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CAST OF CHARACTERS AND GLOSSARY

Fal I i ng Angel

Rl CHARD ARBENZ: Anbassador from Falling Angel; Charlene Dula's maternal uncle.

Dr eam Par k

MARTY BOBBICK: Giffin's assistant. Plays as Hi ppogryph.

ARTHUR CONLES: Founder of Dream Park.

ALEX GRI FFI N: Security Chief of Dream Park.

THADEUS HARMONY: Dream Park Director of Qperations.

M TCH HASAGAWA: Dream Park Security. TOM SUBURO | ZUML Dream Park R&D tech. CALVIN | ZUM: Brot her
of Tom deceased. SANDY KHRESLA: Head of Dream Park Mintenance Division.

CARY MAWON: Alex Giffin's new assistant. M LLICENT SUWERS: Formerly Giffin's secretary.
Now an executive in the Departnent of Financial Affairs.

DOCTOR VAI L: Dream Park psychol ogi st. DW GHT VWELLES: Senior conputer tech for Dream

Park; Game Master for the altered Finbuiw nter Gane.

Ganer s

ROBI N BOMLES: Prof essional actor. Actor in the Finbuiwinter Gane. Talisman: caribou's ear, for
heari ng.

CHARLENE DULA: Gamer fromthe zero-gray habitat Falling Angel, and friend to Mchelle Sturgeon.
Tali sman: a swatch of white fur, arctic seal, for invisibility.

EVI ANE al ias M CHELLE RI VERS alias M CHELLE

STURGEON: Veteran of the first Finbuiw nter Gane. Plays nost of the ganme as a tonrait. Talisman:
senmi -automatic rifle.

FRANCI S HEBERT: Marine, Major in the reserves. AVRAM HENDERSON:. CGaner

MAZI E HENDERSON: Ganer .

COLLI E NORLI SS al i as FRANKI SH OLI VER: Prof essi onal Gamer and MD.

MARTI N QATERLI ARAQ al ias MARTI N THE ARCTI C FOX: Sorcerer or angakok anmong the Inuit. Actor in the
Fi mbul wi nter Gane.

GVNEN RYDER al i as CANDI CE al i as KANGUQ al i as SNOW GOOSE: Prof essional actress. Married to Qlie
Norli ss.

MAX SANDS: Ganer Professional westler under the name M. Muntain. Talisman: ow claw, for
strengt h.

ORSON SANDS: Max Sands's brot her Ganer.

TRI ANNA STI TH WOOD:  Pr of essi onal chef.

KEVIN TI TUS: Conputer progranmrer and conputer ganer Talisman: a crunpled skin crusted with bl ack
soot, for strength. "Soot is stronger than fire.

JOHNNY WELSH: Ganer; professional conedian. YARNALL alias THE NATI ONAL GUARDSMAN:

Dr eam Par k act or

O hers
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ANDREW CHALA: Pan- Af ri can anbassador

KAREEM FEKESH: | ndustrialist, suspected supporter of UVAF

ROBERT J. FLAHERTY: Producer of Nanook of the North, 1922.

TOBY LEE HARLOW JUNIOR: Alias of the person who disrupted the first Finbulw nter Gane.
LOPEZES: Legendary Gane Masters, now seniretired.

TONY McVWH RTER: Comput er whiz, incarcerated for industrial espionage agai nst Cow es |ndustries.
MADELEI NE: Mystery wonan; a possible link to Kareem Fekesh.

RAZUL: Li byan anbassador

d ossary

AHK- LUT: Leader of the Cabal; son of Martin Qaterliaraqg, brother of Snhow Goose.
AMARTOQ A headless troll.

ANANSI : A space shuttle, the object of a terrorist attack sone years earlier

ANGAKCK: Sor cerer

BRANTA CANADENSI S al i as Tuut angayak alias Canadi an Snow Goose.

THE CABAL: The clique of evil sorcerers.

COALES | NDUSTRI ES: The parent conpany of Dream Park

COALES MODULAR COMMUNI TY: Living quarters for Dream Park enpl oyees

FALLI NG ANCEL ENTERPRI SES: |ndustrial nation-state, off-Earth.

FAT RI PPER SPECI ALS: Games nodified for the reeducation of substance abusers.

HOLY FIRE: Terrorist organization, precursor to the UVAF

| NTELCORP: The conpany formed by the partnership of General Electric and Falling Ange
Ent er pri ses.

| NTERNATI ONAL FANTASY GAM NG SOCI ETY:

The governi ng body supervising the world of Adventure Gam ng

KOGUKHPUK: The Burrow ng Mammot h.

LEVIATHAN | V: Mning rig proposed for use in terra-formng Mars.

MARK CARD: A widely accepted inter-Union credit card.

OFFI CI AL | FGS KAVA SUTRA: A nyth, a nere runor. It doesn't exist. Forget it. Trust us.
PAI JA: G ant femal e denon.

PEW TU: Taboos.

PHANTOM FEAST: A Dream Park di et restaurant.

RAVEN: Progenerative force in Inuit nythol ogy.

SEDNA: Goddess of the sea and of the sea's life.

SEELUVKADCHLUK: Wiere the sky nmeets the sea; the barrier between reality and the Inuit spiritua
wor | d.

TERICH K: A gigantic caterpillar-like nonster; the spirit formof Ahk-|ut.

TINM - UK- PUKS, or THUNDERBI RDS: Fabul ous Roc-1ike creatures.

TORNGARSQAK: Sedna's | over, Lord of the Hunt.

TORNR~41 T: Chost who serves an angakok, usually as a source of information

UNI TED MOSLEM ACTI VI ST FRONT or UVAF: A radical mdeastemterrorist organi zation
USI K: A weapon crafted fromthe pubic bone of a walrus.

WN GO Inuit Yeti.

WOLFALCONS: Hybrid creatures, half wolf, half giant bird of prey.

THE BARSCOM PRQIECT

PROLOGUE

Li ke a raging nountain, the Terichik rose screaming froma frozen, nightdark sea. Its nmany-
sectioned, grotesquely worm i ke body reared up; tons of water and ice thundered into the ocean
with a how |ike the death of worlds. The black night swirled w nd-whi pped snow t hrough m st that
tasted of salt. The Tenchi k's mouth gaped cavernously. Endless rows of serrated teeth gl eaned as
it shrieked its mindless wath. Its breath was a cold and fetid wind.

The hunmans beneath it were warrior and w zard, princess and conmoner. They were frail nmeat in the
Terichik's path, brittle fleshly twigs tunbled in an angry storm They scranbled for safety, ran
back onto |l and, away fromthe sea. They fled past the weckage of the shattered Inuit village:
rows of crushed houses, a great stone lodge with its roof stove in, boat hulls splintered and
scattered |ike insect husks.

Bui war was the first Adventurer to die, and he died well. He was the greatest warrior anong them
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but foolish to think that his enchanted usik, the pubic bone of the sacred walrus, could stand
agai nst the Tenchi k. Even faced by a beast to dwarf ten killer whales, Bulwar roared defiance and
sprang forward. Hi s ice-caked black beard flagged in the frigid air. Hs mghtily thewed arns
coil ed beneath the bear furs that lent himstrength and courage. Buiwar had once been an ordinary
man, a "systens analyst" in the white nan's world. Here where the heavens net the earth, he was a
great warrior, a great force for good.

His magic, his courage, his strength were not enough. The Terichik crushed him savaged his body
with fanged cilia. His screans echoed in their heads long after his body had vanished into its
gapi ng nmaw.

The hunmans retreated. There were twel ve now, people of the tundras and the people fromthe white
wor | d beyond.

They ran until the sound of rifle shots split their screans. Two nore of their nunber fell
trapped in a withering crossfire.

Agile and lithe, beautiful Eviane rolled to safety behind an abandoned boat house. Even as she hit
the ground, she unslung the automatic rifle from her back and braced the butt agai nst her

shoul der.

She was a worman of flaming red hair and sparkling green eyes. Her nouth was generously wi de, quick
to laughter or rage. Now it was flattened into a fighting grinmace cold enough to freeze the stars
in the sky.

She peered along the rifle barrel and then gl anced back over her shoul der. Her conpani ons were
hol di ng the Tenchi k at bay. The sky shimrered with power, enchanted flane searing away the cl ouds.
It was Eviane's task to break the back of the anbush, to send the mnions of the Cabal how ing
back into the wastes.

The Terichik rose to blot out the noon and stars. Its screanms shook the earth. Eviane's stomach
boiled acid with fear

Now was not the noment to shirk! Now was the tine to concentrate, to bring her wit and skill to
bear .

She sighted through the rifle scope. Through the driving snow, a bl ack-speckled ridge of ice and
rock leapt into relief. Somewhere behind it were the nmen who held them pi nned and vul nerable to

t he awesone Teri chi k.

Her scope's crosshairs trisected a shadowed forehead. Eviane grinned: one of the Cabal's minions
was about to join his ancestors. The painted face, the glowi ng eyes were alnpst an invitation.
She inhal ed deeply, held that breath, and squeezed the thgger

The rifle jittered agai nst her shoul der. Snow sprayed to the Cabalist's left. He junped in
surprise. Before he could run she fired a second tine. He threw his arns around his chest; his
mout h gaped wi de. Recoil pulled Eviane's gun barrel upward. The Cabalist's head expl oded.

Evi ane was shocked. Tickled in an odd way, but shocked. Strange. Usually you just get the flash of
red. This tine they' re using prosthetic makeup effects. Kinda gag-out, but Ww

Confusion reigned on the far side of the ridge, and the attack, the ambush, was breaking. It had
failed! The enenmy was in rout! Eviane cane to her feet, howing victory, and her compani ons rose
with her. Brandi shing guns and spears they raced across the frozen ground. The night blizzard's
shrieks matched their own.

Anot her Cabalist rose, his hands raised to the air in the sign of surrender.

Take no prisoners! She laughed giddily, and fired fromthe hip. The Cabalist doubled over, holding
his stomach. He yelled something, something that seened to take great effort to say, but the w nd
was too loud to nake out the words. H s face was twi sted with pain.

Evi ane fired again, and his body straightened out as if hit under the chin with a baseball bat.
Twi sting, he crunpled to the ground.

Evi ane wal ked to her first target, noving nore slowy now. She stared down at the body.

The wind' s whistle was dying. The flakes of ice were settling to the ground. The air was warm ng
but she shook.

She bent down, exam ning the wound she had inflicted. The man's forehead was gone.

What incredible. . . effects..

As if they had a will of their own, her fingers touched the dead man, crawl ed to the ghastly hole
above the still, staring eyes. They traced the edges- The w nd di ed. Sound becane sil ence, save
for the whinper of wounded and the growi ng murmur of the other warriors who approached wth

| ower ed weapons. Mute, the titanic shape of the Terichik withed in the sky behind them

Evi ane stood, eyes wide, nouth open but silent. Finally, as with a terrible effort she screaned,
and ran. She threwthe rifle, the goddamed rifle, aside and hurled herself behind an upturned
stand of boats.

She knelt there, whinpering, and watched wi thout conprehension as the Terichik flickered and
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di ssol ved. As the noon di sappeared fromthe sky above her. And the stars. And the distant
mount ai ns. All that had been heaven and horizon was now a bl ank white dome crisscrossed with

enor nous rectangl es.

One building at a tinme, the abandoned Inuit village di sappeared: the |odge, the snokehouse, the
line of boats. The boat house renmined, but it was too far. Eviane whi npered and ran and hid again,
this time beneath a heap of splintered wood and iron: the only remaining boat.

Over and over in an endl ess |oop her mind screamed: What is happeni ng? What is happening? | don't
under - ohgodohgod- And then even the w eckage di sappear ed.

Evi ane knelt on a blank field of white. Around her, her conpanions threw down their weapons and
began to gather around the two bl oodstai ned bodi es.

At the edge of the done, a door opened. Men and wonen in crisp orange uniforns entered. They

nout hed phrases about "effects breakdowns" and "optical difficulties" as they hustled away the
warriors and angakoks, the princess and the commoners, separated the quick fromthe dead. Eviane
remai ned on her knees, unseeing, unhearing, even when she was lifted up and carried gently but
firmy to the exit.

The bodi es were covered, belted onto stretchers, and whi sked away. Only blurred i nprints and
smears of red remained on the artificial snow.

Finally, nen came to pick up the rifle. They handled it with infinite care, as if it were a

sl eeping viper or a live grenade, something that m ght awaken to weak new and greater havoc.

As if it was a thing of magic in a world of technol ogy, or of technology in a world of magic.

Chapter One

THE BARSOOM PROJECT

"I'n the beginning.'" Three words spoken uncounted billions of tines."

The narrator's voice echoed everywhere and originated nowhere. It filled the vast dark cavern of
Gaming Area Awith its rolling, resonant enbrace. Alex Giffin peered into the bl ackness.

Phant asmal carts danced about himin el aborate patterns, orange outlines in his infr~red goggles.
The carts glided through an endl ess, enpty night, invisible to each other.

"Yet they have never lost their nmagic, never dimnished in majesty. Ever have we | ooked back to
the roots of our cultures, the origin of our species, the genesis of our planet.

"Come with us now, and peer into the past of our solar system to the formation of our nost

di stinctive nei ghbor-"

A darkened donme a few hundred nmeters across becane a urn-verse: the stars energed.

Above and below, they flanmed in primal glory. Never had the skies of Earth been so fully or
brightly popul ated. Blobs and streans of dark matter noved across the stars, dinmng them Never

had the stars nmade any noise at all, but now Giffin's bones rattled with the reverberations of
the best sound systemin the Western hem sphere
One dimstar abruptly flared brighter than all the rest. It was blinding.. . it was already

di mming, while shells of lesser fire expanded fromthe supernova at ferocious speed. There were
flane-colors in the shock waves.

Giffin chuckled quietly.

The thirteen hundred dignitaries gathered here by Cowl es I ndustries and Intel Corp were in for a
hell of a show His chief deputy Marty Bobbick had a grip on his elbow. Marty's round face was
soft with wonder, and his eyes gl eaned.

"Though details differ, current theories agree that the solar systemoriginated as a cold cloud of
interstellar gas. There were snowfl akes and snowbal | s, protoconets, scattered through it.

And so it remained until the shock wave from a nearby supernova disturbed its equilibrium™

The supernova had died to nothing. . . no, not quite gone. Giffin found it as a tiny blinking
dot. Then the shock waves arrived with a rolling crash that owed | ess to physics than to Dream
Park magic. The vast interstellar dust clouds bowed before it; flattened, then began to coll apse
and condense. There were hurricane shapes at the centers. The viewpoint zooned in on one of the
whorl s as streaners began to separate, giving it the | ook of a carelessly spray-painted archery
target. The great stormsparkled like a fireworks display. The center began to gl ow.

"Gravity and spin becane the dominant factors. Stars began to form" the unseen narrator said, but
Giffin found his mnd blanking out the words. The illusion was so overpoweringly real that his
chest ached for breath.

A new sun bl azed forth, awesonely bright within its nmurky sheath of dust and conets. |n that

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20a...0Barnes%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project%20UC.txt (4 of 158) [7/2/03 1:48:04 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/L arry%20Niven%20and%20Steven%20Barnes%20-%20T he%20B arsoom%20Proj ect%20U C.txt

terrible light Giffin could see |unps condensing along the rings that surrounded the sun. The

sol ar systemwas still nurky; conets noved through the viewpoint |ike white bullets.

This was the big one, the project toward which Cow es had angl ed for over a decade, the beginning
of the largest venture in mankind's history. And Giffin was part of it. . . if only as the
security man who woul d keep these nultinational billionaires fromnurdering each other. The 1, 333

men and wonen taking their slowtrips into the heart of the prinordial solar systemwould be much
nore a part of it, if they chose.

And if they didn't, there would be no Barsoom Project.

And if there were no Barsoom Project, then. . . very soon, by geological tinme, there mght be no
life on Earth.

The turgid protostellar whirl was clearing now Sunlight boiled away the nearer conets, |eaving
residues that would become asteroids; boiled the atnospheres fromeven the closer planets. The

pl anets flashed and flanmed fromtine to tinme as smaller bodies snmashed into them The viewpoi nt
moved toward one such body, a glowi ng, cratered, |unpy sphere that grew clearer as its atnosphere
di ssi pat ed.

Giffin wenched his mnd out of the illusion and brushed the controls before himin the cart. O
the hundred and fifty cornputer-driven carts gliding through an enbryoni c cosnos, he and

Marty had the only cart equi pped with manual override. In case of enmergency, he could reach

anot her cart w thin noments. There was no reason to expect any such emergency, but...

He whi spered to Marty, "Let's peek in on them" Marty nodded-he still had a death-grip on Alex's
el bow-and Alex rattle-tapped instructions to the heat-sensitive vidplate before him

It lit. It becane a quad splitscreen, and in each quadrant a cart appeared. Each cart seated ten
visiting dignitaries. At upper-left were intense, serious visitors fromthe United Kingdom Only
one, a rotund wonan in her fifties, was snmiling broadly, clapping with childish glee

Upper-right held officials fromlnternational Labor Union 207, the energy people. The

i nternational unions were nmore powerful than some nations. Certainly they were prine candi dates
for the offer that Intel Corp and Cow es w shed to make.

Chitchat broke off, heads swi veled right, nmouths gaped. A gargantuan gas-sheathed snowbal | roared
directly at 207's cart. A smaller cornet grazed it. A tenor screamsplit the air as the conet
flared blindingly and passed on the right.

