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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

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20&...elle,%20Jerry%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project.txt (1 of 158) [1/19/03 6:23:10 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20& %20Pournel | e,%20Jerry%620-%20The%20B arsoom%20Proj ect.txt

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
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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,

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20&...elle,%20Jerry%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project.txt (6 of 158) [1/19/03 6:23:10 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20& %20Pournel | e,%20Jerry%620-%20The%20B arsoom%20Proj ect.txt

| 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."
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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

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20&...elle,%20Jerry%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project.txt (20 of 158) [1/19/03 6:23:10 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20& %20Pournel | e,%20Jerry%620-%20The%20B arsoom%20Proj ect.txt

"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
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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 birds
filled the sky.

Evi ane snorted at the snmell of snoke and was back in the gasgig. Martin, half-visible in the
smoke, was hunched over, talking as if to hinmself. "The Raven gave all sea life into the care of
Sedna. Al land life into the hands of her [over Torngarsoak. Wen these two are well, al
creatures are fruitful and multiply. " And within the murk Eviane found hersel f deep
underwat er. Schools of fish streaned past a kneeling Eskinb woman with long, floating hair and a
face not unlike that of Snow Goose. Playfully, she brushed her hands through a school of fish- Her
hands! Her fingers were stubs, chopped off just bel ow the

first knuckle.

O'son was whispering to Max: "-pretty typical nyth pattern

Sedna was a beautiful Eskimp girl who tried to escape an arranged marriage. Her father cut off her
fingers. The joints fell into the ocean, becane whal es, seals, and so on."

And yet there was no sense of tragedy or regret in Sedna's beautiful face. Her eyes net Eviane's;
her lips twitched in a smle. Eviane was warned by the beauty.

Smoke swirled. Land again: ice melting, green sprouting. She watched nen nultiplying, expanding
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across the land. The land filled with children, |aughing, grow ng, nating, spreading their

vill ages and hunting | ands out beyond the hori zon.

The seas swell ed, and suddenly Eviane was in the prow of a small, shallow boat, skimm ng across
the waves behind a flashing seal. The seal was speared, pulled aboard. The hunters rattled quick
menori zed words, and for a nonent Eviane was back underwater, and the woman with the stubby
fingers cocked her head to hear the voices.

Evi ane was on the ice, belly flat against the floe, as a walrus rose through a hole to take a
preci ous nmout hful of air. A spear flashed past her viewpoint- She ran with her conpani ons beside a
river, stretching their

nets. Nets heavy with salnon were pulled to I and. Voices were raised in happy song- She was
surrounded by dancing children in the mdst of a

communal hall, a qgasgig. Naked bodies bent and twisted to the rhythns of a hundred unfanili ar
percussi on instrunents- She stood on the shore, and watched a strange and alien vesse

approach across the water. It was |large, larger than a whale, |arge enough to hold whal es.

G gantic white billow ng wi ngs caught the wind and breathed the thing in toward the | and. Men
sprang out, hairy nen with pale skin.

As she watched, with inpossible, magical speed, they began to build. Suddenly houses of wood-nore
wood than her people had ever seen-began to sprout in tight clusters. The new nen killed whal es
and seals until their corpses littered the beach |ike poisoned ants.

And when there were no nore whal es and seals, they dug the hills, pulling out the yell ow netal

And when that slackened, they drilled into the ground, and punped out thick black fluid.

The quickly shifting views of white intruders spilling across the | and were becom ng bl urred.
Behi nd t hem Evi ane could see the wonan beneath the water, the Eskinm woman with nutil ated

hands. Sedna was sick. A pale nass with white, veinlike threads, a fungus or parasite, was
spreadi ng through her hair, across her cheeks and neck, down her shoul ders. She hunched her

shoul ders and hid her face in msery.

"The people of the Raven watched the destruction of their land." She heard Martin's voice dimy in
her mind. "The people | earned the ways of the intruders and forgot their own. Sedna was ifi with
their sins. And the Raven circling overhead, watching his people seduced fromthe way of their
ancestors, was not happy."

The Raven was a nonstrous bl ack shape, diving |like a hawk. The earth's surface tore |ike paper
The Raven ripped his way deep into the world's heart. He energed with claws filled with sticky
orange- gl owi ng nagna. From that he made new shapes:

children, boys and girls who glowed with force, whose faces were filled with wi sdom and know edge.
They- uh- huh! -t hey had no navel s.

Evi ane wat ched as the Raven swept the magical children into his claws and swooped up, up until the
entire gl obe of the earth was a hazy white arc beneath her, and her heart was in her throat. Then
the Great Bird swooped down, and left pairs of children around the rimof the Arctic Circle. She
saw themswiftly gather together the tribes of the People, and teach themto make fire with the
fire drill, to skin and tan, to build houses of wood and stone and ice. The old ways. Sedna showed
i n doubl e exposure:

her hair was coming clean. Her head lifted, she sighed, she waved a | anguid stub-fingered hand
that streaned flocks of seals..

Gone.

Evi ane blinked her eyes, rousing slowmy fromthe spell. The pictures were gone, and Martin the
Arctic Fox was speaki ng again.

"The Great Raven made the new nen to teach the old knowl edge to our people, to give us back the
spirit world we had | ost. He dispersed us around the great circle of ice. | cane here, to this

Il and you call Alaska. My son is called Ahk-lut, and together we were powerful guardians of the AOd
Ways. For half a century we used the power to help ny people. Then Sedna becane sick again, and
Ahk-1ut formed other plans, other ideas.

"Through dreans, through chanting, he reached our children, the children of the children of the
Raven. Gathering themfromtribes scattered around the ice, around the world, he forned the Cabal
The Cabal seduced nore than half of our children. They

kept their secrets fromtheir parents, and together they worked their magic."

An ocean of nist boiled away, and when it cleared Eviane was in a sweat |odge much |ike Martin's
gasgi g, but larger, darker. Eight young nen formed a circle around a snoky fire. They were naked
but for |eather pouches slung on thongs around their necks. Their skins were burnt dark red by the
heat. Perspiration drooled down their faces and slicked their bodies.

An alien, evil sound coursed through the air, one she finally recognized as a chorus of |ow
nmut t eri ngs, malignant human voi ces joined in dark harnony.
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One stood. His face was very like Martin's, leaner than a normal Eskinmo face, with indented
cheekbones and sunken eyes, as if he had not only Martin's genes but the old shaman's suggestion
of deep sickness. He was shaven-headed. The dark eyes squinted in old hatred; the corneas | ooked
m | ky. He reached into the pouch that hung fromhis neck, funbling, and for a nonent Eviane saw a
tiny, withend pair of human | egs in the pouch, and the rounded suggestion of a head. Then it

vani shed again, and Ahk-lut (who else could it be?) drew out a bar of chew ng tobacco.

Wth dark, stained teeth Ahk-lut tore an enornous plug fromthe bar, nasticated it, then spat a

| ong, brownish streaminto the fire. The flanmes | eapt, and the snoke becanme a pillar of fetid dark
green, nmasking and noxi ous.

"The young ones. Qur children,” Martin said. "They were trying to heal a great wong, but they
were inpatient. They wanted it quick and easy. They've done a dreadful thing.

The Cabal passed the tobacco fromhand to hand. One at a tine every man in the | odge spat tobacco
juice into the fire, until at last the snmoke within the | odge was so deep that she could barely
see faces at all.

Ahk-lut turned, picked up a robe, and swept it aside. The |lunp beneath glowed faintly blue. Ahk-
lut picked it up-it was heavy-swung hinself around, and set it in the center of the fire. Sparks
sprayed outward.

Firelight masked the blue glow, but set the irregular nmass gleanming. It was polished netal, with
shattered edges |ike curved daggers, and thick tubing twi sted and torn

Above the fire, a huge face | ooked briefly through the snoke. It was part bird, part man: enough
of man to show its astoni shment.

Each man reached into the pouch hung around his neck, and fromit drew a handful of powders and
bone fragnents.

