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Break the bowl—
instead of regret,
fall back into

the potter’s hands
and be reborn.

—SASKIA MADDING
“Falling” (Spirits and Ghosts, 2000)

Author’s Note

The impetus to write this book, and the title as well, was sparked by some offhand remarks
made by my friend Richard Kunz concerning how, with the ever-growing prevalence of
technology in the world, some of the spirits of fairy tale and folklore have probably already
left the woodlands and other pastoral settings to take up residence in the wires that seem to
connect us to everything: telephone, cable, electricity. No doubt they’re in the satellite feeds
as well.

I’d touched on this in some previous short stories (such as “Saskia,” which you can find in
my collection Moonlight and Vines, and “Pixel Pixies,” in the more recent Tapping the Dream
Tree collection), but the more | thought about it, the more | wanted to explore it at a longer
length. So finally I put aside the plans I had for the next novel | was going to write and
jumped happily into this one instead, even though it will be the second novel in a row to
feature my regular repertory company of Newford characters taking their turn on the main
stage, rather than going about their lives in the background of the books as they usually do.

Considering the origins of Spirits in the Wires, I should first thank Richard for those
conversations, not forgetting his wife, Mardelle, who is not only a friend, but who has also
done such a fine job of copyediting on a number of my books—those would be the ones
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without typos and the like.
I'd also like to thank:

Rodger Turner for great heaps of technical advice (with the usual caveat that any screw-ups
are my fault, not his);

my coterie of friends, family and well-wishers (too numerous to name—you know who you
are), without whom writing these books would be a far lonelier proposition;

my editors Gordon Van Gelder, Jo Fletcher, Patrick Nielsen Hayden, Sharyn November,
and Terri Windling, all of whom are friends more than business associates;

Cat Eldridge, David Tamulevich, and the handful of readers who continue to send such
wonderful music my way, as well as all the amazing musicians who, through the years, have
kept my brain fertile and my spirits lifted with their music;

and last, but never least, Mary Ann for her love, comfort, and support; for the music in her
heart and the poetry in her soul; for her astute reader’s eye and red pen, and her sharp
negotiating skills. And you know what? She’s wilder than me.

If any of you are on the Internet, come visit my home page at www.charlesdelint.com

—Charles de Lint
Ottawa, Autumn 2002

Extract from the journals of
Christy Riddell

According to Jung, at around the age of six or seven we separate and then hide away the parts of ourselves
that don’t seem acceptable, that don’t fit in the world around us. Those unacceptable parts that we secret
away become our shadows.

I remember reading somewhere that it can be a useful exercise to visualize the person our shadow would be if
it could step out into the light. So I tried it. It didn’t work immediately. For a long time, | was simply
talking to myself. Then, when | did get a response, it was only a spirit voice | heard in my head. It could just
as easily have been my own. But over time, my shadow took on more physical attributes, in the way that a
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story grows clearer and more pertinent as you add and take away words, molding its final shape.

Not surprisingly, my shadow proved to be the opposite of who I am in so many ways. Bolder, wiser, with a
better memory and a penchant for dressing up with costumes, masks, or simply formal wear. A cocktail dress
in a raspberry patch. A green man mask in a winter field. She’s short, where I'm tall. Dark-skinned, where
I’'m light. Red-haired, where mine’s dark. A girl to my boy, and now a woman as I'm a man.

If she has a name, she’s never told me it. If she has an existence outside the times we’re together, she has yet
to divulge it either. Naturally, I'm curious about where she goes, but she doesn’t like being asked questions
and I've learned not to press her, because when I do, she simply goes away.

Sometimes | worry about her existence. | get anxieties about schizophrenia and carefully study myself for
other symptoms. But if she’s a delusion, it’s singular, and otherwise | seem to be as normal as anyone else,
which is to say, confused by the barrage of input and stimuli with which the modern world besets us, and
trying to make do. Who was it that said she’s always trying to understand the big picture, but the trouble is,
the picture just keeps getting bigger? Ani DiFranco. I think.

Mostly I don’t get too analytical about it—something I picked up from her, I suppose, since left to my own
devices, | can worry the smallest detail to death.

We have long conversations, usually late at night, when the badgering clouds swallow the stars and the
darkness is most profound. Most of the time I can’t see her, but I can hear her voice. I like to think we’re
friends; even if we don’t agree about details, we can usually find common ground on how we’d like things to
be.

FIRST MEETING
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Don’t make of us

more than what we are,
she said.

We hold no great secret...

—SASKIA MADDING,
“Arabesque” (Moths and Wasps, 1997)

Christiana Tree

“| feel as if I should know you,” Saskia Madding says as she approaches my chair.

She’s been darting glances in my direction from across the café for about fifteen minutes
now and | was wondering when she’d finally come over.

I saw her when I first came in, sitting to the right of the door at a window table, nursing a
tall cup of chai tea. She’d been writing in a small, leather-bound book, fountain pen in one
hand, the other holding back the spill of blonde hair that would otherwise fall into her eyes.
She looked up when | came in and showed no sign of recognition, but since then she’s been
studying me whenever she thinks I'm not paying attention to her.

“You do know me,” I tell her. “I’'m pieces of your boyfriend—the ones he didn’t want when
he was a kid.”

She gives me a puzzled look, though I can see a kind of understanding start up in the back
of those pretty, sea-blue eyes of hers.

“You—are you the woman in his journals?” she asks. “The one he calls Mystery?”
I smile. “That’s me. The shadow of himself.”

“I didn’t...”

“Know I was real?” | finish for her when her voice trails off.

She shakes her head. “No. I just didn’t expect to ever see you in a place like this.”
“I like coffee.”

“I meant someplace so mundane.”
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“Ah. So you've made note of all those romantic flights of fancy he puts in those journals of
his.” | close my eyes, shuffling through pages of memory until I find one of them. “ ‘I can
see her standing among the brambles and thorns of some half-forgotten hedgerow in a green
bridal dress, her red hair set aflame by the setting sun, her eyes dark with mysteries and
stories, a wooden hare’s mask dangling from one languid hand. This is how | always see her.
In the hidden and secret places, her business there incomprehensible yet obviously perfectly
suited to her curious, evasive nature.”

| get a smile from Saskia, but | don’t know if it's from the passage I've quoted, or because
I’'m mimicking Christy’s voice as | repeat the words.

“That’s a new one,” she says. “He hasn’t read it to me yet.”
“You wait for him to read them to you?”

“Of course. | would never go prying...” She pauses and gives me a considering look. “When
do you read them?”

I shrug. “Oh, you know. Whenever. | don’t really sleep, so sometimes when | get bored late
at night I come by and sit in his study for awhile to read what he’s been thinking about
lately.”

“You're as bad as the crow girls.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Mmm.” She studies me for a moment before adding, “You don’t read my journals do you?”
I muster a properly offended look, though it’s not that I wouldn’t. I just haven’t. Yet.

“I'm sorry,” she says. “Of course you wouldn’t. We don’t have the same connection as you
and Christy do.”

“Does that connection bother you?”

She shakes her head. “That would be like being bothered by his having Geordie for a
brother. You're more like family—albeit the twin sister who only comes creeping by to visit
in the middle of the night when we’re both asleep.”

| shrug, but | don’t apologize.

“I'm only his shadow,” | say.

She studies me again, those sea-blue eyes of hers looking deep into mine.
“I don’t think so,” she says. “You’re real now.”

That makes me smile.

“As real as | am, anyway,” she adds.

My smile fades as | see the troubled look that comes over her. | forget that her own exotic
origins are no more than a dream to her most of the time—a dream that makes her
uncomfortable, uneasy in her skin. I wish I hadn’t reminded her of it, but she puts it away
and brings the conversation back to me.

“Why won't you tell Christy your name?” she asks.
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“Because that would let him put me in a box labeled ‘This is Christiana’ and | don’t want to
be locked into who he thinks I am. The way he writes about me is bad enough. If he had a
name to go with it he might be able to fix it so that I could never change and grow.”

“He does like his routines,” she says.

I nod. “His picture’s in the dictionary, right beside the word.”

We share a moment’s silence, then she cocks her a head, just a little.
“So your name’s Christiana?” she asks.

“I call myself Christiana Tree.”

That brings back a genuine smile.

“So that would make you Miss Tree,” she says.

I’'m impressed at how quickly she got it as | offer her my hand.

“In the flesh,” I tell her. “Pleased to meet you.”

“But that’s only what you call yourself,” she says as she shakes my hand.
“We all have our secrets.”

“Or we wouldn’t be mysteries.”

“That, too.”

She’s been sitting on her haunches beside the easy chair | commandeered as soon as I'd
picked up my coffee and sticky-bun from the counter, leaning her arms on one of the chair’s
fat arms. There’s another chair nearby, occupied by a boy in his late teens with blue hair and
razor-thin features. He’s been listening to his Walkman loud enough for me to identify the
music as rap, though | can’t make out any words, and flipping through one of the café’s
freebie newspapers while he drinks his coffee. He gets up now and I give a vague wave to
the vacant chair with my hand.

“Why don’t you get more comfortable,” | say to Saskia.
She nods. “Just let me get my stuff.”

Some office drone in a tailored business suit, tie loose, top shirt button undone, approaches
the chair while Saskia collects her things. | put my scuffed brown leather work boots up on
its cushions and give him a sugar and icicle smile—you know, it looks sweet, but there’s a
chill in it. He’s like a cat as he casually steers himself off through the tables and takes a
hardback chair at one of the small counters that enclose the café’s various rustic wooden
support beams, making it look like that's what he was aiming for all along.

Saskia returns. She drops her jacket on the back of the chair, puts her knapsack on the floor,
and settles down, tea in hand.

“So, what were you writing?” | ask.

She shrugs. “This and that. | just like playing with words. Sometimes they become something
—a journal entry, a poem. Sometimes I'm just following words to see where they go.”

“And where do they go?”
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“Anyplace and everyplace.”

She pauses for a moment and has a sip of her tea, sets the cup down on the low table
between us. Later | realize she was just deciding whether to go on and tell me what she now
does.

“You know, we're like words,” she says. “You and me. We're like ghost words.”

I have to smile. I'm beginning to understand why Christy cares about her the way he does.
She’s a sweet, pretty blonde, but she doesn’t fit into any sort of a tidy descriptive package.
Her thinking’s all over the place, from serious to whimsical, or even some combination of
the two. I think I just might have a poke through her journals the next time I'm in their
apartment and they’re both asleep. I'd like to know more about her—not just what she has
to say, but what she thinks when there’s nobody supposed to be listening.

“Okay,” I say. “I'll bite. What are ghost words?”

“They’re words that don’t really exist. They come about through the mistakes of editors and
printers and bad proofreaders, and while they seem like they should mean something, they
don’t. Like ‘cablin’ for ‘cabin,’” say.”

| see what she means.
“I like that word,” I tell her. “Cablin. Maybe I should appropriate it and give it a meaning.”

Saskia gives a slow nod. “You see? That's how we're like ghost words. People can
appropriate us and give us meanings, too.”

I know she’s talking about our anomalous origins—how because of them, we could be
victim to that sort of thing—»but | don’t agree.

“That happens to everybody,” | tell her. “It happens whenever someone decides what
someone is like instead of finding out for real.”

“I suppose.”
“You're thinking about all of this too much.”
“I can’t seem to stop thinking about it.”

| study her for a long moment. It’s worrying her, this whole idea of what’s real and what
isn’t, like how you came into this world is more important than what you do once you're
here.

“What's the first thing you remember?” | ask.
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HOW WE WERE
BORN

Words are like a corridor;
put enough of them in a line
and who knows where

they will take you.

—SASKIA MADDING,
“Corridor” (Mirrors, 1995)

Saskia Madding

| remember opening my eyes and—

You know how if you blow up an electronic image too much, you don’t have a picture
anymore? When you push the image that far, all you really have left is a pixelated fog, a
screen full of tiny coloured squares that don’t form a recognizable pattern, never mind an
image.

That was the first thing I saw.

I opened my eyes and | couldn’t focus on anything. A hundred thousand million dots of
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colour and light filled my vision. I stared hard, trying to make sense of them, and slowly they
started to come together, forming recognizable objects. A dresser. A cedar chest. An
armchair with clothes draped over the arms and back. A closed wooden door. A poster from
the Newford Museum of Art advertising a retrospective of Vincent Rushkin’s work. Close
by my head on the night table was an unlit candle in a brass holder, and a leather-bound
book with a pattern of pussywillows stamped into the leather, a fountain pen lying on top of
it.

It was all familiar, but | knew I'd never seen it before. Just as | myself was familiar, but |
didn’t know who 1 really was. | knew my name. | knew there was a computer and paper trail
tracing my background—uwhere I was born, grew up, went to school—but | couldn’t actually
recall any of it. The details of the experiences, | mean. The sounds, the smells, the tactile
impressions associated with them. All I knew were the bare bones of cold facts.

| studied the explosion of pigeons in the painting they’d used in the poster for the Rushkin
show and tried to make sense of how I could be in my own bedroom, but have no sense of
where it was or how | got here or anything that had happened to me before | opened my
eyes at that moment.

And | was strangely calm.

I knew I shouldn’t be. Somewhere a part of me was registering the fact that none of this was
right—neither the where and how of where 1I'd found myself upon waking, nor my reaction
to it.

| had the strongest sense of being temporary. A shadow cast by a light that was about to
move or be turned off. An image in a film that the camera had lingered up on before moving
on.

I held one of my hands up in front of my eyes, then the other. | sat up and looked at the
reflection of the woman in the mirror on the back of the dresser.

Me.
A stranger.

But I knew every inch of that face—the blue eyes, the shape of the nose and lips, the way
the blonde hair fell in a sleepy tangle on either side of it.

I swung my feet to the floor and stood up. I pulled the flannel nightie | was wearing over my
head and faced the mirror again.

I knew this body as well.
Me.
Still a stranger.

| sat down on the edge of the bed. Plucking the nightie from the floor, | hugged it to my
chest.

An odd notion came into my head. | had a sudden impression of some other place, a
pixelated realm that lay somewhere in cyberspace—that mysterious borderland of electrons
and data pulses that exists in between all the computers that make up the World Wide Web.
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I could almost see this deep forest of sentences and words secreted in a nexus of the Web,
and as | did, I sensed some enormous entity swelling up out of it, a leviathan of impossible
proportions that had no physical presence, but it did have a vast and incomprehensible soul.

The thought came to me that | was a piece of that entity. That | had been broken off from
it, born there in that forest of words and sent away. That | was separate, but also still a part
of that other. That it had made me up through some curious technopagan ritual, given me
flesh and then set me free to make a life for myself in the world beyond the endless reaches
of cyberspace.

I know. It sounds like science fiction. And maybe it was. But it was magic, too. How else can
you explain a computer program that was self-aware? Some voodoo spirit, itself made of
nothing but ones and zeros, that was able to create a living being out of neurons and
electricity and air and send it off into the world to be its own being.

The island of calm I'd sensed before whispered to me through this whirlpool of disquiet and
speculation.

In a normal person, it said, what you are experiencing would be considered madness.
But | already knew | wasn't normal. | wasn’t even sure | was a person.
Finally, I lay back down on the bed and closed my eyes.

Maybe it was all a dream. Maybe when | woke up in the morning I'd remember my life. I'd
be myself and just shake my head as | went about my morning, dimly recalling the very
strange dream I'd had the night before.

But in the morning, nothing had really changed. Only the force of what | was feeling had.

I could see normally as soon as | opened my eyes. The sensations of disassociation and
confusion I'd experienced in the middle of the night were still there, but they weren'’t as
intense.

This time | was able to get up and get as far as the door of the bedroom. I looked down the
hallway into familiar/unfamiliar territory. 1/my body had to pee—but it was something |
only knew from the pressure in my bladder. |1 knew the mechanics of how | would do it. |
knew where to go, to lift the lid, and sit down. But | couldn’t seem to call up one memory of
the actual experience. The only real, tactile memories | had were of waking last night.

Panic came rolling up through my body, quickening my pulse, making me sweat, creating a
worse confusion in me than | was already feeling.

Let it go, that small calm place inside me said. Stop thinking about it for the moment. Give your body
control—it knows what to do.

What did | have to lose?

| took a deep, steadying breath. Another. I don’t even know how | did it, but somehow |
managed to step back from the panic and confusion and follow the voice’s advice.

I was like a passenger as | made my way to the bathroom, peed and showered. Back in my
bedroom, I looked in the closet and was momentarily overwhelmed by the choices. It's not
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that there were a lot of clothes—because there weren’t. But there was still too much choice.

I was still confounded by knowing exactly what all the various materials were, but not what
it would be like to touch or wear them—their texture, their weight, the feel of how the fabric
would hang.

| took another steadying breath and let the decision go. | watched as | chose a cotton T-shirt
and a pair of jeans, enjoyed the sensation of the cloth as it covered me. Slipped on a pair of
moccasins and wiggled my toes in them.

It wasn’t until after I'd made toast and coffee and was still drinking the coffee at the kitchen
table that the immensity of my disassociation began to ease. It came and went throughout
the rest of the day, like the ebb and flow of some inexplicable tide, but the troughs and
crests began to even out and calm.

The oddest thing was how whenever | had a question about something, that calm voice
would speak up from the back of my mind in response. Like when | took the coffee from
the fridge and | wondered about the beans as | spooned some into the grinder.

Coffee, the voice in my head said. It’s a beverage consisting of a decoction or infusion of the roasted
ground or crushed seeds (coffee beans) of the two-seeded fruit (coffee berry) of certain coffee trees. It can also be
the seeds or fruit themselves, or any of various tropical trees of the madder family that yield coffee beans, such
as Coffea arabica and C. canefora.

It was like I had an encyclopedia sitting in the back of my head. One that knew everything.

| didn’t leave the apartment all day. | didn’t dare. | explored its four rooms—bedroom,
kitchen, bathroom, and the final all-purpose room that looked to be a combination of study,
library, office, and living room. | opened the patio door that led out of that last room, but |
didn’t go onto the balcony. I simply stood in the doorway and studied the street below, the
buildings on the other side.

Mostly I poked through the books and magazines | found, studied the contents of my purse
and the wallet inside it, turned on the computer and explored its various document files.

It turned out | wrote poetry. A fair amount of it. I'd had three collections published, with
enough in these files for at least a couple more, though some of the poems were obviously
works-in-progress.

| also did freelance writing for various on-line magazines and wrote some op-ed pieces for
Street Times, a little paper produced mostly by street people for street people—to give them
something to sell in lieu of asking for spare change.

| found a financial program and saw that while I wasn’t rich by any means, | had enough
money banked to keep me solvent for a few months. When | thought about where that
money had come from, my own work history popped up in my head. Dates, places of
employment, job descriptions, salary and benefits. But | had no personal, hands-on
memories of even one of these places where | was supposed to have worked.

I closed all the files and turned off the computer.
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After a supper of asparagus, tomato, feta cheese and shredded basil on a small bed of pasta,
I was finally able to go outside and sit on the wicker chair | found out on the balcony. The
flavour of my meal still lay on my palate, the food itself a comforting pressure in my
stomach. It was dark now, the city lit up with lights, but | was safe and unseen in a pool of
shadow since I'd turned out the lights in the room behind me.

| watched the people passing below, each of them a story, each story part of somebody
else’s, all of it connected to the big story of the world. People weren’t islands, so far as | was
concerned. How could they be, when their stories kept getting tangled up in everybody
else’s?

But all the same, I understood loneliness right then. Not the idea of it, but the empty ache of
it inside me. How one could live in a city of millions and realize that there was not one
person who knew or cared if I lived or died. | searched my mind, but nowhere in amongst
the neat and orderly lines of facts and work histories was there the memory of someone |
could call a lover, a friend, or even an acquaintance.

That will change, the calm voice in the back of my head assured me.

But I didn’t know—not how my life could have come to this, or if it even should change.
Either 1 was so unlikable that I'd been unable to make a single friend in the—I counted out
the years from the facts in my head—four years since | had apparently moved here from
New Mexico—or | was some kind of freak. Neither, it seemed to me, deserved friends.

I dreamed that night that | was flying, soaring, not over city streets, but over circuit boards,
and rivers of electricity...

The next morning—my second that | could truly recall—I felt a little better. I still had a lack
of hands-on memories and a calm, quiet voice in the back of my head that was happy to play
encyclopedia for me, but the weight of a full day’s experience seemed to have steadied me.
Even if all I'd done for the whole day was wander around in my apartment and then get
terribly depressed as | sat out on the balcony in the evening, that one day still felt as though
it had anchored me to the real world.

In the morning light, things didn’t seem quite so bleak, so desperately black and white, it had
to be this way or that. | was able to consider that | might be different and it didn’t cripple
me. Last night’s loneliness and despair had no real hold on me this morning. I didn’t know
quite how or where, but | was sure | had to fit in someplace.

Today | meant to go outside.

I finished my coffee and washed my breakfast dishes, then put on a pair of running shoes. I
found my purse. After checking it for apartment keys, | stepped out into the hall.

My neighbour across the way opened his door at the same time and smiled at me.
“So there is someone living in that apartment,” he said. “I’'m Brad.” He jerked a thumb over
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his shoulder. “In 3F, as you can see.”
“I'm Saskia,” | said and we shook hands.

He was nice looking guy, dark-haired and trim, dressed in casual clothes. I could tell he liked
what he saw when he looked at me and that made me feel good. But as we stood there
talking for awhile, 1 saw something change in his eyes. It wasn’t like | had a bit of egg stuck
between my teeth or something. | was just making him uncomfortable. By the time we’d
walked down the two flights of stairs to the streets, | got the sense he couldn’t get away
from me quickly enough.

He gave me a brusque goodbye when we reached the street and headed off in the direction
I’d been planning to go. | stood there by the door of the building, letting some space build
between us before I set off myself. While I waited, | went back over our conversation, trying
to see what it was I’d said or done to make his initial attraction toward me cool off so
quickly. I couldn’t think of a thing. Whatever it was seemed to have happened on some
purely instinctual level—almost a chemical imbalance between us. The longer he was in my
presence, the stronger it had become.

I won’t say | wasn'’t disturbed by it, because | was. But there was nothing | could do about it
now. He'd finally reached the end of the block, so | started off myself, aiming for the
Chinese grocery store on the other side of the street, across from where he was. By the time
| reached the corner, he was long gone.

There was a scruffy little dog tied up outside the grocery store, one of those mixes of a half-
dozen breeds, but the terrier seemed strongest. He watched me approach, tongue lolling, a
happy dog look in his eyes.

“Hey, pooch,” | said, bending down to give him a pat.

He snapped at me and | only just pulled my hand back in time to avoid getting bitten. He
was still growling at me as his owner came bustling out from the store.

“Rufy,” she said. “Don’t do that.” She turned to me. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him,”
she added. “Rufus is usually so sweet tempered.”

But I could see the same instinctive discomfort start up in her eyes as I’d already seen in her
dog’s, and in my neighbour’s eyes earlier. Before it grew too strong, | slipped past her into
the store where | picked up some milk, a bag of rice, and some vegetables for a stir fry. |
completed the transaction as quickly as I could, not looking at the elderly Chinese man
behind the counter. When | was outside the store again, the woman and her dog were
already gone.

| stood there for a long moment, just watching the traffic at the intersection and not
knowing what to do.

| was ready to retreat to my apartment, to stay there and stubbornly wait for them to show
up—the people who had played around in my head and erased most of my memory, or the
people who had created me and left me there to fend for myself. I didn’t know which, but it
had to be one or the other.

For a moment | had a shivering recollection of some invisible voodoo spirit in cyberspace,
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but that | firmly put out my mind. No, whatever the origins of my present condition, they
weren’t that improbable.
But maybe I'd been in an accident. Banged my head on something.

| felt through my hair, searching for bumps or a sore spot, but could find neither. That
didn’t really prove anything. It could have been a while ago. Or it could be some recurring
medical problem. Perhaps there was someone coming to check up on me—I just couldn’t
remember who, or when they’d come.

Or I could be crazy.

| took the long way back to my apartment, circling the block that the grocery store was on.
When | saw a homeless man sitting in the doorway of an abandoned store, | dug into my
pocket for a dollar. I dropped it in his hat and smiled down at him, ready for a repeat of the
reactions I'd already gotten from the other people I’'d met so far today.

But he only returned my smile.
“Thanks, lady,” he said. ““You have a good day.”

I couldn’t tell his age—it could have been anywhere between thirty and sixty—»but he had
kind eyes. They were deep blue, clear and alert, which seemed a little at odds with his shabby
clothes and weather-beaten skin. They were the eyes of someone at peace with the world,
not someone living on the street and barely able to eke out a living.

“I’ll try,” I told him. “So far it’s sucked big-time.”
He nodded, eyeing me in a way that put me on edge again.

“Maybe you should try and turn down that shine of yours a watt or two,” he said before |
could go. “My guess is that’s what’s making people so uncomfortable around you.”

| just stared at him, not really sure what | was hearing.
“What did you say?” | asked.

“Come on,” he said. “Don’t tell me you don’t know. You've been touched by something—
call it whatever you want. A mystery, the spirits, some kind of otherness. It’s left a shine on
you that most people aren’t going to see, but they’ll feel it and it’s going to make them feel
edgy and weird. It’s like the world’s shifting under their feet and no one likes that feeling.”

“And it doesn’t bother you?”

He shrugged. “I know what it is. I also know it's not going to hurt me. So why would | be
bothered?”

“How do you know all this?” | asked.

“Hey,” he said. “I wasn’t always a bum, you know. | used to run a New Age head shop and
while we sold a lot of let’s pretend, some of our customers were the real thing and | learned
a thing or two from them. Reading auras is pretty basic stuff.”

“What happened?”

“l wasn’t paying attention. That’s the big lesson life teaches you: You always have to pay
attention. Your marriage broke up? You weren’t paying attention. Your partner cleans out
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your bank account and sells all your store’s assets, leaving you bankrupt?”

He gave me an expectant look.

“You weren’t paying attention,” I said.

He nodded approvingly. “Exactly. | lost everything when the creditors came calling.”

I crouched down, sitting on my haunches, so that our heads were level with each other.
“I'm sorry,” | said.

“Yeah, me, too. But it’s all water under the bridge now. Life goes on and most of us, we're
just along for the ride.”

A bus came by, making conversation impossible for a moment.
“So how do I turn down this... shine thing?” | asked when it was gone.

“Beats me. But the good news is, the longer you're away from the source of whatever put it
on you, the weaker it'll get.”

“And if it doesn’t go away?”

“Then you'll only be comfortable with people like me who already believe. Who accept that
there’s something else out there and it’s just as much a part of this world as you or me. The
only difference is, it's in some hidden part that most people don’t get to see. Hell, that most
people don’t want to see.”

“Which is why I make them uncomfortable.”
He nodded. “What was it that you experienced?”
“I have no idea,” | told him.

I didn’t really want to get into how weird my life had become in the past two days—not with
a complete stranger, no matter how helpful he might be.

“Can | do anything for you?” | asked instead.

“Hey,” he said. “You gave me a dollar and treated me like a human being—that’s more that
ninety-nine percent of the people I run into would do. So no. I'm good.”

“But—"

“Just say hello the next time you see me,” he said. “Let me know how you’re doing.”

“I will. What's your name?”

“Marc—with a ‘C.”

“I'm Saskia,” | said, offering him my hand.

He cocked his head as he shook.

“Saskia Madding?” he asked.

I nodded. “How would you know that?”

“I've read some of your pieces in Street Times. No wonder you took the time to talk to me.”
“Why—"" 1 started, then stopped myself.
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He’'d already told me how he’d ended up on the street. It was none of my business what kept
him there.

“Why do | live like I do?” he finished for me.
I shrugged. “I know it’s not like you'd be doing it by choice.”

“I suppose. But the truth is, I'm damned if | know. I guess I just gave up. Got tired of trying
to find a job. I'm forty-eight and my back’s shot. So I can’t do heavy work, and nobody
wants to hire an old man when he can get some bright-eyed kid with twice the energy and all
the office smarts.”

“Forty-eight’s not old.”

“It is in the work force. It’s ancient. And it doesn’t help that I'm a little too familiar with the
bottle.”

| paused for a moment, then asked, “Do you have someplace to stay?”
He smiled. “Come on now, Saskia. Don’t go all caseworker on me. Let’s just be friends.”
“l wasn’t trying to...”

“I know. It’s just that your heart’s too big. | already got that out of those pieces you wrote.
But you don’t want to be bringing home strays—not unless you've got a mansion on a hill
and more money than you know what to do with. If you're not careful, you could end up
with a mob of street people taking advantage of your goodwill and...” He gave me a toothy
grin. “They wouldn’t all be as pretty as me.”

13 But_,1

“It’s okay. I'm sharing a room with a guy in a boardinghouse off Palm. I make do. And who

knows, one of these days | might actually get it together and try to rebuild my life. Next time
I see you, maybe we’ll go for a coffee and I'll share all these great plans I've got for fixing the
world—starting with yours truly.”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll hold you to that.”
“Thanks for stopping by,” he said.

I smiled and stood up. “No, thank you for helping me figure out my problems. Maybe you
should consider becoming a counselor.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I'm just chock-full of good advice, even if | don’t put it into practice for
myself.”

“See you, Marc,” | said.

“You know something?” he said as | started to walk away.

| paused to look back at him.

“If it was me, | wouldn’t be in such a hurry to get rid of that shine of yours.”
“Why not?”

“Well,” he said. “It seems to me that everything’s got a spirit, a mystery that most of us can’t
see. But invisible or not, that doesn’t stop these secret spirits from being the heart of the
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world—sort of what keeps it beating. Are you with me so far?”
| nodded.

“Then tell me this: Why would you want to hang around people that get uncomfortable, or
even scared, about that kind of thing?”

“Maybe just to feel normal,” I said.

He laughed. “Normal’s not all it's cracked up to be.”
“You think?”

“Hell, I know.”

I don’t know if | could have taken Marc’s advice even if I'd wanted to. So far as | could see,
whatever was different about me came from inside. How do you avoid yourself?

But he made a good point about normalcy. Except | don’t think it was so much that |
wanted to be normal. It was more how nobody likes to be the brunt of other people’s ill will
—especially when you've done nothing to earn it.

| think the bigger question for me was that | needed to know what | was, and not even the
voice in the back of my head seemed to have an answer to that.

In the weeks that followed | made a point of getting out and seeing people. It was hard.
Most of the time I got the same kind of reaction as | had from my neighbour across the hall,
or the woman with her dog outside the Chinese grocery store. I'd go to music shows, art
openings, poetry readings—any place that a person could go by herself to meet other
people. Invariably some guy would start to hit on me—especially in a club—only to back off
as though he’d suddenly realized that | had a third eye, or a forked tongue, or who knows
what? I'd stay for awhile, but eventually the general level of barbed comments and ill will
directed toward me would get to be too much and I’d have to go.

Later, when | got to know Jilly and her crowd, I discovered that I'd been going to the wrong
sorts of events—or the right events, only attended by the wrong sorts of people. But at the
time, | didn’t know and there were a lot of nights that I left hardly able to keep my tears in
check until I was safe in my apartment with no one to see my despair.

I didn’t have the same problem when people weren’t actually in my presence. | was able to
submit pieces to Street Times, In the City, The Crowsea Times, and some of the daily papers—
soliciting commissions over the phone and submitting the finished pieces by e-mail. |
developed a number of friendships that way, though | made sure to maintain them at a
distance. The one time | didn’t was a complete disaster.

Aaran Goldstein was the book editor for The Daily Journal at the time—still is, actually. I'd
done a few reviews for him and we’d talked on the phone a number of times when he asked
me if | wanted to get together for a drink before a book reading that he had to cover that
night. Against my better judgment, because, logically, I knew it wouldn’t work out—why
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should this be any different from all those openings and shows I'd attended?—I said yes.

We made plans to meet at Huxley’s—not somewhere I'd have chosen on my own. It’s that
bar on Stanton across from Fitzhenry Park where the young execs on their way up
congregate after work. Lots of chrome and leather and black glass. Lots of big exotic plants
and various flavours of ambient techno music on the sound system. Lots of people who
want nothing to do with mysteries or myths or magic, so you know how they’d react to me.

| started to tell him | was blonde, but he stopped me and assured me we’d have no trouble
finding each other.

“Descriptions are for peons,” he said. “But you and 1... fate has already decided that we
should meet.”

The weird thing is, he was right. Not about fate—at least not so far as | know—~but about
our not needing descriptions. | stepped in through the front door of Huxley’s at a little past
seven that evening and immediately saw him standing at the bar. I've no idea why |
recognized him. I guess he just looked like his voice.

He lifted his head and turned in my direction, smiled, and came to meet me.

“You see?” he said, taking my arm and steering me back to the bar where a pair of martinis
were already waiting for us.

He clinked his glass against mine.
“To radiance,” he said. “By which | mean you.”

Aaran was a good-looking, confident man in his thirties—very trendy with his goatee, his
dark hair cut short on the top and sides, drawn back into a small ponytail at the nape of his
neck. One ear lobe sported two earrings, the other was unadorned. Pinky ring on each hand.
He was wearing Armani jeans, a white T-shirt, and a tailored sports jacket that night. Shoes
of Italian leather.

But the best thing about him—uwhat let me overlook his overly suave mannerisms, what
meant more to me than his appearance or his sense of fashion—was that he didn’t get the
look in his eyes.

Five minutes went by. Ten. Fifteen.

Not once did he seem to get creeped out by me. We just talked—or at least he talked.
Mostly | sat on my stool, leaning one arm on the bar top, and listened. But it wasn’t hard.
He was well-spoken and had a story about anything and everybody: droll, ironic, sometimes
serious.

We had two drinks at Huxley’s. We went to the reading—Summer Brooks had a new book
out, So I'm a Bitch, a collection of her weekly columns from In the City—and it was just as
entertaining as you might imagine, if you follow the columns. We had a lovely dinner at
Antonio’s, this little Italian place in the Market. We went down the street to the Scene for
another drink and danced awhile. Finally we ended up back at my place for a nightcap.

We’d been getting along so well, it seemed inevitable to me that we would end up in bed the
way we did. I remember thinking | was glad I'd worn some sexy black lace underwear
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instead of the cotton panties and bra I'd almost put on when I’d been getting dressed earlier
in the evening.

Sex had definitely been one of the things I'd wanted to experience as soon as | could. My
own recollections of it seemed to have come out of books, and like everything else in my
life, I couldn’t find one real tactile memory of it in mind. From what I did know about it, it
was supposed to be totally amazing, so it was disappointing to have it all be over as quickly
as it was.

Later, | realized it was only because Aaran wasn’t a particularly good lover, but at the time |
just felt let down. Not so much by him, as by the whole build-up about the act of making
love.

“Is that it?” I let slip out as he rolled over onto his back.

| hadn’t meant to say it aloud and when | saw the dark look on his face, | really wished |
hadn’t.

He sat up. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing.”

“Wasn't it good for you?”

“Of course. It’s just... I thought...”

| stopped myself before I made it worse, even though what | wanted to say was, no, it was
disappointing. | thought it would be more tender, and also more abandoned. That it would
last longer. That the world would turn under me. That everything would stretch into this
long moment of unbelievable bliss before finally releasing in long, slow waves that would
leave me breathless. The way I could make it feel with my own fingers.

Yes, | stopped myself from saying any of that, but it was already too late.
“Jesus, I can’t believe you,” he said.
He swung his feet to the floor and stood up.

“I mean, it’s not like I didn’t know there was something weird about you,” he added as he
put on his briefs. “But | was willing to overlook it—you know, that twitch you put in people
that just makes them want to back away?”

| stared at him, speechless. He found his T-shirt and pulled it on over his head, stopping to
smooth back his hair.

“It’s not like I'm alone in this,” he said. “Sure, you look hot, but everybody who’s spent any
kind of time with you talks about how you’ve got this thing about you that just rubs them
the wrong way.”

“You've talked to people about me?”

“Well, sure. It’s a small world. When a good-looking woman like yourself turns out to be
such a cold fish, of course it’s going to get around. What did you think? But I thought, ‘I'll
do her a favour. Show her a good time. Teach her how to loosen up a little and enjoy life.””

“Get out,” | told him.
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“Right, like you're the one who should be pissed.”
I got out of bed and gave him a shove toward the doorway.
“Now you just wait a—" he started, but | pushed him again.

He was still off-balance from the first push and stumbled backward, out into the main room.
I collected the rest of his clothes and followed after him. There was a moment right there
when I thought he was going to hit me, or at least try to, but I dumped the clothes and shoes
into his arms and he instinctively grabbed hold of them. That gave me time to slip around
him and open the front door of the apartment.

“Out,” | told him, pointing to the hall.
“Jesus, would you let me put my pants—"
“Qut,” | repeated.

I grabbed my umbrella from where it was leaning by the door and held it like it was a
baseball bat. He took one look at my face and went out into the hall. God, | wish I'd had a
camera to capture that sorry image of him standing there, as good as bare-assed, skinny legs
coming out from under his T-shirt, the rest of his clothes all bundled in his arms.

“This isn’t the end of this,” he told me.

“It is for me.”

He shook his head, his face flushed with anger.

“Nobody treats me like this,” he said. “I'll make you sorry you ever—”
“| already am,” | said and shut the door in his face, engaged the lock.

| cried for a long time after he was gone. It wasn’t because of what had happened with him—
or at least not only because of that. Mostly it was because | felt so bereft and alone,
abandoned in this unfair world where my only intimate human contact so far had been with
such a sorry excuse of a loser. Now that the happy blush of just being accepted for once had
been swept away, | realized that he was completely self-centered. He was full of words, but
empty of anything meaningful. Our evening together had been for him, not for me, or even
to be with me.

If Aaran Goldstein was an example of what it meant to be human, | wasn’t so sure that |
wanted to be one anymore.

I had my flying dream again that night, soaring over an endless landscape of circuit boards,
their vast expanse cut with rivers of cruel electricity...

I had gained some useful experience from my evening with Aaran, but otherwise not a lot
had changed. Everything was still new and fresh. | knew what things were—and if | didn’t,
the voice in my head could give me its history—but not how they tasted, or felt, or sounded.
Not how their essence reverberated under my skin.
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I didn’t stay away from readings or openings or clubs after that—I was too stubborn to give
Aaran that small victory—nbut I didn’t look to find acceptance or kindness at them anymore,
and didn’t find it either. Turns out, what honest friendships | came to make, | made on the
street.

There was Marc, of course. I'd see him from time to time, always in some different doorway,
panhandling on a street corner, dozing on a park bench. He carried a constant undercurrent
of bitterness inside him—directed at what he saw as his own personal failures, as much as at
the uncaring world he was in, a world that had no time or place for those such as himself
who, for one reason or another, had fallen through the cracks.

But most of the time, he kept that bitterness locked behind a cheerful front. | think what he
liked best about me was that, no matter which face he showed me, | accepted him as he was
and made no judgments. | also didn’t hand out advice, or try to change him. I’d just buy him
a meal or a coffee, and share it with him as though we were simply friends out to enjoy each
other’s company.

Charity didn’t enter into it. He knew I’d give him a place to stay, or money, if he asked. But
he didn’t. And I didn’t offer.

Then there was the woman that everyone called Malicorne whom | met on the edge of the
Tombs one day, that part of the city that the citizens have abandoned, leaving | don’t know
how many blocks of empty lots, rubble-choked streets and fallen-down, deserted buildings.
Factories, tenements, stores. The only legally-inhabited building was the old county jail, an
imposing stone structure that stood on the western border of the Tombs, overlooking the
Kickaha River, just north of the corner of Lee and MacNeil, but you couldn’t call what the
prisoners in there did as living. They were just marking time.

Malicorne was tall and horsy-faced, her eyes so dark they seemed to be all pupil. Her long
chestnut hair was thick and matted, hanging past her shoulders like dreadlocks. But the thing
about her—the strange thing, | mean—is how she had this white horn curling up into a
point coming right out of the middle of her forehead. Now that’s unusual enough, but even
stranger is how nobody really seems to notice it.

“People don’t pay attention to things that don’t make sense to them,” she said when | asked
her about it.

Now | had a maybe strange origin, if my dreams and the voice in my head were anything to
go by. She had one for certain. So why didn’t people treat her the way they treated me?

She laughed. “Look at me,” she said. “I'm living in a squat here in the Tombs, sharing meals
and drinks with hobos and bums. Regular citizens don’t even see me. I'm just one more
street person to them. And if they don’t see me—if | don’t even register on their radar—
how would they ever notice anything strange about me?”

“So why do you stay on the streets?” | asked.

“You mean, why don’t | become a citizen?”

“I guess.”

“Because the only stories that matter to me are the ones that are told here—on street
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corners, under an overpass, standing around an oil drum fire. It wouldn’t be the same for
someone else, but I'm not someone else, and they’re not me.”

I liked talking to her. She didn’t just absorb stories other people told; she had countless ones
of her own to tell. Stories about strange places and stranger people, of gods living as mortals,
and mortals living with the extravagance of gods. | often wondered what my own story
would sound like, coming from her lips. But I supposed first I’d have to figure out what it
was for myself.

She left town before | could. One day she just wandered off and out of our lives the way
street people do, but before she left, she introduced me to William.

He was living on the street at the time, too. There was a whole family of them that got
together at night around the oil drums. Jack, Casey, William, and just before Malicorne left, a
slip of a girl named Staley Cross who played a blue fiddle.

William was in his fifties, a genial alcoholic—as opposed to a mean drunk—with weather-
beaten features and rheumy eyes. Something about Malicorne’s going motivated most of
them to get off the street. In William’s case, he started attending AA meetings and got a job
as a custodian in a Kelly Street tenement, just up from the Harp. He’s still there today,
surviving on the money he gets from odd jobs and tips.

I go to the AA meetings with him sometimes, to keep him company. He’s been off the
wagon for a few years now, but he’s still addicted to one thing they don’t have meetings for:
magic. | don’t mean that he’s a conjuror himself, or has this need to take in magic shows. Or
even that he’s some kind of groupie of the supernatural and strange. He just knows a lot of
what he calls “special people.”

“I'm drawn to people like that,” he told me one afternoon when we were sitting on the steps
of the Crowsea Public Library. “Don’t ask me why. | guess thinking about them, listening to
them talk, just being with them, makes the world feel like a better place. Like it’s not all
cement and steel and glass and the kind of people who pretty much only fit into that kind of
environment.”

“People like Malicorne,” I said.

He nodded. “And like you. You've all got this shine. You and Malicorne and Staley with that
blue spirit fiddle of hers. There’s lots of you, if you look around and pay attention. You
remember Paperjack?”

I shook my head.

“He had it, too. Used to give you a glimpse of the future with these Chinese fortune-tellers
of his that he made out of folded paper. He was the real thing—Ilike Bones and Cassie are.”

“So we've all got this shine,” I said, remembering how Marc had told me he could see mine
that day I first met him.

William gave me a smile. “I know it makes some people uncomfortable, but not me. I guess
maybe | don’t have a whole lot else left in my life, but at least I've got that. At least | know
there’s more to the world than what we see here.”
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“I suppose,” | said. “Still, I wouldn’t mind learning how to turn it down a notch or two.”
“Why?,’

“I don’t know, exactly. So that I can fit in better when | want to fit in, I suppose. It’s hard
walking into a room and after five minutes or so, pretty much everybody’s making it clear
that it'd all be so much more pleasant if you'd just leave.”

“That’s important to you?” he asked. “Fitting in?”
“Maybe. Sometimes. I guess it’s mostly wanting to do it on my own terms.”
“Well, I know a guy who might be able to help you.”

We tracked Robert Lonnie down at the Dear Mouse Diner, just around the corner from the
library. He was sitting in a back booth, a handsome young black man in a pinstripe suit with
wavy hair brushed back from his forehead. There was a cup of coffee on the table in front
of him, a small-bodied old Gibson guitar standing up on the bench beside him.

“Hey, Robert,” William said as he slid into the other side of the booth. I sat down next to
William.

“Hey yourself, Sweet William,” Robert said. “You still keeping your devil at bay?”
“I'm trying. | just take it day by day. How about you?”

“I just keep out of his way.”

“This is my friend, Saskia,” William said.

Robert turned his gaze to me and | realized then that he was another of William’s special
people. Those eyes of his were dark and old. When they looked at you, his gaze sank right
under your skin, all the way down to where your bones held your spirit in place.

“Saskia,” he repeated with a smile, then glanced at William. “If this isn’t proof positive we're
living in the modern world, | don’t know what is.”

I gave him a puzzled look when his dark gaze returned to me.

“Well, you see,” he said. “I know that machines have always had spirits, but | look at you
and see that now they’re making babies, too.”

| suppose that was one way of putting it.

“That’s why we’re here,” William said. “We’re looking for some advice on how to turn down
her shine.”

Robert pulled his guitar down onto his lap and began to pluck a melody on its strings,
playing so soft, you'd have to strain to hear it. But the odd thing was, while I couldn’t hear
them clearly, I could feel those notes, resonating deep down inside me.

“Turn down your shine,” he said.
I nodded. “It makes it hard to fit in.”
“You should try being black,” he said.
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He improvised softly around a minor chord, waking an eerie feeling in the nape of my neck.
“I know it’s not the same thing,” I started, but his smile stopped me.
“We all know that,” he said. “Don’t worry. I'm not about to go all Black Panther on you.”

His fingers did a funny little crab-walk up the neck of the guitar that took away the strange
feeling the minor chord had called up.

“So can you help her?” William asked.

Robert smiled. “Turn down a shine? Sure.” He looked at me. “That’s an easy one. You've
just got to stop being so aware of it yourself, that's all. Have you got any hard questions?”

“But... that's it?”

“Pretty much. Oh, it won’t happen overnight, but if you can stop yourself from
remembering, or believing, or what it is that you're doing inside that head of yours, soon
enough everybody else will be seeing it your way, too. It’ll be like you'll all start to agree that
this is the way things are. Or should be.”

“Making a consensual reality,” William said. “Like the professor’s always talking about.”

Robert nodded. “Of course, you've got to ask yourself,” he said to me, “why would you
want to turn down a shine?”

Now it was my turn to smile.

“I've already been through that with William,” 1 said. “Like I told him, | want the option of
fitting in if I want to.”

“Curious, isn’t it?” Robert said. “All the magic people want to be normal, and all the normal
people want magic. Nobody ever wants what they’ve already got and that’s the story of the
world.”

He started a twelve-bar blues, humming a soft accompaniment to the aching music his
fingers pulled from the guitar.

William and | sat there for a long time, just listening to him play before we finally left the
diner.

I don’t know if this happens to you, but it’s a funny thing. There’s this synchronicity with
street people. Doesn’t matter how unusual they might be, like Tinfoil Annie making her
animals with aluminum foil that she then sets free in the gutters, or talented, like Robert
Lonnie and the way he can play a guitar. See them once and suddenly you’re seeing them all
the time and you have to wonder, how was it that you never noticed them before?

After that afternoon in the diner, | started seeing Robert everywhere, playing that old
Gibson of his. He was so good that | asked William once why Robert wasn’t playing out,
doing real gigs instead of sitting in the back of clubs, after-hours, or all the other places you
might find him making music: on park benches, in diners, on street corners, in the subway.

“The story is,” William said, “that he traded his soul to the devil to be able to make the kind
of music he does. But it wasn’t a fair trade. Turned out, Robert had that music in him all
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along—he just hadn’t been patient enough to take the long way of getting it out. Anyway,
he’s supposed to have figured out a way he can live forever—just to spite the devil, he says—
but he likes to keep a low profile anyway. Seems the devil will let you get away with a thing
or two, just so long as you don’t rub him in the face with it.”

“Do you believe that?”

William shrugged. “I've seen enough things in this world that I'll keep an open mind about
anything. And I like the idea of somebody putting one over on old Nick.” Then he smiled.
‘Course there’s others say Robert just ages well and has a natural talent.”

Not everybody I met on the street actually lived on the street, even when, at first, it seemed
as if they did. I guess some people were like | came to be—they just felt more comfortable
carrying on their business on the edges of society.

| thought Geordie was homeless when | first met him—abusking with his fiddle for people’s
spare change instead of panhandling. But once I got to know him, | realized that he just
liked playing on the street. He played in clubs, too—had an apartment on Lee Street and all
—but busking, he said, kept him honest. He was one of the first street musicians you’d hear
in the spring—standing on some corner, all bundled up, fingerless gloves on his hands—and
one of the last to give it up in the fall.

