
ready. Behind them Gaen knelt in prayer, casting a sparkling white aura around them

G na and Bowan the Black slipped to the right, flanking the thing. Chester went |eft.

It attacked. On its first pass Mary-em stabbed at its remmining eye, diving out of the way so that
its answering snap only grazed her. She had mi ssed. Eanmes slashed at it, and the N bek swung its
head around too swiftly for the Warrior to escape. He stunbled back as his aura flashed red. The
monster's nouth began to expand, and only AQiver's blowto its legs turned it back around. Qi ver
backed up until he was against a tree, and the Nibek's nouth smled as it canme in for the kill

The white protective field around Aiver glowed nore intensely, and the thing gave its warbling
cry of frustration when it couldn't get through

It turned its attention to Gmen, who still knelt in prayer. She kept her eyes closed until it was
al nost upon her, then turned her palnms outward, and the full power of her inner strength bl asted
into its face. It reared back, blinded.

From his side angle, the Lore Master unleashed a bolt of such intensity that the night becane red-
tinted day for an instant. Dreager tried to bat the Nibek with a |l arge branch, and as the nonster
recoi l ed from Chester's blow, it smashed into the Engineer. Dreager's aura went bright red, fading
to bl ack.

But now the Garners were better organized. The Nibek bit at Gwen while Bowan seared it with flane.
Tony had rel oaded and was firing into the beast. The brush itself crackled and snoked, but the

Ni bek's hide only crinkled under the assault. Giffin hurled his captured spear, and it went
through the creature's head conpl etely. Though greeni sh bl ood pul sed fromthe wound, it |ived

on.

"I'ts brain nust be in the body! Magic Users! Cdoser in now"

G na stood alnost in the mdst of the snoking brush and hurled her power into the creature's side.
It struck a tree in its agony, and a nmass of flaming branches fell, striking G na squarely. She
yell ed her rage as her aura went red and then drained to flickering black. Chester sawit, and his
face went sick. "Bowan! This is no good!

This thing is too strong, it's killing us! I'mgoing to try for a split attack!"

Bowan set his bal ance and redoubl ed his efforts, a fountain of flane pouring fromhis fingertips.
Chester threw his arns wi de and i ntoned:

"Hear me now, oh Lords of Light!
Knowi ng that | fight your fight.
| care not what the spell may cost,
Let your servant pour forth-frostl"

Fromthe tips of Chester's fingers gushed a streamof white particles that struck the Ni bek
opposite the side bathed in fire. The thing's nmouth quoited out and it screaned as its skin split
down the spine, exposing bone and red neat.

Now t he Ni bek was in real agony. Bowan changed his attack and sent his fire arcing over directly
into the wound. It crawed in dimnishing circles like a half-crushed beetle. Now the warriors
moved in, slashing and stabbing. It was eyel ess and nearly legless, and still trying to run, when
the Garners hacked it apart.

The survivors | eaned on each other or against trees, panting, |ooking around them

"Auras!" Chester yelled, and they flashed on. There were six red-tinged glows, and three bl ack
Two bl ack auras were solid; Gna's still flickered

Chester sounded exhausted. "Gaen. See what you can do for Gna. W' ve |lost the others.” The Qeric
nodded, touching Dreager sadly on the shoul der as she trudged past himto G na's side.

Dr eager was i ncensed. "Just what do you nean, 'lost the others'? Aren't you even going to try?"
Chester extended his hand in synpathy, and the angry Engi neer knocked it aside. The Lore Master
said, "Listen, Dreager. Gwven's only got so nuch power, and she's already used up a lot of it
protecting Eanes and Aiver. If she tried to help all three of you, she'd run out of juice. She
couldn't help anyone then."

Dreager snorted, his reddi sh conplexion growing ruddier. "Well, then only one of us can be saved,
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right?"

"One," Chester said quietly.

Dreager wal ked up close enough to rub belt buckles, and stuck his nose al nost into Henderson's
mouth. "So howis it that she

gets to live? Wiat's the nmatter? You don't play fair to anyone who isn't |aying you?"

Chester's voice wasn't |oud, but everyone heard him "Dreager, you are dead. Al the way dead.
Didn't you feel the jolt? Your tindalo is standing right behind you, see?" The stout Engineer
turned and | ooked, and shuddered as he saw his msty-white translucent twin crook a spectra
finger at him "If you were as much a Ganer as the other man the N bek killed, who had the cl ass
to quietly bow out, we nmight have been saved this. Since you ask, though, | give Gna

consi deration because she is a conpetent Magic User, while you are a second-rate Engi neer wi thout
enough sense to leave the fighting to the fighters." Dreager sputtered, try-. ing to get out a
reply, but Chester cut himshort. "And, Dreager, in answer to your inplied question: | suspect
that if | had spent last night with you instead of Gna, |'d be even happier to get your dead ass
out of this Gane."

Dr eager | ooked about himat a ring of unsynpathetic faces. He spit into the dirt. H's ghost was
nmovi ng away, and he followed a few steps, then stopped, his fists clenched. "You'll be sorry for
that, Henderson. | swear to God you'll be." Then he ran into the darkness.

Chapt er Sixteen

REST BREAK

G na sat on her bedroll with her knees drawn up to her chest. The canpfire popped. Ham and beans
simered next to the flanes; the smell was delightful, compulsive.

"W had a couple of serious accidents and three fatalities today," Chester said. "W'll need a
repl acenent Engi neer, and we need another Cleric to take up the slack f or poor Gmen. | know where
we can get both of those in one package, so we're set there. |I'mworried about our points, but the

Ni bek was no pansy nonster, and the |.F.GS. has to give nme credit for that, so it should bal ance

out." G na nodded. She seened half asleep, but Chester didn't notice. He sighed and rubbed his
eyes with the palnms of his hands. "I think we're running a little to the good right now, and in a
Gane like this, that's the best we can hope for." G na rested her head against his knee. "I'Il bet

we see Dreager again, though. As a zonbie. Even so, how nuch damage can he-"

Giffin watched and |istened, unobtrusively, |eaning against a tree trunk with his arns fol ded.
Strangely, he was tired. Real f atigue, as if he had spent the day fighting real nonsters instead
of hol ograns.

Li ke the others, he had stripped off his backpack and collapsed to the ground, whooping with
delight. And why not? It was all good fun

He shook his head. Business. Stick to business. He | ooked around at the fifteen people in the
canp. Twel ve were Ganers; the others were the Rescued Mai den and the actors who played Mii bang and
Kagoi ano. Unobserved, he faded back into the trees until the canpfire was barely visible.

The transceiver in his wallet hummed as he punched it on

"Giffin here. Marty? You there?"

"Right onit, Chief. W've already interviewed the three Garners who got killed out. W' ve even
voi ce-stressed the first one

what was hi s-oh, yeah, Garret. The other two have agreed to do it tonorrow. And they're al
staying on as guests of Dream Park."

"Your sunny personality, no doubt."

"Ch, no doubt. The unlimted Experience pass m ght have had sonething to do with it. | nean, not
only go to the head of the line every tine, but free too? Garret says he's going for the Quinness
record on the Gravity Wip."

The | aughter felt good, a release after the day's tension. "I've picked up sonme interesting things
myself. | think we can clear Alan Leigh. He was busy |ast night trying to seduce Eanes, one of the
warriors."

Al ex wasn't particularly surprised at the short pause, and then the disconfort in Marty's voice.
Bobbi ck, |ike Melissa and nuch of California, was a product of the post-quake religious revival
Sexual conservatismstill was |ess the exception than the rule. Though Garners made their own

rul es.

But Marty was a professional, and he asked a professional's question. "Can we scratch Eanes too?"
"No. He hasn't done nuch Ganming, so he's not high on the Iist but he turned Leigh down. He could
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have been al one at | east
part of the night. If Leigh cane after him he could find that Eanes had noved his bedroll to
avoid a sticky situation. But Leigh wouldn't have started a seduction if he wasn't planning to

stick around and enjoy it. | suspect that we can rul e out Henderson too."

n \N]y?ll

"Think about it. W never took the Garners seriously as a threat because they're so into make-
bel i eve. Henderson lives and breathes for the Gane. It's his whole ego, and it pays off well in

terns of power and fame. He strikes ne as the kind of person who wouldn't risk that for noney.
This is nostly hunch, but as long as |'mout in left field, we nmight as well exclude G na too,
because they spent last night together. I"'minclined to think of this as a solo job for now
course it could have been a teameffort, one partner supplying an alibi for the other. Hmm
"What is it, Gill?"

"More grief. Check the Alternate waiting area. It's as close to the edge of Gaming Area A as R&D
is. Could one of the Alternates have gotten into 'A , then doubled back through the service duct?
It does seemwe've got a blind spot for Garners. Psychologically, we just never considered themto
be any kind of threat."

"Il cover it."

"Good. Now let's give me sonething nore to | ook for. Have you got a map of Gami ng A?"

"I've got a dozen. We've been nmarking them up."

"You' re ahead of me, then. Okay, mark out the killer's easiest routes to Gaming Area A service
shaft 18-"

"He only had one good path. He had to go around a piece of papier-mache nmountain. Gill, we should
put TV screens on these transceivers. | could show you."

"One path: good. Now get Lopez or sonebody to tell you what the killer had to see on his way to G
A. 18. Sonething he knows about that the rest of us don't."

"Lopez nay not be happy about giving forewarning to a Gamer."

"Dammit, we've got a nurd. . . yeah. Be as persuasive as you can."
Marty sounded skeptical. "Sure."
MIllie' s voice cane on line. "Chief, |'ve got sonme information for you."

"Anyt hi ng earthshattering?"

"Shattering, no. Interesting, yes. Rice apparently died of suffocation sone tine after he was tied
up. W think he regai ned consci ousness before dying."

"\ 2"

"The bandages on Rice's thunbs and wrists were heavily abraded. He must have been rubbing them
agai nst the concrete floor, trying to get |oose. The gag bl ocked his nmouth, and evidently his nose
was stopped up.”

"Whew." Griffin shook his head in the dark, feeling a trenor run the length of his body. "That's a
hell of a note. Killed by a cold. That's really crazy." He ran his hand through his hair, trying
to focus. Fighting dragons was exhausting. "What el se?"

"Well, that mssing statue was either stolen, or is in the hands of soneone outside of Dream Park
No one knows anything about it. Rice made it in his second year at the University of Cklahoma. One
nore thing. Kokobun, the lady who tried to buy it fromhim said that it felt hollow"

"Hollow. Al right."

"This gets even trickier, Chief. Skip OBrien did a check on Rice's psych profile, and the
computer record has definitely been tanmpered with."

"I'n what way?"

"O Brien says that the original report he filed when Rice first came to work here indicated that

Ri ce was too nmuch of a loner for office work. He just didn't fit into a teameffort. Now the file
shows hi m as having highly devel oped comunication skills, a higher frustration tolerance, and his
mlitary 1 Q has been upped ten points."

"Well well. This is definitely getting strange. Sonebody was grooming Rice for a desk job. Maybe
an inmportant one. MIlie, find out if Rice put in for a transfer to another department, wll you?
O if anyone requested his transfer. Keep working on any |eads you can, and thanks, good work,
people. 1'll be back in touch. Beep nme if anything urgent comes up, but renenber, | mght not be
in a position to answer."

Bobbi ck' s voi ce canme back on the line. "By the way, Guff. W' ve all been follow ng the adventures
of the infamous Griffin, and | nust say that you | ooked great out there agai nst them savages."

He [ aughed, and MIlie joined in. She said, "Wen you chucked the spear at that nobnster, you

| ooked so serious, Chief. Have you been | eading a double |life, naybe? By day a neek, nmild-mannered
security honcho, by night an avenger of evil-"

"Let's not go overboard, gang. |I'mglad you' re enjoying yourselves, but we' ve got business. ['lI
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ring you tonorrow. "

The transceiver blipped as Giffin closed and pocketed it. Giffin steepled his hands over his
nose and breathed deeply. From where he stood with his back against a vine-shrouded tree, he could
hear sounds of merriment fromthe canpfire. The voices were tired but happy, and as he listened,
Mary- em began to croak out a song.

"I't was good enough for Gdin, Though that croakin' was forebodin', Till at last the G ants rode
in; Still it's good enough for me!"

He wanted to snile but couldn't. Business first, Alex. Business. There's a killer and thief to
find before you can relax- "G me that old tine religion

Gme that old tine religion

G nre that old time religion

It's good enough for ne!

Mont ezuma |iked to start out

Rites by carrying a part out

That would really tear your heart out,

And it's good enough for ne."

No, he couldn't relax then, either. There woul d be paperwork and conferences. Then court
appear ances and depositions. Then a conplete redesigning of the security procedures at R&D. Then-

He shook his head. Keep this up and you'll start thinking that all you do is work your ass off, go
hone and crash, back to work, sleep for a few hours, work.

vel | ?

"Hi," Acacia said, nmaterializing out of the dark. The beige denimsafari outfit she wore was

appropriately stained by the day's activities, and she | ooked tired. But tired or not, she had

pi nned back her flow of dark hair, and it franmed her face beautifully.

"Hi, yourself." Asnmle wormed its effortless way onto his nouth, and he noved a hal f-step cl oser
to her. "Wat brings you out here?"

She gave a m schievous giggle. "Well, Tony wanted to sing, and | got bored. And a little lonely."
He perked an ear in the direction of the fire, and picked up McWiirter's thin but pleasing tenor
beneath Mary-em s roar

"-adtime religion

It's good enough for ne!

It was good enough for Kali
Though enbracing her is folly,
She'd be quite an arnful, golly!
So it's good enough for ne."

"What about Eanes? Did | notice sone knowi ng snil es passing between you two?"

"That was for last night." She | eaned agai nst the tree, shoul der to shoulder with him and
stretched luxuriously. "It was no big thing, really, nostly talk. He's not as much ny type as |
t hought he was."

"What is your type?"

"Aha. That is what they used to call a | oaded question."

"What do they call it now?"

"An unnecessary one, given that |I'mout here in the woods with you

She snil ed uncertainly,

searching his face. "I don't know about you, Gary."

"What don't you know?"

"Well, | can't help getting the feeling that you' d rather watch than participate. You like to
stand asi de and observe."

He cleared his throat. "Is there anything wong with that?"

"No, not really. It's just that there's sonething about you that |I like, and | get the feeling
that you're not getting as rmuch out of the Gane as you m ght be."

"What am | nissing out on? I nean, |'mhaving a ball."

She frowned at her boot-toes. "You' ve got this attitude, and | can't put ny finger on it. You go
through the noves, enthusiastically, even, but there's something businesslike about it. As though
you're afraid to have too nmuch fun. | bet you take your job very seriously, don't you?"

"Ch, | guess so. | see what you're driving at. But why woul d soneone who's afraid to have fun work
at Dream Park?" He ran his finger softly along the side of her neck. "Or join a Gaming party?"
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The voices floated to them
"I't was good enough for Dagon, A conservative old pagan
Who still votes for Ronald Reagan, And it's-"

"Since | don't know anything about you, | guess it's all right if | nmake a few wild specul ati ons.
It seenms to me that Cowl es Industries is a perfect place for soneone who likes their fun

vi cariously. How often do you actually use the facilities?"

"Not very often," he admtted, "but. . ."

"And | bet you've got sonme job with a killing anmount of responsibility, don't you?"

"Ch. . . hell, naybe so. Running a restaurant is as nuch work as you want to nmeke it," he quoted
Gary Tegner, too woodenly. (Then he renenbered answering, "Come to think of it, so is being a
Security Chief.")

There was a flicker of disbelief in Acacia's eyes, quickly hidden. "I would have figured you for a
different kind of job. And actually, | wouldn't think that corning on this expedition was your
idea, either. You don't really fit in, Gary. Did your doctor tell you to do it for your health, or
what ?"

"Tell me," he said, putting his arms around her wai st and | ocking his fingers together. "If |
promise to try to fit in and have sonme fun from now on, what do | get?"

She answered him

"You know," she said, pulling just far enough away for her eyes to focus on him "there was even a
bit of business in that kiss."

"Well, maybe | nean business."

"I just bet you do." She kissed himagain, longer this tine, and hotter. Wen she broke away, her
questions were tenporarily subdued. She ran her hands along his chest, feeling the hard mnuscl e,
and the questions flared again. "You know," she said in a near-whisper, "you don't really add up,
Gary, but | like you."

n \My?"
"Because you ask too many questions, that's why. And damm few answers. Wi ch neans that behind the
big strong silent man routine there is the kind of little boy I like." She snuggled up closer to

him "How long has it been since you told that little boy that he's worked hard enough, and it's
all right to play for a while?"

He shrugged unconfortably. About ten mnutes. Damm! "I guess that's why |I'm here. Maybe it has
been a while." He tried to kiss her again, but she turned her head slightly to one side so that he
grazed her cheek.

"Gary, you use kisses to get away, not to get closer. You don't have to say anything to nme, but
ask yourself howlong it's been. And if you feel like talking to ne, | mean really talking, you
know where to find ne." She kissed himwith a strangely subdued energy, and di sengaged his hands
from her back, and wal ked back toward the canpfire.

Giffin watched her go with rnixed enotions: relief at being free of her prying, and a little
confusion at the sadness he felt. She had no right to pry into his mind or his life. He wasn't
there for her pleasure, or even his own.

"I't was good enough for Isis:
She will help us in a crisis, And she's never raised her prices, So she's good enough for ne!"

Quietly, hands in pockets, he joined the Garners at the canpfire. There was a lull in the singing,
and the pork and beans were dished out. Eanmes cane bal ancing two plates. He carried one of themto
the smal|l honey-blond girl who had been the captive of the Fore, and sat down beside her. Al ex had

seen her dossier. Her nane was Janet Kinball, and |like Harvey "Kasan Mii bang" Wyl and, she was an
actress participating for straight points and a snmall percentage.
She was perched on a rock, listening intently to Alan Leigh. Her ragged cl othes were covered with

a bl ack cloak from Bowan's pack, but even in her state of disrepair she seened totally at ease.
"-wanted to see how the other half lives," Leigh was saying, "so | signed up as an actor in
Muhammad Porter's Slaver Gane. Your objective is to free your fifty purchased tribesnen fromthe
frigate Tante Marie before it reaches nmarket in New Ol eans, and w thout causing the crew to drop
their cargo overboard-"

"I watched the tape. Yes, | remenber you now. Brrr."
Lei gh nodded conpl acently. "I nade a good sl aver. Suave, evil, ready to sell ny own nother if
she'd been the right color . . Cone to that, you' d fetch a fine price anywhere, ny dear." He

all owed his gaze to linger on Janet's exquisitely shaped | egs with obvious relish. For that nonent
Al an Lei gh | ooked evil, and
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Janet |ooked like she liked it. Then he broke the spell by consuming a fat forkful of savory
| egumes. It blurred his voice sonewhat. "So who exactly are you supposed to be, Janet?"

"Lady Janet, if you don't mind. I"ma British noblewonan, captured by foul natives on ny way to
Australia."

"Were you ravi shed?"

"No," she said wistfully. "I rather think they hoped I was a virgin."

"No chance of that, huh?" Eanes put in.

"I wouldn't have put it quite like that, M. Eames . . . ah! There's one of ny brave rescuers
now "

Giffin nodded acknow edgenent. He squatted in front of her with a plate of beans balanced in his
lap. "You're well worth the saving, too." She curtsied where she sat, and he went on. "So you're
going to lead us to the dreaded Fore, eh?"

"Yes. Just don't mention their name during the Gane unless you're ready to die. | can, because
they gave me perm ssion. | supposedly spent three weeks anong them while they waited to sacrifice
me under a new noon." She turned to Leigh. "I find barbaric custons very stimnulating."

Lei gh | eaned close to her. "Madam beneath this civilized and cultured exterior you will find the
heart of an absol ute beast."

She seened fascinated. "Teeth and all?"

"Especially teeth. Perhaps you'd like to see ny horns sonetine.

"Warriors are a lot nore basic and earthy than w zards," Eanes sniffed. "1'd think you' d be a
little nore attracted to nmy type."

"Yes, you'd think so, wouldn't you?" Leigh said warnmy. He and Janet giggled w thout nalice.

Eanes was growi ng increasingly frustrated. "Listen, Janet, would you like to go for a wal k?"

"Love to," she said, gazing into Alan's eyes. "Shall we?" And the two of themleft the canpfire.
Eames stared after them biting his lip. "I'"ll be damed. Wo'd think she'd prefer a faggot to a
real nman?"

Giffin politely said nothing. Eames | ooked at him challenging. "Wat do you think?"

"l think she's a Gami ng groupie. She went after Al an because he has nmore |.F.G S. points than you
do." It might even be true, Al ex thought.

Eames grunted, sonewhat nollified. "Yeah, that nmust be it.'
"You know, you can't ever figure wonmen out."

"No, | guess you can't." Giffin directed his attention mghtily to his rapidly cooling food. To
Barnes's verbal sallies he nerely grunted his replies. The warrior lost interest and grunbl ed away
into the woods.

Alex let his nmnd follow an earlier track. Leigh has a good nmany Experience points. Leigh played a
previous Ganme in Ganing Area A. And if Leigh noticed, sone tinme last night, that Eames was safely
occupied with Acacia, then . . . but would he count on Acacia keepi ng Eanes occupi ed?
Mary- em bounced down next to him "How ya, Gary?"

"Doing pretty good. Feel a little tired, | guess.”

He gave Giffin a "just-us-nmen" smle.

"Big strong man |ike you?" she cackled. "I would have thought you' d wear out the lot of us."

"I just haven't slept well for the past couple of days," he said truthfully. "That always tears ne
up. "

"Well, get some rest tonight, you'll need it soon enough."

"How so? These things don't seemso tiring. Nobody's fallen over yet."

"And the real fireworks probably start tonmorrow. Lopez has just been testing us. By tonorrow night
the last of the replacenments will be in, and that's when we'll get hit with everything in the
book. "

"But why should that be so tiring? It's just a gane.

She | ooked at himincredul ously. "Take a | ook around you, sonny. Do these people |ook |ike they've
been playing a gane?" He did | ook around. And Mary-emwas right. Fatigue was etched into every
face, dark rings under eyes and noticeable trenbling in fingers and hands. He focussed for the
first time on the amobunt of touching and cuddling going on around him Tony and Acacia cuddling in
t he shadows, Bowan and Dark Star touching each other with al nost enbarrassing intinmcy, and
Chester snuggled with Gna in their double sleeping bag. diver and Gven had retreated fromthe
canpfire altogether.

It was a little like a battlefield, he realised. The highly charged sexual atnobsphere was no nere
tease, and anything but casual. The imersion into a fantasy world was total; the exhaustion was
real. The real need to reach out and touch

Where did it all fit together? And howdid it relate to him and

his problen? He | ooked at Mary-em who was waiting patiently for his response. There was no
electricity in her face now, but there was poise, and purpose. How did she fit in?
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"You're right. It doesn't feel like a ganme. But it sure isn't real life. So what is it?"

"I't's not that sinmple, Gary," she said, and he realised with a start that he had never before
heard her speak softly. "It's a little different for everyone." Her eyes tw nkled at him and he
was startled again to find hinself considering her attractive. "Mstly, it's just fun. Wat you
bring is what you get, sonny. Now, ne, | do sone pretty wild things all the time. Sone of these
fol ks never do anything nore exciting than talk to a filing conputer. So they conme for straight
out adventure. Some come for the Game chall enge. You know, chess with |iving pawns. Puzzles. Sone
conme for the people. | nean, when you're into Ganming as deep as this, sonmetines it gets hard to
find friends who don't think you're fromMars. That's all too sinple, really. It's little bits of
all of the above, different for every Ganer." She chucked himunder the chin. "That's what nakes
it fun. So think about it. |I think you'll nake a hell of a Gamer when you figure out where you fit
in "

She waddl ed of f to her sleeping bag and zi pped herself halfway in. The bag rustled, and she
started handing clothing out, making a neat pile by her head. Giffin felt a sudden and

i nexpl i cabl e wave of affection for her; he fought an urge to hug her goodni ght. |Instead, he
deposited his dish in a griny pile and found his own backpack

He was within touching distance of half a dozen sleeping Garners. No aspiring killer would try
anything with so many potential w tnesses nearby. The Giffin unrolled his superlight, heat-
reflective sleeping sack, wishing for a nmonent that it was plain cotton. He slipped into it and
took a final |ook around. Al was quiet, all was peaceful, except for the half-formed questions
that raced through his nmnd in unending circles, |like dozens of tiny dachshunds chasing their
tails.

Wth a suprene effort of will he pushed the questions out of his head and settled down to rest. He
heard crickets in the bushes. He was wonderi ng whether those chirps were live, or just nore Dream
Park magi c, when his nmind fuzzed out in sleep.

(delete this)
Chapt er Sevent een

THE LAST REPLACEMENTS

The dreamwas too vivid for confort. It began with the N bek chasing Giffin through the halls of
R&D, and ended with the creature cornering himin the first floor |lounge. A spear materialized in
his hand, and Alex threw it into the nonster's head. It screaned thunderously and col |l apsed to the
floor, melting into the formof Al bert Rice, trussed and gagged and sitting dead by the drink

di spenser.

"I"msorry . Giffin found hinmself saying automatically. A small crowd of people
materialized, tsking the still formof the guard. Alittle gray-haired | ady waved a di sapproving
finger at Alex. "He nay not have been well bal anced at the end, but he was a fine, upright boy,"
she sai d.

Soneone in a snowy-white doctor's snock spoke with Bobbick's voice. "I knew the lad well, and he
woul dn't take this sitting down. "

And just before the norning mists dissolved into the sounds and snells of breakfast, a third voice
whi spered, "Believe ne. He was for real until he got his back up against it. Believe ne .

"Hey there, sleepy-head!" Acacia grinned at him squatting to look into his face. Giffin parted
gunmy eyel ids and groaned al oud. "What's the matter, tough guy?"

"That's sinple, Cas. This sleeping bag doesn't go over too well with nmy water-bed body."

"Well, how would some bacon and eggs go?"

"Fresh eggs?”

"Absol utely. Kibugonai showed up this nmorning toting a cache of fresh eggs, bread, and orange
juice."

"Me for cargo

The | ast niggling specul ati ons about his dream were swept away by the sudden

hollow in his belly. "Wat tine is it? Howlong till Gane tine?"
"About an hour. Cone on and eat. Kasan says that there'll be a place to bathe up ahead." She
sni ffed under her arms, dubiously. "Frankly, | need it." She bounded up and nade for the next

bedroll, where S.J. lay curled into a conpact | unp.
Giffin yawed. He split the velcro seal and rolled out of the bag. Hs legs felt alittle sore,
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and he nassaged life into themw th the practiced edges of his thunbs. Breathing deeply and
slowy, he stretched out to touch his toes and twi sted to each side, feeling the circul ation
return to the nmuscles in his back. He finished the warmup with a few sl ow push-ups, then got to
his feet.

The nood of the group was highly charged again. A night's sleep had refueled their fantasy

engi nes. Al ex renenbered the nuzzling going on yesterday eveni ng, and wondered whet her sl eep had
much to do with it.

Hender son was hol ding court against the bole of a tree, munching a sweet roll while balancing a
plate piled high with eggs and fresh bread. Kagoi ano served Al ex his breakfast, and the security
man anbl ed over toward Chester to eavesdrop

"What did you think of last night's opposition?" Bowan asked between bites of egg.

"The natives?"

"Typical orcs," was Chester's answer. "It's really a shane nobody has figured a nore realistic way
to conduct personal conmbat. Dream Park is too worried about injuries and lawsuits. So no rough
stuff-"

"Orcs?" Giffin asked.

Hender son was brusk. "Generic term The old role-playing ganmes were overrun with these little
beasti es out of Lord of the Rings. They were ridiculously easy to kill. Nowit's a nickname for
swor df odder in general. Ckay?" Giffin nodded nutely. "Now, Lady Janet is going to |lead us as far
as she can. She was blindfol ded nuch of the time, but believes she was kept on the water
somewhere. |Is that right?"

"Certainly." Lady Janet's head was pillowed contentedly on Leigh's shoul der, but her voice was
brisk. She was into her part. "I'Il tell you everything | know. | have an excellent sense of
direction.”

"Fm sure you do. W have another clue." Chester pulled a bl ack-bl aded dagger out of his belt.
"Considering that it was the focus of last night's cerenony, we can count on its being inportant.
Does anyone recogni se the material ?"

"Obsidian," S.J. piped up. "Volcanic glass with a conposition simlar to rhyolite."

"Right," Chester said, sniling approval for once. "And the significance?"

"No opi nion. What good is a gl ass dagger?"

"It tells us that the people we're | ooking for probably live near a volcano. So what we're | ooking
for is a body of water not too far froma vol canic regi on. Kasan can help us there. W shoul d have

our two replacenents pretty quick, and then we'll be back up to full strength. | have an al nost
perfect group now, and when the fun really begins we should be working together well. Yes,
Tegner ?"

"Who will the replacements be, and when exactly will they join us?" Giffin asked.

Hender son's gaze was inquisitive. 'Have you ever been a cop? O maybe a reporter?" Al ex shook his
head negative, cursing silently. "Wll, they're the Braddons, Oaen and Margie. | don't know
exactly when they' Il show up, but it will probably be within the first hour or so of play. Yes,
McVhi rt er ?”

"Do you know what our points are like? | nmean, how are we doi ng?"

Chester didn't look totally happy with the question. "W've |ost three people and taken sone
wounds. We've nade a lot of kills, recovered a | oad of cargo, and rescued Lady Janet. There are
ot her factors involved, but for right now we're ahead. | don't want to di scuss how nmuch ahead we
are-things can change too fast in a

Gane like this one, so | don't want you to feel either cocky or discouraged. Any nore questions?"
There were none. Henderson gestured expansively. "Then go and prepare, children. The fun begins
in. . . thirty-five mnutes."

Tall, slender palns outlined a patch of |ower growh. The crescent-noon-shaped border trailed off
fromthe canpground like the tail on a Q Inside was nore tropical jungle, nmaking the "good | uck
sign" anything but obtrusive. Alex bad bad to get S.J. to point it out.

As Al ex pushed through the pal nms, the vegetation within the border becanme ghostly, revealing a
tiny rectangul ar structure. No Garners were waiting their turns, praise the Lord, and he'd be
invisible to anyone outside the border of trees.

It was very basic inside. Toilet, washstand, towel dispenser.

"Marty?"

"Yeah, Gill. | can barely hear you."

"I'min the restroom and there's no window. |I'd rather not be overheard, so |I'm keeping ny voice
down. Let's make this fast."

"Ckay. \What's new?"
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"Some new Garners corning in. Husband and wife, named Braddon."

"I'"l'l check themout. Guff, the Altern tes spend all their tine watching the Game and | ooking for
detal L; and taking notes and discussing strategy. That waiting area is pretty crowded. | don't

t hi nk anyone could count on a chance to get into Gaming A wi thout being noticed."

"Good. Have you tal ked to Lopez?"

"Yeah. He doesn't pressure worth a damm. | nanaged to get himto | ook at our map. He pointed out
two paths around the nountain to the exit, G A 18. Lopez says both paths would take the thief
past a piece of a big airplane."

"Whi ch piece? Wng, cabin, tail? How big?"

"Piece of a big airplane.' Wien | tried to get nore he told nme to get drowned."

Hell. "All right, so if we get to a big airplane I'lIl watch everybody's faces. Thanks. Anything

el se?"

"Nope. "

"The Giffin, signing out."

Giffin was paired with S.J. as the group waited for the Gane to begin. Al bedrolls were stowed,
al | backpacks shoul dered and

bal anced. The sun shone faintly through the done that covered Ganing Area A, but the norning was
already warm and the rich aroma of noist jungle greenery was heavy in the air.

At precisely eight o' clock a new sun peeked over the nountain range to the east, sending bands of
soft red tone through the scattered cl ouds danci ng above the crest. The old sun faded out. The air
filled with the sounds of birds and rustling life. To Giffin's eye even the trees seened to stand
alittle straighter.

"Al'l right, people, let's nove out!" Chester called, and in pairs the colum headed toward the
sun.

S.J. kept stride with Giffin by picking up his step until he was al nost skipping. The pathway was
broad enough for the youngster to shadowfight in zigzag patterns, slicing at the air with his
knife. He pulled a slender branch froma tree and skinned it down to a wand. He flicked it like a
whi p at branches and insects.

Laughing aloud, Giffin tapped himon the shoulder. "That's not exactly stealth you're practicing
there."

Breathing a little heavily, S.J. spoke without turning around. "Nope. Don't need it."

"Why not ?"

"Lopez won't hit us with anything too nasty until our two replacenent Garners have joined up."
Giffin scratched his chin, his fingernails scraping on stubble. "How do you figure that?"

"Easy." S.J. took a couple of lunging thrusts with his wand. "Lopez wants to catch Chester with
his pants down. He's not going to take any chances to give Henderson a legitinmate beef to take to
the 1 .F.GS. Getting sone of us killed out now mght do that. If he wants to get us when we're
short he can afford to wait til tomorrow, when we get no nore replacenments. That way Chester can't
squawk. See?" He finished his lecture with a vicious swipe at a butterfly. It evaded easily.

"You know a | ot about Gaming, don't you?"

S.J. nodded vigorously. "I'mthe best. Even if nobody knows it yet."

"Do you spend a |l ot of your tinme Gani ng?"

"Not like this. | mean, there's never been anything quite like this before. Even the ordinary
Ganmes only conme along every couple of nonths. The first run-throughs, anyway, and they're the nost
fun. | do a lot of home Gaming. I'mlinked up to about five Games: three American, one from Japan
and one in the United

African Republic. That last one is weird. Uses Hausa nythology. | tie into thema couple of tines

a week, see how far the other Garners have pushed the expedition, enter ny own noves, and see what
happens. Sometimes we arrange for all players to be on line at the same tine, so the Gane can go
on for hours and hours. One of the American Ganes is a solo: you're playing against the conputer

so you can play forever if you like. In general | like the group Ganes."
n \N]y?ll
"Gets me ready for DreamPark. |'Il be a Lore Master one day. | want to know how units interact."

Units. Did he nean Garners? "You've put a |lot of thought into all of this, haven't you?"

"Sure have." S.J. popped a fly out of the air with the tip of his stick. The mutil ated insect
flopped to the dust and buzzed around in circles. S.J. made an unhappy face and set his heel on
it. "l never expect to hit the darn things." He brightened and added, "Mist be gettin' better
huh?"

"l guess so. Tell ne. What do you do when you're not Gaming? | nmean, is this your only social
outl et ?"

"Way do you ask?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (77 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

Giffin shrugged noncomrittally. "You seemto put a lot of yourself into Gaming, that's all. |

don't know rmuch about all this, and | just wondered how high a price you pay for. . . well,
excel l ence. Is that reasonabl e?"