Wth each handful there was a brief flash of a shape that roiled within the snoke and then

vani shed again, like a walrus roffing at the water's surface before di sappearing back into the
depths. Here was a nonstrous caterpillar, a withing, nultiarmed abom nation. Snmoke churned and
became a killer whale with stubby human arnms. It changed again, into the mal forned corpse of a
fetus pushing its flattened head against its amiotic nenbrane. A dead man cl ot hed against bitter
cold, face hooded, clothing and torso ripped open and enpty. There were other, darker, bl oodier

i mages.
Hi gher within the pillar of snoke, the bird-face showed again. Its beak opened wide; it screaned
silently, and faded, and then the shrill cry of a bird burst through the illusory snmokehouse. The

Cabal bellowed in triunph

When had they becone ni ne?

Ahk-lut stepped into the circle, set his hands on a man's shoulders, and pulled himto his feet.
Evi ane saw that the man's arnms and anl des were bound. He screamed |ike a bird. She saw, now, the
suggestion of a beak in his pointed face.

Quite suddenly, the fire was out. An angul ar netal shape gl eanmed harsh blue within it. Shapes
moved in the dark. A shadow occluded the glow, and fell into it-man-shaped, a bound man, withing-
and he was gone, and the blue gl ow was gone, and the firelight was the light of Martin' s qgasgig.
Chapt er Ei ght

THE M SSI ON

The fire was down to coals, and the snoke was thinning. Sone of the refugees began to renenber
their half-naked state

but there were larger matters to consider

Martin said, "W believe that the Raven's children's children tricked their grandfather. They

pi qued his curiosity until he assumed human formto spy upon them They cast their spells upon
him then upon the sun. The sun's death spells the end of your world, and the begi nning of
theirs."

"Martin." Wthin the snoky dark, who spoke? "What was the nmetal object that gl owed bl ue?"

"That? A powerful talisman | traced when | was young. The Cabal has stolen it. It was a fragnent
of a thing that fell fromthe sky, in Canada."

"That was no neteor." Now Evi ane recogni zed the voice of Orson Sands.

"No, it was a machine from Russia that fell before |I was born. Talismans gain power fromthe

di stance they have traveled. | |learned that this object had gone round and round the world unti
what ever held it up stopped working. So | sought it out. Now the Cabal is using it to throttle the
sun."

Evi ane heard herself saying, "They'll nmake the whole world into an Eskinmo world." She wondered how
she knew. "Cold. No crops, only the aninmals. W'd have to | earn. " Her prescient vision ran far
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ahead of her tongue.

Martin said, "Yes, you would have to learn. Alik-lut would teach the white and bl ack and yel | ow
men our ways. Those who will not |earn would starve. W have guessed that nmuch. W can even guess
why they have barred us fromtendi ng Sedna-"

"Sedna," Orson Sands broke in. "Shouldn't we know nore about Sedna?"

"Ah, | forget. Al who live at the rimof the world know Sedna,

or Nuliajuk, or the Food Dish. Sedna has the care of the sea life that keeps us alive, fish and
seals and plants and the very core of our lifestyle. She is the conscience of all mankind. When
the sins of nen and wonen take refuge in her hair, then Sedna becones sick. If the sea dies, the
| and dies, and all nen starve. Your people are starving now, and will continue to starve until Ahk-
| ut believes you are few enough.”

"What about this Torngarsoak?" Kevin asked. "He's her boyfriend? Wiy doesn't he hel p?"

"He is a hunter, and roans the land,"” Martin said. "Hunters are often gone for nmonths at a tine.
He may not know her plight."

"Ckay, sins. It's a mssionary word." Hi ppogryph spoke sharply, as if he were questioning a
prisoner. "Wat do you nmean by sins?"

Martin's |ips noved, tasting his choice of words. "Abortionis a sin."

"Were the Eskinmos practicing abortion?"

"You don't understand yet. Abortion of a creature's soul is also a sin. To kill a whale or a

wal rus without proper respect, this causes Sedna pain. Such sins breed in her scalp and hair and
cause her nmisery. Then an angakok nust visit her and soothe her and conb away the sins. Sedna
can't conb her own hair, you know. "

"But the New People fixed that. You taught the Eskinbs the old ways again, right?"

"Yes," Arctic Fox said bitterly. "Sedna was grow ng healthy.

Then she grew sick again. Qur children, they didn't understand.

How coul d they? W had no answers either! W prayed to the

Raven, we tended Sedna, but Ahk-lut's secret Cabal had a

qui cker answer. Now their magic prevents us fromreaching

Sedna at all.

"We left the Cabal alone. Sone of us thought their way m ght be right-"

"What, freezing the world?" Orson was shrill, disbelieving. "How would that hel p anyone?"

"They hoped to end the sins by forcing you to |l earn our ways. W couldn't fight them They are too
powerful, and they had the skyfall talisman. But then Ahk-lut demanded Snow Goose for his own. To
take his sister in marriage would give himchildren who were closer to the blood of the Raven
They would found a new tribe, and rule the world.

"I refused. His forces clashed with mne. Ahk-lut used white man's guns fromthe other side of the
circle. | was not prepared for that. My. . . foolishness has killed what remai ned of our
warriors."

Max Sand | eaned forward, hands on knees. "How can we hel p?"

Martin's voice was grave. "W have already sent out warriors, our children, beyond the veil of
Seel unkadchl uk, and none have returned. You are young and strong-and Ahk-lut will not expect to
find white nen in the world of spirits. Perhaps you can succeed where we have repeatedly fail ed.
"W can do sone of what needs doi ng, but we cannot do all. Sedna nust be tended, but we can no

| onger reach her with our minds. Ahk-lut has inprisoned the Raven, and we nust |earn how and

whet her he can be freed." Martin's eyes were on the fire, and he seened reluctant to speak. Did he
have a plan, or was he only reaching out in desperation?

"There is your tribe a~d ny tribe," he said. "One tribe nust spy on the Cabal. One nust tend
Sedna, renove the parasites, before fanmi ne takes all of the people of the white | ands and hal f of
us too. Wich would you have?"

Hi ppogryph spoke. "What does tending Sedna invol ve?"

"You woul d have to travel to her, in the flesh, through the realmof spirit. Go to her in her home
beneath the sea. Soothe her. Conb the parasites fromher hair. Learn fromher why she is sick, if
she will speak, if she knows."

"Fighting the Cabal sounds like nore fun," Max Sands sai d.

Evi ane' s voi ce dripped daggers. "Fun? It has to be done, but killing people isn't entertainnent,
Max. "

H s nmouth dropped open, but he didn't speak. He renmenbered the Tar Pits Gane, and the careful

si ngl e-m nded way Eviane had gone after the key. She was a Ganer. He'd heard of the type. She had
donned her persona |like a second skin-like a body condomand it wouldn't cone off until the Gane
was over.

Hi ppogryph was speaking. "W don't know enough. W've |earned as nuch as we're going to here,
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haven't we, Mrtin? Your skills have reached as far as they can?"

"Unfortunately true."

"1"d say let's find out what Sedna knows before we tackle the Cabal. She m ght know where the
Raven went."

Max shook his head. "But-can't we follow Ahk-1ut? He could take us right to the Raven. Free the
Raven, he'll kick ass!

W' ve got guns.. . do guns work in the spirit world, Martin?"

"Of course. Why would a tool stop working?"

"Vote!" Bow es cried. "Hands up for Sedna!"

H ppogryph and five others rai sed hands. Orson's pudgy face was lined in concentration. . . and
his hand went up to nmake seven

"Hands to follow Ahk-lut!" Max's and Eviane's hands shot up. And Charl ene's, and three others.
Bowl es had abstai ned, and so had Trianna.

They woul d go to Sedna. Underwater. C austrophobia and sea nonsters..

The sober, round-faced nmen and worren around the sweat | odge nodded their heads as if at a
prearranged signal. They rattled segnents of bone, seal-hide druns, whittled-ivory percussion

i nstrunents, strange nusical devices that produced a flow of sound |like nothing in the nodern
world. Rattling, lilting, now strident, now coaxing, but always seething with urgency.

"You," Martin said, pointing to each of the refugees in turn. "You who are young nust go, and
right this terrible wong."

"What happened to your own nmen?" Max asked softly.

Martin's eyes dropped. "They crossed the veil of Seelunkadchl uk, where the sky neets the sea. Sone
went to Sedna and sone followed the Cabal. The nobst powerful of our angakoks carried the nopst
powerful of our talismans. None have returned. W& do not know why."