Geordie and | hit it off right away. | suppose we could have become more than friends, but
I could tell he was carrying a torch for someone else and that kind of thing always gets in the
way of developing a meaningful relationship. One or the other of you ends up settling for
what’s in front of you, but you're always remembering the something you couldn’t have.

At first | thought that something was Sam, this old girlfriend of Geordie’s who did this
mysterious sidestep out of his life, but once | got to know him better, | realized he was really
carrying the torch for his friend Jilly. I got the idea that neither of them was aware of it—or
at least would admit it to themselves—though everyone else in their crowd seemed to be
aware of it.

It's funny, considering how close he and lJilly are, that I must have known Geordie for
almost half a year before | ever met Jilly and got pulled into her mad, swirling circle of
friends. Geordie often talked about her and Sophie and Wendy and the rest of them, but
somehow our paths never crossed. | know it’s a big city, but when we finally did meet, it
turned out we knew so many people in common, you'd have thought we’d have run into
each other a lot sooner than we did.

Something similar happened with Christy, though in his case I'd actually seen him around
before. | just hadn’t known who he was.

The way we met, | was walking down Lee Street and saw Geordie at a table on the patio of
the Rusty Lion with some fellow whose face | couldn’t see because his back was to me. By
the time | realized who it was, it was too late to retreat because Geordie’d already seen me. |
made myself go up to their table to say hello.

You see, I'd already noticed Christy and been attracted to him long before we actually met.
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The first time was at a poetry reading. | spied him across the room and there was something
about him that I liked enough to almost give up my promise of not trying to connect with
people at those things. But then | saw that he was with Aaran and a woman—that | didn’t
get along with either—who worked for another paper. If they were his friends, | didn’t want
to be one myself.

I noticed him from time to time in the neighbourhood after that, usually on his own, but
never put it together that this brother Geordie often talked about was the same person as
this attractive stranger with his bad taste in friends.

Turns out | was wrong about the friends. Christy has impeccable taste in them, not least
because he dislikes Aaran about as much as I do, though not for all the same reasons.

Once we got that out of the way, one thing led to another and... well, that's how | came to
be where I am now, living with Christy.

I've learned to turn down my shine enough to get along in a crowd when | want to, but the
price | paid for that is losing the voice in my head. And when | lost it, I lost my connection
to whatever that big voodoo spirit in cyberspace might have been. | don’t dream about
flying over circuit boards anymore. | don’t dream about pixels and streaming bands of
electricity or any of that. Most of the time all those ideas just seem like some crazy notion |
once had.

But | don’t trust this flesh I'm wearing, either.

| don’t trust the experiences that fill my head because they only date back to when I first
appeared in this world. Like I said, I can follow a computer and paper trail tracing my
background—where | was born, grew up, went to school—but I still can’t recall any of it.

So, sometimes 1 still think that there used to be something else in my head, some vast world
of information—or at least a connection to the spirit that people surfing on the Net can
access as the Wordwood. Or perhaps it’s still there, but I'm cut off from it.

I guess I'm not really sure of anything, except | know I’'m in this world now. And | know |
can count on Christy to stand by me.

Most days that’s enough.

Christiana

It was different for me.

The first time | opened my eyes | knew exactly what | was: all the excess baggage that
Christy didn’t want. How does he put it in his journal?
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...at around the age of six or seven we separate and then hide
away the parts of ourselves that don’t seem acceptable, that don’t fit
in the world around us. Those unacceptable parts that we secret
away become our shadow.

I know. It sounds desperately grim. But it wasn’t all bad. Because the things that people
think they don’t want aren’t necessarily negative. Remember, they’re just little kids at the
time. Their personalities are still only beginning to form. And all of this is happening on an
instinctive, almost cellular level. 1t's not like they’re actually thinking any of it through.

Anyway, in my case...
Even as a little boy, Christy shut people out. That let me be open.

He was often so bloody serious—»because he didn’t trust people enough to relax around
them, | suppose—and that let me be cheerful.

He didn’t make friends easily. I could and did.

But I got his dark baggage, too. A quick temper, because he held his in check. A
recklessness, because he didn’t take chances—

Well, you get the picture. | was the opposite parts of him. Elsewhere in his journals he
describes our physical differences:

She’s short, where I'm tall. Dark-skinned, where I'm light. Red-
haired, where mine’s dark. A girl to my boy, and now a woman as
I’'m a man.

Basically, I opened my eyes to find that | was this seven-year-old girl who knew everything
about being a seven-year-old boy, but nothing about being herself.

| suppose it could have been dangerous for me, trying to make my way through the big bad
world all on my own at such a tender age, but it didn’t quite work out that way. For one
thing, when a shadow is created... yes, she’s all the unwanted parts of the one who cast her,
but she takes an equal amount of... | don’t know... spirit, perhaps, or experience... some
kind of essence from the borderlands. So right away, | was this unwanted baggage and
something more.

What are the borderlands?

Once we started talking to each other, Christy was always asking, “Where do you go when
you're not in this world?”

I wouldn’t tell him for the longest time—as much because | like to hang on to the “woman
of mystery” image he has of me as for any logical reason. But one night when he was going
through one of his periodic bouts of self-questioning, I relented.

“To the fields beyond the fields,” I finally told him, explaining how they lie all around us and
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inside us.

What | didn’t explain is that they’re part of the border countries, the fields that lie between
this world he knows so well and the otherworld—~Fairyland, the spirit world, the
dreamlands, call it what you will. That otherworld is what the mystics and poets are always
reaching out for, few of them ever realizing that the borderlands in between are a realm all
their own and just as magical. They lie thin as gauze in some places—that’s where it’s the
easiest to slip through from one world into the other—and broad as the largest continent
elsewhere.

The beings that inhabit this place are sometimes called the Eadar. Most of them were
created out of imagination, existing only so long as someone believed in them, though it’s
also the place where shadows like me usually go. The Eadar call it Meadhon. The Kickaha
call it abitawehi-aki, the halfway world. 1 just think of it as the middleworld. The borderlands.
But I didn’t get into any of that with Christy.

What | also didn’t explain is what | was just telling you about how a shadow takes as much
of her initial substance from something in the borderlands as it does from the one casting
her. I don’t know what it is. Maybe it’s just from the air itself. Maybe something in the
borderland casts another shadow and people like me are born where the two shadows meet.
What | do know is that | had an immediate connection to that place and when I first slipped
over, | met my guide.

I say “my guide,” like everybody gets one, but that’s not necessarily the case. | just know
there was someone waiting for me when | crossed over.

Being new to everything, | simply accepted Mumbo at face value. It was only in the years to
follow, as | began to acquire a personal history of experience and values, that | thought, isn’t
this typical? When other people get spirit guides or totems, they’re mysterious power
animals, maybe wise old men or women, like the grandparents you maybe never had.

| got Mumbo.

She was basically a mushroom brown sphere the size of a large beach ball with spindly little
arms and legs that were folded close to her body when she wasn’t using them to roll herself
from one place to another. Much like those Balloon Men that Christy wrote about in his first
book, How to Make the Wind Blow, | suppose. Today | can’t imagine anything less mystical or
learned, but she had a kind face and | was a newborn seven-year-old when | first met her.
No doubt she was an appropriate shape to capture the interest of that child I was, and the
immediate affection | had for her carries on to this day, for all that she’s just so... so silly-
looking.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.

The first time | opened my eyes, | was this scruffy little girl in a raggedy black dress, skin the
colour of a frappuccino, eyes the blue of cornflowers, red hair falling in a spill of tangles and
snarls to my shoulders. | was in the field behind the Riddell house. | sat up and looked at the

window that was Christy and Geordie’s bedroom. Paddy, their older brother, was already in
juvie.
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I knew who they were. | knew everything Christy knew up until the moment he cast me off.
After that our lives were separate and we had our own experiences, although I still knew a
lot more about him than he did of me.

He didn’t even remember casting me out. That came years later, when he was reading about
shadows in some book and decided to try to call his own back to him.

But | remembered. And | knew him. I'd follow him around sometimes, until I got bored.
But | always came back, fascinated by this boy who once was me. Or | was once him.
Whatever.

When he started keeping a journal, | pored over the various volumes, sitting at the shabby
little desk beside his bed, reading and rereading what he’d written, trying to understand who
he was, and how he was so different from me.

He woke once or twice to see me there. I'd look back at him, not saying a word. Closing the
book, I'd return it to its drawer, turn off the desk light, and let myself fade back into the
borderlands. I'd read later in his journal how he thought he’d only been dreaming.

But that first night I didn’t go into the house. | was too mad at him for casting me out of the
life we'd had together.

How dare he? How dare he just cast me off. Like he was putting out the trash. Like | was the
trash. I'd show him what trash was.

Little fists clenched, I took a step toward the house, planning | don’t know what—throw a
rock through his window, maybe—~but I accidentally stumbled out of this world and into the
borderlands.

Where Mumbo was waiting for me.

Remember how easily distracted you could be as a kid? Oh, sorry. | guess you don’t. Well,
take my word for it. You can be in a high temper one moment, laughing your head off the
next.

So | stood there, blinking in this twilit world that I'd suddenly found myself in, too surprised
to be angry anymore. | can’t tell you how | knew I'd stepped from one world to another, |
just did. The air was different. The light was different. The biggest clue, | guess, was how the
Riddell house at the far end of the field that I'd been walking toward wasn’t there anymore.

I suppose I might have gotten scared, though I've never scared easily, except that was when
Mumbo showed up.

| watched this brown ball come bouncing across the meadow toward me. When she stopped
herself with her little spindly limbs and | saw her face, the big kind eyes twinkling, the easy
smile so welcoming, | clapped my hands and grinned back.

“Hello, little girl,” the brown ball said.
“You can talk.”

“Of course | can talk.”

“I've never heard a ball talk before.”
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“There are a thousand things and more that you have yet to experience,” she said. “If you
spend less time being surprised by them, you’ll have more time to appreciate them.”

“Are you going to be my friend?” | asked.
“I hope so. And your teacher, too, if you'd like. My name’s Mumbo.”

“I'm Christy,” | said, then realized that wasn’t true anymore, so | quickly amended it to
“Anna,” taking the first name that popped into my head.

Anna was a girl in Christy’s class at school that he was sweet on at the time. Actually, Christy
was always sweet on some girl or another—a serial romantic, that boy of ours. Or at least he
was until he met you. But he’d never do much. Just give them moony looks and write poems
that he never gave to them.

“It’s nice to meet you, Christiana,” Mumbo said.

I almost corrected her, but then I decided I liked the way it sounded. It was a new name, but
it still had history.

“What kind of things are you going to teach me?” | asked.

| was a little nervous. Seven years of being part of Christy had taught me not to trust grown-
ups. I knew Mumbo was a ball, and all of this was like out of some storybook, but she still
had a bit of the sound of a grownup about her when she spoke.

“Whatever you want to learn,” she said. “We could start with my showing you how to move
back and forth between the worlds. That’s a very handy trick for a shadow.”

“What's a shadow?” | asked.

I could tell from the way she said the word that she meant something different from what a
light casts. But as soon as she started to explain, I realized | already knew. It was me. Cast
out of Christy.

Not everybody has a shadow the way Christy describes it in his journal.

Wait. That’s not right. What | meant to say was that while everybody has a shadow, not
everyone has access to the person that shadow might be become.

First you have to call the shadow to you.

Some children do this naturally and never recognize these invisible companions and friends
as ever having been a part of them. And most of those children put aside their shadows once
they grow up so the poor creatures are rejected twice. Those that do remember, or learn
about us somehow, are often surprised at who they find. I know Christy was.

At first he thought he might be going mad because | only came to him as a voice. I'm not
sure why | did that. I think it was probably nervousness on my part. | wanted him to like me
—1 was a sort of twin, after all, and I’d long since gotten over being mad at him for casting
me out of him—~but | wasn’t sure he would since, after all, I was all those parts of himself
that he’d put aside.
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Being born from the cast-off bits of someone else’s personality isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

Because just like the people we echo, we go on after the split. We have the same capacity for
growth and change as they do. We may begin life as evil, or clumsy, or outgoing, but we can
learn to become good, or agile, or shy.

And | shouldn’t have worried about Christy’s reaction to me when we finally met in the
flesh. He proved to be quite taken with me, half in love at first, though I've learned that isn’t
S0 surprising in situations such as this. It’s also why shadows are drawn to those who cast
them off, no matter what the difference is between them: You’re meeting your other half,
your missing half. In many cases, the changes you go through make you more alike, rather
than less. Perhaps we teach each other the best parts of ourselves.

After his initial infatuation, Christy and | settled into more of a sibling relationship. He treats
me as the older and wiser of the two of us, the one who understands Mystery because | live
in it, because my very origins are so extraordinary. | don’t feel that way. I learn as much
from him, but I let him keep his misconceptions. Let’s face it, a girl likes to be mysterious,
doesn’t matter if she’s human or a shadow.

What's life like for a shadow? | don’t need to eat or drink, but I love good food and a fine
wine. | don’t need to sleep either, but I still enjoy luxuriating under the sheets or spending
the whole morning just lying in bed when the rest of the world is up and about its business.

And sometimes when | close my eyes and pretend to sleep, | actually dream.

I’'m not doing such a good job of this. I should be explaining things in a more linear fashion
—the way you did—but my brain doesn’t work that way. Another difference between
Christy and me, I guess. He’s so logical, working everything through from start to expected
finish, while I flit about like a moth attracted to any light with a strong enough flicker.

So where was 1?
Right. Growing up as a shadow.

I grew more quickly than Christy. It wasn’t just a matter of girls maturing sooner. Shadows
can choose their age. We can’t change our specific looks—I mean, | can’t suddenly appear in
front of you as a cat or a dog—but we can appear to be whatever age we want to be and
that’s a handy thing.

But | did mature mentally and emotionally much more quickly than he did.

That can’t be helped when you spend most of your time in the borderlands where there’s
always something to learn. Not to mention that the spirit world lies just beyond the
borderlands, and in the spirit world, anything you can possibly imagine and then some exists
in one corner or another.

| also think that—remember | told you how some piece of the borderlands helps give a
shadow her substance? I think it also allows you to acquire and understand knowledge more
readily. It’s not that you’re smarter. That connection just allows you to assimilate things
more easily. And you have access to more information and experience than the one that
casts you off does, because you have three worlds to explore, instead of only one.
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Plus, in some parts of the spirit world, time moves differently than it does here. Strictly
speaking, | suppose I'm a lot older than Christy anyway because of living in some of the Rip
Van Winkle folds of the spirit world, where the passing of a year is no more than the length
of a day here.

And | was certainly sexually active a lot earlier than him. Truth to tell, by the time | was in
what would have passed for my teens, | was pretty much an incorrigible wanton. | wanted to
try everything.

I’'m way more choosy about who | sleep with now.

“Why were you waiting for me?” | asked Mumbo one day after we’d known each other for a
few years.

She was showing me how to braid sweetgrass into a strong, sweet-smelling rope. | don’t
know why. She was forever telling me about stuff and teaching me how to do things that
seemed to have no relevance at the time, but proved to be useful later. So maybe at some
point in the future, knowing how to make a grass rope was going to come in handy.

“You know,” | added. “That first time | crossed over.”
“It's what | do,” was all she said. “I teach shadows.”

Like that was all there was to it. But you know me—well, | suppose you don’t, or we
wouldn’t be here talking. But I'll worry at a thing forever until I figure out what it is or how
it works. Someone told me once, “Curiosity may have killed the cat, but I'll bet she had a
really interesting life up until then.” I'm like that cat. I do have a really interesting life.

Still do, because I'm not dead yet.

There’s always something going on in the borderlands. Between storybook characters, faerie,
spirits and shadows, there’s no time to be bored. Instead, you just appreciate any time you
might get on your own.

You'd like the place I have there. I should take you sometime.

It’s this little meadow the size of a loft apartment that | plucked out of a summer day—
that’s a trick Mumbo showed me. You choose it like you'd call up a memory snapshot,
except it’s got a physical presence that you can store away in a fold of space where the
borderlands meet this world. You can visit it whenever you want and it just stays there,
hidden away, forever unchanging.

I've got this meadow decked out like an apartment. | have a dresser and a wardrobe at one
end where the birch trees lean up against a stand of cedars. Sofa and easy chairs, with a
Turkish carpet between them, at the other end, under the apple tree. A coffee table and a
floor lamp, though | don’t need it because it’s always light there—morning light, when the
day’s still fresh and anything’s possible.

There are chests and bookcases all over the place because I'm a serious packrat and collect
any and everything. My bed’s tucked away in a shaded hollow under the cedars. I hang things
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from the branches of all the trees—ribbons and pictures and prisms. Whatever catches my
fancy.

Christy wonders what my life is like when I'm not with him. He says, “Isn’t that what we
always wonder about those close to us? What are they doing when we’re not together? What
are they thinking?”

I know it bothers him that | don’t appear to have the same curiosity about him—he doesn’t
know that I still go walkabout in his journals at night when he’s sleeping.

But as you can see, | don't live a life seeped in ancient mystery and wonder the way he thinks
I do. I have an adventurous life, a lively one, and | certainly rub elbows with all sorts of
amazing people and beings, but I'm just an ordinary girl. Oh, don’t smile. I am. An ordinary
girl in extraordinary circumstances.

| was at a party once, in Hinterdale—that’s this place on the far side of wherever. In the
otherworld, you know?

You'd have to see this place to believe it. Imagine one of those old fairy tale castles, up on a
mountaintop, deep forests spilling from near the base of its stone walls all the way down
into the valley below. It doesn’t have a moat, but it has the towers like spires and a grand hall
as big as a football field. Or at least it feels that way. But the best thing about it is that there’s
this enormous tree growing right in the middle of that field-sized hall—an ancient oak that’s
I don’t know how many hundreds of years old.

I guess what | like the most about it is the fact that it's indoors. Like my meadow
apartment’s outdoors. They're just off-kilter enough to make me feel comfortable.

I can’t remember whose party it was—the castle’s sort of a communal place with people
coming and going all the time—~but there must have been at least a thousand people still
there after midnight, every kind of person you can imagine. Faeries, shadows, Eadar,
ordinary folks who've learned how to stray over into the borderlands. Everybody was in
costume.

What was 1? A blue-masked highwayman—highwaylady? Whatever. | had the three-cornered
hat, the knee-high boots, breeches and ruffled shirt under a riding jacket, a pistol as long as
my forearm except it wasn'’t real.

Anyway, | was sitting with Maxie Rose in a window seat that overlooked the courtyard
outside and we got to talking about the meaning of life—which, let me tell you, is an even
bigger question in the borderlands than it is here—and all the other sorts of things you find
yourself talking about at that time of night.

“What I don’t get,” Maxie was saying, “is how people keep trying to come up with these
theories to unify all the various myths and folk tales you find in the world. I mean, | know
there are correlations between the folklore of different cultures, but really. Half the point of
mystery and magics is their inconsistent and often contradictory nature. We live in a world
of arbitrary satisfactions and mayhem. Why should Faerie be any different?”
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“People just need to make sense of things,” I said.

“Oh, please. Sense is the last thing most of us need, though | suppose it does keep me pretty
and alive.”

“What do you mean?” | asked.
She shrugged. “It's how Eadar stay potent. You know here. We teach sense to the shadows.”

Maxie was an old friend of mine, a green-eyed, pink-haired gamine, not quite as tall as me,
with a penchant for bright-coloured clothes, clunky boots and endless conversation. Tonight
she was dressed as a punk ballerina. Her tutu was the same shocking pink as her hair and her
leggings were fishnets that looked as though they’d lost an argument with a shark, they were
so torn and tattered. Big black Doc Martens on her feet. Truth is, her costume wasn’t much
of a stretch from her usual wear, except normally she didn’t wear the Zorro mask—a black
scarf with eyeholes cut in it.

She was always full of life, always so present that it was easy to forget that she’d been born as
a minor character in an obscure chapbook that had been mostly unread in its author’s
lifetime and forgotten thereafter. Since Eadar—such as she was—depend on their existence
by the potency of the belief in their existence, it never made any sense to me that she would
continue to be as vibrant and lively as she was. From all I know of them, she should have
faded away a long time ago.

“Teaching,” | repeated, my mind going back to that day I'd asked Mumbo why she’d been
waiting for me the first time I'd crossed over. “Like Mumbo did with me?”

Maxie nodded.

“And doing that makes you stay real?”

Maxie grinned. “I always said you were a quick study.”
“Are there a lot of you doing that?”

“Oh, sure. Mumbo and Clarey Wise. Fenritty. Jason Truelad. Me. Whenever you see an
Eadar who's particularly present, it’s either because they were born in a story that was really
popular—so lots of people believe in them and keep them real—or they’re connecting with
shadows.”

“So Mumbo wasn’t there to help me. She was only there to help herself.”

“No, no, no,” Maxie said. “It doesn’t work like that. You really have to care about your
shadows. Lots of Eadar don’t even like them. | mean, think about it. You shadows show up
in the borderlands, snotty little toddlers full of new life but without a clue, most of you with
a chip on your shoulder and the last thing you want is advice from anybody.”

“I wasn’t snotty,” I told her.

She grinned. “Says you. Regardless, it can be so frustrating teaching some of you how to get
along. | can’t imagine anyone getting into it unless they really, truly loved the work. The fact
that it keeps us real is a side-benefit. Or at least it is now. | can’t answer for the first Eadar
who figured out that the relationship benefits them as much as the shadows under their
care.”
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“I never knew.”

“Lots of people don’t. Lots of Eadar don’t, which, when you think about it, is being really
dumb. They just piss and moan and fade away. But like I said, if it's not something you feel
comfortable doing, it’s better that you don’t try.”

“But why shadows? What makes us so important to you?”

Maxie shrugged. “I don’t know. For some reason your belief is really potent. All it takes is
one of you to keep us here.”

Isn’t that a kick? One shadow, cast off and all, is equal, at least in this particular case, to all
the readers of some bestseller.

The first time | met Christy?

I can’t remember the exact when of it, but | remember the where. And the look on his face.
He can be so cute, don’t you think? You know, when something really catches him off-
guard.

So what | did was, when | saw him out on one of those late night rambles of his, | followed
along until I got a sense of where he was going then slipped on ahead of him. By the time he
stepped onto the Kelly Street Bridge, | was already there, leaning on the stone balustrade
and gazing down into the water. It was a lovely night, late summer, the sky clear above and
full of stars. There was a bit of a wind and the moon was just coming up over the Tombs.

I listened to his footsteps, timing it so that | looked up just when he was getting close.

He started to give me a nod, the way you do when you meet someone out on a walk like
this, but then he stopped and gave me a confused look. You know—~he thought he knew
me, but he didn't.

“Need some directions?” | asked.

I knew that my voice was just going to add to the off-kilter sense of familiarity he was
feeling.

“No,” he said. “You... | feel like I should know you.”

“I'll bet you use that line on all the girls,” I said, smiling when it called up a blush.

“No... | mean...”

| relented. “I know what you meant. You should know me. I'm the voice in the shadows.”
| saw understanding dawn in his eyes and he got that look | was talking about, so cute.
“But... how can you be real?”

“Who says I'm real?”

Okay, so | was being a little mean. But I guess I still had some issues with him at that time,
like how he cast me off when we were only seven years old.

He leaned against the balustrade, looking like he really needed its support.
“Relax,” I said. “You're not going crazy.”
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“Easy for you to say.”

| was going to reach out and touch his arm, just to reassure him, but something made me
stop, I'm not sure what.

“I just thought we should meet,” | said instead. “Rather than you sitting in your reading
chair and me talking to you from the shadows. That's starting to get really old.”

He was studying my features as I spoke.
“I've seen you before,” he said. “How can | have seen you before?”
“Remember when you first started to keep your journals?”

He nodded. “And sometimes | dreamed that | woke and there was this red-haired girl sitting
at my desk, reading them.”

“That was moi.”
“You've been around that long?”
“I've been around since you were seven and cast me off.”

“I didn’t know | was casting you off,” he said. “I didn’t even know about shadows until a
couple of years ago when | came across that reference to them in a book about Jung.”

“l know.”

A cab went by, slowing as it neared us to see if we might be a fare, then accelerating again
when we looked away.

“Did it hurt?” he asked.

“Did what hurt?”

“When you were cast off.”

“Not physically.”

He gave a slow nod. “Are you okay now?”
“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. You seem very self-assured. | got that from our conversations. You don’t
seem unhappy. Actually, you seem nice.”

“l am nice.”
“l didn’t mean—"

“I know,” I said. “You just figured that all the cast-off bits of you would make some dark
and evil psycho twin.”

“Not exactly that.”
“But someone the opposite of who you are.”
He nodded.

“But you cast me off when you were only seven,” | said. “Lots of what you got rid of were
positive traits. And we’ve both grown since then. We're probably more alike than you'd
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expect, considering my origins.”

“So... where do you live? What do you do?”

I smiled. “You know how you like to write about mysterious things?”
He gave another nod.

“Well, 1 live them,” | said.

“And you won't tell me about them because—"
“Then they wouldn’t be mysterious, would they?”
We both laughed.

“But seriously,” he said.

“Seriously,” I told him, “I live in between.”

“In between what?”

“Whatever you can be in between of.”

He gave a slow nod. “Where magic happens.”
“Something like that.”

“So why are you here now?” he asked.

“| already told you. The whole speaking from the shadows bit was getting old for me.
Besides, | thought you'd be interested in us finally meeting.”

“I am. It's just...”

I waited, but I guess for all the words he puts down on paper, he didn’t have any to use right
now.

“Disconcerting,” | said.
“That’s putting it mildly.”
“Tell you what,” | said. “Why don’t I just let you deal with this for awhile.”

He grabbed my arm as | started to turn away and an odd... | don’t know... something went
through me. Bigger than a tingle, not quite a shock. He let go so quickly that I knew he’d felt
it, too.

“Do you have to go?” he asked.

I shook my head. “But I'm going to all the same. It’s not like we won’t meet again.”
“When? Where? Here? On this bridge?”

“Wherever,” | told him. “Whenever. Don’t worry. | can always find you.”

“But...”

I let myself fade back into the borderlands.

I’d been as interested meeting him as he’d appeared to be meeting me, but | felt a little
strange, too, and suddenly felt like I needed some space between us. That strange spark that
had leapt between us hadn’t been the only indication that there was something going on—
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just the most apparent.

“It’s good to keep some distance between yourself and the one who cast you,” Mumbo told
me when | asked her about it later.

We were on the roof of an abandoned factory in the Tombs, looking out at the lights of the
city across the Kickaha River. Below us on the rubble-strewn streets, the night people who
made this lost part of the city their home were going about their business. Junkies were
shooting up. Homeless kids and tramps, even whole families, were picking their squats for
the night and settling in. Small packs of teenagers from the suburbs and better parts of town
were travelling in small packs, avoiding the bikers and such, while looking for weaker prey
they could harass. Business as usual for the Tombs.

“I kind of felt that I should,” I said. “Except | don’t really know why.”

Mumbo went into her lecture mode. “The attraction between a shadow and the one who
cast her is understandably strong. You were once the same person, so it's no wonder that
you’'d be drawn to each other. But spend too much time with him, get too close, and you
could be drawn back into him again.”

“What do you mean back into him?”

“He will absorb you and it will be like you never were. It's happened before. It can happen
again.”

Sometimes I'd get curious about the Eadar | met, and I'd go haunting libraries and sneaking
into bookstores when they were closed to see what | could find. | was probably most
curious about Mumbo and Maxie Rose. It took me awhile, but I finally tracked down the
books that they’d first appeared in.

Maxie’s was particularly hard. There were only fifty made and it was so dreadfully written
that their original owners tended to throw them away.

Oddly enough, the copy I eventually found was in Christy’s library. It was a thirty-page,
saddle-stitched chapbook called The Jargon Tripper by Hans Wunschmann and though |
managed to read it all the way through twice, | never could figure out what it was supposed
to be about. The only character he brought to any semblance of real life in its pages was
Maxie and, in the context of the abysmal prose that made up the greater portion of the text,
that seemed more by accident.

I never did find out who the “jargon tripper” of the title was, or what it meant.

“Did you ever figure out what Wunschmann was trying to say?” | asked Maxie the next time
I saw her. “You know, in that story he wrote that you were in.”

Maxie laughed. “Sure. He was saying, ‘Look at me. I'm pathetic and | can’t write a word, but
that’s not going to stop me from being published.” Though he didn’t say it in so few words.”
She grinned at me. “He didn’t have to. All you had to do was try to read it.”

“That’s a little harsh.”
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“You did read it, right?”

“Yeah. But I'm sure he must have been trying to do something good. There must have been
something in what he was writing that meant a lot to him if he’d spend all that time writing it
and then self-publishing it.”

“You wish.”
“Come on, Maxie. At least allow that he gave it his best shot.”

“Did he?” Maxie said. “And don’t get me wrong. I've nothing against self-published books,
so it’s not because of that. I just don’t like crap.”

13 But_11

“And | guess it particularly ticks me off because that’s the story | got born in. It couldn’t be a
good book. Oh, no. I had to get born in the literary equivalent of an outhouse.”

“But he made you,” I said. “You were good in the story. And you're still here, so there must
have been something in what he was doing.”

Maxie shook her head. “The only reason I’'m here is because I'm tenacious and | was
damned if | was going to fade away just because | had the bad luck to be born on the pages
of some no-talent’s story. | don’t know what I’d have done if | hadn’t discovered | have a
gift for teaching shadows. But | would have done something.”

Some days | really feel bad for the Eadar. It must be so hard to be at the whim of someone
else’s muse.

| also asked Christy about Wunschmann.

“I still have that?” he said when | showed him the chapbook. “I thought I'd thrown it out
years ago.”

“Did you know him?”

“Unfortunately. He was this little pissant who was in some of the classes | was taking when |
was in Butler U.—always talking, full of big ideas and pronouncements, super critical of
everybody. But that little chapbook’s all he ever produced. | remember he used to really be
down on me and anyone else who was actually getting stories published.”

“So you didn’t like him.”

Christy laughed. “No. Not much.”

“And the story?”

“Well, I liked this one character—Mixie, Marsha...?”

“Maxie Rose.”

He nodded. “Yeah. She deserved a better writer to tell her story.”
“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe she figured out a way to do it herself.”
He gave me a funny look, but I didn’t elaborate.
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Mumbo’s was a sweeter story. Or perhaps | should say it was bittersweet. It was certainly
better written.

The only edition was a little hardcover children’s picture book called The Midnight Toyroom
that | found in the Crowsea Public Library. The author was a man named Thomas Brigley.
The watercolours, done in that turn-of-the-century style of children’s book illustrators like
Rackham or Dulac, were by Mary Lamb.

The book was published in Newford in the late nineteen-twenties to some local success but
never really made much of a mark outside of the city. | looked Brigley up in a biographical
dictionary, but he didn’t even get a mention. | did find him in The Butler University Guide to
Literature in Newford, where he got a fairly lengthy entry. He was a life-long bachelor who
worked for a printing company, writing and publishing his books in his spare time, which |
guess he had a lot of. Of the thirty-seven books that were published under his by-line, only
one was for adults—a nonfiction history of the tram system called Cobblestone Jack, named
after a fictional conductor he had telling the history.

Mary Lamb, his collaborator on all the books, was a librarian who, like Brigley, worked on
the books in her spare time. She never married either, which made me figure there was a
story in there somewhere, but | couldn’t find anything about them ever having been an item
—or what might have stopped them from becoming one—in any of the library’s reference
books. I did find pictures of them, including one of the two of them together. They made an
attractive couple in that shot, and there was an obvious attraction between them from the
way they were looking at each other, so it didn’t make much sense to me.

| tried tracking Cobblestone Jack down, but unlike Mumbo, he’d faded away a long time ago
the way most of Brigley’s other characters had.

Mumbo only survived because of her connection to shadows like me, but after reading her
story, | didn’t understand why she’d needed us.

The Midnight Toyroom is about this girl who loves a boy so much that she has the Toy Fairy
change her into a ball so that she can be with him. See, he was from this rich family and her
parents were servants, so there was no way they could be together. Weren't things weird in
those days?

Anyway, he loved the ball and called it Mumbo. Played with it all the time. Only when he got
older, he left it out in the woods one day and never thought about it again and there she
would have stayed, except the Toy Fairy had allowed her to come alive when no human was
watching, so she was able to make her way back to the house. The trouble was, once she got
there, she was found by the housekeeper who was packing up all of the boy’s old toys to
send to an orphanage, and she put Mumbo in with them. The last picture in the book is of
Mumbo sitting on the top of a pile of toys in a cart as it slowly draws away from the boy’s
house.

It was sweet and sad, really well written, and the pictures were beautiful. So I couldn’t
understand why it hadn’t been more of a success. Maybe it was the downbeat ending, but it's
not like Hans Christian Andersen didn’t write some downers that were still popular. I mean,
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have you ever read “The Little Match-Girl” or “The Little Mermaid™?

When | found Mumbo’s book in the library, it wasn’t even on the shelves anymore. | had to
dig it out of the stacks because it hadn’t been taken out in years. No surprise, | suppose,
hidden in the back the way it was. But it was still listed on the card index, so if anybody had
wanted it, they could have requested it.

It’s just that nobody did.

Have | ever had a meaningful relationship? You mean like what you and Christy have? Not
really. Like I said, | had a lot of... let’s be poetic and call them dalliances, but nothing long-
term. Friendships, yes. Lots of them, some I've maintained for years. But to be more
intimate...

I’ve never met anyone in the borderlands or beyond that did it for me, and it’s way too
complicated for me to even think about it in this world. | mean, I'd either end up being this
oddball curiosity—after I've told them what | really am—or I'd have to lie and make up a
career, where | live, that kind of thing. It just gets too complicated.

Although 1 just got a cell phone that even works in the borderlands—works better there,
actually, than it does here, since Maxie showed me how to rewire it so that we tap into the
essence of the borderlands to make our calls, instead of having to worry about satellites and
phone companies. So | suppose | could give out a number now if | wanted to and just be all
mysterious about where | live and how | make a living.

Oh, don’t smile. So | have this thing about being mysterious. You can blame Christy and his
journals for that.

Sure, | can give you the number. But you have to promise not to give it to Christy.

No, it's not just books. Eadar are created out of the imagination, period. It doesn’t have to
be words on paper. It can be anything from a painting to a passing daydream, but they’re not
like Isabelle’s numena. Eadar depend on belief to exist whereas numena are bound to their
painting. The less invested in an Eadar’s creation, and therefore the less belief in it, the
quicker they fade. It's really sad how ephemeral some of them are, no more than ghosts,
barely here and then gone. There are parts of the borderlands—those that are closest to the
big cities, usually—where Eadar ghosts are as thick as midges on a summer’s day.

But while they can be sad little sorry creatures, that’s not always the case. Some have so
much belief in them that just glow with energy. For me—probably because of Christy’s
influence—the really interesting ones come from mythologies.

In the borderlands, faerie are making a big comeback. And so are earth spirits—you know,
earth mothers and antlered men. On the down side, so are vampires and other less pleasant
creatures. And then there are new ones.

You know why you keep hearing about Elvis sightings? So many people believe he’s still
alive, that he actually is, except now he exists as a very potent Eadar. As more than one,
actually. There’s a young, kind of tough one from the early years—though he’s still polite as
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all get-out. But there are also a couple of others: the smoother one from the films and a kind
of pudgy one from the Vegas years.

You should see it when the three of them get together. You’ve never heard such arguments.
But then you've never heard such music, either.

Anyway, you get the picture. Maybe | started my life as the cast-off bits of somebody else,
but I've made my own way ever since. | grew. | changed. | became somebody that no one
else is, or can be, because they don’t have my life. They don’t know the things I know. They
don’t know what I've felt, what I've experienced.

See, that’s what | figure being real means. If you're able to adapt, to mature, to become
something other than what it seemed you were supposed to be, then you're real. You've got
a soul. Because something that’s just a fictional construct, it can’t do that. It can only be
what its maker says it is. That’s what’s so sad about the Eadar. They can be as fiercely
independent as Maxie Rose, but if Hans Wunschmann decided to write another story about
her and changed her personality, or her history, or whatever, those changes would reflect on
the Eadar that she’s become and all her personal history as an Eadar wouldn’t matter.

Continuity’s another big topic of discussion in the borderlands and the lack of it’s why so
many Eadar suffer from various personality disorders. If they don’t fade away first.
Longevity’s not exactly a big part of most of their lives.

But that’s not something you or | have to worry about. Our origins might have been outside
the norm, but we’ve grown into the skins and souls of real people. We can’t be changed by a
few brushstrokes, or bits of new description, or keystrokes.

And I'd like to see someone try to tell me what I'm supposed to be. Anyone does, they’d
better have quick reflexes. Why? Because I'd smack ‘em so hard they’d be sitting flat on their
asses before they ever knew what hit them.

Oh yes. I can be fierce when | need to be. That’s one of the first things you have to learn if
you want to survive in any world.

AND HERE WE ARE
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It's not

the words you use;
it's what

they make you see.

—SASKIA MADDING,
“Poems” (Spirits and Ghosts, 2000)

Christiana

“So | guess we're both misfits,” | say.

It's funny. | can’t remember the last time I've talked this much. I guess I'm like Christy in
that—1I like to sit back and listen, just take things in. Mind you, he’s always been quiet. | had
to learn to be that way.

Saskia nods. “l suppose we are.”

| meant it as a joke, but she seems to take it seriously. | study her for a moment, her gaze
going past me, out the window, but she’s not looking at anything. She’s gone someplace
deep inside herself and I’'m not here anymore. Not for her. Everything’s gone—the café and
everybody else in it.

After a moment | get up and get us each another drink—chai tea for her, black coffee for
myself. Saskia’s back when I return, her gaze focused, tracking me as | approach where we’re
sitting.

| set her tea on the table in front of her and she smiles her thanks.

“I was reading this science fiction book about A.l.s,” Saskia says when I've settled back into
my chair. “You know, machines with artificial intelligence?”

“Mmm.”
“That’s what'’s got me thinking about all of this. Life’s not that much different than that
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book, really. If they knew what we were, humans really would hate us—;just the way they do
androids and A.l.s in fiction.”

| shake my head. “We're as real as humans.”
“But they're flesh and blood.”

I lean forward and pinch Saskia’s arm.

“So are we,” | say.

“Maybe now we are, but—"

“When... how—what'’s the difference? We have spirits. We have souls. How we got them
isn’t important.”

“It is to humans.”
I smile. “Screw humans.”
But she doesn’t smile back.

“And maybe it's important to me, too,” she says. “l guess you’re okay with what you know
about where you came from, but I don’t even know that. | start to think back and I've got
ahead full of memories, but they only go so far before I hit a wall. Did | come out of
nothing? Can I still have a soul?”

“Well, there’s an easy way to find out,” | say.
She gives me a puzzled look.

“We’'ll go back to where you came from—you and me. I'll take you back into the
Wordwood. The answers might not be here, but they’ve got to be there.”

“I... I don't know.”
“What are you worried about?”

“What if once | get there, | can’t come back? What if I'm only a piece of whatever the
Wordwood is and once | get there, it just absorbs me again? What if it absorbs you, too?”

I shrug. “That’s just the chance we’ll have to take, I guess. | mean, it all depends on how
badly you need to know this thing.”

Saskia gives me a considering look.

“Are you really this tough?” she asks.

“Don’t forget fierce, too,” | say, adding a smile.
“I wish I was. Tough and fierce. Sure of myself.”

“It takes work,” I tell her. “And it doesn’t mean you don’t get scared anymore. It just means
you don’t let the fear stop you from doing what you want, or need, to do. That’s where the
work part comes in.”

She gives me a slow nod.
“And how do you plan for us to get there?”” she asks.
“I’ll take you by way of the borderlands.”
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“We can get to the Wordwood through these borderlands?”

“You can get anywhere from the borderlands,” | tell her. “And if you're right, if there is
some great big voodoo spirit running that Wordwood program, he or she probably lives in
the otherworld.”

“The otherworld...”

I nod. “Mind you, I can only bring you across—you’ll have to figure out where we’re going
once we're over there. Depending on how good your homing instincts are, it could take
awhile, so we should probably go sooner than later. At least that’s what | would do. | mean,
why wait?” | have a sip of my coffee and raise my eyebrows. “Hell, we can go right now.”

“No, I'd have to talk to Christy first. | couldn’t just leave him hanging.”
“And he so hates change.”
“He’s not that bad.”

“We could bring him with us,” I say, though | know that could be problematic. I can’t spend
too much time with him or who knows what might happen.

Saskia shakes her head.

“Oh, come on,” | say. “He’s not that stodgy. He'd jump at the chance to visit the
otherworld.”

“Probably,” she says. “But I think this is something | should be doing on my own. For
myself. And because...” She hesitates, that far distance filling those blue eyes of hers again
for a long moment. “Who knows what I'm going to find.”

“Nothing you could find could make him feel any different about you. Those Riddell boys
are so true blue loyal they make dogs seem unreliable.”

“I know. But still...”
| wait to see if she’s going to finish her sentence.

“But still,” I agree when she doesn’t. “I understand. How about if | come by to pick you up
midmorning, then? That’ll give you a chance to talk to him and get ready.”

She gives me a nervous look.

“It’s funny,” she says. “This is something I've been thinking about for ages. But now that
you're offering me this easy way to actually do it, suddenly | don’t feel even remotely ready.”

“That’s okay, too,” | say. “Why don’t you think about it, talk it over with Christy, and decide
in the morning. I'll come by and you can tell me what you’ve decided.”

Now it’s her turn to smile. “And you’ll knock on the door like a regular visitor?”

“Maybe. We'll have to see how I'm feeling. I do like the look on Christy’s face when | just
step out of nowhere.”

“You're incorrigible, aren’t you?”
“I try to be.”
We both have some more of our drinks, silence lying easily between us.
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“Why do you want to do this?” Saskia asks after a few moments.
“Maybe I'm just the helpful type,” | say.

“Okay.”

I can tell she doesn’t believe that.

“Or maybe I just like the adventure of doing something new,” | add. “I’ve never been inside
a computer program before. It’s got all the promise of an interesting experience.”

“And the danger doesn’t worry you?”
“Tough,” | remind her. “Fierce.”
“Foolhardy,” she adds.

“Probably that, too.”

THE WORLD WIDE
WEB BLUES

The puppet thinks:

It's not so much

what they make me do
as their hands inside me.

—SASKIA MADDING,
“Puppet” (Mirrors, 1995)
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Aaran Goldsteln

One week before Christiana and Saskia met in the Beanery Café and shared their life
histories with each other, Aaran Goldstein was in Jackson Hart’s apartment, having a
conversation with the young computer wizard.

“This is really strange,” Jackson said, leaning forward to study his monitor more closely.

Aaran nodded. “I already know it’s a weird site,” he told Jackson, making an effort to keep
the irritation he was feeling out of his voice. “The question is, can you hack into it?”

Jackson was one of the paper’s programmers and computer troubleshooters. Younger than
The Daily Journal’s book editor and probably twice as smart, he was in his early twenties and
lived on a diet of soda and junk food, but his coffee-coloured skin remained clear and he
never put on any weight—all facts that annoyed Aaran to no end since it had taken him a
strict regime of proper diets and exercise to finally get rid of the acne and flab that had
plagued him all through his high school years. But while Jackson’s metabolism and higher
intelligence annoyed Aaran, it didn’t stop him from taking advantage of Jackson’s expertise.
Using people was second nature to Aaran at this point in his life.

They were sitting in Jackson’s home office, a room that held more computer equipment than
Aaran had ever seen before outside of a computer store’s showroom. He didn’t know what
half of it did, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Jackson did.

“I really don’t know,” Jackson said in response to Aaran’s question. “This is a new one on
me. Here, take a look at this.”

Using his mouse, he brought the arrow on his screen up to the menu bar, clicked on “View,
then on “Source.”

“See?” he said. “There’s no code.”
“And that means?”

“I don’t know what it means. It's impossible. There’s always code. You can’t have a Web
page without code. Without code, there’s no way for your computer’s browser to translate
what'’s stored on the site’s ISP into something you can see on your computer. What we
should have here is HTML text all over the screen.”

“Except it's blank,” Aaran said.
Jackson wheel his chair back from the desk to look at him. “Exactly. So what's really going
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on here?”
Aaran shrugged.

“Because I've heard of these ghost sites before,” Jackson said. “They’re like the big voodoo
mystery of the Internet. This is the first time I’ve run across one of them, but I've heard
enough to know that they’re trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

Jackson’s gaze returned to the screen. There was a white box in the center of the screen that
doubled as a search engine and a kind of message board. Behind the box a video of a forest
was displayed—very smooth streaming. You could see the leaves moving in a breeze and
there was nothing jerky about their shivering movement. The resolution was crystal clear.
The sound of the breeze came out of his speakers—soft and soothing. Occasionally there
was movement in a tree branch—little birds and animals, though sometimes they looked like
people. Or animals wearing clothes.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Just trouble.”
“But it’s interesting, isn’t it?”

Jackson regarded him. “I suppose.” He waited a beat, then asked, “What exactly is it that
you want me to do if I can hack into this site—which, I’'m telling you now, I don’t see
happening.”

Aaran leaned back in his own chair.

“It means a lot to someone who fucked me over,” he said. “So | want to mess around with
it, let her know that it may take awhile, but Aaran Goldstein always pays you back.”

“Well, I hate to rain on your parade,” Jackson told him, “but it’s not going to happen with
this site.”

“Okay. New plan, then. Can you shut it down?”

Jackson took another look at the screen. “Probably. If I can get whoever’s on the other side
of its firewall to open an attachment.”

“You're going to use a virus?”
Jackson nodded.

“That works for me,” Aaran said. “The site gets shut down and you get to add another
notch to your joystick, or however it is you guys keep score.” He smiled. “So I guess I'm
doing you a favor, really. Now you’ll get to brag to your buddies about how you just took
down another big bad site.”

Jackson gave him a cold look.

“No,” he said. “All that’s happening here is you're blackmailing me into fucking up
somebody’s life and destroying a lot of hard work.”

“Blackmail’s such a harsh word,” Aaran said.
“Oh, yeah? Then what would you call it?”
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“An exchange of favors.”
“You're not doing me a favor. | don’t get any kick out of what you're asking me to do.”
“That’s a good line. Remember to use it when the cops come knocking at your door.”

Jackson glared at him, but Aaran only smiled. It was too late for Jackson to get out of this
now. If he’d wanted to stay safe, he shouldn’t have gotten drunk and spilled all his secrets.

It had happened a few weeks ago. Aaran was returning from a club on Gracie Street where
yet another hot babe had shut him down—something that been happening on an
increasingly regular basis ever since that night Saskia Madding had thrown him out of her
apartment, leaving him standing there in her hallway with his clothes in his arms and anger
churning like a hot cauldron in his stomach.

An anomaly, he’d told himself. She was the loser, not him.

But it had brought back all the lonely years of being the fat, pimple-faced reject with glasses
he’d been in high school. Brought them back in an instant, just like that, as though they’d
never gone away. He went in a flash from the guy with the cool to the loser getting turned
down for the school dance by Betty Langford, who was more of a loser herself, but still
thought she was too good to go out with the likes of him.

He’d been doing so well at forgetting those days, at reinventing his childhood.
Me? he projected. Hell, I've always been cool.

All he had to do was look in a mirror. That poor fat little kid with the zits and glasses was
gone as though he’d never been. People he’d gone to school with weren’t able to see the kid
he’d been in the man he’d become. Maybe that wasn’t such a surprise. That kid hadn’t even
registered for most of them.

But every so often something came along to remind him. Like tonight. The woman he’d
been hitting on had given him such a look of disdain that when he looked away from her, his
gaze locked on the mirror behind the bar where, for one painful moment, his own reflection
was replaced with that of a sorry-assed little kid with a spray of zits across his face, staring
back at him, hurt puppy-dog eyes bewildered behind their glasses.