They | aughed and sl apped each other on the backs, none knowi ng who anpong them had screaned.
Lower-left was the Pan-African coalition. . . menbers who were not currently enbroiled in war.
What a mess. Africa was a jungle, all right. Ajungle of artificially drawn lines, so conplex that
things mght not sort thensel ves out for another century. National boundaries, tribal boundaries,
i ndustrial boundaries, and union boundaries all withed and fluxed and | eft bl oody tracks behind,
year after year for the past century. Project Barsoom nmi ght straighten them out

nm ght give sonme of these political entities cause to fix themin place. A reason to forget the
past, for the sake of the future.

Lower-right, ten young Tol ki en elves, inhumanly tall and sl ender, yelled and | aughed and ducked a
passing conmet. That was Intel Corp, the conpany formed by the partnership of CGenera! Electric and
Fal i ng Angel Enterprises.

W ser heads within those conpanies, understanding that nmassive success and nassive inertia are two
sides of a coin, had split off sonme of the best young nminds fromthe GE think tanks. These mani acs
were backed with a hundred eighty nmillion dollars and Iinked with the creative whirlw nds behind
Fal ling Angel s, the rogue technol ogical "nation" orbiting Luna. The zero-gravity | aboratories of
Falling Angels were responsi ble for the Tokyo-Seoul expansion bridge, as well as a revolution in
hi gh-tensi | e engi neering.

The result was one of the nost effective think tanks in history. They already hel d ei ght percent
of the nobst productive patents issued in the past decade, and the best was yet to cone.

The sun had di nmed. The solar systemwas finally settling dowm. The cratered sphere in the
foreground was drifting closer. Its rocks had breathed forth a new atnosphere, pink in hue and not
thi ck enough to bl ock the topography. . . and as the orange-red sphere grew huge, clean white
pol ar caps and a lacing of long gray-green |ines were suddenly apparent. Two cratered noons rose
over the planet's eastern curve.

There was laughter fromthe carts. "In 1877, Italian astronomer G ovanni Schiaparelli observed a
networ k of single and double lines crisscrossing the surface of the planet. Canali means
‘channel s' or 'grooves' in Italian, but the word was mistranslated into 'canals,’ which inplies
intelligent design

"Quite a show, eh?" Marty grinned in the dark: a new nmoon. "I want to sign up right now "

"Get out your Mark card if you've got the noney. They'll be passing the hat pretty quick." Al ex
continued to l ook at Marty's black silhouette. "W haven't done any nat work for over a nonth.
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Have you been working the treadm | ?"

"Sure. Well, not every day." He sighed guiltily. "CQuess |I'm gonna pay for that, huh?"

In about thirty-six hours Marty would be in his first Gane. It was a Fat Ri pper Special. The
nmonst ers chasing himwould be slow, and that was as well. Alex's assistant had been nuscul ar when
Security hired him Muiscular, hell. . . he had cone within one point of a Bronze in judo at

Mexi co's Pan- Anerican Ganes in '36. By the time Giffin cane over from Cow es Seattle in '49,
Marty was soft, but still strong and skilled; he could wipe the floor with Giffin in a structured
randori. Now Marty's wei ght was seventy pounds out of control

They said these special Ganes would rip the fat right off you. And then they |aughed. A week of
waddl i ng after orcs and dragons doesn't nmke anyone thin.

The Intel Corp cart (lower-right) held the reason that Marty would join the Fat R pper. Charlene
Dul a stood seven feet zero, tall even for a Falling Angel. Her uncle Richard Arbenz was only an
inch shorter, a double Ph.D. responsible for two of those lucrative patents.

Both were possible targets for terrorists.

The exact origins of the feud between Falling Angel and OPEC were lost in a welter of crisscrossed
accusations. Falling Angel swore that it began in the infanmous Anansi incident, when arned
mercenaries had attacked a Falling Angel spacecraft. The United Mosl em Activist Front were widely
hel d responsi bl e, al though they had never been brought to task

The UVAF had pl aced sole responsibility for the near disaster on a Brazilian industrial concern
No one believed them and the organization had | ong since di shanded or been absorbed pi ecenea
into a dozen other pro-Arab organi zations, especially the renegade Holy Fire group

There had been ot her problens through the years-econom c boycotts, mlitary bl ockades, even
reports of sabotage. It forned a thinly veiled pattern of hostility which had neither resolved nor
escal ated into open war.

The result was a highly effective war of nerves. At the nonent, the battl eground was the acid-
ravaged stomach lining of one Alex Giffin, Security Chief of Dream Park. The industrial and
political descendants of all involved parties were held in Gam ng Area A of Dream ParKk.

Giffin tapped; the quad screen blinked and forty new faces appeared. Al ex counted off Texaco,

I BM Aeroflot, and the M tsubishi/Red Star consortium

Manki nd had cone so far in sonme ways, and in others renmained up in the trees, chittering and
throwi ng rocks at each ot her

If only the trees weren't so close together. If only the rocks were snaller.

Per haps Barsoom woul d gi ve manki nd a second chance. There would be no roomon Mars for the poor or
ignorant. Humen frailties would follow man to the stars, but sone of the sinpler notivations to
viol ence could be left in the Cradle.

"-Vi ki ng probes denonstrated that the Martian environment was not the haven for extraterrestria
I'ife envisioned by Burroughs, Wlls, and Lowell." The viewpoint skimed above tidy, spindly-
towered cityscapes at the junctures of the canals. Alex glinpsed a street crowded with eight-

I i nhed beasts, red- and ebony-skinned nen, and tall, insectile green tharks, each group carefully
avoi ding all others..

Then the sky darkened nearly to black, cities and canals faded away, the great npons shrank to

| unpi sh dots. "Rather Mars is a

barren desert, without sufficient water, oxygen, or hope to support any but the sinplest lie
forms. Its atnosphere is far too thin to resist the fierce solar flux. Mars is |ashed by
ultraviolet radiation that would kill all but the hardi est mcrobes.

"Despite the dreans of the past, there is no life on Mars. But there will be Martians."

The carts rolled across the surface of Mars. The | andscape stretched to a razor-sharp horizon, too
cl ose, an endless plain of gray-red rocks and sand broken here and there by the rise of a weary-

| ooki ng mount ai n.

Athin, lifeless wi nd whispered about them Even with Marty seated next to him Alex felt so

uni magi nably lonely that it shocked him Wat was it? Subsonics? Sublimnals in the |ight
patterns? Whatever it was, it was eerily effective.

Mars seened then a spinster sister awaiting the kiss of life, a bridesmaid to vibrant Earth,

| ooking Iongingly across a two-hundred-million-mle gap, waiting, waiting..

Ever a bridesnmaid, never a bride.

A light appeared in the sky, a noving, twi nkling star crossing fromeast to west. It |ooned |arger
and brighter, like sonme huge di anond, and suddenly it blazed. It was |like a nearby sun when it
touched the western horizon

The ground shuddered. The sky shivered with the flash. It was as if an H-bonb had detonated. What
stood above the horizon was not a nushroom (Mars's atnosphere wasn't that thick) but a rapidly
expandi ng dome of flame. The dome's rimrushed at them rolled over themwith a roar. It passed,
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| eavi ng them unharmed. Orange nagna flowed forth where the intruder had struck

"-1jfe can come to this barren world, life in a flash offire-"

A second conet streaked across the sky, and this one seened to conme straight at them filling the
sky, filling Alex's vision. Alex screaned with delighted terror as the world expl oded. Suddenly
the sky was pouring with sleet and rain. A billion tons of ice had vaporized-a thousand tinmes the
size of the comet fragnment that expl oded over central Siberia on June 30, 1908.

"-we can bring air and water to Mars-"

No poet had ever pictured Mars as female and Earth as mal e. Too bad, Al ex thought. The Barsoom
Project would get Mars with child.

As if by the power of tine-lapse photography, the rain fell all around themnow, utterly
convincing. If Alex reached a hand into

that, would it get wet? He did it. H's hand renmained dry in the nidst of a torrential downpour
Marty stifled a |augh.

The rains passed. The small sun, filtered through a thicker atnosphere, seened gentler now.
Perspective tilted until they were staring at reddish, sandy soil. Dust becane gravel becane

boul ders as the carts were zooned down to a different |evel of existence. Al ex found hinself

wat ching Earth-tail ored bacteria at work.

The wriggling shapes becane nore conpl ex; rocky soil broke under their attack; the rain turned
fine Marsdust to nud. The expanding carts raced ahead of a writhing network of roots and energed
into a shrinking jungle of green plants.

Now the carts noved through a fall of Marsdust. Great bucketlike vehicles dropped out of the sky,
each of a different bizarre design, puffing flane only at the nonment before inpact. Men erected
the spiderweb-thin skeleton of a done, then filled it in with rhonboi dal panels.

The carts were seni-independent now. They would go where their occupants pointed them though they
remai ned out of view of each other. The central conmputer controlled themstill, so that there was
no chance of the invisible carts colliding with each other

Giffin cruised closer to the done. It seemed huge: bigger than Ganming A, big enough for a smal
city, an environnment that could house an entire comunity of engineers and scientists~

"-there will be Martians. W will be the Martians. And you will be part of that process. This is
the fisture. This is howit will begin."

Giffin accepted a glass of wine fromthe hand of an eight-foot indigo thark. Its four arns
articulated gracefully. It delicately picked its way through the crowd, dispensing a seem ngly
endl ess stream of wi ne and beverages. For an instant he wondered how the ifiusion was sustained.
Surely it was solid. Perhaps a hunman being within an external shell, the upper arns controlled by
wal dos?

This was futile. The magic of the Dream Park technicians should be accepted as magic, and there
were nore inmportant matters to occupy his mnd

A brass-voiced Brit was telling half a dozen anused Anericans that "cannelloni neans 'pasta' or
"dinner' in Italian, but the

word was mistranslated into 'noodles,’ which inplies intelligent design..

Japanese investors chatted excitedly as they admired the Phoenix FlI, the rocket vehicle Intel Corp
had bet its roll on. It was a truncated cone, shaped rmuch like its little brothers, the Phoeni x
vari ations that had served between Earth and nmoon for fifty years. But the Phoenix F! wouldn't be
just bigger. It would be fusion-powered. The kind of plasna torus that powered Bussard fusion
plants on Earth would formthe base of the beast; it would | eak hal f-fused deuteriumplasnma to
forma rocket exhaust.

Speci al Effects had been playing with the FI. Mst of the nodel nust be a hol ogram but part of
the base had children crawiing all over it. No adult in the roomwas likely to live | ong enough to
see the project's conpletion, but these children mght. One day they would control Barsoom stock
and they woul d renenber.

"A neat trick, eh?" The voice as a low grunble, and Griffin turned to see Harnony's face | oom ng
above him

Al ex said, "Good nove, getting themto bring their children."

"W gave themall a week's free Gold Pass to Dream Park. What better way to nake these people take
the investnent seriously?"

Thadeus Harnmony was a bear of a man, with the shoul ders of the linebacker he had once been. But
time had sl oped those shoul ders, and a desk job added to the thickness of the waist. There was
extra gray in Harnmony's hair now, nmore lines in the blunt features, and a bitter twist to his
nmout h that hadn't been there a year ago

In his first year at Dream Park, Al ex had dived into the work headfirst, sonetimes not energing
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for weeks at a tinme. Harnony was the one who haul ed Al ex kicking and screaming fromhis desk to
ski in Aspen or cast for shark in the Bahamas.

Al Alex wanted was to return the favor. He had not yet been able to find a way. Al he could do
was watch a close friend turn into an old nan before his eyes. The sense of hel pl essness was
nunbi ng.

Wth a sudden clankety-runbling sound, the Leviathan IV nodel rolled up to them and stopped. The
denmo version of the mining rig was only two-thirds the size of the actual unit, but at seven feet
high, still inpressive. A flock of children rode the vehicle |ike dogfaces riding a Sherman in
Wrld War I1. The Leviathan chattered about its specs. Al ex paused a noment to

listen, and to watch the digging jaws and cl aws extend, watched the tank-treads and steel sides
turn translucent as the whole thing went schenatic: ore sanple tank, three-nman passenger cabin,
m ni | ab, communi cations, powertrain all detail ed.

"Looks like a crab on rollers,” Giffin said, walking on

Har nrony was sil ent.

The Security Chief waited a couple of seconds, and when no comment was forthconing, ventured
anot her comment. "Everything seens to be going well, don't you think?"

"Yes, everything," Harnony said. Giffin stopped. A flat note of disgust had taken root in

Har nony' s voi ce, suddenly growi ng strong. Harnmony's eyes were tight and wary, and noved too

qui ckly, as if looking for sonething to avoid.

"What's wong?" Giffin asked, voice low "Don't bother saying 'nothing.' Your nostrils twitch
when you lie."

Not a trace of a smile. Harnony shook his nassive head. "I have it on the best authority that
nothing is wong. The very best."

"Ah-hah. Well, | can accept that. But tell ne."

"What ?"

Nobody in earshot? "If there was something wong-and there isn't, of course. But if you were
listing the people you'd nost like to watch sky-dive into a school of sharks, who mi ght head the
list?"

Harnony's face creased in a reluctant smle. "Ah. Evocatively phrased."”

"Wl | 2"

Har mony opened his mouth and shut it again. "Never mind, Alex. |'ve been told that what's done is
done. 'Are you racing toward the future, or are you mred in the past? That's what | was asked."
Harnony smiled politely as a flock of chattering Japanese businessnen scuttled by. The instant
they passed, his face went flat and bitter. "That's what they asked ne."

Thirteen hundred guests nmilled around "A, " poking into this, peering at that. They tended to form
distinct clusters. The Arab del egation noved toward Giffin and Harnmony as they inspected a 1/10
scal e industrial conplex, a conputer-drawn hol ogramthat punped and hissed right down to the | ast
detail. Its miniature lights nade it a jeweled crown in the light of a Martian sunset.

Al ex wat ched Harnmony's face darken. Was it here, someone in this group of men? Wio? H s eye went
to the tallest man in the group. Their |eader, an industrialist naned Kareem Fekesh, net

his gaze. Fekesh was six feet of effortless elegance, darkly feline in a suit that nmade Harnony's
Ral ph Lauren |l ook Iike a Salvation Arny special. Fekesh inclined his head politely and turned back
to his conversation.

Anyone el se? |f someone posed a clear security risk, Harnony woul d have spoken of it regardl ess of
orders.

Whose orders?

The group from Falling Angel was nearby. Giffin directed hinself and Hannony in that direction

" Anbassador ?"

Anbassador Arbenz inclined his head gravely. "You are the Security Chief?"

Al ex nodded. "Alex Giffin. And this is Thadeus Harnmony, Deputy Director of Operations for Cow es
I ndustries. He used to be ny boss."

"Kicked upstairs."” Harnmony's smle was purest porcelain. Al ex watched them shake hands. It tickled
himto see Harnony | ooking up at the man. Arbenz said, "This is a great success, | think. To have
collected so many different nations and interests at one place and one tine. | wonder if any other
organi zati on coul d have acconplished it."

"Time will tell whether the victory is real or synbolic, Anbassador. There are greater things at
stake than raw human ego."

"Not hing el se costs so dearly."

"True enough."”

A painfully thin and awesonely tall brunette cane to stand at Arbenz's side. "Have you net ny

ni ece? Charl ene, Thadeus Harnmony, Alex Giffin."

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20a...0Barnes%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project%20UC.txt (8 of 158) [7/2/03 1:48:04 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/L arry%20Niven%20and%20Steven%20Barnes%20-%20T he%20B arsoom%20Proj ect%20U C.txt

The girl smiled shyly. She was pretty, in that elongated Spacer way. Al ex saw her as a bit flat-
chested and far too thin; but there was a basic sweetness and cheer to her as she said, "I'mso
happy to be here.”

"It's been a long ei ght weeks, hasn't it?"

"Yes, and only ny second time down." She shook her head regretfully. "I built up ny legs in the
centrifuge and on the exercise bikes, but I've still twi sted both ankles." She bent her |egs
experinentally. "My knee hurts."

"I hope you'll be all right for the Gane."

"1"ve got two knees," she said, suddenly nischievous. "There's only one Dream Park."

"You don't know any of the other Garners?" Were was Marty?

"I have a conpani on. W net through Conpunet. She's a Ganer too, and we partnered on sone frantic
vid canpaigns. |I'mlooking forward to playing with her here. Ww " Her eyes glowed. "I still can't
believe I"'mreally here.”

"I know the feeling.”" He'd heard it too often. Alex realized that he hadn't a whole lot nore to
say to Charl ene.

Her hand pulled at his arm "These effects. They're so... real. How do they do it?"

Al ex winked. "Santa's secret. | tell you what-after you're out of the Gane, I'l|l introduce you to
the el ves. How s that?"

"Fine. Thank you very nuch."

Harnony and Alex drifted away fromthe crowd, and Giffin could feel the tension reviving in his
friend.

"Al ex-"

Bef ore he had a chance to say anything else, Alex's beeper trilled against his wist. He said,
"The office wants ne. Shall | tell them"

"We'll talk later," Harnony said.

Har nony' s eyes wer& haunted. To hell with the beeper was halfway to Alex's lips, but he bit it
back. Wat was goi ng on here?

But the haunted | ook vani shed as Harnony slanmed the wall down. "Duty calls, Alex," he said
sardonically. He winked as if soneone had pulled a string behind his eyeball. Al ex thought it was
obscene. Harnony turned and vani shed into the crowd.