Now it was S.J.'s turn to hunch his shoulders. "I guess so. |'ve heard all the stuff about people
who are into fantasy being reality shuckers. O maybe it's reality that shucks us. | dunno.
Anybody can see that a group of Garners has nore than the average proportion of Bizarros. But |
don't think Gaming nade themthat way. Nownme . . . I'mstill in school, so |I've got the acadenic
trip to worry about. 1've got a part tine job, so that uses up time too. | guess a |lot of the
energy that's left over goes into Gaining."

"What does that do to your social |ife?"

"What's a social life? | nean, do you think |I'd be Big Man on Canpus if | didn't trot down to
Dream Park, or spend nmy evenings in front of my consol e? Heck. Most girls think I'min free fall
Where el se but around Garners could | possibly find soneone | have anything in comon w th?"
Giffin chuckled. "Any success there?"

"Sone times nore than others. This trip, zip.

Hs face lit up. "But | have hope! The Gane is yet

young. "

"Does it make you unhappy to see other people pairing off if you're alone? | felt alittle left

out last night, for instance. | would think that a war game could be a |onely place sonetimes."

"Yeah. Especially at night. Wen | find a girl who Ganes, though, I'mgoing to start getting her
into these things. Until then, 1'Il sneak nmy thrills when | can get them"”

" Meani ng?"

S.J. contrived to combi ne nystery and childish glee in the sane snmirk. "The night has a thousand
eyes, M. Tegner."

"Meani ng?"

"Not hi ng, unless you're vulnerable to blacknmail."

"Bei ng deliberately vague?"

"You betcha. I'mallergic to pain.”

The nountains were noticeably closer now. The troop was trampi ng through regions |ess |ike green
hell and nore |i ke densely shrubbed foothills. The ground was no | onger nushy, but hard-packed
dirt giving way to rocky ground. Soon they were w nding their way past huge npss-encrusted

boul ders and under the lip of a sheer cliff. Looking back, Giffin noticed that perspective had
changed; the jungle behind them seened to be |lower than the path along the cliff face. As they
wended their way into the "nmountains” Giffin |lost sight of the jungle several tines, and each
time it came back into viewit was smaller and | ower.

They continued to clinb. By contrast with the stark rock walls around them the trees and thick
brush had been downright cheery. After a long stretch with nothing to | ook at but granite, they
broke through the first set of foothills into another stretch of greenery.

The trail led down into a meadow marked with huge tw sted trees, green and greener still fromthe
vines that swarnmed up into their branches. Flowers exploded fromthe vines, red and viol et
fantasies that | ooked ripe enough to pluck and eat. The neadow was ringed with tumbl ed rock, but
at the far end it was fenced by the rise of a mountain. From hal fway up the nountain face tunbled
a cascade that sparkled like blue dianonds in the sunlight, and where waterfall net ground it
formed a small | ake.

Two peopl e waited on the shore.

More cautiously now, the colum wound downward. Giffin

saw the white aura gl ow around soneone near the front, and tongues of green flashed out in al
directions, then vanished.

No danger on the trail. Chester let the line hurry alittle. Alex began to snell the noisture in
the air, to feel the coolness of the lake, to sense what it would be like to plunge into its
depths. Previously ignored, the grittiness of dust-encrusted underclothes and the strong soupy
snel |l of an unwashed body became jarring irritants.

He found hinmself breaking into a run. Around him Garners were abandoni ng backpacks and outer
clothing. The two strangers on the bank beckoned themon with lazy sniles. Giffin had al nost
reached the water when Chester yelled, "Hold it, damnut. We're going to have to test that water
first."

The group grunbl ed, but waited for the go-ahead.

Chester strode over to the newconers and greeted them happily. "Margie. Good to see you." The | ady
was in her early sixties, judging by her hands and neck, but as well-preserved as a wonan coul d
be. When she stood it was with a grace that would turn any man's head, and her figure was stil
trimand firm Her hair was gloriously gray, rippling softly down to her shoul ders and not much
further. "And you, Omen. Sorry to make you wait."
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"I't's okay, Chester," the nan drawl ed. He | ooked to be Margie's age, and carried himself well. He
stood with a trace of stiffness, and he stretched like a big gray cat. "Margie and | can al ways
use a little tine to sit and watch the water gurgle.”

The Lore Master smiled. "The water's safe, then?" They both nodded. "Don't mind if | test it
nmysel f, do you?"

"Not a bit, dear. Don't drain too much of your power, thoughi"

Chester gave her a tolerant wink and spread his arns. "Hear ne, oh Gods. . ." His aura flicked
into place. "Reveal danger!" The lake Iit up in clear green

"We're safe, children. What the hell-I declare a break. Let's have some fun!"

Mar y- em whooped and stripped her chunky body down to the buff, dove into the water without even
testing the tenperature. Leigh and Lady Janet were next to strip and dive. Eanes, still in his
under pants, wiggled a toe in the water, grinned with hollow bravery, and took the plunge.

Soon the entire group was splashing and playing. Giffin stood on the bank al one, chewing his |ip.
Acaci a swam over to him

"Hey there, big fella. Cone on in and play." She splashed at himw th deadly accurate aim
Giffin caught hinself peering through the water for a better view of her. "Aren't the caneras
still on?" Bobbick and MIlie nust be having a wonderful tine.

Acaci a gave hima raspberry. "Don't be silly. W're on break now. The Gane is suspended for half
an hour. Are you conming in, or am!| conming out to get you?"

"Not that that's a bad idea, but . . ." Giffin balanced one-legged to pull off his shoes. He sat
down to pull his pants off.

Acaci a's appreci ative whistle echoed across the lake. "My ny. Just | ook at those | egs."” She
swal | owed wat er and coughed it out, |aughing.

"Inherited 'emfromny nother," he grow ed. From now on he'd spend nore time on his sun deck. He
seened to be wearing flesh-colored briefs. "All right. Here | conme." He junped in with a
resoundi ng spl ash.

The water was cold and sweet, and varied fromtwo to four nmeters deep. Giffin forgot his
enbarrassnent and let his whole body wiggle with pleasure. He dove down to the | ake's scul pted
stone bed, running his hands along it, watching air bubbles Ieak fromhis nouth and wobble up to
the surface

How |l ong had it been since he | ast dipped in a pool? The only possible answer was: too long. He
spent fifteen hours a week exercising, but it was all work-related. At this nonent Dream Park and
Alex Giffin's work seened worl ds away.

He arced back up to the surface, barely avoi ding Omen Brad-don, who was backstroki ng across the
pond. Not swinming as fast as (for instance) Bowan the Bl ack, nor |ooking as pretty-he was easily
thirty years ol der than Bowan, and the small pot belly ruined his streanlining-Braddon clove the
water with a clumsy enthusiasmthat nade hima joy to watch.

Giffin sank beneath the water as a weight [anded on his shoul ders from behind. He cane up
sputtering.

"@Quess who?" Acacia yelled, and pulled himback under. This tinme he grabbed one of her |egs and
wrestl ed her down. Her giggles sent a stream of bubbles frothing fromher nmouth as she ki cked out
and caught himfirmy in the chest, breaking his grip.

She swam qui ckly away, and Giffin followed. He watched the sun play on the nmuscles of her I|ong,
light brown |egs as she tried to outrace him Acacia gl anced back over her shoul der, eeked to see
hi m so cl ose behind her, and dove under water again. Giffin gulped a lunglul of air and foll owed.
Tur bul ence clawed at him water and bubbles forced their way into his nose and buffeted his face
Then the water was cal magain, and he realised that they'd swumthrough the waterfall. There was
ei ght nmeters of space between the rock wall and the cascading tons of water, and Acacia waited for
himthere. He swamto her, taking her into his arns playfully. Her body was slippery in his hands
as she junped up and licked the tip of his nose. "Very kinky," he said, glancing through the
waterfall to the Garners beyond. Nobody was paying any attention

"Only mldly so, honbre." She | ocked her arns around his neck. "Hey, nmister." She arced her
eyebrows conspiratorially. "Ya wanna fool around?"

"I"'mnot sure | believe you," Giffin said, nuzzling her. "Believe this, then." She kissed him
fiercely, lifting her body to him and Giffin found that one part of himbelieved her totally.
They rolled in the water, blinded by nist and roar and water, aware only of each other. Mouths

| ocked and bodi es pressed tightly together; they were a tiny, tangled pocket of heat in the
roiling cold.

When they broke, she pulled a few inches away, eyes glow ng, huge, breathing a little shall ow
"Now t hat was conmuni cation, mister."

"Yesss . . . | thought | heard sonething there. Wat was it sayi ng?"
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She hoi sted herself tantalizingly high enough to | ook himsquarely in the face. "Me want."
Giffin's hands steadied her hips, adjusting, and they both took a sharp inhalation- "Well. Is
this a private party, or what?"

Giffin and Acacia broke away from each other. Tony McWhirter was treadi ng water about three

meters away. A grin was frozen, lifeless, on his face.
Acacia flushed guiltily. "Tony! I, uh . . . thought you were
. owel l, -

"It's pretty clear that you weren't thinking about ne, so save it, Cas."

The dark haired girl shook her head disbelievingly, her hair spraying droplets in all directions.
"Tony, don't be mad. You said it was all right if we each had our fun-" She turned pl eadi ng eyes
to Giffin for an instant, and he backed away from her. Acacia swamover to Tony and tried to |ink
her arms around his neck. He shook her | oose.

"Yeah, well that's true, and it's certainly worked out well for you, hasn't it? | nmean, with every
avai | abl e woman sewn up, and four or five |loose nen running around, you've had plenty of
opportunities to bat those | ashes and wi ggle your hips. Then, if things didn't work out, well, old
Tony's al ways avail able, right?"

"Tony, it isn't like that-" Again she tried to hug him and he pushed her gently away.

"No, Cas. It's all right. | just don't think it's fair that every tine you do this to me, everyone
ends up thinking I'mthe villain." He turned and di ved and was gone beneath the waterfall

Giffin swamover to her, although he didn't try to touch her. She watched Tony go, and sone of
the vi brancy had gone out of her

"I"'msorry," Giffin said, not knowi ng what el se to say.

She didn't ook at him "lI'msorry too." Her voice was painfully flat. "I think maybe we had
better get back to the others."

Through the rippling vertical sheet of water, the retreating figure of Tony was indistinct and
growi ng smaller with each stroke. Acacia started to speak but the words wouldn't come at all.
Giffin foll owed her out through the thundering turbulence. He had let his mnd stray from

busi ness. He wasn't here for fun. And the nore he thought about it, the less it seened that
anybody el se was, either.

Chapt er Ei ghteen

SNAKEBI TE CURE

Giffin was pulling his boots on when Mary-em sl apped hi mon the shoulder. . . gently. That
startled him "Hey, Gary. Did you know this R ce guy? The guard?"

Giffin didn't let hinself react. "Rice? I dunno. Does he work in Dream Park?"

"He did. Omen and Margie were telling us about it. Seens he got killed in the Research building a
coupl e of days ago. The whol e place was buzzing with it when they were being prepared for
insertion this norning."

Giffin kept his eyes on his boots. "Hmim Mybe | did hear sonething about it. I'msorry. Last
week was really hectic." He pulled the laces tight and tied them "I wasn't paying nuch attention
to gossip."

"Well, 1| just thought maybe you knew him Maybe he ate at your restaurant now and then?"

"I't's likely enough. What happened to hinP"

She jabbed himwith the tip of a short strong finger. "I thought naybe you could clear that up
handsonme. Ah well, get your pack on. Playtine's over." She waddl ed away whistling tunelessly to
hersel f.

Well, that solves one problem Giffin thought. He had considered dropping a comment about Rice's

death into a group discussion, just to see if anyone flinched. For the role of the thief he had
too many suspects; and nobody seemed to be acting like a hunted killer. Now the news was out, and
he could sit back and watch the results.

It seened likely that the killer didn't know the guard was dead. The Giffln's prey nmght wel
believe that Rice woke up with a headache and a sore neck. That would make it a gane, a conpl ex
exercise in ingenuity and daring. But nurder, that would be different. The Ganer who had chuckl ed
privately about his marvel ous coup m ght now begin to show signs of panic.

And who was left as suspect? Well, high on the list were Bowan the Black and his |ady, Dark Star.
Mary-em S.J., and Tony McWirter had no apparent alibis for Thursday evening. Neither did Aiver
or Gnen. Al of the other Ganmers were covered, assuning that those who had al ready been killed out
agreed to submt to the voice stress anal yzers.
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Unless . . . Acacia? Was she covered for the entire night? Pride be dammed, the | ady seened
unconmonly. interested in the Giffin's past. And ny body. Damm Fortunato! Did he have no sense of
tact?

Cone to think of it, what about Kasan M bang? He was in the Gane at that point, and would have to
account for his actions |like any Ganer.

And what of the worknen who entered Gaming Area A to change the sets? Coul d one of them have
sneaked away fromthe ot hers.

"Holy nother of nercy," Giffin whispered bitterly. This was quickly getting out of hand. He woul d
have to have Bobbi ck check that for himas soon as possible.

He stood, breathed deeply and shoul dered his pack. The line was form ng again, but this time he
had a new partner: Acacia. She stood next to him waiting for Chester's call to nove out. She
didn't speak.

"Hey, lady. Who's not conmunicating flow?"

Her smile was faint. "I'msorry, Gary. Do you mind if | walk with you?"

"I'd like that. Things aren't good with the boyfriend, eh?"

A sigh. "On and off. Of right now | don't really feel nmuch like talking. Do you mnd? I'd just
kind of like to walk with you." She | ooked up at him and for the first time he saw no strength,
no assurance in that beautiful face, only confusion and | oss.

So Giffin walked with her as Chester started the colum on its way. Together they wound their way
into the nmountains, silently sharing the sights and npbods of the day.

Toget her they huddl ed beneath the branches of a gnarled dead tree as the Ford sent a storm agai nst
them Dora, the spirit of nature, raged in the sky and in the earth, and dark cl ouds gathered,
spitting splintered lightning into the mountains. Protected by the Cerical power of Gaen and Owen
Braddon they still shivered in the cold rain. The wind plucked at them and torn brushwood tunbl ed
through the air at frenzied speed. Wen |lightning struck, the ground trenbled om nously, and rocks
began to fall.

It seemed that half the nountain was falling on them waves of nud, a hail storm of boul ders. They
saw the earth open and swall ow one of their bearers. Before the stormwas over Acacia and Giffin
were cuddling for warnth, still unspeaking, shivering as they held one another

" costing us tine!" Henderson nuttered, while Mary-em bellowed a song into the storm

"I have a magic Wzard' s staff, | think it's really swell,
What ever tries to slow ne down, | blowit straight to Hell-"

They coul d barely hear her, and nobody would join her. She desisted.

When at last the rain stopped, and the storm clouds boiled away into vapor, the Garners crept out
and | ooked anxiously into the sky, shaking water fromtheir hair and bedrolls.

Acaci a kept her eyes on the ground as she straightened herself up. She was barely audi ble as she
answered Chester's roll call, and Al ex watched her, worried.

Only Kagoi ano had been killed, which | eft eighteen people in the Gane: the fifteen players, Lady
Janet, Kasan Mi bang and the bearer Kibugonai. As soon as everyone had their breath back, they
conti nued on.

After another mile of silent conpanionship, Giffin finally asked, "Does he do this to you often?"
"I don't know who's doing what to who, right now Hell, maybe | amtoo bossy. Maybe | do play
around too rnuch. "

Al ex chose to ignore the inplied question. "Cone on, Acacia. Yesterday you were telling ne that I
needed to get nore involved in the Game. Ckay. So do you, now. "

"You're telling ne to ignore the fact that the man . . . that soneone | |ove has been hurt through
my actions? | can't do that."

"Then go talk to him™"

"No," she said softly. "I can't do that. Not yet. W might be able to talk later. W' ve had this
probl em before, and it's always worked itself out. Before. Maybe tonight we'll be able to talk."
She | ooked up at himwi th the sane pl eadi ng eyes he had seen under the waterfall. "I hope you
don't think that I'ma tease, because | really do like you. | just don't think that you and

shoul d take things any further than they've gone."

"I can understand that. Really. Listen. Let's just forget that all of this happened, all right? If
you help me believe that 1'ma Thief out to steal back precious Cargo, then I'll help you renenber
that you're a beautiful Warrior heading for the fight of her life. How does that sound?"

She creased her neutral expression into a smle and said nothing.

The route they travel ed was turning green again, but now the trees and bushes seened stunted,
twisted, as if the soil itself contained alien nutrients. No branches bore | eaves, but strange
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golden fruit hung fromthem and Giffin westled with the tenptation to pluck and taste one.

He couldn't explain it, but sonehow he knew they were being watched by hostile eyes. He found
himsel f thunbing the hilt of his knife and whistling tunel essly, nervously, his eyes roam ng the
crags above and the occasional gullies bel ow

The other Garners were restless too. Al ex caught Tony McWirter |ooking back at them Tony's eyes
shied away when they net Giffin's. He seemed not resentful, but afraid.

"What do you think, Cas?"

"I feel it too. Sonething' s happening. It'll be soon.'
it at ready though there was no visible foe.

Fear. That was what he felt, pure fear, something on a | evel he couldn't touch intellectually,
sonmet hing nore prinitive than reason

Up ahead, Chester called the line to a halt. The mass of Garners grouped around the Lore Master in
a ragged semicircle.

Chester raised his hand for silence. "W all feel it, so |l don't need to tell you that there is
danger up ahead. | think we're nearing Cargo. What formit will take | haven't a notion. If we
have to break the line for conbat, let's see m xed couples. Try to pick soneone of a different
guild to stand with now W can't afford to |l ose two of any category. Let's try to spread the
damage. Al right? Anyone who needs to exchange partners, nows the tine. S.J., up here with ne."
The youngster whooped and raced up to stand next to the Lore Master. Sonme of the players scranbl ed
around, but Al ex and Acaci a stayed together.

The path narrowed and led through a slit in the rock wall. Omen Braddon, a Ceric, provided a
gentle white glow to protect and illum ne their way as they passed through a | ong, roughly
triangul ar tunnel. The tunnel was cool and dry, but there was slippery noss underfoot. Wen it
opened out again, there was a collective sigh of relief.

They were on the other side of the nountain now, heading into a wooded area filled with clunps of
di sturbingly twisted trees. They seened to be on a plateau, and Al ex watched Lady Janet point to
anot her range of mountains beyond, and saw Chester snile

One tree stood apart fromthe others, its branches spreading in all directions for a radius of a
dozen nmeters. Looking at it, seeing the unhealthy brown of its nottled |inbs and the manner in
which its roots craw ed snakeli ke al ong the ground before burying thenselves, Giffin felt fear

She shivered, and drew her sword, holding

agai n.

Chester stopped the group with a raised hand, and wal ked toward the tree a few paces. He studied
it carefully, then cane back. "S.J.," he said brusquely, "I think that this one is for you. W' ve
got Cargo."

"Subsonics," S.J. nodded. "I can feel it. Ckay, we've been |ured and warned. How do we handle it?"

"I'"mnot sure . Chester was watching the tree with a practiced eye. "The Cargo won't be
buried under the tree. That would be too nuch like last tine. " He watched the branches
swaying in the wind. "Wait a nminute. The air currents here aren't strong enough to nove the tree
that much."

"Look at the shadow, Chester." S.J. pointed.

The tree's shadow was behaving even nore strangely. It weaved, out of synch with the novenents of
the tree. The shadow branches strained out, spectral fingers pointing towards.

"The cai m of rocks." About twenty neters fromthe tree stood a pyram dal pile of |arge stones.
"S.J., Margie, Eames and Giffin. Come with me. The rest of you, stay back."

The quintet of Garners walked slowy to the pile. Chester halted them and wal ked forward and
around in a wide circle. At one point he stopped, backed up a bit, then turned and canme back to
them "All right. 5.1., you and Eanes take the far side. Margie, you and Giffin work this side.
Let's get sone of these rocks cleared away so we can see what we've got."

Al ex thought he saw a guilty wi nce crease Chester's face when S.J. answered with a perky, "Yes,
chief!" and bounded around to the far side. Sonething wong here . . « but what? Al ex bent to the
job of clearing the rocks. Margie, as an Engineer, had to hel p supervise, but at her age she could
scarcely be expected to nove the small boul ders herself.

He grunted, rolling away a stone. "What do you think of. ¢« ." He heaved another aside. " of
this Game? | nmean, so far?"

"Heavens. |'ve hardly had a chance to get intoit. |I'mhoping that | have a chance to rig
sonething really interesting before too nuch | onger."

"Don't you get points for everything you do in the Gane?"

"Of course, but it's nore fun to do sonething el aborate. Besides, the Garners vote for bonus
points at the end, so it never hurts to be flashy."

Chester's voice cut in on them "Don't worry, Margie. You'll have plenty of opportunity to show

your stuff.”
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"I certainly hope so, dear."
"S.J.? How are you-?"
Chester moved quickly around to intercept her. "Let's keep our teans divided until-" Giffin
wat ched, suspicion chewing at his nerves. Margie ignored Chester and wal ked snoothly around himto
the other side. Chester took another step, turning. His | egs were crossed when a rock rolled under
his feet. As he stunbl ed, he grabbed at one of the rocks on S.J.'s side-
Fromhis angle, Giffin sawonly a small white snake with red and yellow trimslide out of the
pile. Chester's face went slack and pale as he sawit, and paler still as it expanded its hood and
reared back hissing. "Kill it!" Henderson whispered in a ghastly quiet voice, his eyes riveted on
the reptile.
Alex hurled a stone at it. The snake di sappear ed.
"Damm. " Chester said it with intense feeling. H s face, already pale, had taken on a yellow sh
cast. "Ch, shit."
Margi e helped himto his feet. "What is it, dear? The snake didn't touch you, did it?"

She stepped around toward the other side of the five-foot heap

"It didn't need to. Ch no. . ." He seened dazed and disoriented. G na had broken away fromthe
rest of the Garners and was beside him steadying him "Don't you see?" He spread his arns w de.
There was a pale yellow glow all around him "That was a bidi-taurabo-haza. |'mdead, Margie. I'm

wal ki ng dead. "
By now the nass of Garners had broken ranks and were grouped around him Acacia pulled Alex to the
side. "Did you see what happened? Way the hell didn't he scan that pile for danger?" Giffin

| owered his voice. "He knew it was there. He tried to kill S.J. and Eames out of the Gane. He got
caught hinsel f. Rough justice."
"Whew. So Chester finally got caught." A |eashed chuckle. "I wonder how he'll get out of it?"

Gnen stood by the rock pile, concentrating with her eyes closed. Her aura gl owed around her, then
spread to envelop the heap. It too glowed white, fading as Gmen opened her eyes. She gl anced
around at Chester. "It's clean now. "

"Great." He crooked a finger inmpatiently at the rest of the group. "All right, let's see what we
have here."” He notioned Gven and Omen to his side. "Pool your strengths. Do you think you can save
me?"

The two Clerics nmeshed aura for a few nonments, then shook their heads. The ol der man cl asped
Chester on the shoulder. "lI"'msorry, Ches. It's too strong for us."

The king was dying. Was that check, or mate? Giffin asked, "What does that do to us? Is the Gane
over ?"

Chester flagged a hand inpatiently. "No. Sonething that deadly, that struck w thout warning? And
even worse, a snake? Not after the hell | raised about the snow vipers, he's too eager for a clean
kill. No . . ." Henderson's gaze unfocussed, and he scratched his side reflectively with a bony
thunmb. "No, | think our

M. Lopez has prepared a way out for nme. He's having another of his little jokes."

Bright red hair streaked with dust, and one sl ender arm scraped fromwist to el bow G na had
moved a good many rocks very quickly. "W're alnost finished, hon." She picked up her power staff
and brushed it off. "Wat happens next?"

"W wait and see, G na." The Lore Master reached out an unsteady hand for her, and when she took
it he pressed it desperately hard agai nst his cheek

He | ooks like he thinks he's dying, Giffin thought. He |ooks Iike he is dying. How can he let a
ganme do this to hin®

As the rocks were pried |oose or rolled away, three wooden boxes surfaced. Faded stencilled

| etters showed, and the Garners began to | augh

Chester wal ked over to the others and, in spite of hinmself, began to smle. Still partially
covered by pebbles and dirt, there lay three battered cases of Coca- Col a.
"Well, children, this is our way out," Chester said. "I hope." He notioned to Kasan, and the guide

j ogged up without hesitation

"Yes, oh dying bwana?"

"Are your Cargo gods strong enough to save ne fromthis disease?"

"Ch, nost assuredly, M. Henderson. The only real concern is what the gods may want of you in
return for your life."

Chester seermed only mildly surprised. "You nean the undertaking of the quest is not enough?"

"Ch, no. You do it nore for the sake of other Europeans than you do for us sinple island folk."
"All right. Scan these boxes, ah . . . Onen and Bowan. W don't want any nore screw ups just yet."
The pile glowed white and green, with no hint of red. Chester said, "QOpen them"™

Mar gi e produced a sl ender crowbar and, with an econony of nobvenent that was delightful to the eye
she levered slats froma box. S.J. and Aiver attacked the others.
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Each box contained twenty wasp-wasted bottles of caranelcolored fluid. Warm
"All right. We're going to have to appeal to the gods of Cargo. That means we need to be as high

and holy as possible. For this group, |I'mafraid that means about three bottles each.”
Kasan held up his hands. "Ah. . . none for me, bwana. You can count ne out of this one."
Ki bugonai deferred also, as did Lady Janet. "I'mallergic to caffeine,"” she said sweetly.

Chester sighed. "Then it's four bottles each. Let's get started.”

Giffin sat cross-legged next to Acacia in the semicircle. Gaen and Omxen were at the hub, the
opened boxes of Coca-Cola at their sides.

"Hear us, Jesus-Manup. Hear us, God-Kilibob. Hear and observe," they intoned slowy. Gwen opened a
bottle and passed it to Omen. Omen gave it to Al an Leigh, Leigh passed it to Mary-em it passed
down the line until it reached Chester at the far end. Gaen continued opening bottles until al
hel d twel ve-ounce contai ners of | ukewarm col a.

"We accept this thy sacred fluid into our bodies in thy nanes.

Giffin gagged it down. "I don't |ike soda pop," he whispered to Acacia. "I don't drink this
junk. "

"Shut up and glug," she whispered back, not bothering to hide her grin. "You' ve got to."

Giffin finished his, and passed another bottle along. "Wat if | have di abetes?"

"Then you can have your inplant adjusted after the Gane. Drink," she commanded. O lie handed him
hi s next twelve ounces.

Giffin drained it, stifling a heartfelt belch. Then he reconsidered and eructated with vigor. The
echoes were fearsone; they seened to go on forever, down the line and back up

After the fourth round, noans could be heard fromall corners. Tony | ooked green and had

hi ccoughs. Al ex synpat hi zed whol eheartedly.

"Who's ready for lunch?" Mary-em s question raised a chorus of vile suggestions.

Onen and Gaen finished their drinks, and sat amd a heap of enpty bottles. "W are ready. Hear us,
oh gods-" The air above the entire group began to shimer with electric white. Onven |owered his
voice. "All join hands, please."

Onen and Gaen faced each other, interlocking fingers as they closed their eyes.

The aura junped and crackled, a bird s nest woven of |ightning.

The air sizzled with power. Giffin squinted against the glare. H's skin craw ed. The ground
itself trenbled.

A thunderous voice split their ears, a sound that echoed to the far nmountains and back. "Yes, ny

children," the voice said with trenendous deliberation, each word rounded and perfectly

enunci ated. "I know what you wi sh of us. Yes, your |eader may be saved. He shall pick five anobng
you, quick-witted and wise, to conpete for his life. i~ you win, his life will be returned to him
If not. "

The voi ce faded away, and the dancing glow |lifted.

Chester definitely | ooked nore yellow sh. He rose unsteadily to his feet. "Leigh, Acacia, Qdiver
Gna, and. . . Giffin." He gazed at Al ex speculatively. "Sonething tells ne that you ni ght answer
questions as well as you ask them"

Confusi on ran unnasked on Alex's face. "Questions?"

Acacia took his armconfortingly. "Don't worry. | think you'll do fine."
The sky runbl ed above them and cl ouds began to nass. Like soapsuds floating in a whirl pool, they
swirled together, directly in front of the sun, eclipsing it. Darkness fell, and stars gl owed

above them Then it seened that the very fabric of space was twisting and torqueing, tortured by
forces beyond i magi nation. The stars were rippled aside as the sky tore open. Soft, pale blue

i ght pul sed beyond the edges.

From the regi on beyond the sky cane a tiny shadow that growl ed noisily, growing |arger by the
second. Now it was plainly visible, an olive-drab Arny-issue helicopter with its engine at ful
throttle. It hovered above them then set down on the grass twenty neters away. A dark man in a
smart white uni form hopped fromthe door and ran to themcarrying a clipboard.

He saluted Chester smartly. "M . Henderson? | believe that your representatives are ready?"

"Yes," he said, |ooking warily at the helicopter. "Were are you taking thenf"

"To heaven, sir."

Chester pointed. "In that?"

"Surplus cargo, sir. W don't waste anything. And now, if your people are ready? Yali is waiting."
"Yali? Who is Yali?"

The man with the clipboard clucked disapprovingly. "He is your internediary. Certainly you don't
think you can get an ap

poi ntnment with God on such short notice? Be happy for a chance to speak with His district Munager.
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Are we ready?"

"One nmonent." Chester spoke softly and hurriedly to his five representatives. "I remenber a little
about the New Gui nea heaven. It was very European. Don't let that throw you. The inportant thing
is the questions. Good |uck."

G na reached out for his hand, and he took it for a nonent, squeezed, then let it fall. "W won't

| et you down, Chester," she promised. He nodded silently, his grin a | opsided sl ash.

The Garners followed their host into the helicopter. The door slammed shut, the engine revved, and
in a cloud of dust it lifted off and vani shed into the wounded sky.
Chester watched the crack seal shut, swallowing them "Nowit's wait,
wait."

Chapt er Ni neteen

he nmuttered. "It's just

NECK RI DDLES

"We will be arriving in Heaven in approxinately three mnutes,” the man with the clipboard said.
He had already taken their nanes down in a precise hand. H s nane was Gengai

There was nothing to see but dense blue fog which strobed |ight. Leigh sat across the aisles from
Giffin, elbows balanced on knees and chin balanced on fists. Giffin |eaned toward him "Wel|?
What do you think we're in for?"

"Some kind of test of wits. Neck riddles, probably." "Neck riddl es?"

Acaci a bunmped himon the shoulder with her palm "Neck riddles. In olden days, a convicted felon
was sonetinmes challenged to answer a series of riddles. If he won, he gained his freedom"
"Sounds |ike a good deal. What did the local king get out of it?"

"Jollies, nostly. Inmagine a poor half-starved and hal f-fl ogged-

to-death prisoner standing in chains at the Royal Court riddling for his life. Sonmetimes the
prisoners did have sonething to | ose. Hangi ng versus burning, for instance."

"How does that apply to us? It's only Chester's neck on the block this tine."

"It's everybody's. Wthout a Lore Master to lead us, we don't stand rmuch of a chance. Lopez knows
that, and he knows we know it, and believe ne, he'll take advantage of it."

The blue fog cleared, and there were white clouds above and ahead of them One bill ow ng

cl oudscape bore a classically boxy-Iooking two-story house. As they "clinbed" to the level of the
cloud Giffin felt his |l oad of Coca-Col a beconme buoyant, and knew that the copter was actually

| osing altitude.

They | anded. The door swung down for them The five Garners stepped down into knee-high white fog.
The surface underfoot was spongy. The house nearby had white clay shingles and banboo shades on
its wi ndows.

Strains of vaguely martial nusic drifted fromwithin., Giffin recognized the overture to Bizet's
Carmen. He hunmed al ong, wondering where the insanity would end.

At the door they were greeted by a European manservant in coat and tails, who bid thementer with
ad Wwrld fornmality. Gengai |ed themthrough a narrow hallway plush with white carpeting. Not a
stick of furniture marred the path, so that when their guide turned left into an open doorway,
Giffin was unprepared for what he saw.

The room was opulent. The ceiling was lost in distance; the walls seenmed to go up forever. Two of
the four walls were covered in bookshelves, a third wall was an enornmous world map. The fourth was
hung wi th reproductions of classic works of art. Giffin recognized a Picasso, tw Dalis, a
Frazetta. Frazetta? Well, why shouldn't God borrow fromthe future to decorate his roons? But the
paintings didn't really conpl enent each ot her

The room was furnished with wought iron chairs interwoven with w cker and padded with | eather
The total effect was fabulous and slightly off-center, as if the designer was only partially
famliar with the culture he was imitating.

They took chairs near the center of the room "I don't like this," Acacia said. "lIt's too polite.
W' re supposed to be lulled.” Giffin drummed his fingers on the chair's arm He could pick out
titles on the shelves, and they were the sanme bizarre hodge

podge as the chairs and the paintings. There was a set of Encyclopaedia Britannica next to five
years of UFO Quarterly bound into | eather volunmes. One whole shelf was filled with books in an
International Classics series of some sort. Directly below it were paperbacks in plastic

envel opes. The effect was mldly disorienting. He should be trying to renmenber riddles. He
couldn't. As a child he had never been tenpted by riddles.

Footsteps in the doorway. Griffin found hinself straightening self-consciously in his seat. He
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refused to go so far as twisting around to see who was there.

"Good afternoon.” The man's voice was cultured, studiedly so. The footsteps came closer, and the
figure passed into his peripheral vision and to the wall map. "I trust that it is afternoon on
Eart h? Ah, good. And your trip was confortable? Fine, fine."

He was a m ddl e-aged bl ack man, | arger and stronger than nost New Gui nea natives. He wore a
tropical shirt and razor-creased white plantation pants. He cl asped his hands behind his back and
fairly pranced fromside to side, personal energy radiating fromhimlike waves of heat

"I amYali, and | would Iike to wel cone you to Heaven. | hope you will enjoy your stay." He

| aughed heartily, as at a private joke. "Yes, | nost certainly hope you do. After all, sonme of you
may stay forever. It is a nice place, actually, one of those infinitely rare situati ons where one
is rewarded commensurately to one's efforts. Surely that is Heaven by any man's definition?" Again
the vastly anused guffaw.

"Now that we are all friends, do have lunch with me, won't you?" Yali clapped his hands, and two
beautiful dark wonen haloed in pale auras wheeled in twin carts |aden with food.

Aiver ran his tongue lightly over his lips. "I hope this isn't a trick. Suddenly I am fam shed."
"Me three," G na echoed.

"No tricks," Yali assured them "Please. Enjoy."

The two carts | ocked together, and flaps folded out fromthe sides to forma buffet . . . of Spam
canned pi neapple, crepes, rice, neat |oaf, corned beef, and sliced white bread.
Acacia | eaned close to Giffin. "It |looks as if this whole place was designed by pulling random

pages out of 1950's wonen's nmgazi nes."