Kevi n cl ucked, punching sonmething into a little hand-held keyboard. "This bodes not well.

Martin ignored him "But your power is greater. You may find themas allies on the other side."
O not. Eviane | ooked around at her conpani ons. Overweight and soft. . . and youthful, with the
exception' of Robin Bow es, the nman who had saved their lives in San Francisco. But they |ooked
inspired. Could a dozen chubby but ganme neophytes match the unknown powers of these renegade Raven-
spawn?

The fire had nearly died. One by one the old Inuit rose and began to dance around the coals. The
wal |l s of the sweat |odge shuddered with the low chants as they circled, their mimng at first
cryptic and then discernible as hunting and fighting nmovenents.

An ol d, old man hopped around the fire in a crouch, as if perched next to an ice hole, awaiting a
fish. Behind him another grandfather cast a spear, and another raised an imaginary rifle to

hi s shoul der, squeezed the trigger, spun and rolled on the floor in simulated death-throes before
springing up and repeating the ritual

Martin threw a handful of powders onto the fire. It flared to newlife, and threw a ghastly
enerald |light against the walls. A handful of dull green enbers floated down, were borne up by air
currents, and then settled down again.

One by one, the old people sat. Snow Goose stood, wearing only a thin undergarnent that night have
been stitched fromgut. Her body under it, although zaftig, noved with practiced grace. Eviane's
hands touched her own body sel f-consciously. She wanted to nove like that. She renenbered.
faintly. . . a time when she had.

The girl withed beseechingly, beckoning to each of them Mux Sands junped grinning to his feet
and began to dance around the fire, too close behind Snow Goose for Eviane's confort.

Evi ane stood, enbarrassed in her underwear. She gritted her teeth and began to dance, noving with
the flow of the pipes, the rattles and drums. Even though the nusical inplenents seened |ike
relics fromanother, earlier tinme, they blended together in surprisingly conplex and precise

rhyt hm

One at a time, the others stood. The pilot. Charlene. The Guardsman. Hebert the soldier. Half-
naked they danced around the fire. And as they did, Eviane felt her body pulse to the mnusic.

Her sense of self, of mdcentury md-Anerica, began to fade. There was no fornmal cerenony, no
verbal acknow edgnent or speech, but she knew that the Inuit had accepted them had wel coned the
refugees into their famly.

The |1 ong shadows pl ayed upon the walls, and the nusic, the exertion, and the swirling snmoke began
to weave their subtle magic. The refugees took their place around the fire, tw sting and hoppi ng
Evi ane gasped heavily for breath, blind to her exhaustion, unm ndful of her ungainly heaviness,
lost in the sheer exhilaration of it all

For Eviane it was total ecstasy, the very best that |life had offered her in a long, long tine.
Chapter N ne
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BAPTI ZED | N COVBAT

The world was blind with snow as Max Sands craw ed out of the gasgiq. The frozen ground was rough
on hands and knees. O her Adventurers popped out of the tunnel to sprawl gracel essly on the snow.
The sun was a pal e di sk daubed in watercol ors upon a paler sky. Tiny flakes of ice flurried |ike
flower petals driven by the w nd.

Max stretched his back. He was cranped and sore

A ragged chorus of barks split the air, and a dog sl ed appeared around the curve of the | odge,
driven by an old woman. The six dogs pulling the sled described a semicircle, slowed to a craw,
and stopped. The sled carried one soot-stained crate fromthe plane and an additional pile of

equi pnent .

Bowl es and the Guardsman went to the sled. The Guardsnan opened a sheathed knife and went to work
on the crate. A slat creaked in protest, then pulled loose with a | ong, thin whine.

"Yeah!" Max hefted out one of the rifles, checked its action- |ong-forgotten ROTC training flashed
to mnd-then passed it to O son.

The rifles were relayed hand to hand like fire brigade buckets. Wen the | ast weapon had been
distributed, the National Guardsman bal anced a gun in one big fist, then brandished it overhead.
"I's there anyone who doesn't know how to use one of these?"

Sone of the refugees paused, then raised uncertain hands.

"Al'l right. These are Renmington thirty-caliber gas-operated sem autonatic carbi nes-"

Max sidl ed over to Eviane, ready to | end assistance. She didn't need any. As the CGuardsnan called
out instructions she worked with manic intensity, with a nmixture of dread and fascination that was
al nost alarming to watch. During a pause in the instructions she rel axed, and then | ooked up at
Max, through

Max, as if he wasn't there at all. The bullets in her hand were bl anks, and she was not his eneny;
but there was sonething in her eyes, sonething in the way she gripped the gun that made himfee
gueasy.

"-we don't know what we're heading into, but we do know that it's dangerous: we don't want to | ose
any of our own." There were sober nods of agreenent fromthe others, but Eviane stared fixedly
ahead, her eyes on the snow bl own horizon, or beyond.

Dam, she was really into this. Had she Gamed before, in the real Games? Once her hands cl osed
around the rifle she didn't seemto want to release it. Her reluctance created a neat topol ogical
puzzle as she tried to pull on her backpack

"Need a little help, there?" Max volunteered. "Wy don't you let ne hold that?"

She clutched the rifle defensively for a nonent. He watched her face tighten and then reluctantly
rel ax. "Yes. Thank you very nuch."

She handed himher rjfle. She shrugged into her pack, bent, and fastened on her snowshoes. " Check
me, will you?"

"Not hi ng | ooks broken from here. Maybe a closer look." He ran a finger along her shoul der.

A smile struggled with her businesslike expression, won for a nmonent, then fluttered nervously and
died. "You're nice," she said shyly. "I hope we make it out of this."

"Stick with ne, kid," he said, giving it his best Bogart.. "I'mstrong enough for both of us."

She took the rifle, twirled heel -toe, and was gone.

He knew he was pushing it. Bulky, flirtatious, hel pful Max Sands. Sonme wonmen seek a nont hreat eni ng
man. He could usually tell, but he couldn't tell w th Eviane. Maybe she didn't know herself.

He could switch out of that "harm ess" node. He could do a

Jekyl | - Hyde and becone "M . Muntain," but he didn't want to.

God, he was tired of M. Muntain and his |avender | eotards.

Distantly, he heard a playful announcer singing about "purple

Mountai n's nmj esty-"

Wth a little help fromDream Park's magic, he just might retire that role forever.

Snow Goose knelt by the | ead dogs to hug a nuscular |ight gray husky with reddi sh highlights in
his fur. They nuzzl ed each other |ike old friends.

Max hunkered down next to her, scratched the back of the dog's neck, peered out toward the

hori zon. The weather was clearing a bit, but a curtain of snow rolled across the horizon

rem nding himof an Arizona dust storm

Snow Goose said, "This is Takuka, the Red Bear."

"Hail, O Bear."

Red Bear sniffed at Max, found himmldly unobjectionable, and then turned back to adoring Snow
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Goose. She said, "He and Otter are our last |ead dogs. Al of the others just ciphered.

Di sappeared. Lost."

As if on cue, Red Bear whined disconsol ately.

"We'll get 'em back. We'lIl get everyone back."

She nodded silently, then stood.

Most of the gear had been tightly packed onto the sled, then bound with tarps and oil skins.
Antibiotics, coils of thin line, hard-weather gear, food. The dogs came to attention, shuffling
and whi ning at Snow Goose inpatiently, as if awaiting a signal

Martin the Arctic Fox enmerged fromthe gasgiqg tunnel. A d age and despair seenmed to have filled
his joints with rust: his neck virtually creaked as he scanned them He pulled a bag out after
hi m

He pulled out a fistful of little |eather pouches on | eather thongs. "Hang around your necks," he
said. "You are angakoks now. "

Again he reached into the bag. "These are things of power," he said. He pressed a bird' s foot into
Max's hand. Max took it, grinmacing. "OM claw. Gve strong fists."

He gave a withered Caribou's ear to Bowl es, who smiled and bowed. "Make you qui ck of hearing." He
pull ed a crunpled skin fromthe bag, opened it to showthat it was crusted with black soot, and
gave it to Kevin. "For strength. Soot is stronger than fire." For Charlene he had a swatch of
white fur. "Seal skin. Hi de you." Kevin whipped out his little conputer and entered the new

i nformation soberly.