Al ex wal ked toward one of the side doors, pressed tabs on his watch and heard the | ock beep in
response. The door opened. Wth a last |ook at Mars-the past, the fanciful, and the future

-he di sappeared out the side door

Chapter Two

THE PHANTOM FEAST

Gnen Ryder had been told about the Phantom Feast, but she still stopped in the doorway,
bew | der ed.
It might have been a library. Half the walls were books, and nost of those were tall and wi de,

heavily illustrated. D et books and cookbooks and nothing el se. Some were quite old, sone quite
recent. There were hundreds.
An ol d book, The Beverly Hills Diet, had been disassenbled. Its pages papered one wall. Custoners

on their way out clustered around, guffawi ng as they read the funni er passages al oud.

Anot her wall was covered with fading photos of inpossibly rich desserts-with a conparison chart
showi ng how many New York Marathon niles it would take to burn off the calories. A double-exposure
phot o of anorexic, nunber-chested men and wonen staggering toward a ten-story banana split was
stark and sonehow di st ur bi ng.

It was 2:20, ten mnutes before Alie was scheduled to show up, and well past [unch hour. The
Phant om Feast was still crowded. O d and young, cheerful or norose, singles and clusters, the
customers all | ooked sonewhat alike.

They were stocky, chubby, fat, or norbidly obese. Gwen was startled to recognize a fanmous mni ddl e-
aged actor, Robin Bow es, cheerfully scraw ing autographs for a handful of supplicants. She
grinned, not because she coll ected autographs, but because he | ooked so real. . . and so
confortable. Six feet tall, maybe five feet in circunference, the huge, balding presence who had
dom nated so many vidscreens signed a | ast book and sagged back in a chair his own size.

No need to worry about little teeny chairs in the Phantom Feast!

Mazi e Henderson waved froma table for four, w thout getting up. She was roly-poly, an oval woman
with a round, florid face,

but at five four she wasn't big enough for her chair. Her conpani on was bigger and a few years

ol der.
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Rel uctantly, Gaen went over. The man got to his feet. It was the linmt of his strength. Long bl ack
hair, full black beard, an ornate silver buckle the size of his palm Mzie said, "Gaen, you know
my husband Avram Avramis a Magic User now. " Avram sniled and punped her hand once and sat down
too hard. Wrn

out.

Marie didn't | ook nuch better. Gmen's broad smile had no visible nalice in it, she hoped. "Well!
You nust have enjoyed the East Gate Ganme. How about we take in a fewrides? |'ve tried the Everest
Ski Slope and it's-"

Mari e | eaned toward Avram and stabbed a weary finger at Gwen. "Kill that for nme."
"Dear, | haven't the energy."
Gnen laid an enpathetic hand on Marie's shoulder. "I but jested." Hallelujah! Maybe she could

escape wi thout a nunbing barrage of anecdote. It might be safe to sit, after all

I n high school Gamen had becone al mighty tired of Marie's Gaming stories.

That had been ol d-style Ganing. A dozen kids, or as many as could find the time, would gather in
sonmebody's living roomto play a two-day Gane cassette. Interaction was limted to stiffly

ani mat ed conposite i mages: crude but effective. Marie's living roomhad a nonitor the size of a
picture window. Gnen had liked it enough to graduate into real Gam ng, Dream Park Gami ng; but she
had never conme to |ove the Monday norning rehashes. Those were still as dull as sonebody el se's

di et.

The waiter set a chopped-steak platter in front of Avram gave Marie a salad. She ignored it, but
Avram di pped his fork into it. It |ooked good. Diet dressing, no doubt, but it was big and varied,
all bright greens, reds, and oranges with no dairy products. Marie seenmed not to notice Avrams
piracy. "I feel like |l owe you a report, Gmen. After all, you talked me into it."

"Ch, no. You don't have to. Really. Actually, | was just waiting-" She started to get up. Her
consci ence was pulling her back even before Marie's neaty hand cl osed on her arm

This time Marie had earned the right.

Last August Gaen had nmet Marie for the first tinme in twelve years. Marie was a nountain. Her new
husband, Avram was another.. . and he had been a Ganer, years back. They'd worked

Marie in stereo, and they'd talked her into playing a Fat Ri pper Special with Avram

Mari e stabbed into her salad for the first time. She grinmaced:

| eaves! In a Fat Ripper she should have unlearned that attitude. Marie chewed, swallowed in haste,
and said, "lI'mthree pounds down! A pound a day !" For an instant she showed sonme energy. "They
ran it off me. We started off with Genghis Khan's arny hot on our heels, and it didn't get any
better.”

"I'n spots," Avram said.

"Yeah. The Horde was tracking us. W were nore worried about themthan anything we might neet.

Ei ght hundred of us, and thousands of eneny behind us. General Wsowaty said we wouldn't stand a
chance if they caught up."

"CQuide," Avraminterjected.

Qui de. General Wsowaty would be an Actor working for Dream Park within the Gane. Whatever he said
woul d be true in context, though it need not be the whole truth.

The sal ad | ooked good, and Gaen was tenpted to order one. Gmen had no taste for a red vinegar
dressing. Surely virtue had earned her an ounce of blue cheese...? She tapped her |unch order into
the table's console.

Marie rescued her salad from Avram who pretended to sulk as he cut his Salisbury into inch
squares. She chewed and swal |l owed quickly and resunmed. "W were in strange territory. Nobody wants
an arny in his backyard. General Wsowaty was | eery of farns, but we needed food. We were on short
rations, of course."

"OF course."
"OGnen, Dream Park was starving us and working us, but they had us thinking about food all the
time! | don't get it. W' re supposed to learn how to | ose weight on a Fat Ri pper Special ."

"You' re supposed to notice your food. If you eat automatically, or for any reason that isn't
nutrition, you get uphol stered. The Fat Ri ppers teach you the difference between feeding your body
and feeding your face." Gwen knew the lectures. She liked being plunp, and Alie liked it, and her
doctor said her blood pressure and chol esterol count were i nhumanly heal thy. She hadn't gained or
lost a pound in three years. The Finbulwi nter Ganme woul d be her first Ripper, but she was going in
as an enpl oyee.

"Back to the East Gate Gane. Did you have fun?"

Mari e thought about that. A smle flickered briefly. "Fun?

guess | nust have. | didn't get killed out. | saved two other players because | saw what was

com ng."
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"She saved ne," Avramsaid. "I got killed later."

"We could see an Eastern-looking city in the distance. Towers |like mnarets, tall and pointed and
lots of them then the edge of a wall. W bought food at two farnms not too near the city. Just
enough to half-fill the carts.. ."

Where was Alie? In the two years that they had been narried, their nmutual |ove of Gaming had nade
them the hottest pair of Ganer/Actors on Dream Park's list. Olie had graduated nedical schoo

el even nont hs ago, and that made hi meven nore popul ar. Doctors were needed in any Ganme, but
particularly in Fat R ppers.

But their popularity also neant that they had less and less tine to thenselves. Mentally she
counted off. It had been.. . eight days since the last tinme she and AQlie had shared free tine and
a water bed.

She flushed with warnth, and deliberately pulled herself back into Marie's Gane.

They always told it as if it had happened to them |In another age they'd have been | ocked up as
crazy. It helped if you' d been in the Gane, and of course some players were better storytellers.
Mari e was not.

But Marie was enjoying her tale. "The gates were rusty. The hinges weren't in good shape. The
guards were kind of sloppy, but they whooped when they saw us and went running to tell everyone.
The buil dings were big and round, a little like turnips, with the mnarets sticking straight up
fromthe mddle. The market didn't |ook |ike nmuch when we got there-just goods in piles, and
peopl e coming with w cker baskets to get what they wanted-but an hour after we arrived there were
hucksters everywhere. They weren't happy people, Gmen, but they sure wanted to tal k. They hel ped
us with the loading just so we'd have tinme to tell them about other places.”

Bet ween sentences, Marie had managed to eat half of her salad. She cast a sidew se glance at
Avrami s steak. "Mnd if | borrow a bit of this?"

Avram said nothing. H's wife speared two rectangles with her fork, popped theminto her mouth, and
shovel ed salad in on top. Calories don't count ~f you steal them off somebody else's plate. | used
to do that.

"We bought another cart,” Marie said around her nout hful

"A big one. W bought several days' worth of food for the troops and piled it in. They didn't
bargain. W made out |ike bandits. The General wanted booze and opiumfor the troops, but there
wasn't anything like that in sight. Wen Jeffrey asked one of the |ocals she just |ooked puzzled
W were afraid to push. And they woul dn't buy our spices."

A wai ter brought Gmen's salad and a tray of crackers. Good-I|ooking stud, but brisk; Gaen couldn't
catch his eye. Ch, well, what difference did it nmake? She was an ancient narried wonan now. ..

A woman caught Gnen's eyes. She stood near the wall, pudgy as the rest, watching as the Beverly
Hlls Diet faded into the Jane Fonda Geriatric Wrkout and nore general nerrinent. She stood out:
she wasn't |aughing, or even snmiling. She seenmed |lost. Her straggling crinmson hair and |arge green
eyes made her inprobably waiflike.

G een? Gmen knew she was too far away to see the woman's eye color. Had they net? Gmen suppressed
the urge to walk over and ask if she needed hel p, and | ook at her eyes.

"-Avram set up a booth and started doing tricks. | got propositioned by a burly blacksmth type. |
took himup on it, and that used up half the afternoon." Marie's voice had the kind of w nk-w nk-
nudge-nudge in it that left absolutely nothing to the inmagi nation

Avram didn't react at all. Marie must have trained himto be civilized and nodern about her
peccadi |l | oes. Gaen wondered how and where his passive aggression energed. Alie wasn't passive at
all. Extramarital tactophilia-flirting-was part of their lifestyle, but any man who crossed a

specific line was courting nmurder. Suddenly, and quite unspectacularly, Gaen's dislike of Marie
crystallized.

"-time | cane back, Jeffrey and Carole and Blag were missing. Of getting |laid, naybe. Blag and
Carol e came back around sunset. Jeffrey didn't. W thought we'd better get back to canp-"

Where had Gaen seen the redhead woman before? It came to her with a jolt: the dossier on the next
Fat Ri pper. Sure, she was one of the players.

Even in a static holo, there had been sonething about her that stood out, sone potential for
action, sone suppressed energy that inpressed Gven. O at |east caught her attention. The back of
her neck itched. She needed Olie. His menmory was better than hers

"-what | said, Gnen?"

Wth a start, Gmen realized that for the first time Marie had said something which required a
response.

There was challenge in the way Mazie | eaned across the table. That, and two words Gaen's nenory
fished out of the nonol ogue, gave her the answer. "You chewed garlic, just in case. Because the
villagers didn't want your spices. Wre you al ready thinking vanpires?"
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Mari e sl apped the table, and Gaen captured her salad before it jiggled over the edge. "Exactly!
And Carol e thought she'd seen gargoyles. The vanpires lived on the heights, in the mnarets. Cone
ni ght, they started swoopi ng down on us. W broke into the buildings to fight there. The doors
weren't even barred. The peopl e nust have given up | ong ago."

Avram said, "I got ny troop into the smithy-"

"W started a fire," Marie said. "W thought it might help. My blacksnith, Hath-Othen, he broke
down and told us all about it. The vanpires owned that town. The tops of buildings were theirs,
and stairs didn't go there. They'd been there | onger than anyone coul d renenber. They kept al coho
and recreational drugs out, and anything else that nmght ruin the flavor of blood." Marie's
attention snagged on the forkful of salad she was waving in the air. She put the fork in her not-
qui te-enpty bow and pushed it away. "I have to tell you, sonething pernmanent happened to ny
appetite that night. | had to think of nyself as food to figure out howto fight vanpires. Grlic
didn't keep them away. We decided they like flavoring. Random flavoring, that they don't |ike. And
we coul dn't count on any help. The locals wanted us to stay so twenty of themwould Iive |onger."
"Your order, nmadan®?" The voice cane from behind Gaen, but she didn't have to turn, just reach back
over her shoulders and found Alie's strong, chubby arns and w apped them around her neck. One of
his fingers unobtrusively brushed a nipple, and she felt a shiver of pleasure race along her

bones. She | eaned back for a deep Kiss.

Mari e was polite enough to stop tal king, but not enough to | ook away. She was staring at them when
they broke for air.

Alie was about five nine, and fifty pounds over the average. That was actually a great

i nprovenent: when they net, you could have added anot her sixty pounds to that estimate.

Alie nodded to Marie and Avram He slid into the seat next to Gaen, still holding her hand. Gnen
felt the tension leaving her in a wave, lost in Alie's warm w de smle. She sighed. "My lord and
nmaster."

"The Goddess who dances in my heart." He bent forward and ki ssed her again. "How ya doi ng?"

"Much better now " Her eyes flickered sideways, indicating Marie, who had continued to chatter, as
if frantic to get her story out before Alie swallowed Gmven's attention totally- "There were
vanpire sentries on the ground floors, and no

light. First building we went into, we were swarmed! After that we rolled barrels of brandy down
into the basenents. First the brandy, then throw in torches, then wood. That worked. W turned the
m narets into chimeys! But it took us till nightfall, and some of the vanpires escaped the fire
and some of our own started coming to life-"

Gnren squeezed her husband' s hand. She hal f-whi spered, "Boy am | glad to see you. Listen. Do you
see that wonman over there?"

He scanned the room found Gaen's target just as the frowzy redhead sl eepwal ked out of the room
brushi ng past people as if they weren't really there. "Strange duck, but a recognizable breed

i ndeed. Ganer. She's in our files for Finmbuiwinter." He squeezed his eyes shut for a second.

"Name. . . Eviane." He was delighted with hinmself, and bounced with pleasure. "Probably just her
nom de guerre.”

Sonehow, mracul ously, Marie had managed to finish her story. She grinned and | eaned back fromthe

table. "I want to sleep for a week. Wth Avram" She stood, her lips curling sal aciously. Avram
heaved hinsel f up, as enthusiastic as a steer at the slaughterhouse door. "I won't see you til
we' re back in Portland, right?"

"Right. Qur final briefing is in thirty mnutes. The Finbulw nter Gane starts tomorrow. |I'mthe

shaman's | ovely daughter.” Gaen caught a flicker of disbelief in Marie's eye. "Eskinpbs are all owed
to have a little padding, ny dear."

Avram | aughed appreciatively, and Marie gave hima polite shove toward the door

Gnen dug into her sal ad.

Alie watched the pair until they were safety out of earshot. "Another rousing Dream Park
success?"

"Maybe. Avrami s too torpid, but rmaybe he got sonething out

of the experience. Maybe if they ran himthrough again-"

"Which they can't. These Ganers don't nearly pay their own way. It's all for research, love."

"I know. And Marie's a waste. She learns what to say and that's all she gets out of it. Saying the
magi ¢ words won't take weight off and it won't teach her better habits, and it's hell on those of
us who have to listen."

"My ny. What a wonderful wait you nust have had."

Gren's wide blue eyes were noist and grateful. "My hero. Verily, you saved the maiden fromthe
dragon." Her fingernails gripped the back of his hand, hard. "Cd ai myour reward, dammt.,"'

He sighed. "We've got about twenty minutes to make it to Gaming Central. Not nearly enough tinme to
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conmit a serious indiscretion."”

"Nor yet a frivolous indiscretion." Never be late to a briefing. "Tonight?"
"Sure, who needs sleep?"

Chapter Three

THE TOAER OF NI GHT

Twenty nmeters of Tyrannosaurus rex thrashed helplessly in the tar pit. Its gray-green hide sprayed
bl ood froma dozen bullet wounds. It glared up at them and screaned the scream of the dying
saurian-a sound very like the product of a Cowl es Mach Vifi synthesizer, to Max Sands's educated
ear. It blended perfectly with the thunder of the volcano erupting at the south end of the canyon
It would have been the perfect end to a two-hour mni-Gane:

the dinosaur, the tar pit, the volcano, the lithe and | ovely cave girl who clung to his side |ike

nmoi st sil k. One problemremai ned unsol ved. Professor Deveroux's legs still kicked wealdy in the
tyrannosaur's nouth. This was, of course, no fun for Deveroux ("Renenber, |I'ma hol ogram Don't
try these stunts at hone!") and no fun for Max and the rest of the teameither. Deveroux still had

the Tine Key in his pocket!

Max checked his watch. There were only ten mnutes left! The lava crawl ed toward the tar pit
beneath them toward the nouth of the cave where five Adventurers huddl ed in confusion

"Jeez," Orson Sands wheezed. "We're up the creek now " At six feet four inches and three hundred
and fifteen pounds, his twin weighted twenty pounds nore and | ooked fifty pounds heavi er than Max.
The difference was that under his cushion of fat Max actually had consi derabl e muscl e, which made
himan anomaly in the Sands clan. Orson's twenty extra pounds weren't nuscle. Miuscle didn't run in
the Sands fam|ly. Nobody ran in the Sands fam |y, which in part explained the proud and readily
identifiable Sands profile.

Max sai d, "Any suggestions, Eviane?"

The short, freckled redhead shook her head w thout saying anything. She never said anything. Maybe
she' d checked her vocal cords at the door. She was kind of cute, particularly if you Iiked them
chunky. But. . . standing or sitting, she seened to

wrap herself around herself. The space around her becane annor. Max had to force hinself to speak
to her, and why bother?

Orson repeated his litany of grief. "W been screwwwed." Hs face was red and puffy, as if he was
about to roll on the ground and hold his breath for two minutes. The tactic had been awesonely

ef fective when he was a plunp, cute five-year-old. He had grown plunper than plunmp and | ess than
cute in the past thirty years. Max was tired of the act.