"Frightening, isn't it?" Giffin chose a light nmeal, refused a charitably of fered Coca-Col a, and
returned to his seat.

YaM bounced up and down on his toes, grinning, and Giffin paused in md-bite, a piece of a
children's rhynme running through his mind. . . . And welcone little fishes in with gently smling
jaws. ..

Yali was unable to restrain his enthusiasmany longer. "I do not wish to interrupt your neal, but
just as your nouths nust be fed, so nust your minds." He tapped his head with a forefinger. "Do
you all agree?" There were no dissenting opinions, and that was enough for Yali. "I am sure you
are wondering who | am and how | earned such a position of honor in Heaven."

"Al'l right, YaM consider us nystified." Acacia ate while she |istened.

"I was born in the Ngaing bush area of Sor, a nmenber of the Walaliang patrician and the Tabi nung
matriclan. During Wrld War Two, Europeans canme and pronised nmy people that if we fought the
Japanese we woul d be given all of the things that the Europeans had-electric |ights, autonobiles,
metal tools, tinned neat, and so forth. Naturally we were excited.

"Understand that ny people had |ived a satisfying, happy existence before the Europeans canme with
their guns and m ssionaries. They told us that the reason we were deni ed sophisticated technol ogy
was that we were descended from Ham Ham as you nmay recall, was Noah's son, and after the flood
he | aughed at his father's drunken nakedness. I'mnot terribly fanmliar with Judeo-Christian nmyth
patterns, but | believe that Ham . . no, it was Hanmls son Canaan, was cursed to be a 'servant of
servants' unto his brethren. Well, being evil and natural slaves and all that, we weren't fit to
have the secret of Cargo, were we? So ny people tried to conformthenselves to the dictates of the
Church, and we hel ped the Europeans build roads and plantations, and we dutifully narched off to
war .

"I was one of those who fought. | died in the jungle, and because | was a brave and virtuous man

I went to Heaven. Here | learned that God-not ny God, nor your God, but God nonet hel ess-had al ways
i ntended that we receive our share of Cargo, and that the Europeans had been diverting our goods
for their own purposes.”

Lei gh asked, "And why didn't the Almghty put a stop to it?" Yali sm|ed benevolently. "Because in
his infinite wi sdom He perceived that this was nerely a skirnish between people of different

cultures, and that in time all inequities would be rectified.
And indeed this is happening now M people have |learned the Cargo secret and are using it for
their own enrichnment. |, due to my fanmiliarity with both New Gui nea and the European-"

Acacia interrupted. "Were did you get your know edge of Europeans?"

an excellent question. Basic training for ny arnmy unit was carried out in Australia. There | was
appoi nted Area Manager and given substantial training, including a thorough course in gramar.
God, as you nmay have heard, has little patience for slang, colloquialism or Pidgin English
Naturally, as soon as the political situation in Melanesia is back to normal, the natives will be
able to address nme in their own tongues. For the sake of continuity, however, it is now convenient
to take messages in English. Paper work, you know. W're swanped with it."

Giffin asked, "Heaven doesn't have conputers?”
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"No." Yali noved up to the wall map and fingered a switch. "Have you been wondering just where we

are? After all, theol ogi ans have debated for centuries over the exact |ocation of Heaven. Some
have said that Heaven can be found beyond the stars. Sone say it exists in the heart of Man, and
others claimthat it does not exist at all, that God is dead, or at |east unenpl oyed."

Giffin stifled his laugh. "But you know ot herw se?"

"Absolutely."” The ffick of a switch turned the wall map transparent. "And it is ny pleasure to
reveal to you the true location of the Hereafter." Beyond the transparent wall was a vast white
cloud deck. A hundred neters out, a hole punctured the fluffy white. The hol e was about twenty
nmeters in dianmeter, and | adders rose from beneath, resting against the edges. Light- and dark-

ski nned angel s clinbed up and down, carrying packages.

"Heaven is situated directly above Sydney, Australia. Naturally this opening is not visible to the
i nhabitants of the city. W sometimes sub-contract with Australian nmanufacturers to create Cargo
for us. Sone of our angels are presently exchanging goods with a jewelry conpany which is building
a gol den throne."

Acaci a raised one lovely eyebrow. "Is this for Hi nP"

"Ch, no. It's for nme. | asked Hmif He'd Iike one Hinself, and He said that it was just about the
ultimate in kitsch." You flipped the switch and the picture-w ndow becane a map again

"But 1'msure that we have nore interesting things to speak of. Matters of |ife and death.

Phi | osophi cal things. For instance, can

any of you tell me what a dozen rubber trees with thirty boughs on each m ght be?"

At first Giffin didn't understand; then he felt the sudden tension in his conpanions. It had
begun.

Aiver |ooked at the other four Garners as if checking to assure his right to answer. He cl eared
his throat. "That woul d be the nonths of the year.™

"Quite right, young sir. And have you a question for ne?"

Aiver considered. "Yes, | think so. It's in the formof a rhyne:

As | went over London Bridge

I met ny sister Jenny

| broke her neck and drank her bl ood
And | eft her standing enpty."

The stout warrior |ooked at Yak challengingly. "Tell me, who was ny sister?"

Yali rolled his eyes to the ceiling. "Such a fine neal you' ve just enjoyed. Wuld any of you care
to share a bottle of wine with ne?" He grinned naliciously at Qiver. "Rest assured that it won't
be the same bottle our friend drank atop that famous bridge."

Aiver |ooked only slightly chagrined. "C ose enough. Jenny equals gin, not wne."

"Ah. . . quite." Yali pulled a chair up and sat carefully, crossing one |leg over the other with
exaggerated care. "It is said anong ny people that sone things are inproved by death. Tell ne,

what stinks while living, but in death, snmells good?"

Giffin's mnd raced as he tried to cone up with an answer.

"Ch, cone now. Surely such clever minds as yours won't find this too consunming a problem" Yal
smled smugly.

Leigh raised a tentative finger. "Anbergris. Fromwhales. They stink while they're alive, but when
they' re dead, you can nake perfune fromthe ambergris.”

YaM seened delighted. "Very clever. Very clever indeed. Unfortunately we sinple island folk rarely

traffic in expensive perfunmes. The proper answer is: the pig. | believe that you people were
treated to one of the succulent creatures two days ago? Such a delicious aroma when roasted. But
perhaps you feel | was unfair. Wuld you care to ask me a question in return?"

The sorcerer thought hard for a mnute, then said, "All right. Riddle ne this: what goes through
the door without pinching itself? Wat sits on the stove without burning itself? What sits on

the table and is not ashaned?" He said it all in one breath, and as he waited for his reply he
panted slightly.

"Excellent. Let me think . . ." Yali scratched his ear. Hi s eyes slid shut. Was he getting hints
fromLopez? Giffin didn't want to believe it.

Yali's eyes flew open, and his mouth forned an "Aha!" oval. "Could it be the sun? Yes, | rather
thought it mght.” H's eyes rested with gentle malice on Al an Lei gh, who squi rned unconfortably.
"W nmay have further business later, you and I. Now

who is next?"
Acacia glared at him "Let's hear it, Yali."
"So eager. Let ne think. . . what have we for the headstrong young | ady? Ah, | know. What work is
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it that, the faster you work, the longer it is before you' re done, and the slower you work, the
sooner you're finished?"

The laughter in Yali's face was totally unreflected in Acacia's. She beetled her brows and twi sted
a curl of dark hair around and around on a forefinger.

"Mss Garcia, I'mafraid | nust insist on an answer."

"Ah . . . weaving a basket? The f-faster you do it, the nore mistakes you nui ke, and the nore
likely you are to have to redo it.

"Such inventive mnds we have here today. No, |I'mafraid that the correct answer is 'roasting neat

on a spit'. Don't you see, the faster you turn it, the slower the nmeat cooks. And of course, the
slower you turn it, the faster it cooks. Isn't that just a corker?"

"A corker." Acacia's eyes were half-lidded, and there was an unber flush to her cheeks. Al ex could
al nost smell the sul phur bubbling in her words. "All right, "Yali', try this one.

Whilst | was engaged in sitting
| spied the dead carrying the living."

She tossed her dark hair back with a flip of her head. "What did | see?"

Yali closed his eyes and hunmed. He drunmed his heels gently against the white floor. He scratched
his ear.

"M. Yali," Acacia said curtly, "I"'mafraid | nust insist upon an answer."

He glared at her. "Quite right, Mss Garcia. Could it be a stretcher? A stretched hide carrying a
wounded man?"

"What an ingenious fellow you are. And so quick with your reply. A pity to disappoint you. |I'm
afraid that the proper answer

is a ship. A vessel made of dead wood, carrying living nen.
smi |l ed wanly.

She curtsied in her seat, and YaM

"Wel |, that helps your side a bit, but you're going to need nore. Who's next?"

G na, who had been lost in thought, perked up. For the first tinme, Giffin found no trace of a
dreany cloud in her expression. Even the fire in her hair seened to blaze brighter. "I'll take
it."

"So. Try this: 'l know a word of letters three. Add two, and fewer there will be.'"

G na buried her head in her hands and noaned. At first Alex was worried, then he |istened nore
carefully to the sighs and realised that they were phony.

"Ch ny," she said finally, w ping her eye clear of a nonexistent tear. "The answer wouldn't be
"few, would it?" Her bright red eyebrows arched, and her face screwed up in an expression of nock-
concern. Yali nodded unhappily. G na hitched her chair closer, teeth showing whitely in her smle.
She resenbl ed not hing so nuch as a cat on the hunt, and Al ex found hinself silently cheering her
on.

Her voice was warm honey. "I have a little old question for you, dear. | give you a group of

three. One is sitting down, and will never get up. The second eats as nmuch as is given to him yet
i s always hungry. The third goes away and never returns." Her snile became beatific. "Wio are

t hey?"

Yali seened very displeased. He rose fromhis chair and click-heeled across the room bl ank-eyed,
munbling to hinself. Utimately he turned on his heel to face them "Yes, yes, | know, tine is
against nme. | adnmit | have no answer."

"Ch, I'msorry. The correct answers are Stove, Fire, and Snmoke. W're even again," G na said
sweet | y.

"So you are, and you have one player left to go. M. Tegner. O do you prefer Giffin?" There was
a peculiar gleamin Yali's eye, and Al ex knew that Lopez was having his little joke.

"In this context | prefer Giffin," he said.

"Very well, Giffin. There is a saying you may have heard in your business

Whoever nmekes it, tells it not.
Whoever takes it, knows it not.
And whoever knows it wants it not.

Can you tell ne what | speak of?"
Al ex brooded. In your business. Wiat did he nean by that? As the Giffin, the Thief? As Gary

Tegner, restaurateur? Previous riddles had referred to food. . . O as Alex Giffin, Dream Park
Security head? Nice w de range of choices, there.
Whoever nmekes it, tells it not. Why? Something illegal or immoral? That would fit the Thief and

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (88 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

the Security Chief. Good.

Whoever takes it . . . whoever knows it. If you know what it is, you don't want it. A restaurant
owner mght take black nmarket nmeat if he didn't know what it was. Do you "make" black market neat?
O bad neat, neat that wouldn't pass honest inspection. Pass?

"Excuse me, Giffin, but I'mafraid | need an answer now. "

Get a hunch, bet a bunch. "Counterfeit noney."

Yali's expression went dull. Acacia reached out a warmhand for Giffin's and squeezed

af fectionately.

"Well. Right you are. And do you have a riddle for ne?"

Alex had finally remenbered a riddle. "Do as | say, don't do as | do. Say boots without shoes."
Yali's eyes unfocussed. His |lips noved, silently repeating Alex's words, while Alex sweated it
out. Presently he said, "Boots."

" Drown! "

Yali's teeth flashed |ike sudden lightning. No, he hadn't been sure. "Well. W're exactly even.
Five for you, five for nme. Unfortunately, that |eaves you where you started, with M. Henderson's
life dangling by the proverbial thread."

Aiver folded his hands neatly in his |lap, and squared his shoul ders, but the way that he chewed
his upper lip before answering betrayed his nervousness. "Wat happens now?"

"I amgoing to ask one nore riddle, a tie breaker. If your team s selected representative can
answer it, M. Henderson lives. If not, he dies.”

Aiver was indignant. "But that's not fair! You can make the answer as ridiculous as you |like, and
if we don't get it, that's the end!"

"Quite so. | recognise the intrinsic uncertainty in such a contest, so | will offer you a side-
wager. |If any of you will put your own lives up as a stake, | will accept it. In other words, if
you wi n, everyone lives. If you |lose, M. Henderson lives but one of you dies." The five were
silent. "Well?"

Giffin was thinking, | can't! I'mnot a self-centered coward, |I'ma detective. | can't!

Lei gh stood, drew in a deep breath and exhaled noisily. "I got us into this. If I hadn't bl own
both points we'd have won. It's only fair that | be the one."

"Bravo, M. Leigh. Such bravery. Such sacrifice!"

"Such bullshit. Let's get on with it."

"Quite. For your life, then

Who makes it, has no need of it.
Who buys it, has no use for it.
Who uses it can neither see nor feel it."

"Repeat that, please."

"You should listen nore carefully, especially since the answer has special significance for you-"
and Yali repeated the riddle. Giffin found hinself holding his breath. Leigh was stalling, his
puf fy cheeks drawn with tension.

Coffin, Giffin realised suddenly. Coffin. Coffin, you idiot!

Desperately, Leigh blurted, "A prosthetic leg for a blind child?"

Yali shook with silent mirth. "What an inagination. You will certainly be welconme here in Heaven
No, it's a coffin, M. Leigh. Don't you find that dreadfully appropriate?" Yali stretched his arns
hugely, happy to have clained at |east one victim "Wll, unless you' d like to play nore ganes,
the rest of you may return to Earth. M. Leigh and | have business."

G na stood and took one of Alan's hands in hers. "Thank you," she said sincerely. "You didn't have
to do that."

H's nmouth twitched, trying to forma snile. "Yeah, well, | might have done it better."

There was noisture glistening in his tear ducts, and G na kissed himsoftly on the nouth. "I'm
proud of you anyway," she said.

Acaci a hugged himfromthe side. "Ditto, Alan. Don't worry. W're going to win this for you, kid."
"Yeah," said Leigh, staring into the wall, his face doughy and I|ifeless.

Gengai appeared at the door. "We're ready to | eave now, " he chirped.

"WAit a minute!" Giffin found his voice ragged. He took Leigh by the shoul der. "Thank you, Al an."

The Magi ¢ User managed to nod his head in acknow edgenent. "It's all right. Go on, get out of
here. And win itl~~
"W hear and obey, 0 nmighty mage." G na kissed him again, on the cheek. "Watch us. It'll be worth

it."
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The helicopter drifted away from Yali's cloud. Looking out, Giffin could see a string of white
factories on adjoining clouds, white puff ettes rising fromtheir snokestacks as they busily
churned out Cargo. Angels with nmulti-hued parakeet wings fluttered here and there carrying | oads,
and a heavenly choir performed Handel's Messiah in full-bodi ed SphericSound.

But all that Giffin could really see or hear was Leigh's face, red with the effort to hold back
tears, and a cracking voice that said, "And win it!"

Suddenly, unaccountably, that was all Alex wanted to do.

Chapter Twenty

THE SEA OF LOST SHI PS

It was 1350 hours by the watch inmprinted on the cuff of Giffin's denimshirt. The group had been
back on the march for an hour and a half.

The Iine wasn't jolly. A grimsingularity of purpose could be seen in every face, heard in every
terse word. Mary-emhad tried to get songs going, but the efforts had died stillborn. Finally she
gave up, her tanned and winkled face puckered with discontent. Their trail wound them steadily
deeper into the nountains, and this, in part, may have contributed to the sense of sobriety and
unease. Giffin found himself gazing up into the crags with a chilling and undeni abl e feeling of
approachi ng doom Unbi dden, inages of death and decay sprang into his mnd, and he shook his head,
irritated and upset.

Subsoni cs and sublim nal inmagery? he wondered. Lopez psyching us out? Maybe. Giffin had known it
fromthe first: this was a bl ood duel

Acaci a wal ked next to him her hand occasionally finding his for a few nonents, squeezing then
releasing. As if she too needed the reassurance of physical contact. He took confort in know ng
that his strange nopod was shared

Al t hough the path was broad, Al ex found hinself wandering over to the edge to | ook into the gorges
bel ow, now nostly shrouded with mists. There was no wind, and it didn't feel any colder; but it

| ooked cold. Alex gave in and put on his w ndbreaker

Acaci a was nunbling under her breath.

"What did you say, Cas?" He tried to force warnmh into his voice and it canme out sounding just
that way: forced

Ref | exi vel y, she noved closer to himand took his arm "Nothing neant for human consunption

that's for sure."” She shivered. "I really amgetting uptight, and I don't know why. W haven't
taken really heavy | osses. . . yet."

"Yet ?"

"The repl acenent period ends tonight. Tonorrow and the day after we'll get hit with heavy
artillery. I knowit."

Al ex thought about that. "lIs there any way to minimze the inpact?"

"Yeah. Don't make nistakes. You can see how easy that is. There are just too many ways to die in
this Game. Think about it:

how have we | ost people? Ri ddles, nonsters, natural hazards, gunshot.
"You know, that doesn't sound |ike you, Cas. \Where's the get up and go?"

"It got up and went. | know |I'm acting strange, dammit, and | don't really understand it, either."
She ki cked a pebble out of the way, dark eyes following it as it skipped across the road and
vani shed over the edge: not falling, but suddenly gone, kicked beyond the hologramillusion of a

m sty chasmat their feet.

"Listen. What if | told you that if you keep your chin up you'll get a surprise tonight?"

"Gary-l told you that we shouldn't take things any further. There's been enough trouble."

"I'"mnot talking about trouble. Just a little harmess fun."

"Harm ess, huh? Fun? Just what do you have in nind?"

"Everything but."

"But what ?"

"But taking things any further. W can go as far as we went, can't we?"

She squinted an eye at him "And what about Tony? If we're off al one together sonmewhere not taking
things any further, we mght as well be screw ng."

That word was a jolt. Alex thought it over. "You're right either way. Okay, either we don't go off
alone at all or we take things wherever they go. How s that sound?"

"I ndeci sive. Gary-"

There was a sudden jolt as the line cane to a halt. On a | edge seven feet above the trail, there
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stood a slender dark figure. At first Alex was renm nded of MIlicent: the short, tightly-curled
hair, the delicious figure and the skin tones were all simlar. But this woman was nearly a foot
taller than little MIlie, and MIlie would never have been found in that bold, challenging

st ance.

She wore buckskin boots and beige | eather pants with a copper-buckl ed belt. She wore a red vest
over a beige blouse, and carried a businesslike dagger in a fast-draw sheath high on her |eft
side. The knapsack on her back rode as if weightless. She stood fists on hips, |egs spread apart
and braced firmy. Alex found her beautiful. His lips pursed into an automatic whistling position
"Who is she?" he asked Acaci a.

"I think I saw her at the Gamer sel ection proceedings, but |I don't know the nanme or the rank."
The tall woman junped down fromthe | edge. A mniscule wobble spoiled the illusion of a perfect

| andi ng. Chester greeted her. "Holly Frost, | presune?"

"You've got it, lover. Second-level Thief, first-level Magic User, and generally excellent |ady."
She dusted of f her buckskins by knocki ng them agai nst each other. "And it looks like | arrived
just in tinme. What have we here, a zonbie march? | don't see a bright face in the bunch. Wat the
hell, maybe | should join the other team" She turned as if to wal k away, then turned over her
shoul der and smiled slyly.

"On the other hand, since | obviously have no conpetition here, maybe | should stick around,
accrue a few points, steal sonebody's old man. "

There wasn't a sound fromthe other Garners, although a few nouths hung open in shock. Then Mary-
em pushed Bowan out of the way and waddl ed over to Holly, gazing up at her like a denolition man
exam ni ng a condemed skyscraper

"Think you're pretty hot, do you, treetop?"

"l know it, grandna."”

Mary-em drummed her fingers on her waist for a few nonents, then her crinkled face split with a
grin. "lIt's high tinme we had sone new bl ood. These | ackards are slacking off already. Think you
can roust things up a bit?"

"Or know the reason why."

"Good enough." The little woman stuck out a griny hand, and they shook. "Nane's Mary-em but you
can call ne Mary-em"”

"Done." Holly | ooked at Chester. "You're the man. Let's get this show back on the road!"

In spite of hinself, Henderson's tired face |it up, and there seened to be new bounce in his step
"A'l right, group, you heard the lady. Let's do it!"

"I want her with me," Mary said. She glared at Bowan. "Wy don't you find yourself another perch
sonny?" She pulled Holly in next to her. "You better be able to sing, honey, or I'mgoing to
intimdate you half to death.”

Hol Iy sl apped her on the back. "Do you know ' Friar Ml one'?" Their npbod was infectious. Soon the
entire line was noving at a brisk pace, singing a tale of the unlucky persona of an unskillfu
Ganer of bygone days.

"Through dungeon and city Both ugly and pretty

went the brave lawful Ceric named Friar Ml one

He whirled his warhamrer ' Ginst the vanpire's gl anour
Crying, 'Down with the Denon Undead, Undead, ohi"

Al ex noted that Acacia's expression was no | onger strained, and he was happy. It seened that
everything was right again, that the m ssion would be successful, that- How could he have
forgotten Rice? None of this was real; not the nountains, nor the mists, nor the warmarm of the
worman at his side, nor the happiness he had felt a nonent ago. But Rice was real; R ce's bound
corpse was real. And the Garners sang with no sign of grief:

"But a Succubus found himAnd in her lair bound him

And becane the foul death of brave Friar Ml one

Now hi s ghost stal ks the barrow That he tried to harrow, Crying, 'Down with the Denon Undead
Undead Oh!"

But death had been real for Rice, and Giffin would not forget it again

The trail wound down out of the nountains, cranping them between nasses of granite. Presently it
rounded a tight turn, and Giffln and Acaci a stepped out of shadow into a view of sand dunes and
ocean.
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Acaci a gave a |l ow whistle, and Alex felt her hand tighten on his. The Garners had stopped and
spread out.

Downsl ope was a semicircle of bay. It nust have been deeper once. The |ine of Quonset huts al ong
the sandy shore had once been Navy docking facilities. The docks were high and dry now, and the
bui |l di ngs deteriorated, and the harbor nust have been two to three neters deep

The water was littered with boats and pieces of boats, broken airplanes both nmlitary and
conmerci al, ruined machi nery of every description. Angular shapes halfway to the horizon m ght
have been the bows of luxury liners sunk al nbst beneath the water. One of the nmilitary aircraft
had the grinning jaws of a shark painted on its nose, others showed a fading red sunburst. There
was even one boat-about ten neters in length, standing on its keel as it | eaned against its
rotting dock-with swasti kas enbl azoned on its flank

The killer had crept past a big airplane on his path to Rice

and the neutral scent. Now, which Gamer was giving undue attention to the nmired and broken

ai rpl anes? Troubl e was, everyone was intently studying the harbor, except the Giffin, who was
fruitlessly studying them

"Now what in the world is a Nazi patrol boat doing in the Pacific?" Holly Frost nmurnured to
Acaci a.

Chester was conferring with Mai bang. Acacia called, "W want in on this, Ches."

Chester nodded agreenment. "That sounds fair. Let's gather round, people." The Garners crowded
around the Lore Master, and he tapped Kasan on the head. "You're on."

Kasan Mai bang was nodding to hinmself. "I have heard of this place, but never seen it. Have you,
Lady Janet?"

The smal | bl onde nodded her head, then shook it. "Not actually saw, but | think |I was brought

t hrough here on the way to the Mssion. You know, for the sacrifice?"

The little man's eyes were bright, and his grin nmanaged to convey nystery and nenace at the sane
time. "I think that the lady may be right. In truth, this place snmells of evil, snells of our
enemies. This is the Sea of Lost Cargo, where our eneny |ures European transportati on and robs
them"

" want a close | ook at those buildings,"” Chester said. "Then Wat's the matter, Fortunato?"
McWhirter had been shaking his head as he studied the harbor. "They don't | ook quite. "

"The ships and pl anes? Myst of them are hol ograns. Wiy not? We can't get to them anyway. There
won't be nore than one or two solid nockups." Chester pointed. "Like that Nazi ship. Stands out,

doesn't it? Alnost whistles for our attention. | think we'll search there next. Very carefully.”
Gna sidled up to him "Danger, Ches?"

"You can bet half your points on it. W'II split into groups once we're down there. One group goes
in, one guards." He glanced at Holly. "Well, lady, we get to test you out a bit early. Are you up
to it?"

She said nothing, but licked her lips eagerly. Mary-emfairly vibrated in place.
Al ex nudged his compani on. "Looks |ike Mary-emis nmet her match.”

"That' ||l take sonme doing. W'Ill see.”
The Ganers spilled downhill. Giffin felt vaguely surprised to find that the incline was real
Curiously, he was nore disoriented than he would have been if everything had been illusion. He

| ooked above hinsel f, at the nmountains they had just crossed, and wondered: How much of that was
real ? And didn't know.

H s unease vanished with the childish pleasure of running pellnmell down the slope, always just on
the verge of toppling forward. Behind him S.J. dived into a roll and tunbled to the bottom
whoopi ng. He sprang to his feet, shook the dirt fromhis hair and adjusted the straps on his
backpack. "Ww, that was fun!" He ran hal fway up the slope again and tunbl ed back down, bouncing
to his feet like an elf shot out of a cannon

Wien everyone had reached bottom Chester began ticking people right and left. "S.J., Qiver

Pant hesilea, Giffin, Dark Star,

and. . . Holly Frost. You conme with nme. And Mai bang. The rest of you stay with Ki bugonai and Lady
Janet. We're going in."

"Well all right," Holly said, her face deadly serious. Her eyes gleamed as they roaned the aged
buil dings that lined the docks. She and Giffin were the tallest people in the group, and she
gravitated toward himnaturally. "You're the Giffin," she said, appraising him "lI saw the spear
cast you made on the Nibek. Not bad at all."

"MIdly spectacular. Your nanme's Holly? This is Panthesilea." Acacia smled at Holly with an edge
of challenge. "This is your first big outing?"

"My first '"first run'. I've done ny share of straight Gaming." The tall black girl noticed the way
Acaci a nmoved closer to Al ex, and clucked loudly. "No need to get possessive, honey. | haven't even
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decided if |I want himyet."

Acacia couldn't seemto decide howto react to that comrent. "As soon as you make up your m nd
clue ne in, will you?"

"You'll be the second to know." There was a broad flash of teeth, and Holly pivoted on her heel to
i nvestigate the other nenbers of the group

"I'mnot sure why," Acacia said softly to Alex, "but | think 1 Iike her. O | don't. One or the

ot her."

"What | | ove about you is your absolutely fearl ess sel f-appraisal."

The Garners noved in two clunps toward the docks. Bowan the Bl ack's "Reveal danger!" generated
only a wash of green light. Nothing threatened them then . . . except the passive danger of the

rotted wood they wal ked on

The years had not been kind to the long arc of wood-and-concrete docks, nor to the Quonset huts
and smal |l er wooden structures. But Giffin noticed anonalies. Every line and cable was neatly
coiled, ready for use and rotting in place. Wnch machinery was rust-free, oiled and polished. A
riveted nmetal tank on stilt |egs showed freshly painted letters:

Al RCRAFT FUEL

"Chester, this place isn't abandoned."

"I know, Giffin. W'll have to watch for the owners coning back. And ask ourselves why this place
isn't guarded. Meanwhile

t hat bui | di ng?"

No need to point. Everyone had already noticed that one par-

ticular Quonset hut. It mght have been built yesterday. The netal gleamed. In the walk that |ed
to the front entrance, sone of the wood planks had been repl aced.

G na cast anot her Reveal Danger. Nothing.

The first teamwent in. The rest hovered at the entrance, ready for energencies.

It had been the Administration Building. Wwoden walls had bl ocked it off into cubicles with desks.
Most of the partitions had been torn out. The desks were still there, but nost of them had been
lined agai nst one long wall. But the papers and coffee cups and ash trays were still on the desks,
sone neat, sone nessy; and the desks had been dusted. The great expanse of concrete fl oor had been
swept recently.

The floor was cluttered with. . . well, stuff. As if children had played here, Giffin thought,
whil e the teacher was gone.

There were big, sweeping patterns drawn on the concrete: a good representation of the dockyard and
shoreline, in green paint, and an airfield overlaid in brown paint on the bay itself. There were a
dozen malfornmed little figurines made from gourds and tubers and wood. There were flocks of toy
ships and airplanes, a rich variety of them Sone were crude representations with banboo hulls or
gourd fusel ages and wi ngs of clipped | eaves; but other craft |ooked |ike they had been bought in
Anerican toy shops, or built for the offices of naval and air force officers. A "table ritual",
candl es and clean tablecloth and fresh flowers and cans of corned beef and Spam had been
carefully arrayed on a big desk with four desk chairs around it.

"A cargo cult magician's workshop," Holly Frost said. "If we desecrate this place, we'll put them
out of business for a while."

"Yeah," said Chester. "Mibang, how would we go about. . . Skip it." He went to the big front
entrance and shouted, "Margie!"

" Chest er ?"

"See if there's any fuel in that tank we passed. Find a can and if! it up. Take Eanmes. The rest of
you, start tearing up the boardwal ks for wood. Desecrate be drowned! W're going to burn this

pl ace."

"Chester?"

"Yeah, Giffin?"

"W don't want a bonfire advertising our presence.”

"I know that. We'll set up the fire and touch it off just before we |eave."

diver and Dark Star noved anong the desks, |ooking for anything that mght turn up. S.J. began
arrangi ng a bonfire with wood handed to hi mthrough the entrance. Tony called froma far corner of
the buil ding: "Chester? Two cases of Coca-Cola."

"Save a bottle for each Ganmer. Smash the rest," Chester directed. Tony began smashing bottles with
his gun butt.

Presently Eames and Margie were back with three big gasoline cans. Margi e was glad enough to
relinqui sh her heavy can to Griffin. He began splashing the fluid across the painted map of harbor
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and airfield.

It didn't snell.

He splashed a bit on his hand and sniffed at it. Nothing. He touched his tongue to it.

Wat er ?

He | ooked up-and half a dozen Garners were |looking at himin disgust. Giffin continued
distributing the "gasoline". He felt like an idiot. O course Dream Park wouldn't pernit a huge
bonfire in Gaining Area "A". The fire, when it came, would be a hol ogram

The smal|l Nazi ship | eaned drunkenly above them as Chester's group stood | ooking up. The renaining
Ganers followed to within twenty feet, and stopped. They were well trained.

The ship didn't look all that stable.

"Forward bow," S.J. said. "I bet if someone gave me a lift up 1'd find a rope | adder, and-"

"No need," Chester told him "There are hand holds set in the side am dships. You can do the
honors as soon as | nmake a scan.” He raised his arnms and chanted his incantation

Giffin found hinself |ooking around at the others instead of watching the enerald fireworks.
Soneone el se wasn't paying nuch attention, either

Dark Star was pretending to watch Chester, but she was carefully rubbing sonmething out with her
foot. He watched her slow, subtle grinding notion, alnost as if she were putting out a cigarette.
Then she shifted her bal ance to one foot, |ocked her hands behind her back, and waved the inverted
fist back and forth.

Al ex gl anced back. Bowan was watchi ng her hands intently. A signal, then. Signalling what?

Wien the green gl ow faded, S.J. nobunted the netal |adder and

clinbed aboard. "All clear here, Adniral," he called, and di sappeared fromview Dark Star was
fourth in line to board, and Giffin arranged to be | ast.

"Just a second,"” he whispered to Acacia. Unobtrusively he wandered over to where Dark Star had
been standi ng. Rubbed al nost into oblivion, but still discernible, was an i mense footprint. It
was all he could do to stifle a yell of surprise.

He scranbl ed up after Acacia, enjoying an excellent view of her trimposterior. She hel ped himon
board, and he drew her firmy over to the side.

"Acaci a, why woul d you hide a clue?" Acacia |ooked puzzled, and he rephrased. "Wat | nmean is, if
you saw a sign that indicated danger to the group, would you have any concei vabl e reason for not
telling the rest of us?"

She thought about it. "Well . . . I'd be lowering the chances of survival for the other players.
That woul d nean fewer people to divide the group bonus with. If we won."

"Hm . . . is that all?"

"Well, if you were the only one who knew what was comning, you' d have a better chance to prepare a
pl an of action. You'd | ook really good once the feathers started flying. | guess you know that the

Garners vote a special point bonus for Best Player. Then there are points for bravery.
"Any nonetary incentive?"

"Only indirectly. Wen you've accunul ated enough points to be a Gane Master or Lore Master, then
you can start naking noney." Her words held an unspoken question

"I'I'l tell you later. Just keep on the |ookout for a big nonkey." "Say what-?"
Aiver cane for them "Conme on, guys. Things are hotting up." Acacia reached out and stroked
diver's chin, feeling the three-day growh of beard. "You look terrifically fierce, amgo. | bet

Gmen loves it."

He playfully brushed her hand off. "Cone on," he grinned. They followed the Warrior into the
cabin, where nost of the Garners were busy searching. Giffin noted that Dark Star cast frequent
worried gl ances out of the w ndows.

A steel door stood open in the back of the cabin, and narrow netal stairs |led down into darkness.
Mai bang clinmbed out of the gloom followed by Chester.

"I think we may have sonething," he said, waving a roll of

paper. "W found it wedged behind one of the engines." They cleared dust and tw sted scraps of
metal froma table top and spread out the scroll. Chester arched a single thin eyebrow "A nap
S.J. was squeezing his head between Chester and the table, and his little brown eyes Iit up
"Aerial survey map, chief.”

For once Henderson seened undi sturbed by Waters' enthusiasm "Significance?"

The Engi neer turned the nmap upside down, and flipped it backwards before placing it right side up
again. "Don't seemto be any markings here. "

Chester was tracing a line with his forefinger down what seened to be a river. The map covered a
nmount ai nous region, readily recogni zabl e as New Gui nea. "Pre-lnversion," he nurnured. "Anybody see
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anything interesting here?"
Al ex scanned the map carefully fromacross the table, differentiating the grays and bl acks into
jungle and plain. "There's a blank area about the size of a dinme right there, in that nountain

range." Chester's gaze followed the pointing finger to a pale circle amd a patch of jagged lines.
"Maybe soneone dripped coffee on it? or water?"

Alex ran his finger lightly over the surface. "Nope. Paper's not rough there. | think that's our
clue."

