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OTHERLAND: City of Col den Shadow
Synopsi s

Wet, terrified, with only the conpani onship of trench-mates _Finch_and Millet_to keep him
sane, _Paul Jonas_ seens no different than any of thousands of other foot soldiers in World War 1I.
But when he abruptly finds hinself alone on an enpty battlefield except for a tree that grows up
into the clouds, he begins to doubt that sanity. Wen he clinbs the tree and di scovers a castle in
the clouds, a woman with wings like a bird, and her terrifying giant guardian, his insanity seens
confirmed. But when he awakens back in the trenches, he finds he is clutching one of the bird-
worman' s feat hers.

In South Africa, in the mddle of the twenty-first century, _Irene "Renie" Sul awmeyo_ has
probl ens of her own. Renie is an instructor of virtual engineering whose newest student, ! Xabbu_,
is one of the desert Bushmen, a people to whom nodern technology is very alien. At hone, she is a
surrogate nother to her young brother, _Stephen_, who is obsessed with exploring the virtual parts
of the world conmuni cati on network--the "net"--and Renie spends what little spare tine she has
hol ding her family together. Her wi dowed father _Long Joseph_only seens interested in finding his
next dri nk.

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

American _Olando Gardiner_is only a little older than Renie's brother, but he is a master of
several online donains, and because of a serious nedical condition, spends nost of his tine in the
online identity of Thargor , a barbarian warrior. But when in the mdst of one of his adventures
Olando is given a glinpse of a golden city unlike anything else he has ever seen on the net, he
is so distracted that his Thargor character is killed. Despite this terrible loss, Olando cannot
shake his fascination with the golden city, and with the support of his software agent _Beezle
Bug_ and the reluctant help of his online friend _Fredericks_, he is determined to | ocate the
gol den city.

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

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

J's. The place is as bad as she feared, with guests indulging thenmselves in all manner of virtual
unpl easant ness, but nothing seens like it could have actually physically harnmed her brother unti
they are drawn into a terrifying encounter with a virtual version of the H ndu deat h-goddess Kali

| Xabbu is overcone, and Renie, too, is alnost overwhelned by Kali's sublimnal hypnotics, but with
the help of a nysterious figure whose sinulated body (his "sin') is a blank, with no features at

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

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

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

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

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

they come cl oser he sees that Finch and Mull et no | onger appear even renptely human, and he fl ees
into the golden |ight.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Back on the arny base in America, little Christabel is convinced to help the burned and
crippled M. Sellars with a conmplex plan that is only reveal ed as an escape attenpt when he
di sappears from his house, setting the whole base (including Christabel's security chief father)
on alert. Christabel has cut what seens an escape hole in the base's perineter fence (with the
hel p of a honel ess boy fromoutside), but only she knows that M. Sellars is actually hiding in a
network of tunnels beneath the base, free now to continue his mysterious "task."

In the abandoned facility, under the Drakensberg Muntains, Renie and her conpanions enter the
tanks, go online, and break into Qherland. They survive a terrifying interaction with the O her
whi ch seens to be the network's security system in which Singh dies of a heart attack, and find
that the network is so incredibly realistic that at first they cannot believe it is a virtua
environnent. The experience is strange in many other ways. Martine has a body for the first tineg,

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

OTHERLAND: Ri ver of Blue Fire
Synopsi s

_Paul Jonas_ still seens to be adrift in tinme and space. He has recovered nost of his nenory,
but the Iast few years of his Iife remain a blank. He has no idea why he is being tossed from
world to world, pursued by the two creatures he first knew as _Finch_ and _Miullet_, and he stil
does not know the identity of the mysterious woman he keeps encountering, and who has appeared to
hi m even in dreans.

He has survived a near-drowning only to find hinmself in the Ice Age, where he has fallen in
with a tribe of Neandertals. The nystery wonman appears to himin another dream and tells himthat
to reach her he nmust find "a black nountain that reaches to the sky."

Not all of the cave dwellers welconme the unusual stranger; one picks a quarrel that results in
Paul being abandoned in the frozen wilderness. He survives an attack by giant cave hyenas, but
falls into the icy river once nore.

QO hers are having just as difficult and painful a time as Paul, although they are better
inforned. _Renie Sulaweyo_originally had set out to solve the nystery of her brother _Stephen's_
coma with her friend and former student _!Xabbu , a Bushman fromthe Okavango Delta. Wth the help
of a blind researcher named _Martine Desroubins , they have found their way into QG herland, the
wor| d' s biggest and strangest virtual reality network, constructed by a cabal of powerful nmen and
worren who call thenmselves _The Grail Brotherhood_. Sunmoned by the nysterious M. Sellars_, Renie
meets several others who have been affected by the Gail Brotherhood s nachinations--_Ol ando
Gardi ner _, a dying teenager, and his friend _Sam Fredericks_ (who Ol ando has only recently
di scovered is a girl), a woman naned _Florinel , a flanboyant character who calls hinself _Sweet
WIlliam, a Chinese grandnother naned Quan Li_, and a sullen young man in futuristic arnmor who
uses the handle _T4b. _ But sonething has trapped themw thin the network, and the nine conpani ons
have been forced to flee fromone virtual world to the next on a river of blue fire--a virtua
path that |eads through all the O herland simulation worlds.

The newest simwrld is much like the real world, except that Renie and her conpanions are |ess
than a hundredth of their normal size. They are nenaced by the local insects, as well as larger
creatures like fish and birds, and the nenbers of the group becone separated. Renie and ! Xabbu are
rescued by scientists who are using the simulation to study insect life froman unusua
perspective. The scientists soon discover that, |ike Renie and ! Xabbu, they are trapped online.
Reni e and ! Xabbu neet a strange man naned _Kunohara_, who owns the bug world simulation, but
claims he is not part of the Gail Brotherhood. Kunohara poses a pair of cryptic riddles to them
t hen vani shes. When a horde of (relatively gigantic) arny ants attacks the research station, nost
of the scientists are killed and Renie and ! Xabbu barely escape from a nonstrous praying nantis.

As they flee back to the river in one of the researchers' aircraft, they see Ol ando and
Fredericks being swept down the river on a leaf. As they attenpt to rescue them Renie and ! Xabbu
are pulled through the river gateway with them but the two groups wind up in different
si mul ati ons.

Meanwhile, in the real world outside the network, other people are being drawn into the
wi dening O herland nystery. _Oga Pirofsky_, the host of a children's net show, begins to suffer
fromterrible headaches. She suspects that her online activities mght have sonething to do with
it, and in the course of investigating her problem begins to |earn of the apparently net-rel ated
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illness that has struck so nmany children (including Renie's brother.) O ga's research al so draws
the attention of a lawer naned _Catur Ransey_, who is investigating the illness on behalf of the
parents both of Ol ando and Fredericks, since in the real world both teenagers have been in a coma
ever since their entrance into the O herl and network.

John Wil garu, who calls hinself Dread , and whose hobbies include serial nurder, has been an
effective if not one hundred percent |oyal enployee of the incredibly wealthy _Felix Jongleur_,
the man who heads the Gail Brotherhood (and who spends nost of his time in his Egyptian
simul ati on, wearing the guise of the god Gsiris.) But in the course of killing an ex-menber of the
Br ot her hood at Jongleur's orders, Dread has discovered the existence of the Ot herland network, and
has even taken over one of the sins in Renie's marooned conpany. As his master Jongl eur is caught
up in the final arrangenents for the O herland network--whose true purpose is still known only to
t he Brotherhood--Dread busies hinself with this new and fascinating puzzle. As a spy anong
Sellars' recruits, Dread is now traveling through the network and trying to discover its secrets.
But unlike those in Sellars' ragtag group, Dread's life is not at risk: he can go offline whenever
he wi shes. He recruits a software specialist naned Dulcie Anwin_ to help himrun the puppet sim
Dulcie is fascinated by her boss, but unsettled by him too, and begins to wonder if she is in
deeper than she wants to be.

Meanwhil e, a bit of Dread's past has surfaced. In Australia, a detective naned _Calliope
Skouros_ is trying to solve a seem ngly unexceptional nurder. Sonme of the terrible things done to
the victims body are renini scent of an Aboriginal nyth-creature, the Wol agaroo. Detective
Skour os becones convinced that there is some strange rel ati onshi p between Aborigi nal nyths and the
young wonman's death she is investigating.

Back in the Ot herland network, Renie and ! Xabbu find thenselves in a weird, upside-down
version of the Oz story, set in the dreary Kansas of the original tale's opening. The O herl and
sinul ati ons seemto be breaking down, or at |east growi ng increasingly chaotic. As Renie and
I Xabbu try to escape the evil of Lion and Ti nman--who seemto be two nore versions of Paul Jonas'
Finch and Mullet--they find a pair of unlikely allies, the young and naive _Emly 22813 and a
| aconi c gypsy named _Azador_. Emly later reveals that she is pregnant, and says Azador is the
father. Separated from Azador during one of the increasingly frequent "system spasns," they escape
Kansas, but to their surprise, Emly (who they had thought was software) travels with themto the
next simul ation.

Ol ando and Fredericks have landed in a very strange world, a kitchen out of an ancient
cartoon, popul ated by creatures sprung from package | abels and silverware drawers. They help a
cartoon Indian brave search for his stolen child, and after battling cartoon pirates and neeting
both a prophetic sl eeping wonan and an i nexplicable force--entities that are really Paul Jonas'
mystery wonman and the network's apparently sentient operating system known as _the Ot her_--they
escape the Kitchen and land in a sinulation that seens to be ancient Egypt.

Meanwhi l e, their fornmer conpanions, the blind wonan Martine and the rest of the Sellars'
recruits, have hiked out of the bug world to discover thenselves in a sinulation where the river
is made not of water but air, and where the primtive inhabitants fly on wind currents and live in
caves along vertical cliffs. Martine and the others nane the place Aerodronia, and although they
are nervous about trying it at first, they soon discover that they can fly, too. A group of
natives invite themto stay in the tribal canp.

Paul Jonas has passed fromthe Ice Age into something much different. At first, seeing
fam | iar London sights, he believes he has finally found his way hone, but soon comes to realize
that he is instead traveling through an Engl and al nost conpletely destroyed by Martian attack--it
is, in fact, the setting of H G Wlls' War of the Wrlds_ . Paul nowrealizes that he is
traveling not just to worlds separate in tinme and space, but to sonme that are actually fictitious.
He neets a strange husband and wife called _the Pankies , who seemto be another guise of his
pursuers Finch and Mullet, but offer himno harm (Paul is also being pursued by a speci al
software program called the _Nenesis_ device, but he is not yet aware of it.) Then, when Paul and
the Pankies stop at Hanpton Court, Paul is led into the naze by a strange nan and t hen shoved
through a gateway of glowing Iight at the naze's center

On the other side Paul finds hinmself in the setting of Coleridge's fanbus poem _Xanadu_, and
the man who brought himthere introduces hinself as _Nandi Paradi vash_. Nandi is a nenber of a
group named _The Circle_, who are working against the Grail Brotherhood. Paul finally learns that
he is not insane, nor caught in some kind of dinensional warp, but is rather a prisoner in an
incredibly realistic sinmulation network. But Nandi has no idea why the Brotherhood should be
i nterested enough in Paul --who worked in a nuseum and renenbers his other |ife as being very
ordi nary--to pursue himthroughout O herland. Nandi al so reveals that all the simulations through
whi ch Paul has been traveling belong to one man--Felix Jongleur, the Gail Brotherhood' s chairman.
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Before Nandi can tell himnore, they are forced to separate, Nandi pursued by Kublai Khan's
troops, Paul passing through another gateway into yet another sinmaorld.

Things are no | ess conplex and confusing in the real world. Renie's and ! Xabbu' s physica
bodi es are in special virtual reality tanks in an abandoned South African nilitary base, watched
over by Jerem ah Dako_ and Renie's father, _Long Joseph Sul aweyo . Long Joseph, bored and
depressed, sneaks out of the base to go see Renie's brother Stephen, who renmains comatose in a
Dur ban hospital, |eaving Jereniah alone inside the base. But when Joseph arrives at the hospital
he i s ki dnapped at gunpoint and forced into a car.

The nysterious M. Sellars lives on a mlitary base, too, but his is in Arerica. _Christabe
Sorensen_is a little girl whose father is in charge of base security, and who despite her youth
has hel ped her friend Sellars escape the house arrest her father and others have kept himin for
years. Sellars is hiding in old tunnels under the base, his only conpanion the street urchin _Cho-
Cho_. Christabel does not like the boy at all. She worries for the feeble M. Sellars' safety, and
is torn by guilt for doing sonething she knows woul d make her nother and father angry. But when
her nother discovers her talking with Sellars through specially nodified sungl asses, Christabel is
finally in real trouble.

Martine, Florinel, Quan Li, Sweet WIliam and T4b have been enjoying the flying world,
Aerodrom a, but things get unconfortable when a young girl fromthe tribe is kidnapped. Martine
and the rest don't know it, but the girl has been stolen, terrorized, and nurdered by Dread, stil
pretending to be one of Martine's four conpani ons. The people of Aerodrom a bl ane the newconers
for the disappearance, and dunp themall into a |abyrinth of caverns they call the Place of the
Lost, where they find thensel ves surrounded by nysterious, ghostly presences which Martine, with
her hei ghtened nonvi sual senses, finds particularly upsetting. The phantons speak in unison
telling of the "One who is Qher," and how he has deserted theminstead of taking them across the
"White Ccean," as pronised. The voices also identify the real nanes of all Mrtine's conpany. The
group is fascinated and frightened, and only belatedly realizes that Sweet WIIliam has di sappear ed-
-evidently to protect the guilty secret of his true identity. Something |arge and strange--the
Q her--abruptly enters the darkened Place of the Lost, and Martine and the others flee the
horrifying presence. Martine searches desperately for one of the gateways that will allow themto
| eave the sinmulation before either the Oher or the renegade Sweet WIliam catches them

At the sane tinme, Ol ando and Fredericks discover that the Egyptian sinulation is not a
straightforward historical recreation, but a nythical version. They neet a wolf-headed god named
_Upaut _, who tells them how he and the whole simwrld have been nistreated by the chief god,
Gsiris. Unfortunately, Upaut is not a very bright or stable god, and he interprets Ol ando
munbling in his sleep--the result of a dreamconversation Olando is having with his software
agent, Beezle Bug_, who can only reach himfromthe real world when he dreans--as a divine
directive for himto try to overthrow Gsiris. Upaut steals their sword and boat, |eaving Ol ando
and Fredericks stranded in the desert. After many days of hiking along the Nile, they come upon a
strange tenple filled with sone terrible, conmpelling presence. They cannot escape it. In a dream
Orlando is visited by the nystery woman al so seen by Paul Jonas, and she tells themshe will give
them assi stance, but as the tenple draws themcloser and closer, they find only the _Wcked
Tribe_, a group of very young children they had nmet outside the network, who wear the simforns of
tiny yellow flying nonkeys. Orlando is stunned that this is the help the nystery woman has brought
them The frightening tenple continues to draw them nearer

Paul Jonas has passed from Xanadu to |late 16th Century Venice, and soon stunbles into _@Glly_,
a boy he had net in one of the earlier sinulations, and who had traveled with him but Gally does
not renenber Paul. Seeking help, the boy brings himto a worman naned _El eanora_; although she
cannot explain Gally's mssing nenories, she reveals that she herself is the fornmer real-world
nm stress of an organized crime figure who built her this virtual Venice as a gift. Her lover was a
menber of the Grail Brotherhood, but died too soon to benefit fromthe inmmortality machinery they
are building, and survives now only as a set of flawed life-recordings. Before Paul can |earn
nmore, he discovers that the dreadful Finch and Mullet--_the Twins_, as Nandi naned them - have
tracked himto Venice: he nust flee again, this tine with Gally. But before they can reach the
gateway that will allow themto escape, they are caught by the Twins. The Panki es al so nake an
appearance, and for a nonment the two mrror-pairs face each other, but the Pankies quickly depart,
| eaving Paul alone to fight the Twins. Gally is killed, and Paul barely escapes with his life.
Still trying to fulfill the mystery wonan's summons fromhis |Ice Age dream he travels to a
simul ati on of ancient Ithaca to nmeet soneone called "the weaver." Still shocked and saddened by
Gally's death, he learns that in this new simulation he is the fanobus Greek hero Qdysseus, and
that the weaver is the hero's wife, Penel ope--the nystery wonan, again. But at |east it seenms he
will finally get sone answers.
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Reni e and ! Xabbu and Enily find that they have escaped Kansas for sonething much nore
confusing--a world that does not seementirely finished, a place with no sun, nmoon, or weat her.
They have al so i nadvertently taken an object from Azador that | ooks |ike an ordinary cigarette
lighter, but is in fact an access device, a sort of key to the G herland network, stolen from one
of the Grail Brotherhood (General Daniel Yacoubian_, one of Jongleur's rivals for |eadership).
Whi |l e studying the device in the hopes of making it work, !Xabbu manages to open a transmi ssion
channel and di scovers Martine on the other end, trapped in the Place of the Lost and desperately
trying to open a gateway. Together they manage to create a passage for Martine and her party, but
when they arrive, believing they are being pursued by a nmurderous Sweet Wlliam they find that it
is WIlliamhinself who has been fatally injured, and grandnotherly Quan Li who is really the
murderer Dread in virtual disguise. His secret reveal ed, Dread escapes with the access device,
| eavi ng Reni e and the others stranded, perhaps forever, in this disturbing place.

OTHERLAND
Mount ai n of Bl ack d ass

For ewor d

As she spoke, the flame of the oil lanp repeatedly drew his eye, a wiggling brightness that in
such a still room m ght have been the only real thing in all the universe. Even her eyes, the w de
dark eyes he knew so well, seened but a detail froma dream It was al nbst inpossible to believe,
but this was unquestionably her, at |ast. He had found her

_But it couldn't be this sinple, Paul Jonas thought. Nothing else has been.

And of course, he was right.

At first it did seemas though a door, long closed, had finally opened--or rather, with Pau
still reeling fromthe horror of the boy Gally's death, it seened he had reached the final round
of some particularly drawn-out and inconprehensible contest.

The wi fe--and, nost thought, w dow -of |ong-lost OQdysseus had stalled her suitors for some
while with the excuse that before considering another marriage she nust finish weaving her father-
in-law s shroud. Each night, when the suitors had fallen into drunken sl eep, she had then secretly
unpi cked her day's work. Thus, when Paul had come to her in the guise of her husband, he had found
her weavi ng. Wen she turned fromthe | oom he saw that the design was one of bird shapes--bright-
eyed, flare-wi nged, each individual feather a little mracle of colored thread--but he had not
| ooked at it long. The nysterious creature who had conme to himin so many gui ses and in so many
dreans, who in this place wore the formof a tall, slender woman of mature years, now stood
waiting for him

"There is so nuch that we nust tal k about, ny |ong-lost husband--so very nuch!"

She beckoned himto her stool. Wen he had | owered hinself onto it, she knelt with carefu
grace on the stone flags at his feet. Like everyone else in this place, she snelled of wool and
olive oil and woodsnoke, but she also had a scent that seemed to Paul particularly her own, a
whi ff of something flowery and secretive.

Qddly, she did not enbrace him did not even call back the slave-wonan Eurycleia to bring w ne
or food for her |ong-lost husband, but Paul was not disappointed: he was far nore interested in
answers to his nmany questions. The lanp flane flickered, then stabilized, as though the world drew
breath and held it. Everything about her called to him spoke of a life he had | ost and was
desperate to regain. He wanted to clutch her to him but sonething, perhaps her cool, slightly
fearful gaze, prevented it. He was dizzied by events and did not know where to start.

"What . . . what is your nane?"

"Wuy, Penelope, ny lord," she said, a winkle of consternation appearing between her eyebrows.
"Has your trip to death's dusky ki ngdom robbed you even of your nenories? That is sad indeed."

Paul shook his head. He knew the nane of Odysseus' wife already, but he had no interest in
pl ayi ng out a scenario. "But what is your _real _ nane? Vaal a?"

The [ ook of worry was rapidly beconi ng something deeper. She | eaned away from him as though
froman aninmal that m ght at any noment turn violent. "Please, ny |lord, ny husband, tell ne what
you wish ne to say. | do not wish to anger you, for then your spirit mght find no rest at all.'

"Spirit?" He reached his hand toward her but she shied away. "Do you think |'m dead? Look, |'m
not --touch ne."

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (8 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:30 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

Even as she nmoved gracefully but decisively to avoid him her expression suddenly changed, a
violent alteration fromfear to confusion. A nonent |later a deep nournful ness came over her--a
| ook that seened to have no relationship to the prior reactions. It was startling to see.

"I have kept you with ny womani sh worries |ong enough,"” she said. "The ships strain at their
anchor ropes. Bold Aganemmon and Mnel aus and the others inpatiently await, and you nust sai
across the sea to distant Troy."

"What ?" Paul coul d not make sense of what had just happened. One norment she had been treating
hi m as though he were her husband's ghost, the next she was trying to hurry himoff to the Trojan
War, which must be | ong over with--otherwi se, why was everyone so surprised to see himstil
alive? "But | have cone back to you. You said you had nuch to tell ne."

For a nonent Penelope's face froze, then thawed into yet another new and quite different

expression, this one a nmask of pained bravery. Wat she said nade al nbst no sense at all. "Please,
good beggar, although | feel certain that Odysseus ny husband is dead, if you can give ne any tale
at all of his last days, | will see that you never go hungry again."

It felt as though he had stepped onto what he thought was a sidewal k only to discover it was a
whirling carousel. "Wait--1 don't understand any of this. Don't you know me? You said that you
did. | net you in the giant's castle. W net again on Mars, when you had wi ngs. Your nane was

Vaal a there."

At first his sonetine wife's face curdled into a | ook of anger, but then her expression
softened. "Poor man," she said tolerantly. "Shouldering just a few of the many indignities that
tormented ny resourceful husband has driven away your wits. | will have ny wonen find a bed for
you, where my cruel suitors will not make your life a msery. Perhaps in the norning you can offer
me better sense." She cl apped her hands; the aged Eurycleia appeared in the doorway. "Find this
old man a clean place to sleep, and give himsonething to eat and drink."

"Don't do this to ne!" Paul |eaned forward and clutched at the hem of her |ong dress. She
jerked away with a nonentary blaze of real fury.

"You go too far! This house is full of armed men who would be only too happy to kill you in
hopes of inpressing ne."

He clanbered to his feet, not certain what to do next. Everything seened to have crashed down
around him "Do you really not renmenber ne? Just a few minutes ago you did. My real nane is Pau
Jonas. Doesn't that mean anything to you?"

Penel ope rel axed, but her formal snmile was so stiff as to | ook painful, and for a nmoment Paul
t hought he saw sonething terrified fluttering behind her eyes, a trapped creature struggling for
escape. The hidden thing faded; she waved hi maway and turned back to her tapestry.

Qut si de the chanber he put his hand on the old woman. "Tell ne--do _you_ know nme?"

"OfF course, ny lord Odysseus, even in those rags and with your beard so gray." She led him
down the narrow stairs to the first floor

"And how | ong have | been gone?"

"Twenty terrible years, ny lord."

"Then why does ny wife think I am soneone else? O think I'mjust now | eaving for Troy?"

Eurycl ei a shook her head. She did not seemoverly perturbed. "Perhaps her |ong sorrow has
sickened her wits. O perhaps sone god has cl ouded her vision, so she cannot see you truly."

"Or maybe |'mjust dooned," Paul nuttered. "Maybe |'m just neant to wander around forever."

The old woman clicked her tongue. "You should be careful of your words, ny lord. The gods are
al ways |istening."

He lay curled on the packed earth of the kitchen floor. The sun had set and the cold night
wi nd off the ocean crept through the huge, draughty house. The ash and dirt on the floor were nore
than of fset by the wel come heat of the oven, which pul sed out at himthrough the stone, but even
bei ng warm when he m ght have been outside, chilled to the bone, was not nuch confort.

_Think it through_, he told hinself. _Sonmehow you knew it wouldn't be so easy. The serving
wonan sai d, "Maybe a god has cl ouded her vision." Could that be it? Some kind of spell or
somet hi ng?_ There were so nany possibilities within this world, and he had so little rea
i nformation--only what Nandi Paradivash had told him w th many deliberate oni ssions. Paul had
never been much good at solving puzzles or playing ganes as a child, far happier just daydream ng
but now he felt like cursing his childhood self for slackness.

No one else was going to do it for him though

As Paul thought about what he had becone--a thinking gane-piece, perhaps the only one, on this
great Homeric Greece gane board--a realization came to him nuffled and yet profound as distant
thunder. _I'mdoing this all wong. |I'mthinking about this simwrld like it's real, even though
it's just an invention, a toy. But | need to think about the invention itself. \What are the rules
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of how t hi ngs work? How does this network actually function? Wy am| Odysseus, and what's
supposed to happen to nme here?_

He struggled to sunmon up his Greek | essons from school days. If this place, this simwrld
revol ved around the long journey of Honer's Odyssey, then the king's house on Ithaca could only
come into it at the beginning of the tale, when the wanderer was about to | eave, or at the end
when the wanderer had returned. And as realistic as this place was--as all the simwrlds he had

visited were--it was still not real: perhaps every possible contingency could not be programed
in. Perhaps even the owners of the Gtherland network had limits to their budgets. That neant there
woul d have to be a finite nunber of responses, limted in part by what the Puppets could

under stand. Sonehow, Paul's appearance here had triggered several contradictory reactions in the
wonmaen currently call ed Penel ope.

But if he was triggering conflicting responses, why had the servi ngwonan Eurycl eia i medi ately
recogni zed himas Odysseus returned in disguise fromhis long exile, and then never deviated from
that recognition? That was pretty nmuch as it had been in the original, if his |ong-ago studies had
served himproperly, so why should the servant react correctly and the |ady of the house not?

_Because they're a different order of being, he realized. _There aren't just two types of
people in these sinmulations, the real and the false--there's at |east one nore, a third sort, even
if I don't yet know what it is. Gally was one of those third types. The bird-woman, Vaala or
Penel ope or whatever she's really called--she nmust be another. _

It nade sense, as far as he could think it through. The Puppets, who were conpletely part of
the sinul ations, never had any doubt about who they were or what was happeni ng around them and
apparently never left the sinmulations for which they had been created. In fact, Puppets like the
ol d serving woman behaved as t hough they and the sinulations were both conpletely real. They were
al so wel | -progranmed; |ike veteran actors, they would ignhore any slip-ups or uncertainties on the
part of the human partici pants.

At the other end of the spectrum the true humans, the Ctizens, would always know t hat they
were inside a simulation

But there was apparently a third type like Gally and the bird-wonman who seened to be able to
nmove fromone simwrld to another, but retained differing amounts of menory and sel f-under st andi ng
in each environnment. So what were they? Inpaired Citizens? O nore advanced Puppets, sone kind of
new nodel that were not sinulation-specific?

A thought struck himthen, and even the snoldering warmh fromthe oven could not stop his
skin pinpHng with sudden chill.

_CGod help ne, that describes Paul Jonas as well as it describes them Wat rmakes nme so sure
I'"'ma real person?_

The bright norning sun of Ithaca crept into al nost every corner of the Wanderer's house, rousting
the usurped king fromhis bed by the oven not long after dawn. Paul had little urge to linger, in
any case--knowi ng the kitchen wonen were virtual did not nuch soften their harsh words about his
raggedness and dirtiness. Ad Eurycleia, despite her workday already having reached full gallop as
she saw to the demands of the suitors and the rest of the household, made sure that he received
sonet hing to eat--she would have brought himfar nore than the chunk of bread and cup of heavily
wat ered wi ne he accepted, but he saw no purpose in rousing envy or suspicion in the household. He
found hinself chewing the crusty bread with some pleasure, which made hi mwonder how his real body
was being fed. Despite the frugal neal and his best efforts to be unobtrusive, several of the

mai ds had al ready begun to whi sper that they should have one or another of their favorites anong
Penel ope's suitors drive this filthy old man out of the house. Paul did not want to fight with any
of the interlopers--even assunm ng he had been given the strength and stam na to outduel one of
those strapping warriors, he was tired and depressed and wanted no part of any nore struggles. In
an effort to avoid controversy entirely he took his heel of bread and went out to walk on the
headl ands and t hi nk.

What ever el se the creators of this sinulation nmight have planned, Paul thought, they had done
a very fine job of capturing the Mediterranean world's astonishingly clear, bright light. Even
early on this hot norning the rocks along the cliff seenmed as crisply pale as new paper, the
reflected glare so fierce that he could not stand too close to them Even with the sun behind him
he had to shade his eyes.

_I've got to learn the rules of this thing_, he thought as he watched the seagulls wheeling
bel ow him _Not Greece, but the whole network. | have to nake sense of it or I'll just wander
forever. The other version of Vaala, the one that spoke first in nmy dream then through the
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Neandertal child, said that | had to get to a black nountain. _

_"It reaches to the sky,"_she had told him _"covers up the stars. . . . That is where al
your answers are."_ But when he had asked her how he could find it, she had answered, _"I don't
know. But | might know, if you can find ne."_ And then the dreamversion of Vaala had sent him
here, to search for what seened herself in another guise--but that was where the whole thing fell
apart conpletely. How could she know . . . but _not_ know? What could such a thing nmean? Unl ess,
as he had guessed the night before, she was neither normal person nor sinulation, but something
el se. Perhaps she had neant that in different sinulations she had access to different nmenories?

_But this Penel ope version of her doesn't seemto know anything at all, he thought sourly. She
doesn't even know she's a version--doesn't know that she's the one who sent ne here.

He stooped and picked up a flat rock and skimmed it out into the stiff ocean breeze; it
spl ashed | ong seconds |l ater at the base of the rough cliffs. The wind shifted direction and
jostled hima step nearer the precipice, still healthily distant fromthe edge but enough to nake
his groin tighten at the thought of the long fall.

_There's so nuch | don't know. Can | really die fromsomething that happens here in a
simul ati on? The golden harp told ne that even though nothing was real, things could hurt or kil
me. If this is all a sinmulation network, the nmessage was tight about the first part, so | should
assune it told the truth about the second part too, even though it doesn't make nmuch sense. Nandi
certainly acted as though we were both in real danger in Xanadu. _

A skirl of primitive nmusic came from sonewhere behind him breaking his concentration. He
si ghed. Questions and nore questions, seemngly w thout end. What was that other Geek nyth, a
many- headed, dragonli ke creature--the hydra? Cut off a head and two nore would grow fromthe
stunmp, wasn't that how it had gone? He woul d have thought that neeting Nandi and the Venetian
wormen El eanora woul d erase all the nysteries that plagued him but the nore he chopped away at the
questions, the nore rapidly he created a dense bouquet of new hydra-heads. It was |ike sone
tangl ed noderni st tal e about conspiracy theories gone out of control, a fable about the danger of
par anoi d t hi nki ng.

The flute shrilled again like a child trying to attract his attention. He frowned at the
distraction--but it was all distraction these days. Even the nessages apparently neant to help him
wer e dubi ous. A dreamversion of Vaala had sent himhere to nmeet another version of herself that
did not know him He had received assistance fromthe golden harp he had found in a giant's
castle, but it had not actually spoken to himuntil he was in the Ice Age, where the harp had
becone a gem

_So was the castle a dream or another sinmulation? And who sent ne that harp-nmessage in the
first place? If it was Nandi's people--they're the only ones |I've heard of who mght try to warn
soneone |ike me--then why hadn't Nandi ever heard of me? And who is this bird-wonman Vaal a, and why
am | so bloody, painfully certain | know her?_

Paul took the last of his bread froma fold of his tattered robe, chewed and swallowed it,
then continued along the hillside, wandering in the general direction of the insistent flute. As
he followed the hill path down, the nusic was subnerged in an angry bayi ng which rapidly grew
| ouder. It had only just begun to intrude itself on his distracted thoughts when a quartet of huge
mastiffs burst into view, speeding up the trail toward himin full cry, red nouths w de, voices
full of excitenent and bl oodlust. He halted in surprise and sudden fear and took a few steps
backward, but the hill behind himwas steep and w thout shelter and he knew he could not hope to
outrun these four-I|egged nonsters.

As he bent, clawing the ground for a branch to use as a weapon and sl ow down the inevitable
for at least a few nmonents, a |loud whistle shrilled across the hillside. The dogs pulled up a
dozen neters from Paul, circling and barking angrily, but came no closer. A |lean young nman
appeared from around a stone farther down the hill and exam ned Paul briefly, then whistled again.
The dogs snarled as they retreated, unhappy at giving up a kill. Wen they reached the young man
he gave the nearest a light smack on the flank and sent themall trotting back down the slope. He
beckoned for Paul to follow, then lifted a flute to his lips, turned, and sauntered back down the
path after the swi ftly-vani shing dogs, tootling away nerrily if not exactly nusically.

Paul had no idea what any of this was about, but was not about to offend soneone who was on
good ternms with such large, hostile animals. He foll owed.

A flat area between the hills came into view around the next bend, a great open space with a
few buildings on it, but what Paul at first took for another |arge dwelling, a crude version of
the pal ace upon the hill, turned out to be a compound for aninmals--specifically swine. A large
wal | ed area had been sectioned off into sties, and each open-roofed apartnment had a conti ngent of
several dozen pigs. Hundreds nore |lolled around outside the sties in the wi de space between the
compound's walls, as indolent as rich tourists on a Third Wrld beach
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The young man with the dogs had di sappeared somewhere, but an older man with a slight
appeared fromthe shade of one of the conpound's higher walls, the sandal he was repairing stil
dangling fromhis broad hand. Hi s beard was al nost conpletely gray, but his heavy upper body and
corded arns suggested he retained nost of the vigor of his younger days.

"Conme, old fellow," he called to Paul. "You were lucky that ny boy was with the dogs when they
went after you. I'mglad of it, too, of course--don't need any nore problens around here, and it
woul d have been a shame to see you chewed up and swal | owed. Cone have sonme wine with nme, and you
can give me any news you have."

This man and his speech rang a bel
rem nded hi m of ;

[inmp now

of some kind for Paul, but he could not tell what it
once again he cursed hinself for having paid so little attention to Honer when
he'd had it, first at Cranleigh, then again at university.

_Still, how was | supposed to know? | nean, yes, if sonmeone had warned ne, "Say, Jonas, one
day you're going to get chucked into a live version of _ The Odyssey _and have to fight for your
life there," | would probably have hit the books a bit harder. But who could have guessed?_

"You are kind," he said aloud to what he guessed nust be the chief sw neherd--the pork
production foreman, as it were. "I didn't nean to upset your dogs. |'mafraid |'ma stranger
here. "

"A stranger? Fromthat ship that |anded at Phorcys' Cove, |'Il be bound. Well cone, then--al
the nore reason. Never let it be said that Eunmeus did not offer hospitality to a stranger."

Paul felt sure he had heard the name, but sinply knowi ng he should recognize it was absolutely
no help at all.

The swi neherd's hut was nodestly appointed, but it was still pleasant to get out of the sun
al ready quite hot long before noon, and to let the dry dust settle. The watered w ne Eunmeus
of fered was al so wel cone. Paul took a long swallow, then a second, before he felt ready to nake
conversati on.

"So tell me the truth, stranger," Eumaeus said. "You are fromthat Phaecian ship that stopped
in the cove barely I ong enough to take on fresh water fromthe spring, are you not?"

Paul hesitated, then nodded. There had definitely been sonmething in _The Odyssey_ about the
Phaeci ans--he remenbered that nuch, at |east.

"You cone at a sad tine, if this is your first visit to Ithaca." Eunaeus bel ched and rubbed at
his stomach. "In other days | could have offered to dine you on fatted hog, but all | have to
spare is suckling pig, and a lean, small one at that. The suitors who are encanped in nmy master's
house are enptying his larders. Still, beggars and strangers cone in Zeus' nane, and you wll not
go away hungry."

The swi neherd continued to ranble on in this vein for no little tinme, enphasizing the
vi ci ousness of Penelope's unwanted suitors and the shane of how the gods had treated his naster
Qdysseus. Paul dimy renenbered that he was supposed to be disguised in some way--one of the gods
had changed Odysseus' face so he could return to his hone without his enemies realizing it was him
-and wondered why the slave Eurycleia had been able to recognize himbut the sw neherd could not.

After perhaps an hour of prelimnary chat his host slaughtered two young pigs and cut up their
flesh to roast on sticks over the fire. Despite the swi neherd's kindness, Paul found hinself
growi ng inpatient and angry. _| could spend weeks wandering around here, with all the noble old

servants rhapsodi zi ng about their noble nmissing master, but nmeanwhile |'m going to be sleeping on
the floor in my own house._ He caught hinself and grinned tightly. _In the house of the character
I'"mplaying. But the fact remains, | have to do sonething. _

Eunaeus served him barl ey neal and skewers of roasted pork. As he ate, Paul nade desultory
conversation, but he did not renenber enough of the epic to be able to say nuch that interested
the swineherd. After a while, assisted by the food, several generous bows full of wi ne, and the

af t ernoon heat, he and Eurmmeus | apsed into a surfeited silence not nuch different than that of the

animal s outside. A dimnenory tickled at
"Doesn't the king have a son? Tele
"Tel emachus?" Eumaeus bel ched gently

of his father. He has gone to search for

Menel aus, his father's conrade at Troy."
the hands of the suitors, Paul could not
simwrl d' s scenario, or whether it mght

Gal 1 y? The thought was painfully sobering,
fromoutside--lolling in the reek of an imagi nary sw neherd' s cottage,
It was not a pl easant sight,

unwat ered self-pity.

_Don't be stupid_, he told hinself.

traveling with nme unless he came into this sinulation with me, and he didn't.

Paul .

somet hi ng?"
and scratched hinmself. "Yes, a fine lad, the very inage
our poor Qdysseus--1 believe he has snuck away to see
As he went on to describe Tel emachus' ill-treatment at
hel p wondering if the son's absence was part of the
somehow be nore personal. Was it supposed to have been
and for a nonment Paul was |ooking at hinmself as though
drunk on watered wi ne and
even in his inagination
The system woul dn't have any way of knowing Gally was
The bastards killed
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himin Venice._Watever his confusion about his own state, it was hard to doubt what had happened
to Gally--the horrible, shocking finality of it had been too great.

But as he thought about the boy, he began to wonder again how t he whol e system worked. There
were Citizens and Puppets, that was clear, but did everyone else, the Gallys and t he Penel opes,
fall into a single category? The bird-woman was here, but there was al so a version of her on Mars.
And what about the one that appeared to himin dreanms? If there were sonehow nmultiple versions of
her, could they never coexist, never share their know edge with each other? They nust have sone
common t hread, otherwi se how could the Neandertal dreamspirit have known about her other self
here in Ithaca?

And what about his pursuers, those two ghastly creatures that had hounded him from sinul ation
to simulation. Were _they_ real people?

The |l ast nmonents in Venice came back to him the bizarre confusion of events--Eleanora, a rea
worman, but appearing as a ghostly spirit in her own simulation, the Finch-thing and Mill et-thing,
tracki ng hi m down again, heartless and inexorable as some kind of virus . . . and the Pankies.

_My God, where do they fit in?_ Paul wondered. _They |looked |ike Finch and Miullet, but they
weren't--sort of like the different versions of ny bird-woman. But there's only been one version
of her in any sinmulation |'ve been in, either a real character, |ike Penelope, or sort of a dream
version. The Pankies and their doubles both showed up at the same time in Venice. .

It was hard to forget the strange expression that had crossed Undi ne Pankie's vast, flabby
face--somet hing al nost automatic, so instinctive as to seem nmechani cal. Then she and her tiny
husband had sinply left--wal ked off, vanishing into the cataconbs |ike two actors who had
di scovered thenselves to be in the wong play.

It was odd how often inportant things--especially having to do with the nystery wonman--seened
to happen around the dying and the dead. The Venetian crypts, the dying Neandertal boy, the
exhuned cenetery on the Western Front. Death and the dying. Although there had been the naze at
Hanmpt on Court, too. Mazes and ceneteries--what was it with these people, anyway?

An idea began to tickle at him He sat up, suddenly nore sober than he had been a few ninutes
earlier, "Tell nme sonething, good Eumaeus," he began abruptly. If these things were machines, that
was all the nore reason why there should be rules, logic . . . answers. It was up to himto
di scover what they were. "Tell me how people in your country ask the gods for help."

Penel ope rebuffed himagain that evening, starting the audience as though Paul were the kindly
beggar she had sent away the day before, but then veering rapidly into a wife's tragic |eave-
taking, bidding himfarewell on his journey to Troy with nmany promi ses as to how she woul d keep
his home and his possessions safe, and would raise his infant son to proper nanhood.

_I'"ve definitely done sonmething to catch her in a loop_, he thought. It was hard to watch the
worman he had chased for so | ong weepi ng bravely over something that bore no relationship to
current reality, even the skewed reality of the sinulation network, but it confirnmed himin his
intentions. | could go on like this forever , he decided, _and it wouldn't change anything.

"Why can your spirit not rest, ny lord and husband?" she asked suddenly, changing tack agai n.
"I's it that your bones |ie unnourned on sone distant beach? That the gods who opposed you have
tried to hide your nanme and your deeds? Do not fear--not all gods are your enemies, and there are
those who will avenge you. There are others who will bring your nenmory and good name back from
those foreign lands. A man waits to speak to me even now, to tell ne of your life and deeds while
you have been far from ne, and soneday your son, sensible Tel emachus, will be able to avenge your
wr ongful death."

He felt a noment of interest until he realized that the man she spoke of was hinself, that she
had folded that version into this scenario where he was his own ghost.

I was right the first tine_, he thought m serably. _This could go on and on. | started this
| oop, somehow -1 have to end it. A chilling thought cane to him _But what if this is all there
is to her? What if she's just a broken nmachi ne--nothing nore than that?_

Paul shook it off--he sinply couldn't afford to consider the possibility. The quest to find
this woman was al nbst the only thing that gave his life neaning. He had to believe that his
recogni tion of her meant sonething. He had to believe.

Two nore days passed.

Gripped by a strange sort of loyalty, Paul gave Penel ope one |ast chance to recogni ze the
truth, such as it was, but again, after oscillating through Paul -as-ghost and Paul - as-beggar, she
once nore settled on the idea he was about to | eave for Troy and woul d not hear otherw se. Tine
after time she bade hima sadly loving farewell, then nonents | ater began her | eavetaking all over
again. The only thing she did _not_ seemto consider, he noted, was the scenario that all the
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other Ithacans seened to be perform ng--that his character, Odysseus, had returned in secret, much
aged, but alive and well, fromthe Trojan War. He thought that was probably significant, but
wasn't certain how In any case, he was now determ ned to smash the puzzle rather than to waste
the rest of his life trying to solve it.

The ancient slave Eurycleia, he was unhealthily gratified to discover, still regarded himwth
the true belief of a faithful fol ktale servant. Wen he had finished telling her what he wanted,
she recited his instructions back to prove she had them nmenori zed.

Avoi ding the brawl of suitors and the backstairs treachery of the maids and house sl aves, he
spent the rest of his time walking the island, the dream|thaca. He visited Eumaeus again; then
followi ng the swineherd' s directions, he took a |ong wal k through the bee-droning hills to a snal
rustic tenple on the far side of the island. The place gave every indication of having been
ignored a long tine: a faceless, time-rounded statue standing in a niche dusted with the renmains
of | ong-dead narcissus flowers, surrounded by cypress branches so dry they had | ost their scent.

As he stood praying before the forgotten shrine in the hollow of the hillside, the air heavy
and silent but for the constant breathing of sea, he prayed aloud for hinself too, just to be on
the safe side. True, this was all a sinulation, the painstaking creation of people as hunman as
hinself, so for all intents and purposes he was praying to sonme team of gear engi neers and graphic
designers, but his boss at the Tate had often warned hi m never to underestimate the sneaki ness and
sel f- obsession of artists.

He woke disoriented froma dreamabout Gally, and for a nmoment could not renenber where he was.

He groped around. Sand | ay beneath him and there was a faint, dying light in the west where
the sun had gone down behind the hills. He had fallen asleep on the beach, waiting.

The lost child in his dream had worn the guise of the still-unnet Tel enachus, a handsone, dark-
ringleted youth who nevertheless wore Gally's urchin squint. The boy had been rowing a snall boat
on a dark river through drifting msts, calling Paul's nanme. The urge to reach out to himhad been
power ful , but sone dream paral ysis had prevented Paul from noving or even answering as the boy
faded into a cloud of white nothingness.

Hel pl ess tears were on his cheeks now, cool in the evening wind off the ocean, but through his
m sery he felt a kind of vindication: surely this dreamof Glly on the river in the | ands of
Deat h must nean he was doing the right thing. Paul sat up, his wits returning with sleep's
retreat. The beach was enpty but for a few fishernen's boats, their owners |ong since gone to
their evening neals. Sea and sky were quickly beconing a single dark thing, and the fire he had
built with so much | abor earlier in the afternoon was now guttering. Paul sprang forward and fed
it with cypress twigs as he had been told, and then with | arger pieces of driftwood until the
flanes began to nmount high again. By the tinme he had finished, the sun was entirely gone, the
stars blazing froma sky undulled by the pervasive anbient |ight of Paul's own age.

As if they had been waiting for everything to be correctly arranged, voices now cane to him
down the beach.

"There, where the fire is burning--see, mstress?"

"But this is nbst strange. Are you certain it is not bandits or pirates who have nade a canp
t here?'

Paul stood. "This way, nmy lady," he called. "You don't have to worry about bandits."

Penel ope cane out of the darkness, shawl wapped tightly around her, the firelight revealing
her | ook of deep unease. Eurycleia, older and shorter of |eg, nevertheless followed cl ose behind

"I have brought her, naster," the slave announced. "As you asked."

"Thank you." He was certain there was sonething nore poetic he should say, but he had no skill
for this sort of thing. His personal translation of Honer would just have to be the utilitarian
sort.

Penel ope | aughed nervously. "lIs this sone conspiracy? My ol dest and dearest servant, have you
betrayed me to this strange man?"

"So you still don't recognize me?" Paul shook his head. "It doesn't matter. | won't hurt you,
| promise. | swear it by all the gods. Please, sit down." He took a breath. It had seened so

sensi bl e when he had planned it--his decision to stop fighting the sinmulation, to enter instead
into its spirit and thus find a painless way to jog this worman back into sanity, to make her
useful to him as her own alter ego had clearly intended her to be. "In fact," he said, "I'm going
to ask the gods for help."”

Penel ope gave one sharp glance to Eurycleia, then settled herself gracefully on the sand. Her
dark shaw and darker hair, the few strands of gray invisible in the starlight, surrounded the
pale, mstrustful face with a mantle of shadow. Her w de eyes seened holes cut directly into the
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ni ght .

The sl ave wonan handed Paul a bronze knife wapped in a cloth. He produced a bundle of his own
and unw apped the spindly hindquarters of a butchered bl ack sheep--the wage he had earned from
Eumaeus' brother-in-law for an afternoon's work fixing a paddock. It seened a paltry sacrifice to
Paul , but Eumameus--to whom he had gone first in hope of pig flesh to sacrifice--had assured him
that a black ramwas the only correct choice, and Paul had bowed to the man's clearly superior
know edge.

Whi | e Penel ope watched in silent trepidation, Paul nmade a pyre of sticks atop the fire, then
did as Eunmeus had told him cutting the neat and fat away fromthe ram s thighs. He placed the
bones on the pyre and the flesh and fat on top of them Wthin nonents the sacrifice was sending
up plunes of greasy snoke, and as the wi nd changed direction, he caught not only the alluring
scent of cooked neat, but sonething deeper, older, and altogether nore disturbing--the snmell of
burnt offerings, of ransompaid in fear, the scent of human submission to a powerful and pitiless
uni ver se.

"l do not understand," Penelope said faintly. Her great eyes followed his every nove, as
though he were a wild beast. "What are you doi ng? Wiy am | here?"

"You think you don't know ne," Paul replied. He tried to keep his voice even but he was
begi nning to feel an odd el evation, sonething he had not expected. The dream of poor, dead Gally,
t he snapping flames on the wi ndy beach, the woman whose face had so | ong been his only talisnman
sitting across the fire fromhim all conbined to make him feel as though he might at |ast be on
the brink of sonmething real--sonething inportant. "You think you don't, but the gods will bring
back your menory." He felt certain now that he was doing the right thing. The exhilarated rush in
his head proved it. No nore drifting--he was instead seizing the simulation by its own rules and
making it work for him "They will send soneone who will help you renmenber!”

"You are frightening ne." Penel ope turned to Eurycleia, who Paul felt sure would reassure her
but the slave | ooked as unhappy as her mistress.

"Then just tell me what | need to know." Paul stepped back fromthe fire and spread his arns.
The wi nd tugged at his thin garnment, but he felt only the heat of the flanmes. "Wo are you? How
did we get here? And where is the black nountain you told nme about ?"

She stared at himlike a cornered ani nal

It was hard to be patient when he wanted to shout. He had waited so | ong--had been pushed and
tugged and flung from place to place, always passive, always the one acted upon. He had stood by
hel pl essly while the boy, his only real friend in this bizarre universe, was killed before his
eyes. Now that hel pl essness was finally ending. "Then just tell me about the black nountain. How
do | find it? Do you renenber? That's why | came here. That's why _you_sent ne here!"

She crouched lower. A strafing of sparks | eaped out of the fire and swirled away on the w nd.

"No? Then | have to ask the gods." He would use the I ogic of her owm world agai nst her. He
woul d nake somet hi ng happen

As he lowered hinself to the sand, Eurycleia piped up nervously. "Surely that is sheep's
flesh, my lord. A black ewe, ny |ord?"

He began to slap his hands against the ground in slow rhythm striking the sand with his pal ns
as old Eunameus had instructed him "It's a ram Quiet--1 have to renenber the words."

The sl ave woman seened restless and upset. "But such a thing is an offering to.

"Sshhhh." He sl owed his beat upon the ground, and then intoned in rhythm

"Hail to thee. Invisible,

Aedoneus, son of Chronos the El dest,

Brot her of Zeus the Thunderer, Hail!

Hail to thee, Lord of the Dark Pillars.
Hades, Mbnarch of the Underworld,

King of the Silent Realm

Hai | .

Take this flesh. Lord of the Fertile Depths,
Take this offering.

Hear ny prayer. . . . "

He paused. He had invoked the God of Death, which surely in this place was as good as any
graveyard or dying Ice Age child.

_"Send nme the bird-worman!"_ he shouted, still druming the tattoo on the sand. _"Tell her
want to speak to her--1 want this woman Penel ope to see her!"_ The words seenmed awkward, out of
keeping with the poetry of the invocation, and he reached to sumon the dream wonman's own wor ds.
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_"Conme to us! You nust conme to us!"_
Silence fell. Nothing happened.

Furious, Paul began to drum another tattoo on the sand. _"Cone to us!"_
"MM lord," Eurycleia stuttered, "I thought you neant to ask the help of Athena the
Counsel or, who has | ong | ooked favorably on your famly, or of great Zeus--1 thought perhaps even

you nmeant to beg forgi veness of ocean-lord Posei don, who many say you have sonehow of f ended, and
who t hus nurderously hindered your journey back to us. But this, master, this. . . I"

The | ast beat of his fingers upon the sand continued to reverberate--a noisel ess echo that he
could nevertheless feel pulsing away into the deeps. The bonfire flames seened to have sl owed, as
though their light traveled to himthrough deep water, or along sone kind of hindered and decayi ng
transm ssi on.

"What are you saying?" His inpatience was tenpered by a throb of worry--the slave's fear was
power ful and genui ne. Her m stress Penel ope seenmed beyond terror, her features slack and stil
except for her eyes, which stared feverishly fromthe w ndi ng-sheet white of her face. "Wat are
you trying to tell me, old woman?"

"Master, you should not offer prayers for . . . such things as thisto . . . to the
Eart hbound!" Eurycleia gasped, fighting for breath. "Have your years . . . in foreign |ands robbed
you of your . . . of your menory?"

"Way shouldn't |? Hades is a god, isn't he? People pray to him don't they?" The feeling in
his stomach was rapi dly beconi ng a deep, nauseating chill

The old sl ave flapped her hands, but she seemed to have lost the ability to speak. The earth
beneath Paul's feet seened taut as a drum a breathing nenbrane pulsing to a slow, distant rhythm
But the pul se was grow ng stronger

_It's not a mistake--1 knowit's not a mstake . . . is it?_

Even as he felt the clutch of doubt, she was there.

Her counterpart Penelope lurched to her feet, staggering backward on the suddenly unstable
sands as the bird-woman's formtook shape in the snoke, a nonochrome angel in wi spy gray, the vast
wings trailing away into invisibility. The apparition's face was curiously fornless, like the rain-
eroded statue of the Earth Lord himself in its niche on the other side of the island. But still,
from her expression of disbelieving shock, Penelope in sonme way recogni zed her own i nage, even in
this insubstantial duplication

The snoky face turned to him _"Paul Jonas, what have you done?"_

He didn't know what to say. Everything he had planned, all he had thought m ght happen, was
com ng unstuck. The surface of the earth now seened only a skin over sone inpossibly deep pit, and
sonet hi ng noved there, sonething as vast and inescapable as regret.

The angel shivered, roiling the snoke. Even in this spectral form he could clearly see the

lines of the bird-woman fromthe giant's castle, and despite his terror, he ached for her. _"You
have called out to the One who is Other,"_ she said. "He is searching for you now. " _

"What are you tal king about?"

_"You have called to him The one who dreans it all. Wiy did you do that--he is terrible!" _

Through his confusion, Paul finally realized that he had been listening for |ong nonments to
Penel ope noaning in terror. She had fallen to the ground and was throwi ng sand on her own head, as
t hough she woul d bury herself. He pulled her upright, in part wanting to help, but also furious
that her recalcitrance should have brought himto this. "Look! This is her!" he shouted at the
snoke angel. "You sent ne to her, but she couldn't tell me where to go. | wanted her to tell ne
how to reach the bl ack nountain.”

The apparition was no nore willing than Penel ope to neet her double's eyes: when Paul thrust
his erstwhile wife toward her, the angel twi tched away, a ripple passing through her entire body
and deformi ng her wings. "W do not. . . . "_The face of snmoke withed. "W should not.

"Just make her tell me. O _you_ tell me! | can't stand this anynore!" Paul could feel a
growi ng presence, simultaneously beneath his feet and behind his eyes, a pressure building al
around that nmade the very air seemabout to burst. "Were is your bloody black nountain?" He
shoved Penel ope toward the apparition again, but it was like trying to force together two
repel i ng magnets. Penelope tore free fromhimw th aninmal strength and fell to the sand, weeping.

"Tell me!" Paul shouted. He turned to the angel. "Wy won't she tell me?"

The specter was beginning to dissipate. "She has told you. She has told you what she knows in
the only way she can. That is why | sent you to her. She is the one who knows what you nust do
next."

Paul grabbed at her, but the angel was truly snoke: she dissolved in his claw ng fingers.
"What does that nean?" He turned and sei zed Penel ope instead. He shook her, his anger threatening
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to overspill, the bursting tension of the night like a great dark blood clot in his head. "Were
am | supposed to go?"

Penel ope screaned in pain and terror. "Wiy do you do this to nme, ny husband?"

_"Where do | go?"_

Penel ope was weepi ng and shuddering. "To Troy! You must go to Troy! Your conrades await you
there!"

Paul let go of her, staggering as though he had been struck with a great stone, the
realization a searing pain in his heart.

Troy--the only thing she had said that did not speak of the end of the story, the only answer
that did not fit with the rest of the sinulation. Through the cloud of confusion caused by his
presence, Penel ope had been telling himwhat he needed to know all along . . . but he hadn't
listened. Instead he had brought her here, the wonan he had sought for so long, and then tortured
her, after prom sing the gods he would not harmher. He had called up something none of them dared
face, when she had already told himseveral times what her other self could not.

What ever he had summned fromthe dark regions below, it was he hinself who was the nonster

H's eyes blurry with tears, Paul turned fromthe fire and stunbled away across the drunhead
sands. He tripped on the huddled formof Eurycleia, but did not stop to find out if she was alive
or dead. The thing that had frightened even the wi nged wonan seenmed very near now, achingly so, as
cl ose as his own heartbeat.

_Searching for me, she said._ He tripped and fell, then wobbled to his feet again like a
drunken man. _The Eart hbound, they called him _ He could feel the breathing vitality of the soi
beneath him A part of him a tiny, distant part, shrilled that it all had to be illusion, that he
nmust renenber he was in sone kind of vast virtual ganme, but it was a pennywhistle in a hurricane
Every tine his feet met the ground he felt the dark thing's presence, as alarmng and pai nful as
if he ran on a hot griddle.

A disjointed idea sent himhurrying al ong the beach to the fishermen's boats. He grabbed the
nearest and shoved it down the slick strand, filling the air with pani cky curses when it stuck
until at last it skimmed free into the shallow tide. He clanbered up over the side and in.

_Not touching the earth anynore. H's thoughts were |like a deck of cards knocked from a table.
_Big thing. Dead thing. But it can't find me now. _ It was inpossibly strange, whatever it was--
could a mere sinulation do that?

He lifted the oar in the bottom of the boat and began to drive hinmself out onto the w ne-dark
sea. He | ooked back, but all he could see of the beach was the dying flame of his fire. If
Penel ope and Eurycleia were still there, they were lost in shadow.

The waves grew higher, lifting the front of the snmall boat with every swell, setting it down
again with a smack. Paul set aside the oar so he could get a better grip on the sides of the boat.

_Troy_, he thought, clutching at prosaic things in the grip of great horror. _A black
mountain. |Is there a nountain near Troy. . . ?_

Anot her swel | al nost knocked hi m overboard and he gripped the boat even nore tightly. Although
there were no cl ouds above him nothing-between himand the dianond-bright stars, the waves were
|l ashing the little craft harder and harder. One passed beneath himand lifted the entire boat up,
up, until he thought it would spin himover and dunp himout. As he pivoted slowy at the top of
his rise, he saw that a wave of unnatural shape was rising before him higher than any others, a
dark mass touched with |uninescence at its edges--a figure ten tinmes his own height, the ocean
itself taking the formof a bearded man with a crown. For a nonent he thought that the thing the
angel had called Other had found him and he gave hinself up to despair

A thunderous voice nmade the bones of his skull quiver. "WIly Odysseus,” it booned, "norta
man, you know that |, Poseidon, amsworn to destroy you. Yet you |eave the safety of your island
home and return to ny domain. You are a fool. Your death is deserved."_

The great sea-king lifted his hand. The waves now rushing toward Paul's boat were like
mount ai ns. Paul felt his frail craft lifted, slowy at first, then jerked up into the air and
tossed hi gh.

He clung to the hull as he spun, and could hold no thought except, | ama fool, it's true--a
bl oody, niserable fool. _

The ocean, when he fell fromthe heights and struck it again, seemed hard as stone. Hi s boat
burst into fragments and Paul was sucked down into crushing wet blackness.
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First:
EXI LES | N DREAM

"For the sake of persons of . . . different types,
scientific truth should be presented in different
forms, and should be regarded as equally

scientific, whether it appears in the robust form
and the vivid coloring of a physical illustration or
in the tenuity and pal eness of a synbolic
expression.”

--Janes Cerk Maxwel |,
address to the Mathematics
and Physics Section, Brit. Assoc. for the
Advancenent of Science, 1870.

CHAPTER 1
A Crcle of Strangers

NETFEEDY NEWS: Net Gadfly Clainms "Digital Divide" Still a Problem

(visual: African school children watching wallscreen)

VO Ansel Kleener, who styles hinself "an ol d-fashioned gadfly" who has devoted his |life to being
an irritant to econom ¢ and political power-players, is |aunching another protest to bring UN

Tel econmis attention to the "digital divide " that Kl eemer says is beconing a permanent gulf in
worl d soci ety,

(visual: Kleener in office)

KLEEMER "It's sinple, really--the net sinply replicates world econom c inequality, the haves
versus the have-nots. There was a tine when peopl e thought infornmation technol ogy would bring
advantages to everyone, but it's clear that unless things change, the net will continue to be like
everything else--if you can afford it, you'll get it. If you can't, who cares about you?"

It was only a hand, fingers curled, protruding fromthe earth Iike a swollen pink-and-brown
flower, but she knew it was her brother's hand.

As she bent and grasped it, she felt it nove slowy, sleepily beneath her fingers, and was
thrilled to know he Iived. She pull ed.

St ephen energed fromthe clinging soil bit by bit--hand and wist first, then the rest of his
arm like the root of a stubborn plant. At last his shoul der and head burst free in a shower of
dirt. His eyes were closed, his lips curled in a tight, secretive smle. In a desperate hurry now

to west himloose conpletely, she pulled harder, drawing out his torso and | egs as well, but
sonehow his other arm hidden fromher view, still anchored himto the earth.

She yanked hard but could not pull the last inches of himout into the Iight. She planted her
feet, bent her back, then put an even greater effort into another pull. The rest of Stephen

abruptly jerked free of the ground, then stopped. Cutched in his trailing hand was anot her snal
hand whose owner still lay beneath the soil.

Increasingly aware that sonething was wong, Renie kept pulling, frantic to dislodge Stephen
but now a chain of small dirty shapes lifted fromthe soil like the plastic pop-beads she had
pl ayed with in her own chil dhood--a score of little children all connected hand to hand, the | ast
still partially inmured in the earth.

Reni e could not see well--the sky was growi ng dark, or she had rubbed dirt into her own eyes.
She made one |ast effort, the very hardest pull she could nmanage, so that for a nonent it seened
she was in danger of tearing her own arnms out at their roots. The last of the children cane free
of the soil. But this child's hand held another hand as well, only this last childish fist was the
size of a small car, and the wist |oomed fromthe earth Iike a vast tree trunk. The very earth
trenbled as this last nonstrous link in the chain, perhaps annoyed by Renie's insistent pulling,
began ponderously to dig its way upward out of the dark, gelid soil toward the |ight of the
surface.

"St ephen!" she screaned, "let go, boy! You nust let go. . . !"
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But his eyes remmined tight shut and he continued to cling to the chain of other children,
even as the earth heaved and the vast shape beneath it continued to rise.

Reni e sat up, gasping and shivering, to discover herself in the thin, unchanging gray |ight of
t he unfinished simwrld, surrounded by the sleeping forms of her conpanions--! Xabbu, Florinel,
Emily 22813 fromthe crunbling Oz simwrld, and the arnored sil houette of T4b stretched on the
ground beside themlike a fallen hood ornament. Renie's noverment woke ! Xabbu; his eyes flicked
open, alert and intelligent. It was a surprise, as always, to see that gaze housed in an al nost
com cal baboon face. As he began to rise fromwhere he lay curled near her side, she shook her
head.

"I''"'mokay. Bad dream Get sonme nore sleep.”

He | ooked at her uncertainly, sensing something in the ragged tone of her voice, but after a
monent shrugged a sinuous nonkey-shrug and | ay down again. Renie took a deep breath, then rose and
wal ked across the hillside to where Martine sat, blind face turned to the skies like a satellite
di sh.

"Do you want to take a turn sleeping, Martine?" Renie asked as she sat down. "I feel like |I'm
going to be awake for a while." The conpl ete absence in the environment of wind and anbi ent sound
made it seem as though a thunderstormwas i mrnent, but they had been here for what seemed severa
days now wi t hout any weat her what soever, let alone a storm

Martine turned toward her. "Are you all right?"

It was strange, but no matter how many tinmes Renie saw her conpanion's bland simface, when
she turned away again she could hardly renenber it. There had been plenty of simlar-Iooking sins
in Tenmi | Gn whose faces were nevertheless full of life and individualism-Florinml had one, and
even the false Quan Li had | ooked |like a real person. Martine, though, seenmed to have been given
sonet hing out of a default file.

"Just a bad dream About Stephen.” Renie pawed at the oddly-textured ground. "Rem nding mnyself

how little |I've done for him perhaps. But it was a strange dream too. |I've had a fewlike it.

It's hard to explain, but | feel like . . . like l'mreally _there_ when they're happening."
Marti ne nodded slowy. "I think | have had sinmlar types of dreans since we have been on this

network--some in which | felt | was seeing things that |I have only experienced since | lost ny

sight. Perhaps it is to do with the change in our sensory input, or perhaps it is sonething even
|l ess explicable. This is a brave new world, Renie, in many ways. Very few humans have experi enced
such realistic input that was not actually real--very few who were not conpletely insane, that
is."

Renie's snmile was a sour one. "So we're all nore or |ess having a continual schizophrenic
epi sode. "

"I'n a way, yes,'

or for prophets.”

_Like ! Xabbu, Renie al nost added, but was not sure what she neant. She | ooked back toward the
rest of their conrades, and specifically to where ! Xabbu lay curled, his slender tail pulled up
near his muzzle. By his own standards, the Bushman was no nore a nystic than he was a theoretical
scientist or a philosopher: he was sinply working with the |aws of the universe as his people knew
t hem

_And after all, Renie had to adnmit, who's to say they're wong and we're right?_

The silence stretched for a mnute, then another. Although the strangeness of the dreamstill
clung to her thoughts, especially the jangling terror of its last nonents, she felt a kind of
peace as well. "This backwater place we're in," she said at last. "Wat do you think it is,
real ly?"

Martine frowned, considering. "You nmean, do | think it's what it seens to be--sonething the
Grail people haven't finished with yet? I don't know. That seens the nost |ikely explanation, but
there are . . . sensations | get fromit, things | cannot describe, that nake ne wonder."

"Li ke what ?"

"As | said, | cannot describe them But whatever it mght be, it is definitely the first place
of its sort | have entered, so ny specul ations do not nean nuch. It could be that because of the
systemthe Gail Brotherhood enpl oys, any unfinished place would give off the kind of. . . . "

Martine said thoughtfully. "The kind of thing usually reserved for madmen .

again she frowned, " . . . the kinds of . . . intimations of vitality this place has." Before
Reni e could ask her to explain further, Martine rose. "I will take you up on your kind offer
Renie, if it still holds. The |ast few days have been inpossibly difficult, and I find | am nmuch
wearier than | thought. Wiatever else this place is, at |least we are able to rest."

"Of course, get sone sleep. W still have a | ot ahead of us--a ot to decide."

"So much had to be said sinply to bring each other up to date.” Martine's smile was wy. "I am
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certain Florinmel and T4b were not entirely unhappy we did not have time for their persona
histories.”

"Yes. But that's what today's for, whether they like it or not." Renie noticed she had dug a
little trench with her fingers into the strange, soapy ground. Renenbering the dream she shivered
and filled it in. "They're going to have to tell us. | won't stand any nore secrets |ike that.
That m ght be what killed WIlliam™"

"I know, Renie. But do not be too fierce. W are allies trapped in a hostile environnent and
must take care of each other."

She fought down a snall tw nge of inpatience. "Yes, of course. But that's all the nore reason
we have to know who's wat chi ng our backs."

T4b and Florinel were the last to return. By the tinme they appeared around the curve of the
hillside, trudging toward the otherwordly canpfire across terrain whose surface hue shifted subtly
frominstant to instant like the colors on an oil slick, Renie was beginning to feel nervously
suspi ci ous about their |ong absence. Still, even though they were the last two nmaintaining a
mystery about their identities, they also seemed a fairly unlikely pair of allies--a fact
underscored as T4b clanked into canp and blurted out their news, clearly irritating Florinel.

"Saw sone kinda animal, us," he said. "Got no shape, seen? Just, like . . . light. But al
bendy. "

At first glance, Florinmel's simappeared little different than the one Martine wore, a wonan
of the Atascos' Temilun simwrld, with a strong nose and a dark, reddi sh-brown conpl exi on not
unli ke the Maya; but just as two people mght wear the sane clothes to totally different effect,
where Martine's guise gave an inpression of blankness that belied her dry wit and careful enpathy,
Florinel's small simseened to have the coiled intensity of a Napol eon, and her face did not | ook
unfini shed or general in the same way Martine's did.

_Just another nystery, Renie thought wearily, _and probably not one of the inportant ones._

" It wasn't an animal in any normal sense of the word," Florimel was saying. "But it's
the first phenonenon we've seen that wasn't obviously part of the geography. It was very fluid,
but T4b is correct--it was made of light, or was only partially visible to us. It appeared al npst
out of nowhere and noved around as though it were | ooking for sonething. "

"Then it just zanged out, like into an airhole," T4b fini shed.
"A what?" Renie turned to Florinel for clarification
"He means it just . . . well, it _did_ seemto step into a hole in the air. It didn't sinmply

vani sh, it. She stopped and shrugged. "Whatever happened, it is gone."

I Xabbu had finished poking up the fire. "And what el se did you see?" he asked.

"Saw too nmuch zero, ne," said T4b, levering hinself down to a seat by the canpfire. The
reflected flanes namde unusual, al nbst textured patterns on his arnor.

"We saw a lot nore of this," Florinel elaborated, gesturing to the hillside on which they
stood. "A thousand variations, but all much the sane. . . . "
"Don't touch ne!l" Emly stood up and noved away from T4b
"Didn't. You' re dupped and trans-upped,” he growed. "Trying to bring friendly, me, all it

If a warrior-robot could be said to sulk, he was clearly doing so

Florinmel let out a great sigh, as if to underscore what she had been forced to put up with al
day. "Everywhere was |ike this--unfinished, disordered, silent. | do not like it, to tell you the
truth." She nade a dism ssive gesture. "Wat was perhaps interesting, though, is that we found no
sign of a river or anything simlar, not even a river-of-air, as we had in the | ast place."

"Wlliamliked flying in that river so nuch," Martine said suddenly. "He was | aughi ng and
laughing. He said it was the first thing he'd found in the whole network that made himthink the
nmoney was worth spending." Everyone fell silent for a noment. Sweet WIllianis stiffened virtua
body was only a short distance away, concealed in a sort of pit on the far side of a knol
swirling with evanescent colors. No one |ooked in that direction, but everyone was clearly
t hi nki ng about it.

"So, no river," Renie said. "!Xabbu and | didn't find any trace of one either. Pretty much
everything el se we saw was as you said--nore of the same. W didn't see anything 1'd call an
ani mal , though." She sighed. "Wich neans there isn't any obvious and easy way to travel through
and out of this simwrld."

"There is not even a way to know which direction we should take," Florinel added. "There is no

is.

sun, no sunrise or sunset, no directions at all. We only found our way back because |I left a trai
of broken . . . sticks, | suppose you would call them. . . behind us.”
_Like bread crunmbs, _ Renie thought. _Isn't that from "Hansel and Getel"? W're living in a
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bl oody fairy tale--except our story, like this world, hasn't been finished yet . . . and we nmight
not be the fol ks who are going to be around at Happily Ever After tine._ Qut |oud, she said, "W
had ! Xabbu's nose and sense of direction, although | have to admt | was a little nervous--it all
just looks the sane to ne."
"Did you find food?" asked Emily. "I'"mvery hungry. |I'mgoing to have a baby, you know "
"Qddly enough," said Florinel, saving Renie the trouble, "we realized that, yes."

Once she had decided to do it, Florinel appeared inpatient to start. They had barely settled

thensel ves around the fire pit before she declared, "I was born in Miunich. In the early '30s,
during the Lockdown. The part of the city where ny nother lived was an industrial slum W shared
a small rebuilt warehouse with a dozen other famlies. Later, | would realize that it was not all

bad--nany of the fanmlies were political, sone of the adults were even wanted by the police for
things they had done at the beginning of the Guestworker Revolt, and | was taught a great dea
about how the world truly works. Too nuch, perhaps.”

She | ooked around as though someone might want to ask a question, but Renie and the others had
been waiting too long to |l earn sonmething of this conpanion-stranger to interrupt her.

Fl ori mel shrugged and continued at a brisk pace. "For ny nother, it was definitely too much.
When her nman, who may or may not have been ny father, was killed in what the authorities called a
riot, but was truly nore of an attenpt to round up and incarcerate |large elenents of the socia
fringe, she fled Munich entirely and noved to the Elz Valley in the Bl ack Forest.

"You may or nmmy not remenber the name Marius Traugott--he has been a long tinme dead, now. He
was a teacher, a holistic healer, | suppose a nystic. He rode the wave of superstition at the end
of the last century to fanme, bought one of the last stands of the old forest, which had been
privatized by the Reutzler government, and founded a retreat he called Harnony Canp."

"Was that one of those, what is the nane. . . ?" Renie tried to remenber the news stories. "Is
that the Social Harnony religion?"

Fl ori nel shook her head. "No, not really. One of Traugott's very early disciples split from
himand started the Social Harnonist Army in Anerica, but we were nothing |ike them believe ne--
al t hough many people did call our Harnony Canp a religious cult. But whatever you call it, cult,
conmune, social experinent, it does not natter. My nother was one of the converts, and when | was
just a few years old she becane a nenber, giving away the few things she owned for a narrow bed in
a bunkhouse and a seat at the foot of Doctor Traugott.

"Despite a diet nade entirely of raw, |iving vegetables and plant material, Traugott died only
a few years later at age eighty. Harnony Canp did not fold up or fall apart, though. Several of
his lieutenants kept it going, and although it went through periodic shifts of philosophy, sone
fairly extrenme--for a while when | was about twelve, people at the canp arned thensel ves agai nst a
feared crackdown by the government, and at one point sone of the nore nystical nenbers were trying
to beam nmessages to the stars--it renmained nore or | ess what it had been under Doctor Traugott.

For me, it was sinply home. W children ate together, slept together, sang together. Qur parents
did the sane--lived communal ly, | nean--but the two groups were largely separate. The children
were all taught together, with a rigorous stress on philosophy, health science, and religious
thought. It is not entirely surprising that | becane interested in nedicine. Wiat is nore
surprising is that when I was ol d enough, the Harnony Canp Foundation actually spent the noney to
send nme to the university in Freiburg. It is less surprising if you know that the group nistrusted
out si de doctors and mai nstream nmedi ci ne, and that up until then we had only one nurse to mnister
to al nost six hundred peopl e.

"I will not bore you with how nmy years at university changed ne. Meeting young people who did
not call their nothers 'Sister-in-God,' and who had grown up sleeping in a bed of their own in a
roomof their own was |ike being introduced to creatures from another planet. Not surprisingly,
came to view nmy up- bringing differently than before |I left Harnony Canp, to be nore critical of
what | had | earned, |ess accepting of the truths of Doctor Marius Traugott. Wat may surprise you
however, is that | still returned home when ny schooling was finished. Even though |I had no forma
doctor's degree, | had | earned enough to becone the chief medical authority of Harnmony Canp.

"I feel | nust explain this, or you will all misunderstand, as people generally do. It is true
that Traugott's ideas were largely nonsense, and that many of the people drawn to his doctrines,
and thus to the conmune, were those without the strength or resources to conpete in the great
comrerci al struggle outside the gates. But did this nmean they had no right to live? If they were
foolish, or credulous, or sinply tired of trying to clinb up a |adder that had many tines already
proved too slippery for them did that nmean they were wi thout value?

"My nother was one such, you see. She had chosen to turn her back on the politics of the
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street, but she did not want sinply to replace that with the val ues of the bourgeoisie, either

What she wanted was a bed, a safe place to raise her daughter, and the conpany of people who did
not shout at her that she was ignorant or spinel ess because she was frightened to go out and throw
bricks at police.

"My extended Harnmony Canp famly were nostly kind people. They were frightened of nany things,
but if fear makes people hateful, it had not yet risen to a sustained pitch with them Not then
So after university | busied nyself with helping them and although I no longer blindly accepted
Har nony Canp's guiding beliefs, I had no qual ms about trying to nake the lives of its people
better. And | did make things better--very quickly, too. I was fortunate enough to have nade a
friend in school whose father was an executive in a |large nedical supply conpany, and at his
urgi ng--and rmuch to nmy surprise--the conpany donated us sonme excel |l ent equipnent.

"Listen to ne." She snorted. "I have already taken too long to get to the point. |I started out
to tell you of my life at Harmony Canp only because it explains nuch about ne in a few words. But
I also wanted you to know that my mother was taught, in part by her own experiences in Minich, in
part by Doctor Traugott, to fear the nodern life of instant communi cati ons and i magi nary worl ds- -
in short, the life of the net. | learned to partake freely of that life in nmy university days, but
a part of ne still feared it. It was the opposite of all we had been taught to revere, the raw,
the tangi ble, that which _Iived . Wen |I underwent my quiet rebellion against Marius Traugott's
teachings, | undertook to face that which | feared, and | began to spend al nbost as nuch tine
connected to the information world as all but the nost die-hard enthusiasts anong my university
friends. When |I returned to Harnony Canp, | even had a showdown with the council, threatening to
leave if they did not agree to allow ne at |east one |ine which could handl e greater bandw dth
than voice-only. | told them| could not be their doctor w thout one, which was only partially
true. My blackmail worked.

"So | opened up Harmony Canp to the net. No one touched that system station but nme, and after
a while the council becane | ess uneasy. Eventually, it was all but forgotten, although |I would
eventual ly pay for my pleasures, and pay very heavily. But at the tinme, once my own initial
absorption with the novelty of it began to fade, even | used it only seldom | kept in touch with
a fewfriends fromthe university. | did nmy best to stay current with general nedical infornmation.
On rare occasions | experinented with sone of the other things the net had to offer, but ny work
at Harrmony Canp kept ne very busy. In many ways | was al nost as disconnected fromthe nodern world
as you, !Xabbu, in your early life on the Okavango.

"What changed it was ny child, and a nan naned Anicho Berg."