He didn’t know how he knew. He just knew it was Madding’s fault. There was something
spooky about her, always had been. Not spooky enough for him to forgo taking advantage
of her the way he had. But certainly enough so that in retrospect, he realized maybe he
should have stayed clear of her. Maybe then she wouldn’t have cursed him, or done
whatever it was she’d done to put this hex on him.

Because ever since that night it was as though the sorry vapors of his high school days had
risen up and were clinging to him once again—a clear warning to any woman with her loser-
radar turned on, which these days was every one of them. And the more times he got turned
down, the worse it seemed to get.

He left the club, staring at the ground, walking aimlessly down Gracie Street, not ready to
give the courting game another try, certainly not ready to go home. Another night shot and
no way for him to get back at Madding for bewitching him, or at her little crowd of boho
friends for making fun of him every chance they could.
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Except fate smiled on him.

Stepping into Lobo’s for a last drink before he headed home, tail between his legs, who
should he see but Jackson Hart, one of The Daily Journal’s computer nerd squad, deep in his
cups and obviously bumming, big time.

There was nothing like somebody else’s misery to make you feel better about your own sorry
little life.

He slid into a stool beside Jackson, ordered a beer from the bartender, then turned to his
coworker.

“Having a bad night?” he asked.

Jackson lifted his gaze from where it had been locked on the empty shot glass in front him
and turned to Aaran. He seemed to have a moment’s trouble focusing. When he did, he gave
a slow nod.

“Woman trouble?” Aaran said. “Because let me tell you, I've been there.”
“I wish.”

This wasn’t good, Aaran thought. Come on. | want details. 1 want something to make me
feel better.

“Well, you've got a good job,” he said, “and if it's not woman trouble, then | can’t think of a
single reason for a successful fellow like yourself to be so depressed. Unless it’s a health
issue?”

“Even that'd be better,” Jackson said.

Now Aaran was intrigued. He got the bartender’s attention and ordered a refill for Jackson.
He was drinking sipping whiskey, but he wasn’t sipping it.

“Well, you know,” he said. “My grandfather was always full of good advice and one of the
best pieces he gave me was this: trouble shared, is trouble halved.”

Actually, he’d read that in one of the endless flood of self-help books that came to the
paper. This one had annoyed him so much, he’d actually taken the time to trash it in a
quarter-page review.

“So if you need a sympathetic listener,” he added, “I’'m here.”

Jackson swallowed his drink in one shot, looked blearily at the glass for a moment, then set
it down on the bar top with exaggerated care.

“I screwed up,” he said. “Big, big time.”

Aaran waited. He had a sip of his beer. The reporters at the paper were always saying that if
you kept quiet, people’d feel obliged to fill the hole, saying more, perhaps, than they meant
to. And sure enough, patience paid off.

“I just wanted to see if | could get inside,” Jackson said finally. He spoke slowly and
carefully, a drunk trying to sound sober. “To see if | could, you know? | mean, these
banks... it’s like they think they’re doing us some big favor by letting us pay them to keep
our money, not to mention shelling out a few bucks for every little transaction that comes
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along. I wasn’t really going to do anything once I got inside. Maybe leave a message for the
manager—you know, thumb my nose at him. Here’s one for the little people.
“I didn’t mean to mess everything up.”
He fell silent for long enough that Aaran realized he’d better offer some input.
“Nobody ever plans to mess things up,” he said.

Jackson nodded. “I guess. But most people’s mistakes don’t have money machines spitting
out twenties all over town until they run out of money.”

“That was you?”
“It was an accident.”

“Hey, | believe you,” Aaran assured him. “Who cares anyway? That kind of a loss is no more
to the banks than you or me getting short-changed at the grocery store. Screw them.”

“I suppose. Though they aren’t going to see it that way. And neither are the cops.”
“First they’d have to catch you,” Aaran said. “Did you leave any kind of a trail?”

Jackson shook his head. “Nothing that'd be of any use to them unless they were already
looking in my direction.”

“Any chance of that?”
“I guess not. I'm nobody to them.”
“So like I said,” Aaran told him. “Screw them all.”

He ordered another round for them from the bartender. When their drinks came, he tapped
the lip of his beer mug against Jackson’s shot glass.

“Here’s to thumbing our noses at the moneymen,” he said.
“I guess,” Jackson said and swallowed his shot in one gulp.

And that had been that. Jackson felt better getting the burden of guilt off his chest and
Aaran came away with informational leverage that he knew would come in useful at some
point in the future. He didn’t know where or when—not until he’d found himself logging
onto the Wordwood this morning and remembering how Madding had waxed so
enthusiastic about the site that one night they’d had together. Before she tossed him out on
his ear. Before she put the hex on him that had turned his love life into no life.

“Maybe | should tell the cops,” Jackson said now, still glaring at Aaran. “Just to get you off
my back.”

No, that was a bad idea, Aaran thought.

“Hey, come on,” he said, turning on the charm. “I was just being an asshole. You do this for
me and we're square. | don’t want to see you rotting away in a jail cell, turning into some big-
ass biker’s girlfriend, anymore than you want to be there.”

Jackson wouldn’t look at him. His gaze rested on his computer screen, his face giving away
nothing of what he was thinking.

This was no good, Aaran thought. Time to shift gears. Get the kid talking so that he can

file:/l/K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (52 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:50



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

show off his smarts and stop thinking about how I’'m making him jump through hoops.

“So how come you don’t hear more about these sites?”” Aaran asked. “You know, like in the
press?”

For a moment he thought Jackson was going to continue to ignore him, but he finally
looked away from the screen and back at Aaran.

“That’s just more of their weirdness,” he said. “It’s like you can’t talk about it—at least not
publicly. You can send the URL to someone, but you can’t seem to write about it.”

“l don’t understand.”

“There’s no point in trying to figure it out,” Jackson said. “I knew a guy who was doing a
piece on another site like this for Wired and he just couldn’t submit it. When he tried to e-
mail it to his editor, it came back as undeliverable. But here’s the really weird part: It was also
erased from his hard drive. After that, whenever he tried to write about it, the files would
disappear from his hard drive—Ilike someone was sitting inside his machine, keeping tabs on
what he was doing. Finally he wrote it out by hand, but that doesn’t do you much good.”

“Why not?”

“Everything’s on-line these days. Everything’s connected. The same computer a publisher
uses to lay out an issue is hooked up to the Internet. And if his isn’t, the printer’s is.
Somewhere along the line these things always just disappear. The only pieces I've ever seen
on sites like this are what somebody photocopied.”

“So you can get the information out.”
Jackson shrugged. “I guess. But who reads hardcopy anymore?”
“Hopefully The Daily Journal’s readers.”

“You know what | mean. Everybody’s getting their information off the Net these days. It
just makes more sense.”

“| can't argue about the convenience.”

Hell, he cribbed half the stuff he used in his own pieces from on-line reviews and articles—
suitably rephrased and given his own spin, of course.

“Look,” he said, figuring Jackson was calmed down enough by now to get back to the
business at hand. “We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot here. | know it seems like an
unfriendly thing that I’'m asking you to do, but this woman'’s just been asking for it. I've let it
slide for a few years—truth is, she burned me good, but | was willing to let it go if she
would. But lately she and her little circle of friends have been making my life hell. Every time
there’s the smallest mistake in the book section, they're all over it with letters to the editor,
badmouthing me to publishers’ reps and in the bookstores. It's gotten to the point where my
boss is on my case about it.”

He took a breath.

“See, it's never anything big,” he went on, “but if you get enough people complaining, it
looks worse than it is. My boss doesn’t know a book from a coaster, but he understands
negative feedback and he doesn’t like it. Which means it comes down on me and...”
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He let his voice trail off when he realized that he was beginning to rant. Just thinking about
Madding and her friends these days was enough to get him going. But from the look on
Jackson’s face, Jackson couldn’t care less, and he wasn’t here to air his own dirty laundry. He
was just here to get a service done.

“So | take the site down,” Jackson said, “and we’re good? You won’t be coming around
asking for another favor two weeks down the road?”

Aaran shook his head and put his hand up in a Boy Scout’s salute.
“Scout’s honour,” he said.

Which would mean something if he’d ever been a Scout.

Jackson studied him for a long moment, then finally sighed.
“Okay,” he said. “I'll get on it.”

“Any idea how long it’ll take?”

“Two, three days. By the weekend, for sure. Unless...”

“Unless what?”

“Whoever put that site up is smarter than me.”

Jackson Hart

True to his word, Jackson started working on the problem as soon as Aaran left the
apartment. The first thing he did was write a simple virus program—nothing fancy. Simple
was as capable of shutting down a computer as complicated. Maybe it wasn’'t as impressive,
but it usually had a better chance of slipping in and getting the job done.

The virus he wrote now would worm into the ISP’s computer that housed the Wordwood’s
site, dig through every file stored on it, and erase any HTML links it found, replacing them
with random gibberish. Any site hosted by that ISP would immediately be rendered useless.

It wasn’t a permanent meltdown. But it would require anyone using that ISP as the host for
their site to send clean files to replace the ones his virus had damaged. That could take
anywhere from a few hours to a few days, depending on how much material they had to
transfer back onto the site. Considering the size and complexity of the Wordwood site, it
should be enough of an inconvenience and take them long enough to satisfy Aaran’s need
for revenge.

All Jackson had to do was get somebody at the Wordwood end to open an attachment, but
he didn’t think that would be too hard. Since they seemed to collect texts of books, he’'d
simply hide the virus as a macro inside a file purporting to be a book with a trigger that
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would make the macro run as soon as the file was opened. Then the next time the
Webmaster updated his site, the virus would piggyback along with whatever he sent and the
server would go down.

Piece of cake, really.

He hummed as he worked on the program, then tested it. The programming soothed his
anger the way it always did. That was half the reason he’d gotten into computers in the first
place. Mostly, he loved the clean logic of programming. Computers were so much better
than people. They were straightforward, doing only what they were programmed to do. They
didn’t lie to you, or make fun of you. Or blackmail you.

He was ready to send the virus by two A.M., only a few hours after Aaran had left.
Now, he thought, we’ll see how tight the Wordwood’s security is.

Logging back onto the Internet, he established his protocols through a confusing labyrinth
of false trails and dummy ISPs that left no way to trace him back to the computer he was
actually using. He aimed his browser at the Wordwood’s site. When the forest background
appeared on his screen, he began to type into the white box floating in the center of the
screen.

Love your site. How do | submit a book to
add to your library?

An eager reader
He'd barely finished typing when a response appeared, replacing his own text:

Hello eager reader.

Simply send the document file as an
attachment addressed to:

webmaster@thewordwood.com

Whatever you say, he thought.

He opened Eudora, typed “a book from an eager reader” as a subject heading, attached his
file, and hit “queue.” When he closed the e-mail software, he got a prompt telling him he
had an unsent message. He chose “send and close” and watched the progress bar until the
file had been sent. Eudora closed and he was looking at the Wordwood site once more.

He stretched his arms over his head, then got up and went into the kitchen, returning with a
can of soda and a bag of chips. He doubted that anything was going to happen immediately.
If the Webmaster at the Wordwood was anything like every other Webmaster Jackson knew,
he’'d be so overworked that he probably wouldn’t get to the e-mail for a few days. And then
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he’'d have to actually update the site before the virus could even start to do its thing.
He had a sip of his soda to wash down a mouthful of chips.

This really was an amazing site. The video and audio of the background alone were enough
to mesmerize him. No matter how long he studied it, he couldn’t detect a loop in either.
Then there was the swiftness of response time to messages and the sheer volume of material
on the site itself.

He did another check for code, but there was still none available to view.

Whoever had done this really knew his stuff. How did you make code invisible, but still
readable to the viewer’s browser?

Magic.
VVoodoo.

His mouth went dry, and not because of the chips. He had another sip of his soda,
remembering what he’'d been telling Aaran.

He wasn’t entirely ready to believe that the Internet was spawning A.l.s somewhere out
there in its pixelated reaches, but there was no denying that there were some brilliant
programmers. If the Webmaster of the Wordwood was as good as he appeared to be, he
might just detect the virus before it ever did any damage. Worse, he might be able to track it
back to this computer.

You didn’t need magic for that. You just needed good hacking skills.

And maybe, once the Webmaster had Jackson’s 1.D., he might want to deliver some
payback. Do a little walkabout through, oh say, Jackson’s bank accounts and set all the
balances to zero.

Jackson stared at his monitor and began to regret sending the virus. He hadn’t wanted to do
it in the first place—who got pleasure out of trashing somebody’s hard work except for
emotional misers like Aaran Goldstein? There was something creepy about this whole
business. The site. Aaran’s need for revenge. The blackmail.

The forest on his screen was starting to give him the willies just the way a real-world forest
did. The few times he’d been out in the country in the past few years, he’d always gotten the
feeling that something was hidden in among the trees, watching him.

It hadn’t been like that when he was a kid. As a kid, he used to spend all his spare time in the
wood lots behind the housing development where he’d grown up. At least he had until a
bunch of kids had taken to lying in wait for him, chasing him through the trees and beating
him up whenever they could. That was when he’d first started to spend so much time in
front of a computer.

Maybe that was why forests still creeped him out. Why he always felt like he was being
watched. Logically, he knew it wasn’t true anymore. Just like there was nothing hidden in the
branches and leaves of the Wordwood’s index page, watching him now.

But it felt like there was.
He started to reach for his mouse to click himself off-line, when his screen flickered and

file:/l/K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (56 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:50



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

went blank. A moment later, a familiar message appeared along the left side of his browser
window:

This page cannot be displayed.

The page you are looking for is currently
unavailable. The Web site might be
experiencing technical difficulties, or you
may need to adjust your browser settings...

Followed by a list of the things he could try to reconnect with the site. Yadda, yadda, yadda.

He watched, unable to move, expecting he didn’t know what. But finally, he reached forward
again and disconnected his computer from the Internet.

What do you know. His virus had worked. And quickly, too.

He didn’t feel any sense of accomplishment—not like when he’d finally gotten past the
bank’s firewalls and realized he was actually in. He just felt kind of dirty.

I should take a shower, he thought. But first...

He picked up his phone and dialed the number that Aaran had left him. He got an answering
machine on the first ring. It was going on three A.M. He supposed not everybody was up at
this time of the morning.

“I don't know how long it'll last,” he said into the receiver, “but the site’s down for now.
They’ll be able to get it back up again, but it'll probably be a few days.” He paused, then
added, “So we’re square now, right?”

He looked across the room, the receiver still at his ear, but he had nothing else to say, so he
hung up.

He took his shower and went to bed, but lay in the dark, staring at what he could see of the
ceiling above his bed for a long time. He found he could still hear the breeze of the
Wordwood’s site. When he closed his eyes, the forest was there, as though the streaming
video was playing across his eyelids.

Neither left him as the rest of the week went slowly by.

He had the breeze in his ears. It was like what you heard after a loud concert—a faint, steady
ringing. Because he was always focused on it, it seemed louder than it really was, a constant
soundtrack to the routine of his life. Sometimes it was just static.

The forest lived on the inside of his eyelids like a video tattoo. He caught glimpses of it
every time he blinked. When he closed his eyes for longer periods of time, the breeze in his
ears grew louder and he felt swept away someplace. Then he’d start, look around, check his
watch. He’d lost a minute or two. By the end of the week, sometimes the pieces of lost time
stretched into half an hour.
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He didn’t see Aaran again until two days after the Wordwood went down. Walking down a
hallway in the offices of The Daily Journal, he came around the corner, and there was Aaran.
Jackson hadn’t been avoiding the paper’s book editor, but also hadn’t gone out of his way to
contact him again after he’d left the phone message the other night.

“Jackson,” Aaran said, smiling. “My man. | got your message. Excellent job. Fast service and
the sucker’s still down.”

“I guess.”
“You don’t look too happy about this.”
“I don’t see anything to feel happy about.”

Aaran shrugged. “Yeah, well, that’s because you don’t have the personal stake in it like | do.
Man, | can’t wait to see one of Madding’s crew. Drop a little hint. Let them know who
they’re screwing around with.”

Don’t, Jackson wanted to say. But what was the point? Sensitivity and discretion weren’t
exactly among Aaran’s personality traits.

“And we’re good now?” he asked instead. “You know. About the bank...?”

“What bank?” Aaran said. He gave Jackson a light punch on the shoulder. “Gotta run.
Editorial meeting.”

Jackson nodded. “Sure.”

He closed his eyes for a moment as Aaran turned away. The forest reared up on the backs of
his eyelids, something still watching him from within the foliage. When he opened his eyes
again, Aaran was long gone and he stood alone in the hallway.

He kept checking the Wordwood site through the rest of the week, but it remained down.

On the night that Saskia and Christiana met at the Beanery Café, Jackson was in his
apartment. After heating up a frozen burrito in the microwave, he sat down in the living
room to eat it while he watched some TV. He never noticed when he’d dropped off, but
when he snapped back into himself, he realized that he’d lost four hours this time.

Four hours.

The half-eaten burrito was sitting cold on a plate on the coffee table. He picked up his can
of soda and had a drink. The soda was warm and flat. He looked around the clutter of his
living room. There seemed to be a space between himself and everything familiar. The TV
caught his eye as whatever show had been on went into a commercial.

He picked up the remote. Pointing it at the TV, he hit the off button.

He remembered...

Trees... branches... leaves... an endless forest...

But not a real forest, not even a video pretending to be a real forest like at the Wordwood
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site. Instead it was like someone had gone into a stretch of woods and sprayed a thin sheen
of metallic paint onto everything. All around him the leaves and branches, the undergrowth,
every blade, every leaf of every plant, was metal and ore. Gold and silver and steel. Copper
and iron. Burnished and gleaming, but also rusty and black. When a branch brushed a wafer-
thin leaf, sparks flew. Thousands of tiny firework displays were discharged whenever a
breeze came sighing through the trees.

Underfoot, when he kicked at the metallic plants and dirt, the ground was made of circuit
boards and wires.

And there was the voice.

He remembered hearing a voice, a quiet, murmuring voice, talking to him, but either he was
just out of range, or it was speaking in a language he didn’t understand, because he hadn’t
been able to make out a word of what it was saying.

No, that wasn’t true. In amongst the gibberish he could distinguish two words, repeated so
often they might have been on a loop.

Find... can’t find... can’t... can’t find... find...
And though the volume of that voice had never risen, he remembered an urgency in it.
What couldn’t be found?

He rubbed at his face. His eyes felt gritty, his mouth too dry. He had another drink of the
flat soda, then got up and went into the washroom. He ran the water until it was cold, then
bent over the sink, splashing it on his face.

The metal forest flickered on the back of his eyelids every time he closed his eyes or blinked.
The breeze remained constant in his ears, like radio static now. The sense of being watched
by whatever was in among those trees was stronger than ever, as though the watcher was
looking for something.

Can'tfind... can't...

He stared at his face in the mirror, wondering, what couldn’t be found? Was the thing in the
forest looking for him? Or was he just going crazy?

He turned away and went over to his computer work station, turned the computer on.

He knew when all of this had started. When he’d sent that e-mail to the Wordwood site.
Maybe he could stop it by sending another. He couldn’t think of anything else. He just knew,
if he didn’t do something soon, he really would go crazy.

The e-mail he composed was short and to the point. He confessed to the virus he’'d sent and
included instructions on how to remedy the damage it had caused. When he was finished, he
queued the e-mail and called up his dial-up window. Once he was on-line, he pressed send.

He knew that it would take hours, if not days, for the Wordwood’s Webmaster to be able to
fix the damage that his virus had done, but he opened his browser and aimed it at the
Wordwood site anyway. The “This page cannot be displayed” message appeared almost
immediately.

As he started to close his browser, the page on his screen shivered. He held his hand still on
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his mouse. The browser page shivered again, then a ripple ran from one side of the screen to
the other and a small black dot appeared in the center. When the dot began to expand,
Jackson let go of the mouse and pushed back from his computer station.

It reminded him of a pupil. As though his monitor was an eye, and the expanding dot was its
dilating pupil. Looking at him. Directly at him.

The static breeze in his ears grew louder. He wanted to shut off the computer—at least go
off-line—Dbut the truth was, he was scared to even touch the machine now. It was all just too
weird. His hacker’s paranoia was operating at full throttle—who’s watching me, who knows,
what will they do? He remembered all the supernatural voodoo talk about spirits in the Net
that got talked about in newsgroups and when he got together with his computer friends.

What if those spirits weren’t locked into the Net? What if they could get out? What if they
were already out?

Something was screwing around with his hearing.
Something was making him hallucinate—flashes during the day, dreams of metallic forests.

He didn’t want to think about it. Don’t articulate your fears, he’d heard once, or you might
make them true. But he couldn’t help it. How could he help not thinking about it?

Something was watching him.

He could feel its presence, even if he couldn’t see where it was hidden. He didn’t know what
it was. He couldn’t say if it was in his computer, or somewhere in the room with him, but it
existed. The animal part of his brain, the part that operated on pure instinct, could sense its
interest in him. It woke a pin prickle of warning at the nape of his neck that made the little
hairs stand up and sent nervous twinges snaking down his spine.

And something was exerting a physical effect upon him.

The static breeze grew louder in his ears. Every time he blinked, the forest tattooed on his
eyelids left a residue of its presence in his vision. The expanding eye, staring at him from his
monitor, filled the screen until his monitor went black. Then something else started to
happen.

He rolled his chair closer to his desk, leaning in to look at it.

Condensation appeared to be forming on the outside of the screen—dark drops of some
sort of oily liquid was beading on the glass, then running down the surface of the monitor in
trails to drip from the bottom onto his desk. Jackson reached a finger to touch one of the
drops. Before he could, the static in his ears swelled into a roar. His monitor changed from a
machine with a glass screen to an open window and a flood of the thick liquid came gushing
out. It was as though his monitor had become the portal of a sinking ship already under the
surface of the ocean.

He jumped up and back, sending his chair skidding, then lost his footing in the black pool
that had already formed around his desk. He went down, flailing his arms.

Impossible. None of this was possible.
He mind refused to accept what was happening, but his animal brain fully believed and was
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in a blind panic.

When he tried to get back on his feet, the liquid was too slippery for him to find purchase.
He fell again, face first into the liquid, and came up spluttering. He turned and caught a face-
full of the oily liquid as it continued to gush out of the monitor.

Down he went again.

The force of the liquid pushed him in a tumble toward the door. He felt as helpless as he
once had as a child, falling into a stretch of rapids while fishing with his father. His father
had plucked him out of the water then, but there was no one to do that here.

He hit the door with enough to force to take the wind out of him and fell face forward into
the goopy liquid again. It was almost a foot and a half deep now and showed no sign of
letting up.

The static breeze in his ears had grown into a dull roar. Dimly, beneath its static rasp, he
heard the voice from his dreams.

Find... can't find... can't...

He managed to grab hold of the door handle and haul himself up above the surface of the
liquid, his feet still skidding from under him as he tried to stand. He spat to clear his mouth,
but the goop clung to his gums and his teeth and the roof of his mouth. Getting a good grip
of the door handle with one hand, he used the other to wipe at his face.

He froze when his hand came in front of his eyes. With numb fascination, he realized that
he could see right through it as though he were fading. Or coming apart.

High school science classes came back to him, some teacher droning on about how
everything was made up of molecules, constantly vibrating. Linked to each other to form
matter.

Linked...

It was like the links that held him together were dissolving as surely as had the ones on the
Wordwood Web site when he’d infected it with his virus.

This couldn’t be happening.

Except he could see right through his hand. He could—

His other hand lost its grip of the door handle. Or did it simply go through the door handle?
It didn’t matter anymore.

As he sank into the liquid, he could feel himself being absorbed by the black goop, molecule
by molecule, all the links that held him together fading away, no longer able to do the job
they were meant to do.

The last thing he thought was, if a Web site has a spirit, this must be what it feels like when a
virus takes it down...
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Holly Rue

To: “holly rue” <hollyl@cybercare.com>
Date: Sat, 26 Aug 2000 22:38:19 -0700

From: “thomas irwin pace” <tip@Ilunaloca.
com>

Subject: WW down?
Hey Holly

Quick guestion: Have you been able to log
on to the Wordwood site lately? | haven't
been able to connect to it all week long, and
it’s not just me. Everybody I've talked to
says the same thing. | don’t think it's been
on-line since Monday—at least that’s the
last time | was able to connect. Wasn't a
great connection either. Pages took forever
to refresh. No real-time dialogue with
whoever’s running the site these days. All
the streaming video and sounds were
down.

Any ideas?
Tip

P.S. Aiden says you'll really like Monkey
Beach by Eden Robinson. She wrote that
collection Traplines a few years ago,
remember?
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Holly hadn’t been able to connect to the Wordwood all week either, but she hadn’t
considered that the site itself might be down. She’d simply assumed it was yet one more
problem with her own service provider. CyberCare had been great when she’d first signed
up with them a few years ago, but the ISP’s service had been getting dodgier ever since,
especially over the past couple of months. She was seriously considering switching ISPs, for
all the hassle that would entail in terms of having to move her store’s Web site and change
its Internet address.

After rereading Tip’s e-mail, she tried to log on to the Wordwood again herself and received
the same message she’d been getting all week:

This page cannot be displayed.

She stared at the useless screen, wishing her partner Dick was as good at solving computer
problems as he was at keeping the bookstore tidy. She was hopeless with either. She used to
think she was pretty good at keeping the store neat and running smoothly all on her own,
but that was before she discovered she had a hob living behind the furnace in her basement.
A real hob, mind you, like in a fairy tale. Not some little man pretending to be one.

Dick Bobbins wasn’t much more than two feet tall with curly brown hair, large dark eyes
and a broad face creased with laugh lines. He now lived in her spare bedroom. He was the
one who kept the store so shipshape, spending his evenings dusting and filing new arrivals,
organizing and straightening the books on the shelves, and generally being more efficient in
one day than Holly could be in a week. Though he’d share a cup of tea and meals with her,
he really seemed to get his sustenance from the books he read.

Holly had no idea how that was even possible, but she supposed when it came to logic,
magic marched to its own drum.

She hadn’t even realized that beings such as Dick existed until she first met him a year or so
ago. He’d been her own secret fairy-tale housekeeper—so secret, even she hadn’t known he
lived with her. And when she did find out, it seemed that real life followed the fairy tales
when it came to hob lore—thank them, or give them a gift, and off they’d go. Dick had his
bags all packed and was sneaking out the door until she made him an offer of partnership in
the store. Ever since, she’d felt guilty because Dick worked so hard while she continued with
her usual slow-mo puttering. But it was hard to make Dick relax. He loved to read, of course,
and he read prodigious amounts of books. Which is why he’d chosen her store as a residence
in the first place. But his idea of relaxing was endlessly dusting, sweeping, tidying, cleaning...

Fairy-tale being or not, Dick was definitely suffering from an obsessive-compulsive disorder.

She’d given him a book on the subject, but after reading it, all he said was, “Yes, Mistress
Holly, that's me all right,” and kept right on doing it. She guessed that breaking him of the
habit of leaving a place after he’d been thanked was at least a good start—she’d just have to
work on this compulsive need to be constantly cleaning. Though, really. If it was left up to
her own haphazard approach to store maintenance, she didn’t want to think what the place
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would look like.

“What do you think, Snippet?” Holly asked, turning to look at her Jack Russell terrier. “Am |
taking advantage of him the way Christy says | am?”

Snippet regarded her with one eye and gave a desultory kick at the air with a hind leg. All it
would require was the smallest hint of encouragement and she would bound up from the
front display window where she was lying and into Holly’s lap. When Holly returned her
attention back to the computer, Snippet gave a heavy sigh.

“Oh, I'm not forgetting your walk,” Holly said over her shoulder. “Just let me answer Tip’s
e-mail.”

What could have happened to the Wordwood?

Anything, she realized. Almost from the first—when she and Tip, Sarah, Benjamin and
Claudette had first started it up—the site had been one anomaly after another.

They'd all attended Butler University together, going their separate ways after graduating.
Still, they’d stayed in touch—with e-mail it was easy—and got together whenever they could,
which usually worked out to be once or twice a year since they all still had family in
Newford. It was at one such get-together a number of years ago that they hit upon the idea
of putting together a site specializing in literature—which had quickly gone on to encompass
writing of all kinds as they couldn’t agree on what should or shouldn’t be considered
literature.

The initial vision was to collect as many bibliographies, biographies, and public domain texts
as they could, sharing the storage space on their various servers, linking to other sites such as
Project Gutenberg and First Chapters to save themselves from having to input information
that already existed elsewhere on the Net.

They soon had an enormous surge in enthusiastic help from e-mail correspondents across
the globe, making suggestions, pointing out errors, e-mailing new links and material. The
Wordwood quickly grew from a hodgepodge of a Web site—a personal vision brought to
life and existing on five separate servers—to something else again. Something they couldn’t
have predicted and still didn’t understand.

For the site took on a life of its own.
It didn’t happen overnight—or at least they didn’t realize it overnight.

First they began to find texts on one or another’s servers that none of them had put up. This
shouldn’t have been possible since, like most Web sites, theirs was password-protected and
only the site owners were supposed to have access. Initially, they treated it as an anomaly,
something that the more computer literate among their number tried to figure out in their
spare time, but nothing they actually felt they needed to worry about.

“Strange things happen on the Net,” Sarah, the real computer guru of the site’s original
founders, liked to say. “There’s all kinds of voodoo in cyberspace. Ghosts and spirits,
haunting the wires.”

The unauthorized text additions didn’t become a real problem until copyrighted material
began to show up. Not wanting to be sued—and besides they had a healthy respect for the
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rights of authors, two of their number making their living as writers—they removed this
material as soon as they became aware of it. But to no avail. It would simply reappear.

And then the storage sites disappeared from their servers.

You could still access the material by pointing your browser at www.thewordwood.com, but
the Wordwood site itself now existed in some impossible limbo in between computers.

That’s where magic happens, Christy had explained to her. Not here or there, but in between
the two.

Holly was uncomfortable with the word magic, but there was no other word to explain what
had happened with the Wordwood. It was now possible to have real-time conversations
through the site with somebody who always seemed to be on-line, no matter what time of
day or night you accessed it. More curiously, this somebody’s style of communicating often
echoed the voice and conversational mannerisms of someone the user had known. In
Holly’s case it was her grandmother, five years dead.

The Wordwood grew in enormous leaps and bounds, bibliographies and texts appearing on
it at a prodigious rate. The copyrighted material all had some sort of complex protection on
it so that while you could access it on-line, you couldn’t read a work in its entirety, and you
certainly couldn’t download it.

If you tried, the Wordwood cut off your access to it. A message of explanation appeared on
your screen:

You have attempted to access copyrighted
material beyond what is considered fair
use. For that reason your privileges on this
site have been terminated.

You lost a week’s access for a first offence. A subsequent attempt to download copyrighted
material barred you from the site permanently. And there was no getting around it. Logging
on with a different user name, or even from someone else’s computer using their 1.D. and
protocols, made no difference.

Sarah was unable to explain it.

It wasn’t simply a text-based site anymore, either. The opening splash page had a
background of what appeared to be real-time video now. It depicted an impossible forest,
inhabited by the sorts of things you’d expect to find in the woods—squirrels and mice,
songbirds and insects—but there were odder creatures in it as well. Sometimes you caught
glimpses of hybrid beings—an owl with a man’s face, a chipmunk with tiny human hands
and fingers, a woman with moth wings. Or there were people that, when you saw them in
context with a robin or a red squirrel, say, appeared to be no more than six or seven inches
high.

The trees in the forest weren't of any species anyone could recognize—a simple enough feat
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if they’d simply been created on a computer and then animated. But Sarah said their details
were too complex and random for animation—even with today’s CGI technologies—and
swore there were no loops in the video streaming. What they saw in the Wordwood’s
opening screen was real-time video—although real-time video of what forest, or where, she
couldn’t say.

And now it was gone.

Holly turned away from the computer and looked out the store’s front window. She should
be putting out the stock that had come in today—before Dick took it upon himself to do it
for her—but she couldn’t seem to muster the energy. Saturday was always a busy day in the
store and today had been no exception. Helpful though Dick was behind the scenes, he left
it to her to deal with the public. There were times today when it had gotten almost frantic,
there were so many people in the store, each with a question, or wanting their purchase rung
through, or change for the bus, or wanting her to go through their want list and recommend
where they could get this or that title if she didn’t have it in stock.

Many customers didn’t seem to understand that in the secondary book market, she could
only carry what people brought in to sell or trade. She couldn’t simply order a book for them
from Ingrams. Well, she could, but it would be a new book and they’d expect to buy it at a
used price, and that wasn’t going to happen in this lifetime. At least not in her store.

Most of the time, the book they were looking for was long out of print.
“How can it be out of print? I love this book.”

She heard variations on that at least once a week, if not more, and wasn’t unsympathetic.
There were times when she, too, felt that a particular book being out of print was a personal
affront. Still, there was nothing she could do about it except to explain the vagaries of the
secondary book business and do a search for the book if the customer wanted her to, both
of which took up time.

Dick didn’t help with the on-line customers either, though he was happy to package the
books to get them ready for Holly to take to the post office. Though that still left Holly
working into the evening answering e-mail on days like today, when it had been too busy to
get on the computer during store hours.

But she was almost finished now. She patted her lap and Snippet rose from her bed in the
front display window and jumped onto her.

“Hey, you,” she said, scratching the little dog behind the ear. “Just let me send these e-mails
and we’ll go for that walk.”

The browser window explaining that the Wordwood site wasn’t available was still open
when she turned back to her computer.

Maybe the pixies were causing this current problem, Holly thought. They were certainly the
reason that Dick wouldn’t go near the store’s computer. He was too afraid that they’d come
bursting out of the screen once more to wreak havoc and mischief up and down the blocks
neighbouring the store as they had the last time.

If Holly hadn’t seen them with her own eyes, she might not have believed that they could
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exist. But she had. And they did. Though she didn’t know why she should be so surprised.
After all, she had a hob for a business partner. And then there was the whole mystery of the
Wordwood...

Send the e-mail, she told herself. Go for a walk and then to bed.

She started to reach for her mouse, to bring the window with her e-mail program back on
screen, then stopped. Something was happening in her browser window. Right in the middle
of the screen, a small black dot had appeared. As she watched, it began to expand like the
eye of a camera. On her lap, Snippet lifted her head. Whining, she returned to the window
seat. An inexplicable uneasiness came over Holly.

She set Snippet back in her bed in the front display window and looked around for Dick—
not directly, but out of the corner of her eye. Dick had this trick where he could sit so still,
he as much as became invisible to people. Even Holly wasn’t completely immune to it and
she’d known him for ages now, though once she caught a glimpse of him from the corner of
her eye, she could hold him in sight thereafter. Strangers simply didn’t register his presence.

This time she found him curled up in the club chair that stood at the end of one of the
bookcases, reading, of course.

“Dick,” she said. “Come and look at this.”

He put down his book and joined her behind the desk—as usual, making it obvious how
reluctant he was to be this close to the computer. Holly took off her glasses and gave them a
quick cleaning on her shirt tails. Making room for Dick in front of the monitor, she put
them on again and looked over his shoulder. The dot on her screen was still growing bigger.

Dick appeared to be mesmerized by it. He started to reach a hand toward the monitor.

“What do you think it is?”” Holly asked. “Because I'll tell you, it’s giving me the creeps and |
don’t know why.”

Her voice made him start and he pulled his hand away from the screen as though he’d been
about to put it on a hot stove burner.

“Dick?”
He gave her a worried look that made her uneasiness grow.
“Oh, this is bad, Mistress Holly,” he said.

He dropped to the floor, scrabbling around in the nest of wires that were clustered around
the power bar under the desk. Behind them, Holly could hear Snippet growling from her
bed in the window.

“Which cord is it?” Dick muttered.
“Which cord is what?”

Holly glanced at the monitor to see that the black dot filled almost two thirds of the screen
now. When Dick looked up and followed her gaze, he grabbed the power bar itself and gave
it a wild yank. The computer went dead. The monitor, now blank, tottered on the edge of
the desk—pulled off-balance because its power cord was still plugged into the bar in Dick’s
hand. Holly made a grab for the monitor, but she was too late. It fell to the floor, its cheap
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plastic casing exploding on impact.

Snippet bounded out of the window and circled the broken monitor, barking and growling
at it.

Dick stood up again, still holding the power bar. His big eyes had gone bigger than ever, his
lips forming an “O.” He turned to Holly with such a woebegone look on his face that she
wanted to bend down and give him a hug. But though Dick was small, she knew better than
to try to comfort him as she might a child. He was older than her. A lot older. How much,
she couldn’t begin to guess. Yet there was still a childlike innocence about him, especially in
moments such as this.

“I... I didn’t mean...”
“It’s okay,” she told him.

The monitor was broken now and its tumble off the desk couldn’t be taken back. There was
no point in making Dick feel worse about it.

“What was happening?” she asked. “Why did you have to kill the power to the computer so
quickly?”

Dick let the power bar drop to the floor.
“There... there was something trying to get out,” he explained.
“What kind of something?”

Having once had that gang of pixies come flooding out of her monitor, Holly wasn’t about
to argue the impossibility of something else trying to get out as well.

“I don’t know for sure,” Dick said. “Not exactly bad. But wild. And hungry for...
something.”

“Like the pixies.”

He shook his head. “Whatever this was, it was far bigger and stronger than a pixie.” He
turned to her. “It had me charmed as sure as a snake can charm a bird, Mistress Holly. If
you hadn’t spoken up and broken the spell... I don’t know what would have happened. But
nothing good. | can tell you that.”

“But it's gone now?”
“I think so. I don’t feel it anymore—do you?”

Holly shook her head. “But I didn’t feel anything in the first place. Just a kind of uneasiness.
Snippet, come here!” she added, calling to where the dog was still growling at the monitor.

“I think maybe you shouldn’t use your computer for awhile,” Dick said.

Holly nodded, not bothering to mention that, without a monitor, she couldn’t anyway. Dick
was only just starting to look a little less distraught about having broken it in the first place.

Snippet stood expectantly at her feet. Sitting down, Holly patted her lap and the little dog
jumped up.

“This something you're talking about,” she said to Dick, soothing Snippet with a scratch
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behind the ear. “It’s loose in the Net, isn’'t it? Like the pixies were.”
“Except if it gets free...”

“We’'re in bigger trouble than we were then. Okay. So we stay off the Net. What about
phone lines? Do you think it'd be safe to make a call?”

“You could try.”

Holly reached for the phone. She felt nervous picking up the receiver, then stupid for feeling
nervous, but that didn’t stop the uneasiness. She held the receiver so that both she and Dick
could listen to the dial tone.

“What do you think?” she asked.
“I don’t sense anything—not like I did when the computer was on-line.”

“Okay, then,” Holly said and she began to punch in a number. “Time to call in an exorcist—
or at least the closest to one that | know.”

Christy Riddell

I've really been caught up with a new book these days that’s got me doing research into the
mysteries inhabiting the World Wide Web: everything from spirits and ghosts to the new
urban legends that have grown up around the use of computers—especially when they’re
connected to each other through the Internet and e-mail.

Jilly says I should call it Spirits in the Wires, but that doesn’t strike me as accurate enough for
my purposes. | don’t see spirits haunting the hardware—the circuits and wiring, the actual
technology—so much as using the hardware to get around. They ride the software, cables,
and telephone lines, and make homes for themselves in the spaces that lie in between the
various computers that the technology connects. Science fiction writers call those territories
cyberspace, but I think of it all as a kind of voodoo. Les invisibles finding a more
contemporary host to ride.

For these aren’t new spirits—at least not from what I can tell. They’re the same magical
beings of the woods and fields and waters wild that first made a journey from their rural
origins to more urban settings, and have now moved into the technologies of the future.
They’ll probably follow us into space.

Not all of them, of course. Just the more adventurous, the strongest—those with the same
characteristics that human explorers need when they leave the safety of the Fields We Know
to strike out into unknown territories.

| first started keeping notes on these more recent phenomena after |1 became aware of the
anomalies surrounding the Wordwood and Saskia’s connection to it. Holly’s adventure with
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the pixies only served to convince me | was on the track of something new and worthwhile
of my interest.

It's funny. The more computer literate among my friends have been telling me odd stories
about the Internet and new technologies for years, but it’s only in past few months that I'm
paying attention to them. | almost feel like I'm coming too late into the game, since any
number of urban legends have already grown up on the Internet, spreading as quickly as
wildfire viruses. Or at least warnings about viruses. But people studied fairies and ghosts for
centuries before | took it up and I'm still finding new things to write about. Better late than
never.

Considering how much I've always loved legends—urban or ancient—I don’t know why |
didn’t clue into these contemporary changes in folklore and myth sooner. Even when | was
a kid I was drawn to this sort of thing. For a long time, cataloguing and tracking the stories
that slip between the cracks of fact and history was my only real escape from a boyhood that
was otherwise filled with unhappiness and discouragement.

But | guess | have a bit of a Luddite’s aversion to technology. When I finally start to use
something new, it’s already old hat for everybody else. Or at least everybody on the cutting
edge. By the time | got a fax machine, everybody else was using e-mail. My tech friends all
have cell phones and handheld computers like Palms and iPAQs. | still prefer to use a phone
booth if I'm away from home and write in the hardback journal that goes everywhere | do.

But now that I've found the connection to my earlier, more traditional studies of the odd,
curious, and just plain strange, I’'ve become completely absorbed by technology and its own
particular take on the paranormal. It’s all I want to think about and research. So, of course,
just as I’'m starting to get some real leads on new avenues to explore, a set of galleys shows
up from Alan that he says he needs back last week.

Probably the worst thing about the business of being a writer is correcting galleys. These are
the typeset page proofs the publisher sends to you for final corrections that are supposed to
incorporate all of the corrections and changes that were made during the various editing and
copyediting processes. At least it’s the worst part for me. | like everything else, from
researching and tracking down sources, through the actual writing and editing, to finally
sitting in some bookstore and chatting with my readers. But the galleys...

By the time I'm at this point in the procedure, I've seen the words too many times and find
myself wanting to change things simply for the sake of having something different to look
at. You can't of course. Instead you sit there, bored stiff while you go through the mind-
numbing task, trying not to get too cranky.

I’'m not very good at the not getting too cranky part. Which, | guess, explains why Saskia’s
“I'm just dropping by the café for an hour or so” earlier in the evening was actually code for
“I'm going out for the night; I hope you've finished this by the time I get back.”

I wish I could be, but no such luck. I may not enjoy correcting galleys, but I take the time to
do the job right. I'll be at this through next week. So when she gets back to the apartment—
close on midnight, by the clock on my bookshelf—I’ve only got another couple of chapters
done.
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“How'’s it coming?” she asks from the door of my study.
“Swimmingly,” I tell her.

“That bad?”

“No, it’s just tedious. You know what it’s like.”

She nods, having gone through this with her poetry collections and the freelance writing she
does.

“But I'm done for today,” | say.

| straighten the stack of loose galley pages I've been working on, tapping them on the top of
the desk to get them all aligned, then set them down in a neat stack. I'm terrible about that
sort of thing, which is probably why Jilly got me that T-shirt that reads “Is there a hyphen in
anal-retentive?” | don’t wear it. | keep it folded up with all the other joke T-shirts people
give me that I'll probably never wear. And yes, | see the irony in that. But I've always been
somewhat of a compulsive tidier. I might have all sorts of books lying around, waiting to be
read or put away on the bookshelves, but they’re all stacked in orderly piles, often sorted by
category and in alphabetical order.

Saskia settles in one of the two club chairs by the bookcases and puts her feet up on the
ottoman. I turn off the light on my desk and join her, sitting in the other chair, sharing the
ottoman with my own feet.

“So how was your evening?” | ask, tapping a foot against hers.
“Interesting. | met your shadow at the Beanery Café.”
“Really? That seems like an odd place to run into her.”

Though when it comes to my shadow, odd is usually the norm. She’s the sort of person that
you can never figure out what she’s thinking, what she’ll say, or where you’ll meet her next.
Even when she’s forthcoming, I still usually come away from our conversations wearing a
cloud of confusion. It’s part of the reason I call her Mystery.

“I know,” Saskia says. “It’s weird to think of her hanging out in such a mundane place, isn’t
it? Though of course she fit right in.”

I have to smile. “She fits in wherever she goes. | think environments adjust themselves to
suit her rather than the other way around.”

“I wish I could do that,” Saskia says. “I feel like it's just the other way for me.”
| give her a puzzled look.

She sighs. “Your shadow and I got talking about where we came from and that reminded me
of that first morning I woke up in this world and how hard it was for me to fit in.”

I nod. We've talked about this before.

“And it started me thinking again about who | am and where | came from. If I'm even real.”
“It doesn’t matter where you came from,” | tell her. “You're real now.”

“Am 1?7 Isn’t part of being real knowing where you came from? I'm like an adopted kid. It
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doesn’t matter how happy your life is, if you don’t know your parents—if you don’t know
anything about your origin—you’re living with this black hole underlying who you are. And
not all the platitudes in the world can make it go away.”

“But you know your origin. You’ve said you were born in the Wordwood.”

She nods. “And how weird is that? How real is that? How can a real person be born in a Web
site?”

“I don’t know. But you’re here now.” | touch her arm. “You feel real.”
“Your shadow thinks I should go to the source with my questions,” she says.
“You mean to the Wordwood?”

“Where else?”

“I guess. It seems to answer any question you put to it.” | put my feet down from the
ottoman. Sitting up, I look at my computer over on the desk. “I suppose we can see if it’s
come back on-line again.”

“What do you mean?”
“The site’s been down all week.”

Saskia shakes her head wearily. “And | never even knew. What does that say about my so-
called connection to it?”

“You said it cut you loose.”

“Or | cut myself loose. But going on-line wasn’t exactly what | had in mind. Your shadow
says she can take me into the otherworld. That we can find the Wordwood on its own
ground.”

“Wait a minute. The Wordwood exists in the otherworld?”

“She seems to think it does.”

“As what? A place? A person?”

Saskia shrugs. “Who knows? Maybe as some combination of both.”
“This is getting too weird.”

“And me being born in a Web site isn't?”

“You know what | mean. The Wordwood’s a human construct—the product of software
and HTML language. How can it exist in the otherworld?”

Saskia just looks at me. “Maybe it doesn’'t—at least not most of the time. But if it has spirit,
then the spiritworld would seem to be the easiest place to find it.”

“Yes, but...”

“It’s just a kind of magic,” Saskia says. “The same magic that allowed me to walk in the
world, clothed in flesh and bone.”

“I guess...”
Truth is, I'm never one hundred percent certain that Saskia’s origin is quite so exotic as she
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accepts it is. I know that she believes it. And there are days when | believe it, too. All | have
to do is to remember how it was when I first met her. She used to be like a walking
encyclopedia, able to quote amazing references at the drop of a hat, but not seeming to have
had firsthand experience with something so simple as hot chocolate.

But for my all normally ready acceptance that there’s more to this world than we can see—
than we expect to see—I have a cynic living in my head as well as the believer. He’s the one
who insists that ghosts and spirits are delusions. That what we have here, is all there is.
There’s more? he asks. Then prove it. Show me.

When | listen to him, | can’t imagine a Web site giving birth to a living, breathing human
being. For that matter, there are times when Saskia’s as much a skeptic as the cynic in my
head. But this, apparently, isn’t one of them.

“Okay,” | say after a moment. “But let’s at least check out the source by more conventional
means first.”

I get up and cross the room to my desk, starting up the computer. The machine’s up and
running by the time Saskia joins me. She stands behind my chair, hands on my shoulders. |
click on my dial-up icon, the modem dials the number, and soon we're listening to the
familiar squawk and buzz of the computer connecting to my ISP.

After | open Explorer and enter the Wordwood’s URL, the error message I've been getting
all week comes up in my browser window. | start to close my connection.

“What's that?” Saskia says.

She leans over my shoulder, the point of her index finger going to a small black dot that’s
appeared in the middle of my browser window. | have this flash of premonition, but before
I can stop her, her fingertip touches the screen.