Hender son nodded ungrudgi ng adm ration. "And | think that you're right. Well then, if it's a clue,
then . " He paused, scratching the three-day stubble on his chin. "If our Illustrious Eneny

doesn't appreci ate anyone speaking their nanes, then just maybe they don't |ike anyone to find
them either. A spell intended to nake theminvisible just mght backfire with a photograph

| eaving a blank area like this."

Acacia was still puzzled. "But why a Gernan boat?"

Chester waved it off. "Visual contrast. It tells us where to go. It is in context, though. German
spy planes and high-altitude caneras woul d have been ideal for supplenental fly-bys in Wrld \War
Two. Just a matter of cooperative technol ogy. Kasan, do you recogni se this area?"

The little guide hemmed and hawed for a mnute, then nodded his head. "And | ook here, effendi. W
have a | arge body of water. That would fit with what Lady Janet told us."

"Good, good. Were is this?"

"Hmm . . | believe there is a volcano in here, but | can't find it. It may be hidden in the blank
spot . "

"May be?" Chester seened skepti cal

"Let's not expect too nuch froma poor native guide, kinp sabe,"” he said nodestly. "Trust ne. It's
there. And if . . . since it's there, | think we have here a half-day's march, along the coast,
then inland."

"Excellent. Progress at last.'
it in his backpack.

Holly Frost sniffed the air. "Let's have a danger read, Boss Man. | don't like this setup too
much. "

"You're first-level magic. You handle it."

"Much grass. Hear ne, oh gods!" She tried to spread her arns inperiously, but her knapsack was il
bal anced, and she had to shift it on her shoul der. She was totally unenmbarrassed. "Reveal Danger!"
A green cloud enfol ded her. One edge of the cloud swirled with crinmson |ight.

Chapter Twenty- One

Chester scooped up the roll and curled it, folded it once and stuck

THE HAI AVAHA

The nmood in the cabin changed instantly. Oiver was the first to drop his hand to his sword.
"Methinks it's time to split,” he said, peering out of the cabin.

"Right you are," Chester agreed. "Wnen and Lore Masters first." He was out of the cabin in three
el astic steps. "Hustle, people," he called back, scranbling down the ladder. "I'mgetting a
tingle. It's comng, and it's big."

They bolted after him Dark Star |ooked grim edgy, and Alex found that worrying. He pulled Acacia
to the side. "Get ready. Renenber what | said."

"Bi g monkey tinme? Monkey shmunkey," she grinned, drawi ng her sword. "Just give ne sonething to
cut, and | don't care if it's King Kong."

That, of course, had been Giffin's first thought. "They wouldn't really hit us with King Kong,
woul d t hey?"

"I should let you sweat, asking a question like that. O course not, dunbo. This is New Qui nea,
not Skull Island. Different nythos."

"Just asking." Alex followed Aiver down the |adder. He felt the vibrations as soon as his feet
touched the dock. He lifted his arns to help Holly, and she fell back against him

"Now nornmally | get along just fine, handsone, but in your case |'Il-"'

He felt her cheek, against his, growtaut. "Holy hell. Giffin-" A ex spun around, and gasped. Two
hundred neters away, a light plane of some kind was taking to the air, in pieces. Water surged,
and the dock shook with the inpact of the waves. A sound that started in the bones and radi ated
outward, only bel atedly recogni zable as a bestial snarl, grewin intensity until it hurt their
ears. They glinpsed a dark, vaguely manlike figure rising above the water, then sinking again
behi nd a capsi zed ocean liner. The liner trenbled, and the grindi ng wheeze of shredded stee
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filled the air.

Aiver flashed a glance at Chester. "Wat do you think, Ches? How do we tackle it?"

The Lore Master was peering out over the junked vessels with tiny frow lines crinkling his
forehead. "W don't even know what the hell it is. Al | knowis that that nother's strong." He
squeezed G na's hand hard, and she flinched. "And angry. Honey, how rmuch tinme do we have before
cur f ew?"

She lifted a naked wist. "No watch."

"Just about fifty minutes," Giffin volunteered.

Chester considered. He | ooked worried. "I don't really want to tackle that thing tonight. W're
all alittle tired, and | think that Lopez is counting on that. Well, I'mgoing to surprise him
and back off."

Bowan the Bl ack, face set in a mask of frustration, pushed his way past Aiver to protest. "Wuat
do you nean, 'back off'?"

Chester snapped, "What would | nean, Bowan?"

"I can't believe |'mhearing you right. This is the second tinme you' ve had us turn tail,
Henderson. It doesn't | ook good on ny record."

"How woul d being on the receiving end of a nassacre | ook on your record?"

Dark Star had sidled up next to Bowan. She said, "You nay

not think we can handle it. | do." She turned to the others. "Anyone el se? Shall we do a quick
vot e?"
“I't'll have to be quick," Chester said. The thing was wadi ng toward them now, |eaving a white

wake. A river of water flowed fromits fur. Smaller than King Kong, but nuch larger than a man, it
seened a cross between an ape and a boar, with a boar's tiny eyes, long snout, and jutting white
tusks. Wet, the fur was al nost bl ack; but the lank dry fur of its head and shoul ders was red, with
bright orange and yellowwhite tufts. Its arns were di sproportionately |ong; the hands were
underwater as it waded straight toward them Chester said, "W're short of dithering-time. Ckay, |
vote we run for it."

Aiver ground his foot nervously. "Sorry, Chester. |'ve gotta back Bowan on this."

"Ckay. Gmen?"

She held onto AQiver silently. The body | anguage was cl ear

"Alright, who el se?"

Giffin had chosen. "Follow the Lore Master. Run, but keep |ooking back. W might |earn
sonet hi ng. "

"I agree," said Margie. Onen nodded.

S.J. seemed very unhappy, one thin hand in front of his nouth, brown eyes darting back and forth
before he finally noved next to Chester

He knows sonething, Giffin told hinmself. He caught Acacia's eye and notioned her toward him She
gritted her teeth, but she cane.

Holly Frost was watching Giffin with the barest of sniles pursing her lips. The wheels turning in
her head were nearly audible. She stepped toward Chester, who nodded his appreciation

"Airight," he b'arked, "no nmore time for fence-sitters. Decision tine, people." Eanes joined
Bowan. Tony noved to join Chester. Acacia tried to establish eye contact with Tony, but he ignored
her.

Mary-em grinned rakishly. "Now normally, | love a fight. But I'll stick with nmy buddies this
time." She linked arms with Giffin and Holly.

Chester took a quick count. "That does it. Qutvoted, Bowan." The bl ack-garbed figure gripped
Chester's armand spoke low. "Let me try a spell, Chester? Please? You can start the rest

runni ng. "

Chester's eyes focussed on the oncom ng nonster. Abruptly he

nodded. "Try it if it's quick." H's voice rose. "Not nmuch tine, people. Gna, put a firebolt into
that Quonset hut. The rest of you, head for the slopes.”

Bowan had turned to face the bay. He breathed deeply, readying hinself, and raised his arns.

G na called on the gods. Flame |ashed fromher staff. The Navy Headquarters buil di ng whooshed
flames from doors and wi ndows. Bowan's voi ce was inpassi oned.

"Ch gods of Darkness, grimand cold, Deliver us fromEvil's hold.
Destroy this ape, whate'er it be, And transfer all its power to nel"

At the sound of the last line, Chester's head jerked around. "Wat-?"
Geen light formed a hal o around Bowan. G een |ight reached toward the nonster in a narrow spear
of destruction. The nonster snarled and waved a bl ack-tal oned fist. The bolt touched its face.
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And fire lashed back along its length, as if green light could burn Iike gasoline. The halo

encl osi ng Bowan fl ashed fromgreen to yell owwhite. They heard the whuff of the fire catching, and
then Bowan scream ng curses frominside a tremendous candle flane.

Bowan ran out of curses. He stepped out of the flane and | ooked upsl ope, to where the Garners had
stopped to watch. "Chester?"

There was pallid |ight around himnow, even his robe seened white, and his face whiter. Behind him
the great flame stuttered and di ed away.

"You've got to help me, Chester!" Bowan call ed.

The boar-ape wal ked up onto the dock. Bowan flinched violently, but it passed Bowan as if he did
not exi st.

The Lore Master glanced from Bowan to the advanci ng beast. He screaned, "No tine, Bowan. You're

al ready dead! Look behind you!"

Where flame had engul fed Bowan the Bl ack, there stood a neat conical heap of ash with black bones
pr ot r udi ng.

Dark Star tried to run to the slain nagician, but Chester caught her by the arm "Can't afford to
| ose you too. Get up the incline, dammit!"

The nonster took one nore step toward the fleeing Garners, then turned ponderously toward the

bl azi ng Quonset hut. It di sappeared behind the buil ding.

Chester's eyes wi dened as he watched a plunme of firelit snpoke sucking itself back into the
buil di ng's doors and wi ndows. The fl ames went bl ack-bl ack!-dw ndl ed and were gone, |eaving not so
much as a soot stain on the corrugated netal

"Doubl e dam, " Chester whispered. "Now that's a trick." Then, "Ch!"

He fished into his pocket and pulled out a teardrop-shaped crystal, clear as ice, with a bl ood-red
spider frozen in the center. He pointed it at the nonster. "Hear me, oh gods! | request a tracer

a mark by which to find this beast on the norrom" His aura flickered with strain, but the
talisman it fromwthin, the spider crawming sluggishly to life. "Got you," he grinned at the
nmonster, dropping the crystal back into his pocket. "And tonorrow. " He turned and ran

i gnoring the dying sound of Bowan's voice, the mlk-pale tindalo still standing with arns
out stretched, scream ng
"Dam you, Henderson! |'Il get you for this! You wait, coward.

Al ex sucked air as if he'd been underwater too | ong. The ache in his chest was only just beginning
to subside. Next to him Mry-emwas bent doubl e, coughing, her ruddy face even darker than usual
These last five mnutes he had run while pulling Mary-em al ong by her sword harness.

The nonster had only given up the chase after the ot of themwere totally exhausted. Henderson
was on his side in the grass, wi ping sweat fromhis face with a wet, dust-crusted sleeve. Gna |ay
sprawl ed beside him her eyes closed, breath rasping in her throat.

McWhi rter was up and spreadi ng his pack. The Gods knew where he found the energy. He' d been ahead
of Alex all the way, even before Mary-emstarted to fall behind.

S.J. bal anced on his knees, dry-retching. He shook his head and | ooked at Dark Star venonously.

Bet ween coughing fits he was nmunbling words that Giffin had to strain to hear: "I knewit. | knew
| shoul d have bl own the whistle on those bastards. | knewit. "

Prof essional reflexes triggered. Giffin rolled over and stood up, though his head spun. He wal ked
over to S. J. Waters and hovered

above him Waters |ooked fearfully up into a big black shadow. Giffin dropped to his haunches
besi de the boy. He kept his voice |low and matter-of-fact. "Tell ne all about it, or we both talk
to Henderson."

"Wwhat do you nean?" S.J.'s expression nmade the protest pitiful

“If I can't get it out of you, maybe Henderson can. You were spying on Bowan and Dark Star. Wat
did you see?"

Waters seened to weigh his options. Giffin gave himsone tine, then started to stand up

"Wait! Giffin, if Henderson finds out-"

"He won't. Not if you tell it straight."

"Sit down before soneone notices!"

Giffin sat.

"Al'l right. The first night of the gane, everybody was hopping into the woods for sone nookie.
Hell, man, | just didn't have anything better to do."

"So you pl ayed peeping tom You followed them Wy then®?"

"Ch . . . Bowan's such a . . . | nean, the way he acts, you can't inmagine the mghty sorcerer with
his pants off. And Dark Star, why would anyone chase her? | just wondered about them So

foll owed t hem
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"The only thing was, they weren't interested in fooling around. They cut across the Ganming area to
where the worknen were setting up props and testing the hol ograms, and they spied. | just spied on
them The worknen turned on the giant nonkey and ran it through its paces. | saw Bowan and Dark
Star go into a whisper on it, and then they both scanpered back to the Daribi village. They've
been waiting for that thing to show up ever since." S.J. |aughed. "They nmust have thought it was
just a poor man's King Kong."

His face had finally |lost some of its beet color. He hunched his shoulders. "Really, that was al
there was to it." H's eyes pleaded, and suddenly Giffin felt sorry for him "Please don't tel
Chester, huh? Honest to God, | wasn't trying to cheat. | was just lonely and thought |I'd have a
little fun. Please?"

What S.J. had said seened to fit the facts. And it helped. Giffin patted his shoul der

confortingly. "I won't say anything. You just stay out of other people's business, okay?" The
Engi neer nodded with all the sincerity he could nuster. Giffin stood, wal ked a few paces away,
and fl opped.

Acaci a got unsteadily to her feet and wal ked over to join him He held out his hand to her; it was
clamy and cold with condensing sweat. Her face was streaked with sweat and what | ooked
suspiciously like tears. She hugged him and said angrily: "God, Lopez nmade us pay for that."
"For runni ng?"

She nodded. "Can you imagi ne what that rout is going to look like on tape? | wouldn't want to be
Chester right now "

Mary-em s face turned angry. "\Wat was he supposed to do, Acacia? You saw what that hairy freak
did to Bowan."

Acacia sank to the ground and stared at her feet.

They | ooked like the aftermath of a disaster. Alex was in good condition, but it had been no
picnic for him The damable thing, the haunting, huniliating thing, was the way Lopez had toyed
with them The nonster had remmined just close enough to keep themrunning, and far enough back
that they wouldn't turn and nake a stand.

Hender son was wavi ng the group together with an unsteady hand. "Kasan!" he bell owed. He | ooked
around for the guide. Kasan was having trouble getting up.

"Al right, Kasan. What was it?"

The little guide kept one hand on his chest and swallowed air before trying to speak. "I have no
clue, bwana. There are many such creatures known to us-"
"Clues? I'Il give you clues. That critter's fur was the color of fire where it wasn't wet."

Hender son stopped to pant, then

"When Bowan tried to steal its power, it burned himcrisp. And we saw it nake a fire bum backward
Aren't those clues? Its power is fire. What kind of fire demon have you got for us?"

"Ah. Now | believe that | know what that creature was. The | egends of ny peopl e speak-"

"Cut the bullshit, dammit." Al heads swung around to face Dark Star, who was w ping the wet from

her eyes with the side of a clenched fist. "I just want to know what killed Bowan."

Hender son gave her a warning gl ance, and she bit her lower lip, furious.

Even Mai bang seened a bit upset. "I was saying that we have a |l egend that m ght apply. The
Hai avaha-"

"Nobody gi ves a good goddamm what its nane is. Wiat was it?" She was shaking now, her voice rising
al nost to a scream

Chester crossed to her in tw strides and took her by the shoul ders.

"Now you listen to ne, lady. You and Bowan wanted to have at Junbo back there. In fact, you wanted
it so damm bad that it really nakes me wonder. | didn't like it then, and | didn't like it when
Bowan gave us his little prepared incantation. Frankly, | don't think he's good enough to conme up
with that off the cuff. Do you get ny drift?" She tried to turn away fromhim but his slender
fingers bit into her shoulders without mercy. "Now you and | both know that | can't prove
anything. But so help nme, if you don't shut up and let the rest of us play this Gane the way it's

supposed to be played, I'll see to it that you join Bowan the Bl ack."

The ot her players seened enbarrassed for themboth. Dark Star nodded her head silently, a single
teardrop drooling down her puffy red cheeks. Miibang cleared his throat politely. "Un . . | was
saying that ny people have a | egend about this creature." Chester had finally rel eased Dark Star
and had turned to face Maibang. "It is said that centuries ago, Man was forced to eat his neat

raw, and lie helpless in the darkness of night. He was denied the secret of fire. Fire was the
sol e possession of the gods, who felt that such a gift was nore than nmere humans coul d safely
control ."

Chester had his nmind back on the Game. "Was there no fire at all on Earth?"

"Ah, that is where the Mnster cones in. Fire could be found in but one Earthly place, the lair of
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the dread Hai avaha. Wether itself a nminor god, or nmerely a watchdog for the gods, was not known.
But when men shivered in the cold, the Haiavaha had warnth. And where men depended upon the com ng
of dawn to rescue themfromthe clutches of night, the Hai avaha had somehow gai ned possession of a
smal | piece of the sun, and kept it burning in its cave.

"Many men died trying to steal the secret. Then one night a dog was beaten and chased away from
the canp for stealing a haunch of pig and insulting the cooking-woman. Its naster shouted that it
could not return unless it could redeemitself. The dog found the cave of the Haiavaha, and,
seeing that the creature was asl eep, snuck in and stole a burning branch. The nonster woke and
came after the dog. It ran for its life, the fire burning its nouth horribly.

Dogs have not been able to speak since that night. But it escaped the Haiavaha and brought fire to
the village."

"And ever after Man has had fire. | can guess that nuch. But if this is the Haiavaha, what does it
want from us?"

Mai bang shrugged. "Possibly it is still angry." Chester propped hinself on his el bows, thinking.
"What about the way it nmade the fire burn backward?"

"Qur | egends do not speak of that at all."”

"But in that case . . ." A smile spread |like a slow dawn over Chester's long face. "It's stil
there to be stolen. Right. You know, it's a pity that dog couldn't talk when it got back to the
village. You d've stolen it by now"

Mai bang was grinning too. "I believe we would at that." The Lore Master seened to be vastly

pl eased. "Well, it's a damm good thing that | put a tracer on the Haiavaha. Tonorrow we'll hunt
that thing down." He stood, stretching. "Now, people, let's pitch canp. Uncle Lopez should be
providing us with dinner any tinme now. | think we've earned ourselves a little party. Wat say?"
A ragged cheer broke out, and the Ganers fell to unpacking. Giffin spread and adjusted his

sl eeping bag, let the mattress inflate, and fl opped.

A nmonent | ater he was pulling hinmself to his feet. Business. He | ooked around; nobody was payi ng
attention to him He sauntered towards the trees. Acacia glanced up and saw him a m schi evous
smle curling her lips.

"Hey there, big fella. If you want to wait a mnute, you can have sonme conpany."

"Modesty forbids, ny dear. My kidneys are floating, and an audi ence freezes the faucet." She

| aughed, and nodded, spreading out her sleeping bag. Next to his. Al ex thought warm thoughts.
Chapter Twenty- Two

THE ELECTRI C PI ZZA
MYSTERY

As soon as he was into the woods he fished out his wallet and flipped it on. "Swi tchboard," a
reedy voice called

"Patch ne to security. Bobbick. This is Giffin." Alex put his back to a tree and tried to think.
Sonehow it was difficult to forget the Fore and the Hai avaha and concentrate on the reality
outside Ganming Area 'A' .

Bobbi ck' s voice was the link he needed. "H, chief. I know you' ve been busy. That's sone pretty
rough play."

"I"'mnot sure it's play at all. Listen, what have you got for ne?"

Bobbi ck didn't answer for a second, and Griffin thunped the conmuni cator gently. "You there,
Marty?"

"I'mhere all right. | just don't like having to say this. Ch, man. Guff, we've definitely got

mur der on our hands."

"Christ," Alex nmuttered. He sank his weight back into the tree and waited.

"Novotney confirnmed it. W knew that we had death by suffocation, but there was a possibility that
Rice had a cold that blocked his nasal passages. You know how he was al ways sniffling."

"Yeah."

"Well, there just wasn't enough mucus to bl ock the passages."
"I think I can guess the rest. Sonmeone knocked himout, tied himup, gagged himand held his nose
shut until he died." He slapped his forehead with the palmof his hand. "Ch, danunit. | knew there

was sonething | was trying to renenber."

"What ' s t hat ?"

"Last night. That damm dream 'A fine, upright boy.' 'He wouldn't have taken this sitting down.'
Ch good Christ, of course it was nurder."
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Bobbi ck sounded confused. "Ah. . . I'mnot sure | follow you, chief. "
"Listen. Rice's wists were abraded. W know he was struggling when he died. How the hell did he
end up in a sitting position?"
"What ?"
"Sitting. Sitting, danmit. He was sitting up. If he had been thrashing around, he should have
ended up lying on his side, or on his back, or anything. Do you realize howunlikely it is for him
to just accidentally end up in a sitting position?"
Bobbi ck inhal ed sharply. "I see what you nean." Giffin brooded. "I'mgoing to need to think on
this some nore. Wat el se do you have for ne?"
"Good news, bad news, and worse news. First, we've established the whereabouts of the 'A workers
the night Rice was killed, and all of themare clean. Likew se for Mi bang. Everyone who took the
voi ce stress test passed with flying colors, but-"
"Al an Lei gh?"
"He's clean. | thought you'd cleared him™
" had sone second thoughts. But if he passed the voice stress what el se?"
"This Oville Bowan-Bowan the Black is his listing-anyway, he's refused the |ie detector. Wen
told himwe'd have to abort the Gane, he | aughed and said it would serve Henderson right."
"Yeah. | guess that doesn't surprise ne. Forget him he's clean."
"Geat!"
"So are Dark Star and S. J. Waters."
"Sounds |ike you're making progress. Wo's left?" Giffin had to count on nmental fingers. "Ofie
Norliss, his lady Gaven. Not prime suspects, but not in the clear, either. Ah, Tony MWirter and
Acacia Garcia." He didn't like having to say that, but it was true. Masculine vanity aside, why
was she sticking so close to the Giffin? "And Mary-Martha."
"Mary- Martha Corbett?"
"That's the one. |I'mnot sure about her. She's been in Ganing A before. Pulling a little bit of
i ndustrial spying off mght just amuse her. And that about does it."
"Ckay, one nore thing," Bobbick said. "M fficent did sone back checki ng. She was curious about
Rice's college life. She got hold of the Sul phur University newspapers for his residency. Quess
what ?"
"What ?"
"The face on the statue. W found it. It belonged to one Sonja Prentice, a co-ed who went to
school with him Giff, she committed suicide just two nonths before Rice left college. Now, what
was her statue doing in Rice' s apartnent?"
Alex mulled it. It wouldn't be that startling a coincidence. "No opinion. | w sh we could ask
Ri ce."

Giffin returned to the canpground to find that Kibugonai had ferried in a case of cold beer, and
Mai bang was lugging a crate into the inner circle. Wien they levered it open, Gainers broke into
unabashed appl ause.

There were | oaves of hot garlic bread and six trenendous wheels of pizza with varied toppings.
Onen Braddon smacked his lips. "You know, there's one thing about Lopez. He may fry you or drown
you, but he'll never let you starve."

A line fornmed, and disintegrated in | aughing westlers, and reforned.

"There had better be one in there without anchovies,"” the Lore Master |aughed, "or |'m gonna | odge
a conplaint." He seened cheerful enough, considering the beating he had taken today. Was he that
sure of tonmorrow s target? or was it just good politics?

Giffin joined the line. He tried to find the spot inside himthat hadn't been shaken by Bobbick's
news. The snile he wore was

strictly off the rack, and it wouldn't hold | ong agai nst Acacia's pryi ng.

He took a lion's portion of pizza and snagged two beers. Acacia joined himat his bedroll and

| eaned back, propping her plate between knees and stonmach. She nunched noisily, totally unashamed.
Al ex managed to tal k around a mout hful of pizza. "I'mnot sure, but | think that this is ny
favorite part of this whole nutty business." H's hunger had teeth in it, and the cold brew tasted
unbel i evabl y good. Acaci a munbl ed somet hi ng that sounded |ike agreenent, and that was good enough
for him He watched Margie and S.J. finish setting up the canpfire, and let the warmth sink into
hi s bones. He was happy. He had found that untouched spot.

Sone of the conversation around them showed nerves frayed by fatigue, but the air of gratefu

rel axati on was contagi ous. Lady Janet seened to be enjoying passing around the garlic bread. Al ex
wondered if it was an excuse to check out the eligible men, now that Leigh had been killed out.
She curtsied saucily in front of him smile a touch too predatory for his taste. "Hot bread,
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mlord," she said in her sexiest voice. "Sweeter than a virgin's kiss."

"That's what | like. Service with a simle." He couldn't help but notice that Acacia had noved an
inch closer to himas Janet nmade her play. "I'll go for the bread, and I'l|l take the kiss on faith-
" But she had served Acacia and passed on

Desert stars shone in clusters, sharp and bright on the black dome of Ganming Area A. The ni ght was
wi ndl ess. A full belly noved himeven further into an intoxicatingly nellow nood.

Acaci a nudged him "You know, | can't put my finger on it, but you' re both nore uptight, and nore
rel axed than you were yesterday."
He flared at her. "WII| you stop analyzing me for just a little while? You make ne feel |ike a bug

in biology class. Were's your dissecting needl e?"

"I've got sharp teeth, if that would help."

The anger had flared and vani shed with no trace remai ning. Al ex chewed the inside of his nouth and
tried not to smle. "Now you, young |ady, are what is properly known as a tease. Has anyone ever
told you that?"

"And has anyone ever told you that you' ve got beautiful green

eyes? | nean, tal k about character. They damm near nmatch the green peppers on ny pizza."

Stifling a guffaw, he tried to edge away from her. "Wew Just what is into you tonight?"

She ran a finger down his arm her face deadpan. "Do you nean right now, or what am | hoping for
later. . . ?"

Alex fell back on the sleeping bag, |aughing hel plessly. "Punchy," he gasped. "Fatigue toxins.
think I like it."

The Garners ate |ike starved wol ves. Many had already finished. Holly and Gven were swapping |lines
fromsongs on the far side of the fire.

Wthout a wind to stir it up, the fire burned slowy and steadily, only an occasional pop from an
expl odi ng green branch stirring up the ashes. Al ex slipped his boots off and noved his feet closer
to the flame. He | ooked around, noting that a few people were nissing fromthe circle. Henderson
G na, McWirter, Eanmes, and Lady Janet. Ah-ha. Wiat kind of little party was going on out there?
Holly dragged Gaven up to the fireside, and broke the air with a | oud cough. "Hey, |isten, people.
How many of you know that we have a celebrity in our mdst?" A few boozy cheers egged her on.
"This young | ady actually has a couple of Nashville al bums, and | want to get her singing for us."
Mary-emin particular |ed the shouting approval

Gren | ooked terrified. "Uh. . . | only sang backup on a few tracks. dlie?" She swall owed hard,
eyes begging himto get her out of this.

Alie didn't notice; he waved her on. "Go on, Gaen! Hey, people, she's really good!"

There was sonething in Geen's eyes that Alex didn't like at all, a touch of genuine fear that
touched himdeeply. Part of himwanted to tell everyone to | eave her to hell alone. He restrained
himsel f. Don't be conspicuous, 0 Giffin. Don't make waves. Wshing he were sonmeone el se.

Mary-em junped up, grinning ear-to-ear. "Ch, cone on, honey. Holly an' I'Il help you through it.
Do you know ' The Fighter's Lanment'?" The Garners roared their approval, and Mary-emlinked arnms
with Gaen, Holly on the other side, and began to croak out a tune, Gaen's high, sweet contralto
finally wavering froman unwilling throat:

"I once had a sword, or should | say, it once had ne.

| just picked it up, oh what a sword, it was plus three.

Its Ego was twelve, a fact of which | wasn't aware;

Then | tried to leave and | found that the sword didn't care; oh .

Gnen's voice faltered, but the Garners, nost of themroaring along to the tune of an obscure 20th
century ballad, didn't notice at all

"I wal ked through the halls, wasting ny tinme, nothing to find.

Then |  turned a corner, and then | said, 'Ch no! Undead!'
The thirty-two Wghts saw nme coning and started to | augh
And | closed ny eyes as ny sword started hewing a path; oh-"

Gnen abruptly tore herself away fromthe other wonen and ran fromthe firelit circle with her
hands covering her face. AQlie gaped in astonishment. He rose and ran after her

Holly and Mary-em were shocked, and Mary-em started to follow the sobbing girl, but Holly Ilinked
arms with her tightly, holding her, forcing her to sing on

"And when | awoke, | was al one, that sword had fl own.
Now | use a club; isn't it good. . . no-ego wood."

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%?20Park.txt (101 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

Mary- em di sengaged herself fromHolly and | ooked up at her. At first she didn't say anything.
Then, "lI'mreally not sure that this was a good idea, Holly."

Frost |aughed. "Ch, cone off it, Mary. Wwo could have known the little thing would be so
skittish?"

"I could have. You could have. W could have |istened. She said she doesn't sing in front of an
audi ence-"

Hol Iy stepped back and regarded her uncertainly. "Well aren't we being a little goody-good this
evening? | didn't notice you defending her." The two stared at each other for a tense nonent, then
Holly turned on her heel and wal ked away.

Qddly, the other Garners had noticed little. One clunp was singing. Another surrounded Onmen and
Margi e, who were speak-

ing of older, wlder, |ooser Ganes. "-Doors that could open anywhere in space and tinme. One
afternoon we were running the Khronal Dungeon, and we opened a door and found oursel ves | ooking
out into the living roomwhere we were playing. One of the characters shot the Gane Master with a
crosshow bolt, and the whol e Dungeon di sappeared!"”

More beer was being consuned, the | ast of the pizza was gone. Couples were breaking away fromthe
fireside to find privacy. But Mary-em seenmed, for the first time that Giffin had seen her

total ly unnerved.

Eanes wobbl ed out of the woods, a beer in his hand, plastic smle stretched tight across his face.
He | eered at Mary-em and she fol ded her arns, tucking her hands in her arnpits. "Wat are you
staring at, Eanes?"

He | aughed. When he spoke it was in the ingratiating tones usually reserved for idiots and
children. "What's a matter, huh? Isn't she feeling hinself tonight?"

The other voices died. Giffin felt danger tightening in the air. Are we all going crazy? He
wanted to scream a warni ng. Then Acacia's hand was on his neck, stroking him It felt very nice,
very confortable, and suddenly he could do nothing but watch

Let it happen, he thought. He's an asshole anyway . . . He

shook his head |ike a drunk going down for the third tine and wondered what the hell was in that
beer?

Eanmes said, "You know, Mary-em | don't like you at all. You are one of the homeliest, nost
ridiculous little witches | have ever laid eyes on, and | w sh-"

Mary-ems fist shot out like a piston, alnost |evel, catching Eanes squarely in the groin. He
whoof ed air and doubl ed over, swinging a wild reflexive haymaker. Mary-em went under it and came
up, snatched two handfuls of Eames's hair. Both of her feet |eft the ground as she ramed her
knees into his face.

Earnes shot upright and stunbled back with his face covered in blood. Back into a corner of the
fire. He did a ragged hop, trying to stay clear. Then his m nd gave up trying to gui de his body,
and he did a slow spiral to the ground, onto his knees, then fiat on his bl oody face.
Mary-em | ooked at him and tears began to stream down from her eyes. She w ped at the streaks with
a chubby hand, then wal ked unsteadily to her bedroll and collapsed into a ball, sobbing. Everyone
stared, then, enbarrassed, turned back to their own

little groups and couplets. Giffin felt a vague urge to get up and do sonethi ng, but once again
Acaci a's hand di ssuaded him

"Don't worry," she said, her nouth close enough to his ear for himto feel the heat in her breath.
"They'l|l both be all right."

He tried to find surprise, indignation, any enotion nore appropriate than the one that was
starting to stir. "All right then. Wat's on the agenda, nore songs?"

She took his face in her hands and brushed his lips with hers.

"Se al gunos juegos para mayores, honbre." She whi spered.

Giffin spoke little Spanish, but the nessage in her eyes needed no translation at all. He had
trouble finding his voice. "Let's go play Pathfinder, shall we?"

Her smile was hot enough to scorch. She rose, then bent and denurely collected her bedroll. She
gl anced up and said with halflidded eyes: "I think we nay need this."

He felt giddy, dizzy, and not totally sure of what he was doi ng as he nodded, gathering his own
bag under his arm Together, the two of them wal ked into the darkness and kept wal king until the
canpfire and its noises were far behind them

Acaci a ki ssed himgently, alnost shyly. "Here?"

He spread his sleeping bag down in silent agreenent. They |inked the inside edges together and sat
next to each other, eyes |ocked wonderingly. "I didn't . . . | really didn't think that this was
goi ng to happen, Gary." She shied away an inch, and he reached out his hand.
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He knew what he shoul d be saying, and he forced his thickened tongue to say it. "It doesn't have
toif you don't want it." He tried to nmean it.
"We both know better than that . . ." She seened to want to say sonething, but he stopped her by

| eani ng forward.

The kiss seened to go on forever, and what logic was left in Al ex's head dissolved together. His
bl ood seemed to fizz. She held him and he could feel her nervousness.

"Hel p me, Gary. | don't understand it. | don't. | want you, but | don't know what's happening to
me." There was no strength in her voice. She sounded like a little girl . . . but her skin was
snoot h and hot, and he couldn't stop touching her. Excitenent and wonder burned in her eyes as he
hel ped her off with her clothes and she clung to him fingers digging into the nuscle of his
shoul ders. When at | ast he pulled the bag over them both and took

her in his arms, she closed her eyes, nurmuring only "Please, please, Gary.

Gary. Not Al ex. He paused, unsure, gazing into eyes that were afraid. He felt the fire that roared
in his mnd and body and from sonewhere gathered the strength to pull away. Sonething' s w ong
here. She's not-The crazy way the others were-Lopez woul dn't drug us, but- Then she rolled hard
against him and the questions were w ped

away as they began to nove together. The sanme fear, the same wonder he felt was in her eyes too,
but there was sonething nore now, sonething that began to build until at last it clouded his
vision. And for a while, in that nmoment without tine, there were no | onger two people who strove
and sought, there was only one body with four linbs that found a rhythmof its own.

When the everlasting nmonment was over, when he held her and she buried her face against his chest
and cried, he stroked her hair and | ooked into the darkness surroundi ng them both, and doubted his
sanity. | can't be feeling this, he thought. I can't. But the words rang hollow even to him
Presently the force took themagain, with equal power, as if the whole universe were noving in
them irresistibly. Afterward he held her, and she held him and together, w thout words, they
wai ted for norning.

Chapter Twenty- Three

BLACK FI RE

Bi rdsong woke him Real or recorded? Al ex opened gummy eyelids and | ooked into the face of the
worman sl eeping in his arnms. He watched her for a bit, alnobst holding his breath. Her breathing was
sl ow and even, and she wore a slight smile. A snmug snile?

Unbi dden, his brain called up vivid tactile imges of |ast night.

My God, he thought, disbelieving. That was one hell of a powerful

experi ence! He watched her face, tenderly, and wondered when she woul d wake up. Then nore nenories
i ntruded.

Eames' malice, Gwen's fright, Mary-enmis tears. They fell into a pattern.

Neut ral scent.

Wy didn't | see it?

Because ny brain was running on neutral scent. And it activates enotions already there. . . ony
god.

He shook Acacia until she stirred and clung to him naking

baby-sounds, her lips curled in a satisfied snmile. Her eyes opened. They seemed huge to him and
it was all he could do to nmerely smile in return

"Mor ni ng, handsone," she yawned. She snuggled closer to himin the bag. "You certainly know how to
treat a |ady."