"My nother died in an accident--as yours did, Renie. It happened in the winter, twelve years
ago. The heater in the cabin she shared with sonme of the ol der Harnony Canp wonen nal functi oned
and they were asphyxiated. There are far worse ways to die. In any case, though, for the first
time | began to feel that ny fell ow communards were perhaps not famly enough--that with ny nother
dead, | | acked any deep personal connection to the world, even to my own life, if that nakes
sense.

"I't was not very difficult for a wonan in her forties to begin thinking about bearing a child.
It was even less difficult for a woman with nedical training and control over the health services

of several hundred people to arrange an artificial insemnation. | considered briefly just a
parthenogenetic cloning of one of my own cells, but | did not want sinply another version of
nyself. | took what | knew to be several healthy spermsanmples fromdifferent donors, unfroze

them and m xed them t oget her.

"Considering the clinical nature of her conception, you may be surprised to know that | bore
my daughter Eirene full-term and that she was beautiful to ne beyond anything | can say. You may
be |l ess surprised to | earn that sonmeone who had spent her entire life in communal |iving found
herself fiercely jealous and protective of her child.

"I could not continue living in Harnmony Canp without allowi ng her to join the other children
in their comrunal schooling, and I had no wish to leave--it was the only honme | had ever really
known. But | nade sure that | taught her, too, and that | was not an essentially uninvolved figure
like ny owmn nother, who had been only a snmall degree nore loving and intimate to me than any of
the other Sisters-in-God. | was Eirene's nother , and she knewit. | told her every day. She felt
it."

Florinel's clipped narrative cane to a startlingly sudden halt. It took a noment before Renie
realized that the woman was struggling with tears.

"Excuse nme." She was clearly enbarrassed. "W are coming to the things that are very hard for
me to say, even to renenber.

"Ani cho Berg was not at first anything to fear. He was a thin, serious young man who had been
part of Harmony Canp for a long tine, since his youth. At one point he and | even had a short
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affair, but that meant little because none of us went outside the comrune for our relationships,
and al though we were not one of those groups that enphasizes free | ove, neither had Doctor
Traugott been anti-sex--he was much nore concerned with people's dietary habits and bowel
nmovenents. We were normal, healthy people. Many of us had our flings over the years, and sone
married. But sonmething in Anicho was anbitious, and could not bear things in the commune to be as
they were and hinmsel f just one of nmany. He began to take nore power on the council, which was not
difficult--few at Harnmony Canp wanted power of any kind. Had we not retreated fromthe world where
such things were inportant? But perhaps by maki ng ourselves a peaceful flock, we thus becanme an
irresistible lure to a cunning predator. And that is what Anicho Berg was.

"I will not stretch out this portion of the story, because it is sad and unsurprising. Those

of you, like Martine, who are famliar with the newsnets nmay have even heard of Harnmony Canp's
messy endi ng--a shoot-out with the authorities, several people dead, including Berg, and severa
others arrested. | was not there--Berg and his cohorts had driven nme and Eirene away nonths

before. Ironically, it was ny possession of net gear that Anicho used to make me unpopul ar- - what
was | doing, he demanded to know, |ate at night when others of the commune were abed? Using

electricity, talking with strangers and thus generally up to no good, was his insinuation. | am
sad to say that in the climate he and his friends fostered, ny fell ow cormmunards believed it.
"Again | have gone on longer than | intended. | suppose it is that | have kept this quiet for

so long | had alnpost forgotten it, as though these events happened to a stranger. But now that |
speak of it the wounds are once nore fresh

"What | was doing, of course, and what rapidly took over ny entire life, was trying to find
out what was wrong with ny daughter. For |ike so nany others, as we all now know, she had been

struck down suddenly and terribly by a nystery disease. | had no idea at first it could have
anything to do with the net, because at first | thought that she had only ever used ny connection
under my supervision. | was a fool, of course, and knowing that | was not the first busy parent to

realize that does not make it any the less painful. Eirene was fascinated, and used every
opportunity when | was out doing nmy rounds in Harmony Canp to explore the virtual world beyond the
canp walls. | only discovered later, by tracing the records of my account, how far she had roaned.
But at first | only knew that ny daughter had succunbed to sonething as abrupt and brutal as a
stroke, and that doctors far nore know edgeabl e than me could do nothing for her

"But even as | was forced to have nore and nore dealings with hospitals and clinicians and
neur onedi cal specialists, Berg and others had begun to nake the people of our conmune fear the
out side world. These things happen, | suppose, with closed societies. Even | arge, open societies
are prone to waves of paranoia, but because of their nature, the paranoia usually dissipates.

But in a tight conmunity |ike Harnony Canp, especially when sone anbng the group are fanning
its enmbers, paranoia can snolder and snolder until it bursts into flane. Berg and his cl osest
foll owers, many of them young men who had joined in only the |ast few nonths, began to target
those with influence, trying to force themeither to join Berg or to stay silent. In other

circunmstances, | mght have resisted, mght even have | ed the opposition to hold onto what was,
after all, nmy honme. But | could not care about anything except finding a cure for Eirene. Hours of
every day, all through the night, |I roanmed the net--a path that eventually, after two years, |ed

me to the Atascos' make-believe world.
"But |long before that | found nmy home changing into something | did not recognize. Wen |
actively began to fear for my safety--which | did not care about for my own sake, but rather

because of Eirene--1 |eft Harmony Canp.

"I nake it sound easier than it was. | was frightened of Anicho Berg by then, and | went
through quite vigorous steps to make sure no one knew | was leaving until | was gone, and | also
did ny best to cover ny tracks. | was instantly denounced as a traitor, of course, the nore so

because | took much of the expensive nmedical equipnment with ne, but | had no choice, since | also
took Eirene out of the local hospital so that | could care for her nyself after we went into
hi ding. We nmoved to Freiburg, the only other place I knew, and where | felt there was a | essened
chance of encountering any of the Harnony people. What | did not know was that as paranoia rose
hi gher in Harnony Canp, Anicho Berg used ny escape to denounce ne as a proven spy. Wen Berg
hinself was killed by federal police, in what began as little nore than a | and-usage di spute but
qui ckly becane a snall but violent war, several of his disciples escaped the canp's coll apse,
convinced that | had sold themout to the government.

"So | have been in hiding ever since, with very little contact with the outside world. | do
not know whether Berg's disciples are still hunting for nme, holding nme responsible for their
| eader's death, but | would be surprised if they have given up--they are not very imaginative
types and do not take in new ideas easily, especially if giving up their old ideas neans facing up
to the fact that they have been | ed astray.
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"l can do nothing about that. | may still be able to do sonething about Eirene. And if not,
then | have no reason to go on living . . . but I will at least try to spit in the face of the
peopl e who have done this to her before | die."

The dramatic ending of Florinel's recitation |eft everyone stunned into silence. Renie found
hersel f obscurely ashamed at the German worman's ferocity, as though somehow her own sincerity in

trying to solve the riddle of her brother's illness had been cast into doubt.
One thing had been nagging at her, though. "But if you're hiding," Renie asked at last, "if
you're worried that those people are still after you, why did you tell us your nane?"

"I told you a first nanme only," Florinel said, then made an odd face, half scow, half smle.
"And in any case, what nakes you think that is nmy real nane? Did you go on the net to begin this
search using your own name? If so, then | have | ost sone respect for you."

"No, of course |I didn't," Renie said, nettled.

Little Emily |l eaned forward, eyes wi de. She had paid far nore careful attention to Florinel's
story than anyone woul d have expected, although Reni e wondered how nuch sonmeone who apparently had
only experienced life within one sinulation of the network could make of such a tale. But the
girl's question was a sharp one. "Wat about your baby? How coul d you | eave her behi nd?"

Florimel, who knew the girl's recent history fromRenie's tales of New Enerald City, |ooked at
her as though she guessed what caught at Emily's interest. "My daughter?" She hesitated. Wen she
finally spoke, some defensive barrier had dropped, and for a nonment the unhappi ness and
vul nerability were clear, even on her simface. "I have not left her behind. | told you that I
brought ny equi pnent with me when | escaped Harnony Canp. It is very fine equipnent. She is
connected to nme, both of us sharing a telematic circuit. W are yoked to a throughline onto this

network. So | know where she is, at least--that she lives. | can feel her in her terrible sleep

and . . . and she is always with ne. " Florinel drew a shaki ng hand across her face
Martine broke the |ong, painful silence. "I sensed a second person,"” she said quietly,

wonderingly. "I wondered how it could be, and to tell the truth, this was all so newto ne | was

not certain | was right, but | sensed another person with you fromthe very first."

"Where ny real body lies, she lies beside nme, in ny arns." Florinmel |ooked away, unwilling to
nmeet the eyes of the others. "The nachi nes keep our flesh healthy, our nuscles functional. Eirene
is wth me, you see." She took a deep breath. "And when she leaves me . . . | will know. "

It was T4b and Enily, oddly enough, who reached out to touch her. Florinmel did not resist, but
neither did she give any sign she was even aware of them After perhaps half a m nute unspeaking,
she got up and wal ked away fromthe fire, out across the inconplete | andscape, until she was
little nore than a small, dark figure against the eternal gray.

After Florinmel's story, it was hard even to nudge T4b into speech. He answered Renie's
questions at first only in sullen nonosyllables. Yes, his name was Javier Rogers, as the voice of
the Lost had announced, although he'd never liked it. Yes, he lived in the suburbs outside
Phoeni x, but he was actually from So-Phee--he pronounced it like the girl's nane--from South
Phoeni x, Central Ave, the streets.

"Not no _sayee |lo_ 'burboy, me," he insisted.

Under further prodding, a rather strange and interesting story energed, piece by garbled,
Goggl eboy- sl anged pi ece. Despite his nane he was hal f-Hopi, his nother a young reservati on wonan
who had fallen in love with a truck driver. Her decision to run off with the man, Renie could see
pretty clearly, had been the last romantic thing to happen to her: she and her |over had shortly
thereafter begun a descent into drink and drugs, pausing only briefly along the way to bring
several children into the world, of which Javier had been the first. After dozens of incidents, a
sad list of drug-fueled batterings, petty crinmes, and nei ghbors' conplaints, social services had
stepped in and taken the Rogers children away fromtheir parents. Mana and Papa Rogers barely
seermed to notice, so caught up were they in pursuing their own downward spiral. The younger
children had been fostered to a fam |y Javier had not |iked, and after clashing several tines with
their new foster father, he had run away.

Several years on the South Phoenix streets had followed, running with Chicano and Amerind
Goggl eboy gangs, particularly one called "Lou Hi satsinom_ or "AOd Ones,” naned after an anci ent
Arizona tribe who predated even the Hohokam The gang had a big old Krittapong Multiworx station
in an abandoned apartnent downtown, and they spent a lot of tinme on the net. Los Hi satsinom had
a quasi-mystical bent, which T4b would only describe as "deep _fen_, man, deep and deepest," but
they al so kept thensel ves busy with the much nore pragmati c occupation of buying discard or denp
cartridges from Mexi can charge factories and snmuggling them across the border to sell in the black
gear narkets of Phoeni x and Tucson
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Eventual |y, of course, and al nost inevitably (although he clearly did not think of it that
way) T4b was arrested, a "minor card" as he put it, stopped while driving a van full of stolen
mer chandi se wi thout even the mtigation of possessing a driver's |icense. Because of his age he
spent sone tinme in a juvenile institution before being fostered, not to a fanily, but to a specia
hal f way- house program for young offenders. Wen that had proved relatively successful, and he had
been straight and nore or less out of trouble for half a year, they released himto the custody of
his father's parents, a couple in late niddl e age who had only seen their grandchild once in ten
years. Grandma and Grandpa Rogers had belatedly tried to get custody of the younger children, but
failed, and had received Javier instead as a sort of consolation prize. They were | ess than
certain about inheriting a Goggleboy with a scalp-to-toe tracery of |um nous subdernals, not to
mention an arrest record, but they nade the best of it. They put himback in school and bought him
an i nexpensive console, so he could put his Goggl eboy tappi ng-and-napping skills to sonme use,
per haps even find a career soneday.

It quickly became clear--and here for the first tine T4b spoke expansively if, as always,
somewhat opaquel y--that he was a natural. ("Myjor hamerhead netboy," was how he descri bed
hinself.) H s grandparents began to feel that nmaybe their ganble was going to pay off. Things were
not really that sinple, of course--one of the nmain attractions of the net was that he could still
run with his old Goggl eboy crowd, even if only virtually--but it was true that young Javi er had
begun to feel a freedomand a sense of possibility he hadn't known before. "Magic big," he called
the experience, providing a bit of poetry. But as he went on to explain, it was only when his

friend Matti succunbed to a nysterious illness that he had made the net his full-time crusade.
"I have never heard of anyone your age being affected by the Grail Brotherhood s online virus,
or whatever it is," said Florinel. "The illness that has taken ny Eirene."

"So?" T4b gl owered. "Calling ne duppy?" H s unchangi ng mask of Kabuki-warrior ferocity and his
spiky, fornfitting armor made it hard to think of himas soneone naned Javier, but it was not
difficult to sense the insecure street kid underneath it all

_In fact, _ thought Renie, _that's what they all wear anyway. Wether they're on ny street in
Pi net own or wherever it is he cones from-"So-Phee"--nmost of themare so arnored up that they can
barely nove. But here in VR you can actually see it. _

"No," Florinel told himcalmy, "I amnot calling you anything." Finally telling her own story
seermed to have taken sone of the edge off her approach; she sounded, Renie thought, alnost human
"I"'mjust trying to get information which my be inportant to all of us. How old was this Matt
when it happened?”

T4b stared at her, then abruptly turned away, going fromfrightening robot to spike-studded
child in nonents. Renie wondered whether they were asking for the right person's age.

"Pl ease answer. It might help us, T4b," said Martine. "We are all here for the sane reasons,
or at least we are all in the sane danger."

T4b nmunbl ed sonet hi ng.

"What ?" Renie resisted the urge to shake him nostly because there were few spots on himthat
were safe to touch. She had never been good with people playing hard-to-get. "W can't hear you."
T4b spoke in a gust of anger and shanme. "Nine. He nine. But wasn't nothing weird--not |ike

that Wlliam No babybouncer, ne."

"WIlliamsaid he meant and did nothing wong," Martine said, her voice so soothing Renie found
herself nodding |ike a com c bystander. "I believed him And | believe you, too."

Reni e thought she saw Florinmel mouth the words, _Speak for yourself_, but she was distracted
by T4b's reaction

"Don't understand nothin', you." He grabbed a handful of the not-earth and crushed it into
transl ucent powder in his servo-notored fist. "Matti, he was crash--he knew all stuff nobody here
know. All over the net, he going here, going there. For a mcro, he was out max. Watever got him
had to be far far dire. So got all matrixed and went |ookin' for it, ne." He proceeded to describe
a search across the net that seened to have taken himnonths, culninating in the di scovery of one
of Sellars' golden gens near a tribute wall in a VR park frequented by the youngest Goggl eboys,
like Matti.

Reni e was wonderi ng whet her Javier Rogers' grandparents were rich, and if not, how he could
afford to stay online so long; she was also growing curious as to who was taking care of T4b's
physi cal body right now. Suddenly Enmily spoke up with a question that Renie herself had
occasionally been tenpted to ask.

"So," the young worman asked, her tone hal f-contenptuous but ever so slightly flirty as well--a
change, because she had been treating T4b |ike the plague since he had arrived--"what are you
supposed to _be , anyway? Sone kind of spaceman?”

Florinel hid a snort of l|aughter, but poorly.
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"Spaceman?" asked T4b in high dudgeon. It was an ol d-fashioned word, and he repeated it as
t hough she had asked hi m whether he was a farner or a janitor. "Not no _sayee-lo_ spaceman. This a
Manstroid D-9 Screanmer Battlesuit, like outta Boyz Go 2 Hell !" He | ooked around, but no one
responded. "Boyz Go 2 Hell?"_ he tried again. "Like with the Ball buster Bugs and the
Scor chmar ker s. "

"If it's an interactive gane," Renie said, "you' ve got the wong crowd, |I'mafraid. If Olando
and Fredericks were here, |'msure they' d recognize it."

"Don't even know Manstroid Screaner. " he nmuttered, shaking his great metal head

"I have a question, too," !Xabbu piped up. "Is that mask the only face you have in this place,
or is there another underneath?"

T4b stared at himin stunned silence. "Underneath. . . ?"

"Underneath the mask," Florinmel said. "Have you even tried to take it off?"

He had swiveled to face her now, but did not react to what she said, only stared as though in
a dream At last, slowy, his spike-gauntleted hands crept up to the flared sides of the battle-
mask, sliding up and down the polished edges until one of his fingers slid into a slot bel ow one
of the finny protuberances. He found the corresponding slot, then pressed themboth. A loud click
was followed by the front of the mask swinging up out of the way |i ke a nedieval knight's face
shi el d.

The face that peered out frombeneath was sinply that of a brown-skinned teenager with | ong
bl ack hair and startled eyes. Even the runi c Goggl eboy desi gns picked out on his cheeks, neck, and
forehead in faintly | um nous subdermal s could not disguise how ordinarily honmely and normal a face
it was. Renie did not doubt that she was seeing a very convincing simulation of the true Javier
Rogers.

Only a few seconds passed before T4b flinched beneath the weight of their collected gazes and
clicked the mask back into place.

The fire had burned down. They had tal ked and tal ked until they had fallen into a surrea
ti mel essness unusual even for this place.

" . . . Sothisis what it all cones down to," Renie said at last. "Do we try to explore this
place and find a way out? O do we search for the lighter that . . . | want to say Quan Li, but it
wasn't Quan Li, of course. Do we search for that lighter instead, which could bring us sone
control over our environnent?

"How we gonna hunt sonething |ike that?" T4b asked. Like Florinel, he seened to have lost a
little of his abrasiveness after confession. Even his rigorously unintelligible Goggl eboy patois
had shifted a little closer to normal speech. "Need one to find one."

"W may not." Renie turned to ! Xabbu. "That's why | gave it to you to open a gateway for that
nmonster--hoping that if you did it, it would nmake sone inpression on you. Do you think there's any
way you could find that gateway again? By . . . dancing, or by doing anything at all?"

I Xabbu | ooked worried, an oddly natural expression for a furrowed baboon brow. "I found it
difficult even when | had the lighter in nmy hand, Renie. And as | have told you, the dancing, the
searching for answers, is not like ordering something in the nmail. It is not a fool proof delivery
system"

"Nothing is fool proof for us these days." She couldn't even snile

"Perhaps | could help." Mrtine spoke slowy. "I have |earned things nyself since | have been
in this place, and since ! Xabbu and I . . . connected through the access device, | suppose you
coul d say. Perhaps together we could find that gateway again and open it." She turned her blind
eyes to Renie. "I think it would be a great ganble, but if you are all in a ganbling nood, there
are few enough opportunities left to us."

"Let's vote on it," Seeing the faces of her conpanions, Renie relented. "If you're not too
tired, that is. | suppose we could wait until tonorrow"
"Could we not wait in any case?" Mrtine asked. "I nean, would it not be good to explore this

unusual part of the network first, no natter what?"

"But if we wait, we give that bastard a greater chance to escape,” Renie pointed out. "Not to
mention the fact that you and ! Xabbu may | ose whatever insight you have--you nay just forget, like
trying to renenber sone stranger's nane three days after they tell it to you."

"I amnot certain that is a good anal ogy," said Martine, "but there is perhaps sonething in
what you say."

"Very well, then, Renie," Florinmel said, amused and di sgusted. "W will have no peace until we
gi ve you your vote. | assune | know what you and ! Xabbu will say. For ne, | say we stay here unti
we know nore about this place.”
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"But. . . . " Renie began

"I's it not enough we are voting?" Florinmel asked. "Do you need to harangue those who di sagree
with you?"

Renie frowned. "You're right. I"'msorry. Let's go on."

"I want to vote, too," said Emly suddenly. "I know |I'm not one of your friends, but | don't

have anywhere else to go, and | want to vote." She said it as though it were a treat.

Reni e was unconfortable with the idea of putting sonmeone who night not even be fully real on
an equal footing with the rest of them "But, Emily, you don't know all the things we know -you
haven't been through everything. "

"Don't be nean!" the girl said. "I heard everything you' ve said since we've been here, and I'm
not stupid."

"Let her," runbled T4b, recovering fromthe enbarrassment of show ng his naked face.
"Prejudiced, you, sonethin'?"

Reni e sighed. She didn't even want to begin discussing the ins and outs of Emily's possible
status, since it would have to be done in front of the girl herself. "What do the rest of you
think about Emly voting?"

Florimel and Martine nodded slowy. "You renenber what | have said, Renie," ! Xabbu rem nded
her quietly.

_Wiich is that he thinks she's real,_ Renie thought. _Which should carry sone weight, after
all--he hasn't often been wong about anything._"All right, then," she said aloud. "Wat do you
think we should do, Emly?"

"Get out of here,” the girl said pronptly. "I hate this place. It's not right. And there's

nothing to eat."
Reni e could not help but notice that she had been resisting a vote in her own favor, but was

still not entirely confortable about its source. "Ckay. Wo el se?"

"I"'mafraid | agree with Florimel, instead," said Martine. "I need rest--we have cone through
a very frightening tine."

"We all have!" Renie caught herself. "Sorry. I'"'mout of line again."

"That was ny thought, too," Florinel told Martine. "I don't want to go anywhere yet--if
nothing else, | need to build up sone strength. Renenber that you were here for a day before we

got here, Renie. Perhaps after the rest of us have had a chance to recover, and to get to know
this place somewhat. "

"So we conme down to you, T4b." Renie turned to the spiky, fire-glinting shape. "Wat will it
be?"

"Fen--that dup tried to six us! Say we catch her, nme, and vile her up good." T4b curled a
mailed fist. "Don't let her get away, what it neans."”

"I'mnot at all sure it's a "her,'" " Renie said, but inside she was pl eased: that made it four
to two to follow the spy--and, nore inportantly, Azador's lighter. "So that's it, then."

"No." !Xabbu raised one small hand. "I have not nmade ny vote yet. Florinel said she assumed
woul d vote as you did, Renie. But |I do not."

"You . . . you don't?" She felt nearly as astonished as if he instead of Quan Li had turned
out to be a murderous stranger.

"When | 1 ook at our friends, | see that they are very tired, and | would |ike to see them

rested before we run to danger again. But nore inportantly, Renie, whatever hid behind Quan Li's
face, it frightens nme."
"Of course it does,"” Renie said. "Don't you think I'mfrightened, too?"

| Xabbu shook his head. "That is not what | nean. | . . . felt sonething, saw sonething. | do
not have the words. But it was as though for a nonent | felt the breath of Hyena, out of the old
tales--or worse. There is a deep, hungry darkness in that one, whatever it is. | do not wish to
rush toward it. Not yet, anyway, not until | can think about what | saw, what | felt. | vote we
wait."

Renie was nore than a little stunned. "So . . . so that makes it three to three. . . . Wat do
we do, then?" She blinked. "Is that the same as if | were outvoted? That doesn't seemfair."

"Let us say instead that we will take the vote again soon." Martine patted Renie's hand.
"Perhaps we will feel differently after we have had another night's sleep.”

"Ni ght?" Florinmel |laughed flatly. "You ask for too nuch, Martine. But just sleep will be
enough. "

Martine's smle was sad. "OF course, Florinel. | forget sonetines that for others it is not
al ways ni ght."
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CHAPTER 2
An A d- Fashi oned Sound

NETFEEDY NEWS: G- uhov Denies He | nplanted Russi an Leader

(visual: Gruhov com ng out of fast-food restaurant)

VO Although he is avoiding the nedia, renowned behaviorist Doctor Konstantin Guhov has flatly

denied that he inplanted a control chip in Russian President N kolai Polyanin under orders from
high officials in Polyanin's | ame-duck Russian governnment, and that his being called suddenly to

the Kremin during the president's recent illness was nmerely a coi nci dence.

(visual: Guhov in university garden, prerecorded statenent)

GRUHOV: " . . . Really, it is preposterous. It's hard enough sinply trying to keep soneone from
shoplifting--how could you hope to control a politician. . . ?"

Waiting to die, as Joseph Sul aweyo di scovered, was surprisingly like waiting for anything el se:
after a | ong enough tine, your mnd began to wander.

Long Joseph had been lying in darkness on the floor of a car with his face covered by sone
ki nd of sack for what seemed at |east an hour as his kidnappers drove slowy through the streets
of Durban. The hard shin of the man who had snatched himfromin front of the hospital was pinning
Joseph's arm agai nst his side, and the even harder barrel of the gun rested against the top of his
head |ike the beak of a murderous bird. The sack itself was foul and close, with the amoni a-stink
of old, sweaty cl othes.

It was not the first time in his life that Joseph had been abducted by armed nen. Twenty years
earlier a runor of cuckoldry had | ed one of the nei ghborhood hard men and his cousins to drag
Joseph out of his house and bundle himinto a truck, then drive himto a shebeen one of the nen
owned on the far side of Pinetown. Guns had been waved around and Joseph had been sl apped a few
tinmes, but at |east a dozen witnesses had seen himdragged fromthe streets and knew who had done
it. The whole thing was nostly a face-saving display by the husband of the whispered-about wife.
Joseph had been much nore afraid of a bad beating than of being killed.

_Not this time,_ he thought to hinself, and felt cold all over. _Not these nen. The kind of
peopl e Renie got onto, they don't bother with no hitting and yelling. Take you out to the edge of
the township and just put bullets into you. _

Beyond a swift, partially whispered conversation as he was being forced into the car, his two
captors had not spoken. The man driving seened in no hurry, or perhaps was trying to avoid being
noti ced. Whatever the case, Joseph had at first been frightened rigid, but had found that he could
not sustain such an extrene pitch of fear. After going round and round with the inmm nence of his
own deat h dozens of times, he began to slip into a kind of waking dream

_This what Renie feel |ike, down in the dark?_ He shifted on the car floor, his back arched
unconfortably. The man with the gun shoved him nore in irritation than in threat. _Just w sh
could see her again, one nore tine. Tell her she's a good girl, even though she drive ne crazy
with her nagging. _

He t hought of Renie's nother, Mriam who had nagged him too, but who had al so | oved himup
sweet as honey. Once, when they were first together, he had stripped naked and waited for her on
the front room couch. She had | aughed when she cane in and saw him saying, What will | do with a
crazy man like you? What if ny nother had been with nme?_

_Sorry, _he had said, _but you have to tell her I amjust not interested. _

M riam had | aughed so hard. That night, as they |lay together on top of the sheets, the old fan
only barely pushing the hot air around the room he had told her that she was going to narry him
_Mght as well,_she had said, and he could hear her snile, there in the dark beside him

_Oherwise you'll probably just keep bothering ne._

They had nmade Renie in that bed, and Stephen, too. And Mriamhad slept with himthere the
| ast ni ght she spent at hone, the night before that terrible day when she did not cone back from
the departnent store. That had been the last night they lay together belly to belly, with her
snoring in his ear the way she did--the way that sonetinmes when his head ached had rmade hi m crazy,
but which he would now give anything to hear again. He woul d have sl ept beside her in her hospita
bed in her |ast days, but she was too badly burned. Even a slight noverment of the mattress, just
setting down a nagazi ne near her arm had made her whi nper.

_Goddamm, it is not fair,_ he thought, then continued with an unusual |eap of perspective.
_Especially for poor Renie. First her nother, then her brother, now her foolish father gone and
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get himself killed, and she has nobody. He entertained a brief fantasy of managi ng to escape when
the car reached its destination, a sprint for freedomthat would take the kidnappers by surprise,
but the unlikeliness of it was too heavy a weight for his reverie to bear. _Not these nen, _ he
told hinself. _People burn down a whole flat-block just to tell soneone |ike Renie to shut up and
| eave things al one, they not going to nake any m stakes. _

W thout warning, the car slowed and then stopped. The driver switched off the engine. Long
Joseph's body turned to ice in an instant--it was all he could do to keep from pissing hinself.

"I don't go any farther," the driver said, the seat between themnuffling his voice so that
Long Joseph had to strain to make out his words. "You get ne?"

It seened a strange thing to say, but before Joseph could think about it, the man with the gun
made a noise, alnbst a grunt, and pressed the barrel hard against his neck. "Get up," he told
Joseph gruffly. "Don't do anything foolish."

Tri ppi ng and staggering, grudgingly assisted by his captors, Long Joseph at |ast nanaged to
cl amber out of the car and onto his own two feet again, lost in the dark sack covering his head.
He heard a distant shout echoing as though down a long street. The car door slamed shut, the
engine started, and it runbl ed away.

Soneone yanked the bag off, pulling at his hair in the process so that despite everything he
yel ped in anger and surprise. At first the dark street and its one flickering streetlight seened
shockingly bright. Tall, graffiti-tattooed walls |oonmed on either side. Half a hundred nmeters down
the street a fire burned in a metal drum surrounded by a small crowd of figures warming their
hands, but before he could even contenplate calling out to themthe gun jabbed his backbone.

"Turn around and wal k. Through there." He was shoved toward a doorway in one of the walls. At
the gunman's direction Joseph pulled the door open and stepped through into blackness. He
flinched, positive that any second the bullet would slaminto the back of his skull. Wen
sonet hi ng clicked, he junped. A nonent later he realized he was still alive, but that controlling
hi s bl adder was no | onger an option. He was ridiculously glad he hadn't had nuch to drink in the
| ast few hours--at least he would die with only a small show of cowardi ce.

A fluorescent |ight spasned on overhead. He had been brought to sone kind of garage or storage
room enpty but for a few cans of paint and sone broken chairs, the kind of place soneone whose
smal | business had failed mght rent to keep his equipnent in until he could sell it off. Joseph
saw his own shadow stretched against the floor with his kidnapper's flung al ongside it.

"Turn around," the gunman said.

Long Joseph did, slowy. The dark-skinned bl ack man who stood before hi mwore what surely had
once been a nice overcoat, but which was stained, as was the white shirt he wore beneath. H's hair
had been expensively cut at sone point, but had not been tended recently. Even Joseph, one of the
worl d's | ess observant people, could see that the nman was nervous and upset, but the gun in the
fellow s hand kept himfrom sayi ng anything about it. "Do you recogni ze ne?" the ki dnapper asked

Joseph shook his head hel pl essly--although now that the nan nentioned it, there was sonething
vaguely famliar. .

"My nanme is Del Ray Chiunme. Does that mean anything?" The gunnman shifted fromone foot to the
ot her.

Long Joseph frowned, still frightened, but now puzzled, too. "Del Ray . . . ?" It cane to him
a noment later. "You used to see ny daughter Renie?"

"That's right!" The man | aughed expl osively, as though Joseph had conceded a hard-fought
point. "And do you know what your daughter has done to nme? Can you even guess?"

Joseph wat ched the gun go up and down, up and down. "I don't know nothing that you are talking
about . "

"She's ruined ny life, that's what she's done." Del Ray paused in his back-and-forthing to
wi pe the sl eeve of his overcoat along his danp forehead. "I've |ost everything because she

couldn't |eave well enough al one!"
"I don't know what you are tal king about." Joseph gathered his courage. "Wy you kidnap nme?

You going to kill me because ny daughter break up with you or sonething?”
Del Ray | aughed again. "Are you crazy? Are you crazy, old man? That was years ago. |I'ma
married man! But nmy nmarriage is over because of your daughter. |1've |lost nmy house, everything. And

it's all her fault!"

Reni e, Long Joseph decided, had clearly been keeping a lot to herself. And she had the nerve
to criticize _his_ behavior. He was beginning to feel that there was a good chance he was going to
live after all, and he was torn between an urge to collapse and a desire to shout out his joy and
fury. This was no hard man. Long Joseph knew this type. This Del Ray fellow was sone kind of
busi nessman, the kind who turned down your |oan application with a sneer, but when push cane to
shove and he wasn't on top anynore, had no balls. "So are you going to shoot ne, then? Because if
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you are not, then put your damn gun away, but don't keep waving it around like you sonme kind of
Mafia hitman."

"Htman!" Del Ray's laugh was theatrically bitter. "You don't know shit, old nan. |'ve net the
bl oody hitnmen. They came and had a talk with nme--that was before they burned ny house down.

One of themhad fists as big as your head--biggest, ugliest Boer you ever saw. Face |like a bag
of rocks. You know what they said? Told ne if | didn't do what they wanted, they were going to
rape ny wife and then kill her, right in front of ne." Del Ray suddenly burst into tears.

Long Joseph was taken aback--how did you deal with a weeping man with a gun? In fact, how did
you deal with a weeping man of any kind? "Way would they do a thing |like that?" he asked, al npst
gently. "Why they so angry at you?"

Del Ray | ooked up suddenly, his eyes bright, madly intent. "Because of your daughter, that's
why! Because Renie dragged ne into sonething | didn't want to know about, and ny wife's left ne,
and . . . and. " The tears returned. He sank to the floor and sat, legs stretched in front
of him like a toddl er who had fallen down. The gun lay on the floor between his knees.

"So you going to shoot _me_?" Long Joseph asked. "You been waiting around in front of that
hospital just to shoot ne?" He considered for a noment. "Or you waiting to shoot Renie?"

"No, no." Del Ray wi ped his sweat-shiny face with his sleeve again. "No, | have to talk to
Renie. She has to tell these people what they need to know so | can stop hiding."

Joseph shook his head, unable to keep up with the man's logic. "I can't tell nothing to Renie.
She is not here. | just come to see nmy son, and that's what |'mgoing to do. Unless you going to
shoot me." He had allowed a sneer to creep onto his face--now that he thought back on it, he had
never liked this high-talking fellow very much, and had been openly gl ad when Reni e got shed of
hi m

Del Ray's hand suddenly snapped up, the gun clutched in it once nore, the alarnm ngly |arge
bl ack hole pointing right at Long Joseph's face

"You _are_ crazy," Del Ray said. "You don't know how |l ucky you are it was ne got you first. My
brothers and | have been watching out for you or Renie for days and days, but if | can watch that
pl ace, so can the hitnmen. Do you think for a second you can just walk in and see your son w thout

t hem knowi ng? These people won't just kill you, old man, they'll torture you first to find your
daughter--and then think what they'll do to her."
Joseph frowned. "I don't understand any of this talk. It all sound crazy to me--crazier than

what Reni e says, even." He blinked, trying to remenber how it had been when he could talk to
sonmeone and nake t hem understand him and he could understand themin turn. It seemed |ike years.
"Put that gun away, man. Just tell ne what happened.”

Del Ray stared at himfor a nonent, then | ooked at his own outstretched armand the gun
trenbling in his fist. He tucked the pistol into his coat pocket.

"That is good," Joseph said. "Mich better. Now tell nme what happened to you." He | ooked around
the dimy lit garage, then back to Del Ray Chiune's w de-eyed, sweaty face. "But can we go
somewhere? | truly need a drink."

It was not good to think too rmuch about things, Jereniah was discovering.

When there was no one to talk to but yourself and nowhere to visit but the sanme echoi ng roons,
when you saw no sun, and had listened to the radi o voices babble about a world that had nothing to
do with you until you wanted to scream when you had heard little el se except the breathing and
anplified heartbeats of two people who for all intents and purposes had [ eft you behind in another
country, it was bad to spend too nmuch tine letting your m nd wander.

There had been tinmes during the years he had worked for the Van Bl eecks, first for both of
them Doctor and Doctor, but nost of the time for Susan alone in her |ong wi dowhood, that Jerem ah
Dako had thought, | would give everything | have for just a little tinme to rest and think. _
Acting as secretary, housekeeper, cook, and chauffeur for a brilliant, cantankerous, absentni nded
ol d woman, he had done a job that two younger nmen woul d have found arduous, but Jerem ah had
prided hinmself on his ability to take anything life (or Susan Van Bl eeck's dubi ous skills of
organi zati on and personal punctuality) could throw at himand keep going, venting his frustration
only in small steamvalve gusts of bad tenper and irritable over-solicitousness. He had given up
his own social life for it, had been out of the bars and club scene so long that on the few
occasions he found himself with a night off and his nother otherw se engaged, he not only didn't
recogni ze any of the people he met, but could not understand the nusic or the clothing, as though
an entire generational shift had happened while he wasn't | ooking.

But even if he had little interest anymore in investing the hard work of mmintaining a socia
life, had wei ghed the pros and cons and reconciled hinself largely to celibacy and--much nore
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frightening--perhaps a solitary old age, he had not entirely given up his dreanms. In all those
years of fiercely hard work, he had never regretted anything except the lack of rest, of time to
think. The worst thing about m ddl e age, he had di scovered, was that if you weren't careful, your
life sped past at such a breakneck pace that an entire year could sneak by and | eave no i nportant
menori es.

So he had yearned through all the years with Susan for a little time to hinself, real tinme and
real |eisure, not the annual week of taking his mother to play the slot nachines at Sun City
(while hinmself hoping for a brief and di screet ronmance, which had i ndeed happened a coupl e of
times, a happy encounter at a casino bar after Mama's bedtinme, the nmenory of which would carry him
through the rest of the year.) Jerenmiah had longed for tine to think, to read, to regain at |east
alittle of the young man he had been back in school, when he had felt that living in the world
shoul d be synonynous with changing the world. Wat of all the books he had used to read, the big
t houghts, African history, sexual politics? He had been lucky in the Kl oof years if he found tine
to check the traffic reports and downl oad an occasi onal reci pe.

So here he was, after all these years and in this nost unexpected way, with nothing to do but
read and think, with no conpany but his own, with no demands on his time and attention that could
not have been fulfilled by a four-year-old child. He had exactly what he had wanted for so |ong.
And he hated it.

Now t hat Long Joseph had--for |ack of a better term-escaped, one of the things that Jerem ah
found himsel f thinking about far nore often than he would have liked was the terrible
responsibility of being the only person | ooking out for Renie's and ! Xabbu's safety. There had
been little need for worry thus far: although their heart rates had spi ked several tines, nothing
had crested above the nmilitary's own warning systemlevels, so he had to assune they were
experiencing the normal ins and outs of virtual existence. Not that there was anything actually
normal about any of this.

It was not hing new, of course. Throughout his years as Doctor Van Bl eeck's conpani on and
protector the responsibility of her safety had wei ghed on himheavily. Durban had suffered severa
waves of carjacki ngs and ki dnappings, including a year-long reign of terror by one gang of young
t hugs who routinely murdered drivers just so they could steal a particular autonotive op-sys
bubbl e chip that was then drawing a high price on the black narket. Tw ce Jeremni ah had escaped in
hi gh speed chases fromthreats that he felt were very serious indeed, and once he'd driven away
froma crossroad with three hoodluns still clinging to the hood, trying to break the expensive,
shatter-resistant glass with tire irons. Wen the last of the young crinmnals had tunbled to the
pavenent and Jereniah had begun to turn the car back toward home, a shaken Susan had instead asked
himto drive her to the hospital. Her heart was beating so swiftly, she later told him that she
had been positive she was going into cardiac arrest.

Even thi nki ng back on that now, he felt cold. There were so nany dangers in the world--so nany
crazy, desperate peopl e!

A deeper and nore subtle chill spread through him a deep un-happi ness that nade himfeel sick
to his stomach. Here he stood in this vast underground fortress worryi ng about how soneone had
once al nbst hurt Susan, ignhoring the fact that she _had_ been hurt, and that in the end he had
failed in his duty to her as conpletely as anyone could fail. Men had broken into the house and
had beaten Susan Van Bl eeck so badly that she died. Al the things Jerem ah had done for her over
the years, the dramatic and the donestic, had all cone down to that. He had failed to protect her
and they had killed her

And now he had been planted with ultinate responsibility for two nore peopl e--people he could
not speak to, could not even see. But if sonething went wong, if their hearts stopped, or if
sonmeone cut the power to the nilitary base one night while Jerem ah slept, their deaths woul d
still be his fault.

It nade himwant to follow Renie's father, to flee into the big world outside and | eave the
responsibility to soneone el se. But of course there wasn't anyone el se, which nade the duty even
nmore niserable, nore inpossible to escape.

Jerem ah was thinking sone variant of these thoughts--his m nd had been traveling in rather
unhappy circles in the days since Long Joseph's m dni ght departure--when the phone rang for the
first tinme.

It was such an astonishingly unexpected noise that at first he did not even know what it was.
The incredibly ol d-fashioned handset slung in its netal cradle on the huge concrete pillar beside
the control panels had long ago |l ost even its initial novelty and become nerely another object in
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his visual field, something that woul d have attracted his attention only if it had di sappeared,
and then perhaps not for days. Wen the insistent ringing began, a purringly nmetallic tone quite
unli ke anything he'd ever heard, it sounded five or six times before he even understood where it
was com ng from

Decades of secretarial reflexes sunmmoned into operation, for a nonent he seriously
contenpl ated answering it--he even had a brief vision of hinself picking up the handset and sayi ng
_"Hello?"_ like soneone froma costume drama. Then the full nagnitude of the thing came to him and
he sat frozen in fear until the ringing stopped. H's pulse was just beginning to return to norma
rates when the ringing started once nore.

The phone rang every five mnutes for the next half hour, then stopped again, apparently for
good.

After the worst of the surprise was over, he was able to put it aside, even smle at his own
reacti ons. Cbviously Martine and Singh had reconnected the tel ecomlines, otherw se Long Joseph
woul dn't have been able to access the net, even in receive-only node. So if there was a worKking
line, phone calls could get through, too, even random ones. Soneone had triggered a nunber that
just happened to belong to Wasp's Nest--perhaps sone autodi ali ng machi ne, perhaps a sinple
m stake. It would be foolish to pick it up, of course, but even if he did, probably not fatal. Not
that he would touch the phone if it happened agai n--Jereniah was tired and worried, but not
st upi d.

It seened nmuch | ess acadeni c when the phone rang again four hours later, then rang back every
five minutes for another half hour, then stopped again. Even so, he did not panic. It neant
not hi ng, and never woul d unl ess he hinself answered it, and there was no reason to do that.

The phone continued to ring, sonetines after intervals as short as two hours, sonetines after
a hiatus as long as eight hours, or once ten--always the sane phone, always with the sane,
persistent pattern of five minute retries. If it was just gear, Jerem ah deci ded, just mechani cal
then anything so aggressively upsetting nmust be Satan's own autodialer. But what if it wasn't?

Try as he might, he couldn't inmagi ne anything good that the phone m ght represent--sonmeone at
Power or Comunications trying to find out why an abandoned base was sucking fromthe grid at a
greater rate than it had in years, perhaps? O sonething even nore sinister, the same nysterious
peopl e who had maul ed Susan and burned down Reni e's house and God knew what el se? He coul d not
t hi nk of anyone they knew who ni ght even guess they were in this place, so there was no reason at
all to answer, which should have nade the whole thing easier. Still, the constant repetition was
maddening. He tried to turn off the phone's ringer, but the ancient device had no externa
control. An attenpt to renpve the entire phone fromthe pillar was equally useless: he westled
with the frozen bolts for the better part of an afternoon and nanaged not hing nore than to scrape
his knuckl es bl oody, until in a fit of frustrated fury he beat at the phone with the inadequate
wrench, dinpling the several |ayers of bland gray-green paint but not even denting the heavy iron
cover.

It went on. The phone rang every day, usually several tinmes a day, and each tine it did, he
flinched. Sonetines he woke up fromhis sleep to the sound of the phone, even though he was now
sl eeping on the far side of the underground base, conpletely insulated fromits noise. But by the
end of the first week he heard it anyway, even in his dreans. It rang and rang and rang.

"Man, you gone a long time. You just get one bottle of w ne?" Joseph rolled down the sack and
squinted at the |label. At |least Del Ray had gotten him Muntain Rose as he had asked, which m ght
taste like cat-piss but had a reliable kick.

"It's all yours. | don't drink wine," Del Ray said. "At least | don't drink the kind of w ne
they sell around here. | got nyself a beer."” He brandi shed a bottle of Steenl ager

"You should get that Red El ephant." Joseph upended the squeeze bottle and took a generous
swig. "That's a good beer." He settled on the garage floor with his back against the wall
unm ndful of oil stains on his trousers. An hour ago he had been certain he was going to get a
bullet in him not wine, so he was in a very, very good nmood. He had even forgiven Renie's old
boyfriend for kidnapping him although he had not entirely given up the idea of punching hima
good one in the face, just on principle, to let himknowthat it wasn't smart to ness with Long
Joseph Sul aweyo. But not as long as this Chiune fellow still had that gun tucked in his pocket.
"So what is all this foolishness you getting up to?" Joseph asked, snacking his lips. "Wy you
runni ng around all tooled up like some kind of Pinetown rude boy?

Del Ray, who had only taken the first sip of his beer, scowl ed. "Because there are people
trying to kill me. Where's Renie?"

"Ch, no." For once Joseph had right on his side, he felt quite sure. It was a novel feeling
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and he intended to enjoy it. "You don't come kidnapping and nistreating nme and then expect nme to
answer all your questions."

"I"ve still got the gun, you know. "

Long Joseph waved his hand airily. He had this young fellow s nunber. "Then shoot ne. But if
you not going to shoot ne, then you better tell ne what cause you to go snatching people off the
street when they are minding their |awful business."

Del Ray rolled his eyes but did not pursue it. "It's your daughter's fault, and if you don't
know about it, you ought to. She cane to ne, after all. | hadn't talked to her in years. | was
married . . . | was married. . . . " He fell silent for a long nonent, his face norose. "My life
was going very well. Then Renie called up with sone crazy story about a virtual nightclub, and now

it's all gone to hell."

After Del Ray's explanation of Renie's request and their nmeeting on the Golden Mle, the
younger man fell silent, staring at his beer. "These three fellows cane to talk to ne," he said at
last. "And everything started to get very, very bad."

Joseph noted with alarmthat there were only a few swallows left in his bottle. He put the cap
on and put it on the floor, tucking it just out his line of sight to nake it last a bit |onger
"Who cone talk to you? You said sone Boers?"

"Two of them were Afrikaaners. One of themwas a black man. The main man, the big ugly white
fellow, told me that | had been asking questions that didn't concern ne--that | had nmade sone
i mportant peopl e very unhappy. They wanted to know who Reni e was, and especially why she was
talking to some French worman named Martine Desroubi ns. "

"You are joking. Al this about that French woman?"

"You had better believe it's true. | told them!| didn't know anythi ng about her or any of
that, that Renie was just an old friend who'd asked ne a favor. | shouldn't have told them
anyt hi ng, but they scared ne.

"They came back a little later and told ne Renie wasn't living in the shelter anynore--that
you'd noved. They said they needed to speak to her, that they were going to explain to her she
woul d be better off |leaving this whole thing alone. So I. "

"Wait just one mnute!" Long Joseph sat up and al nost knocked over his squeeze bottle. Despite
his rising anger, he snatched it up protectively. "You the one who tried to sell Renie out, |
remenber now. You traced her phone call. . . I"

" . . . 1 did."

"I should knock off your head!"™ His words belied his secret pleasure. This proved exactly what
Joseph had al ways bel i eved about men |ike Del Ray, university-educated, fancy-suited. "You | ucky
you still have that gun."

"Dam it, | didn't want to! But they knew where | lived--they cane to ny front door! And
they promi sed they weren't going to hurt her."

"Yeah. Believe an Afrikaaner policeman when he say that."

"These weren't police. These weren't anything _like_ police. But they weren't just criminals
either. They had to have found out about ne from soneone high up in UNComm because they didn't
just know I'd been talking to Renie, they knew what | had done for her, who else |I'd spoken to,
what files |'d accessed. And the phone-tracing gear--1 canme in to work one day and found soneone
had put it on nmy system No, they weren't just sone ordi nary bonebreakers. They were connected."

"So you sold Renie out," said Joseph, unwilling to be lured fromhis noral high ground. "You
made it so we had to run away."

Del Ray had lost the urge to fight back. "I nade it worse for nyself. They told ne if | didn't
find her, they'd kill nmy wife. And when | couldn't find her, they got ne fired. Then they burned
down our house."

Long Joseph nodded sagely. "They burn our house up, too. | barely pull Renie out in tine."

The younger man was not even listening. "It was sonething about this Martine woman--they kept
asking ne why Renie was talking to her, whether | had hooked them up." He shook his head. "They
burned ny house down! If they hadn't started the dogs barking, Dolly and | woul d have both burned
to death. It was so fast--sone kind of incendiary grenades, the police said."

Long Joseph said nothing, but he was inpressed. These were the kind of people you saw on the
net shows. He felt nore inportant just by dint of the fact that they were after him He finished
the wi ne, gave the bottle a nmake-sure squeeze; then, as though it were one of the grenades that
had burned Del Ray Chiume out of his home, he |obbed it into the corner of the garage. Del Ray
flinched at the clatter

"Dolly left nme. She went back to her famly in Manguse. |'ve been staying at friends' places,
this garage thing of nmy cousin's, wherever. They don't seemto be |ooking for ne very hard right
now, but |'mnot stupid enough just to walk back into ny old life and say, "Here | am Cone kil
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ne! "

Long Joseph was judgi ng whet her he should stay seated and enjoy the heavy, satisfying warnth
of the first bottle of Muntain Rose or try to use Del Ray's unquestionable guilt as a lever to
make hi m get another bottle. "So why you cone and grab nme?" he asked. "Wy you come down with your
gun |ike sone kind of Mafia man? Wiy not just let ne see ny boy?"

Del Ray snorted. "You nust be crazy, old man. You weren't going to walk in and see your son
wi t hout anyone noticing. You're lucky | saw you first. You should thank me--if those thugs had
gotten you, you'd be in a ditch right now, covered in petrol, and they'd be holding a lit match
over you, asking if you had anything else you wanted to tell them"

Joseph shuddered at the i mage, which was not nuch different than what he hinself had been
thinking just a short hour earlier, but he was not going to admt it in front of this suit-and-tie
fellow "So now what?"

The younger nan's eyes gl eanmed, as though he had been asked to describe the plot of a story he
had | ong planned to wite. "I need Renie to tell these people what they need to know. |f she's
been talking to this Martine wonman, she needs to tell them she won't do it anynore. She has to
| eave this wonan al one! That's what they're angry about. Then everything will be fine. Then | can
have sone kind of life again."

Even Long Joseph, whose conprehension of the scope of Renie's troubles was vague, had a
feeling that Del Ray was being overly optimstic. Not that it mattered. "It is not so easy," he
said aloud. "Not so easy at all. Renie is not around here. It is nuch nore conplicated, what she
and | are doing, and we cannot just change things because some Afrikaaner hoodl unms come and
threaten you." He | ooked at Del Ray's worried face and shook his head with all the grave regret of
a prophet regardi ng the sinful ness of mankind. "After | see nmy boy, we will think about what to do
for you."

"After. . . ? Wat in hell are you tal king about, old nan?" Del Ray sat up straight and bunped
his head against a shelf. "That hospital is under quarantine! And even if it wasn't, if you walk
up to that front door again those bastards are going to tear your heart out!"

Joseph was calm certain. "Then you going to have to think of sone way to get us inside, boy."

"Us? _Us?

"That is right. Because | came to see ny son, and if | don't get to see himsonehow then | am
not going to take you to Renie or that Martine wonan. You spend the rest of your life hiding in a
closet. So you better start thinking." He sat back, smiling the world-weary snmile of a seasoned
adventurer. "You can work on your idea while you go get nme another bottle of w ne."

CHAPTER 3
House of the Beast

NETFEED FASH ON: Couture |Is Kiss of Death to Street Fashion

(visual: Goggl eboys on street corner)

VO The rush by upscal e fashion houses to enbrace streetwear has backl ashed--at street |evel
Retail chains |Iike Packrat and C oz say that "Chutes" are dying on the shelves, and that kids now
favor the trimsil houette of aerosol-delivered | atex.

(visual: Betchy Barcher of Cloz in front of aerosol display)

BARCHEK: "It's taken us a few weeks to get the ship turned around, but now we've got | atex
everywhere. Kids want "Sprays,"” and that's all there is toit."

The desert evening was mld, the sands enpty and still, yet Ol ando Gardi ner was bei ng dragged
forward by a conpul sion as powerful as hurricane winds. His friend Fredericks had shown surprising
strength and resourceful ness, but with the breaking of the great urn Fredericks' strength had
gone, and now he too was being drawn helplessly toward the looming tenmple and the terrifying thing
that slept inside it.

Whet her or not they felt the sane compulsion, the little yell ow nonkey-children of the Wcked
Tribe clearly felt _sonething : shrieking their dismay, they clung to Orlando |ike baby bats. He
wore so little clothing in his Thargor guise that nost of themclutched bare flesh, a living cloak
of tiny pinching fingers that would have been excruciating if Olando had not had far greater
WwWorri es.

_Sonething horrible is in that tenple, and it's pulling us in. | asked that goddess for help
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and all we got were these stupid nonkeys. It doesn't make any sense! But nothing in Oherland
ever made nmuch sense

_Does it even matter? |I'mdying, whether that . . . thing gets us or not._

He took a grudging step forward, then another. The nonkeys scranbled around to his back in a
| eggy, tweezering mass, keeping the width of his body between themand the tenple. They were
terrified of the place, which was perfectly logical, but why on earth had the goddess thought
these children coul d hel p?

"Run away now, 'Landogarner!" one of them squeaked in his ear. "Big Bad Nothing live there.
Al the gear is crazy. Run away!"

Ol ando was al ready working so hard to resist he did not waste tine explaining that at this
nmonent he could no nore run away than he coul d conpose an opera in Turkish. Just as he realized
that the yellow microsinan had used the word "gear," rem nding himthat there was actua
machi nery behind this madness, he stunbled on sonething half-buried in the sand. It was a piece of
t he broken pot which had inprisoned the Tribe, a section with only one visible carving on its
surface--a feather in a rounded rectangle.

_"Walk into the darkness," the goddess Ma'at had told him _"You will see ny sign."_But her
sign so far had brought himonly mniature nonkeys, a dubious boon. He forced hinself to stop
anyway, bracing against a pull that felt |ike a wi ndow had been bl own out of a jet in high-
at mosphere flight, then managed to scoop the ceram c fragnment into his nunbed fingers before
surrendering to the tenpl e once nore.

"What you do with that?" the nonkey nearest his head denanded. "That fromthe Lady."

"You . . . know her?" Olando was exerting a trenmendous anount of energy to slow hinself, but
that meant Fredericks had noved several paces ahead and the distance between them was wi deni ng.

"She talk to us in the dark. Tell us stories!" The nobnkey handover-handed up into the Thargor
sims dark hair. "You truly best turn 'round, 'Landogarner."

_"Mal occhi o abbondanza!"_ shrilled another nonkey fearfully. "Lady said stay away fromthat!"

"I'd. . . love . . . to stay away," Olando grunted through clenched teeth. H s head was
hammering so badly it felt as though sone artery m ght explode |ike a blocked pipe. "I . . . |
can't. It's . . . pulling us toward it." He took a deep, shaky breath. Al he could see of
Fredericks now was his friend' s back as he trudged forward, bowed and hel pl ess. "You said
"gear'. . . ?"

"Cear all crazy there," said the passenger in his hair. He suspected it was Zunni, but it was
hard to think properly with all the noise in his head. "Like big what-is-a-callit--singalarity.”

"Singularity?" If he had not been so close to screani ng, he would have | aughed. "Like a black
| ocking hole? I's that what you nean? _This is virtual , damm it!" His voice was so raggedly
unpl easant that sone of the nonkeys fluttered free. It was bizarre to see themcircling in the air-
-it felt so nuch like he was bei ng sucked down a giant drain that he could not understand why they

were not tugged straight toward the tenple as well. _"GChhhh,"_ he groaned, finding it nore and
more difficult to speak. "Doesn't it . . . pull you, too?"

Zunni, if that was who it was, went on as though he hadn't spoken. "Singularity? Al the
arrows point one way? That not right?"

"Too inside out!" another one chirped. "Not get small |ike that."

Ol ando could not nake sense of anything and no | onger had the strength to care. He realized
he was clutching the piece of pottery so hard his fingers had turned white.

"You go there, but you don't want to go?" The little yell ow shape was too close for himto
focus on it. It flittered before his eyes, fuzzily insubstantial as an angelic vision. "Then you
have to go through and bounce.™

"Uh-uh, Zunni," one of the others said. "Not bounce." This one's voice was so high as to be
al nost inaudible, the lisping tones of a child too young even for school. "Wanna go 'round. Do
Gavvy Well."

"She means 'Gravity Well,' " said Zunni confidingly. "That a game, okay?"

The facade of the red stone tenple now | ooned above Orlando like a cliff face, inpossibly
tall, inpossibly harsh and inposing, and still the nonkeys chittered anong thensel ves. _Fredericks
was right, he thought despairingly. It is _like talking to breakfast cereal. _

"Better run fast, 'Landogarner,” one of the other little creatures told himat last. "That the
best thing."

"Only thing," said another. _"M steriosofabul oso.  Need the best tricks."

"I can't . . . run," he gritted. "I told you. It's . . . it's got ne."

Zunni rappel l ed down his forehead on a strand of hair and poked at his cheek. "No, run
_toward_ thing. Run fast. Think fast thoughts, naybe."
"Zunni, you a big dunb _itipoti_!" another nonkey squeal ed. "That never work. Tell himjust
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run fast."

"Think fast stuff, too," Zunni whispered, at
gone all asl eep--naybe he fooled."

Ol ando was al nost weeping with the effort of slowing his forward march. The shadowed entrance
to the tenple stood before him a w de black spot in the facade like the hole left by a missing
tooth. Fredericks was a pal e shape several neters ahead, al nbost absorbed by the darkness. "I don't
understand, " he panted. "Run toward it? Run?"

"W hel p," Zunni prom sed. She clanbered onto his shoul der, then dropped onto his back, out of
sight, but he could still hear her voice. "W help you cone out fast, like Gavity Well. Here--we
push!™

And suddenly the entire fluttering force of the tiny simans centered itself between his
shoul der bl ades and gave hi m an astoni shingly hard shove. He was propelled forward in a stunbling
flurry of arnms and |l egs, struggling just to keep his feet beneath him Everything before him
swirled, as though for the first time Otherland' s latency could not approximate real life, but he
quickly realized it was even stranger than that: the doorway, the huge sandstone bl ocks of the
wal | s, even Fredericks turning in astonished slow notion, all were abruptly flattened and
stretched, rolling thenselves into a tunnel down which he plumeted. Ol ando snatched at
Frederi cks as he sped past him-through him-beyond him . . . For a nonent he felt the hard piece
of feather-scribed clay clutched in one of his hands like a shield, and his friend s fingers
gripping his other hand, then all sense of his physical self dropped away and he was only an eye
pl umreti ng down an endl ess well, an ear that heard nothing but the rushing of endl ess w nd.

I'minside it, _ was all he had tine to think, then an inage burst upon him sudden and vivid,
a picture that drewitself on his mnd rather than his sight- Hi dden within the tenple, he

ny, dangling co-conspirator. "Big Bad Nothing

suddenl y knew beyond doubt, but al so enconpassing that tenple sonehow, |ike a shadow bi gger than
the object which cast it, was the nonstrous black pyram d of his desert dream
_The pyramid . . . the house of the beast. .

Sonet hing struck himw th an inpact |ike a bonb--a great, shuddering blow, as though he were a
hamer that had just smashed down against a titanic anvil, a deep reverberating tone |ike the
sound of a world being born . . . or ending.

_DPoom . . !

The tunnel around hi m shimmied and broke apart into opal escent snears.
_First step, _ he dimy realized, his thoughts distant as the voices of migrating birds
invisible in the night sky. _I've taken the first step into the tenmple . . . into the dark

The t hunder ous concussi on faded. The shivering, gleamng light reformed. He was a child again
followi ng his nother honme fromthe well, watching the sway of her hips and the jerry can bal anced
on her head. Sonething rustled in the dry grass and he saw the red-and-brown skin of a snake snap
out onto the path before him H's mother turned in fear, her eyes w de, but the snake was between
t hem

Now he was in the back seat of a car, driving along the coast, with his parents arguing in the
front and his sister beside him grinning and jabbing himwith the neck of her headl ess doll. He
ki cked at her, but she stayed out of reach, and although he cried out to his parents, they were
busy with their conflict. As the car rounded a bend in the highway the sun bounced its reflection
off the water, and for a nonment he was dazzled by the light that silhouetted his parents' faces.

H s two younger brothers had crawl ed out of the tent. Hs nother was yelling, which wasn't
hel pi ng her soothe the sick baby in her arns, but the bad thing was that his nother was really
frightened because it was night outside and dark and his father still wasn't back yet. He pushed
out of the flap and past the nervous goats, who rang their bells and bl eated. The ni ght sky was
huge and endl ess, running away in all directions, and the stars were fierce, and he called his
brot hers' names over and over. .

_But | don't have any brothers, he thought. _And those aren't ny parents, are they?_

Everyt hi ng began happening all at once.

A shack high up in a valley between the hills, and his bicycle lying in a ditch beside the
front path, the wheel rusted to the forks because he had left it there all winter, to win an
argument with his father that his father didn't even know t hey were having. .

The place in the long front hallway where his nmother's and ol der sister's pictures sat on a
table, with a vase of flowers just between them and where sonetines, on holy days, his
gr andnot her burned a candl e.

Playing in the river before the rainy season returned, with nothing but nud far down the
banks. Hi s cousin and one of the other village children were westling, and they slipped down and
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for a nonment they disappeared into the sludge, frightening him but then they cane up again
| aughi ng, with everything the sane fecal brown except their shining eyes and teeth.

They were taking down his uncle's flag now that evening had cone, and he was rigidly at
attention, hoping his uncle would notice how strai ght he was standi ng.

_Doom . . . _

Second step. The snears of light fragnented into smaller, nore rigid pieces, shards of |ives,
t housands of bright, jagged insights |Iike broken wi ndows--a high nmountain trail, follow ng the
horses, watching the brilliant tassel of a blanket . . . a sharp bark as his dog heard sonet hi ng
in the next apartnent, where no one was supposed to be hone . . . his baby brother's crying face,
fat and red and conpletely w thout understanding why it had been pushed down in the sandbox .

a pair of new shoes set carefully on his folded comunion suit. .

And all the tinme a great dark somet hing was novi ng beneath these glinting bits, as though he,
the observing eye, were a diver floating just beneath the surface while something inpossibly
| arge, something too big and traveling too deep to be fully conprehensible, passed slowmy, slowy
beneath him It did not know he was there, and his fascination with it was al nbst as great as his
naked terror, but nothing in the universe could have been nore exposed than he was, a worm wi t hout
even a hook, floating above the great shadow.

_Doom _

This third step brought the dark, as though the Bi g Nothing passing beneath himhad risen and,
without realizing it, accidentally swall owed hi mwhole. Dark surrounded hi m now, permneated him
but it was a darkness that burned, the darkness inside the oven after the door has cl osed.

He screaned, but there were no words. He knew no words. There were flashes of |ight, but they
had no nore neani ng than the burni ng darkness. He was not only bodiless but nanel ess. He had no
brothers, no sisters, no fathers, no nothers, only pain and confusion. He was a singularity, one
infinite point at the center of everything, and all that surrounded himwas finite. He turned
hi nsel f inside out over and over again.

The oscillations canme faster now, hotter now, faster and hotter and he could not he tried but
there was no sense or sound or sight or anything but fast and hot and.

_Faster hotter faster hotter broken-backed jerking scratch needle white heat can't stop strike
out no no nore no nmake it no faster hot stop make no it won't it too stop hurting not why
understand no hot make faster inside stop inside hotter outside stop nake faster no nmake hotter it
stop. . . . _

_St opmakei t st opi t won' t whywon' tit makeit. _

And then sonmething finally did. Sonething blue, sonething quiet, something clingingly coo
poured over and nade everything sl ow down, slow down, blessed creeping syrupy slow frost that held
hi mand covered himand | et his deep black empty heart go slow, go so very slow, until it beat
only once in an age, once in an aeon, once when everything began and then agai n when everythi ng
would finally stop. . . .

_Doom . . . _ The fourth step.

And with that singular and potent reverberation cane nothi ngness. And it was wel cone.

He canme up nanel ess, out of fundanental blankness into another, |esser blackness, a stil
place with no tine except _now_. He only knewit was a place because he had a sense of hinself as
an individual thing, and thus a dimfeeling that anything that existed nust exist in a place, but
he was in no hurry to know where he was, or even who he was. Wth the acceptance of persona
exi stence cane a certain commitnment, he knew, and he did not w sh anything so strenuous or
per manent just yet.

The bl ackness, although it enconpassed everything, neverthel ess had a shape, a shape he had
seen before, wide at the bottom narrow at the top--a nountain, a cup enptied and then turned
over, a pyramd. . . . He was in the darkness--_of the darkness--but he could still feel the
i mpossi bl e geonetry of the black form the vertices both convergi ng and si nul t aneousl y extendi ng
upward in parallel, forever

And as he felt hinself alive and tiny and for this nmonment unnoticed in the heart of the bl ack
pyranmi d, something began to sizzle in the enptiness. Wien he saw the torn place noving before him
he realized that what had ripped the darkness was light, a fizzing irregular glow like a Fourth of
July sparkler.

_ Hi s parents' balcony, himwith a cripplingly bad respiratory infection and too sick to
go down to the fireworks, even those on the conpound's green, but his parents having their own
show just for himon the bal cony, so he could watch it fromhis bed. _

The jagged place tore nore widely, light spilling out now For a nonent--only a nonment--he was
di sappointed to see the beautiful darkness conprom sed so easily and so carelessly. But as he
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floated in all that black he could not |ook away fromthe light, which was spreadi ng before him
becoming a field of regular shapes, angled lines, a grid that turned inside out fromwhite Iines
on black to black lines on a white.

_ Cei li ng. .

And he cane to realize he was lying on his back, |ooking up at the ceiling of sone
institutional room all insulated tile and easy-cl ean surfaces.

_Hospital._ The word cane to himafter a moment, and with it the slowy dawning realization
that he nust have awakened--that he nust sonehow have been thrown out of the network and back into
hi s body. Another thought canme to himtardily, and he braced hinself for the pain that . . . that

(the nane finally cane) that Fredericks had described, but after |ong noments of | ooking up
at the acoustic tiles, it still had not arrived. He had, however, becorme aware of two ot her

presences on either side of the bed, |eaning over him which could only be his nother and father.
A quiet joy filled himas he opened his eyes.

The shape on his left side was hidden by shadow, so deeply hidden that he could not see it,
only feel it. What he perceived was sentience, but also enptiness and the cold that came with it.
It was not a pleasant feeling.

The shape on his right had a head that was nothing but |ight.

_I'"ve been here,_ he thought. _But it was an office, not a hospital. Wien I first . . . when |
first came through. .
_Hello, Olando,_ said the thing with the face nade invisible by its ow brilliance. It spoke

with his nother's voice, but it was not his nmother, not by any stretch of inmagination. _W have
m ssed you. Al though we have not been very far fromyou. _

~Who is "we"?_ He struggled to rise but could not. The thing on his |left side noved, the
chilly shape he could not quite see; for a heart-stopping noment he was terrified that it would
touch him He turned away violently, but the Iight on the other side was blindingly bright, so he
was forced to turn his face back toward the acoustic tiles. A small thing was crawing there, a
tiny thing, perhaps a bug, and he pinned his attention to it.

_"We," in the sense of "I,"_the not-his-nother continued. _"You," | suppose it could even be
sai d. But of course that would not be strictly accurate either. _

He coul d nake no sense of that. _Wiere am|? Wat is this place?_

The thing of light hesitated. _A dream | suppose. Perhaps that would be the best
expl anation. _

_So I'mtalking to nyself? So this is all in my head?_

The cold fire rippled. He realized the shape was |laughing. As if angered by this, the shadowy
thing on his left periphery shifted. He thought he could hear it breathing, a slow, somol ent
sound froma |l ong way away. _No, no, the shape on his right said. Nothing so sinplistic. You're
tal king to yourself, yes, but that's because that's where words cone from _

_Am | dead?_

_That word doesn't nean rmuch in this particular conversation._ The glowrose a little, the
fierce radiance bringing a tear to Olando's right eye. He blinked as it continued. _You are
bet ween. You are near a boundary. You are hal fway between Heaven and Hel |l --a place which, nedieva
t heol ogy aside, has nothing to do with Earth at all. _

_Are you . . . God?_ Even in his distraction and di sconnection, a part of himdid not believe
it. It all seenmed too pat, too sinple. The cold thing on the other side of himleaned closer, or
seened to--he felt a chill shadow inch across him and he shut his eyes tight, terrified that he
m ght see what stood there.

The voice that went with the radiant face was kind. Here's the question, Olando. It's kind
of a Sunday School questi on. _

Eyes tightly shut, he waited, but the silence went on. Just as he was about to risk everything
and open his eyes, the soft voice spoke again.

_If CGod is all-powerful, then the Devil must be nothing nore than a darkness in the mnd of
God. But if the Devil is sonething real and separate, then perfection is inpossible, and there can
be no God . . . except for the aspirations of fallen angels. _

Ol ando strained to hear as the voice, which had grown steadily fainter, whispered the |ast
word. As if he might hear better with his vision restored, he opened his eyes to.

Bl ackness, conpl ete and absol ute and contai ni ng not hi ng but.

Doom

For the second tine in what seened a very short span, he appeared to be back in a hospital. Hs
eyes were tight shut, and the idea that those sanme odd bookend figures might still be sitting over
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hi m neant he was in no hurry to open them but Olando could tell that he was flat on his back
restrai ned by sheets or sonething equally binding, and soneone was dabbing at his forehead with a
cold, danmp cloth

Al'so contributing to the hospital theory was the fact that he felt absolutely dreadful

"He just blinked," said Fredericks in the excited tone of someone who has been watching for
sonething a long tine.

"Ch, God," Olando groaned. "I'mstill . . . alive, then? CGod, that locks utterly."

"That's not funny, Gardiner."

As he opened his eyes a second sarcastic remark died on his lips. It was not Fredericks
cooling his brow, but a round Egyptian wonman with dark skin and an inpatient expression. "Wo are
you?" Ol ando asked.

"Just hush your mouth." She sounded far nore Deep South than Nile Delta. "You were al nost
dead, boy, so | think you'd better keep still for a bit."

Ol ando | ooked to Fredericks, hovering behind her, and mouthed, _Wo is she?_ His friend
shrugged hel pl essly. The room decor gave no clues--the walls were whitewashed rmud brick, the
ceiling white plaster, and there was no furniture in the room other than whatever kind of |unpy,
pillow ess bed was beneath him

The wonman put a gentle but firmhand agai nst his chest and pressed himback onto the rustling
mattress. Wen he tried to resist, he realized that sonme kind of rough bl anket had been tucked
around himvery tightly: his arms were virtually pinned against his sides.

"What's going on?" he blustered, frightened to be so helpless. "Are you planning to nake ne
into a mumry or somethi ng?”

"Don't be stupid." She dabbed a last tinme and then stood up, fists on her full hips. Even with
Fredericks wearing his slight-bodied Pithlit sim she only cane up to his shoulder. If Olando had
been vertical, the Thargor body woul d have towered over her. "You aren't a king, you' re just an
ordinary god like your friend here, and you're not even dead. You just don't rate munmification
boy. Now say your prayers and then get sone sleep.”

"What are you tal king about? Who _are_ you? What's goi ng on here?"

"You were really sick again, Olando." Fredericks |ooked to the woman as though asking
permni ssion to speak, but she did not |ook away from her patient. "Wen we cane through . . . when
we were out of that tenple place . . . you were. . . . "

"You were acting like a crazy person,” the woman said matter-of-factly. "Hootin' and hollerin'
and carrying on sonething terrible. You tried to kick your way through the wall of sonebody's
house, and then you tried to walk across the Nile."

"Ch, nmy God. . . . " Olando shuddered. "But how did | get here? And why won't you tell me who
you are?"

The woman squi nted at him as though judgi ng whether he was worth the effort of serious
conversation. "Watch that cursing, boy. My name is Bonita Mae Sinpkins. My family call me Bonnie
Mae, but you don't know me that well, so for now you can call me Ms. Sinpkins."

The headache whi ch had been nerely excruciating at first was getting worse every nonent.
Olando could feel his eyelid twitching badly, but that was the least of his worries. "I . . . |
want to get sone answers, but | feel pretty inpacted,"” he conceded.

"You're not well, boy, that's why. You need nore sleep." She frowned, but her touch was gentle
on his forehead. "Here." She drew sonething froma fold of her baggy white cotton dress. "Swall ow
this. It'll nmake you feel a little better.”

Under the pressure of that gaze, he did not argue, but dry-swallowed the powdery ball. "Wat
isit?"

"Egyptian medicine," she said. "They nake a lot of it fromcrocodile poop." For the first tine
she all owed herself a quick snmle at Orlando's horrified expression. "But not this. Just wllow

bark. Another few thousand years, | 'spect they'll call it aspirin."

Ol ando was not as amused as Ms. Sinpkins, but he had no strength left to tell her so. He |ay
back. Fredericks squatted beside himand took his hand. "You'll be okay, Gardiner."

Olando wanted to remind his friend that okay was the one thing he would never, ever be, but
al ready sonet hing was draggi ng himdown, |like river weeds tangling the | egs of a drowning nan.

He felt alittle better the next tinme he woke, and after sonme bargai ning was even allowed to
sit up. Al his nerves felt like they were comng back to life. Whatever was stuffed in his
mattress felt as bristly as horsehair, and the light streamng in through the doorway of the room
spl ashed with al nost painful brightness against the white walls.

Wien Ms. Sinpkins wandered off briefly to another room he called Fredericks over. "Wat's
goi ng on?" he whi spered. "\Wat happened with the tenple and how did we get here? Were _is_ here,
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anyway ?"

"I't's someone's house." Fredericks | ooked over his shoulder to make sure the fornidable Ms.

S. was not in sight. "Pretty big, too. She was telling the truth, though--you were scanned out. A
bunch of guys with, like, clubs were going to kill you, but she cal ned you down."

"But where are we? It's still Egypt, right? How did we wi nd up here?"

Frederi cks' face was unhappy. "Egypt, yeah, but | don't really know the rest. After we reached
the tenple place--1 really thought some kind of nonster was going to cone out of there and just
utterly devour us or sonething--1 guess |I blacked out, then | just kind of . . . woke up again.
And you were gone. But we were near the edge of the river, and there was like this big city around
us. And then |I heard peopl e shouting, and | went to look, and it was you, and you were standing in
the river, scanning ngjorly, shouting sonething about God's offices."

"I don't renmenber any of that," said Orlando, shaking his head. "But | had sonme really weird .

| don't know, dreams, experiences . . . about that tenple place." He had a sudden, worried
t hought. "Were are the nonkey ki ds?"

"They're here. They just won't cone inside--that wonan scares them They were all clinbing
around on you when you were still sleeping, the first afternoon, and she chased 'emout with a
broom | think they're living in a tree in the open place out there--what's it called, a
courtyard?"

"I don't get any of this. . . . " Olando said. "I nean, what's sonmeone naned Bonni e Mae doi ng
in ancient Egypt. . . ?"

"There weren't a lot of folk named Ol ando Gardi ner | aboring to build Pharaoh's pyram ds
either,"” said a sharp voice fromthe doorway. "Now were there?"

Fredericks started back guiltily. "He's feeling better," Olando's friend asserted, "so he was
aski ng sone questions."

"Well he might," Ms. Sinpkins said. "Well he mght. And | s'pose | nmight have a couple
mysel f. Like, where you got this, and why you were hanging onto it so tight there are still finger
marks in the clay?" She held up the piece of broken pot, waving the feather design in front of
Orlando's face. "Talk to ne, boy. The good Lord don't care for |iars--He cannot abide those who do
not tell the truth."

"Look," Olando said, "no offense, but why should | tell you anything? | don't know who you
are. | nean, thanks for taking care of us and giving us a place to stay, but maybe we shoul d just
get going now, |et you have your house back." He tried to clinmb to his feet, then had to try even
harder to avoid falling down. His legs felt overcooked, and even the effort of steadying hinself
brought his breath fast and frequent.

Bonita Mae Sinmpkins' laugh was mirthless. "You don't know what you're tal ki ng about, boy.

First off, you couldn't walk around the corner yet w thout your friend hel ping you. Second, in

anot her hour it's going to be dark, and if you're outside, you'll get torn to pieces. You ain't
the Daniel of _this_lion's den."

"Torn to pieces?"

"You tell him" she said to Fredericks. "I don't take well to being argued with these days."
She fol ded her arns across her broad chest.

"There's . . . there's sone kind of war going on," Fredericks said. "It's not very safe

outsi de at night."

"Not very safe?" the woman snorted. "The Lord has given you a gift for understatenent that is
truly mracul ous, youngster. The streets of Abydos are full of abomi nations, and that's the truth.
Creatures with the heads of vultures and bees, nmen and wonen who throw lightning and ride in
flying boats, scorpions with hunman hands, nonsters you can't even inagine. It's like the Fina
Days out there, |like the Book of Revelations, if the good Lord will forgive ne saying so about a
pl ace that ain't no nore than a poor copy of Hi s universe in the first place, no nore than the
wor k of sinful men." She fixed Orlando with an agate eye. "And what's nore, fromwhat |
understand, all this craziness is your fault, boy."

"What ?" Orlando turned to Fredericks, who shrugged and | ooked sheepish. "Wat is she talking
about ?"

"Well," his friend said, "you renenber Qonpa-Loonpa? The guy with the wolf head? Apparently,
he sort of started sone kind of revolution."