He noved along the Ganmers until the bag was enpty. Then Martin spoke to themall. "You fromthe
hot countries are our final hope. If you cannot prevail, all is lost. | trust the Gods will grant
you victory. Seek the Thunderbirds. Only they can take you to the underworld."

Snow Goose hugged her father. Captain Grant took his place at the sled, and cracked his whip once.
The sl ed began to nove. The huski es snapped the reins taut, straining against the inertia of

the sled. Slowy, it began to slide across the field, toward a bl ank, w nd-whi pped horizon

Sone of the Adventurers were puffing, but none were falling back. Max was easily able to keep pace
with the sled, staying abreast of Snow Goose. He asked, "What's next?"

She sniled enigmatically. "W're off for Seel unkadchl uk, where the sky neets the sea. Daddy did a
nunber for us, opened the path."

He peered out across the snow. It was as desolate as a salt flat, and not nuch nore inviting. "I
don't see anything special."

"You will."

"Ckay. Then what? | still don't quite understand what we're supposed to do."

The wind was a faint, consistent how around them Hi ppogryph and Charlene Dula crunched through
the snow to wal k next to her

"Daddy told you nost of what | know. Sonebody whacked Sedna out, and we have to undo it."
"Whacked her out?" Orson puffed as he quick-wal ked up next to them "You talk funny for an

Eski nmo. "

"Did you expect grunts and clicks? | have a master's in Cultural Anthro from Al aska State U
None." She cracked the whip again, humanely hi gh above the backs of the trotting huskies. "That
was before all of this began."”

Orson seened a little enbarrassed, but Max junped into the gap. "Cultural Anthro. 1'd think you'd
be sonebody's class project. I'd love to read your thesis."

"I't does make you kind of split-brained to grow up hearing all about the spirits and the Raven,
and then go off to school. Wen they tal ked about Eskinmo |ore in the books they mght as well be
tal ki ng about the Great Punpkin. I'mnot sure where | really stood. | nean, |I'd seen sone stuff
that would weird anyone out, but the books explained everything away, nade it all sound so
reasonabl e. ..

"Anyway, when everything came apart it was tine to choose sides, and qui ck. Daddy thinks that |'m
the best choice to help you guys survive." She paused, reflecting. "Rephrase: I'mthe only choice.
You' ve kind of run out of options, you know?"

Max was enchant ed.

Orson puffed, "I think I know what's wong with your dad."

"Yeah, he's sick," Snow Goose said thoughtfully. "And poor Ahk-lut, he went conpletely wacko. Sone
of the first genera-

tion, the Raven's children, they look like that. Something wong with the way they were made,
maybe. "

"No!" Huff. "Max, | renenbered sonething. Her dad said that talisnman"-puff-"was a sateffite that
fell on Canada in the eighties?"

"Ckay. . . why?"
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"If it's the one I'mthinking about"-puff-"it had a nuclear plant aboard. If Martin and Akh-lut-"
"-are both suffering fromradiation poisoning. Damm good, O son!"

"Maybe that's where. . . magic cones from'

Snow Goose considered. "A powerful talisman is one that has traveled a | ong way. Wen | was just a
cub, | saw a Swiss arny knife that had been carried from Quebec, swapped over and over. Guy traded
it for a bear fur and six cases of beer. Long nights. Plenty of tinme to party."

"Heh," Orson puffed. "That skyfall talisman. . . went round and round the Earth.. . hundreds of

times." Puff; huff. "So we find the Lady Sedna. What do we do then? O is that a secret?"

"W have to conb her hair."

"That doesn't sound very difficult."

"Well, Sedna is a very choosy lady. It has to be done just right."

"Great." Orson called back along the line. "Hey! Is there a beautician in the house?"

Max turned to | ook, and that sweeping glance reveal ed sonething he hadn't noticed before: the

vi sta, which had stretched out endlessly only minutes before, was all beginning to change. He
said, "The sun looks a little bit brighter. | don't get it. Wiy would the sun be brighter now?"
The sky had cleared too. The snow had subsided to flurries. Max was sweating in his fur parka, and
there were no buttons. "Looks |like the snow s letting up."

O'son said, "So we conmb Sedna's hair. Then what ?"

Snow Goose exami ned Orson with anusenment. "You know, you'll probably be a Iot happier if you think
alittle bit | ess about what happens |ater, and check out what's happening now. This isn't exactly
safe, and if you don't stay on top of it you're going to end up the world's pinkest Popsicle."

The dogs trotted heartily onward, crunching the snow underneath the treads. A faint caw ng sound
grew swiftly I ouder. Max whi pped his head up as a flock of geese arced across the sky,

barely a stone's throw away. He quickly counted a dozen birds, and there might have been nore.
"Bra nta canadensis," Show Goose snmiled sadly. "Tuutangayak. My Canadi an nanesake. | used to |ove
them Al nost extinct, now. My brother. . ." She paused, swallowed. "Ahk-lut taught me all about
the animals. That was a long tine ago."

Orson saw an opening, and went for it. "He's about thirty years ol der than you?"

"Just about. Daddy's had three wives.. . that he'll cop to."

The birds swept south and di sappeared into a bank of clouds. Snow Goose followed themwi th a

wi stful gaze.

It was remarkably easy to get into the spirit of it, to play to the hidden caneras. Max laid a
synmpat heti ¢ hand on her shoulder. "W'Il fix things, don't worry."

"Worry for yourself-it's your world on the chopping block."” The pilot cracked the whip, picking up
the pace slightly. Behind him the refugees had begun to huff.

The snowshoes cruncl fed step after step, rasping as the snow becane thinner underfoot. Max stared
at his feet, and then at Snow Goose in astonishment. "Dirt! | sawdirt! | was starting to think
I'"d never see dirt again!"

"Check behind your ears," Orson hissed.

The dog sl ed dragged across the brown patches, slowed by friction. As the snow began to recede,
Snow Goose reached down, flipped the sled blades up, and replaced themw th wheels. The cart
wheel s bunped agai nst what he could now see was a rude path that they had foll owed under the snow.
The first small plants were twisting their way up through the permafrost, cracking their way
through delicate rivulets of ice. Max plucked one up, rubbed a tiny |eaf between two fingers, and
chewed it as he wal ked al ong. The sun was warner and brighter now, and he reveled in it. He had
taken that golden disk for granted, as nost people did, and as it blazed anew an i ndefi nabl e
depression lifted fromhis spirits.

He dropped back until he was shoul der to shoul der with Eviane. Her eyes were slitted, and she was
wat chi ng everything around her |ike a nervous tiger. Sonething in her gaze resurrected unanswered
questions. "Do you know anything about all of this that you' re not telling? Picked up on a clue or
sonet hi ng? You're so quiet that | can't help but think that you' ve got a little hint for old Max."

Her answering smile was quizzical. "Clue? I'"'mjust trying to survive, like the rest of us."
"I still get the feeling that | should stick with you. Does that nake any sense?"

She nmoved a hal f-step away. "You don't nmind, do you?" "Ah..

"Geat."

He started to- Sonething withed against his back, as if a sizable snake had

sli pped down his shirt.

Hi s shoul ders arched, and he bell owed. He reached back, clawing for the alien thing attaching
itself to his shoul der bl ades, hooked claws reaching for his heart, fangs gnashing for his
spi ne. ..

Sonet hi ng hard and cool noved in his grip. He pulled it around in front, ready for the worst
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horror inmagi nable. Ready for anything but what he saw

"My rifle?" It wiggled in his hands, noving as if it had beconme a living thing. He held it out
fromhinmself, watching with awed fascination. The rifle was barely recogni zable and stil
stretching, narrow ng, taking on a new configuration under his very hands.

The barrel elongated, sharpened. The front sight flattened and the bore closed, flattened into a
triangul ar shape. The framework butt had closed into a tube.

The Rem ngton had beconme a | ong, barbed harpoon

Max suddenly noticed the growi ng sounds of dismay behind him The entire group was chattering
excitedly, watching each other's rifles change into spears and cl ubs.