The | ava had reached the edge of the water covering the tar pit, and a feather of steam boiled up
The stench of sul fur grew chokingly strong. Rakes of gray ash streaned fromthe sky.

Evi ane watched the |ava with what Max couldn't help thinking was a practiced eye. Quiet she was,
but she'd Ganmed. That key- They'd found the skel eton of a Tyrannosaurus rex, and the

bones of a man within. Eviane's stick had poked anong the bones of the right hand, just enough to
disturb them to spring any trap; then the left, just enough to expose a glittering key. Tapped
the key. Tapped the ground at her feet. Reached anpong the bones and plucked the key without
brushing a single bone, and before any other player had planned a nove.

Alura, the lovely cave girl who had guided them pulled at Orson's arm "Mist go."

"Ch, what's the p000i nt?"

"Orson, will you shut up? The point is that we cane to play."

Evi ane nodded approval, and said her first words in two hours. "This isn't right. They prom sed."”
"Darlin', this whole thing hasn't been right."

"We go," Alura said in her best nock-Paleolithic accent. "W go, worship. Pray for help."

Orson pulled a face. "You' ve already gotten everyone else killed, you tryin' for a perfect score?"
Max smi | ed benevolently. "You're going to be a ball on the R pper."

"I wish | hadn't cone."

"That makes many of us, Orson." Max checked his watch. Ei ght mnutes.

There were four players left: Max and Orson and Eviane and Kevin. Kevin Titus was a kid, and the
only skinny one in the group. He was really skinny, painfully so.

In the two hours that the Gane had been on, three of their four guides had been killed by various
toothy carnivores. Wth the

exception of the late |anented Professor, their guides had all been young, vivacious pidgin-

Engl i sh- speaki ng cave dwell ers encountered on site. Max had chuckled quietly at the anachroni sm
and foll owed the bouncing curves.

"They cheated,"” Kevin said plaintively. The kid was five feet of knees and el bows, sugarcube
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teeth, frizzy brown hair, and nervous energy. He was panting with exertion, though even Max had
his breath back. "They said that everything made sense."

Evi ane breathed hard, as if hyperventilation hel ped her nmenory. "They said that 'given the stated
Gane situation, everything is accurate.”

"So they lied."

The | ava was getting close. The nouth of the cave was growi ng wanner. "No. They wouldn't lie." She
repeated that as if it were an article of faith. "Dream Park wouldn't lie. There's an answer."

"W go and pray! Gods nust help," Alura said al nost calmy.

"Have they ever hel ped before?" Max asked hopeful ly.

"No." Her shaggy bl ond head gave a nournful wag. Then she smled ingenuously. "But maybe we pray
wrong!"

"If Dream Park didn't lie, then they're idiots," Oson whined. "There weren't any goddamm cave
people in the Cretaceous. Dinosaurs were dead for sixty million years before the first human being
ever appeared. They blew it!"

Lava swept down the valley. The tyrannosaur's tiny eyes bulged as the water around it began to

boil. It screanmed piteously when the lava hit it. The screamreverberated through Max's bones, and
a whiff of cooking lizard hit themin a blast.
Then the swanp was gone and the tar was exposed to the lava, and it all went up in a fireball. The

Ganmers threw thenselves flat. The air whooshed, crinkling his eyebrows with heat. Mux glinpsed big
whi te bones before the lava rolled them under

Dam! This is too nmuch, too dammed graphic, even for Dream Park. Thank goodness | haven't eaten
si nce breakfast!

Lava filled the valley below It percolated |ike a denon's caul dron

"W're screwed, I'mtelling ya. | want everybody's noney back."

Evi ane was | ooki ng thoughtful, if her slightly crossed eyes could be interpreted as a thoughtfu
expression. "Sonething isn't right here," she said.

A flat certainty in her voice caught Max's attention, and

Orson's too. She nmay | ook like a flake, but there's sonmebody hone in that head. Orson's nood
calmed in an instant. "Wat've you got?"

She shook her head. "It's. . . it's a puzzle. They always are, when they run over fifty ninutes.
There's a clue.”
"What's the clue?" Orson said. "I haven't got a clue. I"'mhungry and I|'mtired, and we've got six

mnutes to live."

"Think about it. What's wong with this?"

"Everything- Waitwaitwait." Cick: you could alnost hear it. In sone ways the brothers lived in
different worlds. Max nade his living as a very particular kind of clown, Oson as a conputer
progranmmer. But when the puzzle-solver in Orson's head suddenly clicked on, Max vicariously shared
the thrill. There was the brother he loved, the fastest question-crunching nmnd he had ever known.
"You're right. There aren't supposed to be cave people here. W found just one group, all about
the sane age. Everything else was right. Al of the sauropods have been right for the era: we saw
di pl odocus and bront osaurus, but no stegosaurus or allosaurus mxed in."

Kevi n sl apped thin hands agai nst his head. "So what are the cave people doing here-"

Max caught the joke, and his |laughter drowned out the runble of the volcano. "Unless they're tine
travelers too!" He turned to Alura, who had been cowering politely through the entire exchange.
"Alura, take us to church!"

"1"his way!"

Behi nd them the sky glowed. The lava was filling the valley of dinosaurs, and in another few
monents it was going to conme roaring down the tunnel. The result was likely to use up all of his
hit points in one hot second.. . so to speak

They ran, or at least noved as quickly as girth and wind would allow. Kevin, a skinny little
rabbit with barely enough nmeat to separate bones from skin, reached the chanber al ongside Alura,
way ahead of the rest. He was gasping, she wasn't. Max cl anped his mind down on the fatigue, but
when he saw t he chanmber, exhaustion and confusion nelted away |ike snowfl akes.

The structure m ght have been carved from|linestone by the passage of water, or it m ght have been
an enornous gas bubble in a nmountainous, sludgy wave of prineval |ava. Watever had carved it had
done one hell of a job. It was huge, a crystalline cathedral with indirect lighting. (And where
did the Iight cone

fron? Ch, give it up. Phosphorescence, biolum nescence, whatever, it was gorgeous!)

Stalagmtes rose fromthe floor like rows of fairy teeth. Thick spiderwebs festooned the corners,
strange, baseball-sized husks dangling fromthem but the roomstill sparkled.

In the center, surrounded by a cone of |ight, was what Max knew t hey woul d fi nd.
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Orson cl apped his hands delightedly. "That's it!" A platformwith a nmetal post and a wai st-high
metal ring | arge enough for several adults to grasp sinultaneously. "It's an advanced version of
Deveroux's tine machine.”

"Anot her group canme back, with their kids-like taking a picnic."

" St opped to feed the dinosaurs-"

"Ki ds got stranded here, grew up with no adults." They were | aughi ng and huggi ng now. Even Evi ane
had abandoned her vow of silence, and was whoopi ng | ouder than anyone.

"Let's nove!" Max said, checking his watch. He'd set it to count down. It gave himninety seconds
to end the Gane.

Kevin and Orson exam ned the nmachine. Orson called, "It takes a key! Ev-Evi ane?"

The only key still in the Gane. Eviane tossed it underhand to Orson, who fitted it into a | ock and
turned it.

"Fits. It was drownin' fair, after all."

"Move it. We're about to have conpany, say a mllion tons of lava."

Kevin and Orson tinkered with the vehicle, fiddling with the buttons until lights triggered around
the metal ring, and the air vibrated until it sang. Max felt the tingle all over his skin, and

| aughed and stonped delightedly. They were going to nake it, they were- "Al right. Everybody
gat her around, and get ready." The

mom was heating up. The hair on his arns stood up away fromthe skin as the tinme machine's whir
grew | oud.

Al'l five of them grabbed the ring, felt the electric trill as the power increased. The entire room
began to vibrate. Alura released the ring with one hand to grab Max's shirt, pressing her warm
little body against him Max was terribly glad that Alura, unlike the rest of her famly, was a
real |ive unhol ogramtype person

The entrance of the cave splashed with lava. For a nonent fear filled his stomach, and a shril
whir filled his ears-

The room whirled, and there was nothing there, nothing at all. Wen the snoke and | ava cl eared,
they were back in the clean, sterile Tinme/Life building.

The woman who called hersel f Eviane wandered out of the Tine/Life building into the nmain
thoroughfare. It had been a long tinme since she had been to Dream Park, although in another sense,
Dream Park was with her wherever she went.

The facades of the rides and exhibits rose |like a fabulous array of circus balloons. The hol ogram
i mges rose thirty and forty feet into the air-Pol ynesian Paradi se, DragonWrid, Fokker Biplane
(duel the Red Baron!), the Ali Baba ride, the infamus Snuff Show (kill any of two thousand fanous
hi storical or contenporary figures!), and the hallucinogenic Little Neno.

Sone of the facades were pure delightful fantasy: the rosy cheeks of Snow Wite bl ended naturally
with the Al pine splendor of the Ski Chalet. But there were also strong el enents of the grotesque
Here was the face of a scream ng South Anerican Indian, with ants swarmnng..

Bef ore her eyes, naked bone appeared.

The Marabunta Chal |l enge. The threat of violence made Evi ane's head spin. She stopped for a nonent,
| eaned against a railing, and squeezed her eyes shut.

No vi ol ence. No pain. Just fun. Right? Nobody gets hurt...

It was sel f-defense. Plot smashed, the Cabal had been rabid for vengeance. The Teri chik. .

She opened her eyes, and when the filmof tears cleared, she renenbered to breathe again. The pain
in her chest went away. Maybe she shouldn't be here at all

She shrugged that thought aside. She had al ready net sonebody nice, not even counting Charl ene
Dul a. Charlene had been a nmiracle, a genuine seven-foot elvish mracle. But Max Sands was nice.
Bright, cheerful. Curiously athletic for his size. And he seened to |like her. Maybe she shoul d
have gone with them..

The voi ce snapped back on her instantly. How could anyone |ike you? You're a nurderess. A crazy
wonman, and if they find you, they' |l put you where the birds don't sing and the sun don't shine,
and sl eep cones in black capsules with little white bands.

She swal | owed hard, and forced her shoul ders back and the voices into retreat. They grew qui eter
but didn't go away. They never went away.

Alittle boy sw vel ed, and pointed. "Mnmy! Ww Look at

that costune the lady's wearing! She nust be ten feet tall !'" Eviane turned and nade herself
smile. "Charlene!"
The hypertall woman picked her way through the crowd. It was true: she was grotesquely tall; she

m ght have been another exhibit. Jewelry at her ears and throat had a high-tech | ook: nedica
moni tors. But she carried herself with a grace and dignity that inspired respect rather than pity
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or shock.

Evi ane ran to her friend, and hugged her. Charlene returned the hug for a second, then gently
pushed the shorter woman back. For an instant, Eviane was overwhel med by the variance in body
type. Wth Charl ene bal anci ng on Eviane's shoul ders, they could go to a masquerade ball as an
excl amati on point.

"How were the rides?" Charlene's voice was that of a cultivated child. "I wish that | could have
been with you. Uncle wanted nme with himat that Barsoomthing." She smiled in shy apology. "This
was supposed to be our tine together. |'ve made friends over the holo for years, but it's just not
t he sane.”

"Ch, don't worry. If it weren't for you |l wouldn't be here in the first place. This is just the
best tinme ever."

Charl ene hugged her friend's arm "I know | woul d have had nore fun with you."

"The fun is in getting out alive."

They stepped aside to let a comical car cruise past. It |oped along on jointed hairy |egs instead
of wheels. The "driver" had headlights instead of eyes, and fenders for ears. Charlene chuckl ed.
"I't's usually nore crowded than this, isn't it?"

"Hard to believe, but true."

This wasn't ordinary Dream Park time. The Park was only half-full. This was a VIP week, reserved
for people like Charlene, bigwigs and their famlies involved in the Barsoom Project, and peopl e
participating in the Fat R pper Special..

She cl osed her eyes. The next thing she knew, Charl ene was hol di ng her

"Eviane? It |ooked |ike you blacked out for a nmonent there. You didn't know where you were."

"I't was the crowd. The noise."

Charl ene | ooked unconvi nced. "Right."

“Maybe |'mjust hungry."

"Now, that |I'Il believe. Conme on. Isn't it time for our briefing?"

"You bet."

. 0.

Red-shirted acrobats juggled balls of fire bare-handed, with dazzling agility. The flame forned a
stairway up into the sky, disappearing in a bank of mist. As exotic flute nusic played, one
acrobat after another did hand-springs up the stairway and vani shed.

The walls of Dream Park twi sted and turned around themlike the walls of a nare, every foot
crammed with shops, exhibits, and concession stands, the entrances to rides and "experiences." To
the north, like a great noon rising at the end of the street, was the gl eam ng dome of Gaming Area
B

They reached the restaurant, an ivory tower |abeled "The Tower of Night," which rose fromthe

m ddl e of an Arabi an bazaar. Eviane felt a little nore at ease. Here, finally, would be people
that she would be confortable with. Ganmers, Magic Users. Sorcerers. Keepers of the Dark Secrets,
the sane breed that she was...

. had been?

She got into the tube Iift on the side of the tower, and pressed her hands against the tube as it
began to rise.

And ri se.

The cage noved at inpossible speed. The sun was sinking behind the nountains when only minutes ago
it had been midafternoon. Now they were above the entire arc of Dream Park, the hundreds of acres
laid out in glittering array: conical towers and silvered spheres, twisting roller-coaster |oops
and the thousand hotels and notels crowdi ng hivelike beyond, all shrinking, shrinking. Now she
could see the entire valley basin, and as the elevator continued to rise, the lights of Los
Angel es stretched out |ike strings of glow ng pearls.

Neat! The illusion was magnificent. The cage was still accelerating. Around a black Earth,
refracted light outlined the atnosphere in a bright circle that was still contracting. Eviane felt
the chill of fear, just enough acrophobia to make things interesting.

Charlene's breath fogged the glass. "Ww. " No acrophobi a there!

Sunlight flared along one rimof the world, which had beconme a trenmendous ball. Eviane w enched
her eyes away to | ook up. A structure was comng at her, a cluster of bubbles on the tower. The
bubbl es engul fed the car. The el evator stopped, and the doors opened.

Noi se hit her like a solid wall, the cacophony of a hundred throats runbling at the top of their
col l ective voices. A flood of

i mages rushed in on her, colliding somewhere between her ears.

Evi ane wandered away from Charl ene, neandering through the group. She felt both at hone and
alienated, able to float along on the periphery of the groups, skimming bits of conversations
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wi t hout the nerve to join in.

"I've never been here before," one Ganer was saying. He was about five and a half feet tall, black
and pudgy. He juggled a drink in one hand and a four-inch saucer of little sandwi ches in the
other. He wore a quasi-mlitary uniformthat was too tight across the belly. H's nane tag said F.
Hebert. "But fromwhat |'ve seen so far, the whole thing is overpriced. Too expensive."

A stout, extrenely pretty bl onde whose nane tag was stenciled Trianna attacked at once. She nmay
have been overwei ght, but her self-possession and beautifully cut blue suit made her nass a deadly
weapon. There was sonething el se, too-a sense of |eashed sexuality that Eviane found instantly

intimdating. "If you ve never been here before, what are you conparing it to?"
Trianna's target was overwhel ned. "An-other anusenent parks, | guess."

"Do other parks really have facilities like this?"

"well .o

She snorted in disgust. "The word | get, it costs nore than you' re paying. They charge it off to
research and use it to nmake cassette ganes."

"Ch, that's-"

"But let's just assune they're taking a thousand percent profit. Then what? Nobody el se has what
they're selling. Wat have you got to whinmper about? Pay or don't pay."

"An.. ." F Hebert wandered away | ooki ng defl ated.

There was a face all skin and bones, one gaunt visage across a sky of full nopons. Kevin. She
renenmbered himfromthe Tar Pits Gane.

Fat Ripper, they call it; but we're not all overweight. Eating disorders. Substance abuse- That
one black man was round of face but hardly overweight. Still, he had a twi tchy | ook. She was
guessi ng, only guessing, but who would he kill for a drink? or a cigar?

Evi ane heard a ripple of laughter over in one of the corners of the room and pivoted in tine to
catch a spherical dervish conpleting a conplex pantoni ne. She knew that man. Who wouldn't? It was
Johnny Wel sh, one of the featured players on Kodak Pl ayhouse. He was acclained as a brilliant
conedi an, but

she renmenbered hearing that he had | ost a lucrative television contract because the insurance
conpany woul dn't issue a bond. Too nmuch excess wei ght..

He was | aughi ng now, and red-faced. She had seen himthis way a hundred tines. The rubbery red
face and hi ccoughing bray were as nuch a trademark as the fanous profile. He was surrounded by a
circle of admring faces. "And if they wanted ne to | ose wei ght, then they should have stopped
serving pasta in the conmissary. Hey! If | look at one, it just cries out to nme." He crouched down
and squinted up at them rubber face suddenly, absurdly rem niscent of a | onesone |asagna. "It
says: 'Johnny! W're here! Don'cha | ove us anynore?" Lasagna had an Italian accent.

Music blared in the opposite corner, and several couples were on the dance floor, noving

| anguorously to the latest fusion of Indonesian and Latin nusic.

Evi ane stood on the outskirts and tapped her toes to it, and felt a flutter of pleasure. Such'a

ni ce group of people. This is going to be fun!..

Unl ess sonet hi ng goes wrong.