"Csiris is gone at the nmonent, but his lieutenants Tefy and Mewat are wathful creatures,”
said Ms. Sinpkins. "They are going to do their |evel best to get things back under control before

their boss conmes back, and to creatures like them that neans a lot of pain and a lot of killin'--
and they've already done a goodly anmount. So don't tell ne what you're going to do or not do,
boy. "

Olando could only sit for a noment in horrified silence, trying to nake sense of it all. The
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angle of the light on the far wall had changed al ready, the shadows creeping up the whitewash, and

with the woman's words still echoing in his thoughts he could alnost feel the held breath of a
comunity waiting fearfully for darkness to come. "So . . . so what are we supposed to do? Wat's
all this nean to you . . . M anP"

Ms. Sinpkins grunted, signifying her approval of a nore respectful Olando. "Wat it neans to
me is nore than you're ready to hear yet, boy, but you cane stonping through the tonb-builders
nei ghborhood with the feather of Mt at clanped in your hand like it was your last friend, and
mean to know why."

"How do you know about . . . about her?"

"Who' s asking the questions, boy?" She glared at him Olando felt certain she could crack a
wal nut between those eyebrows if she wanted to. "Not only do | know about her, my husband Terence
died in Gsiris' dungeons to protect her secrets, and eight nore of ny friends have died here, too.
So you can understand |'ma little bit short-tenpered about the whole thing. Now you better talk
to me."

Ol ando took a breath. Self-preservation screamed at himnot even to think about asking
anot her question, but he had been under sentence of death too long to be easily cowed. "Just tell
me who your friends are, please. Wiy are you here?"

Bonita Mae Sinmpkins also took a breath. "I'mpraying for patience, boy." She cl osed her eyes
as though it were the literal truth. "We are the Crcle, young man, and we are going to send every
one of these sinners and fal se gods down to hell on the express elevator. Now, s'pose you start
tal king."

CHAPTER 4
A Problem Wth Geography

NETFEED/ | NTERACTI VES: |1 EN, Hr. 4 (Eu, NAn --"BACKSTAB"

(visual: Kennedy westling with crocodile)

VO Stabbak (Caroius Kennedy) and Shi Na (Wendy Yohira) nust nake their way to the Amazon rain
forest in pursuit of a chemical coveted by the evil Doctor Methusel ah (Mishe Reiner). 5 principa
Yanomano abori gi nal s needed, plus extras. Flak to; |EN BKSTB. CAST

"No, that feels quite ordinary." Florinmel opened her eyes. "Everything feels just as it does in
real life. Sharp feels sharp, soft feels soft, hot feels hot, even when the fire is artificial. In
fact, it is becoming a bit unconfortable."

"Sorry." Renie noved the snoldering stick away fromFlorinel's bare shin. She tested it near
her own hand; the heat did indeed feel quite realistic. "So even in this place, we're stil
getting al nost perfect sinmulation.”

"But we still do not know the whys and wherefores," said Martine, frowning. "W have quite
di fferent equipnent, all of us. Renie, you and ! Xabbu do not even have telematic inplants. But we
are all getting input that seens equally sophisticated."

"Not at first," Renie renmenbered. "! Xabbu used to say that his sense of snell was
di sappointingly linmted, that he thought it was because they hadn't built nuch into the nmilitary
VR system we were using. But | haven't heard himconplain about it lately. Maybe he's just gotten
used to it."

Martine seenmed about to say sonething, but instead an odd expression crossed her face, what
Reni e thought of as her satellite-tracking | ook, as though information was being beanmed to her
fromthe bl ack di stances of space.

"There he is," said Florinel, clinbing to her feet. "W can ask him"

Renie turned to see ! Xabbu's fam liar shape poised on the brow of a nearby hill, as though he
had stopped to watch them "They're back quickly. | wonder where Enmily and T4b are."

"Fighting," said Florinmel dryly. "Hitting each other with their school bags, perhaps. It is
hard to tell sometines if they are worst enemi es or teenage |overs."

"Well, if Emly is |ooking for a stepfather for her baby, the choices are pretty limted in
this group.” She squinted. "Way is ! Xabbu just standing there like that?" A breath of chil
hurried through her, and she raised her armto wave at the unnoving nonkey shape. "! Xabbu?"

"It is not him" said Martine in an odd, choked voi ce.

"What ?"
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"It is not him" Mrtine was al so squinting, her sightless eyes squeezed shut |ike sonmeone

suffering a bad headache. "I cannot tell who or what it is you are seeing, but | can tell you it
is not ! Xabbu."

Even as Renie scranbled to her feet, the baboon on the hill made a slight novenent--whet her
backward or to the side was hard to tell--and was gone.

The spot where he had stood was quite enpty, the unfinished |and open and uni nhabited around
themas far as they could see, a runpled crazy quilt with no folds or promni nences substanti al
enough to hi de anyt hing.

"Where did he go?" Renie wondered. "There's nowhere to di sappear to."

"Unless like the thing T4b and | saw the other day," Florinel suggested, "it nerely stepped
through the air and vanished. "

"But what was_ it, then? Wiat did you think it was, Mrtine?"

"I amsorry not to be nore useful," the French woman said, "but | cannot guess. | know only
that its pattern was not ! Xabbu's. What | 'see' is too hard to describe. But | can tell you that
it seemed both nore conplicated and | ess conplicated than one of us."

"Was it |like those ghost-children you described?" Renie asked. "One of those?"

"No. Those felt |ike people, whatever they were in fact. This seened |ike an opening into
sonet hing el se, as though the thing you saw as ! Xabbu were a kind of gl ove-puppet, and | was
sensi ng the hand underneath."

Fl ori mel made a harsh noise. "I cannot say | |like the sound of that. Something fromthe G ail
Br ot her hood, cone | ooking for us? Perhaps even the false Quan Li, conme back again in a different
shape?”

Marti ne shook her head, rubbing at her eyes as if she had tired herself out staring at
sonmething. "I think not. Perhaps it was just a strange quirk of this environnent. A reflection,
per haps--a sort of echo of the real ! Xabbu."

Reni e suddenly needed to share the eerie thought that had gripped her. "Maybe it's sonething
this . . . this _place_is doing. Watching us, analyzing us, naking copies of us."

"Doubl e-goers,"” said Florinmel, pondering. "No, that is not right. Double-goers. Double-goers."

Reni e was confused. "Wat do you nean?"

"I think you know the German word, but the software forces a translation."

" I_can say it," Martine said with a small snile, "because | am speaking English. There is a
paradox for you, no? The word Florinel is saying is _'doppel gangers.' "

Reni e nodded. "l1've heard it, yes. But | don't like the idea." She shivered and | ooked around.
"1 know we already took a vote, and I'mnot trying to reverse the outcone, but | never liked this
pl ace nuch and | feel even nore that way now. " Wat she didn't say, and perhaps didn't need to say
now t hat her conpani ons had cone to know her, was that she was feeling intensely the pressure to
_do sonething --the need was thunmping in her |ike a drunbeat.

"We know, Renie," said Martine kindly. "But we cannot do anything until the others return, in
any case."

Renie started to say sonmething, then had a sudden, vivid recollection of a ghost story she had
been told by her grandmother in which the spirit of soneone who was dyi ng appeared at that sane
monent to his | oved ones far away. For a nonent her terror was so great she could not speak

She felt such powerful relief when ! Xabbu and the others eventually canme trooping back that
she could only give the man in the baboon sima hug, then reach out to touch himfromtine to tine
as he and the others nade their report.

" . . . The truth," he said, "is that we have found nothing in any of four directions we have
tried, except for some small strangenesses, like the animal T4b and Florinmel saw yesterday, and a
few things |I nyself have discovered."”

"Monkey-man tripped on sone air," explained T4b, vastly entertained.

"That is not what happened," said ! Xabbu, his dignity perhaps a bit bruised. "Wat | found is
that just as there are places where the | and does not feel right, or where we can reach through
things that seemto be before us, there are also places where the air has grown solid. At |east,
it is thicker than air should be, as though it were . . . | cannot find a word. As though it were

becom ng sonet hi ng."

"What does that mean?" Renie was so relieved ! Xabbu and the others had returned safely that
she was finding it difficult to concentrate

"Sonme of this place is invisible to us, and sone of it that we should be able to touch, we
cannot touch." He lifted his hands to show he had no better answer.

"We cannot conpletely trust our senses, that seens to be the lesson," said Florinmel briskly.
"That has been true all over the network, although in different ways."
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"But it's not the sane here, and you know it." Renie found Florinel easier to |like after her
confession, but there was still sonething in the wonman's manner that occasionally rubbed her
wrong. "W had an experience here that you shoul d know about, ! Xabbu." She quickly told himof the
phant om baboon. He seenmed nore disturbed by it than she had expected, which nade her renenber her
own fears.

"So you saw sonething with my shape,

he said, nodding slowy. "But it would not speak to
you.

"Speak? It didn't even nove until just before it vanished." She didn't |ike his norose
expression. Had she tripped himup with something that recalled one of his grimer beliefs?
"Martine thinks it might be a reflection of a sort."

"Li ke an echo, or a mirage," the blind woman said. "Perhaps a nmirage is the better netaphor
because of the way it bends light."

"Perhaps." The man in the nonkey simwas subdued.

"Maybe it's sonmething |ike what happened to us on the boat with Azador," Renie said suddenly.
"That disruption when everything seemed to be falling apart, going strange." That didn't really
expl ai n anything, she realized, just stated another instance of their ignorance.

"It isn't nore nonkeys, is it?" asked Emly, clearly apprehensive. The reference to Azador had
caught her attention. "Muybe Lion sent nore nonkeys to get us."

Renie bit back a sharp reply. She very nuch doubted it had anything to do with New Eneral d
Cty, which was the only sinulation Emily knew, but her idea wasn't any nore farfetched than
anyone el se's.

_This is truly like being in a children's story, _ she thought unhappily. _There doesn't seem
to be any logic to it, no rules--literally anything could be true. How are we supposed to
acconpl i sh sonmet hi ng under these conditions?_

It was another question--she was building quite a stack of them-w thout an answer.

_"Code Del phi. Start here._

"This is Martine Desroubins, resuming ny journal. Considering how much nore |eisure we have
had since entering what Renie refers to as "The Backwater' or 'Patchwork Land' it would seem |
m ght have been nore frequent in nmy entries, but other than the sunmation of two days ago,
descri bing the events of our coming through to rejoin Renie and ! Xabbu, things have been too
hecti c.

"We can make no sense of this place. The nysteries grow deeper with every day. Not only is the
environnent all but enpty of anything resenbling animal life, and very sparsely vegetated, the
entire | andscape seenms to be undergoi ng processes of random change that have little to do with
imtating real geography. O her than a general separation of ground and air, which nostly stay in
their respective places, the flux is constant. In fact, | have ceased asking ny conpanions to
explain what they see, since it is so often different than what ny senses tell nme. They are living
in an unstable but nore or |ess conprehensible arrangenent of hills and valleys, with things that
resenbl e trees and boul ders and ot her natural objects scattered about the | andscape. For ne, it
often seens that ny conpanions and | are in a place where the edges are always in transition--the
ground swirls upward in plunes that they cannot see, the air is so thick in places that | would
assune it blocks the Iight, except that they say it does not, and in any case, the |light cones
fromevery direction and no direction.

"Still, | cannot say it is upsetting to ne--1 do not feel panic, as | did so strongly in those
final hours in the Place of the Lost. The changes are slow, and feel as though they are in keeping
with the environnent. | amlearning to read the information that comes to ne so that | amno nore

di scommpded than the others.
"There are reasons for concern, however. Earlier today, Renie and Florinmel saw what they

t hought was ! Xabbu wat ching us froma distance. | saw nothing |ike the Bushnman's 'shape'--what |
think of as his insignia--but rather a strange, conplex apparition that seened oddly |larger than
the amount of virtual territory it displaced. My senses are still new, and | cannot describe it

more clearly than that. Later, as we were all going to sleep beside the fire, T4b saw sonethi ng he
thought was Emily, some distance fromour canp. Wrried for her, he went toward it w thout
noticing that the real Emly was sleeping only a few neters away on the far side of Florinel. The
false Em |y di sappeared before our youngest conpanion reached it.

"What does all this nmean? And how do this simulation and these phenonena relate to the bizarre
di sl ocati ons where the entire network system seens to break down? | have no idea. In a way,
though, it is perhaps a good thing we are in such an unusual spot. It ninimzes our differences at
a time when we are all tired, frightened, and short-tenpered, and when there is genuine
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di sagreement between us. Losing Ol ando and Fredericks has been difficult enough, but although the
hope is small, as long as they are nerely nmissing there is always a chance we nmay see them agai n.
But watching WIlliamdie and discovering that Quan Li was not who she seenmed have been terrible
bl ows.

"Qddly, the changes in Renie have not been what | woul d have expected. She has al ways been
volatile, and | would have guessed that our conplete and utter failure so far to sol ve any of
O herland's riddl es woul d have pushed her farther into anger and inpatience. |nstead she seens to
have found a well of strength within herself, and has taken | osing a vote on what we shoul d do
wi th good grace--even nore surprising considering that the deciding vote cast agai nst her cane
fromher friend, !Xabbu

"Sonething in her experiences has . . . | cannot think of the proper word. Broadened her?
Deepened her, perhaps. She has al ways been a young wonan of poise and sharp wits and courage, but
with a certain brittleness as well. Now, although she is not by any nmeans conpl etely changed, she

seenms calnmer in her spirit. Perhaps this is ! Xabbu's influence. It would be tenpting to suggest
that as the representative of a sinpler, nore ancient way of life he has changed her with his
sinmple, ancient wi sdom but that would be to grossly underestimate the man. H s wi sdom what |
have seen of it, is never sinple, and although sone of it cones fromthe thousand generations of
his people's past, nuch of it has also cone frombeing an intelligent young man rai sed on the
extreme fringes of what the world calls '"civilization' --that is, knowing all his life that nost of
what the world considers inportant has nothing to do with himat all.

"In fact, | think !Xabbu by far wal ks the nost difficult path of all of us, trying to
reconcile a culture whose ways have been tested and settled a hundred centuries ago with a world
of technol ogi cal change that is alnbst cancerous in its constant growh and evol ution. This place
we are staying could be a netaphor for how what ! Xabbu terns our 'city-world" nust feel to him

"He has had another effect on Renie as well, although I do not know whether she is entirely
aware of it. | cannot tell whether he is in love with her--one of the things | undoubtedly miss
because of ny blindness is the way soneone | ooks at soneone el se--but there is no question he is
devoted to her. Neither can | tell for certain whether she |loves him but she is a different
person when he is absent--nuch of what | perceive as her newfound inner peace is undercut. At
times, hearing them speak of each other in the |anguage of cheerful but casual conpanionship, |
want to grab one of them-usually Renie--and give that person a shake. But nust they not discover
whatever is there in their own time? In any case, the differences between themare very great, so
perhaps | am hal f-hoping for sonmething that mght turn out to be a tragic nistake. Neverthel ess,

there are certainly nonents | wish for a fairy godnother's wand. | think if I had one, _|I_ would
make a magical mrror, so both could see thenselves as the other sees them
"And what of ne, in all this? As usual, | speak of others, think of others, observe or

consi der or--occasionally--mani pul ate others. Always | am outside. Wat does a fairy godnother do
when she is not bl essing babies or magi cking up a coach and dress for Cinderella? Does she perhaps
sit outside the ring of the campfire, watching over the others as they sleep, talking quietly to
hersel f?

"If so, then it seenms | ama natural

"Soneone is stirring, | hear. It is T4b, which neans ny time at the sentry post seens to have
cone to an end already. | will continue this soon, | hope.

_"Code Del phi. End here._ "

The shriek was clearly human, yet so strangely pitched that for the first instant of sudden
consci ousness Renie wanted nothing to do with it. As she sat up, bleary with sl eep, the confusion
of dreamstill clinging to her, she found herself w shing against all good sense that she had not
heard it, that she could just drop away back into unconsciousness and | et soneone el se deal with
it.

After her eyes popped open, it took a |ong nonent before she realized that something el se was
wrong, too

"It's _dark_!'" she shouted. "How did that happen? Where's the |ight?"

"Renie! There is a big hole here!"™ one of the others called. "Sonebody fell in!"

She roll ed onto her side and saw by the dimfirelight that a huge bl ack space now stretched on
the far side of the fire, where previously there had been ground. "Wwo is it?"

"Martine!" Florimel said hoarsely. "I can't see her, but | can hear her!"

T4b was shouting, too, ragged cries in which Renie could make out no words. "Jesus Mercy," she
snapped at him as she scranbled toward the edge of the hole, "that's not hel ping any!" Despite the
sudden and unprecedented arrival of night, she thought she could see sonething noving in the
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dept hs, faint shadows of red and bl ack: the weird transparency of the soil was allow ng through a
snear of firelight. "Martine?" she called. "Can you hear ne?"

"I am here, Renie." The blind woman's voice was tightly controlled. "I amclinging, but the
dirt is very loose. | amafraid to nove."

Renie saw Florinmel on the far side of the broad pit, but she knew nore than the two of them
woul d be needed. "Hel p us, !Xabbu, T4b!" Renie said. "She can't hang on long."

"My hand!" T4b sounded quite stunned, al nobst drugged

Reni e had no idea what he was tal king about, but !Xabbu was now standi ng beside her. "Lower me
he said. "I will hold her as we pull her out."

Florinmel, alittle wild-eyed, shook her head enphatically. "You are not strong enough!"

"I amstrong," ! Xabbu said. "Only ny body is snall."

Renie did not want to waste tine arguing. She was inclined to trust ! Xabbu, although the idea
of lowering himinto the dark was frightening. "If he says so, it's true. Cone over here and help
me, Florimel. T4b, are you going to help or not?"

The Goggl eboy only made a strange gul pi ng sound. He was crouched on the far side of the pit, a
spi ny shape like a | arge cactus.

Wth Renie and Florinel each holding one of his thin | egs, !Xabbu wal ked hi nsel f over the edge
on his hands, headfirst into the hole. Wen he had reached the linit of their arnspan he stil
could not touch Martine, who despite her measured responses was clearly mserable. Renie and
Fl ori nmel brought ! Xabbu up again, then with great care | owered thenselves to their knees and
craw ed toward the hole so they could lie flat on the ground, side-by-side with their shoul ders
protrudi ng beyond the rim "W really need you, T4b!" Renie called. Her voice seened to go
straight down into the dark, flat and dead. "W need soneone to hold onto us!"

A nmonent |ater a hand closed on one of her ankles and Renie sighed in relief. !Xabbu clinmbed
over her and Florinel, then clanbered down their arns as though they were vines, allow ng them at
the last to clasp their hands around his ankles. Even his small weight felt as though it could
drag them over the edge, and Renie's voice was breathl ess as she asked, "Can you reach her?"

"l am not. " He paused, then an instant |later said, "I have her. Hold on, Martine. Take
one of ny hands, but do not let go with your other yet." Wen he spoke again, Renie could tell he
had turned his head toward the surface. "But how can you two pull us out?"

in,

Wth the strange, soapy earth of the place in her nouth and nose, her arns stretched until it
felt as though they m ght tear |oose at any nmoment, Renie was no | onger nerely frightened, but
terrified. She and Florinel had no |l everage at all, and every nonent it was getting harder and

harder to support ! Xabbu's wei ght w thout adding Martine's as well.

"T4b!" she shouted. "Can you pull us back?" There was no response, so Renie gently noved her
leg, afraid that if she kicked too hard he mght let go. "Can't you pull us back?"

A small voice said, "I can't. It's already hard to hold on."

"Em ly! That's _you_ back there?" Renie had to push away her panicked fury at T4b--this was no
time for it. She struggled to keep her voice firm but she could feel her conposure sw ftly
unraveling at the edges. "T4b, God damm it, if you don't help pull us back, Mrtine and ! Xabbu are
going to fall! Come help us!"

For a | ong noment nothing changed. Renie could al nost feel her arns stretching |like warm
taffy, getting longer and thinner. She knew she could not hold any | onger--sonething would have to
give way. Then a large, painfully spiky hand closed on the back of her junpsuit and began to pull
Renie barely had tine for a gasp of relief before it turned to a hiss of anguish as Martine's ful
wei ght swung free

For an instant her shoul ders and el bows seened full of burning rubber and she was certain she
woul d | ose her grip--as in her dream it felt as though she were trying to pull the entire world
i nside out. Then the hand on her back tugged her far enough away fromthe rimthat she could bend
her knees and dig her elbows into the dirt. A few nore noments and she could flex her spine and
begin to apply | everage of her own.

Martine cane over the top, scranbling, and actually crawl ed across Florinel in her desperate
fight to get out of the pit. !Xabbu, who had swung to the side to let her clinb out, followed a
few seconds later. The four of themcollapsed into a panting heap

"Thank you. GCh, ny Cod, thank you." Martine's voice, thickened by dirt, was little nmore than a
choki ng murrmur; Renie had never heard the blind woman so enoti onal

"W nust nmove away," said ! Xabbu, rising on all fours. "W do not know there will not be nore
col | apses here.™

When they had stunbl ed and crawl ed back through the unfanmiliar darkness to the enbers of the
canpfire, Renie abruptly sat up. "T4b? What in hell happened to you? Wiy didn't you hel p us when |
asked?"
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"He's still by the hole,” Enmily said, nore interested than disapproving. "I think he's
crying."

"What ?" Renie got to her feet, bal ance shaky. "T4b--Javier? What's goi ng on?"

"He tried to help ne. " Martine said, but Renie was already wal ki ng toward the huddl ed
shape of the warrior-robot, mndful of the pit a few steps away.

"Javier?" He did not look up, but even in the half-light she saw his shoul ders stiffen. "T4b,
what is it?"

He turned the scowing battle-mask toward her, but his words were those of a shocked,
frightened youth. "Mmy hand . . . my lockin' _hand !"™ He raised his left armtoward her. For a
nmonent, she thought he had sustained sone terrible fracture, that it had been bent away from her
at a sickening angle; it took a few noments nore before she realized that his hand was sinmply
gone, neatly renoved at the base of the wist. The battle-gauntlet ended with a kind of gray
flatness like a piece of lead, but with a faint suggestion of shinmer.

"\What happened?”

"He was coming to replace nme on sentry duty."” Martine edged toward them giving a wi de berth
to the place where the ground had opened. "All of a sudden, as | was wal king away, the earth just

di sappeared in front of ne. No, that's too sinple, it was nore like an entire area of air
and land just . . . changed. Like some kind of invisible field core-sanpled the whole thing." She
was breathing hard, still recovering fromthe shock of her ordeal. T4b pulled the affected armin
close to his body and rocked back and forth as though he held an injured child. "If | hadn't been
blind," Martine continued, "I think I would have just walked into it in the dark, but because
sensed sonet hing was wong | stopped on the edge and struggled for balance. T4b pulled ne aside,
but | think his other hand nust have crossed the plane where the ground and air were stil
changi ng, because he I et out a scream "

"Yes! | heard him" Renie said, renenbering the terrible cry that had woken her

" . . . And when | tried to go to him | stunmbled and rolled over the edge." Martine stopped,
trying to cal mherself.

Reni e shook her head. They'd have to try to figure it out later. "Florinel!" she call ed.
"You're our doctor. W need you right now"

As with everything else in this bizarre and uni que environnent, T4b's injury and the
unexpected nightfall foll owed no normal patterns.

Thei r Goggl eboy conpani on had | ost his hand, but as far as anyone could tell, only its virtua
anal ogue: T4b still felt a hand at the end of his wist (although he said it felt " _sayee lo_
max," and described it as feeling "all electricity") even though no one else could feel it, and it
did not seemto exist as far as the environment was concerned either. After the initial shock
there was no pain, and the gray space at the end of his wist where the anputati on had occurred
retained its faint gleam Watever the earth-holl owi ng effect had been, inspection proved that it
had al so renoved a segnent of Martine's baggy clothing as neatly as a swipe froma | aser-scal pel

Al t hough they huddled long talking it over before they eventually went back to sleep, the

darkness was still present when the |ast of them awakened, and Reni e anong others began to think
that they were in for a night at |east as long as the gray twilight of their first days in the
pl ace.

"And we cannot even guess how long this next part is going to |ast,
"because we m ght have missed the first six nonths of that gray light."
"I'"'mfrightened!" Al though she had played a surprisingly brave part in Martine's rescue, Emly

Fl orimel pointed out,

had quickly reverted to her status as the group's official malcontent. "I want to go away from
here now. | hate this place!l"

"I don't want to seemto be taking advantage of a bad situation," Renie said, "but | think we
shoul d vote again. The dark is bad enough--we'll be out of this imtation firewod soon, and it
won't be fun looking for nore--but if pieces are just dropping out of the environnent. "

Marti ne nodded. "I cannot hel p wonderi ng what woul d have happened to ne if | had wal ked into
that space before it took poor T4b's hand. Wuld | still exist? Wuld ny virtual body be gone, but
my mind still be trapped online somehow, a kind of ghost?" The idea seened to trouble her deeply.

"It does no good to think of it," Florimel said. "But there is no need for argunent, Renie--
not as far as | am concerned. This place has won your argument for you. We nust |eave."”

"If we _can_ leave,” Martine pointed out. She seened both snaller and | ess renpte, as though
the brush with possible oblivion had changed her. "Don't forget, it was never anything but an idea
of Renie's, that we might find our way out of this place without the Grail Brotherhood s object."

Renie stared at the textured senitransparencies of the firelight. "If needing and wanting to
get out will make it easier, then it definitely just got _rmuch_ easier."
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"It is no use." ! Xabbu sounded as dispirited as Renie had ever heard him Wat nust have been
hours had passed, and he and Martine had tried everything they could inmagine, even going so far as
to make all the conpany |ink hands around the fire and concentrate on the idea of a gol den-shining
gateway--Florinmel had scornfully called it a "seance"--all to no effect. "You have put your trust
in me, Renie, you and the others, but | have failed you."

"Don't be silly, !Xabbu," Martine said. "No one has failed anyone."

He touched her armwith his long fingers, a gesture of appreciation for her kindness, then
wal ked a short distance away and crouched with his back to the fire, a tiny, mournful figure.

"The problemis that there is no way for ! Xabbu and me to explain to each other what we know, "
Martine quietly told Renie. "He and | . . . touched before, sonehow, when we were all apart, but
it was through the gateway the Brotherhood' s object had al ready opened. Neither of us can use
words to say what we felt, what we learned. W are like two scientists who do not have any comon
| anguage--the barrier is too great to share our discoveries."”

Fl ori mel shook her head glumy. "W should sleep. In a while, if it is still dark, | will try
to find nore firewood."

Reni e | ooked at T4b, who was sl eepi ng now, exhaustion and shock having finally outworn the
adrenaline; Emly also had taken refuge in unconsciousness. She tried to think of sonething
optimstic to say but couldn't; she had not dared to consider what m ght happen if they could not
reopen the gateway. A wave of unhappi ness and fear swept through her. Even worse was the sight of
her friend ! Xabbu | ooki ng so defeated. She nade her way across the untrustworthy ground toward
him When she reached his side she had still not thought of any useful words, so she sat beside
himand took his small hand in hers.

After a long silence, !Xabbu abruptly said, "Many, many years ago there was another with ny
nane. He was one of ny people, and he was called Dream the same as ny parents named ne, after the
dreamthat is dreaming us." He paused as if Renie mght respond, but she could feel nothing except
a pai nful, heavy congestion around her heart and did not trust herself to speak.

"He was a prisoner, as ny father becane a prisoner," ! Xabbu continued. "I know his words not
because nmy own peopl e renenbered them but because he came to know one of the few Europeans who
studi ed nmy people's ways. One day this white scholar asked ny nanesake why he was so unhappy al
the tine, why he sat quiet, with his face in shadow. And the nman called Dreamtold him 'l am
sitting, waiting for the noon to turn back, so that | mght return to the place of my people and
hear their stories.'

"At first the scholar thought Dream was speaki ng of going back to his famly, and he asked him

where they were, but Dreamsaid, 'l amwaiting for the stories that cone froma distance, for a
story is like the wind--it cones fromfar away, but we feel it. The people here do not possess ny
stories. They do not speak things that speak to ne. | amwaiting until | can turn around in ny

path, until the nmoon turns back, and |I am hoping that someone on the path behind ne, soneone who
knows ny stories, will speak a story | can hear on the wind--that listening | can turn around in
the path . . . and that ny heart will find a way hone.

"That is how |l feel, Renie--as that man al so naned Dreamfelt. It cane to me when | did ny
dance that | should not try to be sonmething | amnot, but nust do as my people do, think as ny
people think. But it has made ne lonely. This world does not seemto nme a place where | can
understand the stories, Renie." He slowy shook his head, dark eyes |idded.

H s words pierced her. Her eyes filled with tears. "You have friends in this world," she said,
stumbling a little on the words. "People who care for you very nuch.”

He squeezed her hand. "I know. But even the friends of ny heart cannot always feed the Geater
Hunger . "

Anot her |ong silence crept by. Renie heard Martine and Florinmel speaking softly a few neters
away, but the words seened neani ngl ess, so nuch did she long for sonething to ease the small nman's
sorrow. "I . . . | love you, !Xabbu," she said at last. The words seened quite stark, hanging in
t he darkness. She didn't know what she neant, and was suddenly frightened of something she could
not entirely identify. "You are ny best and closest friend."

He rested his furry head agai nst her shoulder. "And | |ove you, Renie. Even the sharpest pains
of nmy heart are | ess when you and | are together."

The nonent seened difficult to Renie. He had taken it so calmy, so matter-of-factly, that she
alnost felt insulted, even though she herself was not sure how she had nmeant that fateful word.
_But | don't know what he neans by it either, she realized. In a way, we're fromso far apart,
we still hardly know each other. _

Feel i ng awkward, she let go of his hand and touched the rough thing that had been rubbi ng at
her wist. "What's this?"
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"My string." He laughed quietly as he unknotted it. "Your string, | nean, that you gave ne
fromyour boot. A precious gift." H's nood had |ightened, or else out of kindness to her he
pretended that it had. "Wuld you like to see another story told with it? | can bring it back to
the fire."

"Maybe | ater," she said, then hoped she hadn't offended him "I'mtired, ! Xabbu. But | |oved
the stories you made it tell earlier.”
"It can do other things, too. Oh, such a clever piece of string! I can count with it, and even

do nmore difficult things--in some ways, the string gane can be |ike an abacus, you know, telling
many conplicated ideas. . . . " He trailed off.

Reni e was so absorbed in wondering what this latest, confusing interlude between the two of
them m ght nean that she did not realize for a nonent that ! Xabbu was | ost in thought; there was
an even | onger pause before she suddenly understood what it was he was considering. "Ch, ! Xabbu
could you use it that way? Wuld it hel p?"

He was already nmoving on all fours back toward the fire, taking the easier, animl way of
moving in his haste. She felt a twinge of worry at his growing facility w th baboon-novenent, but
it was pushed away by a dangerous upwel ling of hope.

"Martine," he said, "put out your hands. There, like that."

The blind wonan, a little startled, allowed himto arrange her hands with pal ms facing each
other and fingers extended. He quickly looped the string over them then thrust his own fingers in
and noved themrapidly. "This shape is called '"the sun'--the sun in the sky. Do you understand?"

Marti ne nodded sl owy.

"And see, here is 'night." Now, this neans 'far,' and this . . . "near.' Yes?"

Anyone el se, Renie felt sure, would have asked hi mwhat the hell he was tal king about, but
Martine only sat quietly for a nonment, her face distant and distracted, then asked himto do it
again nore slowy. He did, then showed her figure after figure, noving his hands through what
seermed to Renie like a series of sinple pictures, but she knew hi mwell enough to know that this
was only the beginning--the building blocks of the string gane.

After perhaps two hours had passed, ! Xabbu stopped tal king. Martine had fallen silent sone
time earlier. Florinmel and Renie took turns poking up the remains of the fire, nore for their own
cheer than any need of !Xabbu's or Martine's: except for occasional w ggles of her fingers when
she did not understand sonething, or a gentle touch by ! Xabbu when she had made a mi stake, the two
of them were now communi cating entirely through the string.

Reni e awoke froma |ight doze; dreamimages of nets and fences that sonehow | et things out

rather than kept themin were still running in her brain. She could not at first understand what
caused the yellow |light.
_The sun cane back. . . ?_ was the first coherent thought that crossed her mnd, and then she

reali zed what she was seeing. Heart speeding, she clanbered to her feet and hurried to wake
Florinel. Martine and ! Xabbu sat facing each other on the ground, both with their eyes shut,
totally still except for their fingers, which nmoved slowy now in the web of string, as though
maki ng only the nost m nute adjustnents.

"CGet up!" Renie shouted. "It's the gateway, the gateway!"

T4b and Enmily both came clawi ng up from sl eep, amazed and frightened. Renie did not bother to
explain, just urged themto their feet; with Florinel's help she shoved themtoward the shi mering
rectangle of cold fire before going back for Martine and ! Xabbu. For a nonent she hesitated, as
though getting their attention nmight sonehow break the circuit and dism ss the glow ng gate, but
it could not be hel ped. Any escape that did not include ! Xabbu and Martine was not an escape they
coul d take. When she gently shook them they seened to awaken from a dream

"Come on!" she said. "You did it! You brilliant, brilliant people!"

"Before you get too happy,"” Florinel grow ed from besi de the gateway, "renenber that they have
opened a doorway so we can chase a nurderer."

"Florinmel," Renie said as she hel ped Martine toward the golden Iight, "you are absolutely
right. You can be in charge of security on the other side. Now shut up." She watched as the others
st epped through, disappearing one by one into the brilliant Iight. As Martine vani shed, Renie
reached down and took ! Xabbu's hand.

"You did so well," she told him

As she stepped into the gateway, she | ooked back at the odd country that had sheltered t hem
even stranger now in the glaring, flattening light. Sonething noved near the fire--for a nonent
she thought she saw a human shape, but then decided it was just the w nd kicking up sparks.

_But there is no wind here, she renenbered, then the dazzl e enfol ded her
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Nenesis. 2 transitioned fromthe unstabl e appearance of flane to briefly inhabit sonething nore
like the shape of the creatures who had just vanished. As the icon representing the connection-
poi nt through which they had travel ed shi nmered and dw ndl ed, Nenesis.2 prepared to give up shape
altogether, but it still could find no coherent response to the organisnms that had just departed

It had observed them for a number of cycles, far longer than any observation it--or its nore
conpl ete parent--had spent on any other anonaly, and although it had never found the right cues,
the "Xpaul jonasX' cues that would trigger retrieval, still there had been sonething in their
i nfornation-signature that had arrested its interest, kept it rolling through a kind of stasis
| oop. To the extent that Nenesis.2 could be spoken of as having feelings--which would at best be a
grot esque form of anthroponorphism-it should have felt relief that they had released it fromthe
unsati sfying, unresolved situation. But instead, a strong draw on its hunter-killer subroutines
was urging it to followthem to stay near themand study themuntil it had finally decided once
and for all whether to ignore themor renmove themfromthe matri x.

Neresi s. 2 woul d al ready have followed the organisnms and their strangely confusing signatures--
and could at any tinme, since the way they had gone was as clear to it as footprints on new snow
woul d be to a human--but this node itself was anonal ous as well, and nore than that, it was
resonant of the greater anonmaly that had so puzzled and intrigued (again, using human words to
descri be the needs of a sophisticated but unliving piece of code) the original Nenesis device, and
which had led in part to it dimnishing and nultiplying itself, the better to serve nultiple
needs.

Nermesi s. 2, or at least the original version of the program had not been created to hesitate.
That it did so now, torn between i mmedi ate pursuit of the anonal ous organi sns and further
i nvestigation of the anonal ous location in which it found itself, was perhaps indicative of why
some programers, even those who wote code for the prestigious Jericho Teamthat had created
Nenesis, liked to say of the products of their inagination and |abor, "Just because you can tel
it what to do doesn't nmean you can tell it what to do."

Nermesi s. 2 anal yzed, neasured, and anal yzed again. It considered, in its cold way. A drift of a
fewintegers, and it decided. Because it did not think, even if it had been told that it had begun
a course of action that would ripple out fromthis nmoment and change the universe forever, it
coul d not have under st ood.

Even if it could have understood, it would not have cared.

CHAPTER 5
Touri st in Mudrikhor

NETFEEDY NEWS: Anot her House Col | apse Bl aned on Nanot ech

(visual: Chinmoy famly canping in front yard)

VO The Chinoy famly of Bradford, England, are only the | atest who are seeki ng damages agai nst
DDG Ltd. manufacturers of Rid Carpet, a nanomachi ne-based carpet and furniture cl eaner that they
say destroyed their house.

(visual: foundations of Chinoy house)

In anot her blow to the stunbling nanotechnol ogy industry, solicitors for the Chinobys allege that
an inperfection in the Rid Carpet cleaning product allowed the dirt-eating nanonachines to
continue far past the point at which they shoul d have shut thenselves off, and that the tiny
eating nmachines went on to devour the carpet, the floor, the famly cat, and nost of the frame of
their nodest seni detached, which eventually coll apsed.

Chri stabel had discovered that if she held open the little door where the cleaning machi ne cane
out and vacuunmed up all the dirt fromthe floor, she could hear what Momy and Daddy were sayi ng
in the living roomdownstairs.

When she had been really little, not |ike now, she had been scared of the suckbot, which was
her father's nanme for it (which always nade her nother say, "Mke, that's icky.") The way it just
popped out and crawl ed around the roomon its little treads and lifter-legs, red lights blinking
Ii ke eyes, had always made her think of the trapdoor spider she had seen at school. Many nights
she had woken up crying after dreaming that it had cone out and tried to suck the blankets off her
bed. Her nother had explained many tines that it was only a machine, that it only came out to
cl ean, and that when it wasn't vacuunming, it wasn't waiting just on the other side of the little
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door but was at the far end of the duct downstairs, sitting on its base unit, charging.

The idea of the little square machine sitting quietly in the dark, drinking electricity, had
not nade her feel any happier, but sometinmes you just had to | et your parents think that they'd
made t hings better

Now t hat she was a big girl, she knew_ it was just a nachine, and so when she had the idea of
lifting the door to see if she could hear the fight her parents were having, she had hardly been
scared at all. She had poked her head right into the dark place, then after a while she had even
opened her eyes. Her parents' voices sounded far away and netal -y, |ike they were robots
t hemsel ves, which she didn't like, but after she had listened for a while to what they were saying
she al most conpletely forgot about the horrible little box.

" . . . |l don't care, Mke, she had_ to go back to school. It's the law" Her nother had been
shouting earlier, but now she just sounded tired.

"Fine, then. But she's not nobving a step out of this house other than that, and she gets taken
there and picked up afterward."

"Whi ch neans ne, doesn't it?" Christabel's nomy sounded |ike she mght start shouting again.
"I't's bad enough you're never hone these days, but now |'m expected to beconme a jailer for our
child as well. "

"l don't understand you," Daddy told her. "Don't you _care?_ She's having sonme kind of
relationship with a grown man--you heard it yourself! Sonme kind of bizarre softsex thing for al
we know. CQur little girl!"

"W don't know any of that, Mke. She's got those funny glasses, and | heard a voice com ng
out of them saying her nane. S

"And | told you, these are _not_ the standard issue Storybook Sungl asses, Kayl ene. Someone has
nodi fi ed them -sonebody has built some kind of short-range transponder into them"”

"Go ahead and cut ne off. Don't let ne talk. That'll make sure you win the argunent, won't
it?"

Sonet hi ng crashed and gl ass broke. Christabel was so startled and frightened that she bunped
her head on the hinged door, then tried not to nove in case they had heard her. Had Daddy thrown
sonet hi ng? Junped out a wi ndow? She saw soneone do that once on the net--a big man who was bei ng
chased by police. She expected a | ot nore shouting, but when her father spoke he sounded quiet and
sad.

"Ch, Jesus, I'msorry. | didn't even see it there."
"It's just a vase, Mke." It was a little while until her nother said the next thing. "Do we
have to fight about this? O course |'mworried, too, but we can't just . . . arrest her. W don't

really know for certain anything' s wong."
"Sonething's wong, all right." He didn't sound angry anynore either, just tired. Christabe
had to hold her breath to hear what he was saying. "Everything's just gone to hell around here,

honey, and I'mtaking it out on you. I'msorry."

"I still can't believe it--this place is so _safe_, Mke. Like sonething out of an ol d book
Nei ghbor hoods, kids playing in the streets. If we were in Ral ei gh-Durhamor Charlotte Metro, |
woul dn't ever have let her out of ny sight, but . . . but _here !"

"There's a reason it's like this, Kaylene. It's a backwater--all the inportant action's Rm
stuff, on the West Coast or the Sout hwest. This base woul d probably have been cl osed years ago,
except that we had one old man we were supposed to keep an eye on. And he got away. On ny watch
too."

Christabel hated the way her daddy's voi ce sounded now, but she could not stop |istening.

Li stening to your parents like this was |like seeing a picture of someone naked, or watching a
flick you knew you weren't supposed to, with blood and heads being cut off.

"Honey, is it that bad? You never tal k about your work, and | try not to bother you about it
when you're hone--anyway, | knowit's all secret--but you' ve been so upset lately."

"You have no idea. My balls, not to put it too gently, are in a vise. Look, let's say your
job, your _real_ job, not just the day-to-day bullshit, was to nake sure no one robbed a certain
bank. And for years not only didn't anyone rob it, nobody even parked illegally in front of it, so
that everyone thought you had the easiest job in the world. And then one day, when everything
seened just |ike any other day, soneone not only robbed the bank, they took the whol e dam
building. Now, if you were that bank guard, how would _you feel? And what do you think it would
do to your career?"

"Ch, God, Mke." Her nother sounded scared, but she also had that whispery sound when she

wanted to ki ss Daddy, but he was busy doi ng sonmething and wouldn't let her. "I didn't realize it
was that bad. That strange old man. . . ?"
"That ol d bastard, yeah. But | can't tell you any nore, honey--1 really, really can't. But
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this stuff with Christabel is not happening at a good tine, let's put it that way."

There was a | ong quiet.

"So what should we do about our little girl?"

"I don't know." There was a clink of glass. Daddy was picking up whatever he'd broken. "But
I'"mscared to death, and the fact that she won't tell us anything about it makes it worse. 1've
never thought of her as a liar, Kaylene--never thought she would keep a secret |ike that."

"It scares ne too."

"Well, that's why the house arrest. She's not goi ng anywhere w thout one of us around except
to school until we get to the bottomof this. In fact, 1'mgoing to go talk to her again now "

The last thing Christabel heard as she scrambled away fromthe cl eani ng machi ne's door was her
nmot her say, "Go easy on her. Mke. She's just a little girl."

As she lay on the bed with her eyes closed, pretending she was still taking her nap, she could
hear her daddy's footsteps coming up the stairs, _clunp, clunp, clunp_. Sonetinmes, when she was
waiting for himto come up and tuck her in and kiss her good night, she felt alnost |ike the
princess in _Sleeping Beauty , waiting for the handsone prince to get through all the scratchy
thorns. Oher tines it was like being in a haunted house, hearing a nonster get closer and cl oser

He opened the door quietly, then she felt himsit down on the edge of the bed. "Christabel?
Wake up, honey."

She pretended that she was nostly asleep. She could still feel her heart beating fast, as
t hough she had run a | ong way. "What?"

"You | ook very pink," he said, worried. "Are you coning down with sonmething?" He laid his big
hand across her head. It felt cool and hard and very, very heavy.

"I"mokay, | guess." She sat up. She didn't want to | ook at hi mbecause she knew he was giving
her a Serious Look
"Look, Christabel, honey, | want you to understand sonmething. Al of this about the Storybook

Sungl asses--your nmonmy and | aren't angry at you because we think you're bad, we're upset because
we're worried. And it nmakes us very unhappy when you won't tell us the truth.™

"I know, Daddy." She still didn't want to | ook at him not because she was scared, but because
she knew i f she saw his face she would start crying.

"So why won't you just tell us what's going on? If you have a friend your own age and you're
just playing around, changing your voices or sonmething, we won't be angry. But if it's someone
grown-up--well, then we need to know about it. Do you understand?"

She nodded. His fingers touched her chin and lifted her face until she had to look at him his
big wide face, his tired eyes, the bristly whiskers. It was the whiskers--Daddy _al ways_ shaved
every norning, except on Saturday, and sonetines he shaved twice in a day if he and Mormy were
going out to dinner--that nmade her stomach swi m around and her face get hot all over again.

"Has soneone touched you? Has anyone done anything to you?"

"N-no." Christabel began to cry. "No, Daddy!"

"Just talk to me, kiddo. Just tell ne what's going on with those gl asses.”

She tried to answer, but at first could only nake sucking noises |ike the vacuum There was
snot coning out of her nose, so she tried to wipe it away with her sleeve. Her daddy pulled a
tissue out of the Zoomer Zizz box and gave it to her. Wen she could talk, she said, "I can't tel
you. It's a secret, and. . . . " She shook her head because she couldn't explain. Everything was
so terrible, everything. Mster Sellars was with that bad, scary boy, and she couldn't get away
even to explain to himthat her parents had the sungl asses, and because she was |ying she was
meki ng her nommy and daddy so sad, and her daddy |ooked so tired. . . . "I can't.”

For a nonent, she thought he was going to get angry again |ike he had the first night--that he
m ght yell or break some of her toys, the way he'd thrown Prince Pikapik against a wall and
smashed up his insides so now the otter would only walk in little linping circles. But the red in
his cheeks was very bright, as bright as when he and Captain Ron had too many drinks and said
thi ngs about the cheerleader girls on the wallscreen that nmade Christabel feel funny and nervous.

"All right." He stood up. "This isn't the Mddle Ages, Christabel, or even thirty years ago--
I"mnot going to give you the kind of snmacking ny daddy used to give ne when | wouldn't own up to

the truth. But you will_tell us where you got those, and you won't go out to play, or watch the
wal | screen, or go to Seawall Center, or any of the things you like to do--we'll keep you hone
until high school, if we have to--until you stop playing these stupid ganes."

He went out and shut the door behind him Christabel started crying again.

The man who stood gl owering before himwas so |arge that he bl ocked nost of the light in a tavern
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roomthat did not have nuch to spare. Tattoos covered his face and nost of his visible skin, and
smal | ani mal bones were knotted in his bushy beard. He raised a hand like a bear's paw and set it
on the table, which creaked audibly.

"I am Grognug the Unl ovable," he runbled, "slayer of the ogre Vaxirax and several other
nmonsters nearly as infanmous. | nmake it nmy business to kill at |east one man every day with nmy bare
hands, just to stay in practice. | give preference to those who sit on ny personal stool w thout
asking." Teeth that had clearly never undergone any process as effem nate as brushing could not be
said to flash; instead, they nade a brief and nobssy appearance. "And who are _you_, little man?"

"My . . . ny nane is Ka-turr of Rhanzee," the other stammered, "swordsman for hire. | am.

a stranger here, and do not know. . . . "

"It is good to hear your name before |I yank off your head," Grognug interrupted, "so that the
bards will be able to add today's victimto the long list. The bards keep very close track of ny
career, you see, and they are sticklers for detail." Gognug's breath was expertly rendered, and
expl ained the rest of his fatalistic soubriquet: the VR scent-effect woul d have convi nced al npst
anyone that they were standi ng downwi nd from sun-warnmed road-kill.

"Heh." Ka-turr slid his stool back. "Actually, | was just |eaving."

Ten seconds later Catur Ransey was sitting splay-legged in the shadow street outside,
| aughter still echoing fromthe door behind him Even he had to adnit that his swift exit, ending
ina pratfall, had probably been worth a chuckle or two. "Jesus!" he said. "What is it with this
pl ace? That's the third bar |'ve been chucked out of!"

_"First off,"_ said the voice in his ear, _"it's a tavern, not a bar. You gotta get this stuff

straight, that's part of the problem Everyone always picks on the virgins."_

"I told you I should have been sonething else instead of a sword fighter--a thief, or a
wi zard, or sonething. A nedieval accountant, naybe. Just because |'mpretty tall and |'ve got this
jumbo can opener hanging off ny belt, everyone keeps picking fights with ne."

_"Yeah, but this way if you find a fight you can't run away from at |east you got a chance of
survivin' it,"_ Beezle pointed out in his th|ck Brookl yn dialect. "And at the rate you' re goin',
you'll find one of those pretty soon.

Ranmsey pi cked hinsel f up and dust ed off the knees and seat of his heavy wool breeks. Hs
sword, which he had not yet dared to draw fromits scabbard, thunped against his thigh. Not only
had its dangling bulk already proved a problem when running away frombar fights, it had sone
bi zarre nane which he had al ready forgotten

"What's this thing called again? Sl amhanger or Hansl ammer or sonet hi ng?"

Beezl e sighed, a disenbodied Jimny Cricket floating in Ransey's ear. _"It's called
Sl ayhammer. It cones fromthe Tenple of the Wiiling God, in your honme country of Rhanzee, beyond
the borders of the Mddle Country. How do you ever keep track of your |egal stuff? You got a
menory |ike a sieve, buddy."

"I make notes. | sit at a desk and talk to nmy office system | have paralegals. | don't
usual Iy have to crawl through the stinking gutters of the ancient city of Margarine to do ny
research.”

_"Madri khor. You know, if you want ne to Iaugh at your jokes, you should turn up ny
conversational sensitivity a little so |l'd get 'emfaster.

Ramsey scowl ed, but could not help being a tiny bit anused by what a conplete and utter
di saster this was turning out to be. "Nah. You nmight as well save your energy for finding ne
sonepl ace new to get beat up."

Comi ng here had seenmed an obvious idea at first, especially when nost of the initial |eads,
all so promising, had proved thenselves to be little better than mirages, receding and then fading
as he approached. Beezle had nade nuch information avail able about Orlando's |ast few nonths, but
trying to follow up on any of it had been surprisingly difficult. The TreeHouse people, in part
because of their own tragedy--several children of network users struck down at the sane tineg,
apparently with Tandagore's Syndrone--rebuffed all of Ransey's quiet overtures. Snelling a
| awsui t, perhaps, none of the engineers at Indigo Gear would adnit even talking to an Ol ando
Gardi ner, although one of the recruiting officers adnitted having given hima schol arshi p. Ransey
had a feeling that were it not for the possible disastrous publicity of welshing on a deal with a
kid in a coma, Indigo would already have w thdrawn that schol arship and wi ped all records off the
books.

The | ast and best hope for information about Olando's recent activities had been the Mddle
Country, but even here dead ends abounded. After requests to exam ne network records had been net
with a polite but unm stakabl e go-slow policy, such that finding what he wanted the normal way
woul d have taken a couple of years, he was forced to begin a search fromthe inside. But not only
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had his entry into the simwrld made himfeel at |least as stupid as he had feared it would, it had
made himfeel stupid in some ways he hadn't even anticipated, as his sore tail bone now attested.

Beezl e had first taken himto what had once been the site of Senbar Flay's magical tower, but
the buil ding was gone now, renpved from what according to Beezl e had been pernmanent non-status on
the Mddle Country's books. Testinmony to the speed of virtual urban renewal, another w zard's
castle already stood in its place, a small, jewel ed fantasy of Moorish mnarets. _Attractive
starter chateau for sorcerers, Ransey had inmagined the real estate listing. There were even
runors of a sentry-djinn guarding the prenises, which the I awer had no intention of trying to
prove or disprove. It was clear there was nothing to learn fromthis particular site. The child
who had once played the wizard's character was still in the sanme place--on |ife-support in a
Fl orida hospital--but as far as the Mddle Country was concerned, Senbar Flay was now history.

A ride into the distant Catspine Muntains that used al nost a week of his pathetically sparse
personal time furthered Ramsey's run of disasters. Xalisa Thol's mound, the place where Beezle
said the whol e thing had begun, was gone, too. The local inhabitants tal ked nervously about the
night it had di sappeared, of a blizzard of ice that had kept everyone indoors and the snow wol ves
that had nade it seema good idea not to hurry out right after the storm ended.

So Ransey had returned to Madri khor, hoping to turn up sonething the ol d-fashi oned way. In
real life he had wal ked into some of the ugliest neighborhoods of Washi ngton and Bal ti nore seeking
information in personal injury cases, so how bad could playing gunshoe in a virtual fairy tale be?

Wrse than he had expected, as it turned out. Even the nost unpleasant inhabitants of the
Edwi n Meese Gardens housi ng project had never tried to shove a basilisk into Ransey's codpiece.

He was in a small, down-at-the-heels tavern nanmed The Reaver's Posset, finishing his cup of
mead (and counting his lucky stars that he had not invested nore in the taste-sinulation aspects
of his gear) when a figure lurched up to his carefully chosen seat in one of the darker corners.
It had been a long, frequently painful day, and the Posset was in one of the dingier neighborhoods
of Madri khor, so when the stranger stopped before himand then another unfamliar figure stepped
in beside the first, Ramsey sighed and braced hinself for another thrashing.

"Ho!" said the taller of the two, a nuscular, square-jawed fellow with a | ong nustache. "W
hear that you seek information."

"And we have information to sell, forsooth," said his conpanion, a wiry little orange-haired
man, a nonent later. There was sonething oddly simlar about their voices, although the little
man's was a bit higher.

"Ch?" Ransey tried not to show any interest. In a city full of people playing el aborate ganes,
not hi ng woul d have surprised himless than someone wanting to take some of his nopney, but nothing
woul d have surprised himnore than getting sonething useful in return. "Wat makes you think this
i nformati on of yours is sonmething | want to pay for?"

"Gadzooks, and have you not been asking all over the Adventurer's Quarter for tidings of
Thargor, the dark one?" said the large fellow. "WelIl, forsooth, it is Bel mak the Buccaneer and his
conpani on, the Red Wasel, who stand before you. W can help you."

There was a pause, then the little one piped up, "For gold, of course."

"Of course." Ransey nodded gravely. "G ve ne an idea of what you know and | will give you an
i dea of what | might pay." He was feeling |less worried about a thrashing now, although he was
still fairly certain his tinme was being wasted. |If the real people behind these com c-opera
swashbuckl ers turned out to be even of driving age, he would be very surprised.

"W will take you to soneone who can tell you where Thargor is," said the Red Wasel, w nking
rogui shly. He appeared to hurt hinmself doing so, or perhaps a cinder fromthe fire blewinto his
eye, because he spent the next few nonents alternately blinking and rubbing at it. Wen he had
finished, his conpanion abruptly sprang into novenent, as though he had been waiting for sone cue.

"You nust follow us, yea and verily," the nmustached fell ow announced. "Fear not that harmw ||
conme to you, because you have the word of Bel nak, who has never yet played a nan false,"

_"What do you think, Beezle?" Ransey subvocalized. "It's the first |ead we've had since
we' ve been here. You ever heard of either of these guys?'_

_"Don't think so, but people change characters around here sonetines.”"_ The invisible bug
seenmed to be thinking it over. "Mght as well try it. I'Il just cross-file the information on

every-thing we've done so far today, so that if we have to drop off, we don't need to redo a bunch
of stuff next tinme."_

"Very well," Ransey said out |loud. "Lead on. But no tricks." It was al nost inpossible not to
fall into the b-flick nelodrama of the place.

Ei ther both Bei mak and the Red Weasel were nmuch the worse for drink or they cane from sone
di stant place where the ground was quite a different shape, because neither of them could wal k

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (53 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:31 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

particularly well. They were also conpletely silent, and as they | ed Ransey through the slick
cobbl ed alleys of the Adventurer's Quarter beneath a light drizzle, he tried to figure out what
was bot hering hi mabout the two of them

"I confess that | do not recogni ze your nanes, noble heroes,

he said. "Perhaps you could tel

me sonet hing of yourselves. | fear | ama stranger here."

Bel nak the Buccaneer wal ked three nore steps, then turned back to Ranmsey. Hi s conpanion
staggered on a few nore paces before stopping, like a nman carrying a bowing ball in each trouser
leg. Oddly, he did not turn as Bel mak spoke.

"We are fanmous not just in Madrikhor, but in Qest and Sul yaban as well, and all the cities
that | ook upon the Great Ccean. Fanpbus." He fell abruptly silent.

"W have had nany adventures, forsooth," the Red Wasel added, still facing in the other

direction. He and Bel mak then resumed their uneven progress.

_"Beezle, what's with these guys?"_Ranmsey whi spered.

_"lI don't think it's 'guys,' buddy,"_the bug answered. _"I think it's 'guy.' Like, one person
trying to run two sins--and without very good gear." _

_"Is that why he's having so nuch trouble maki ng them both wal k?"_ Ransey felt a | augh begin
to bubbl e inside him

_"That ain't all--you notice they can't walk and talk at the sane tinme either?"_

It was too nmuch. A great huff of anmusement al nost doubl ed hi mup, and he found hinself
struggling not to dissolve conpletely into giggles. Like mechanical figures on a nedieval clock
tower, Belnmak and the Red Wasel turned slowy to face him

"Why dost thou be | aughing?" asked the Red Wasel

"N-nothing," Ransey said, wheezing. "I just renenbered a joke."

"CGadzooks, then," said Belmak. "Verily," he added. Wth a |ast suspicious |ook, he turned back
around. The Red Weasel followed suit, then they both set off once nore, awkward as toddlers in
snowsui ts. Ransey anbled after them w ping at his eyes, still in danger of collapsing back into
gi ggles, and so was not aware of the stone horse trough standing in the road until he smacked it
with his knee.

As Ransey hopped and swore, Bel nak paused to observe. "It is a dangerous city, Madrikhor," he
comment ed

"Yes," the Red Weasel agreed a nonment |ater. "Forsooth."

After following the two adventurers for over an hour, at an incredi bly slow pace that Ranmsey
felt sure he could have inproved on wal ki ng backward, their odd inability seenmed nowhere near as
charm ng. Catur Ransey found hinself fighting irritation with every plodding step

_Just ny luck this Gardiner kid wasn't into science fiction. Wiy couldn't he have been
obsessed with some scenario where everyone had little personal atomic rocket-cars or sonething?_

As m dni ght approached, the city was no less lively than during the daylight hours, but had
merely taken on a different kind of life. In a virtual world full of thieves, nurderers, and
practitioners of black magic, and with many of themthe alter egos of people who were up past
their bedtimes, it was no surprise if Madrikhor changed as darkness fell from faux-Medieval
heartiness to febrile nmock-Gothic. It was hard to find a shadowy spot w thout sonmeone hiding in
it, a dark corner where someone was not conducting a transaction or a betrayal just beyond the
gl ow of the streetlanp. The shapes that hurried past along the windy streets wore bill ow ng
cl oaks, but the outlines that could be seen were fantastical, and many of the eyes glinting from
deep hoods shone with a light that did not seem particularly hunan.

_It's more like Hall oween than anything el se, _ Ransey thought. _Like Hall oween every night of
the year._ Although he was tired and beginning to get cranky, he could not entirely di sapprove.
One of the few consistent things about his chil dhood had been the holidays, which had a certain
sameness no matter where his famly had celebrated them Sonetines they had been living in an
actual nei ghborhood instead of on a mlitary base, and those Hal |l oneens had been the best of all.

A dark, cape-flapping figure | eaped across the alley above his head, fromone rooftop to
anot her, and he suddenly ni ssed those Hal |l oweens, the happy terror of well-known streets gone dark
and nysterious, of faniliar faces made strange by masks and nmakeup. He found hinself wi shing he
had been nore interested in things |like role-playing when he was a kid, that he had found a pl ace
like the Mddle Country when he had still had the trick of imersive belief. Now he could only be
a tourist. Like Wendy and her siblings growing up and | osing Never-Never Land, he had gone beyond
the point where he could get back, but he could cone close enough to feel sonething of |oss.

If The Reaver's Posset had been in one of Madrikhor's |ess prepossessing nei ghborhoods, it was
a beauty spot conpared to the place Bel mnak and the Wasel now |l ed him They were not even truly in
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the city anynore, but had wandered out into a kind of extended poverty-village, mles |ong, whose
houses appeared to be built of the flinsiest and | east valuable materials, and which huddl ed
agai nst each other like the cells of a beehive soneone had sat on

_"What the hell is this, Beezle?"_ he whispered. "Were are we now?" _

_"Hangtown. Ol ando didn't cone here nuch."_

_"It's a ghetto!" _

_"That's what you get with |aissez-faire econonies, even the imaginary kind." _

Ramsey blinked, wondering if he had di scovered a socialist bias in Beezle's programming. _"It
i s dangerous?" _
_"As far as this ganeworld goes," the bug replied, "what isn't? But yeah, it's not rea
ni ce. Zonbies, dark kobolds, lots of thieves and cutthroats down on their luck, of course. | think

they have sone kind of a werewolf problemout near the dunp, too."_

Ramsey nmade a face and quietly drew Slanheller or whatever it was called out of its scabbard

Bel mak paused | ong enough to deliver the message, "Fear not, we are alnpost there."

"Yea," added his conpanion, "and verily." They both sounded out of breath.

Beezl e's remark about werewol ves cane back as it becane nore and nore clear to Ransey that he
was being led to what could only be the aforenentioned dunp, a nountain of rubbish with severa
dependent foothills that covered the equival ent of several city blocks in the niddl e of Hangtown.
Fires snol dered everywhere, nost of them spontaneous ignitions in the rubbish. The nedieval trash
was genuinely dispiriting, even for a virtual environnent, the preponderant articles being mck
and bones and broken pots. Except for a few figures scavengi ng anong the piles, barely visible
even by the red light of the Iow flanmes, the area was deserted; Ransey could see no reason he
shoul d be brought to such a pl ace.

He lifted the sword whose name he coul d never renenber. "Is this an anmbush or sonething? If
so, | wish you would have pulled it off a few niles back and saved us all this wal king."
"No . . . anbush," said the Red Weasel, clearly even nore wi nded than Ransey. "The pl ace

lies yonder." The red-haired man pointed to a dark clunp at the base of one of the rubbish hills;
from Ransey's perspective it |ooked |ike just another pile of trash, but as he squinted he saw
sonmet hing noving in front of it, dimy outlined by fireglow He lifted the sword before himand
began marchi ng across the spongy ground. Bel mak and his snmall conpanion could not keep up the pace
and fell behind; within nonments they were barely visible.

The clunp turned out to be a cottage, if a word so often used in fairy tales could be applied
to a structure that was little nore than a shed made of old boards and chunks of broken stone.
Rags stuffed in the cracks to keep out the wi nd, or perhaps the ubiquitous dirty snoke, gave it
the appearance of a doll losing its stuffing. Standing in the opening (which would have been the
doorfrane if there had been a door) was a tall figure wearing, as did so many in this city, a long
bl ack cloak with a hood.

Rarmsey strode determ nedly toward this apparition. He'd been online about two hours | onger
than he'd planned already, his feet were hurting, and if he waited nuch | onger he was going to
m ss even the chance to get take-out food fromthe place downstairs. It was tinme to get sone
answers and then, if this new venture was as pointless as he suspected, get out of the simwrld.

"So here | am" he said to the silent shape. "Tweedl e-dum and Tweedl e-dee are back there a

ways, but they'll be conming up before long. |'ve wal ked a damm long way for this, so who are you
and what informati on have you got to sell?"

For a long nonment the dark figure was statue-still. "You forget yourself," it said then, the
voi ce deep and inpressive. "No one speaks thusly to the great enchanter . . . _Dreyra Jarh_!" The
stranger threw his arns up in the air; as the sleeves billowed around | ong, pale hands, |ightning

turned the entire Hangtown dunp into a flash-photograph. Thunder expl oded overhead, naking Catur
Ransey's ears pop

In the pinwheeling dark after the bright Iight, Ranmsey made a dizzy try at finding his
bal ance, managing it finally by using the sword in his hand as the third leg of the tripod. His
initial alarmwas ebbing swiftly. "Yeah, that's pretty good,"” he said aloud. He could not see well
enough yet to nmake out his adversary, so he hoped he was facing in the right direction. "And that
was probably a pretty expensive trick--probably cost you a nonth's allowance, or a few weeks
worth of running around here collecting bonus points or whatever. But if you had nore than one or
two tricks like that, | don't think you' d be out here in the middl e of nowhere, now would you?
You'd have a place like that big old wi zard's castle | saw the other day."

Dreyra Jarh paused, then slowy pulled back his hood, exposing a shaved head and a long thin
face of corpselike whiteness. "Ckay, Gardiner, you win. Let's talk."

_Gardi ner?_ Ransey was about to explain, then thought better of it. "Yeah, let's talk."
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The house of Dreyra Jarh, Ransey deci ded, was probably one of the few realistic exanpl es of
actual Medieval Living to be found in all of the Mddle Country. The anbi ence was not inproved by
the dried, flattened cakes of nmanure which the enchanter used to keep his fire stoked, but under
the circunstances such fuel nade sense: this was not a society which would have paper or even wood
to throw away. He hoped it was not al so an onmen about the quality of Dreyra Jarh's information.

Perhaps in a last effort at one-upsmanship, the enchanter had settled onto the only seat in
the one-room shanty, a tall but rickety stool, |eaving Ransey to settle on the floor--or nore
precisely, on the flat, pounded earth. The firelight revealed a tiny, spade-shaped beard of sky-
blue on the end of Dreyra Jarh's chin, a foppish detail that suggested he had once seen better
days, or at l|east that the person behind the character |avished nore time on his groonmng than his
hone furni shings.

_"Beezle,"_ Ransey nurnured wi thout noving his lips, _"have you ever heard of this guy? Wy
does he think I'm Ol ando?" _

_"Heard of hinP Hell, yeah, |1've heard of him He and Thargor have had nore run-ins than you
could count, but he used to be doin' a lot better than this. He used to have a whole country,

y' know? Like, he owned it. That's when he was the W zard-Ki ng of Andarwen. But he lost that to

sonme denon in a dice gane. The last tinme Thargor bunped into him he still had a big old estate,
and everything on it--servants, pack of hounds, you nane it--was nade out of living glass."
Beezl e considered for a nonment. _"1'd say he's had sonme hard tines since then."_

Ramsey coul d not suppress a snort. _"l guess so."_

"You _are_ Orlando Gardiner, aren't you?" The enchanter, for all his bony, hardened | ook
sounded al nost plaintive. He had a slight accent, sonmething Catur Ranmsey couldn't quite put his

finger on. "I'll put a Table of Judgnent seal on everything that happens in this roomif you want.
Duppi ng not, swear | won't tell. But | need to know "

Ranmsey hesitated, but he knew that even after weeks of investigation, he could not lie
convi nci ngly enough about this environment to pull off the deception. "No, I'mnot. |'ve just been

aski ng around about his character, Thargor."
"Damm!" Dreyra Jarh stood up and stanped in frustration. "Locking nother of utternpst dam it
al !
"So that's why you brought ne out here?" Ransey asked when the other had calned a little.
"Just because you thought | was Ol ando Gardi ner?"
"Yes," said the wizard sullenly. "Sorry." The apol ogy didn't sound very convinci ng.
After wal king a half-dozen virtual mles through some of the | east charm ng sights that
Madri khor had to offer, Ransey was not going to be put off so easily. "What did you want to say to
hi "
The thin face turned suspicious. "Nothing."
"Look, I"'mnot just interested in Thargor, I'minterested in Olando Gardiner, too. I'm
wor king for his fanmily--doing sone investigating."
"Wirking for his famly? Wy?"

"First off, I'mthe one asking questions--and here's why." Ransey took a clinking purse out of
his tunic. He had only planned to nmake it stretch through another couple of fact-finding nssions,
anyway. "I'Ill give you this if you help ne out. Al of it--twenty gold enperors."”

"I nperials.” But the wizard who had once ruled an entire nation was obviously interested.
"Just to talk to you?"

"As long as you're reasonably interesting." Ransey set the noney-sack beside his knee. _"Tell
me if he says anything obviously fal se, Beezle, will you?"_ he nurmured. Al oud, he asked, "Wy did
you want to talk to Ol ando Gardi ner?"

Dreyra Jarh settled back onto his stool, |long hands draped in his lap. "Well, he's been around
along tine, like ne. W' ve been enemnies, kind of. "

"Enem es?" Catur raised an eyebrow

"Not in real life! Just here. In the Mddle Country. W' ve had sone big contests, seen? |'ve

tried to destroy him he's tried to destroy ne. W've never sixed each other, but we've gone back
and forth, each won a few "

_"That's a lie right there, buddy," Beezle said loyally. "Olando never lost to this guy at
anyt hing."_

" But then he got toasted by sonme | ow grade sport denon, and the Table denied his
appeal , and he was gone."

Ransey nodded. Accurate so far, to the extent it mattered. "And?"

"And there were all kinds of runors that before he left, he was asking about sone golden city--
sonet hi ng nobody in MC had ever heard of before. But then he was gone, seen? So | never found out

for posdef what the ups were."
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At nmention of the golden city Ramsey grew very still. The sullen noises of the fire seened
unnaturally |l oud, the rundown hovel even smaller than it had been

"Then | found this jewel thing," Dreyra Jarh continued. "One of ny zonbie mnions brought it
to ne fromwhere they were excavating for ne at the site of the |ost Cataconbs of Perinyum Zonbie
m ni ons don't care about jewels or that kind of thing--they nake pretty good workers. Then, when
exanmned it, it kind of . . . | don't know, opened up. '

"Yes?" It was hard to keep the excitenent out of his voice. "So. . . ?"

Bef ore the enchanter could resunme, Ransey was jolted by Beezle's voice in his ear again.

_"Hey, buddy, there's sonmeone coming. . . !"_

Ranmsey clinbed to one knee, trying to drag his sword free of the scabbard, a far trickier
procedure than was apparent in adventure stories. He was still struggling to disentangle the hilt
fromthe folds of his tunic when Bel nak the Buccaneer and his conpani on the Red Weasel appeared in
t he doorway, wheezing in perfect unison

"Gadzooks!" Bel mak appeared to feel this was enough to state their case; he resumed struggling
to catch his breath. After |ong nonents had passed, the Red Wasel | ooked up beside him

"The stranger noves . . . like the wind!" The Wasel made a broad gesture, trying to show how
wi ndi |y Ransey had out paced them and how nanfully they had struggled to keep up

The corpse-ski nned enchanter wiggled his fingers inpatiently. "That's fine. W're tal king.
Lock it and rocket, okay?"

Bel nak stared. "What?"

"You heard nme, go on. Wiy don't you go down to Ye Tavern and wait for ne."

"W just got herel”

"It won't kill you. Go on."

Bel mak and the Red Weasel |ooked like it might indeed kill them In a sudden fit of synpathy,
Ranmsey took a coin fromhis purse that he was pretty sure was smaller than an Inperial and flipped
it to the Red Weasel, who al nost caught it. Sonewhat nollified, the adventurers recovered the coin
and went clunping back out into a night Iit by garbage-fueled fires.

"You can't use zonbie mnions for _everything_," an enbarrassed Dreyra Jarh said by way of
explanation. "And I'"'ma bit short of resources lately. "

"Just finish the story. You found a gem"

The enchanter wove a tale nuch |ike what Ranmsey knew of Ol ando's. He had been obsessed by the
golden city, so different had it been from anything el se he had ever seen in the M ddle Country,
and so positive was he that it signified sone quest that only the elite players would have a hope
of successfully pursuing. But the quest had been fruitless, and he had exhausted every option both
within the simwrld and outside, in RL, trying to track the place down. He had used his position
as one of the Mddle Country's paranount enchanters to turn the simwrld upside down, searching
everywhere, questioning everyone, nounting expeditions to every dimy-renmenbered bit of virtua
archaeology in the entire game environment.

"I't broke ne," he explained sadly. "After a while | was spending Inmperials | didn't even have.
But | didn't find it |I kept thinking that naybe Ol ando did, that that's how come he went off the
system but | couldn't get in touch with him" The wi zard tried to make his voi ce casual, and
failed. "So . . . so did he?"

Ramsey was hal f-1ost in thought, trying to put pieces into a recogni zabl e shape. "Hmm? D d he
what ?"

"Did he find the city, man?"

"I don't know. " After a few nore questions, Ranmsey stood up, irritated to discover that even
sitting down for too long in a virtual environment could prove just as unconfortable as in rea
life. He tossed the pouch into Dreyra Jarh's lap. "You nust have information on sone of the

resources you used," he suggested. "Research trails, |ike that?"
"Huh?"
"Just . . . records of things you did, trying to find the city."
"l guess." The enchanter was counting his earnings. It was clear that while he was happy to

have the noney, he wasn't going to be able to buy his country back with it, or even hire too nmany
nore zonbi e m ni ons.

"Tell you what," Ranmsey said, "If you |l et me have access to all your records, strictly
privately, I'Il arrange to get you a lot nore than that bag of funny-noney." He tried to figure
out the true age of Dreyra Jarh's role-player. "How about a thousand credits? Real -world noney.
That ought to buy you a lot of spells. And maybe you coul d even get sone decent gear for that poor
guy runni ng those Bel nak and Wasel sins."

"You want to give ne . . . noney? To see what's on ny systenP"

"I"'ma |awer. You can work it however you want to--a contract, anything. But yes, | want
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access to everything you did. And do you still have the golden city or the gen®"
Dreyra Jarh snorted. "Chance not. Wwole thing went pffftt._ Gone. Ate a little hole in ny
storage, too, like it had never been there at all. You'll see.”

Bef ore he remenbered that he could sinply drop offline, Catur Ransey had wal ked a fair
di stance back al ong the edge of the vast rubbi sh nmounds. He was caught up in his thoughts, aware
of little except the possible significance of what he'd just |earned.

What ever had happened to Orl ando had happened to others, too. But for sone reason it hadn't
gone as far with all of them The kid playing Dreyra Jarh was flat broke and not very happy about
it, but he sure wasn't comatose.

Ranmsey found hinself standing a few hundred yards froma shack only slightly |larger and nore
inviting than the enchanter's hovel. The sign sw ngi ng above the entrance proclainmed it Ye Tavern
at the Dunp. Two faniliar faces stood in the doorway.

Wien he recogni zed Ka-turr of Rhanzee, Bel mak the Buccaneer shouted for himto come join them

"No thanks," Ransey called. "I've got to go. You two take it easy."

Just before the dunp, Mdrikhor, and the entirety of the Mddle country vani shed, Catur Ransey
saw first Bel mak, then the Red Wasel, wave good-bye in sequence.

Dread parked the Quan Li simin a dark, quiet place and left it sitting there |like a marionette
with slack strings. Al though there was much, nmuch nore of this newest simulation world to

i nvestigate, he had explored enough already to know that there was no shortage of places of
conceal nent - - knowl edge that warmed his predator's heart. Also, with Sellars' troop of misfits left
behi nd, there was no |longer a need to pretend that the simwas always occupi ed.

Thi nki ng of them and the way they had junped on him like jackals on a lion, he felt a brief
and salty pang of hatred, but he quickly pushed it away. He was after a bigger eneny, and the idea
that had kindled inside himwas far nore inportant than those snmall people and the snall
irritation they had caused.

Wth a single command he was offline, stretched on a confortabl e nmassage-couch in his
Cartagena office. He thunbed a couple of Adrenex tablets fromhis di spenser and swal | oned t hem
then downed the contents of the squeeze bottle of water he had set beside the couch before
begi nning this nost recent session. He switched the nusic in his head fromthe Baroque strings and
phase-shi fted bonebass that had seened appropriate for exploring the new simwrld to sonething
qui eter and nore contenpl ative, nore appropriate for the scenes of the hero begi nning his great
wor k- - _magnum opus_ nusi c.

It would all be so, so subline. He would execute a stroke so bold and audaci ous that even the
add Man woul d be stunned. Dread did not know the _how_ yet, but he could feel hinmself draw ng
closer, as he felt the presence of his quarry when he was hunting.

He checked to see if Dulcie Anwin had returned his reninder call. She had. When he rang her
agai n she picked up quickly.

"Hello." He kept his smile small and cheerful, but the dark something inside him fed by the

adrenal s, wanted to grin like a jack-o'-lantern . . . like a skull. "Did you enjoy the days off?"
"God, did I!" She was dressed all in white, a conservative but stylish slant-suit that

enphasi zed the new, golden gleama day's sunbathing had lent to her pale skin. "I'd forgotten what

it was like just to do things around the apartnent--read ny nmail, listen to sone nusic. "

"Good, good." He kept the smile, but he was tired of the small talk already. It was one of the
few things he liked about nen--some of them actually kept their nouths shut unless there was
sonething to say. "Ready for work?"

"Absolutely.” Her return smle was bright, and for a noment he felt a twi nge of suspicion. Ws
she playing sone gane of her own? He had not been paying very nmuch attention to her in the | ast
few days before he put her on hiatus. She was a dangerous, weak |ink, after all. He added sone
sl ow pinging tones to his internal nusic, |like water dripping on rocks, and snoothed the nonentary
wrinkle out of his calm confident nood.

"Good. Well, there have been some changes. 1'll bring you up to date on them |l ater on, but
I've got sonething inmportant for you to do first. | need you in your gear-nmaster node for this,
Dulcie."

"I"'mlistening."

"“I'''mworking on sonething, so for the noment | don't want you using the sim but 1've built a
box routine within the simulation and there's sonmething there |'d Iike you to look at. It |ooks
like a plain old lighter--you know, the ol d-fashioned kind for cigarettes and things--but it's
more. A _lot_ nmore. So | want you to study it. Do everything you can to figure out how it works
and what it does."
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"I"'mnot sure | understand," she said. "What is it?"

"It's a device to manipul ate gateways in the Qtherland network. But |'mpretty sure it has
ot her uses, too. | need you to find out."

"But | can't get into the simand try it out that way?"

"Not yet." He kept his voice level, but he did not |ike having his directives questioned. He
t ook an unobtrusive deep breath and listened to his nusic. "And there's one other thing. It'l]|

have sone kind of tags for its home system but even if it doesn't, | want you to figure out where
it cones from"

She | ooked doubtful. "I'Il try. Then what?"