Have you ever seen a firecracker fuse burn? That’s what it’s like with her, except the
detonation comes first. There’s this flash of—I don’t know what. Like an electrical
discharge. It blows me off my chair, against the wall, and knocks the breath out of me. But |
can still see what's happening to her from where I’'m lying.

A flare of white hot light runs up her finger, her hand, her arm, her shoulder, travelling the
length of her body. Like a fuse. But instead of leaving behind a string of ash, it leaves behind
a pixelated version of her, like she’s no longer solid and I can see all the molecules of her
body. It’s like the difference in seeing a painting, then seeing a photo of it in a newspaper
where it’s made up of thousands of little dots of colour.

| try to scramble to my feet, but my limbs are numbed and jellied and they won’t hold me.

Saskia gives me a look—a haunting, desperate look. Then the computer just shatters and
collapses into itself. One moment the monitor and keyboard are on my desk, the tower on
the floor beside it, the next they’re just the heaps of broken plastic, circuitry, and wiring.

Saskia reaches for me. But it isn’t Saskia anymore. It’s this human shape made up of
thousands of flickering tiny pellets of shadow and light.

I call her name, try again to get to my feet. | hear a telephone dialing, as though somewhere
in the wreckage of my computer the modem’s trying to reconnect to my ISP. Then Saskia’s
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gone and the room is so still the silence hurts.

I manage to crawl to where she’d been standing, stupidly patting the floor as though she’s
hidden on the carpet like a fallen pin or paperclip. But there’s nothing there. She’s gone.
Swallowed back into the Internet from which I'd only half-believed she’d been born.
Swallowed back into the Wordwood, and | don’t have the slightest idea how to get her back.

The loss of her swells through me like a tsunami, threatening to tear me apart, and all I can
do is press my forehead against the carpet where, only a moment ago, she was standing.

Christiana

I’'m pretending to sleep when the phone rings.

| suppose that sounds odd—not the phone ringing, but my pretending to sleep. The thing is,
| don’t need to sleep, or even eat, but I do both anyway. It's one of the first things Mumbo
taught me when | strayed over into the borderlands.

“It will help make you feel normal,” she told me. “And if you feel normal—if you act and
appear normal—then other people won't treat you differently.”

I didn’t think it was so important then, but being treated like a freak gets old fast. So |
learned to eat and drink. And while | don’t need the sustenance, | love the flavours that
tickle across my taste buds when | do partake. A basil and tomato sandwich. Hot Mexican
salsa. Squash soup. Strong coffee. A glass of red wine.

And more rarely, | sleep.

When I do, I think I actually am sleeping, because sometimes when | close my eyes, | go
away. Time vanishes into the same black hole it does for people whose bodies require them
to sleep. And sometimes, when I'm in that black hole of sleep, | dream.

That’s what’s happening when the phone starts to ring. | feel thickheaded and confused as
the beep-beep of the cell phone pulls me out of a confusing mélange of images and
sensations. Traces linger in my head as | look for the phone. Something to do with monkeys
having a high tea and the Vegas Elvis, sweaters being worn backwards and flying—no | can’t
fly, though I'd dearly love to be able to. Even the talent to shapechange into a bird would be
welcome.

The monkeys were humming an off-key rendition of a Beatles song—*Strawberry Fields,” |
think—and Elvis was ignoring them as he dipped a deep-fried scone into his tea. |
remember being fascinated by the oily film that formed on the surface of his tea and trying
to figure out why. When he took the scone out, it made this sound like a truck backing up.

But it was only the phone.

file:/l/K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (74 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:50



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

I finally spot it across the meadow, lying on the fat arm of the club chair where I tossed my
clothes before going to sleep. Getting out of bed, | shuffle barefoot across the grass to the
chair, wondering who it could possibly be. I hardly ever get calls on it because only a handful
of people know the number. Maxie. Tom Stone—the only lover | ever managed to stay
good friends with. Mumbo—though she never calls. And now Saskia.

I pick the phone up, find the “on” button, and lift the phone to my ear. It takes me a
moment to recognize the odd sound I'm hearing. It's like a bad recording of wind blowing
through the topmost branches of a forest—rasping and harsh, full of pops and crackling.

“Hello?” I say.

The response is so faint I'm not sure | actually heard anything.
“Hello?” I try again. “Is anybody there?”

The voice comes to me as though from a radio station that’s not quite tuned in. Raspy,
unrecognizable.

“Please...”
| press the phone more closely to my ear, as though that’s going to make the voice louder.

“Let... me... In...

I know enough about the hidden worlds beyond the World As It Is to know that it’s not
only vampires that need permission to enter a safe place. And though I also know better, |
still find myself saying, “Yes.”

There’s this one dark moment where everything feels wrong. | find myself remembering a
conversation | had with Christy once about the odd motivations of the characters in fairy
tales, when there even is a motivation.

“Why do they do these things?” | said. “Why does the third son go on what he believes is a
doomed quest? Why does the farmer boy want to marry the princess? What could they
possibly have in common?”

“Who says they have a choice?” he told me.

That’s what my saying “yes” feels like. Like | had no choice. Like some enchantment came
through the phone’s receiver and | had to welcome it into me.

I have time to think of all of that, with the underpinning impression that something’s very
wrong. It’s like an accident, where everything’s speeding up and slowing down at the same
time. It’s going so slow that you're aware of every nuance. You have time to replay a
conversation, look across the meadow that carpets your living room floor to the fields
beyond. But it’s also happening so fast that you can’t even begin to stop it.

There’s no time for me to drop the phone. I can’t take the word back.

Something like an electric shock erupts from the receiver and flashes into my ear. My hair
stands upright—all my hair, from the tangle on my head to the tiny ones on my arms. My
head fills with the radio static, amplified to such a volume that it’s a hurricane of white noise.
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Then everything goes away, me included.

Holly

Dick was miserable.

Holly had tried to cheer him up. She’d taken him with her when she went out to let Snippet
do her business and even let him do the honours with the plastic bag after said business was
done in the empty lot at the end of the block. When they got back, she let him clean up the
mess that the monitor had made when it crashed to the floor. But not even cleaning and
tidying seemed to help. So she made him a mug of tea, English Breakfast with a splash of
whiskey in it, just the way he liked it. That didn’t seem to help either.

He was convinced the whole business was his fault—though how that could be, he couldn’t
explain.

“You saved the day,” she told him for about the tenth time.
They were sitting behind the desk in the store, drinking their tea.

“If it hadn’t been for you,” she went on, “whatever that thing was would have come right
out of the monitor and swallowed us both.”

She wasn’t sure if that was exactly the case. She just knew that magical beings were able to
step out of the Internet into the real world, as witness their invasion by a gang of vandalizing
pixies a year or so ago. So if something dark and scary had been about to pounce forth this
evening, Dick really had saved the day. The trouble was, Dick found any number of things
dark and scary—from television shows and certain kinds of pies, to the customers that
patronized the store. Considering some of the odd birds that came in, Holly could
sympathize with the latter.

“But | broke your monitor, Mistress Holly,” Dick said.
“Thereby saving us.”
“But it’s all broken and now you can’t do your work on the computer.”

“Hello? I can’t do any work on it anyway because of creepy things that are just a modem dial-
up away, waiting to pounce on us.”

“But still—"
“But still, nothing. You're a veritable hero and | wish you’d stop feeling otherwise.”

Dick only gave his head a mournful shake and stared into the inch or so of liquid left at the
bottom of his cup. Holly sighed. She gave the phone a look, willing it to ring, but it was
obstinately silent.
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Dick had lent a hand when it came to figuring out a way to get the pixies out of Holly’s
neighbourhood and back into the Internet, but he hadn’t been Holly’s main source of help.
That had come from a woman named Meran Kelledy, one half of a musical husband-and-
wife duo who had been playing for years around the city, when they weren’t touring further
afield. Holly had met her the same week that all the trouble with the pixies began, and they’d
become friends since then.

She was a lovely woman, attractive and smart. The sort of woman who turned heads as
much for her charisma as for her trim figure, dark, wise eyes, and her waterfall of brown hair
with its surprising green streaks. Dick seemed to think of her as some sort of faerie royalty
and was in awe of her whenever she came by the store, but Holly didn’t see her that way at
all. Meran was simply good company, easy to talk to and as normal as anyone else, except
she seemed to know an inordinate amount about things magical and folkloric, and how they
were presently colliding with the modern technological age.

So it was Meran that Holly called from the store after the computer monitor had smashed
on the floor, but no one had picked up at the other end of the line. She’d had to leave a
message on the Kelledys' answering machine.

“What will we do?” Dick said, still not lifting his gaze from the bottom of his mug, although
Holly noted that it was now completely empty.

“Replenish our drinks?” she asked. “Or go to bed and see if everything looks the same in the
morning?”

“The monitor will still be broken.”

“Yes, I know. | just meant perhaps things will feel different in the morning. We can call
some other people and—”

Holly broke off as someone rapped on the glass of the door behind them. Turning, she
expected to see Meran. It was something Meran would do—come directly by, rather than
return Holly’s earlier phone call. But a stranger stood there under the outdoor light on the
other side of the store’s front door. A wonderfully handsome stranger. He looked like
Holly’s romantic notions of a Gypsy: dark-eyed, with a tangle of shoulder-length, crow-black
hair pushed back from his brow and small gold hoop earrings in each lobe. His baggy white
cotton shirt added to the Romany look, even if it was tucked into a pair of ordinary blue
jeans.

When he caught her gaze, he gave her a rakish smile and lifted his hand in greeting. Holly
felt like melting. She wasn’t the sort to be swayed so easily by a handsome face—she saw at
least one good-looking man every day, operating a store that was open to the general public
as she did—but something about this stranger had her all flustered and warm. She brought a
hand to her hair, all too aware of how the red strands were spilling out every which way
from where they’d been gathered in a loose bun at the nape of her neck this morning. She
wasn’t wearing any make-up—not even lipstick. And why in god’s name had she changed
into a pair of old cut-off jeans and her oldest flannel shirt after the store had closed?

Because, common sense said, as it did its best to quiet the sudden jump in her pulse, she
wasn’t expecting visitors. It was late at night. And handsome though the man was, he was
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still a stranger and it was long past store hours. He could be anyone. He could be dangerous.

Holly was aware of that and more. Still, she put her glasses down on the desk, got up and
went to the door all the same.

“Yes?” she asked through the glass. “Can I help you?”

She couldn’t hear a word he said in response, but then she doubted he’d heard her either. It
was more a matter of them reading each other’s lips. When she saw his—very full for a man,
but not remotely effete, and oh, just look at the lashes above those gorgeous eyes—shape
Meran’s name, she happily threw caution to the winds and unlocked the door. Opening it
just enough to pop her head out, she caught a strong whiff of apples and cinnamon. God, he
even smelled good.

“What were you saying?” she asked.
“I’'m taking care of Meran’s place,” the stranger said. “While she and Cerin are out of town.”
“And that brings you here because...?”

“The message you left on their machine. You sounded pretty upset so | thought I’'d come by
to see if you needed a hand.”

His voice was perfect, too, warm and resonant. Then she realized what he’d said. Oh god.
He’'d heard her babbling about pixies and something weird trying to come out of her
monitor?

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Only mortified, she thought. But she gave a quick nod.

“So everything’s under control now?”

“Yes. | mean, no. | mean...” She sighed. “How do you know Meran?”
“We're sort of distant cousins.”

“Sort of?”

“On her husband’s side.”

“So then you're not really related.”

“Well, in away | am. To Cerin’s Aunt Jen. But I'm not really blood kin to any of them.” He
gave her another one of those rakish smiles. “It’s more of a tribal thing.”

Holly regarded him for a long moment. The only way he could have heard her message was
if he was in the Kelledy’s house. And if he was in their house, she supposed he must be
trustworthy. Burglars and serial killers didn’t take the time to listen to their victims’
answering machines, did they?

She stepped aside and held the door open for him.

“You might as well come in,” she said. “The least | can do is offer you a cup of tea after
coming out all this way at such a late hour.”

“Thank you,” he said.
He looked past her to where Snippet was sitting up, alert, but showing no signs of alarm at
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the stranger coming in. That he passed whatever test it was that the Jack Russell had for
strangers boded well. Snippet was good during the day—you never heard a peep out of her.
But once the store was closed for business she became fiercely territorial to anyone she
didn’t like, or at least didn’t recognize.

“Hello, dog,” the stranger said.

Holly was surprised to see Snippet’s tail begin to wag. Then she was surprised even more
when the stranger’s gaze continued to where Dick was sitting.

“And good evening to you, Master Hob,” he added.

Dick gave him a small nervous nod in response.

“You can see him?” Holly said.

The stranger turned to look at her, eyebrows lifting. “You can’t?”
“Of course | can. It's just that most people...”

She let her voice trail off and covered up the increased awkwardness she was feeling by
closing and locking the door once more.

“We’'re having tea with whiskey in it,” she said when she turned back to him.

“Sounds perfect,” the stranger said. “Although perhaps I'll forgo the tea part, if I may. Tea
usually keeps me up all night.”

Holly smiled. “I'm Holly,” she said and offered her hand. “Though I guess you already know
that from the phone call.”

“Borrible Jones,” he told her.

His grip was firm, his hand callused, both distracting Holly until she realized what he’d said.
She couldn’t have heard that right.

“I'm sorry?” she said.
He grinned. “I am, too. But what can you do? My friends call me Bojo.”
“But—”

“The name. | know. There are any number of theories as to its origin. One is that my father
was a poet who didn’t like children so he named me to have something to rhyme with
‘horrible.” Another is that he was too fond of Michael de Larrabeiti’s books.”

Holly gave him a blank look.

“You know,” Bojo said. “The author of the Borrible books? Borribles were these fictional
residents of London? Sort of like little feral Peter Pans?”

Holly nodded. “I knew that.”

“Of course you would. You own a bookstore.”

“So you don’t know who your father is?”

“Never met the man,” Bojo said.

“That seems very sad.” Holly’d had a wonderful relationship with her own father until he’'d
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passed away a few years ago. “I’'m sorry.”

“Me, too. I'd love to have known what he was thinking.”

“And your mother...?”

“Would rarely speak of him.”

Holly didn’t know what to say. Finally she settled on, “Let me get you that whiskey.”
She felt she needed a whole tumbler of it herself.

There wasn’t room for all of them behind the desk, so they took their drinks and went
upstairs to Holly and Dick’s apartment above the store. There were as many books on
shelves, in piles and boxes and hidden under furniture, up here in her living room as there
were downstairs. The difference was, these weren't for sale. At least not yet.

Bojo settled into an easy sprawl on the sofa, reminding Holly of a cat, the way he could so
quickly look as though he’d been relaxing there for hours. Dick perched on the other end of
the sofa, holding his mug in both hands. Though he appeared to be using it to warm himself,
it hadn’t been refilled yet. Holly made some more tea, then pulled a chair over from the
dining room table and sat down herself. Snippet, after following Holly from room to room
as she made the tea, settled now under Holly’s chair, curling up in a ball with her head
turned so that she could watch Bojo.

“So you're having pixie trouble,” Bojo said.
Holly shook her head. “Had. Do you know much about pixies?”

“Well, that depends. They're like a kind of bodach, aren’t they? But malicious rather than
tricksey.”

Holly had no idea what a bodach was, but Dick was nodding in agreement.

“All their fun’s mean,” he said. “I've never heard of one with a kind thought or doing a kind
deed.”

“Whereas a bodach can be quite friendly—Iike a brownie or you hobs. At least that’s what
they’re like where I'm from.”

Holly was good at picking things up out of context and felt she was safe in assuming that a
bodach was yet another kind of little fairy man. But the conversation between Dick and the
stranger made her wonder where it was that such knowledge was so common.

“Where exactly are you from?” she asked.

“Where? Everywhere and nowhere. We were always travelling, and I still do. We Kelledys
have always been a travelling people.”

“You're tinkers, aren’t you?” Dick said. “Like in Ireland.”

Bojo shook his head. “We’re tinkers, but of an older tribe than the Irish.”

“But you said your name was Jones,” Holly said.

“Itis. Kelledy’s a tribal name, used by most of us. But my mam was a Jones when Aunt Jen
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adopted us, and | stay a Jones in her memory.”

Holly had a hundred more questions. Even the normally shy Dick appeared to be bubbling
with curiosity for a change. But before either of them could speak, Bojo sat up a little
straighter. He took a sip of his whiskey, regarded the pair of them for a long moment, then
said, “Tell me about the pixies.”

So Holly did, with Dick filling in the bits she left out. And when they were done with that
story, they moved on to what had happened earlier in the evening.

“I guess we just got spooked,” Holly said when they got to the end of that story. “After the
business with the pixies and all, I mean. You wouldn’t believe the havoc they created around
here in just one night.”

“Oh, I can imagine,” Bojo said.
“So you have seen them before.”

He shook his head. “Only the messes they’ve left behind. And I've heard the stories, of
course.”

Like that was the sort of thing that ordinary people talked about around the water cooler.
The weather, the stock market, pixies... Not that she could ever imagine Bojo standing
around a water cooler or holding any sort of a regular job. Though she supposed he must.
Everybody had to do something for a living.

“I think you were wise to be careful,” Bojo said, making Holly bring her thoughts back to
the matter at hand. “I smelled the otherworld as soon as | stepped into the store, and it
wasn’t because of you, Master Hob.”

“Oh, it was a spirit, all right,” Dick said. “All set to come popping out of the screen. Old and
dark and powerful.”

Bojo shook his head. “Powerful, yes. But | sensed something young. Something new.
Something the world has never seen before.”

“Is that good or bad?” Holly asked.

“I don't know that it’s either. Most spirits are like the weather, neither good nor bad. They
simply are. They live their lives without concern for us. We’re the ones to complain about a
storm blowing down our barn, a drought ruining our crops.”

So, Holly thought, still looking for clues about her visitor. If he was using farms as analogies,
maybe he was from a rural background.

“But they’re not all like that,” Dick said.

“No,” Bojo agreed. “There are also a number that delight to interfere in the lives of the likes
of you and me. And unfortunately, they’re usually... the less pleasant of their kind.”

“But what do they want?” Holly asked.

Bojo shrugged. “Who can tell? Sometimes we're simply in the way, and they deal with us the
way we would a gnat—brushing us away, squishing us between their fingers. Sometimes
they’re hungry.”
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Holly didn’t like the sound of that at all.
“They want to eat us?”

“It’s more a matter of the spirit,” Bojo said. “You know, our life energy. Some spirits
consider it sustenance.”

This was getting worse by the minute.

“Can you help us?” she asked. “Is there anything we can do to get it out of the Internet and
back to wherever it came from?”

Bojo had some more of his whiskey.

“I know next to nothing about computers,” he said. “But | do know spirits. The first
question we need to ask ourselves is, did it, in fact, come from somewhere else, or is it native
to the Internet?”

“What do you mean?” Holly said.
She glanced at Dick and saw her own confusion mirrored in his face.

“Well, from what | understand,” Bojo said, “the Internet is much like a realm unto itself.
Would that be a fair assessment?”

“I guess...”
“Then it would seem logical that it would have its own life forms and spirits.”

“But we're talking about a place that doesn’t exist except as code in the files of a service
provider’s computers. Bits and bytes. It's nothing tangible.”

“And yet the pixies have managed to find a way to travel in that realm. And then there’s the
whole matter of the Wordwood and the spirit you said had come to inhabit it.”

Holly gave a slow nod. “I guess that’s what makes me feel | have to do something. We—my
friends and I—created the Wordwood. If it somehow gained sentience through what we did,
then we're responsible for that as well.”

“So the other question we need to answer is this,” Bojo said. “Has the Wordwood gone
feral, or is it under attack itself?”

“When you put it like that... it sounds so insane.”

Bojo nodded. “It’s a long way from anything | understand, too. But we’ll just have to do
what we can. There are people who should be able to help us. It's only a matter of tracking
them down and seeing what they know.”

“And I'll do the same with Sarah and the others that were in on the Wordwood from the
start.” She paused for a moment, then added, “I’m really glad you came along. My friends
might know a lot about computers, but when it comes to the other stuff, we’re in way over
our heads. This sort of thing is too weird to deal with on our own and with Meran out of
town... I guess | just want to say thanks. Really.”

“I couldn’t very well walk away, leaving the friend of my cousin to face this on her own.” He
held up his glass and added, “You wouldn’t have any more of this lovely whiskey, would
you?”
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Holly went to fetch the bottle and poured a splash into each of their cups, this time forgoing
the tea in hers and Dick’s.

“| feel good about this,” she said. “Like we have a real chance to beat this thing.”
Bojo smiled. “We can only try.”
They clinked their glasses together in a toast.

Holly was still smiling when she came back upstairs from letting Bojo out. She said
goodnight to a somewhat bleary-eyed Dick and scooping up Snippet, went into her room.
She paused for a moment, then went and unplugged her phone. She doubted anything
would come across an ordinary phone line—and after all, she’d used it without any problem
earlier to leave the message on Meran’s machine—but why take chances?

Christy

There’s nothing in the research I've been doing on the Web to explain what's happened to
Saskia. That’s not so surprising, | suppose, since there’s also nothing to explain the mystery
of her origin—something I’'m not even remotely questioning now. The only big question for
me now is, how do | get her back?

I still can’t believe she’s gone.

I’'ve spent the past hour torn between despair and determination and not really able to do a
lot about either. All my notes were on the computer that’s now lying in pieces all over my
desk and on the floor below it—a war zone, in miniature. | have backups of everything on
Zip discs—multiple backups, since I'm as organized about that as | am about everything,
especially after the time Sophie managed to crash my computer and I did lose a few weeks
of work. But | don’t have a computer to access the discs.

| need another computer.
I need Saskia back.
I need help.

But it’s almost three A.M. Who am | going to call at this hour—especially with the story I've
got to tell? Where are the Ghostbusters when you really need them?

I've got a long list of like-minded colleagues and friends, but their expertise lies mostly in the
more traditional forms of the paranormal and folklore, and many of them have less access to
modern conveniences—Ilike a phone—than I do. There’s also my new network of research
sources on the Web—folks I've only met electronically through newsgroups—but I need a
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working computer to contact any of them. The worst thing is that, at this point in time, I'm
the only one I know who’s pulled together so many disparate threads of techno rumour,
folklore, and gossip, and tried to find a correlation between them all.

I’'m my own best expert and | don’t have a clue what to do next.

I could call Jilly. She’s been playing with the professor’s computer since her accident, poking
around with her usual intuitive sense that lets her home in on things strange and different,
but | hate to bother her while she’s still recovering. It's been over a year now since the
accident, but she still tires quickly and needs her rest. And besides, much as I love her, she’s
a bit too scattershot for the kind of focus I need right now. Not to mention that she’s even
less technologically inclined than | was before I got into this current research. She knows
how to turn the computer on and go on-line. She can use a Web browser and e-mail. She’s
been playing with a paint program that Wendy installed on the machine for her. But she
hasn’t a clue how any of it actually works. So she’s out, too.

Anybody else is just going to think I'm crazy.

| decide on my brother Geordie. He'll still think I'm crazy, but at least he’ll listen because of
Saskia. Not only did he first introduce her to me, but he knows as well as | do that it’s
because of her that he and I have been a lot more successful at keeping the lines of
communication open between us.

It's not that we didn’t talk before Saskia came into my life. We just didn’t talk about anything
important. We were going through the motions of being brothers, desperate to not have our
relationship be as screwed up as it is with the rest of our family, but not having the first clue
how to go about it with any real success. Honesty was missing from the equation. Along
with an inability to express the fact that, even after all we’ve been through—or maybe
because of it, since we at least came out of our messed up childhoods relatively intact—we
really cared about each other.

That’s something we never got to do with our older brother Paddy. He died in prison. They
say he hung himself, and all the evidence points towards it, but all these years later, it’s still
hard to believe. Of the three of us, | always thought he was the most resilient. The one
who’d carry on and make something of himself. Instead he ended up in jail and died there.
Just goes to show how little you can know about someone supposedly so close to you.

I’'m still a wreck when Geordie arrives at my door. In the time between calling him and his
arrival, I've been to the corner store and bought a pack of smokes. He gives the smoldering
cigarette in my hand a look, but to his credit, he doesn’t say anything. He knows I’d given
quitting another shot—six months and counting this time. He also knows | have to be pretty
messed up to have started up again.

“So what happened?” he asks as he comes in.

I close the door behind him and follow him into the kitchen. I've already got a pot of coffee
brewing. That’s what the Riddells do when there’s a crisis. Head for the kitchen and make
coffee.
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I don’t know how to start, so | pour us each a mug of the coffee and bring them over to the
table where he’s already sitting. I light a new cigarette from the stub of the old one and grind
the butt out in the saucer I'm using for an ashtray.

“Did you have a fight?”” Geordie asks.

All 1 told him over the phone was that Saskia was gone and | didn’t know if she’d ever be
back. He didn’t ask any questions. He just said, “I'll be right over.” But | know what he’s
thinking.

My therapist used to call the way our relationships fall apart a self-fulfilling prophecy that
was rooted in low self-esteem—yet one more holdover from our childhood, where nothing
we could do was right, or good enough. Geordie and | both have this problem with women:
We set our sights too high—or at least on women we perceive as too good for us. It's like
we need the pedestals and can only yearn after the impossible women. In school it was the
prom queens and cheerleaders who had no time for kids like us, hicks bussed in from the
country. And we just carried that misconception along with us after high school.

We weren’t completely pathetic. But even when we did find some special woman who
wanted to be with us, in the end, they always left—often under weird circumstances.

For Geordie there was Sam, pure cheerleader material, but also smart and hip. She fell into
the past one day—literally. She got swallowed into the early part of the century so that we
weren’t even born by the time she died in her new life. Then there was Tanya, a movie star
with a one-time drug problem. Geordie was there for her when she could have slipped back
into her old junkie ways, got her on her feet and back doing what she loved to do: making
movies. He even moved to L.A. to be with her, but in the end, she wasn’t there for him.

Of course everybody knows he should be with Jilly, he’s been carrying a torch for her
forever and they’d be a perfect couple, but he waited too long on that and now she’s with
Daniel.

Before Saskia, | wasn’t doing much better. The archetypal Christy Riddell romance was with
a woman named Tallulah. I called her Tally. Everything was perfect, except she turned out
to be the literal spirit of the city. She left me because she said the city was getting to be too
hard, so she needed to be hard, too, to survive. Loving me was making her too soft.

Of the three of us, only Paddy had normal relationships—at least so far as we could tell.
“Yeah, and look where that got him,” | said to the therapist when she brought that up. She
just shook her head and asked me, did | want to talk about that?

“No, it was nothing like that,” I tell Geordie now. “We don’t fight.”
“Then what? There has to be some reason that she just up and left you.”
“I don’t know how to tell you this,” | say. “You're going to think I'm putting you on.”

The way | did when we were kids, always talking about fairies and the Wolfman and what-
have-you like they were real—because | knew it'd get a rise out of him. It only got worse
when | came to understand that there really is more to the world than what we can normally
see. Not that he hasn’t had a few brushes with the inexplicable himself, but that kind of
thing always seems to wash off of him the way water does from a bird’s wing.
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“Just tell me,” he says.
So | clear my throat and do as he asks.

I don’t look at him while I'm talking. | don’t want to see his reaction. | just want to get
through it—get it all said before | have to deal with the disbelief that’ll be plain on his face.

I wish | could be writing this down. That’s what my writing really is—therapy. Doesn’t
matter if it's my journals, my occasional forays into fiction, or the volumes of case studies
and oral collections bound for the “Isn’t life strange?” section of the bookstore. When |
write something down, it starts to make sense for me. It doesn’t solve my problems. But at
least | start to understand them.

“Jesus,” he says when I'm done.
“Look,” I start, but he gets up and leaves the table.

I think he’s heading for the apartment door, that he’s walking out on me and my weird take
on life, once and for all. But he heads for my study instead. He stands there in the doorway
and looks at the wreckage of my computer. | wait in the hall behind him, smoking yet
another cigarette, staring at the back of his head, the set of his shoulders.

“She told me about that connection she had with the Wordwood,” he says, not turning
around. “I can’t remember where we were, but it was after the two of you had moved in
together. She said the same thing you did tonight—that | wouldn’t believe her.”

“And did you?”

Geordie shakes his head. He moves over to the desk, touches the wreckage of the computer
with trailing fingers. Finally he turns to me.

“She didn’t seem completely convinced herself,” he adds.

“You don’t have to explain,” I say. “The further she got from being ‘born,” the less real that
connection felt to her as well.”

“It was just so weird.”
“I know.”

I look around for somewhere to put the long ash at the end of my cigarette and settle on
tapping it into my free hand.

“And now?” | ask.
He sighs. “What possible reason could you have to lie to me about something like that?”
“I wish I was making it up.”

| return to the kitchen to butt out my cigarette and get another. When | return to the study, |
bring the saucer with me. Geordie’s sitting in the chair Saskia occupied a couple of hours
ago. | take the other one, but we don’t tap our feet against each other on the ottoman like |
did with her.

“So what do we do?” he asks.
“l don’t know where to start.”
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“You could talk to Joe.”

Joseph Crazy Dog’s a friend of Jilly’s who, by Jilly’s accounts, spends most of his time in the
spirit lands that lie just beyond the borders of the world that the rest of us live in. According
to her, that’s where he’s originally from—not the Kickaha rez like everybody thinks.

“He’s not exactly a techno kind of guy,” | say.
“What about the professor?”

Ah, the professor. Bramley Dapple. Taught at Butler U. for years, retired now. My compadre
in exploring the mysteries of the world—Don Juan to my Castaneda. He was the first adult |
met that took this interest of mine seriously. He used to teach art history, but his heart was
always in mythology and folklore. “They should teach Mystery 101,” he used to say. “The
real things. Fairies and spirits, ghosts and hobgoblins and all. It's a parallel history to what'’s
actually taught, but no less pertinent.”

“He’s even less computer literate than | am,” I say. “l mean, he writes on a computer, uses
the Internet for research and belongs to god knows how many obscure and arcane
discussion groups, but he doesn’t understand the hardware any better than | do. And don’t
get me started on him and software. I’'ve never met anyone so incapable of doing a simple
install the way he is. Anyway, according to him, computers and the Internet are a necessary
evil that he’s only using by sufferance.”

“But what about the stuff you’ve been researching lately? Doesn’t that intrigue him?”

“He doesn’t believe it’s relevant. Or... real. Or at least not as real as the oral tradition of
folklore and stories.”

I’'ve been trying to avoid paying any attention to my desk and the computer lying in pieces
on top of it. Whenever I do, the loss just hits me so hard that my chest gets tight and feels
like it’s going to implode. But I glance at it now, then back to Geordie.

“I guess what | need is access to another computer. Maybe someone in one of my
newsgroups can help me.”

“I've got that laptop that Amy lent me,” Geordie says.

“Does it have a modem?”

He nods. “But | don’t know how fast it is. | only use it for e-mail.”
“It'll do. Is it at the loft?”

He gives me another nod.

Geordie’s apartment is actually our friend Jilly’s old studio. He’s subletting it from her
because the crash that left her in a wheelchair also makes it impossible for her to navigate
the stairs. The building has no elevator.

It's funny. He’s been staying at Jilly’s loft for almost a year now, but none of us think of it as
his place. It’s still “Jilly’s,” or “the loft”—even though she’s been staying at the professor’s
house for all this time. She’s a long way from being able to navigate stairs, so Geordie
moved in when he got back from L.A. When you step inside, you can hardly tell that he’s
been living there as long as he has. There are a few instruments scattered around, some of
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his books and clothes, but otherwise it’s pretty much the same as when Jilly was living there.
Except it’s neater. And the fairy paintings are all gone.

“Do you want to come over and use it?” he asks.

My gaze tracks back to the part of the room where Saskia disappeared and the vise closes in
on my chest again. I know she’s not going to simply pop back into existence. I can feel her
absence and it’s total. But at the same time, | don’t know that she isn’t going to pop back,
either. Once you entered the world of the impossible, how can you say anything’s
unequivocally this or that?

Geordie stands up.
“Let me get the laptop and bring it back here,” he says.

I give him a grateful look. He’s gone before I can even get out of the chair. | stand by the
front door for a moment, feeling completely adrift in the waves of loneliness and despair
that wash over me, then slowly make my way back into the kitchen. I pour myself some
more coffee. | light another cigarette. | try to empty my mind of everything, but that doesn’t
work so well. Worries and fears and half-made plans bounce around in my head until it feels
like a pinball machine.

Mostly I just wait.

Christiana

I’'m not aware of falling. Of losing my grip on the phone. Of how long I lie there in the grass
that carpets my little meadow apartment, my mind a blank slate. Big time tabula rasa. Like all
I really am is a shadow—a shadow cast on the ground and you can make anything of me you
want, depending on how and where you shine the light.

<Christiana.>

The sound of my name pulls me back from the empty place into which | fell. It goes
echoing and echoing through this black void where I’'m floating until I finally make the
connection.

Christiana. That’s me.
I use my name like a line to pull myself out of the dark.

The sunlight is harsh on my eyes, making them water, and it seems to take forever to sit up,
twice that for the world to stop spinning.

I’'ve never fainted before. Somehow I thought it'd be different. You see it in the movies, the
damsel swoons and someone’s there to catch her. People flit about and fuss and finally she
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opens her eyes with a becoming flutter of long lashes and gives the male lead a dreamy look.
It’s all so romantic.

In my case, the ground caught me—Iuckily the grass is soft and I didn’t whack my head on
the end of the bed or something. Coming out of it, I'm disoriented and sweaty. There’s a
bad taste in my mouth and my head feels fuzzy, like it’s too full, if that makes any sense.
There’s a pressure in between my temples, as though something is shifting or stretching
inside my head.

You know how the first time you sleep with someone new in your bed—doesn’t matter if
you’ve made love or you're just lying there together—you're very aware of the other
person’s presence in what’s normally a solitary place? Every movement they make is
exaggerated. Every sound is magnified.

That’s what this is like.

And as for romantic feelings, | feel more like crawling into bed and pulling the blankets over
my head than making goo-goo eyes at some guy, just saying there was anybody around in the
first place.

<Christiana.>

Scratch that. Somebody’s here. And now | remember how hearing my name brought me out
of the dark.

This time | look around, but there’s no one here. At least no one that | can see. Whoever it
is has to be hiding in the trees that border my meadow.

“Who'’s there?” | say.

But as the words leave my lips, I've already matched the voice against the catalogue in my
memory. | know who'’s speaking to me.

“Where are you, Saskia?” | ask. “How come | can’t see you?”

My gaze stops on the cell phone lying in the grass nearby. | remember the phone call that
pulled me out of sleep. | remember the blast of white noise that came from the speaker. |
remember falling. Nothing else.

I pick up the phone and bring the speaker to my ear, thinking Saskia’s on the other end of
the line. But the phone’s dead. I turn it on and get a dial tone.

<Don't freak out on me.>
I don’t like this at all. Nobody knows how to get to this place. Hardly anybody even knows

about it.

| turn off the phone and look around some more. Wherever Saskia is, she’s doing a good job
of hiding.

<| didn’t mean to do this, but | didn’t seem to have a choice. It was either this, or oblivion.
>

I’'m starting to get a really creepy feeling. | realize that I'm not hearing her voice the way |
should be. It's not coming to me through my ears.
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<I did ask before I came in.>
The voice is in my head.

<You said yes.>

“Get out of my head,” | tell her.
<But you said—>

“This isn’t funny.”

I want to bang my head against the end of my bed or a tree. | can’t physically feel her inside
me—there’s just her voice, and the impression of something else, something foreign in my
head—but it's giving me the major willies having her inside my skin the way she is.

“I don’t know how you did this, but you’'d better just get out.”

<l can’t.>

“I'm serious.”

<l am, too. | can’t get out. I didn’t even know | could get in until it actually happened.>
“So what? This is some science experiment?”

<No. | had to hide in somebody.>

“Why didn’t you just go into Christy’s head?”

<I tried that first, but I couldn’t get in. There was no... | don’t know what to call it.
Conduit, | suppose.>

“And there is with me?”

<There was with the phone line. | can’t explain how it happened. It all went so fast—this
expanding dot appearing on Christy’s computer screen, me touching it. It was like something
shorted out inside me. Like I've been an illusion all along and whatever was growing on the
screen made it come apart.>

“You were never an illusion.”
<Then how come I'm here in your head? This doesn’t happen to real people.>
I didn’t know what to say to that. There’s a long pause, then she continues.

<But at the same time everything was happening in such a rush, | felt the way... I guess a
computer would feel if it could feel. I could do a hundred things at the same time. Try to
hold myself together. Try to use Christy as an anchor. Try to fight whatever it was that was
taking me apart, pixel by pixel.>

“You’re not made of pixels,” I say.
<Molecule by molecule, then.>
“Whatever.”

<And some part of me reached for you, but the only way I knew to contact you was from
the phone number you left me.>

“But how did you come across the phone lines and into me?”
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<I don’t know. Like data, | suppose. The way you send data. Because that’s all I am. Some
data that the Wordwood gussied up into a simulation of a human being.>

“Stop saying that,” | tell her.

Except then | start to wonder, maybe she is just data. Maybe that’s all she’s ever been. Data
that got more real as it began to accumulate its own life experiences. Just like a shadow
does...

Even with my own origin in mind, even with all the strange beings I’'ve met in the
borderlands and beyond, this still feels too crazy. She was too real for that.

But then I think of myself as real, too, don’t 1? What'’s the difference between a being
created out of shadows, and one created out of data?

I need to think, but | don’t know where to start. It's too mondo, big-time bizarre, having her
inside me. What's she doing in me? Going through my memories? Does she have control
over my body? Are we sharing it in more ways than one?

“This is totally freaking me out,” I tell her.
<I’'m not exactly comfortable with it myself.>
“What can you see... you know, inside me?”
<Nothing.>

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’?”

<I have no sense of a body whatsoever—at least not of my own. | can see what you see,
hear what you hear, but it’s like a movie with smell and taste and tactile senses thrown in for
good measure. There’s no sense of immediacy—of my actually being able to experience this
on my own. It's all secondhand.>

“You can’'t read my mind? You can’t access my memories?”
<No.>

Can you hear me if I specifically aim a thought at you like this?

<Yes. But it feels very strange. Like there’s a ghost in my head.>
“Welcome to the club.”

<Christiana... I'm sorry. | was desperate, grabbing at anything I could. And you... you said
| could come in.>

“1 did.”
And | don’t know why.
“What are we going to do?” | ask her.

Saskia’s silence is all the reply I get. I understand. | don’t have a clue either. How do you fix
something like this? Where do you even start? It would sure help to have somebody step up
and offer some advice right about now. I mean anything from “I know a good systems
analyst who also happens to be a working magician,” to “You must take the cursed ring
across the perilous lands and cast it back into the fire from which it was forged,” would put
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us further ahead than we are at this point.
It doesn’t have to be easy. Just some direction.

I sigh and look off across my friendly little meadow apartment. I remember coming home
last night and how comfortable | was, puttering around, reading a little bit, finally going to
bed. Now everything feels different. Well, duh. I've got somebody else living in my head.
But it's more than that.

<It’s starting to get dark,> Saskia says.
liYeahl11

I’'m too caught up in all of this to really pay attention to what she’s saying. But then it
registers. I realize that it is getting dark.

“This isn’t possible,” | say.
Like so much else about today is.
<What do you mean?>

“I told you how I made this place. | grabbed a perfect memory and stuck it away in this
nook of the borderlands. It only has two faces—a sunny day and a twilight evening,
depending on how much light I want. It doesn’t have weather. It can’t change.”

<Well, it looks to me like there’s a storm coming.>

It does to me, too. From the west. | walk toward the western edge of the meadow and step
into the trees. There’s really nothing past them. Walk far enough and you’ll simply pop out
somewhere else—into whatever place happens to be in your mind at the time, even if it's
only in your subconscious. The only rule seems to be that you have to have been there
before, or have a really good image of it from a photograph.

That’s how most people build their memory holes. There’s a clear demarcation between your
private place and all the other places you can access from it. When | made mine, | added
views that you'd expect to see from a meadow—rolling hills, forests, some distant
mountains. But they’re not really there. And they’re completely static. Like a painting. Like a
photo.

So it’s particularly weird to see storm clouds gathering in the western skies. 1t'd be like you
looking at a landscape on a wall in your home—some beautiful sunny hillside, say—and as
you look at it, a storm starts to form in one corner of the picture. It shouldn’t be able to
happen.

But it does. It's happening here.
Why am 1 so surprised? People aren’t supposed to take up residence inside your head, either.
“I'm getting a bad feeling about this,” | say.

| feel like I'm reading from the script for some B-movie—a tacky horror flick or an action
piece.

There’s no reply for a long moment, then | hear Saskia say softly in my head, <I think it’s
the Wordwood.>
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“What makes you say that?”

<I’'m getting the same worrisome feeling from that build-up of dark clouds as I got from the
expanding black dot that showed up on Christy’s computer screen. I didn’t know what it was
then, but I recognize it now.>

“What makes you so sure it’s the Wordwood?”

<lI... I don’t know. I’'m not. Christy said something about the Wordwood site having been
down all week. So maybe this isn’t the Wordwood. Maybe it's whatever took it off-line.>

“You mean like a virus?”
<l guess.>
“How could a computer virus show up like a storm in the borderlands?”

<I don’t know. How can data show up in the World As It Is and take human form the way |
did?>

“Don’t start in on that again,” | say, but my heart’s not really in it.

Maybe she was just data. Maybe she was never real. Maybe I'm not either. It would make
sense. Why else would Mumbo always be showing me things to help me pass for normal
among real people? The key word here is “pass.” You have to pass for human when you're
not.

| start to feel a little sick again, and I guess I finally understand why this has all been such a
concern for Saskia. I haven’t thought about this—really thought about it—in a long, long
time. 1 wish | wasn’t thinking about it now.

<We should get out of here,> Saskia says.

It’s so hard to get used to this voice in my head.

“Why?” | ask her.

<Look what happened to me when | came into contact with that thing earlier tonight.>
“But I’'m not made of data. It’s not going to be able to affect me the way it did you.”
<We don’t know that.>

“No. We don’t know much about anything. And we’re not going to find out by running
away. If this storm is an aspect of whatever it was that took away your body, then it’s the
very thing we have to face to get it back.”

<And if it does something worse?>

“What could be worse?”

There’s a pause before Saskia replies. <Are you really this brave?>
I laugh. “Maybe I just don’t know any better.”

But I do. The thing is, when | get into a situation like this, I almost always go forward, into
the darkness. I don’t think of it as being brave or foolhardy. It’s just what | do. Because |
don’t like hiding. | get scared just like anybody else does. But I refuse to let my fear make me
back away. When you do that, the darkness wins.
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| take a step forward, expecting Saskia to try to pull me back. She doesn’t. So she was telling
the truth about that. Because | know that she wouldn’t let me do this if she could stop me.
But all she’s got is words.

<Christiana,> she says, her nervousness plain in her voice.
“Don’t worry,” | tell her. “I’'m the queen of getting out of trouble.”

Big words. I'm good with words. Not as good as Christy, but I've always got something to
say. Trouble is, words aren’t really much of a help right now.

I keep walking. We're well past the border of my little memory hole. We should be
somewhere else now—in the borderlands, the otherworld, even what the professor calls the
World As It Is—except we're continuing across a field that lies on the other side of the line
of trees demarking my memory hole. A field that shouldn’t exist because it's only an image.
But | can feel the grass brush against the bottoms of my jeans. The wind in my face. That
invisible crackle in the air of the gathering storm that’s just about upon me.

<It’s getting closer.>
“l can see that.”

I can feel it. All the little hairs on my arms and at the nape of my neck are standing straight
up.

The dark clouds are rolling in fast, turning what was already twilight into something that’s
even closer to night. The wind’s picking up and there’s a sound under its bluster. It takes me
a moment to figure out what it reminds me of. Then | have it. Static. Like there was on the
telephone line just before Saskia came into my head. Except this time it’'s not coming to me
through the phone. It’s all around us. We're in the middle of it.

I lift my gaze to the horizon where the clouds are darkest. The light’s poor, making details
hard to pick out, but I find if I look hard, the landscape flickers. Distant mountains, clouds,
the horizon. One moment they’re in sharp focus, the next they’re a pulsing storm of pixels,
then they firm up again.

Maybe Saskia’s right, I find myself thinking. Maybe this really is the Wordwood. Or maybe
we’ve been pulled into some cyber realm where the Wordwood exists and everything has
different rules from the ones we know.

Maybe coming out here wasn’t such a good idea.

| see a sheet of rain coming across the fields toward us, darker than any water I've seen
before. | consider a hasty retreat. I know, | know. I said I like to face the darkness. But
there’s a right time and a wrong time to make a stand. Like if someone’s got a gun in your
face, it’s not a good time to crack wise. And if the world falls apart and you find yourself in a
place like this—real, not real, can’t make up its mind—it only makes sense to fall back to
firmer ground and rethink the situation.

| start to turn. Too late.
The wall of rain’s right on us. Not water. Something else. Heavier, thicker. Like oil.
It hits me and pounds me into the ground.
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| try to stand. | can’t even get to my knees.
The impact of the black rain drives me down and keeps me there.

| feel myself losing my grip on consciousness again. | find myself thinking that I'm
beginning to make a real habit of this fainting business, but then—

Saskia

| thought that losing my body the way I did was the most awful thing I could experience. |
was wrong. This is worse. Way worse. | can’t bear to be so helpless—an ineffectual spirit
locked in Christiana’s head, while my faceless enemy pounds her into the ground.

And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
It's my fault this is happening to her. All my fault.

She’s gone now. | can’t find even a spark of her consciousness anywhere inside this body
we’re sharing. The black rain continues to beat on her limp body and I can only pray that it’s
battered her into unconsciousness. That she’s not dead.

But if she’s not already dead, she soon will be. The rain turns to an oily goop on the ground,
forming puddles around her that rapidly grow into a small pond of the thick liquid. When
she collapsed, it was into a small hollow in the field. It’s shallow, but deep enough for her to
drown if the level of the goop rises much more.

| try to take control of her slack limbs, but it doesn’t seem to matter that she’s unconscious
and unable to use them herself. I'm still just a passenger and nothing will move for me. Not
even an eyelid. I focus on the task like I've never focused on anything before, but all my
effort is of no more use than trying to stop a river overflowing its banks with only your
hands.

The rain keeps pouring down and the little pond around Christiana continues to rise. If this
keeps up...

| don’t want to think about it, but it’s all I can think about.
Until, through the oily film that covers her eyes, | see a blur of movement.

There are shapes moving in the black rain. Human figures, but they’re like Spielberg aliens—
all smooth, without edges.

| redouble my efforts to take control of Christiana’s limbs with about as much success as
before, which is none.

The oily water keeps rising. It comes up to her mouth. Her nose. The figures are all around
us now, leaning closer with strange blurred features. | scream in Christiana’s mind, trying to
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rouse her. Trying to move her. But it's no use. She won't wake and | can’t move her. There’s
nothing | can do except sit inside her head while she drowns.

The liquid pours into her nostrils, into her mouth, down her throat, filling her lungs.
And then I go into the same black space I guess she did.

Christy

It's only been three-quarters of an hour, but it feels like a week before Geordie finally
returns with Amy’s laptop. He doesn’t have a carrying case for it, so he brings it in his
backpack.

“The battery’s kind of wonky,” he says as he sets the old machine on my desk. “So you have
to run it off the power cord.”

Which, happily, he remembered to bring along. I give the machine a quick look-over. It's a
386—still running Windows 3.1, Geordie tells me—»but it has a PCMCIA modem card so
that | can get on the Internet and the processor should be plenty fast enough for what |
need it to do. All I want to do is send some e-mail.

While Geordie was gone, |1 smoked | don’t know how many more cigarettes. But | also
cleaned up the mess in the study, picking up all the various bits and pieces of my computer
and stowing them in a cardboard box that | grabbed from the recycling container on the
back balcony. | wasn’t able to do much with the top of the desk. The scratches and burn
marks needed more than a sponge or cloth to clean up, but they were the least of my
WOrries.

As | worked, all I could think about was Saskia. She’s all I can think about.