"Wsh we had tine for thirds."

"Wl | ?"

"I'mstarting to remenber things. We'd better get back to the others. W could be facing a

di saster.”

He wiggled out from between the bags and stretched, the cool w ndless norning air sweeping away
the remai ni ng cobwebs. Acacia watched, the bag pulled up to her neck, as he pulled on his pants.
"You sure we have to get back?" She still seened hal f-asl eep

Al ex nodded and pulled his sleeping bag from atop her. She shivered and yel ped, scranbling for her
cl ot hes. She was saying sonething to him but he wasn't |istening. Wiy? Wiy would a thief waste
sonet hi ng so val uable on a vicious practical joke?

Not until she threw her arns around his neck did he snap alert. "Hey there, you. You' re strange. |
mean really odd, but I like you anyway." She bunched up her sleeping bag and tucked it under an
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arm
She had to run to keep up with him and sone part of himfelt sorry that he didn't have nore to
share with her. But sorry or not, he had to deal with something far nore urgent: the thief knew
who he was. He must have used some of his stolen flask of "neutral scent" to put The Giffin out
of action while . . . while what? What was the thief doing |ast night?

The canpground was a ness. Ganers littered the ground. S.J. had gotten sick on hinself. Mary-em
lay on her side beneath a twisted old tree, far fromher sleeping bag. Dried tears streaked her
face. Omen and Margie lay close to the ashes of last night's fire, half out of their zipped-

t oget her bags, both naked, their clothes piled untidily about them

Adr enal i n-doped bl ood pounded in Alex's throat. Too few

Where are the rest?

Eanes? Al ex spotted the Warrior curled up with Captured Princess. Check

Chester? Slunped sitting up, with his face between his knees. And Tony was spl ayed out near the
Lore Master's feet, snoring

loudly. H's twi sted sl eeping bag nust be half strangling him Red scratches |aced his cheeks.

S. J. Waters: in his bag, sleeping Iike a baby. G na: missing. Now what was G na doi hg away
from Chester? M bang and Ki bugonai: nissing, maybe getting breakfast. Wat tendencies in an actor
m ght be accented by "neutral scent"?

Gnen? Alie? "Cas, do you see Alie or Gwen? O Mi bang?"

"Mai bang | eft when the Gane broke off last night. Gaen and Alie generally go off in the bushes
anyway. " But she | ooked worried now. "I'lIl go after them"

"Good. Anyone else you find, too."

Acaci a pushed off into the Brazilian plant life, calling.

Chester Henderson's head jerked upright. He wi ped his eyes clear with the back of his hand and

| ooked about him The sense of something seriously wong came hone to him and when he saw Al ex he
frowned. The Lore Master pulled hinself up and paused a nonent to balance. "Al right, Tegner

What do you know about this?"

"I don't know rmuch. | know we were all crazy last night, and | don't think it was the beer."
Henderson still seened woozy. He junped up and down a fewtimes to get his circul ation going, and
surveyed his Ganming party. "What a ness. If Lopez spiked those pizzas-" He shook his head. "That's
too crazy."

He reached down to shake Mary-enmis shoulder. Giffin took his cue and woke up Eanmes, checking the
big man's face for danage. There didn't seemto be nmuch nore than a badly split Iip. Earnes w nced
the first time he tried to nove; then got up, nmoving like an old man, and went over to Mary-em
They sat down together and spoke in | ow voi ces.

By now nost of the Garners were awake and noving. Neutral scent didn't |eave a hangover . . . not
a physical hangover, anyway. G na cane wobbling in out of the woods, and Giffin cocked a curious
ear when Chester went to neet her. The Lore Master reached a hand out to her, stroking her red
hai r, and she huddl ed at his chest. "Axe you all right, G na?" She nodded wordl essly.

"I really don't renenber nmuch. After you got into logic puzzles with 5.J.

(del ete this)

the power of their ancestors' tindalos. They swore to defend their Cargo until all of the European
thieves are dead, or all the Fore. They. . . they bragged about what they'd do to you. One of them
offered to give me your . . . private parts,"” she said with evident distaste. "That was for ny
benefit. Partly."

"But they were going to fight."

"They nmeant it. They were egging thensel ves on."

"Then where are they?"

Lady Janet shrugged.

She' Il be one hell of an actress, Al ex thought. She'll be too good for Ganming. WIIl she give it
up?

The Garners bunched up around them Acacia dropped with her back agai nst Al ex's knees; but her
head was up, alert for the next attack. The eneny had | ast been seen hiding anong the trees at the
vol cano' s base. Were were they now?

Chester stood up. "Everybody got his breath back?"

They charged up the last fifty neters to the rim each screanming his own war cry. At the lip of
the crater they paused, feet skidding in the | oose rock

A few wi sps of steamfloated within the bow, obscuring part of the view, but the crater seened as
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deserted as the slope. Nothing human showed at all. Chester ordered, "Olie, Gna, stay here with
Lady Janet. The rest of us are going in."

Crevices in the rock vented nore steamas Alex slid down into the mists. The rock was | oose enough
to make himcautious, but the incline wasn't as severe as he had feared. Digging in with his heels
stabilized his bal ance.

The body of water at the bottom was not much bigger than a pond. It steaned gently. He caught
Chester's eye. "Still no defenders.”

"I don't like it either."

"Here!" Ownen called, and Alex turned to see the older man scranbling towards sonething dark and
egg- shaped. Al ex checked sideways and up towards the lip for visitors again, and foll owed Braddon
As the shape becane clearer, Giffin felt a chill. The fins attached to the blunt end said "bonmb"
so clearly he could alnost hear it tick. The others had caught the same nessage; their headl ong
rush slowed to a cautious advance. At last they stood in an uncertain semicircle about the bonb.
It was darkly corroded nmetal, a pointed cylinder. The flat rock

it lay on had been positioned like an altar and draped with white cloth: a parachute. A glass jar
held fresh flowers

Even S.J. looked a little disconcerted. "What in the world do we do with this, Chester?" He edged
closer toit, to within five feet, but still couldn't bring hinself to touch it. "Can we carry it
out? This baby has to weigh two or three hundred kil ogranms. Margie?"

"I wouldn't know how to nmove it, Chester. Across flat ground, naybe . ." Her eyes lit up. "Wt
just a mnute. How did the Black Hats get it in here in the first place?"

"Good thinking. It had to be nmagic." Chester wal ked around the bonb in a decreasing spiral
fascinated. "I don't know if we have enough power, though."

Tony was giving the bonb plenty of room "Maybe we don't want to fool with it at all. Maybe Lopez
just wants an excuse to blow us all up."

But S.J. had noved in closer, and now he was actually touching the smooth surface, eyes closed as
if trying to sense its internal workings. "Chester . . ." he murnmured. Then |ouder. "Chester! Wy
can't we just extract the plutoniumand take that with us? It's got to be al nost as val uabl e as

t he whol e damm bonb. And lots lighter."

"Jesus, Waters. You want to fry us all? O did you bring a ton of |ead shielding?"

"I thought maybe the black fire?"

Chester hesitated, then, "No. Radiation isn't fire."

"He's got the right idea," Tony insisted. "W don't have to steal it. Weck it. Make it usel ess
for the Eneny."

Chester shook his head. "Good comopn sense, but our mission is theft."

"But look at it! We'll never nove it!"

"Magic," the Lore Master said. "I'mnot sure | like it, but it's the only way out that | can see
It'"1l take everything that we have, and by the time we've got it out we'll be down to the dregs of
our nagic."

G na carefully wal ked cl oser to the bonb, nose twitching. "The heat and steam Chester. That thing
could be pretty unstable.”
"Maybe | eaki ng radiation, too.
shied back a few feet.

"Abi ght, then. W need a continual Danger scan on this while

we try to nmove it. Margie, you and S.J. work out a way to lower it once we get to the lip."

Acaci a seened al nost reluctant to say it. Instantly the Garners

"Dam, " Margie cursed sedately. "I broke another fingernail."

"Try keeping your fingers out of the knots," Waters |aughed, cinching the line tight. They had

ri gged gui de ropes around the bonb that ran up to the crater rim Wth luck, they would turn the
moving job froman inpossibility to a nmere back-breaking task

Chester had sent Acacia up to the top to substitute for G na, who had entered into deep neditation
with Chester in preparation for the attenpt. Wen they rose they both seenmed hol | oweyed and
deadl y serious.

Tony was meking themall nervous, the way he kept watching the rim "Wth luck we could get it
almost to the rimbefore the Eneny junps us."

"We'll get warning,"” AQlie told him

"We'd still be afraid to let go of the bonb, won't we? Wiile they're killing our three scouts!”
"Lopez doesn't nake it easy," Olie granted him "Wsh you' d stayed hone?" Tony didn't answer.
Chester called, "Are the lines tight?" He noved into position beneath the bonb wi thout waiting for
an answer. "The rest of you, get on the lines. As soon as the Reveal Danger spell is in force,
start pulling, gently but evenly. Gna and | will do what we can. W're well ahead of schedul e,
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troops. If the Gods-" and he I owered his voice to grow through his teeth, "-and Lopez-" G na
nudged him and a faint smle finally cracked through his mask of fatigue, "-are willing, then we
will taste victory today."

Giffin got into position on line, directly behind Owen. "Do we get a prayer fromthe Padre?"
Onen tested the line, grunting. "Good Lord, help us nove this nother. Amen."

"Good enough. "

A weak green gl ow surrounded the shape of the bonmb, growing slowy nore distinct. Chester and G na
stood erect, faces shining with sweat-from exertion, or the heat?-and down the niddl e of the
eneral d wave they projected came a darker thread of green. It pulsed and sparkled within the
lighter hue like a vein of green blood, and when it touched the bonb the casing trenbl ed.

"Now " S.J. put his back into it even as he called the stroke,

and Alex bent to the task, feeling good to have an understandabl e physical task in the m dst of

t he make- believe.

The rock beneath the bonb crackled and flakes of it fell away, sliding down the slope towards
Chester and G na. Henderson had cl osed his eyes, and his hands were outstretched. The green
darkened and nore rock slid away. McWiirter snarled and heaved; his | ong gymasi um nuscl es stood
out |ike an anatony diagram The bonb shifted and rose several centineters, and the Garners | oosed
a cautious cheer.

Onen's foot slipped a fraction, and he had to nove ninbly to catch hinself. He turned his head and
grinned at Alex, then yelled "Pull! Pull!"™ H's nood was infectious and suddenly the whol e group
was | aughi ng and sweating in the steam

The pal e green aura blinked and went red.

"Hold it!" Chester's voice was frantic, and the tension left the lines so fast that the bonb

al nost slid back down the incline.

S.J. crept closer to the bonb, and swallowed hard. "It's ticking. When he turned to | ook at
themall of the color had left his face. The bonb's red aura was darkeni ng snmoothly toward bl ack.
Part of his head went dark as he | eaned cl ose. "Chester.

I think it's gonna bl ow. "

Shadow had entirely engul fed the bonb.

Hender son was incredul ous. "An atom c bonb? He can't do this! Just what the hell does Lopez want
fromme? There's no way

-wait a minute." Alex could see wheels turning behind his eyes. "The black fire. Everybody enpty

your pots onto this thing! Margie, you' re carrying ashes? Dunp it. It'll stop the primng charges.
Who el se has black fire? O ash? Wio's got Gui nevere's pack?”
Dark Star and Holly still had anti-fire, and they snatched up their packs and dunped them out,

fingers shaking with excitement as they searched for the nmakeshift firepots. Olie dunped the ash
from Gaen's pack onto the corroded casing. The bl ackness began to spread through the ash

"S.J., Margie, heap it on while-what the hell are you doing?" Waters had pulled a | everage bar out
of his pack, and was prying at a hatch in the nose of the bomb. "W can't just pour the stuff on,
chief. We've got to try to stuff it as close to the prinmer as possible-" H's voice was shaki ng,
and his skinny arms jerked al nbst spastically as he fought with the panel. The ticking stopped.
Giffin hesitated only a second, then rushed to help. "Get out of here, Gary," S.J. panted. "I can
do this nyself."

"Stop trying to be a hero, friend." Giffin yanked the bar fromS.J.'s hand and squeezed it into
the narrow crack, leaning his weight against it. Distantly he heard Chester telling the others to
clear out. The door popped open. Alex sniffed. Odd- "Thanks and get out," S.J. hissed, grabbing
the bar back. "No sooner said. " Giffin slapped the Engi neer on the back and hightailed it.
The gravelly surface of the slope gave that stomach-sinking two-forward-and-one-back traction of a
sand dune, but Al ex sprinted anyway. Wndering why they ran. He had sniffed cordite and hot netal
The primer had abeady gone off; the bonb's expl osion was retarded only by the black fire. How
could they outrun an atom c expl osi on?

Just bel ow the volcano's lip, he | ooked back

S.J. was still shoveling anti-fire and ashes into the hatch, and had pushed Margi e away. She said
sonmething to the boy that Alex couldn't hear, and Waters snapped at her. She ran stunbling up the
sl ope. Onen went down after her, to help her the | ast several yards to the top. They both arrived
gaspi ng.

And that cleared the vol cano, except for Waters. "Run, you lit-tie idiot!" Henderson bell owed, and
Al ex was surprised to hear his own throat echoing the words.

Tony McWiirter was already a good way down the slope, hauling Acacia behind himby one arm Al ex
heard hi m shout back at them "Cone on!'~ The others were bounding after him and Al ex joined

t hem
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He was hal fway down when a voice called fromabove. "Keep going! Keep going!" He | ooked back over
his shoulder and saw S.J. at the rimof the volcano, just as the airplane's egg hatched

It outlined Waters with a halo of light and flame. The ground shook as if a giant's pal mhad

sl apped the earth, and then the sound cane.

Alex lost his footing and tunbled, falling across a split rock that began to gush steam He fel
into Holly Frost, who frantically tried to regain her balance before cascading with himin a
rolling heap. Everywhere geysers of steam erupted fromthe ground, and he managed to roll around
them nmore by instinct than thought.

By the tinme he reached the bottom he was totally out of breath, unnerved, el bow skinned but
otherwi se alive. He got to his feet

and dusted hinself off, coughing, |ooking for bodies to count. Mracul ously, there were no bl ack
aur as.

Then he renenbered, and his eyes searched the top of the volcano for a certain young Engi neer. It
was difficult for himto deal with what he felt at that noment: hope, fear, anger. . . and what
el se? All of themabsurd, all of themreal as a cut finger. He saw a plune of black snoke ri sing,
rocks rolling, and nothing else. S.J. was gone.

Acacia read his mnd. "He knew he wasn't going to nake it, Gary."

Giffin fought with his enotions. "All right, dammit, he knew. But did he know he was dying for
not hi ng?"

"What do you nean?"

"He's right, Acacia," Henderson had the same m xed enotions warring on his face. "That was no
atom ¢ bonb. Even in 1945, they weren't that small. W'd all be blown to hell and back.™

"Well then, what. . . ?"

"Decoy, danmit. Another decoy." He watched the snoke churning at the top of the flattened peak
"That crazy little bastard. He's going to make a hell of a Lore Master one day .

he shook hinself out of it.

Most of the Garners were back on their feet, although none of them | ooked too steady. They
clustered around Chester like little children around their nother. Nunb, disbelieving, and

conf used.

Hol Iy rubbed a scraped knee. "What now, Ches?" There was no sass in her voice.

"Regroup and rethink. | guess we had better go back for Miibang." He tried to force some life into
his voice, but Giffin saw the shall ow backward gl ance toward the top of the vol cano and knew what
he was thinking: Three down. And the day was yet young.

The brush was bl ackened and burned away, and great pockets of earth were tarry scorch narks.
"Where did we | eave hin?" Acaci a asked, her voice whispery with ugly anticipation

Al ex could only guess. "There used to be a patch of shrubs around here, and a group of |ow trees.
The group was about to spread in search when Dark Star waved her arm They followed her toward a
cluster of black fingers

standing up from black ground: charred trees, still standing. There they found Mi bang's snoking
bones.

G na sat down and cried. Henderson poked in the ashes with the tip of his toe, as if I|ooking for
somet hing, sone tiny synbol of victory in the mdst of stunning defeat, then he too slunped to the
ground and stared off at the horizon, silent and drai ned.

The Haiavaha. It had found the little guide and had finished what the Fore started.

Chester was nuttering to hinmself, so softly that Giffin alnost thought hinmself imagining it. Ever
faithful, Gna cane to his side and nmassaged his shoulder, trying to confort. He flinched away at
first, then began to relax, some of the tension draining fromhim The other Garners seened to go
into neutral, waiting for their |eader to unscranble his thinking.

Giffin fidgeted, then plopped down next to Henderson. "Listen," he said, "we need to talk. W
have sone unsol ved | ogi ¢ puzzles here. | don't know any of the answers, but |'ve got sone

i nteresting questions."

Chester didn't |ook around. "Al'l right. Shoot."

Giffin paused to collect his thoughts. He ticked off questions on his fingers: "First. The bonb
in the crater was just an ordi nary bonb. Were's the great super-weapon the ghost Mrines told us
about, the one that was supposed to help win Wrld War 11? Second, why weren't the eneny guardi ng
their egg if they valued it so highly? Just where were they? Third, if the super-weapon is hidden
somewhere, why wasn't there a second bl ank spot on the map? Danmit, why was the first blank spot
there if we couldn't get anything of value at the vol cano? Wy did Mai bang get killed off Iike
that, without any chance for us to save hin? | nmean, if he's a vital part of the Game, how could
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t hat happen?" He paused in frustration. "Or does any of this nake sense?"

"It has to make sense, Tegner." Henderson ground his teeth together. "Lopez isn't crazy. He can't

wipe me out like this without sone way out. The rules don't allowit."

Henderson scratched a line in the dirt with his toe. "Let's see if we can nake sense fromthis

junble. Let's start with Mai bang. Lopez practically nurdered himoutright. | think we can assune

that was orchestrated. It was in the script fromthe beginning. Al right?"

"\ 2"

"I't neans that we already have the answers. We don't need Mi bang anynore."”

"Have the answers? Hell. W don't even know what we're | ooking for."

"No, but |ook: M bang got us as far as the vol cano. There was not hing of value at the vol cano- of

value to us, that is. According to Lady Janet, it was quite valuable to the eneny. So where were

t hey? Def endi ng sonmet hing nore val uable, that's where. Defending the real Cargo."

Hender son was beginning to snile. Giffin felt the gears turning in his owm head as he fought to

keep up. "Then we were lured to the vol cano because it was near the real Cargo?"

"Maybe so, nmaybe no. You were right, there should have been a second bl ank spot. W exani ned t hat

map. Was there a second bl ank spot ?"

"I | ooked. No."

"Then . . . mmm . . it's in a bigger blank spot. The ocean."

"I'n it? Underwater?"

"I'n, on, over, whatever. Muibang takes us by the sea road. The volcano is within spitting distance

of the ocean. It has to add up, otherw se Lopez has lured us hal fway across New Gui nea for

nothing, and that | don't believe."

"Well," Griffin scratched his head, genuinely puzzled. "What the hell is it?"

Chester |aughed out loud. "Drown ne if | know Mybe a new subrmarine, or sonme kind of spy plane.
maybe even the one that took the map photos. It could be any friggin' thing, and I don't care."

He stood up and stretched, grinning. "I don't care because | knowit's there. | can feel it.

Tegner-1 think we're all going to get some answers before today's over."

Chapter Twenty-Si x

THE LAUGHI NG DEAD

Myers wat ched over their shoul ders as the Lopezes worked.

M tsuko Lopez was tal king steadily into her m ke. One of the screens showed troops forning up near
shore: eight dark men and wonmen horribly nmutilated by makeup, all listening to her instructions in
t hei r earphones.

Ri chard Lopez nodded, nodded, interrupted rarely, while his fingers and feet raced over the
controls. Hologramfigures danced in response on a second screen, |urching anong the dunes and
into the trees; vanishing there, to reappear at the shore and begin their march again. They were
horri bl e, these ghosts: |ong dead and hal f disintegrated. Sone giggled uncontrollably and tw tched
like marionettes. Richard' s lips pursed; his fingers blurred, and Myers watched a | ong-dead zonbi e
bei ng di smenbered by an unseen sword. Richard nodded to hinself.

"The wonan who's missing a leg and an arm" M. Metesky

whi spered in Myers's ear. "That's d oria Washi ngton. She got caught in the Antarctica C udad

coll apse and lost both linbs to frostbite. She took off her prostheses for the show, of course.
She loved the idea, but 1'll never understand where Chi-chi got the nerve to ask her."

Myers said, "Looks like your husband is getting ready to kill themall off."

Lopez heard and answered. "Henderson should have kept sonme of the anti-fire."

"Way are sone of the actors giggling like that?"

"Kuru." Suddenly Richard's fingers were flying again.

Kuru didn't tell Mers anything. He nudged. "You can justify it, of course.

Ri chard | aughed.

Now hol ograms and fleshly actors marched together, the actors trying to match the |urching wal k of
Ri chard's constructs. Richard Lopez turned for an instant. "Myers, it's there for justification
Shows | did ny honework. Have you heard of kuru? The | aughing sickness?"

"Look it up. You get it by eating infected human brain tissue. It causes convul sions and an
exhausting, hysterical |aughter. The Fore used to get it. Some of our zonbies obviously died of
it."

Myers's stonmach lurched. "It's real ?"
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"Quite real. O used to be. The Fore haven't eaten human neat since the last century . . . as far
as anyone knows. That area's nostly a tourist trap these days. But about half the wonen used to
die of kuru, and a fifth of the general populace. The fighting nen got the best parts of the

m ssionaries, |leaving the brains and, ah, chitlins for those with less status . . . wonen,
children, the old ones . . ." Richard let it trail off. On another screen, Henderson was | eading
his Gaming party down out of the burned area.

Onen Braddon, at the tail, suddenly turned and bounded back uphill. He scooped up a bl ackened

skull and jogged to rejoin the party. The Lopezes turned to each other, grinned, nodded.
Myers was nminded to ask; but Richard was tal king again. "Can you inagi ne how |l ong they nust have
been eating each other if a disease evolved to take advantage of it? It's extinct now. W think."

Giffin watched every bush, every tree, waiting for death. It was

going to be bad. Already he could hear the nmurrmur of surf. They nust be cl ose, dangerously close
"Penny," Acacia said, and her voice scranbled his thoughts. He knew only that he spun hal f around,
his hands strangling the rifle stock, aimng the gun at Acacia. Mnentarily he felt foolish. Then
he saw the fatigue in her face, and knew she understood.

The Garners behind himhad no spring left in their step. He could see their fierce determination
but no sign of confidence anywhere.

"What next? What the hell is he going to hit us with next?"

"That's the way to get killed," Acacia said soberly. "There's no 'he' to hit us with anything.
Stop trying to play it, and live it." She was exasperated. "Gary, you drive ne crazy. One half of
you is just dying to junp in head-first, and the other half stands back dunking toes. If you could
just stop wondering, weighing, planning. "

He nmanaged to find a genuine laugh. "You're a fine one to talk. W play Twenty Questions every
time we say Hello.™

"Touché. Maybe neither of us has been very real.’
at him "What if it had been for real, Gary?"

"I f what had been real ? This?"

"Us." There was no overt novenent, but suddenly she was closer to him Not touching, not even

| ooki ng at himnow, but there, and the air was charged.

"We're a little deep in the bullshit to try to sort this out now. Muybe we'll still think it's
worth tal king about after this is over.™

Her eyes probed the bushes too pointedly, and he felt the warnth in the air go away. "Maybe."
Sonebody giggl ed, far ahead.

"What's funny?" he wondered. But Acacia had frozen. The giggle cane again . . . hey, that wasn't a
Garmer. It wasn't close enough, and besides that, it was wong. It was strained, broken, like the
hel pl ess, painful |aughter of soneone forceably tickled, tickled until the hunor was gone, unti
the nerves beg for release. It made himcringe just to hear it, and it grew steadily | ouder
Chester snapped commands. "Oiver! To the rear. Non-fighters to the center of the colum. It's
com ng, so get ready."

They noved forward, slowy.

Al ex heard shuffling footsteps. They canme in odd rhythmwith

the laughter. A pained chuckle, then a dragging step. A hiccough of bizarre nmirth, and another

pl oddi ng t hunp.

And the first one appeared. He stood five and a half feet tall, dressed in brown rags. He |aughed,
and a hideous grin split the blackened face, and the whol e body shuddered. In his right hand he
carried a nachete.

Mary-em neasured him "He's nine.
bl ade well in front of her.
Giffin could see her opponent nore clearly now. Like the native Al ex had anbushed earlier, he
showed dark skin and eyes with epicanthic folds. Sure enough, the Japanese invaders nust have
mated with the native Fore; and the resulting race would have hybrid vigor on their side. As if
Chester didn't have enough trouble.

As Mary-em drew cl ose, the man stopped and seened truly to see her for the first tine. He blinked
slowy, with gunmy lids, and Alex saw how filthy he was. Dirt crusted his face and hands, and the
earth | ooked danp where it clung.

Unbi dden, the logical allusion sprang to Alex's m nd:

Sorret hi ng went out of her voice as she | ooked up

She broke away fromthe line and wal ked warily toward him her

li ke he just stepped out of a grave.
And that was when the odor hit. Neutral scent was Alex's first panicked reaction, al nost

i medi ately squel ched. This snell was far from neutral
Once, years before, Al ex had bought an ol d-fashioned fly trap, the kind that catches themin
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water. One warmJuly he had forgotten to clean it out for a week, and thousands of ffies had
fernented in the sun. When he finally went to clean it out, the reek went through himlike a brick
through sheet glass, and everything in his stonmach had crawl ed the walls.

This was simlar. Rotten . . . sonmething rotten. Not neat. Sonething |ess clean than neat.
Sonet hi ng that had been horribly corrupt even in life. Sonething bottlefly blue on the outside,
and pasty green within.

Mary-em was turning green, but now, with a foe in front of her, she noved nore surely.

It charged. Mary-em si destepped the wobbly advance, and drew the bl ade of her hal berd cleanly
across its stomach, and whirled to face it again. It |aughed and hacked at her head.

Al ex yel ped with surprise, but Mary-em ducked as if she'd been expecting it. She kicked | ow and
cross-legged, as if smacking a soccer ball, halting an inch fromits shim Its |eg gave way, but
it

slashed as it fell and Mary-em bl ocked again, spinning |ike a dancer with a parasol, and with a
fficker of her wists cut the thing on both sides of the neck. It fell to the dirt.

Al ex gave her a "thunbs-up” and the little warrior acknowl edged himwi th the barest of grim
sm |l es.

The thing was still tw tching. Wunds gaped, but there was no bl ood.

"Zonbi e," Chester said. "Qur Eneny is pulling out all the stops-" He shielded his eyes and peered
down the road, nouth tightening. "Second wave. Panthesilea, Giffin, you spearhead this tinme."
Giffin surprised hinself by asking, "Should we be throwing salt at then®"

"What? No, Giffin, zonbies are a different religion. Voodoo. Just fight, okay?"

There were three of the undead this tine, noving with rust-stiff joints, faces split into nock-
grins. Gagging on the snell, he raised the rifle to his shoulder and fired. Dust puffed fromthe
face of one of the undead. It staggered back a step, then | aughed and cane

on.

The snmell. . . ! Giffin jacked another cartridge into the chanber and fired again, and again, and
the thing fell to one knee. The skin of its face had peeled away |ike rotted wet parchnent. One of
its eyes was gone, a noist red socket gaping, the useless eyelid shuttering up and down
irregularly.

Acaci a wasted a nonent staring at the results of Giffin's marksmanship, then cursed and clicked
her sword free of its sheath. The second and third zonbi es broke toward her, one carrying a
machet e, one carrying the bayonet off an M 1. They attacked in tandem and she backpedal ed a step
to gain time, then dove to the side and slashed brutally at the nearest knee. The creature was
hobbled; it fell with a bone-jarring thunp. It chittered at her with brown, stubbly teeth and
crawl ed toward her.

The second backed away nore cautiously, then smled. She felt a clanmy grip on her ankle, and
chopped back to catch the fallen zonbie in the head. It how ed, but didn't let go. "Drown you! Let
go of my-" Kicking and jerking, Acacia managed to evade the second zonbie's nachete bl ow and
passed her sword through its arm which went |inp. Another backhanded bl ow and the zonbie on the
ground released its grip.

Al ex stood over Acacia's first victim holding its nmachete. "But-

lets don't work as well as blades on these things," he said. He peered down the road.

Acaci a took the other zonbie's weapon. "Just how nuch danage can they take?" she wondered.

They noved on. Mnutes later they could see man-hi gh sand dunes through the thinning trees. This,
at | east, brought whoops of delight. Alex found himself mssing S.J.'s tireless enthusiasmfor the
Gane; he forced hinself to nmake extra noi se. He whi pped the machete round his head and gl owered
what he inagined to be a savage gri nace.

Mary-em spotted themfirst. "Conpany." She tilted her hal berd and squared herself, her steps nore
nmeasur ed.

They came wobbling out of the dunes, |ooking vaguely, disturbingly famliar. There were four this
time, three nen and a woman. They were bl ocking the path out of the trees. The wonan carried a
spear of sone kind; the nmen carried the usual machetes.

"Ch, Jesus," said Mary-em "that's Eanes."

Eanes's face was a bl ank nask. He wal ked at the sane dead-steady pace, and there was a huge,

bl oody wound in his chest. Alan Leigh wal ked on his right, his step devoid of bounce, expression
frozen in death, machete held high.

Acacia started to nmove in on Leigh, but Henderson warned her back. "Caution, please. W'Ill keep it
at two-on-one as long as we can. Nothing fancy. Just get the job done." He notioned quickly,

di viding up his renai ning team nenbers.

Acaci a and Al ex had noved in on Leigh. The zonbie wi zard seened to be restraining a bare snile
but the blade in his hand was far fromfriendly. It flickered in the air, and Acacia nade the
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defl ection while Al ex chopped at an extended arm The armwent red, and Al an sw tched hands

nmoani ng. Al ex raised his machete again, and Acacia screaned, "Watch out!" He wheel ed and ducked in
tinme to avoid decapitation.

Hi s attacker was a giggling native wonman, |ong dead, a great hanging flap of scal p obscuring mch
of her face. She swung a nmachete at Alex's throat. Al ex ducked and reached for the wist with both
hands. A disarming throw An instant |ate he renenbered that hand-to-hand was illegal. Too |ate.
The hol ogram swor d- arm passed |i ke shadow t hrough his hands, swung back and sl ashed clunsily at
his short ribs. Red light bathed his side.

Al ex broke out of his immobility to slash backhanded with his recovered machete. He chopped away
until the creature slithered

to the ground and stopped noving. Alex was breathing |ike a bellows, dripping sweat; be | ooked
around, w ld-eyed, for nore enem es.

"Griffin!'" The high, nasal voice of Dark Star called for help, and he spun about. She and Lady
Janet were under attack by a duo of shuffling Undead. Both zonbies were clotted with dirt; one was
in an advanced state of deconposition, and he showed Asian features. Janet had picked up a stick
and seened able to keep the Asian at bay. Dark Star's forearm gl owed red. She had been forced to
drop her weapon.

Giffin took a step in her direction, but nore Undead were energing fromthe bushes around them
men and wonen and hal f-grown children-and suddenly the entire group was threatened. He saw Dark
Star go down with a blade in her neck, and Holly Frost's swift reprisal. Janet had disarnmed the
rotting zonbie, and was using its own nachete against it.

Chester had slain three of the nonsters with magic. H s aura was weakeni ng; he conserved energy by
pi cking up a nachete and having at them G na used her power staff as a physical weapon. She had
little style, but four feet of reach made up for it. The staggering, stunbling Undead wonen
couldn't cope with her extra reach, and couldn't cleave through her staff, and they went down
before her in shrieks of painfully sustained |aughter

Aiver had several red streaks on his body, but none of themwere in vital areas. Vigor points
undimnished . . . Teeth clenched in a fighting grinmce, he stood back to back with Margie, who
couldn't quite keep the snmile off her face as she warded off blows and dealt death. She gave up
trying, and seened to becone a denon, her fluffy gray hair bill owi ng behind her as she whirled and
sl ew

It seened to go on forever. Alex stopped seeing opponents. They cane |ike waves on the sea; faces
fornmed and faded, grinning and bellowing their hate in choruses of |aughter. And always his arm
rose and fell, rose and fell.

He bore red slashes in half a dozen places, and he waited for the shock to his throat that would
announce his death. Wen the shock cane he could lie down . . . but it didn't come, wouldn't cone,
t hough the stench of death rose in his nostrils strong and thick enough to choke. Not when he

tri pped over the body of a fallen Undead and saw that it was Al an Lei gh, who w nked at him
insolently. Not when only Acacia's sharp eye and piercing voice

saved himfroma zonbie attack fromthe rear. Exhaustion had turned his arnms to dead things. The

| aught er of the Undead wonmen was driving himcrazy. The sweat rolled down his forehead, obscuring
his vison and burning his eyes.

And in Alex Griffin's mind sonmething gave way. It didn't matter that he could see the bl ades
passi ng harm essly through each other, that the red slashes were dye or glowi ng |ight and not
oozing wounds. It didn't matter that the sounds of steel on steel, and steel on rigor-stiffened
flesh, were com ng fromthe necklace on his chest. None of that mattered. He was fighting for his
life in an alien place, against |egions of the dammed, and people he cared about were wounded and
dyi ng and sl aying around him

He bobbed and weaved anong the shadow bl ades wi t hout conscious thought, spinning and capering with
a fighting-snile twisting his nmouth, and the machete wove a path of destruction. Wen a red sl ash
appeared on his shoul der he gasped in pain; when a savage thrust brought an eneny down to the
dirt, he howed in glee, slashing again and again and agai n

And suddenly only Garners still stood. At |east twenty bodies were strewn grotesquely about, |inbs
tangled in death. Kibugonai, the snall nan whose nother had been bitten by a pig, was dead. He sat
propped against a tree, hands to his stomach, eyes wi de and surprised at the cascade of crinson in
his lap. Dark Star was face down in the dirt.

And Margi e Braddon knelt over the corpse of Oamen, stroking his hair and whispering in his ear. She
| ooked up at Chester, her face |like thunder. "Wat now, Chester?"

"I've been counting. We're down to nine, and no Cerics. If we're wounded we stay wounded. "

"Ten," said Lady Janet, lifting a nmachete. The projected bl ade was bl oody.

"Nine," Chester repeated coldly. "W can't trust you." He touched Margi e synpathetically on the
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shoul der. "VWatever it is we're after, it can't be far." A ex could see the fatigue and worry in
his eyes, but his voice showed none of it. "Cone on. W' ve got to keep noving."