"We'|| signal it destroyed, or lost, or whatever. If it acts as a discrete object, it mght be
that it will continue to operate.”

She frowned. "If it's working now, wouldn't it just be easier to keep using it until soneone

notices, instead of taking the chance of turning it off for good?"

He took another deep breath. "Dulcie, this thing belongs to one of the dd Man's cronies. If
somehow those Grail bastards realize soneone has it, they may be able to figure out _who . And if
they figure out who, then within about ten m nutes an urban conbat teamw || cone through your
door with bang-hamers and you'll be gone so quickly and so thoroughly your neighbors will think
you spont aneously conbusted. This will happen in the real world, not in some VR network. Do you
under stand what |'m sayi ng?"

"I do, yes." This time, she was properly quiet and respectful

"Good. Check in with ne every three hours, or if you find anything interesting." He broke the
connecti on.

He sat back on the couch, lit hinself a thin black Corriegas cigar, and thought about the tine
when he could hunt in RL once nore. He found hinself considering what it would be |ike when red-
hai red, backtal ki ng Dul ci nea Anwin was no | onger useful. He could be in New York in a few hours.

But even this familiar and entertaining sort of speculation could not |ong keep his mind off
his new plans. _And when I'ma god. _ he thought, _what will | hunt then? Qher gods?_
The i dea was deliciously anusing.

CHAPTER 6
A Rock and a Hard Pl ace

NETFEED/ ENTERTAI NMENT: Psychopat hically Viol ent? You Bet!

(Review of interactive gane "Poison Heart Mther |V-- Mther Knows Best.")

VO " . . . But thank God the people at U Suk Gear have gotten over that brain bubble they went
through with PHM H, where players actually |lost points for maimng, raping, or slaughtering

i nnocent civilians. Box that! Utravile IS ultravile, seen? You start differentiating kills and
pretty soon characters are having to stop and think all the time--and that's fun? Chance not.

Paul Jonas clung to a spar of his ruined boat and tried to keep his head above the surface of the
viol ent sea. He barely knew where the sky was, let alone howto find distant Troy, and he stil
knew not hi ng of the black nountain. H's enem es now included gods, and he had failed the few
friends he had.

_If msery were noney, _ he thought, trying to cough out the brine before the next wave hit, _I
woul d be the richest man in this whol e bl oody imagi nary universe. _

The night seemed to stretch on forever, a thing not of minutes and hours but of thousands of
hal f - breat hs snat ched between the battering of waves. He had neither the strength nor leisure to
indulge in a review of his failures--the one thin blessing of his predi canent. At best, when he
found strength enough to lift his face a little higher above the waterline than usual, he slipped
into mcrosl eeps, brief nmonments of darkness, fragnments of dream In one, his father |eaned down,
gi ant-high as he towered over his son, and said in a tone of nmuted disgust, "If you just wite in
any letters you want, you're not really solving the puzzle, are you?" His father's glasses threw
back the light, so that Paul could see no eyes, only fluorescent bars reflected from overhead.

I n anot her, Paul held sonething shiny in his hand. When he saw it was a feather, he felt a
brief nmonent of happi ness and hope, although he had no idea why that should be, but the feather
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proved to be nore insubstantial than a butterfly wing; even as he tried to keep his dream hand
steady, the bright blue-green thing crunbled into iridescent powder.

_What have | done?_ he thought as consci ousness returned and waves slapped him _Even if this
place is just a sinmulation, why am| in it? Were's ny body? Way am| being trotted through a
bi zarre quest | can't even understand, |ike some trai ned dog being nmade to act out Shakespeare?_

There was no answer, of course, and even his desperate review of questions was beginning to
beconme an exercise in horror. Perhaps there was no _because at all, only an endl ess catal og of
_whys. _ Perhaps his suffering was just an accident.

No.  Eyes closed against the stinging salt, jounced by the waves like a hi ghwayman's host age

tied across a horse's saddl e, he reached for belief. No, that's nme floating again. | nade a
m stake, but | tried to do sonething. Better than floating, drifting. Better._
_Tortured the woman, _ anot her part of himpointed out in unanswerabl e rebuttal. _Made Penel ope

fear for her life. That's better? Maybe you should just go back to being usel ess again. _

It was no use arguing with yourself, he learned as the night craw ed al ong, waves spl ashing
hi m over and over |ike some endl ess slapstick sketch fromHell's own music hall. M sery always
knew all the weak spots. M sery always won.

Things | ooked a little better when the dawn came, at least in a spiritual sense: Paul had cone
to terns with his inner voices and achieved a sort of _detente._ He had agreed with hinself that
he was the scum of the universe, but had pl eaded special circunstances of amesia, terror, and
confusion. No final decision would be reached, it seened. Not yet.

How t hi ngs actually | ooked, to his actual brine-smarting eyes, was a different story. The
enpty ocean stretched in all directions. H's arnms were so cranped that he did not think he could
|l et go of the boat-tinber now even if he wanted to, but he assuned that state of affairs wouldn't
| ast forever. Eventually he would drop away and accept the full enbrace of the waters he had
spurned for so |ong.

He had grown quite familiar, even confortable, with his com ng death by drowni ng when he saw
the first sign of |and.

At first it appeared to be only another tiny white point on the horizon, one of a mllion wave
crests, but it came to loomclearly and plainly even above the highest of swells, growing slowy
upward toward the al nost cloudl ess blue sky. Paul stared at it with the absorption of an idiot or
an artist for nost of an hour before he finally realized he was |ooking at the top of an island
nmount ai n.

Det aching one armfromits death grip on the spar took a long painful tine, but at |last he was
able to start paddling.

The island grew nearer far faster than it should have, and the part of himthat had not
compl etely surrendered to the nonent guessed it was the system speeding up parts of the experience
to get to what its designers likely thought of as the good stuff. If that was true, Paul did not
mnd the dilution of reality at all, and woul d have been happy if there was even nore of it.

He coul d see now that the crest of the nmountain was only the highest point of a range of spiky
hills above a natural harbor. The city was a proud thing, all stone battlenents and white clay
houses along the hillside, but the current was drawi ng himpast the harbor and its broad causeway
to another |anding spot, an area of flat, pale beach and rock pools. The ocean's slow, snmooth pul
made himfeel for the first tine in a while that the designers, or others, were actually | ooking
out for him Wat he could see of the olive-clad hillsides and the distant city, the quiet peace
of it all, nmade his eyes fill with helpless tears. He cursed hinself for being soft--it had been
only a day since he had left Ithaca--but could not ignore the mghty wash of relief.

The tide skinmed himsafely past a | arge stone standing a few hundred neters off the gentle
coast, and when the obstruction was gone Paul was surprised and delighted to see human forns on
t he nearest beach--young wonen by the |l ook of them slimand small, with masses of black hair,
their pale clothes fluttering as they went through the steps of some kind of game or dance. He was
just about to hail them so as not to wash up in their mdst and startle theminto running away,
when suddenly a cloud rolled in front of the sun and nountai n, beach, and ocean all grew dark. The
girls stopped their play and | ooked up, then a brutal crash of thunder rolled across the sky and
sent them scranbling for the shelter of caves above the rock pools.

Paul had only an instant for astonishment--only a mnute earlier the sky had been conpletely
cl ear--then bl ack thunderheads swept over him turning the world a seething gray and throw ng down
rain that felt as hard as gravel. A wind blew up out of nowhere, battering the wave tops into
froth. Paul and his spar were jerked sideways by a change in the current, sliding parallel to the
beach for a nmonent, then away fromit, and no amount of paddling or screaming his frustration at
the runbling sky made any difference as he was tugged back toward the open sea. Soon the island
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had vani shed behind him Beneath the thunder, |ike the deepest bass pedal of a church organ, he
could hear the | aughter of Poseidon.

When the storm di ed down he was surrounded by open sea once nore. The nonent of hope and its
snat chi ng away seened so obvious in retrospect and so nuch in keeping with everything else that
had happened to himthat it was hard even to feel outrage. In any case, he had little strength
left for anything but clinging to the spar, which seened nore than ever to be a nmere postponenent
of the inevitable.

| don't know what |'ve done, but there can't be any crinme dreadful enough for nme to be
puni shed this way. _

Hi s fingers were cranping badly, and even changing position every few noments did not nake the
pain I ess. Wth each successive crash of cold, salty water, each rise and plunmet between waves,
he felt his grip grow ng weaker.

_"Help nme!"_ he shouted at the sky, spitting nouthfuls of ocean. "I don't know what |'ve done
but I'msorry! Help ne! | don't want to die!"

As his nunb fingers slipped fromthe wood, the sea around hi msuddenly cal ned. A figure
shinmered into view, insubstantial but unmistakable, the suggestion of wings a cloud of flickering
Iight that hal oed her entire formas she hovered above the nowgentle swell. He stared, helpless,
not entirely sure that he had not in fact let go, that this was not just a |last confusing vision
granted to a drowni ng nman.

_"Paul Jonas."_ Her voice was quiet and sad. "I do not belong here, !t . . . hurts nme to be
in this place. Wiy do you not cone to us?"_

"I don't know what any of this nmeans!" he spluttered, fighting angry tears. Despite the
gentling of the waves, his hands were still knotted in cranp. "Who _are_ you? Who's 'us'? How can
I come to you if | don't know where you are?"

She shook her head. A shaft of sunlight pierced her, as though she were a glass vase. "I do
not know the answers to these questions, and | do not know why | do not know them Al | knowis
that | feel you in the darkness. Al | knowis that | need you, that what | amcries out to you
| deas, words, broken visions--there is little nore."_

"I'mgoing to die here," he said with weary bitterness. He slipped and tasted brine, then
dragged hinsel f back until the spar was under his chin again. "So don't get your hopes up .

too high."
_"Where is the feather, Paul ?"_ She asked it as she m ght question a child who had lost his
shoes or his coat. "I have given it to you twice. It was neant to help you find your way, to keep

you saf e--perhaps even | ead you through the shadows of the One who is O her."

_"The feather?"_ He was stunned. It was as though he had been told that |ocating the penci
given to himon the first day of primary school would determ ne his university degree. He racked
his brain. He barely renenbered the first feather--it was as distant as an object in a dream He
guessed it had di sappeared sonewhere on Mars, or perhaps even earlier. The second, pressed into
his hand by the sick Neandertal child, he thought he had | eft behind in the cave of the People. "I
didn't know. . . howwas | to know . . ?"

_"You nust know | can only give it to you three tines,"_ she said solemly. _"You nust know
that, Paul."_

"Know that _how ? | don't understand any of this! You talk Iike this was a fairy tale.

She did not reply, but unwapped sonething fromthe vapors of her ghostly being. The sea
breeze snatched it fromher fingers, but Paul closed his fist onit as it flashed past. It was a
scarf or veil, light as gossaner, glimering with its own faint Iight. Wven into the fabric was a
stylized feather in shining greens and blues and other colors so faint that they seened to cone
and go as the light changed. He stared at it stupidly.

"It may help you," she said. _"But you rmust cone to us soon, Paul. | cannot stay here--it
hurts. Conme soon. It grows harder to see you through the gathering shadows and | amafraid."_

Hearing that forlorn tone he | ooked up and net her dark eyes, the only things in her entire
smoky formthat seenmed entirely real. The sky darkened again. A nonent |ater he saw soneone el se
in her place--the same woman, but younger, and dressed in clothes that, although they still seened
sonmehow ol d-fashi oned, were clearly mllennia advanced on Homeric Greece. As she stared back at
him her curly hair merging into the jacket and long dark skirt, the sinple white bl ouse setting
of f her mournful gaze, he felt a shock so profound he al nost slipped fromthe floating spar again
This vision of her was so different, so unreal, and yet real in a way none of the others had been
that for a moment he coul d not remenber how to breathe.

Hal f a dozen swift heartbeats hurried through his chest as she stared at him this achingly
fam | iar stranger, her expression one of deep, helpless Ionging. Then she was gone, |eaving him
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al one on the open sea once nore.

In a last noment of clarity before fatigue and m sery and confusion again overtook him Pau
used the scarf to secure hinself to the spar, looping it beneath his arns and tying it in a clunsy
knot. Whatever else it might be or represent, it was substantial enough to save his life. The
muscl es of his arms withing, he et go of the tinber at |ast.

As he bobbed on the ocean he slid in and out of sleep, but the dreans that came to himthis
time were far nore focused, and at first painfully famliar--a forest of dusty plants, the
cl anki ng rage of a nechanical giant, the endl ess, heartbreaki ng song of a caged bird. But this
time other oninous threads ran through the tapestry, things that he did not renenber ever dream ng
before which set himtwitching in his half-slunber. The giant's castle surrounded himlike a
living thing, and in every wall there was an unblinking eye. A cloud of beating w ngs envel oped
him as though the air itself had come to explosive life. The final noise, which startled himup
out of darkness, was the explosive crash of breaking gl ass.

Paul shook hinmsel f awake, still up to his chin in cold seawater, in tinme to hear the distant
concussi on of thunder fading away. The setting sun was in his eyes, a broad, dazzling snear of
gold on the face of the waves. He was still condemmed to the ocean. Hi s disappointnment only | asted

monents: as his eyes becanme used to the glare, he saw the island.

It was a new |l and--not the jutting, wide country fromwhich the stormhad swept him but a
small, forested rock, lonely in the expanse of darkening sea. He paddled toward it, awkwardly at
first because of the long scarf binding himto the spar, but then with increasing facility. He had
a nmonent of panic when he saw the rough shore, the rocks jutting fromthe coastal waters |ike
Gorgon-struck ships, but luck or sonething nore conplicated caught himw th a shoreward tide and
pul l ed himharm essly past them Soon he felt rough sand beneath his feet and was able to drag
hi nsel f onto the beach. Shivering, his fingers so nunb and cold that he m ght have been using
ani mal paws, he picked | oose the knot and | ooped the feather-veil around his neck, then crawled to
a spot where the sand was white and dry before collapsing into deepest and nost dreanl ess sl eep

It was the nynmph Cal ypso who awakened him At first, as she stood with the norning |ight
behind her, black hair noving as slowy in the wind as kelp in a sea current, he thought that the
bi rd-woman had returned. Wien he saw Cal ypso's startling, coldly perfect beauty and realized that
this was not the creature of his dreans, he was both di sappointed and relieved.

He rose to his feet, the pale sand of the beach covering himall over in a fine crust, and
foll owed when she beckoned. She sang as she | ed himthrough nmeadows full of irises--a song of
al nost i mpossi bl e sweetness, a thing of flaw essly contrived unreality.

Her cave was nestled in a grove of alders and cypresses, its nmouth bearded wi th grapevines.
The sound of running water joined her song, and the two nel odies twi ned, the crystalline chimng
of sweet springs and her soft, clear voice lulling himinto a waking sleep, so that for |ong
monents he could not help wondering if he had finally drowned and was being gifted with sone | ast
vi si on of paradise.

When she offered himanbrosia and sweet nectar, the sustenance of inmmortals, he ate and drank
al t hough her singing al one seenmed al nost enough to feed him Wen she touched himwith | ong coo
fingers and led himto the springs to bathe the salt fromhis skin, then led himinto the deeper
shadows of the cavern to her bed of soft rushes, he did not resist. A part of himknew he was
bei ng unfaithful, although to what or whom he had no idea, but he had been lonely for a long, |ong
time, lonely in a way no hunman creature should be, and his spirit was starving. And when in that
I ong cool tinme of whispers and beadi ng sweat, as the distant noise of the sea played counterpoint
to their urgent sounds, Paul cried out and felt hinself falling away, he would not |et hinself
wonder into what sort of void he had spent hinself, what kind of illusion.

He could not turn away fromconfort, whatever might lie behind it.

You are nmournful, clever Odysseus. What ails you?" He turned to see her gliding across the sand,
hair stream ng. He turned back to his contenplation of the endlessly rolling afternoon sea.
"Nothing. I'mfine."

"Neverthel ess, you are heavy of heart. Come back to the cavern and give nme | ove, O sweet
nmortal --or even, if you wish, we will stay here and nmeke the soft, fragrant sands our bed." She
ran a cool hand across his sunburned shoulders, then let her fingers trail downward to the smal
of his back.

Paul found hinself suppressing a flinch. It was not that there was anything _wong_ wth being
stranded on a paradise island with a beautiful goddess who wanted to serve his every need and make
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|l ove hal f a dozen times a day, but although he had wel comed the opportunity to rest and be
conforted, his heart was still hurting, and other parts of himwere beginning to smart a little as
wel I . Whoever had designed this part of the virtual _CQdyssey --which had covered sonmething |ike
hal f a dozen years of the fictional character's life, if Paul renenbered correctly--was either a
si npl em nded, inexhaustible |echer or had not given the whole thing nuch thought.

"I think 1'd like to be alone for a while," was what he said out |oud.

Her charmi ng pout could have caused cardiac arrest in someone whose sexual interest was a
little |l ess nunbed. "OF course, ny beloved. But do not stay long away fromme. | ache for your
touch. "

Cal ypso turned and al nost fl oated back up the beach, nmoving as smoothly as if she slid on
oil ed gl ass. Whoever had created this exenplar had given her the |ong-legged figure of a netshow
hypergirl and the voice and presence of a Shakespearean actress, the kind of fantasy female that
shoul d have satisfied any heterosexual man for an eternity.

Paul was bored and depressed.

The thing of it was, he realized, he was . . . nowhere. He wasn't hone, not what _he_ thought
of as hone, anyway--hal f-decent job, sone half-decent friends, a quiet Friday night on his own
fromtinme to time when he could just vegetate in front of the wallscreen and didn't have to
pretend to be witty. He wasn't getting any closer to finding hone, either, or to answering any of
the riddles of his current existence.

But there had been that |ast monent with the bird-woman, that flash of another existence. He
had heard a name drift through his head, or alnobst had, but it had left little trace in his
menory, and was mi xed up with other names he had heard--Vaal a, Viola. Something kept bringing
_Avila_ up to the surface, but he knew that couldn't be right--wasn't that a saint, Saint Theresa
of Avila? She had been, as best Paul could renenber, a nedieval hysteric who inspired nore than a
few pictures and statues. But he knew that his own vision, the girl in her old-fashioned cl ot hes,
was just as inportant to himas Saint Theresa's vision of The Lord. He just didn't know what it
nmeant .

The di stant noan of Calypso's song cane floating to himthrough the sandal wood-scented air. He
felt a weirdly twi nned shudder of |onging and revul sion. No wonder visionaries |like Theresa had to
| ock thensel ves away in convents. Sex was so . . . distracting.

He had to get away, that was clear. He had experienced all the benefit that rest and virtua
conpani onship could give, and if he had to live for years on this island, as the real Odysseus
had, he would be worn away like a child' s coloring crayon | ong before it was over, not to nention
brain-dead on top of it. But the question was, how? Hs single tinber had been swept back out to
sea. There was no boat on the island, or any wood that was not attached to a heartbreakingly
beautiful tree of sone kind. He supposed he could try to build a raft, but he was conpletely
unqualified to do so, not to nmention the fact that the nynph Cal ypso watched himwth the
proprietorial care of a tabby guarding a catnip nouse.

_But | have to keep nmoving,_ he realized. _| said | wouldn't drift anynmore, and I can't. 1'1lI
dieif I do._ It wasn't an exaggeration, he knew. if he did not actually keel over dead, a part of
him a vital part, would certainly wither and perish.

The nynph's song grew |l ouder, and for all his disinterest and weariness, he felt a certain
stirring. Better to go now, he decided, so that for once she might |let himsleep through the
ni ght .

W nci ng, he stunbl ed back across the sands.

The norning sun had only just begun to filter through the cypress branches when the strange
t hi ng happened.

Paul was sitting on a stone in front of the cave's entrance, having just finished choking down
yet anot her nectar-and-anbrosi a breakfast--which he now suspected Cal ypso was giving himas a sort
of performance enhancer--and wondering if he had the strength to wal k across the island in search
of sonme fruit or anything el se that even distantly resenbled real food, when the air before him
began to glare and pul se. He could only stare stupidly as the harsh white |ight spread; it
remai ned strangely contained at first, then abruptly took on a roughly human, but featureless,
shape.

The apparition hung in the air before him wiggling. The childish voice that came through it
was so unexpected that for a few nmoments he coul d nake no sense of what it was saying: "Mral Mn
op this! Like _Shunama's Shipweck Show" 1t sw veled and then seenmed to see him although it was
i npossible to tell which way the bl ank whiteness of its head was facing. "Hey, you Paul Jonas?" It
made his |ast nane sound like it started with "Ch."

"Who . . . who are you. . . ?"
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"No time, man. _El Viejo_, he got words for you. _Merda_, who that?" It turned to | ook at
Cal ypso, who had appeared in the entrance to the cavern, an oddly blank | ook on her beautiful
face. "You shoeboxin' with that? Ay, man, you lucky." It shook its shapel ess head. " Pues_ , the
old guy, he wants to know why you ain't novin', man? You found them ot hers?"

"Ot hers? What ot hers?"

The apparition hesitated, tilting its head like a dog listening to a distant sound. "He said
you found the jewel, vato_, so you nust know. " He made it sound |like four words or one |ong one,
_joo-el-vah-toe_, and it took Paul a nonent to catch up

"The gol den thing? The gen®"

"Yeah, 'course. He said you gotta fly, man. No clock to stay in one place--all the big stuff's
goi ng down."

" Who_ said this? And how am | supposed to get out of here. . . ?"

The shining thing either did not hear himor did not care about his questions. It flickered,
flared brightly, then evaporated. The island's spirit-haunted air was still.

"The gods have taken pity on you at last, faithful Odysseus," said Cal ypso suddenly. He had
forgotten her, and now her voice made himjunmp. "It nmakes nme sad, though--they are hard-hearted
and j eal ous. Wiy should Zeus interfere when one of the immortal nunber takes a hunman | over? He who
wears the aegis has taken dozens, and given themall children. But he has sent the divine
nmessenger, and thus his will nust be done. | amfrightened to resist him for fear | may incur the
Thunderer's wath."

" "Divine nmessenger'." Paul turned to face her. "Wat are you tal king about ?"

"Hermes--he of the golden wand,"” she said. "I knew, as we immortals know t he shape of things
ahead, that soneday he nust cone, bearing an O ynpian order to end our love-tryst. | did not think
it would be so soon."

She | ooked so sorrowful that for a nonent Paul felt sonething |ike real affection for her, but
he renmi nded hinself--not for the first tine--that she was a collection of code, no nore, no |ess,
and that she woul d be saying and doing the sane things no matter who wore the gui se of |ost

Qdysseus. "So . . . so that's what he was sayi ng?" he asked. "That Zeus wants you to let ne go?"

"You heard shining Hernes, messenger of the gods,"” she said. "The imortals of O ynpus have
gi ven you enough trouble--it will do you no good to set yourself against the Thunderer's will in
this."

Inwardly he was rejoicing. It had been sone kind of nessenger, certainly (and a decidedly odd
one at that), but fromthe person who had sent Paul the earlier gem nessage, who he strongly
doubted had anything to do with Munt O ynpus. Cal ypso, however, had sinply incorporated it into
her world, as Penel ope had tried to reconcile Paul's confusing presence within hers. He had
experi enced an attenpt by someone--soneone outside the systen?--to communicate; Cal ypso had seen a
decree fromthe Lord of the Cods.

"I amsad if | nust |eave you," he said with what he thought was necessary hypocrisy, "but how

can | do it? | don't have a boat. It's mles and nmles to anywhere--1 can't swmthat far."
"Do you think I would send you away without gifts?" she asked him smiling bravely. "Do you
think that imortal Cal ypso would I et her lover drown in the wi ne-dark sea, unhel ped? Conme. | will

take you to the grove and give you an ax of fine bronze. You will build yourself a raft that may
carry you across Poseidon's domain and on your way, so that the gods can | ead you to your
destiny."

Paul shrugged. "Okay. | guess that sounds reasonable."

Cal ypso produced the pronised ax--a huge, doubl e-headed thing that nevertheless felt as |ight
and wel | -bal anced in Paul's hand as a tennis racket--and other bronze tools, then led himto a
grove of alders, poplars, and tall firs. She paused as though she would say sonething to him but
i nstead shook her head wistfully and glided back up the path toward her cave.

Paul stood in the grove for a nonent and listened to the sea wind breathing in the treetops.
He had little idea how to go about building a raft, but there was no use worrying about it. He
woul d do the best he could--he could certainly start by cutting down a few trees.

It was surprisingly easy work. Despite his lack of experience, the ax bit deep with every
stroke; it seenmed only nonments before the first tree began to shudder, and its fall canme so
suddenly that Paul was al nost caught by the w der branches. He paid better attention next tine,
and soon had brought down over a dozen of the straightest and nost slender trees. As he stood
contenplating them pleasantly out of breath but uncertain as to what to do next, sonething
rustled in the undergrowh. A quail hopped out of the |eaves and onto a stone. The little bird
stared at himwith one eye, then turned its head, topknot bobbing, so it could fix himwth the
ot her.
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"Strip off the branches and make the | ogs snooth,"” the quail said in the voice of a
m schievous girl-child. "Didn't your nother and father teach you anything?"

Paul stared. It was not the strangest thing he had encountered, but it was still a bit
surprising. "Wio are you?"
She nade a little chirping sound of anusenment. "A quail! Wat do | |ook Iike?"

He nodded his head, conceding the point. "And you know how to build a raft?"

"Better than you do, it seens. It's a good thing Cal ypso herself brought you here, because you
didn't even ask permi ssion fromthe dryads before you chopped down their trees, and they'll al
have to find new hones now. " She flicked her tail. "After you strip off the branches, you need to
make all the trunks the sane |length."

Deciding that it was a poor idea to look a gift-quail in the nouth, he bent to work. Wth the
olive-wood handle that felt as though it had been carved for his hand al one, he found the work
went as quickly as felling the trees, and soon he had a nearly identical row of |ogs.

"Not bad," his new conpanion said. "But I'"'mnot sure I'd I et you nake a nest for ne. Now let's
get back to work or you're going to lose the light."

Paul snorted at the idea of taking orders froma snall brown-and-white bird, but under the
quail's patient instruction the raft came together in short order, a sturdy little craft with a
mast and a hal f-deck and a rudder, and with a sort of wall of plaited branches all around the side
to keep the sea from washi ng uni npeded across the deck

Cal ypso appeared later in the day with a great roll of heavy, shiny cloth to use as a sail
but ot herwi se Paul worked alone, with only the little bird for conpany. Between her clever
suggestions and the al nost nagical tools, the work proceeded at an amazingly swift pace. By late
afternoon there was only the rigging left to do, and as he |ashed the various bits into place with
the quail hopping back and forth to stay out of his way, |ending advice interspersed with nmld
avian insults, he becane aware of an unfamiliar sensation, the warnmth of acconplishnent.

_Let's not kid ourselves, though. This whole thing has been set up to hel p usel ess sods like
me do what they need to do without violating the simulation's rules--1"mpretty sure there wasn't
any magi cal quail in the original, because the real Odysseus probably could have thrown together
the ancient Greek equivalent of an aircraft carrier out of a couple of feathers and a stick

Thi nki ng of feathers, he checked to nake sure the scarf was still tied about his waist. If he
knew anyt hi ng about these kinds of things, he was pretty sure he shouldn't lose this last version
of the bird-woman's gift.

_Bird-wonman . . . I'mgoing to have to think of sone better nane for her. Sounds |like a com c-
book heroine. _

After the quail's suggestion of chopping down a few nore small trees to use as rollers proved
a good one, he was at |last able to ease his raft down to the white beach, where Cal ypso appeared
agai n.

"Come, (Odysseus," she said. "Conme, ny nortal |lover. The sun is al nbst touching the waves--this
is notime to set out on a dangerous journey by sea. Spend one |last night with ne, then you can
| eave on the norning tide."

Wthout realizing it, he waited to hear fromthe quail, who had foll owed himdown to the sand.
"She is kind, but sonetinmes she is headstrong," the bird said in a voice he al one seened able to
hear. "If you stay the night, she will cover you wi th such kisses that you may forget tonorrow you
mean to | eave. Then the gods will be even angrier with you."

Paul was anused in spite of hinself. "And what do you know about ki sses?"

She stared at himfor a nonent, then with an irritated waggle of her tail she scurried behind
a rock. For a nmonment he was sorry he had not thanked her properly, then renenbered he was
respondi ng to an amal gam of code, however charnming. This led himto think about what Cal ypso
of fered, and what the goddess herself alnost certainly was as well.

"No, nmy lady," he said. "I thank you, and | will never forget ny time here upon your fair
island.” Paul wanted to smack hinself--bad as he was at it, it was still hard not to fall into
flowery, epic |anguage. "Anyway, | need to go."

Sorrowful Iy, Cal ypso bade hi m good- bye, giving himskins of wine and water and food she had
prepared for him Just before he could push the raft out into the water, the little quail came
pottling back around the rock and hopped up onto the tinbers. "And where are you goi ng?" she
asked.

"Troy."
The bird cocked her head to one side. "You have gone all topsy-turvy, noble Odysseus--perhaps
you have hit your head. |I'mcertain your wife expects you hone to help her | ook after your

fledgling, not clunping around fighting with Trojans again. But if you insist, you nmust remenber
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to keep the setting sun on your right hand." She hopped down. He thanked her for all her help,
then slid the raft off the rollers into the water, clinbed on, and began to push away from shore
with the | ong pol e he had nade.

"Farewel |, nortal!" called Calypso, a tear gleaning prettily in her eye, her hair billow ng
i ke stormclouds around her too-perfect face. "I shall never forget you!"

"Watch out for Scylla and Charybdis!" piped the quail, nanming what Paul's dim spotty nmenories
of Homer suggested were sone dangerous rocks. "Qtherwi se, they will take you as a serpent takes an
egg!"

He waved and slid out into the open sea, everything around hi mnow turned to beaten copper by
the setting sun.

Ni ght at sea in the Age of Heroes was a rmuch different thing on a boat than floundering in the
water, clinging to a piece of flotsam The sky was black as tar and the noon nerely a sliver, but
the stars seened ten tinmes as bright as anything he had ever seen. He understood how the ancients
m ght have thought them gods and heroes | ooki ng down on the deeds of nen.

Toward the night's |ongest, darkest hour he found hinself full of doubt once nore. It was hard
to renenber the boy Gally and his terrible death wi thout thinking that everything el se, even his
own hopes and fears, were rendered neani ngless by it, but even at his | owest ebb, Paul had
understood that it was pointless to think that way for long; he was even less willing to do so
now. The ship responded to his funbling control--the sails and rigging seenmed as nagi cal as the
boat - bui Il ding ax--the night air was tangy with salt, the waves actually gleaned in the starlight,
and three tines now he had been briefly surrounded and paced by dol phins, whose swi ft beauty
seermed a kind of blessing. Paul could not |ose his unhappiness and guilt, but he could at | east
put themto one side. He was rested, and he was on his way again, in search of Troy and whatever
destiny hel d.

_Destiny?_ Paul |aughed out |oud. _Good God, mate, listen to yourself. It's a ganeworl d.
You' ve got about as nuch destiny as a bl eeding pinball--ping, there goes Jonas again. Qops, nhow
he's gone that way! Ping!_

Still, it couldn't hurt to feel good, at least for alittle while.

The first hint that perhaps he had been a little too quick to trust his fragmented nenory of
the classics came with the gray |ight of dawn, presaged by a sl ow but steady increase in the
current--a current that he had not even noticed until now, but which was clearly tugging his boat
astray despite the bellying sail pulling in a slightly different direction.

He had been so busy steering the raft between the occasional tiny, rocky islands, and trying
to think through the confusing things he had been told by the bird-woman--his angel, as he was now
begi nning to think of her--that he had given scarcely any thought to the little quail's warning,
but as the current began to assert itself and a |ow but definite roar made itself heard, he
suddenly felt sick to his stonach

_Hang on for a bit,_ he thought, _that Scylla and Charybdi s--were they just rocks? Wasn't one
of themactually a whirlpool _--_sonething that sucked down boats and ground themup like a waste
di sposal swall owi ng kitchen debris?_ And, he suddenly realized as the deep roar nmounted, woul dn't
sonething like that sound just |ike this?

He et go of the tiller and nade his way forward, hanging onto the nmast with one hand as he
strained to see what was ahead. Rel easing the rudder allowed the little craft to give in to the
pull entirely, and its lurch to the west al nost pitched himoff the deck. In the norning mst
ahead lay two rocky islands with only a few hundred neters between them the one on the left a
tall, jagged spike of mountain jutting up fromthe sea, its top shrouded in black clouds. Were
the waves crashed against its sonber flanks, it |ooked rough enough to peel the sides off a nodern
battl eship, and Paul was definitely not sailing in a nodern battleship. But frightening as that
was, it was toward the other, lower island that the raft was bearing. The side facing on the
strait curved in a rough senmicircle, |like a sunken anphitheater; at the center of the curving bay
the waters swirled around and around with incredible violence and then tunnel ed downward, creating
a spinning cylindrical hole in the ocean wi de enough to gulp an office building.

The wind was rising. Suddenly dotted with fear-sweat despite the chill norning, each drop a
col d pinpoint against his skin, Paul |unged back along the sloping deck toward the tiller. He
yanked back on it until the raft was on a course that woul d take it closer to the sharp-pointed
rocks on the left: there was at |east a chance of nissing those, but once he cane within the
conmpass of the nmel strom nothing could save him The wood of the rudder groaned as the current
continued to pull the raft sideways, and as he clung to the tiller, he prayed that the quail had
known as nmuch about shipbuilding as it had seened to.
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One of the braces snapped with a disheartening _twang_as the raft entered the strait; the
unsecured yard began to flip fromside to side and the sail popped in and out. No | onger aided by
the wind, the raft began to slide toward the whirl pool side. After a noment of hel pl ess panic,

Paul thought of the feather veil at his waist. He quickly untied it, then knotted it to hold the
tiller as straight as he could before rushing to the nast. The yard was swi veling as the wi nds
changed, and he caught nore than a few hard blows to the arns and ribs, but at |ast nanaged to
pull it back to its proper position, then drag the brace around the yard and secure it, tying the
best knot he could under the circunmstances. It would not have inpressed nost sailors, he felt

sure, but he couldn't care less. The swirling black waters of Charybdis were getting closer by the
second.

He scranbl ed back to the stem The veil had already been stretched and | oosened by the pull of
the current, and he had to lean hard on the tiller to bring the front of the raft back toward the
spi ky rocks on the eastern side, then hold on with all his mght as his bel eaguered craft touched
on the outernost ring of the whirlpool, which was agony on his battered ribs. Paul closed his eyes
tight, gritted his teeth, then screaned as hard as he could, a noise that vani shed w thout trace
in the roar of the waters. The tiller jerked, then slowy began to turn against his grip, as
t hough sone nassive hand were twi sting the rudder. Paul bellowed his anger and fear again and hung
on.

It was inmpossible to tell how much tinme had passed when he first felt the whirlpool's grip
begin to | essen.

Exhausted and so weak in the knees he could barely stand, he opened his eyes to see the
battlement cliffs of the nountain-island | eaning out above his head, so near he could al nost have
touched themfromthe edge of the raft. He barely had tine to make sure that his course woul d keep
himoff its rugged flank when sonet hing swng down from above--inpossibly Iong, with fangs
flashing in its business end. Paul did not even have tinme to shriek as the serpentine shape struck
at him but his | egs buckled and dropped himto the deck so that the attack m ssed him but the
thing--a sort of tentacle made of rough, cracked leather--hit the mast and snapped the stout |og
as though it were a piece of uncooked spaghetti. The nouth at the tentacle's end snatched up the
sail fromthe flinders of the mast and shook it viciously; in a second little bits of cloth were
filtering down all around, swirling in the wind; Paul mnmight have been fighting to keep his bal ance
in a particularly unpleasant snow gl obe.

He barely had time to reach down for his ax before the great snaky thing was grabbing for him
again. If it was a tentacle, the rest of the body was sonewhere hi gh above on the rock face, in
the dark cavern fromwhich this linb extended; if it was not a leg but a neck, the face at the end
of it was eyel ess and nosel ess. Whatever it was, dripping jaws |large and toothy as a great white
shark's clacked at the end of that huge rope of scaly nuscle. Paul stunbled back and swung the ax
as hard as he could. A brief nonent of joy as it sunk deep into flesh was shattered as the thing
jerked back, the ax still lodged in its hide, and lifted himthree meters off the deck. Pinkish
slime frothed fromthe deep wound and spattered his face. For an instant he was paral yzed, trying
to decide whether to cling to his only weapon or drop away fromthe snapping teeth, then the ax-
bl ade ripped free and he fell hard onto the | ogs he had so carefully cut and shaped.

The thing tw sted away, whipping fromside to side in obvious pain, banging agai nst the rocky
cliffs and spraying froth everywhere, its jawed end hal f-severed fromits long stem Through the
burning pain of his injuries he felt a fierce, mndless joy at seeing it crippled and suffering.
Then five nore identical nouths, each on its own serpentine neck, slithered down fromthe cavern
above.

The next nonents passed in a kind of roaring, turbulent dream The eyel ess heads darted at
him He managed to duck the first, then the second stabbing strike. He sliced scaly hide fromone
of them but a third snapped at himfrom behind and al nost caught him The sail was gone and the
broken mast offered little shelter, but he slid across the froth-slicked deck and pl anted his back
agai nst it anyway, swi ping continuously back and forth with the ax as the heads paused and then
| unged, searching for a way through the whirl of razor-sharp bronze. He chopped into a jaw and the
nmout h drew away, hissing through the sudden fount of bubbling pink, but it did not retreat very
far.

He was growing tired rapidly, despite the nagical |ightness of his weapon, and the heads were
no |l onger striking rashly. They swayed |ike cobras, waiting for a chink in his defense.

The roar of Charybdis had been growi ng | ouder for some time. Paul's only fleeting thought had
been that he was probably now being drawn into the whirlpool, too, just so the gods could nmake
certain that he was dooned, but he could not help noticing that the sound had changed to a deep
gurgling bellow, Like nothing so nuch as the world's biggest ogre slurping soup. Then, as Scylla's
heads bobbed, waiting for the ax in his weary hands to slow just a little, the crashing noise of
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the whirl pool abruptly stopped and the seas becanme still.

Paul had only a few heartbeats to experience the inmense, eerie silence--he could actually
hear the wet wheeze of Scylla's multiplied breath and the splash of waves agai nst the rocks--then
with a roar easily as loud as before, Charybdis suddenly vonmted up the ocean she had been
swal | owi ng, a great geyser of seawater that burst through the surface and fountai ned hundreds of
meters in the air. The blind, fanged heads hesitated as the first sheets of white-and-green water
began to splash down, then the underwater force of the whirlpool's reversal heaved Paul's raft up
into the air as violently as if it had been flung froma catapult. Scylla's mouths snapped in vain
before the waters covered them but he was already gone. The great wave carried the raft rushing
down the strait; as the little craft spun, Paul had only an instant to grasp for the tiller. H's
hand cl osed on the veil.

Bl ack rocks appeared to whirl around him and the sea was first above, then below, then above
hi magain. Wite foamflew past as he rose into the air above even the cliffs of the strait, so
that for a long noment he could see the ocean and islands twirling below himas he floated at the
end of the veil, no longer tethered by gravity. Then the wave threw hi m down again and he snashed
agai nst the ocean's back once, tw ce, skipping like a stone before a |last inpact dashed all the
t hought s out of his head.

CHAPTER 7
The Battl e for Heaven

NETFEEDY NEWS: " Arnored" Toddl er Survives Dangerous Pl unge

(visual: Jimy with father and stepnother)

VO Three-year-old Ji my Jacobson, already the focus of a well-known "tug-of-1love" custody battle
two years ago between his nother and father, apparently survived a fall froma fourth-floor w ndow
due to biological nodifications. H's father, Rinus Jacobson, who has custody of the child, clains
that he has strengthened the boy's skel eton and hardened his skin by the application of "sinple
bi ol ogi cal science."

(visual: Rinus Jacobson at press conference)

JACOBSON: "I have done it myself. This invention will be a great help to parents everywhere. Al
can do what | have done to protect the little ones, now that | have perfected the nethod."

VO Jacobson plans to sell the engi neered bi o-organi sns, which he clains work in conjunction with
a standard ultraviolet sun |l anp to strengthen devel opi ng skin and bones.

JACOBSON: "It creates a, how would you call it, a rind. Like the skin of a rhinoceros. This child
wi Il never scratch his knees or scrape his face. "

VO Staffers fromthe Child Protection Agency, not to mention nei ghbors, are skeptical, and an

i nvestigation is underway.

(visual : anonynat ed nei ghbor)

NEI GHBOR: "Let's put it this way--even if he did nake it work, and the kid's certainly | ooking
kind of stiff, then we wouldn't be surprised if Jacobson threw himout the windowto test it.

It had been a while since Orlando had spoken for such a long tine, and he was not in very good
condition. By the tinme he had reached the part of his recent history where he and Fredericks had
first entered the harbor at Tem | Un, he was feeling much as he had been feeling then--tired and
si ck.

Bonita Mae Sinpkins said very little, interrupting only to get an occasional clarification on
sonme piece of netboy slang or to grouse at himfor spending too nuch time on details interesting
only to teenagers. She had offered nothing yet of her own, but her very reticence was maki ng
Ol ando feel nore trusting. Woever she was, she was certainly not trying to sweet-talk himinto
betrayi ng confi dences.

A flamng wick in a bowl of oil colored the roomwth flickering yellow Iight and | ong
shadows. Qutside, the inmaginary Egypt had grown dark, and fromtine to tinme strange sounds drifted
to themthrough the hot desert night. As Orlando told of the Atascos' death and the flight from
their throne room a terrible, sobbing wail from somewhere nearby made himstop and fall silent,
heart beating. Fredericks, sitting on the foot of the bed, was also pale and nervous.

"Don't worry, boy," Ms. Sinpkins told him "Before he went, M. Al-Sayyid made sure that this
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house was protected. You could say it has charms on it, but that's heathenish, and what he did's
more scientific. But nothing's coming in--not tonight, anyway."

"Who's M. Al -Sayyid?"

"You're not done talkin' yet, and | haven't started. Keep going."

Ol ando shrugged and tried to pick up the tale. He noved quickly through the escape from
Tenmi 1 U4n and their travels in the mniature world, grinacing when Fredericks insisted he explain
how he had fought with a giant, homcidal mllipede. It wasn't so much that Ol ando was
enbarrassed--he had acquitted hinself fairly well, he thought--but it was clearly the sort of
swashbuckling detail this stern woman did not want to hear. He hurried on to their sojourn in the
cartoon world, then was forced to repeat the tale of what had happened to themin the Freezer
several tinmes while Ms. Sinpkins asked a nunber of shrewd questions.

"So that was her, too--the feather-goddess? You' re sure?"

Ol ando nodded. "It . . . it feels like the sane person. Looked |ike her, too, sort of. Wiwo is
she?"

Hi s questioner only shook her head. "And the other thing, the thing you only felt--what your
friend here called 'the actual factual Devil'? Tell ne about that again.”

He did, or tried to, but it was hard to put the experience into words, as difficult as
describing really intense pain--sonething he had done enough tinmes for people who wanted to
understand but couldn't--to know it never really worked. "So, was it the devil?" he asked when he
had finished, although he felt pretty sure he knew what this woman with her frequent talk of the
Lord and Jesus woul d say.

She surprised him "No, | don't think it was. But it nay be sonething al nost worse. | think
it's a kind of devil that nortal men have nade, nmen so full of pride they think they are God
H nsel f."

"What do you nean?"

Agai n she woul d only shake her head. "It's too nuch to talk about all at once. Anyway, you're
tired, boy--just look at the state of you. You need some sleep.”

Ol ando and Fredericks both flinched as sonmething that was not a dog whined and barked in the
street just outside the window "I'mnot going to sleep for a while," Olando said truthfully.
"Tell us where you're from You pronised."”

"I did no such thing." She stared at himhard, but he had seen enough of her to know she was

not angry, only considering. She turned to Fredericks. "I suppose you want to hear, too."
Olando's friend nodded his head. "It would be nice to know _sonmething_ for a change.”
"All right. But | don't want any questions until |I'mdone, and if you open your yaps before

then, you can just watch ne wal k away.
to say anything tw ce.

"My husband Terence and | belong to the Revel ati on Church of Christ, down in Porterville,

M ssissippi, and we are proud to do the Lord' s work. You have to understand that first of all
We're what you might call nuscular Christians--that's what our pastor says, anyway. W work hard
for Jesus and we're not nuch on that airy-fairy nonsense |like church picnics and car washes. W
cone to church and we sing and we pray, and sonetines we do get |oud. Sone people call us holy
rollers, 'cause when the Lord lays H s hand on one of us, we start to shout and talk about it a
little."

Ol ando found hinsel f noddi ng, al nost nesnerized by the rhythm of her voice, even though he
had only the faintest idea what she was tal king about. His parents had only taken himto church
once, to a cousin's wedding, and didn't go much thensel ves except for chanber nusic, when one of
the | ocal places of worship was used as a concert hall

"And we don't hold with judging people all the time either," she said in a tone that suggested
Ol ando might have been just about to suggest they did. "Qur God is all-powerful, and He will show
people the truth. What might be in their heart afterward is between them and the Lord. You
under stand me, you boys?"

Both Orlando and Fredericks hastened to indicate that they did.

"Now, the Lord never gifted me or Terence with children--it just wasn't H's plan for us, but
I'd be lyin" if I told you I never wondered or questioned why. But we both had a chance to work
with plenty of 'em Terence teaching shop at the local mddle school, me working in the energency
roomat the hospital in De Kalb. It's sad, but a whole lot of the children | saw were in bad
shape. If you don't think you need the Lord in your heart and your life, you never saw a bunch of
children been in a school bus crash start coming into the ER by twos and threes. That'll test you

"Anyway, that's none of it to the point. What I'mtrying to say is that we had plenty of
things in our lives, God had already given us our work to do, and we had ni eces and nephews, t o0,
so if we wondered sonetinmes why the Lord never gave us our own baby to raise, we didn't wonder

She scowl ed to show she neant business. "And |'m not going
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Il ong. Then M. Al-Sayyid cane to First Revel ation

"He was this little dark-col ored man, and when Pastor Wnsallen first brought himup to
i ntroduce him | thought he m ght be collecting for one of those backward foreign countries you
only hear about when they have an earthquake or sonething. He had a nice voice, though--very

proper, like that English gentleman you see on the net in all those imtation beef commercials,
you know t he one? Anyway, this M. A -Sayyid told us that he was a Copt. | didn't know what that
was--at first, | thought he neant he was a policenman, which was kind of funny because he wasn't

much hi gher than nmy shoulder and 1'mnot all that big. But he expl ained that he was from Egypt,
and the Copts were a Christian religion, even if we hadn't heard of "em He gave a little talk
about the group he belonged to, called Circle of Fellowship, which did all kinds of charitable
work in poor countries, and then Pastor Wnsallen collected some noney, just like |I figured.

"But it was afterward that we found out the whole truth. Pastor Wnsallen asked Terence and ne
if we would stay and talk after the rest of the congregation went hone, so of course we stayed. W
were thinking he would ask us to put this little man up at our place, and | was in a fret because
I had all nmy nother's things still packed in boxes in the guest roomand it hadn't been aired out
or anything. | suppose | was also a little worried because |I'd never had a foreign person in ny
house and | didn't know what kind of food he'd eat or anything. But that wasn't what the pastor
wanted at all."

Ms. Sinpkins paused, considering. For a moment she alnost sniled, a twist of the nouth that
m ght have been enbarrassment. "That was the strangest night of my life, | can tell you. See,
turned out that not only was this M. Al -Sayyid' s group a lot bigger and nore . . . unusual than
he'd l et on before, but Pastor Wnsallen knew sonme of themfromhis days at the university and was
| ooking to help themout. But that wasn't what was strange, no, not by a long yard. M. Al-Sayyid
began telling his story, and I swear n sounded |ike sonething out of the worst kinds of science-
fiction nonsense. It got dark outside, he talked so long, and | thought I was in sone kind of
dream the things he said were so unbelievable. But there was Pastor Wnsallen--Andy Wnsall en,
who |'ve known since he cane in to have his broken leg fixed when he was thirteen--just nodding
his head at all of it. He'd heard it before and he believed it, you could tell

"You know sone of what M. Al-Sayyid said to us, because it was said to you, too--these G ai
peopl e, and all the harm being done to i nnocent children--but there was nore. M. Al -Sayyid told
us that his Grcle group, which was nmade up of people fromall kinds of faiths working together
thought that the Gail folk were using children sonehow to nake their imortality-machi nes work,
and that they would have to keep using nore and nore of them because even though the project had
only gone on for a few years, sonme of the children had died already, and these people planned on
living forever and ever."

"Does that nean that Sellars was one of those guys, Ol ando?" Fredericks asked suddenly. "One
of these Circle of Fellowship or whatever they're called?"

Ol ando could only shrug.

"I never heard of your Sellars before now, if that neans anything," Ms. Sinpkins said. "But
what was even stranger still, M. A -Sayyid told us that night, was that one of the people in the
Circle--the real group doesn't have any "Fellowship" in its nane, that was just one of their
charities--was a Russian fellow, a scientist, | guess, and he had told the other Crcle folk that
he thought these Grail Brotherhood people . . . that they were drilling a hole in God."

Ol ando waited a moment to nmake sure he'd heard correctly. He gl anced over at Fredericks, who
| ooked as though he'd just been struck on the head with a good-sized rock. "Drilling a hole in.

? What kind of scanbark is _that_? | nean, no offense, but. . . . "

Bonita Mae Sinmpkins |aughed, a quick slap of sound. "That's what | _said, boy! Not quite
those words, but that's pretty nuch exactly what | said! | was surprised Pastor Wnsallen didn't
call it blaspheny, but he just sat there |ooking serious. | don't know what that young nman got up
to while he was away at college, but it wasn't |ike any preacher-teaching _|I've_ ever heard of."
She | aughed again. "M. Al -Sayyid tried to explain it to us. He had such a nice smle! He said
that even with all the differences between our faiths--he and his Coptic friends, we Revelation
Bapti sts, the Buddhists and Mosl ens and whatnot, all the other kinds of religions they had in
their Circle group--there was one thing we all had in conmon. He said we alt believed that we

could get in the right state of mind, | guess, and touch God. |'m probably saying it wong,
because he was a very good speaker and I'mnot, but that's nore or less the size of it. W reach
out for God, or the infinite, or whatever people want to call it. Well, he said, some of the
people in the Crcle had been feeling that sonething was . . . wong. Wen they prayed, or

medi tated, or whatever it was they all did, they could feel sonething was different in the
in the place they went to, or the feeling that they got. In the Holy Spirit, we Revelation folk
woul d say. Like if you walk into a roomyou know real well, you can feel sonetines if soneone
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el se's been in it?"

Ol ando shook his head. "I don't think I'mgetting any of this. My head hurts. Not from what
you' re saying," he hastened to explain. "Just because |I'msick."

The woman's snmile was al nost gentle this time. "OF course you are, boy. And |I'mjust talking
and tal king. There's really not nuch nore to explain about that, anyway, because | don't truly
under stand what they're saying nmyself. But you get sone sleep now, and we'll think about where
we're going to go tonorrow. "

"Where we're going to go?"

"I told you, this is a war zone. Those niserable creatures, Tefy and Mewat--the ones who work
for Csiris--are pretty busy putting down this uprising. But after they do, | can prom se you
they' re gonna be goi ng house to house, roundi ng up whoever they want to call synpathizers, scaring
everyone as bad as they can so it doesn't happen again. And you boys stick out like two real sore
t hunbs. Now get some sleep.”

Olando slept, but it was not very restful. He found hinself floating in a black sea of
troubl ed, feverish dreans which washed across himin waves, as though he were once again trapped
in the temple. Inages of various chil dhoods, none of themhis own, foll owed one after the other
interspersed with cryptic visions of the black pyramid a vast and sil ent observer |oom ng over
ever yt hi ng.

Qddest of all, though, were dreans that were not of children or pyram ds, but of things he
coul d not renenber seeing when either awake or dream ng--a castle surrounded by clouds, a jungle
full of heavy, flowered branches, the shrieking of a bird. He even dreaned of Mi' at, the goddess
of Justice, but not as she had appeared to himbefore, with feather and Egyptian garb: the dream
versi on was sonething kept in a cage, a winged creature that seened nore bird than human, wth
only feathers to cover her nakedness. The only thing the sane was sadness, the deep, nourning | ook
in her eyes.

He woke to flat nmorning light on the white walls. H's head still hurt, but it felt alittle
clearer than the night before. The dreans had not completely left him for the first nonents of
consci ousness he was both in a bed in Egypt and pitching and rocking on rough seas. Wen he
groaned and swng his legs off the pallet, he al nbst expected to feel cold water

Bonita Mae Sinmpkins poked her small, bl ack-haired head around the doorframe. "Are you sure
you're ready to be up and around, boy? Do you want a pot?"

A first attenpt had convinced himhe was not yet ready to sit up. "A what?"

"A pot. You know, to do your business in."

O | ando shuddered. "No, thanks!" He considered for a nonent. "W don't need to do that here,
anyway. "

"Well, some folks prefer to do things the normal way when they're having a long stay in VR
even if it doesn't nake any real difference." She had put down whatever she had been doi ng, and
now wal ked into the room "M. Jehani--he was one of the other fellows--said it was easier on the
mind if you just pretended you were still in the real world, and kept drinking, and eating, and
even. "

"I get it," said Orlando hurriedly. "Were's Fredericks?"

"Sleeping. He sat up half the night with you. You nmade a powerful fuss." She flattened her
hand on his forehead, then straightened. "You were tal ki ng about Ma'at in your sleep. The goddess
with the feather."

Ol ando's decision to ask Ms. Sinpkins what she nade of his dreans was interrupted by a cloud
of small yellow flying things that whirled in through the doorway and settled on his arms and | egs
and on various other surfaces in the sparsely-decorated room

"Awake! 'Landogarner awake!" Zunni cried happily, and rose fromhis knee to turn a little
sonmersault in the air. "Now we set off big fun-bonb!"

_"Kabooom " _ shout ed anot her nonkey and pretended to explode, flinging itself into sonme of its
conpani ons and setting off a westling match that rolled down Ol ando's stonmach, tickling
horribly.

"You get off him you creatures,"” said Ms. Sinpkins irritably. "The boy is sick. Just because
this is ancient Egypt doesn't mean they don't have broons, and if you don't want nme to take one to
the whole lot of you, you'll go perch on that chair and nmind your manners."

Wat ching the Wcked Tribe imediately do as they were told was one of the npbst astonishing
things Ol ando had ever seen. His fearful respect for the little round woman went up anot her
not ch.

Fredericks cane in, rubbing puffy-lidded eyes as he delivered his news. "There's a bunch of
peopl e shouting outside."
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"Fredericks!" called the nonkeys. "Pith-pith the mighty thief! Play with us!"

"There is indeed," said Ms. Sinmpkins. "If Olando feels strong enough, we're going up to have
a | ook.™

After getting slowy to his feet, Olando was pleased to discover he felt reasonably able. He
followed her out into the hallway with Fredericks and the nonkeys cl ose behind. The house was
bi gger than Ol ando had guessed--the hallway al one stretched alnost fifteen nmeters--and the
beautiful wall paintings of flowers and trees and a marsh full of ducks suggested it nust bel ong
to someone inportant.

"Yes, it does," his guide said when he asked. "Or it did. To M. Al -Sayyid, who was an
undersecretary in the palace--a royal scribe."

"l don't understand."

"Because | never finished explaining. Al in due tine."

She | ed themdown the hall, through a set of fanmily apartnents, and finally to an airy,
pillared room which seemed to have been the master bedroom but showed no signs of recent
habitation. A door off this roomopened into a pretty walled garden with trellises of flowers and
a pond; Olando was quite surprised at how nuch |ike a nodern garden it seenmed. They did not
linger, but followed Ms. Sinpkins as she stunped up a series of ranps that led to the roof, which
was flat and surfaced with dried nmud spread |ike plaster. An awning had been erected at one end,
and cushi ons and stools and a neat snall table nmade of painted wood arranged in its shade showed
that this was probably a favorite spot on warm days.

Ol ando noted these details in passing, but was nore inmediately arrested by the sight of the
city itself spreading away on all sides. Beyond the gardens and walls of the villa--which was even
| arger than he had suspected--lay other, simlar properties, surrounded by a broad belt of smaller
houses on narrower streets, extending outward right to the river's edge. Even fromso far away he
coul d see naked people clanbering in the nmud al ong the river-banks, perhaps naking bricks to build
other villas. Although hundreds of boats and ships still plied its waters, the Nile was clearly at
very low ebb and the nmud flats were wi de

But the nost interesting views were in the direction away fromthe river. In the extrene
western distance, set neatly atop the spine of the nountains that ran parallel to the broad N le,
was what appeared to be a beautiful city of tenples and pal aces, so starkly white that it
shinmered like a mrage even in the mild norning sunlight.

"Abydos," said Ms. Sinpkins. "But not like in the real Egypt. That's the home of GCsiris.
_He's_ as close to an 'actual, factual devil' as | hope any of us are likely to see.”

Closer, clinging to the foothills like barnacles on the upturned hull of a boat, were many
nore tenples in nany different styles; between the tenple hills and Ol ando's bal cony vi ewpoi nt
lay nmore of the city and its houses, box after box of pale nmud brick Iike an overanbitious display
of rectangul ar crockery.

The nild afternoon breeze changed direction and a roar of voices suddenly drifted to the
rooftop, the nore inpressive because it came from such a distance. A vast crowd of people were
gat hered around a particular building on the outskirts of the tenple hills, a huge pyrani dal shape
made of piled slabs; it |ooked older than al nbst any of the structures with which it shared the
hilltops. Olando could not nake out the reason they were surrounding the building, or even how
many people there were, but it was not a quiet or peaceful crowd; he could see it surge and then
fall back in waves, as though something held it | oosely bound.

"What's going on?" Fredericks asked. "lIs it sonething to do with all the trouble in the
streets when we got here?”

"It is," Ms. Sinpkins agreed, then shouted so suddenly that Ol ando and Fredericks both
j unped, "You nobnkeys, get back on this roof!" The yellow m screants fluttered back to the shadow
of the awning, protesting. "That's the tenple of Ra there in the niddle of that crowd," she
expl ai ned, ignoring the Tribe, "--see, that thing that |ooks |like tw sets of stairs pushed
together? Your friend is in there."

"Qur friend?" Olando couldn't nake sense of any of it. The light bouncing fromthe nunberless
rooftops of the nud brick city was nmaking his headache worse.

"You mean t he wol f-head guy?" asked Fredericks. "Upsy-Daisy, or whatever his nane is?"

"Upaut, yes," said Ms. Sinpkins a little sourly. She didn't like jokes nmuch, except for her
own. "His rebellion hasn't worked out, but he's taken sanctuary in Ra's tenple, Tefy and Mewat
can't defile the tenple of such an inportant god by just snatching himout of there--certainly not
wi thout their nmaster's permission, and Gsiris isn't back yet. But just in case, a lot of the
wor ki ng peopl e and sone of the | esser gods who are on Upaut's side have joined up into sort of a
human wall to keep the soldiers away fromthe tenple. So it's a standoff, for now "

Ol ando was definitely feeling the effects of too nuch bright light. "So that's where he wound

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (72 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:31 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

up. That's . . . um. . . that's interesting. But you said we had to get out of here in a hurry,
and | don't feel too good anyway, so why are we standing here staring at sone tenple?"

"Because," said Ms. Sinpkins as she took his el bow and turned himtoward the ranmp, "that's
where you're going."

Despite the fact that it was his own formthat | ooked back at himfromthe nmirror-w ndow-the hard
pl anes of his face as they had | ooked a century earlier, the silvery hair a little | ong but

i mMacul ately styled--Felix Jongleur felt as hunmiliated as he ever had in the dark days of his
chi | dhood, when he woul d kneel on the floor listening to the senior boys discuss his inmmnent

puni shrent. He was unused to wearing any body but that of Gsiris the God, even |ess accustonmed to
| eaving his own virtual domains, and he did not |like changes in his routine.

But there was nothing to be done about it. One did not becone the ol dest and arguably nost
powerful man on Earth wi thout | earning sone of |life's harsher |essons, and one of themwas that
there were tinmes when pride nust be put aside. He took a deep breath, or rather a series of
cybernetically-controlled punps did it for him but just before he stepped through, a flash in the
corner of his vision signaled a call on one of the enmergency lines.

"What is it?" he denanded of the priest-engi neer who appeared in the window "I'm about to
have a crucial neeting."

"The . . . system" stamered the bald acol yte, unprepared for his nmaster's particularly
shappi sh tone, "Set, | nean. He . . . it . . . there is a problem"

"Agai n?" Jongleur's irritation was mixed with a healthy dose of fear, but he would not show
that to one of his mnions. "Tell ne."

"Set has been in K-cycle now for forty hours. W' ve never had one go nuch beyond hal f that
| ong before.”

"How are the other indicators?"

The priest tried to find a respectful way to shrug, and ended up | ooki ng as though he were
having a small seizure. "They are . . . nostly nornmal, O Lord. Things are running snoothly. There
have been sone snall perturbations, but nothing beyond what we've been experiencing the past few
nmonths. But this K-cycle, Lord. . . . "

Jongl eur had a sudden nmonent of alnost irrational terror that this [owlevel functionary m ght
be seeing the tenporary simof nortal nman in white tailored suit, but a quick check reassured him
that the priest was experiencing the full glory that was Gsiris. "Yes, yes, the length of the
cycle is unusual. But we are approaching the Cerenony and maeki ng nany unusual demands on the
system Watch the indicators--let ne know if anything changes dranatically. But unless we have
sone kind of conplete neltdown, | don't want to be bothered in any way for the next hour. I|s that
_absolutely clear_?"

The priest-engineer's eyes grew wide. "Yes, ny Lord. Thank you, O He Who Makes the Grain
Spring fromthe Earth. "

Jongl eur ended the connection as the nan broke into the first bars of the G ateful
Leavet aki ng.

One thing Jongleur had to grant to his Grail Brother--Jiun Bhao had undeniable style. His
virtual home showed none of the ostentation of others in the Brotherhood, no Gothic-fortress-
per ched-on-i npossi bl e-cliffs or Caligul ean excesses of decor (usually acconpani ed by an equally
Cal i gul ean want of decorum) Neither was it falsely nodest: the financier's node presented itself
as a graceful aggloneration of broad pale walls and subtle tiling, with dark accent |ines so
unconmon as to arrest the eye when they appeared. Here and there a work of art was set with
seem ngly casual offhandedness--a delicately painted Tou-ts'ai porcelain of a water-bearer, a
droll bronze of a nmuzzled bear trying to eat a piece of fruit--but the overall effect was of clean
I ines and space. Even |light and shadow had been artfully arranged, so that the height of the
ceilings or the length of the cross-corridors could not easily be gauged.

In keeping with the lack of ostentation in his house, Jiun Bhao wore a gray-suited simthat
reflected the truth of his well-preserved ninety years; as he appeared in the central courtyard
and came toward Jongl eur, they m ght have been two dapper grandfathers meeting in the park
Nei t her extended a hand. There was no bow. The intricacy of the relationship obviated the need for
such thi ngs.

"You do me great honor, ny friend." Jiun Bhao gestured to where two chairs waited beside a
whi spering fountain. "Please, let us sit and talk."

Jongl eur smiled and nodded. "It is | who am honored--it is too long since | have visited your
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hone." He hoped the tacit admission of the change in their relative status would start the neeting
off on the right foot. It was arguable as to which of the men was richer or w elded greater power
in the real world--Jiun Bhao held entire Asian economes in the palmof his hand. The only riva
to either of themwas Robert Wells, but the Anerican had never tried to build an enpire of the
sort both Jongleur and Jiun had constructed. But until now, Jongleur's position as the chairnman of
t he Brotherhood had given himan undeni abl e edge, at least in anything to do with the Grail. Unti
now.

For sone nonents, both men merely sat and listened to the water. A small brown sparrow
appeared fromthe indeterni nate upper spaces of the courtyard, alighting on the branch of an
ornanental plumtree. Jiun regarded the bird, who stared back at himin turn with the bol dness of
wel | - si mul at ed i nnocence.

"I amrem nded," Jiun said as he turned back to Jongleur. "I hope you are finding tine lately
for peaceful contenplation, ny friend. These are hectic days." The financier spread his upturned
hands in a gesture of surrender. "Life is a wonderful thing--it is only when we are too busy
living it that we sonmetinmes forget this."

Jongl eur smled again. Jiun mght be only a little nore than half his own age, but he was
certainly no fool. Jiun was wondering whether Jongleur was up to the job, here at the nost
critical point, and was both naking a quiet inquiry and perhaps suggesting that he did not find
the grasping Anericans particularly synpathetic. "It is during tinmes like this that | renmenber why
we began this project, so long ago, old friend," Jongleur replied carefully. "Quiet nmonents, when
what we have and what we have made can truly be appreciated.”

"It is a good thing to share such a noment with you. As | said, this visit is a great honor."
Jiun spoke as if he hinself had not all but demanded it, however well-di sguised the suggestion
nm ght have been. "May | offer you any refreshnment ?"

Jongl eur waved his hand. "You are too kind. No, thank you. | thought that you mght like to
know that | will announce a date for the Cerenony tonorrow, when we neet with the rest of the
Br ot her hood. The final step--or the first true nonent, one might equally say--is only days away."

"Ah." Jiun Bhao's eyes were msleadingly mld, but even this sinulation of his face was a
marvel of subtle expression. Runor suggested that in the early days he had ordered the deaths of
conpetitors wi thout ever speaking a word, signing the warrants by nothing nore than a | ook of
tired indul gence. "Splendid news. Then | take it the . . . inconsistencies of the operating system
are now a thing of the past?"

Jongl eur flicked nonexistent Iint fromhis virtual suit to cover a nonent of consideration
"There are one or two details still being pursued, but | promse they will have no bearing on the
success of the Cerenony."

"That is good to hear." Jiun nodded slowy. "I amsure the rest of the Brotherhood will be
pl eased by your announcenent. Even M. Wells."

"Yes, of course. He and | have had our disagreenents," said Jongleur, anused at how the
conmpany and surroundi ngs | ed one al nost automatically to decorous understatenent, "but we stil
share a single goal. Now we are ready to achieve that goal."

H s host nodded again. After a nonent of silence during which Jongl eur watched several snal

fish in blurry novenent beneath the rippling surface of the fountain, Jiun said, "I have a snall
favor to ask of you, old friend. An inposition, | amsure, but | pray that you will consider it."
"Anyt hi ng. "
"I amdeeply interested in the Grail process itself, as you know. | have been so ever since

the first day you told nme of your researches--do you renmenber? It is astonishing to contenplate
how qui ckly the tinme has passed.”

Jongl eur renenbered only too well--Jiun Bhao and his Asian consortium had been a crucial bloc
inthe initial financing; behind the screen of polite discussion, the bargai ning had been even
nore vicious than usual. "OF course."

"Then you will understand ny wi sh. Since the Cerenpny is such a splendid occasion--
unprecedented, really--1 would ask you for the boon of perspective.”

"I'mafraid | don't understand."

"I would like to be last. So that | nmay observe the splendor of our acconplishment before
bei ng caught up in it myself. O herw se, the excitenent will doubtless be so great that | wll
regret afterward all the details | have mssed."

For a nonent Jongl eur was of f-balance. Did Jiun suspect sone kind of double cross? O --and
here was a truly disturbing thought--did the Chinese magnate, with his vast resources, know
sonet hing that even Jongleur did not know? But to hesitate could only fuel suspicion, if Jiun was
feeling such a thing. "OF course. | had planned that we would all partake of the Cerenony
toget her, but no favor is too great for one who has given ne . . . _and_ the project, of course .
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so much tinely support.” Jiun inclined his head. "You are a true friend." Jongl eur wasn't
qui te sure what exactly he had bargai ned away, but he did know what he had received in return--an
all but ironclad prom se of Jiun's backing in any contest with Wells. He had cone prepared to give
away nmuch nore, and not certain that he would gain what he wanted even so

They nmade small talk for the rest of the hour, speaking of grandchildren and great- and great-
great-grandchildren in the benevolently vague manner of hunters evaluating different generations
of foxhounds. There was no nore tal k of business, as everything inportant had been settl ed.
Several nore sparrows took up places on the branch beside the first, finding it confortable to sit
and even to sleep in a roomwhere the only noise was the murrmur of water and the equally soft
conversation of two aged nen.

What are you tal king about?" Ol ando denmanded as Bonita Mae Sinpkins led him Fredericks, and the
cloud of tiny, sulphur-colored primtes down the stairs again. "W're not going there--into the
nm ddl e of a bunch of soldiers! That scans, |ady!"

"You best not get too snippy with ne, boy," she said. "O you'll find yourself w thout any
friends in this town at all."

"Look, it just doesn't nmke any sense--you said we can't let those Gsiris-guys catch us, so
why should we go right to then?" He turned to Fredericks, who shrugged, clearly just as confused

"If you'd learn a little patience, you'd be better off." Ms. Sinpkins tilted her head. "He's
here. "

"Who's here?" Ol ando asked, but she was already bustling off down the main hallway. He and
Fredericks foll owed her, the cloud of nonkeys trailing behind like a visual representation of an
enbarrassi ng noise. They all stopped in the doorway. Linping up the long ranp that led fromthe
front gate to the elevated nmain floor of the house was one of the oddest |ooking people Ol ando
had ever seen, a tiny man barely three feet tall with thick, nisshapen linbs. H's face was even
stranger, broad fishy nouth and bul ging eyes so grotesque he seened to be wearing a nmask, but
despite all this defornmity even a brief glinpse of himrevealed a quick intelligence and a
strange, nocking glint in the exaggerated stare

"It's kind of you to cone,"” said Ms. Sinpkins, then astonished both Ol ando and Fredericks by
bowing to the bizarre dwarf. "W are in your debt."

"Not yet," he replied, then reveal ed his huge, horselike teeth in a grin. "But 1'll let you
know when you are!"

"This," she said to the youths beside her, "is Bes. He's an inmportant god--and a kind one."

"A househol d god," he denurred, "--a mnor deity of hearth and hone."

"These are Thargor and Pithlit," she said, with a warning | ook at each. "They are warrior gods
froma small island in the Geat Geen."

"Warrior gods?" Bes turned his goggling stare on Fredericks. "Mist have been a snmall island
i ndeed--this skinny one | ooks as though he would fight to get to the _back_of a battle, not the
front, Now are you going to invite me in, or keep ne out here in the nmidday sun until | am as
scaly as Sobek?"

She ushered himinto the hallway and down to the largest roomof the private apartnents. "It's
generous of you to help us," she said.

"I have only said | would consider it, little nother." The dwarf continued to exam ne Ol ando

and Fredericks, but seened al nbst not to notice the nonkeys, who had clustered on Ol ando's

shoul der and were watching the new arrival w th unhidden fascination. "First this pair nust answer
at least one of nmy riddles." He whirled in place, surprisingly graceful, then stopped. "Now tel
me--who am 1 ?" Bes dropped to all fours and lifted his runp in the air, then began to craw around
the room backward, emtting busy, farty little noises. The nonkeys | aughed so hard several of them
tunbl ed dowmn Olando's front and had to hang onto his belt to keep fromfalling. Even Ol ando had
to smle. Ms. Sinmpkins merely rolled her eyes.

The dwarf stopped and | ooked up. "Do you not recogni ze Khepera the dung beetle, the only deity
in the heavens who is brown at both nose and nethers?" He shook his head. "Wat do they teach
young gods these days?" Bes rolled onto his back and let his linbs go |inp, then arranged his
hands decorously across his chest and closed his eyes. "Tell ne this one, then. Wio amI|?" After a
| ong nonent, one pudgy hand crept free and finger-wal ked down to his crotch, where it grabbed and

squeezed.

Enbarrassed, but still amused, Olando could only shake his head.

"By the swinging udders of Hathor, do you not recognize our lord Gsiris? Wo el se could be
dead and yet still lust?" The disgust in his voice nade Orlando realize suddenly that this riddle-

game was in deadly earnest--that their salvation nmight hinge on it. Before he could ponder the

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (75 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:31 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

nmeani ng of the dwarf's riddle about Gsiris, the tiny man had bounced up onto his feet. "I wll
gi ve you one | ast chance. Tell ne who I am™

He lifted his hands to his curly hair and spread the fingers |ike ragged ears, then screwed up
his face into a broad, toothy gape before throwi ng back his head to bay |ike a sick dog. The
W cked Tribe, vastly anused, began to do the sane, so that the roomechoed with shrill yips. "Ah,
me!" the dwarf moaned. "Although it is daylight, ny head is nuddled, so | will how at the sun
i nstead of the moon!"

Frederi cks suddenly | aughed. "It's CQomnpa-Loonpa!"

"Upaut," said Orlando gratefully. "That's Upaut."
"Well," Ms. Sinpkins began, "if we've had enough of these ganes. '
Bes raised a bushy eyebrow. "That one was too easy, | think. Let us try one nore." He paused

for a noment, waiting for the Tribe to fall silent, which they at last reluctantly did, then
lifted his hands and covered both eyes. Through some ventriloquial trick, his voice seened to cone
fromeverywhere in the roomexcept his own broad nouth.

"I amlost in darkness," he sighed. "I amsealed in a coffin, wandering in darkness and cold
forever. "

"I know that one, too," Olando said. "And it's not funny."

The dwarf dropped his hands. "Ah, so you were correct, little nother. They _do_ know
sonmet hing." He turned back to Olando. "You speak the truth. It is not much of a joke." He spread
his arms as if in a gesture of welcome, then abruptly did a backward flip, landing solidly on his
bandy | egs near the doorway of the chanber. "Let us go, then. The tenple of Gandfather Ra awaits
us."
"Just a minute," Olando grow ed. The energy which had allowed himto get out of bed and wal k
to the roof was beginning to flag, and he was having trouble keeping his tenper. "How are we goi ng
to get through all those soldiers? And why do we want to go there in the first place?"

"You have to get out of here," Ms. Sinpkins said in the sudden quiet. "I told you--this place
isn't safe for you or anyone who's hel pi ng you."

"But why don't we just go down the river to the next gateway, or whatever they're called. Wy

won't anyone tell us anything? W still don't know what _you're_ doing here, |let alone why we have
to go join sone stupid revolution."
She nodded her head. "You're right, boy. | owe you the rest of ny story. I'll tell you what |

can when we're on the way. But Tefy and Mewat have boats full of soldiers all over the Nile during
the daytine, and at night you'd never be able to get down there in the first place before
sonmething ate you--if you were |ucky."

Frederi cks spoke up. "But why go _there_ ?"

"Because it's the only gateway you can reach," she said quietly. "And Bes is the only one who
can get you there."

"Not if we stand here all day like old, constipated Taueret, waiting in the water lilies for
her bowels to nmove," observed Bes.

Ms. Sinpkins fetched a thick white robe which she threw over Ol ando's shoul ders. "That'|
keep the sun off you, boy. You're still not well." At her direction, but not without a few nuffled
squeal s of protest, the squadron of nonkeys clinbed underneath the robe. "Let's not turn this into
any nmore of a circus than we have to," she said.

But that, Olando reflected sourly as he followed the surprisingly ninble dwarf out the door
and across the villa garden, was exactly what they nost resenbl ed.

"Hey, if we have to go to this tenple and see WIf Boy," Fredericks said brightly, "maybe we
can at |east get your sword back, huh?"

Ol ando was already feeling tired as he watched Bes clinbing the garden wall, apparently with
the idea of taking themout sonme |ess obvious way. "I can hardly wait," he said.

It was at times like this, reflected the man who was both Felix Jongleur and Gsiris, Lord of Life
and Death, that the life of a suprenme being felt nore than a little | onely.

The neeting with Jiun Bhao had been heartening, but the effects had not |asted | ong. Now, as
he lay in the eternal blue nothing of his systemis base |evel, he was al ready begi nning to wonder
what ki nd of Mephi stophelian bargain the Chinese financier had secured. Jongl eur was not used to
maki ng deal s whose fine print he had not read.

More worrisone, though, was the latest news on the Ot her, which continued to run deep in K-
cycle and showed no signs of changing any time soon. No one else in the Brotherhood had any idea
how unstabl e the system beneath the Grail Network truly was, and as the days approaching the
Cerenony dwi ndl ed away, Jongl eur was comng to feel he m ght have nmade a terrible m stake.
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Was there a way to detach the network fromthe O her and substitute another system even at
this late date? There were things Robert Wells and his Jericho people at Tel enorphi x had devel oped
that m ght work, although sone functionality would certainly be lost in the changeover--slower
response tinmes, at the very least, and perhaps a price to pay in the dunping of sone of the |ess
i mportant bits of nenory as well, not to nention that the Cerenony itself would have to be
postponed still further--but the essential functions of the network would surely be saved and the
conpletion of the Grail Project could go forward. But did he dare? Wells was as desperate for the
Gail's success as Jongleur was hinself, but that still did not nmean he would sit back and all ow
the chairman of the Brotherhood to adnmit defeat quietly. No, the Anerican would rescue the project
then make all the political capital of it he could. The prospect was galling. But not to do so
woul d be to risk everything, absolutely everything, on a systemthat was daily proving itself to
be unpredi ctably, unknowably strange.

He noved uneasily, or would have, had his body not been restrained in a porous mcrofil anent
webbi ng, drifting in the viscous fluids of his life-preserving chamber. For well over a hundred
years he had kept his own counsel, but it was hard at tines like this not to wish that things were
different.