I didn’t know what to do with the debris from the computer so | put the box beside my
desk. I realized that I couldn’t throw it out just yet. I have this weird idea that since Saskia
disappeared into the machine just before it exploded, she’s still tied to it somehow. If |
throw it out, it'll be like throwing her out. I know. It makes no sense. But nothing about the
night makes any sense.

“Thanks for going to get this,” I tell my brother.
“No problem.”

He sits in the extra straight-backed chair near my desk, watching as | finish setting up the

laptop and plug it in. I pick up the phone cord that I used with my own computer, but the
end got melted, so | go looking for a fresh one. Finally I give up and take the cord off the
phone in the bedroom.

“It’s kind of weird out there,” Geordie says as | make the final connection. “On the streets, |
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mean.”
I lift my head to look at him. “What do you mean ‘weird’?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. There’s just a feeling in the air. Like the shadows are too dark
and...” He gives me an uneasy smile. “And maybe there’s things moving in them.”

“What did you see?”
“I didn’t see anything. It was just a feeling. Like this is about more than Saskia.”

I’d never took that into account. Considering Saskia’s claims concerning her origin, | simply
assumed this was about her.

“Why don’t you check the news,” | say, “while I try to get a couple of messages out.”
“As if it'd be on CNN.”
“So try the local stations first.”

“Christy,” he says. “I can’t count the number of weird things that happen in this city, but
when was the last time you saw a mention of any of them on the news?”

| just give him a look.
“Okay,” he says. “I guess it can’t hurt to check it out.”

I go back to what I'm doing. Now that the hardware’s all connected, | boot up the laptop
and wait forever for this old version of Windows to load and give me the Desktop screen.
Then | go searching for Geordie’s e-mail program. Once I find it, | make a note of his
sending and receiving protocols. | replace them with my own and I’'m ready to go.

I don’t remember the e-mail addresses of all my regular correspondents—it’s like putting
numbers into the automatic dial-up directory of your telephone. You get so used to simply
pushing a button that your memory doesn’t retain the actual numbers anymore. But | do
remember the addresses of the newsgroups. The hard part is figuring out just what to say. |
start typing.

| don’t really know where to begin...

| keep it simple and don’t get too specific. | don’t mention Saskia’s origins or how she got
swallowed by the computer. Instead | talk about the Wordwood and ask if anyone’s
experienced any oddities with the Web site. | hesitate, then clarify that by adding:

...oddities with the Web site that cause
actual physical anomalies in your real world
environment.

I finish up by asking anyone who might have experienced anything along those lines to
contact me and put my phone number under my name at the end of the message. Lighting
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up yet another cigarette, I read it back to myself. There’s so much more I could say, but |
want to leave this clear enough that someone with a genuine experience will contact me, yet
vague enough that | don’t get inundated with calls from the cranks on those same
newsgroups. Satisfied, | queue it up.

Now comes the part that I've been worrying about ever since Geordie went out to get the
laptop: connecting to the Internet again. | don’t know what to expect, but I'll tell you this.
The first hint of anything weird and I’'m just pulling the phone jack out of the computer,
never mind shutting down the connection.

But | needn’t have worried. Everything acts the way it’s supposed to. Dial-up, connect. | hit
send and watch the progress bar as the e-mails go off into the pixelated ether.

I’'m shutting down the e-mail and Internet connection when Geordie comes back into the
room with an expression on his face that | can’t read.

“You have to come see this,” he says.

“See what?”

“It’s on CNIN. Saskia’s not the only one that’s disappeared into a computer.”
“What?”

“Just come look at this,” he says and leaves the room again.

| turn off the laptop and follow him into the living room. We sit side-by-side on the sofa
watching the calm, perfectly-coifed anchorperson coordinate her own commentary with cuts
to correspondents in various parts of North America and abroad. There’s live footage, of
course, but it consists mostly of the exteriors of various houses and apartment buildings that
look perfectly normal except for the police cars and emergency vehicles parked outside.

While all the incidents happened at approximately the same time—and also, not
coincidentally, I'm sure, at the same time that Saskia disappeared—it took the authorities a
while to realize that the rash of 911 calls were connected.

“The count of those missing now stands at one hundred eighty-six,” the blonde
anchorperson is saying. “Authorities believe that the final figure will be much higher, as the
information they have to date doesn’t take into account those living alone with no one to
report their disappearance.”

There’s no actual mention of www.thewordwood.com. | can’t decide if they’re keeping that
under wraps, or if they simply don’t know. From the footage of the interior of one of the
disappeared’s homes, it must be the latter. There’s a camera pan across a study and the brief
glimpse I get of the computer shows that it's a mess. Not shattered like mine did, but it's
dripping some kind of black oily goop. The emergency workers in the room are wearing bio-
hazard containment suits, giving the video an even more surreal quality.

The reportage cuts to a woman being interviewed outside of her home. As she starts talking
about this flood of thick black oil pouring out of her husband’s computer screen, | turn to
Geordie.

“That’s not what happened to Saskia,” | say.
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He nods. “But there’s no way it's not connected.”

“No question,” | agree.

“So we should tell someone,” he adds.

“What for?”

“So that it doesn’t happen to anyone else who tries to log on to the Wordwood.”
| shake my head. “I'm pretty sure we don’t have to worry about that.”

“But—"

“Weren't you listening to what they were saying?” | ask, nodding at the TV. “It all happened
around the same time. I'm guessing it was a spike of... I don’t know, some kind of energy or
whatever. It happened, now it’s done.”

“We don’t know that. If we can save other lives by—”

“Nobody’s dead,” I tell him, needing to believe it myself. “They were taken away to... well, |
don’t know that either. Someplace else. And if we let the ‘proper authorities’ deal with it,
we’ll never get Saskia or any of them back. They’ll just screw it up.”

“We can't take that chance.”

I sigh. “Okay, I'll prove it,” I tell him.

I get up and go back into the study where I boot up the laptop again.
“What are you doing?” Geordie asks.

“We’'re going to run a test. If nothing happens, we keep the Wordwood connection to
ourselves. If it looks like there’s going to be a problem, I'll pull the plug and we phone the
police or whoever will listen to us.”

When the Desktop shows up on the screen, | double-click on the Internet connection icon.

“Wait a minute,” Geordie says. “Amy only loaned that to me. If you blow it up she’s going
to kill me.”

“Nothing’s going to get blown up.”
The connection’s made and | start up the Internet browser, an old version of Netscape.
“This is just being stupid,” Geordie says. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I know what I'm doing,” | tell him as I type in the Wordwood’s URL. “If that dot shows
up, I'll unplug it so fast it'll make your head spin.”

“My head’s already spinning.”
I hit return and the browser goes searching for the Wordwood.

“We’'re going to end up sucked away into wherever along with the rest of them,” Geordie
says.

I think about that. Think about how Saskia was stolen away. I've gone over it a million
times, how | could have forestalled all of it if I just hadn’t suggested we go on-line to check
with the Wordwood. But no. | had all the answers.
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Turns out I didn’t have any.

“Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” I say.
“What?”

“Nothing.”

“We can't just—"

“Too late,” I tell him. “We’re already there.”

The familiar “This page cannot be displayed” dialogue comes up on the screen. | realize I'm
holding my breath as | wait for the black dot to reappear, but the seconds tick away into a
minute, two, three. Nothing changes.

I close the page and take the computer off-line.
“You see?” | say as | shut it down. “It’s just a dead link again.”
“You really think you can figure this thing out?”” Geordie asks.

“Not by myself. But with the right input from some of the others in my newsgroups, we’ve
got a fighting chance.”

“And if that doesn’'t work?”

“I don’t want to think about that right now,” I say. “Let’s try to keep a positive spin on
things.”

[11 But—”
“Please?”

He nods and we go back into the living room. | light another cigarette. Geordie makes some
more coffee and we watch the TV, where all the experts fumble to make sense of what’s
going on. What I find most interesting is how everybody avoids any consideration of the
supernatural being involved. Reporters, police and government spokespeople, the experts.
None of them bring it up. They’re postulating terrorist biological attacks, bizarre cult
conspiracies, anything but what actually happened.

We're still watching TV when the phone rings. Geordie lowers the sound with the remote.
“Is this Christy Riddell?”” a woman’s voice asks after | say hello.

“Yes. And you are...?”

“It’s Estie. From the alt-mythology-computers newsgroup. Is your computer still on-line?”

“No, but I don’t think it matters. | figure it was a one-time anomaly. I’'ve been back on-line
since... since the incident and all I get is the dead link.”

There’s a moment of silence, then | hear her take a steadying breath.

“Okay,” she says finally. “Do you want me to go first or do you want to tell me what
happened to you?”

“Have you got your TV on?” | ask.
“No. Why?”
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“Maybe you should have a look at what's on CNN.”

| figure she’s on a roam phone as | can hear her moving around, probably from one room to
another. I hear her TV come on—it sounds like a commercial until she punches in the
channel number for CNIN, and | get a tinny echo through the phone’s receiver of what'’s
playing on low volume on the TV set in my living room.

“Oh my god,” she says after a minute or so. “This is worse than | thought.”

I give her a moment to digest what she’s seeing, though a moment isn’t going to be nearly
enough. At least it hasn’t been for me.

“Tell me what happened,” | say.

There’s a long pause, where all I can hear from the receiver is the sound of her TV set
coming over the line.

“My name’s Sarah Taylor,” she says finally.

I know that name and say as much, though I can’t remember where I know it from.
“We have a mutual friend,” she says. “Holly Rue.”

“Wait a minute.” | start to make the connections. “Does that mean you’'re—"
“Yes. I'm one of the original founders of the Wordwood.”

| get this immediate sense of relief. She’ll know what to do. We're going to get Saskia and all
those other people back.

But my relief is fleeting.

“But that doesn’t mean | have the first clue as to what'’s going on,” she adds.
The grin that was starting to pull at my lips dies.

“So what do we do?” | say.

I pull another cigarette out of the pack and frown. It’s almost empty.

“Well, to start with,” she says, “we can compare our stories. | was on-line with Benny—
Benjamin Davis. Do you know who he is?”

Now that Estie’s made the connection to Holly for me, various conversations Holly and |
have had about the Wordwood are coming back to me.

“He’s another of the cofounders,” | say.

“Right. I keep in touch with him more than the others. No real reason. Maybe just because
I’'ve known him the longest, or because he’s like me: more of a techie than the rest.”

“I know how that goes.”

“Anyway,” she says. “We were just trying out some new software for our Web cameras,
chatting to each other through instant messaging while we screwed around with the settings.
Then we got sidetracked by this e-mail we got from Tip about the Wordwood.”

She doesn’t stop to explain who Tip is, but | remember Holly talking about him. She means
Tom Pace, another of the founders.
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“Neither Benny nor | have much to do with it anymore... not since, you know.”
“It became sentient.”

She gives a nervous laugh. “I guess that’s one way of putting it. Anyway, we didn’t even
know that the site had been down, so Benny decides to go have a look. He aims his browser
at the Wordwood, but we still have our Web cameras on.”

She goes on to describe the images the Web camera put on her monitor’s screen, how he has
this puzzled look and leans closer to the screen then suddenly jumps back. She gets a
glimpse of this gush of black liquid issuing from something in front of him. Sees him fall
into it. He goes down, out of camera range, and then nothing. He doesn’t get back up.
Frantically, she sends him an instant message, then an e-mail. No answer. Finally she phones
him and gets his boyfriend Raul on the line.

Raul’s in a total panic. The story she manages to get out of him, and that she now relates to
me, is pretty much the same as what Geordie and | have been hearing on CNN from the
few eyewitnesses that reporters have managed to track down: black goop pouring out of the
monitor in an impossible flood, enveloping the victim, then slowly dissolving away to leave
not a trace.

I don’t want to get into Saskia’s origins—not even with one of the Wordwood’s founders.
Maybe especially not with one. So | make like it happened pretty much the same way for
Saskia as it did for Estie’s friend Benny.

“How’s something like that even possible?” Estie says. | can hear the strain in her voice.
She’s feeling the same shock I did when Saskia was taken away. “What could that stuff be?”

“I think it must be a kind of ectoplasm,” | say.

“You know, I've heard that term before, but when I think about it, | really have no idea
what it means.”

“In spiritualist terms, it’s this thick, sticky substance that supposedly flows out of the body
of a medium to produce... | guess you could say manifestations. Living forms that usually
have some relationship to the spirit being called up.”

There’s a pause and then she says, “Do you buy this?”
“I've seen stranger things.”

She gives that nervous laugh again. “Yeah, | keep forgetting who I'm talking to. We were all
surprised to have a celebrity like you show up on our newsgroup.”

“I'm no celebrity,” | say.

“Well, you've got a higher public profile that all the rest of us put together.” There’s another
pause. “So who was having the séance?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, isn’t that where you’d find a medium?”

“I suppose the medium could be the computer,” | tell her. “Or perhaps even the Internet.”
“And the spirit that got called up is whatever took over the Wordwood way back when?”
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“Who knows? Until we can get more information, it’s all just speculation.”
“So what happens to the people that get taken?”” she asks.

“I don’t know. I figure that what happened was a flare-up of some sort, though what could
have caused it is anybody’s guess. Whoever happened to be trying to log onto the
Wordwood at that instant got caught up in it and taken away.”

“Taken where?”

I’'m slow in responding. It’s just now occurring to me that the flare-up could well have been
caused by Saskia’s trying to get in touch with the spirit of the Wordwood. Something as
simple as a spiritual short-out brought about when creation and creator come into
unexpected contact. Like when wires cross, except here it was spirits in the wires.

“I don't know that either,” | finally tell her. “I'd say the spiritworld, but I don’t know that
technological spirits would exist in the same world as fairies and goblins.”

Now it’s her turn to be quiet.
“Are you still there?” | ask after a few moments.

“Yeah. | was just thinking. Growing up, | was never much of a one for fairy tales and such.
But ever since that business with the Wordwood taking on a life of its own, I've just known
that there’s something lurking in cyberspace. Not just whatever took over the Wordwood
site, but other spirits, too. Maybe lots of them. Which is weird, when you think about it.
Because cyberspace doesn’t really exist. I1t's more just a concept that we created. A label for
us to put on what goes on when the vast nets of data crisscross over the wires and in the
computers that house Web sites.

“It’'s something we made up. So | guess we made up these spirits, too.”

“Maybe,” | say. “There’s certainly a line of thinking that believes that gods and fairies and
the things that go bump in the night exist only because we believe in them. That we created
them to explain the confusing mystery of the world.”

“But you don’t,” she says.

“Not entirely, no. | think some of the mysteries of the world can be explained that way, but
not all of them. Not even most of them.”

“This is so frigging weird.”

“Uh-huh.” | wait a heartbeat, then ask, “How come you never talk about this kind of thing
in the newsgroup?”

“Have you ever noticed how you can't really talk about it on-line?” she says. “l know people
who have tried. They’ve written articles, or even just done like you said. Talked about it in
newsgroups, or tried to start new ones. But those spirits are jealous of their privacy. You
watch. By six or seven this morning, CNN’s coverage isn’t going to even talk about the
computer connection anymore.”

“You're probably right. The human mind is very good at forgetting what it can’t explain.”
“I'm not saying it will be people, forgetting in order to hang onto their sanity,” she says.
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“Those spirits don’t let it happen.”
[1] But_,1

“It’'s something all the hackers know. There are things you just don’t talk about on-line. Hell,
you can’t talk about it on any medium that’s connected to computers, which is pretty much
every medium we have, except for word-of-mouth or handwriting. Come at it from any
other way—anything that touches a computer—and the words, the videos, the whatever you
used to try to get the message out just gets erased. | can tell you about chapters disappearing
from books. Scenes from documentaries. It's been going on for years.”

“I’'ve come across some of that in my research,” | say.
“But only face-to-face research, right?”

I light yet another cigarette and think about that for a long moment before agreeing with
her.

“So where do we go from here?” | ask.

“I've got a flight booked,” she says, “that’ll bring me into Newford midmorning tomorrow.
Before | leave, I'll try to get Tip and Claudette to fly in as well and meet me at Holly’s store.
Raul told me he’s coming, too. He’s enough of a techie that he’ll be useful and I know he
needs something to get his mind off of what happened to Benny. To feel like he’s doing
something to bring him back.”

“I know exactly how he feels,” | tell her,

“We could use your help, too. You know more about the whole spirit side of this than any
of us.”

“You've got it,” | say. “But what is it that you're planning to do?”

“I don’t know exactly. Brainstorm, | guess. I've got this idea that maybe we can start over
again with the Wordwood, see if we can’t make another connection with the spirit that
stepped into it, except this time show that we’re benevolent. That we don’t mean it any
harm. I figured if we do that, we should use Holly’s old 386—the one we used to make the
Wordwood in the first place.”

“Id think you’d want to use a faster machine.”
“But what if the magic’s in that particular machine?”

I think about all the times I’'ve hung around in Holly’s store, sitting behind the desk with her
and yakking about books, the computer monitor casting its light on the various papers,
magazines, and books scattered about on the surface of the desk.

“She doesn’t use that computer any more,” | tell Estie.

“I know that. But I'm pretty sure she’s still got the old one stashed away in her basement.
You know Holly. When does she throw anything away?”

“Have you checked that she still has it?”

“I was hoping you would. | haven’t been able to get in touch with her. I've tried calling her a
number of times in the last hour or so, but there doesn’t seem to be any phone service at her
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apartment, and downstairs in the store, the machine just picks up.”
“You don’t think something’s happened to her?”

“No. Her computer’s in the store. If something had happened to her like it did Benny or
your friend Saskia, it would've fried the phone wires the way it did at Benny’s place. The
only reason | was able to get through to Raul was because they have a second line in the
house for Raul’s business. He imports clothing and furniture from Mexico and wholesales it
to stores.”

“I'll go by Holly’s as soon as | get off the phone,” I tell her.

I’'m starting to feel a little worried about Holly now. Because the thing is, while the one
phone cord got wrecked in my study when Saskia disappeared, | didn’t lose my phone
service. All 1 had to do was replace the cord to get back on-line and the phone was never
out. But to bring that up now with Estie means I'd have to explain about Saskia and why |
didn’t tell her earlier. I'm still not ready to get into that.

“Great,” Estie says. “I'll see you sometime in the morning—noon at the latest.”
“I'll be there.” | hesitate a moment, then add, “Have you talked to the authorities yet?”

“And tell them what? They’'d think | was insane. And if they didn’t, they might just lock me
away for being one the people who started up the Wordwood in the first place. I won't be
able to do anything to stop it from a jail cell.”

“Good point,” | say, as though it hadn’t occurred to me.
“And you?” she asks.
“I'll follow your lead in this.”

When | hang up, Geordie gives me a quizzical look so I take him through a much shortened
rundown of Estie’s side of the conversation.

“I notice you didn’t tell her much about what really happened with Saskia,” he says.
“I couldn’t.”
“Why not?”

“Because I've got this bad feeling that maybe Saskia was the catalyst for all these
disappearances.”

“Oh, come on now,” he says. “Saskia’d never do anything like that.”

“I didn’t say she’d do it on purpose. I'm thinking it was more like... | don’t know, the
computer version of a chemical reaction. Or the way a pin can burst a balloon.”

Geordie’s still shaking his head.
“You know the Wordwood was already down before any of this happened?” | say.
“Yeah, but—"

“So something happened to it. Something changed it. That being the case, her contacting it
could easily have set off a chain reaction.”

“You don’t know that.”
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| shake my head. “No. But until we do know more, what really happened to Saskia’s going to
stay between you and me. It has to, Geordie.”

“Okay.,,
| start to get up, but he grabs my arm.
“Wait a sec’,” he says. “You need to see this.”

He turns up the sound as CNN replays some of the interview footage from one of the
witnesses.

“All' I know,” the middle-aged woman on the screen is saying to the reporter, “is that he was
down in the rec room. I don’t pay any attention when he’s down there, but then | hear this
strange burbling sound coming up the stairs. So | get up to go have a—"

Geordie thumbs the “Mute” on the remote, cutting her of in mid-sentence.
“Estie was right,” he says. “It’s already starting to happen.”
“I'm not following you.”

“That woman’s quote,” Geordie says. “I've heard it a few times now. The first couple of
times she said, ‘He was down in the rec room messing around on that stupid computer of
his.” But the part about the computer’s been cut out now.”

“Are you sure?”
Geordie nods.
| give the TV a worried look.

“Jesus,” | say. “l wish | knew whether this really is the doing of spirits like Estie said, or if
the authorities have caused a blackout because they’ve decided to sit on that information.”

“Well, you could give the police a call,” Geordie says. “Tell them you’re this expert on
computer myths...”

His voice trails off when he sees the joke’s not going anywhere.

“Come on, Christy,” he says. “You can’t seriously believe that these spirits can be
monitoring all broadcasts, the Internet, satellite feeds, cable...”

“What are computers better at than we are?” | ask. When he shakes his head, | say,
“Multitasking and crunching data. They do it as easily, and probably with about as much
attention, as you or | breathe.”

“But to believe they’re eavesdropping—"
“l know.”

Probably the biggest bullshit paranoia dealing with computers is the myth that people—the
government, aliens, your neighbours, it doesn’t matter who—can watch what you're doing
through the screen of your monitor. It's not even a new idea. I've heard it applied to TVs, as
well. 1t's something you laugh off when you hear it, but now, thinking that perhaps there
really are spirits in the wires—jealous of their privacy, as Estie put it—I’'m wondering if
maybe it's not such a farfetched notion after all.
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Considering what happened to Saskia, and now this business with how the spirits are able to
protect themselves by erasing any mention of them in electronic media, who's to say they
aren’t watching us from the screens of our computer monitors and TV sets? Maybe they’'re
not simply inhabiting cyberspace. Maybe they can move through any technology that uses
electricity or phone lines.

And how about satellite feeds? They could be listening and watching us from the skies, from
our household appliances, from anything that’s plugged in or utilizes power...

I should call Estie back, I think. Warn her that the spirits could have been listening to us
over the phone lines. But | don’t have her number. And—

| give my head a shake and force myself to stop thinking about this kind of thing before |
drive myself crazy.

“You want to take a ride up to Holly’s store with me?” | ask Geordie.
“Sure. It's not like I'm going to be able to sleep.”

Borrible Jones

Bojo stood alone in the library of the Kelledys’ house, feeling overwhelmed. The ceiling was
almost fourteen feet high, as befit an old mansion such as this, but such heights also gave a
room far too much wall space, so far as Bojo was concerned. He stood looking at floor-to-
ceiling book cases that lined each wall except for the doorway where he stood, and a space
across from him on the west wall, where the bookcases were broken up by a lead-paned bay
window that had a seat underneath large enough to hold two people comfortably.

There were simply too many books. He walked slowly around the room, reading the spines.
It was an eclectic selection—music books, fiction, histories, biographies, fairy tales, and
esoteric texts, some of the latter written in languages so obscure that Bojo couldn’t even
recognize the alphabet they used. He wondered if the cursive marks and ideograms were, in
fact, languages and not some sort of arcane code like the patteran of his own people—the
ideographic marks they left on the sides of buildings and on roadsides as messages for each
other.

It didn’t help, either, that the books appeared to be filed in haphazard order. Nor that, when
it came down to brass tacks, as his Aunt Jen would say, Bojo didn’t really have a clear idea as
to what he was looking for.

He wasn't really a book person—that was the main problem here. Bojo came from an oral
tradition where advice was taken from tribal elders, or found in the tribe’s stories and
histories that had been handed down through the years. He knew how to read, but had
rarely opened a book since learning to do so. Books, subsequently, had acquired a somewhat
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mystical connotation in his mind, this library being a perfect example.

He knew they were divided into two basic categories: those you read for entertainment, and
those used for reference. Over the years of visiting the Kelledy house, he’d often seen either
Meran or Cerin come into the library with a problem, take down a book, and there, as
magically as he might read trail signs in the wild hills, they would have the solution.

But they knew what they were looking for, or at least where to look. And to further
complicate matters, they as often found what they needed in the fictional books as they did
in those that were more obviously kept for reference.

Sighing, Bojo stood in the middle of the room for a while longer, hands in the pockets of his
jeans, gaze scanning the bewildering array of titles. Finally, he decided that whatever gift the
Kelledys had for finding just the right needed book lay in them, not the library, and he called
it quits. He would have to find what he needed in his own way.

He left the library, left the Kelledys’ house with its gables and tower, and walked under the
oaks in the front yard until he reached the sidewalk. There he looked up and down Stanton
Street before lifting his gaze skyward, eyes half-closed. For a long moment, he stood, quiet
and attentive, silently sifting through an overabundance of impressions.

Anyone without his understanding of the steady traffic between this world and those it
bordered would be unaware of the greater percentage of whom and what Bojo sensed. He
was looking for magic, and there was plenty to be detected in this rambling city, but he was
also looking for wisdom, and that wasn'’t as readily found.

He was conscious of any number of bodachs and spirits, shadowmen and border folk, faerie
and ghosts, all going about their business. They were under the trees behind him and up in
the boughs of those same oaks. They wandered along the streets, keeping to the shadows.
They slept in gardens, poked through dumpsters. They scurried about in the sewers and
alleyways, crept along rooftops or along windowsills, peering into people’s apartments.

Bojo wasn’t particularly surprised to sense them out and about the way they were. The
hidden people were always present—as much at the height of noon as in the middle of the
night. But it was easier to spy them now, when the streets were quiet. Glimpses caught from
the corner of the eye, rustles heard from an apparently empty corner.

Tonight the streets seemed very busy, as though this was a holy day when the bone fires
burned high in the parks and empty lots. Beltane. Or All Hallows’ Eve. Nights when the
hidden folk ran in packs and troops, full of mischief and song. But though they were out in
large numbers, they were subdued.

And there was a sense of something unfamiliar in the air, as well. As though the shadows in
alleyways and along the sides of buildings were casting loose from their moorings. The
power lines hummed louder than usual, and there was a scent like an electrical fire when
wires short out—faint, but present. Bojo’s curiosity itched, but whatever this new thing
might be, abroad tonight, he didn’t have time to investigate it.

He forced himself to concentrate on the inquiry at hand. He cast the scope of his search
farther and wider and finally brushed up against an indication of the sort of magical sage he
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required—a faint and flickering spark that came from a good distance away.

Closing his eyes, he focused on that spark, trying to get a better impression of who or what
it represented. All that came back to him was a whisper of old power and shadows. And that
it was a man—or at least male. He couldn’t get much more than that. It was as though a
cloak of darkness lay upon the man, and it was impossible to tell if the shadows it cast grew
from the one he was looking for, or were pressing in upon him.

It didn’t matter. Whoever he was, he was the only presence Bojo could find tonight who
might be strong enough for their purposes. For better or worse, the tinker knew he would
have to find this man or go back to Holly empty-handed, and that, he was unwilling to do.

Thinking of Holly made him smile. Don’t get involved, the uncles and the aunts were always
telling him. That isn’t your world. But how could he not be attracted to someone like Holly?
She was so pretty and smart, and that red hair.

Bojo had a weakness for red-haired women. Especially when they rode a motorcycle. He
wondered if Holly had one stowed away in a shed behind her shop. A Norton or an Indian.
Perhaps a Vincent Black Lightning.

Concentrate on the task at hand, he told himself. Fail in this and he wouldn’t be able to
show his face back at the bookstore to find out. Women liked men who kept their word. He
said he’'d help, so first he’'d help, then he’d determine how she felt about motorcycles.

Like the hidden folk with whom he shared the night, he kept to the shadows. His route took
him east on Stanton where the estates became steadily more rundown before finally giving
over to brownstones and storefronts. He ducked into doorways or alleys whenever he saw a
vehicle approaching, or—more rarely—another pedestrian. He carried no papers, nothing to
identify himself at all, so he was wary of being stopped by one of the city’s authorities and
having to answer questions about what he was doing out so late at night. Keeping a low
profile was almost second nature by now.

It didn’t matter what world one was in, tinkers were used to unwanted altercations with the

law. The sheriffs and police of any place—village, town, or city—could never make up their
minds if they wanted to lock you up or move you along, but they were united in their dislike
of the rambling men and women of the tinker clans. That was no longer news for Bojo.

Once he reached Palm Street, he didn’t need to be so cautious anymore. He passed more
than one parked police cruiser, engine idling, the officers inside barely giving him a glance.
They had far more to interest them here than one footloose tinker.

Palm was the main through street of the Combat Zone, this less reputable part of the city,
the streets lined with pool halls, diners, strip joints, nightclubs, hotels, the Men’s Mission,
and innumerable small stores specializing in discount merchandise that were locked up so
tightly at this time of night with graffiti-festooned metal sheeting that one might be forgiven
in thinking they actually had something valuable to sell.

Even at this hour, cars drifted slowly by, drivers and passengers checking out the lively
assortment of bikers, transients, drug dealers, prostitutes of both sexes, not to mention the
slumming regular citizens drawn by curiosity or, more likely, the hope of conducting a
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transaction. The developers hadn’t yet cleaned up the Zone the way that they’d Disney-fied
Times Square in New York City, but that was only because no one had yet stepped up with
enough cash in hand. Still, that time was coming and the gentrification had already begun at
the south end of Palm, where it ran along Fitzhenry Park.

Bojo liked this part of town. He felt he could relax here where identification papers or one’s
station in life were of far less concern than how much money you had in your pocket. He’'d
spent time in some of the jazz clubs and pool halls and even sat in on a few back room card
games, never drawing too much attention to himself, but still able to be himself.

But he didn’t have time for amusements tonight.

The spark grew steadily stronger. It led him north on Palm, up to Grasso Street where he
took a right, until he finally stood across the street from a diner that was obviously closed
for the night. If it wasn’t for the spark, he would have walked right by. He stood watching
the darkened windows for a long time, but saw no movement, no indication at all that there
might be anyone inside.

He waited a little longer before he finally crossed the street. He tapped on the glass door.
There was no response. But when he pressed his hand against the cool pane, the door
moved under the pressure.

He pushed it open, just enough to poke his head in.

“Hello?” he called, his voice pitched low, but loud enough to carry. “Is anybody here?”
Still no response.

He pushed a little harder, widening the opening until he could step inside.

“Hello?” he called again.

The pull of the spark towed his gaze to left side of the diner. There, in the middle of a row
of booths, was a silent figure, a man sitting so quietly that he would have remained invisible
except that his aura of potent energy drew Bojo’s attention to him as surely as movement
might have.

Walking slowly to show he meant no harm, he approached the man’s booth. It was hard to
make out his features in the poor streetlight coming in from the windows, but Bojo put him
in his early twenties, a slender black man in a pinstriped suit, small-boned and handsome,
with long delicate fingers and wavy hair brushed back from his forehead. An old Gibson
guitar stood upright on the seat on the other side of the booth, as though the two of them
were having a visit, sharing confidences.

Bojo opened his mouth to speak. Before he could, the black man’s hand lifted from where it
had been hidden under the table and Bojo found himself looking into the muzzle of what
appeared to be a very large revolver.

“So you found me,” the man said. “Don’t think | haven't felt you sniffing me out for the
past couple of hours. But the question you’ve got to answer is, now that you're here, what
am | going to do with you?”
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Christy

When we step outside, | see what Geordie meant about there being an odd feeling in the air
tonight.

Tonight? What am | saying?

| shake my head as we walk down the block. It's almost dawn and the night’s pretty much
gone. Though it’s still dark here in the narrow canyons between the brownstones, the skies
are already lightening in the east. But the dawn’s not quite here yet and there’s a mood on the
streets that | can’t quite put my finger on. | walk around a lot at night—a habit I first picked
up from Jilly—and I’'m used to the otherworldly air that the city streets can take on at this
early hour when there’s hardly anybody about. At least not in Crowsea. Other parts of
downtown—Ilike Palm Street, or up on Grasso—it’s busy twenty-four/seven. But in
Crowsea, the buildings themselves seem to drift off some time after midnight.

Here, you get a breathing space between when the last stragglers from the clubs have gone
home and the morning rush hour starts, with its first trickles of commuters passing through
on their way downtown. Movement in the corner of your eye could be an alley cat, could be
some little man, hauling his goods to a goblin market. It doesn’t matter. Everything just feels
open and deep and... possible.

But tonight it’s different. I spy flickering hints of electric foxfire along the edges of roofs and
around distant manhole covers, blue-white and crackling. The transformers on the power
and telephone poles are humming louder than usual, and | keep catching an echo of that
same smell that filled my study when the computer imploded.

There’s definitely something in the air and it’s not something | recognize from other late
night excursions on the streets. | don’t know whether it’s because my mood’s been coloured
by what happened to Saskia, or if there really is something new in the shadows, something
dark and maybe a little hungry. But | can feel a warning prickle at the nape of my neck that’s
usually not there. It’s like someone—something—is watching us.

My car’s parked a couple of blocks away in a garage | rent from the owner of a dollar store
over on Williamson Street—what we used to call dime stores back when Geordie and | were
kids. There’s a sign of inflation that I never thought of before. The car’s an old Dodge
stationwagon. Give me a North American car any day. These K-cars might not look like
much when you've put the years on them like | have this battered old beast, but they just
won'’t die. Stick the key in, winter or summer, and the engine turns over, pretty much every
time.

I don’t drive it often—maybe once or twice a week—and my apartment building doesn’t
have parking, but | don’t like leaving it on the street, even if it’s only the rust that's keeping it
together. Sure, it’s too beat-up to get stolen, but it would definitely get ticketed during the
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day, and it’s a royal pain to have to keep moving it around every few hours, just to stay
ahead of the parking control officers. | know people who do it, people who can easily afford
the cost of renting a parking place, but they’d rather play the parking spot game. Takes all
kinds.

We finally reach Mr. Li’s building. I unlock the garage door and roll it up, metal sheets
rattling loudly as they fold away. The Dodge starts right up and I pull it out, idling by the
curb while Geordie shuts the garage door behind us.

“So what do you really think about all of this?” he asks as | pull away and turn onto
Williamson Street. “This idea of Estie’s, | mean. Trying to make a new connection to the
Wordwood seems like clutching at straws.”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“Well, I think we should call in someone like Joe, who can walk between the worlds. | mean,
this whole cyberspace thing—it’s like another world, right? A variation on manido-ak—Joe’s
spiritworld.”

I give him a quick glance before returning my gaze to the street.

“I still can’t get used to hearing you say something like that,” I tell him. “I mean, considering
how hard you've always fought the idea of there being anything more than what we can see
and feel in the World As It Is.”

“I've seen too much not to believe anymore, starting with how these days we’ve got Wendy
and Sophie happily crossing over whenever the fancy takes them.” He gives a small laugh
that holds more discomfort than humour. “I've actually gotten used to seeing someone step
into a doorway and disappear instead of going on into the room the way logic says they
should.”

“You've never been tempted to go over yourself?” I ask.

He nods. “But I’'m waiting for Jilly to get better so that | can do it with her. It doesn’t seem
fair to go on my own—not when it’s something she’s always dreamed of doing.”

| think about how sad it is that the two people in this world that couldn’t be more perfect
for each other, always seem to have something keeping them apart from being more than

friends. Before Jilly was with Daniel, it was Geordie with Tanya. They never seem to get it
right.

“What about you?” he asks.

| take the time to light a cigarette before responding, cracking the window open on my side
to let the smoke out.

“I've thought about it,” I say. “You know, asking Wendy or Sophie, or even Joe, to walk me
over, but something always stops me. | think it’s because everything that interests me about
these kinds of phenomena centers around how they interact with the World As It Is, and
how those of us living here react to these intrusions. To just cross those borders and be
someplace where everything’s magical, where anything can happen...” | shake my head. “I
suppose I'll go one of these days, if only to have the experience. But I'm not in any hurry.”
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Geordie nods. “It’s funny. | always thought you'd be over there in a flash. That you were like
Jilly and this was something you’d spent your whole life looking for.”

“I thought the same thing,” I tell him. “Until suddenly it was possible. Now I worry that if |
do go over, this world will pale too much and it won’t satisfy me anymore.”

“You think it's that much better?”

| shake my head. “That much more intense. I like this world too much to take the chance
lightly.”

“You just don't like change.”

I smile. “That, too.”

“But what if we have to do it now?” Geordie asks. “To get Saskia.”

“I'd cross over in a flash.”

We fall silent for a couple of blocks, Geordie looking out the passenger’s side window, while
| keep my attention on the road ahead. There’s next to no traffic. A few cabs and delivery
vans. A police cruiser that followed us for a couple of blocks before it turned off onto Gellar
Street.

“Do you really think we’ll get them back?” Geordie asks. “These...”” He hesitates, then uses
the term CNN coined for their coverage. “The disappeared.”

I nod, light another cigarette. “Of course we will.”

“I don't see how,” he says. “What are we supposed to do? Download them from a Web
site?”

“If they were able to vanish into their computers, then there’s a way to pull them out again.
Remember those pixies that caused all that trouble for Holly a couple of years ago? They
stepped in and out of her computer.”

From the corner of my eye | can see Geordie just shaking his head. | suppose that even with
all he’s seen, Holly’s pixel pixies are still too much like a storybook for him.

“Okay,” | say. “Think of the computers as portals—you know, doors to the otherworld—no
different from the ones that Wendy steps through.”

“She has to hold some little red stone that this Cody guy gave her.”

“You know what I mean. It’s a similar principle. Something has to act as a catalyst to open
these hidden doors. In Wendy'’s case it’s a magic stone. With the disappeared, it's something
else—something to do with the Wordwood. We just have to figure out what.”

I don’t know who I'm trying to convince more—him or me—and we fall quiet again as we
cross Gracie Street and head into the Tombs, what the runaways call Squatland.

This part of town just depresses the hell out of me. | can’t believe the city council ever let it
get this bad. Or that after it had, they haven’t done something to make it right. It's a whole
condemned section of the city, block after block of abandoned buildings and empty lots.
Except for a few through streets, mostly running north/south, the side streets are all
blocked with rubble from collapsed buildings, the wrecks of rusting cars and trucks, and
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other, often less identifiable, debris. The rats grow as big as cats here, hunted by small packs
of wild dogs that were originally family pets before they were cast aside and went feral.

It's not just an eyesore, it's dangerous. The wild dogs aren’t the only things running feral in
Squatland. This is where the bikers have their parties, where the dealers and outlaws hide
out, because once you make your way into the Tombs, you disappear from the cops’ radar.
It's where the lost and the hopeless go to make their last stand—the runaways, the homeless,
the junkies and winos.

| believe that everything has a spirit—people, animals, plants, minerals, water. Everything.
Even places, like parts of a city. The one that hangs like a cloud over these streets is despair.
When I'm as close to it as we are now, I can feel my own old depressions start to press
against the walls of my chest. Maybe that’s what starts me talking again—anything to distract
myself, even if it’s to tell Geordie things I've probably told him before. But we didn’t really
talk to each other for years and I can never remember what | have or haven’t shared with
him.

“But getting back to the otherworld for a moment,” | say, “I guess maybe the real reason |
hold back from visiting it is that | have this feeling that once I cross over, that'll be it. This
journey I've been on for my whole life will be over.”

Geordie gives me a puzzled look.

“The thing people chasing magic forget,” | tell him, “is that catching the magic isn’t what it’s
all about. It’s how you conduct yourself while you're along the way.”

“Like with Tao,” he says. “It’s the journey that’s important.”

“It’s like everything, if you stop and consider it. | can’t think of one process that an
individual might undertake where it wouldn’t hold true.”

Geordie nods. “It's why I don’t really care about making the big time. I just want to make
music.”

I’m surprised—here’s more of what we don’t know about each other. And I never thought
of it like that... how his single-minded pursuit of his music might be the same as my chasing
magic. That they’re just different ghosts wearing the same coat.

We leave the Tombs behind and get back onto more civilized territory, though now
Williamson is increasingly lined with fast-food outlets, muffler and body work shops,
discount retail outlets. The older buildings still have apartments above them. The newer
ones sport parking lots in various shapes and sizes. But they all back onto older parts of the
city: tenements, and clapboard and brick houses set snug against one another with the odd
driveway in between. We're still a few miles from the suburbs with their scrubbed houses
and lawns.

| light another cigarette and find myself thinking about my shadow, that elusive piece of my
childhood self, part Nimue, part Huckleberry Finn, who went walkabout when she was
separated from me. They don’t come any more free-spirited than her. | wonder if Geordie’s
ever met his shadow, and if he has, what she’s like. Or maybe he doesn’t even know that he
has one. Most people don’t. If they do interact with their shadow, it’s in dreams, or they’re
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unaware of it.

Then | realize that in a lot of ways, Jilly could fit the bill for him. She could easily be his
shadow. Maybe that’s why they connect so well as friends, but it never goes any further. |
almost bring it up, but then we’re turning onto Holly’s street and the moment’s gone.

“Holly’s probably not going to appreciate this,” Geordie says.

I pull into a parking spot right in front of the store. There’s no jockeying for a good spot at
this time of the morning. | look at the darkened store. The apartment upstairs shows the
same lack of lights.

“I don’t know if appreciate’s the right word,” I say. “But she’ll want to know. They were all
really tight in university.”

“Only one way to find out,” he says.

| step out of the car and up to the front door, Geordie trailing along behind me. | reach up
to about a third of the way down from the top of the doorframe and move aside a false
brick that’s on a hinge. There’s a buzzer hidden in the alcove that was behind the brick. |
give it a couple of jabs, then cover it over again with the brick.

“Cute,” Geordie says.

“Holly got tired of customers ringing the apartment at all hours of the night and day, looking
for a particular book that they needed right now. This is so her friends can buzz her. The
other one—" | point to the regular buzzer on the exterior that’s a foot or so below the
hidden one. “—only rings in the store.”

“Having worked in retail,” Geordie says, “it makes sense to me. | can’t believe the things
that customers will assume.”

I’'m peering through the door as we talk,
“Here she comes,” | say.

We both step back while Holly unlocks the door and opens it wide enough to look out at us.
She’s barefoot, dressed in a fluffy coral terrycloth robe held closed at the neck with one
hand, her hair mussed, her eyes sleepy behind her glasses as she peers at us through the
crack.

“Christy,” she says, looking from me to my brother. “Geordie.”
Geordie nods. “Hi, Holly.”

“What do you get when you’ve got double the Riddells?”” she asks.
I smile. “I’ll bite. What do you get?”

She blinks then shrugs. “I thought I had a joke going somewhere but I'm too sleepy to find
the punch line. What time is it anyway?”

“Going on six.”
“And what are you doing here?”
“We need to talk and your phone seems to be out of order.”
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“I unplugged it earlier.” She gives me a considering look, the sleepiness in her eyes starting
to fade. “So what couldn’t wait until a decent hour?”

“It’s about Benny,” | say.
“Benny...? My Benny?”
I nod. “There’s been some trouble with him and the Wordwood.”

| don’t recognize the look that crosses her face—not until later when she tells me about her
own evening’s adventures. For now, she opens the door wider and steps back.

“You'd better come in,” she says.

Saskia

If Christiana’s in this place, | can’t find her.

First | fall into a black void—it’s like that moment between when | lost my body and got
into the phone lines, just before | willed myself to the number that Christiana gave me when
| first met her in the Beanery Café. It was only last night, but it already feels like a lifetime
ago.

That void seemed to draw every molecule of my essence toward... something. I’'m not sure
what. A cage, a trap, a place from which there would be no escape. | didn’t know what it
was, only what it would do to me. It manifested itself as a tiny, invisible maelstrom that |
could sense was no bigger than a pinpoint, but it had the inexorable tow that lies at the heart
of a black hole. Those dense remnants of a supernova can swallow millions of tons of
matter every second. If I'd let myself go, | would have immediately vanished into that
maelstrom and been lost forever.

This void is the exact opposite. It’s just as overwhelming, but here every piece and particle
that makes me who | am is being pulled in a hundred thousand different directions. If | let
myself go here, I'll never be able to find all those pieces and put myself together again.

Maybe I'm in the heart of that black hole this time. Maybe I'm already lost.
| can’t accept that.
I won’t accept that.

| do what I did the last time. | search for a pulse, a wave, some kind of energy in motion that
I can latch onto. Something | can focus on that will get me out of here, though that’s not the
only reason | focus with such determination. | need to escape this place, but I also know
that the very act of concentrating so intensely upon release will help keep me in one piece,
giving my efforts a two-fold purpose.
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There are no clues to time’s passage so I've no idea how long I'm lost in this utter darkness,
searching for a way out, fighting the tearing pull that yanks at me from every direction.
Maybe there is no way out. Maybe this is what death means for someone like me, born in
pixels and data. Maybe | should stop fighting; just let myself go and return to the anonymity
where the spirit that inhabits the Wordwood site found me before it brought me into
physical existence.

There’s no pain involved in my struggle. How can | feel pain when | don’t have a body?
There’s only this mental panic that doesn’t even feel real because there are no physical
symptoms to back it up. But the strain on my spirit is slowly eroding my will to survive.

I’'m so tired.
I’'m so close to letting go.

But then | hear—no, what am | saying? | don’t have ears. | can’t hear anything. | become
aware of this humming. It’s long and narrow, like a thin wire of sound, cutting though the
darkness.

It's there.
No, there.
No, there.

| fling a net of my thoughts towards it, wrapping myself around the invisible drone of its
passage through this place.

And suddenly there’s motion. | realize that there must be air here, because sound couldn’t
exist without it. The droning sound wave is putting pressure on the air, like ripples in water,
and I'm riding the rise and fall of its passage. I’'m a part of the variations it causes in the
atmosphere, staying with it as it turns into an electrical sound signal where the voltage varies
at the same rate that the original drone created its ripples in the air. And I'm still a part of it
as voltage converts into binary numbers, a bewildering flicker of on-off electrical pulses that
change so quickly it’s impossible to focus on a string of them, never mind one.

Each measurement is changed into a 16-bit number.
Coded into digital sound.
And now | know where | am.

No, not where | am, but what I'm in. I'm somewhere in a computer processor. Or I'm a part
of a signal travelling between processors. I'm back in the digital womb where | was born,
except this time I’'m aware of being here. I know who | am. | don’t know what | am, but |
know who.

And now | have hope of finding a way out. It won’t be easy. The digital domain is immense.
The bits that make it up aren’t simply patterns stored in one computer any more. With
Internet connections, they can cross vast distances, lodging in distant processors and
memory stores. Millions of computers communicate with each other throughout the world. |
could be anywhere.

But machines operate on logic. | may be lost, but if I can figure out how to access
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HyperText Transfer Protocol, | can direct this signal I'm hitching a ride on to take me where
I need to go.

| visualize the URL in my mind.
www.thewordwood.com

That’s where all of this started—my trying to contact the pixelated spirit that brought me
into this world. That’s where | started, in the domain it carved out for itself from the World
Wide Web. So that’s where | need to return. I don’t just need answers anymore. | need my
body back. The spirit gave it to me once. I'll have to convince it to give it to me again.

I put all my concentration into the Wordwood'’s site.

I can’t be sure, but I think I detect a slight variation in the signal’s passage. | concentrate
harder.

Time passes—in a confusing blur now, I'm moving so fast. But it’s no easier to judge how
long I’'m riding on the back of this digital signal than it was trying to measure how long | was
floating in the earlier darkness.

Then suddenly my awareness explodes with a dazzling array of strings of blue-white light.
I'm flying at immeasurable speeds over a bewildering grid work of crisscrossing lines. It’s
circuitry, | realize, only viewed not from a physical viewpoint, but in terms of the energy it
emits.

The signal takes me faster. Faster.

| focus harder on the Wordwood’s URL, but | can’t muster the strength to hold onto it
anymore. | can’t hold onto anything. No matter how much I try, how determined I am,
everything slips away and my consciousness is gone again...

Bojo

“Wait a minute,” Bojo said.

Staring into the muzzle of the enormous handgun pointed at his face, all Bojo seemed able
to do was hold his hands out in front of him, palms forward. He wasn’t sure if it would look
like he was hoping to stop a bullet with his hands, or showing that he was unarmed and
presented no danger. It didn’t matter. Just so long as the man didn’t shoot.