Her breathing was going haywire, and she craved magic, magic in the formof a black pill rimmed in
white. There's no point to this. Let the past stay dead. What is there to gain?

But | have to know. | have to know.

There were security caneras in every corner of the room Information on eating habits,
conversational patterns, and preferential interactions were being recorded on all Gane

partici pants. The data was carefully filed, collated, and processed in a hundred different ways.
Conput er progranms wei ghed words and patterns of words. One special technician per participant
annot ated and corrected, planned and theorized as Gane tine drew near.

The information went out to nutritionists, psychotherapists, experts in aversive-conditioning
behavi oral nodification, neurolinguistic progranmmers, and the conputer experts coordinating the
effort.

And it went to one other desk.

At that desk a man wat ched, brooding. He frowned every tinme the canera crossed the features of the
worman who called herself "Eviane." Her stringy red hair had once been well groomed. The padded
body had been svelte, the confused, frightened eyes filled with purpose.

Dream Par k accepted Gami ng nanes, but denanded a real one as well: this woman had witten
"Mchelle Rivers" in her file.

Lies within lies.

He held in his hand the picture of a younger, nore slender, prettier woman, a picture sunmoned
froma file eight years old. The label read "M chelle Sturgeon."” There were differences, but the
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simlarities were undeni able.

Beneath the picture of Mchelle Sturgeon was a short psychol ogi cal eval uati on concocted by the

Dream Park psych division. He traced it with a finger that shook

Ei ght years before, Mchelle Sturgeon had nurdered one Dream Park Actor and severely wounded

anot her. Her alter ego, the persona of "Eviane," however, was an Adventuress who had defended

hersel f against evil nmagicians. It seened that "Eviane" had becone the dom nant identity.

How had she gotten past Dream Park Security? The "Rivers" name shouldn't have fool ed anyone.

"Came in with Charlene Dula. Ckay, they wouldn't want Charlene irritated, they need her uncle's

nmoney in Barsoom So no heavy security check?" He couldn't convince hinself. "No, dammt. You

couldn't stop The Giffin with politics. So what happened? Fekesh coul d have changed her records.”

The man's voice trenbled. "But if he did, why? Because if Harnony and The Giffin saw the flag.
hmm He was afraid they' d use her. Sonmehow. So why the hell didn't Fekesh tell me? Damm, damn,

damm." He opened a bottle of headache tablets and swall owed two of them wi thout water. "Wy now?

I'"lI'l never get any sleep. Wat kind of gane. "

He caught hinself, forced the panic into rem ssion. The office was enpty, dark except for the

Iight of the hol oscreen. "Calmdown," he nuttered. "I can handle it. So she's back. It's not a

trap. It's an accident. She doesn't know anything. | can get her out."

He scrolled Eviane's chart. He read slowy; he wasn't used to reading charts. "He's got to help

Fekesh. He's got as nuch to lose-" Finally he let out a sigh. "All right. It started in the

Fi mbul winter Gane. It can end there too. Kill her out."

He punched anot her button, and the screen went dead.

Chapt er Four

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF
ENGAGEMENT

An aronma of fresh-ground coffee wafted in the air. Alex averted his eyes fromthe urn as he
storned into his office.

The west wall blinked through the spectrumin its "alert" node. The hubbub beyond quieted as the
door closed. He circled his desk. When his weighi hit the chair, the screen triggered.

Cary MG vvon, Giffin's new assistant, appeared on |line. Her egg-shaped face was drawn with
pani c. "Chief-we've got a problem"

"We've always got problenms. If it isn't an enmergency, it's a 'B.' Handle it yourself."

"It's an energency."

"Isn't it always. Take a deep breath and talk to ne."

Cary stopped and sucked air, flicking her head to get a few strands of brown hair out of her eyes.
"Well, we had a punch-out. Del egates from Pan-African and the Libyan group. Everybody says the
other guys started it. Chief, they're tal king about wal ki ng."

"What is Psych doing?" MG vvon was a terrific worker, but a little on the enotional side. Wy
dunp this on hin He had no control, or anything even close to it, over the actions of those
zani es.

"Vail has already channeled theminto the War-Bots scenario.”

"Terrific. This is what he designed it for. I'Il bet his black heart is tickled pink for the
chance to run it." Alex's nose twitched at the pungent coffee arona fromthe outer office. He
woul d not wal k out there and get a cup, nor would he ask soneone to fetch one. Tine to put a fan
in here!l

"What's the situation? Have they agreed?"

"More or less. Chala and Rarul should be fighting it out now,

but everyone else is twitchy too." He saw her beginning to relax now that she'd passed the problem
on. He turned her off.

He still hadn't settled back into real space/tine yet. The sounds and sights of the shaping of
Mars pl ayed agai nst the back of his eyeballs. If he closed his eyes even for a nonment, bl ackness
expl oded into light.

Cary appeared in the doorway. He missed her nischievous expression, transfixed by the steam ng nmug
in her hands. Was she going to drink that in front of hinf? Could she be so cruel?

"Looked as if you needed this nore than ne, Chief."

He stifled a whinper of relief. "You are an angel of mercy. Ten di spensation points. Shoot your

husband tonight and nove in with ne. You'll still go to the front of the line on Judgnent Day."
"Thanks-1'I1 save it. | may need it the next time ny boss disappears for three hours and turns off
hi s pager.”

Touché. He sipped fromthe nug, then nade a face. "Hal f-full?"
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"Remenber your ulcer."

He grow ed at her, and then drained the cup. Damm, that hit the spot. It was the taste he | oved.
Honest. The fact that decaffeinated coffee never tasted as good just nmeant that he | oved the taste
of caffeine. "Gve ne a mnute to digest this. There wasn't any actual violence, was there?"

"You may want to |l ook at the tapes yourself."

"Code themthrough, would you? And any updates on the Dul a business."

Arrgh! There was just too nmuch to do. The panorani ¢ wi ndow behind his desk | ooked out onto the
Little San Gabriel Muntains, but the touch of a switch could display any part of Dream Park that
he chose. His fingers played on the keyboard, and the w ndow divided into sections.

From an overhead canera in one of the cafeterias he watched a replay of a pushing-and-shouting

mat ch. Six of one group and ten of another, all Africans. . . he recognized Razul, the Libyan
Anbassador, so the other, bigger group nust be Pan-Africa. They screaned in each other's faces,

nm xi ng | anguages, pausing to find a word but never finding the chance to use it. The | anguage
barrier was driving themberserk. Their interpreters kept trying to interrupt. Now security men
and worren noved anong them drawi ng the screaners aside..

The incident had been neatly averted. Wioever was working security had done well, but could he
have caught it quicker?

"Zoom" The screen zooned up, and he had a clear view of Mtch Hasagawa. Good man on the floor

al most psychically sharp. Reminded Giffin a lot of Marty Bobbick, before Marty put in for desk
operations. A good man in the field, a decent man in the office. Alex hoped that Mtch would stay
in the field.

He zooned the second wi ndow. It cleared and fogged again. C ose-up of the Arab, Rarul. Giffin
renenbered Rarul; he had briefed his officers on the man. Razul was Kareem Fekesh's man. Despite
Fekesh's staggering financial enmpire, the industrialist was widely runored to be a prinary
supporter of Holy Fire, the radical political sect which had grown out of the United Mosl em
Activist Front in the teens. Nothing had ever been proven, but..

Holy Fire had openly threatened the |ife of Charlene Dula. Fekesh shoul d never have been pernitted
within ten kilometers of the Park, but his influence had delivered nost of the radical Arab sects,

totaling billions of dollars of prospective investnent capinl. Mney tal ks, and | oudly enough to
drown out the voice of a security chief.
"Don't disturb ne for five mnutes, Cary. | need to breathe."

"Got it, boss."
Giffin | ooked out over the valley. He stood, twisted his back until his spine crackled. The sun
sat low on the horizon, and the nmountain shadows stretched slowy toward Dream Park. There was too
damm nmuch to do, and it was all too dammed inportant, not just for Cow es Industries, but for the
human race. Africa might be a lesson for themall. Perhaps the lines of nationalismand
factionalismand every other goddamm "isnt' in the world had reduced the chances for this weary

pl anet. O not. Nucl ear devices had existed for over a century, and only four of them had ever

been used in anger. This could be interpreted as proof of divine intervention, good |luck, a sign
that the human race was grow ng up, or omi nous portent, dependi ng upon one's standing in the "half-
enpty, half-full" school of cocktail-party phil osophy.

For nost of recorded history, mlitary technol ogy had been the cutting edge of human know edge.
Only the leap to space called forth nore of man's natural and intellectual resources. Project

Bar soom was the nost expansive dreamin human history, big enough to create a world vision, to

i nvol ve every world government. It would create millions of jobs and circul ate hundreds of

billions of dollars. It could be a rallying point, a place to start over

The door behind hi mswng open ahead of Marty, who

bounced in tal king around a nouthful of ham and cheese. "Quite a madhouse, Chief."

Can't get five goddamm minutes- Al ex squashed the flash of irritation. "Getting nadder by the

m nute. What now?"

"We've got the IFGS feed on line three. W need to take this one together."

"Why ne, Lord?"

The question surprised him "You've actually been through one of the Ganes. Chief, | need the
input." Wthout waiting for Al ex's approval, Marty |eaned over his desk and tapped the vidfeed

t hr ough.

The screen cleared; the pinched, aquiline features of Arlan Myers appeared. The nman al ways | ooked
Ii ke he had a wedge of |enmon tucked in one bearded cheek. "M. Giffin," Myers said, with just the
slightest hint of what Al ex assumed was resentnment. \Wiere was Myers? New York? And what tinme was

it there...?

Qops.

"Sorry for the hour, Arlan,

Giffin said solicitously. H s inmaginati on wandered, and he found
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hi msel f wondering what Myers was wearing under the edge of the screen. Maybe the Internationa
Fant asy Gaming Soci ety had summoned hi m out of bed. Better still, naybe Myers was the resident

| FGS satyr, and sonething warm and pliant was waiting for himjust off screen. Alex allowed a
nmonent's fantasy about the official IFGS Kama Sutra. "W're going to be running that nodified

Fi mbuiwinter Gane in a few hours. Have you had a chance to scan the Gane tapes?"

"Of course." Arlan sniffed. "A basic nodification of the Finbulwi nter scenario." For the first
time a touch of joy appeared on his face. "Rather clever, actually. | worked on that one a few
years back, when the Lopezes designed the control sequences." He shook his head reproachfully.
"It's really too difficult for novice Ganers. | have to admt that | don't conpletely understand
the method behind this particul ar nadness."

The I ower left screen cleared, and Dr. Vail appeared. He was sixty-four and | ooked thirty-eight,
with that | ean and | eathery Californian healthier-than-thou | ook about him H's blue eyes al ways
seened feverishly bright and intense. "It looks like |I timed this right. M. Mers, pleased to
"meet' you, finally. Your work on the Psychol ogy of Engagenent has been instrunmental in devel opi ng
our behavioral prograns.”

"Dr. Vail." Arlan inclined his head slightly. "Wat does ny

little treatise on Gam ng theory have to do with weight |oss?"

Vail smled. "You expanded Gam ng theory beyond the nmathematics of penetration, envel opnent, and
confrontation to the patterns of attention which influence an encounter. 'Rhythms of
concentration,' you called them™

Al ex | eaned back in his seat, fingers |laced, fascinated and totally out of his depth.

Arl an seemed pl eased. "Yes, of course. Human existence is cyclical: circadian rhythms, Kreb
cycles, the circular novenents that the human eye nakes even when trying to hold steady on a
single point, these things are well documented. Mental focus exhibits simlar cycles. Regardl ess
of the level of intelligence or concentration, there are 'down' points in the cycles, perceptua
blind spots, 'floating holes' where information sinply slips through unnoticed. The nore fatigued
or single-mnded we be-conme, the larger the holes get."

"Yes. And you tinmed the engagenents in the original Finmbulwinter Gane to 'hide' sorrie of the
clues in plain sight, as it were. You took advantage of tenporary blackouts due to fatigue or
attention engagenent. This idea forns the foundation of the Fat Ri pper Specials. W hit the Ganers
on every | evel except conscious/analytical. They think that the point of the Gane is the exercise.
The exercise isn't the nedicine, it's the spoon."

"Nothing up ny sleeve. . ." Arlan chuckled. "If ny little postul ations have been useful on a nore
practical level, I"'mglad. Tell me: you' ve run several of the Ri ppers; why is this one a specia
pr obl enf"

Now Al ex spoke up. "Due to a security risk, it has becone advisable for me to enter one of our
people into the Game. This run consists of thirteen Ganmers and up to forty-three Actors playing
multiple roles. Most of the Ganers were on the waiting lists | ong before Dula was announced for
the Gane, so no problens there. Actors are all Dream Park personnel, and have been checked. The
Park is closed to ordinary tourists, so we've nmninized risks across the board."

"So what exactly is your problenP"

"I wouldn't want M. Bobbick killed out. | can't bend the rules to help him"

Asl an nodded approval. "Even in the best of causes, cheating is still cheating."

Marty shifted unconfortably in his seat. "I've seen plenty of

Ganes. Watched 'em fromthe outside, | mean. It doesn't |ook so hard.

Asi an Myers | aughed heartily. "Ch, | can hardly wait to see your tapes. Appearances can be
deceiving, M. Bobbick."

Giffin warmed, renenbering his own Gane. "I was wondering whether it mght be perm ssible for

Marty to take a |l ook at the actual Ganme plans."

Myers reddened. "No, no, no! If he knows the answers, he will give them away."

"But if they aren't playing for points.

"No! The other players will notice who is lucky, or who is successful, and rally around him"

Dr. Vail's blue eyes narrowed. "It throws the whole structure of the Gane off. The Actors are
highly trained to conceal their know edge. You'd be surprised how nuch eye and body novenent gives
informati on away. In the last century a perforner naned Kreskin ran a mnd-reading act you

woul dn't believe, basically by observing body | anguage."”

"I agree with Vail. You could destroy the bal ance of the whole Gane.'
Marty. "What do you have, three hours until the Gane begi ns?"

"Seven hours. Tine difference."

Myers's lip curled. "Ch, yes. Wl |, that gives you enough tine to read | Made the Pits Too Big:
Confessions of a Retired Deity."

Myers turned and | ooked at
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"The Lopez bi ography?"

"Yes. That will give you an overview. | can give you a rundown of the Ganing rules.

"One. The duration of the Gane will be three days, that is to say seventy-two hours.

"Two, " he ticked off on his fingers. "The nunber of participants, thirteen

"Three, the Wessl er-G ahm auditi ng conpany has produced a variant on the standard Gami ng tabl es
for use in the Rippers. Even though they have no credit with the | FGS, they provide a nmeans for
Ri pper participants to reference their efforts. This is new. In earlier R ppers there wasn't
enough feedback. "

"Conpetition is often valuable," Vail said. "Feedback always is.,"

"Four," Myers continued, "there will be a penalty of fifty percent of accunulated points in the
event of a player's death,

twenty-five percent of which will be rebated if the player returns to the Ganme as a tornrait, a
hel pful undead.

"Five, the Ganme will be conducted for sixteen hours out of every twenty-four-"

Dr. Vail interrupted. "Except that the programming will continue for twenty-four hours a day."
"An.. . yes. Six. Due to the nature of the Gane, food and rest breaks will be subject to

randoni zation and interruption.

"Seven. The usual quarter-noon synbol will indicate the presence of rest roomfacilities. That's
all."

Dr. Vail smiled at Myers like a cat inspecting a bow of cream Giffin had the distinct

i npression that he was cal cul ating Myers's body fat content fromthe thickness of the bearded
cheeks. "Thank you, M. Mers. | think you will find that the adjustnments we've made in the Gane
actually make it nore interesting. | can't inmagine any of our refinenents-"

"Modifications," Myers corrected politely.

"An, yes. Refinementh would interfere with security work. M. Bobbick, you may find that you are
more tired than usual by the end of the |ast day, due to the fact that your brains are receiving
constant input. We balance that with the distribution of food-"

"Excuse me?"

"Nothing but fruit or raw vegetables after nine in the evening.

In that way your digestive systemgets to rest while you sl eep

Second, all of the participants will be wearing heart and bl ood

pressure transmitters wired into the mesh of their underwear.

These will be in constant operation

"Well-1 think that'Il do it for the tinme being. You'll find everything else you need to know as
the Gane proceeds."

The two screens winked out. Giffin sipped the dregs of his coffee. "What do you think?"

Marty's face broke into a huge smile. "You know, for years |'ve been telling nyself that | was
going to do a Ganme. You seened to have so nuch fun in the South Seas Treasure Game! But | just

never did it. Now Il've got the chance. | love it. 1'll nmake you a little side bet-I outpoint
everyone there."

"I'"ve got a different bet for you. Lose twenty pounds within eight weeks, and we'll see about that
raise."

"Aw, Chief, c'nmon. | can still pin you two out of three-"

"That's the deal. Wat do you say?"

Marty waited a minute, then extended a heavy hand. "You're on."

Giffin punped it solemly. "Now, then. |Is War-Bots set up yet?"

Marty rubbed his hands together. "Let's see.”

Giffin punched a series of buttons, and the w ndow cl eared and- Razul sat in a tiny cabin that

pi tched and yawed as he nani pul ated his controls. Each thundering footstep of the War-Bot
reverberated to the core of his spine.

The enemy War-Bot cane at himagain, scarlet trinmed in black, tw hundred feet tall. A thousand
tons of nechani zed thunder, with Andrew Chala invisible in the torso. It swng a gigantic fist
that inpacted like the direct strike of an aval anche.