Jongleur's brain again sent a signal for novenent to dispel nervous energy, and again the
signal arced into nothingness. He |onged for bodily freedom but nore specifically, he |onged for
the soothing environs of his favorite sinulation. Still, there was business to take care of first.

Wth a thought, he opened a comunication window. It was only short monents until Finney's
face appeared in it, or rather the vulture head of its Egyptian incarnation, Tefy. "Yes, O Lord?"

Jongl eur paused, taken aback. "Were is the priest? What are you doi ng there?"

"Seeing to your interests, O Lord of Life and Death."

"You have interests of mne to see to, certainly, but | don't. . . . " A sudden suspicion
clutched him and with it a shiver of anticipation. "Is it Jonas? Have you got hin®?" A nore
reasonabl e, but still hopeful interpretation occurred to him "O have you sinply tracked himinto
my Egypt?"

The vulture head dipped. "I regret to say that we do not know his present whereabouts at all
master."

"Damation! Then why aren't you out |ooking for hin? Have you forgotten what | can do to you
any time | w sh?"

A vigorous shake of the beak. "W forget nothing, Lord. We are just . . . seeing to sone
details, then we will be on the trail again. WIIl you grace us with your presence soon?"

Jongl eur shook his head. "Later. Perhaps. . . . " he consulted the tinme readout, the nunbers
showi ng GMI, still the marker of global inperiumlong after the English sea enpire had shrunk to a
single dreaning island, " per haps not today, though. It would be too distracting with al
t hese neetings."

"Very good, Lord."

Fel i x Jongl eur hesitated. Was that relief he saw in his servant's inhuman expressi on? But such
concerns could not be as significant as the decision he had to nake, and tine for that decision
was running short. He cut the connection

So. . . was it tine to give up on the her? Tine to trigger the Apep Sequence? He could do
not hi ng, of course, unless he received assurances fromWlls, and that woul d nean throwi ng his
entire systemopen to the Tel enorphi x engi neers. Jongl eur shuddered at the thought. Tomb robbers.
Desecrators. But was there an alternative?

Agai n he found hinself w shing for one person, just one, whose counsel he trusted. Long ago he
had held a hope that the hal f-Aboriginal boy Johnny Wil garu ni ght becone such--his intelligence
and conpl ete lack of sentinment had been obvious fromthe first time Jongl eur had seen himin the
so-called Private Youth Authority in Sydney, a warehouse for danaged children. But young Dread had
proved too wild to be conpletely taned, and too rmuch a creature of his own predatory appetites
ever truly to be trusted. He was a useful tool, and at tinmes |like now, when he seemed to be
behavi ng hi nsel f, Jongl eur even considered that he mght be given a little nore responsibility.
Except for the worrisone natter of the air hostess, a hom cide which Jongl eur's agents suggested
had been filed by the Col onbi an police and Interpol as unsolved and unlikely to change, there had
been no signs of bad behavior. But an attack dog, it was now clear to him could never becone a
trusted conpani on.

He had al so once thought Finney m ght be someone worthy of the gift of Jongleur's confidence,
despite his strange relationship with the nearly subhuman Mudd. But the night of broken glass had
changed that--had changed everyt hi ng.

Jongl eur sighed. In the tower stronghold high above Lake Borgne the web of systens adjusted,
fl ashi ng messages of imaginary nuscul ar novenent to his brain, gently shifting the Q2/COQ2, rati os,
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imtating to near perfection the experience of enbodi ment, but still, somehow, falling just
i neffably short.

CHAPTER 8
House

NETFEEDY ENTERTAI NVENT: Sepp OCswalt Killed in Accident

(visual: smling Gswalt in front of DP audi ence)

VO Sepp Cswalt, the genial host of "Death Parade," died while shooting an epi sode of the show
when a di straught construction worker who had been threatening to destroy a building accidentally
ti pped a crane-load of steel beans onto Oswalt and his canera crew. Al though Gswalt and his crew
were killed, the building' s drone security caneras caught the bizarre accident, and the footage
wi |l appear as part of the Sepp Gswalt tribute on his |ast conpleted "Parade" episode

The gateway did not stay open long. Wthin seconds after Renie had stepped through with ! Xabbu's
hand still clutched tightly in her own, the pane of light flared and then vani shed, |eaving them
dazzl ed into darkness. Emly cried, "I can't see!"

"W are in a large room" Martine sounded exhausted--Renie could only guess what the effort of
openi ng the passage had done to her and ! Xabbu. "It is very high and very long, and | sense nany
obstacles on the floor at our level, so | suggest none of you nove until | have time to map things
out."

"There's a little light," Renie said, "but not nuch." The initial dazzle was fading. She could
make out the edges of otherw se form ess things and vague gray splotches high overhead. "There are
wi ndows up there, | think, but it's hard to tell. They're either partially curtained or they're
just a really strange shape."

"Martine, is there anything el se we need to know about?" Florimel asked sharply. It seemed she
was taking Renie's half-in-jest conmi ssioning of her as security officer seriously.

"Not that | can tell. | cannot sense whether the floor is solid all the way to the walls, so |
suggest we stay in one place." The French woman was obvi ously thinking of her own recent fall, and
Reni e heartily agreed.

"Let's just sit down, then. Are we all here? T4b?" Wen he responded with a preoccupi ed grunt,
she |l owered herself onto what felt like a carpet. "Well, it's certainly sonmething different than
the last place, but it would be nice to know nore."

"I am going to break sonething," !Xabbu suddenly announced from a short distance away.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"There is furniture here--many of the shapes are chairs and tables. | amgoing to break up one
of themand see if | can make a fire." The little man seenmed to take a long time, perhaps |ooking
for the right sort of wood, but at |ast everyone heard splintering. !Xabbu returned, saying, "Mich
of it is broken already, it seems."” He set at the lengthy task of spinning one piece against
anot her .

M ndful of the fact that she had nore or |ess accepted--or perhaps demanded--the
responsi bilities of |eadership, Renie nade a quick, crawing tour around her troop. Martine was
busy trying to make sense of the new environnment. Florinmel was waiting for sonething unpleasant to
happen and did not want her concentration disturbed. Renie thought of sonething she wanted to ask
Enmily, but before she went to the girl, she stopped to exchange quiet words with T4b

"It's back," he said wonderingly, and held up his left hand so she could see it silhouetted
agai nst one of the gray windows. It seened a little translucent, although it was hard to be sure
in such dimlight, but he was right: it was undeni ably back. She reached out to touch it, then
snat ched her fingers back

"It . . . _tingles_. Like electricity."

"Pure tasty, huh?"

"I guess." She left himadmring his restored digits and crawl ed to where the girl sat by
herself. "Em|y?" The girl did not reply. "Emly? Are you all right?"

She turned slowy. "It's funny," she said at last. "For a nonent, | didn't think that was ny
nane. "

"What do you nean?"
"I don't know. It just didn't seemlike ny name. It didn't . . . feel right."
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Reni e had no idea where to go with that, so she left it. "I wanted to ask you if you stil
have t he gem Azador gave you."

Emly hesitated. "My pretty thing? That ny sweet puddi ng gave ne?"

It was hard to hear that self-absorbed bastard Azador described as a "sweet puddi ng" and not

| augh out |oud, but Renie nmanaged. "Yes. |I'd like to look at it, if | could."
"Too dark."
"Well, I'd like to hold it, then. | promise I'lIl give it back."

The girl reluctantly passed her the stone. Emily was right--it was indeed too dark to see
much. Renie rolled it in her fingers, feeling the hard, many-faceted weight of it. "Did it ever do
anyt hi ng?"

"Li ke what ?"

"I don't know -change. Talk to you. Show you pictures."

Emily giggled. "That's silly! How would it do that?"

"I don't know." She handed it back. "Can | look at it again when we have sone |ight?"

"Ckay." Emily was still anused by the idea of a talking gem Renie craw ed back toward the
others just as a snall flane began to grow beneath ! Xabbu's m ni stering hands.

The Bushman took three broken table legs and held their splintered ends in the fire until they
caught, then handed one to Renie and one to Florinel, keeping one for hinself. As the flanes
mul tiplied, yellow light reached out to the walls, revealing the roomaround them It was as |arge
as Martine had suggested, a huge, high-ceilinged hall Iike sonmething froma nanor house--Renie
could al nost picture the bejewel ed nobility from sone costuned net extravaganza waving their fans
and gossi ping beneath the now dusty candel abra. Large pictures hung on the walls, but either the
torchlight was too dimor the pictures too old: only vague shapes were visible within the
cunbersome frames. Bits of furniture stood here and there around the carpeted floor, as though the
pl ace had once been a reading room or an oversized salon, but as ! Xabbu had reported, nuch of the
furniture was broken, although the villains seened to be extreme age and negl ect rather than
vi ol ence.

Florimel stared up at the distant ceiling. "It is nonstrously big. Like a train station! | do
not think I have ever been in a roomso |arge. Wat sort of palace nust this be?"

"Sone kinda scan-ass Dracul a house," opined T4b. "Saw this in _Vanmpire Sorority: Utter
Suction_, me."

"T4b's right about one thing," Renie said. "It's not the cheeriest place |I've ever seen. Do
you think the whole thing's a ruin? Mdire inportant, is it deserted?"
Em |y suddenly got up and noved closer to the rest of the group. "I know what kind of place

this is." Her voice was tight. "There are eyes in the walls."

"Martine, is there anyone around?" Renie asked. "Soneone watchi ng us?

"Not that | can tell." The blind woman shook her head. "The information is very static here.
It seems to have been deserted for a while, just as it appears.”

"Right." Renie stood up, holding her torch high. "Then | think we mght as well start
exploring. We're never going to find Quan Li--the spy, | nean--if we just sit here."

No one was thrilled by the idea, but no one raised any useful objections either. ! Xabbu broke
|l egs off a few nore collapsed chairs to use as spare torches, then put out the canpfire, leaving a
smal | burned spot in the ancient carpet that nade Renie feel obscurely shaned. They headed out
across the shadowy room

"Stay close together," Renie warned. "We have no idea what this simulation's supposed to be--
T4b could be right. There could be vanpires or anything.”

"Eyes," Emily repeated quietly. Renie asked her what she nmeant, but the girl only shook her
head.

It took them perhaps a quarter of an hour of cautious exploration to cross the great hall
They stopped to examine many of the crunbling artifacts on the way w thout adding rmuch to their
under st andi ng. The furniture and ornamentati on seened |ike sonething out of the Baroque era in
Europe, but there were other elenents that seened |likely to be of an earlier time, and some--1ike
a pl ague bearing an unconvincingly-rendered carving of a railroad train--definitely fromlater
Reni e al so spotted what | ooked |like a row of dusty electric lights along the top of one of the
wall's, but it was too dark to be sure.

They stepped through the tall, wi de doors at the roomis far end, Florinel walking point with
T4b flexing his new hand at her side, Martine and Enily behind them Renie and ! Xabbu brought up
the rear, and so were the last to learn that the roomon the far side, except for the shapes of
its high windows--nmore and snmaller--and its furniture--less of it, and with a vast wooden fl oor
i nstead of the thick carpeting--was nmuch like the first.

"Whoever used to live here," Renie noted, "must not have |iked being crowded."
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The three pictures in this roomwere hung closer to the floor, only a few neters above the
parquet, and Renie paused to exam ne them Two of them contained what | ooked Iike hunting scenes,
highly stylized. The hunters appeared human, if oddly archaic, but the aninmals they were riding
did not quite look |ike horses, as though painted from hearsay by sonmeone who had never actually
seen one.

The picture in the nmddle was a vast portrait study of a person who m ght have been either
male or female: it was hard to tell because the subject was wapped head to foot in a dark robe
whi ch bl ended into the blackeni ng background. The hood was pulled so | ow over the sitter's face
that only a pair of sharp, glittering eyes, a prom nent nose, and an unsniling nmouth were visible
inits shadowy folds.

Reni e wi shed she had not stopped to | ook

This second vast room had doors on all four sides. After walking all the way across to the
farthest door and finding what appeared to be another hangar-sized chanber beyond it, Renie and
the others trooped back across to one of the side entrances. The corridor outside ran parallel to
the great halls, and although it. too, was lined with pictures and busts in shadowy niches, it was
of nmore human di nensions, only a few neters wi de and the sane di stance high; no vote was needed to
settle which route the conpany preferred

"Any suggestions on a direction?" Renie asked Marti ne.

The blind wonman shrugged. "No difference that | can perceive."

"Then let's follow this hallway back in the direction we came from That way, if we don't find
anything, we'll at |least be staying in the general area of the first room since we know a gat eway
can nmanifest there."

It was a good plan, but after half an hour or so of tranping down the corridor, past |ocked
door after |ocked door, and after a few entrances into and depressed exits from nore huge,
deserted roons, Renie had begun to wonder if they would be able to remenber which of these
chanmbers had been their starting point. The decorations were no real help; nost of the pictures
were so faded and encrusted with dirt that they coul d have been anything. The busts uniformy
portrayed ol d nmen, vaguely Caucasi an, but with enough snmall variety in their features and enough
dust caked in the crevices of the old dark stone that she would not even have sworn to that
di stingui shing fact.

After perhaps an hour, the nonotonous trek was finally alleviated by Martine's announcenent
that she sensed a change in the information

"What sort of change?" Renie asked. "People?"

"No. Just . . . force being applied. It is hard to explain, and anyway it is too far away to
tell for certain. I will let you know when we get closer."

A few mnutes later the blind woman st opped them and pointed to the corridor wall on the
opposite side fromthe gigantic roons they had first explored. "There. In that direction. | think
it is the river."

"The _river_7?" Florimel squinted at the wall; it seemed to pulsate gently, an illusion of the

flickering torchlight. "You nean the _river_ river? The one that runs through all the
si nul ati ons?"

"I do not know, but that is howit feels. It is a torrent of change, that is all | can say for
certain, and it is that way."

They began trying doors on that side of the corridor, but it was not until after at least a
dozen attenpts that they found one unl ocked. They trooped through another |arge room this one
lined along the walls with gallery benches, as though it had once been used for some kind of
performance. Mst of the seats had col |l apsed. An enpty space in the mddle of the roomwhere the
dust was thick as icing sugar gave no indication of what the spectators m ght once have wat ched.

On the other side of a door at the rooms far end they found a broad wal kway, bounded on the
near side by a wall not unlike the corridor they had been follow ng, but on the far side by an
ornate wooden railing. The passage was still roofed, but there was no wall behind the railing.
Beyond they could see only darkness; the noise of noving water rose faintly fromthe void.

Renie tested the railing carefully before | eaning her weight against it. The torchlight found
not hing to bounce off, either across or below "Jesus Mercy," Renie said. "lIt's a |ong way down to
the river--must be at |east ten floors below us."

"Don't be leaning out," T4b told her anxiously. "Just six that right now "

"I"'mtired," said Emily. "I don't want to wal k anynore."

| Xabbu fingered the railing. "I could clinm down and see what is there."

"Don't you dare." Renie |ooked at the others. "Can we nake it a little farther? If we turn
right here we'll be heading pretty nuch back toward where we started."

The group agreed without nmuch enthusiasm although Emily continued to nake her own feelings
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very clear. Renie did her best to be patient--the girl was pregnant, after all, or seened to be,
and they had made her wal k for perhaps two hours--and concentrated instead on trying to nake sense
out of what they had seen so far

"Could this be some version of Bucki ngham Pal ace or the Vatican?" she asked Martine quietly.
"I mean, it's so huge!"

Marti ne shook her head. "It is Iike no place | have seen or heard of, but it seens to be
bi gger than either of those."
Their torches still illumnating nothing but darkness beyond the left-hand railing, their ears

full of the urgent but muffled rush of water, they did not at first notice that the wal kway was
wi dening--that the wall on the right side and its row of doors had begun to curve away fromthe
rail. Wien the difference had becone sonething |ike a dozen neters, the conpani ons suddenly
reached a second railing that curved in fromthe wall side, then bent to run parallel to the
first.

They stopped and | ooked around nervously. Although the wall that contained the doors and
ni ches, now as famliar as a doddering uncle, continued to curve away fromthemto the right, the
wal kway beside it had run out, walled off by the second railing. Beyond, darkness lay on that side
al nost as deep as on the left, broken only by a few faint squares of light far in the distance.
The twin railings stretched away in front of themalong either side of a tongue of carpeted
wal kway, lonely as a trestle bridge over a gorge.

I Xabbu had al ready wandered past the security of the wi dest part, making his way cautiously
out onto the carpeted spit, his torch held high despite his animal gait. "It is just as solid as
it has been,” he said. "And seens to be in good repair.”

"Not going there," Emily said, shuddering. "Don't want to."

Renie was not particularly inclined to do so either, but she was struck by a sudden thought.
"Hang on a nonment. Those lights, out there." She pointed to the faintly glowi ng rectangles far
along the right side of the great enpty space.

"They are wi ndows," said Florimel. "Wy do you care?"

"They're _lit_ windows," Renie replied. "The first |ights other than our own we've seen."”

"So? They are too far away even to nake out properly. W did not bring binoculars."

"But there nmight be a crossing up ahead," Renie said. "O this open space mght only go on for
alittle while, then another hallway m ght curve out to neet it on the far side. Either way, it's
the first sign of anything alive except ourselves."

The debate that foll owed was tense, and woul d have run | onger except that everyone was tired
Al t hough Martine and ! Xabbu agreed with Renie, and even Florinmel reluctantly admtted that it nade
sense to explore a little farther, Emly and T4b objected so desperately that they forced a
conprom se: if nothing inportant was di scovered when Martine's undefined but so far quite reliable
sense of tinme told her half an hour had passed, they would turn around and retrace their steps
back to | ess nerve-racking parts.

As the little troop made its way out onto the wal kway, which was of safe wi dth and guarded by
strong railings, T4b was so clearly mserable that Renie began to regret her own firmess of
pur pose. She renenbered what Martine had said about the river-of-air--about howdifficult it had
been to get T4b to step out with the others and trust the wind currents--and wondered if he m ght
be phobi c.

_Oh, well,_she thought. Better to find out now M ght be crucial up the line sonmewhere. _

The hul king battle-robot took a route directly down the mddle of the three-neter pathway and
woul d not walk even a step to either side, treading the rock-solid path as carefully as if on a
tranpoline. He shook off Renie's attenpts at supportive conversation with ani nmal sounds of
di sconfort.

They had gone scarcely a hundred paces when Martine abruptly clutched Renie's el bow. "I fee
sonet hi ng, " she whi spered.

Reni e waved the others to a stop. "Tell us."

"Sonething . . . _sonmeone_. Maybe nore. Up ahead of us."

"We're lucky to have you, Martine." Renie considered. The wal kway was a bad spot to get into a
fight, but the whole point of the exercise had been to find other people, perhaps |earn sonething
about this environnent. In any case, why should it be soneone hostile? Unless it was the Quan L
thing. . . . That gave Renie another nmoment's pause--it would be horrible indeed, with all of them
tired and dispirited, to have to deal with the lithe, cat-quick creature that half a dozen of them
had struggled vainly to subdue back in the last sinmulation. But it seemed unlikely that given a
two-day head start their eneny would be lurking here in the middle of nothing when he or she had
the Grail's access device.

No, Renie felt certain that the thing they sought would either be gone entirely or would have
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at least found a nore confortable part of the sinulation. It wouldn't be waiting for them because
it could have no idea they were com ng

Fl ori mel agreed, although not w thout sone reservations. After a bit nore whispered argunent
they started forward again, this tinme w thout conversation of any Kkind.

They had reached sonething like an island--a space where the railings curved outward on either
side and the floor spread, a great oval wi dening of the wal kway |ike the silhouette of a python
with its dinner half-digested--when Mrtine touched Renie's arm again.

The island was clearly neant as a place for conversation and conviviality. The railings were
hi gher here and |ined everywhere except across the wal kway by tall, dusty cabinets; the open
carpeted floor was cluttered with overstuffed sofas and chairs. Even as her heart sped with
anxi ety and anticipation, Renie could picture the lords and | adies of the ballroons having
sonething like formal picnics here--perhaps in daylight, when they could see the river running far
bel ow.

Martine pointed toward a cabinet along one rail, a huge affair covered with ornate carvings,
its brass door handl es now bl ack with age. The conpany noved quietly toward it. Wen they had
arranged thenselves in a semcircle a few neters away, Renie said loudly, "W know you're in
there. Cone out--we won't hurt you."

There was a pause, then the doors banged open so swiftly that one splintered off its top
hi nges and sagged | oose. Emily screamed. The figure that |eaped out of the shadowy interior was
br andi shi ng somet hing | ong and sharp, and Renie had a nonment to curse her own stupid certainties
before the stranger stopped, blinking in the torchlight, and raised the huge knife before him

"I have little beside the clothes |I wear,"” the young nan declared breathlessly. "If you want
them you won't get them cheaply." The stranger was very thin, and it was hard to tell which was
pal er, his thatch of white-blond hair or his nmilky skin: if his eyes had not been dark, Renie
woul d have t hought himan al bino. He waved the knife again, a w cked-1ooking thing as long as his
forearm "This is Gistleclip, whose fane you doubtless know, and | will not hesitate to use it!"

"Gristleclip? Renie was alnpst startled into a | augh

"We do not nean you any harm" said ! Xabbu

The young nman's eyes w dened briefly at the tal king nonkey, but he did not |ower his knife--
whi ch, as Reni e | ooked cl oser, appeared despite its inpressive size to be sonething best used for
choppi ng vegetables. "He's right," she said. "You can put your knife away."

He squinted at her, then surveyed her conpanions. "Were are your weapons?" he asked, a little
surprised but still suspicious.

"Want weapons, you?" T4b, despite still nmoving |ike a high-wire artist in a stiff breeze,
brandi shed a huge, spiked fist. "Op this, knife-boy."

"Stop it," Florinel told him "W have no weapons and we want nothing fromyou," she told the
stranger. "W are lost, that is all."

The pal e young nman's | ook of suspicion was not entirely gone, but he appeared to be
considering their words. The knife sagged a little; Renie thought it nust be quite heavy. "Are you
fromthe Sunset Wndows Wng?" he asked. "I do not recognize your clothes."”

"Yes, we're fromfar away." Renie tried to sound |ike she was agreeing wthout commtting
herself and the others to anything. "W don't know where we are exactly, and we . . . we heard you
in the cabinet. W'd appreciate any help you can give us--we'll do what we can for you in return."

Hi s breathing now sl owed, the youth stared at her hard for a noment, then carefully slid his
knife into the sash at his waist. He was dressed in what Renie inmagi ned a seventeenth century
peasant woul d wear on his day out, all grays and browns, a blouse-like shirt with billow ng
sl eeves over a pair of breeches, and shod in the kind of soft boots that she thought were called
nmoccasi ns. "Do you swear you nean no harnP" he asked. "Swear by the Buil ders?"

She had no idea who the Builders night be, but she knew she and her conpani ons had not hi ng
agai nst this skinny young nman. "W swear."

He et out a last deep breath and defl ated even farther, if such were possible. He was
scarecrow thin; Renie found his willingness to stand up to a half-dozen strangers quite
i mpressive. He surprised her then by turning to the cabinet and its saggi ng doors. He leaned into
the shadowy interior and called, "Cone out, Sidri," then turned a stern glance on Renie and her
conmpani ons. "You gave your word."

The girl who stepped out was as thin and pale as her protector, wearing a long gray dress
draped by a surplice figured with enbroidered flowers. Renie guessed she nust be the youth's
sister, but he announced, "This is ny betrothed, Sidri, a novice of the Linen Coset Sisters. | am
Zekiel, an apprentice cutlerer--or rather I _was_ an apprentice." There was quiet pride in his
voi ce, and now that his bel oved had appeared, he did not take his eyes from her, although she kept
her own snow | ashed gaze downcast. "We are fugitives, you see, because our |ove was forbidden by
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our masters."
T4b groaned. "Not another _sayee-lo_ fairy-story! Just want to get back on the ground, ne."

_"Code Del phi._ Start here.

"As usual, it seens, when we find ourselves in a new simulation, we also find ourselves thrown
i n anong people and events as conplicated as anything we mght find in the real world. There are
differences this tinme, however, both good and bad. W now have a goal, which is the recovery of
Reni e's access device, and as | mentioned in nmy last weary entry, !Xabbu and I have al so
di scovered an ability to mani pul ate the system by ourselves, if only in the smallest of ways. | do
not have words for it--the entire process was to find a way to conmuni cate w t hout such things--
but it has given ne ideas | mnust carefully consider. In any case, we have entered this sinulation
world in pursuit of a nurderer, and what little we have | earned has not inproved our chances of
overcomng this eneny, let alone the greater villains, the Gail Brotherhood.

"Still, it is useless to worry beyond the point of careful planning, and the sinulation itself
is not without interest. The single | arge and | ong-deserted room which was nmy only experience of
it during ny last journal entry has proved to be only one of many such roonms. W have wal ked for
hours through corridors and ot her enornous chambers, and only at the very end did we find any
other living creatures--a boy naned Zekiel and his lover, the girl Sidri. W have canped with
them for lack of a better word, on a wi de space in a wal kway hi gh above the river, and we have
all tal ked for hours. They have run away fromtheir own people, which is a relief because at |east
now we know there _are_ people in this echoing ruin. In fact, Zekiel says that the two of them
came to this part of the house, as he calls it--a bit of an understatenent for such a mammoth
structure--precisely because it was deserted. They feared Sidri's religious Order would try to
reclai mher, since novices are given to the Sisterhood in a kind of bond-slavery, and nmay not
marry or |leave the Order. The pair are searching for a place where they believe they can live
together freely, another part of the house called the Great Refectory, which as far as | can tel
t hey know only by anci ent runor

"Hearing them speak | cannot hel p wondering at how shot through with myth and story are al
the parts of O herland we have seen. It seenms an odd obsessi on when one considers who built the
pl ace. | had never thought of billionaire industrialists and political tyrants as being interested
in the structure of folktales, but | suppose | have not truly known nany of either

"Neither Sidri nor Zekiel can be nuch beyond fifteen or sixteen years old, but they are the
products of a nore or |ess nedieval system and clearly consider thenselves to be of adult age.
Sidri's Oder, the Linen C oset Sisters, apparently have some kind of cerenonial duties caring for

well, linens. Zekiel's own guild, centered around a place called the Cutlery, naintains
edged instrunents fromwhat seens by his description to have been an antique and very extensive
kitchen conplex. In order to protect hinself and his |adylove frombandits and nonsters, both of
which he clains with great certainty haunt the corridors of this abandoned part of the house, he
has stol en one of the cerenonial blades--a |arge chopping knife with the charm ng nanme of
"Gistleclip.' For this crine, he believes he is now a wanted crimnal, and | cannot doubt he is
right.

"As for us, the outsiders, we still have no idea of the true size of this building or what
lies beyond it. Both Sidri and Zekiel seemslightly nystified by the question, so perhaps their
sharply proscribed, feudal upbringing has kept themfromtraveling or even inquiring. For what it
is worth, we have seen signs of technologies as nodern as the late nineteenth or very early
twentieth century, but from Zekiel's descriptions it seens npst of the residents live like early
settlers in the Anericas, surviving off the bounty of the house and its grounds with the sane
i nnocent rapaci ous-ness with which the European col onists exploited the endl ess natural resources
of their new continent.

"Just in our short hours of conversation, we have heard Zekiel--who is nore know edgeabl e,
because his existence has been | ess sheltered--casually nmention at |east a dozen different groups
that share the house. Sonme he calls '"tribes,' which seems to nean that their significant
characteristic is where they cone from rather than what they do--Zekiel calls his Cutlery people
a 'guild,” but he has referred to others by names such as 'the Sunset Wndows Tribe' or 'the
Upriver Pools Tribe.' The river does indeed seemto run through this entire sinulation, or at
| east through this i mense building, which is apparently all Zekiel knows. It serves to tie the
various cultures together, although its flow seens to be fromthe top of the house to the bottom
and thus it is convenient only for downriver journeys. Mdst long river trips apparently end in an
even | onger hi ke back

"Fish live in the river, and there are fishernen who spend their |ives catching them O her
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sources of nmeat are available as well, cows and pigs and sheep, which as far as | can tell are
pastured in rooftop gardens, suggesting that Zekiel and Sidri are not the only people in this
house who have never |eft the property. Has there been a plague here, | cannot hel p wondering? Are

these fol ks the descendants of survivors who barricaded thenselves into this great house, as in
Poe's ' Masque of the Red Death,' and then never went out again? It is a strange, Gothic place, of
that there can be little doubt. The idea of hunting for the person who pretended to be Quan L

t hrough such a labyrinth fills ne with unease. | cannot even guess what the nile after mile of
shadowed hal | ways nust feel like to nmy conpanions, who are not as intimate with darkness as | am
"The discussion is breaking up. | think everyone wants sl eep, although we can only guess at

what the true tinme mght be, even by the standards of the network. T4b and Enmily in particul ar
have found this a difficult day. We will continue our explorations tonorrow

"But | cannot hel p wondering who nade this bizarre place, and for what purpose he or she neant
it. Is it a pure diversion, a Victorian folly wit large in virtual space, or was one of the
Br ot her hood preparing a suitably grandi ose home in which to spend eternity? If the second is true,
the house's creator nust be soneone with whom| share nore than a fewsimlarities, for the only
real difference between entonbing oneself in this vast ruined nmaze and burying oneself as | have
in my underground burrow -unarguably a cave, despite its amenities--is a difference of degree, and
of noney. Otherwi se, | would guess that the sinulation's creator and | have nuch in common.

"I find that a very disturbing thought. _"Code Del phi._ End here."

But you think you have heard of such a person?' Renie asked. "A newconer?"

Zeki el brushed his pale hair fromhis eyes. "I remenber hearing sonething, Mstress, but I
cannot be certain. A stranger, a wonan, who said she cane fromone of the Attic tribes? | heard it
in passing, while we were preparing for the Trooping of the Knives, and | paid little attention
Peopl e often cone fromfar away, especially to the Library Market."

"Yes, sonme of the other Sisters nentioned a stranger," Sidri added quietly. Even after an
eveni ng and night spent in their conpany, she still had not |ooked anyone full in the face. "They
sai d she nust bring bad |uck, because a young wonman fromthe Upper Pantry C erks ran away the
ni ght she arrived and has not been seen since."

The tinme had cone to separate--Zekiel and Sidri to continue their journey away fromall that
they knew, Renie and the others to travel toward the place the young |lovers had fled. Renie | ooked
at the pair, colorless as creatures bred in a cavern, but so absorbed in each other and their
pl ans that she knew she and her own conpanions were no nore than an incident in these |overs
story.

"So if we find this Library Market," Florinmel said to Zekiel, "we can ask questions there? No
one will think us odd?"

He | ooked at her for a nonent, then turned his gaze on T4b and ! Xabbu. A snile creased his
long face. "You will not be ignored, that is certain. Perhaps you should try to find sone clothing
in one of the big enpty roomns--scavengers often do well in such old places, and | think these have
not been searched before."

Reni e could not understand how people could live full-tine in a single house, however | arge,
yet | eave an entire wi ng unexplored for generations, but the ins and outs of the simwrld were of
| ess interest to her just now than the very real possibility that they mght find the spy.

Zekiel and Sidri stood awkwardly for a nonment at the edge of the wal kway island, their path
stretching before them "Farewell," said the pale young man. "And thanks to you."

"W have done nothing," Martine told him "You have hel ped us, though, and told us many usefu
things."

He shrugged. "It has been nice to spend tine anong people and to hear friendly voices. | do
not think we shall be so lucky again for a while." As he spoke, Sidri reached for his hand and
clutched it, like soneone chilled by watching a funeral procession. Still hol ding hands, they

turned and began to wal k away.

"But where _is_ this house?" Renie called after them

Zeki el paused. "I was only a cutlerer,” he said. "That is a question better asked of the
Li brary Brothers, who understand the workings of the universe.”

Frustrated, Renie let out a sharp breath. "No, where is it? Wiere in the worl d?"

Now Sidri, too, was |ooking at her in surprise, as though Renie had begun qui zzi ng t hem about
differential calculus. "W do not understand your questions," the young woman said shyly.

"Where . . . Let's put it this way. Wen you get to the end of the house, what is there? What
do you find?"

Zeki el shrugged. "The sky, | suppose. The stars.”
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They waved and set off again, leaving Renie to try to work out where the conversati on had gone
of f-track.

They found clothes two floors below, in a roomthat had obviously not been explored recently,
since even the cobwebs were enpty and clotted with dust. Chest after chest stood stacked in
dangerously unstable piles that neverthel ess had survived the years w thout tunbling. Renie and
the rest of the conpany tried to be careful, but their first attenpts set one such tower swaying,
then the whole thing cane down in a series of thunderous crashes.

"Well," Renie said, "everyone for nmles is going to know soneone's in here now. "

Florinmel pulled a heavy bl anket fromthe weckage of a sprung chest, unfolding it to expose an
unr eadabl e monogram interlaced with a stylized picture of a lantern. "From what the young man told
us, no one would be rmuch surprised to know someone was scavengi ng." She wadded the bl anket and
heaved it to one side.

Renie found a pile of foundation garnents in one of the other trunks and lifted out a corset
that was positively knobby w th whal ebone. "I know clubs in the Golden MIe back hone where you
woul d be the hit of the night in this, Florinel. Actually, there are lots of clubs where T4b woul d
be pretty popular wearing it, too." She found a long blue skirt with a pattern of gol den | eaves
and held it up, taking a couple of steps to see how the fabric noved, then frowned. "This feels
too much like a game of dress-up,"” she said. "But we're not just trying to fit in--we're trying to
catch a murderer.”

"I have not forgotten,"” said Florinel.

"So what are we going to do if we find . . . her, him whatever it is?"

Florimel was trying on a once-colorful cape, although fromwhat Renie had seen of Zekiel's and
Sidri's clothes, Florinmel's Tem | Un peasant garb was not likely to raise any eyebrows in this
world- "If we find the spy without himknowing we are here, we will try to take him by surprise,”
she said. "If not, plans will nmean little. He is not the kind to surrender. W will have to
overconme himby force."

Renie did not |ike the sound of that. "You seemvery sure it's a 'he.

Florimel's lip curled. "It is a man, although | cannot pretend |I guessed until we fought with
him That kind of hateful ness feels different when it conmes froma woman."

"Whatever it is--he is--he scared nme to death."

Fl ori mel nodded sonberly. "He would have killed us all if it suited him w thout a second
t hought . "

"Renie!" ! Xabbu called fromthe other side of the nmountain range of boxes and chests. "Cone
and see!"

She left the Gernman woman unpacking a case full of what |ooked |ike opera gloves. ! Xabbu was
perched on the open lid of a huge steaner trunk, T4b standing stiffly before himin a huge gray
robe, belted at the mddle with a braided I ength of white and green strands. H s robot hel net

seened ridicul ously out of place, |like a UFO perched on a nountaintop, but when she suggested he
take it off, the young nman bal ked.
"She is right," !Xabbu said quietly. "W must not attract too nuch attention. Qur lives wll

be at stake."

T4b | ooked helplessly to Enily, but she only grinned, enjoying his disconfort. Wth a shrug
that seened to convey his surrender to an unfair universe, he carefully renoved the masked hel net.
His hair was pressed to his head in realistically sweaty ringlets around his long, sullen face. On
either side, above his ears, a long streak of white ran through the bl ack

"Coyote stripes," was his defiant answer to Renie's question--apparently the current height of
_Los Hisatsinom fashion

"Here, let me rub some dust on your face," she said.

T4b caught at her hand. "Watcha doi ng, you?"

"Do you really want to wal k around this ol d-fashi oned place with those gl owi ng subdernmal s
shouting, |I'mprobably a warlock or sonmething, so you better burn ne at the stake'? No? | didn't
think so."

He grudgingly allowed her to dirty his face and hide the CGoggl eboy designs. "So what about ny
hel met ?" he demanded. "Chance not |'mleaving it here.”

Fl ori mel | eaned around the nearest stack of boxes. "Turn it upside down and it will ook |ike
you are collecting for some charity. Perhaps people will throw noney init."

"Wld funny," he grow ed.

Martine, who wore peasant clothes like Florinel's, had not bothered to augnent her wardrobe;
as Renie pulled a skirt over the bottom half of her junpsuit, the blind woman slid down from her
seat on a box. "If you are all ready, we should nove on. Half the day is gone, and people are
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al ways nore suspicious of strangers who arrive by night."

"How can you even tell what time of day it is?" Renie asked

"The place has rhythnms,"” Martine replied. "And | amgetting to know them Now |let us
continue."

Zekiel's directions had been very general--half a day's walk in nore or |ess one direction
and a dozen floors downward--but even before they reached the level of the river's passage through
the house they began to see signs of human habitation. Flat stones had been placed in the mddle
of sonme of the wider corridors and used as fireplaces, although everything but the scorch nmarks
had been renmpoved fromthe sites; they could hear nurnurings fromsonme of the ornately screened
ventilation ducts that night only have been wi nd, but could just as easily have been faint voices.

Reni e al so noticed sonething she could only distinguish because of its |long absence fromtheir
lives: the growing scent of a human habitat, a scent both heartening and di sturbing--heartening
because it confirned they were getting nearer to where the people were, disturbing because Renie
suddenly realized she was reacting to her own full-bl own sense of snell.

_But when | was first in the network--when | still could feel nmy nmask--we could barely snell
anything. | was just talking the other day about how ! Xabbu conpl ai ned about it._

She asked him He continued to pace on all fours beside her as he considered. "Yes, that is
true," he said at last. "It was very frustrating, but | have not felt that way for some tinme. In
fact, it seens as though now |l learn much fromwhat ny nose tells ne.” He winkled his narrow
forehead. "But perhaps it is an illusion. Have | not read during nmy courses at the Poly that after
along time in a virtual environment the brain begins to construct information for itself to nake
t hi ngs seem nore nornal ?"

"You were a good student," Renie said, smling. "But that still doesn't seem enough to explain
this." She shrugged. "But what do we know, really? There's never been an environment like this
before. Still, we should have a better idea of howit works by now-how we can be kept online, and
how t hi ngs |i ke neurocannul as, or even sonething as obvious as a mask, can be kept fromus." She
frowned, thinking it through. "In fact, that's the strangest thing about this environnent. It

could send information through a direct neural connection to tell the brain there _is_ no neura
hookup, no shunt. That nakes sense. But you and | have a different, nore basic kind of access
whi ch doesn't bypass our own senses, just adds to them So how can _we_ be fool ed?"

They still had no answer for the question when the party descended the | ast bend of another
exhaustive length of staircase to discover they had finally reached the river. The water, which
had been a murnmur in their ears for the last three floors of the descent, flowed past them along a
nmossy stone trough thirty nmeters across and flush with the floor, as though some anci ent Roman
aqueduct had been buried in the foundation. A lantern, the first |light they had reached not of
their own making, hung froma snmall dock that jutted fromthe hallway at the base of the stairs.
The water was alnost invisible in the weak light, rushing away into the shadows on their right.

"Upriver, then," Renie declared. "If the rest of what those two said is also true, we should
have only about another hour's walk to reach the part of the house where people are." She stopped,
aware of the incongruity. "Jesus Mercy, how big _is_ this place?"

The architecture fronted by the hallway was nore varied than the roons which they had
encount ered above, as though nore nodification had been done to the parts of the building that
lined the river. Doors opened off the hall as they had higher up, and were visible along the dim
wal kway on the river's far side as well, but there were also places where the walls had been
knocked out, perhaps to inprove the view, or el aborate additions had been built outward so that
they jutted above the surface of the river, with the bl ocked hallway detouring along a catwalk
that hung only a few nmeters over the gurgling waters.

As they nmade their way around one such obstruction, stopping to peer into the riverside
wi ndows at the roomis enpty interior, a boat with a lantern dangling fromits bow slid past them
on the far side of the river. Renie turned, startled by the novenent, but the two shapes huddl ed
in the small vessel only waved, then went back to paddling. Wthin nonments the craft had slipped
away i nto darkness.

Signs of habitation began to show nore frequently now, and in places they coul d even see the
lights of fires and lanterns burning on the far side of the river. Mre occupied fishing boats
appeared; sone sinply drifted past, but others noved purposefully fromone side of the river to
the other as though searching for sonething. Renie could hear nusic and voices in sone of the
upper apartments, scratchy jigs played on stringed instrunents, people shouting or |aughing.

About a thousand neters past the first lantern, by which point they were wal ki ng t hrough what
was for all intents and purposes a snall harbor town, albeit contained inside a |arger structure
like a ship in a bottle, Renie saw sonmething she had not seen in several days.
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"Daylight!" She pointed to wi ndows high above them The slanting sunlight spilled down across
the clutter of jerry-built apartments which had been grafted onto the original halls, and which
| eaned so cl ose above the river on both sides that it al nobst seened the residents could reach

across the water to borrow a cup of sugar. The huge wi ndows and the wall in which they were
situated were al nost conpletely hidden by the crowding roofs of shanties. "I'mgoing to go have a
| ook. "

Only ! Xabbu chose to join her, the others opting instead for a rest, seating thenselves on
barrels along a deserted wharf. Renie and the Bushman nounted a set of rickety stairs that wound
in and out fromone |landing to the next, connecting perhaps two dozen shacks in its twenty-neter
clinmb. People were obviously at hone in some of the dwellings, and once as she passed an open
door, a wonman in a black bonnet and dress actually | ooked up from her sewing and net Renie's eyes.
She did not seemsurprised by strangers on the stairs, even though one of the strangers was a
nonkey.

The last landing still left themwell below the nearest w ndow, and Reni e was about to content
herself with just the glinpse of true daylight--she could see clouds drifting past, and the sky
was a reassuringly normal blue--when ! Xabbu said, "Over here!" He had found a | adder bal anced
agai nst the back of the topnost apartnent, a way to get up onto the roof, soneone's refuge from
the rest of the crowded shantytown. As she followed himup the rungs sagged al arnmingly beneath her
wei ght, but she was hungry now to see the world . . . or at |least whatever world they had been
gi ven.

I Xabbu reached the top of the | adder and turned to the wi ndow, then frowned in puzzl enent.
Renie joined him a couple of rungs below, eager to see the rest of the house and its grounds, or
at least the part which | ay bel ow t hem

Her first disconcerting realization was that they were not above nuch of the house at all, but
only partway up one of the lower structures. The sky was real, but it was visible only between two
ot her wings of the building, both of which rose far above their vantage point--higher even than
the di stance Renie and her comnpani ons had descended since | eaving Zekiel and Sidri. The ot her
disturbing thing was that there were no grounds to be seen whatsoever, except for a few glinpses
lit by angling sunlight of roof gardens nestled between cupolas, or even one tucked into the
wr eckage of an ancient, broken dome. Instead, the house continued as far beyond the wi ndow as she
could see, a stunning congloneration of halls and towers and ot her structures for which she had no
nanes, all connected in a |abyrinthine whole, rooftops and chi meys spreadi ng away and grow ng
smal l er and smaller with distance, an undifferentiated, choppy sea of gray and brown shapes that
at last grewdimin the fading golden light.

"Jesus Mercy," Renie nurnured. She could think of nothing else to say, so she said it again

She was reluctant to share her discovery with the others, although her better sense told her
that whether the house had an ending or not nade little difference to either their hunt or their
chances for escaping the sinmulation; it was only after Florinmel had asked a series of increasingly
irritated questions that she told themexactly what she had seen

" . . . And it looked like we could wal k for nonths w thout reaching the outside," she
finished. "Like a city, but all one building."

Fl ori mel shrugged. "It makes little difference."

T4b, his sangfroid restored by a long tine on | evel ground, said, "These _sayee lo_ Gail-
hoppers got too nuch tinme, too nmuch noney. | had sonething like this network, be maki ng sonething
bold tasty, ne--no dupping."

Florinmel rolled her eyes. "Let ne guess . . . half-naked Gogglegirls with gigantic breasts,

and plenty of loud nmusic and guns and cars and charge, yes?"

T4b nodded vi gorously, inpressed by her perceptiveness and taste.

The byways along the river were beginning to fill with people abroad on errands both personal
and comercial. Renie was relieved to see that she and her friends were not quite so unusual as
she had feared: sone of the locals were as pale as Zekiel and Sidri had been, but overall there
was a fairly wide range of colors and sizes, although she had seen none yet she would call black
O course, she remenbered, her own current simwas not all that dark-skinned either. Even ! Xabbu's
current formdid not seemto stretch convention too far, since Renie saw aninals being driven to
mar ket, and even a few riding on their owners' shoul ders, pigeons and a rat or two, that were
clearly pets. In fact, as they followed the river shore which had wi dened out now into a boardwal k
lined with makeshift peddl ers' shops selling caps and rope and dried fish, Renie and her
conpani ons were qui ckly becom ng just part of the crowd.

They stopped and asked an old man repairing a fishing net for directions to the Library
Mar ket, and al t hough he seened amused at the idea of soneone not know ng where that was, he

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (87 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:32 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

cheerfully instructed them Wde hallways perpendicular to the boardwal k now opened into the main
corridor at regular intervals, like the intersections of major streets, and when Renie and the

ot hers reached a particularly w de boul evard narked at the corner by a round-eyed bird carved on a
wooden sign, they turned and headed away fromthe river, struggling through the thick crowd.

Black OM Street was roofed with tinmbers, apparently a |ate addition, but was even broader
than the boardwal k and nore upscale as well, lined with shops and taverns and even restaurants.
Sone of the busy crowd wore clothes as antiquely idiosyncratic as those of Renie and her friends,
but others, particularly men, were garbed in what to Renie seemed a nineteenth century style.
bl ack frock coats and trousers, or the sane clothes in only slightly nore inaginative hues of dark
bl ue or dark brown, like counting-house enployees in a Dickens novel. She hal f-expected to see
Ebenezer Scrooge fingering his watch chain and cursing the rabble.

Lost in peopl e-wat chi ng, Renie was brought up short by Mrtine's hand on her arm

"Just a nonment . . . The blind woman cocked her head, then shook it. "No, nothing."

"What did you think you heard? O felt?"

"Sonething fanmiliar, but |I cannot be sure--it was fleeting. There are so nany peopl e here that
I amfinding it hard to process the information."

Reni e | owered her voice, leaning toward Martine's ear. "Do you think it was . . . you know
who?"

Marti ne shrugged.

The conpany was beginning to spread a little in response to the Browni an novenent of the wi de,
crowded corridor. Just to be on the safe side, Renie and Florinel pulled the conpani ons back
together. The crush was abetted by people entering fromside channels, some pulling wagons piled
hi gh with goods, nmany the apparent product of extensive poaching: Reni e doubted that people in
this squatter society would be building ornate candel abra from scratch, and even if they were, she
sonmehow doubted it would be sonmeone as shifty-eyed and dirty-fingered as the man she was currently
wat chi ng.

Al most without realizing it, they reached their destination. The corridor w dened so abruptly
that the walls sinply seened to have di sappeared, and the ceiling retreated to a point that nust
have been far higher than the top rung of the | adder Renie had clinbed earlier. The space they
found thenselves in was as |large as four of the huge upstairs ballroons put together, and as
crowded with people as any of the hallway-streets outside. But it was the bookshel ves that were
truly inpressive

Shelves lined the Library fromfloor level all the way to the ceiling, dozens and dozens of
shel ves mounting upward until, like an art-class perspective exercise, they seenmed to have no
space | eft between them Every single one was jamred from one side to another with books, so that
the walls of the vast room had becone abstract nosaics tiled in nulticolored | eather book spines.
Enornously | ong | adders stood in sone places, stretching many neters fromthe floor up the
vertical facing of the book-cliffs; other, smaller versions dangl ed between one row of higher
shel ves and anot her, perhaps sinplifying the journeys of scholars or clerks who had to nove back
and forth between the sanme spots nmany tinmes. But in some spots along the i mmense shelves the only
way to get to certain |locations appeared to be along frighteningly crude rope bridges, one strand
for the feet, the other chest high, the | ong, sagging cables rooted on platforns built in the
room s corners. It was not the only use of rope: fromthe floor to a height of perhaps two stories
the shelves were protected fromtheft and depredation by nets of knotted silk, so that the books
could be seen but not touched or removed. The steep vertical shelves were acrawl with people in
gray robes--the Library-tendi ng nonks Zekiel had nentioned. Quietly purposeful as bees on a
honeyconb, these dark-robed figures repaired the book net where a cord had frayed or a knot had
been cut, or noved carefully along the upper wal kways. At |east two dozen | eaned out from | adders
at various points along the shelves, wielding |ong-handled dusters. Both the nonks and the Market -
goi ng throng appeared largely oblivious to each ot her

"It is amazing," Florinmel said. "I cannot guess how many books are here."
"I believe seven nmillion, three hundred four thousand and ninety-three is the nost recent
total," said an unfam liar voice. "But nost of those are stored in the | ower cataconbs. | doubt

there are a fifth that nany in this room"

The smiling nan who stood beside them was young, plunp, and bald. As he turned to gaze fondly
at the shelves, Renie saw that all his hair except a single broad tuft on the back of his skul
had been shaved. Hi s gray robe and odd coiffure left little doubt of his profession.

"You' re one of the nonks?" Renie asked.

"Brother Epistulus Tertius," he replied. "This is your first tinme at the Market?"

"It is."

He nodded, | ooking themover, but she could see neither cal culation nor suspicion in his open
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pi nkish face. "May | tell you sonething of its history, our Library? | amafraid | amvery proud
of it--1 still cannot get over the idea that a boy like ne fromthe Stovewdod Scavengers shoul d
have cone to such a wonderful place."” He spotted ! Xabbu and suddenly | ooked worried. "Or am|
keepi ng you from your marketing?"

Reni e wondered if he thought they were |ooking for a buyer for the baboon. She examni ned the
monk carefully, trying to see whether the face of the thing that had pretended to be Quan Li m ght
be hi di ng behind the benevol ent exterior, but she could think of no reason why their eneny shoul d
bot her to change his appearance if he had remained, nor could she find any evidence that this man
was nore than he seened. Certainly, a friendly insider was the best thing to find in any
unfam liar place. "That's very kind," she said aloud. "W would love to learn nore."

And here are the greatest treasures of all." Brother Epistulus Tertius gestured
reverently. "These are the books which our Order has translated. The wi sdom of the ancients!"”

In the context of the hundreds upon thousands of books ranged above them tended by scores of
gray-robed brothers, it seenmed |like the punchline to a joke. The crystal reliquary on the table
bef ore them contai ned scarcely two dozen vol umes. One had been opened, as if for display. In
beautifully-drawn letters, alnost |ost anmong the profusion of illuninations around capitals and in
the margi ns, she could read the words, " _particular Care nmust be taken not to perforate the
Li ver during cleaning, or the flavours of the Bird will be spoyl ed. Seasonings, such as Shrew Wrt
and autumm Carpet Buttons, nmay be Enpl oyed, but nust be Added with a Cauti ous Hand. "

"It's arecipe," Renie said. The Market crowd jostled past, kept from bunping the holy relics
t hemsel ves only by a | ow wooden fence set directly in the carpeted floor. Engaged in haggling and
gossi p, none of them seenmed particularly intent on | eaping over the barrier to snag the holy
cookbook.

"Per haps, perhaps!" Their guide was cheerful. "There is so nuch we have left to discover. Now
that we have | earned the al phabet of the Solarium People, there are surely two or even three nore
volumes that will yield up their secrets."

"Do you nean that all of these books," Florinmel waved her hand at the |ooning shelves, "are in
unknown | anguages?"

"Certainly." The monk's snile did not [essen. "Ch, they were clever, the ancients! And so nany
of the | anguages are conpletely forgotten. And then there are codes--so many codes, sone of them
uni quely clever, sone quite sensel ess and mad. And even though nmany of the codes are doubtl ess
qui te conprehensible, they are tied to other books which are somewhere in the Library--but of
course we cannot know whi ch books, because we do not understand the code in the first place." He
shrugged, happy possessor of a job for life.

Florimel said, "That is very interesting, Brother Epistulus, but.

"Please, | amonly Epistulus Tertius--nmy master, God willing, will live many years nore, and
then there is yet another before me in line to shoulder his great burden.”

" But can you tell us anything about the house itself? Wat is beyond it?"

"Ah, you will want to talk to one of ny brethren with a greater specialty in matters
phil osophical ," he said. "But first, | would like to show you ny own specialty.

"Op this!" called T4b, an unfamiliar tone in his voice. Renie turned to see him crouching on
the floor a short distance away, surrounded by children. One of them had tugged back the sl eeve of
T4b' s robe and di scovered his gl eam ng hand; the teenager was cheerfully pretending to grab them
keeping the children squealing in excitenent and nock fear. He | ooked so happy that although Renie
did not like himattracting attention, she was reluctant to say anything. Emily stood behind him
wat chi ng the game, her narrow face lost in thought. Martine was closer to Renie than to Enily,

T4b, and the children, but seemed even | ess connected to the group, head bowed, her mouth working
silently, her eyes staring down at nothing. Renie wanted to go to her and see if she was all right-
-the blind wonman seenmed to be having a reaction |like that which had first gripped her on their
entry into the G herland network--but ! Xabbu was touching Renie's arm silently asking for
attention, and the nonk was trying to get themall to follow himtoward other treasures.

" And of course we are no farther in dealing with these missives than we are with the
books thensel ves," Epistulus Tertius was saying to Florinel, "but we have had a breakt hrough
lately on the datal notations on sone of the Far Eastern Porch Cvilization lists. "

A novenent above her drew Renie's gaze. Several of the dusting nmonks were | eaning out fromthe
shel ves above, eavesdropping on their brother's words and exani ning the newconers. Like Epistulus
Tertius they all had shaven heads, but in all other ways seened a different species altogether, a
younger, smaller, and livelier group, doubtless due to the denmands of their task. They clung to
the treacherous ropes seenmingly without fear, and noved with the certainty of squirrels. Severa
of themwore the cow ed necks of their robes over their nouths and noses as protection agai nst
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dust, leaving only their eyes and the done of their heads visible. One young man near the end was
observing the newcomers particularly intently, and for a nmonent Renie alnost felt she recognized
him but even as she watched he seened to grow bored, and shinnied back up onto a hi gher shelf and
out of sight.

Brot her Epistulus Tertius was insistent, and after a few minutes they found thensel ves bei ng
led through the nilling crowds toward the vault where the researching of antique correspondence
was carried out. The nonk tal ked in a nonstop rush of facts about the Library, nost of them
meani ngl ess to Renie. She found herself instead watching the various deni zens of the house as they
went about their business, the bl ack-snudged Coal Scuttle Boys larking on an afternoon's holiday,
the various Kitchen guilds nmaking arrangenments with the itinerant sharpeners, the jugglers and
musi ci ans that gave the whole thing the air of a Renaissance carnival. It was only as they reached
a doorway out of the Market Square and into the nonastery halls--a section of the endl ess
bookshel ves that swung outward to reveal a tiled hallway into which Epistulus Tertius was
beckoni ng them -that she realized why the dusting nmonk | ooked famliar

If you saw a nonk you assuned it was a man, but if someone shaved off black hair, and pulled a
robe up until it nostly covered the face

"I't's him" she said, alnbst shouting. "Ch, nmy God, it's him-I mean her! That nonk up on the
bookshel f--it was Quan Li's sim"

Her conpanions turned from Brother Epistulus Tertius, startled into a flurry of questions, but
| Xabbu' s was by far the nost chilling.

"Where is Martine?" he asked.

They quickly retraced their path across the Market, but the blind woman had vani shed.

Second:
ANGELS AND ORPHANS

"The boundaries which divide Life fromDeath are
at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where
the one ends, and where the other begins?"

--Edgar Al l an Poe,
"The Premature Burial"

CHAPTER 9
Eyes of Stone

NETFEEDY | NTERACTI VES: GCN, Hr. 5.5 (Eu, NAM--"HOWTO KILL YOUR TEACHER'

(visual: Looshus and Kantee hanging fromwall in razor-lined roomover vat of fire)

VO Looshus (Ufour Halloran) and Kantee (Brandywi ne Garcia) have destroyed Jang the assassin, but
are trapped now by Superintendent Skullflesh (R chard Raynond Bal thazar) in the Detention Dungeon
Casting 2 dungeon attendants, 4 corpses. Flak to: GCN HOMRKL. CAST

Detective Calliope Skouros tilted the viewing | ens away from her face and sighed. The display
pi nched the bridge of her nose. Her head was beginning to hurt. It was tinme to contenpl ate having
anot her drink and saying the hell with it for the night, or possibly for good.

For the third strai ght evening she had spent hours of her own tine using the departnent
account to conmb the vast data resources of the IPN, trying to find something that woul d take her
anot her step forward on the Polly Merapanui case. She had run victimPolly's own data every which
way, all the mind-nunbing trivia in the original case file and every useless bit she and Stan Chan
had added to it with their own investigation. She had run the Wol agaroo angl e t hrough the
i nfornmational neat grinder as well, hoping against hope it had cone up in soneone's MO, been
used as a ni cknane, anything, but with no | uck.

Calliope's father had used to tell a joke, one she only dimy remenbered. It had sonmething to

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (90 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:32 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

do with a wildly optimistic child who, when given a huge pile of horseshit as a cruel gift, had
spent hours digging through it, reasoning, "There has to be a pony in here sonmewhere!"
_Well, that's ne, _ she thought. _And up to this point, I'"mseriously short of ponies._

Stan had a little pile of builder toys on his desk, cheap autonata he had bought from a
si dewal k vendor that would take any materials given them |ike sand or sugar cubes or (in this
i nstance) toothpicks, and turn theminto odd little structures. H's builders had gotten to a
tricky point; he did not even say hello when Calliope swept into the room

The door sl anmi ng shut behind her knocked the tiny structure apart. He | ooked up grunpily as
t he headl ess bug-thi ngs began the process all over. "Jeez, Skouros, what's your problen? You | ook
happy--that can't be good."

"We've got it!" She dropped into her chair and slid in behind the desk |ike a cargo plane
coming in for a landing. "Conme and | ook!"

Her partner nade a face, but sauntered over to stand behind her shoulder. "Are we going to
explain what it is we've got, or do we just wait until synptons devel op?"

"Struggle to not be an asshole for just ten seconds, Stan. Look at this. |'ve been trying to
get sorme kind of hit on 'Wol agaroo' for days, without luck. But it's the damm departnment search
that's been locking ne up!" She brushed her hand across the screen and a flurry of print danced
behi nd, as though follow ng her fingers.

"The search?"

"The gear, Stan, the gear! It doesn't do automatic phonetic matches--this stuff is fromthe
Stone Age, | swear. | searched 'Wol agaroo,' and all | got back was hundreds of |ast nanes and
town nanmes with simlar spellings, none of themright, and none of themanything to do with our
case as far as | could see. But then | started wondering whether the searcher they make us use was
as old and usel ess as everything el se around here, and | put in a few soundalike variants of mny
own, figuring it mght be in there but spelled wong--that it had gone in originally as hearsay,
or been msspelled by the arresting officer. Hell, I _didn't know how to spell it properly until
| got those articles from Professor Jigalong."

"You're taking an even longer tine than usual to get to the point, Skouros." But she had him
she knew, Stan was trying hard to sound casual

"So | threwin a bunch of variants--'Wolagaru,' "Wl lagaroo,' see? Like that. And | ook what
cane back."
"Wil garu, John--aka 'Johnny,' 'Johnny Dark,' 'John Dread,' " he read al oud. "Ckay, so you've

found sonmeone with an extensive juvenile record. Nasty little bastard, fromthe | ooks of him But
he's got no arrests in years--which, with his quick start in life, means he's probably dead. And
that |ast known address is ridiculously old, too."

"Yes! And he fell off the map |l ess than a year before Polly Merapanui was killed. The same
year!" She couldn't believe he was trying so hard not to see it. Calliope felt a nmonment of worry--
had she been after this too long? But in her heart she knew better

"So you've got a simlarity between this guy's name and sonething that Reverend Wat's-his-
nane's wife said about an Aboriginal fairy tale, and the guy di sappeared, or at |east stopped
getting arrested under that name, within a few nonths of our nmurder." He pushed his glasses up his
nose--1i ke many other things about him his | ook was deci dedly ol d-fashioned. "Thin, Skouros. Rea
thin."

"Well, ny doubting friend, howthin is this?" She waved her fingers and another w ndow full of
text drifted up like a carp rising to the surface of a pond. "Qur young friend Wil garu did tinme in
t he Feverbrook Hospital juvenile facility when he was seventeen, on the violent ward--'threat to
hi nsel f and others' is the official catchall."

" So?"

"So did you actually read our case file? Polly Merapanui was there at the same tine, a brief
stay after a half-hearted suicide attenpt.”

Stan was silent for a long nonent. "Damm," he said at |ast.

Her partner was unusually reserved on the drive out to Wndsor, but he did point out that it

woul d have been faster just getting the records sent to the office. "lIt's not |ike either of them
are still living there, Skouros."

"I know. But |I'mdifferent than you, Stan. | need to go_there, have a | ook at the place. GCet
a feeling for it. And if you give ne any 'wonmen's intuition' bullshit, you can wal k back. This is
my car."

"Touchy." His eyebrows rose briefly. Stan Chan was so deadpan that he nmade Calliope feel like

sonme kind of circus freak--The Incredible Sweating, Shouting Wwnan. But he was a solid bl oke, and
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his strengths nmeshed well with hers. Good Cop/Bad Cop was | ess inportant in nost investigations
than Excited Cop/ Cautious Cop, and even though she occasionally got tired of playing her role--it
woul d be nice to be the cool and collected one, just for once--she couldn't inmagi ne working better
wi th anyone el se.

From the nane, she had hal f-expected Feverbrook Hospital to be sone castle nonstrosity of
turrets and cupol as, the kind of building best viewed under the lowering clouds of an electrica
storn instead, while it was indeed a remmant of an earlier architectural style, that style was
fromthe earlier part of Calliope's own century, a | ook she tended to think of as "Strip-Mal
Wi nsi cal . " The buil dings were scattered about the grounds like a child' s collection of blocks,
except where they were piled high and awkwardly at the center of the conplex to formwhat nust be
the adm nistration buildings; nmost were painted in cheerful pastels, with ornanentation in bold
primary colors--railings and awni ngs and annoying little decorations that served no obvious
purpose. The effect was of sonething designed first to lure, then soothe and delight, the sl ow
witted. Calliope wondered how intentional that had been.

The hospital director, Dr. Theodosia Hazen, was a slim tall, mddl e-aged wonan whose
graci ousness seened as practiced as yoga. She glided out of her office as soon as the detectives
wer e announced, a smile of _noblesse oblige_ tilting the corners of her nouth.

"OfF course, we are happy to help," she said, as though Calliope or Stan had just asked. "I've
had ny assistant pull the records for you--we could have sent them " She | aughed at the silliness
of it, as though the detectives had told a slightly naughty joke.

"Actually, we'd like to ook around a bit." Calliope lit up a snile of her own and was pl eased
to see the other woman caught off-bal ance. "Has the hospital changed much in the | ast ten years?”

Dr. Hazen recovered quickly. "Do you nean structurally or operationally? |I've only been the
director for two years, and | like to think we've inproved our nanagement processes in that tine."

"I don't know what | nean, exactly." Calliope turned to | ook at Stan Chan, who had clearly
al ready decided that there were no bonus points for himin getting between his partner and the
director. "Let's walk and talk, shall we?"

"Ch." Dr. Hazen sniled again, but it was reflex. "I hadn't . . . You see, |'ve got such a |ot
to do today. "

"OfF course. W understand. We'll just wander around on our own, then."

"No, | couldn't let you . . . that would be terribly rude of me." The director snoothed her
gray silk pants. "Let me just have ever such a quick word with nmy assistant, then I'll be right
with you."

The grounds were certainly nothing to conplain about; even the nost stiff-|egged and
disoriented of the patients did not, in the airy Sydney noontine, seemanything to be frightened
of, but Calliope was still having trouble shaking her Gothic nood. As Dr. Hazen pointed out this
or that fixture, her tone as bright as the day, they mi ght have been touring the grounds of sone
particul arly Bohemi an private school. Still, Calliope rem nded herself, nost of these young peopl e
bel onged in the category of dangerous-to-_sonebody , even if that sonebody was only their own sad
selves; it was a bit difficult to fall in with the director's breeziness.

As they passed through a |ong | avender courtyard surrounded by roofed wal kways, Calliope found
hersel f studying the inmates with a little nore attention. After all, the nurder victimPolly
Mer apanui had definitely been here, and every investigative cell in Detective Skouros' body
suggested that the girl had met her nurderer here as well.

The hospital population, at least in this sem random sanple, seened to contain only a few
Aboriginal patients, but as she | ooked at the disaffected faces of all colors, at eyes tracking on
any novenent for |ack of sonmething better to do, Calliope could not help renenbering pictures she
had seen of cattle stations in the outback, portraits of the local Aboriginals who had lost their
land and their culture--people with nothing left to do but stand in the dusty streets and wait for
sonet hi ng that was never going to happen, w thout even an inkling of what that sonething m ght be.

The hospital also had rather a | ot of armed guards, muscular young nen tal king to each ot her
nmore often than to the inmates. Each wore a shirt with the Feverbrook corporate | ogo, as though
they were roadies for a touring band; each had a stun-baton hol stered on his hip.

Dr. Hazen noticed her staring. "They're hand-coded, of course.”

"Sorry. . . ?"

"The batons. They're hand-coded, so that only the guards can use them" She snmiled, but it was
the tight sort that weather announcers wore when assuring viewers the hurricane wouldn't be as bad
as expected, but that they should |lock thenmselves in their cellars anyway. "W are a secure
facility, Detective. We do need guards."

"I don't doubt it for a nonent." Calliope squinted against the glare off a |arge paste
sonet hi ng-or-ot her that mnight have been a cenent bench or a currently waterless fountain. "Wat's
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the buil ding over there?"

"Qur media center. Would you like to see it?"

The center was open-plan, a |large space |like an old-fashioned library with plenty of
i ndi vidual carrels, and with wallscreens placed at intervals around the perineter on both | evels.
There were attendants here, or nurses, or whatever you called soneone who worked in a secure
hospital, but the guards seemed to outnunber themtwo to one. Calliope caught herself getting
angry at being part of a society that put a higher priority on housing and stifling problem kids
than on curing them but pushed it aside: she herself was a link in the chain, and how much tine
did she usually spend worrying after the fact about the people she had arrested, or even their
victinms? Not that much, really. In any case, she had sonething nore specific to do here than nourn
the ills of human cul ture.

Many of the innates were clearly linked into various nedia, sonme by renpte connections, others
by nore ol d-fashioned nmeans. They sat in chairs by thensel ves, sone of themfar fromeither
consol e or wallscreen; they mght have been sl eeping, or thinking, but there was something about
the way they shuddered, about the novenent of their |ips, that nmade Calliope ask

"They' re doi ng therapy-nods, nost of them" Dr. Hazen explained, and then hurried to add, "We
don't give them'cans if they don't already have them but if they've got them already--and al nost
all those who conme in here with charge danmage do--then we might as well put the holes to sone
use."

"Does it work?"

"Sonetines." Even the director couldn't nuster nuch of a positive tone on that one.

Stan had wandered closer to one of the carrels to watch an Asian girl who | ooked about
thirteen. She was clearly hooked into some kind of sinulation: her hands were jerking back and
forth as though she were trying to keep an angry dog away from her throat.

"Are they online?" Calliope asked. "Like, on the net?"

"Ch, my God, no," |aughed the director nervously. "No, everything here is in-house. These are
not young peopl e who can be given free access to the outside world. For their own good, | nean.
Too many dangerous influences, too many things that even healthy adults have troubl e
assinmlating."”

Cal i ope nodded. "We'd better see those files now. "

The dar k- ski nned woman who nmet themon their return to the adm nistration conplex seened
al rost yout hful enough to be one of the hospital's inmates, but Dr. Hazen introduced her as her
assistant. The young woman, who seened to have adopted a nervous, downcast gaze as a counterpoint
to her enployer's crisp deneanor, nurmured something to the director that Calliope could not hear

"Well, if that's what we have, Mriam then that's what we have." Dr. Hazen pointed them
toward her office. "There's not much, apparently."”

A quick survey of the wallscreen denonstrated the truth of this. Polly Merapanui had a
reasonable file containing the minutiae of her stay--nmedicine and dosages, doctor's notes, a few
comrent s about how she interacted in group therapy or how she responded to various work
assignments. There were even a few words witten about her "difficult” relationship with her
not her. The |ast comments indicated she had been rel eased to a hal fway house in Sydney.

For Johnny Wil garu, aka Johnny Dark, aka John Dread, there was only an adm ssion date and the
date on which he was returned to a standard juvenile correctional facility.

"What is this?" Calliope demanded. "Wiere's the rest?"

"That's all there is," said the director airily. "I can't manufacture information for you,

Det ective Skouros. Apparently he had a fairly quiet stay here--six nmonths and out, no disciplinary
probl ens." She was watching Stan Chan out of the corner of her eye as he rolled through the
records on either side of Wilgaru's. "Please," she said to him suddenly. "W've given you what you
came for, cooperated fully--that other information has nothing to do with your case. It's
private."

Stan nodded but did not step away fromthe station

"I"'mfinding it hard to believe that soneone with a sheet in the police systemas |ong as your
leg cane in here and waltzed out half a year later without attracting any attention at all."
Calliope took a breath--it would do no good to antagonize this wonman. "Surely you can understand
our problemwth that."

The doctor shrugged. "As | said, | can't manufacture information for you."

"Then is there anyone here who remenbers hin? One of the doctors--even one of the guards?”

The director shook her head enphatically, "There's been a conplete staff turnover since this
hospital was sold five years ago. To tell the truth, Lieutenant, there were sone problens here
before, and the new owners felt it was best to begin with a clean slate. You can do that with a
private hospital--no unions." It was hard to tell whether she thought that was a good thing or
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not, but Calliope guessed the forner.

Mriam | eaned forward and whispered in the director's ear.

"Surely not?" said Dr. Hazen. Her assistant nodded. "Mriam says there's one person here from
that tinme--Sandifer, one of the gardeners." She | ooked a bit stone-faced. "Apparently | hired him
wi thout realizing he'd worked here a few years earlier."

"Let's talk to him" said Calliope.

"I'"l'l have Mriamget him Detective Chan, |'ve already asked you once--would you pl ease get
out of those people's files?"

Cal I i ope had been expecting a whiskery old fellow in an ocker hat, but Sandifer turned out to
be a husky, fairly nice-looking man in his late thirties who wore his hair in the dramatic fashion
of a decade earlier. Calliope could visualize himplaying in some kind of revival band and
referring to his work at the hospital as "ny day job." He was reticent until Calliope nmanaged to
persuade Dr. Hazen she wanted to interview himw thout the director's stifling presence.

In an unused office, Sandifer |oosened up. "You working on a case?"

"No, of course not." Calliope was already tired of Feverbrook Hospital. "W're just driving
all over talking to people because we get bored hangi ng around the police station. Did you know a
pati ent who was here about five years ago named John Wil garu?"

Sandi fer stuck out his lower |ip, thinking, and shook his head.

"Johnny Dark?" Stan chined in. "John Dread?"

"Johnny Dread!" Sandifer barked a |augh. "Ch, yeah, | renenber Johnny-boy."

"What can you tell us about hinP"

Sandi fer sat back, enjoying hinmself. "Wat can | say except that I'mglad | never nmet him
out side. He was a doubtl ess psycho, tell you for free."

"What makes you say that?"

"Hs eyes, just for one thing. You know what fish eyes | ook |ike? How you can't even tell if
they're alive or not unless they're noving? That was Johnny-boy. Scariest little sonofabitch
ever saw, and sone of the kids that cone through here are pretty lockin' scary, tell you for
free."

Calliope felt a quickening in her pulse, and only barely resisted | ooking at her partner. "Do
you have any idea what happened to himafter he left here? Mdre inportantly, do you have any idea
where he is now?"

"No, but it shouldn't be too hard to figure out."

"Way is that?"

Sandi fer | ooked fromher to Stan and back again, trying to figure out if he was being set up
for sone kind of trick. "Because he's _dead , lady. He's dead."
The voices in her head were silent now, but Oga was still having trouble pretending things were
normal. It's like I've been to another world, she thought. Nothing in ny old life will ever
feel the sane again. _

The real world still | ooked nuch as it always had, of course, and corporate headquarters, a

buil di ng she had visited many tines for job reviews or conpany functions, was no exception. It had
the sane high ceilings as ever, the sane enpl oyees scuttling like mnor priests in a great
cathedral, and here in this executive's corner office, the same face on the wallscreen that she
had been living with, and living behind, for so many years.

The sound was off, but Uncle Jingle' s dance filled the huge wall screen behind the desk, Uncle
nmovi ng through a silent sweep with baggy pants flapping, turn after turn so swift that even the
ani mated birds, coded for flocking, were having trouble keeping up with him Even with her old
sel f al nbst gone, O ga Pirofsky could not help taking note of the character's skillful novenents.
That new girl was running him the one in Mexico--or was it New Mexico? Werever she was based,
she was good. Rol and had been right.

_I'"1'l never be the new girl, not anywhere, not ever again, dga thought, and although it was
not a very surprising realization--she was, after all, at an age when anyone woul d have at | east
begun to think about retirenent--it still brought her up short. For a nonent she coul d al nost
convince herself to ignore what had happened in the night, the voices that had cone to her and
changed everything. For a nmonent she felt herself worrying about the children she had entertained
for so many years, and worrying about how nuch she would miss them But the children that mattered
nmost now were inside her, and if their voices were nuted for the nonment, there was still no
i gnoring them Everything had changed. Fromthe outside, it nmight seemlike just another day in
the world, Uncle Jingle spinning in his same circles and a hundred professionals behind the scenes
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working to make it so, but O ga knew that nothing would ever be the sane.

The conpany vi ce president--Famham Fordham she couldn't renenber the nanme and woul d have no
reason to care the nonent she left the office--wound up his call, snapping a brisk farewell to an
i nvi si bl e soneone. He grinned at O ga and nodded to show her that he was finished.

"I don't know why I'msmling." He shook his head, bermused by his own madcap unpredictability,
then rearranged his features into an initation of concern. "W here at (bol os Entertai nment are
going to mss you, Oga. The show won't be the sanme w thout you, that's for sure." She was just
ol d- f ashi oned enough to dislike hearing her first nanme in the nouth of a nan al nbst twenty years
her junior, but also ol d-fashioned enough not to nake an issue of it, even today when she had
nothing left to lose. But dga didn't want to waste a lot of time with insincere pleasantries
ei ther--she had several things still to do, and sonme of themfrightened her even nore than
accepting sem permanent nedi cal |eave from _Uncle Jingle's Jungle_.

"I"l'l mss the place,” she said, and realized it was true. "But | don't think it's good for ne
to do live netfeeds any nore--not with this problem" She felt nore than a little treacherous
calling it a problem since it was now dazzlingly clear to her it was sonething much greater and
stranger than that, but here in the normal world it was easier to speak a | anguage the | ocals
coul d under st and.

"OfF course, of course.” On the screen behind Fordham or Farnham Uncle Jingle had finished his
dance and now was telling a story, with many broad hand gestures. "Needless to say, we are al
wi shing you a speedy recovery--not to hurry you back to work, however!" He | aughed, then seened a

trifle irritated when A ga did not join him "Well, | can't really think there's too nuch we need
to do--these exit interviews are largely a formality, of course.”
"Of course.”

He scanned her file briefly on his shimery desk, reiterating several facts about her nedica
| eave package that she had already heard at several other interviews; after | obbing a few nore
homi | i es, he brought the audience to a nerciful close. Aga could not hel p wonderi ng what out-of -
date concept this neeting served--would this once have been, in its original incarnation, a chance
to pat-search the hired help as they left, to make sure no family silverware was going with then?
O did OE. Corp. really believe its own marketing babble: _"Your friends for life!"_

O ga let the sourly anusing thought slide past. Was it always this way, no matter the power of
the madness or glory visited on a person--the continual resurgence of the nundane, the petty? Had
Joan of Arc wondered, on those occasions when her voices tenporarily fell silent, if such and such
a tower was as tall as another she had seen, or whether she | ooked fat in her arnor?

It had happened only two nights before.

O ga had left both the Uncle Jingle character and the show half an hour early because her head
was hurting so badly. It had been a while since she had experienced one of the headaches, but this
one had been terrifying inits intensity, as though her skull were a hot, thin-shelled egg out of
whi ch sonmething was trying to force itself. Even after a double dose of painbl ockers she had not
fallen asleep for hours, and when sleep had come she had been beset by nonstrous dreans full of
i mges that she could not now remenber, but which along with the continuing pain had several tines
shocked her into wakeful ness.

She had awakened again sonetine in that col dest, enptiest hour of the night, between three and
four, but this tine the pain was gone. She had found herself regarding the dark and qui et around
her from an oddly di spassionate frame of mind, as though whatever had been causing the headaches
had finally hatched fromits egg, crawl ed out her ear, and vani shed. She did not feel restored to
her old self, however, but rather that as peace had returned, sonething el se had been |ost.

Wthout quite know ng why, she had wal ked across her house w thout switching on any lights,

i gnoring even the plaintive, questioning yips fromMsha, and slipped into her deep station-chair.
When the fiberlink was in place, she did not enter the Cbol os system or even the deeper |evels of
her own. She sat in darkness and felt the enptiness all around her, felt it fizzing on the other
end of the fiberlink, so close it seened that it could touch her any tine it w shed.

And then it _had_ touched her.