It was hot in the diner, with a close smell in the air—a mix of old grease from the kitchen
and whatever had been used to clean the countertop, tables and floor. But under that was a
faint, pleasant scent, like a fruity cologne smelling of apples and roses. Or maybe lilacs with a
hint of citrus. Whenever Bojo thought he recognized it, the scent shifted into something
else.
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He tried to muster up a smile, but it was hard. His mouth was dry and he swallowed hard as
he considered the best way to frame an explanation of what he was doing here. It turned out
he didn’t need to.

“You're no hellhound,” the man said, lowering his arm.

“No,” Bojo agreed. Whatever a hellhound was. “I'm just a simple tinker who’s come looking
for advice.”

The man smiled. “Advice. | should see about getting myself a column, maybe have it
syndicated.”

He got up from his booth and shifted the revolver from his right hand to his left.
“I'm Robert Lonnie,” he added, offering his free hand.

Bojo shook hands with him, noting that for all his slender frame and his long, delicate
fingers, Robert had a firm grip—more like that of a man who worked with his hands, than
the besuited gangster dandy he appeared to be.

“Pleased to meet you,” he said. “I'm Borrible Jones, but most people call me Bojo.”
Robert’s eyebrows lifted. “Unusual name to give a kid.”

“Well, the story is that when the midwife lifted me up, my father took one look at this
bloody baby, wailing its lungs out and dripping all over the floor, and he said, ‘That’s
horrible.” Except he had a speech impediment, so it came out, ‘Bat’s borrible.” For some
reason, the name stuck. | suppose it didn’t help that | wasn’t a very well-behaved child.”

Robert regarded him for a long moment, amusement flickering in his eyes.
“Have a seat,” he finally said, motioning to the side of the booth he’d just vacated.
He sat down beside the guitar, laying his revolver on the table between them.

“They call it a Peacemaker,” he said when he saw Bojo’s gaze settle on the large handgun.
“A single-action Colt, .44 caliber. But the only peace it makes is if you shoot the person
that’s troubling you. My daddy took it from a dead man who’d been considering a lynching
before his own premature demise.”

Bojo wasn’t sure he’d heard that right.
“They still lynch people around here?” he asked.

“Oh, that was a long time ago—another part of history that folks’d sooner forget, though
it’s hard when it's your own people that were hanging like strange fruit from trees and
lampposts.”

Bojo’s gaze had adjusted enough to the bad lighting in the diner that he was able to see the
something in Robert’s eyes that said he’d been around for generations—not the way tinkers
circumvented time, by stepping through worlds, but simply by living through the years,
ageless.

As the knowledge came to Bojo, he saw a smile pull at one corner of Robert’s mouth, as
though the bluesman could read his mind. Robert picked up the Gibson and began to pluck
a slow walking blues from its strings, right-hand thumb keeping the bass rhythm, those long

file:///K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (119 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:51



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

fingers of his left hand travelling the fingerboard like the legs of a spider.
“So what’s this advice you need?” he asked.

“It’s kind of a long story.”

“One thing I've got plenty of is time,” Robert assured him.

“I guess you would,” Bojo said.

That crooked smile stayed on Robert’s lips. He didn’t speak, but a simple hammer-on on the
bass string, followed by a bluesy slide of notes on the high E, seemed to say, Why don’t you
tell me this story of yours?

So Bojo started in, beginning with the telephone message that had brought him around to
Holly’s store and finishing with what he’d sensed on the streets on his way to finding Robert
here in this diner. The guitar laid a counterpoint rhythm to the cadence of his voice, making
Bojo feel as though he was delivering a talking blues rather than simply telling a story.

“And the advice you need is...?” Robert asked when Bojo’s voice trailed off.

He made the high strings call a quizzical note while the bass line continued, faint but keeping
the rhythm.

“Because I've got to tell you,” Robert said, “I don’t know the first thing about computers or
the spirits that might be sitting there somewhere inside them. What do they call those places
—virtual worlds?”

Bojo shook his head. “No, those are the ones that aren’t real.”
“Depends where you stand, | suppose. Probably real to those living in them.”
“I suppose.”

“The way | see it,” Robert went on, the guitar continuing to play a counter rhythm to the
flow of his voice, “is maybe what you’ve got here is more like the Native take on things. See,
with my people there’s always a lot of trading going on when it comes to the spirits. Baptist
minister or gris-gris man, everybody’s trying to cut themselves a bargain, doesn’t matter if
they’re figuring out how to get into heaven or working on some piece of hoodoo. But for
the Indians it's more like a tree. You see the trunk and foliage, but all the important stuff’s
going on underground, out of sight.”

“A tree.”

Robert smiled. “I just mean things are hidden. That there’s more sitting in front of you than
you can see. It's not like an onion where you’ve got to peel back layers to see what’s going
on. Or even like those Russian dolls where each one’s got itself a smaller one inside. It’s
more you see the one thing, but there’s a whole invisible world going on behind it. One you
don’t even know is there, never mind being able to see it.”

Bojo nodded to show he understood.

*“ ‘Course maybe we’'re talking words here,” Robert went on. “They have to use words to tell
the computers what to do, right?”

“I think they call it code,” Bojo said, remembering what Holly had told him about it.
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“Programming languages.”

“Which is still words and words... well, words are an old magic that goes right back to the
first days. The ones they’re using for their computers are just that old magic dressed up in
some new technological jacket.” He paused for a moment, the guitar still playing. “There’s a
lot of people believe that the universe was created with just a word, but I guess you know
that.”

“Like the Word of God in the Bible,” Bojo said.
It was something he’d heard about, but he was hazy on the details.

“Right,” Robert said. “Logos. Though Christianity’s not the first religion, and | doubt it’s
going to be the last, to slip that bit of old history into its stories about how we all came to
be. You know how it usually goes?”

Robert didn’t wait for an answer. The music from his guitar shifted into a minor key.

“Way | heard it,” Robert says, “is that this one word that jump-started the world became a
language and that language started up a conversation that gives everything its shape and
meaning—a conversation that’s still going on to this day. The trouble is, over time, that
original language went and fragmented into a thousand thousand variations and dialects.
Before you know it, none of us can really speak to each other anymore. Animals, plants,
people, the dirt under our feet—everything has a different language now. Hell, these days we
can’t even be sure that some word we use is even close to what it means to the person we're
talking to.

“But bits and pieces of that original language still remain. Some of those old words. And
we’re talking powerful mojo here.”

Bojo nodded. “I remember Meran talking to me about that. | think she even knows some of
those old words.”

“Everybody’s got a few of them floating around in the old parts of their minds—the places
inside them where instincts still work and the soul spends its time. Most of them just don’t
know it, which is probably a good thing. You speak one of those words and things...
change.”

“You know any of those words?” Bojo asked.

“Only one. It's what keeps the hellhounds circling around, but they never can quite find
me.”

Bojo nodded. He wanted to ask about these hellhounds Robert kept mentioning, but his
years on the road had taught him that you didn’t ask after personal information, you only
took it when it was offered. So instead he sat there on the other side of the booth and
listened to the music his companion pulled out of that old Gibson. It had shifted back into a
major key, but when exactly that had happened, Bojo hadn’t noticed.

“So | take it you like this girl,” Robert said after a few moments.

His fingers never stopped their spiderwalk up and down the neck of his guitar, his right
hand pulling the notes.
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“What do you mean?”

Robert smiled. “Well, for someone you just up and met, you seem pretty fixed on wanting to
make a good impression. You know, save the day, have her in your arms when the story’s
done.”

“It’s not like that.”
“Every time a mention of her comes up, your heartbeat tells me different.”

Bojo shrugged. “Can you help us?” he asked, wanting to steer the conversation back to
something that might be useful.

“Don’t know that you want my help, exactly,” Robert said.
“Why’s that?”

Robert shrugged. “Trouble’s always got an eye out for me—it's why | keep a low profile. |
come along to your friend’s store and | could be bringing more problems than we’re trying
to solve.”

“You mean these helldogs you keep talking about.”

“Hellhounds,” Robert said. “And they’re not necessarily dogs. They come in all shapes and
sizes. The only thing they have in common is their interest in me.”

Since Robert had started the personal questions by asking how he felt about Holly, Bojo
thought maybe he could satisfy some of his own curiosity without appearing impolite.

“Why are they chasing you?” he asked.

Robert smiled. “You might say we had us an altercation. That was a time ago, but there’s
some that don’t know the meaning of either forgive or forget.”

“Old spirits.”
Robert nodded.

“Well,” Bojo said, “I think the ones we're talking about here are new ones. Technological
spirits, | suppose we could call them.”

“Unless it's old spirits wearing new clothes.” Before Bojo could comment, Robert added,
“But you're right. It doesn’t feel like it, does it? Because that’s the thing about spirits—they
get more set in their ways than we do.”

“Maybe because they’ve been at it a lot longer.”

“Could be,” Robert agreed.

“So will you help?”

“How about if the most | promise is that I'll come along and have a look-see?”

They took a cab up to Holly’s store, the two of them sitting in the back with the guitar in its
case on the seat between them. Bojo hadn’t seen where the handgun had gone. One
moment it was on the table in the diner, the next it wasn’t, and the classic cut of Robert’s
suit didn’t sport any new bulges to show where it might have been hidden. For all Bojo
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knew, it could be under the fedora that Robert had put on before they left the diner, locking
the door behind them.

“I know this store your friend owns,” Robert said as the cab took them north. “Though |
don’t think | ever went in. I'm not much of a book reader.”

“Me, neither.”

“But there used to be a coffee shop I liked a few doors down. | spent many a morning
sitting in there, drinking my coffee and looking out the window. I'd read the papers, play a
few tunes.”

“What made you stop?”
Robert shrugged. “It got to be a pattern and | try to keep patterns out of my life.”
“Because of the hellhounds.”

“Partly. Partly I just don’t like to acquire habits. And then that coffee shop went all upscale
on me. | don’t blame Joe—Joe Lapegna, the guy who owns the place. He saw which way the
wind was blowing and had to stay competitive, what with all the high-end cafés coming into
town and all.”

He looked out the window as the cab turned onto Holly’s street.
“Guess what I'm trying to say,” he said, “is that I miss the place.”

Holly

“She really just... disappeared into your computer?” Holly asked when Christy finished his
story.

The part about Saskia’s disappearance had come early on, but Holly was still trying to get her
head around the idea of it. Even with the pixie infestation that she and Dick had
experienced, not to mention living with the hob for the past two years since then, what had
happened to Saskia and Benny still seemed impossible.

But Christy nodded. “Like she never existed.”
Holly heard the catch in his voice and reached out across the table to put her hand on his.
“We'll get her back,” she said. “Saskia and Benny and all of them.”

She knew they were just words, but sometimes people needed words, even when the
promise held in them couldn’t necessarily be fulfilled.

They were sitting around in her apartment—just as she’d sat with Dick and Bojo earlier,
except the tinker had been replaced by the Riddell brothers, and they were in the kitchen
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rather than the living room. She got up now to make a second pot of coffee and pulled out a
tin of day-old, homemade scones that were still fresh enough to serve to company if you
slathered them with jam. The coffee went quickly, but no one seemed to have much
appetite.

There was a restlessness in the air—a need to be doing something, anything, but no one knew
what. The only one who appeared to be immune was Geordie, but Geordie was always able
to put a calm face on things. As Jilly would say, “It’s just this gift he has.” But Christy kept
opening the screen door and standing out on the fire escape to have a cigarette, and Dick
was wearing a path in the floor between the kitchen and the front room windows that
overlooked the street, though what he was expecting or looking for he didn’t say.

Holly was feeling a bit jittery herself. It looked like she and Dick had come so close to getting
pulled into the computer themselves. If Dick hadn’t accidentally broken their Internet
connection, not to mention her monitor...

Don’t think about it, she told herself and poured herself another half-cup of coffee.

“So they’re all coming?” she asked. “Estie and Tip and all?”

“Apparently,” Geordie said. “Do you still have that old computer stored away somewhere?”
Holly looked to Dick, but he was in the front room again.

“I think so,” she said. “Dick’d know better.”

Geordie stirred at the sound of the hob’s name and looked around. Holly knew exactly what
was happening to him: magical being that Dick was, his existence kept slipping Geordie’s
mind, the way it did for most people. You'd forget, then you’'d hear his name or see him
again and you’d wonder how you’d ever forgotten.

“It’s okay,” she told him. “Dick has that effect on pretty much everybody until you get to
really know him.”

Geordie nodded. “That’s what Christy keeps telling me. But it’s still disconcerting when it’s
actually happening to you. Makes you wonder what else you’re missing.”

“Who'’s missing what?” Christy asked, coming in after having another cigarette.
Geordie shrugged. “Me. Missing all the hidden things in the world.”

“It’s not your fault,” Christy said. “You just don’t have the trick of it yet, that’s all. You need
to immerse yourself in—"

He broke off as Dick came running back into the room.

“The tinker’s back,” Dick said. “And he’s brought a friend.”

“Tinker?” Christy asked.

“He’s that fellow taking care of Meran’s place,” Holly said. “I told you about him.”

They heard the buzzer ring in the store downstairs, followed by a knock on the door. Holly
stood up.

“I'll get that,” she said.
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She was happy that none of the others had come down with her because she immediately
started to blush at the warm smile Bojo gave her when she unlocked the door and let them
in. His companion was a dapper black man with a relaxed look about him, belied only by his
penetrating eyes. He was easily as striking as Bojo, though his neat suit and fedora were a far
cry from the tinker’s more Bohemian look, and he carried a battered guitar case in his left
hand. He took off his hat, tucking it under his arm when he came into the store.

“You'll be Holly,” he said, offering her his hand. “I’m Robert Lonnie.”

They shook hands, then Holly stepped aside to let them by. She closed the door behind
them and locked it again. When she turned, Bojo laid a hand on her shoulder and gave it a
squeeze.

Be still my heart, Holly thought.
“I told you I'd be back,” Bojo said. “With help in tow and all. Robert here—"

“Doesn’t know much about anything when it comes to computers,” Robert broke in, “but
he’s seen a thing or two that doesn’t make sense in this world.” He paused, then smiled. “He
also hates it when people talk in the third person about themselves, so I’'m going to stop
right about now.”

“There've been some complications since you left,” Holly told Bojo.
“You and Dick are okay?”

Holly nodded. “We’re fine. But—well, you should just come upstairs and I'll let the others
fill you in.”

She started for the stairs to her apartment, pausing when only Bojo followed.
“Aren’t you coming, Mr. Lonnie?”

“It’s Robert,” he said, looking up briefly before his gaze tracked through the store, settling
on the desk again.

“Are you looking for something?” Holly asked.

Robert shook his head. He continued to study the desk for a long moment, then finally
turned and joined them at the foot of the stairs.

“I was just taking in a sense of this place,” he said. “Getting a feel for things. Something
almost came through here tonight—from the other side, I mean.”

Holly nodded. “If Dick hadn’t been as quick as he was, we could’ve been sucked away just
like all those other people.”

“What other people?” Bojo asked.
The question was repeated in Robert’s eyes.

“That’s what | was trying to tell you,” Holly said. “It’s not just me and my weird little
computer woes anymore. But Christy can tell you more.”

“Lead on,” Robert told her at the same time as Bojo asked, “Whao’s Christy?”
“Christy Riddell,” Holly said over her shoulder as she started up the stairs. “He and his
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brother Geordie lost someone to a computer last night and there have been other
disappearances, too. Apparently it's been on the news and everything. Christy thinks it’s all
tied to the Wordwood site.”

“Wordwood,” Robert said, repeating it as though he was tasting the way the two words
came together into one.

Before Holly could explain more, they were upstairs and she was too busy introducing
everybody. Geordie and Robert had already met, though only in passing. Everybody else
needed an introduction. Robert appeared to be particularly delighted to meet Dick.

“I've never met one of the little people before,” he said, then paused. “Do you mind being
called that?”

Dick shook his head. “Oh, no, sir. You’'ve been calling us that for hundreds of years now,
just like we’ve been calling you big folk, or tall folk.”

“Well, I'm very pleased to make your acquaintance,” Robert told him.

“Borrible,” Christy said to Bojo. “That’s an unusual name. I'm a bit of a collector of names
and I've never come across it before. Is it a given name?”

Bojo nodded. “It comes from the time before we became a travelling people. We lived in a
mountainous area of our homeland and when the traders first came to our villages, they
referred to us as aboriginals. Later, when relationships became more acrimonious between
us, they started to call us borribles instead. My father, apparently, decided that we should
reclaim the term and replace its negative associations with positive ones. So he changed his
name to Borrible and named me the same. I'm told he hoped that I'd name my firstborn son
the same, but I don’t have a cruel streak in me.”

Holly shot him a hurt look, disappointed to find out that he’d lied to her, but Robert only
laughed.

“Sounds like you've got a different story for everyone you meet,” he said.

Bojo shrugged. “Depends on how you look at it. Somewhere, somewhen, each of those
stories is true.”

“I don’t understand,” Holly said.

“It’'s how the tinkers circumvent time,” Robert explained. “Travelling in and out of worlds,
they have many lives, rather than just one. It makes it hard for the years to catch up with
them.”

“Is this true?” Holly asked.

“My Aunt Meran notwithstanding, we’re a restless people. Few of us settle down the way
she and Cerin have.”

“Though,” Geordie put in, “the pair of them are still away touring for half the year or
more.”

Bojo gave a slow nod. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”
There was a brief lull in the conversation then. Christy went out onto the fire escape for
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another cigarette. Dick got up as well.

“What do you keep looking for out there?” Holly asked him.
This time he had an answer.

“Pixies,” he said over his shoulder.

Bojo poured himself and Robert another coffee, the others declining when he offered the
pot to them. Robert took his mug and returned to the chair in the corner. He slipped his
guitar out of its case and began to noodle on the strings, the unconnected notes finally
falling into a simple twelve-bar blues.

“From the residue | sensed downstairs,” Robert said when Christy and Dick had both
returned to the kitchen, his voice following the rhythm of the music, “and with what I've
been hearing now, | think Bojo is right. This is a deep magic, but it’s not an old one.”

“Does that mean there’s nothing we can do?” Holly asked.

The bluesman shook his head. “On the contrary, the fact that it's not an old spirit works in
our favour. It'll be less experienced and that means we’ll have a better chance to get it to do
what we want—so long as we do it right. But we’re going to need some way to start up a
conversation with it.”

“Without a monitor, the store’s computer isn’t going to be much use,” Holly said. “But if we
can find my old one...”

This time when she looked at Dick, he was still in the room.
“It’s still in the basement,” he said. “Behind all those boxes of National Geographic.”
“So, should we set it up?” Holly asked.

Robert nodded. “But since it doesn’t seem like any of us is particularly computer-adept, we
should probably wait for your friends before we try to use it. When you’re working a mojo
like this, you pretty much only have the one chance to get it right. Spirits learn fast. We
won’t get a second shot.”

“But we do have a chance?” Christy said.

“Oh, yeah,” Robert told him. “People always have a chance. Only trouble is, once we get
that thing we need so bad, it doesn’t always work out the way we thought it would.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”
Robert slipped from the Eb blues pattern he was playing into a minor key.

“Come on now,” he said, his gaze mild as it lifted from the Gibson’s strings and settled on
Christy’s features. “l know who you are. You’ve studied on this for years. Don’t tell me you
can’t be surprised anymore.”

“I don’t understand,” Holly said.

“What he means,” Bojo explained, “is that some spirits just have it in their nature to play
unfair. Maybe you asked for wealth. So you find you’ve got a cave full of treasure stashed
away somewhere safe. Except you're sitting on Death Row and there’s nothing you can do
togettoit.”
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Holly glanced at Dick and the hob gave her an unhappy nod.

“It’s true, Mistress Holly,” he said. “Some of the old ones delight in thinking up new ways to
keep their word but at the same time make it impossible for you to benefit.”

“I've still got to try,” Christy said.

“‘Course we've got to try,” Robert said. “We’ve just got to step up to this with our thinking
caps on. Figure out what the spirit wants. Figure out how we can guarantee we get what we
want with no strings attached.”

“But you're telling us it’ll be hard,” Geordie said.
Robert nodded. “Oh, yeah. It'll be hard. But hard doesn’t mean impossible.”

Aaran

One of the great side benefits of being the newspaper’s book editor, so far as Aaran was
concerned, was that he got an endless supply of freebies. And it wasn’t only books and
galleys that got packed away in his briefcase every day to be taken home. Because he made a
point of writing reviews for other parts of the entertainment section, he got to cherry pick all
the various promotional items that arrived at the paper. Prereleases of new CDs, videos, and
DVDs. T-shirts, stickers, mugs, shooter glasses, watches, posters... whatever a company
might use to promote their product.

It was a running joke at the office that Aaran would take home anything. What they didn’t
know was that he made a tidy little profit on the side, selling the various items on eBay, or to
a few select record and book shops in Crowsea. Like he’'d actually ever wear an Eminem T-
shirt, or put a signed poster of Mariah Carey up in his living room. Or drink his morning
coffee from a mug with the characters from The Simpsons printed on the side.

He also got to snap up tickets to concerts, films, and shows, which was what had brought
him out to the Standish Hall last night for a concert by the Australian country singer Kasey
Chambers. She was obviously a huge success with the sold-out crowd that had filled the
3000-seat concert hall, though Aaran couldn’t understand why. He just didn’t like this kind
of music—alt-country, Americana, whatever you wanted to call it. But attending the odd dud
concert such as this—or at least the first twenty minutes or so of the headliner’s set, which
was invariably enough for him to write a review—uwas the price he paid for also being able to
score front-row Elton John tickets.

He sat now in his study, face and hands tinted blue from the glow of his computer screen as
he composed his review of the show. He restrained himself from being too nasty—the
entertainment editor had a different philosophy from Aaran’s own in the book pages and
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preferred her reviewers to focus on the positive elements of what was being covered—but
he couldn’t resist slipping in a few digs about Australia, a country he’d never visited but
instinctively disliked, and the idea that Chambers could have any sort of real experience on
which to base her songs of heartbreak and country life.

And really, what was with the twang in her voice? Chambers should take a page from real
country artists like Shania Twain, or Faith Hill's more recent work.

Melissa Lawrence, the entertainment editor, would probably edit out the digs, since she was
a fan of Australia in general and Chambers’s music in particular, but at least Aaran got the
satisfaction of bringing her blood pressure up a notch or two. Especially since she hadn’t
been able to attend the show last night, which was how he got the job. It was never a bad
thing to have people owe you favours.

The real highlight of last night’s concert hadn’t been the music, but a conversation he’d
overheard while waiting in line to get into the Standish Hall. He'd recognized the pair
standing ahead of him to be a couple of Saskia’s friends and couldn’t hold back a grin as he
listened to them lament the fact that the Wordwood site was still down. He’d been very
tempted to tap them on the shoulder and brag about the part he’d played in bringing its
collapse, but common sense prevailed.

There was no point in making a scene.

Some of the people in that crowd of Saskia’s were very high-strung and argumentative. It
seemed to be one of the prerequisites of being an artist. That celebrated creative
temperament.

When he was finished writing the review, he saved it on a disk then shut down his machine.
Pocketing the disk, he set off for the newspaper’s offices. He could as easily have e-mailed it
to Melissa, but this was Sunday, when the Arts & Living offices would be pretty much
empty, which made it a perfect time to go rooting about in the week’s new promotional
arrivals to see if there was anything he might have missed.

The office was a hubbub of conversation when Aaran stepped out of the elevator. Clusters
of the newspaper’s employees gathered around various desks, caught up in animated
conversations, or sat in front of their monitors, fingers tapping on their keyboards. CNN
was on the television set in the corner, but from where he stood, Aaran couldn’t make out
what its earnest news anchors were discussing. Either some big story had broken, or
something had happened to one of the staff. His coworkers never got this interested in
much else.

Big story, he decided when he spied a few of the hard news guys working at their terminals.
Chuck Tremaine. Barbara Haley. Rob Watley. You never saw any of them in the office on a
weekend unless there was a story well worth their time. And then, as though to confirm his
suspicions, his gaze went to the glass windows of Kathleen Winter’s office. There was a
meeting underway in the news editor’s office with a half-dozen production people sitting or
standing around her desk. Which probably meant she was shooting for an extra edition and
needed to work out the logistics.

file:///K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (129 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:51



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

“What'’s going on?”” Aaran asked of the three reporters talking around the desk closest to the
elevator doors.

Harold Cole turned to him. “Christ, Goldstein,” he said. “Are you living in a cave? CNN'’s
been running the story for hours.”

Aaran shrugged. “I was out late last night and didn’t turn on the TV this morning.”
“So was she good?”

That was Mark Sakers, fresh out of journalism school and always eager to hear Aaran’s
stories of sexual conquest. Aaran never disappointed him, even if he had to make the stories

up.
“They’re always good,” he told Mark, before turning back to Harold. “Seriously, what’s up?”

“CNN'’s calling them ‘the disappeared’—which should piss off anyone who lost relatives to
South American dictators. But | suppose it's as descriptive a term as any, seeing how a few
hundred people just up and vanished from their homes last night.”

“What do you mean ‘vanished’?”

“As in gone without a trace,” George Hooper said. He was the third of the reporters
standing around Harold’s desk, an old hippie with his grey hair tied back in a ponytail.
“There one moment, gone the next.”

“But... how's that even possible?”
George smiled. “It's not—hence the big story.”
“How many people are we talking about here?”” Aaran asked.

When Harold turned to look at the television set, Aaran’s gaze followed, but he couldn’t
make anything out beyond the blonde anchor looking into the camera with her patented
serious expression.

“I think it was just tipping three-fifty,” Harold said. “The last time | looked.”
“All from the city?” Aaran asked.
George shook his head. “From all over the country, and abroad, too.”

“We lost one of the nerd squad,” Mark put in. “Disappeared right out of his apartment last
night. Very X-Files.”

Aaran got an eerie feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“Who was it?”” he asked, though he was pretty sure he already knew. It just came to him in a
flash, the way a good phrase did when he was writing a review.

“Jackson Hart,” Mark said. “Did you know him?”

Aaran shook his head. “Just to see him around the office. What did you mean about it being
very X-Files?”

“This is where it gets good,” George said. “Apparently his landlady heard something
dripping outside her apartment door. When she looked in the hall, there was this black goop
dripping down the stairs, coming out of the crack under Hart’s door. She stepped around it
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and banged on his door—no answer. So she uses her master key, opens the door, and this
flood of the crap comes flowing out.”

“Black goop?”

George shrugged. “Who knows? Anyway, she beats a hasty retreat and calls the cops. No
sign of Hart inside—though she swears she heard him up there a few minutes before and he
never went out. And then, get this, over the next fifteen minutes or so the goop just fades
away like it never was. Now you tell me. If that isn’t weird, what is?”

“No kidding,” Aaran said. “I’'m still trying to take it all in.”

Not to mention trying to figure out how he’d known it was Jackson that had disappeared.
And why he also knew—as clearly, if as inexplicably—that it had something to do with the
little blackmail task he’d set Jackson. What, he didn’t know. But somehow the
disappearances were connected.

“Thing like this,” Harold said. “I'll bet it makes you wish you were a real reporter.”
Aaran gave a slow, distracted nod, not rising to the bait.
“You guys all have assignments?” he asked.

George shook his head. “We’re waiting for Winter to finish with the production people to
have our meeting with her.”

“Well, good luck with it,” Aaran told them.

He went into Melissa’s office. Pulling the disk with the Chambers review out of his pocket,
he dropped it on the entertainment editor’s desk, then left the office without even bothering
to go through the promotional materials that were on the bookcase behind her desk, or piled
up in boxes along one wall.

After leaving the paper, Aaran went straight home and switched on his TV. He sat down on
the couch, punched in CNIN on his remote, and watched the story unfold. To anybody
who’d been tuned in to the channel for awhile, this would be the umpteenth repeat of their
coverage, but it was all new to Aaran as he watched in disbelief.

The truth was, back at the office, he hadn’t really taken his coworkers seriously. While he’d
known that there was something major going on—that was obvious—nhe hadn’t really
believed it to be some massive disappearance of people, figuring that Harold and the others
had just been having him on. All he’d known for sure was that it had something to do with
Jackson Hart, and therefore it could possibly be connected to him. How, he wasn'’t sure.
What exactly it was, he hadn’t known either, but was willing to wait until he got home rather
than make a fool of himself by asking someone else in the office.

But there it was on the screen, and unless CNN had taken a page from Orson Welles and
was doing their own version of The War of the Worlds, this had really happened.

The disappeared.

According to a little box in the corner of the screen, the number of people confirmed to be
missing stood at eight hundred sixty-three, worldwide. Half that number had disappeared
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from North America.

At least there was nothing about computers, he thought, as the anchor woman completed
her update. Nothing to connect any of this to me. It was just coincidence that Jackson Hart
was involved. That little frisson of alarm that had made him think it had anything to do with
blackmailing Jackson was obviously wrong.

But he still couldn’t completely quell the uneasiness that had gripped him ever since he’d
heard the news back at the paper. And questions kept rising to jangle his nerves.

Like, what if the authorities were merely withholding the fact that computers had been
involved?

That was exactly the kind of thing they’d do, hoping some schmuck would trip himself up
by showing he knew more than what was reported in the media. Just asking about it could
get you into trouble.

But Aaran still had to know.

He sat awhile longer, staring at the TV but no longer hearing the anchor’s voice or seeing
what played out on the screen. Finally he shut it off, got his coat and went out again.

Don’t do this, Aaran told himself as he made his way to Jackson’s apartment.
But he went all the same.

“I've already talked to someone from the Journal,” Jackson’s landlady said.

She started to hand Aaran back his press 1.D., then gave it another look.

“I know you,” she said. “Jackson’s talked about you.”

The hand of fear tightened its grip inside Aaran.

“Did he now?” he said, managing to keep his face far calmer than he was feeling.

The landlady nodded. Although he put her age at not much more than his own thirty-eight,
she gave him the impression of being older, like someone from his parents’ generation rather
than his own. It was something in the cut of her skirt and blouse, and those sensible brown
shoes. Her makeup and the nondescript styling of her short, already greying hair only added
to the impression.

“Nothing bad, | hope,” Aaran said.

“Oh, no. He seemed to quite admire you. All the books you read and how you're able to
write about them in a manner that’s both intelligent, yet accessible to the lay person.”

“Really?”

Jesus, Aaran thought. No wonder Jackson had opened up to him in the bar that night. And
what had he done? Turned around and blackmailed him.

The landlady was nodding again. “Yes. Though he hasn’t spoken of you in a while. I take it
yours was more of an office friendship.”

“The truth is, I didn’t really know him all that well.”
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“Then it’s all the more commendable for you to have come by to see about him now.”

Aaran blinked in surprise. He felt as though he’d stepped into some surreal alternate
dimension where dowdy tenement landladies turned out to be well-spoken and people only
seemed to have nice things to say about him. That didn’t normally happen. He wanted to be
liked, but he also knew that he sabotaged any relationships—romantic or otherwise—with
his constant need for control. To be the one on top.

Occasionally, he even made an effort to change, but it never lasted.
“Well, I just hope nothing bad’s happened to him,” he managed to say.

“So do I,” the landlady said. “Jackson’s a good man. He worked hard to make a success of
himself. Most people with his unfortunate background don’t.”

Aaran had no idea what she was talking about. But while he was curious about what she
meant, right now all he wanted to do was get away.

“If—when he comes back,” he said. “Will you tell him I was by?”
The landlady nodded. “Keep him in your prayers, Mr. Goldstein.”
“I will. Thank you for your time.”

“The pleasure was mine.”

Aaran backed away. He lifted a hand by way of goodbye and made his retreat through the
front door of the building, feeling the weight of the landlady’s eyes upon his back with every
step he took.

Halfway down the block, he stopped and turned around to have another long look at the
building. He wasn’t really sure what had happened back there, or even why he’d come in the
first place. What had he expected to find out? Yellow police tape had sealed the door to
Jackson’s apartment and it wasn’t as though the landlady would have let him in anyway. Nor
could he have asked about a computer connection to Jackson’s disappearance, or what
Jackson might have said about the Wordwood site.

He hadn’t learned anything about the strange fluid that the landlady had noticed before
Jackson’s disappearance. Hadn'’t learned anything at all, except for what he already knew on
nights when he was sitting in his own apartment with nowhere to go, no one to call: He was
a heel.

Sighing, he turned his back on the building and continued on his way. God, but it was
turning into a miserable day. And with not much improvement to look forward to, either.
You'd think that he could just—

“Spare change?”

Aaran hadn’t even seen the panhandler, tucked away in the doorway of the store he was
walking by.

No, but I've got some spare saliva, he wanted to tell her, and then maybe he’d spit in her
hand. Or at least tell her off.

Street people just annoyed him, from the big scary drunks trying to browbeat a few dollars
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out of you, to whiny runaways who left perfectly good homes and then expected people like
him to support them.

But when he turned to look at her, his displeasure got swallowed by a rather earthy curiosity.
Behind her dirty face, this ragged gamine with her short spiky blonde hair was actually pretty
good-looking. And she also had what looked like a fine body under her baggy T-shirt and
skateboarder’s cargo pants—a little on the thin side, maybe, but an excellent lung capacity all
the same.

His attraction to her was instant, but it was tempered with a vague uneasiness that he
couldn’t quite identify. He supposed it had to do with her age, which was hard to tell. She
might be in late teens or early twenties, which would put her at about half his age.

He’'d have to be careful here; she could be underage. But he’'d long carried around a fantasy
of picking up one of these little street girls, bringing her home and cleaning her up...

Play this right and he could just get lucky.

Looking for an opening, his gaze went to the face of the native man on her T-shirt. Under it
a slogan read, “Remember Dudley George.” It took Aaran a moment, but then his eidetic
memory kicked in and he connected the face to the relevant news story: Thirty-five natives
peacefully protesting land seized during the Second World War—native land that contained
an ancient burial ground—were confronted by two hundred and fifty heavily armed
policemen. The resulting clash left George dead and ruined the career of the cop that had
shot him. It had happened over five years ago, but the civil lawsuit was just going to court
now.

“You think his family will win their lawsuit?”” he asked.

Her look of surprise and the sudden interest in her eyes told him he had the hook in. Gently
now, he told himself.

“What?” she said. “And ruin the government’s record of successfully screwing indigenous
people?”

Aaran nodded. “There’s that. I've never understood why they don’t just bite the bullet and
do what'’s right.”

“Money,” she said, rubbing the pad of her thumb against her index and middle fingers.
“Someone’s making a buck, or we’d see a change.” She smiled at him. “So what are you, an
activist?”

“Not really,” Aaran said. “I just believe we have to stand up against injustice.”

And he supposed he really did believe that, so long as it didn’t interfere with his own quality
of life.

He let a pause hang for a moment between them, then turned the conversation to more
personal concerns.

“I guess you've hit some rough times?” he asked.
She shrugged. “They say there’s no recession, but...”
“Tell that to the people who can’t get a job,” Aaran filled in for her. “Not to mention how
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they make it so hard to collect welfare that a lot of people don’t even try anymore.”
She gave him a considering look.

“So what are you?” she asked. “A social worker?”

Aaran laughed. “No, I'm a book editor for a newspaper. My name’s Aaran.”

She shook the hand he offered her. Her hand was small in his, but her grip was firm.
“I'm Suzi.”

“Pleased to meet you, Suzi,” Aaran told her, “though I wish it was under better
circumstances—for you, | mean.”

“Oh, I get by.”

“You been on the street a while?”
“Long enough to know the score.”
“What do you mean?”

“Well, you're hitting on me, aren’t you? Except you're going easy ‘cause you're thinking |
just might be jailbait.”

Aaran shook his head. “No, I'm not—"

“Well, I'm not jailbait,” she went on, “but | don’t fuck for money, or whatever else you're
offering.”

“You've got me mixed up with someone who did you a bad turn,” Aaran said. “I just
stopped for some conversation, though I can’t help but wonder how you got into your
present situation. And I can’t help feeling bad about it.”

She studied him again. “So you weren’t trying to figure how to get into my pants? Maybe
offer me a shower and a meal back at your place in exchange for a fuck and a blowjob?”

She was turning him on, but he didn’t let it show.

“I’'ll admit the thought crossed my mind,” he said. “I mean the part about giving you the
chance to clean up and have a good meal.”

“Well, you can just—"

“But | wasn’t going to,” he went on, cutting her off, “because as soon as the thought came
to mind, I realized exactly what it would sound like, and | didn’t want to insult you or make
you feel bad. | figure you've got it tough enough as it is without having to worry about my

intentions.”

“Yeah, right. As if—"

“I would have just given you some money,” he lied, “but | don’t think I’'ve even got a
quarter in my pocket at the moment.” He added in a rueful smile. “Spent a bit too much last
night and | haven’t had the chance to hit a bank machine.”

She shook her head. “Man, you sound almost genuine.”
“Look,” Aaran said. “I should just go.”
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But she put a hand on his arm as he was turning away. If she hadn’t, he would have found
another excuse to dawdle.
“So you're a book editor,” she said, dropping her hand.

He nodded. “For The Daily Journal. Though I actually edit the book pages—you know,
reviews, author features, that sort of thing. Not the books themselves.”

“And you’re not some old guy with a thing for young little street girls?”

“Hey, I'm not that old.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I guess you're not.”

“I should go,” he said. “If I've got some money the next time | see you, I'll—"

“Wiait,” she said. “Look, it’s rough. I've been fighting off straight guys with hard-ons for the
past few months that I've been on the street. And all the classy businesswomen just sneer at
me—uwhen | even register at all.”

He nodded to show he was listening.

“Thing is,” she went on, “I haven’t had a decent meal in ages and I'm dying for a shower. I'd
go to the shelter, but the last time | was there | almost got my face cut by some butch top
thinking I was hitting on her sweet young thing. So...”

Aaran waited.

“So you're on the level? You're really just offering me a chance to clean up and get
something to eat?”

“Nothing’s going to happen that you don’t want to have happen,” Aaran assured her. “You
can even get a good night’s sleep—though I'm really going to insist that you have that
shower first. But I'll make up a bed for you on the sofa.”

She gave a short laugh. “Yeah, I guess I'm not exactly debutante material right now.”
“You're fine,” Aaran said. “You’ve just had a few bad breaks.”

“So...” She had to swallow, before going on. “If your offer’s still open...”

“Of course it is.”

She hesitated a moment longer, then turned to pick up her duffel bag from where it was
lying against the door.

“Let me get that for you,” Aaran said.

He knew she was nervous. He knew she wanted to take this at face value and was
determined not to have to pay for it with her body. But he had faith in his ability to sweet-
talk anybody into anything. He could maintain a charming face for an evening. It was the
long-term that always undermined his relationships. Like anything longer than a weekend.

The only thing that worried him was that flash of disquiet he’d felt when he’d first seen her.
Because it hadn’t gone away. Though it hadn’t gotten any stronger, either, which he couldn’t
say for his hunger to hold her, to feel her hands on him...

He figured he had a right to feel on edge. The last time he’d felt this combination of intense
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attraction and vague unease had been with Saskia, and look where that had gotten him. But
he’d be cool this time. Besides, it was probably just nerves from this business with Jackson.
Or the worry about her age.

“So, are you from the city?” he asked as they walked along. He carried her duffel bag slung
over a shoulder and maintained a body’s distance between her and himself.

She shook her head. “I don’t think I'm from anywhere, we moved around so much when |
was a kid...”

Holly

Holly woke with a start to find that she’d dozed off right there at the kitchen table. She
wondered if anyone had noticed.

Dick had gone to his room earlier—to lie down, he’d said, but Holly knew he was reading.
Reading and tidying were the two things that sustained the hob, especially when he was
feeling stressed. Christy was gone as well—probably out onto the fire escape for another
cigarette. Bojo smiled at her when she looked in his direction. He'd noticed that she’d
dropped off there for a moment and that made her blush again, pleased that he paid
attention, but annoyed with herself for acting like some young schoolgirl around him.
Robert and Geordie hadn’t, however, and she tuned in to what they were saying.

“...are true?” Geordie asked.

“How many?” Robert shrugged. “Depends on which stories you’re talking about. I’d say not
so many.” He smiled. “But enough to keep some people’s lips flapping.”

Holly liked the cadence of his voice. Set against the soft melody he seemed to draw without
thinking from his guitar, it lent the air of an old ballad or blues song to everything he said.
She looked over the top of her glasses at the clock on the wall above the stove. It was almost
nine. They'd already set up her old computer on the dining room table, after first clearing
away tottering piles of books and magazines. She and Dick invariably took their meals in the
kitchen.

Almost nine. In a few hours, Estie and the others would be here. For now, all they could do
was worry and wait.

“But you know,” Robert went on, “if you stick around long enough, there’s always bound to
be stories. Trick for someone like me who doesn’t care for the limelight is to keep to the
shadows. When you’re not easy to see, and harder to find, people tend to forget there was
some puzzle about you.”

“Qut of sight, out of mind,” Holly said, joining the conversation. Maybe it would keep her

file:///K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (137 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:51



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

awake.

Robert nodded. “Though it's more than that. We’ve all got something in our heads, like a
dial on an old radio set, that lets us turn down the memories of things we see that don’t
make sense. Some of us turn them down and only remember them at times when we’re
alone. Maybe it’s in the quiet of the night, when we’re lying in bed, looking for sleep, and we
hear a creak we can’t place. Or maybe it's when we’re walking by a boneyard. Others are so
good with that, they can dial those memories right out of their heads.”

“So the story about the crossroads...?” Geordie began.
Robert’s smile widened. “Is one that just won’t go away.”
“But was it you who—"

“Oh, I've been to a crossroads or two in my time,” Robert said. “I’d say they were overrated.
Mysteries often are.”

“Except when they’re not,” Bojo said.

Robert just laughed.

“So, have you ever run into anything like this before?”” Geordie asked.
Both Robert and Bojo shook their heads.

“But there’s a thousand things I've never heard of in this world,” Robert said. “And a
thousand more for each and every one of them. Some days just about everything can
surprise me.”

Geordie nodded. “But this still seems new. I've listened to Christy and Jilly and the prof go
on and on about stuff like this. But not like this, if you know what | mean.”

“I suppose | do. So let me put it this way: Whatever spirit we're dealing with here is
unfamiliar, but the disappearances aren’t.”

“They’re not?”

“Nope. You go back through history and you'll find a long list of large groups of people
disappearing overnight. Armies in China. The Aztec civilizations. Ships in the Bermuda
Triangle. Indian tribes in the American southwest. A village in New England. Another in
Scotland.”

They were all staring at him now. Robert laid his hand upon the strings of his Gibson,
stilling its sound.

“See,” he said, “the thing is this, spirits—certain spirits—thrive on attention. Some swell up
with prayers and rituals. Others have to find more dramatic ways to get us to be mindful to

them. | don’t have an explanation for where the people they take go, or even why the spirits
take them, but it’s happened before.”

Geordie glanced at the kitchen door. They could see Christy leaning on the railing, still
smoking.

“Do they ever come back?” he asked.
Robert hesitated a moment, then shook his head. He waited a few beats, then began another
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twelve-bar blues progression, fingers so light on the strings that they didn’t so much hear the
music as sense its presence.
The bluesman’s final words lay heavy on all of them.

Holly sighed, closing her eyes again, head propped by her arms. Why couldn’t he just have
lied? Left them some hope.

As though he’d read her mind, Robert added, “But like I told Christy earlier, that doesn’t
mean we shouldn’t do our best to find them and bring them back.”

(13 But_,’

“Just because something’s never been done before, doesn’t mean it can’t be done. There’s
always got to be a first time.”

Suzanne Chancey

Coming back to some stranger’s apartment to have a shower wasn’t high on Suzi’s list of
things she would do. But so far, this wasn’t so bad. Aaran was easy to talk to. He might be a
little flirty—she could see his interest every time he looked at her—but he hadn’t actually hit
on her yet. And god, she’d needed a shower.

She came out of the bathroom now, hair tousled and still wet, wearing an oversized Heather
Nova T-shirt under a terrycloth bathrobe. Aaran told her she could keep the T-shirt—"you
wouldn’t believe how much merchandise shows up in the office every week.” The dirty
clothes she’d been wearing and that were in her duffel bag were all in Aaran’s washing
machine.

It was a little bit like heaven.

Aaran came out of the kitchen with a cup of tea for her. “I thought we’d eat in, considering
you don’t have anything to wear.”

“That’s cool,” she told him.
“An omelet sound good?”

She smiled. “You guys and your bachelor food. I think cooking eggs is hardwired into you
from birth.”

“We could have something else.”

“No, I love eggs.” She took a sip of her tea. “Say, would you mind if I checked my e-mail
while you're cooking?”

He gave her a look of surprise.
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“Yes,” she said. “Street people have e-mail. All we need is a Hotmail account and a couple
of bucks for one of the Internet cafés. Hell, some public libraries even offer access for free.”

“Of course. The machine’s over in the corner there.”

Suzi turned and saw the slim notebook computer sitting closed on a beautiful antique
writing desk in a corner of the room. The desk appeared to be mahogany, with turned legs
and little slots for envelopes at the back of the desk’s surface.

“Would you mind connecting to the Net for me?” she asked. “I don’t want to screw
anything up on your machine. Don’t worry,” she added when she saw him looking a little
anxious. “I'll be fine once I'm in a browser. It’s just that every machine seems to be a little
different in how it connects.”

“No problem,” he said.

She followed him over to the desk and watched as he went through the protocols. Finally he
double-clicked on the Explorer icon and the browser window came up to fill the screen.

“There you go,” he said, standing up.
She took the seat. “Thanks.”

She typed in the Hotmail URL and Aaran went back into the kitchen. While she was waiting
for the page to come up, she glanced at the kitchen door, then quickly checked the
“Favorites” drop-down menu, scanning the sites he’d bookmarked.

Okay, she thought. This was another good sign. No porn or weird sex sites. No “My
Favorite Serial Killers” Web sites bookmarked.

Maybe he really was on the level. That'd be a first. But she’d been so dirty and was still so
hungry, that she’d had to take the chance. People just didn’t much care in this city, and
Sundays were the worst for panhandling.

She’d actually been looking forward to this weekend. The week had been rough, but she'd
done well in the Market on Saturday, cadging enough money to splurge on two nights at the
hostel with enough left over for a laundry and a couple of decent meals. If she stuck to the
soup and sandwich specials at the donut shop, that is. It would have left her nothing to start
out the week, but at least she’d have been clean, well-rested, and fed. She would have been
able to spend most of Monday applying for jobs before she’d have to start panhandling
again.

Everything would have been fine except her good fortune hadn’t gone unnoticed. On her
way to the donut shop, a couple of guys dragged her into an alleyway. The knife one of them
stuck in her face had her digging in her pocket and handing over the handful of small bills
and change she’d managed to collect through the day. The one without the knife took the
money. The one with the knife gave her an ugly little grin, then punched her in the stomach
with his free hand.

She stumbled back into some garbage cans, lost her balance, and fell to the ground. By the
time she got up, they were gone.

She supposed she was lucky they hadn’t done worse. Really beat the crap out of her, say. Or
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even raped her. But she didn’t feel lucky last night, huddled in a doorway, stomach sore and
growling with hunger. And she hadn’t felt lucky this morning, either.

So she’d taken the chance with Aaran and it looked like it was paying off. Hell, she might
even take him up on the offer of his sofa for the night.

She took another sip of her tea as she logged onto her Yahoo account. There were a handful
of new messages, but they were all spam. Still nothing from Marie.

Suzi sighed. She’d been so hoping to be able to open the lines of communication with her
little sister again, but it had been almost three months now since that terrible day, and Marie
still wouldn’t respond to either phone calls or e-mail. Suzi wondered if they'd ever talk again.

She could understand Marie being upset. Traumatized even. The two of them had been
sitting around the kitchen in the house Suzi had shared with her husband—so far as she was
concerned, her ex-husband—Darryl. Darryl had been drinking that evening. Nothing hard,
but he’d gone through the six-pack that had been in the fridge. When he came in looking for
another beer and found they were all gone, he’d flown into a rage.

That had been new. Not his anger, but the fact that he wasn’t controlling it in front of
Marie. He was usually so careful when there was anyone else around and he knew Marie
adored him, so he seemed to take special care when she was present. But not that day. That
day he’d backhanded Suzi so hard, he knocked her off her chair. When she started to get up,
he hit her again. Swore at her. Swore at Marie when she started to cry. Told her she’'d get the
same if she didn’t shut up, which only made Marie cry harder.