H ppogryph's rifle was now an ol der gun, a flintlock! A brightly glow ng object appeared on the
ground in front of him Hi ppogryph scooped it up, delighted. "Looks |ike a magical powder horn!"
In alnost as magical a transformation, the group which had been sonewhat subdued and qui et was
suddenly in the air, whooping their approval

"Do you believe in maaa-gic?" Kevin sang, and his skinny body pranced and twirled |ike a crazed
scarecrow. Trianna caught one of his hands and swung hi m around once. Wien his feet brushed the
ground she set him afoot and conposed herself in inprobable dignity.

Kevin's ears were red, and he stared at her even after she turned away. Hmm®? To Max it | ooked
like. . . well, young lust, at |east.

Suddenly Max noticed Eviane's expression and the Rem ngton that she still held in her hands.

Evi ane' s weapon rermained a rifle. For the nonent before her face went quite neutral, she'd | ooked
grief-stricken? Bereaved?

Several rifles remai ned unchanged. Why? The spirits must be preparing some, but not all, for
situations where spears or clubs would be needed i nstead.

Shoot a seal with arifle and it slips back into the water. A tethered harpoon night be nore
appropri ate.

Then again. . . would sonme unnaned ghastly rather face a prinmitive spear than a rifle? If so, then
their fighting efficiency had just been cut alnost in half...

That thought having crossed his m nd, Max sobered up and kept his eyes open

They kept noving. The National Guardsnman was watching, running back and forth along the line,
alnost like a Rottweiler on extrene alert. His rifle had transformed, and he | ooked so absurd
carrying a war club at port arms that it was all Max could do to keep from | aughi ng out | oud.
Maybe because of the increased wannth, or perhaps because of the pace of their trek, Mx was

beginning to feel out of breath. He woul d have been enbarrassed to ask for a halt. . . and in al
his life he had never needed to. He sinply waited.
"Snow Goose!" Orson gasped, very predictably. "Anyone! For God's sake.. . take a break!"

Snow Goose ignored himfor a while, her eyes on the horizon. Finally, she said, "Daddy said
there's a frozen |l ake up ahead. Warmas it is this side of Seelunkadchluk, it might not be frozen
anynore, but that just nakes it better for us."

The snow was recedi ng, and Max could see hills now, and spl otches of brown and grass-green
spreading. An arctic hare, its blotches of pale brown conspicuous agai nst this new backdrop, poked
its head at themcuriously. Its ears twitched, and it sprinted across the hill

Fatigue was a dull, |eaden throbbing now, bal anced by a grow ng awareness of hunger. He hadn't
really realized how starved he was. At the end of this trek there would be a break, with fresh
wat er and food. He scanned the sled as it slid along, its

(del ete this)

wheel s furrowing the icy ground. What was in those packages? Ti nned neat? Ti nned cake?

Hmm Arny rations had been a joke since Hannibal, but Max | oved the pound cake in arny surplus
survival kits. He hoped that there was an envel ope of that in there. Was it likely, in this crowd?
Thin broth, a lettuce |leaf, six spaghetti noodles with no sauce. Bet on it. They'd told himthe
Fat Ripper didn't exactly starve the weight off. Run it off, that they m ght do. But no beer..
"No cake," he rmurmured.

"And," Trianna said, in tune with the flow of his thoughts, "no | asagna or steak Di ane or noodles
Ronmanoff, and as for the crepes Suzette, forget it."

"My very thoughts."

Her laugh was nusical. Wthout projecting it, this woman had nore sexual anperage than the other
t hree conbined. She was holding it |eashed: Max was getting no direct signals.

"Playing nenus in ny head is an old game," she sighed. "It's nmore fun than thinking about how
tired I am"”

She was too pretty not to give it a try. "Do you play any other games?"
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She gave hima playful chuck with her el bow and dropped further back in line.

Bi rds call ed somewhere, although the horizon was still clear

no, wait-there, at the edge of the sky he saw a few dark shapes, conming closer until for a
glorious few seconds the entire sky was filled with birds, a gigantic flock that divided the sky
with wing and call. The clouds were nore gol den and a wi der gray, nmoving slowy across the sky.
The sun was burning higher and brighter, hotter, alnost as bright as a nornmal sun

Nice. He was falling into Dream Park reality. It was becom ng easy to distract hinself with the
teem ng sky, the chunky poncho-wearing Adventurers, and rifles twisted into bizarre variants of
spears and clubs.. . it was easy to slip into the dream and believe that they were on their way
to a great adventure. And ignore Orson's whinmpering. Wuld a real Adventure be this tiring?

Wirse! Dream Park went easy on the Fat Ri ppers.

The path twisted up the lowrise of a hill. His ankle turned on the gravel. He slipped and al nost
fell, but caught his balance and straightened up again with Eviane's hand on his el bow. He |ooked
at her and she | ooked away quickly, but the nmonent of contact was blistering.

There: another distraction fromhunger. Amazing. He walked a little behind her and wondered when
they were going to get a break. A nice, hour-long break, and a chance to sit with Evi ane and
schnooze

He |iked her, w thout knowi ng exactly why. Mystery woman? Nothing |ike curling up with a good
nystery. ..

At the top of the hillock they | ooked down on a shallow valley and a | ake. The air was so warm now
that some of the Garners were taking off their jackets. Red Bear seened overjoyed that the sled
was pulling itself now, and ran arfing toward the distant | ake.

The Garners broke into a run. The | ake swelled up in their sight surrounded by reeds and tal

grass. Before they went too many nore steps, Grant stopped them "Wit! Sonmething's wong here."
O'son wasn't the only one who groaned. But Kevin ran up puffing to the front of the sled, freckled
face burning with curiosity. "Something |ike what?" His nose twitched as he scanned the | ake
ahead. He puffed out his chest, and gl anced si deways at Tnanna.

"l can feel sonething wong. | don't know how. "

Snow Goose knelt down, took a closer |ook at the ground. "Sonething scary big has noved through
here, and recently."

The group gathered at the Iip of the hill, gazing down as the wind bl ew thinly around them Yeah
the ground had a roiled | ook, but wouldn't nmelting and refreezing frost do that? Snow Goose chewed
on her lip, then shook her head. The waters of the |ake reflected the sun, choppy w nd- bl own
swells rolling up to lap at the shallows and the reeds.

"Ch, nuts," Gant said finally. "Maybe |'m just being paranoid."

The surface of the |ake erupted, and fifteen tons of nadness intruded on their world.

It burst up, spouting, whistling |like a blue and white nuke missile. It hung in the air an

i mpossi bl e monent, a thousand gall ons of water raining fromits back. Wth a roar that shook the
earth, it slamred back into the I ake.

Max's m nd worked at Mach speed, trying to correlate. This is a joke. This is a freakin' joke! You
don't find orcas in |akes, f' chrissakes!

Wat er spl ashed away fromthe i mense blue and white nass.

The killer whale lunged again, but forward. The thud shook the earth. The whal e had beached
itself.

Wth notions rem niscent of a legless, armess man crawing toward a hated eneny, the whale pulled
itself out of the water and hunped up onto dry land. Wait: there were arns! A gnarled pair of tree-
trunk-si zed human arns projected fromthe body of the beast. Fingers as thick as thighs gouged
furrows in the ground as it lifted its head and bell owed in rage.

"Jesus Christ!" Grant screamed, and tunbled off his sled as it slid down alnost into the orca's
nmout h. The sl ed dogs how ed their terror. They tried to run in different directions. The reins
hel d themin place.

The creature was on Red Bear and Oter in a nonent, grinning and deadly, its rows of lethal teeth
gl eam ng.

The refugees were scattered across the slope as the beast finished naking puppy chow out of the
huski es. Eviane had her gun up and firing faster than anyone el se. Blood and water sprayed from
the beast's hide. Shucking his paralysis, Gant yelled:

"Danmt! Fire at will!"

He dropped to one knee and began placing careful shots into the whale as it nade a bl oody ness of
the last of the pilot's huskies.

It noticed him

It cane straight at the pilot with dreadful, unanticipated speed, hunping across the ground on its
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stubby, grotesquely nuscled human arns. Captain G ant stood his ground. Those who still had rifles
began to fire, and nore red splotches opened up on the whale's flank. It twitched but didn't slow
Hi ppogryph was running toward it, zigzagging. His flintlock would only have one bullet.