Mar gi e ki ssed Onen on the back of the neck. O all the Garners, perhaps only Al ex saw Oaen's hand
funbl e back to find hers, and give it a reassuring squeeze. Chester rolled the Ceric over and
secured the padded bag, and checked to be sure that

Kasan Mai bang's skull was intact. A few teeth had cone | oose, and sone flakes of black char

Three pale tindal os were conming through the trees. The Ganers didn't wait.

Ni ne Ganers and Lady Janet noved out of the woods and into the great dunes. Waves booned ahead of
them Wapons ready, they traced a weaving path. Abruptly Mary-emthrew down her pack, flopped
agai nst a sandy sl ope, and gasped, "Rest break, Chester?"

Chester shook his head. "We've used themall up.”

He lent her an arm and she shook it off irritably, standing on her own. "I'mnot that old."
Giffin rubbed his eyes and said, "I am" He felt as if he had been awake for days. Last night's
rest hadn't touched him D d "neutral scent" disrupt sleep, or was it just the Gane? O Acaci a?
His vision blurred, and a chill ran through his body. He wanted to curl up in the warmsand. From
the I ook of the other Ganers, the feeling was shared.

But they marched on. Now the sea showed a white-frothed triangle between the dunes.

Al ex watched Acacia try for the hundredth tinme to strike up conversation with Tony. McWirter's
dark-rinmed eyes flashed fromher to Giffin, and Giffin felt nurder in the air. Acacia gave up
and trudged back to Al ex, head | ow.

"Whew. | guess | give up." Her eyes nmet his, and the self-pity vani shed from her face. She tugged
at his arm "Cone on, handsone. Let's go get killed."
n Let 1 S_ n

Giffin watched her as they marched, and saw her rub her eyes three times in three mnutes. "Eye
troubl e?”

"Yeah. Dam, | don't know what's wong. | don't need to change nmy contacts for two nore weeks."
"I don't think it's the I enses. Listen-" They had reached the top of a dune, the sand sliding
beneath their feet and making every step a calf-aching effort. As they crested, Giffin gathered
his thoughts, gazing out at the expanse of blue-green water. What nmet his eyes froze the words
fast in his throat.

Chapter Twenty- Seven

CARGO CRAFT

Chester ran up the dune, slid down a step and finished the scranble with the assistance of his
hands. He stood, dusting off his pants, and Alex was gratified to note that the Lore Master was as
shocked as he was. Awe, surprise, disbelief, a growing hint of l|aughter-"He's kidding! There never
was anything like that!"

Less than a hundred yards out fromshore floated a trenmendous seaplane. It | ooked as big as any
flying thing had ever been, short of a dirigible or a spacecraft. There were four |ean-Iooking
propel l er-ti pped nmotors on each huge wing. The hull was a nearly blank wall with a tiny

aftert hought of a wi ndscreen on top, a pair of tiny portholes just ahead of the wing, and a tiny
door open in the flank, with [ines trailing out into the water

Margi e was sitting spraddl e-1egged, helpless with aughter. "There was. There was,
Chester turned. "Margie?"

"I't's the Spruce Goose!" And she was off again

Big airplane. Alex covertly studied the other Ganers. McWirter and Holly Frost and G na Perkins,
all staring across the water. McWiirter and G na | ooked thoughtful, specul ative; Holly | aughed
with her head thrown back. The rest of the Garners were | ooking at Margie, waiting.

"Ch ny Lord. Let me get ny breath. Ch, | hope Onmen's watching this." Margie swallowed. "Well. |
saw it once, the real thing, long ago."

"Come on, Margie." Chester dropped onto the sand, conpletely relaxed. "This is it. It's got to be.
Whatever it is. So what is it?"

"It's the Spruce Goose. COh, dear. \Were shall | start? World War Two? Before ny time, dear, but |
read about it. There was an industrialist, Howard Hughes; you've heard of Howard Hughes?" Sone of
them had. "Howard Hughes desi gned an airplane nade nostly of wood because the Allies were running
short of netal. It was the biggest airplane ever built, then. Maybe it still is. It would have
carried seven hundred and fifty troops."

she gi ggl ed.
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"So it really was supposed to help win the war."

"Yes. | expect it was too ambitious. The plane didn't even fly until 1947, at Long Beach. It
wasn't supposed to fly then. Hughes had orders to run it across the water w thout taking off, just
for atrial run. Afterward he told the Congressnen that he couldn't hold it down."

Hender son was nodding. "But in this line of history the Cargo Cult mmgicians got it."

"l expect so. Qur present allies nust have taken control as soon as it was in the air. They used
their magic to fly it fromLong Beach to New Guinea. At sone point the other tribe took control
And here it is."

"Here it is. But it couldn't possibly have had enough f uel
Mar gi e shrugged. "Magic."

"Uh huh. Well, that's it. Cbviously we're supposed to fly it out of here sonehow"

Gna cut himoff with a kind of whispered scream "Chester. The top of those rocks. There."

From the dune they could see a natural wall of rock that stretched fromthe tree line out into the
water, term nating about fifteen meters fromwhere the plane was noored. Three shadowed

sil houettes stood and gesticulated at the seaward end.

Even at this distance there was no doubting what they were.

Those oversized heads. . . Al ex recognized the beaver-dam hair, shaped with the aid of sticks and
mud. The cl awl i ke hands, the scarred, greased bodies. The priest at the Anglican m ssion
multiplied by three. Fore.

Their voices harnonized with the roar of the sea, so that the sea al nost drowned them out. But

G na said, "They'll be sunmoni ng nore Undead." Her voice shook

A whiff of the wind carried the nessage: Gna was right. "Stations!"” Chester baw ed, and the

remai ning Garners forned a ragged wedge bristling with nmachetes.

"Space out nore!" the Lore Master screaned. "W have to give each other room Mke for the rock
wal I !1'"

But the Fore priests had abeady been answered.

The Undead energed fromthe brush in twos and threes, and the snell was |like a gut-split skunk
ripening on the road. Alex held his forearmacross his nose and held his blade ready. Aiver was
to his left, sword high. Gna to his right, spirals of light running al ong her power staff. Al ex
felt someone's warm behi nd w ggle against his, and knew that Acacia guarded his back

To reach the rock breaker, the Garners woul d have to cut through a Iine of the Undead.

"Advance," Chester said, voice cautious and hoarse. "Slowy." A dark, pure-blooded New GQui nea
zonbie was the first to reach the wedge, and the first to go down under the bl ades of Mary-em and
diver. They had gai ned another three or four neters before three Undead reached them two of them
wonen hi ccoughing their horrible mirth. The third was the reincarnati on of Rudy Dreager, the

bul | et - sl ai n Engi neer.

Once again, sonmething within Giffin, sonething |ogical and cool, died without protest. Inits

pl ace rose a red shadow that yearned to kill. He chopped at Dreager. Rudy noved stiffly but
intelligently, and Alex granted hima bl ock, swerving part of his blade to hone on the ribs.
Dreager bl ocked again, but Alex's nove was a feint, and the Undead Gamer how ed as a gl owi ng bl ade
sl ashed his throat. This time Giffin took no chances. He chopped twi ce nore until Dreager's whol e
head gl owed bl ack:

decapi tati on.

O her Garners were engaged, and Al ex wanted badly to break formation and hel p themy but he held
his place. It was their only chance to survive. By slow increments, they had already noved to
within twenty neters of the wall. If they could get their backs to

it.

A machete bl ade flicked past Alex's ear: sonmeone behind himhad mssed a block. He turned in tine
to see Tony McWhirter take a wound in the armand answer it with a stroke to the knees that sent
the zonbie tunbling to the sand.

"Move!" Chester's voice could hardly be heard above the grunts and the | aughter, but heard it was,
and they noved another few steps before resistance grew too heavy.

In the corner of his eye Alex saw AQiver gaping, frozen, eyes w de and puppy-noist, his sword

poi nting toward the sand

Al ex spared a glance in that direction.

Trudgi ng with heavy steps, eyes fixed on the rotund Warrior with a bl oodlust that was nore
threatening than the uplifted weapon, cane Gnen.

diver nade a half-hearted attenpt to block her stroke. It was as if he'd never held a sword
before. Her descending bl ade slipped past his guard easily, and a wet red |ine appeared on Alie's
shoul der.

Behi nd Al ex, Acacia, tenporarily w thout an opponent, had seen the attack. "For God's sake, Qdlie.
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fight back!"
Alie fought Iike a man unwilling to strike back. Again zombie-Gwven scored. Her matted bl ond hair
stuck greasily to her face as her armrose and fell again, her eyes lolling lifelessly in their
sockets. O lie blocked-and nmissed a perfect opening to her stonach. In a voice so soft that Al ex
m ght have imagined it, Geen said, "Kill me, Olie. Please."
And Norliss gritted his teeth and sl ew his wonan, plunging his sword into her breast. She went
down |like a sack of nmeal, and the Warrior |ooked sick. Alex took an instant to grip Alie's
shoul der hard. He was relieved when Olie wheeled to face the next zonmbie with a vicious stroke
worthy of Franicish Qiver
The Garners had gai ned another few neters. Alex grew inpatient; he shifted his position in the
wedge until he was closer to the |ead.
Behi nd him Chester used a final bolt of lightning to strike down a zonbie, then snatched up a
bl ade as his aura di med and wi nked out. He cursed as he handled the unfanmiliar tool, and he
attacked clunsily.
Most of the Garners were wounded somewhere; Al ex hinmself had half a dozen wounds. Margie was
unmar ked. She had taken to
the machete like a bat to warm bl ood. The Undead seened unable to deal with her style: inprecise
and untutored, but full of crazy energy.
Al ex had reached the wall. He set his back to it and yelled, "Re-form" Chester |ooked at himwth
rai sed eyebrow, then nodded in approval
The group broke up, hacking wildly at the lunging corpses, and formed two |ines against the rocks.
The zonbies kept to the sand, off the rock and away fromthe water, and that cut the vul nerable
area to two sides, far easier to defend.
Still, they came on, and on. No longer was it possible for Giffin to pause between sl ayings. The
Undead piled up around his feet and swarnmed to cloud his vision. He was sweating, and the sweat
rolled into his eyes, blurring sight. The snell of the Undead, their hideous appearance, and the
sound of the | aughing, the unholy tittering, were wearing himdown.
He saw what happened to G na. Two corpses nenaced her. One was nutilated, a tittering, twtching
wonman mssing a leg and an arm She | eaned on a tall pole tucked under the stunp of the missing
arm Her good hand jabbed with a bayonet fixed to half of a shattered M1 rifle. Gna, fending off
a smal lish, |ong-dead man, swung backhand to cl eave her open. The wonman wheel ed; the butt of
G na's machete snacked into her crutch
G na froze; she turned to stare. She nust have assuned the butchered, half-deconposed corpse was a
hol ogram The man she'd i gnored swng at her neck
"G na!" Chester screaned, and Al ex saw her buckle to the sand, her aura black as night, and two
grinning zonbies still slashed at her. Tony scooped up her nagic staff desperately. The tool was
drai ned of power, but a night's rest would recharge it.
The line tightened, the eight remaining Garners clustered about Lady Janet, all of themragged and
wheezing with weariness, arns rising and falling, rising and falling.
One face stood out in the press. The shaggy dark brows were whitened, and the glacial blue eyes
seenmed dulled by death, but it was still Bowan the Bl ack who worked his way toward Chester. The
blade in his hand seened nore |ike a waki zashi, a Japanese short sword, than a sinple chopping
i mpl ement. His target was Henderson. Alex yelled a warning, then turned to his own defense.
Zonbi e- Bowan snarl ed and struck. Henderson, clumsy with his
edged tool, slithered out of the way and pushed Bowan back to gain room
But Bowan was out for blood. There was no pause, no lag to give Henderson tine to adjust his
bal ance. Bowan spun, and backhanded his sword into Chester's |l eg. The Lore Master cursed, and
forgot all senblance of style, chopping insanely at Bowan.
The former Magic User was caught by surprise. Hi s aura went red at shoul der, thigh, stomach. He
was forced to the ground, where the Lore Master perforned butchery.
Next to Giffin, Holly Frost gasped as a red slash spread on her left arm He deflected a stroke
for her while she regained her poise. "One you," she said between cl enched teeth.
Alex took a wound in the calf, and Aiver a slashed scalp. The ani mated corpses died in droves;
their bodi es hanpered novenent, and now and then one would clutch at an ankle. The action was
being forced along the rock spit, toward the sea, toward the Fore priests.
Perhaps they realized it. There was a cry, high and wavering, |ike the caw of an eagle. The zonbie
facing Giffin stepped back a pace, and turned.
In shock, Alex saw that the entire mass of Undead had stepped away fromthe bel eaguered Garners,
retreating in a semcircle, toward the trees.
Acaci a gasped, "Now what ?"
Giffin |ooked at his wist. For a nmoment the watch inprinted on his sleeve seenmed foreign,
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entirely magic, unreadable. Then, "Six mnutes to go. W can't follow. . . the zonmbies, but. . ."
Franki sh AQiver turned and began to clanber up the rocks. "W can still. . . get the priests!"”
Alex felt that if he stopped noving he woul d never start again. He pulled hinself up behind
Aiver, who was not exactly sprinting. Rocks rolled underfoot. He reached the top, to see beaver-
dam hair styles di sappearing down the other side.

Aiver was clanbering along the top of the spit. He stopped. He pointed with his sword, seaward.
As Al ex came up beside him he found breath for one word. "Boats."

They stood panting, watching. The three small boats were archai ¢ enough, but they weren't native
to New Gui nea. There was English lettering on the sterns. Each boat held one Fore priest,
standi ng, and one zonbie seated at the oars.

Chester and the other Garners had found the strength to join

them Together they watched the three boats tie up beneath the door in the flank of the Spruce
Goose. The Fore clinbed a dangling rope | adder. Their Undead oarsnen renained in the boats.

And then the sea and the huge plane faded into darkness, though the beach was still in twlight.
When Al ex | ooked at his watch it was ten o' cl ock

They clinmbed down fromthe rocks in time to see Gna rise up to join her tindalo. Chester watched
her go. Wen he turned back to themthe defeat in his face was inpossible to ignore. "He's stil
dragging it out. Tonorrow. "

Acacia swall owed air and clicked her sword into its sheath. Her hair was matted with sweat and
sand, and she | ooked as if she had dug ditches all day. "More likely he's worried, Chester."

At first Chester seemed not to hear her; then he turned. "Wrried why?"

"What will the I.F.GS. think about an assault |ike that?"

He scratched his stubble, eyes worried. "I don't know W sure as hell had plenty of warning. . ."
Acaci a seenmed al arnmed. "Chester! What is the matter with you? You' re on our side, remenber?”

The Lore Master sank down in the sand, |ooking out into the darkness. "Hasn't done you nuch good,
has it?" He turned over, face down. He sounded horribly tired. "Maybe we shoul d have gone back for
nore black fire. Scatter it in the loamon the forest floor. Rot is slow fire, it should burn
backward. Let the zonbies come at us there. . . it mght have stopped them

The Garners shifted around unconfortably, watching Chester brood.

Al ex dropped beside himon the sand. "At least we finally know what we're after. It's right out
there on the water, Chester. W even know where to find the boats!"

Chester nodded. He lifted hinself on his elbows to glare into the darkness that hid the Spruce
Goose. "Make canp," he said abruptly. "Tonorrow s another day. Wen the priests cone back to
finish us off, we'll get '"em Thanks, Giffin. God, I'mtired. But tonorrow . ."

Giffin dropped his pack. He was unable to find any enotion to hang his fragnented thoughts on. He
| ooked down at hinself, for wounds. The red gl ow of hol ogram delivered wounds was gone.

The bl oodstains left by solid zonbi e weapons | ooked |ike paint. The day was turning unreal

Olie dropped into the sand next to him He nmunbl ed sonething Alex couldn't quite hear

"What ?"

"I wish it was over." The Thief had to bend lowto hear him "I just wish it was over." He | ooked
like an old man, the nuscles in his cheeks slack, jows hanging. A single tear ran glistening down
hi s cheek.

A pat on the back was the only answer Giffin could find. He noved his pack away, over to a rock

| arge enough to sit on. He huddled there, watching the tides turn off. Ei ght Garners |left. The
Ganme was, indeed, al npbst over

Chapt er Twenty- Ei ght

THI EVES IN THE NI GHT

"Get me Marty Bobbick, please.”

"Yes, sir."

Al ex sagged agai nst the shadowed back of a dune. The sand was cooling now, it felt good agai nst
his skin. He could feel the fatigue, but it seemed apart fromhim H s mnd was racing. The
Garners were canped on the other side, a fair distance away. Alex |istened, but tonight there was
no singing, no laughter. He heard Margi e and Chester tal king, but couldn't nmake out the words.
"Hail the Giffin, slayer of the undead!"

Ha ha. "Go ahead, Marty, get it out of your system"”

"Chief, I'"'mat |east half serious. | never dreaned these Ganes could get that rough. If you
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weren't in top physical shape we'd be carrying you out. How does a sweet little old lady Iike that
Mar gi e Braddon keep goi ng?"

"Sheer chutzpah. The rest of us are ready to |lie down and die.

I"mreally worried about Alie. | guess Gaen needed the points, but the last thing in the world he
needed was having to kill his woman. Damm, but at | east we know our target now And it's a
whopper, Marty. Tonorrow"

"I't? Not a he or a she?"

He or she? Ch. Alex was too tired even to be irritated with hinmself. "Sorry. Junped tracks again.
It's a he, Marty. You know, | went into this with entirely the wong idea-"

He heard a faint scuffing fromabove. A few grains of sand pattered down around him It stopped

al nost at once.

Al ex rolled over and stood up, w thout obvious haste, while he kept talking. "I thought we nust be
chasi ng an experienced Ganer. Soneone who knew the ropes so well that he could find extra tine
somewhere to creep off and do sone work on the side.”

"It looks to ne |ike nobody woul d ever know that nuch."

"Dam right. The better you are, the nore you know, the harder you work at not getting killed out.
There aren't any ropes to know. Each Gane is a whole new ball of snakes." He might have inmagined
that sound. A gust of wind could have bl own that sand down on him. . . but under a done? Al ex
felt himself becom ng one gigantic ear

"What are we | ooking for, then? A novice?"

"Right. And he gave hinself away a couple of times." Alex |ooked up, without turning his head. The
shal l ow curve of the top of the dune had a bunp on it. It could be the top of a head. Better not
ganble on it. If it wasn't, then a known killer m ght be com ng around the dune.

He' d hear boots on sand. Wuldn't he? Alex had left his machete beside his bedroll, and now he
regretted it. The Gane was in abeyance, and so were the Gane rul es governi ng physical conbat.

He should have nmade this call fromthe niddle of a nest of Garners. Secrecy was neani ngl ess now.
Coul dn't be helped. Al right, let's lure himdown.

Marty's voi ce snapped, "Well?"

"He was too tired on the second day. This guy is in excellent condition, and he could barely clinb
a wall. He'd been up very late the night before. At the volcano, he was sure the bonb was a piece
of misdirection. Wiile the rest of the teamwas trying to nove it out, he kept |ooking around. He
must have already seen the Goose. And it's too big; it nust be a fair part of Lopez's budget. It's
an inportant part of the Game, and we hadn't got

there yet. And at the harbor, he was too interested in the planes, and then not interested at
all."

Wiere the hell was he? He could not afford to let Giffin speak his nane.

"Guff. Wo?"
Where was he?
"Guff! You all right? Shall | send in help? Giff!"

He'd fool ed hinsel f. There was nobody on the dune; he was alone. Nuts. "Fortunato. Tony
MWiirter. "

"Good enough. Now what? Call the Ganme?"

But Al ex heard a peculiar ragged sigh from overhead.

"Il get right back to you, Marty." He flipped the wallet closed and pocketed it. "Cone on down,"
he called, and eased his left | eg back for balance. McWirter could still attack, and he mi ght
have a sword

Tony stood up and wal ked down the sl ope, |eaning slightly backward, plow ng up sand. He was

unarmed. He stopped several feet away, spread his hands. "I didn't kill anybody," he said.
"You have the right to remain silent,"” Giffin said. "If you choose to-"
"I know, | watch the boob tube too. Giffin, I didn't kill anyone. The guard al nbst killed e, but

| didn't hurt him | tied himup and gagged himand left him He was wiggling around, and

t hought of maybe using nore bandage, nmoor himto sonme furniture, maybe. But he wasn't going to get
| oose qui ck enough to stop ne.”

"Nice plan," Giffin said with calculated flatness. "Wat happened? Did he get a good | ook at your
face?"

"I didn't kill him"

"He's dead, though. Suffocated. Did you accidentally hold his nose for hinP"

Tony dropped onto the sand and put his head between his knees. Giffin heard wet sounds. He
prudently kept his distance.

"He was still breathing! I. . . oh. . . | cut off his wind till he passed out, but he was
breathing when | left him"
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"Where's the neutral scent?" Tony | ooked up hopefully and started to speak. "No deals," Giffin

snapped. "It's probably gone by now anyway. You had to have soneone to pick it up."

Tony shook his head violently. "He couldn't have found it. Giffin, that's crazy stuff. \Wen I
used it on you | had no idea what it would do to ne. | just went crazy with fear. | nust have
smashed into every tree in Dream Park. There was a place where | was supposed to |eave it, but |
never got that far. | just got rid of it. | was afraid of it. | was afraid you'd search ne."
"\Wher e?"

"I can show you. Can we deal ?"

"1'"m prom sing nothing. The only question you need to ask is, how hard is Dream Park going to | ean
on you? You get to decide that right now "

"Then get drowned! | don't know who was supposed to get it. Maybe he'll find it before you do."
"Have it your way." Giffin whetted his voice to a cutting edge. "But, Tony, even if Rice died of
a stopped up nose, it's nmurder. California | aw says that if soneone dies as the result of the
conmmi ssion of a felony, it's nurder. Stand up."

Tony stood. The defiance was gone. "Wat now?"

"W go tell the others that we're | eaving the Gane."

The darkness didn't hide the sick dismay on Tony's face. It took Giffin by surprise. "Ch god.
This is going to kill Acacia. They won't |ast five minutes tonorrow"

"You shoul d have thought of that before," said A ex. He sensed Tony's nuscles tightening. "Cone
on, Tony. Playtinme's over."

Tony sounded al nost hysterical. "I've screwed everything. Everything. Please, Giffin. | can't
face them Please.™

"I don't fancy it nuch either.’
McWhirter's. "Conme on."

You're betraying themto their deaths

Bulishit. Being killed out isn't dead. Rice is dead.

"Giffin, please! Let's just play out the Game. G ve nme that nmuch. Just a few hours. Then I'|
tell you where it is and turn nyself in."

"Don't be silly." Dam, and we had a good chance of w nning, too.

“I''"l'l show you where | put the neutral scent. Tonorrow. "

"I can't make that deal. Cone on."

Far too late, Tony junped him Giffin |eaned aside fromhis wild swing and kicked himin the
shin. As Tony doubled in pain Al ex seized a handful of hair and an arm | ocking hi m hel pl ess.
Nunb and silent, Tony was steered back to the campfire.

The brutality in his voice was as nuch for his own benefit as

The canpfire burned low to the coals, and no one seened to

have the energy to feed it. Kibugonai and Kagoi ano were back to serve dinner; their faces were
zonbi e- bl ank and their death-wounds showed clearly. Lady Janet found the strength to pass around
pouches of mlk and fruit juice and beer, but her smile was barely |ip-deep

Hardly a head turned as Al ex brought Tony stunbling back into canp, until sonebody noticed the arm
twi sted painfully behind McWirter's back. Chester stood, alarmigniting on his face. He bent his
knees twice to get sone circulation into themand challenged. "All right, Tegner. Just what the
hell is going on?"

Al ex rel eased Tony, who stood shivering in a circle of questioning eyes. "Do you want to tel

them or shall 1?"

Tony tried to speak, but nothing canme out. He gave up and shook his head. Giffin felt pity
wormng its way to the surface of his nmind, and shut his shields down fast. "All right, I'Il do
it, then."

He had all their attention now None of them | ooked at all happy. "Three nights ago, MWhirter
broke away fromthe rest of you and took a private tour. He ended up in the Research and

Devel opnent departnent, where he stole a sanple of a newy developed. . . invention." No need to
gi ve away nore than necessary.

Acaci a gasped. "My God. So that's where you were that night." In pain and disorientation she cane
up to him "Ch, Tony .

no wonder you've been acting crazy. If only I'd . . . Tony, why?"

Al Tony did was | ower his eyes miserably to the ground.

"That's not all,"” Alex said. Acacia's |look tore at him made himw sh he had taken Fortunato out
of the Gane first and explained later. O never! "In order to gain access to the conpl ex, Tony had
to subdue a guard. In sone manner not yet clear, that guard, one Al bert Rice, died of

suf focation."

Acaci a seenmed to study him Then Tony. She said, flatly, "No."
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Al ex said, "Well, Tony?"

Silently MWirter nodded his head, tears beginning to run down his cheeks, glistening silver in
the firelight.

"Then who are you?" Acacia's query was delivered at a scream The other Garners seened transfixed.
"Giffin. Alex Giffin. Chief of Dream Park Security."

Chester |ooked like he'd | ooked when the bidi-taurabo-haza found him "Al right . . . Giffin.
What happens now?" He re

mnded Giffin of a man waiting to hear the results of his biopsy:

terrified and fascinated at the sane tine.

"Now . . ." Jesus. Do they have to look at ne like that? I'monly doing ny goddam job. Mary-em sat
curled up on the ground with her face between her knees. She didn't want to look at him A hint of
defiance burned in Holly Frost's dark face, quickly subdued. "You know what | have to do, dammt.
Every one of you knows."

No one argued, and he al nost hoped they woul d. Cone on, you fog-headed fanta.sy freaks. Yell at
me. Scream Call ne a rent-a-pig. Anything.

Acaci a stunbl ed back to her place near the canpfire. She tried to swall ow sone beer, but it

expl oded in her nmouth. O fie held her as she coughed and sobbed.

"That's it, then," Chester said, taking infinite care not to let his enotions leak into his voice.
"We're down to six hands now. Tonorrow nmorning it is." H's gaze flicked past Giffin wthout
comrent, and settled on Tony. For a brief instant something dark and rmurderous flared in the
dept hs of those eyes, quickly hidden

Mar gi e Braddon kneaded her hands together as if trying to scrub sonething indescribably filthy
fromthem "I had to bring the news in for you. You used Onen and nme as couriers, didn't you?"
"Lucky coincidence, Margie. | had to see who m ght junp when he heard that the guard was dead."
Hope bl ooned on McWirter's face. "Then you weren't sure | knew "

"It's still nurder, Tony. Any death that occurs in the course of a felony is murder. |I'msorry."
"Yeah. So the hell aml."

"Get your things."

There was no sound fromthe others as Tony wal ked stiff-legged to his backpack at the rimof the
canpfire circle. He lifted it with a long, tortured sigh, and slapped the sand off.

In the wavering light, he |l ooked |like an old, old nan, shadows furrowing his face into antiquity.
He was stiff and slow as he wal ked back to rejoin Giffin. He turned to the other Garners and

whi spered, "lI'msorry. God, I'"'mso sorry. Cas. . . | picked that fight, the first night." She
tried to turn away, and couldn't. "Cas, when | saw how tough it was going to be, I knew | had to
get it done the first night, before | got killed out, so-"

"Stop it," she whispered.

"I love you, babe. That's all."

Holly Frost broke the silence that followed, giving voice to the idea hiding in every nmind. "Hell
Giffin, why can't you wait for a few nore hours?"

An absurd thought, but Al ex could feel hinself becom ng defensive. "There's no way | can do that.
A man is dead."

"Can any of us bring himback?" Margie tried to shush Holly, but there was no stopping her now "I
mean, why don't you give us a break? | travelled over a thousand mles to be here. Now you're
teffing me that it doesn't nmatter what happens to ne or any of us as long as you get your man."
"It's my job." Giffin felt himself blushing in the dark. You' re not really leaving themto their
deaths. It's just a gane!

Just a gane. The joy and the sweat were just a gane. The | ovenaking and the beer busts and the
songs and the tears and the bone-weary exhaustion were just part of the gane. And what happened
tonorrow, when the Undead and the Fore and Lopez knew what else all came boiling out of the sea
and the forest to smash five Ganers, that would be the biggest, shiniest fantasy of all

Acaci a wi ped her nose and regarded him "All right, Alex or Gary or whatever you are. You and
know t hat what happened between us was a lie." She cut himoff when he tried to speak, and naybe
that was good. No telling what he would have said. "All right. You don't give a flying fart for
any of us. That doesn't hurt ne too bad, mister. But | want you to tell nme that you don't care
about what's happeni ng here. That you haven't gone out of your mind with the rest of us weirdos. |
saw you, Gary-Al ex, oh, damm you, | saw what you were beginning to get out of this Gane."

He heard the trenor in his voice. "What is it you think you saw?"

"You can't relax, Alex. You're in better shape than the rest of us, by a nmle. Wiy are you as

wi ped out as we are? Way are you nore torn up than Margi e?" She | eaned toward him and flinched as
one of the coals popped. "I'Il tell you why. Because you work so dam hard at everything you do
Because you drive and drive and push until you're about to fall over. And if it's not hard enough
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you'll make it tougher on yourself just for the sheer hell of a job well fought. Now you tell ne,
Al ex. Dam you, you look ne in the eye and tell ne you don't want to stay in the Game just

twel ve nore hours, just |long enough to help us beat the pants off Lopez. You tell ne you don't
care, tough man!"

He shrugged nassive shoulders. "All right."

"Al right? Wat's that?"

Even to hinmsel f, he sounded like a little boy trying to explain sonething he doesn't understand.
"Sure | want to stay. But what | want doesn't matter

She stared at him "My God, Alex . . . | thought | was hooked on fantasy. Just why-"

He snapped, "I'mnot here to answer questions, Acacia. |I'mnot here to have '"fun'. I'"'mhere in the
interests of Dream Park, and that's all there is toit."

Hi s prisoner had set down his pack. Tony had | ong since made his own plea. He was just waiting.

But Chester said, "Giffin. It's in Dream Park's best interests that you stay in the Gane." He had
turned to face the fire. His voice was |ow, and very controlled, calcul ating.

"Don't try to hand ne a line of bull-" But Alex knew that he had responded too quickly, too
automatically, that he was al nost afraid of being shown another way out.
"Tormorrow, " Chester said, still facing away, "we are going to be slaughtered. The Gane will be

over, and will have to be considered one of the greatest debacles in Gam ng history. Certainly the
greatest | have ever heard of."

"So |'msorry about your reputation.”

"So |'msorry about Dream Park's investnent."

That rang a bell. Hadn't Harnony said sonething-"Go on.',

"Don't you know that Dream Park recoups a huge chunk of their noney through sales of tapes and
books of an Adventure? Through luring people to run through an automated Gane, once the bugs have
been worked out? How nmany people are going to want a piece of this one? Cowes Industries wll
take a bath, Giffin." Now he turned, and net Giffin's eyes squarely. "W both know | have
ulterior reasons for wanting both of you to stay in the Game. Fine. Al I'masking is for you to
take everything into consideration. You know what it nmeans to you, what it nmeans to the Park. And
if you give a damm, what it neans to all of us."

Giffin scanned the faces. Eager, tired, waiting for a word from

himthat would tear everything to hell and gone, or give thema fighting chance. Just twelve
hours.

Christ! Wat would Harnony think?

Who cares? He's the loon who got me into this in the first place! Still, hadn't Harmony said-"I
understand Dream Park's investnent is around a mllion and a hal f?"

"More, 1'd think. Check with your boss. There are resources tied up, interest on | oans
advertising agreenments-"

"Never mind. Gather round, people. | may need you to talk for ne. MWirter, right next to nme."
Alex flipped his wallet open. "Get me Marty Bobbick."

Marty was on instantly. "Guff! | was down to hoping you' d renenbered to | eave a dyi ng nessage!”
"Marty, | have Tony McWiirter in custody on suspicion of burglary and nurder."

"Ckay. Good. Tell ne where you are and |'I| direct you to the nearest exit."

"Not so fast, Marty. See if you can get ne Harnony, imediately."

It wasn't inmediate. The Garners sat around him tense and silent, waiting. Kagoiano, mangled,
with edges of bone showi ng through where the rockfall had smashed himon the third day, brought
hima thick sandwi ch and stood passively until Giffin took it. Giffin forced hinself to take a
bite, then, suddenly starving, wolfed it.

Alie said, "Do you know about the Fat-Ri pper Special s? They use the same Gane, but they cut al
the distances by half, and the food is high-protein stuff, and there are paid doctors in the
party. Five days rips the fat right off you, and you hardly notice how hungry you are because
you're too busy not getting killed. That's how Gaen got her start." He | ooked anxiously at
Giffin, whose nouth was full. "The really good Ganes sell in places where you wouldn't think
there were places. Dream Park stands to | ose-"

The wal |l et spoke. "Giffin?"

"Harnony? Look, if you're asleep, get yourself awake. Pvc been handed a tricky decision, and |I'm
passi ng the buck."

"I wasn't asleep. Wat's the problen”

"1"ve taken Tony McWhirter into custody. He admits to stealing the, ah, materials, but he denies
killing Rice."

"Very good, Alex! W'Il call Sacranento PD and hand them a nicely wapped package. Do you have the
stolen material s?"
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"That's our problem sir. MVWirter has made us an interesting offer. He'd like us both to stay in
and finish the Game. It's only a matter of another twelve hours, and McWirter will show us where
he hid the, ah, materials.”

"Gane. Yes. Ah, what happens to the Gane if you and McWiirter |eave it now?"

"Worst debacle in Gaining history."

"oh."

Har nony thought it over, and Giffin found that he was hol ding his breath.

"What if this McWirter cuts your throat and tries to run? He's killed once. If he perforates a
Garmer. . . lawsuits. . . hmm"

"W can take precautions. MWiirter will have a machete with a hologram bl ade. W'Ill guard himall
night. I'lIl have Marty seal this place-"

Tony whi spered fiercely, "For God's sake put ne on!" Al ex handed over the wallet. Tony said, "M.

Harmony? Listen, | do not intend to run. Where would | go? And | didn't-"

"Just a minute, McWirter. Have you been warned?"

"l have the right to a lawer. | have the right to remain silent. If | choose to speak, | can be

recorded. "

"You are being recorded."

"Fine."

"Are you in possession of materials belonging to Dream Park?"

"No, but | hid them where nobody else is going to find them | can give themto Giffin tonorrow

Look, Lopez will creamus if Giffin and I |eave the Gane now. And how woul d anyone explain it in

Ganme context? It kills the plot line."

"WIIl the rest of your party trust you not to try to escape?"

"I swear it-"

"I want their word. On record.”

It nust have been obvious to all of them in case Tony perforated anyone whil e escapi ng, Harnony
was forestalling a lawsuit. One by one they swore they trusted Tony McWirter's word. Al ex spoke

| ast.