He took a step toward her, hand lifted, but Suzi’d managed to get in between him and her
little sister. She took the blow. And something snapped inside her. Her fear and weakness
shattered, and she was surprised to find courage waiting for her. Or maybe he’d just pushed
her so far that she was past being afraid or feeling weak. She just didn’t care anymore. Or
maybe it was for Marie, to protect her little sister from the monster that her husband had
become.

Whatever it was, he read something in her face that made him back away. He gave her one
long look, the promise of pain to come lying in his eyes, then he stormed out the front door,
slamming it behind him.

Suzi had turned to Marie then, wanting to comfort her. But Marie pushed her away.
“How could you?” she’d cried. “What did you do to him?”
And then she fled herself. Out the back door.

Suzi had stood for a long time in the kitchen, leaning heavily against the kitchen counter
before she’d finally picked up the phone. She started to dial 911, but then slowly cradled the
receiver. She made her way into the bedroom. Every breath she took made her wince. She’d
taken the old duffel bag that had accompanied her on many a camping trip and stuffed it
with a few essentials. Took the grocery money. Then she left, too.

It wasn’t the first time she’d left her husband. But it was the first time it stuck. The first time
the old love she’d felt for him hadn’t managed to smooth over her hurts and anger. The love
was finally gone.
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But so was any support she should have received. She didn’t know what Darryl had told
their friends and her parents—or maybe it was Marie who had talked to Mom and Dad—
but overnight she seemed to have become a pariah in their eyes.

So she set aside enough money for meals and a couple of nights in a motel, then took a bus
as far as what was left would take her. Which is how she ended up in Newford, basically
broke and all too soon living on the streets. Funny how fast that could happen. Funny how
prospective employers could read your desperation no matter how well you thought you'd
hidden it.

Pimps tried to recruit her, but she’d managed to keep them at bay. She could have worked in
a strip club, but she preferred the indignity of panhandling to dancing naked to a room full
of Darryls.

She rubbed her face, then pinched the bridge of her nose with her forefingers.

Her gaze remained on the computer screen, but she hadn’t really seen it for quite a few
minutes now. She was focused on some far-off, unseen summation of her life that scrolled
by in her mind’s eye.

It was odd, how distanced she felt from it all. Had three months on the street already made
her that hard? It seemed so easy to look at the story of her life as though it belonged to
someone else, as though she was hearing about it, rather than having lived it herself. Is this
what she had to pay to be strong enough to be free? She was happy that she’'d proved
resilient enough to make it on her own—even just living hand-to-mouth the way she did at
the moment—but had to wonder at the cost.

She used to feel things so intensely. And she supposed she still did. But what she felt was now.
The relief of being clean again. The warmth of the tea. The chance to relax for a moment,
instead of having to be focused on her safety in dangerous surroundings.

She couldn’t feel her past in the same way.

She didn’t like Darryl, but she didn’t experience that residue flash of anger or hatred when
she thought about him. She didn’t even feel the fear anymore. She believed that her parents
and Marie had treated her unfairly, but the hurt she felt was intellectual, not in her gut.

How could all of that have just faded?

Sighing again, Suzi tried to put all of this out of her mind and focused on the computer
screen in front of her. She deleted the spam unread, then composed her usual message for
her sister.

| miss you, Marie. Please write.

She sent it and was about to close the browser when a small window popped up in the
middle of the screen. She expected an ad and was already moving the cursor to click on the
little “X”* in its corner when the image registered.

It was a grainy, black-and-white photo of a young, good-looking black man standing in some
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kind of forest that looked like it had been built out of old circuit boards, wire, and other
electronic litter. His face was tilted up so that she felt as though she was looking down at
him from a higher perspective.

She waited to see if anything was going to happen, finger hesitating on the mouse button
that would make the window disappear. But the message, when it started to scroll across the
bottom of the window, wasn’t an ad.

...aaran... help... me... aaran... help...
me...

For a long moment she stared at the words as they continued to scroll across the bottom of
the small window. Finally she raised her gaze to the kitchen door.

“Aaran,” she called.

He popped his head out the door.

“You better come see this,” she said.

She got out of the chair to make room for him in front of the computer.
“What is it?” he asked as he took her place.

But then he looked at the screen, took in the picture, read the words scrolling under it. His
face drained of colour. He turned to her.

“How did... what did you...”
“I didn’t do anything,” Suzi said. “Honest. That window just popped up.”

She bit at her lower lip, trying to figure out what she’d done, why this was freaking him out
so much. He looked like he was about to have a stroke.

“Do... do you know that guy?” she asked.
Aaran gave a slow nod, his gaze returning to the screen.

“His name’s Jackson Hart,” he said. “He works at the paper and... he’s one of the
disappeared.”

“I don’t get you. What are ‘the disappeared’?”

Aaran started to answer, but then shook his head. He got out of the chair and picked up the
TV remote. He switched on the TV, and CNN came up on the screen. Suzi came and sat
beside him on the sofa and tried to make sense out of the bizarre story that the
anchorwoman was reporting.
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Christy

I’'ve come out onto the fire escape for another smoke, but it's mostly just to get away from
all the planning and conversation going on inside.

It's quiet out here, almost peaceful, if it wasn’t for the anxieties pressing on my heart. The
city’s just beginning to wake up—Sunday mornings it always takes its time. Even most of the
stores don’t open until noon. I lean on the railing and look down the alley that runs behind
Holly’s building. Nothing’s moving here, only a cat sniffing at the base of the dumpster
behind Joe’s café, a few buildings down.

| start to take another drag from my cigarette, but pause, my gaze caught by the red ember
burning at its end. It’s funny, how quickly you get back into these things. And what do you
get? A momentary calm. Something to do with your hands. But mostly it leaves your mouth
tasting like crap and you get to carry the stink of the smoke around with you. Lovely. | can
almost see Saskia wrinkling her nose, the frown marks forming between her eyebrows.

| flick the butt away, watch as it explodes in a shower of sparks on the pavement below.
I miss Saskia so much it’s a constant pain in my chest.

I've never had a lot of luck in my relationships—at least not the romantic ones. | always pick
the women who are different, I mean really different. Spirits and ghosts and those that are
just other. But it’s not the same with Saskia, for all her otherness. I mean, we’re all mysteries
to each other anyway, aren’t we? So, she’s a little more mysterious, that’s all.

What | do know is that we’ve made a good life with one another, snugly fitting together the
separate pieces of who we are, but remaining individual at the same time. How often do you
get that in a relationship?

| can’t bear the idea of her being gone forever.

Whoever or whatever’s responsible—man, woman, or some damned spirit in the wires—
they’ll pay.

Funny, I'm beginning to sound like my older brother Paddy. Violence was the way he solved
most of his problems. Me, | prefer to find more peaceful solutions. Usually. But right now...

I guess it’s true that most anybody can go over the edge, if you push them far enough. If you
push them hard enough. Because right now, I just want to hit something. If | had whoever
took Saskia away from me in front of me right now, and there was no way to bring her back,
| think 1 could kill them. I could...

| shake my head. She’s not gone forever, | tell myself. We’'ll get her back, one way or
another. We have to.

I find myself remembering a dream | once had. | was at a book signing, opening a book to
sign it for a reader, and all the words slid off the page and fell onto the floor. A couple of
people were standing to one side—one of them was Aaran Goldstein, The Daily Journal’s
book editor. He turned to whoever he was with and said, “I’ve always said that his words
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don’t really have any staying power.”

It has nothing to do with my life right at this moment, except for the helplessness 1 felt in
the dream.

| stand and stare down the alley, watching Joe from the café down the street step out his
back door to throw a garbage bag in the dumpster. The cat that was there earlier is long
gone. The door closes with a bang behind Joe as he goes back inside.

I listen to the other sounds of the city, the traffic over on Williamson, a distant siren, but it
hardly registers.

I think of Saskia.
The world of hurt I carry twists inside my chest again.
Eventually, I light up another smoke.

Aaran

“So what does any of this have to do with you?” Suzi asked, finally turning away from the
screen to face Aaran where he sat on the other end of the sofa.

Aaran muted the sound on the TV and regarded her for a long moment. Sometimes when
he looked at her—surreptitiously, when her attention was focused on something else, rather
than like this—an unaccountable feeling rose up to collide with the other, more earthy,
hunger of his libido.

He didn’t know exactly what it was, but he could feel it now. There was this subtle
something different about her that set her apart from the other people he knew. Something
that rose from her like an almost visible aura. If he had to describe what it felt like, the first
word that came to mind was blue—a warm, electric blue, if that was possible with such an
inherently cool colour.

Maybe it had something to do with him seeing her through this growing infatuation he had
for her. Maybe it was her living the way she did. He couldn’t remember ever really talking to
a street person before, never mind spending this much time with one. But whatever it was,
she seemed to have a different take on everything, a different way of looking at the most
simple thing. Like with this business on CNN.

She didn’t seem to be in the least perturbed by what she’d just seen on the TV screen.
Maybe once you were homeless, events beyond the ragged borders of your street life didn’t
really register anymore. Or matter. But it mattered to him. And the longer he sat here
thinking about it, thinking of the enormity of what he’d gotten himself involved with, the
more of a need he had to talk to someone about it.
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Suzi was here. She was also so divorced from any other part of his life, that talking with her
felt like it would be easier than with someone he actually knew. And it wasn'’t like there was
anyone else he could turn to. But he had to talk about it.

“It’s all my fault,” he said.
“I don't get it.”

“That guy in the computer,” Aaran said, jerking his head to the desk. “I got him to run a
virus to bring down this Web site called the Wordwood.”

“| still don’t follow you.”

“Something must have gone wrong. Don’t you see? All those people got sucked into their
computers. | knew this was connected to the virus the first time | heard about it. | just knew
it. Jackson sitting there in my notebook only confirms it.”

“That’s not a person,” Suzi said. “It’s just an image—and not a very good one, either.”

“No. He’s in there. Maybe not in my notebook, per se, but somewhere in the Internet. They
all are. Jackson told me about these, | don’t know, things that live in the wires. They're like
voodoo gods or spirits or something. And they don’t like people messing around with them.
They don’t even like people talking about them.”

He could see what she was thinking, how she thought he was crazy. She was probably
seriously regretting that her clothes were still in the dryer and she couldn’t just bolt from the
apartment. He didn’t blame her. He felt a little crazy himself,

“Hold on a minute,” Suzi said. “First of all, nothing lives on the Internet. That’s just
impossible. And secondly—"" She pointed to the muted TV screen. “Nobody’s saying
anything about computers on the news. When you cut through all the bullshit, they’re not
really saying much of anything.”

“And you know what makes me feel the worst about all of this?”” Aaran went on as though
she hadn’t spoken. “His landlady told me that he used to admire me. I'm such a shit.”

“Listen to me,” Suzi said. “Computers don’t swallow people.”
“Then where did they go?”

“I have no idea. But they're not on the Internet.”

“But these spirits...”

“Web sites are set up by people,” Suzi said. “Living, breathing people, no different from you
or me.”

Aaran shook his head. “I don’t know...”

Neither of them said anything for a time. They sat on the sofa, watching the talking heads on
the silent TV screen. The dryer stopped its cycle in the laundry room and Suzi got up. She
took her clean, dry clothes into the bedroom and closed the door. A few minutes later she
came back out again. Aaran noted that she was still wearing the T-shirt he’d give her under a
zippered fleece jersey.

“Okay,” Suzi said as she sat down beside him again. “Let’s not talk about where these
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people have gone or spooky Web sites because we’re never going to agree on that. Instead,
let’s deal with where you're at. You feel responsible. So what are you going to do?”

“What can | do?”
“Well... you could go the police and tell them what you’ve told me.”

Aaran nodded. “And they'd believe me as much as you do. I know how crazy it sounds. To
tell you the truth, I don’t know if I even believe what I've been saying.”

“No,” Suzi said. “You don't talk about boogiemen on the Internet. You talk about the site.
How this guy—"

“Jackson Hart.”

“How Jackson Hart brought it down with a virus. How maybe the people running the site
have found some weird way to take their revenge on him.”

“Not to mention how many hundreds of other people.”

She shook her head. “No, just stay focused with this. Talk about what you do know.
Nothing more. Let them make connections and try to sort it out.”

“I'll probably spend the rest of my life in jail by admitting to any kind of involvement. This
is a big deal now. Way bigger than anything | was really trying to do.”

“But all those people...”
Aaran bent over, his hands against his face.
“I know,” he said, his voice muffled.

How had it come to this? It had seemed so simple a week or so ago—just a way to get back
at Saskia and her too-cool crowd.

“Well,” Suzi said. “I guess the other thing you could do is contact the people who run the
site. Do you know who they are?”

“Not really...”

*“You must know something about them to have enough of a grudge to have your friend
write a virus that would take down their Web site.”

Aaran sighed. He really didn’t want to get into any of this. But he felt committed now,
having told Suzi as much as he had. Besides, what would it matter? It wasn'’t like they knew
anybody in common. What made him hesitate was that he didn’t just want to get into her
pants anymore. However improbable it might seem to anyone who knew him—including
himself—he was beginning to care about what she thought of him. But he was into this too
far to hold back now.

“It wasn’t with them, per se,” he said. “There’s just this woman. She treated me like shit and
then she got all her friends to do the same.”

Suzi gave him a funny look. “I know how that feels.”
“You do?”

“Maybe we’ll have time to exchange war stories later, seeing how we’re sharing all these
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confidences. Right now let’s focus on the problem at hand.”

Aaran sighed again. “God, | feel like such a shit. When | think of all those people... it makes
me feel like a monster.”

“Did you ever hit a woman or a kid?” Suzi asked. “Did you ever beat on someone not as
strong as you? Someone you should have been protecting?”

He shook his head.

“Then you're not so bad.” She smiled. “Or at least not entirely bad. So tell me what this ex-
girlfriend of yours—I’m assuming she’s an ex?—"

Aaran nodded.
“What do she and her friends have to do with what’s happening now?”

“They were all really into this Wordwood site,” Aaran explained. “So | thought a way to get
back at them would be to have Jackson take the site down with a virus. I wasn’t planning
anything permanent—and certainly not on this scale. It was just supposed to be an
inconvenience.”

“But you don’t know any of the people who actually own the site?”

“I'm not sure who's running it now, but one of the people who started it up lives here in
town.”

“Then start with him.”

“It’s a her. She owns a bookstore up on the north side.”

“Then we should start with her.”

“I guess...”

Suzi stood up. “So come on.”

“What, now?”

“Why put it off? Is it okay if | leave my stuff here till we get back?”
Aaran pushed himself up from the sofa and gave her a puzzled look.
“You're coming with me?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Why?”

She smiled. “I've got a bunch of reasons. The first is, well, you seem to be a pretty good guy.
I know you'd like to jump my bones—oh, don’t deny it. You don’t think I can tell from the
way you've been looking at me? But the thing is, you’ve been polite and you haven’t pushed
or anything. After what my life’s been like for the past few months, | appreciate that.”

Aaran was going to protest, but then he simply shrugged. He’d started out with the truth
when they started talking about Jackson. He might as well stick with it.

“Secondly,” Suzi went on, “I get the feeling you don’t have a whole lot of friends, and |
know what that’s like, as well. Especially when people you thought were your friends turn on
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you.

Aaran caught something, not so much in her voice, as passing over her features, that told
him there was more to it than that. A world of more. He wanted to ask her about it. He
wanted to know why this whole conversation, why everything about Suzi was making him the
feel the way he did. He’d never talked to anyone the way he was talking to her.

“I wasn’t all that nice to her, either,” he said instead. “To Saskia, | mean. The woman | was
trying to get back at when | started all of this.”

“But we've already established that you weren’t hitting her or anything, right?”
“Words can be almost as hurtful,” Aaran said.
Suzi's eyes clouded. “Yeah, don’t | know that. But you regret it now, don’t you?”

Aaran nodded. Surprisingly, he actually did. Not because of the trouble it had ended up
getting him into, but because it had been wrong.

“Who are you anyway?” he said. “You’ve got me saying things and feeling things no one else
ever has.”

She smiled. “Maybe I'm your guardian angel. | mean, we're all supposed to have them, right?
But who says they have to be these celestial beings floating around with harps and halos?
Maybe they’re just someone you happen to meet by chance and that meeting changes your
life. Hell, if that’s the case, maybe you’re my guardian angel because I’'m sure feeling a lot
more human than | have in a long time. You know, being able to have a conversation like
this where the other person doesn’t think you’re just some loser or freak.”

Aaran could only shake his head.

“Which brings me to my last reason,” she said. “I’ve been living on the streets for three
months now. | know that’s not a long time in the overall scheme of things, but when you're
actually doing it, it feels like forever. Every damn day feels like forever. And the worst of it is
how you just feel so worthless. But | don’t feel like that right now. I feel like I'm helping
you, that you appreciate my support, and that makes me feel like maybe I'm not as useless as
people make me feel when I'm trying to get a job or panhandling.”

She paused. “I’'m talking too much, aren’t 1?”
“No. And you're right on all accounts. But let’s eat first and then I'll call a cab.”
“Let’s take the bus. Does it go as far as we need to go?”

Aaran nodded. “We can take the subway up as far as Alicia and Moore and transfer from
there. But what’s wrong with a cab?”

“We'll probably still be talking about all of this and when you're in a cab, you don’t think the
driver’s listening to every word you say?”

“But there’ll be even more people on public transport.”

“That’s true,” she said. “But only ten percent of them actually pay any attention to what the
people around them are talking about. We'll just sit among the other ninety percent.”

“And we’ll know the difference because...?”
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“I'm good at noticing that kind of thing.”

Aaran laughed. “Okay. You want to make some toast while I finish cooking us brunch?”
“Love to,” she said as she trailed into the kitchen behind him.

She touched his arm before he could pick up the whisk to beat the eggs.

“This’ll all work out,” she said. “That’s why doing the right thing is always the right thing to
do.”

“We'll see,” he told her. “But these people dislike me something fierce. And...” He
hesitated, then added, “I guess with good cause.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

Aaran shook his head. He couldn’t believe this woman. She was living under the worst
circumstances he could imagine—penniless, homeless, and apparently, though he found this
hard to believe, friendless—and yet she was still so upbeat and positive.

“I'm beginning to really like you,” he said.

“It’s always good to be liked,” Suzi told him, “but don’t go getting any ideas. It could never
work out between us.”

“Why not?”

“Because no matter what happened, I'd always be the homeless woman you took in off the
street. That simple truth would lie under everything else. You don’t think it would matter,
but you’d never forget it either.”

Aaran started to protest.
“And neither would 1,” she added.

Christy

It's midmorning and we're still playing the waiting game, killing time until Estie and the rest
of Holly’s computer friends show up. Dick’s finally come out of his room, but it's only to go
downstairs and dust the already immaculate bookshelves. It's how he deals, Holly says. The
rest of us sit around in the kitchen, drinking too much coffee and tea while Robert noodles
on his guitar, though for me to call it noodling is a real injustice. Somehow he can take the
most simple progressions and infuse them with all these layers of nuance and meaning. |
know that. I know he’s good. Normally I'd be captivated, but today the magic he’s waking
from that old Gibson of his just disappears into the background, the way everything else that
doesn’t concern Saskia does.

Occasionally one of us starts to talk, and somebody else joins in, but after a few moments
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the conversation always comes around to the problem at hand, and there’s nothing new we
can add to that. All we can do is speculate. Too much speculation and you begin to feel
crazy.

We end up with a lot of big holes in the conversation—not the comfortable kind you have
when you're together with friends, but they aren’t entirely uncomfortable, either. They're
just... periods of waiting. Stretches of silence, where time slows down until minutes feel like
days and hours never seem to finish. But it's not like we can really do anything. Everything
we can do has already been done. It wasn’t much. We cleared all the books out of the dining
room and got the old computer out of the basement and set it up on the table in there.
Checked to make sure it’s still working. Plugged the modem in and checked it as well,
though not by logging on to the Wordwood site.

And that was it. Now there’s nothing to do but wait.

I’'m not good at waiting, so | keep coming out here onto the fire escape. I'm not entirely sure
why. Having yet another smoke is only an excuse, it’s not the reason. | don’t think I'm
specifically trying to avoid the people inside. After all, Geordie’s my brother, Holly’s a very
dear friend, and I've really come to like Dick over the past year. The two strangers to me,
Bojo and Robert, are the kind of people I'd normally want to listen to for hours, taking
notes in my head while they talk. But right now I can’t seem to spend more than ten minutes
sitting with the group of them in the kitchen before | start getting all antsy and have to come
out here on the fire escape again.

| hear the screen door open behind me and turn to see Geordie coming out to join me.
“How are you holding up?” he asks.
I shrug. “Okay, considering.”

He leans on the railing beside me and looks off down the alley the way I've been doing for
the past few hours whenever I've been out here. Mostly nothing happens except for that one
scrawny alley cat making his rounds, and people from the shops that back onto the alley
stepping out for a smoke, or throwing their garbage into the dumpster. Once, a couple of
kids in their late teens did a furtive exchange at the far end of the alley, standing close to
each other, looking about as suspicious as you can as one of them passed something to
another. Probably a drug deal. But who knows? Maybe they were just trading a different kind
of crack—registration codes for bootlegged software. Though you’d expect them to do that
on-line.

“It’s funny,” Geordie says after we've been standing there awhile, “but I'm not even tired.”
“I know what you mean,” | tell him. “It’s been a long time since I've pulled an all-nighter.”

Geordie nods. “I've got that taste in my mouth and a bit of a burn behind my eyes, but
that’s about it. | keep expecting to crash, but | guess the adrenaline’s still got me firing on all
cylinders.” He gives me a small humourless smile. “Even though we’re all just waiting
around like this, doing nothing.”

I think about what I can add to that and come up empty. I consider lighting up another
cigarette, but that doesn’t have any immediate appeal either. The silence starts to drag out,
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but before it becomes uncomfortable, we hear the door open again. I turn and think there’s
no one there until I lower my gaze and see Dick standing in the doorway, looking anxious. It
must be hard to get noticed sometimes, when you’re barely two feet tall, never mind having
that whole “most people can’t see you” fairy thing going for you.

“Master and Master Riddell,” he says. “Mistress Holly says you’'d better come quick.”

I squat on my haunches so that I'm not towering over him.

“What'’s happening?” | ask. “Is Estie here?”

I’'m surprised that we hadn’t heard them arrive—or at least Snippet’s welcoming barks.

He shakes his head. “Other guests have come,” he says. He hesitates, then adds, “Maybe not
so welcome.”

I don't like the sound of that at all.

When he turns, Geordie and | follow him through an empty kitchen, then down the stairs
where we can hear voices ahead. | don’t know who I’'m expecting as we step into the store,
but if I'd had to guess, Aaran Goldstein would have been the last person on the list. He’s
standing just inside the front door by the recent arrivals shelf with a briefcase in his hand
and a pretty girl I don’t recognize at his side. She’s short and slender and | can’t place her
age. Her blonde spiky hair, the faded green cargo pants and grey hooded jersey make her
look younger than | feel she is. What | do know is that she’s not the kind of person I'd
expect to see in Aaran’s company.

Holly and Bojo are talking to them, with Snippet staring at them from around Holly’s legs. |
have to look around to find Robert. He’s standing down one of the aisles, just out of the line
of vision of Aaran and his friend.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Geordie says as we approach the group.

He’s got a glare fixed on Aaran, and | can hear the anger in his voice. I give him a surprised
look. Geordie’s such an easygoing guy that | can’t remember the last time | actually heard
him raise his voice. But he’s loyal almost to a fault, and | guess the way Aaran’s treated both
Saskia and me over the years just pushes all the wrong buttons, even for a gentle soul like my
brother.

Then we find out what Aaran’s been telling the others, and | have to put a hand on
Geordie’s arm as he takes a sudden step forward.

“Let him talk,” I say. “It’s not like he meant for this to get as out of hand as it has.”

I'm surprised to find myself defending him. It's funny. Aaran’s such an officious little prick,
and I've never liked him, but | can’t even seem to find the energy to get mad at him right
now. And there | was, out on the fire escape a few hours ago, ready to do physical harm to
whoever was responsible for this nightmare. | guess in the end I’'m more like Geordie usually
is than like our older brother Paddy was.

Geordie gives me a surprised look. “But—"

I shake my head. “No. This isn’t about bad reviews or how much we hate to see dipstick
here strutting around like he owns the world. This is about Saskia. It’s her life that’s at stake
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and I'd deal with the devil if that’s what it'll take to get her back.”

“Not sure I'd recommend that,” Robert says stepping out of the aisle where he’s been
standing. “Dealing with the devil,” he clarifies. “I’'m behind you on every other count.”

We go upstairs and crowd into the kitchen, bringing in extra chairs from the dining room so
that everyone can have a seat. The woman with Aaran is Suzi Chancey, a street person he’s
just met today. For those of us who know Aaran—which would be Holly, Geordie and
myself—the idea that Aaran would stop to talk to a street person, never mind bring them
home, is almost as surprising as finding Aaran knocking on Holly’s door. What doesn’t
surprise us is what we learn when he goes back through his whole story and we find out why
he was getting this Jackson Hart fellow to sic a virus on the Wordwood site. That's the pure,
mean-spirited Aaran Goldstein we know, through and through.

But I'll give him this. He seems genuinely regretful for what he’s done—especially when he
finds out that Saskia was one of the victims.

“Wait a minute,” Suzi says to us. “Are you trying to tell me that you actually believe that
people have disappeared into the Internet?”

“I know what I saw,” | tell her.

“And if pixies can come out of the Internet,” Holly adds, “I’'m not surprised that people can
get trapped in it.”

That comment requires a sidebar. Neither Aaran nor Suzi seem completely convinced by
Holly’s story, though when Dick does his sudden “I've been here all along” pop into view, I
can see the cogs of reconsideration start to turn in their heads.

Bojo, Geordie, and Robert have been quiet through all of this. Geordie still has his mad on.
He sits at the table, arms crossed, obviously distrustful of Aaran and his motives for coming
here. Bojo’s relaxed, slouched in his chair and giving the appearance that he’s only barely
paying attention, but I get the sense he’s not missing a thing. I notice that Robert hasn’t
touched his guitar since we came back to the kitchen and | wonder about that, just as |
wonder about why he stayed out of sight when Aaran and Suzi first arrived. I guess if the
stories about him are true, he wants to be cautious about who hears his music, and whom
they might tell.

At one point Aaran takes his laptop out of his briefcase and shows us the image of Jackson
Hart that had appeared on his screen while Suzi had been using the machine to check her e-
mail. He’d saved it as an HTML document so that he could bring it back up at any time,
even when the computer’s off-line.

Bojo sits up then and gives the grainy image a careful study before slouching back in his
chair.

“Recognize the place?” Robert asks.
Bojo shakes his head. “But there’s not much to go by from that picture.”
“Why would he recognize it?” Suzi asks.
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He smiles. “I travel a lot.”

I can tell she feels she’s missing things here, that there are undercurrents she’s not getting.
And let’s face it, there are. When she introduced herself, telling us so forthrightly how she
lives on the street, almost making it a challenge, | think she expected us all to tell her more
about ourselves in return. But no one did. For my part, | just wondered, why’s she with
Aaran? And what's her stake in all of this?

I can accept Good Samaritanism—I wish the world had a lot more of it—but she came in a
package with Aaran Goldstein, and while I'm willing to hear him out—hopefully to find
something that will help us reclaim Saskia and the others—I don’t particularly like or trust
him now any more than | ever have. Maybe it should be different, but the sad truth is, you're
always judged by the company you keep.

There’s more talk and we finally start drifting into speculation again. I’'m just about to make
another retreat to the fire escape when we hear a banging on the front door downstairs.
Snippet jumps up from under Holly’s chair and goes to the head of the stairs, ears twitching,
a small growl rumbling in her chest. | glance at the wall clock. It’s a quarter to twelve.

“Maybe this’ll be Estie,” Holly says as she gets up to go have a look.

Snippet goes down the stairs, claws clattering on the wood, with Holly right behind her.
Bojo waits a beat, then seems to not so much rise as drift out of his chair to follow them.
The rest of us wait in the kitchen. From the happy sounds that come from downstairs, it’s
obvious that the welcome the new arrivals are getting is far different from Aaran and Suzi’s.
Bojo reappears and returns to his chair, dropping back into his slouch as though he’d never
gotten up in the first place. Moments later, Holly leads her friends into the kitchen and for a
few minutes chaos reigns as introductions are made all around.

Sarah Taylor—Estie—turns out to be a tall, dark-haired woman with grave eyes and an air of
quiet grace. Her girlish voice on the phone last night had put such a different image in my
head that | wouldn’t have come close to recognizing her today without an introduction. She
gives me a warm, sympathetic smile when we shake hands.

“Have you heard anything from your friend?” she asks.
| shake my head. “But we’ve got some new leads.”

The dark-haired Hispanic man standing beside her perks up at that. I've already heard him
introduced as Raul Flores, which would make him Benny Davis’s boyfriend, Benny being
the one of the Wordwood founders who disappeared while on-line with Estie.

“What have you heard?” he asks.

| start to answer, but then Holly’s introducing me to someone else. | see Estie put her hand
on Raul’s arm. She leans over to him and murmurs something in his ear, and he nods, but
with obvious reluctance. | don’t blame him. If someone had even a scrap of information
about Saskia, I’d say be damned to politeness and want to know right away as well.

But Holly’s introducing me to Tom Pace—the one they call Tip—and | don’t have the
chance to tell Raul what we’ve found out so far. Tip’s taller than me, a lean and lanky
throwback to the old hippie days with his ponytail hanging past his shoulders and long,
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wispy beard. His eyes are serious, peering at me from behind wire-framed glasses, and his
features are thoughtful, but I can tell by the laugh lines around his eyes that he’s not always
like this.

The last of the newcomers is Claudette Saint-Martin, a full-figured black woman in a
business suit with a delightful French accent. Apparently she was on her way to work when
she got the call from Estie and simply had the cab she was in take her to the airport instead
of the office where she’d originally been bound.

There’s not nearly enough room in the kitchen, so we take what chairs we need and set up

command central in the dining room where the computer’s waiting for us. The newcomers
are startled when Dick seems to appear out of nowhere, but while they’re plainly intrigued,

they’re too polite to ask about him. Holly and Bojo bring in a new round of coffee, tea, and
soft drinks as we get settled. There’s a lot of cross-conversation, different people talking at
once, but somehow everybody gets brought up to date.

An awkward silence follows the revelation that Aaran was responsible for the virus that
started all of this, and all heads turn in his direction. | actually feel sorry for him, but Suzi’s
the one who speaks up for him.

“Okay,” she says. “So he messed up. Didn’t any of you ever mess up? And at least he’s had
the balls to come here to try and make amends.”

I notice that Holly’s friends aren’t particularly impressed with that. They don’t seem too
taken with Suzi herself, either, but | don’t have to wonder about that. She seems very nice—
too nice to be in Aaran’s company, and that’s the problem. Aaran’s not exactly on anybody’s
favorite people list that I know, though I have to say he’s doing a very good job of acting
like a normal person today. Maybe he really is sorry about what he’s done and genuinely
wants to make up for how badly he’s messed things up.

Then the conversation turns to the mechanics of how they set up the original Wordwood
site and speculations on how they might be able to recapture those original configurations.
Estie reaches into her purse and pulls out a stack of floppy disks held together with a rubber
band.

“I managed to dig out my copy of the first back-up we did,” she says.

“That’s good,” Tip says. “I couldn’t find mine. But the thing is, if there is an actual spirit in
the Wordwood, won't it have evolved since it was first created? I’'m not sure there’s any
point in starting at the beginning again.”

“What we really need to do,” Claudette puts in, “is establish some sort of communication
with whomever or whatever is running the show on the other end of that URL.”

“You don’t have to play coy,” Estie says. “Nor with anybody that’s here. We all know we’re
dealing with the spirit that lives in the Wordwood.”

“But we don’t know what it is,” Holly says.

Claudette nods. “That’s true. But we still have to find some way to contact it.”

“Except basics is still the best place to start,” Raul says. “You strip away all the fancy flash
and plug-ins, and everything’s still built on that original HTML you guys wrote way back

file:///K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (155 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:51



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

when.”

I listen to them brainstorm, but even with all the research I've been doing lately, they soon
get so esoteric that they lose me. After a while | turn to Holly who's sitting beside me,
Snippet asleep on her lap.

“Are you following any of this?” | ask.

She shakes her head. “Even though we used my computer to initially set up the site, | was
always just one of the content people. Back in those days, all I did was collect the material
and pass it on to one of the others to format. I've since learned to do HTML, but I don’t
really understand it.”

On the other side of Holly, Claudette turns around and grins.
“That’s because you never tried,” she says. “And besides—"
“I had you all to do it for me,” Holly finishes.

It's obviously an old joke between them.

I listen awhile longer, then go out onto the fire escape for another smoke. When | return,
the conversation’s in another lull. Raul and Tip are studying the picture of Jackson Hart on
Aaran’s laptop. Estie’s loading the data from her floppy discs onto Holly’s old 386.
Everybody else is just sitting around, looking tired.

| try not to let my frustration show, but none of this seems to be getting us anywhere. | want
to say, let’s just get on with it. Hook the damn computer up to the Internet and let’s go.

Except | don’t know where to go any more than the others do.
That’s when Bojo clears his throat.

“I don't know much about computers,” he says, when he’s got everybody’s attention, “so
correct me if I'm heading down the wrong road here. But this virus that got sent to the
Wordwood site—does it work the same way that a virus you or | could get would work?”

There’s a moment’s silence, then Estie shakes her head.
“Not really,” she says. “This is something that only affects computers.”

“The software, to be precise,” Tip adds. “You know, the protocols that tell the hardware
how to work and where to look for information. It doesn’t physically affect the hardware,
except that your operating system doesn’'t know where to find it anymore—depending on
how the virus was set up, of course.”

Bojo nods. “I was just thinking, when someone gets sick among my people, we use herbs
and cures... the way your doctors will prescribe antibiotics. So | thought if a computer virus
worked in the same way, maybe there might be some sort of an antivirus we could send to
the Wordwood site to combat the virus that Hart created to bring it down.”

The computer experts among us exchange glances.

“Maybe,” Estie says slowly. “If we knew what the virus was...”

“We’d need to get into Hart's computer,” Claudette says. “But what are the chances of that?
The police have probably impounded it by now.”
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Raul nods. “Or at least sealed off his apartment because it’s a crime scene. We'd never be
able to get in.”

“I think I can help with that,” Aaran says.

Everybody turns to look at him.

“I mean, so long as the police really haven't taken it away.”
“I thought you hardly knew him,” | say.

“I don’t. But his landlady seems to like me, and if I told her it would help us bring him back,
| think she’d let us in.”

I look at Estie. “What do you think?”

“It’s hard to say without actually seeing what he’s written,” she says. “But | like this a lot
better than trying to sort out mystical mumbo jumbo. At least | understand programming
languages.”

“So some of us can work on that,” I say, “while the rest of us can work on trying to set up
some kind of communication with the spirit that runs the site.”

“And if we can’t get it to come to us,” Robert says, speaking up for the first time, “maybe
we can go to it.”

His words hang at the table for a long moment, and everybody just looks at him.

“You're talking about a place, right?” Robert asks. “Am | hearing this right? You're saying
that this spirit’s got its own place, out there in the wires somewhere?”

“I suppose...” Estie says. “l mean, there’s the Wordwood site.”
“And that’s on the Internet? Or at least it’s in some computer connected to the Internet?”

“Well, logically...” Tip begins, but then he laughs. “What am | saying? There’s nothing
logical about this. You're right. The files that make up the Wordwood site should be housed
in a computer somewhere. But that’s where the site got really strange. Not only did it
develop this personality of its own, but it also disappeared from the computers where we
were storing it.”

“And took up residence out on the Internet somewhere?” Robert asks.

“I don’t see how that’s possible,” Claudette says. “It’s got to be housed in a physical
computer. There’s no physical place for it in the wires or satellite feeds or however people
access the Web.”

“Tell that to the people that have disappeared,” Estie says.
Claudette nods. “Point taken. Not understood, but taken.”

Something starts niggling at the back of my mind. A conversation | had, maybe. I’'m not sure
what. | start to think out loud, hoping to catch the memory unaware.

“The way | see it,” | say, “is that these spirits might use the Internet as a means of getting
from one place to another—travelling pretty much the same as the data we send—~but they
exist somewhere else. And if I had to guess, I'd say it was between.”
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That’s not quite it, but | can almost taste myself coming up on that elusive memory.
“I don't follow that,” Estie says.

“Between is where magic is strongest,” | explain. “The spaces between one thing and another.
Not day or night, but dusk or dawn. Not the land on either side of a river, but the bridge
that connects them. The boat that will take you from one side to the other.”

“So you're saying that the Wordwood site exists someplace in between the routes we use to
connect our computers to the ISPs housing Web sites?”

I nod. And now I've got the memory that had just been out of reach.

“And what’s more magical than the spiritworld?” I say. “Just before Saskia disappeared, she
was telling me about a conversation she had with... with a friend of ours. It doesn’t matter
who. But this friend believes that the Wordwood site exists in the spiritworld. Or at least
that it can be accessed through the spiritworld. I don’t know how | could have forgotten
that.”

“The spiritworld,” Claudette repeats.

| see Geordie giving me a puzzled look. I want to tell him that Saskia was talking to my
shadow, but that’s something I don’t even want to start to get into with this group. They're
all looking at me with varying levels of confusion.

“Not the spiritworld, Master Riddell,” Dick says. He blushes when everyone looks at him,
but gamely goes on. “The spiritworld isn’t between. But the borderlands are.”

Bojo nods. “And the borderlands can take you anywhere—so long as you know what you're
looking for.”

“These are actual places?” Estie asks.

“Oh, yeah,” Robert tells her. “You don’t get more actual. Some people will even tell you that
this world we’re living in is just one echo of what you'll find across the borders.”

After telling his own story, Aaran’s been sitting quietly through all of the various
conversations we've been having around the table. But he leans forward now, his gaze fixed
on me.

“And is that a place you can take us?” he asks. “We can go there and get these people back?”

“I can't,” | say. “But | know people who can cross over. The big problem’s going to be
figuring out where to go once we do cross over. You can’t begin to imagine how vast the
spiritworld is.”

Suzi laughs. “I can’t even imagine it.”
That wakes smiles from many sitting around the table.

“You don’t have to go looking for more people to bring into this,” Robert says. “What
you're talking about now is pretty much my own take on the problem. | can’t see people
disappearing into a machine. But if that machine’s a gate into the otherworld? Oh, yeah.
That’s more than possible.” He looks from me to Bojo, to Dick. “And it makes sense,
doesn’t it?”
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“Now wait a minute,” Claudette starts. “I can’t believe any of you are taking this fairy-tale
nonsense seriously. What we need is a real solution to—"

But Raul puts his hand on her arm.

“Let’s hear this out,” he says. “I’'m willing to listen to anything that offers up a chance of
getting Benny back.” He turns his attention to Robert. “You can do this? You can get us
into this place?”

Robert nods. “Like Bojo said. | don’t know much about computers either. But | know the
spiritworld. | figure between those of us who’ve got some familiarity with the place, we
won'’t be shooting completely blind.”

He looks to Dick who gives a sad, negative shake of his head.

“Not me,” he says. “I’'ve no sense of direction and I've never gone very far into the
borderlands.” He shoots Holly an apologetic look. “Hobs hardly ever do.”

Robert’s gaze travels on to Bojo.

“I'd need more to go on than guesswork,” he says. “Christy wasn’t exaggerating,” he adds,
looking up and down the dining room table. “It’s a big place. Anything you've ever
imagined, exists somewhere in there. And that goes for everyone who's ever lived—they
might die and travel on, but the places and people they imagined stay behind. There are
worlds upon worlds upon worlds in there. They’re not all hospitable. And they’re mostly
dangerous. And the borderlands are even more confusing for those who don’t know exactly
where they’re going.”

“I might be able to call up the right door,” Robert says. “Everything’s got its own signature,
and I've been hearing enough about this place that I figure I can find a piece of music that’ll
get us close, if not right to where we want to go. Though it’s not something I care to work
on for too long.”

“Why’s that?” Estie asks.

Robert shrugs. “Let’s just say that there are all kinds of spirits over there on the other side of
the veil separating this world from the otherworld and not all of them have taken a liking to
me. They know the sound of my Gibson. They know my signature—the way | pull a tune
from its strings. | play too long and they’ll come sniffing around. And when they come, we’'ll
be in a whole mess of new trouble.”

“You get us close,” Bojo says, “And I'll take us the rest of the way. | don’t need music.”

“Just like that,” Claudette says. “We’re just going to up and step into Never-Never Land,
following you like you're the Pied Piper.”

“You’re mixing up your fairy tales,” Holly says.
“You know what | mean.”
“Once we get there,” Tip asks. “Can you bring us back again?”

Bojo hesitates, but he nods. “Like someone once said, there and back again. But only so long
as you do what I say and stick to the paths I take you on. Take even one step off the way |
lay out for you, just to look at a flower or pick up some bauble that catches your eye, and |
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might never be able to find you again.”
“Though something else might,” Robert says.
“Why are you trying to scare us?” Tip asks.

“Because it’s dangerous,” Robert tells him. “Truth is, I'd just as soon none of you go, but once
we get there, we're going to need at least one person that’s familiar with this spirit.”

“But none of us are really familiar with it,” Estie says. “None of us know what it really is.
I’'m not trying to back out of this,” she adds. “It’s just... we know computers. We know this
world.” She looks at her friends. “None of us know about spirits and... you know, magic.”

“You've talked to it,” Robert says.
He’s not asking a question, but Estie and the others nod in response all the same.

“So that'll be a job for one of you,” Robert tells them. “To recognize the spirit and put your
case to it. The others are going to go to Hart's apartment to see if they can figure out a way
to undo his virus.”

“What about Saskia?” I ask. “And the other disappeared?”

“If we're right,” Robert says, “and this spirit's made a hidey-hole for the Wordwood site on
the other side, then I don’t figure it takes much guesswork to expect we’ll find them there, as
well.”

“You said none of the people from these other mass disappearances ever came back,” Holly
says.

“That’s right. I did say that. But I also said that shouldn’t stop us from trying. And who
knows? Maybe some folks did escape before, but they just didn’t want to go around talking
about it after. Time was that every big story didn’t have to end up on the news. Some people
like to keep things to themselves.”

“Or maybe they turned the radio dials in their heads way down,” Holly says, “and just made
themselves forget.”

Robert smiles. “Maybe so.” He looks around the table. “So now you need to decide. Who's
coming with us, who's going to Hart’s apartment, who's staying to hold the fort. Those of
you who are going, you're going to need travelling gear: good footwear and at least a couple
of pairs of socks. Clothes that can take some hard living. Bedding. Water. Food. Don’t
forget a hat.”

“What about weapons?” Raul asks.

“Bring what you want. But I'll warn you, keep it simple. A lot of things made in this world
don’t work the same on the other side. It’s iffy in the borderlands, but if we have to go into
the spiritworld itself, you'll find no use for a compass, or a walkie-talkie, and you can just
plain forget about your fancy automatic pistols and the like.”

“You really think we can do this?”” Geordie asks.

“I don't know,” Robert tells him. “But at least you'll be doing something. The way it stands
now, you don’t know how to bring all these people back from wherever they've been taken
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—at least not from this end. But maybe, if we can get you to the right place, you can work it
out from the other end.”

| stand up.
“What time is it?” | ask.
Raul looks at his watch. “Almost four-thirty.”

| didn’t realize we’d been talking that long. No one says anything for another long moment
and then | realize something.

“Why’s everybody looking at me?” | ask.

Robert smiles. “The troops need a general.”

“I'd think you’d be better suited than me.”

He shakes his head. “I’'m not good with people.”

“What makes you think I am?”

“You can be,” Geordie puts in. “I’'m with Robert on this.”

Holly agrees, which has Bojo and Dick nodding their assent. Then one by one the others
agree as well, even Aaran.

I sigh. I don’t feel prepared for this. It’s not like I've got a military mindset or have ever
coordinated anything more than a book signing before. But then | think of Saskia. Lost
somewhere. Counting on me.

“Okay,” | say. “Here’s how we’ll do it.”
| divide us up into teams.

Dick’s too nervous to come across into the spiritworld—that’s easy enough to tell. I know
he’d come if Holly was going, but with Bojo and Robert, | figure we already have the experts
we need for the trip, so | have him stay at the store with Holly and Geordie. Geordie
protests until I tell him that I'm counting on him to be our backup.

“If anything goes wrong,” | say, “you know people to contact.”
“Like Joe.”

I nod. “Just don’t go borrowing that stone Wendy uses to cross over. You won’t know
where to start looking for us.”

For the trip into the otherworld, no one argues when | say that Bojo and Robert will be
coming with me. It’s only when I include Raul that the questions arise.

“But he wasn’t part of the original group,” Claudette says. “Not that I'm saying | want to go.
But don’t we need one of the founders?”

“I don’t think we’d be able to stop him from coming,” | say.

“You've got that right,” Raul says. Then he looks at the others. “And maybe | wasn’t in at
the beginning, but at this point I've logged as much or more time on the site than any of
you.”
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I see something in his eyes and | guess Estie does, too.
“Whose voice does it use to talk to you?” she asks.
“My grandfather’s.”

She nods. “I hear my cousin Jane’s inflections.” She looks around the table. “She died in a
car crash when she was eighteen. Drunken driver.”

“Abuelo—my grandfather,” Raul says. “He’s dead, too.”
“Why do you think the Wordwood uses the voices of dead people to talk to us?” Tip asks.

“It’s not using those voices,” Robert says. “That’s just the way you're hearing them. Spirits
like to make a quick personal connection to you. | don’t know how they do it, but they’re
good at sounding like someone you once knew—especially someone you had feelings for.”

The rest of them | send off to accompany Aaran. Estie’s the real computer expert—so |
don’t doubt that she’ll be doing most of the work—but | wanted her people to outnumber
Aaran and his new sidekick Suzi, just in case Aaran has a change of heart. Naturally, | don’t
say that. But | don’t have to. Estie’s group leaves first and as soon as they’re out the door,
Holly turns to me.

“Do you really trust him?” she asks.

“You mean Aaran?”

She nods.

I shrug. “Yes and no. I think he’s genuinely appalled at what he’s done.”
“Yeah, but how long’s that going to last?”” Geordie says.

“I don’t know. He’s never been one to sustain any one thing for very long. But I don’t think
he’s actually evil. He’s just what he’s always been: self-centered and more than a little mean-
spirited.”

“And this Suzi?”
| shake my head. “I really don’t know about her.”
| find my gaze going to Robert, who's finally taken his guitar out again and started to play.

“There’s something about her,” he says, “though I couldn’t tell you what. She’s just more
here than most people you meet. That doesn’t mean she’s dangerous or supernatural or
anything,” he adds when he sees our worried looks. “Just means she’s living now instead of
carrying around the baggage that most of us do.”

“But she could be trouble?” Holly asks.
Robert just smiles. “Anybody can be trouble. You haven'’t figured that out yet?”

“Well, we've got enough to do with the trouble we already have,” | say as | get up from the
table again. “I’'m not going to go looking for more.”

“Good advice to remember,” Robert says. “Though not always so easy to put into practice.
The world has a habit of deciding that kind of thing for us.”

I nod, then look at Geordie. “Do you want to come back to the apartment while I pick up
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some gear?”

“Sure,” he says, rising from his seat.

I know him well enough to see he’s still got something worrying at him.
“What're you thinking about?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I was just wondering who told Saskia that the Wordwood site might be in the
spiritworld.”

| hesitate for a moment, then say, “My shadow.”
“Your shadow.”

A world of unspoken commentary wakes in his eyes. We’ve been through this before. It’s
just another trip down all those roads where | believe things and he doesn’t. But he doesn’t
say anything. Maybe he’s finally coming around to actually believing the things that so many
of our circle of friends have experienced, himself included.