Then the whal e had reached the pilot, thirty tines his size with a nouthful of razors. G ant
shrieked as the teeth closed on him ripped himinto pieces, and swallowed himin an eternity that
couldn't have lasted nmore than six seconds.

The guns were usel ess. Snow Goose pulled at Max's arm "Harpoon! Use your harpoon!"

He had al most forgotten that he held it. If rifles didn't work, why would a harpoon?

Because it's magic, you idiot. He hefted the twi sted spear and tried to find a bal ance. Wat had
he ever done that could prepare himfor this? Pitch softball? Throw darts naybe?

The beast's next action ended his hesitancy. It reared about,

managed sonehow to give the inpression of turning a neck that wasn't there, and heaved itself
directly at him

Max let fly as the creature cane within single-lunge distance.

The spear inpacted in the done of its head.

I nstead of charging, the creature screaned in pal pable agony. It flinched back. The other refugees
how ed their encouragenment and let fly with their weapons. Spears and war clubs sailed true, and
barbed the nonster's hide until it ran with blood. As it turned broadsi de H ppogryph fired point-
bl ank. The beast shuddered and how ed its misery, spraying black fluid fromits spout-hole.

It fled for the safety of its lake. It rolled once in an attenpt to rake the spears fromits body.
Weapons came free, clattering to the ground covered in whale blood. The spears and spiked cl ubs,
baptized in conbat, glowed with power. They sparkled green and red, colors arcing fromweapon to
weapon |i ke tane auroras.

The | and whal e smashed back into the water. A huge wave expanded outward. Wien it subsided the
creature was gone. Red boiled to the surface, and ~lissipated, and |l eft the water clear

Quietly at first, they wal ked dazedly over the site of the conbat and gathered up the weapons. Max
found his harpoon in the rubble, and hoisted it. It seemed different somehow. It tingled to the
touch, and the white glow crawl ed down the I ength of the spear and onto his arm The tingling grew
nore intense

Bowl es was the first to screamin triunph, lifting his war club to the sky. H's voice was drowned
in a dozen others.

"We did it!" Oson cried. He brandi shed a gl owi ng spear

| onger than Max's harpoon, with a snmaller, flatter head.

"l don't get it," Snow Goose said.

Orson | ooked around, irritated. Snow Goose was a guide: she was supposed to get it. "Now what?"
"That was a | and whal e. W should be dead now. All we had were Daddy's talisnans, and they were
the leftovers, the weakest of the lot. Wiy aren't we. " She paused, puzzling darkly.

O'son grinned. "W've got our own talismans. Wen you said that a good talisman gets its nagic
fromwp!"

They were dancing, falling. The | and shuddered and roared. Max was on his hands and knees, but he
saw the earth split and a shaggy, withing wormike shape rise questing into the |ight not twelve
feet away.

Snow Goose's face pal ed. She nurnured, "Now, just a dam-
" Kogukhpuk! "

Max stal ked it, spear held ready. The snake wasn't big; no

nmore than three nmeters were showi ng. Pythons cane |larger than that.

Then the wormshape trunpeted with pachydermc fury. The ground roared and crunbl ed above a great
shaggy skull. The creature heaved the ground up and away with such ease that it seened capabl e of
shoul dering the very heavens aside. Tiny eyes glared. The rest of it clinbed free of the earth,
twelve feet tall and twenty feet |ong, shaggy brownish fur al nost draping the ground, worn and
cracked tusks curling up and around |ike the bow of a sousaphone.

"A manmot h! A goddammed mammot h! But-" was all that the Guardsman had tinme to say, and then it was
on hi m and-

-and past. It shuddered as if in agony, twitching and throwing its head back and forth.
Trunpeting, it ignored the GQuardsman and went straight for Eviane.

She was firing steadily. At the last instant she turned to run. The beast reared up and | anded on
her with both front feet. She disappeared in a thundering aval anche of dust, and was just gone.
For two or three seconds the mammoth stood |i ke a stop-nmotion nodel, and shinm ed. Max coul d

al nost hear gears hum

but Max was in notion, running to get past the great shield of its head, then scream ng as he
hurl ed his harpoon into its side, behind the short ribs, ained at the heart.

then changed her nmind and screaned,
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The spear went through it, sailed out the other side, and clattered audibly to the ground.

The manmot h flickered back and forth as if incapable of making up its mnd. Other Adventurers were
attacki ng. Bow es whacked effortlessly through its leg with a war club. . . and suddenly it was in
notion again. It flailed at Bowes with its trunk, then, with blood stream ng froma dozen wounds,
it crunpled to the ground and lay sagging |like a half-enpty rag doll.

Max | ooked at Snow Goose, and her face was drop-jawed silly. The Guardsman | ooked the sane.

What in the hell?

The manmot h sagged further. It was dissolving. Wthin a minute it had become dust and bones, then
not hi ng but dust. The torn ground around it healed, until there was no trace that something

si ngul ar had happened.

And where Eviane had stood, there was no blood, no clothing, nothing but flattened earth. As if
she had never existed at all

"Ch, shit rocks," Snow Goose said, blanching. "She's dead."

"What ?"

"She's dead. I. . ." Snow Goose | ooked up, bewildered, at twenty-six pairs of bew | dered eyes. She
said, "The burrowi ng marmoth has clained her for his own. T-tonight we nourn.” The formal words
sounded utterly alien in her nouth. She seened uncertain of her next word or nove. "I. . . | guess

we can canp here. We ran it off. W should be safe now
Wth equal uncertainty, the others shucked their packs. Max distinctly heard the Guardsman mutter
"Well, if that don't beat all-" before their eyes nmet. The Guardsnman was an Actor... wasn't he?
But the consternation in his face was real

As for Max, it was as if the fates, or Dream Park, had prom sed hi m Evi ane and then reneged.

He prepared to nake canp. Wat el se could he do? But sonething had happened, even if he couldn't
figure out precisely what. Was it an accident, or a glitch in the programr ng, or nore goddam

cl ues?

For once, the guides seemed nore shaken than the Gamers!

Chapter Ten

' VE HAD DATES LI KE YQU

Pins of fire | eavened the darkness. That one, much brighter than the rest, had to be the sun
There was little else to catch the eye. . . but here was a tiny tw niding point; there, another
there, a tunmbling snowball nmarked with black fissures. Alex Giffin's video wall was open to the
real m of the protoconets.

Weird skirling nmusic floated in and out, low in the background. A tiny voice spoke of billions of
iceballs a few kiloneters in dianmeter, spaced as far apart as Earth and sun, grow ng sparser yet
as the sun dwindled aft. Conpared to the inner solar system the Cort Coud was nearly as enpty as
interstellar space.

The view zooned in on a world banded in black and dull reds, nested in a wide ring: Nenesis, a
giant planet in a wide eccentric orbit, whose nass periodically hurled flurries of conets into the
i nner solar system Nenesis was inpure fiction. There was reason to think there night be a
Nenesis, a world too distant to have been found by probes or tel escopes.

The OQort C oud presentation nust have been infinitely nore inpressive in Gamng A this norning.
Even so, the illusion was so deep and conplete that Alex felt as if he and MIlicent were sitting
si deways above a pit. It surely had MIlicent's attention. Her hands noved |i ke i ndependent
entities, bringing | obster to her nouth while conets buzzed her in the video wall.

He enjoyed watching her like that, in profile. He saw African and Spani sh and English in her
features, a recipe that brewed an alnost irresistible nmeld of earthiness and intelligence. She was
just what he needed to salve the day's frustrations. But even if the doctor had prescribed her
the nurse still had to agree to the treatnent..

Wrds fromthe screen caught his attention. "-probes will be driven by solar sails, powered by
tremendous | asers stationed on Earth's moon-"

"That bothered ne," he said.

MIlicent | ooked at him "Wy?"

"1 eavesdropped on our guests. They weren't saying anything, but | saw their faces. Sone of the
Arabs and Brazilians, they don't care about the conets or Mars. They want those terrawatt |asers.
If a terror-nmonger could get control of one of those, he could fry Tebran or S&o Paul o before
Earth could |l aunch a ship."