"I"'mgoing to lock this place up tight," he said. "A nosquito won't be able to get |oose. But |
think McWhirter neans it. It's going to be a long tinme between Gaines for him"

"I can hear the Board of Trustees now. Wll, go ahead, and good |luck. Ch, and | |ooked in on you
while you were stealing that, ah, black fire?"

D dn't everybody? "Yeah?"

"It | ooked like fun."

The transceiver clicked-and everybody started yelling. Giffin bellowed, "Quiet!" They stopped. To
his transceiver Giffin said, "Security, quick. Marty? Listen. | want airtight surveillance at
every exit fromthe donme. |If anyone tries to |eave, the Ganme ends instantly. Don't miss any exits,
and don't |et someone past just because he's wearing a uniform"

"Chief? You' re not com ng out?"

"Nope. Neither of us, not till one tonorrow, with our shields or on them"™ Giffin clicked his
wal | et shut and | ooked around. "You're crazy," he said. "You're all crazy, and |'mjust as bad. |
want a Gamer awake at all tinmes to watch McWiirter, who is going to sleep with his feet wired
toget her. Any objections from anyone?" Not a whisper. "MWirter?"

He was pathetically grateful. "Hands and feet, Giffin, | don't care. Thank you."

"All right." Giffin sank back against the dune. He felt very tired-and light as air. Hi s thoughts
finally settled on sonething. "Henderson?"

The Lore Master still |ooked apprehensive. "Now what ?"

"Eight of us left. Al those undead. W don't even have boats. Just how are we going to win this
nmot her ?"

Chapt er Twenty- N ne

END GAME

When dawn broke that final day, there were nine awake to greet

it.

Their clothes were soiled and torn. They thensel ves were scratched and brui sed and unsteady on
their feet, even with the benefit of a night's sleep. But all of themgripped their tools tightly:
swords, machetes, and the magic staff now w el ded by Chester Henderson

Chester stood with eyes wide and nerves afire, waiting for the peep of a double sun that would
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signal the beginning of the Gane.

Al ex took no of fense that Acacia stood with Tony. She had spent the night with the bound nan. Not
with someone el se, not crying or hating or blanming; rarely touching him but there.

Holly Frost, her Afro frizzled with sand and sweat, stood next to Al ex, a Japanese short sword

bal anced uneasily in her hand.

She studied Panthesilea and Fortunato at a distance, expression carefully neutral.

Tony watched the horizon. He let his eyes sweep back and forth, barely acknow edging the girl at
his side for minutes at a tinme, before relaxing with a great sigh and hol ding her fiercely to him
Easy to understand the unyielding focus of his attention. Play well today, Tony. You won't be back
for twenty years.

Mary-em Margie and A lie stood together. Margi e had seenmingly gained strength during the night,
energy fromthe endl ess strategy sessions. She and Mary-em grinned at each other and touched the
tips of their weapons together in silent salute. Alie raised his sword wearily and stitched
together the rudinents of a snile

The group formed a rough circle around their canpfire, all directions covered. The circle enclosed
Lady Janet, who carried a nmachete. Chester's instructions had been exact: "You don't fight unless
you have to. CGetting you out is part of our mssion."

Facing the woods with a katana held tightly in his massive hands, The Giffin suddenly |aughed out
|l oud. Marty, MIIlie, Harnobny, are you watching? 1 hope you're enjoying this!

The second sun rose; the first faded out. Chester watched, critically, as yesterday's wounds

bl oomed anew on his Garners and on his own body. The sounds of New Guinea filled the air: bird-
calls, the lapping of surf, and a creaking of netal.

Low in the flank of the Spruce Goose, a door began to open. A long black arm pushed it back with
del i berate sl owness. Under a great black globe of hair, a small scarred face | eered at them
nmout hi ng words inaudi ble at that distance. It disappeared inside, and another figure clinbed out,
stiffly.

It was an Undead, its clothing strips of tattered cloth hangi ng agai nst dark, ashy skin. It
clinbed down into the boat and set itself at the oars. Two Fore priests joined it, untied the
line, settled thenselves. The boat noved toward shore with snooth, steady strokes fromtheir
hel i sh oarsman.

Chester snorted. "Bastards. Only one boat!"

Giffin stifled a sour bubble of gas, tasting his nervousness. The Fore seened to be | ooking
directly at him leering with a mouthful of filed teeth. Now he could see the nuscles in the
zonbie's back as it guided the boat toward shore.

Ten feet fromshore, one of the priests stood in the boat and

began to chant loudly. After a tine the second priest joined in, creating a nelody that nade
Giffin's skin cram to listen.

He didn't have leisure to critique the serenade. Fromthe woods cane answering sounds: a rustling,
scraping promse, fulfilled within nonents as the Undead began to line up

There were at least thirty of them all arned. As before, the wonen and children were the worst.
They | aughed endl essly, bodies twitching with spasns, the |aughter blending to hungry grow s. Mny
of the wonen were bare-breasted, but the effect wasn't erotic. Alex knew that it would be a | ong
tinme before he could | ook at a hal f-naked woman wi t hout renenbering the enpty-eyed zonbi es of New
Gui nea.

Anong the wonen and children were gray old nmen, crippled and deformed, their frail hands clutching
edged weapons. But the front Iine held the healthy ones, so to speak: a dozen warriors who had

di ed by vi ol ence.

Most of them were as dusky as the others, the Fore priests. Two were European. S.J. and Felicia
Maddox, Dark Star. S.J. rolled his eyes with zonbie fervor. He waved his nmachete fiercely and
grinned froma face ridged and pitted with blast scars. Giffin had to grin back. S.J. didn't care
whi ch side he was on

Felicia's face was supernaturally calm but she led the other zonbies.

The boat had beached. The Fore priests disenbarked w thout interrupting their song.

"This is it, people." Chester's voice was |loud but calm "Everyone do their part and we'll get
through this. Shift!"

The Garners noved. Before the zonbies reached themthey had fornmed a wedge, with Mary-em at the
peak. They noved toward the rocks at qui ck-nmarch

They stopped and turned when the animated arnmy was ten paces away. Chester raised Gna's staff.
H's fingers ran across its keyboard. Ruby spirals ran down its length, and light flashed fromthe
tip to bathe the front I|ine.

Felicia caught fire. The zonbie screaned a wavering wail that would have torn neat froma hunan
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throat, and she fell, snoking and throwi ng sparks. The two to either side were incinerated as
wel |, but Chester's beamwas flickering.

S,J."'s zonmbie had |urched behind one of its undead fellows, sparing himfromthe initial blast. In
anot her second the rest of the force had passed the snoking corpses and were on the Garners.

The dead Engi neer went straight for Margie. She al nbst stepped out of the circle to meet him
restraining herself at the last nmoment. She met his downward stroke and grow ed nenaci ngly.
Giffin kept a neasured distance fromHolly, and went to work. The blows were conming in alittle
faster, a little nore elusively, and before three m nutes had passed two small new patches of red
flowed on his linbs. He set his teeth and sent a zonbie to the sand with a diagonal crinson wedge
creasi ng his head.

Chester's voice rose above the din. "Keep noving!"

Mary-em scream ng and chopping at the cutting edge, the Garners clove the ranks of the Undead.
Slowmy at first, then with increasing speed the besieged Gainers won their way toward the Fore
priests. The ei ght defenders were roused to frenzied heights now, as they saw the priests back
away and nove toward their boat. Mary-em swore foully and burst through the zonbie wall, breaking
formation to do it.

Her short legs blurred as she charged across the sand, diving at the cl osest Fore and cutting him
down at the legs. He fell to the beach at the edge of the water, and rolled in. The surf foaned
red.

The second priest paused a fatal instant to gape at his fellow s fate, then sloshed through the
wat er, pushing the boat away from shore. The undead oarsnan sat passively. It had received no new
orders.

Tony threw his machete.

(Sonmewhere outside the world, a computer chose anmong random nunbers-)

The bl ade nade a single revolution and slashed into the Fore's shoulder. He screamed as he cl awed
back at the evil growth; then kept going, pulling the boat one-handed.

Alie splashed out with Lady Janet behind him The Fore tried to stop Ofle's sword with his bare
hand, and failed. Wiile the other Gainers held off the zonbies, Janet pulled the boat back toward
shore.

Olie joined her. They had nearly beached the craft, dead passenger and all, when S.J. splashed in
and cut Alie down from behi nd.

Alie's aura flashed red. He spun around, and zonbie S.J. swung again. In the noment Qlie died,
he parried and chopped, and S.J.'s head went bl ack

Chester shoved Lady Janet into the boat, and helped Margie in

after her. The oarsman did not protest as they tunmbled it out. Tony piled in and pulled Acacia up
then fended off a slash froma zonbie wading in the surf.

After Holly squeezed in, only Giffin and Mary-emwere |left out, and there seened to be no

remai ning room "Giffinl" Acacia yelled, indicating her |ap. Al ex yanked Mary-emtoward the boat,
and she hissed at him "Get out of here. You have to survive, Giffin." She butted himtoward the
boat wi th her shoul der

He pulled at her belt. "lIdiot! Swimand hold onto the boat!"

She nodded. They backed into the waves, then swamfor it. The boat was novi ng out as Tony and
Hol Iy took the oars; they paused |ong enough for Giffin and Mary-emto grip the stern

The terrible minions of the Fore waded into the water now, until it rose above their nouths. And
even then they marched on, dead eyes bl azing as they vani shed beneath the | appi ng waves.

Margi e touched a hand uneasily to her chest as the boat pulled out fromshore. She watched the
zonbi es vani sh. "They alnost nade it all the way-"

Mary-em yel ped and sank.

"Alex! Into the boat!" Acacia wasn't waiting; she pulled himover the stern by main force. A
greeni sh-bl ack hand fastened on his ankle and he yell ed. Tony sl ashed; the hand gl owed red and
sank. Alex sprawled into the boat, onto the knees of the other Garners.

Now gl i st eni ng dead hands gri pped on both sides, and grinning dead faces surfaced, eyes unblinking
and filled wth hunger.

As Tony and Holly rowed, Giffin scranbled off Acacia's |ap and chopped at heads and hands. The
boat rocked unsteadily as he fought for bal ance, swinging his sword froma crouch

A joyful screamcleft the air as they reached the Spruce Goose. Tony tied the line in and hel ped
Holly up. She nodded briskly and pulled herself up the rope | adder and through the open door

They heard her jubilant shout. "Cargo!"

Behi nd her Tony yelled, "Look out!" She turned as a gi bbering Fore priest hurled a snake at her
Her hand blurred as she whi pped her short sword into a tight S and dropped to the floor. The snake
separated into halves and flopped to either side. "Hear nme, 0-" she had to interrupt herself to
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roll away as the priest threw another snake. She chopped off its head as it hit the floor

Her roll took her ankle close to the first snake's severed front end. Dying, it bit.

"Drown you!" She stonped at it and stood, lurching toward the priest, who bared filed teeth and

hi ssed vilely. Her aura was bl ackening fromthe ankle upward. "Hear ne 0 Gods," she cried, "give
me firel™

The priest gestured defensively. The flanes fromHolly's fingertips veered to either side. Holly's
waki zashi stabbed through the flanme and caught the Fore in the throat.

The Fore fell. Holly, her aura quite black, collapsed gracefully on top of him
Chester was the last Gamer through the door. He shut it hard behind him "All right, let's see-"
Hi s eyes found the spraw ed bodies, and he winced. "diver, Mary-em Holly. . . Christ, what a

Gane." Then he saw further. "She was right. This is it."

The shadowed wal |l s seened to curve up and up forever, neeting at an indistinct ceiling. The hold
was piled inpossibly high with Cargo. Packages of all shapes and sizes filled the hold, in fact

bl ocked it to the very roof.

"Margie. |Is your rating good enough to fly this thing?"

She pursed her lips thoughtfully, but didn't answer directly. "Let's find the cockpit."

The cockpit was at the top of a stairway. Its door was slightly ajar, and Al ex poked his sword
ahead of hinself cautiously, then entered.

Footing was unsteady in the relative darkness, but there was |ight ahead, stream ng through the
dusty wi ndows. The cockpit was nmusty with disuse, but nothing seened to be broken. There were
panels filled with antique neters and dials.

Margie followed himin and pointed to the pilot's and copilot's chairs. "That's what | need," she
sai d, and pushed gently past him sw nging around the pilot's seat.

She junped back, stunbling, and steadied herself against Al ex. He turned snarling, blade at the
ready, then rel axed.

A noul dered skel eton slunped in the chair. Pieces of cloth stuck to the bones.

"Whew. " Margie edged closer to it and nudged it with her toe. "Al right. | don't think it's going
to be noving around much, now that we've killed the priests." She carefully turned to the other

chair, and sighed as she found another skeleton. "Gary . . Giffin, would you help me get this out
of the pilot's seat, dear?"

He trundled it back out of the cabin and to the cargo sections. Bones fell |oose; he went back for
t hem

"How are we doi ng?" Chester sounded exuberant, and fresh as a daisy. He clinbed into the cockpit
and stood behind Margie's shoul der. Her hands explored the controls; tw sted something. The panel
lit up.

She said, "I think that's the fuel gauge. It reads enpty."

"It would. Damm!" He | eaned agai nst the wall, gazing out at the water. "Ah. The fuel dunp."” He
gri pped Margie's shoul der. "Renenber? At the dockyard, near the headquarters building? Get this
thing started up and we'll see if we can get that far."

Mar gi €' s hands pl ayed over the controls. "I've never flown this nodel," she nurnured, and tw sted
sonet hi ng. An engi ne coughed, then roared. The plane began to swing in a circle.

Margi e humred happily to hersel f. She got another engine started, a third, a fourth. By now al
four Gamers plus Lady Janet were crowded into the cockpit, admring her perfornance.

The plane finished a full circle. Margie took the joy stick. The plane's curve strai ghtened out.
The Goose rose on its step and pi cked up speed, enough for the vertical fin to bite air. Margie
turned east along the shore.

"Mt ors one, four, six and seven now running, Admiral," she told Chester. "The rest are dead, |
think, but 1'll keep fiddling if you think-"

"Not just now. W don't want to take off. W don't have the fuel for it."

Tony said, "Giffin?"

Giffin glanced at himquestioningly. Tony's |long face grew serious, and he nodded. Al ex shrugged
out of his pack and followed Tony into the cargo section. MWirter went directly to a crate

| abeled "U. S. Arny surplus" and levered it open. He pulled out a couple of handfuls of shredded
wood, then lifted a blue cloth pouch. Wth | owered eyes, he handed it to Giffin.

The pouch had a velcro seal, easily thunbed open. Alex lifted out four sheets of photocopy paper
then a fold of foam cushioning, and fromthat a tiny vial of thin, colorless fluid. It was only
hal f filled.

"Neutral scent?" Tony nodded. "All right, Tony. If you've played straight with me, I'Il do what |
can. Wiich may not be nuch.”

"Giffin! Fortunato!"

They pounded up the | adder, into the cockpit, and found that they had reached the Sea of Lost
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Cargo. The mighty Spruce Goose was a terror to navigate here, but Margie acconplished it with
el an, and only once did a grinding crash indicate a collision with a snaller, half-sunken craft.

"Shit-oh-dear!" Margie said. "Chester, | can't slow down. W'd sink deeper. W might hit sonething
el se. ™

"Then don't."

Mar gi e scrutinized the docking area carefully. "I can get us a little closer, but we'll still have
to use the boat, | think, and-" her words died in her throat.

The Undead were waiting for them At |east a hundred strong, they forned an arc before the fue
dunp. A few had narched to the edge of the water and were waving their blades, stiffly.

Chester |ooked sick. "They'll butcher us when we cone ashore. If we ran the CGoose aground

no, we'd never get enough monmentumto crash that line."

One of the notors coughed. Margie shut down engine #1, outboard on the left wing. The Goose tried

to turn, and she pulled it back into line. "Chester, shall | shut dowmm? O beach the beast?"
" Shut down. "

Margie killed the notors. The Goose settled. She said, "W may not have the fuel to start up
again."

Chester was grinding his teeth. "So near. And now we're trapped.”

"We've got to try, Chester. \What el se can we do?" Acacia scanned the |Iine of Undead, and

shudder ed.

"What time is it?"

Al ex | ooked at his sleeve. "Stopped."

"El even-forty," Tony said, without turning fromthe w ndow.

"Uh huh. The Gane ends at one. \W've got to beat the Un-dead, nove enough fuel to fly us out, get
it into the tanks . hell, we don't even know where the tanks are. Prine the notors and fly hone.
Not enough tinme. It can't be enough, not even if we could whip that nmany Undead.™

"That airplane's egg really cost us," Acacia said.

"Yeah. Even so. . . there has to be a way out of this ness. | know Lopez."

"Well, | don't see it." The dark haired girl stonped her foot and swore. "Look-if we're going to
lose, let's not just sit it out trapped like rats. Let's get out there and kick sone behind!"
Mar gi e shook her head. "Chester, there is another way."

"What do you nean?"

"The Spruce Goose never flew from Long Beach to New Guinea. It's just too far. The tanks woul d
have been dry long before they got there, even if they were full to start with, and they probably
weren't. Renenber, it was just a practice run."

"Magic." Cears were turning in Chester's head. "But we don't know the cerenony-"

Lady Janet raised her hand. "I do."

"What ?"

She snil ed, pushing forward until she was al nbost agai nst his chest. "Wen those people were
hol di ng ne captive, | saw them performtheir cerenony several tines. The spells were in good
English. | nenorized them"

"Lady Janet, | don't trust you."

Margi e swiveled around in her chair. "Chester, she has to be a clue. Wy el se would she have

survived so long in the Gane?"

Chester held his head, trying to think

"They're going to cone out, Chester," Tony said flatly. Alien-looking Fore priests had appeared

anong the Undead, oiled bodies gleaning in the sun. They were directing the | aunching of boats.

Giffin ignored the boats. Easy to drive through them if they chose to go that route.

"Equi prrent ," he said. "If we've got the cerenmony, we've got the equi prment too. There's a ful

Cargo Cult workshop in that Quonset hut. It's a good thing we didn't burn it down." He | ooked out.

"The zonbies are blocking the fuel, but not the Quonset hut. W can ramright through those boats.

The rest . . . well, by the time we got to the Headquarters building they'd be there too, unless.
unl ess we run the Goose up on the beach. W night never get it loose. Yeah. But it's a

chance! "

"No. "
"We may have to-"

"No." Chester was snmiling, but it was not a nice smle. "I kept looking for the flaw, but | didn't
see it till Lady Janet spoke. It's another nopusetrap. Lady Janet, have you forgotten the copyright

violation rul e?"

"By Jimmy, | believe | did," she | aughed, and Chester |aughed with her

Al ex sl apped his forehead, hard enough to hurt. "Sone detec

tive. The Eneny's spells are the Eneny's property. W can't use them can we?"
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Tony spun fromthe wi ndow. "Waitam nute!" He shook Chester's shoulder. "It wasn't the Eneny who
stole the Goose. They stole it fromthe Daribi. So we could use Daribi spells if-"

"Yes. Who has Mai bang's skull?" Chester searched desperately fromface to face as there was no
answer. Then Margi e rai sed her hand.

"I got it fromOnen, | think." She opened her pack and runmaged swiftly. The guide's charred skul
was a pitiful relic, all personality gone; but Chester seized it like a priceless jewel.

"Tabl e cerenony. Tony, Giffin, rig me a table. The rest of you, | want any remaining rations.
Chocol ate bars? Salt tablets? Anything that night be accepted.”

They set it up in the cargo hold. A warped chest served as a table; they raided a crate of
bedsheets for a tablecloth. A few pieces of dried fruit and a |l one stick of gumlay on the cloth
next to the black skull. No flowers, no candle . . . but Chester was grimy pleased.

"The bilasimtewol ,"” he murmured, then spread wide his arns. "Hear ne, Kasan M bang. Hear ne, oh
Gods. W destroy the | ast of our precious supplies that we may speak with hi mwho was our guide.
Hear us, Jesus-Manup-" The air above the table shinmered, and Chester gestured. "Fire," he
commanded, and bare sparks fell fromhis fingertips. "Fire," he commanded again, and his aura
tinged red. He ignored it. "Fire!" he screaned, and the table crackled in flane.
The burn-scarred face of Kasan Mai bang wavered in their vision. "I know why you call
the guide, "but | cannot help you. Only one greater than myself can save you."
"Who?"

"Pigibidi, the greatest chief of nmy people.™

"Sunmon him "

"I't will cost you nana. Wat have you of power?"

Chester was frantic, tearing at frizzled hair with long fingers. Then he barked | aughter and
dunped his pack out. Alnost at the bottomwas what |ooked |like a set of black |eather pajamas-the
shed skin of a Fore spy. He placed it on the nagical fire.

"It is good . " Kasan said, and his face shifted outline and becane the pitted and wi nkl ed

vi sage of ol d Pigibidi

"Pigibidi, Geat Chief," Chester began. He licked his Iips nervously. "W are desperate. W nust
nmove this trenendous airplane, and we have no fuel."

The old man's |ips nmoved, and his words echoed in the hold. "The wonan of fered you the spell of
the Fore. Be glad you did not use it. One nust have perm ssion to use such magic, and to steal a
spell fromits owner carries a terrible price."

Chester glared at Lady Janet, who hid a smle. "Pigibidi . what shall we do?"

"I will give you the spell you need. If our peoples ever contend again, beware of trying to use it
agai nst us."

"No! | swear-"

"A European's pronmise is worth [ittle. If you have the nagical power to lift so vast a nachine, |
will work the spell for you, that the Fore m ght be beaten."

"Power. We're out. Pigibidi, there's nothing left! You' ve got to-"

"I amsorry. Then it is all for nothing."

Chester stonmped and swore. "That Lopez! Fli kill him | swear to God-" He hoisted hinself on a
crate to |l ook out one of a pair of tiny portholes. The boats of the Fore had reached the CGoose.
Soon it would be over.

The fire burned w thout consum ng, and Pigibidi's translucent visage watched themw th the

di spassi onate cal m of the dead.

Al ex | eaned against the wall of the hold, eyes hooded specul atively. Pigibidi hadn't vani shed.
There nust be nore. A crate of Coca-Col a? The corpse of a Fore priest? O - "Chester?"

"What ?" the Lore Master snarled. Hi s entire body was shaking. "Didn't Mrgie say that Hughes
hinmself flew this thing?" "That's right," Margi e agreed. "He was pilot on that one short flight
of f Long Beach."

"Well, if that was when they stole it, then it stands to reason that-"

Tony was sprinting up the | adder to the cabin

"-that Hughes is one of the skeletons,"” Giffin finished. "My God." Chester's body cal med down,
the excitement flaring in his snmle as he realised what Alex was saying. "lIt's Cargo Cult

myt hol ogy. And we've got access to the tindalo of one of the twentieth century's greatest
aeronautical industrialists!"”

Acacia retrieved the skull Al ex had discarded earlier. "Is this the right one?"

Hughes or the pilot? The bony face grinned sardonically, secure in its anonynmity. Giffin said,
"Hughes was a millionaire. His clothes would be in better shape-"

Tony half-fell down the |ladder, his arms full of bones. "Wat the hell, we'll use themboth! A

whi sper ed
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test pilot makes a perfectly good tindalo." He took the other skull from Acacia and set the two at
opposite corners of the table, under Pigibidi's hovering face. The flames sparked up

A Fore zombie had crawmed up to the window. It |eered at them pounding with the flat of an ashy
hand.

Pigibidi's translucent face nodded at them It began to speak. "God-Dodo, Jesus-Manup, hear ny-
And his words were drowned in the sound of |eviathan engines turning over. Al eight propellers
ripped at the air. Margi e gasped and ran for the cockpit, with the other Garners in hot pursuit.
The Spruce Goose shuddered and jerked and surged forward.

Margi e scranbled into a seat. A last zonbie lay flat in front of the wi ndshield, yelling, hugging
t he pai nted wood.

The seapl ane rose on its step and picked up speed, nudgi ng aside smaller craft and headi ng for
open water. Margie grinned fiercely as the Goose raced along the surface and finally skipped free.
They bounced back down, once, with a massive, stonmach-churning splash, and the zonbi e vani shed.
Then the plane truly found its power and rose fromthe water with a throaty roar

Shore and dock fell away beneath them Jungles and nountains, nonsters and doons, and the
gesticulating figures of the Fore were pinpoints to their eyes. As the Spruce Goose kissed the
clouds the Garners turned to each other, and there was a swollen nmonment of silence. Then Al ex
whooped, and Acaci a hugged him and Tony hugged Margi e, and Chester kissed Lady Janet, and the
cockpit was filled with laughter and screans of joy.

The Gane was over.

PART THREE

Chapter Thirty

THE FI NAL TALLY

Hoarse cheering could be heard fromw thin the cabin section of the Spruce Goose, even before the
Dream Park attendants opened the door to let the Garners out. Lady Janet was the first to place a
foot on the ground. Her |egs were wobbly. She shook her head and said, "Ww"

Six more Garners followed. Holly Frost, last out, bowed grandly to the cast and crew. Chester
lifted his arns and cried, "And let's have a big round of applause for the best performance in an

expiring role. . . Holly Frost!" Ragged cheers. "And for all the surviving nmenbers of the team"
This time the energy ran higher, and the attendants joined in.
Giffin walked at Tony's side. MWirter's smle was as honest as the others'; it faded slightly

when he sighted Bobbi ck approaching with two security nen. He stopped before they reached hi mand
shifted his pack off his shoulder. He brushed a straggling hair
off his forehead with a steady hand, then extended it to Al ex. "Thanks. You' ve really been decent

about this. |I promse you won't have any trouble out of ne."
Giffin took it, and was surprised at the ferocity of Tony's grip. "W'll see how it goes,
McWhirter."

"All right, Chief. W can handle the prisoner now."

"Thank goodness." Al ex shrugged off his backpack and let it thud into the ground. "Marty, escort
himto Detainnent. Are the County cops here?"

"You know it. W've got a lot to get done here." Marty was steering himalong toward a si de door
while the other Garners headed for the main exit. Ahead of them the two security nmen gui ded Tony.
Giffin turned to watch the Garners | eave. Mst of them | ooked back over their shoul ders to watch
Tony taken away, but no one said anything, until Chester raised his voice.

He sounded tired. "Giffin. You comng to the Tally Party?"

"I"'msorry, Chester. I'mgoing to be pretty busy." He turned to go, but Henderson raised a
beckoni ng hand.

"You're invited. You earned it. Tonight in my suite at the Sheraton."

Al ex waved at him and turned back to Marty. "You're going to have to help me through this. I'm
really tired."” Bobbick nade synpathetic sounds.

Giffin caught one last glinpse of Acacia. She had paused by the gate, alnost as if she were about
to turn around and speak. Then her shoul ders sagged with fati gue and she wal ked on. Tony caught

t hat pause and turned his head away, the remmants of his smle dying altogether

Giffin watched her go and felt something sharp and hot pricking at his gut.

He handed his backpack to Marty, who took it w thout conmrent, switching a wad of gum from one side
of his nouth to the other. "Come on, Gill. W' ve got a car for you."

Al ex nodded wordl essly, responding nore to nudges than to words. The textured plastic seat of the
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hovercar seened alien to him and he dropped into it hard, as if testing its reality. He | eaned
back and let his eyes close, his body jolting forward a half-inch as the car started to nove.

They were tired, they were dirty, their shoul ders sagged under

the weight of their packs. They | ooked |ike wal king dead as they stunbled into the Hot Spot. They
st opped, | ooked about themblearily, and found all tables full.

Alone at a table that might barely hold five drinks, a tall black woman beckoned cheerily. She

| ooked familiar, sonehow, G na thought. She smiled and started that way, tugging on Chester's
backpack strap, knowing Gven and O lie would follow

They stacked their packs against a wall. A lie headed for the Orders w ndow whil e Chester | ooked
for enpty chairs.
"CGood Game," the stranger said. "I'md oria Washi ngton."

Chester performed introductions. G na was wonderi ng where she had seen her before. Suddenly the
menory dropped into place, and G na swayed in place, vision blurring.

The tall woman saw it. She snatched an enpty chair fromthe next table over-nmoving stiffly, a bit
clunsily, but fast-and slid it into place behind G na. "Here, sit down, love. | didn't nean to
startle you. | thought you'd recognise ne."

G na sat down hard. "You were nmissing an armand a leg the last time | saw you. And the nmake up
Chester smiled suddenly. "Aha. The denon undead, undead 0! That was a very effective piece of

m sdirection."

"It was, wasn't it?"

"How did you, urn. . . ?"
"I picked the wong tine to visit Antarctica Cudad. | was |ucky they thawed anything. These
prostheses are. . . well, | can use them but |'ve had a hard tine getting used to. . . anyway,

when Ms. Lopez suggested this wal king dead gig, nmy doctor thought it would be great therapy. GCet
me used to the idea." She was sl owi ng down, having trouble getting words out. "That |'ma person
who has one leg and one arm But still a person. You know, | think he was right."

Olie arrived, carrying a tray. Hands converged on nugs of Swiss Treats before he could reach the
table. G na savored the heat and sweetness in her nouth; her own hunger, suddenly stronger than
her fatigue; the noment of revelation. You' re real again.

She said, "Right or wong, it was hellishly effective. | couldn't believe you weren't a hol ogram
It was |like you cane straight out of a grave." She |aughed, but it was shaky. "lI'mglad we net. It
was bothering ne." She knocked her nug against doria Washington's. "Skoal."

"Confusion to our enenmies,” doria answered

Al ex crunbl ed a sheet of paper into a tiny ball and bounced it off the wall into the recycler. He
want ed anot her cup of coffee, but it would have turned his stomach into an aci d-scarred wastel and.
"What's left?" His voice sounded |ike a stranger's, tired and thin. A stack of printout paper

| eered back at himfromthe top of the desk, and he groaned.

"My God." Nunbly, he touched his conputer screen to life and asked it for a second printout of
"Urgent" material only. As expected, a nmere four sheets folded up out of the desk.

One was a synopsis of the McWhirter briefing. It would be sent to all concerned departnment heads
on a need-to-know basis. Giffin nodded as he read. Tony had kept his prom se. Hi s description of
the woman who had contracted himfor the job mght do themlittle good; she'd have changed both
name and description

But they probably had enough information to nail the pick-up nan. Wth the stakes as high as they
were, soneone had to try for the hiding-place.

He initialed the sheet at the bottomand set it aside.

Two pages were a condensation of Park business for the last four days. He set it aside after a
brief skim He and the conmputer had differed before on what was urgent and what wasn't.

The | ast sheet was a query into the status of Al bert R ce's personal bel ongings. That needed

t hought, and a clearer head than the one he carried at the nonent.

He glanced at his watch. A quarter to eleven, and tine for any sane human being to get sone sleep
Hel | - why bother going all the way back to CMC? Why not just curl up in the office? He thunbed down
the Iight and yawned until the hinges of his jaw hurt. Every nuscle ached for sleep, but a singie
i mage remai ned clear and sharp in his nind

"Damm you, Acacia. Leave ne alone." Her face, that |ovely dark-eyed face with the questioning
nmout h, had been haunting himall day, the nost overwhelnmng reality of four days of fantasy.

He gl anced at his watch again, and nuttered, "They're probably all in by now " then renmenbered
the early-norning bull sessions of the Gane and knew he was |ying to hinself.

Way fight it? He wanted to go. Tired and irritable and sl ogged
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down in a cesspool of work, he still wanted a chance to say good-bye to an unforgettable group of
mani acs.

And perhaps one particul ar |ady naniac.

He swung his feet down fromthe desk and was noving towards the door alnpbst as they hit the
ground.

Al ex took strange satisfaction in the debilitated condition of the other Garners. Chester's suite
was spaci ous enough to accommpdate the extra couches. Those couches were draped with bonel ess-

| ooki ng, bleary-eyed casualties. The suite | ooked |ike an enmergency ward.

Only the Garners who had been killed out the day before seened alive, and the enpty beerskins
scattered around the room gave even these good reason to | ook woozy. He caught a strong, sweet

whi ff of sonething that wasn't tobacco and ground his teeth, weighing duty against fatigue. No
contest. Fatigue won.

He saw Acacia in the corner of the roomand headed toward her wi thout haste, letting his ears
drink in snatches of talk.

A half-familiar voice, jarringly energetic. "No, no, no. The

Hai avaha was there because you needed the anti-fire to fight the

Undead. You were supposed to ignore the airplane's egg entirely.

And why didn't you go back for nore anti-fire?"

It was Richard Lopez, sharing a couch with his wife and- Chester Henderson! The Gane Master seened
awake and alert. Mtsuko Lopez |istened wi thout coment, her attention shifting as if she watched
a tennis match.

"-can't tell me that. You weren't standing in front of the dammed thing," Chester said w thout
heat. He fished absently in a bow of dried dip with a handful of corn chips, then popped them al
into a nmouth that had already started to speak again. "Ooo ner thrying. . . You were trying to
kill us off and you know it."

Ri chard shook his head. "Be your age. Where would | sell the Gane that w ped out Lore Master
Chest er Hender son?"

"I"'mtoo tired to giggle. You were going easy on us, hey, Lopez?"

"Ch . . . ny youthful enthusiasm sonetinmes |eads me to excesses. Mtsuko had to keep remnmi nding nme
of the noney we'd lose if | played too rough. Terrible woman. Al ways busi ness before pleasure." He
and his wife exchanged a quick Kkiss.

Chester saw Al ex, and extended a hand. "Hey, Giffin. Good Gane, nman. You're not half bad."

A ghost spoke behind him and Al ex junped. "Wat happens to MWirter, Giffin?" Gna! But she's
dead.

"I't's out of my hands,
about it.

Mary-em dressed in |ight green slacks and bl ouse and | ooki ng quite undrowned, was anot her sight
he found startling. She was deep into rem nescence with Osxen and Margi e and a stranger, a boy in a
wheel chair, when she spied Al ex pressing through the cromd. "Giffy!" she bawl ed. From sone
reserve of human strength she found the energy for what amounted to a flying tackle, setting him
back on his heels.

"I was afraid that you wouldn't nake it."

Overcome with an absurdly strong wave of enotion for the chunky little woman, Giffin hugged her
back fiercely. She stepped back and set her fists on her hips, nmeasuring him "I may be off ny
mark, but | think you're gonna be one helluva Ganer."

He rai sed both hands in protest. "Ch, no. No nore for me, thanks."

She snorted derisively. "Like hell." Her grin faded to something softer. "Cone'ere, Giffy.
There's sonmebody | want you to neet.”