“Now that’s interesting,” Robert says. “You don’t meet many folks that have a working
relationship with their shadow.”

“I wouldn’t call it a working relationship,” 1 tell him. “She pretty much comes and goes as
she pleases.”

“Well, what do you expect, you being the one that threw her out and all?”
“What are you talking about?”” Holly asks.
“I'll tell you later,” Geordie says.

| study Robert for a moment. There’s something in the way he was defending my shadow
that tells me he’s had his own experiences with the phenomenon. I’'m curious about it,
naturally—truth is, I'm curious about everything to do with the bluesman—but now’s not
the time to get into any of it.

“You guys need anything in the way of gear?” | ask instead.
Bojo shakes his head. “I travel light.”

“I don’t go anywhere without my girl,” Robert says, running a hand down the neck of his
Gibson. “Otherwise, you could say the same for me.”

“Does she have a name?” Bojo asks. “Your guitar?”

“Everything’s got a name,” Robert replies, “but she’s never told me hers and | haven’t
asked.”

Bojo nodded. “Among my people, the instruments all have names. But I think they’re given
to them by their players.”

“I don’'t go around handing out names. Things have got enough personality of their own
without my hanging another tag on them that they’ve got to live up to.”

“How about you?” | ask Raul. “Anything we can get for you?”

“I've got everything | need except for food and water,” he says, “and Holly says we can get
that at a grocery store down the street while you’re gone. But | wouldn’t mind a knapsack to
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carry my stuff in. All I brought was a carry-on for the plane.”
“I've got a spare,” | tell him, then | turn to Geordie. “We should get going.”
“We’'ll be ready to go when you get back,” Bojo says.

I nod. I know why he’s with us—it’s obvious that he’s got a thing for Holly. But Robert’s
still a mystery.

“Why are you helping us?” I find myself asking before I can leave.

Robert smiles. “I don’t know. | guess it’s for the same reasons that always get me into
trouble. Curiosity, plain and simple. | get this need to find out what a thing is. | have to
know how it all turns out.”

| suppose that’s as good a reason as any. | know I've stepped into a hundred situations
because of my own insatiable curiosity.

“Well, I want you to know we’re grateful,” | say.
“Tell me that again if we survive this trip.”

Aaran

“I haven't felt like that since high school,” Aaran said.

He and Suzi were waiting in the lobby of the hotel while Estie and the others checked in at
the front desk, then went up to their rooms to drop off their luggage and change. They sat
side by side on a fat leather couch in the lobby, an island of stillness as the hotel staff and
guests bustled around them.

“I can barely remember high school,” Suzi said.
Aaran laughed. “That’s all I can remember some days. It set the tone for the rest of my life.”
She glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

“You remember the fat, pimply kid with the Coke bottle glasses that no one ever wanted to
talk to?”

She nodded.

“I'm the grown-up version of him. You may not see him when you look at me, but he’s still
sitting there inside me.”

Now it was her turn to laugh.

“That's funny,” she said. “I was your typical popular cheerleader type—you know, most
likely to succeed and all that.”

“Why’s that funny?”
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“Well, look at us now. You're a big success and I'm living on the street.” She touched his
arm. “But don’t take what happened back there too hard. You did the right thing and they
know it.”

“I suppose.”
“And they didn’t all hate you. What'’s his name—Christy. He stood up for you.”

“Yeah. That really surprised me. I used to see him a fair amount before he started going out
with Saskia. We got along pretty well, but | always thought he was just sucking up to me to
make sure his books would get a good review. Now I’'m beginning to realize that he’s
actually a decent guy. I mean, his girlfriend’s one of these disappeared. | doubt I'd be as fair-
minded about all of this if I were in his shoes.”

“Hopefully, this’ll all be over soon,” Suzi said. “Estie and her friends seem really smart. I'm
sure they’ll figure it out once we get to Hart’s apartment.”

“If I can get us in.”

“Think positively,” she said. “It’s always better to put out positive energy. Otherwise you're
just going to attract bad luck.”

Aaran smiled. “This from the woman who doesn’t believe any of this is possible in the first
place.”

“You believe it’s real, don’t you?” Suzi asked. “l mean Web sites with spirits and other
worlds and everything?”

Aaran shrugged. “The evidence has moved way over to the ‘hard not to believe’ side of the
scale for me.”

“Then | do, too.”

Holly

“| feel like I'm in the middle of some Looney Toons cartoon,” Holly said to Christy.

She’d come downstairs with the Riddell brothers as they left the store. Geordie had already
gone ahead to the car.

“But you know this stuff is real,” Christy said.

Holly gave a slow nod. She bent down and picked up Snippet as the terrier tried to slip past
Christy’s feet and have an impromptu solo walk.

“But that doesn’t make it feel any less weird,” she said. She hesitated for a moment, then
added, “You were awfully nice to Aaran, all things considered.”
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“Don’t make more of it than it was,” Christy said. “I wanted to know what he could tell us,
and he wasn’t going to tell us anything if we treated him the way he deserves to be treated.
And while it turns out it wasn’t a lot, well...” He shrugged. “We’re further ahead knowing
about Jackson Hart and this virus than we were before Aaran showed up.”

“And it might even be useful—if Estie and the others can figure something out.” She
paused for a moment, then added, “You don’t think you should wait to see if they can?”

Christy shook his head. “I don’t know how much time we have, but in my heart, I can feel it
running out on us.”

“You'll be careful.”

He smiled. “You can count on it.” He waited a beat, then added, “And I'll make sure Bojo
is, t0o.”

Holly couldn’t stop herself from blushing.
“I hardly even know him,” she managed to say.

Christy bumped a feather-light fist against her chin. “Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t get the
chance to know him better.”

He leaned over and gave her a quick peck on the cheek, then he was out the door. Holly
closed it behind him and engaged the lock. Her gaze fell on what was left of the store’s
computer. Even if they managed to succeed at stopping the Wordwood spirit and were able
to get all those missing people back, she didn’t know how she was ever going to use the
machine again.

SHADOWS IN THE
WORDWOOD
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Skin spun off,
stripped of
flesh and bone,
spirit singing,
free at last.

Come my turn

to take the journey,
will there be anything
left of me

to go on?

—SASKIA MADDING,
“Death Is for the Living”
(Spirits and Ghosts, 2000)

Christiana

I come slowly out of this second blackout of mine, drifting from complete unconsciousness
into a dreamy state where I'm not fully aware of my body. I'm not sure that | even have one.
Whatever | am is floating through a meadow, dotted with trees, that sits on the edge of a
dark forest, but it’s a confusing place because everything is made of words.

The grass and wildflowers are narrow phrases, swaying in the wind, punctuated with
blossoms whose wordy petals radiate from clusters of vowels. The trees are thick
paragraphs, dense with description, that lighten into shorter sentences and finally simply
words as they follow the natural progression of trunk to branch to twig to leaf. Small verbs
and nouns scamper along the branches or in amongst the roots of the trees. Others sit in the
topmost branches, trilling sweet wordsongs, or soar by on wings of poetry.

It's all very strange, but I'm completely accepting of it, the way you are in a dream. My spirits
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are buoyant and light.

I don’t know how long I’'m in this place, but after awhile it starts to drift away—or | drift
away from it. A sharp pang of disappointment goes through me. | felt safe and happy there,
even with some of those darker stories | spied hiding in the shadows under the trees where
the forest of legends and fairy tales began in earnest.

But then | feel a tingling in my limbs. | realize | have limbs. | have a body again. | hear one
last trilling song from a small yellow-breasted verb perched high in a paragraphing oak—

Catch as catch as catch as can!
—Dbefore it's all gone and I'm waking up.

When | open my eyes, the world’s spinning. | imagine all these faces crowded close, peering
down at me, blurred and colourless. But when the spinning stops, the faces are still there,
still blurred and leeched of colour. There’s no colour anywhere, which is a real shock after
the brightly-hued world of words I've just left behind.

I sit up and see that the faces are attached to bodies as ill-defined as the out-of-focus
features on the heads above them. They drift away from me whenever | turn to look at a
particular group, the ones not in my view taking the opportunity to crowd closer behind me.

“Back off!” I tell them.

I get to my knees, waving my hands at them. They do what | tell them and give me some
space, watching me from a distance. The effort of chasing them off makes me dizzy, but |
force myself to put one foot on the ground and push up until I'm standing, though swaying
would be a better description of what I'm doing.

“I mean it,” | say as the ghostly figures begin to move closer again.

That’s when | realize that I still have my colour. I lift one hand, then the other. They’re the
same coppery brown they always are. | look down at my sweater and jeans. I’'m far more here
than the ghost people are. I'm far more here than the place itself is. The pale rose of my
sweater, the faded blue of my jeans, the scuffed brown leather of my walking shoes—they all
vibrate with presence and colour.

Well, I guess they would, here in this chiraoscuro world, where everything’s just black and
white and the shades of grey that lie in between. Standing here, | jump out like a spot of
tinted colour in a black-and-white photograph.

But that’s not the strangest thing about this place. The setting could be the same as my
dream of the word world, except this meadow borders a forest that looks like a sculpture
made out of junk metal and old electronic parts: trees, branches, leaves, undergrowth and all.
It’s all circuitry and wires and bits of metal and cast-off scraps of god knows what.

Everything’s like that. | bend down and touch the vegetation underfoot. It looks like its
made up of hundreds of tiny wires, soft and pliable like grass would be.

But | think it’s the lack of colour that gets to me the most.

I’'ve been in colourless worlds before—or ones that were as close to it to make no
difference. A lot of the borderlands exist in a perpetual twilight that lays a grey hue over
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everything. But they’re nothing like this. There’s something in the air here that feels heavy.
That makes me feel heavy. Maybe it’s the lack of colour. Maybe it’s all the metal and
electronic junk. More likely, it's those ghostly figures that drift around as easily as mist.

But if this is one of the strangest places I've ever been, it does have this much going for it:
it’s still a place. I'm not sure where it is—somewhere in the spiritworld, | suppose—but if
I’m here, that means I’'m not dead.

“Is this weird or what?” | say to Saskia.
There’s no reply in my head and | realize that the slight pressure of her presence is gone.

That figures. Just when | could really use someone to talk to—if only in my head—she’s
found somebody else to inhabit. Or maybe she got left behind when I... when whatever
happened to bring me here.

I try to remember and it slowly comes back to me. The storm that shouldn’t be able to exist.
Me going out into it. The black rain beating me to the ground...

I guess Saskia was right. Maybe | should learn to be a little less headstrong. Can’t see it
happening, though. If Mumbo hasn’t been able to convince me after all these years, | doubt
anything can.

| study the ghosts some more, wondering what they want from me. | suppose it could just
have been curiosity, the way they were all hovering around me when | was coming to. They
don’t seem particularly menacing. In fact, they're all keeping their distance now. Though
they haven’t lost interest in me—not by a long shot. I think the weight of their observation
is adding to this heaviness that’s settled over me.

I thought they were all the same at first, but I can see differences now. Even as out-of-focus
as they are, their features are individual when you look at them long enough. Men and
women of all races. Teenagers, pensioners, and all the ages in between.

Since they still haven’t made any threatening moves in my direction, | decide to try open up
the lines of communication between us.

“So,” | call out to the nearest group of them. “What’s this place called?”

That bunch immediately backs away. | hear an odd sound coming from them which sounds
like radio static. It takes me a moment, but after | try another two or three times with other
groups, I realize it’s their voices.

Scratch communication with the natives.

I look away from them and try to get my bearings. The meadow I'm in is actually the scrub
between the forest and a sweep of grasslands that goes all the way to a line of low hills that |
can see on the far horizon. There are probably dips and valleys, but from where I’'m standing
it appears to be one big, flat expanse of open land.

That direction seems less than promising, so | turn back to the forest. | know I'm probably
going to have to go into there, but I'm not looking forward to it. | don’t like the idea of
being in such a confined space, not with all those ghostly creatures floating about.

| fasten onto that word. Ghosts. Maybe | am in some land of the dead. Since I’'m so solidly
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present, I guess I'm still alive. But they could be spirits of the dead. Or lost souls.
| immediately think of Saskia again.

Lost soul pretty much sums the state she was in the last time I—I want to say “saw her,” but
she had even less physical presence than the ghostly figures I've got floating around me here.
Could she be one of them? Is that what I’'m doing here? She got pulled into this place and |
got dragged along with her?

I call her name. Once, twice, and again. | call as loud as | can, letting my voice ring, but all |
succeed in doing is totally scaring off the ghosts that have been watching me. That’s okay. |
can live without the weight of their attention.

I listen hard, hoping for a response, but | don’t get one. | realize that there’s next to no
sound here. No birdsong. No wind. Nothing except this faint hum that seems to come out
of the ground underfoot.

I try calling for Saskia some more, keeping it up until my throat gets raspy.
There’s still no response.

So | give up. | have a last look at the grasslands, then slowly turn to the forest. I can’t see
anything worth my attention in the grasslands, but the forest... the forest could be hiding
anything. That’s the trouble as well as a possible solution to my situation, of course. That
anything waiting for me under those strange, junk metal trees could just as easily be
dangerous as helpful. But | really don’t see that | have a choice beyond standing here like a
dummy, doing nothing.

So. | take a deep breath. | start forward the way you do any journey, big or small. You put
one foot in front of the other.

I get maybe a dozen paces closer when something hits me in the head with enough force to
bowl me over and send me sprawling in the wiry grass. I scrabble quickly to one side,
moving on all fours, before | turn to see what hit me.

There’s no one there.

I lift a hand to my head and feel around through my hair. But there’s no sore spot. There’s
no blood. Nothing. Only this pressure in my head. A familiar pressure...

“Saskia?” | say. Then | repeat it as a thought. Saskia, are you in there?
<Christiana?>

She sounds totally surprised.

“Are you here because | was calling you?”

<That was you?>

“I don’t see anybody else here. Where've you been?”

<Lost,> she says. <Lost somewhere in cyberspace. | was trying to follow this URL, but it
was just taking me in circles and—>

“Hold up there. What's an URL?”
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<It’s like an address. On the Internet.>
“Ohh-kay.”

<It doesn’t matter. | was just in this loop and until I heard something calling to me... my
name, | guess...> Her voice trails off for a moment, then she adds, <The next thing | knew
I was back in your head.> Another pause. <Sorry about the hard landing.>

“No problem. I'm happy to have the company.”
<So | guess that’s twice I owe you my life now—if you can call this living.>

“Oh, don’t go all mournful on me. This place is depressing enough as it is. Speaking of
which, do you have any idea where we might be?”

<Well, I was aiming for the Wordwood site...>

“I think I was there,” I say and tell her about the dream | had just before I regained
CONSCIOuUSNess.

<I don’t know what that place was,> she says, <but | don’t think that was it. | think this is.
>

“This? Come on. This is just a junkyard—a creative one, I'll grant you, but really. This other
place was made of words. There were even animals and birds that were somehow both words
and themselves at the same time, if that makes any sense.”

<Not really. But this place feels right. Remember, | was born here.>

“So you recognize it?”

<Npo, it’s just how it feels. Though obviously something’s gone very wrong with it.>
“Okay, say this is the Wordwood. Any ideas where we go from here?”

<| don’t know. What have you found so far?>

“Pretty much nothing,” I tell her and then I fill her in on what little I've seen since | found
myself waking up here in a field of grassy wires.

<These ghosts wouldn’t talk to you?> she asks when I'm done.

“They seem to scare pretty easily. | think that static-y sound they were making was their
language, but I couldn’t make out a word.”

<Probably because we’re from two different operating systems.>

“Say what?”

<You know, like a Windows PC trying to talk to an iMac.>

“I don’t have the first clue as to what you're talking about.”

<It’s like people from different countries who can’t understand each other.>

“If that static | heard even was a language.” | get another thought then. “Are you the only
one the spirit sent out into the consensual world?”

<The what?>
“Where we met—what Christy calls the World As It Is. | was just wondering if the spirit
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sent others like you out into it.”

<I never even thought of that. They'd be like my brothers and sisters.> She’s quiet for as
moment, then adds, <But if the Wordwood did send others out, | sure hope it prepared
them better than it did me.>

“I guess if you were the first, it would have learned from that until you... what? Stopped
broadcasting information back?”

<That worked two ways,> Saskia says. <l also had access to everything that was in the
Wordwood. Which was strange, but useful. I could give you an historical overview of
chocolate, but I had no idea how it actually tasted.>

“That would be handy right about now.”
<You mean some chocolate?>

“No. Some more background info.”
<Oh.>

| take another look at the forest. “Well, 1 say we should get a move on. Are you ready to do
a little exploring?”

<l guess...>

| start forward, my gaze sweeping the shadows under the trees for I'm not sure what.
Ghosts, | guess. Danger.

Something in here worries me.

The undergrowth isn’t thick—this forest is too old and overgrown for much light to get
through the thick canopy above. Then I have to laugh. I touch the bark of one of the first
trees—it’s like running my hand over a sculpture made up of circuit boards pasted together.
Does this stuff even grow?

I’'m about to ask Saskia what she thinks when, from the corner of my eye, | catch something
move, like a figure ducking behind a tree. It looked like a man—still black and white, but
much more substantial than the ghosts | saw earlier.

Did you see that? I ask, then I feel foolish. Of course she did. She sees everything | see.
<It looked like a person.>

If I can grab him, maybe we can convince him to tell us a little something about this place. ..

<Be careful,> Saskia says. <Remember where your last bold move got us.>

| know. Here. But now we really have nothing to lose, do we?

<But...>

Don’t worry. This is something I’m good at.

It’s true. | lead an active life, which surprises some people who only see this delicate creature
the way Christy does. I've always been more tomboy than debutante. Maybe it's because |
started life out as a boy.

| keep walking, as though | never noticed the figure ducking out of sight, slowly shifting my
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direction until I'll pass right by the tree that he’s hiding behind. When | come up to its fat
bole with all the circuits and wires hanging from it like bark, | dart around the opposite side
from where he’d be expecting me to pass. He has his back to me, but he senses me and
starts to turn. Too late. I charge at him like a defensive line back. My shoulder hits his chest
and he goes tumbling down in a sprawl with me on top of him.

I’m stronger than | look, but he’s bigger than me and he pushes me off, scrabbling
backwards until his back comes up against another of these weird circuit board trees.

“Don’t hurt me, don’t hurt me!” he cries as | move toward him.

| hold my hands up, palms out.

“I'm not going to hurt you,” I say. “What makes you think | want to hurt you?”
“You jumped on me, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but that was only after you started stalking me.”

“I wasn’t stalking you. I was just... observing you.”

“Sounds like stalking to me.”

“I was just trying to figure out who you are,” he adds quickly. “To see if you're dangerous or
anything.”

“And?” | ask. “Am | dangerous?”
“Jesus, | don’t know.”
The look in his eye tells me he thinks I am, but I don’t call him on it.

He’s solid flesh and bone, for all that he has no colour. From his features and the darker
grey tones of his skin, | figure he’s of African descent. Mid-twenties and good-looking. Kind
of twitchy, but I think that's more to do with me surprising him than any natural inclination
on his part.

<At least we can understand him,> Saskia says.

Yeah, but did you notice that there’s a bit of static when he talks? Like hearing a radio that’s not quite on
the station.

<Was that what it was like with the others?>

No, I couldn’t make out a word they were saying—if they were saying anything. And this guy’s a lot more
solid.

“Who are you?” | ask out loud so that he can hear me.
“My name’s Jackson. Jackson Hart.”

“And do you live around here, Jack?”

“I prefer Jackson.”

“Okay, Jackson it is. Do you live around here?”

He shakes his head.

“So where are you from?”
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“A place called Newford. I...”

His voice trails off as he cocks his head to listen to something. As soon as he does, | hear it
too.

<What a strange sound,> Saskia says.
No kidding.

I can’t quite figure out what it is. It's not high-pitched, but it’s still got that quality of a
fingernail on a blackboard mixed with a dull, um, I guess I have to say wet whine, if that
makes any sense. You'd have to hear it. There’s also a hissing sound, like water boiling,
maybe.

“Oh, Jesus,” Jackson says. “It’s the leeches.”

I’d put a mild panic in his eyes when | knocked him over, but now they hold pure,
unadulterated terror.

“Leeches?”

“That’s just what I call them,” he says. “Land leeches.” He gives another anxious glance in
the direction the strange sounds are coming from, then turns back to me. “I don’t know
who you are or what you’re doing here, but you don’t want to meet these creatures. And with
the way you look, they’re going to be all over you.”

“What do you mean the way | look?”

He holds out a black and white hand, then points at my own.

“You're in Technicolor—that makes you stand out in a black-and-white world.”
“Sure, but—"

“There’s no time to explain. Just do what | do.”

He starts to tear at the forest floor, peeling back layers of matted wires, circuitry, handfuls of
what looks like thin, small pieces of sheet metal, but is far more pliable.

“I'm serious,” he says when he realizes I'm still just standing there.
The sound’s a lot closer now and it’s starting to hurt my ears.
<Maybe we should do what he says, Christiana.>

| quess.

He’s dug himself a hole and now here’s something even weirder. Under all this crap we've
been walking on is a mess of words—a great tangle of them, like a thick undercarpet of
leaves and weed clippings. I flash back to the word world | was dreaming about before |
woke up here. But these are different. They're like dirt, dark, with a smell that’s a mix of ink
and something metallic.

Jackson lies down on the words and starts to cover himself up.
<Christiana!>
| stir at Saskia’s sharp cry.
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I'mon it, | tell her.

And none too soon. | scrabble in the debris, getting I-don’t-even-want-to-think-about-what
under my nails as | dig my way down under the rubbish to the layer of words below. They
feel odd against my skin. Warm and dry, for all that they look so damp. | feel almost cozy as
I burrow down among them and cover myself over with the junk that was covering them. |
leave myself a small hole to peek out of. Saskia makes a gasping sound inside my head and
she doesn’t even have lungs.

But | understand.

If this world is hard to describe, and the sound the approaching creatures make is even
harder, I'm not sure where to begin with the creatures themselves. Imagine some weird
combination of a snake and a garden slug, with a shark’s fin on the hump of its back.
They're solid black, fast and slick, and I see why Jackson calls them land leeches, because
there’s something like a leech in them as well, for all that they’re flowing over the land
instead of in water. They’re just skimming along, but you can’t see any legs and their body
doesn’t undulate. Electricity seems to flicker on their oily skin, running from one end to the
other.

I don’t know how many of them there are. | see two, three, then | look away, afraid that
they’ll feel the weight of my gaze.

I'm sure they know we’re here. They ooze menace and have eyestalks on their front ends
that are constantly in motion, checking everything out with a field of vision that
encompasses a full three hundred and sixty degrees, and probably above them as well.

I burrow deeper and try not to breathe.
Nothing here, nothing here, I chant in my head. No need to stop and check this spot out.

This close, the sound they make sets my teeth on edge. And then there’s their smell. Like
burnt wiring and sulfuric acid. Like when an outlet fries an electric cord, along with
something organic and rotting.

I don’t know how long 1 lie there—Saskia and | don’t even talk to each other—»but after
what feels like forever, | hear something moving in the debris around my hidey-hole. I tense
up, ready to go down fighting, when | realize that the sound of the creatures has been
steadily receding and the smell’s not nearly so pungent any more.

What do you think? I ask Saskia.

But before she can reply, | hear Jackson’s voice.

“Hey,” he whispers. “Are you okay down there?”

I push up through the circuits and matted wiring and other junk and sit up.
“They’re gone?” | ask.

He nods.

<Thank god,> Saskia says.

Ditto, I tell her.
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“What were those things?” | ask Jackson.

“I think they’re a manifestation of the virus.”

“What virus?”

“The one that took down the site,” he says. “The Wordwood site.”
“So this is the Wordwood.”

He shrugs. “I guess. | just assumed it was when | got here. The damn place was haunting me
the whole week before... you know... ever since it went down.”

He looked like he was going to say something else, but | don’t push. Right now he’s the only
one here who has even a vague clue as to what’s going on, so I'll let him dole out the
information in his own time. At least for now.

I look over to where the leeches went by and see they’ve left behind a wake of slagged
debris. Some of it’s still smoking the way metal will when you drop acid on it.

“How did you figure out how to hide like this?” | ask.

Though I realize even that wouldn’t have helped if the creatures had come 0ozing by right
on top of where we were hiding.

“I was desperate,” he says. “The first time I heard them, I didn’t know what was making that
sound. I just knew it would probably be dangerous. They caught me out in the open or |
would have tried to climb one of these weird trees. Instead I just dug at the grass—I guess |
was going to try to cover myself with it—but when | pulled at it, | found all this code
underneath.”

He brushes some of the debris from the hole I’d been hiding in, and pulls out some of the
words.

“Code?” | say.
He nods. “Yeah. HTML. The code you use to build Web pages. See?”
He’s holding what's like a transparent ribbon with words on it. This one says:

<b>Dickens, Charles</b>

“Dig far enough through this stuff and it’s all binary,” he says. “A big mess of zeros and
ones.”

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” I tell him.

<He’s means the programming languages that tell a computer how it’s supposed to operate.
It's what lets us talk to the machines, and to each other.>

“This place is like an old DOS program,” Jackson says. “Everything’s really basic and it
doesn’t have any of the graphics or scripts we can access today. | think the virus is what's
brought it back to this primitive state.”

I give a slow nod, like I know what he’s talking about.
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“How did you get here?” | ask.

“I don’t know for sure. One moment I was sitting in front of my computer, and the next,
this flood of black goop came bursting out of my monitor and | was drowning in it. Or |
thought I was. | guess | just blacked out, because | woke up here.” He gives me a weak
smile. “Unless this is the afterlife.”

The liquid black goop sounds like the storm that knocked me off my feet, back in the
borderlands. Looks like | came the same way. The only difference is, | haven’t lost my
colour. The first explanation for that doesn’t do anything to lighten my spirits: It's probably
because I'm a shadow. I've been listening too much to Saskia, I guess, but I can’t help
feeling like there’s something missing in me. And since | don’t really exist in the consensual
world, why should it be any different in this one?

“How long have you been here?” | ask.

Maybe it’s not just me, | find myself thinking. Maybe it's something that happens over time.
You lose colour, then substance, until finally you're like the ghosts I saw when | first came
to.

“I don’t know that either,” Jackson says. “It feels like forever.”

“We...” | begin, then correct myself. No need to let on there’s more than one person inside
my head. “I just got here. And there were these ghosts...”

“They're like us—they’re not from here. Or they’re like me, anyway. People that got sucked
into their computers. The way it seems to work is, you're like a ghost when you first get
here, and you stay like that, too, it seems, until you start to figure things out. At least the
more I've explored and worked out stuff, the more solid I've become.” He gives me a kind
of yearning look. “But I'm still black-and-white.”

So it works the opposite from the way | thought.
“Are there others like you?” | ask.

He nods. “But they all seem to keep to themselves. And here’s something really weird: Some
of them don’t even speak English. You have to wonder. What were they doing, accessing an
English language database?”

<The Wordwood’s not just English,> Saskia says. <It automatically translates into whatever
language you’re using.>

| repeat what Saskia just said so that Jackson can hear it.
He starts shaking his head. “That’s not possible.”

“We’'re not talking about a program,” I tell him. “We’re talking about an entity. A spirit.
Something that’s alive and lives in... wherever we are. Cyberspace, | guess. It communicates
with us through the Internet. Or at least it did.”

(13 But_,’

“Okay, maybe this is simpler. You remember your classical mythology—how there was a
god or goddess for everything?”
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“Vaguely,” he says, but he nods at the same time.

“So the Wordwood site was the home of the god of something like electronic books.
Pixelated words.”

“Agod.”

“I'm just trying to put this in terms you might be able to relate to,” | say.
“But a god.”

“Maybe that’s not the best analogy.”

“And he’ll be pissed off at me.”

“Maybe it’s a she,” | say, thinking of Saskia. The spirit could have made her in its own
image. Then I realize what he said. “Why would it be mad at you in particular?”

“You want to know the truth?”

“No, | prefer it when people lie to me.”

<Christiana,> Saskia says. <Maybe we can learn something here.>

Now you’re my conscience?

<I'm sorry, but—>

No, you're right. I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. Or him.

“So why’s the spirit of the Wordwood mad at you?” | ask, gentling my voice.
He’s shaking his head again.

“You know, it figures,” he says. “Forests have creeped me out for years, so naturally, if I'm
going to piss off a god, it'd have to be one that lives in a forest. Even if it's a metaphorical
forest. Though weird as this place is, it feels pretty real.”

“Jackson,” I say, trying to get him back on track. “It's not a god. It’s just a spirit. Yes, they
can be powerful, but they’re only another kind of being, like the difference between, oh, a
bear and a gnat. No, that’s another bad analogy,” I quickly add when | see the stricken look
on his face.

Help me here, Saskia.

<Tell him they can be reasoned with.>

Yeah, right. Have you met any of the really old—

<l know,> she says, cutting me off. <But he hasn’t. It'll make him feel better.>
So | tell him, and sure enough, Saskia’s right. | can see him relax a little.

“Maybe | can just explain to it how it was all a mistake,” he says. “Well, not exactly a
mistake, but | didn’t have a choice.”

“I need for you to back up a little here,” I say. “I don’t know what you're talking about.”
“This,” he says, waving a hand. “It’s all my fault.”
“Maybe you should start at the beginning,” | say.
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So he tells us the whole sorry tale of hacking into this bank’s computer, how Aaran
Goldstein blackmailed him into sending a virus to the site. How he was haunted by visions
of this forest, hearing a static-y wind. How he kept losing chunks of time until one day he
lost the world and ended up here.

We listen to it pretty much without interruption, except for the first time he mentions
Aaran.

Is this the same guy that—

<God, I hate him,> Saskia breaks in before I can finish my question. But it doesn’t matter.
She’s answered me all the same. <Of course he’d be involved in something like this.>

“Is he here?” | ask aloud.

“Who, Aaran? | doubt it. I don’t think he spends much time on the computer. And
especially not the Wordwood site. | mean, why would he want me to take it down, if he did?
| figure it’s mostly a bookish lot that got pulled over. Librarians. Avid readers.”

<I doubt Aaran Goldstein even likes books,> Saskia says.
Something had to get him started as a book editor.

<l suppose. But I don’t think he likes them anymore. Christy says he hates writers because
he tried to write himself, and it was a complete disaster.>

Yeah, well, Goldstein isn’t exactly one of Christy’s favorite people.

<Is he anybody’s?>

I’'m just saying there’s a lot we don’t know about him—you know, why he is the way he is.
<Why are you defending him?>

I'm not. I’m just trying to get a full picture.

Jackson has no idea about the conversation going on in my head, so he’s just been talking
away.

“What did you say?” | ask.

“I was just saying that the few people | have talked to since I got here were all on their
computers, trying to access the Wordwood site when... whatever happened went down.”

I nod and he goes on, telling us about how he sent an e-mail to the site’s Webmaster—*I
guess I was talking to the spirit itself, right?”—explaining what he’d done and how it could
be fixed.

“But right after that... boom. Here we are.”
<Boom,> Saskia repeats. <Though in my case, it was more like fireworks gone awry.>

There’s so much loss in her voice that | start to feel bad about the way | was talking about
Goldstein earlier. I really wasn’t trying to defend him, but I can see how she might take it that
way.

When we get all of this sorted out, I tell her, we’ll find a way to make him pay.
But now it’s her turn to be the voice of reason.
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<I don’t necessarily agree with the idea of revenge,> she says. <I think the bad you do
comes back on you, no matter how justified you might think you were to do it.>

We don’t have to do anything ourselves. We can just tell the Wordwood spirit where it can find him.
<l don’t know...>

“Jesus,” Jackson says, distracting us from our own silent conversation. “You know what'’s
happening here?”

My sympathies are more with Jackson than Goldstein in this mess, but after listening to his
story, I'm not feeling particularly charitable to either of them.

“Yeah,” | tell him. “You were playing show-off computer nerd and you screwed a whole
bunch of people.”

“No. | mean, that’s true. But he forced me to do it.”
“You could have said no.”

“And gone to jail.”

“I'm just saying you had a choice.”

| see in his eyes that he knows this all too well. That it's been eating at him ever since he got
here. Not just because of what’s happened to him, but because of how many other people
have been hurt as well.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” | say.
He shrugs. “Why not? It’s true.”

“Okay. It's true. But we need to move on now. You were saying something about knowing
what’s going on?”

It takes him a moment to shift gears, but then he nods. “It’s just that, if the Wordwood is a
being rather than a Web site, then my virus hit it like a disease. | wrote it to screw up all the
HTML links in the site. But if it hit a person—or at least a being of some sort—then what
it’s doing is playing havoc with their metabolism. It’s not letting the various parts of its body
communicate with each other. At the very least, it's not going to be able to form a coherent
thought—or at least not one that has any correlation to anything else it happens to know.”

<He’s probably right.>
Probably.
“How does this helps us?” | ask.

“I don’t know. But maybe if | can access a computer...” He looks around himself and his
excitement dies. “What am | saying? We’re inside a damn computer.”

He bends down and tears up a handful of the words we burrowed in to hide from the
sliders. I get a flash of that binary code he was talking about earlier—zeros and ones flashing
by at an incredible rate, almost too fast to see.

“What we really need,” I tell him, “is to find some of these other people. Or... have you
seen anything that could be the place where the spirit would be staying?”

file:///K|/eMule/l ncoming/de%20L int,%20Charl es%20-%620Spiri ts%20i n%20the%20Wires%20(v1.0).html (180 of 346)8-12-2006 23:50:51



SPIRITSIN THE WIRES by Charlesde Lint

He sighs and looks deeper into the woods.
“There are the ruins,” he says.
“Ruins? What kind of ruins? And where are they?”

“Deeper in the forest. It looks like the foundation of some old building, but all that’s left of
it is the fieldstone base on which it was built. The only weird thing there is the glass coffin
with the girl in it.”

“What?”

“You’'d have to see it. It’s like out of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Before you, it was the
only piece of colour I've seen in this whole place.”

“The coffin’s in colour?”

He shakes his head. “No. The dead girl inside is. Or maybe she’s not dead. Maybe she’s only
sleeping. All I know is she doesn’t move. She just lies there with her hands folded on her
chest and her eyes closed. You can’t get into the coffin and you can’t wake her up. I've
tried.”

“Show us,” | say.

I’'ve no way to gauge how long we tramp through the woods. The light never changes.
Actually, nothing really changes except that the land underfoot rises steadily. It's a long
gentle slope, so it’s not too arduous, but it’s hard to get a sense of where we are, or where
we’re going. For all their size and the lack of real undergrowth, the circuit board trees grow
too thick to allow for much of a long view.

That plays in our favor when it comes to the land leeches. We can’t see them from far off,
and they can’t see us. But we can certainly hear them coming.

Twice on the way to the ruins we have to hide from them. The first time we hear that
unmistakable sound of their approach, | don’t even wait for Jackson to say a word. | just
stop where | am and start digging.

I’'ve seen a lot of strange things in my travels through the spiritworld and the borderlands,
but these things are definitely the scariest. | think it's because they appear to be so utterly
implacable. | can’t imagine reasoning with them, or outwitting them, which are pretty much
the only two tricks in my repertoire when it comes to beings that are much more powerful
than me. How would you even talk to something like that in the first place?

So | follow Jackson’s example. | hear them coming and I'm gone, burrowed as deep as | can
get into forest floor before their arrival. I've seen the smoking slag they’ve left behind when

they’re gone. And Jackson tells me he’s seen them absorb ghosts that are too slow to get out
of their way. Not for me, thanks.

Anyway, it's a while before the trees start to thin out and the ground gets steeper. But finally
we come out of the forest into an open field. There’s more of that strange wiring here,
pretending to be grass and gorse and who knows what kind of weed. As we keep climbing, |
look around and see that the forest stretches as far as | can see on all sides. Here and there,
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other bare peaks rise from the forest.

| try to see them as a pattern, the way you'd expect inside something as logical as a
computer, but their placement appears to be completely random. Here a pair close to each
other. There three in a cluster. Between them a huge expanse with nothing to break up the
forest.

After a good long look on my part, we continue up.

I’m a little worried about those leeches catching us here, out in the open, with nowhere to
hide. But | don’t see any of their trails and Jackson assures me that the grass will pull up as
easily here as the carpet of metal leaves and crap does in the forest. I believe him, but I have
to give it a try anyway. He’s right. Under the layer of wiry grass | peel back, | find more of
those dark code words that pass for soil in this place.

When we reach the summit, | take a close look at the stones that make up the ruined walls
of the foundation. I can’t tell what they’re made of, but it’s some kind of metal, discoloured
and patterned just like field stones would be.

“She’s in there,” Jackson says.

The wall’s too high here for me to look over, so | follow him around to an opening where |
guess a window would have been. It’s easy to climb over the sill and jump down onto the
vegetation inside. It's spongy underfoot—Ilike a thick bed of lichen.

The inside of the ruins is broken up into a maze of rooms. Walls marking the boundaries of
the rooms and halls, with no roof, no floor or furnishings.

<I| wonder who lived here?> Saskia says as we look back out through the window.
Maybe you did, | say. Before you were born in the consensual world.
<Maybe...>

Jackson leads the way through the rooms, two right turns, a left, another right, then he stops
in the doorway of an enormous room and moves aside. | step by him, my gaze immediately

going to the explosion of colour that’s the dead girl he was talking about. Her coffin’s in the
center of the room.

For a moment | can’t make out any detail. Seeing this much colour after all these hours of
monochrome makes my eyes hurt. It’s like looking directly into the sun. Spots dance in front
of my eyes, but they adjust quickly.

It's right out of a fairy tale scene all right—a blonde woman lying on her back in a glass
coffin, hands folded over her stomach—except she’s wearing blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and
running shoes, which kind of takes some of the romance out of the image. Then I focus on
her face and I'm sure all the blood drains out of my own.

<That’s...>
You, | agree.
<Me.>
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Sarah “Estie” Taylor

“So what'’s the deal with her?” Claudette said.

Estie shrugged. The two of them walked side by side as they made their way down the block
to Jackson’s apartment, trailing behind Aaran and Suzi who were in the lead, with Tip in
between. It reminded Estie a little of the old days when they’d go wandering through the
city, sometimes two or three of them, usually all five of the original Wordwood founders. In
those days, they’d been pretty much inseparable.

“Suzi?” she asked.

“Who else?”

“I've no idea,” Estie said.

“There’s something off about her. | don’t know exactly what, there’s just something...”

Estie nodded. She knew what Claudette meant, though she wouldn’t have put it exactly that
way. For her, Suzi’s presence was more confusing than anything. She understood why she
and Tip and Claudette were here—if it wasn’t for them, the Wordwood wouldn’t exist in the
first place. And if the Wordwood hadn’t developed this spirit of its own and then gone
wrong, Benny and Saskia and all these hundreds of other people would still be safe in their
homes, happily surfing the Internet instead of having been kidnapped into some pixelated
corner of it.

She also understood Aaran’s wanting to atone for the part he’d played in the recent crisis.
But Suzi had no stake in any of this. So far as Estie could tell, she was just tagging along.
“Maybe she feels grateful to Aaran,” she said. “You know, for taking her off the street.”
“She doesn’t look like any street kid I've ever seen.”

“Well, she’s had a chance to get cleaned up...”

“And besides,” Claudette went on. “He’s old enough to be her father.”

Estie smiled. Trust Claudette to zoom in on that. She’d been the worst gossip, back in the
old days.

“We don’t know that they’re sleeping together,” she told Claudette. “Not that it'’s even any
of our business.”

“But still...”

“She could be in her mid-twenties,” Estie said, “and | doubt Aaran’s forty. So it might not
be that huge an age gap.”

“Well, if they’re not sleeping together,” Claudette said, “then what is she doing here? | don’t
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buy her being all super grateful for a meal and a shower.”
“Why not?”

“It’s just weird. And | don’t trust her. | don’t trust him either, mind you, but | really don’t
trust her.”

Estie nodded. “I suppose it’s just—you know how sometimes you meet somebody and
they’re perfectly okay, but you still don’t click anyway?”

“I guess...”

“Well, that’s probably what this is. For whatever reason, we’re not clicking with her. It
doesn’t have to mean anything more than that. There’s enough weird stuff going on without
us looking for more.”

“But that’s just it. We weren’t looking. The weirdness came to us and—"
“Shh,” Estie said.

The others had stopped ahead of them and were going up the stairs of a brownstone,
indistinguishable from the rest of the buildings on the street, but obviously their destination.
Claudette followed them up onto its stoop, but Estie paused on the sidewalk to look up at
the sky. There wasn’t a cloud in sight and the sun was almost directly overhead, beating
down on the city’s streets. She’d forgotten how hot August could get in Newford. It got hot
in Boston, too, but the breezes that came in from the ocean usually kept it from getting too
unbearable.

“Are you coming, Estie?” Tip called down from the top of the stairs.

Estie look up and saw that he was holding the door open for her. The others had already
gone inside.

“I was just remembering why I moved from Newford. God, it’s hot.”

Tip grinned. “I had The Weather Channel on in my hotel room while we were changing. It’s
going up into the nineties today.”

“Still,” she said. “It’s not the heat—"
Tip laughed and they finished in unison: “It’s the humidity.”

“But if you think this is bad,” he added, “don’t come down to Austin in the summer. There
are days it’s still this hot at midnight.”

“So why do you keep inviting me?”
“Can’t beat the music.”
Smiling, she stepped by him and entered the foyer.

It was cooler inside the brownstone, but not by much. The relief Estie felt after first getting
out of the sun quickly faded and she found herself wishing that she’d stopped to buy a bottle
of water at one of the grocery stores they’d passed. She felt dehydrated and the way they
were all crowded together in the narrow hallway outside the landlady’s door wasn’t helping.
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She shifted the carrying case for her laptop from one shoulder to the other while they waited
for the landlady to respond to the knock on her door.

Mrs. Landis surprised her. When Aaran explained that they wanted to access Jackson’s
computer in hopes of finding some clues as to where he’d gone, she seemed to take it as an
everyday request.

“If you think it will help,” she said. “Only why does it need so many of you?”

The landlady gave Suzi a particularly searching glance as she spoke. Claudette caught Estie’s
eye and gave her a “you see?” look. Estie shrugged in response, then returned her attention
to the conversation between Aaran and the landlady—or rather the lack thereof.

Mrs. Landis appeared to have caught Aaran off-guard with her simple question.
“We... um...” he began.

“It doesn’t need all of us,” Estie said, jumping in. “I’m the one who knows about computers
and Aaran knows Jackson and will be the best one to sort through what we do find. The rest
of us can wait outside.”

The landlady shook her head. “No, that’s all right. It's much too warm for anyone to be
sitting out in this hot sun. It's just... do you really think this will help you find Jackson...?”

“I sure hope so,” Aaran said. “But we won’t know until we see what’s actually on the
computer.”

“Then how could I not let you have a look at it?”

Estie couldn’t remember the last time she’d met someone so trusting. She realized that Mrs.
Landis was worried about Jackson and only wanted to help, but Estie was happy all the same
that her own landlord back in Boston was the grumpy Mr. Morello, who would barely
exchange more than a couple of words with his tenants, never mind someone he didn’t
know. It was comforting to know that even if she ended up vanishing herself, there wouldn’t
be gangs of strangers traipsing through her apartment. Or at least not until the police were
called in.

Mrs. Landis went into her own apartment to get her keys, then led them up the stairs to
Jackson’s.

“I don't know that you’ll even be able to start his computer,” she said as she unlocked the
door to the apartment. “It’s not in very good shape after... after what happened last night.”

“It’s probably not as bad as it looks,” Estie said. “If the hard drive’s intact, we’ll be able to
access his data.”

“| still don’t understand what you hope to find.”

Estie shrugged. “We thought if we looked through his agenda and his e-mail, we might find
something. Perhaps he made an appointment to see someone. Or there could be e-mail
about some plans he might have made. We really won't know until we look.”

“I'm surprised the police didn’t think of this,” Mrs. Landis said.
“I'm sure they would have eventually,” Claudette said.
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“And whatever we find out,” Aaran added, “we’ll make sure to pass along to them.”
The landlady got the door open and stood aside to let them in.
“It’s all so mysterious,” she said.

Mysterious didn’t begin to describe it, Estie thought. She wondered what the landlady would
think if they explained what they really believed and why they were really here.

She’d have the police here in minutes. Or at least the men in white coats from the Zeb with
their one-size-fits-all straightjackets.

Estie slipped past Mrs. Landis and walked into the middle of a familiar room. It wasn’t that
she’d been here before—she’d simply been in a lot of apartments much like this where
bachelor computer geeks set up shop with all their computer paraphernalia, stereo
equipment, oversized TV sets, and other tech toys. There was no room left over for
traditional furnishings. Though she shouldn’t talk. She might keep her living room relatively
geek-toy free, but the rest of her own apartment wasn’t much better.

“Do you see what | mean?” Mrs. Landis said, pointing to the main desk. “I really don’t see
how you'll ever be able to get it up and running again.”

Estie’s heart sank when she turned her attention to the main computer. It really was a mess.
It looked as though it had been through an electrical fire—much the same as Raul had
described the condition of Benny’s computer to be. The faint scent of burnt wiring still hung
in the air. The monitor was especially scorched, the glass webbed with dozens of tiny
hairline cracks, the beige casing streaked with dark burn marks.

“I thought there was some kind of oil,” she said.
Mrs. Landis nodded. “There was. An awful black liquid.”
“This looks like it's been in a fire.”

“That’s the way it was when | came in last night. | haven’'t touched a thing and neither did
the police.” Mrs. Landis paused, looking at the mess. “I suppose it’s hopeless.”

Estie wasn’t sure they’d get anything out of this machine, but she put on a good face.

“We don’t necessarily need to actually get it up and running,” she said. “We just need to
access the hard drive and see if the data on it is salvageable.”

Mrs. Landis gave a slow nod, but though Estie could tell she had something else on her
mind, the landlady didn’t say anything more. If anything, she seemed nervous, even
uncomfortable. Estie might have put it down to Mrs. Landis having second thoughts about
letting all these strangers into one of her tenant’s apartments, except she felt something, too.
There was a feeling in the room. A sense of wrongness that appeared to originate from the
area where the computer sat. It was as though the machine was casting shadows, the way a
bulb casts light.

Estie stole a glance at Suzi, curious as to what her reaction would be. The small blonde
woman stood very quietly beside Aaran, her gaze slightly unfocused.

“God, it really is a mess,” Tip said.
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Estie blinked, his voice pulling her out of her reverie. Tip had walked over behind the long
desk and bent down now to look at something that was below her line of sight.

“There are two more towers down here,” he said, “all connected to each other and the one
on top of the desk through a cable router. Even if their hard drives are only twenty gig each,
we’ve got our work cut out for us.”

Estie joined him. She cleared a space on the desk so that she could set down her laptop’s
case, then studied the setup herself.

“Looks like there’s an ADSL line connected to the router,” she said.
Tip nodded. “Yeah, here’s the modem.”

Estie was happy to see the cable router. That was going to save her a lot of time. Instead of
having to try to set up a dialogue between her machine and the towers with the gear she’d
brought, she could just plug the cable from her network card directly into the router and
access Jackson'’s towers the way she would any other drive connected to her laptop.

Tip leaned a little closer to the modem.

“Okay, this is weird,” he said.

“What is?”

“See that little green light? The system’s still on-line.”

“So now we know why he’s got three towers,” Estie said. “He must be running a little
service provider business on the side.”

“Or he just does a lot of FTP exchanges.”

Estie nodded.

“But when Benny got taken,” Tip said. “Didn’t you say that it fried all the phone lines?”
“That’s what Raul said. But it didn’t at Christy’s place.”

“Okay. Still, maybe we should unplug the modem anyway... just to be safe.”

“I suppose.”

She stood up and was about to start unpacking her laptop when she glanced at Claudette and
the others. They were all standing around by the doorway, obviously unsure as to what they
should be doing.

“I've just made some iced tea,” Mrs. Landis said when Estie’s gaze went to her. “Can | bring
up a pitcher?”

Estie smiled her thanks at the offer. “We don’t want to be a bother,” she said, but she was
only being polite. She was absolutely parched.

“It’s no bother.”

“Then that w