Rarul went down, and when he did, a row of buildings was crushed beneath him Razul nust keep the
War-Bot rolling, nmust bring it back to its feet; but he was rolling across a park and into a bl ock
of apartment buildings, while fanilies screamed and fled. Tiny nanni es pushed prans at sprinter's
speed, or abandoned themto die beneath the nmetal behenoth. He'd smashed the base of a buil ding.
It disintegrated. Concrete and screani ng people showered his shoul ders as he canme to his feet.
"Have you never wi shed to fight a war all by yourself? Yourself the only general and the only
warrior. No ally to betray you. No subordinate to ruin your plans through ni stake or

nm sunder st andi ng. War reduced to its basics!" Dream Park's fool of a psychiatrist thought he knew

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20a...0Barnes%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project%20UC.txt (21 of 158) [7/2/03 1:48:04 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/L arry%20Niven%20and%20Steven%20Barnes%20-%20T he%20B arsoom%20Proj ect%20U C.txt

Rarul ' s m nd.

He was wong. Rarul had accepted the War-Bots challenge in spite of Vail.

He glinpsed his eneny through the weckage. Razul and Chala had agreed to fight w thout nissiles;
but one could inprovise. Rarul clutched a nass of the concrete beehive and hurled it. It snashed
through a shell of wall that was still standing; the scarl et behenoth behind it staggered, then
cane on.

By the sacred nountains of Allah! Dream Park's servants had viol ent, bloody dreans. He was a war
all to hinself, facing one nmonolith of an eneny now wadi ng toward hi mthrough wai st hi gh
structures: a bank, some ancient business buildings that had becone apartnents. It was good, it
was sinpler than life, it was a heady experience. If only he couldn't hear the screans, he could
enjoy the battle, concentrate on snmashi ng Andrew Chal a. They

were little white English, antlike, insignificant; not his people at all.

Yet his battle with the black man, no matter what he did, no matter what crushing bl ow he dealt,
continued to hurt the little people. He couldn't help but feel the shane and guilt associ at ed,
even as the exhaustion of noving the controls began to wear down his endurance. But the War- Bot
was back on its tremendous feet, and Razul waded back into the park

Sweat drool ed down his face, and the sounds of screaning and wailing rang in his ears. Razul
readi ed hinself for the assault. H's eneny's great black and red nachi ne stal ked toward hi m
nearly running now. |f Chala maintained that speed he m ght be able to dodge- Its right foot
suddenly sank to the knee!

Razul screaned defiance and threw his machine forward behind its massive fist. Chala's behenoth
was off balance. Its arns cane around too slowy. . . everything seened slow, the robots were so
large. . . but Razul's fist plowed into the other robot just below the throat. The world rang |ike
a mllion broken bells. Now duck, while the other's arns cane around- Were Chala's robot's foot
had penetrated the turf, white |ight

flared fromunderneath. Turf expl oded upward. Razul blinked, dazzled, and fought the controls to
avoid falling over backward. He coul d guess what had happened. Chala had stepped into the Chunnel
the vacuum subway that ran between Britain and France. A train nmust have inpacted at mneteor speed.
Thousands dead in fractions of a second.

And his eneny's leg was off at the knee! Razul threw three nissile-velocity punches. H s eneny
fell back and | anded hard, and Razul had won.

He was crying |ike a baby as he struggled out of the cabin. War reduced to its basics. Smash

thi ngs. Hope your enemy is snashed too. No honor in this, only fatigue and death and bl ood ruining
the pretty parks. War reduced to its basics, oh, you sons of dogs.

He saw Andrew Chal a clinbing out of what was, after all, only the mdsection of a giant red and
bl ack robot. Chal a was sobbi ng hel pl essly.
We nust keep war off Mars, Razul told hinmself. We will. I'lIl have to talk to Chala. . . later

Chapter Five

CATCH I T AND YOU KEEP I T

"Move it!"
Max Sands ran as fast as he could, thundering along on thick, nuscular |egs.
What was. . .? Who was...? A nonent ago he and the rest of the group had been anbling toward the

enbar ki ng area. Then an alarmwhistle split the calmof the corridor, and they broke into a
stunbling, confused gallop. Hi s heart hammered in adrenal overload. Wat had gone wong? He'd
heard runors that mad Arabs were after Moon Maid. Had they...?

Max and exerci se were anci ent antagonists. He went into a kind of fugue state, where his body
seened to performwi thout his conscious intervention, a sort of automatic overdrive he had | earned
whil e apprenticing in his curious profession

Just behind him Eviane was puffing |like a choo-choo, bouncing and jiggling, but keeping up. Mre:
her face was grin-split with happy anticipation. Her elongated friend Moon Maid Dul a noved as if
wal king on stilts, a continuous toppling run, unsteady but still making tracks.

The tunnel booned and shuddered. Far off, he heard the rattle of gunshots.

The tunnel dead-ended at a curved netal door sealed with a thick rubber flange. Rows of
fluorescent lights flickered around the edges. A cluster of Ganers were there ahead of him

The guy who called hinself "H ppogryph" was pushing against the wall, stretching his cal ves. Sweat
streamed down his cheeks. Hi s chest heaved. H ppogryph's breathing was a conscious thing: inhale
through the nose only, slowy exhale. . . The guy acted |ike an outsider's inmage of a typica
Ganer: big sappy permanent grin, constant quotes from Asinov and Chang, sly "in" references to
Luke Skywal ker and Frodo. Max read himas a Dream Park security watchdog for Charlene Dul a
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Brot her Orson stunbled, trying to keep up. A very large, conspicuously pretty blonde nanmed Tri anna
Stith-Wod hel ped himright hinself. There was strength in that woman's arns. She had a baby face,
little pearly teeth, a smle you could use for a heliograph. He had heard she was a chef. Likely
she was her own best custoner.

Two nore ran up. Francis Hebert was a short, dark-skinned, crop-haired career soldier, pudgy only
by military standards. He ran easily; the bagel in his fist explained his late start. The second
man was Frankish Aiver, a Ganer and a pure warrior, even though at this point everyone was still
in street clothes.

A blast of cold air hit Max in the face, as if the air-conditioning units had suddenly gone

ber serk.

The door burst open, banging agai nst the tunnel wall. A wonan stood there, |ooking gaunt and
frightened in a neatly pressed red uniform The cords in her throat bunched as she screaned,
"Hurry!" It was the voice that had shrieked panic fromthe intercom "The Guard can't hold the

canni bal s back nuch | onger!"

Canni bal s? Max | ooked behind him Two unifornmed National Guardsnen, one bl ack and sl ender, the
other white and burly, were the ones firing the shots. The burly nan fell, his hand cl apped to a
spreading red glow on his leg. His face distorted with pain as he tried to crawl toward the silver
door.

Trianna, Orson, and Frankish AQiver squeezed through. Charlene Dula started back. Max grabbed
Charlene's armurgently. "Wong way!"

"But that man! He's hurt!”

Max pulled her toward the door. Hi ppogryph had her other armand was following Max's lead.. . and
staring hard at Max. Certainly he was Security; and Max had touched Charl ene.

Charl ene | ooked back over her shoul der; the concern on her face suddenly changed to horror

From around the corner surged a horde of people in tattered clothing, bundled in rags. They
grabbed the wounded Guardsnman and dragged hi maway. Hi s scream ng grew acute, then stopped.

The second sol dier bellowed at them "Get that boat off the ground!”

The canni bal s were beari ng down on himwhen the soldier took a silver cylinder fromhis belt,
pull ed the pin and- Finally Charl ene seened to understand. She eel ed through the

doorway. It was the curved thick doorway of an airplane, wedged

hal f-open. Max feared he woul d tear skin pushing through after her. H ppogryph had sinilar trouble
foll owi ng him

The soldier tucked and rolled as the corridor erupted into flame. The plastic structure ruptured
fromfloor to ceiling, and what poured through was- Snow?

A blizzard of powder and white flakes gushed through the cracks. Frigid air slapped his face |ike
a giant frozen hand, sent himreeling back fromthe door.

The sol dier scranbled into the plane, snow and sweat streaking his dark face. He turned and pull ed
the door shut. The floor lurched under his feet.

Max caught one | ast glinpse through the window. The entire tunnel was collapsing. Screamning, the
raggedy man-eaters tunbled through the ruptured floor and di sappear ed.

"Strap yourselves in. W're taking off now "

Max | ooked around, heaving for breath. He could hear a good deal of panting around him Francis
Hebert had had to pull Johnny Wl sh inside. The conedi an was red-faced and heaving, but recovering
fast. Good lungs: a stand-up conm c would need that.

Seats were four across, the fuselage constricted hal fway back, where overhead wi ngs showed through
big curved wi ndows. Max wasn't famliar with aircraft, but this plane seened old: one of the
smal | er supersonic jets. Seats at the back had been ripped out and cargo was stacked nearly to the
ceiling. The seats were already crowded. Nobody knew what was goi ng on any nore than he did, but
they were noving. He settled into a seat next to Frankish Adiver, across the aisle from Charl ene
and Evi ane.

Charl ene's height forced her to sit knees to chest, and Evi ane was hel ping her settle in.

Charl ene's voice was a frantic squeal. "Eviane, what's happeni ng?"
Evi ane sm |l ed uneasily. "Seens to be the end of the world."
Charl ene gripped her seat, silent, |ips pressed thin.

Max admired the way Eviane hel ped her friend. In the nidst of a whirlwi nd of panic and nurder, she
seened to be maintaining control. Something had changed in the silent, withdrawn Eviane of the
Time Travel Gane.

There was a runbling purr as the plane backed away from what Max coul d now see was a rui ned
airline termnal. The roof buckled under a crushing mantle of snow.

"We're very fortunate that the stormis dying," the stewardess

sai d. She | ooked exhausted. "W're the |last plane out of San Francisco Airport. | don't know what
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happened to the rest of them | can only hope.. ."
Her voice trailed off, and she rubbed her eyes. They were red-rinmed and dark-circled, as if she
hadn't slept in days.
As she buckl ed hersel f against the wall the plane |urched, bounded across the icy ground. The
wi ndows sneared with snow flunmes. The plane tilted and went up at a steep angle. Snow | ocked
buil dings and cars swiftly became toylike.
Max craned over Frankish Oiver to peer out of the window at the city bel ow
The plane rose, turning right. The | ong overhead wi ng swung back. Max saw the ruin that had once
been the showpi ece of the west coast. The rebuilt Bay Bridge |ay broken and buckl ed, and snow
partially covered a string of cars that stretched from Mann to Gakl and. Ships were frozen in the
bay, and the entire city lay under a blue-white mantle of ice. The light was dim the sky beyond
t he fol ded-back wi ng was sl ate-gray.
St udy Eskinos, Dream Park's instruction packet had read. He was begi nning to understand why.
The passengers had grown quiet. A hush followed the wunp as they eased through the sound bat her
The stewardess switched her throat m ke on. Her voice was a near parody of the countl ess airplane
safety recitations Max had heard over the years. "The weat her has continued to worsen," she said.
"W can't go south. The airports in Los Angel es and San Di ego are swanped. Texas and New Mexi co
are seal ed; they're shooting unauthorized planes out of the sky. The Southwest just isn't prepared
for this kind of weather. New York has done better. Its people and social structures have
survived, while California is disintegrating. Since Canada commandeered the oil pipeline, that's
no place for Americans. Al aska is our best bet."
The plane slid through gray clouds, and out.
Evi ane hi ssed. Charl ene frowned. "Wat's w ong?"
"The sun!"
Only fools |ook straight at the sun. Charlene caught it in her peripheral vision, glaring above an
unbr oken white cloud deck. "It |ooks fine."
Evi ane stared at her, then | ooked out the window "It |ooks that way from Ceres?"
"I. . . Oh! If it's right for Ceres, then. . . too small for Earth. Not enough Iight. Wat could
cause that?"
Max cursed under his breath. Mon Miid was dead-on. Wiy hadn't he seen it? He tried to shake the
cobwebs away. For the first tinme since the junbled introductions at the Tower of N ght, he had a
chance to really |l ook at the people around him
One nman stood and introduced hinmself, "My name is Robin Bowes. | owe you all, and | guess you
don't know why."
The group went silent. Eviane canted forward. She whispered fiercely, "Robin Bow es, the actor?
He's our gui de?"
Max only vaguely recogni zed the name, but he knew the face from |l ate-night novies, vidcassettes,
tal k shows, and tabl oids. None of that mattered now. One of the first things that Ganers | earned
was t hat sonebody along on the trip would have been briefed on the Gane, the rules, the situation
the m ssion. Wien the "gui de" spoke, you |istened.
"It's been alnbst two years since the series of operations that saved ny life." Bowes was a hair
over six feet tall, and stout where nmany of the Garners were nerely chunky. H's hair and beard
were | ong and bushy, brown going gray. "The Red Cross had a severe bl ood shortage due to the bl ood
bank terrorismof '54. Everyone was afraid. Infected needles, infected plasma- the entire system

was beginning to fail. And the ten of you donated bl ood that saved ne." He sighed. "It was a
mracle, and there was no way | could thank you. I'd lost a fortune specul ati ng on adverse-
environnent gear. | was betting on another oil strike in Al aska."

Hi s face darkened, grimas a man staring into the depths of hell. "Then the sun began to die."
Si x words, said without drana, without a roll of drums or a dimring of lights, yet Max felt the
chill right down to the marrow

Bow es paused to let the inplications sink in. "It wasn't just that the sun wasn't burning. No
fusion, no neutrinos, hell, that's news fromthe last century. But now the interior heat is going

somewhere, sonehow. Interior heat inflates a star, keeps it fromcollapsing. The sun is shrinking.
The surface isn't any dimer, but it's a snaller radiating surface. The Earth's insulation is down
to half and falling.

"The weat her changed, and suddenly the gear that had been a drug on the market becane gold. The

filmindustry in Utah and illinois died overnight, but | was naking nore noney on the gear than
I'"d ever made in holos. So | stayed in San Francisco, selling and nmani pulating sales, until it
becanme obvious that the city was

falling. It was tinme to nove on. And | renmenbered you, all of you. I'd kept track of you. | found

you, and offered you this escape. Thank you for accepting ny offer." The sincerity in his thanks
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came through clearly. This was a man who was delighted for the chance to repay a fraction of what
he owed.

"The plane is conpletely stocked. | own a wildlife research station in the north country. There
will be heat, and food- enough to last a lifetine for us, and any children we nay have. Beyond
that. . ." The optimsmslipped Iike a | oose nask. "W all know what awaits us. Awaits mankind

eventually. W can only hope that soneone will find an answer. Sone of you have technical skills."
He took a handful of manila file fol ders and nmoved down the aisle, passing themout. "These are
personal i zed dossiers. Please correct any faulty information. W will have to depend on each other
conpletely. W are a totally closed society."”

He passed Max, and handed down a folder. Max broke the seal with his thunbnail.

Max Sands. 6'4". 295 | bs. Recreational therapist-whatever the heck that neant. Sounded sexier than
what he really did. He'd never net the guy in the folder, but already |iked himbetter than the
one in the mrror. This Max Sands had stayed behind when the city began to enpty. He cared for the
sick who couldn't be noved. When the blizzard hit San Francisco..

He snuck a peek over at Charlene, wondering if she had taken a fantasy identity. She would have
made a perfect Tolkien elf, but there were no elves in this Gane.

Franki sh Qiver's biography described an SFPD sergeant. A vital job, sormeone who had stayed behind
during what nust have been a | ong and pai nful exodus fromthe northern clinmes. Max cl osed his
eyes. . . it was easy to inmmgine. The sun shrinking, the weather cooling. Panic. The begi nning of
the end for Man on Earth. And what was happening to Man in space, with their dependence on sol ar
power ?

He exam ned the nen and wonen around him These were the people he woul d have to depend upon for
his survival. He envisioned hinself |earning to use snow tractors, working in hothouses, tending
the reactor..

Max shook hinself out of the reverie. Stop being so clever. Don't even try to guess.

Franki sh A iver was chuckling under his beard. "lIsn't he good? Robin Bow es, under all that hair!"
"Last time | saw him he was bal ding."

"Actor's ego. He's on canera now. He was Nero Wl fe in Fer-de-Lance and The Mther Hunt. They
couldn't be paying himenough for this."

"He nust want to | ose weight for a novie."

Aiver |ooked at him scanned himup and down. "So you're M. Mountain, eh? You | ook bigger on

hol ovi d. "

"El evator tights," Max said quietly. Daminit, he'd hoped no one would recognize him . . "Listen-
you're the only one who knows. Don't spread it around, all right?"
Aiver chuckled. "Well, all right, but I wouldn't worry about it. W're all playing roles here."

And he turned back to his dossier

Qdd comment. Was diver a Ganer or an Actor? Best to watch him see what he did, naybe do the
sane. He hoped diver could keep a secret.

Clouds were fragile veils that flashed past w thout |eaving noisture on the w ndows. The |and
strean ng bel ow m ght have been a boneyard shrouded with cotton

"Seattle," the stewardess said. "Totally dead except for scavengers. A few unfortunates who
couldn't get out. And the frozen, unburied dead." The stewardess was talking into a tape recorder
She caught Max staring and her |ips gave an enbarrassed upward twitch. "I've been trying to make a
record. It doesn't matter now. Maybe it won't ever matter. But | have to believe there is hope.
Soneone has to."