"Not your department,"” MIlicent said. "Anyway, | can't picture a terror-nonger wth enough
schooling to run one.™

"Don't kid yourself. Alot of themare sending their kids off to college. MT. Canbridge.
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Intelligence and fanaticismlive in two overlapping worlds. Life isn't a sliding scale, where you
have single-minded fanatics on one end, and intelligent people on the other. Sonme of us can be
very singl e-m nded about things which are purely enotional

She said, "We've been noving asteroids for thirty years, and no one's heaved one at us yet."

"No. Thirty years, right? Sixteen asteroids, and three nore on their way with Falling Angel crews?
That's not many. One asteroid strike can ruin your whol e day."

"Brrr. You're rather grimtonight, aren't you?"

Definitely the wong nmood. He reached across the table to squeeze her wist; which took sone care,
because she was holding a forkful of scalloped potatoes. "Sorry. Al work and no play makes Jack
et cetera.”

MIllicent smled. "No play at all? That's ny Al ex."

“If I don't invite the occasional young, beautiful account executive to ny hunbl e abode, |I'd never
find surcease of sorrow. " He put on his sincerest expression. "One of the burdens of power is that
Conmuni cati ons can beep ne twenty-five hours a day. One of the advantages of a loyal staff is that
they' ve promised ne the night off, if it's humanly possible.”

She si pped at her wine, peering at himover the edge of the glass. Her eyes were alight with

m schief. "W can hope, can't we?"

Does that nmean yes? He interpreted it as a good strong "maybe" and deci ded to back off, soft-
pedal , and make anot her approach in a mnute or two.

MI1licent sensed the nmood change, flowed with it. She cracked open a | obster claw with sudden
force. "How s Marty doi ng?"

"He's keeping up. He | ooks like the point man in a Zi nbabwe

expedi tion. They've got himcarrying a flintlock, for Christ's sake."

"Ch, Alex. . . sonetines it's so easy for ne to get lost in the accounts and the conputers that.
I guess | just miss Security. Alot nore craziness."
"Yeah. . . but you have a lot nore talent than we could hold back. I'mglad you nmade it out."

She sighed. "And Marty's still playing ganes."

"That's Marty."

"Well. 1"mglad you recommended ne."

"I't would have been crimnal not to." He found hinself feeling slightly warmi sh. She | owered her
eyes, and began pushing potatoes around the plate, doodling her fork with great intensity. Which
smle was that blossoning...?

"Ah, Al ex.

BRRRRRNG

"I'"d hoped," he said, "they'd keep that thing off until eight tonorrow "

MIllicent's smle broadened. "No rest for the wi cked."

"I'"ve been on duty for twenty hours straight. MIllicent, |I'mplagued with these things called
"griffins,' nasty little nocturnal aninmals that only cone out at night. They usually"- BRRRNNGG -
"manage to wake up just about the tinme that nmy mating cycle is running riot. | renenber sex. Wy,

back in naught-six-" BRRRRNG

"Al ex, the beeper."

"Aye aye. Giffin. Tel ephone." The conets vani shed, replaced by the smooth round face of Dw ght
Well es. Twenty-four-year-old Dwight Wlles was senior conputer tech for all of Dream Park, a man
whose four-poster at Cowl es Modular saw himfar |less than his cot at Research and Devel opnent.
"What's up, Dwi ght?"

"Giff, we got a problemhere.”

More Arab madness? "Tell ne."

"Al ex, sonebody's nmessed with my program for the Finbulwi nter Ganme. | know | got all of the bugs
out of it-"

"Hold it hold it hold it. Tell me what happened first."

"Somebody got killed out of the Gane."

Drown ne! "What? How" Suddenly he felt very foolish. "Sorry. Killed out. Right. My heart wll
return to nornal presently." He thought for a mnute. "I thought none of the Garners got killed
out of Fat Rippers."

"Not for the first two days. Definite glitch.'

"Aglitch. Hmm It wasn't Charlene Dula, was it? O Marty?"

Then it wasn't really a Security matter. "So? Don't you |eave room for random"

"Random events? Sure we | eave room for random events, but you don't understand. It wasn't 'one of
those freak things.' It wasn't an accident. A nonster cane up out of sequence. We call it a
"burrowi ng manmot h.' According to |l egend, they die on contact with air. This one lived | ong enough
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to target and kill a Ganer. It shouldn't have been possible. The thing hunted her. | want to know
who' s been tanpering with nmy friggin' program"”

The other |ine was beeping now, and MIIlicent was suddenly all business. "Alex, should I. . . ?"
"No, no, wait. " Dwight Wlles's voice nuted as the second Iine flashed to |ife. The screen
divided into two, and on the other side was Dr. Vail. He see~,ned tight, tired, agitated.

"M. Giffin, something unusual has happened here."

“I"'mon it. Somebody has gotten killed out of the Gane."

"Hah! If that was all. The problemis that the Ganmer who was killed out is comng apart!”

"I"'d be alittle pissed nyself."

Vai | shook his head. "Watch."

The screen split again. The new entry was a chunky redheaded worman. Her gaze was all daggers as

she studied first Vail, and then a slender Japanese nurse. "I don't know why or how you did this,
but | know this is a trick," she said. Giffin recoiled fromthe raw hatred in her voice. "Tel
Ahk-lut he'll get nothing fromne, do you understand? Nothing! You have warnth here, and food.
People are starving by the millions, and it's your doing."

Ahk- 1 ut ?

"Mss Rivers." Vail's recorded tones were carefully soothing. "The Finbulwi nter Game is just that,
a Gane. There was an accident, and you were killed out. Now, we are prepared to refund-"

Her face twisted with anger, and for a nonent, Giffin heard nmartial nusic in the air. He | ooked
for insanity, but saw only righteous wath. In that nmoment she was beautiful, a Valkyrie, a

| eopard protecting her young. "You call the death of civilization a 'Gane'? You call the slaughter
of mllions an "accident'? You wait. My people will come for ne. They'll cone!" She paused,

and her next words were delivered with lethal calm "Unless | get you first."

The recorded inmage froze, and then the real-time Vail returned.

Alex was on his feet. "I'Il be right down there.” He clicked that part of the screen off. "Dwight.
Are you there?"

"“I'"m here."

"I" mcomng right in. No, wait. First, pipe the records in on the office comline. | want to see
what happened to this Rivers. Then I'Il cone."

He | ooked at Mfficent. "Dam, |'mso sorry about dinner-"

"I've eaten it, Guff."

"Ch. Yeah. You want to go home, or cone wth?"
"Can | conme with? Sounds like old tines."

"dad to have you. Got a bad feeling about this."

He beeped for a shuttle, and one was waiting at the rail by the tine his side door hissed shut.
The hatch lifted, and he and MIlicent scooted in. The pressure of her thigh against his was nore
conforting than stinulating. H's mnd was al ready on the job ahead.

Cowl es Mbdul ar Conmunity, dwi ndling behind the shuttle, |looked to Alex |ike a spreading clunp of
young nushroons. Irregular, eccentric, but very organic. The people who worked for Dream Park had
a lot of respect for the environnment, for the way things fit together, for el egance. Something
about this action, the way Mchelle Ri vers had been yanked uncerenoniously fromthe Gane, was
jarringly inel egant.

By the time that the Mdular Comunity had faded into the distance, MIlicent had collected her

t hought s.

"Ah.. . if it's not a glitch, and Wl |l es seens certain that it's not a glitch, then. . . what is
it?"

"A glitch. People who say that they have all the bugs usually haven't turned over enough rocks.
What do you t hi nk?"

"1 think you sound like a man trying to convince hinsel f."