Al ex followed her to the Braddons, who greeted himw th weary nods. Mrgi e asked, "Did you hear
about the frogman, Al ex?" He shook his head negative. "Go on, tell him Mry-em"

The short wonan | aughed. "Renenber when | went under, Giffy?"

he said, glad that it was true. He kept noving; he didn't want to talk

"Do I'! Jesus. Al | renmenber is, you went 'glub' and disappeared, and a cold hand cl anped on ny
ankle and . . . wait a

mnute. | felt a hand. At the tinme |I just. . . just accepted it. AmI

nut s?"

"You aren't. That maniac Lopez actually had a guy in scuba gear under the water. He pulled nme down
and fed ne air. | laughed so hard that | al nbost drowned." She shared their |aughter, then pulled

Giffin over to the boy who sat in the wheelchair.
On closer estimate, Giffin revised his estimate of his age. He | ooked closer to thirty than
seventeen. His unlined face and thin body carried the illusion with ease at any distance over a
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few feet.

"Giffy," she said, and there was a tone in her voice, a gentleness and caring, that transformnmed
her face into sonething lovely. "Gifly, I'd like you to neet nmy brother Patrick. Patrick-?" Her
voi ce was sweet, low, as if talldng to a beloved child. "This is

a very inportant man. This is Alex Giffin, the chief of Security for all of Dream Park."

Patrick reacted slowy, his head weaving in little circles as he raised it to say, "Hhello, ms-
nmster Giffin." He fought over the last syllable of Alex's name. He raised a frail hand for Al ex
to shake, the effort of keeping it in the air a heartbreaking thing to watch.

Alex took it in the gentlest of grips. "I'mpleased to nmeet you, Patrick."

"Y-you're a nize man, m-mster Giffin. | saw you s-save muh ny sister twice." Patrick's eyes

| ost their dull sheen as they

glowed with the menory.

Al ex crouched down. "She was worth it, believe nme."

"Patrick watched the whole Gane," she said, beaming with approval. "He al ways watches."

Giffin took a hunch. "Did your brother ever Gane hinsel f?" Mary-em nodded, sensing that Al ex
understood. "Until the accident, yes. Now" She touched his head fondly, and he rubbed it against
her hand like an affection-starved kitten. "Now he just watches his big sister. He can even

under stand nost of what happens."

He | ooked fromone of themto the other, the crippled man/child and the stunted warrior, and the
hunch grew solid. "How | ong have you been Gani ng, Mary-en®"

She nodded. "Right again, Giffy. You' re definitely detective material."

"That's a relief. N ce knowi ng you, Mary-Martha." He nodded to Patrick, who watched his sister
with worshi pping eyes. Giffin softened his voice. "And you too, Patrick."

Mary-em grabbed Al ex's arm and wenched himdown, planting a big wet kiss on his cheek. "You ain't
shed of me yet. We'll go crazy again, sonetine."

"Maybe so." He picked his way across the roomto Acacia, who sat with Gwen and A lie. There was an
enpty space next to her that no one had filled, and Giffin could al nost feel Tony's absence.
There were weary smles in the group of three, and their voices were subdued.

Grven and Alie, for once, weren't touching. Sonehow it didn't seemto matter. They sat very close
to each other, and the affection between themwas virtually a tangi bl e thing, naking the corner a
war m pl ace to be

As he wal ked toward them the blare of the nmusic receded to a dull throb in his ears.

He stood directly behind Acacia, and AOlie's eyes flickered up to neet his as Giffin laid a |l arge
war m hand on her shoul der

W thout turning, she said "Hello, Alex." He lit up inside, the weariness vanqui shed by the magic
of her voice.

He sat next to her, understanding who the space was really for. She turned slowy until her soft
brown eyes scanned his face, and the edges of her nouth tugged up

"You know, " he said, as honestly as he could, "I've wanted you to say ny nanme for a long tinme."
Her answer was a neld of warnth and reserve. Only the dark rings under her eyes betrayed a | ack of

sleep. "I wish that I'd known it." And she waited: a silent question- Giffin shook his head. "I
can't say, Cas. Il it's Tony's first offense-"
"It is."

"And he continues to cooperate, and if a reasonabl e doubt exists as to the degree of naliciousness
or preneditation . " He heard the whistle of air wind its way fromhis lungs, and felt old

"Maybe ten years. | don't really know "
She was outraged. "And you can't hel p?"
"Acacia. . ." Jesus. Howto say it? "I like Tony. | don't have anything against himat all. But he

pl anned to steal sonething worth mllions. In the process he was guilty of assault and battery to
say the very least. If the Park and the State should want to drop himinto a hole and pave over
the top-why should | say no?"

If a fire in her head had been stoked with gasoline, her eyes couldn't have blazed hotter. He cut
of f her outburst.

"Acacia. To you, this is someplace you visit once or twice a year, filled with peopl e whose nanes

you never know working overtime to provide your thrills. Now, |I'mnot blam ng you. If | were you
I'd probably think the same way about this. For us it's-"

"It isn't fair, Alex! He didn't nean to kill anyone. Tony woul d never do that." Desperation seeped
into her voice. "I thought I knew him Danmit, | do know him |'m sure he checked that guard's
breat hing before he left him Alex, |I know hhn."

"Tell it to the coroner. Tell it to Rice, for that matter." Alex fought to keep irritation from

his voice. This wasn't what he wanted to tal k about, or what he wanted to say. Maybe he shoul d
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just | eave.

But Gnen reached across and touched Acaci a's shoul der, and her buddi ng anger nelted.

"All right. It was all his fault."

There was a hollowness in the air that Alex wanted to fill with sonmething. Wrds. . . touches.

But he sat there next to her, alnmost touching but not quite, until Olie tugged at Geven's hand.
"Come on, hon," he said, "I think we should go count sone sheep. These two need to tal k. Acacia-
br eakf ast tonorrow?"

"You know it. Goodni ght, Gaen."

"Good Ganme, Giffin." Gmaen hugged Acaci a goodni ght.

Acaci a watched the two of them|eave. "You should have seen the reunion."

"Adlie and Gnen?"

"Yes. It was weird. Olie seened scared to touch her at first. She had to grab and kiss himbefore
he coul d nove."

They both | aughed, and both knew it was only postponing the inevitable. Wen the chuckle died they
said nothing, then Giffin's hand stole over to find hers. She squeezed it weakly.

"Leavi ng tonorrow, Cas?"

She snoot hed her hair back with her free hand. "That's what the ticket says."

"Then | guess that's it. Nice knowi ng you. | nean, really."

She cl enched her teeth and bored into the rug with her eyes. "I wish | could say the sane thing."
Alex felt her hand cool, and w thdrew before she could break contact. "It's down to that then?"
"Don't msunderstand ne. You're fascinating, Giffin. And sexy as hell. And a little frightening

Did you seriously cone in here to put the nake on ne after sending ny boyfriend up for ten years?”
That was that. The air clouded with frost. On, for a word, a clever line. It's just the neutra
scent tal king, babe, don't flatter yourself.

"I was invited," he said, and stood up

"Griffin," she called up to him her eyes inpossibly wide. "There was an acconplice, wasn't there?
An inside man? Suppose Tony was set up. Wiat if they did get away with whatever it was that they
want ed? Suppose Tony was just a patsy, and while you prosecute him the big people are all getting
away ?"

Al ex's expression didn't change. "The fantasy is over, Acacia. Tony played the wong gane in the
wrong place, and he's going to

have to pay for it." Dam, you just can't say anything w thout being M. Giffin, can you? Then
the only words that nattered bobbed up in his mind like letters in a bow of al phabet soup. "I'm
just sorry we had to neet like this,” he said.

She was silent, but the air was just a shade warnmer, and he knew she had believed. And then, al
that could be said having been said, he left.

Giffin felt his weight settle into his mattress, a two-hundred-pound deadwei ght of human bei ng.
The tenperature in his bedroomwas seventy degrees and he didn't bother pulling the sheets up over
hi s body.

He wat ched the sleep pattern dancing in the air in front of his eyes, soothing pastel freeforns
that pul sed and bobbed at ei ghteen beats per ninute.

Here, the distant gurgle of his living roomaquariumand his | ow steady breathing were the only
sounds. Here, away fromthe babble outside, he could Iisten to his body, feel the bruises and
hurts, the places where he felt good, the clean spot in his mnd that would fill in with work.
Here he was free to let his control go, and sl eep

And he couldn't sleep. Not at all

Hi s job was done. There was nothing he could do, should want to do, about Acacia. Tonorrow he
would wap up his report with Harnmony, be de-briefed, and that would pretty well end his personal

i nvol venent .

Rest. For days he had thought of nothing that would nmake hi m happier. And now, with the sl eep-
pattern snaking in front of his eyes, the warmair circulating around his naked body, nothing
seened further away.

Murder in Dream Park. God, what a nightnmare. Could it have been an accident, despite what Novotney
sai d? Doctors weren't omiscient. . . Could Tony be a consummate liar, despite everything Giffin
t hought he had seen in hin? The Giffin wasn't omiscient either. . . O had he been set up?
Suppose, just suppose, Rice was the inside nman? What a grimjoke that would be. Rice was in a good
position to conmit the burglary. Suppose Rice handed the notes and neutral scent to Tony, then

all onwed Tony to tie himup . . . both following instructions . . . wap himup like a Christnmas
present so that a

third acconplice, unsuspected by either, could shut Rice's mouth by pinching his nose shut.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt (130 of 137) [1/19/03 5:52:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20Dream%20Park.txt

Giffin shook his head. It was the kind of thought you could only have about a nman you disliked.
It irked himto adnmit that he had never warmed to Rice. But then, Rice had never given Giffin
much chance to warmto him Distant. Polite, but cold. Capable of that total indifference even
toward the man to whom he owed his job.
Al ex squinted in the darkness, following a disturbing train of thought. If Rice was the true
thief, still, why should he be killed? If he knew too nuch. . . but why should he have been told
any nore than Tony? No, that wasn't it.
Because Rice was in the wong place at the wong tinme, then. Wat did he see? Wiat did he know.

2
Giffy, you're definitely detective materi al
Giffin listened to his breathing: thunder in his chest, the blood roaring in his ears; and knew
that he had to call MIlicent. He propped hinself upright and said, "Sw tchboard."
The screen forned, a pale violet rectangle of light. A voice asked, "Yes, M. Giffin?"
Stifling a yawn, he said, "Sumers, MIlicent Sumers. Priority call."
Twenty seconds later MIlie rippled to life in front of him her eyes puffy and half-crossed with
bl eari ness. "Chief? Wiat's up?"

Gotcha! he thought; but it didn't seemto matter. "I need your help, Hon. You did the research-"
Even as he spoke she was coning alert, her eyes focussing, nmouth hardening. By God, he thought to
hi msel f, maybe | never will |earn her secret.

Chapter Thirty-One

DEPARTURES

At ten past ten that Wednesday norning, Skip OBrien |ooked |like the surviving Garners had | ooked
stunmbl i ng out of the Goose. Sniling, successful, but very tired. He blinked at Giffin and Harnony
and, seeing no returning smles, lost his own. "Am| |ate?"

Alex felt awake and alert after ten hours of sleep. "W haven't been here |long. Coffee, Skip? You
|l ook like you need it." He was already hol ding the pot.

"Good. Black, thanks. | didn't get to bed till two this norning. Worth it, though." Skip slid his
briefcase onto the desk and took the cup Giffin handed him Giffin refilled Harnony's enpty cup,
then his own.

Har nony gul ped, made a face. "Good. Well, I'mglad to be wapping this mess up, finally. Skip?
Your report, please?"

Giffin watched Skip renove three sheets fromhis briefcase and sort through them Skip adjusted
his glasses and ski nmed down the chosen sheet.

"We recovered al nost half of the neutral scent. Considering the level of inpact felt by the Gam ng
party, | believe we can safely conclude that we've got it all. The formula has been recovered, and
we have stress-anal yzed testinony indicating no copies were made. Although we don't have tapes to
study, the report filed by security chief Giffin wuld seemto indicate that the drug performnmed
at a level beyond our nobst optimstic expectations.” He smled shallowy. "I think we've got a

wi nner, gentlenen." He settled the papers back in his Ilap

Har nony tapped a thick finger on his desk pad. "Very good. Al ex?"

"I't's not quite so neat on nmy end, M. Harnmony."

The bald man's face renmi ned i rmobile. "Explain, please."

"I"mjust not sure that we know the truth yet. There are sone questions about Rice that need to be
answered. "

"Wasn't it nurder?"

"The coroner says so. McWirter says he left Rice alive and healthy, and the voice-stress test
says he isn't lying. But McWirter's no doctor. . . Incidentally, we picked up his acconplice at
five this norning when he tried to recover the notes and the neutral scent." Al ex grinned
suddenly. "Wet as a cat in the rain, he was, and not happy. McWirter was supposed to | eave the
stuff behind the fake waterfall. He's given us that nuch, anyway. W don't know who the man in
Sacranento was. . . yet. W will. My question is: was Rice involved? His apartnent was rifled only
two days before, he was taking an unschedul ed break

"Exactly what are you saying?" Skip's eyes were narrowed.

"It's pretty thin, but thieves have been known to fall out among thensel ves."

Har nony' s finger tapped nore quietly. "I"mstill not sure |I follow"

Giffin sighed. Here it cane, and it wasn't going to be pretty. But he could be wong; he could
still hope he was wrong.
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Alex said, "Rice clainmed that nothing was mssing fromhis apartnent. We think he lied. A statue
was mi ssing. The statue was known to be hollow Two days later, Rice is dead and the neutral scent
turns up missing. Skip, when exactly was the last time that the contents of that cabinet had been
checked?"

"I. . . see what. . . you nean." Skip thought a nonent. "I1'd have to check."

"Al'l right. Now, think with me. Suppose the neutral scent was

al ready gone? Suppose Rice stole it, and the whole thing went down to divert suspicion?"

"Then . . ." Harnony's frown deepened. "You think that the statue held the vial and soneone stole
it back? Gave it back to us? That doesn't make sense."”

"Alot of this doesn't nake sense, M. Harnony. Maybe Rice got greedy and didn't sell the drug to
his friends. Maybe McWiirter is a nore calculating man than any of us realize. Al | knowis that
sonet hing's wong and |' m havi ng Bobbi ck check Rice's place again. What we need nmay be there."

O Brien squinted. "Haven't you al ready searched Rice's place?"

"Not thoroughly. Just photographed."

"Wl |, sonebody searched it."

"True. And maybe they didn't get what they were |ooking for. There are a lot of ways to hide
things in a CMC apartnment, that

an outsider mght mss." *

"A place | arge enough to hide a statue?"

"No, no, only enough to hide what soneone thought was in it. Rice was a scul ptor, you know. It
woul dn't have been hard for himto rig a fake brick for his fireplace. A holo projection of a book
could cover a hole in his shelf . . . | don't really know " Alex glanced at the cuff of a fresh
shirt. "Bobbick must be alnobst there by now If there's anything there, we'll find it."

Ski p snapped his briefcase shut. "Wiew. This sounds pretty bad. |I'd better go and check the dates
on that cabinet. If you'll excuse ne-"

Al ex thought a wordl ess curse.

Har nony patted the air with his hand. "That can wait, Skip. | need to know about the fornula we
recovered. How fanmiliar with it are you? Enough to be sure it's the real thing?"

"I-it's hard to say. I, uh, | could check with Sacramento, but if the leak's there, the rea
formula could be switched already. And if it isn't, we can't conpare them over an open line." He
sat down, reluctantly, then popped up again. "Listen. | may have sone notes on this in ny lab. If
| match themup. . . ?"

Harmony | ooked at Griffin, then back again. He hadn't liked this when Giffin broached the subject
earlier, when it was still hypothetical. Now he hated it, and it showed in his face. "Wy don't
you just get themon the phone. Have your office check. W'Il have a courier bring it over if
necessary."

"I-we can't, uh. . . There's been too nuch trouble already. It's too valuable."

"You're too valuable to us here, Skip," Giffin said gently. He turned to Harnony. "There's only

one person in Sacranmento whose nanme turned up in Al bert Rice' s tel ephone book. Lady naned

Prentice, Sonja Prentice."

Har nrony nodded grimy.

The bl ood was draining from O Brien's cheeks. H's eyes flicked fromHarnmony to Griffin to Harnony.
"What the hell is this about?" He could barely speak, the breath whistling weakly in his

t hroat .

"I't's about getting to the truth, Skip."

O Brien's nouth worked wordl essly. "You can't-"

"Yes, we can," Giffin said. "W know about Sonja and we know about you and Rice."

"Jesus. " O Brien whispered. Then his eyes blazed and his lips set in a taut pale line. "I'm
not saying a goddamed thing until | talk to my |awer."
Har nony spoke now, and his voice, cultured and precise, was an ugly thing to hear. "I'mnot sure

you appreciate our position, OBrien. Alex and | talked this over before you arrived. W can't
have you prosecuted. Unfortunately."

Skip's eyes narrowed. "Wiat do you nean?"

"What do you think would happen if it was known that Cowl es Industries' chief psychiatrist, the
man who has headed up our child research division for six years, is a col d-bl ooded nurderer?"
"You did it, Skip," Giffin said hollowy. "You were in a position to alter Rice's conputer
records. You could 'discover' the forgery later, after Rice was dead. You were working in R&D the
night he was killed." He | eaned close to Skip, whose eyes were closed now, his breathing heavy.
"W just need to know the truth, Skip, all of It. Either we get it fromyou, or the police cone in
and drag it out for us; and the papers get everything."

Again, O Brien's nmouth worked without sound, then a long, arid sigh. "It was the girl. Prentice.
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My god, it was so |ong ago.

He lit a cigarette with a shaking hand. Giffin watched the snoke haze around Skip in a cloud
until Harmony whisked it into the ceiling. "Rice was nmy student at Sul phur University. Bright.
Proni sing. W& becane friends. My wife found it so damm easy to get into the swing of being a

Uni versity wife~ The entertaining, the

parties. . Al bert could talk sense, and he4. . he listened to nme. Looked up to ne."

He gestured ainessly with the cigarette, the snoke naking spirals in the air. "W bad a thing. It
didn't last for that long, but it was pretty intense. More of a crush, maybe. Wien | tried to back
off, he grn crazy. Just nuts. Swore to tell the University. Said | was abandoning him that |
didn't give a damm about him | tried to show himthat | did."

Giffin waited for himto continue, then started to prod gently, but Skip continued by hinself.
"Sonja was a girl who had taken a class fromne the senester before. She was lonely, | knew that,
and | thought that maybe. . . mmybe there was enough conmon ground to forma bond between them"
"Had you had a 'thing" with her too?" Al ex's voice was dangerously quiet. O Brien nodded

m serably. Good old Skip. Gving his all for the youth of America.

"For a while, it worked. Maybe only to spite me, to prove he wasn't the enotional cripple he
accused me of making him Al bert and Sonja starting relating. It was during this tinme that she
nmodel ed for his statue. Sonetimes . . . sonetinmes the three of us would. . . play together." He
closed his eyes and swal |l owed. "By damm, " he whi spered, "as an officer of this nunicipality, Al ex,
you had better know that none of this is adm ssible in court."”

"I know," Giffin said, flatly. "Finish it. Wat was supposed to be in the statue?"

"Al bert was. . . into drugs. That was why he nade the holl ow statue. He had nade sone freebase
cocaine in the lab. One night we all got incredibly high snmoking it. Sonja got too high, too dam
high. 1 don't know why Al bert kept feeding it to her, but be seened to enjoy watching her
literally | ose her mnd."

"And she | ost nore than that."

He nodded, "W were all zonked out, and finally |I noticed that Sonja was having troubl e breathing.
I was stoned, and scared, and | tried to apply sonme kind of resuscitation. She just stopped

breathing, that's all. | couldn't believe it. | was too scared to call the anbul ance. Christ. My
job, ny wife. o ."
"So she died.”

Skip couldn't face them "She died. Honestly-please believe ne

-1 did try to call the police, then. But Al bert pleaded with nme. Begged nme not to. Said that we
could get her back into the dormi

tory without getting caught. | was still high. | didn't know what to do."

Har mony was pitiless. "So you let himtalk you into it."

"Yes. Al bert went out to dispose of the snoking kit, and the drugs in his apartnent. Then, at
three in the norning, we carried Sonja into her dormtory, got her into her room and |eft her
undressed in bed. | remenber reading the papers, hearing themtal k about 'the suicide. . ." He
buried his face in his hands. "I stopped seeing Rice, and that was the end of it, until two years
ago. He called ne at hone, the bastardl He said he knew | worked at Cow es Industries and he
needed a job. He didn't make any threats, but it was there, hanging. | should have gotten rid of
him sonehow. . . | got himthe job."

"Then the demands started, right? A better job . . . Mnipulate his psych proffie . . . Just a
little twist of the arm a little blacknmail that grows-" Giffin left it open

But O Brien was shaking his head. "It wasn't like that, really. It was do a favor for a friend.
Then it was nmake sure you stay ny, friend. He kept pushing and | kept trying to draw the |ine.
Finally he told ne that he still had the snoking kit, and that all those sets of fingerprints were
onit. Hs. Mne. Hers. If | didn't do as he said, the police would get it. He told nme I had nore
to lose than he did. He was right.

"So | broke into his apartnent and ripped it apart looking for the kit. | broke the statue open
but there wasn't anything in it. The next day he told ne | had twenty-five hours to falsify his
records, or he would go to the police. | did it. The night that the R& center was broken into,

went to neet him to tell himthat now he had as much to lose as | did, and that all bets were
of f."
Skip seened to have forgotten them H's eyes were dreany, peaceful; he wasn't seeing anything in

Harnony's office. "I found himin the break room trussed up like a turkey. | already knew it
woul dn't work. It couldn't. He'd keep pushing nme as long as there was a reasonabl e doubt as to ny
weakness. | wanted nmy job, nmy freedom . . my marriage. He could ruin me. And there he sat,

| ooki ng at me over that big w de bandage across his nmouth, waiting for nme to turn himloose. He
was sniffling, trying to suck in enough air."
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Skip's voice was shot through with horrified fascination, fear and heady power. "He was sniffling.
Like calling attention to his nose. Alex, it was like finding an Easter basket the day after
Easter's over. Wien | held his nose shut he went crazy. | had to kneel on his chest to keep him
steady. It took two minutes before | could get a good grip, and another three before he finally
st opped struggling.

He | ooked at his fingernails, chose one after careful deliberation, and began to chewon it. "I
never found the snoking kit. Maybe your man Bobbick will have better |uck."

Alex said, "I doubt it. Rice must have dunmped it, just like he told you the first tinme."

The office was deadly quiet for a while. Snoke wafted silently into the ceiling fan. Three stil
and silent nmen watched each other with cal cul ating eyes.

Harnony said it first. "Well, what do | do? We know you did it, but probably can't prove it. Even
if we could, we couldn't afford to turn you in. Too many innocent people would suffer. Cow es

I ndustries would suffer." He drumed those thick fingers on his desk. "Giffin? You' ve called the
shots on this thing so far. Any ideas?"

"Yes." Alex kept his voice cold, and refused to allow hinmself to |look at Skip. "First, Skip
resigns from Cow es Industries, effective inmediately. Second, he agrees never to work with
children ever, anywhere again. If he does-" Now he | ooked at Skip. Fromthe way his forner friend
pul | ed back, shrinking into his chair, Alex knew that O Brien was seeing a Giffin he had never
seen before. "Then we have a talk with his enployers. And his wife. Do you understand?" Skip
nodded.

Giffin closed his eyes lightly. "And then there's the matter of Tony McWhirter. He may be a
thief, but he's no killer, and | don't want himtreated |ike one."

"Alex, we can't tell the District Attorney-" Harnony began. "No, we can't. But we can offer Tony
| egal assistance. | can testify that a reasonabl e doubt exists as to his capacity for col dbl ooded
nmurder. That, together with the voice-stress analyzer, if he takes it, nmay well counterbal ance the
coroner's report."

"Al right.
"And one nore thing. Even with that, a couple of years are going to be added on his sentence for.
oh, negligent homicide at the | east. Wen he gets out of jail, 1'mgoing to offer hima job

Wth me. He beat mny security system and | can use him WlIl, what do you say?"

The man with the |inebacker shoul ders nodded. "That seens

fair." He turned to the man with the briefcase, the man with the flesh stretched tight across his
cheekbones, who seened to be trying to hide in the plushness of his chair. "All right, OBrien,"

Har nony said, his voice for once unnmelodic, ugly. "lI'd like you to dictate your letter of

resi gnation, and then go clean out your desk. | want you out of the Park by 1400, and out of CMC
by next week."

Giffin stood.

"Aren't you staying, Al ex?"

"No, | don't have any stomach for this."

He had reached the door when he heard Skip whining, "But what do I tell. . . Melissa?"

And before he could stop his tongue, he heard hinself say, "Just follow your instincts, Skip. Tel
her anything but the truth."

Then the door sighed shut behind him

Al ex watched the towers and domes of Dream Park shift in his office, shadow puppets that swirled
and | ooned at his command.

There were people in the streets. He couldn't see their faces or hear their sounds, but he knew
they were happy. Their balloons and cotton candy and plaid cotton shirts said so. The children
that skipped to a faroff jaunty nelody said so.

There was sunshine out there, and color and magi c and nusic. But tonorrow, or next week, the
peopl e woul d | eave, go back to their worlds carrying a little bit of the Dreamwith themto
lighten their lives. And when those lives grew dreary again, they could think of vacations, and
hol i days, and travel. . . and Dream Park

He had to laugh at hinmself. How often had he accused the Garners of blurring the |ine between
fantasy and reality? The truth was that their fantasy was his reality, and their reality his
fant asy.

Tony would go to his grave thinking he had killed a man, and there was nothing to be done about
it.

For that matter, it was true enough. Tony McWirter had ganbled the |ives of anyone who crossed
his path that night. He m ght have found a witness waiting when he energed fromG A 18; and then
what ? He mi ght have crushed Rice's w ndpipe; Rice mght well have died of a stopped nose;
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McWhirter could have died in that fight, leaving Rice to carry the guilt of the manslayer.
Instead, he had left Rice as a gift to anyone with the whimto hold his nose shut.

Tony must have known the odds when he set forth to rob Dream Park. People die during burglaries.
But if Tony McWhirter was getting justice, then what was Skip O Brien getting?

Alex's fingers dug into the controls on his desk, and the shadows shifted, now the abandoned
Gaming area, now the streets of Section One, now the hotel transport strips.

It wasn't fair. It just wasn't. For Skip O Brien to escape was obscene.

"See you later, Chief-"

Right. And maybe if Giffin had consciously noted that Rice had no words for O Brien, his forner
teacher, the man who got himhis job at DreamPark. . . if he had noticed that R ce had been
talking to himfor OBrien's benefit, taunting. . . They nust have ski pped over anything

i mport ant.

But that was expecting too nuch of hinmself, and that wasn't fair, either.

A hol o wi ndow opened up in the air above his desk, and MIlie's face materialized.

"You have a visitor, Guff." MIlie was unusually subdued, eyes worried. She and Bobbi ck had been
treating himwith kid gloves ever since he'd laid out his suspicions about O Brien. Friend. Buddy.
Killer.

"Can't it wait, MIlie?" H's voice was nore petulant than he cared to admit. Leave ne al one. Let
me hurt.

"I don't think so, Alex."

He sighed and faded the holo map to black. "Send '"emin."

When she stood in the doorway, outlined in the darkness, her brown hair flow ng behind her like a
scarf, he swallowed, not knowing if this was sonething he wanted. He thunbed up the |ight.
"Hell o, Alex."

"Hel l o, Cas. What brings you here?"

"Do | need a reason?"

"No. No, but you've got one."

She nodded, smling. "I just wanted to tell you that you were voted fifty bonus points for Best
Novi ce Pl ayer."

He | eaned back in his seat and fol ded his hands behind his head. She wal ked a few steps cl oser
"May | sit down?"

"Pl ease." She folded herself into a chair, and w ped her hands on her sl acks.

"I thought you mi ght want to know the final score.”

He was silent, just watching her

"As a party, we won al nost 2100 points. Personally, | wal ked away with a hundred and sixty." She
paused. "You earned a hundred and seventy-four, counting your bonus. Congratul ati ons. You're no

| onger a novice player."

Sonmehow her snmile grew so warmand alive that it crossed the distance between them and they
shared it. "Thank you. | really appreciate that. |1've been feeling very nmuch the novice, lately."
"There's sonething else, Alex. | care about Tony. . . Maybe | love him |'mnot sure. But he used
me to get into the Gane-"

"Hey, no. They probably propositioned himafter he was already regi stered. They'd have wanted a
novi ce. "

Her brows contracted. "Oh." She shrugged, her strong smooth shoulders lifting under her bl ouse.

"Never mind. What he did-1 can't |let what happened stop me fromletting you know how nmuch I 1ike
you. "

"Not now, Cas-"

But she al ready understood. "No, not now. But you're not rid of me, and I'll be back." Her dark

eyes twinkled at him "Sooner than you want, probably."

"I doubt that," he heard hinmself say, surprised and glad that he had been able to get it out past
nunbed |i ps.

"My train leaves in twenty nminutes,"” she said, rising. He stood, and the gulf between them grew
great, inpossibly great again. He held out his hand.

She | ooked at it for a second, then took it. Gently he pulled her closer, feeling only the
slightest tug of resistance, and kissed her. It was a light, brief kiss, but it was | ess an ending
than a proni se, and he was happy.

She turned, pausing only at the door. "I'Il be back, Alex," she said.

He funmbled in his nmnd for something appropriate to say. "Good Gane," he said, finally, the

begi nning of a grin framng the words.

"Good Gane," she echoed, and cl osed the door behind her. He sat there in his office, grinning like
an idiot. Presently he tapped the Corn line. "MIIie?"
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Hi s dark genie materialized. "Yes, Guff?"

"My desk is irritatingly clear. Danmit, isn't there sone work to do?"

"You bet, Chief."

"Then wire it in here." He stretched his head side to side, listening to his neck pop. Good Gane.
Dam straight, it had been.

"On its way," she said. Hs desk printer began to hum "Ch, and one nore thing."

"What' s t hat ?"

"I"ve never net a Slayer of the Unclean before. Can | have your autograph?”

"We heroes are a busy lot," he said blandly. "I'Il try to work you in Tuesday." He watched the
sheets of fanfold paper sprout out of his desk. Wien it reached a pile an inch high, it stopped.
MIllie whistled. "That's a | ot of business backed up there. Good luck. Personally, 1'd rather be
fighting nonsters."

Wuldn't we all? he said silently. Wuldn't we all.

He tore off the sheets and went to work

Af t er wor d

The authors had a wonderful tine researching Dream Park. As we hope you will agree, Ml anesian
myth patterns are as bizarre, convoluted and inaginative as any in the world.

Al'l of the various nonsters and nost of the magics are taken fromthe literature avail able
concerning New Guinea and its sibling isles. Road Bel ong Cargo by Peter Lawrence was the single
nost informative work; Al bert and Sylvia Frerich's Anutu Conquers in New Guinea; Benjamn T.
Butcher's My Friends The New Gui nea Headhunters; Roy Wagner's Habu; and |an Hogben's The Island of
Menstruating Men (honest!) are al so worth reading.

The Cargo Cult is the Melanesians' attenpt to explain the disparity between their own lifestyle
and the superior technol ogy of the "Europeans" who changed their |ives.

The Mel anesi an approach was and is pragmatic. They adapted Christian deities to their own
naturalistic pantheon, to form such

entities as God- Manup, Jesus-Kilibob, and God- Dodo. They hoped that the right conbination of
cerenonies and imtation of Europeans would "open the road of the cargo", bringing themthe wealth
that God intended for all his children equally. Wen one approach to ihe rot bilong kako fail ed-
and they have all failed, to date-the Ml anesians always tried sonething el se. Even twenty years
ago there had been at least five systens of Cargo Cult belief; and where it stands now is
anybody's guess. Because it is intended to divert goods now reachi ng "Europeans" al one, the Cargo
Cult is by nature a secret society, and illegal

The worship of European artifacts created sone truly bizarre situations. One tribe did indeed try
to hatch an "airplane's egg" in a fire, with results better imagined than wi tnessed. Europeans

i gnorant of the Cargo Cult have found thensel ves involved in strange schenes intended to divert
mail or to build airfields.

There seens no sure way to convince a Mel anesian native that his world-picture is wong. If
present spells are not effective, he tinkers some nore with the systemas if a European were

wor ki ng on a car that has been seen to run. Consider the case of Yali- Born in (approximtely)
1912, Yali was undoubtedly the secret |eader of the Cargo Cults in the late 1940s and m d-1950s.
He enlisted in the Arnmy during World War |1, and was trained in Australia. He toured European-

style factories. He returned to New CGuinea clainng to have seen God and His Cargo workshops. A
highly intelligent, charismatic war hero, he anassed great power through his system of "Boss Boys"
who controlled political and religious activity in dozens of villages. H s legend includes a tale
of Yali's death and rebirth in the jungle.

Dependi ng on who's tal king, he was either a saint or one of the greatest con nen who ever |ived.
Pet er Law ence (Road Bel ong Cargo) sees Yali as hinself a victimof the Ml anesian worl d-picture
He saw those factories as an el aborate ritual intended to divert goods created and sent by Cod.
Cargo Cult, or the worship of nmaterial goods, is only one facet of Ml anesian nythol ogy. The

wi nds, the tides and rains all were influenced by an incredible array of gods, goddesses, spirits
and net her - bei ngs.

The Fore do indeed exist, and are the only group of people on earth known to be carriers of Kuru,
t he | aughi ng sickness. They are feared as nagicians and cannibals of terrific ferocity.

G ant snakes, lizards, birds and other "natural" creatures

abound, and required no nodification to bend themto our story needs.

Magi cal creatures needed a bit nore nodification
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The Nibek is a village nonster or "big thing". It is generally described as having a head like a
snake's, a body like a huge stone, and legs like a centipede's. It has a tiny nouth that expands
"in the manner of a python swallowing a rat."

The dread Bidi-taurabo-haza, the "nan ripe making animal" is precisely as presented, a tropica
Gorgon of inmmense lethality.

The Hai avaha was a demnmi god who guarded the secret of fire. According to | egend, a dog stole the
secret and brought it to mankind. W added the "reverse fire" as well as the Just-So type "Wy
dogs can't tal k" anecdote.

Zonbi es of one kind or another are conmon to nmany cultures. The Mel anesians are no exception

The Spruce Goose is, of course, an actual plane. It flew only once, off Long Beach, California,
wi th Howard Hughes aboard. The fantastic troop-transport was constructed al nost totally of wood,
and was never put into production.

The concepts of Gaming used in Dream Park are drawn from nany sources: conputer-gam ng, Dungeons
and Dragons, the Society for Creative Anachronism and the fiendish imaginati ons of fans

t hroughout the Southern California area.

To the many friends who contributed eyes, ears and voice to the creation of this book, a hearty
t hanks. Wthout your know edge and ent husiasm witing Dream Park woul d have been far |ess than
the exhilarating experience it was.
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