The first nonents had been a horrifying plunge into absence, into the enpty dark, a
cartwheeling fall w thout possibility of rescue. Fleetingly she had thought, "Dying--this is
death," before giving herself up to the black pull. But it had not been death, or else the
afterlife was strange beyond the dreans of anyone's religion.

They had come to her slowy at first, the children--their lives separate and precious, each
one a mracle as individual as a snowf | ake caught on a mittened pal m She had experienced each
life--had _been_ each child--so thoroughly that the part of her that had been QO ga Pirofsky was
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barely present at all, a shadow formclinging to a school fence, staring in as the little ones
ran and | aughed and danced at the center of everything. Then the trickle becane a stream |ives
washi ng through her so swiftly that she could no longer differentiate between them-a nonent of
fam |y togetherness here, an object of intense wondering scrutiny there, each gone al nost too
swiftly to register.

The stream becane a flood, and O ga had felt the last shreds of her own identity blasted away
as the rush of youthful lives forced its way through her, faster and faster. In the |ast nonent
the inundation was so powerful that hundreds, perhaps thousands of individual noments becane a
single thing, a sensation of |oss and desertion so powerful that it seenmed to engage the very
cells of her being. The flow of lives had conbined to becone a single, drawn-out, silent scream of
m sery.

_Lost! Alone! Lost! _

The voi ces had captured her conpletely, powerful and secret as a first kiss. She was to bel ong
to them al one.

She had awakened on the floor, lying in an awkward tangle. M sha was barking fearfully beside
her head, each sound sharp as a knife blow. The fiberlink lay coiled |ike a shriveled unbilicus
besi de her. Her face was still danmp with tears, and her wonb ached.

Unable to eat, unable to offer any real solace to terrified Msha, Oga had tried to convince
hersel f that she had experienced sone kind of nightmare--or, nore plausibly, a nightmare
coincident with one of the terrible headaches. If she had been trying to convince soneone el se she
m ght have been able to nake it sound reasonabl e, but every excuse net the transcendent power of
t he experience and dropped away.

Had soneone dosed her with some kind of bad gear--what was it called? Charge? But she had
accessed nothing. A ga could not bring herself to use the fiberlink again just yet, although she
coul d sonmehow sense that there was nore she needed to learn, that the children wanted to speak to
her agai n. She brought her systemrecords up on the wallscreen instead, and proved to her own
satisfaction that she had not even noved past the naintenance | evel of her own system |et alone
opened a line into the |arger net.

So what had it been? She had found no obvi ous answer, but knew she could no nore ignore it
than she had been able to ignore the headaches. If those mysterious ailnments had been the
precursor to this experience, then at |east they nade nore sense now. Perhaps there nust always be
pai n when you touched sonething far |arger than ordinary life.

_Touched, _ she had thought, a cup of cooling tea undrunk in her hands. _That's what's
happened. |'ve touched sonething. |'ve been touched. And just as the prophets of old had |eft
behi nd worl dly things and especially worldly distractions, Oga had come to see on that gray
nmorni ng that she, too, rust make herself right. Could she go back to work with the children in
Uncle Jingle' s audience, selling themtoys and cl othes and breakfast cereals that screanmed when
you swal | oned then? She could not. It was tinme to nake sone changes, she had deci ded. Then she
woul d go back to listen to the voices again, to find out what the children wanted of her

It was a call she had to make, but O ga had been dreading it far nore than she had worried
about | eaving her job.

As soon as she returned hone and put down M sha's food, she wal ked into the parlor and shut
t he door behind her. She paused, benused--who was she trying to hide this from anyway? M sha,
gobbling so fast in the kitchen that little bits of dog food lay scattered all around the w de
bow ? What was the shame in telling a nman, even a nice man like this one, that she had nade a
m st ake?

Because she _hadn't_ made a mi stake, of course. Because she was about to lie to him Because
she couldn't inmagi ne any way she could explain what had happened to her, couldn't share the way it
felt, how true and correct she knew it was. She also realized she nmight be |osing her nmind, but if
so, she didn't particularly want to share that with the nice young nan either

Even as Catur Ranmsey's office nunber was ringing, she realized that it was way past six; she
was enjoying a nonent of relief at the idea that she would only have to | eave a nessage when his
face appeared on her screen. It was not a recording.

"Ransey." His eyes narrowed slightly: she had not opened visual link fromher end so he was
facing a black screen. "Can hel p you?"

"M. Ransey? It's O ga Pirofsky."

"Ms. Pirofsky!" He sounded genuinely pleased. "I'mreally glad you called--1 was going to try
you this afternoon, but things have been pretty hectic. | have some very interesting new
devel opnents to discuss with you." He hesitated. "Actually, | think I'd prefer to go over them
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with you in person--you never can tell these days who night be listening." As she opened her nouth
to speak, he hurried on. "Don't worry, I'lIl come to you. Do me good to get out again--1've been
living behind this desk. Wen woul d you be avail abl e?"

She wondered what his news was, and for a nonent actually found herself hesitating.

_Don't be weak, O ga. You've been through a |ot, and one thing you know how to do is be
strong. _

"That . . . that won't be necessary." She took a breath. "I've . . . I'mgoing to be taking
some tine off." It wouldn't do any got to lie--lawers, like police, could find things out easily
enough couldn't they? "1'm having sonme nore nedical problems and need to get away from stress. So

I don't think we should talk any nore." There. She felt as though she had finally dropped a | arge
stone she had been carrying all afternoon

Ramsey was clearly surprised. "But . . . I'msorry, have you had bad news? About the nedica
condi tion?"

"I just don't want to tal k about these things anynore." She felt |ike a nonster. He had been
so kind, not at all what she had expected froma | awer, but she knew that nore inportant things
called her, even if she wasn't yet exactly sure what they were. There was no sense involving
anyone el se, especially a decent, rational nan |like Catur Ransey.

Wiile he was still struggling to find a polite way to ask what was wong with her, she told
him "l have nothing nore to say," and broke the connection

She di sgusted herself by having a little cry afterward, sonething she had not done through
even the worst pain of the headaches. She was surprised at how |l onely she felt, and how
frightened. She was sayi ng good-bye, but she had no i dea where she was goi ng.

M sha stood in her |ap, bouncing on his tiny back feet, trying desperately to reach her eyes
and |ick away the tears.

The janitor Sandifer's information had cone froma doctor who had been on the Feverbrook staff
before the hospital was sold. The janitor had run into the doctor at a nall, and in the course of
a cursory discussion of old times the doctor had said that the young man who called hinsel f John
Dread had died. Calliope got the inpression they had been tal king about himin the way that people
tal ked about a fanpusly dangerous dog in their old nei ghborhood.

Bef ore she and Stan had even reached their car in the institution's parking garage, Calliope
had tracked down the doctor, who was now retired. He agreed to see them

As they clinbed the ranp onto the notorway, the little car whining quietly, Stan reclined his

seat a notch. "I hate to say this, Skouros, but |I think you're right. Don't get me wong--it
doesn't mean anything, because this case is so old it stinks and all we're doing is wasting our
ti me--but soneone in that hospital hel ped Johnny-boy's records to disappear. | nean, they weren't
even smart about it. | couldn't find anyone but new arrivals with files as enpty as that."

"But why woul d sormeone bury his records? Because he killed sonebody after he got out?"
Cal liope scowed into her rearview mrror. Several cars were stuck in the access |ane behind her
and were clearly not enjoying it. "That nakes no sense--half the people in that place either
killed sonebody or tried to, and it's not like the hospital is claimng nmiracle cures.”

"Il bet you fifty we never find out." He | eaned forward and began fiddling with the air
control s.

Cal I'i ope took the bet, but nostly out of Stan-thwarting reflex: she wasn't feeling very |ucky.

They met Doctor Jupiter Danney at his |ocal Bondi Baby, a particularly garish chain of 24-hour
coffee shops whose chief claimto fame was ultrabright decor and a huge ocean hol ograph, conplete
with surfers, which filled the mddle of the restaurant. (You could dine waist-deep in the ocean
if you wanted, but the roar of the breakers made it hard to have a conversation.)

Dr. Danney was a thin man in his mddle seventies, and clearly aspired to nattiness, although
his anti quated necktie pushed the whole |look into eccentricity. He smled as they approached the
daygl o orange table. "I hope you don't mnd neeting nme here,” he said. "My | andl ady woul d put the
wor st possi bl e construction on a visit fromthe police. Besides, they do a very nice senior-price
dinner, and it's getting to be that tinme of day."

Cal I'i ope introduced herself and Stan, then ordered an iced tea. Her attention was nonmentarily
engaged by the attractively sullen waitress, who had a tattoo that covered one cheek fromeye to
mout h and | ooked |i ke she m ght have spent sonme time living on the street. She returned Calliope's
stare boldly. Wien the detective's attention had refocused, Dr. Danney was already finishing his
_curriculumvitae_.

" So after | left Feverbrook, | spent a few years in private practice, but it was really
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too late for me to start over."

"But you knew John Wil garu at Feverbrook, is that right?" She was distracted again, this time
by a hol ographic surfer w ping out badly at the periphery of her vision. This was exactly the kind
of place she hated--why were people so afraid to go sonewhere and just tal k?

"Ch, yes. He was ny prize patient, | suppose.”

"Real | y? There was nothing to show that--there was al nost nothing on file about himthere at
all."

Dr. Danney waved a negligent hand. "You know how these corporate places are--they certainly
aren't going to waste space with records they don't need. |'"msure they purged a ot of files when
t hey took over."

"They m ght have, if they thought he was dead." The waitress appeared and cl unked down dri nks
for everyone before sauntering off; Calliope heroically ignored her, eyeing Danney over the top of
her glass. "According to you, he _is_dead."

The old man showed her his very good teeth. "Not according to nme--1 never exam ned the body or
anyt hi ng. Heavens, no. But when | tried to do sonme followup, that's what | was told. The juvenile
authority records said he died--goodness, what was it, a year later, two years?--after he left the
hospital ."

Calliope made a nmental note to find out exactly what records these were supposed to be. "Wy
were you interested in followi ng up? Especially when you were already in private practice."

"Why?" He glanced at Stan Chan, as though Calliope's partner mnmight want to answer the question
for him Stan | ooked back blankly. "Well, because he was such a rare thing, | suppose. | felt I|ike
sonmeone who had di scovered a new animal. You might turn it over to the zool ogical society, but you
woul d still want to go see it every now and then."

"Expl ain, please." She poured half a packet of sugar in her tea, then decided to indul ge
herself and enptied the rest in, too.

Dr. Danney blinked his eyes. It took hima nonment to respond. "It's just . . . | saw a lot of
things in clinical practice, Detective. Mdst of the children that | dealt with--these were
children who had severe problens, please renmenber--fell into two broad categories. Some had been

so crushed by the cruelty of their upbringing that they would never think or act |ike a nornmal
menber of society--they were mssing key conponents of personality. The others were different,
ei ther because their chil dhoods had been slightly less harrowing, or they were a bit smarter, or
tougher, whatever it might be. These had a chance. These could at |east theoretically | ead nornal
lives, not that nmany of them ever would."

"And John Wil garu fit into which category?”

"Neither. That was what was so interesting about him He had the worst chil dhood you can
i magi ne, Detective--nother a prostitute, nentally unbal anced and a serious abuser of drugs and
al cohol . She had a series of brutal, violent partners who abused the boy. He got thrown into the
institutional systemearly. He was beaten and raped there, too. Every elenment was in place to
create a conpletely savage soci opath. But there was sonething nore to him He was smart, for one
thing--God Al mghty, he was smart." The doctor's dinner cane, but for the nonent he just let it
sit, "He went through the standard intelligence tests | gave himw th ease, and although there
were holes in his understanding, he had a very good grasp of human behavior as well. Mst of the
tinme the sociopathic personality only understands others enough to nanipulate them but John had
sonething that | would al nost call enpathy, except that you can't have an enpathic sociopath--it's
a contradiction in ternms. | suppose it was just another expression of his intelligence."

"Sandi fer, the custodian, said that he was frightening."

"He was! Even when he was denolishing the logic problens | gave him it wasn't because he
enj oyed them or because he wanted to inpress ne. He just had to do well at those things because he
_could_. Do you see what | nean? It was like dealing with an artist or a mathematics _wunderkind_--
he was driven to perform"

"And why was that frightening?" Calliope gave a stern glance to Stan Chan, who was begi nni ng
to meke a little cabin of toothpicks on the table.

"Because he didn't care a jot about anyone or anything. Well, that's not entirely true, but
I'"l'l come back to that in a nonent. But John Wilgaru certainly had no love in his heart for
anyone. Wen he bothered with feelings about people at all, | would guess that what he felt was a

sort of detached contenpt. And he was physically quick, too--reflexes |like an athlete, although he
wasn't all that large. He'd | ook at ne across the desk, and | could see that if it took his fancy,
he could snap nmy neck before I could even nove. The only thing stopping himwas that it was a | ot
of trouble to go through--the punishment would be irritating, he would | ose privil eges--and

hadn't done anything to nake himparticularly angry. But to see that kind of brain sitting across
fromyou, not only a quicker, sharper brain than your own, but knowi ng that he could kill you if
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t he whi mtook him and hi mknow ng you knew, and being anused by it--well, it wasn't |ike working
with a human, even the troubled ones | was used to, not really. It was like being the first
scientist to study an alien predator.”

Cal liope felt her pul se quickening again. This had to be Polly's killer. Was he really dead?
For the sake of society, she had to hope so, although it would nake closing the case nore
difficult and | ess satisfying.

"And you kept records of all this?" she said.

"I did, but nost of themwere in his file on the hospital system | night still have sone of
my own note files at hone."

"I't would be a huge favor if you could look for us." This felt Iike a break, although she
could not say why. But soneone had nmanaged to | ose Johnny Wil garu's records, and even if it had
been an accident, she couldn't think of any better reason for wanting to see them "Just out of
curiosity, did he seeminterested in nyths at all? Aboriginal nyths?"

Dr. Danney narrowed his eyes, then chuckled, but it did not have rmuch hunor in it. "Funny you
shoul d ask that." The sullen waitress thunped the calculatedly old-fashioned little tray with the
bill init down on the table. In the nonent's pause, the old man patted at his pockets, then
| aboriously drew out his wallet. "I suppose | should be getting back," he said. "I nean, if you
want me to look for those files." He opened his wallet and exam ned its contents.

Cal liope took the hint. "Let us buy the neal, Doctor. W're very grateful for your help." She
woul d never get petty cash back for this case, so she was buying it herself. She flicked a gl ance
at Stan, but his snmle told her exactly how small the chances were that he was going to kick in

"Kind, very kind." Dr. Danney flagged the waitress down and ordered dessert and coffee. Wen
the server had finished rolling her eyes at the interruption of her journey to sone other table,
and had trundl ed on her way, the old nman sat back and sm | ed expansively. "Very kind indeed. Now,
where was I. . . ?"

"Aboriginal nyths."

"Ah, yes. You said 'interested.' No, he wasn't interested in them He thought they were a
waste of tine."

Cal liope had to work to keep her di sappoi ntnent from showi ng. She had been waiting for Danney
to pull a last rabbit out of the hat, but instead the only thing inside had been the Iining.

"The reason for that," Danney went on, "was because his nother went on about themall the
time. That's what he told nme, anyway. Her own nother--his grandnother, whom he never knew -was one
of the respected elders, a storyteller. Even though Wil garu's nother had run away from honme to

live in Cairns, she still harped on about the old stories--the Dreantime and so on. It nade him
furious when | asked about them He clearly associated themw th his nother. | stopped asking
after a while."

Cal I'i ope found she was |l eaning forward. It was there after all! She had known it, sonmehow, and

there it was. At that nmoment she woul d have bet everything she had that they had identified Polly
Merapanui's killer

"l said that John didn't care about anyone or anything,"” the old nman said. "That wasn't true,
of course. Negative enobtions are enotions, too, and he hated his nother. | think if she had
survived he woul d have killed her one day, but she died when he was still quite young, while he
was with one of his first foster fanmlies. Drug overdose. Not very surprising. He used to call her
‘"the Dreantinme bitch.' "

A hol ographi ¢ wave broke nearby, sending substancel ess spray across the next table, and
causing Stan Chan to jerk and tip over his toothpick structure. He nade a face and swept the
toothpicks into a pile where they lay like small discarded bones, the remmants of a mniature
canni bal feast.

CHAPTER 10
God's Only Friends

NETFEEDY NEW5: Squi rt Goes Sour

(visual: first Dada Retrieval Collective "Sea Squirt" broadcast)

VO A group of information terrorists calling thenselves the "Sea Squirt Squad" unl eashed their
first action in their canpaign to "kill the net. " The massive infornmation dunp into one of the
central networks did not work out quite as its engineers planned. |Instead of blanketing fam|y-
oriented net channels with raw pornography and downi ng feed-servers on other parts of the net, the
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data dunp passed largely unnoticed except for some accidental re-scranmbling of adult interactives,
whi ch drew user conplaints

(visual: anonynated Bl ue Gates customer)

Custoner: "If they'd just been dunping nore naked people on the net, that woul d have been chizz.
But the di mbastards | ocked up the naked people we already paid for. . . . "

VO The unrepentant terrorists rel eased a sound bite,

(visual: DRC nenmber wearing Tel enorphix tote bag as a nask)

DRC. "Rone didn't crunble In a day, did it? Gve us a chance. "

"Bes!" a child called. "Mdther, look, it's him" The tiny, ugly fell ow sl owed so abruptly that

Ol ando al nost tripped over him As Bes grinned his grotesque grin and raised his hand as if to
bestow a blessing, the little girl's nother Iifted her up above the garden wall, angling the child
toward the procession to intercept even nore of the donestic god' s radi ant presence.

The conpany in which Olando found hinself was already fairly conspicuous, since besides the
god Bes and Ol ando's own massive barbarian sim it featured Bonita Mae Sinpkins, Fredericks, and
a flock of tiny yellow nonkeys--but Bes had chosen to | ead themall boldly down the narrow streets
of Abydos in the glaring sunlight.

"Shouldn't we be . . . hiding or sonething?" Olando asked. Several nore people | eaned out of
the houses to wave to Bes, who returned their greetings with the cheerful nonchal ance of a
returning hero. Olando | eaned closer to Ms. Sinpkins. "Going through back alleys? Instead of
just utterly wal king down the nmiddle of the road?"

"Bes knows what he's doing, boy. They love himhere--a ot nore than they |love Gsiris and al
his Western Pal ace | ackeys. Besides, all the soldiers are busy surrounding the Tenple of Ra, not
wandering around in this part of town."

"Right. Surrounding the tenple. Which is where we're going." Olando turned to Fredericks, who
at least had the good grace to share his confusion. "So because we want to avoid the soldiers,
we're going where all the soldiers are. . . ?"

The wonman snorted. "You have all the faith of a nud puppy, child. How do you get through
life?"

For a nonent, Olando was stung. He wanted to lash out at her, to point out that she didn't
have an illness like his, so she didn't have nuch right to be snug about how peopl e got through
their lives, but he knew she didn't really nmean it that way. "Just talk to ne, Ms. Sinpkins," he
said heavily. "I need sone answers."

She darted a quick | ook at him perhaps hearing something in his tone. Her hard snmile
di sappeared. "Call me Bonnie Mae, boy. | think it's tine."

"I"'mlistening . . . Bonnie Mae."

Fredericks was wal ki ng cl ose beside them anxious to hear whatever was said. The nonkeys had
|l ost interest, and were following Bes like a fluttering yellow cape as the little god capered for
the children trotting out of the houses to |line the inpronptu parade route.

"I told you how M. Al -Sayyid came to our church, didn't 1? And about Pastor Wnsallen, how he
had us come neet the nman afterward, and they expl ai ned about this Circle group of theirs?"

"Yeah," Fredericks said, "but you said sonmething really strange about God--that they were
drilling a hole in Hm or sonething."

She smled. "That's what | said, because that's what they told nme. More or less. And | can't
really explain because | didn't conpletely understand it nyself, but they said that people in
religions all over the world had been noticing sonmething when they prayed--or neditated | guess if
they were those Eastern fol k. Sonething was breaking through into the part of themthat touched
God. "

"Like it was a . . . a place?" asked Ol ando, nystified. The sun was beginning to tire him
They had noved into a | ess cheerful part of town--the natives here were poorer, and while they
still greeted Bes respectfully, sone covert glances were being cast at the god's followers.

"Like it was a place. O nmaybe not. Anyway, it doesn't matter, boy--if it's true or if it
isn'"t, what you or | think isn't gonna have a lot to do with it. Alot of very smart people
believe it. But all | needed to know was that these Grail people were using innocent children to
meke sone kind of immortality machine, |ike out of one of those science fiction things the kids
rot their minds with. Doesn't take any religion at all to know _that's_ wong.

"So we joined the Circle, and Pastor Wnsallen hel ped us rai se sone noney to go stay with M.
Al -Sayyid and his friends at one of their special training centers. W told the congregation we
were going to do some mssionary work with the Copts, which was true in a way. Anyway, the Circle
peopl e got us fitted up and sent us here, although |I guess they didn't really send us anywhere.
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Hard to remenber, sonetines--it _feels_ like we're somewhere. M. Al-Sayyid and sone of his
friends like M. Jehani, who was a Mdsl em gentl eman, were Egyptol ogists, so they had set
thensel ves up here, but there are Circle people in lots of different herland worl ds.

"It was pretty exciting in those first days--behind eneny lines, |ike sonmething you dream
about when you're a kid, but doing the Lord's true work. The Circle had the whole thing set up--
the place you' ve been staying, that was one of our safe houses, |I think you call it. W had a few,

since M. Al -Sayyid had a good job in the palace. W had other Circle people com ng through
updating us on what was goi ng on outside--there's no way to comuni cate fromone of these worlds
to another, see, unless you're one of the so-called Gail fol ks."

She took a deep breath and w ped sweat from her brow -the sun was hi gh now and the day was
becom ng unconfortably hot. Ol ando wondered what she |ooked like in real life. Her snmall, round,
nondescri pt Egyptian simfit her personality, but he of all people knew there was no judgi ng
peopl e by what they | ooked like in VR

"So there we were," she continued. "Doing research, | guess--the Circle's a big organization
and we were only foot soldiers, you mght say. That's how | first heard about the worman with the
feather, the one they call Ma' at here. She's in other worlds, too, as far as we can tell. Maybe

she's one of the Grail folk, or nmaybe she's just sonething the engineers put in nore than once--
people tell nme that these gear folk are big ones for jokes. But she's not the only one. Tefy and
Mewat, those goons who work for Qsiris? They're in lots of worlds, too. People call themthe Tw ns
because they al ways show up together. There are probably others as well--we never finished our
research. The poop kind of hit the fan, as a matter of fact."

Bes had | ed themon a winding route through the town's close-quartered streets, but they had
turned their backs on the river sone tine ago; because he was already fatigued, Olando could not
hel p noticing that they were now goi ng uphill nore often than not, heading toward the highl ands--
the gods' own turf. He would have been worried, but he had enough to do in this heat just walking
and trying to pay attention to Bonnie Mae's story.

"You see, the biggest nystery of all is the Oher. Do you know that nane? | know you know what
I"mtal ki ng about, boy, because you' ve had a closer | ook than nost people. 'Set,' the Egyptians
here call it, but it's got a lot of nanes in a lot of different sinulation worlds. See, that thing

is the key, sonehow-at |east, that's what all the big thinkers in the Crcle believe. They think
it's sone kind of artificial intelligence, but it's also the systemthat operates the whole
network. | won't try to explain, because you young peopl e probably know nmore about this stuff than
| do, but that's what they think. They guess that the Gail people may have tried to create sone
entirely new kind of life, y' see? And maybe that's the strange effect the people in the Circle
felt--a bl aspheny-wave, is what M. Jehani called it. He had a real nice sense of hunor for an
Islamic fellow He was killed by some horrible thing with a hi ppopotanus head when Upaut's
revol uti on went w ong.

"See, we made a nistake, and you young people would do well to pay attention. W made too nany
friends--we had to, because something changed a few weeks ago. No one could go offline anynore. So
we were stuck, trying to get some answers

"We figured any eneny of the Grail--and the Grail neans Osiris here in this world, because if
he's not Grail Brotherhood | don't know who is, he lives |ike sone kind of Ronan enperor up there--
any eneny of themnust be a friend of ours. So when your wolf-friend cane along, we |et ourselves
get alittle too famliar with him But of course he was nutty as a bag of cashew brittle. W
shoul d never have gone near him

"A group of our folk were nmeeting with himin one of our other houses when Tefy and Mewat and
a mess of their devil-creatures crashed in. M. Jehani was killed. So was M ster Al -Sayyid, but
they tore himup so badly that | don't think they even knew who they'd got. Wl frman escaped with
some of his followers and a couple of other people fromthe Crcle, but ny poor Terence wasn't so
| ucky." She paused; Ol ando expected to see tears, or hear a hitch in her voice, but when she
continued, there was no sign of either. "It's just like the old Christian martyrs--mnmy Terence knew
what coul d happen when he cane here. He put his faith in the Lord, just like | do every day. They
took himto one of their cells, and I don't even want to know what happened to him But he stayed
strong. He was strong. If he'd given them anything nore than nanme, rank, and serial nunber, |
woul dn't be here today, and that safe house woul dn't have been safe for you

"They dunped his body in one of the public squares. | couldn't go and take it, of course--
didn't dare show any interest at all. It just lay there for days. Sins don't rot, but that didn't
meke it any belter--worse . . . worse in sone ways." Here she paused again, and now Ol ando coul d
begin to grasp the kind of control Bonita Mae Sinpkins exercised over herself. Wen she resuned,
she still sounded al nost normal. "And | know he's dead, dead for real. Sonething's changed in this
place. But | knew right away. It's |ike waking up and knowi ng you're sonmewhere different than you
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shoul d be, even before you open your eyes. | lived with that man twenty-three years. | _knew_ that
he was gone."

She wal ked in silence for a while. Fredericks, who had been listening avidly, turned away with
a mserable expression on his face. Orlando tried to watch the nonkeys swirling around Bes, hoping
for a bit of distraction.

Noticing him a pair of yellow apes peeled off fromthe squadron and fluttered back
squeaki ng. " 'Landogarner! Wiy you wal k sl ow, slow, slow?"

He wanted to hush them but Ms. Sinpkins reached up her hand and the pair it on her finger.
"Goodness, children," she said, her voice a little ragged but otherw se strong, "you do go on
Aren't your nonmas and daddi es m ssing you?"

Zunni -- Ol ando had recogni zed her voice--1ooked up at Bonnie Mae, her tiny eyes wide. "Don't
know. W go on fun trips lotsa time. They know we al ways cone back."

Ms. Sinpkins nodded her head. "O course they do."

The streets were enptier here, in what Orlando was coming to realize nmust be the nortuary
district. The few residents, tonb caretakers and their famlies, also recognized Bes, but their
reception of himwas nore nuted, in keeping with the environs. The streets thensel ves were even
narrower, little nore than paths between the bl ocky stone buil dings, the undi stingui shed resting
pl aces of civil servants and shop owners, as though there was even less roomtor the dead in
Abydos than there was for the living.

_But if this simulation is supposed to be the Egyptian afterlife, Ol ando wondered, _then
who' s supposed to he in the tonbs?_ He couldn't think of an i medi ate answer, and was distracted
by the little conmpany turning off the street of sepulchres and into a tunnel

As the tallest of the group, Olando had to stoop a little to keep his head from brushing the
unfini shed granite ceiling, but otherw se there was no inpedinment. The tunnel was clean and the
desert heat had baked it dry. The |light becane fainter as they got farther fromthe opening, but
there was still quite enough to see, although nost of the side corridors were pitch dark

"Where are we?" he asked.

"Worker's tunnel,"” Bes called over his shoulder, his voice echoing faintly. "They run through
the tonb and tenple district Iike rat hol es--each of these openings | eads to another part of the
compl ex. "

"And we're going to get into the Tenple of Ra this way?"

"I'f something |large and unpl easant doesn't eat us first."

The little god had scored on him again: despite his weariness, Olando was ashamed of how
badly he'd let his Thargor repartee slip since he'd been in the Gail network.

As they turned into the first of what proved to be many branching corridors, Bes withdrew a
lighted oil lanp fromhis |oose but linmted garnents. Ol ando and Fredericks had seen the cartoon
Indian in the Kitchen do the sanme trick, and said nothing. The Wcked Tribe, who had achieved a
| evel of Zen acceptance far beyond anything that Ol ando could ever aspire to, pretended to be
nmot hs, enacting several tragi com c nock-inmol ati ons around the lanp fl ane.

What seened al nost an hour passed with corridor replacing corridor, each one as hot, dry, and
enpty but for a thin filmof sand as the one before. Just as Ol ando was beginning to feel certain
he woul d never make it to the end of the journey, his breathing harsh and his legs so tired they
felt rubbery, Bes |l ed themthrough another entrance and stopped. He held the lanp out before him
a height only slightly above Orlando's knees, to reveal a small chanber. Mst of the floor was
m ssi ng, although the straight edges of the five-neter-square hole showed that this was not an
acci dent .

"Down there," said Bes, grinning. "That's where we go. Strai ght down about twenty cubits, but
into water. Problemis, there's no comng back that way--the walls are slick as polished anmber. A
protection against tenple raiders and tonb thieves. So you'd better be certain you want to go."

"You nean we're supposed to . . . to jump?" asked Fredericks, who had been silent for sone
time.

"If you prefer, you can just sort of fall." The little god smirked. "The walls are this w de
apart all the way down--that's to nake sure people can't brace thenselves and clinb back up--so
you don't have to worry nuch about scraping the sides."”

Frederi cks | ooked worried. "Can't you just . . . fly us down? Use your god powers or
what ever ?"

Bes | aughed raucously. "God powers? | ama god of the hearth, patron of dung and whitewash and
menstrual blood. _You_ are the war god, aren't you--one of those deities who hurries to wherever
the druns and trunpets are soundi ng? So why don't _you_ fly us down?"

Ol ando was too busy catching his breath. Fredericks was on his own.

"W . . . we have a flying chariot," he said at last. "That's what we have. Back hone."
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Ms. Sinpkins shot hima look. "They're not very inportant gods, Bes. Be nice to them"

The yel | ow nmonkeys, who had swooped into the hole the nonent they sawit, now rose fromthe
darkness |ike a cloud of burning sul phur

"Long way down!" they whooped. " Mdtto grosso_ w ndy wi nd! Then wet wet splash splash!"

"Don't be 'fraid, 'Landogarner! Crocodiles be _nmy pequeno_ baby ones!"

"Crocodil es?" said Fredericks in alarm

"They're making that up," said Bonnie Mae, swatting at the overexcited nonkeys with her hand.
"Let's get going."

Bes was arused by the whole thing. "They rmust fight unusual wars on those small islands in the
Geat Green," he said to Fredericks, leering. "Face-slapping, piss-your-loincloth, girly wars.

"Hey!" Fredericks said, fluffing hinmself up to | ook bigger, not really necessary when his
potential opponent was the size of a cocker spaniel

"Stop it." Olando was tired and had no strength to waste on such silliness. "Let's go. How
far do we have to swimonce we're in the water?"

Bes turned to him still grinning. "Not far, not far. But you won't cone back this way, as I
said. You still interested?"

Ol ando nodded wearily.

The | eap, when it cane, was a sort of relief--an escape fromgravity, at least for a few
nmonents. The water at the bottomwas warm as bl ood. There was very little light. Fredericks
spl ashed down besi de himseconds |ater, and they floundered in place until Bes and Bonnie Mae
Si npki ns plunged in.

"Agai n!" squeal ed the nonkeys, circling above the water

"So," Orlando gasped sone mnutes |ater as Bes tugged himup onto a stone wal kway, "if there's
no way back, how are _you_ going to get out after you take us there?"

"He's Bes, boy," said Ms. Sinpkins.

"What's that supposed to nean?" Olando growl ed. The tiny man had a grip |like a | ongshoreman;
Ol ando wi ggled his hand to renew the circul ation

"It neans that even Squinty and Bonebreaker will think twi ce about trying to keep ne sonewhere
when | wish to | eave."” Bes shook hinself like a dog, scattering water fromhis beard and natted
hair. "They know that if they harmne or even try to hold nme, they will bring the people down on
themin a way that will nmake Upaut's little uprising |look |like a pleasure barge excursion."”

"He's tal ki ng about Tefy and Mewat," said Bonnie Mae quietly.

Ol ando nodded. He was saving his strength again. Even the few nonents' hard swimming to stay
afloat in the tepid water had tired him and his nuscl es ached.

The little man produced another lanp fromthin air, then led themthrough another series of
corridors.

"What is he, anyway,'
| oi ncl ot h?"

Olando grunted with laughter, although it hurt a little.

The corridors widened. The lamp's flame began to flutter in a thin breeze.

"The Breath of Ra," Bes said, scowing for a nonent before choosing a direction

"Whichis. . . ?"

"Just the air that noves through the Tenple of Ra. | suspect it has sonething to do with al
these tunnels and the different air tenperatures." He grinned at Olando's expression. "I nmay be a
mer e househol d god, boy, but I'mnot an idiot."

Ol ando found hinself alnost [iking the ugly little man. "So what do you do? | mean, how does
a househol d god spend his tine?"

"Mostly arguing with nore inportant gods." Bes' honely face turned serious. "For instance
when one of the Hathors determnes that it is tinme for a child to die, the nother will plead for
me to intercede. O sonmetinmes | ampulled into a nei ghborhood dispute--if a man lets his aninmals
tranpl e his neighbor's yard, he just mght wake up and discover that | have cone in the night and
made his aninmals sick."

"Sounds kind of petty."

The dwarf's gl ance was shrewd. "W can't all be war gods, now can we?"

They trudged on. Ol ando could no | onger remenber what he had felt like earlier in the norning-
-that wonderful, if illusory, sensation of health that had seened to run through himinstead of
bl ood. No one el se appeared to be having a good tinme in these hot corridors either. Even the
monkeys were drooping a bit, following a nore or |ess straight course, fanned out in a tiny "v"
behi nd Bes |i ke geese flying south for the wi nter.

Frederi cks whi spered, "--the god of hey-is-that-a-lantemin-your-
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At last the little house god led themup a long incline that ended in what seened to be a
solid wall of stone incised with hieroglyphs. He made themall stand back fromthe wall, then
touched a succession of characters so swiftly that it was inmpossible to foll ow what he'd done.
After a monent of stillness the wall runbled outward in a wide arc. Something huge and terrifying
and pal e bl ue stepped through into the lanplight, filling the doorway. Shrieking, the Wcked Tribe
scattered in all directions.

For a moment, Ol ando thought he was faced again with one of the nmonstrous gryphons of the
M ddl e Country, but this creature was nmuch bigger, and though it had the sane | eoni ne body, its
head carried heavy-boned human features. It seated itself on its hindquarters, conpletely bl ocking
the doorway, and lifted a paw the size of a truck tire. "Bes," the voice runbled, nmaking Ol ando's
bones jiggle. "You bring strangers."”

The little god wal ked forward until he stood just beneath the vast foreleg |ike a chubby nail
waiting to be hamrered. "Yes, Dua. How goes the siege?"

The sphinx | eaned forward to exam ne Ol ando, Fredericks, and Bonnie Mae in turn. Although its
si ze and deep, nusky snell were terrifying, it was curiously beautiful, too: the vast features
were those of a living person, but only barely--it had a strange, stony |ook, as though it had
al ready becone part statue. "The siege?" it grow ed. "Well enough, for an exercise in foolishness.
But | amnot here to pronpte wars in heaven--or to discourage themeither. | amhere to protect
Ra's tenple. And you, little Bes? Wiy are you here?"

The dwarf bowed. "To bring these guests together with friends of theirs. To see what | can
see. You know, this and that."

The sphi nx shook its massive head. "OF course. | should have known. | will let you pass, and
the strangers, too, but they are none of themwhat they appear. | will hold you responsible for
what they do here, little god." Dua's head swung forward like the jaws of a steam shovel, until it
hung only inches from Fredericks' own pale, bug-eyed features. "Do not forget, care of this tenple
bel ongs to me and ny brother Saf. W will not see it harmed either fromthe outside or the
i nside.”

Dua stepped out of the way to | et them pass.

"You have just net Tonorrow," said Bes cheerfully. "H's brother Yesterday is just as friendly
to visitors."

"I bet it's not worrying about defiling the tenple that's keeping those bad guys outside,"
Fredericks said in a shaky whi sper when they had put a few bends of the corridor behind them
"I't's not wanting to get turned into pastrami by _that_ bruiser."

"Don't underestimate Tefy and Mewat either, boys," said Bonnie Mae. "They got nore than
strength going for them and even the sphinxes won't get into a tussle with themif they can help
it." She shook her head. "But Dua and Saf won't let the tenple be taken without a fight either
It's not going to be pretty when it cones."

"And this is what you led us into?" Anger brought back a little of Orlando's strength. "Thanks
alot!"

"You'll be gone before it happens,” she said wearily. "It'lIl be the rest of us staying behind
to clean up."

Feeling a little ashamed, Orlando fell silent. Monents later, they stepped through a brightly
pai nted archway into the first strong |ight they had seen since entering the tunnels hours before.
The centerpiece of the Tenple of Ra was a single beam of sunshine that knifed down fromthe

ceiling scores of neters above, slicing through the snoky, dust-laden tenple air like a
searchlight through fog. Although the effect was starkly arresting, the rest of the titanic room
was not in conplete darkness--lanps burned in niches all along the walls, helping to illum nate
the painted floor-to-ceiling scenes of Ra's heroic flight through the daytine sky on his solar
barque, and his even nore heroic journey through the underworld during the dark hours of night,
where he battled the serpent Apep before his eventual dawn victory.

But, of course, this was not ancient Egypt--it was the O herland network's version of ancient
Egypt. There were nmany things stranger and nore fascinating than even such an inpressive buil ding,
and Ol ando had already realized that the sphinx Dua was nore representative than he was
exceptional. Bonita Mae Sinpkins had said earlier that at night the streets of Abydos were full of
monsters. Ol ando decided that if she thought the people in here were normal, she had probably
been living in Abydos a bit too | ong.

There were ordi nary Egyptians, of course, everything fromchildren carried in their parents’
arms to soldiers who seened to have deserted fromGsiris' arny (many of whom had about themthe
faintly haunted air of people who still were not certain they'd backed the right horse.) These
plain folk had spread bedrolls all around the edges of the tenple's gigantic nain chanber, turning
the perinmeter of the roominto sonething |like a canpground, or one of the shantytowns Ol ando was
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al ways seeing on the news. But this was a rebellion of gods as well as nortals, and those gods
were strange and wonderful in their nultiformdesigns--wonmen with antlers growing fromtheir curly
bl ack hair, or with the narrow heads of serpents or birds in place of normal human features. Sone
of the gods and goddesses were distinguishable as such only by their size or a certain gol den gl ow
to their skins, but others had gl eani ng thunderbolts hovering above their heads or wore curling
ram s horns. Some had even taken on the full formof animals, |like one large and particularly

i mpressive cow, perhaps eight feel tall as she stood on her hind legs, with w de brown eyes of
great sensitivity and understanding. O at |east that was what Olando felt very strongly about
her, even though she was over two dozen neters away and not even |looking in his direction, which
led himto suspect that inspiring enpathy and trust mght be part of her goddess-skills.

Their forner traveling conpanion, the wolf-headed god Upaut, sat above it all on a high-backed
chair on a platformnear the center of the great chamber. The wolf's face was solemn, his |ong
muzzl e resting on his hand as he listened to three young worren crouchi ng by his feet who were
singing himquiet hyms. Several other gods appeared to be trying to get his attention for reasons
of their own, perhaps discussions of siege strategy, but with no visible luck. Olando's sword,
whi ch the wol f-god had hijacked, was nowhere to be seen.

"Can you find your own way now, little nother?" Bes asked Bonnie Mae, jerking Olando back to
their present reality once nore. "Or is there sonmeone you'd like nme to sniff out?"

"No. |'ve seen the others," she said. "Thank you."

"You are wel come, but you're not rid of ne yet." The dwarf did a funny little step, spun, and
started away. "I'min no hurry to go hone," he called over his shoulder. "Besides, there are
enough people here that soneone will probably be calling on ne to bless a marital bed or a birth
before too long. I'Il cone find you before | |eave."

Ms. Sinpkins | ed themacross the tiled floor--broadly skirting Upaut's chair, Ol ando noticed
with some relief: he wasn't quite ready to deal with the volatile god just yet. She | ed them
unerringly through the squatter canp along one wall of the tenple, as though it were a regul ar
part of her norning commute, directing themat |last to a group of people in the shadows near the
corner of the room a knot of nortals huddl ed beside the cycl opean bl ocks of the tenple wall. The
W cked Tribe, revived now by the sights and sounds of the tenple, flew ahead and circled lazily in
the air above the little canp.

Bonni e Mae took Orlando and Fredericks each by an arm "These are friends," she said. Bonnie
Mae's other conrades, four in all, exam ned the two newconmers with weary interest. "I won't tel
you their nanmes just now," she continued, "because there are too many ears here, but | hope y'all
will believe ne."

No one seened inclined not to, or perhaps they sinply did not have the strength to question. A
grimanticipation hung in the air. as though they were all prisoners waiting to becone nmartyrs--
whi ch, Ol ando reflected nervously, they just mght be.

One of Ms. Sinpkins' friends, who wore the near-naked simof a girl child, plucked at Bonnie
Mae's sleeve. "Sone of the godlings think the Twins won't wait any | onger," she announced in a

voi ce nmuch ol der than her appearance. "The word is they'|ll wait until nightfall, then attack."
"This is Kim," Bonnie Mae told Olando. "She's fromJapan, and |'mstill not quite sure what

her religion is--some cult, wasn't it, dear? As far as the Twins . . . well, if that's what

they're going to do, then that's what they're going to do. But it doesn't give us long to get

these two out." She sighed and turned back to Ol ando and Fredericks. "I should introduce you to
the others.” She pointed to the two sitting beside Kini, both wearing male Egyptian sins, one old,
one young and sniling cheerily. "That's M. Pingalap there, and that's Vasily."

"So all these people are in the Circle?" Olando had a horrible feeling that, siege and
political intrigue aside, this was going to be |ike sone weird religious canp.

Ms. Sinpkins nodded. "Yes. M. Pingalap is a Moslem like M. Jehani was. Vasily is from
Russia, and he . . . he has a very interesting background."

"She means | was a crinminal," the youth said, snmling even nore brightly. "Until | realized
that the Final Days were upon us--that the Christos would be coming back. |I did not want to face
Hs terrible wath., It would be horrible to burn forever."

Fredericks sm | ed weakly and noved back a step. Ol ando stayed put, but nade a nental note to
keep distant fromthe Russian man--Vasily had the sanme feverish light in his eye as Upaut, and
Ol ando had | earned the hard way what that meant.

"Now, |I'mafraid | don't know this last gentleman's nane," Bonnie Mae went on, draw ng
Orlando's attention to the man at the far edge of the little canp. The stranger |ooked up froma
piece of tile of sonme sort, which he had covered with bl ack marks with the stick of charcoal he
held Iike a pencil. H's simwas older than Vasily's but younger than M. Pingalap's, slender and
anonynous.
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"Nandi, Ms. Sinpkins," he said. "Nandi Paradivash. | have just arrived fromone of the other
simul ati ons and your conrades have been kind enough to bring me up to date." He nodded kindly but
briskly at Orlando and Fredericks. "Pleased to nmake your acquai ntance. You will forgive nme, but |
amtrying to make sone cal cul ati ons about the gateways."

Sonething drifted down into Orlando's hair, tugging at himlike cobwebs: a few nenbers of the
W cked Tribe were | ooking for a place to roost. Several nore dropped and clung to Fredericks
shoul ders. "So now what do we do?" asked Ol ando.

Ms. Sinpkins settled herself beside the others. "At the nonment, | just want to find out the
news fromnmy friends--we all haven't seen each other since this siege started. Then we'll try to
figure out what y'all should do."

"Chizz." Olando put his back against the wall and slid to the floor, extending his |ong
Thargor-legs. A part of himbridled slightly at the idea that all these grown-ups were going to
deci de between them what he should do, but at the noment he did not have the strength to be too
of fended. He plucked a yell ow nonkey that was crawing ticklingly along his neck and held it up so
he could see its tiny face.

"Whi ch one are you?"

"Huko. You got hairs all up in your nose, _bra_.

"Thanks for the report. Can you get Zunni for ne? O what's that other one's name--Kaspar?"

"Zunni right there." Little Huko pointed toward a spot on Ol ando's own head that he coul dn't
see, sonewhere just north of his left ear. Olando gently noved his finger to the spot and called
for her. When he felt her perch on the end of his finger, he brought her forward.

"Zunni, | need to ask you some questions."
Her eyes went wide. "Tinme to have big mister fun, 'Landogarner?"
"Not quite yet. | want you to tell ne what happened to you after . . . after the last tinme we

were all together in ny 'cot. Back in the real world--in RL? You were going to take us to soneone
naned ' Dog,"' remenber?"

"Dog! Dog!" Huko, who was hovering nmaddeningly close to Orlando's ear, let out alittle yelp
of nourning. "Dog gone!"

"Doggi e all dead, now," said Zunni. She sounded genuinely sad, the first time he had heard
anything like it fromany of the Wcked Tribe. "Big Bad Nothing got into himand nmade hi m scared
so he went dead."

Ol ando shook his head; a couple of Tribe nonkeys fell off, grabbing handholds in his hair at
the | ast nonent and sw ngi ng back and forth before his gaze. "Wat does that nmean? Wat exactly is
the Bi g Bad Not hi ng?"

The children's comruni cation skills still left sonmething to be desired. It took the better
part of an hour to piece together the Wcked Tribe's story. Fredericks cane to sit cross-1|egged
besi de Orl ando, which hal ved the anmount of unwanted nonkey-attention that Ol ando had to endure
and made questioni ng them easier

The flightiness of the Tribe, metaphoric and actual, was not the only problem They spoke a
| anguage of their own, and despite having spent nost of his own young life online, Ol ando found
hi nsel f unable to make sense of half the things they said. These little ones, al nbst every one the
product of a TreeHouse family--a near-certain guarantee of eccentricity to begin with--had been
novi ng through the interstices of the world tel ecommunication grid since before they could even
remenber. They saw the world of virtuality quite differently than Ol ando did. The Tribe did not
worry nmuch about what the virtual environment was supposed to represent, since they had devel oped
a casually dismssive response to imtation reality before they had been old enough to talKk.

I nstead, they were nmuch nore involved with what it was. Even the O herland network, no matter how
amazingly realistic it mght seemto adults, was to themjust a nore conplex than usual assenbly
of markers and props and subroutines--or, as the Wcked Tri be descri bed these workings, according
to their shared experiences and disinterest in real-world labels, _things that were |ike (other
thi ngs) which were thenselves like (other things), unless they were nore |like (those other things
fromthat tine before.) _

Olando felt Iike he was trying to discuss philosophy in a foreign | anguage when he had barely
mast ered, "Do you have a rest-roon®?"

Still, with work he found hinmself getting at least a snall sense of their experiences in the
networ k, although he was certain he was missing inportant details that he could not recognize
am dst the babble that seened al nbst the stream of -consci ousness of sonme kind of group mind. The
Tri be had gone through many of the same things he and Fredericks had, at least at first--the
feeling of being pulled into a void, and of being exam ned, even stal ked, by some | arge and
sinister intelligence, the entity they called the Big Bad Nothing. After that, instead of waking
up in a sinmulation as Ol ando and Fredericks had found thenselves in Tenm |l an, the Tribe children
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had experienced a long interval of sleepy darkness. Sonething had tried to communicate with them
apparently in some way they either could not entirely understand or could not explain to Ol ando,
but they retained i mages of oceans to be crossed and others |like thensel ves who were waiting for
them After a while, a nore conprehensible entity had cone to them-the one they call ed the Lady.

The goddess Ma' at had spoken to them soothingly, |like a nother would, and seenmed to have
proni sed she would do her best to help them that they should not be frightened, but she could
tell them nothing about where they were or what was happeni ng.

But by this point some of the younger Tribe nenbers had been very frightened i ndeed. Things
got worse when one of the littlest, a girl called Shaneena, had begun to shriek in terrible pain.
The scream ng had stopped after a short tine, but the little nonkey had gone still and silent and
she never noved again. Ol ando guessed she had been pulled offline by concerned parents.
Renmenbering Fredericks' experience, and thinking of that horror being visited on a very young
child, Olando was coldly furious.

There was not nmuch nore to the Tribe's story. They had waited, soothed by occasional visits
fromthe Lady, drowsing |ike caged aninmals, until Ol ando and Fredericks had broken the urn and
set themfree. How or why they had cone to be inside it was inpossible to discover.

"But how did you take us past the tenple?" Ol ando asked.

"That was major, major bad," said Fredericks, shuddering. "Never anything |ike that again.
Never. |'d rather sonmeone pulled ny plug out than ever do that again."

Zunni made a face, clearly irritated by these ol der conrades' inability to understand even the
simplest things. "Didn't go _past_, went _through_. Too strong to go away. Have to go at it, then
through before things close again. But you went slow, slow, slow Wy you do that?"

"I don't know," Ol ando adm tted. "Sonething happened while | was . . . in there, | guess, but
I"mnot sure what it was." He turned to Fredericks. "It was like children were talking to nme. No,
like they were inside of ne. MIlions of 'em

Fredericks frowned. "Scanny. Do you think it's the kids |ike Renie's brother--the ones that
are in com. . . ?"

"Can you boys conme over and talk to us?" Bonnie Mae called. "M . Paradi vash has sone questions
he'd Iike to ask you."

Ol ando sighed. He'd been hoping to get a little rest--every nuscle was throbbing and his head
felt as heavy as the stone blocks of the tenple--but he and Fredericks crawl ed over to join the
ot hers.

"Ms. Simpkins has told nme your story, or what she knows of it," the stranger said. "But I
have sone queries of ny own, if you will indulge ne."

Olando couldn't help smling at his overly precise way of talking, but instead of being asked
about their experiences with the goddess Ma'at, or their first neeting with Sellars, the nman
call ed Nandi seenmed prinmarily interested in how they'd entered and exited each simwrld they
visited. Some of it was vague in Olando's nmenory--it was disturbing to realize how often he'd
been sick--but Fredericks hel ped hi mover the rough places.

"What are you so interested in this stuff for?" Olando asked at |ast. "Where are you fron®"

"I have been in many parts of the network," Paradivash said without a trace of bravado. "Most
recently | escaped fromone of Felix Jongleur's simulations, although nore by [uck than my own
skill, it must be said." He shrugged. "I was a prisoner in Xanadu, but a sort of earthquake
started an uprising anong the nore superstitious of Kublai Khan's guards, and since the Khan
hi nsel f was not present, things got rather out of hand." He shrugged. "But this is not inportant.
VWhat matters is that we may have been wong about two, perhaps even three crucial things, and we
inthe Crcle cannot afford any nore m stakes."

The young man naned Vasily stirred. "You should put your trust in God, friend. He is watching
us. He is guiding us. He will nake sure that Hi s enenies are brought |ow"

Nandi Paradi vash smiled wearily. "That nay well be, sir, but He has never yet objected to Hs
faithful servants trying to help thenselves, and it is equally certain that sone who have waited
for God to save them have found thensel ves | ess central to H s plan than they thought they were."

"That is close to bl aspheny,"” Vasily grow ed.

"Enough." Bonni e Mae Sinpkins turned on the young man |ike a grumpy nother bear. "You just
keep your nouth shut for a bit, then you'll get your turn. | want to hear what M. Paradivash has
to say."

"It is this." Paradivash stared at the piece of tile, thick with witing. "W had assunmed t hat
when the Grail Brotherhood seal ed the systema few weeks ago, that was their final step--that they
had fini shed what they planned and now neant to reap the rewards. It was a reasonabl e guess. They
al one had freedom of the system while other users were banned, or--if they were already on the
system|like our Circle nenbers--they were sonehow trapped online. But the Gail Brotherhood have
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not finished, it seems. One crucial aspect of their plan remains inconplete, although we know it
only by the coded designation, 'the Cerenobny.' "

"These Grail people nmust have spent like, centuries hanging out in the Pal ace of Shadow, "
Fredericks whispered to Orlando, citing a particularly nelodramatic part of their old Mddle
Country simwrld. "They just keep throwing utter creepy all around."

Olando was fighting hard to overcone his fatigue. This seened like real information, the
first he had been given in a long tine. "You said there were two crucial things. No, three. \Wat
are the others?"

Par adi vash nodded. "One is the involvenent of this person Sellars. He is no one we know, nor
have | ever heard of himbefore this, at least not by that name. It is curious--soneone who clains
to be opposed to the Brotherhood, and who has spent so nuch tinme and energy on this project, but
has not contacted the Circle. | do not know what to think."

"Are you saying he's dupping?" Fredericks was angry, sonething Olando hadn't heard for a
whil e. "Just because he's not playing the game the way you think he's supposed to?"

The ol der man naned Pingal ap stirred. "Wio are these young people, these strangers, to cone
and question us?"

Nandi Paradi vash ignored his Crcle conrade, but held Fredericks' stare for a | ong nonent. "I
do not know what to think, as | said. But it troubles ne."

"Nurber three?" Ol ando pronpted. "Third m stake?"

"Ah. That is perhaps one we will be pleased to discover, if true." Paradivash held up his
scribbl ed-upon tile. "Since the network has been seal ed, we have believed the gateways between
simul ations, at |east those which are not permanently linked to other worlds by the river, were
operating at random This has nade it cruelly hard to plan, or even to conmuni cate between Circle
groups in different parts of the network. But | amno longer sure it is true--there may be an
arrangenent that is sinply nore subtle than we could grasp. Wth the information |I nyself have
gat hered, and that which you two have given nme, it is possible | can finally discern the pattern
whi ch now controls the gates. That would be a major victory, if true.”

Ol ando considered. "And it if _is_ true? What good will it do you?"

Par adi vash | ooked up from his cal culations. "You nmust have noticed that nany of these
simul ati ons are breaking down in sone way or other--collapsing into chaos, as though the system
were goi ng through sonme phase of instability. Wat you may not know is that the dangers here are
real . The closing-off of the network fromthe outside did not happen all at once--it took the
better part of two days. Before the |ast chinks were shut, it becane clear fromthose who had been
offline that the perils of this place were no longer just virtual. Several nenbers of our
organi zati on who have been killed in sinmulations have also died in real life."

Sonet hing Ol ando had | ong expected was now confirnmed. He felt a cold lunp in his stonach, and
avoi ded | ooki ng at Bonnie Mae Sinpkins. "So what good will figuring out the gates do us?"

The stranger gave hima hard | ook, then turned his eyes back to his figures. "It will allow us
perhaps to stay a step ahead of the worst destruction--to stay alive as |ong as possi bl e. Because
otherwi se there is no hope at all. The Cerenpny is com ng, whatever it is. The Gail Brotherhood

have | aunched their endgane, and we have nothing yet with which to counter it."

Ol ando | ooked at the nman, who seened to have stepped through some nental gateway of his own
and was already nmiles away. Little yell ow nonkeys stirred uneasily on Ol ando's shoul der

_We 're going to get herded like aninmals, _ he could not help thinking. Fromworld to world
until there isn't anywhere else to run. Then the killing will really start. _

CHAPTER 11
Quar anti ne

NETFEEDY FASHI ON: Moi nda "Bored by the Street™

(visual: Minda's fall show -runway nodels)

VO Designer Hussein Miinda says that changes in street fashion will have little effect on his
line. He continues to enphasize flowing fabrics, as in his nost recent "Chutes" collection, but
says that he's interested in color and shape, not street cred.

(visual: M nda backstage at M1 an runway show)

MBI NDA: "1'm bored by the street--you can only spend so much tinme thinking about people who don't
even have the sense to get out of the cold.™
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For a nonent Reni e thought she had actually screaned--caught in the tail end of a dreamin which
both Martine and Stephen were sealed in sone kind of barrel that was rapidly sinking into the
depths of a dark river, Renie herself unable to reach themnno natter how hard she swam -but when
she opened her eyes, the girl Emily was rocking back and forth beside her and T4b was stil

sl eeping, his head lolling on his wi de, arnor-bul ked chest. The angled |ight reveal ed acne scars
on his dusty cheek; Renie wondered why any teenage boy woul d choose to have _that_feature nade
part of his virtual presence.

She was furious with herself for falling asleep, although since she and the two young peopl e
had returned first after hours of fruitless searching for Martine, there was nothing better to be
done at present. Still, to have all owed weariness to tug her down while Martine remained | ost
seermed a form of betrayal

_So many peopl e needing hel p, _ she thought with nore than a little bitterness, _and we haven't
hel ped one of themyet.

Reni e brushed reflexively at her eyelids and wondered about her real face under the bubbl e-
mask in the V-tank. Was sl eep crusting the corners of her eyes? Collecting around the inner edges
of the nask like tailings froma nmne? It was a disgusting thought, but oddly fascinating. It was
hard not to think of her own body as sonething conpletely separate fromher now, although it nust
be responding to her neural conmands, flexing when she nmade her virtual joints flex to lift
sonmething, thrashing in its vat of plasnodial |iquid when she felt herself to be running through
the insect-jungles or freight yards of the herland network. It nade her feel sorry for her body,
as though it were sonething discarded--a toy with which a child had grown bored.

She shook off the gl oonmy thoughts and sat up, struggling to renenber in which of the gigantic
house's countl ess roons she had | anded. It came to her after only a nonment's survey of the spare,
functional furniture, the long table and several dozen chairs, and the icons propped in niches
along the wall, each illunmnated by its own candl e,

_The Library Brothers. Their executive dining roomor whatever you'd call it._

Brot her Epistulus Tertius had been horrified by their conpanion's disappearance, although he
seermed a little doubtful that it had been a ki dnappi ng--perhaps not a very common happenstance in
this encl osed, sem feudal society. He had rounded up several of his fellows to help search the
Li brary precinct, and had sent another to request an interview with Brother Custodis Mjor on the
subj ect of the dusting nonk Renie suspected had been their eneny in disguise. Epistulus Tertius
had also kindly insisted that Renie and the other newconers use the Library Cloisters as their
base of operations.

Reni e struggled to focus on the problem Every nonent that Martine was in the nonster's hands
the risk increased. She | ooked at Enmily and wondered why the Quan Li thing had not snatched her
i nstead of Martine, as it had back in the unfinished simulation. Merely a case of opportunity, or
for sone purpose nore conplicated? Did that nean there was a chance the thing woul d keep Marti ne
alive?

Steps clattered in the hallway outside. T4b stirred and made a drowsy questioni ng noi se as
Florinel and ! Xabbu entered.

"Any news?" Renie was relieved to see them back safely, but she could tell already by their
postures and expressions what Florinel's headshake confirned. "Damm! There nust be sonething we
can do--they can't have just vanished."

"In a place like this?" Florinel asked heavily. "Wth thousands of roons? | amafraid that is
just what they can_ do."

"The young nonk wants us all to come to the . . . what is the word?" ! Xabbu winkled his brow.
"Abbot's chanbers. He seens very concerned."

"Brother Epistulus Tertius," Florimel said. "My God, what a nouthful. W could just call him
"E3'--our friend over there could make hi man honorary Goggl eboy."

Renie smled politely and gl anced at T4b, who was rubbing at his face sleepily. "W nust take
any help offered,”" Renie said as Emily sat up, |ooking as groggy as T4b. "Should we bring
everyone?"

"Do we dare separate?" asked Florinel.

Despite the fact that it was a large room the abbot of the Great Library seened al nost too
big for it, a wide nman with small sharp eyes and a charnming snile that came with surprising
swiftness to his heavy features. But however nice the snmile, after greeting themand waving Renie
and Florinel over to his vast desk--the others stayed behind on a bench near the door--the man the
ot her monks respectfully addressed as Prinoris had not had nuch opportunity to use it.

"Aterrible thing," he told Renie and her conpanions. "W have | abored hard to nake our market
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a safe place for travelers. Now two people are waylaid in a week! And by one of our own acol ytes,
if what you say is true."

" Posing , Prinoris,"” said Brother E3 hurriedly--Florinmel's joke would now not | eave Renie's
m nd, and she silently cursed the German wonman. "Sonmeone posing as one of our acolytes."

"Well, we shall get to the truth of this. Here is Brother Custodis Mjor now " The abbot
lifted a neaty hand and beckoned. "Cone in, Brother, and |lighten our gloom Have you found the
young vill ai n?"

Custodis Major, who although he | ooked to be in his sixties at least, still had a beard that
was primarily red, shook his head. "I wish it were so, Prinoris. There is no trace of himexcept
sone clothing." He placed a snall bundl e on the abbot's desk. "Kwanli--that is his name--has been

with us only two weeks, and none of the other acolytes know himwell."

"I belive that," Renie said, "especially if they haven't noticed he's a wonman."

"What ?" The abbot frowned. "This criminal is a woman? | have never heard of such a thing."

"It's a long story." Renie had not taken her eyes off the pile of clothing. "May we | ook
t hrough those things?"

The abbot spread his hand, granting perm ssion. Florinel stepped in front of Renie and began
gently to unfold the cloth; Renie swallowed her pride and let her do it. There was little enough
to exam ne, a rough tunic and a pair of woolen hose raddled with small snags. "Those aren't what
she was wearing when | saw her," Renie said.

Brot her Custodis Major lifted a bushy red eyebrow "This is the Library, not the Gaol Halls,
good | ady, and these are not the dark days after the Upper Shelf Fire. My boys have a change of
clothes so that when the fullers conme, they can send their garnents to be cleaned.”

"What is this?" Florinel held up her finger with a tiny chip of sonething white on the end.
"I't was in the cuff of the sleeve."

Epi stul us Tertius was the nost ninble of the three nonks. He | eaned in, squinted, and said,
"Plaster, isn't it?"

Brot her Custodis Mjor was slower to speak. After exanmining the chip for a | ong nonent, he
said, "I do not think it cones fromthe Library. See, it is figured, and the only plaster we have
here is on the flat walls in the Cloisters--the Library is wood and stone."

Reni e could not help clapping her hands together in fierce joy. "Something! That's sonething

anyway!" She turned to the abbot. "Is there any way we could find out where it cones fron? | know
it's a big house, but. . . . "
The abbot again lifted his hand, this time to forestall nore questions. "lI'msure we can." He

lifted a fabric-covered tube from behind his desk and spoke into it. "Hello? Hello, Brother
Vocus?" He lifted it to his ear; when no answer cane, he shook the hose, then began the whol e
process over again. At |last he said, "Soneone has apparently |left my speaki ng-tube di sconnected
downstairs. Epistulus Tertius, will you go and find Brother Factum Quintus? | believe he'll be
cataloging in the Tile Halls today."

The abbot turned back to the outsiders as the young nonk vani shed through the door. "Factum
Quintus is our expert on decorative building nmaterials, although his know edge is by no neans
limted so narrowy. He has done sone wonderful work on crenellations, too--he enabled us, in
fact, to identify what were then called The Semicircular Apse Docunents as being from anot her
source entirely. When they are translated soneday, his name will be nmenorialized in them" His
smile transformed his face like a fluffy cloud floating across the sky. "A good nan."

Reni e sniled back, but inside she could feel her engine racing. She wanted to _do_ sonet hi ng,
and only the know edge that Martine's life was in their hands hel ped her cal mthe unhel pfu
internal voice that demanded i nmedi ate action, whether appropriate or not.

Fact um Qui ntus appeared at l|last, silent and sepul chral as the Ghost of Christnas Yet To Cone.
Round- f aced Brother E3 (Renie winced at the thought--it was starting to becone autonmatic) stood
huffing in the doorway behind him as though he had been forced to carry the other nmonk all the
way to the abbot's chanbers on his back. Not that it |ooked like much of a job: Factum Quintus was
quite the thinnest person Renie had seen in a long tine, with a face like a fish staring head-on
through the glass wall of a tank. He barely gave her and the others a gl ance, although she felt
sure it was the first tine he had seen a baboon in the same roomw th the abbot.

"You wanted ne, Prinoris?" H's voice was as raw as a teenager's, although he | ooked to be in
his early thirties.

"Just have a look at this, if you please.’
Florinel had set on the refol ded tunic.

The skinny nmonk stared at it for a nonent, his face al nbost conpletely enpty of expression
then reached into the neck of his robe and withdrew a rectangle of thin crystal on a |length of
chain. He settled this on his nose like a pair of spectacles--there was a niche cut in the center

The abbot gestured at the fleck of plaster that
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for the purpose--and tilted it back and forth as he | eaned over the white spot nmaking little Iip-
smacki ng noi ses. After a long perusal he straightened.

"It is a bit of ballflower. Yes, yes. A patch, | should inagine, sonething to fix a piece of
exterior carving fromone of the older turrets." He lifted the chip on his fingertip to examne it
again. "Hmmm -ah! Yes. Do you see the curve? Quite distinctive. Haven't seen one in a bit--fool ed
me for a noment. Thought it might be fromone of those quoins they found when they stripped the
Seashel | Facade." Hugely nagnified behind the crystal bar, his eyes appeared even nore piscine
than before. "May | keep it? Like to have a look at the plaster nix." He set it back on the fol ded
clothes, then delicately licked the finger that had held it. "Mmm Mre gypsumthan | would have
expected. "

"That's all fine," said Renie, speaking slowy to keep her inpatience in check, "but can you
tell us where it's from? W're |ooking for soneone--that fragment was found in his clothes." The
abbot and Epistulus Tertius gave her a strange | ook over the resw tched pronoun, but Renie did not
bother to explain. "We're in a hurry--this person has kidnapped our friend."

Fact um Qui ntus gazed at her nusingly for a nmonment, his finger still pressed against his
tongue, then abruptly turned and wal ked out of the abbot's chanber. Renie stared, aghast. "Were
is he going. . . ?"

"Epistulus Tertius, will you follow hinP" said the abbot. "He is a bit . . . distracted by
nature," he explained to Renie and the others. "That is why he will never be Factum Major. But he
is extrenely clever, and | am sure he is thinking about your problem™

Morments | ater Epistulus Tertius was back at the chanmber door, even nore red-faced than before
(and, Renie felt sure, growing increasingly sorry he'd befriended these strangers.) "He's gone to
the crypts, Prinoris."

"There." The | arge abbot sat back in his chair, like a piece of cargo in its stays. "He is
| ooking for something to help you with your problem"

An awkward silence fell on the room The abbot and brothers Custodis Mjor and Epistul us
Tertius, who should have been used to stillness, fidgeted and | ooked at the walls. Renie and her
conpani ons were no nore at ease, except for !Xabbu and Emily. ! Xabbu was doing his best not to
appear too human, since they had not encountered a single talking animal in this simulation, and
was currently perched on the back of the bench beside T4b's head, picking inmaginary nits fromthe
Goggl eboy' s skunk-striped hair, nuch to T4b's annoyance and the girl's amusenent.

"I'f we're waiting," Renie said, "can you at least tell us sonething about this place? How big
isit? It seens huge.”

The abbot | ooked up and smiled. "The Library? Ah, yes, | suppose it is big, although there are
only two other Libraries within pilgrinmge di stance, so we have little to conpare it to."

"No, | nean the house itself." Renie remenbered the sea of rooftops. "It just goes on and on
like a city, fromwhat |'ve seen. How big is it?"

The abbot | ooked to Brother Custodis Mjor, then back at her. "City. | do not understand."

"Leave it alone, Renie," said Florinmel. "It doesn't matter."

"How far fromhere until it ends?" Renie asked the abbot. God knew when they'd get a chance to
have a normal conversation with anyone here again. "To the place where there isn't any nore
house?"

"Ah." The big man nodded slowly. "I understand. You have had sone religious instruction,
perhaps? O there are | egends of such things in the part of the House you conme fron? No one knows
what |ies beyond the House, of course, because no one has ever seen it and returned to tell about
it, just as no one has cone from beyond death to tell us of what they found. Those who believe in
the Lady of the Wndows would dispute ne on both counts, of course, but the House is full of
strange ideas and cults. W of the Library Brotherhood are only confortable with facts."

"So it has no end? None at all? The . . . this house just goes on forever and ever?"

"There are those who say that the Builders are still out there sonewhere, of course." The
abbot spread his hands, as though admitting an unpl easant truth. "They believe that at sone
uni magi nabl e di stance there is a place that is . . . _not-House_ would be the only way | can
explain it. That out at the very edge of things, the Builders are still building. But the Buil der
cults have dimnished during ny lifetinme--a long stretch of peace and prosperity will have that
effect.”

Bef ore Renie could even begin to wap her nind around the idea of a house that was an entire
world--that literally had no edge, no ending--tall, skinny Brother Factum Quintus stal ked back
into the room arns now full of rolled papers and parchnents whose ends stuck out in al
directions, so that he | ooked Iike a sea urchin on stilts.

" It's actually very interesting when you think about it," he was saying, as if he had
never stopped the original conversation. "Mst of our research in the Sanctum Factorumis about
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the original building of things--we have paid so little attention to the repairs, which have their
own styles quite as fascinating and individual. O course, there are records of some of the
refurbi shnments, but far too few. " Unable to see past the parchnments, he bunped into the abbot's
desk and stood there for a nonent, a piece of flotsam balked by a seawall. "Yes, yes. There is a
nmonogr aph there waiting to be conposed, a genuine gift to | earning that could be rmade," he went
on, although everyone else in the roomnust have been invisible to him but he had evidently
started this nonol ogue while by hinmself anyway.

"Brother Factum Quintus," the abbot said gently, "you are babbling. Please put those down--the
table is just in front of you."

The scrolls cascaded to the tabletop Iike a pile of jackstraws, Factum Quintus' narrow, bug-
eyed face was visible once nore. He was frowning. "Ballflowers, though--those are also to be found
in the Neo-Foundationist period ruins, and | worry whether we shoul d consi der those parts of the
House as well. We would have no repair orders, though, since those early folk were evidently a
peopl e without letters or numbers."

"I think we can dismss the Neo-Foundationists for now," the abbot told him "Come, brother
show t hese good peopl e what you have found."

Fact um Qui ntus began unfurling his collection of docunents, spreading one yellowed, curling
sheet atop another and directing various onl ookers to hold down various corners until the abbot's
desk had entirely di sappeared beneath an autumal mul ch of what could now be seen as buil ding
pl ans, working orders, and hand-lettered invoices. They spanned what seemed centuries, from naive
illustrations margi ned by nythical creatures, without a single truly straight line in the whole
drawi ng, to quite nodern-I|ooking blueprints with each duct and ornanent carefully incl uded.

The gawky nonk was in his element, and kept up a running conmentary as he | eafed backward and
forward through the |ayers. " O course that would be in the Sunrise Attics, several days
away, and upstreamat that, so it seens unlikely. But those repairs done to the Spire Forest could
certainly qualify, and |"'msure . . . hmm vyes, here, quite high gypsumcontent, so that's
definitely possible.”

Reni e stared at the great pile of docunents. "Aren't you worried about sonethi ng happening to
t hen?" She thought the nonks seenmed rather cavalier for an order of book-protectors. "Wiat if one
of them got torn?"

"I't would be a tragedy, of course," said Epistulus Tertius, who had returned to his nornal

al beit still pinkish, shade. He narrowed his eyes. "Goodness, you don't think these are the
ori ginal docunments, do you?" He and Brother Custodis Major shared a quiet chuckle, and even the
abbot smiled. "Ch, no. These are copies of copies. Rather old, sone of them and still valuable,

of course--even in this nbdemage it is difficult to nmake good copies of the original docunents
wi t hout risking damage."

Factum Quintus had quietly continued his own nonol ogue, paying no attention to the
conversation going on around him and now lifted his finger as though he had reached a significant
point. "If we imagine that this person has come within the |last few days fromthe place this
pl aster fell--and it seens |likely, or the plaster would have been dust by now-then | suppose we
can narrow it down to two places,"” he said. "This bit has probably cone fromeither the Spire
Forest or the Canpanile of the Six Pigs."

"That's wonderful." Renie turned to the abbot. "Do you have a nap so we can figure out howto

get there?" She | ooked down at the table, layers deep in plans of every type. "I suppose that's a
silly question."

Bef ore the abbot coul d answer her, Factum Quintus suddenly said, "Actually, _|I_can show you
both places. | amfired with the idea of doing sone useful work on facade repair." He shook his

head. H s eyes were renmote, but a light was in them "It is alnost entirely unexplored territory."

"Are these places so far away?" Florinel asked him

"No one has even dreaned of doing a categorical survey of repair work," he murmured, focused
on glories only glinpsed by others. "Yes. Yes, | will go and at |east nake a begi nning."

The abbot cleared his throat. Brother Factum Quintus took a nonent to register it.

"Ah," he said. "If you, Prinoris, and Brother Factum Major will allowit." Hs face took on a
slightly sullen | ook, a child denied a sweet before dinner. "I can't inmagi ne what harm a qui ck
trip to look at sone of the trefoils in the Spire Forest would do. | am nonths ahead of schedul e
on that tile work--1 have finished Hi pped Roofs entirely and have done nost of the prelimnary
catal oging for Sloped Turrets as well."

The abbot | ooked at himsternly, but if Factum Quintus had sonething of the child in him his
el ders seened to indulge that child. "Very well," the abbot said at last. "If Brother Factum can
spare you, then | will give nmy permssion. But you nust do nothing to endanger yourself. You are a
servant of the Library, not a nmenber of the Corridor Guards."
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Factum Quintus rolled his |arge eyes, but nodded. "Yes, Prinoris."
"Thank God," said Renie. It was like letting out a |long-held breath. "Then we can go. W can
go look for Martine."

_"Code Del phi._ Start here.
"I do not knowif |I am even speaking |oud enough this time to | eave a record that can be found

later. | dare not speak any louder. He is gone, but | do not know when he will be back
"He is the nost terrifying person | have ever net.
"He took me so easily. | had only a nonent to recogni ze that somethi ng was w ong--dear God,

despite my senses that should have told ne he was close by! But he found a conbination of factors--
noi se and the heat of a brazier and the confusing novenment of children | aughi ng and runni ng--and
he was upon ne before | knewit. | was knocked to the ground and his arm cl osed around ny neck and
wi t hin monents he had choked nme unconscious. |'msure the people around us only saw sonebody fall
and sonmeone else try to help. He would have every excuse to pick ne up and carry ne. Maybe he even
| et someone else do it, a Good Samaritan bearing ne away to doom wi thout knowing it. He knocked ne
down and squeezed ne silent in an instant, just with the pressure of his arm He is shockingly
strong.

"And it was Quan Li's armacross ny neck. Sonehow, that makes it even nore dreadful. He
i nhabits the body of sonmeone we thought we knew, like an evil spirit. Like a denon.

"I must stop and think. I do not know how long | can safely speak

"I amin a room deserted |like some of those we explored earlier, but very snmall, hardly a
hal f-dozen nmeters fromside to side, and with only one obvious entrance, a door in the far wall. |
do not know whether we are still in the great house--1 woke up here, and renmenber nothing of how I
came--but it feels nuch the sane. Ancient furniture is stacked in the corner, except for one chair
he noved into the center of the room and in which he was sitting not ten ninutes ago, telling ne
cheerfully about the terrible things he could do to nme any tinme he wanted. My hands are tied above
my head with some kind of cloth, and the cloth is knotted to sonething | cannot quite sense, a
| anp fixture perhaps, or an enpty water pipe. He has at least tied me so that | amseated on the
floor--my arns hurt, but | could be in a worse position, especially if he | eaves nme here for a
long tine.

"I amfrightened. It is all | can do. . . not to cry. Al that keeps ne fromconplete
collapse is the know edge that the others will be looking for me. But that makes ne frightened for
them -very frightened.

"He is a nonster. The human kind, yes, but that is nuch nore terrible than some creature built
of code, progranmed to act out but no nore burdened with choice than an automatic door--step on
the pad, break the beam the door opens or closes. But this is a man. He thinks and then he acts.
He enjoys the terror--oh, how he enjoys it. The quiet way he speaks proves it to nme--he fears to
let his owmn joy get the better of him

"Ch, God, | amso frightened. . . !

"No. That will do ne no good. If | amto live, | nust keep thinking. | nust think every
monment. | rmust renenber every detail. He could be back any tine, and who knows what fancy wll
have taken himthen? He spoke to ne when | awakened here--he said nany things. If this nonster has
a weakness, it is that he likes to talk. There is a great silence in his life, | suspect, around

this nost inportant thing to him and so when he can speak to those who he knows will not live to
violate his secrecy, his enforced silence, he can |l et hinself go. And since he has opened hinself
to ne, of course, that neans . . . oh, God. No, | cannot think about such things--it will freeze
me. | rmust think hard about where | am what is happening, what | night do to escape. .

"But he is proud, this creature--proud |ike Lucifer, who wanted too nmuch. Please |et ne make
himpay for his pride, for his contenpt. Pl ease. "

"I will continue now. | am ashanmed by ny own tears, but | amnot good at being hel pl ess. What
I _am good at is renenbering, and I will do ny best to repeat what he said. The first thing he

told me was, 'Don't bother to pretend. | know you're awake,' This was scarcely something | knew
mysel f at that nmonment. '| heard your breathing change. If you give me trouble, I won't kill you,
but 1'lIl make you wish | had. You know | can do that, don't you? This whole sinulation network is
very realistic, and that includes pain. |I know-I|'ve been experinenting.'

"I said that | heard him | tried to keep ny voice steady. | do not think | succeeded.

" "Good,' he said. "That's a start. And if we're going to work together, it's inportant that
we under stand one another. No tricks. No bullshit.' He had abandoned the Quan Li voice entirely--
what ever filters had been used were turned off. It was a masculine voice, with what | thought was
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a mld Australian accent, a cultured overlay on sonething that was stronger and earthier

" "What do you nean,' | asked him 'Wrk together?