The nood in the roomwas grim This was fun? This was supposed to be entertainnent? It felt |ike a
wake, a gathering to nourn the death of manki nd beneath the marching gl aciers. Suddenly Max felt
so depressed that he couldn't- There was a low runbling in the engines, so |owthat he al nost
didn't notice it. Now he caught it and recognized it. Subsonics. The runble died, and he began to
feel a little better. Damm it, he knew that Dream Park was mani pulating himw th sound, with
sublimnal visuals, and if runor had it right, with smells that inpacted bel ow the threshold of
conscious perception. It didn't matter. As his nood lifted he suddenly felt buoyant, filled with
hope and energy. He | ooked around hinself in the plane, saw everyone sitting up straight, eyes
tight with determ nation.

Bowl es nodded. "I knew that | could count on you. Now listen to ne." He spoke in an odd, neasured
cadence, suspi

ciously like a stage hypnotist Max had seen on hol o once. "Sonetines we can do things for other
people that we can't do for ourselves. If that's what it takes to get you through this, to help

you survive, then that's what | want you to do." He scanned the room Max felt a nmusical trilling
sensation. It was simlar to the thrill he'd experienced when he figured out the answer to the
Tinme Travel Gane: |ike soneone using his bones for a piccolo. He felt |ike he could whip the
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wor | d.

"We're going to survive. Each of us is going to go beyond his ordinary limts. Every one of us is
going to nake sacrifices. W're going to give up things that we love, to nake a healthier
situation for our friends, our famly

"I want you all to |look into your hearts, and be sure that you have perm ssion to survive. To w n.
Because if you don't have that, then no matter how nuch food we have, how nuch shelter or heat,
you won't make it." Bow es made very deliberate eye contact with each of themin turn

Max felt confortable, Arifting, warm He sank into an ocean of confort. . . and only when he
bobbl ed up again did he realize that Bowl es had been talking the whole tine. "-help that is asked
for, no matter what it is. Agreed!?"

"Aye!" The Ganmers answered raggedly. Max joined in late, too enbarrassed to adnmit that he hadn't
the foggi est notion what he was agreeing to. But judging by the confused expressions around him
his | apse of attention had been nore rule than aberration

Sonet hi ng was bei ng passed forward fromthe back. He sniffed sharp cheese and beef, and his nouth
wat ered. Lunchli ke substances! Waiting, he suddenly realized that the plane was shudderi ng,
humming with stress.

"This is your captain speaking. We are running low on fuel, but there is nothing to worry about.
The charts indicate a refueling depot just south of Bethel, within glide distance. W will |and
there. Please strap yourselves in."

The shudder eased: the plane had dropped back through sonic speed. Through the w ndow he coul d see
the ground | oonmi ng close, a vast expanse of white dotted with a few rectangul ar dwellings. The
wi ng had noved snmoothly forward; flaps were sliding out to extend the trailing edges. H's stomach
crawmed up into his throat, looking for a place to hide. There was a clutch of buildings ahead.
The I and hunped to the left, a sharp black

ri dge, and beyond that were nore obl ongs on the white bl anket. An Eskino village?

The pl ane shifted about, outspread wings feeling the air. The craft tilted and dropped, gripped by
a freak wind. Gamers gripped their seats wth white-knuckled fingers.

Max gl anced across the aisle. Eviane's bright enerald eyes were as w de as saucers, blinking
rapidly as she peered out under the wing. The craft straightened and surged and touched down in a
snow bed. Plumes of white spewed to either side. They slowed, sliding toward a pair of snow
shrouded refueling punps.

Then it was as if a nalicious hand clutched the wheels on the right. The plane |lurched and sl ewed
drunkenly, heaving Max against his seatbelt. It smashed straight into the punps and ripped them
away.

Hal f of the service station shell went next. A thick splinter of netal gouged into the hull of the
pl ane, breaching the cabin. Max heard the clang and saw something ripping through the wall,
slicing toward himat knee level. He pulled his knees to his belly as the jagged steel wedge
slicked past.

The intoxicating stench of spilled fuel filled the air. The stewardess screamed at them "Move!
The energency exits are nmiddle and front. Take the left side exits only, but hurry!"

The passenger cabin dissolved into chaos. Everyone grabbed gear or friends or both. The copil ot
and pilot burst fromthe cockpit and reached the door ahead of the stewardess. They pulled

handl es; the side doors of the plane popped open, conpleting the cabin tenperature's descent to
zero. A chute hissed as it expanded.

The copilot junped into the chute and di sappeared fromview. H s voice canme back: "Okay. Mve!"
The pilot stayed to help Robin Bow es into the chute. Bow es | et out a boisterous "yaah-hoo!" as
he hit the plastic. He skidded to the ground and spun dizzily on the snow.

Max was next. He slid all of the way down on his butt, hollering every inch of the way. \Wat a
trip!

Passengers followed at four-second intervals. The inflated chute bounced and fl opped behind him
He counted heads. Al out, except the pilot, the stewardess, and the Guardsnan. They were throw ng
things fromthe open door. Half a dozen bulky itens fell in a cloud: backpacks, then crates. Wat
about damage? But they were in haste.

"I bought good stuff!" Bow es bell owed. "Faffing Angels

stuff. Antibiotics made in orbit. Lines that'll hold six el ephants. Foam steel backpack struts.
Hey, use the chute for that!" He caught a crate as it slid down the chute. "W may need those
medi ci nes. "

The copilot was jogging around to the tail of the plane. His feet thrashed in the air as he pulled
the tail ranp down. He yelled something undeci pherable in the wind and excitenent- And then

di sappeared in a deceptively soft puff of fire. Yell ow
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flame rolled up fromthe back of the plane like a flapping carpet, darkening to a roll of oily
snoke.

Max was chilled. The man had been cremated in an instant. Killed out. One redundant gui de, gone.
It's only a Gane, conme on- Eviane was running toward the flanme. The stew had her by the arm was
shouting at her above the how ing wi nd. Eviane desi sted.

The exit had becone a rush, and he thought: W'll get clear, but what about the supplies? The
food? Max nade hinmsel f nove

Luggage was being thrown out of the forward door, and they scranbled for it, catching it as it
fell, in a bizarre ganme of- what was it called? He vaguely renmenbered an anci ent comedy routine
entitled "Catch It and You Keep It!" (Announcer: "W're here atop the twenty-story CBS buil ding,
and our contestants are below us in the parking lot for the first round of Catch It and You Keep
I't. Johnny, what's our first prize? A Tappan gas range.. . ?")

Somet hi ng soft slamred into his chest and sent himstunbling backward. He couldn't hold the belly
laugh in even as he tried to catch his bal ance. They were stranded! Their food was going up in
snoke! The copilot, fried! This was disastrous! This was tragic!

This was getting really interesting.

Chapter Six

SUPPLI ES

Evi ane wat ched Francis Hebert roll clunmsily down the chute. He managed to right hinmself, and hit
the ground running. The stewardess hel ped Trianna Stith-Wod through the doorway. For all her size
Trianna managed sonmehow to express panic in a dainty, |adylike manner

Evi ane deci ded that she definitely didn't |ike the woman.

Crates of equipnent lay scattered in the snow as Bowl es and the pilot struggled to haul |uggage
fromthe cargo hold. The Quardsnan left the chute three feet above the ground, hit the ground
rolling, and took off with rifle held at the ready.

The stewardess took a last look into the plane, seened to breathe a sigh of relief, and stepped
out into the chute.

The pl ane shuddered agai nst the ground, and an instant |ater the w ndows expl oded, gouting fire.
For an instant the stewardess was outlined in flanme, her body a bl ackened sil houette agai nst a

yel |l ow corona. Then she was gone

The plane's death-cry flattened the hapl ess Garners. Chunks of burning netal rained fromthe sky.
Evi ane |l ay facedown in the snow. The snow just a few feet fromher head flickered with gasoline
flanes, and glistened as it nelted. A fragnent of twisted steel lay just out of reach. It was hot.

It would burn her if she touched it. . . wouldn't it?
It was all real. The msts were clearing..
She stood, and | ooked down and out at the survivors. Thirteen in all, passengers and crew. They

moved toward Bowl es, gathering into a tight clunp to hear each other over a hammering, frigid

wi nd.

The pilot yelled above the storm "lI'msorry, M. Bow es. Made a right cock-up of that one.
think there nust have been a bullet in the fuel tank. Were's Geg? Were's.. . ?"

The pilot gasped, eyes fixed on a snoldering, human-shaped

mass lying crunpled in the snow at |east thirty feet fromthe plane. Ashen-faced, he ran toward
it, legs plowi ng unsteadily through the snow, and at |ast stood silently above what was left of
the stewardess. He renoved his outer jacket and draped it over her smoldering corpse. His breath
puffed little clouds into the air. He shivered, and wapped his arns around hinsel f, rubbing his
shoul ders.

After a few seconds, he rather guiltily took his jacket back

Bowl es threw a bl anket over the stew s body. He said, "Grant, we've got to reach the | odge

Apol ogi ze then." He glanced up at the shrunken sun, which was a third above the horizon. "I figure
we have a nonth of daylight left. It will just have to be enough."

"Then three or four nmonths of night," the pilot said, "and after that..

"Fi mbul wi nter," Bow es said. "Carbon di oxide freezing out of the atnosphere, maybe. Ah, well.
Sufficient unto the day."

The wi nd was whi pping the fire to death. Snow ran in blinding flurries. Eviane shielded her face
as her cheeks began to nunb. The Guardsman ran up to them carrying his rifle at port arms.
"Supply store!" Bow es's scream conpeted with the stormis growing wail. He pointed into a white
wal | of driving snow. "Can't see it, but it's out there."

"Eskimo village, half a nmile that way," the soldier shouted back. "They nust have seen us cone
down. Probably on. their way now. "
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Evi ane picked up a box marked with a red cross. It was heavy. She trudged toward the cluster of
buil di ngs. The other Garners followed her, carrying gear, |leaving tracks like a colony of snow
snails. The sky began to clear, the wall of white slowing to a flurry.

Charl ene caught up with her. "Wiew. Of to a start, aren't we?" Charlene | owered her voice.
"You' ve Ganed before. What is happeni ng?"

Ganme? This isn't a Gane. It's..

It's.

Evi ane shook her head, clearing the snmoky strands that wove thensel ves tighter and thicker by the
monment. A flicker of prescience made her say, "I don't know. Let's just play it by ear.”

"Ear ?"

The door of the supply store was open a crack. G ant pushed against it cautiously with his
fingertips. The pilot had just |lost a

pl ane, a copilot, and a stewardess. He might not be overwhel mingly eager to | ose a hal f-dozen
passengers.

The door creaked open, throwi ng a wedge of light into an abandoned store. As soon as G ant nodded
the Ganers crowded in, out of the freezing wind. Oh, it was stocked. Well stocked, in fact, with
all manner of food, and suddenly Eviane renenbered that the alarm Kl axon had sounded in the mddle
of breakfast. A line of portable stoves, several canisters of fuel: they could cook, too.

Orson Sands spread massive fingers, grabbing three foil packets of pork and beans. "Real nmen don't
need Sterno," he proclained. "I'll suck 'emcold."

Kevin, the skinny kid, called fromelsewhere in the store. "Clothing. Coats! Hats! It's cold out
there, troops.”

"WAit just a mnute." Bow es seened uneasy. He ran thick fingers through his beard, brushing out
snow. "Why isn't there anybody here? Were in the devil are they?"

"I don't know and don't really care." Orson's teeth tore a foil packet's serrated corner. He spat.
"You had better start caring, if you want to stay alive very long," his brother Max said
cautiously. Eviane's little pink heart leapt. Max was smart, and despite his girth |ooked Iike a
fighter.

She remenbered him too, fromthe Tar Pits mni-Game. He was well over six feet tall, inches
shorter than Charlene but three times as wide. He |ooked a lot |like his brother Orson, barring his
neatly trimred beard; but he | ooked and noved nore like an athlete. Hs belly didn't sag the sane
way. An ex-football player, nmaybe? H s eyes were a | um nous gray-bl ack

He said, "Orson! Even up here, would people just walk away froma store and | eave the door open?
Al right, maybe they woul d. But we have an expl odi ng airplane out here, and nobody has even cone
to take a look." H's voice was patient. "It's an-other puzzle, Oson."

Orson said, "Aw, Max. . . yeah."

Evi ane noticed Charl ene watching them She whispered, "Brothers. |nterested?"

Char |l ene nodded j udi ci ously.

"Me too. His nane's Max."

The pilot was saying, "Vote! Al in favor of checking to see what is happening around here, say
aye."

"Aye! !'" Six hands and voices were raised. Three bel onged to Charl ene and Max and H ppogryph

" Opposed?"

Seven no's.

"The no's have it," Gant said.

The Ganers drifted anpbng the shel ves. Sone were at the rear with Kevin and Hi ppogryph, choosing
col d-weat her gear. More were finding dinner

Trianna Stith-Wod called, "Veal paprika!"

Johnny Welsh's head rotated 150 degrees. "Veal ?"

Trianna rubbed the foil packet, wi nking. "I make a veal loaf to die for. Thyne, tarragon |eaves,
m nced parsley, and tomato fondue sauce."

"Lady, you're killing me."

"There are worse-"

Bang.

The clatter of canned goods stopped. Another distant gunshot, then a volley. Orson Sands dropped
the bag of freeze-dried pork and beans, eyes sparkling. "Puzzle, right." He and Max thundered

t hrough the door, the others crowding right behind.

They cl ustered outside, |ooking out across the choppy permafrost of the valley floor into the
blizzard-shrouded ridge to the north. Had the shots cone fromthere? It was the only decent
cover. .

"Come on, baby." Max Sands spoke again, and Eviane found herself drifting closer to him craving
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an opportunity to watch nore closely.

He was handsone, in a nassive sort of way, and she liked the sound of his voice. Voices had al ways
been it, for her. The sound of an announcer's voice on the stereo. Qthers seened fascinated by the
gl ow and depth of the video arcades, but she had al ways | oved audio. Just the sound of a voice was
enough. ..

And he had the Voice. Sonething inside her nelted.

Captain Grant and Hebert struggled out carrying arnfuls of bulky coats and hats with earnuffs,
dropped themin the snow, and began sorting for something that would fit. Bowl es emerged with a
doubl e arnful of tennis rackets. Huh? Snowshoes. More of the Garners were wearing coats now.

It was cold. Eviane picked through coats, chose one, found a hat with fold-down ear flap, pulled
on thernal gal oshes, all while listening with her whol e body.

"Cone on," Max Sands said. "Were is it? Gve ne another shot."

And they got it. Crack~ Crackcrackcrack, and a thin, wavering scream

They had their direction. The group straggled off across the snow, north toward the black ridge. A
long way to wal k, but the snow was packed hard; Eviane carried her snowshoes. She cast a glance at
Charlene, saw the fatigue in her friend' s face. They linked arnms and struggl ed up the grade.

They were naki ng good tine.

Bow es lifted a hand and brought themto a halt before they reached the top. They followed his

| ead: dropped onto their stomachs, scuttled over the ridge like a Iine of crabs, and peered down.
It was night in the shadow of the ridge. Their eyes adjusted quickly.

Four armed nen lay in an arc, facing a house that lay in partial ruins. It was burning, snoke and
ashes boiling fromthe roof. Attached to one end of the house, a smaller shed-perhaps a snokehouse-
had been blown apart as if by an expl osion. Around the main door two. . . no, three bodies
stretched out on the snow, in positions that only the dead coul d assune.

Evi ane heard a whinper. After a long, startled nonent she recogni zed her own voi ce.

She had seen this before. Been here before. Prescience.

One of the riflemen barked out a chall enge. Eviane didn't recognize the | anguage, but the neaning
was obvi ous. She had heard it a thousand times in flatfilms and hol os and even radi o plays: "Cone
out with your hands up!" What had they tripped into? Was this the equival ent of the Royal Canadi an
Mount ed Police? Wre the people in the house desperate crimnals? Eviane couldn't remenber. She'd
tried to forget, she'd fought to forget, and now, when it mattered, it was all gone.

Sonmeone emerged fromthe snoky hell of the front door. His hands were high in the air, and he
yel |l ed sonet hing back to the attackers.

There was a guttural laugh, and a rifle barked. The man fell, palns slapping to his forehead.

Evi ane cl osed her eyes. Her enpty stomach curled into a knot. Charlene's whispered | aughter rang
in her ear: "You're overacting. It's enbarrassing. Wat are we supposed to do?"

She had no answer. Dreanboat's voice saved her. "Well, we know that they're not the good guys."
"W don't have any weapons," Hi ppogryph said. "W could get into a lot of trouble."

"W have flares," the Guardsman called. "Two boxes of them and ny rifle. Listen, with three flare
guns we can convince themthat they' re surrounded. Coners. | say we give it a shot."

Hebert objected. "Flare guns? Al right, they aren't that well arned-"

| rpatiently Eviane snapped, "Lead on!"

After a few whispered instructions, the group spread out. Eviane was all elbows and knees as she
crawl ed along the ridge, the curving sickle of snow that sheltered themfromthe war bel ow Just
ahead of her, Dreanboat raised his flare pistol. Bowl es slashed his hand in the air, and- Wth a
chorus of dull phuts, white streaners cut through the

air. Suddenly a hal f-dozen snoking, parachuting flares were drifting fromthe sky |ike burning

bl ossorms.

The men on the ground | ooked up

" Qoooobl eobl eobl e-"~ Charl ene screanmed out, her cry swiftly echoed by everyone else in the group
Evi ane joi ned them del i ghtedl y-who coul d resist an opportunity to screambaby talk with a bunch of
supposedly grown adult-type people? It was ridiculous, and silly, and sonehow cl eansi ng.

The men in the valley | ooked around in confusion, but the sound was coning from everywhere and
nowhere. The Guardsnan ainmed his rifle carefully, and squeezed the trigger. One of the eneny went
down clutching his chest. The renmaining three sprang to their feet, and spread their arns. For a
nmoment Evi ane thought that they were asking for mercy.

Then the cl ouds parted.

No, they hadn't parted. The sky was slate-gray, threatening snow, but a northward wedge of cloud
was brighter, widening, and- Sky and | and were flowing. Of to the north, the vast dim

expanse of snow flowed to left and right, as if a fol ded bl anket was being pulled straight. It was
hard to see, because what was summoned into being was only new snowscape, no different fromthe
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ol d except that it glowed beneath a brighter sky.

The four gunnen hastened north, two carrying their wounded nmenber. They didn't | ook back, not even
when the CGuardsman stopped gaping and fired after them He fired three careful shots. Snow puffed
wi de of the gunnen.

"Damm, " the Guardsman sai d.

A distant ridge of snow hunped ahead of them The four stopped, and one gestured w de-arned, his
face lifting as the white mass lifted. . . and then the snowscape flowed, the path closed, the
Iight dinmed. Eviane huffed as her | egs gave out and dropped her in the snow

They were gone. There renained only a bare field of snow, and four corpses to nark the pl ace
where, a nonent before, a dreadful battle had raged.

Chapt er Seven

THE QASG Q

Evi ane stunbl ed down the bank of snow, caught her bal ance for an exhilarating nonent, then tunbled
again. She wiped ice fromher hair and snorted it from her nose as she cane back to her feet.

The ot her refugees plowed furrows in the snow as they plunged down. Sone rolled like pill bugs,
whoopi ng. Max and the National CGuardsman. both kept their balance all the way down. At the |ast
instant Max lost his battle with nmonentum and pl owed face-first to the bottom

Charl ene wal ked down fully upright, slowy, |ike an aged el vish queen, w th Hi ppogryph al ongside
her as a dwarfish attendant.

Evi ane' s amusenent vani shed al nost as quickly as it bubbled up. What was happeni ng here? They had
left the violence of the cities behind. . . and now this!

Sonet hi ng deep within her was untouched by the cold and the fear. Some voice whispered that it was
all a dream only a recurrent nightmare. Eviane shook her head violently. Such thoughts were
danger ous.

She approached the burning | odge, cautiously avoiding the bodies of the dead.

Evi ane had seen corpses before. A few nore neant little. One of the dead nmen was heart breakingly
young. Hi s eyes stared sightless, freezing in the terrible cold. H's arnms were outstretched as if
begging for mercy, or trying to provide sonme small neasure of protection for his people inside.
Charl ene crunched through the snow behind her, whispered close in her ear. "Be careful ?"

"Why?" Evi ane asked, surprised with how damed reasonabl e her voice sounded. "W can handle it or
we can't. If we can't, we're probably dead anyway. Let's go."

Charl ene | ooked at her with what could only have been amazenent. . . but Charlene hailed from an
earlier, nore benign world. Here the ice ruled, and only the strong woul d survive. Sonmehow Evi ane
woul d keep her friend alive until the tall girl had a chance to adapt to reality.

The National Guardsman jogged up beside them Eviane scanned hi m appraisingly. He | ooked young and
hard, jaw square and tight-curled hair cropped short. Good. An asset. There were bad tines ahead

Max Sands. . . she could trust Max. Despite the run, he wasn't really breathing hard. Hi ppogryph
was no weakling either. But Bow es was bent over, hands on knees, panting. Stith-Wod was
massagi ng her knee. Orson and Kevin were still back on the slope. Johnny Wl sh hadn't told a joke
in an hour.

Kevin of the pipestemlegs: his padded clothing hung on himlike a deflated balloon. He was
puffing a little, but his snile was intact. The rest could survive a day or two of starvation

t hough they'd whine, but for Kevin they'd better find food. He'd build nuscle-neat on this trip or
di e trying.

Smoke bel ched out of the front door as it creaked open. Fingers scrabbled on the inside, pulling
weal dy.

A man emerged. Hi s broad Eskino face was all planes and angles, the face of a nan who has known
starvation or terrible illness. H's hands were lines and knobs. Only the eyes were alive. They
were piercing, frozen blue, Iike chips of flamng ice.

He gasped for breath, and stretched the door w der so that a young wonan coul d squeeze her way
out. The girl fell to her knees in the snow, threw her anns around the young man's corpse. "Wod
OwmM ," she sobbed hysterically. "Ch, you fool. Ch, ny dear."

She was rounded, solid beneath her furs. So: it wasn't starvation which had stolen the fat from
the old man's face. Years of illness mght do that.

As the old man stunbled fromthe doorfrane, the roof gave a sigh and coll apsed.

H s voice was as tineless as the howing wind. "W nust find shelter. Cone with ne to the prayer
| odge. Ahk-lut dares not violate that sacred place."

Evi ane nodded as if she understood, and helped the girl to her feet.

The air grew even col der as they marched. The wi nd drove the snow until it was alnost a solid
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curtain. The refugees stunbled

on blindly, following the old man. He bent into the storm pushing on step after painful step. Wo
could tell what the old man was follow ng? Instinct or menory or the distant outline of white

kni f e-edged nountai ns nonentarily visible through the terrible gale. Except for those brief
nmonents, they were in an endl ess, inpenetrable shell of white, until Eviane could see only the
stunned shadow of Johnny Wl sh struggling ahead of her. One nonent's |apse of attention, a single
m spl aced footstep, and she would be | ost.

After a time the storm s fury dimnished, and she could distinguish the alien | andscape around
her. There were no trees, although the snow was clotted in irregular |unps that m ght have been
trees shrouded and drowned in white. There was no sign of life save for the Iine of silent

travel ers. Now that the wind was dying, she heard their gasping.

Charl ene tapped her shoul der, whi spered down from her enornous height. "How do they do this? It

| ooks as if we can see for nmiles."

Evi ane frowned. "We're on a hill. Sonetinmes | don't understand you at all."

Charl ene stared, caught without a reply.

Evi ane withdrew to a deeper, cooler place inside her mnd. Charlene had already begun to crack
Snow nadness. Shock. it was to be expected. in a group this size they might lose half sinply to
fear and despair. Eviane nust be strong for all.

Evi ane snapped out of her reverie as they approached a | arge, regular nmound of snow.

The old man got down upon his hands and knees. He oriented hinself to the nountains, then began
digging in the snow. In mnutes he uncovered a man-si zed oval cave nouth. He di sappeared into it
like a seal diving into an ice hole.

O hers foll owed. Eviane was sixth in |ine.

The floor of the passage was conpressed and nelted into an icy glaze. The tunnel sloped down for
the first eight feet, then | evel ed out. She pushed her pack ahead of her, and nudged hersel f al ong
with knees and el bows. The tunnel gave her only a foot of clearance to the sides, and if she had
suffered from cl austrophobia, this would have been sheer terror. Wggling another ten feet brought
her to an upgrade, where the |ack of traction became treacherous. Hands grasped her pack from
above and pulled. She hung on for the ride.

She energed froma trapdoor into a kind of lodge. Fifty or a hundred years earlier, the |odge
woul d probably have been constructed from wood and snow, but nore nodern materials made ot her
options avail abl e.

Tubul ar plastic bladders filled with frozen water forned the rectangul ar structure of the walls.
The ceiling stretched over nine feet high, and a conical sheet of clear plastic capped the roof.
The air snelled stale, already warnming with the scent of tired human flesh. The ol d nan poked a

| ong spear through a vent hole in the center of the sheet, knocking | oose the snow.

In the middle of the rooma blackened pit had been filled with branches, chunks of |og, and
tinder.

One by one the travelers came in out of the cold. Their collective bodies warnmed the room OQuter
coats were coning off.

The ol d man | ooked at them and Eviane had a better opportunity to exanmine himin turn. He and the
young worman were simlarly attired, though the | ower cut of her garnent was nore curved than his.
The fur-hooded robe had been sewn together froma variety of aninals. Eviane recognized squirre
and m nk, and sonething that was probably muskrat. There were other skins, perhaps not native to
Al aska but traded hand to hand from hundreds or thousands of niles away. Was that a poodle skin?
She didn't see any machine stitching in the older man's clothing. As the girl peeled off her
external clothing, she revealed a pair of Jordache designer ski pants and boots. Grls will be
girls. She was cute, in an Eskinmo kind of way. Eviane flickered a glance at Max Sands. Yes, he'd
noti ced.

"Call me Martin Qaterliaraq," the old man said. "Martin the Arctic Fox. Your Christian

m ssionaries named ne Martin, |ong ago. They were good people, and | pay themthe respect of
keepi ng that name. But although ny daughter calls herself Candice, to nme she is Kanguq, Snow
Goose. | serve the old ways." His face fell. Once nore, he seened inpossibly ancient. "It is the
ol d ways that brought you here to this place, and only the old ways can save the world."

Orson spoke into the silence. "What are you saving, exactly? From what ?"

"Wait. We know the way to show you. You have hel ped us already, but we need nore."

The trapdoor in the ground puffed again, and nore people energed. Sone were Eskinobs in traditiona
dress, furs and skins. Sone of the frocks | ooked to have been made of fish skin, and

ot hers of waterproof gut. Some wore nore nodem col d-weat her gear, perhaps even sone of the plastic
adver se-environnent gear Bow es had nenti oned.
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Bot h nen and wonmen wore earrings hanging from pierced earlobes. As one winkled Mngol face passed
cl ose by, Eviane caught a closer |Iook at his flat, rectangular earrings. Bits of ivory, glass
beads, and col ored rock were stuck into them

The wonen were heavy but withered by tine and environnent. Many wore jewelry decorated with
grotesque faces, grinrnng denon-shapes, snarling aninmals. Two had bone needl es projecting through
their septa.

Evi ane counted a dozen nmen and wonen. One.. . two wore bl oody bandages. Sone were introduced by
nane, nanmes that nmade Eviane's head hurt to hear them Kitngiqg and Pingayunel gen and Tayarut and
even | ess manageabl e nout hf ul s.

Al'l had the characteristic padding of fat, the dark skin and epicanthic folds. There was a kind of
vitality to themthat nmade the excess poundage seem appropriate in a way her own never had. They
carried it as if it was insulation above hard nuscle.

When the roomwas three-quarters full, they arranged thenselves around the fire pit in a circle.
Wth flint and steel, Martin started the fire. Snoke clouded the air, although it was al nost

magi cal ly drawn up through the roof.

Pouches were opened. Dried fish and neat went around the circle. Orson Sands sneered at what he
was holding. "This isn't even diet food. There was plenty of real food back in the supply store."
Martin shook his head sadly. "You nust learn to see as the Cabal see, if you woul d best them at
their game. We must prepare you for the traditional ways, ny friend."

"He doesn't nean Eskinp Pies," Max told his brother.

The pouch reached her hands. What Eviane pulled out had a texture |ike rough cardboard. She began
to chew. It was stringy, with a snoked fl avor.

"The I nua of the fish nust be respected. They feed us and clothe us, quiver our arrows and sea
our boats. Their eggs tan hides and the oil of their bodies |ights our hones. Eat, and nourish
your bodi es, and give reverence to the Inua of the fish. Many of you will die before this is over

and then your spirits will mngle with those beings you have consuned. It would be best to make
peace with them now. "
The girl-Snow Goose-said, "Sedna is already gravely ill. Too ill to-" Martin glared at her and she

was silent.

Evi ane took Martin at his word, eating slowy, chewing until each nouthful was al nost a |iquid.
(Sedna?) The atnmosphere in the | odge was cl ose, growi ng warmer. Her conpanions were having little
trouble eating the peculiar food. Mst of them nmust have tried stranger diets than this, fromthe
| ook of them (Did she know that nane?)

When she stopped eating, she wasn't full, but the edge was off her hunger. She felt in a state of
readi ness, eager to hear the next of it.

Several of the older nen and one of the younger went to the fire and threw on crunbl ed handful s of
powder. Wen they burned, they nmade a snell |ike tobacco and dust. The snoke grew thicker, the
flane hotter.

The Eskinmos were peeling off their external clothing. Soon they were all in underwear or tw sted

| oi ncl oths. The refugees | ooked at each other, in speculation or enbarrassnment or panic. Martin
the Arctic Fox seened hal f-starved, bones show ng, concave belly. . . no navel. Qaterliaraqg had no
navel . Orson nudged Max, whispered.

The air grew thicker, warner. Eviane was perspiring. No help for it. She stripped, and didn't stop
until she was down to bra and panties. She folded her clothes into a careful bundle. The Eski nos
weren't hiding thenmsel ves, and she wouldn't either.

Bowl es and Stith-Wod wore their near nudity with ease, but Oson Sands held his shirt and jacket
nervously in front of hinself, trying to cover as nuch flab as he could. Kevin spread his thin
arns before the fire. H's eyes were half-closed in bliss, and his ribs were promni nent.

Hi ppogryph, sweating freely, had kept his clothes on until he couldn't take the heat. Now he was
undressing in sone haste. He kept the bundled clothes in front of him blushing furiously.

Max had stripped down to shorts without a tremor, but many of Eviane's fleshy conpani ons were
enbarrassed. They shifted their considerable weight nervously fromside to side like guilty
children. Charlene tried to shrink into herself, shoul ders hunched, arns huggi ng her knees, guilty
grin. . . but she was relaxing even as Evi ane watched. She was wat chi ng Hi ppogryph

Hi ppogryph woul d not neet anyone's eyes. His ears were quite red. He was hunched as Charl ene had
been, yet he had little to hide. Beneath his quite Eskino-like fat |layer the nuscle was

solid. And what did Charlene think she was hiding? Elvish alien beauty, if she would only

strai ghten up.

Behi nd her, Johnny Wel sh whi spered, perhaps to hinself, "I wish there wasn't so nuch |ight.

Bow es chuckl ed. "Steam bath scene, Take One."

Johnny rel axed; he smiled; his voice rose. "CGosh, Charles, wasn't it nice of the cannibal king to
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| et us use their bathhouse?

"W should hurry, Johnny. There nust be a dozen tribes outside waiting for us to finish."
"They' re probably here for the feast the king prom sed-"

Martin Qaterliaraq spoke again. "This is the sweat |odge, the gasgiq of ny people. Mh." The old
man pronounced the word kuzz-a-gick. "Here we dream our dreans and see into the world beyond. But
Ahk-lut has t-t-tomthe veil between matter and spirit. He would bring the chaos of his greed and
fear into the world-nph-and destroy everything."

The ot her Eski nbs nodded assent. But Martin's |lips were tw tching, and sonme othg¢rs were having
troubl e keeping their faces sol em.

The trapdoor in the floor flapped open again. Mirre Eskinmps brought in handfuls of brittle
driftwood and | oaded theminto the central fire pit.

Smoke curled up fromthe crackling wood and tw sted through the ceiling. Watching it lulled Eviane
into an al nost hypnotic reverie.

The rel axati on becanme dismay a few nminutes |later, when the air grew so close as to be al nost
unbreat habl e. Several of the refugees were choking and gasping for breath.

Then the snoke lightened. Pictures floated in a gray, m sty ocean that nerged into a gray, msty
sky. Martin's voice was strong once again. "It was the beginning, and there were not yet people
upon the Earth," he said. "For four days the first man lay coiled in the pod of a beach pea. On
the fifth he burst forth and stood full-grown."

A man, a proto-Eskinmo, stood naked in the mst.

A bl ack shape enmerged fromthe sky, grew wi ngs and a head, becane a gigantic Raven. In Eviane's
m nd the words of the ancient shaman and the images in the air nelded together. The room around
her receded from her awareness. She stood on an anci ent beach, could see the oily gray sky, snell
the protosurf.

The Raven covered a sizable patch of sky. It shrank as it glided to earth: perspective in reverse.
It was man-sized when it

touched the sand. It stared at the man, cocking its head to the side, and finally said: "Wat are
you?"

The man stuttered in fear and confusion. The great Raven pushed its beak aside, and its feathers
away, revealing smooth brown skin beneath. It becanme very like the man, not fearsome at all.

The man relaxed. "I know not who | am | know that | hunger and thirst."

The Raven opened his hand. The flesh of his palmnelted and ran, and fornmed beads which darkened
to berries. The man took them and ate.

Wth the sweep of an armthat was also a wing, the Raven transfornmed the sea into a creek running
at the base of a snowcapped nmountain. The Raven scooped clay fromthe bank of the river and nol ded
it lovingly. He set two bl obs on the earth, and waved his feathered arnms again.

Two nmountai n sheep stood inanimate for a few nonents, then opened their eyes, shuddered, and ran
off to the nountains.

"The Raven made everything that lives," Martin's voice whispered behind her ear. Shapes were
flowing fromthe Raven's w ng: reindeer, caribou, rabbits. The other wi ng swept out, square mles
of glossy black shadow, and seal s and whal es and a t housand shapes of fish rained into the ocean
The Raven was studying the nman again in that odd, avian nanner. He nolded clay into another nan-
shape with a slightly different symmetry. He took | ong grass fromthe bank of the streamto cover
the new creature's head. Its eyes opened, and it was woman. She stretched her hand out for the
man' s.

They wal ked away. As they passed over the land it bl ossoned, the streain ran with fish, and