"He shook his head--at that nmorment, the only novenent in the room 'Sweetness,' he said, 'I'm
di sappointed in you. I'mnot a stranger on the street, | _know_ you. |'ve been traveling with you
for days and days. |'ve slept next to you. |'ve held your hand. And if anyone knows the clever
tricks you can do with your sonar or whatever it is, it's ne.'

" 'So?" | asked him

" '"So l've got alittle problemto solve and | may not be able to do it nyself. See, |I'm not

one of those ol d-fashioned bl okes, too proud to get help froma woman.' He | aughed, and the nost
ghastly thing was that if you had not heard the words on either side, you would have thought it
the laugh of a charming, cheerful nan. 'You aren't going to force me to explain all the tricks |
can use to convince you, are you? |'mvery good with sharp things.'

" 'l've noticed," | said, half in anger, half hoping just to keep himtalking.

" "You nean Sweet WIllian?' He sniled, rem nded of a pleasant nenmory. 'I did rather spread his
insides around, didn't I? That was the knife |I took fromthe flying girl. Pity I couldn't bring it
into the next sinulation--you wouldn't any of you have laid a hand on nme then. O if you did, you

woul dn't have got it back with all the fingers still on it.' He chuckled again. 'But don't worry.
I've been knocking around this sinulation | ong enough to take care of that problem' He lifted a
wi cked-1 ooki ng knife out of his belt. It had a finger guard, |like the basket hilt of a saber, but

the bl ade was short, thick, and heavy. 'Nice, this,' he told ne. 'Cuts bones like they were
br eadsti cks.

"l took a breath, suddenly feeling that al nost anything would be better than having himcone
near ne with that ugly thing. 'Wat do you want from ne?

" "Sinmple, Sweetness. | want you to help me figure out the lighter. Ch, and just to save us
both tinme and trouble, don't think I'"'mso stupid that I"'mgoing to let you handle it, or even get
near it. But you're going to use sone of those special perceptions of yours to nake sure that |'m
getting every last bit of good out of my little windfall.' H's broad grin on Quan Li's face was
like seeing the skull beneath the skin. '"I'"ma greedy bl oke, you see. | want it _all .

"Then, despite his professed reluctance of a nonent before, he spent several m nutes
describing in loving detail a grotesque catal og of human body functions and how they each coul d be
made to yield unbelievable pain, assuring nme that all this and nore could happen to nme if |
resisted himor tried any tricks--the conplete master-villain's litany, as in a bad netshow But
the eager tilt of his shoulders as he tal ked, the slow curling and uncurling of his fingers, kept
reminding me that this was real, that he was not another construct, but a psychopath set free in a
worl d without penalties. Wrse still, he promised ne that first he would take Renie and the others
and do all those things to themas | watched.

"I have never wanted soneone dead before, but as | heard himspeak in flat, conversationa

tones of how he would keep little Emily screaming until her larynx gave out, | had fantasies of ny
anger turned into sone kind of energy, |leaping out fromne to burn himinto dirty ash. But
what ever new abilities this network has given ne, they are passive ones. | could only listen as he
tal ked on and on, heapi ng prospective cruelty on prospective cruelty until it all becane a murnur
and | |ost the words.

"When he had fini shed--when, | suppose, he had exhausted his nomentary passion--he told nme he
was going out, and. . . .

"God help ne, he is conming back. He is dragging sonmething . . . or someone. God help us all

_"Code Del phi._ End here."

This is the nost foolish thing I can even imagine," Del Ray whi spered. Long Joseph had i nvoked
seniority, so Del Ray was wedged far back into the corner behind the dunpster while Joseph was
near the outside edge.

"And you are the nost cowardest nan | ever see," Long Joseph replied, although he was nore
than a little nervous hinself. He wasn't worried so nmuch about Del Ray Chiune's Boer hitnmen, who
still had the faint air of make-believe about them-they sounded so much |ike something from an
entertai nnent that Joseph couldn't help considering themin that Iight. But he knew that a
hospital quarantine was enough of a serious situation that if they were caught they would go to
jail, at least for a while, and he was beginning to feel he should get back to the place where
Reni e and the others were.

"I should have shot you when |I had the chance" Del Ray muttered.

"But you didn't," Long Joseph pointed out. "Now shut that mouth."

They were huddl ed behind the trash containers in the Durban Qutskirt Medical Facility's
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garage, a place only sparsely occupied with parked cars because of the quarantine. Del Ray, faced
with Joseph's relentless |obbying, had called in a few fanm |y and nei ghborhood favors: if
everything went just right, they would be able to get inside. Which as Del Ray kept pointing out,
woul d be the least difficult part.

Long Joseph didn't care. The cabin fever that had spurred himto escape fromthe Wasp's Nest
nmlitary base had subsided during his wanderings, and the thirst that had troubled himat |east as
badly had been sl aked several times over. Wth his nind working a little nore clearly now, he was
begi nning to suspect that if he went back w thout having acconplished anythi ng besides drinking a
| ot of Mountain Rose, Renie and the others mght think poorly of him

_Even that Jerem ah, he will look at me down his nose._ The thought was hard to bear. It was
bad enough to have your daughter think you were an irresponsible fool, but to have that wonani sh
fellow thinking the sane thing--sonmehow that nade it worse

But if he came back with news of Stephen, perhaps even news of an inprovenent in his
condition, the whole thing would | ook nmuch different.

_"Ch, Papa,”_ Renie would say. "I was worried, but now |I'mglad you went. That was so brave.

He was jolted fromhis imaginings by a sharp elbowin the rib cage. He started to protest, but
Del Ray had his finger to his |ips, begging Joseph for silence. The el evator was comni ng down.

The orderly enmerged fromthe el evator doors pushing a heavy cart full of packaged nedi ca
wast e- - gauze, sharps, and enptied chenical ampoules. As he trundled it toward the disposal chute
at the far side of the underground space, |looking like a lost astronaut in his bulky Ensuit, De
Ray and Joseph slid out from behind the dunpster and hurried toward the elevator. Wth a burst of
speed, Del Ray got his fingers in the door just before it closed; the el evator dinged, but the
orderly did not hear it through his heavy plastic mask.

When they were inside and the car was traveling back up, Del Ray funbled the surgical scrubs
out of the paper bag. "Hurry up," he hissed as Joseph | aboriously transferred the contents of his
pockets, including a squeeze bottle half-full of wine the color of cough syrup. "For God's sake,
just put it on!"

By the time the door clanged open on the second floor, their own clothes were in the bag and
they were both wearing institutional garments, although Long Joseph's showed an al armi ng anmount of
cal f above his white socks. Del Ray led himquickly down the hallway, which by good | uck was
deserted, and into the orderlies' changing room Ensuits hung on hooks all down one wall |ike the
di scarded cocoons of giant butterflies. A pair of nmen were tal king and | aughing in the shower,
just out of sight around a tiled partition. Del Ray took Joseph by the el bow, ignoring the ol der
man's nmunble of irritated protest, and shoved himtoward the wall of environnent suits. Despite
some funbling with the closures, in less than a mnute they had themon and were back out in the
hal | way agai n.

Del Ray was struggling to reach his pocket and had to stop and unseal the suit to get his hand
into his surgical scrubs. He pulled out the folded map his cousin had drawn for them It was not
the nost reliable-looking of docunments: the cousin was no draftsnman to begin with, and his tenure
as a hospital custodian had been brief, ending with an argunent with his supervisor over
punctuality, sonething that Del Ray's cousin apparently hadn't been any better at than draw ng.

"You see a nman called Nation Unhinmwe," the cousin had told them "the head custodian, you fee
free to stop and punch his head."

According to the map, Long-Term Care was on the fourth floor. After a whi spered argunent, Del
Ray prevailed in his deternmination to stay out of elevators as nuch as possible, where their
honemade badges ni ght not survive close scrutiny. He |l ed Joseph to the nearest stairwell.

At the top they peered around the door before stepping out into the corridor. A snall group of
doctors or nurses--everyone | ooked much the same in the slightly opaque Ensuits--crossed the
hal lway a few yards ahead, talking with their heads together, bound for another part of the floor.
Del Ray |ed Joseph to a water fountain, then had a nonent of panic when he realized it was
i npossible to drink through the plastic nmasks, so it nmade a very poor alibi. After a nonent's
agoni zed consideration he pulled the older nan into a side corridor where there was likely to be
less traffic; a few noments |ater another pair of hospital workers passed the spot where they had
just stood.

As Del Ray held his cousin's map up to the off-white fluorescent lights, trying to orient
hi nsel f, Joseph watched in irritation. The younger man was clearly not the kind of lion-heart that
shoul d undertake a job like this, he reflected. He was a busi nessman, and shoul d never have
started waving guns and driving kidnap cars around in the first place. Joseph thought he hinself
had handl ed the whole thing quite well. He was barely nervous at all, for one thing. Perhaps just
a bit. And now that he thought about it, a drink would help steady his nerves, so that when De
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Ray went to pieces Joseph would be ready to step in and take charge.

A monent's consideration told himthat it would not be a good idea to take off his mask and
have a swig right there in the hallway where anyone coning around the corner could see him De
Ray was still turning the raggedy paper fromside to side, squinting, so Joseph took a few steps
down the hall, heading toward an open door. It was shadowy and silent inside, so he stepped in and
tugged at the seal along the base of his mask, trying to find the bead Del Ray had shown hi mthat
woul d cause the top part to let go of the bottom He found it at |ast and scrunched the nmask up so
that even though he could no | onger see, he could reach his nmouth. A mighty swallow nearly enptied
the squeeze bottle, and he was just debating whether to finish it off or to keep it in reserve for
further energenci es when soneone noved on the bed at the far end of the room startling Joseph so
much that he dropped the bottle.

He kept his head adnmirably: despite his alarm he nanaged to catch up to the bottle before it
stopped spinning. As he grasped it, he stood to see a heavy Afri kaaner woman shovi ng hersel f away
fromher pillows, struggling to sit up

"I"ve been ringing and ringing for ten nminutes," she said, her scowing face full of pain and
annoyance, and | ooked Joseph up and down. "You took your tine, didn't you? | need help!"

Joseph stared at her for a nonment and felt the wine turning to warmgold in his stomach. "You
do, yes," he said, backing toward the door, "but there is no cure for ugly."

"CGood Cod!" Del Ray said when he saw him "where the hell have you been? Wat are you grinning
about ?"

"Why we standing around in this hall?" Long Joseph asked. "Tinme to get going."

Del Ray shook his head and |l ed himback into the main corridor

For a small |ocal hospital, Durban Qutskirt seened to squeeze in a lot of roons: it took them
another ten mnutes to find Long-Term Care. Despite how inportant it was they avoid enbarrassing
nmeeti ngs, Joseph was outraged on behalf of his son and hinself that there were so few staff.

"Al'l shooting drugs and having sex," he nuttered, "like on the net. No wonder they can't cure
nobody. "

Del Ray at last found the proper corridor. Three-quarters of the way down, past a dozen open
doors, each one leading like the nmouth of a tonb to a chanber full of dim tented bodies, was the
roomw th _Sul aweyo, Stephen_ in the little nane rack beside the door, beneath three others.

At first it was hard to tell which of the four beds was Stephen's, and for a gri m nonent
Joseph al npbst did not want to know. He suddenly could not help feeling it would be better just to
turn back. What woul d be acconplished? If the boy was still here then the doctors hadn't done
anything to make himbetter, as Joseph had known in his heart of hearts that they wouldn't. He
want ed very badly to have another drink, but Del Ray had already nade his way down to the far bed
on the left side and was waiting for Joseph there.

When he reached it, Long Joseph stood for several nmonments, |ooking down and trying to make
sense of what he saw.

At first he felt a kind of relief. It was all a nistake, that was clear. This couldn't be
St ephen, although his name was on the little screen at the end of the bed, so perhaps they had
cured himafter all, just forgotten to change the names and whatnot. But as Joseph stared at the
emaci ated figure in the oxygen tent, the arns curled on the chest, hands clenched in bony lists,
knees drawn up beneath the covers so that the thing on the bed al nost | ooked Iike a baby inside a
pregnant woman's stomach that he had seen in a mmgazi ne photo, Joseph saw the familiar shape of
the face--the curve of his nother's cheek, the broad nose that Joseph had often told M riam was
the only proof she had that she hadn't been stepping out on him It was Stephen

Del Ray, standing beside him was w de-eyed behind the steany nask.

"Ch, my poor boy," Joseph whispered. At that nonent, all the wine in the world would not have
guenched his thirst. "Ch, sweet Jesus, what have they done to you?"

Wres trailed frompatches on Stephen's forehead |ike creeping vines; others were taped to his
chest or tangled around his arms. Joseph thought he | ooked |like he had fallen down in the jungle
and the plants had begun to swallow himup. O |like the life was being bled out of himinto al
t hose nmachi nes. Wiat had Reni e said? That the people were using the net and all those wires and
such to hurt the children? Joseph thought for a nonent of tearing themall |oose, of grabbing
fists full of wires like dry grass and just yanking themfree so that the quietly humri ng nmachi nes
woul dn't suck out any nore of his boy's life. But he could not nove. As hel pless as Stephen
hi nsel f, Joseph could only stare down into the bed as he had stared into his wife's coffin.

_That M aweze, _ he renenbered, _that damm funeral director, he wanted to tell ne | shouldn't
see her. Like | hadn't seen her the whole tine she was in this very sane dam hospital, all burned
up. _ He had wanted to kill the funeral man, kill _sonebody , had only westled down the big black
charge of hateful electricity inside himself by getting so drunk he had not been able to wal k out
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of the church when the service was over and had just sat for an hour after everyone el se had left.
But now there wasn't even a Maweze to hate. There was nothing but the shell of his son, eyes
cl osed, mouth slack, his whole body curling like a dying |eaf.

Beside him Del Ray |ooked up in alarm A shape had appeared in the doorway, w de-hipped and
dark-faced, the Ensuit not disguising the fact that it was a wonman. She took a few steps forward
and then stopped, staring at the two of them

Joseph felt too enpty to speak. A nurse, a doctor--she was nothing. She could do nothing. And
not hi ng mattered.

"Can | hel p you?" she demanded, her voice distorted by the nask

"W're . . . we're doctors," Del Ray said. "Everything' s under control here. You just go on
about your business."

The nurse surveyed themfor a nonment |onger, then took a step back toward the door. "You are
not doctors."

Long Joseph felt Del Ray stiffen, and somehow this was enough to start himnoving. He took a
step toward the woman, lifting his big hand and pointing a finger at her nasked face.

"You just leave himalone," he said, "Don't you do that boy any nore harm Take those wres
off him-let himbreathe!"

The wonman stepped backward until she was practically falling into the bed of the patient
behind her. "I amcalling security!" she decl ared.

Del Ray caught at Joseph's arm and yanked himaway fromthe nurse and toward the door.
"Everything is all right," Del Ray said idiotically, and alnost ran into the doorjanb. "Don't
worry. We're just going."

"Don't you touch him" Joseph shouted at her, clutching at the doorfrane as Del Ray tried to
tug himthrough and into the corridor. Beyond her he could see the outline of Stephen's oxygen

tent, like a sand dune, desolate, lifeless. "Just |eave that child al one!"
Del Ray jerked himonce again, even harder, and Joseph slid out into the corridor as his
conpani on turned and sprinted toward the stairwell. Joseph wal ked after himin a kind of dul

dream only speeding to a trot when he was hal fway down the corridor. H s chest was heaving, and
even he hinself could not tell whether he was about to laugh or cry.

The nurse stepped over to exam ne the patient's tent and nmonitors even as she pulled the pad
fromher pocket. It was only after her first call was conpleted, to a black van with mrrored
wi ndows whi ch had been stationed nore or less pernmanently in the front parking | ot for weeks
waiting for just this call, and after she had allowed a good five mnutes nore to make sure that
the intruders would escape the building, that she called hospital security to report a breach of
quar anti ne.

CHAPTER 12
The Terri bl e Song

NETFEEDY ADVERTI SMENT: Uncl e Jingle |I's Near Death!

(visual: Uncle Jingle in hospital bed.)

JINGE; "Cone closer, kids." (coughs) "Don't be scared--ol' Uncle Jingle doesn't blame you. Just
because I'mgoing to (coughs) DIE if we don't sell enough stuff during the Critical Condition

Mont h sale at your local Jingleporium | don't want you to feel bad, |I'msure you and your parents
are doing . . . all you can. And anyway, |'mnot afraid of that . . . that big darkness. I'll mss
you, of course, but hey, even ol' Uncle has to go sonetine, right? Don't even waste a thought on
me |ying here in the shadows, wheezing and sad and lonely and dying . . . (whispering) . . . too

bad, though--those prices are utterly, utterly low . . !'"

Paul woke with an aching head, an even sharper pain in his arm and his nmouth half full of brine

He spat up a great deal of seawater, then groaned and tried to stand, but sonething was
twisting his armbehind his body. It took hima few nonents before he coul d nake sense of his
position. The feather-veil was still |ooped around his wist, a wet tangle binding himto the
tiller. The force of Charybdis' watery eruption, which had lifted his little boat on a great jet
of tide, had al so crashed hi m back agai nst the ocean so powerfully that he was |ucky his arm had
not been torn out of the socket.

He rel eased hinself with small novenents, trying to be delicate with el bow and shoul der, which
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both felt |like they had been injected with sonmething caustic. The ship was reassuringly stable,
the only nmotion a slight rocking. The sun stood high overhead, hot and steady, and he was
desperate to get back under his shelter

But, as he realized when he could sit up straight, there was no shelter anynore. Only the mast

still stood upright on the deck, and of that only the bottomhalf. The sail had snagged on the
edge of the raft, but nost of it was now floating in the water; the rest of the mast, stil
attached to the sail, trailed a few neters behind the raft. O the remai nder of Calypso's gifts,

the jars of water and food, no sign renmi ned except a pale shape that night have been one of the
urns bobbing on a distant swell a hundred neters beyond his reach. OQther than the twin sil houettes
of Charybdis and Scylla's peak, now so far behind himthey were only pastel shadows, he was
surrounded by a featureless circular horizon of water.

Murnmuring with weariness and pain, Paul tied the veil around his neck and set hinself to the
agoni zing task of reeling in the heavy sail. He tugged the splintered nast on board as well,
al t hough the effort nmade his armache like a rotten tooth, then pulled up an edge of the sodden
canvas and crawl ed beneath it. Wthin nmonents he fell into exhausted sl eep

When he crawl ed out from beneath the sail, he was not certain whether the sun being | ower
meant that he had slept for only a few hours or had slunbered the clock 'round and had | ost a ful
day. Nor, he realized, did he care.

Knowi ng the drinkable water was gone made his nmild thirst seemworse than it was, but it also
set himthinking about his real body again. Wi was taking care of it? Obviously they were feeding
and hydrating himsufficiently--he was far less interested in eating or drinking than would have
been the case otherwi se. But what were they doing wth hin? Wre nurses or other attendants
wat chi ng over himw th conpassionate concern? O was he stuck in sone kind of autormated life
support, little nore than a prisoner of the shadowy Grail Brotherhood that Nandi had nmentioned? It
was strange to think of his body as such a separate thing, sonmething not really connected to him
But it was connected, of course, even though he could not feel it in any direct way. It had to be.

The whole nuddle was a little like his only experience with hallucinogenic drugs--an ill-
fated, ill-conceived attenpt back in his schooldays to be like his friend Niles. N |es Peneddyn,
of course, had taken to the world of consciousness-alteration with the same insouci ance he
approached everything el se, fromsex to Al pine skiing--as a series of |lighthearted adventures that
woul d soneday nake entertaining vignettes for his autobi ography. But that was the difference
between them N les sailed through |ife and past danger, but Paul wound up voniting seawater
draggi ng broken mast and sodden sail cloth behind him

Psilocybin for Niles had neant new col ors and new insights. For Paul it had neant an entire
day of panic, of sounds that hurt his ears and a visual world that had slipped beyond confortable
recognition. He had ended the experience curled in his dormtory bed with a blanket over his head,
waiting for the drug to wear off, but at the peak of the experience he had been convinced that he
had gone mad or even comatose, that his own body was out of his reach and he was doonmed to spend
decades prisoned in one tiny, walled-off section of his mnd while his material formwas wheel ed
around in a nursing hone pushchair, dribbling helplessly down its chin.

_In fact, he thought, | should be terrified of that right now. _ H's body was no | onger his
to control, after all, his psilocybin nightmare nmade real --or virtual, anyway. But the world
around him false though it nmight be, seened so genuine that he did not feel that sane sense of
cl austrophobic terror.

He had been idly watching Cal ypso's urn bobbing on the waves, but it was only as he let the
menories drift away that he realized sonething was wong: it was a very strange shape for an um
and in fact seened to be draped across a collection of flotsamin a npbst un-ceramc way. He rose,
wi nci ng as he pushed hinself upright, and squinted into the angled sun.

The urn was a body. It was such a strange realization, the conceptual expansion of his current
world fromsolitary to doubl e-occupi ed, even if one occupant m ght be a corpse, that Paul needed
| ong nonents to grasp the situation and engage his sense of responsibility. It would have been
different if there had been an obvious, easy way to reach the body, but the assaults of Scylla and
Charybdi s had not only destroyed the mast but al so denuded his little craft of everything useful
i ncluding his long-handl ed oars. If he were going to performa rescue, or nore likely formalize
the need for a burial at sea, he would have to swim

It was a depressing, miserable thought. Hs armwas certainly sprained if not broken, the
ot her castaway was al nost certainly dead and probably hadn't been a real person to begin with, and
God only knew what ki nd of Honeric nonsters roaned these deeps. Not to nention that big fellow
with the beard, Poseidon, progranmed for sone nasty dislike of the Gdysseus sim Paul was currently
i nhabi ti ng.
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More inmportantly, he was feeling the need to go forward. Despite the setbacks, he had survived
the journey to this point and was nore than ever determned to get to Troy, whatever that m ght
mean. He was struggling hard to take his fate back into his own hands--how nuch effort could he
afford to waste on other things? How many wong paths could he afford to take?

Paul sat and stared at the silent, notionless figure as the sun inched down the heavens toward
eveni ng.

In the end it was the paradox of need that decided him If his own hel pl essness felt so great
and so painful, how could he sinply turn his back on another person? Wat would that nmake hi n? How
could he even judge what was true self-interest in any case--what if the floating figure turned
out to be another Nandi . . . or Gally?

_Besides, _ he thought ruefully as he | owered hinself over the side, _it's not like it's that
easy to tell who the real persons are back in the real world either. You just have to do what's
ri ght and hope for the best. _

Despite the relatively short distance it was a hard, painful, and frightening swim Paul had
to keep lifting his head to nake sure he was going in the right direction, resisting the snal
waves which wanted to tug himaside into green nothingness. Wen he finally reached the body and
its floating bier, he grabbed the nearest tinber--splintered scrap from soneone el se's w ecked
boat --and hung on until he regained his breath. The victimwas no one he recogni zed, which was not
terribly surprising--a man dark as Nandi but much | arger. The stranger wore nothing but a kind of
skirt of rough cloth with a bronze knife shoved under the wai stband; his exposed skin had the sun-
reddened | ook of a plum But nost inportantly, his chest rose and fell with shall ow breath, which
elimnated Paul's easy option of sw ming back unencunbered to the raft, secure in the know edge
that he had done his best.

Adinging to the flotsamw th his good hand, but still using his other armfar nore extensively
than was sensible, Paul first knotted together the ends of the feather-veil and | ooped it around
the man's chest under his arns, then drew the stranger's knife and slipped it into his own belt.
He pushed his own head through the |loop, taking the veil in his teeth like a horse's bit, and
gently slid the man off the weckage and onto his back. It nade an awkward configuration

The trip back was even nore harrowing than the trip out, but if sea nmonsters or angry gods
| urked beneath the waves, they contented thenselves with watching Paul's struggling, agonized,
nmostly one-arned progress. The veil dug painfully at the coners of his nouth, and the stranger
seenmed to cone close to wake-ful ness several tines, contorting hinself and dragging at Paul's
already | ess-than-O ynpian craw stroke. At last, after what seened an hour fighting through the
swel |'s, each wave heavy as a sandbag, he reached the side of the raft. Wth a last heroic effort
he dragged the stranger up onto the deck, then slunped beside him gasping. Tiny prickles of |ight
like infant stars swam before his eyes agai nst the deepening blue of the sky.

She canme to himin the dream as she often did, but this tinme wi thout the urgency of other
visitations. Instead he saw her as a bird in a forest, flitting fromtree to tree while he
foll oned beneath her, inploring her to come down, afraid against all logic that she would fall.

Paul woke up to the gentle roll of the raft. The body that he had so |aboriously brought back
through the waters and wrestled onto the deck was gone. He sat up, sickly certain that the
stranger had rolled off the raft and drowned, but the nan was sitting on the other side of the
deck, his nuscled, darkly-tanned back to Paul. He had the broken top of the nast and a hank of
sail on his Iap.

"You're . . . you're alive," Paul said, aware that it was not the npbst perceptive opening he
coul d have chosen.

The stranger turned, his handsome, nustached face al nbst a mask of indifference. He indicated
the objects "If we make a snmall sail, we can reach one of the islands."

Paul was not quite ready to begin a conversation about boat repair. "You . . . when | saw you
I thought you were dead. You nust have been floating there for hours at |east. What happened?

The stranger shrugged. "Caught in that damed riptide outside the strait, snashed agai nst the
rocks."

Paul started to introduce hinself, then hesitated. He was certainly not going to give his rea
nane to this stranger, and even the nane "Qdysseus"” could bring trouble with it. He struggled to
remenber what the ancient G eeks had made of words with "j" in them "My name is . . . lonas," he
said at |ast.

The ot her nodded, but seemed in no hurry to reciprocate. "Hold this sail so | can cut it.
What's left we can use to make a shelter, | do not want to spend another day in the sun.”

Paul crawl ed forward across the deck and held the heavy cloth straight while the stranger
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sawed at it with his knife, which he had apparently reclaimed while Paul was sl eeping. Nothing was
sai d about the changes of possession, but the sharp and shiny fact of it was like a third person
between them a woman that they could not both have. Paul studied the man, trying to deci de how he
fit in. Although there had been nuch variati on anong Gdysseus' subjects on Ithaca, the stranger

still seened too dark to be Greek, and he had the first nustache Paul had seen since entering this
simul ation. He decided fromthe nan's careless skill with blade and sailcloth that the stranger
must be a Phoenician or a Cretan, one of the seagoi ng peopl es whose nanmes still held a dusty place

in Paul's nenories from school

They rigged the makeshift sail as the last |ight faded fromthe sky, using the broken piece of
mast as an inprovised yard, lashing it crossways to the rest of the mast with strips of cloth. As
the cool breezes rose, the stranger nade a crude tent with the rest of the sail, although there
was no | onger an inmedi ate need.

"If we bear that way," the stranger said, frowning at the first stars of the evening, then
pointing to the starboard side, "we'll hit land in a day or so. W just don't want to go anywhere
near " He stopped and | ooked at Paul, as though he had only just renenbered the other man's
exi stence. "Were are you bound?"

"Troy." Paul tried to |l ook at the stars as though he could nake sense of them but had no nore
i dea at that noment of where Troy was than he knew where his real, nundane and bel oved Engl and
ni ght be.

"Troy?" The stranger cocked a jet-black eyebrow, but said nothing nmore. Paul thought he night
be considering taking the raft for hinself--perhaps he was a deserter fromthe Trojan War, Pau
suddenly thought, and had to struggle not to glance at the knife which rested back in the man's
wai st band. The stranger was at |east three inches taller than Paul and a couple of stone heavier
and all of it looked Iike nuscle. He suddenly felt apprehensive about going to sleep, despite the
tug of fatigue, but rem nded hinself that the stranger had not harmed himafter the rescue, when
he had the chance.

"What is your name?" Paul asked suddenly.

The other | ooked at himfor another |ong nmoment, as though the question were a strange one.
"Azador," he said at last, with the air of settling soneone else's argunent. "I am Azador."

It was a good thing, Paul reflected, that he had grown used to his own conpany, because Azador
was not exactly a fountain of conversation. The stranger sat in silence for nearly an hour as the
stars wheel ed through the i mense bl ackness above and around them responding to Paul's sleepy
comrents and questions with grunts or the occasional |aconic non-answer, then at |ast he stretched
out on the deck, pillowed his head on his arm and closed his eyes.

Paul had al so recently had the conpany of Calypso, and if nost of the conversati on had been
sweet nothings or passionate exhortations, that was still much better than nothing, so he was nore
bemused than annoyed by the stranger's silence. Perhaps it was an accurate reflection of the
ancient mnd, he thought--the behavior of an era before social chatter.

It was not much | onger before he fell asleep hinself, needing neither blanket nor pillowin
the bal my night. The slow, sky-w de pi nwheel of stars was the last thing he saw

He woke in the |last dimhours of darkness, uncertain at first of what had brought himup from
sl eep. Gradually he becanme aware of a strange, soft nelody as nany-threaded as Penel ope's
tapestry, so faint at first that it seened al nbst an exhal ation of the sea and its | uninous foam
He |istened in sleepy absorption for a long while, following the rise and fall of the individual
components, the strands of nelody that energed and then fell back into the greater chorus, unti
he suddenly realized that he was listening to the sound of voices singing--human voices, or

sonmet hing nmuch Iike them He sat up and di scovered Azador was al so awake, listening with head
cocked to one side like a dog.
"What. . . ?" Paul asked, but the stranger raised his hand; Paul fell silent again and they

both sat, letting the distant nusic wash over them Because of the other nman's obvious tension
what had seened strangely beautiful at first seened al nost nenaci ng now, although it had grown no
| ouder: Paul found hinself fighting an urge to put his hands over his ears. A weaker but nore
frightening inclination began to make itself felt as well, a whisper of suggestion that he m ght
slip over the side into the confortable waters and nake his way toward the voices and thus

di scover their secret.

"It is the sirens," Azador said abruptly. In contrast with the distant nel odies, his voice
seermed harsh as a crow s. Paul found hinmself disliking the man just because he had spoken while
the voices were singing. "If | had known we were even this close, | would not have slept.”

Paul shook his head, befuddl ed. The distant nusic seermed to cling to his thoughts |ike
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spi derwebs. "The sirens. " He renenbered now - Gdysseus had sail ed near them making his men
first stop their ears with wax while he hinself stood tied to the mast so he could hear their
fabl ed nmel odi es without casting hinself into the water.

_The water . . . the black water . . . and ancient voices singing . . . singing.

Paul decided to focus on other distractions, anything to keep his thoughts away fron1the

seductive, disturbing nusic floating across the black sea. "Have you been here before?"

Azador made another of his unhel pful sounds, then relented a little. "I have been many
pl aces. "

"Where are you fromoriginally?"

The stranger snorted. "Not here. Not this stupid ocean, these stupid islands. No, | am |l ooking
for soneone."

"Who?"

Azador fixed Paul with a | ook, then turned back toward the singing darkness. "The wind is
carrying us past them W were |ucky."

Paul reached down and slid his fingers between two of the planks, anchoring hinself against
the pull that, although weak, still troubled him A part of himwanted to try to nake sense of how
this effect might work, to puzzle out the whys and wherefores of virtual sirens--he dimy felt
there was sonething crucial to be discovered--but then, as the lure of the nusic grewa little
| ess, a stronger, deeper enotion took a grip on him an unexpected m xture of awe and deli ght.

_Whatever this is,_ he thought, _this network, this . . . whatever . . . it is really quite a
magi cal world. _

Somewhere in the failing darkness, perhaps with intent, perhaps as nmindlessly as crickets
scraping in the hedgerows, the sirens continued to create their terrible song. Safe now fromits
pul |, Paul Jonas sailed slowly through a warmnight in the ancient world, and for a little while
gave hinself over to wonder.

Azador was, if anything, even less forthcoming in the Iight of the follow ng day: those of
Paul ' s questions he did not deflect with a shrug or an uninformative grunt he sinply ignored.

For all his recalcitrance, he was a useful conpanion. He knew far nore than Paul did about the
sinple, inpotent things that for the noment nmade up their world: wind and tides and knots and
wood. He had nmanaged to sal vage enough torn ends of rope fromthe sail to splice together new
braces, giving themfar nore control over the raft, and had also rigged a corner of unused
sailcloth as a dew catcher, so when the sun rose they had water to drink. Later in the day the
stranger even managed to catch a shining fish with a swift stab of his arminto the bottle-green
waters off the raft's port side. They had no fire, and Paul as usual did not feel particularly
hungry, but despite a certain queasiness there was still something marvel ous about eating the raw
flesh. Paul found that he was al nost enjoying hinself, an unusual sensation

As he relished a cupped palmfull of dewwater, taking a first tiny sip to sluice the fish
taste fromhis nouth before letting the rest pour down, he had a sudden vision of hinself doing
the sane thing, but sonewhere else entirely. He closed his eyes and for a brief nmonent coul d see
plants all around him thick as a tropical jungle. He felt a trickle of sweet water going down his
throat, then nore water splashing against his face . . . a woman's voice, | aughing.

_Her voice, _ he suddenly knew. _The angel._ But it was nothing that had ever happened to him-
not in the parts of his life he could renenber.

The unlikeliest of things broke his concentration, and the nenory bl ew away |i ke snoke.

"Where are you from lonas?" Azador asked.

Dragged from what seened an achingly significant menory, faced with an actual question from

his taciturn conpani on, Paul goggled for a nonent. "lthaca," he nanaged to say at |ast,
Azador nodded. "Did you see a woman there, a dark-skinned woman? Wth a nonkey for a pet?"
Nonpl ussed, Paul could only tell the man truthfully that he had not, "Is she a friend of
your s?"

"Hah! She has something of mine and | want it back. No one takes what is Azador's

Paul sensed an opening, but was unsure of how to keep the conversation going, and unsure also
whet her there was any point to it. Did he really want to know the precoded life story of sone
Phoenician sailor in a virtual _QOdyssey ? The chances that a castaway woul d have anything usefu

to say to himwere almpst nil. In any case, there were nore present and practical uses for
Azador's sudden tal kativeness.

"So do you know this part of the ocean?" Paul asked. "How long will it take us to get to
Troy?"

Azador exam ned the fish skeleton eye to eye, |ike Ham et considering the skull of Yorick

then flicked it high in the air over the side of the raft. A gull came down out of the sun
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appearing as if fromnowhere, and snatched it before it touched the water. "I don't know The
currents are bad, and there are many islands, many rocks." He squinted out across the water for a
monment. "We nmust nmake a | andi ng soon anyway. This broken nmast will not |ast long before it splits,
so we need nore wood. Also, | nust have neat."

Paul |aughed at the serious way he said it. "W just had a fish--although it would have been
nice to cook it."

"Not fish," Azador grunted in disgust, " _meat_. A man needs neat to eat or he will not remain
a man."

Paul shrugged. It seened like the | east of their problens, but he was not going to argue with
a fell ow who knew how to splice rope and catch dew.

The begi nnings of foul weather were blowing up in the |ate afternoon, a pall of clouds noving
swiftly out of the west, when they caught sight of the island and its tall hills thick with
vegetation. As the tiller and conprom sed nmast creaked at the raft's crossways lurch into the
wi nd, they could see no obvious signs of human habitation, no gl eam of stone walls or whitewashed
clay houses; if there were fires burning anywhere, they were lost in the deepening m st and
cl ouds.

"I do not know this place," Azador said, breaking an hour's silence. "But see, there is grass
high on the hills.” He grinned tightly. "There will be goats, perhaps, or even sheep."

"There might be people living there, too," Paul pointed out. "W can't just take sonebody's
sheep, can we?"

"Every man is the hero of his own song." Azador replied--sonewhat cryptically, Paul thought.

They beached the raft and nade their way up through the rocky hills as the cl ouds drew cl oser
At first, it was a pleasure sinply to be off the ocean and onto dry | and, but by the tine that
they could again see their craft on the rocky strand bel ow, |ooking small as a playing card,

t hunder was nurrmuring overhead and a few fat rai ndrops had begun to fall. The stones grew slick
beneath Paul's feet, but Azador's hal f-naked figure ranged up the hills ahead of him agile as one
of the goats he sought, and Paul could only curse quietly and struggle along after him

After nore than an hour had passed, with rain falling heavily now and |ightning cracking

across the sky, they reached the sumrit of the hill, clinbing up out of a grove of beech trees
that shivered in the rising wind to find thensel ves knee-deep in rough grass. The rocky spine of
the hill thrust up before themin a last ridge, a massive outcropping several hundred neters

across, fenced by wi nd-tw sted pines. A huge hole, the entrance to a cave, opened into the stone
ridge like the door of a m sshapen house. It tugged at Paul's nenory, and as the grass swi shed in
the wind and sawed at his legs and the rain spattered down, he suddenly felt that they were
terribly exposed.

Azador had already taken a step toward the openi ng when Paul reached out and grabbed his
muscled arm "Don't!"

"What are you tal king about?" Azador glowered. "Do you want to stand here until the |ightning
comes down and cooks you? Who pissed in your head and told you it was brains?"

Bef ore Paul could explain his prenonition, something rustled in the grove of trees behind
them a faint but grow ng noise that was not the wi nd. Paul |ooked at Azador. Wthout a word, they
both dropped onto their bellies in the grass.

The rustle becane a rattle. Sonething big was noving through the grass stens only a stone's
throw away. Lightning flashed, nonentarily turning the twilight world white and bl ack; when the
crack of thunder followed a few seconds |ater, Paul flinched.

Azador lifted hinself onto his el bows and pulled the stens wi de so he could see. Thunder
roared again; in the silence afterward, Paul heard a surprising sound. Azador was quietly
| aughi ng.

"Look," he said, and smacked Paul on the shoul der. "Look, you coward!"

Paul raised hinself up alittle way so he could peer through the space Azador had nade. A
flock of sheep was nmoving past them a river of patiently suffering eyes and drippi ng, drooping
wool . Azador had just clanbered to his knees when they heard a new sound, a deep but distant
t hunp. Azador froze, but the sheep seenmed undi sturbed and trotted on across the plateau toward the
cave. The sound repeated, louder this tine, then again, |like the slow beating of a huge bass drum
Paul had tine only to wonder why the ground was trenbling when |ightning painted the sky white
again and their raft appeared, sailing toward them above the treetops.

Azador stared at the apparition, his jaw slack with shock. His hand crept up his chest as if
it had a will of its own and made the sign of the cross. The thunping grew | ouder. The raft
continued toward them bobbing just above the top of the trees as though the swaying branches were
ocean waves. Thunder followed the |lightning, then lightning blazed afresh
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The man-shaped creature that crunched out of the trees, carrying their raft above his head,
was the biggest living thing Paul had ever seen. Although the nmonster's | egs were massively broad
conpared to human proportions, its knees were neverthel ess as high above the ground as a tal
man' s head. The rest of the body, while of nore ordinary dinmensions, was still huge: the top of
the creature's shaggy head | oonmed seven or eight nmeters in the air. Azador gasped sonet hing that
was | ost in the thunder, and Paul suddenly realized that his conpanion's head was visible above
the grass. He shoved Azador to the ground even as the nonstrous creature paused, still holding the
raft high, and turned in their direction. The giant's mouth was full of broken teeth, its beard a
wet tangle matted across its chest, but as it peered between the grass stens, it was the single
eye big as a dinner plate that told Paul what they faced.

Again the lightning flared. The huge eye was staring right at the spot where they hid, and for
a nmonent Paul was certain it had seen them that any instant it would |unber toward themto tw st
their bones fromtheir sockets. As they crouched in frozen terror the eye blinked, slow as a
bul Il frog blink, and then the Cyclops took a crunching step, then another, but away instead of
toward them trudging on toward its cave.

Paul was still holding his breath as the thing paused to prop the raft against the rock face,
an anbul atory carpet of sheep crowding around its ankles. It bent and |ifted away a stone that had
bottl e-stopped the shadowed nouth of the cave, then let the silent sheep file in. Wen they had
cl eared the doorway, the nonster tossed the heavy, tinbered craft in after themas though it were
a tea tray, then foll owed.

When they heard the stone grind back into place, Paul and Azador |eaped up and ran back into
the trees as fast as their wobbly |l egs would carry them

Paul lay huddled in the bottomof a culvert filling with rainwater. Hi s heart was still racing
but no longer felt like it nmight actually explode. Hi s thoughts were a junble.

"The bastard . . . has our . . . our boat!" Azador was so breathless he could hardly speak

Paul lifted his chin out of the water and crawed a little way up the slope. Despite the
terror, sonething else was tugging at him sonething to do with Azador . . . and how he had
crossed hinsel f.

"Wthout it, we will die on this stupid island!" Azador hissed, but he had recovered hinself
and sounded nore angry than frightened.

But this wasn't even just ancient G eece, this was _Honer's_ G eece, and therefore

about a thousand years before . . . before.

"Jesus Christ!" Paul said. "You aren't fromhere at all! You--you're fromoutside!"

Azador turned to stare at him Wth his curly black hair plastered to his head by the rain and
his mustache draggled |ike otter whiskers, he looked a little |ess boldly handsonme. "What ?"

"You aren't from Greece--not this Geece, anyway. You're fromoutside the system You're
real '™

Azador regarded himdefiantly. "And you?"

Paul realized he had given away whatever advantage the know edge m ght have gai ned him
"Shit."

The ot her man shrugged. "We do not have time for such things. That big bastard will use our
boat for his fire. Then we will never get away from here."

"So? What are we going to do, go knock on his cave door and ask for it back? That's a Cycl ops.
Didn't you read _The Odyssey_ ? Those things eat people the way you eat goats!"

Azador | ooked irritated, whether at the nmention of reading or the rem nder of the goat neat he
was not eating. "He will use it for his fire," he repeated stubbornly.

"Well, if he does, he does." Paul was struggling to think carefully, but the thunder was
rattling his skull and he still had not recovered fromthe spectacle of a very ugly man as big as
a two-story house. "Even if we could roll that stone out of the way, we couldn't get inside, in
time to stop him But maybe he'll just add it to the woodpile. O maybe he'll want to sal vage sone

of the cloth and the ropes." He Il et out a shuddering breath and took another. "But we coul dn't
_do_ anything about it anyway--Christ! You saw the size of that thing!"
"Nobody takes what is Azador's," the other nman said harshly. This tine Paul thought it sounded

|l ess Iike a code of honor than a synptom of insanity. "If you will not help me, | will wait unti
he cones out, then cut his hanstrings."” He took his knife and waved it in the general direction of
the top of the hill. "W will see howtall he is when he is lying on his belly."

Clearly Azador was going to get hinself killed if Paul did not offer an alternative, but just
as clearly there were not many alternatives to offer. If they remained on the island, it was only
a matter of time until the thing came upon themin a place fromwhich they couldn't escape. It
m ght even have rel atives--wasn't there sonmething in _The Odyssey_ about all the Cyclops living on
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the sane island? They desperately needed an idea, but Paul doubted he was going to be able to cone
up with anything good. "W could build another raft," he offered.

Azador snorted. "W will cut down trees with nmy knife? And what will we use for a sail, this
di aper | am wearing?" He pointed at hinself, then at Paul's tattered chiton. "Or your little
t ownel ?"

"Al'l right, all right!" Paul slunped back agai nst the nuddy side of the culvert. The rain was
softening a little, but it was still |ike having someone drumtheir fingers against his head--not
that he was brimring with brilliant plans anyway. An honors degree in Hunmanities mght be a usefu
thing as far as recognizing various nythol ogical nonsters, but it was not all that hel pful when
facing themin the flesh. "Just let ne think."

In the end, he could think of no better idea than to adapt Odysseus' original scheme to their
own slightly different situation.

"You see, they were _inside_ and needed to get _out_" he told Azador, who was not at al
interested in the schenme's classical antecedents, and was busy lashing the hilt of the knife into
the split end of a long deadfall branch. "W need to get in_, but we also need himto be sl eeping
when we do it. It's a pity we don't have any w ne."

"You are right there."

"I mean |like Odysseus had--to give to the nonster to make himsleepy."” He clanbered to his
feet. H's heart was hamrering at the thought of what was to cone, but he struggled to keep his
voi ce casual . "Speaking of which, he nust be sleeping by now-it's been dark for an hour."

Azador hefted the makeshift spear, satisfying hinself with its bal ance, then stood. "Let's go
and kill the big bastard."”

"No, not like that!" Paul felt a sick panic sweep over him it wasn't the greatest plan in the
world to begin with. "Didn't you hear what | was saying? First we have to get the door open

H s conpanion snorted. "I know -do you think Azador is stupid? Go now." He began to scranble
up the side of the culvert.

They stopped on their way back to the hilltop to search for fallen | ogs of the appropriate
wi dth; eventually they found one that seened acceptable, although it was narrower than Paul woul d
have wi shed. It was just short enough for the nuscul ar Azador to lift and carry, which he did
after handing over his bladed spear. "If you lose ny knife," he informed Paul with cerenonial
dignity, "I will pull off your balls."

The rains had stopped, and although the | ong grasses outside the cave sl apped wetly agai nst
their legs, the skies were clear and the noon gave them enough light to see the silhouetted bul k
of the ridgetop before them Azador noved to one side of the door, struggling to keep the og from
draggi ng on the ground as Paul picked up rocks. Wen Azador was in position, Paul took another
deep breath, then began to hurl the mssiles against the stone that bl ocked the doorway.

_"Ho! One-Eye!" he shouted as the rocks rattled agai nst the door-stone. "Conme out, you fat
bastard! G ve ne back my boat!"

" OM _Idiot!" Azador grow ed as one of the stones caromed fromthe door and bounced off his
| eg.

"Come out, One-Eye!" Paul bellowed. "Wake up! You're ugly and your nother dresses you funny!"

"l have never heard such stupid insults,” Azador hissed, but then the great stone in the
doorway creaked and grated as it slid to one side. The dying light of a fire inside nade the
opening glow like the nouth of hell. A vast shape noved in front of the enbers.

"Who nocks Pol yphenus?" The voi ce booned across the hilltop. "W is out there? |Is that one of
my shiftless cousins?"

"It is Nobody!" Paul's voice, already a songbird trill in conparison to the giant's runbling
bass, had suddenly becone enbarrassingly squeaky. As the Cycl ops noved out onto his doorstep, the
stench of wet fleece and rotting neat wafted out with him Paul struggled agai nst the powerfu
urge to scream and run. Renenbering that Azador was within the giant's reach and that it was his

job to distract the nonster gave himback a little courage, but not nuch. "I am Nobody, and | ama
ghost!" he screeched as inpressively as he could, crouching lowin the grass. "You have taken ny
ghost-ship, and I will haunt you until the end of your days unless you return it."

Pol yphenus | eaned forward and swept his head fromside to side, his eye |like a w de headl anp
as it reflected the nmoonlight. "A ghost called Nobody?"

Paul had renenbered sonethi ng about GOdysseus using that nane, and although he couldn't quite
remenber why he had, it had seemed |ike a good touch. "That's right! And if you don't return ny
boat, | will haunt the hair off your head and the skin off your bones!"

The giant snuffled, great inhalations of air like a blacksmth's bellows. "For a ghost, you
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smell nmuch like a man. | think | will find you tonorrow when it is |less trouble, and eat you then
Perhaps with a little m nt sauce." He turned back into the doorway.

In despair, Paul |eaped up. "No!" He snatched up a stone as big as a grapefruit and ran toward
the cave before flinging it as hard as he could. It struck the giant inits thatch of filthy hair

and nust have bounced off its skull, but the giant only turned slowy, a single shaggy brow

| owering over the great eye. "Cone and catch nme, if you think you're so clever!" Trenbling with
terror, he stood in place, showing hinself to the nonster. "Maybe |I'll go visit your nother

i nstead--1 hear she _loves_ to neet strangers." He waved his arns in a nmanic semaphore. "Not just

nmeet themeither, fromwhat everyone tells ne."

The Cycl ops growl ed and took a couple of steps toward him looning |ike the prow of a
battl eship, stinking like a rendering plant. It was all Paul could do to renain upright. "Wat
kind of little madman are you?" the nonster thundered. "You can say what you want about ny nother--
the ol d whore never gave ne a bone she hadn't sucked the neat and nmarrow fromfirst--but you have
woken ne up and wasted ny sleeping tinme. When | catch you, | will stretch you between trees |ike
sheep's gut and play a very unpl easant tune on you."

Al nost hysterical with fear, Paul saw a novenent in the shadows behind the Cycl ops--Azador
Paul began to do a nad dance, darting fromside to side through the wet grass, |eaping and wavi ng
his arms. The giant stepped nearer, the saucer eye now narrowing in a squint, "Does it have the
f oam ng- si ckness?" Pol yphermus wondered al oud. "Perhaps instead of eating it, | should grind it
into paste and spread it on the rocks around the neadow to keep wol ves away fromthe sheep.”

Al t hough he wanted to keep the diversion going, the stink and the horrible bulk of the thing
com ng toward himwere too nmuch for his faltering courage. Paul snatched up the spear and bolted
back across the grass toward the forest, praying he had given Azador tine, that the man was not
foolishly trying to drag out the heavy raft hinself.

The ground shook to a pair of heavy steps, and Paul felt his heart clinb up toward his throat.

_Adream. . . |I've been in this dreambefore . . . and the giant's going to reach down and
grab me. _

But the steps did not continue. When Paul reached the shelter of the trees a nonent later, the
huge shadowy shape was still watching. Then it turned and trudged back to the cave. There was a

rumbl e and screech as it pushed the rock back in front of the doorway--was there a hesitation, a
nmonment ' s pause? Paul held his breath. Only silence greeted him Nerves like wires crisping in an
electrical fire, he staggered back into the deeper shadows.

"I got the log into the doorway," Azador said when he had caught his breath. "It did not sound
Iike the door closed all the way."

"Then all we can do is wait until he falls asleep." Paul actually w shed that they could wait
a great deal longer than that. The idea of creeping into the ogre's cave, with its escape-
preventing walls and stench of putrid flesh, was paral yzi ng.

_Whay do | keep getting thrown into fol ktal es?_ he wondered. _AwWful ones at that---like the
worst things the Brothers Ginmm ever inagined. _

He eyed Azador, who was already settling hinself against the sides of the depression
obviously planning to get sonme sleep. It was a good idea, but Paul's mnd was full of flittering
t houghts, and behind it all was the great fear of what they were about to do, too great to let him
rest. He turned his attention to the nystery man beside him who seenmed to know nmuch about the
simul ati on but nothing about its source.

"Where are you from anyway?" he asked quietly.

Azador opened one eye and frowned, but said nothing.

"Look, we're stuck here. We have to trust each other. Wy are you in this network?" A sudden
t hought struck him "Are you part of the Crcle?"

Hi s conpanion snorted his contenpt. "A tribe of _gorgio_ priests and fools." He spat.

"Then . . . then do you have sonething to do with the Grail people?" He only whispered the
words, mndful of what Nandi had told himabout the eavesdroppi ng machineries of the network's
masters. "Are you part of the Brotherhood?"

Azador's expression changed fromscorn to something cold and reptilian. "If you ask ne that
again, then when the tine comes that | have to save you fromOne-Eye, | will let himeat you." H's
tone had no hint of joking. "They are pigs."

"Then who _are_ you? \Wat are you doi ng here?"

The nustached man sighed, an exhalation of irritation. "I told you. | amlooking for a wonan
who has sonet hing of mine. No one takes Azador's gold and wal ks away with it. | will find her, no
matter in what world she hides."

"She took your gol d?”
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"She took sonething of mine."

The hair on Paul's neck lifted with a sudden nenory. "A harp? Was it a gol den harp?"

Azador stared at him as though he had begun to bark like a dog. "No. A cigarette lighter." He
rolled over, deliberately turning his back to Paul

_Acigarette lighter. . . ?_ Paul kept thinking the universe around himcould not becone nore
strange, but he kept being wong.

He woke from a shallow, unsatisfying sleep to find Azador kneeling over him the bl ade-end of
the makeshift spear near his throat. In the filtered noonlight the nan's face | ooked hard as a
mask, and for a noment Paul was quite convinced his conpanion intended to kill him

"Come, " Azador whispered. "It will be dawn in another hour."

Paul clinbed to his feet, groggi ness and disorientation a thin curtain in front of naked
terror. For the first tine in a while he thought longingly of coffee--If nothing else, the ritual
of maki ng sonme woul d postpone what was to cone.

He fol l owed Azador up the hill, sliding a step backward on the rmuddy ground for every few
steps forward. The storm had passed, and when they reached the grassy hilltop, they stood beneath
a sky dazzlingly full of stars. Azador held a finger to his lips--quite unnecessarily, thought
Paul , who was already frightened alnmost into imobility by the idea that he might step on a twg
and wake the nonster.

They moved sl ower and sl ower as they approached the door of the cave, until it seened that
time itself had becone sonething thick, weighty. Azador |eaned into the shadows, then bobbed up
teeth bared in a mirthless grin, and beckoned Paul forward. The |og had i ndeed kept the stone from
sealing the doorway: a crescent of orange |light reveal ed the gap

The snell was even worse than Paul had renmenbered, neat and ani mal nusk and sour sweat. His
stomach had been squirm ng since he woke; as they stepped over the | og and squeezed through the
narrow space into the cave, it was all he could do not to vomt.

The nonster's snores were deep and wet. Paul alnost went linp with relief, and was equally
heartened to see their raft leaning intact against a stone, but before he had tinme to savor the
feelings Azador |ed himacross the uneven floor. The cavern was high, and the dimglow of the
enbers did not penetrate every cranny, but he could see the great bulk of the Cyclops near the far
wall, lying Iike a mountain range beside the fire. The sheep were cramed into a wooden pen that
took up alnost half of the |large chanber. Stacked near it were the giant's inplenents, oddly
domestic--buckets of pitch and a pair of shears that although bigger than nornmal nust have been
smal | and delicate as a surgical instrument in the Cyclops' oversized grasp

Di stracted by his observations, Paul kicked something which rolled across the stone with a
heart-stopping clatter. Some of the sheep noved nervously, and for a nonment the tone of the ogre's
snores changed; Paul and Azador stood frozen until the rhythm stabilized again. The human skull
whi ch had cone to a halt upside down, teetering on its cranium seened to |ook back at themwith
grave if inverted anusenent.

The job was Azador's now, and Paul would have |iked nothing better than to stay near the door
whil e his conpanion got on with it, but shame and sonmething like loyalty forced himon. He groped
his way forward a few inches at a tinme until he stood near the nonster's feet, each one as |long as
he was tall and al nost the sane distance across, the skin nmore | eathery and winkled than an
el ephant’' s hide. Azador inched around toward the creature's head, clearly torn as to which of his
pl anned targets to strike, the |lidded eye or unprotected throat. The Cyclops lay on his back with
head tilted and a massive arm draped across his forehead: the angle was not good for reaching
ei ther spot. Azador clinbed onto a rock shelf that brought himabove the |evel of the giant's
head, |ooked at Paul for a nmonent, then gripped the spear tightly and bent his knees before
j unpi ng down onto the Cycl ops' chest.

As he sprang, one of the sheep bleated in alarm The giant noved only a little, rolling in his
heavy sl eep, but it was enough for Azador's blade to nmiss the pit of the throat and tear down the
side of the giant's neck instead.

Pol yphenus woke, roaring like a jet engine, and sl apped Azador off his chest. Paul's conpanion
flew across the room thudded into a corner, and did not rise-Still roaring, his voice so loud in
that closed place that it seemed he would shake the entire cavern into stone-dust, Polyphemnus
rolled onto his knees and then rose to his full height.

Hi s great, shaggy head swung around and his eye fixed on Paul, who took a stunbling step
backwar d

| was right, he thought as the giant's bl oody hand reached out to close on himand crush him
into paste, _it really wasn't a very good pl an
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CHAPTER 13
Tendi ng the Herd

NETFEEDY NEWS: US, China to Cooperate on Antarctica Archaeol ogy
(visual: Antarctic site seen fromthe air)
VO The discovery of an archael ogical site on the Antarctic Peninsula, previously believed to have
been uni nhabited until recent history. . . .
(visual: Chinese and American envoys shaking hands in Ell sworth)
has brought the two nost prom nent feuding nations of the Zurich Accord together in a rare
show of cooperation
(visual: Chinese Cultural Mnister Una at press conference)
Una: "This historic find nust be protected. | know | speak for the entire Chinese peopl e when
say that we will work happily and vigorously with the United States and other Zurich nations to
keep this unique piece of human history safe so that it can be properly explored and docunented.

It was hard to watch the little kids running around on the playground with their nice Manapapa-
type clothes and their clean faces and not wonder what that would feel |ike. But although he could
i magi ne a boy _|ike_ himdoing those kind of things, he could never inagine _hinself_doing it--
not Carlos Andreas Chascarillo |zabal. Not Cho- Cho.

He saw her conme close to his hiding place, wandering by herself. He | ooked to make sure that
the two teachers were still standing in the shade near the classroom then he rattled the bushes.
She didn't hear him so he rattled themlouder, then whispered as |oud as he dared, "Hey, weenit!
You deaf ?"

She | ooked up, startled, and even when she recogni zed himshe still |ooked frightened. It made
himangry, and for a nonment he thought of just leaving and telling El Viejo_ he hadn't found her
"Conme here," he said instead. "I gotta ask you sonething, _mentiendes ?"

The little girl turned and checked the teachers, just as he had done. He found hinself
admiring her just a bit: for alittle rich white girl, she wasn't all stupid. She wandered cl oser

to the fence, but still kept a short distance away, as though he mi ght reach out and grab her
"What ?" she asked; then, "lIs Mster Sellars sick?" She | ooked really worri ed.
Cho- Cho nade a face. "He ain't sick. He wants to know how cone you don't cone see himor
not hi ng?"

She | ooked |ike she wanted to cry. It nade Cho-Cho want to hit her, but he didn't know why.
Probably just because the old cripple liked her so nmuch, had himrunning errands to see how she
was doing, like she was sone kind of princess or sonething.

"My . . . ny daddy took the Storybook Sungl asses. He says | shouldn't have them" A nearhby
shri ek nade her junp. One of her classmates had grabbed another kid's sweater, but was running off
with it in the opposite direction, away fromthe fence, a couple of kids chasing after him "He's
trying to find out why I have . . . why | have them. . . and he won't let ne go out and play or
anything until | tell him"

Cho- Cho frowned. "So you getting all punished? ' Cause you won't tell them where the gl asses
fronP"

The little girl--he could never renenber her name right, even when the old man said it all the
time: Crystal Ball or sonething stupid |ike that--nodded. Cho-Cho wasn't surprised she was keeping
her nouth shut, since where he grew up nobody told their parents anything about what _really_
happened, if they even had parents, but he thought it was pretty interesting that she wasn't
folding up right away. Rich little girl like that, he would have thought she'd give up as soon as
they started the whi ppings, and they nust have started those al ready.

"Il tell _El Viejo_," he said.

"Does he want ne to cone see hinP" she asked. "I can't--1'm grounded."

Cho- Cho shrugged. He was just doing his job. He wasn't going to waste tinme telling her al
ki nds of cheerful shit to nmake her feel better

_"La caridad es veneno,"_ his father had always said, his poor, stupid, crazy father--_Charity
is poison._ "It nakes you weak, boy," was the explanation. "They give it to us |like they give
poison to rats. We're the rats in the walls, understand? And they want to make us weak so they can
kill us."

Carlos Sr. could tell his family not to take handouts fromthe government or the church, but
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the problem was, he couldn't keep a job. He was a hard worker and a pretty smart one (one of the
reasons it was still better to get fruit picked by hand), and if the man in the truck chose himto
go to the citrus fields outside Tanpa for the day, all norning that truck man woul d be thinking
about what a good choice he'd nade, because Carlos Sr. would be stornming up and down the rows,
filling twice as nany orange or grapefruit bins as anyone else. But then soneone would | ook at him
funny, or one of the foremen would ask hima question that felt like an insult, and then soneone
woul d be lying on the ground with a bl oody nose. Sonetimes it was Carlos Sr., but usually it was
the other person. And that would be that. Another job | ost, another field where he couldn't work
until they had a different man on the truck, a different foreman.

But he didn't take charity, as he was always pointing out. Carlos Jr.--never called Carlito,
"little Carlos," because for sonme reason that, too, would have been an insult to his father--heard
the speech so many tinmes he could have recited it for him

Carlos Sr.'s wife was not such a stickler for integrity, although she was never stupid enough
to |l et her husband know that sone of what she brought hone to the honeyconb underneath H ghway 4
to help feed their five children was not nmerely earned fromher job at a grocery store, where she
nmopped the floors when things spilled and carried boxes fromone side of the warehouse to the
other, but in fact cane fromthe very charity he hated, in the formof state assistance to
i ndigent famlies. Food vouchers.

It wasn't that Carlos Jr. particularly disagreed with any of his father's phil osophica
positions. At a very basic level, he even understood and agreed with Carlos Sr.'s distrust of
hel pi ng hands; neither would he have liked to be known as "Carlito,"” so he felt no loss there. H's
objection to his father was far nore basic. He hated him Carlos Sr.'s bullying and braggi ng woul d
have been nore tolerable if the Izabal fanmily had lived a |life of even m ddl e-of -the-road poverty,
but they were poor as dirt. The father's conparison of their position to that of rats was
horrifyingly true.

Carlos Jr. considered hinself a nan by the time he was eight. Did he and his friends not bring
in at least as much to their famlies as their benighted, hopel ess fathers? What difference was
there between what others earned by sweat and what they earned by thievery, except that the latter
was | ess work and infinitely nore exciting? Wien he first nmet his friends Beto and | skander and
they tried to call himCarlito, he hit |Iskander in the eye and kicked Beto so hard that the
smal | er boy had run honme crying. H's reasons for not using that name were different than his
father's, but his deternmination was just as great. He had nothing agai nst ni cknames, though
Later, when |skander started to call him"Cho-Cho" after a brand of rice candy that he
particularly liked to shoplift, he accepted the nanme graciously.

He and Beto and |Iskander did a | ot of things together, nost of which were neant to put noney
in their pockets, candy in their sweaty fists, and dernmal patches on whatever areas of their skin
could be spit-scrubbed clean enough for the chenical transfer. They had a business, that was the
truth of it, with diverse interests, sonme of which were as interesting and inventive as anything
concei ved by people with coll ege degrees. In fact, they were busy with one of their projects--
"tending the herd,"” as they called it--on the night the terrible thing happened.

The International Vending Corporation had conme up with a new twi st on the basic concept of
food and drink delivery, sonething they rather preciously nanmed "Wl kabot s"--vendi ng nmachi nes on
silent tank treads that covered entire nei ghborhoods, directed by sinple codes to nove from pl ace
to place. 1VC did not expect to make even as nuch noney fromthemas fromsinple stationary
machi nes, but the big boxes were al so nobile advertisenents, playing up-tenpo advertising jingles
and greeting customers (once they came within range of the infrared eye) with cheerful canned
chatter. It didn't take long for Cho-Cho and his friends (and hundreds |ike themin every najor
city) to realize that the nachines could be physically renmoved to other nei ghborhoods, so that the
| VC service people could not |ocate them (sonething a sinple chip could have prevented if the
vendi ng machi ne executives had been a little | ess naive.) Once the nachi nes were set roving on
their new turf, the profits could then be safely harvested by Cho-Cho and his tiny business
consortiumuntil the box ran out of goodies. After they had jamed the credit slots which nost
peopl e woul d have ot herwi se used, each nachine still took in enough ol d-fashioned coin to deliver
atidy little profit at the end of each day.

Wthin a couple of nonths they had a free-range herd of Wal kabot vendi ng machi ne's operating
all over Tanpa, so many that Cho-Cho and his friends had to surf the tramine for hours every
night to collect all their takings. They were living so high that Cho-Cho even got hinself an
aspirational, Goggleboy-type neural access shunt installed in a dirty backroom surgery by a street-
corner can nman, but they all knew that the tinme was short--the | VC peopl e were busy snatchi ng back
every machi ne they could get their hands on--so they were pushing the enterprise as far and as
fast as they could.
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On the night the terrible thing happened, little Beto had | ocated an unshepherded nachine in
Ybor City, an inpressive new nodel with a hol ographic display of a fizzing drink being poured from
a bottle hovering like a hal o above a two-and-a-hal f-neter plasteel box. Beto was delirious with
pl easure--he declared this would be the king of their herd--and despite Cho-Cho's reluctance to
ki dnap such an unusual -1 ooki ng machi ne without investigating it first, he |l et Beto and | skander
have their way. In a matter of nonments they had jacked it up onto the machine-rustling dolly which
they had liberated froman auto garage and were headi ng across town.

The 1VC Mbdel 6302-B was neant to solve the problemthat had pl agued the | ast generation of
mobi | e machi nes; many ot hers besi de Cho-Cho and his friends had di scovered how to ki dnap the
nmobi | e di spensers, and the conpany was sick of being a | aughingstock. The worried executives at
I nternational Vendi ng Conpany did not realize that they had made things dramatically worse.

As Cho-Cho and his partners took advantage of a late-night lull in traffic on the expressway
to get their machine across--they were only boys, after all, and could not possibly have lifted
such a large machine up the stairs to the pedestrian wal kway--the Mddel 6302-B crossed the border
of its designated vending area, which set off its defensive systens. An alarmas |oud as an
anbul ance siren began to shriek, warning lights to strobe, and a theoretically harmn ess vegetabl e
dye with ultraviolet trace elenents sprayed fromports along the side of the drink rmachine to mark
t he machi ne rustlers.

| skander was hit in the eyes by the dye. Terrified by the scream ng alarmand his sudden
bl i ndness, he staggered away fromthe nachi ne. Cho-Cho had al so been sprayed in the face, and was
rubbi ng his eyes frantically when Beto screeched in terror. Cho-Cho cleared the worst of the dye
intime to see Iskander frozen in the headlights of an oncom ng truck. They barely saw the inpact,
but the wet thunp was so shocking that Cho-Cho | et go of the heavy vending nachine, still howing
its warning cry as it teetered atop the dolly. A nonent later it began to tip, the weight far too
great for Cho-Cho to stop it even when he realized what was happening. Little Beto, w de-eyed as
he stared at the spot where |skander had been only a nonent before, did not even see the huge box
toppling on him He di sappeared beneath it w thout a sound.

St unned, Cho-Cho had stood frozen for |long nonents. The car that had hit |skander had stopped
several hundred yards up the expressway, and ot her headlights were appearing now, slowing at the
sight of the huge blinking machine lying on its side in the mddle |ane. Cho-Cho's nuscles if not
his wits returned to his control; he bolted into the darkness of the roadside, alnost tripping on
the dolly which was rolling slowly down the sloping expressway toward the shoul der

The I nternational Vendi ng Conpany sustained such a blizzard of negative publicity, the tabnets
straggling to outdo each other with stories about how a "killer machi ne" had chased one child to
its death on a freeway and killed another outright by crashing his skull, that within a nonth of
the accident they declared Chapter 11 bankruptcy and sold their assets to another firm Although
Cho- Cho woul d experience other tragedi es--his nother and younger sister were asphyxiated a year
| ater when a trucker running his engine to stay warmduring an evening's |ayover underneath the
freeway accidentally filled their honeycomb with carbon nonoxi de--that night had al ready done nuch
to formhis expectations of l|ife.

_We are the rats in the walls,  was the only thing of his father's that he kept when he ran
away, nmaking his way up the East Coast in search of cooler sunmmers and |ess vigilant police. _They
will trap us, poison us. They want us dead. _

Cho- Cho watched the little girl walk away with her head down, slow and sad |ike he had just
told her he was going to burn up her house or sonmething. Wiy had the old vato_ ever got involved
with her in the first place? The old guy was weird, but he was pretty smart in his way--he knew
lots of shit, that was for sure--so why did he get a little puppy dog like this to help hin®

Because he hadn't had any ot her choice, the boy suddenly realized. He woul d have taken a
street-smart animal |ike Cho-Cho if he could have, but they hadn't net in tinme. Wen they did, he
had sent the little girl back to Manapapa-land pretty quick

This put a little spring in Cho-Cho's step as he nade his way back through the wal ki ng park
just beyond the school, but he still renmenbered to keep to the trees and stay out of sight of the
paths. He was getting a little tired of eating the nmilitary rations the old cripple Sellars kept
stacked in the tunnel, but he wasn't _that_tired of it--it was a lot better than not eating, and
it also beat getting neals on trays in one of those kiddie jails, which was where he'd go if they
caught him I|f he was |lucky, of course, and they didn't just take himout back of the base and
shoot himinstead--"snipe hunting," the _azules_ called it. You couldn't trust the people who ran
things. They talked all nice on the net, everyone said, but he knew they didn't like rats at all.

Sellars was different, but Cho-Cho still wasn't sure why. In fact, he wasn't sure about
anyt hi ng where the man in the wheel chair was concerned. The old cripple was hiding fromthe arny
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men, but doing it right underneath an armnmy base. He was keyed into sone kind of crazy part of the
net that Cho-Cho had never seen--better than the best games or anything--but he wanted Cho-Cho to
be the one to go, even though they could never quite make it work right, or at |east not for very
| ong. And he was al ways nmunbling, |like Cho-Cho's _ahuela_in the nountains outside Guatenala Cty,
who his dad had taken himto see once--a horrible sweaty boat ride that |asted days, just to neet
an old lady living in sone Indian village who didn't even have any teeth, and who kept a scrawny
nmonkey on a leash right in her little house. She had seened glad to neet her grandchild, but he
coul dn't understand her | anguage and his father couldn't be bothered to translate much of what she
said. He knew he would never as long as he lived forget the snell of that place, boiled corn and
nmonkey shit.

It wasn't nmuch different living with Sellars, although gracias a Dios_ there was no nonkey.
But the things the old man nunbl ed, even if they were in a | anguage that Cho-Cho could actually
speak, still didn't make any sense--he talked to hinself about his garden, like he still had a
house of his own, and nmunbl ed words like "platforns" and "Ay-eye structures” |like even if he
didn't have a house, he was going to build one. Which was pretty funny, because if ever there was
an old vato_ who couldn't even Iift a hammer, let alone use one, it was Sellars. He had arns |ike
broonsti cks and had to work so hard to breathe sonetines, even with that "oxygen nation" stuff he
kept boiling all the tinme like some kind of ugly soup, that Cho-Cho sonetines couldn't even sleep
for listening to hi mwheezing and coughi ng.

It was funny, though. He didn't want the guy to die, even if he was an old cripple. Not just
because then he'd be on his own hiding fromthe arnmy nmen, and the _mu' chita_ probably woul dn't
even bring food no nore. There was al so sonething strange about the way Sellars talked to himthat
he couldn't quite understand. It was alnost like the old man |iked himor sonething. Cho-Cho knew
better, of course. People like Sellars, white people with houses of their own--or who had once
_had_ houses of their own, anyway--didn't like street rats. They said they did if someone was
doing a net story on how sad it all was, or if the governnent or the church was opening sone fancy
_caridad_ place, but people like that didn't really want to spend time with a dirty little kid
with teeth knocked out and sores on his arns and |l egs that wouldn't stop oozing.

But Sellars was definitely strange. He tal ked softly and called Cho-Cho "Sefor |zabal." The
first time he did it, Cho-Cho al nost kicked himright out of his chair, but it wasn't a joke, or
at least not the kind Cho-Cho was used to. And Sellars thanked himfor bringing himthings. For a
whi | e Cho-Cho had been sure the guy was sone kind of babybouncer--why el se get friendly with a
little _gatita_ like that Christy Bell or whatever her nane was?--and so he kept a sharp piece of
metal he'd found in one of the base trash cans right in his hand when he went to sleep, his
fingers curled around the sticky tape handle. But Sellars never did anything.

So was he just _un anciano loco ? But if he was, how did he get into that amazing place--a
worl d better than the net, a world Cho-Cho had seen with his own eyes or he wouldn't have believed
it? And why would Sellars only bring himonline after he'd fallen asl eep? He nust have sone
| ockoff big station he didn't want Cho-Cho to see, sonmething worth nonster _canbio_. The whole
thing was so strange that it had to nean noney sonmewhere, and Cho-Cho wasn't going to m ss out.
When you were a rat, you had to take what you could get, any tinme you could get it. Besides, he
had to figure it out just so that if the burned-up old man died, _Cho-Cho EIl Raton_ could stil
get back to that place on the net, to that utter tasty, wild place.

"So her father has the sunglasses. . . . " Sellars tried to keep his voice even, but it was

shocki ngly bad news. It had been a dreadful ganmble, but at the tine he had done it, there had been
no other choice--it was either give her the device or risk having her constantly comng to
prearranged neetings at his hiding place, and how |l ong could one hope to keep that up with a child
before attracting notice?

Cho- Cho shrugged. "lIs what she said." He was being unusually opaque today, even by his own
standards. At the best of times the boy noved in a pernmanent dark cloud of suspicion and reflexive
anger, but that nmeant he was fairly easy to read. Sellars had often brooded on the hopel essness of
his own cause, but never nore so than when he considered that his only real-world allies were the
pri mary-school daughter of the man hunting for himand a boy only a few years ol der who hadn't
slept in a house in years--a boy who at the nonent was chewi ng the corner off a foil sack of RTE
puddi ng so he could suck out the contents like a chinp with a marrowbone.

Sellars sighed. He was so tired, so very tired, but this latest crisis could not wait. It
m ght even be too |ate al ready--the Storybook Sungl asses would hold up under a standard
exam nation, but if someone researched the conponents, which Sellars had assenbl ed over two years
of stealthy mail fraud and fiddling with the base's records, they would realize that the receiving
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range for the device was very short indeed. Even if Christabel did not break under what nust be
terrible pressure, her father and his staff would know t hat whoever was narrowcasting to the
sungl asses nust be al nbst on top of them O beneath them

If he had been the type to shudder he woul d have done so. Next up the |ine would be Yacoubi an,
and- - al t hough Christabel's father and his ot her subordinates mght not knowit--the entire weight
of the Grail Brotherhood. The whole thing would be over in hours fromthe nmonent the deduction was
made, so quickly that Sellars nmight not have a chance to do nore than destroy hinmself and his
records. In fact, the process nmight be in the chain at this very noment.

He steadied hinself by thinking of his Garden, of the virtual plants twi ning and tangling.
Not hi ng was ever sinple, but that was true for his opponents as well as for hinself. He would have
to do sonething, that was all, and the obvious point of attack would be Christabel's father, Major
M chael Sorensen. |f Sellars had possessed the strange operating systemthe Brotherhood used, he
could just reach out and hypnotize the man when he was next online, manipulate his mnd. The
sungl asses could be made to disappear, the entire subject to be forgotten. O course, first he
woul d have to be willing to interfere with the man's mind, to risk Christabel's father's sanity
and perhaps even his life.

Sel l ars | ooked at Cho-Cho, whose grubby face was at the nonment nade grubbier still by the
chocol at e puddi ng snmeared on his chin. Was there a difference between using innocents like
Christabel --or even this child, who conpared to Sellars hinself was definitely an innocent--and
mucki ng about in the nental plunbing of an adult?

"It comes down to choices, Sefor |zabal," he said aloud. "Choices, as ny friend Sefior Yeats
woul d have been the first to point out

An aged man is but a paltry thing,

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless

Soul clap its hands and sing, and | ouder sing
For every tatter in its nortal dress.

. And coats don't get nuch nore tattered than you and nme, do they?"

Cho-Cho stared at him rubbing his nouth and transferring pudding freely to wist and forearm
"Huh?"

"A bit of poetry. | have a choice to nake. If | nake the wrong one, sonething very, very bad
will happen. If | make the right one, sonmething very bad might happen anyway. Have you ever had to
make a choice |ike that?"

The boy regarded him from under |ong | ashes, an animal quietly preparing for defense or night.
At last he said, "All the tine | have to think, is like that--bad one way, bad the other. They
al ways get you in the end. _Sienpre. "

Sel l ars nodded, but he felt something much like pain. "I suppose they do. Now |isten
carefully, my young friend, and I1'll tell you what to go back and say to the little girl."

It felt like four whol e days had passed since she cane horme from school instead of only four

hours, but all she could do was think about what the terrible boy had told her. She didn't even
know for sure if Mster Sellars had really said that. Wat if the boy Cho-Cho was telling a lie?
VWhat if Mster Sellars was really sick, and the boy just wanted to do bad things? She saw soneone
on the net once saying that children |ike that boy didn't believe in the | aw, which she knew neant
that they would steal and hurt people. He had pushed her down, hadn't he? Told her he was going to
cut her?

She desperately wanted to go and ask Mster Sellars, really ask himhis own self, but her
nmot her was just a few steps away fromthe kitchen table, and even so she kept | ooking over her
shoul der all the tine, |ike she thought Christabel nmight try to sneak away.

She had been doi ng her honmework, but all the thoughts had her so confused that she couldn't do
her fractions right, couldn't renmenber which was the denumerator and which was the nominator or
anyt hi ng, and so she had just put in nunmbers and erased them over and over.

"How are you doi ng, honey?" her nom asked, using her sweet voice, but she sounded worried,
like she did all the tinme these days.

"Ckay," Christabel told her. But she wasn't okay. She was afraid that her daddy wouldn't cone
hone on tine. She was even nore afraid that if he did come hone on tinme, sonething so bad m ght
happen that nothing would ever be okay ever again.

It didn't help that her daddy was in a bad nood when he cane in, swearing because he had
ki cked over a watering can on the porch that shouldn't have been there. Mommy apol ogi zed, then
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Daddy apol ogi zed, but he still wasn't in a good nobod. He barely said hello to Christabel before he
went into his study and cl osed the door

Christabel |ooked at the clock on the wall above the sink and saw that there were only ten
more minutes to go. She poured herself a glass of water but didn't drink any, and stared at the
cartoons on the refrigerator, even though she'd seen themall before.

"I"'mgoing to go talk to Daddy," she said at |ast.

Her not her | ooked at her carefully, like she did when Christabel said she didn't feel good.
"He may just want sonme quiet time, sugar."”

"I want to talk to him" She wanted to cry, but she couldn't let it show "I just want to talk
to him Mmy."

So suddenly it alnbst startled Christabel into a squeak, her nother kneel ed down and put her
arns around her. "Ckay, honey. Go knock on the door and ask him You know how much we | ove you,
don't you?"

"Sure." Christabel did not feel very good, and hearing about how her nonmy and daddy | oved her
made it worse. She slipped out of her nother's arns and wal ked down the hall to the study.

It was only because she knew that just a few nminutes were |left that she nanaged to knock on
the door, because it felt Iike she was standi ng outside a dragon's cave or a haunted house,
"Daddy, can | cone in?"

For a second he didn't say anything. Wen he did, he sounded tired. "Sure, baby."

He had poured hinself a drink out of the are-you-goi ng-to-have-one-this-early-Mke? bottle,
and was sitting in his spinny chair with reports open all over the wallscreen. He | ooked up, and
al t hough he had started shaving again, something about his face seemed old and sad and nade her
heart hurt even nore. "What is it? D nner?"

Christabel took a deep breath. She tried to renmenber the words to a prayer, to pray that
Mster Sellars had really sent her the nmessage, that it wasn't just fromthe awful boy with the
bad teeth, but all she could think of was _Now | lay nme down to sleep,_ which didn't seemright.

"Daddy, do . . . do you still have my Storybook Sungl asses?"

He turned slowy to face her. "Yes, | do, Christabel."

" Her e?"

He nodded.

"Then . . . then. . . . " It was hard to talk. "Then you have to put them on. Because the nan

who gave themto nme wants to talk to you
18:29 in white nunbers. "Right now "

Daddy' s eyes went wi de and he started to ask sonething, then he | ooked at the tinme and took
his keys out of his coat pocket. He unlocked the bottom drawer of the desk and took out the bl ack
pl astic Storybook Sungl asses. "I'm supposed to put themon. . . . ?" he asked her. H's voice was
very quiet, but there was sonething in it that really scared her, sonething hard and cold, like a
kni fe under a bedsheet.

It was even worse when they were on, because she couldn't see his eyes anynore. He | ooked like
a blind man. He | ooked like a bug, even, or a space alien

She | ooked at the corner of the wallscreen, which said

"I don't know what. . . . " he started to say, then stopped. For a nmonment, there was silence
_"Who are you?"_he said at last, his voice angry and hissing |ike a snake, and because he was
still facing her, for a nonent Christabel had the terrible idea that he was asking _her_.

After a nonment he said, in a different voice, "Christabel, you' d better |eave the room"

"But, Daddy. . . !"

"You heard ne. Tell your nother I'mgoing be alittle |ate working on sonething."
Christabel got up and noved toward the doorway. Everything was quiet for few seconds, but as
she cl osed the door she heard her father say, "Al right, then. Show ne."

He didn't come out.

An hour went by. Christabel's nother, who at first had been angry in a making-fun-of-it-way,
began to get really angry. She went and knocked at the office door but Daddy didn't answer
"M ke?" she called, and rattled the door, but it was |ocked. "Christabel, what was he doing in
t her e?"

She shook her head. She was afraid that if she said anything, she'd start crying so hard she'd
never stop. She knew what had happened--the terrible boy had done sonething to the sungl asses.
He'd killed Christabel's daddy. She | ay facedown on the couch and buried her head in the pillow
whil e her mot her wal ked back and forth across the |iving room

"This is ridiculous,” Mmy was saying. She went back to the door. "M ke! Come on, you're
scaring ne!" There was a terrible sound in her voice, small but getting bigger, |ike a piece of
paper tearing at the edge that would soon rip all the way through. "M ke!"
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Now Christabel did begin to cry, soaking the pillow She didn't want to | ook up. She wanted it
all to go away. It was all her fault. Al her fault. .

"M ke! Open this door right now, or I'"'mcalling the MPs out!"” Mmy was ki cking the door now,
great thunps like a giant's footsteps which only made Christabel cry harder. "Please, M ke, please-
-Ch, God, Mke. . . I'"

Sonet hi ng clicked. Her nother stopped shouting and kicking. Everything was quiet.

Christabel sat up, rubbing her eyes, feeling tears and snot running down her |ip. Daddy was
standing in the open doorway of the study, the sunglasses in his hand. He was as pale as an egg.
He | ooked |i ke he had just come back from outer space, or from nonster |and.

"I'm. . . I'msorry," he said. "I've been. He | ooked down at the sunglasses. "I've
been . . . doing sonething."

"M ke, what's going on?" Christabel's nother said. She sounded only a little |ess scared.

“I'I'l tell you later." He |ooked at her, then at Christabel, but there was no anger or
anything like it on his face. He rubbed his eyes.

"But what . . . what about dinner?" Mdymy | aughed, sharp and high. "The chicken is dry as a
bone. "

"You know," he said, "suddenly |'mnot very hungry."

CHAPTER 14
Bandit Country

NETFEEDY ENTERTAI NVENT: Treeport Sues W ggers

(visual: Treeport visiting children in hospital)

VO Cementina Treeport, often called "The Saint of St. Petersburg" for her work with Russian
street children, is suing the power wig group How Can | Murn You If You Wn't Stay In Your Hol e?
over their use of her name and inage in their release "Meat Eats Mney, Children Are Cheap," which
proposes that street children nmight be a useful substitute for expensive vat-grown neats. The
lyrics to the rel ease seemto suggest that Treeport and her Gol den Mercy hospice are trafficking
in children for just this purpose. Treeport has not made a public conment, but her attorney states
she is, "definitely very unhappy about this."

(visual: Cheevak, soundmaster for HCI MYI YWsI YH?, in front of rel ease pronp)

CHEEVAK: "No, we're level with demy. W think she's ho dzang on this. It's, like, tribute, seen?
She's a forward thinker, we tell for true."

Renie was wrestling with an odd puzzle, one that frustrated her progranmer's mind as nmuch as it
engaged it.

_How do you engi neer kindness?_

They were taking their |eave of the Library Brothers after a brief and restless night's sleep
and an early breakfast in the Brothers' Refectory. Renie could not help wondering a little at the
generosity the nonks had shown them -sonething that went beyond nmere reparation for their own
accidental role in Martine's disappearance. It seened unusual that coded creations should so
thoroughly attenpt to do good for strangers, and Renie was wondering how such a thing could cone
to be.

_It's not like anger or sonething, where you could just programa hostile reaction to any

devi ation fromnormal routine,_ she thought as she clasped the abbot's hand in farewell. Brother
Epi stulus Tertius, standing beside him actually looked a little teary, although Renie had no
doubt he was just as happy to stay hone. | nmean, it's hard enough sinply to define kindness, |et

alone try to nmake it part of a response pattern on any |evel beyond stock phrases. _
The abbot | eaned toward her and said quietly, "You will take good care of Brother Factum

Quintus for us, won't you? He's quite brilliant, but a little . . . childlike in some ways. W
woul d hate for anything to happen to him"
"W will treat himas one of us, Prinoris.”

The abbot nodded and | et go of her hand. The others finished up their good-byes, all of
Renie's party clearly a bit nournful except for ! Xabbu, who was doing his best to appear nothing
nmore than a nonkey. The ki ndness of the Library Brothers was one of the few exanpl es of genui ne
warnth they had encountered, and it was hard to | eave it behind even though Martine's need took
precedence over everything. Only gawky Factum Qui ntus seened di stracted, humming to hinself as he
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paced back and forth, clearly anxious to be noving.

_Genuine warnth--there | go again. How can it be genui ne? These people aren't really people at
all--they're code. _ She frowned. A neural net kept trying different strategies until it found
successful ones, but how could you even nake sure that kindness would be_ a successful strategy?
Soneti nes ki ndness was rewarded with treachery, just as the Quan Li thing had taken advantage of
the Brothers' hospitality.

For the first time Renie had a genuine urge to get her hands on the inner workings of the
Gail network, this so-called O herland. She had presuned that what the Brotherhood had nade with
all its nmoney and resources was sinply a larger and nore conpl ex version of a nornmal sinulation
networ k--nore details, nore choices, nore conplicated "histories" for the created objects. But she
was begi nning to wonder if there wasn't sonething |arger and stranger going on

_Wasn't there sonething in conplexity theory about this kind of systenfP_ She watched gol den
dust drift through a shaft of light, struggling to renmenber her |ong-ago classes. _Not just that
they can go bad, like Sick Building Syndrone, but that they can evolve, too--get nore and nore
conpl ex and turbulent, then take a sudden leap into a different state. . . ?_

"Reni e?" Florinel could not entirely keep the sharpness of inpatience out of her voice, but by
her standards, it was a friendly inquiry. "Are you going to stand there staring at the bookshel ves
all nmorni ng?"

"Ch. Right. Let's get going."

She would put it away until later, but she pronised herself she would not forget.

The Library Market, which seemed to be a permanent fixture, was in full swing; it took them
the better part of an hour to get away fromthe worst of the crowds. Renie could not shake the
feeling that they were being watched, although she found it hard to believe that the Quan Li

thing, its disguise now reveal ed, would risk approaching themagain so soon. Still, her flesh
crawl ed as though they were being observed by sone all-seeing eye. In Martine's absence, she would
have liked to discuss it with ! Xabbu, but her friend was still maintaining his pose as a sinple

ani mal and there was no chance for a quiet escape down a side passage for a conversation: Factum
Qui ntus was setting a brisk pace, despite an al nost nonstop nonol ogue about the various
architectural sights and the materials and nmethods used to create them

The conpany returned to the line of the river and followed it for no little tine, through
settlements both poor and prosperous. As nminutes becane an hour, then nore, Renie began to have
doubts about their guide. It seened unlikely that the person nmasqueradi ng as Quan Li woul d have
carried her so far fromthe scene of the kidnapping.

Fact um Qui ntus stopped the procession. "This must seema long journey," he told them as if he
had read her thoughts. "You see, it is sinpler fromour level to clinb to the Canpanile of the Six
Pigs. Easier, but farther, yes. W can cone back along the upper stories to the Spire Forest. So
we are going to the farthest site first. The Canmpanile is not without interest in itself, though
SO. "

"Afriend of ours is in terrible danger." Renie could not bear another |ecture on masonry at
the nmonent. "We don't care about what's interesting. Every hour nay be critical."

He raised a long, thin hand. "OF course. Critical. | amjust apprising you of ny nethod." He
turned with bony dignity and set out along the riverwal k again.

Fl ori mel dropped back from where she had been wal ki ng between T4b and Emly. "I amglad you
said what you did, Renie. | amrelieved to know we are not just acconpanying this nonk on a
wal ki ng tour."

Reni e shook her head. "W haven't even thought about what we'll do when we find her. _If_ we
find her."

"It is bad to worry too nmuch without information. W should wait until we see the situation.”

"You're right. It's just . . . I"mon edge. | keep thinking sonmebody's watching us."

"I have the sane feeling." Florinel grinned sourly at Renie's expression. "It is not
surprising, really. I think you and | are much alike--always we worry about everyone el se. Al ways

it is our responsibility to make sure others are safe." She reached out and gave Renie a tentative
pat on the arm a strangely awkward gesture. "Perhaps that's why we have had conflict. It is hard
for two people both accustoned to the same position to sort things out."

Renie wasn't entirely sure if being told she was |like Florimel was actually a conplinment, but

she decided to treat it as one. "You' re probably right. But you' ve been feeling . . . that
feeling, too? That we're bei ng watched, even foll owed?"
"Yes. But | have seen nothing. | regret very much that Martine is not with us. | would say

that | feel blind without her, but | fear it would sound |like a bad joke."
Reni e shook her head. "No, it's true."

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherland%203%20-%20Mountain%200f%20Black%20Glass.txt (134 of 331) [8/28/03 12:45:32 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Otherl and%203%20-%20M ountai n%200f%20B| ack%20Gl ass.txt

"I will go back now, with the young ones. | feel nore confortable when | amclose to them"

At first Renie thought the other woman neant she would be nore confortabl e because of T4b's
size and inpressive arnored physique, but realized a nonent |later that she was tal ki ng about
sonething quite different. "I feel the sane way. Responsibility--it's tiring sometines, isn't it?"

Again Florinmel smled, alittle softer now "W would not know what to do without it, |
t hi nk. "

A short time later Factum Quintus |led themaround a bend in the river and onto what seened for
a monent to be the opening of a sort of cave of polished marble, its huge, flat white floor
cluttered with small buil dings.

"The Grand River Stairs," the nonk announced. "It is shocking how long it has been since
have visited this."

Reni e saw that the broad |anding did i ndeed mark the bottom of an i mrense staircase whose
shadowed interior wound up and away fromthe river. The nore recent structures on either side of
it, slapdash constructions of wood and rough stone, al npost swall owed the splendor of the stairs.

"But . . . but people have built all over it," said Renie, surprised. "Look, they've even
built little huts on the stairway itself."

Br ot her Factum Qui ntus goggl ed at her shrewdly, and for a nonent a | ook of amusenent quirked
his angular, ugly face. "And who is to prevent then?" he asked mildly. "The House is for those who
live init, surely. Surely. The Builders, if such exist, have never protested against |ater
residents.”

"But you love old things. Doesn't it nake you sad to see thembuilt over like this?" Renie was
m ssi ng somet hing, but she couldn't tell what. "Shouldn't it be . . . preserved or sonething?”

The nonk nodded. "In an ideal House, we brethren woul d perhaps pick and choose where people
could live. Yes, preserving the finest sites for study." He appeared to consider it for a nonent.
"But perhaps that in itself would | ead to abuses--only the House itself is perfect, while nen are
fallible."

Alittle chastened, Renie could only | ower her head and foll ow as Factum Quintus | ed them up
the stairs, which were grossly narrowed by various flinsy constructions secured to the walls and
the sweeping narble banisters. Only a few of these hovels were obviously occupied, but Renie could
see |lights and hear voices in the depths of the pile. It was sonething |like a colony of coral, she
thought. O, to give it a nore human shape, like one of the shantytowns or honeyconbs of Durban

_People will find a place to live,_ she thought, _and that's all there is to it._

The stairway dwellings becanme nore infrequent as they clinbed, and by the time they had
mount ed what Reni e guessed to be three or four tall stories, the stairwell was pristine. The
carvings now reveal ed were splendid, |ike sonething out of a Baroque church, although only a
fraction were of things Renie could identify--human shapes, but other less famliar fornms as well,
and nmany objects whose nodel s she could only guess.

"Who made this?" she asked

Factum Qui ntus was clearly happy with the question. "Ah. Yes, well, | know there are many who
believe this to be the actual work of the Builders thenselves, but that is an old wives' tale. The
House is full of such nonsense. The stairwell is ancient, of course--dating perhaps as far back as

the First Crockery Wars or earlier--but certainly it was created within recorded history." He

poi nted at the bal ustrade. "See? There was gilt there once. Long gone, of course, |ong gone.
Scavenged and nelted down for coins or jewelry, no doubt. But the earliest building we know of
happened | ong before such decoration. Ages ago. Al stone it was, quarried bl ocks, joined wthout
nortar--fascinating stuff. . . . " And with that he was off again on another discursive ranble,
rattling off facts about the House as Renie and the others trudged after himup the stairs.

The norning turned into afternoon. Although they eventually left the great staircase behind,
it was not before they had clinbed nuch farther than the few stories Factum Quintus had inplied.
Reni e found both her spirits and her feet dragging. Only ! Xabbu, with his quadrupedal advantage,
seermed to find the clinbing and wal ki ng easy.

Florimel still traveled with the air of one prepared to be sprung upon at any nonent, although
the feeling she and Renie shared had eased. T4b and Enmily followed cl ose behind her. The youthfu
pai r had spent nmuch of the day in quiet conversation. Emly's initial antipathy to the boy seened
to have eased consi derably, and Renie wondered how long it would be until they were, in the ol d-
fashi oned phrase, "going steady," whatever that night nmean in this bizarre universe, in this
bi zarre situation. She found herself mssing Orlando and Fredericks, the other two teenagers, and
wondered where they were, if they were even alive. It was a shanme that Orlando, with the illness
Frederi cks had described, was mssing out on this snmall chance for romance, since Emly certainly
seened ripe for sone kind of relationship.

Her brother Stephen's small face and insolent grin suddenly came to her thoughts, bringing
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with it a pang of sorrow. Unless sonething changed dramatically, Stephen wouldn't even get the

chance to be a teenager. He would never fall in |ove, never experience the joys and sorrows it
brought, nor any of the other bittersweet pleasures of adulthood.
Renie could feel tears form ng and overspilling. She reached up quickly to w pe them away

before any of the others noticed.

"The Canpanile of the Six Pigs is just a few stories above us now, " Factum Qui ntus announced
He had halted the group in a great circular gallery whose wall was entirely covered by a single
faded nural, figures being born out of clouds and flashing sun, striving and gesticulating in
great nuddl ed figure-groupings before being subsunmed into the cloudstuff as the curving picture
began again. "W shoul d pause and rest, because there is one last clinb. Very nice balusters
com ng, by the way." He | ooked around the group; his |large eyes were w de, as though he stil
could not quite believe the company he was forced to keep. "And perhaps you would lIike to discuss
strategy, hmmf?? Sonmething like that?" He spread his robe and sat, folding his long | egs beneath
himlike a piece of campground furniture.

Not being able to talk to ! Xabbu was beginning to chafe, and Renie particularly did not want
to plan an assault on the Quan Li thing without his input. She | ooked at her friend hel plessly. He
stared back, his distress nutely obvious.

"One other matter," began Factum Quintus as the others slunped to the anci ent carpet, which
had been bl eached to nearly nothing over the years by the sun that angled in through the gallery's

hi gh wi ndows, so that its design was now little nore than a pastel swirl. "Ch, mark that," he
suddenly said, distracted by the base of the wall. "A figured plaster skirting. | have never seen
that noted in any of the designs. And clearly added on later, too. | shall have quite a |augh at

Fact um Terti us. .
"You said 'one other thing'?" Renie tried to keep her voice pleasant, but her patience was
rubbi ng thin. For one thing, she was worried about themchattering on like a picnic party when the

Quan Li thing mght be close by. "One other thing?" she pronpted.

"Ah. Yes." The nonk steepled his fingers on his knees. "I suspect that the ape can talk, and
if it is staying silent for my benefit, there is no need."

Reni e was stunned, but managed to say, "Baboon. He's a baboon. They're nonkeys." Wat she
really wanted to say was that ! Xabbu was a man and a very fine one at that, but she had not | ost
all her caution. "Way do you think such a thing?"

"Monkey, ape. . . . " Factum Quintus shrugged. "I have watched you passing significant glances
all afternoon. It is like watching the two | overs whose tongues have been cut out in that play .
what was it?" He frowned. " Love's Larder Lessened_, sonething like that, an old Kitchen

nmel odrama- -very popular with the Market crowd. .

I Xabbu sat up on his haunches. "You are right, Brother," he announced. "Wat do you intend to
do about it?"

"Do?" Factum Quintus seened to think the question stranger than ! Xabbu's human voi ce. "Wat
should | do? Is it heretical for nonkeys to speak where you cone fron? |Is that why you have run
away?" He sniled. There was nore than a trace of self-satisfaction. "Because it is as clear as a
glazier's dreamthat you are fromsone very distant part of the House. Hmm Perhaps even from one
of the wild Preserves that |egends tell of, the huge gardens wi de as entire w ngs. Yes, indeed.

Per haps you have never even seen the interior of the House before, eh?"

Florinmel stirred nervously. "Wat nakes you say these things?"

"It is as clear as a . . . it is obvious. Things you say. Questions you ask. But it neans
nothing to me. Prinoris has sent me to help you. There are many narvel ous sights to see. |If you
were some denon creature from another House entirely, | would not care as long as you offered ne

no harm and did not nolest the wall paper or chip the pilasters.”
They had underestimated him Renie realized. Although it rmade her nervous to see how easily
they had been recognized as foreigners, it also gave her a little hope for their own quest as

wel | . Brother Factum Quintus was not quite the idiot savant she had assuned; perhaps he would
i ndeed help themfind Martine, and even be sone use getting her free again.

Silence fell in the wake of these revelations, but it did not last |ong. Factum Quintus stood,
a process simlar to a nmarionette being jerked upright. "I will explore the Canpanile while you

pl an your strategies." he said.

"You?" Florinmel asked suspiciously. "Wy?"

"Because | amthe only one your ki dnapper does not know," he said. "Yes, that is right. | do
not think I have ever met any of the dusting acol ytes--we use nore experienced hands in the
crypts. Wouldn't trust the small ones anong the parchnents, do you see?" He shook his head,;
clearly it was a grimthought. "So if | happen to come across this . . . person you seek, | have a
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chance of being allowed to wal k away. Everyone in the Library knows Brother Factum Quintus is nad
for old structures. They're right, of course."” Hs smle was crooked.

Reni e found hersel f unexpectedly noved. "Be careful. He . . . he is small, but very, very
dangerous--a killer. Several of us together could not hold him"

The nonk drew hinself up to his full gangly height. "I have no intention of scuffling with a
bandit. | need these hands undanaged, to feel |acquer and test wood grain." He started toward the
gallery's far doorway. "If |I'mnot back by the time the sun goes bel ow the window. . . . Wll,
trouble, | suppose.”

"Just a nmonent," Florinmel called after him "you can't just. " But Factum Qui ntus was

gone.

What nust have been cl ose to an hour spent imagining different scenarios and how t hey m ght
respond to themdid little to assuage the small company's nmounting worry. The |onger the nonk was
gone, the nore it seened certain they would have to go | ooking for him and the nore Renie felt
they'd nmade a serious m stake not giving nore consideration to the nartial side of things.

They had no weapons and had not obtained any at the Library Market when they had the chance,
al t hough she had no i dea what they woul d have used for noney or barter. Still, just to throw
thensel ves at Sweet WIlliam s rmurderer when he had nothing to | ose except his place online, but
they stood to | ose everything, was too foolish for words.

They had just decided to break up sone of the furniture they had seen back down one of the
near corridors, so that they would at |east have clubs, when they heard a sound at the door where
Fact um Qui ntus had vani shed. A nonent of heart-racing panic eased when the nonk appeared in the
doorway, but his expression was strange.

"The Canpanile . . . it _is_ occupied," he began

"I's Martine there?" Renie demanded, clanmbering to her feet.

"Don't get up!" Factum Quintus lifted his hands. "Truly, it is better if you don't."

Florinmel's voice held the sane dull horror Renie was feeling. "Wiat is it? Wat has happened
to. . . ?"

The nonk abruptly lunged forward, flinging hinself to the ground in a |udicrous notion that
Renie only realized had been involuntary when the other figures began crowdi ng through the doorway
after him There were at |east half a dozen, and Reni e thought she could see nore in the room just
beyond. Their clothes were an assortnment of coats and furs and scarves so filthy and ragged that
they made the borrowed garnents of Renie's troop |look |ike dress unifornms. Mst were nen, but a
few wonen stood with them and every one of the strangers had at | east one weapon and an
unpl easantly gl oati ng expression

The tallest man, whose thick beard gave himeven nore of a piratical air than the others,
stepped forward and | evel ed what | ooked like a flintlock pistol at Florinmel, who was the cl osest
person standing. He had a chest alnpbst as wide as a door and not a single visible tooth. "Wio are
you?" she asked the bearded nan coldly.

"Bandits," Factum Quintus groaned from his spot on the floor

"And _you_ are neat for Mther," the bearded man said, swiveling the pistol fromFlorinel to
the other conpanions. His rasping |augh was echoed by his cohorts; nany of them sounded even | ess
stable than he did. "It's festival night, y' see. The Mther of Broken 3 ass needs bl ood and
screans. "

_"Code Del phi._ Start here.

"I cannot even whisper. These silent, subvocalized words will only be retrievable by ne, yet |
think I will not live to collect them And if | do not, what will it matter? | will pass fromthe
world Ii ke a shadow. Wen this creature Dread kills me and nmy heart stops, or however the virtual
death will manifest itself in reality, no one will find ny body. Even should soneone search for me
deep in the Black Mountains, they will never pass the security systens. My enpty flesh will lie
entonbed forever. | thought earlier that I had nmuch in common with the person who had built this
vast house, but perhaps it is the Brotherhood' s nmaster, the one ny captor says appears only in the
gui se of a nmunmi fied Egyptian god, who is ny true soul nmate. Lying for eternity in a huge
sepul chre of stone--that is what my unwillingness to enter the world has gai ned ne.

"These death thoughts will not leave ne, and it is not only the presence of ny nurderous
captor sleeping in the chair only neters away, the stolen Quan Li simeven nore deceptive in the
fal se innocence of slunber. No, death is even closer to ne than that.

"What he brought back fromhis errand was a corpse. He trundled it through the door with al
the casual good cheer of a salesman westling a heavy sanple case into soneone's |living room
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Per haps because that is what he has brought ne--a sanple.

"It is the body of a young wonan which sits propped against the wall beside ne. | think it
must be the girl of the Upper Pantry Cerks who Sidri said had run away, but | cannot be sure. The
creature has . . . done things to the body, and for once |I amthankful that ny senses are not

visual . The outer silhouette alone, the altered shape of the thing as it sits with splayed | egs
and saggi ng head, is enough to tell me | do not want to know any nore. The only saving grace is
that it _does_ sag--it is apparently not the frozen simof a nurdered user, but the corpse of a
purely virtual person. Still, | have only to remenber the sound of Zekiel and Sidri as they tal ked
of their doomed, overwhelning |love for each other, or the pride in the voice of Epistulus Tertius
as he described his Library, to wonder what woul d separate the horror and deat h-agony of one of
these Puppets fromthat of an actual person. | amsure it would be just as terrible to wtness;

whi ch is doubtless why ny captor has turned a harnl ess Puppet with well-sinulated fears and hopes
into the mangl ed trophy he has dragged back, like a cat displaying its prey.

" "Just cleaning up,' he told me as he set the thing in place and arranged the floppy |inbs.
He is a nonster, truer to the black heart of evil than any invented ogre or dragon. The only thing
that keeps hopel essness at bay is ny desperation to see this creature punished. It is a slimhope,
but what hope is not if the long run is taken into account? 'Happily ever after. "is only
true if the story stops at that nonment. But real stories never do--they end in sadness and
infirmty and death, every one.

"Ch, God, | amso terrified. | cannot stop tal king about what | feel comng. Wthout laying a
finger on me since | have cone here, he has tornmented nme until | feel like rats crawl beneath ny
clothes. | must . . . | nust find the center again. All nmy life since | was plunged into darkness
I have sought the center--the place where a blind person knows what is what. It is the unknown and
per haps never-endi ng outskirts where fear takes hold.

"He wanted to know how we had followed himto the House simulation. | did not tell himour
secret, of course--he can terrify ne until | weep and beg, but | cannot let himturn me traitor
Instead | said that another gateway had opened in the same place as that through which he escaped
and that we all went through. | could tell frombody and voice that he did not entirely believe
me, but the truth is so incredible--a baboon used a piece of string to show ne how to sunmon t he
portal --that | have no fears he will guess it.

"Wth the nute exanple of his victimslunped against the wall, so close | could reach out and
touch her with my foot if | w shed, he produced the lighter fromhis pocket and rem nded ne that |
was only useful if | could help himlearn its secrets. | suspect he has exam ned the instrunent in

sonme detail already--perhaps even received advice of some kind, because for all his predator's
intelligence he does not seemparticularly schooled in technical matters--and nuch of what he
asked at first seened neant to test ne, as though he would nake sure | was giving himny honest
best. Its shape and energy signature was so clear to ny senses that | did not even need to face in
its direction to know it was the sane device on which I had spent so much tine in the patchwork
worl d--a thing of nmostly | ocked potentialities, cryptic and powerful.

" "One thing seens clear,' | told him 'There are not many such objects on the network.'

"He | eaned forward. 'Wiy do you say that?'

" 'Because there would not be a need for them These Gail people have built the nost
phenonenal virtual network that can be conceived. Surely they have direct neural connections, and
their interface with the network is such that they can make things happen sinply with a thought or
at nost a word. The Brotherhood, at |east here, nust be gods of a sort.'

"The nonster |aughed at that, and told ne sonmething of his patron, the Lord of Life and Death
al so known as Felix Jongleur. Contenpt fueled his description, and he spoke at surprising |ength.
| sat silently so that | did not disrupt him-it is newinformation, and there is much init to
consider. At last he said, 'But you' re right--1 can't inagine soneone |like the A d Man needi ng
sonething like this. So who woul d? Why?

"I did ny best to consider the problem-I mght lie to himabout how we arrived, but he had

made it clear what would happen if | failed to give himanswers to this question. 'It nmust be one
of two things,' | said. "It may be a guest key of sone sort--an object given to a short-term
visitor, if you see what | nean--or it nmay belong to sonmeone who is nore than a guest, but who
spends little time in the network,' | explained. 'For nbost of the Grail Brotherhood, all the
conmands woul d surely be second nature, like whistling for a hovercab or tying one's shoes.'
Despite ny terror and disgust, | think |I began to becone a bit excited--1 am sonmeone who craves
answers, and it is hard for me not to follow a trail once | have found it. For that brief nonent,
it was al nost as though the nonster and | were partners, researchers sharing a goal. 'This could
wel | bel ong to soneone who spends less time on the network than the others, but still has the

right to access everything. Perhaps he or she also has nmany other codes and conmands to renenber
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in everyday life, and so it is sinpler to keep the entire O herland access systemin one package,
to be picked up online and then put away again.'

"The creature, who had told nme that his master hated the nane 'Dread' --and who in doing so had
thus told nme his name, which we had not known--nodded slowy. 'Either way,' he said, |I'mbetting
that even if this device gets |loaned to guests, the letter on it isn't just to make it | ook I|ike
an ol d-fashioned lighter--it's a nonogram of the person who had it made.' His voice was stil
light, but |I heard the hard, uncaring tone that was never far fromthe surface. 'Wich should make
it alot easier to find out who it belongs to.'

" "Why do you care about that?' | could not help asking. 'I thought you wanted to know how to
use it.'

"He went still then. | cannot explain what ny senses show ne, but it was as though he turned
cold all over--a change that nay have been purely ny own inmagination as | realized | had gone too
far. It was only the fact that | was still useful that saved ne then, | know

'Because | have plans,' he said at last. 'And they' re none of your business, sweetness.' He
stood up abruptly and wal ked to the corpse of the Upper Pantry Cerk, which had begun to slide
down the wall. He put his fingers in her hair and jerked the body upright. 'You' re not paying
attention, _nuba_ ,' he said to the cadaver--it m ght have been her name, or sone word the system
did not translate. 'Martine is working hard to prove how cl ever and useful she is--you should
listen.' He turned, and | could feel the grin stretching his face, hear the way it changed his
voice. '"Grls can be so foolish sonetines,' he said, and . . . and | aughed.

"Horrified, ny heart once nore knocking at ny ribs, | did my best to offer nore observations
about the lighter--wild speculation nostly, which in ny panic | did ny best to justify. At last he
said, 'Well, | suppose you've earned a little rest, ny sweet Martine. You' ve worked hard, and in
fact you've earned nore than that. You' ve earned another day!' He eased hinself into the chair
where he still remains. ' And Daddy needs sonme sleep, too. Don't get into any trouble.

"Then he was gone, or at |least the simstopped noving. It is possible he has indeed gone
offline to sleep or performother tasks, or else that he sinply naps inside Quan Li's body |ike
sonme ghastly parasite.

"Can he have been the only one in the simfor all this tinme, all these weeks? It is hard to
i mgi ne he would trust another, but if not, how does he live? Wiere is his real, physical body?

"These questions have no answers now, and | doubt | wll survive to discover the truth, but I
have earned one nore day--the nonster still needs me. | cannot hel p thinking of nmy own body,
tended by micromachines in ny cavern hone, separated fromthe rest of the world by nmountain stone
as surely as | amseparated fromit by the toils of the network. And what of the others, Renie,
| Xabbu and the rest--and what of their bodi es? Wiat of their caretakers, Jerenmi ah and Renie's
father, thenselves inprisoned in a nountain just as | am but w thout even the solace of having
chosen it?

"It is odd to realize that | have friends. | have had coworkers and | overs--sonetines one
became the other--but just as the nmountain protects ne, | have protected nyself. Now that things
have changed, it no |Ionger matters, because they are lost to ne and | to them

"God, it seens, is fond of jokes. Or someone is, anyway.

" _Code Del phi._ End here."

It didn't matter what he did, or where he went, or how thoroughly he pretended not to think about
it. He was thinking about it. He was waiting for it.

The netfeed news flickered on the tiny instrunent console screen, a ceaseless roll of
di sasters and near-di sasters. Even isolated as he was, it was hard not to feel that things were
getting worse in the world outside: the news runbled of nmounting Chinese-Anerican tensions, and
al so of a feared nmutation of the Bukavu 4 virus, deadlier and faster-spreading. Snaller niseries
crowded in close behind, industrial disasters, terrorist attacks on inconprehensible targets, the
camera-drones transmitting pictures of the | atest carnage within seconds. The net throbbed with
sinmple, everyday murders as well, with earthquakes and other natural catastrophes, even a
deconmi ssi oned satellite which had failed to destruct, instead hitting a near-orbital passenger
jet like a bonb as it reentered the atnosphere, incinerating seven hundred ei ghty-ei ght passengers
and crew. All the comentators gravely conmented how |l ucky it was that the plane was only half
full

Not all the netfeed was bad, of course. The nedia had the al nost reflexive skill of self-
per petuation, knew as a bird knows it nust mgrate that they had to tenper what woul d ot herw se be
an unremitting fl ow of bad news with pleasant stories--charity events, neighbors hel ping
nei ghbors, crimnals foiled by a quick-thinking bystander with a honenade stun-baton. The net al so
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of fered dramas, sports, education, and every kind of interactive environment inmaginable. Al in
all, even with the prinmitive equipnent which was all he had for access, it should have been enough
to keep anyone occupi ed.

But all Jerem ah Dako was doing was waiting for the phone to ring.

He knew he shoul d have found a sl edgehanmer and smashed the thing off its pillar days ago, but
he had worried that somehow whoever or whatever was on the other end woul d know that sonething had
changed, that the sudden alteration would signal |ife when Jereni ah and his charges needed
secrecy. He had al so had a | ess definable fear that even if he destroyed the ancient tel ephone,
the ring would sinply nove to one of the base's other receivers. In a nightmare he had seen
hi msel f destroying all the equipnment in the base, even shattering the controls to the V-tanks,
only to find the chilling burr of the phone still coming out of enpty air.

He woke sweating. And of course, the phone had been ringi ng again.

It was growing hard to concentrate on his work. Two hel pl ess people were relying on him but
Jerem ah was consunmed by a sound, a nere electronic signal. If it had only settled into a regul ar
pattern he m ght have been able to cope, putting hinmself on the opposite side of the base, out of
earshot, during the appointed tines, but it was as randomy cruel as a snake crushed by a whee
but still alive. There m ght be nothing for hours, to the point where he thought he woul d be
granted an entire day without hearing it, then it would start ringing again a few nmnutes |ater
and continue on for hours, a dying creature enptying its venominto anything that ventured near

It was nmaking himquite mad. Jeremi ah could feel it. It had been difficult enough to keep his
spirits up after Joseph's defection, with only the V-tanked living dead for conpany, but with
books and naps--sonething he had never had time for in the past--and a rationed dose of net, he
had been getting by. But now this endl essly, crazily persistent device was all he thought about.
Even when he was nobst occupi ed, caught up by sonething on the net to the point that he nmonentarily

forgot where he was, a part of himwas still tensely waiting, like a battered child who knows
anot her assault will cone. Then the shattering, clanging noise would return. H's heart woul d beat
and his head woul d pound, and he would all but hide beneath the desk until it stopped again.

But not today. Not ever again.

He was waiting for it, of course--he was always waiting for it these days--but this tinme he
was going to do something. Perhaps it was dangerously foolish to answer it, but he could not take
the m serable feeling of being probed at anynore, could not cope with the grow ng obsessive
madness. And a thought had been gnawing at himuntil between that and the anticipatory fear of the
sound, there was little roomleft for anything else.

What if he _had_ to answer it to make it stop?

It had only been a casual idea at first. Perhaps it was sone kind of autonmessager, programred
for randomretries. Perhaps all that was needed--all that had been needed all al ong--was for
sonmeone to answer the call and either accept its nessage or denonstrate that the Iine was not
equi pped to carry information nore conplex than audi ble sound. Perhaps if he'd only picked it up
the first time, that woul d al so have been the | ast tine.

He' d | aughed when he'd thought that, a holl ow wheeze of bitter anusenent that felt like it
nm ght turn into sonmething nuch uglier and nore painful if he wasn't careful

_But maybe that's not all that will happen, _ another voice had whi spered. _Perhaps it's some
kind of hunter-killer gear, one of those things you see on the net, and it's just trying to get
into the system here. Maybe one of those Grail people has sent it to kill the V-tanks. _

_But if so, a nore sensible inner voice suggested, _then why send it to an audi o phone? And
what harmcan it do over audio lines, even if | pick it up?_ Jeremi ah didn't know nuch about
technol ogy, but he knew that soneone couldn't send gear that would drip out of an ol d-fashioned
phone and go crawling across the floor. He dimy renenbered that Renie and the others had been
tal ki ng about people like Renie's brother being struck down while using a | owcost station, but
even so, that was a _station_, for God' s sake, not an antique tel ephone!

The idea of answering, despite its attendant worries, had begun to grow over the last forty-
ei ght hours. Every flinch-inducing ring of the phone bell had given the idea strength. He had
actually neant to pick it up the last tine it had rung, but the ring had sounded |ike the scream
of a sick animal echoing in his ears, and his courage had failed. Now he was waiting again. He
could do nothing el se. He was waiting.

Jereni ah had dropped into a hal f-sleep, nodding over the V-tank consol e. Wen the phone rang,
it was as though soneone had poured a bucket of ice water on his head.

H s heart was beating so swiftly he thought he nmight faint. _ldiot,_ he told hinmself, trying
to force his legs to lift himfromthe chair, _it's just a phone. You' ve been letting yourself be
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pani cked by a twitch of electric current. No one knows anyone is here at all. Phones ring all the
time. Just pick it up, damm you! _

He edged toward it as though afraid to startle the thing. The ring sounded for the third tine.

_Just pick it up. Reach out your hand. Pick it up._

H's fingers closed on the rectangul ar handset just after the fourth ring. He knewif it rang
again under his hand, it would feel like an electrical shock. He had to take it off the cradle.

_It's just a phone,_ he told hinmself. _It's nothing to do with you. _

_There's a spider on the other end, _ a voice whispered in his mnd. _Forcing poison through
the |ines. .

_Just a phone. A fluke. Pick it up. .

He squeezed it and lifted it to his ear but said nothing. He felt hinself swaying, and put out
his free hand to the pillar. For a noment he heard only static, and relief began to clinb through
him Then someone spoke.

It was a voice distorted, if not by nechanical neans then by sone inconprehensible
mal formation. It was the voice of a nonster.

_"Who is this?"_ it hissed. A second passed, then two. Hi s nouth worked, but even if he had
wanted to answer, he could not have. "Is it Joseph Sul aweyo?" Buzzing, crackling. It did not
sound human at all. _"No, | know who you are. You are Jereni ah Dako. "

The voi ce began to say sonething el se, but Jerem ah could not hear it above the roaring in his
ears. His fingers had turned lifeless as carved wood. The handset slipped fromhis grasp and
clattered to the cement fl oor

CHAPTER 15
Wai ting For Exodus

NETFEEDY ENTERTAI NMENT: " Concrete" Reviva

(visual: expl osions)

VO The popular linear drama "Concrete Sun, " which finished its run only weeks ago, is already
being turned into a nusical conedy. Witers Chai mBendi x and Jennifer Spradlin are preparing a
stage version for the opening of the new theater at the Disney G gapl ex just being conpleted in
Monte Carl o.

(visual: Spradlin superinposed over footage of man throwing a dog into a hovering helicopter)
SPRADLIN: "It's got everything--doctors in trouble, pets, diseases--how could it not nake a great
nusi cal ?"

Feeling nore like a teenager than he had in sonme tine, Olando waited for the grown-ups to decide
what they were all going to do. He was tired--exhausted--but too nervous to sleep and bored with
sitting in one place. Wth Fredericks worriedly followi ng, he set out on a slow journey around the
Tenpl e of Ra. Unsurprisingly, the Wcked Tribe insisted on com ng. After a negotiation punctured
by many high-pitched shrieks of _"Not fair, not fair,"_ Ol ando wangl ed the concessi on that they
remai n perched on himor Fredericks at all tines.

For any ordinary people, sinmply wal king through the tenple woul d have provoked conti nuous
ast oni shnent--even the architecture could only have been possible in a virtual world, the
unsupported stone ceiling so high that it could have held Skywal ker jets stacked |ike cordwood- -
but O'lando and Fredericks had been veterans of online fantasy worlds | ong before they had cone to
the O herland network: they barely glanced at the nagical carvings that flowed with life, the
tal ki ng statues di spensing cryptic wisdom or even the multiplicity of gods and goddesses, ani nal -
headed and ot herwi se, who wandered the vast besieged tenple, apparently as stifled and
appr ehensi ve as the two teenagers.

As the pair turned away froma fakir who had created twin serpents of red-and-blue fire, then
set themto battling on the floor before a group of fascinated children, the nonkeys began to
conpl ain | oudly about not having any fun. The Wcked Tribe were still doing what they had been
ordered to do, nanely stay perched on Orlando and Fredericks and keep relatively quiet, but they
were grow ng restl ess.

A large crowd had formed around Upaut's throne at the center of the roomand Ol ando found
hinsel f drawn toward it. A group of priests in white robes crouched before the wol f-god, already
well into sone ritual, chanting and knocking their heads agai nst the stone flags; Upaut ignored
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them gazing off into the air with the expression of a weary phil osopher. Sone of the siege
victims crowded around the throne were calling out to him demanding to know what was bei ng done
to protect themfromthe attack everyone seened sure was com ng, but the wolf had nastered the
attitude of heavenly royalty if nothing else; their shouts went unanswered.

As Orlando | ed Fredericks to a spot between a bare-chested nan with a child on his shoul ders
and a minor tutelary deity with the head of a goose, sonmeone touched his arm He turned to see
Bonni e Mae Si npki ns.

"Don't you say anything to that wolf," she quietly warned him "He's got everyone in enough
troubl e. Goodness only knows what he'll do next."

"Who are those priests?" Olando asked. "Are they his?"

"They belong to the tenple, | suppose."” She frowned at having to di scuss heat hen practices.
"They're priests of Ra. You can tell by those gold disks. . . . "

"But if this is Ra's tenple, where is Ra? Isn't he the . . . the big guy around here? Egypt,
mean?"

"Ra?" She shook her head. "He used to be, but he's pretty nmuch retired now. Kind of |ike one
of those Mafia things, | s'pose, where the old don isn't dead yet." She frowned. "Don't |ook at ne
funny, boy, | watch the net |ike anyone else. Gsiris is the old fellow s grandson. He's the one
who really runs things. They all give lip service to Ra, but all the old fell ow does is sai
through the sky in his boat, being the sun, or whatever the story is. But they still have to

respect him at least in public.” Bonnie Mae's expression becane sonet hing al together grimrer.
"That's why they' Il wait until night before they do anything, when Ra is in the underworld. Wy
are you grinning? You think that what's going to happen here is funny?”

He didn't, not really, but the sudden notion of an Egyptian Mafia in linen skirts and heavy
bl ack wi gs was hard to suppress. "Do you think they're going to attack tonight?"

"Nobody knows. But there are runors that Gsiris is comng back soon, and Tefy and Mewat sure
won't want himto know about this--doesn't | ook good for themat all. So it seens |ikely. But
we'll get you out of here before that, boy. Both of you."

"Yeah, but what about you and the others?" Fredericks asked.

I nstead of answering, Bonnie Mae suddenly bent down and caught one of the Wcked Tribe, who

had shi nni ed down Fredericks' robe to the floor. "I oughta find atiny little stick to whup you
with," she told the squirmng primate before placing it gently back on Fredericks' shoul der
"Didn't nmean to!" it shrilled. "Fell!"

"Li kely story." Bonnie Mae paused for a nonment, then reached out and squeezed both boys' arns
before headi ng back to the corner of the Tenple where the Circle kept their canp.

"I don't like this waiting. " Fredericks began. A hoarse voice interrupted him

"Ah! It is the gods fromthe river!" Upaut had spotted them and was beckoning themtoward his
throne with long, hairy fingers. Olando turned and caught Bonnie Mae's eye where she had stopped
agai n; the look she sent back to himwas full of hel pless worry.

He and Fredericks stepped forward until they stood before the throne. Lifted by the high
chair, Upaut's head towered al nost three neters above them but even at that di stance Ol ando
could see that the wolf-god did not | ook good: his eyes were red-ri med and his cerenonial w g sat
slightly askew, partially covering one of his ears. He held a flail and a spear in his hands, and
tapped the flail nervously against the side of the throne, a continuous and rather irritating
beat. Fredericks stared at it as if hypnotized as the wolf |eaned toward them sharing a too-w de
grin and carrion breath.

"Well, now" Hys jollity sounded a bit hollow "You have cone to see ne--and | ook! As |
promi sed, | am | eadi ng heaven agai nst those who have wonged ne!"

Ol ando nodded, trying to sumon a snile

"And you have conme all the way here to join me--good, very good! It was the gift of your boat
whi ch brought ne back fromexile, after all. | shall be sure that your trust in nme does not go
unr ewar ded--your nanes will echo forever in the halls of heaven." He | ooked around the room
Per haps renminded of his situation, he said in a slightly |less enphatic voice, "You _have_cone to
join ne, yes?"

Ol ando and Fredericks exchanged a | ook, but there was little to be done. "W are here to
defend the tenple, yes," Olando lied. "And help you in the fight agai nst those two--agai nst
against. . . . "

"Taffy and Waynott," said Fredericks hel pfully.

"Good, good," Upaut grinned, showi ng every tooth. He apparently cared little for the correct
pronunci ation of his enem es' nanes, or else had sinply stopped listening to nost of what was said
to him "Excellent. Wien the tine is right, we shall burst fromthe tenple |ike G andfather Ra
appearing on the eastern horizon and our enemnies shall wail and throw thenselves in the dust at
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our feet. Ch, they do not suspect our power! They do not know how mighty we are! They will weep
and beg our forgiveness, but we are stern, and will punish dreadfully all who rai sed arns agai nst
us. W will reign a mllion years, and all the stars will chant our praises!

"Suprene one, beautiful in adornnent,"
he abruptly sang, boomi ng out the hymm to hinself,

"Your arnor bright as the barque of Ra

M ghty in voice, Wpwawett He Wio Opens the Wy,
The master in the West,

To whom all turn their faces--

You are mighty in mgjesty. . . I"

As the priests of Ra sonewhat raggedly took up the tune--npbst of them appearing a little |ess
t han whol ehearted--Orl ando realized that the "we" Upaut clainmed would do all those things was
Upaut hinself, and that the wol f-god was as deranged as a box of worns.

When the hym had stuttered to a halt, and just before Upaut could start the second verse he
seenmed eager to conmence, Olando hurriedly asked him "Do you still have nmy sword?"

"Swor d?" The huge yell ow eyes squinted for a nonent in thought. "Sword. Hhmm Yes, | think
may have put it sonewhere--have a | ook behind the throne. Not really the weapon of a king, you
see. _Ch, arnor bright as the barque of Ra"_ he crooned quietly to hinself as his head nodded
forward. His eyes closed even farther, until they were only slits.

Ol ando and Fredericks sidled around the throne until they were out of his sight, then paused
briefly toroll their own eyes in a silently shared opinion of the wolf-god. They quickly
di scovered Orlando's sword, or nore accurately Thargor's sword, in an unpl easant pile of chicken
bones and bits of hardened candl e wax whi ch had been swept behind the throne. Olando lifted it up
and sighted along the blade. Except for a few notches and dings that had not been there before, it
was substantially unharned, the sane sword which Thargor had carried in his earliest adventures as
a barbarian inmigrant in the decadent south of the Mddle Country.

As they started back toward the Circle's encanpnent in a wi de swing neant to keep as much
di stance between thensel ves and the throne as possible, the nonkeys (who had been
uncharacteristically silent during the audience with Upaut) began to dance on

Ol ando' s shoul ders. Fredericks' own passengers inmedi ately | eaped across to join them

"Mghty in snmell, Wl fman!"
they sang, growing an initation of Upaut's voice between arpeggi os of giggles,

"He Who Gets In the Wy,
To whom all turn their backs--
You are mghty in stupidity. . . !I"

Ol ando and Fredericks tried to shush them but the nonkeys had been forced to keep still too
long. Olando hurried his steps; as he glanced back, he was relieved to see that Upaut seened
completely sunk in his own thoughts, oblivious even to the priests at his feet. The wol f-god's
long nuzzle tilted slowy up and down as though he were just now scenting sonething that had
al ready vani shed.

An extremely large creature was stretched near the bronze front doors of the tenple, the only
thing in sight that seened in scale with the nassive portal. Even if the recunbent figure had not
been so huge, Ol ando could not have hel ped noticing it, since it occupied the mddle of a |large
cl ear space--an oddity in itself with the tenple so crowded. At first he thought it was Dua, the
| avender gi ant who had net themon their way in, but this sphinx's skin was faintly orange, the
col or of sunset on stone. Saf, as his brother had naned him was no | ess inpressive than his twn,
the statuesque hunan head topping a | eonine body the size of a snall bus. The creature's eyes were
cl osed, but as Orlando and Fredericks skirted the edge of the crowd, trying to work their way
t hrough the tangle of brown bodies, its nostrils flared; a nonment |ater the dark eyes opened and
fixed on them Although the sphinx watched them w thout expression, and did not nove even a paw in
their direction, they still hurried to put several |ayers of the crowd between thensel ves and that
serene but terrifying gaze.

Olando had to stop for a noment and catch his breath. He decided he would rather battle six
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red gryphons than either one of the Tenple of Ra's guardians.

Fredericks m ght have been reading his thoughts. "Those things are a nmjor shiver."

"Pah!" sonmeone else said. "It's all shit--make-believe for idiots."

It took a noment before Orlando recogni zed the young man who had been introduced to them
earlier as Vasily. O her than the slightly rakish way he had conbed back his sims dark hair and
his cock-of-the-wal k stance, his Egyptian sim|looked |Iike many others in the great room

"What is?"
"This." Vasily nade a broad gesture enconpassing all of Egypt, or perhaps even the whol e of
the network. He fell in beside Olando and Fredericks as they started to walk again. "This old

rubbi sh. Pharaohs, tenples, pyram ds. Shit and Godl essness.”

Looki ng around at the profusion of animal-headed deities, Olando thought that godl essness was
hardly the problem-if anything, the place had rather an excess of them-but he said nothing:
there was sonethi ng about the young man that nmade hi m nervous. Fredericks was | ooking at the
newconer with interest, though, and Ol ando suddenly felt a pang of jeal ousy. "Wat would _you_do
with a network like this?" he asked, in part to cover his own confusion.

Vasily scow ed, then reached up to capture one of the Wcked Tribe, who had flown near his
head on a reconnai ssance mi ssion. He examined the little nonkey for a nonment, then flicked it away
in a disnmssive nanner that nmade Ol ando angry. "Sonething better than this," the Russian youth
said as the spurned nonkey swooped back to Fredericks' shoulder, cursing shrilly and indignantly
in a language Ol ando did not recognize. "Something that would show the true glory of our Lord,
not this shit. Egypt is dirt--it's a waste of space."” His frown abruptly relaxed as a woman with
the head of a bird wal ked past, talking anxiously to a group of white-robed priests. "Wy does a
stork stand on one |eg?"

Ol ando was caught by surprise. "Huh?"

"It's a joke, stupid. Wiy does a stork stand on one | eg?" Vasily wi ggled his fingers
impatiently. "G ve up? Because if he lifted it off the ground, he'd fall down!" He snorted with
| aught er .

Frederi cks | aughed, too, which set off another little depth charge of jeal ousy inside Ol ando,
but it was alleviated slightly when Fredericks | eaned over and whispered in Orlando's ear, "He's
so _scanny_!"

Vasily scooped up a small stone and began tossing it high in the air and catching it, first in
one hand, then the other; after a while he began catching it behind his back, which required him
to stop in the mddle of the tenple floor, forcing others to walk around him Ol ando did not stop
to wait for him and after a nmonent Fredericks followed, but it did not seemto matter much to
Vasily, who was totally absorbed in his gane. Ol ando could not hel p wondering how old Vasily
really was and what kind of crimes he'd been involved in: he'd heard that sone of the Russian
gangs used kids as young as ten or el even

Bonni e Mae Sinpkins was waiting for themwith the little-girl simof the wonman nanmed Kim . She
asked if they'd seen Vasily.

"Over there." Olando cocked a thunb. "He's playing with a rock."

Ms. Sinpkins knitted her form dable brow. "I suppose |I'Il have to get after him then--the
men wanted himto hel p. They want you boys, too, both of you."
"Hel p where?"

"At the gateway. Nandi's trying to find out if this idea of his works." She pointed down the
wall to the far corner. "You go along there, where that door is. They're waiting for you. But not
you, nonkeys," she told the Wcked Tri be, who flapped and chattered their protests. "You can just
conme with me and stay out of the way." Her fierce | ook drew even the nost reluctant nonkeys toward
her like a magnet. Wth the tiny yellow creatures settled on her shoul ders, she started away
toward Vasily, then paused. "You all be careful, now " she told Ol ando seriously.

"I really don't have a good feeling about any of this, Gardiner," Fredericks whispered when
the others had vanished into the crowd. "It's going to be dark soon. You _know_ somrething bad's
goi ng to happen then, don't you?"

Ol ando could only shrug.

Both the doorway in the corner of the great chanber and the snall roombehind it were deep in
shadow as Ol ando and Fredericks stepped through, but not for long. Sonething flickered and then
began to gl ow beyond another door on the rooms far side, drawing the pair on. In the farther
room Nandi Paradi vash and the old nman called M. Pingalap stood bathed in the golden light of a

gateway. For a nonent Orlando's heart rose, but as he and Fredericks hurried forward Nandi |ifted
a war ni ng hand.
"Don't cone too close! | hope you |left the nbnkeys in sone other place. W are waiting to see

if anything is going to cone through."
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They stopped. Al four stood silently until the gateway glinmered and then died, |eaving only

a small oil lanmp to illum nate the wi ndowl ess stone room
"You let it close. . . !'" Olando protested.
"Quiet, please.” Nandi raised his hand, then turned to Pingalap. "How | ong?"
The ol d man shook his head. "About thirty seconds, | would guess."
"We're trying to gauge the Iength of what we call the flare," Nandi explained, "--how long the

gate will stay open wi thout people passing through it--not unlike the sensor in an elevator, do
you see?" He showed a little smle. "Mre inmportantly, though, we are also trying to determ ne how
Il ong before a random zed gateway shifts its connection to a new sinul ati on--other people's
experiences suggest it cycles alnost directly after each use. W are nearing our answers, but
there is still one inportant experinent left to perform W can open a gateway here any tine we
want --the problemis, unless nmy guess about the larger cycle is correct, we can't know what
sinulation it's opening up _to_." He turned back to his companion. "Are you ready, sir?"

M. Pingal ap nodded, then--to the surprise and enbarrassment of both Fredericks and Ol ando- -
stripped off his Iinen garnment, which was as | ong as a bedsheet and only slightly narrower. He
stood naked while Nandi tore the garnent in half and knotted the two ends together, then the old
man took the inprovised rope and tied it around his waist.

Seeing the astonishment of the onlookers, Nandi smiled. "M. Pingalap is going to go through
but if he can't come back, what he discovers will do us little good."

"But there nmust be rope around here sonewhere. " said Fredericks, who was trying hard
not to stare at the old man's well-sinmulated and quite winkly nakedness.

"But do you see,"” Pingalap said a little crossly, "rope fromthis simulation will not exist in
the next, whereas the clothes | wear will travel in sonme form" He snmled as if to nake up for his
bad tenper. His fewremaining teeth were an interesting variety of colors, none of which was
whi te.

"I get it," Fredericks said.

"But | thought you said you knew which place the gateway was going to open to," Ol ando
protested. Hs dream of getting out and getting on with this exhausting adventure while he stil
had the strength suddenly seenmed foolish

"I think | do," said Nandi calmy. "But until we check, | won't know what part of the cycle
we're in, so | won't know which of nmy guesses about what's coming next | amtesting. Are you quite
ready, M. Pingal ap?"

The ol d man nodded and shuffled to the center of the roomwhere the lanplight glinted on a
sol ar disk carved across the floor. The trailing length of Iinen cloth | ooked bizarrely like a
bride's veil. Nandi followed himto the edge of the carving, then turned to the teenagers.

"WIl you two take the end and hold it? | had planned that Vasily would help, but it seens he
has wandered away."

"Wouldn't it be better if we tied it around us, too?" Ol ando asked.

"Better in ternms of security, but it would give himno roomto nmove. He may have to take a few
steps to be able to see anything useful. Just hold please, and pull him back when he gives two
sharp tugs."

"Two sharp tugs!" echoed M. Pingalap cheerfully. He saw how Fredericks and Ol ando averted
their eyes; his breathy chortle as he gestured to his withered flesh was so high-pitched that it
coul d have come fromone of the Wcked Tribe. "The body itself is illusion--and this is not even a
real body!"

Orlando did not explain that their reaction was as nuch aesthetic as nodest. Nandi Paradi vash
made a few broad signals with his hand and a shi mering gol den rectangl e opened atop the sol ar
di sk. M. Pingal ap stepped through, and Nandi quietly began to count.

"Hold tight," he cautioned between nunbers. "W do not know what he will find."

Ol ando adjusted his grip, but the length of cloth hung Iinp.

"Where is it you two wish to go, by the way?" Nandi asked. "If we are unlucky, Pingalap is at
your destination right this nonent and we will have to wait for the gateway to cycl e through
again. But out of all the possible sinulations, it does not seemlikely yours would be the first
we try."

Ol ando had a nonent of sudden bl ankness. Fredericks nudged himand whispered, _"Walls."_

"Right. Priamis Walls--that's what the lady in the Freezer told us."

Nandi frowned, nmore in distraction than at Orlando's words, but a noment |ater he turned and
said, "Priams Walls? Troy?"

Ol ando shrugged, uncertain.

"That is a strange coincidence," said Nandi. "No, | doubt it is coincidence. . . . "

He was interrupted by M. Pingal ap's sudden appearance in the gateway. Looking no worse for
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wear - - but no better either, Olando thought--the old nan shuffled out of the rectangle of fiery
light. As he began to speak, the gate flickered behind him then vani shed.

"It was like the Potala," he reported, "--a huge palace in the highest nountains. But it was
not the Potala. It |ooked too . . . too. "
"Too Western?" Nandi asked. "That is likely Shangri-La, then." He | ooked down at the handfu

of tiles on which he had scribbled his notes. "Let us try again and see what we find."

Anot her gateway was sunmoned. As it snoldered into being, Olando heard a | oud wash of sound
fromthe tenple's great chanber, voices raised in alarm people running. M. Pingal ap vani shed
into the golden glow and the length of cloth abruptly snapped tight. Ol ando was jerked forward;
behind him he could feel Fredericks stunble as he fought for bal ance.

"Hang on!" Ol ando called as he was dragged nearer to the gateway. "Pull!"

"Don't pull himout," Nandi warned. "He will let us know-he is counting al so, and he nust
have time to nake observations."”

"Cbservations?" Ol ando shouted. "Sonmething's trying to swallow him™"

Nandi reached out to help steady them A nonment later, Olando was surrounded by a distracting
cloud of yellow-the Wcked Tribe, swarming |like bees. By the tinme Nandi had reached twenty in his
sl ow count, Orlando felt what he thought was sonething jerking on the cloth rope through the
steady pull. He threw all his Thargor-weight against it and yanked hard, hal f-expecting to drag
some terrible nonster through the gateway who had gul ped the old nan like a fishhook, but instead
the venerabl e Pingal ap popped out of the golden rectangle as suddenly as a cork froma bottle. The
countervailing pressure gone, Olando and Fredericks tunbl ed backward, Ol ando | anding on top of
his friend.

The W cked Tribe whirled delightedly above themlike stars over a cartoon head injury.

"Again!" they squealed. "Pull, pull, fall down! Again!"

"I't was sone sort of wind tunnel." M. Pingalap gasped. He was crouching as though he had just
finished a marathon, his wi spy hair sticking straight up and an expression of bliss on his face.
"A canyon, in truth, but the wi nd caught me and dragged ne right off the edge. | amglad you had
me anchored!”

Nandi frowned at his calculations. "It should have been Prester John's African ki ngdom-could
it have been that?"

The ol d man sl apped his bony knees and straightened up. "I don't know. | saw nothing except
rocks and trees.--1 was busy flying like a kite at the end of a string."

"We'| | have to do it again,"” Nandi said.

The Tribe had finally begun to settle. "What that shiny thing was?" Zunni asked, perching on
Ol ando's nose so that she was only a banana-col ored blur. "Wy door there, then no door?"

Olando realized that the Tribe had never seen one of the gateways, and as he | evered hinself
back upright, wondered again how the children had gone straight to this Egyptian simnulation and
been i nprisoned, while he and Fredericks and everyone el se connected through the Bl ue Dog
Anchorite man had wound up in Bolivar Atasco's Tem | Un

_How . . . or why. . . ?7_

The t hought was interrupted. Bonnie Mae Sinpkins entered the chanber, Kim and sullen Vastly
in tow "There's sonething happening at the front door," Bonnie Mie told Nandi worriedly. "The
soldiers outside are all shifting around, and that big sphinx thing--what's his name, Saf?--is
standi ng up now. He's not saying anything, but he's standing there like he's waiting. | don't like
it." She saw the nonkeys draped across Ol ando and her eyes narrowed. "There you little nonsters
are. 1'mgoing to put you rascals in a sack."

"Run away, run away!" the nonkeys squealed, rising in a yellow cyclone and rushi ng past her
t hrough the antechanber and back out into the tenple's great hall

"This is _not funny_ !" Bonnie Mae shouted after them "You all cone back here!" For the first
time since Orlando had net her she sounded genuinely frightened, but the nonkeys had managed to
get out of earshot quickly enough to escape the conpelling force of her voice. "They're just kids--
they don't understand this is dangerous,” she said helplessly. "Vasily, Kim, cone help ne catch
t hem "

The two wonen hurried out, but Vasily stopped at the far door, gazing into the nmain chanber.
"The fighting will start soon," he called back. The dreany way he said it nmade it sound |ike he
couldn't wait.

"Al'l the nmore reason to help themfind those children,” Nandi shouted to him "W have no tine
for distraction here." He turned and patted M. Pingalap on the shoulder. "Forward, please." As
Ol ando and Fredericks took up positions once nore, wapping the cloth around their fists for a
better grip, the slender man sumoned up another gateway. "Step through!"

As the naked ol d nman di sappeared into the light, Nandi told Olando, "It is npbst strange you
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shoul d be bound for Troy. | net a man who was al so going there, or at |least to another part of the
same sinulation. A very strange man i ndeed. Do you know sormeone naned Paul . . . what was it?" He
fingered his lip, trying to renenber but clearly distracted by what was goi ng on around him
" Br unmond?"

Ol ando shook his head. He | ooked to Fredericks, but his friend only shrugged: it was

apparently not a name Ol ando had m ssed during one of his illnesses.

A few seconds later M. Pingalap returned, bearing news of what Nandi seened to think was the
Prester John sinulation he had nentioned earlier. He brightened a little. "I may have the pattern
correctly now-it is a bit wider oscillation than | had guessed, that is all. The next one should

be Kal evala, and then a place that | have never visited, but which ny informants call the Shadow
Country--apparently it is alnost conpletely dark all the tinme." He frowned and shuffled his tiles
full of calculations. "Even if we cycle through as fast as we can, and | am correct about
everything else, it will take us al nost an hour before we can open the gateway to Troy."

As the old nman ran out his lifeline and stepped through the newest gateway |ike a very scrawny
astronaut going for a space wal k, Nandi suddenly said, "No, it was not Brumond--that was the
first name he gave, but not his true nane. | should have renmenbered, but nmy mnd is very full just
now. It was Jonas--Paul Jonas."

Olando al nost let go of M. Pingalap's rope. "Jonas! That's the one Sellars told us to | ook
for!" He turned to Fredericks. "Wasn't that it? Jonas?"

Frederi cks nodded. "Sellars said Jonas was a prisoner of the Brotherhood. That he hel ped him
escape, | think."

Two jerks on the cloth rope rem nded them of their duties; they reeled in M. Pingal ap, who
reported that he had seen acres of snowy forest and nen in carts pulled by huge reindeer, which
report pleased Nandi. "Kalevala, that's good." H s expression darkened as he turned back to
Ol ando and Fredericks. "So the man | nmet was freed by your nysterious Sellars? Jonas told nme he
was being pursued by the Brotherhood, but he had no idea why. Did Sellars tell you why the
Br ot her hood i npri soned this nman?"

"Sellars didn't tell us fenfen_, really,” Olando said. "Didn't have tinme--sonmebody killed
Atasco in the real world, and we all had to run."

Nandi 's response was swal | owed by a huge echoing clang_that shook the fl oor and nade them
all junmp. Qutside the small chanber voices rose in screans and cries of fear

"It begins." Nandi's face was grim "That is bad. W have even less tine than | had hoped."

Vasily bolted into the gateway room feverish with panic and excitenent. "They are breaking
down the door! It is war! The Brotherhood is coning!"

"It is not the Brotherhood." There was an edge of quiet anger in Nandi's voice. "It is
sonet hi ng happening just in this sinulation and nost of the participants are Puppets. Just help
find those children. You will do the Circle no good if you get yourself killed."

Vasily did not seemto hear him "They are conming! But the Lord has seen them seen all the
bl aspheny, and there will be blood!" A series of ringing inpacts filtered in fromthe great
chanber, |ike sonmeone striking a huge gong. Vasily darted back out into the main part of the
tenpl e.

Nandi shut his eyes for a noment; when he opened them he wore a | ook of studied calm "W
work with the tools we have." He turned to M. Pingalap. "I think we nust try one nore tine to
confirmthat | have not mi sunderstood sone |arger pattern, then we will start opening and cl osing
gat eways as fast as possible.”

The ol d man sketched a little bow He stepped into the newy opened gateway as a viol ent,
grinding screech pierced the air, followed a nonent later by a terrible crash that shook the very
floor-stones. After a noment's silence the screani ng began again.

"It sounds like the tenple doors have been thrown down," said Nandi. He saw Orl ando's gl ance
dart toward the door of the chanber. "Keep your grip," he cautioned. "W do not know for certain
what is happening out there, but M. Pingal ap needs you here."

"But why don't we just go through one of these things?" Fredericks pleaded. "W can do al
this testing somewhere else, can't we?"

Nandi paused in his count. "It is not so sinple. "
"What do you nean?" Orlando was tired of being treated like a child. "Should we just wait here
until they conme and kill us? Al these gateways open sonewhere!"

"Yes," Nandi snapped, "and many of themto somewhere far worse than this." He stared hard at
Ol ando, and that nmonmentary fierceness nade himsoneone quite different--a warrior, a crusader
"You young people do not know what is in nmy heart--what | nust consider. Many of the sinulations
are in deadly chaos and nobst of these gateways lead to worlds that now have only one worki ng gate.
If | take us to one of those worlds and that gateway shuts off also, then what? Even if we
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survive, we will have lost the fight!" He reached for some kind of equilibriumand found it. "This
is what | was brought here to do," he said nore softly. "I did not think | would have to solve
such critical problems so fast, but it is nmy task and | will do it."

He was interrupted as M. Pingalap hurried back through the gateway. "I do not |ike that
pl ace," the old nan announced, "but | think it is your Shadow Country--dark, it was very dark
Some faint lights, and things noving--large things, | think." He w apped his bony arnms across his
thin chest.

"Then we nmust start cycling as fast as we can,"” Nandi declared. "You boys must go find Ms.

Si mpki ns and the others. Convince themto come back now. Be assured that if | can think of a place
to take themall, | will. There is no point in unnecessary sacrifice--this is not our struggle
anynore."

"Convi nce then?" Ol ando was struggling to understand, but it was hard to be patient. "Can't
you just order them or sonething?"

"I'f I could order them our fellowship wuld not be a CGrcle." Nandi's face grew all too human
for a nonent, tired and frightened, but he managed a weak smile. "This is our great task, you see.
Everyone has their own part to play. And this is ny portion of that task." He turned and nade the
hand gestures to sunmon a new gat eway.

The tenpl e had gone strangely quiet.

Ol ando and Fredericks noved cautiously out of Nandi's gateway chanmber and across the darkened
ant echanber beside it until they stood in the doorway. They knew they had to find the other
menbers of the Circle, but it was inpossible to ignore what was going on at the far end of the
enor mous hal | .

The patch of sky visible where the bronze doors had once | oonmed was ni ght-dark, but the front

of the chanber was now illum nated by hundreds of torches held by soldiers who filled the tenple
porch, rank upon rank. They were not the only ones who had cone calling. A phalanx of weird,
| eathery nmen stood just inside the ruined doors, all of themshiny bald and covered inill-fitting

gray skin. Each wore a thick piece of plated arnmor around his torso fromneck to groin that seemed
sonmehow part of his body; each held a ponderous nallet, a thick handl e of wood with a stone head
The tenple's besieged inhabitants had retreated fromthe front of the tenple until they were
squeezed in a nmass against the walls opposite the shattered doorway. Only the nmassive sphinx Saf
stood before the invaders, but by hinmself he had created a standoff.

"So the fear of GCsiris has proved greater than respect for Gandfather Ra," said a harsh voice
near Orlando's knee. The ugly little donestic god Bes clanbered up onto a cerenoni al stand beside
him clearing away a |lovely vase by toppling it to the floor before seating hinself. In the nearly
silent tenple, even the sound of the clay shattering sent panic rippling through the crowd, but
the besi egers and the sphinx renmained as notionless as a wall painting. "See--they have brought
the creatures of night into the tenple of the sun.” Bes pointed to the silent, leathery figures in
the doorway. "Tortoise-nen! | had thought themall slaughtered by Set in the red desert |ong ago
But now Tefy and Mewat have set them |l oose in the heart of Abydos--they have cast down the very
doors of Ra's house." He shook his head, but the expression on his honely face seenmed al nost as
intrigued as appalled. "What tinmes these are!"

The tabl eau was so charged with potential violence that Ol ando could not take his eyes off
it. He reached for Fredericks' armand found his friend al nost vibrating with tension. "Wat.

?" Olando began, but never finished the question

The wall of soldiers parted, the torchbearers falling back into a line on either side unti
they had created a path of red-lit shadows | eading up to the doorframe and its gigantic broken
hi nges. Two figures wal ked slowy up that path toward the tenple. Sonething about them seized at
Olando's heart: as fearsone as were the soldiers and the stiffly silent tortoi se-nmen, that dread
was not hing conpared to the sudden wei ght of illness and doomhe felt at the sight of the two
m smat ched shapes. Many of the tenple's defenders seened to feel it, too, npaning and struggling
to nove even farther back, but they were pinned by the chanber's far wall and there was no room
left for retreat. A woman | ost her bal ance, screaned shrilly, and was sucked down into the close-
packed crowd as though by qui cksand. As she vani shed beneath the crush of legs, the tenple fel
nearly silent once nore.

"Orlando," said Fredericks in the breathy voice of someone trying to wake up froma bad dream
"Orlando, we . . . we have to. "

The two figures stepped through the doorway. One was so grotesquely fat it seened a niracle he
could stand unai ded, |et alone nove so gracefully. A hood around his head at first seened to be a
nmonk's cow , but was actually part of his skin; the rest of his nassive body was clothed only in a
loincloth, making it easy to see the oily scales that covered him black, blue, and gray, patchy
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with disease. Along swollen tail dragged behind the cobra-man |Iike dead flesh.

The shape beside was only slightly less horrific, a tall but stooped figure with the
protrudi ng chest of a bird, and with feet that m ght have been hunman except that the toes
stretched and curled into long talons. But if the rest of the vulture-man was just ugly, it was
his face that was truly ghastly: his el aborate hooked beak m ght have once been a human face
bef ore somet hing had nelted fl esh and bone and stretched the nose and jaw outward |ike putty. But
where either human or bird would have eyes, the creature had only mal formed flesh and enpty
socket s.

_"Stop,"_ the sphinx runbled in a voice so deep that the soldiers all took a step back. Even
the tortoise-nen swayed a little, like reeds in a stiff breeze.

The vulture-thing smled slowy, showing teeth at the hinge of his beak. "Ah, yes, the
guardi an known as Yesterday," he said in a bizarrely sweet voice. "How appropriate, |oyal Saf,
since you clearly fail to understand how thi ngs have changed."

"The Tenple of Ra is the holy of holies, Tefy," the guardian replied. To Ol ando at that
monment, watching fromthe doorway, the sphinx's great bul k seenmed the one thing holding the
universe in place. "That does not change. That wi |l never change. You and Mewat have over st epped
your authority by assaulting the house of the H ghest. Turn and flee this nonent, and perhaps your
master OGsiris will intercede for you with his grandfather. If you stay, you will be destroyed."

Cobra-man Mewat | aughed, a hoarse wheeze, and a glint appeared in the darkness of Tefy's enpty
sockets. "That might be, Saf," said the vulture-man. "You and your brother are old and powerful,
and we are but young godlings, however high in our Lord s favor--but we are not fools enough to
pit oursel ves against you,"” He lifted his hands, the fingers long and thin as spider's |egs, and
cl apped themtogether. The sound was picked up and echoed by the tortoi se-nmen, who beat fists
against bellies to nake their shells echo to a sl ow drunbeat.

Saf crouched a little lower, as though preparing to spring. Miuscles withed like river current
beneath his stony skin. The terrified crowd groaned and | urched backward yet again, surging

agai nst the chanber wall |ike a wave against a breakwater. People caught in the crush screaned for
help, dull, muffled sounds that did not last long. "If you will not stand against me, carrion-
eater, then who shall?" Saf growed. "I will crush your tortoise-nen |like Bast in a nest of rats."

"No doubt," said Tefy calmy. "No doubt." He began to back toward the doorway. Mewat, after
showi ng his nmout hful of crooked fangs in a sneer, followed him

"They're going!" Fredericks exulted in a strangled hal f-whisper. Olando, too, was feeling
vastly relieved at the retreat of vulture and cobra until three tall figures stepped past the pair
and through the tenple doors.

"Ch, this inpacts," Olando murnured. "This inpacts _plus._.

The three gods--and there was no doubt they were gods: |arger than nere humans, they noved
with the grace of dancers and the swagger of outlaw bikers--arrayed thensel ves before Saf, who
rose to sit on his hindquarters, his head towering above everything except nme tenple roof. The
drumm ng of the tortoise-nmen grew | ouder.

"Interesting,"” Bes said fromhis seat atop the dais, as calmas if he were watching an arm
westling match in a corner bar. "I wonder what Tefy and Mewat gave away to bring in the war
gods. "

"War gods?" But Olando did not really need confirmation--one had only to | ook at the | eader
a huge, bull-headed creature, to know it was true. Long and sharp as it was, the bull-man's curved
sword was less frightening than were his naked arms, so thick with rmuscle he | ooked as though he
could have twisted the tenple doors off their hinges by hinmself. The other two attackers, a man
and a wonman, appeared no |less form dable. The nale god had gazelle horns jutting fromhis head;
flickers of lightning played up and down his arnms and crackl ed around the head of his war club
The goddess was the tallest of the three, dressed in a pantherskin and deftly bal ancing in one
hand a spear that could skewer a dozen nmen at once. Ol ando suddenly realized why Bes had treated
their own claimof being gods of war with such droll contenpt.

"Mont | can understand," the dwarf god went on. "He's the bull fellow, and he's got problens
at honme--wife running around with Anon like a bitch in heat, people tal king behind his back. But
Anth and Reshpu? O course, she always |likes a fight, and Reshpu's a new god--perhaps he's trying
to make a name for hinself. The harpers would sing forever of someone mighty enough to kill one of
t he great sphinxes."

"Can't anyone stop then?" Ol ando demanded. The crowd was groaning |ike a wounded ani mal
trapped, terrified, nmesmerized. The war gods feinted at the sphinx and the watchers exclained in
terror. In a blinding instant, a bolt from Reshpu's hand crackl ed upward toward the ceiling, then
di ssipated with a snap of burning air. "Wiy don't you do sonethi ng?"

"Me?" Bes shook his oversized head. "I was going to go hone, but it's too late now Wiat |'m
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going to do instead is stay out from underfoot while the bigger children play." He slipped down
fromthe stand, then hurried away along the wall, his bandy |egs carrying himdeceptively quickly.

"Where are you goi ng?" Ol ando screaned after the little god.

"One of the excellent things about ny size," Bes called over his shoulder, "is that there are
many fine hiding places available to ne, O godlet frombeyond the G eat Green. Uns are ny
specialty." He vanished into the shadows at a trot.

A bel | ow of anger followed by an