The shuttle sank into the Iabyrinth beneath the | argest entertai nment conplex in the world. And
kept sinking, three stories deep. There, hidden beneath the surface, were the concrete, steel, and
pl astic guts of the Park. No one mind knew all of the thousands of turnings, the hundreds of miles
of tunnels. Here were the transportation systens, sewage systens, food networks, wal kways,

sli deways; the routes for cars, trucks, transports, the

monorails; the conduits that kept the water and electricity flow ng, the people nmoving. Here were
mllions of feet of superconducting wire, steel pipe, PVC tubing, and fiber optic cable. As they
slid along in the shuttle, passing through the center of the labyrinth, endl ess connecting
corridors stretching off in all directions Ilike Krell tunnels, Dream Park felt nore nmyth than
reality. Who was to say that there weren't trolls in those tunnels, denmons in those depths?
Perhaps the real illusion of Dream Park was the pretense of technol ogy.
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The shuttle eased to a stop. They hopped out and took three steps to the el evator. The seal ed tube
rose swiftly to the seventh floor of the security building.

Hs office was a stormstruck anthill. Cary McG vvon nmet himat the door with a stack of
printouts, their initial security file on Mchelle Rivers. The flat photo showed intensely red
hair around a pale, heavily freckled face, very plunp, with high cheekbones under the paddi ng. The
girl was trying to | ook angry, or conpetent, or dangerous. She was none of those, really. To
Giffin's eye she seened depressingly young and pl ain.

"Wasn't she with Anbassador Arbenz's niece? Christ-no wonder we've got so little on her."

Cary sniffed. "Charl ene Dul a sneaked her buddy in on a diplomatic pass. W didn't match her
"Mchelle Rivers' name with anything in our files, conputer just assunmed she was a first-tiner."
"Great," Alex said. "But everyone in the Gane went through Psych. Wiy the hell didn't they catch
this | ooney tune?" She was short. One | ook would tell anyone: this was no old friend fromthe | ow
gravity places. This was sonmeone the Anbassador's niece had met on Earth, maybe a terrorist's

pl ant, and they'd want to exam ne her brain.

"No answers yet." Cary seened al nost defensive. "It just happened, Giff."

"Sony, Cary. Honest. She got through ne sonehow too. That dammed di pl omatic override." He slamred
his hand down on the desk hard enough to scatter papers. "Wiy the hell didn't we catch her?"

"She has a real Social Security nunber. She was clean. She'd worked as a clerical assistant in
Mont ana, spent sone tine in a hospital in Uah, applied for credit with N pponAnericard." She

cl eared her throat unconfortably. "It's starting to |ook |ike some of her previous history mght
have been. . . falsified." Cary

bri ghtened. "W matched her fingerprints, though.”

"Fingerprints?" MIlicent asked. You always try fingerprints, just because it's easy, but it's not
supposed to work. "Does she have a police record?"

"No, she has no record at all, but she's been here before. W had trouble with her under the name
‘M chell e Sturgeon.™

Al ex's ears perked up. "Wat kind of trouble?"

"Damed if | know. It's in a sealed file. Haven't been able to find the access code."

"Who sealed it?"

"Har nony. "

"Did you get in touch with hinP"

"He hasn't answered his beep, Giff."

"Play it for me again. The death scene.”

Cary punched her console and the wall disappeared. Giffin saw the manmoth rise fromthe earth
the attack, heard the screaning, felt his own adrenaline punp. He saw the flicker as the nonster
stal ked and killed the redhead.

"Hate to neet that glitch in the dark," Dr. Vail said, just be-hind him

Vail was sipping at a cup of coffee. The aroma was heavenly. Al ex took odd satisfaction that Vai
didn't ook quite so dammed hearty at eleven at night. "d ad you nade it, Doe. Yeah, | don't
believe it either.”

"It's worse," Cary said glumy. "W have an Actor stranded in the game. What's going on in there?"
"Stranded. . . right. The nonster did stalk her, it's obvious. Was it supposed to stal k sonebody
el se? Because-"

"Yes, Yarnall, the National CGuardsman, later tonight. Now he's in there with no script. M.
Giffin, he's a recovering alcoholic. He's in there as an Actor, but it was supposed to be therapy
too. This Gane, we're watching the Actors as well as the Garners.™

Vail said, "Maybe we can work on a player's head better if he thinks he knows the script. It's
worth a try, and we're trying it this run."

"What are the other Garners doing? | nean, right now "

"Eating," Vail said. "In an ordinary Gane this would be their down time, their rest and neal tine.
Because this is a Fat Ripper, we're using this to program The Gane is still live, it's just a

di fferent phase."

" Show ne. "

The Garners were all sitting around eating, and it was a queer spectacle indeed, rem niscent of
nothing if not the banquet sequence at the end of Through the Looki ng-d ass.

The food on their plates was. . . alive. It was snmling at them occasionally talking back to
them Some Garners seened to have adjusted; others had pushed their plates aside, appetite

vani shed.

The conputer was coding and recogni zing the players so that their nanmes and | D nunbers appeared
bel ow their inages.

Yarnall was quiet. He seened to be uneasy, restless, and Giffin could understand why. He should
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have been hone by now. On the other hand, salary-w se he was probably on Gol den Tine.

Marty and Charlene Dula were sharing a flat-topped rock for a table. They seened conpani onabl e
enough, but didn't have nmuch to say to each other

A hefty guy naned Max Sands | ooked unconfortable too. He kept casting eyes at one of the Dream
Park temporary Actors:

Gren Ryder Norliss, an Actress in the Gane. She was garbed as an Eskinb, and she was ~sitting next
to a warrior with the same last name. . . a husband. Sands woul d be suffering fromthwarted | ust.
Giffin could synpathize.

He keyed in the audio.

Orson Sands: "The thing is, we're carrying gear fromFalling Angel. The franmes in sone of our
backpacks, the nedicines, this"-he hefted a spool of thin |ine-"that Eviane was carryi ng:

it's all magical. It's all been run around the world enough~tinmes to nmake the Cabal sick with
envy. "

Gren Ryder: "That's wonderful, but don't underestinmate the Cabal."

Kevin Titus was the skinniest one out there. Alex winced at the sharpness of cheekbones under
tightly stretched skin. Bone-thin fingers |eafed through a sonewhat dog-eared folder: "Did you see
this? My dossier has changed. It read different this norning."

Sormeone said, "You're crazy." But there was a brief flurry of files, and yel ps of amusenent as the
Garners discovered that the print in every file had miracul ously changed.

Kevin brayed victoriously. "Switched! Mne tal ks about Pewitu, taboos. | can't kill a seal unti
it's on the land." He pulled a hand-held conputer from an inner pocket, started one-finger typing
on it. "Sounds easy enough," he said distractedly. "What about you, Trianna?"

There was a ot of energy in that glance. Trianna didn't seem

to notice. "My friendly-ghost assistant is naned Kaspar. Cerk from Oegon, white, died in None in
1910. Shot. | nustn't eat eggs, but | can eat the birds after they hatch. Yucko! If we follow

t hese taboos, do you think we can w n?"

She was | ooki ng at Johnny Wl sh, but Kevin answered. "Wy not? W kicked their butts first tine we
saw 'em We'Ill do it again." He tucked his conputer away.

Max: "But did Eviane break a taboo or sonething? | don't understand why it went after her |ike
that."

As he tal ked, Max cut into what |ooked like a swordfish steak, and it squealed on his plate. A
face formed in the grain of the steak, and said, "WII| you please pay attention to me? Try not to
talk so much while you' re eating? Do you have any idea howirritating it is to be eaten by
sonmebody who doesn't pay any attention to you?”

Johnny Wl sh cocked an eyebrow at Max's plate. "l1've had dates like you."

Tnanna hit himin the side of the head with a balled napkin

Max glared at his swordfish. "Now |listen. W had a fight. You lost."

"That's no excuse for rudeness. | died to keep you alive, and one day you will die to feed ny
ancestors. Think about it, mster.”

Alice, pudding! Pudding, Alice! Renove the Puddi ng!

The canpfire conversation began to chill

Vai | chuckl ed nmaliciously. "A perfect exanple. It is unconscious and enotional ingestion of food,
drugs, al cohol, whatever

-for other than conscious notivations, that gets people nost deeply in trouble. The nore
respectful attention you pay to your body and the things you put init, the less likely you are to
abuse it."

"That's really interesting, but not what | need." Al ex w shed Vail would stop waving his coffee
around. The snell was driving himnuts. Then again, Dream Park's nad psychiatrist nmght be
ghoul i sh enough to do it deliberately, studying Giffin's conditioned responses.

Alex gritted his teeth and punched in Marty's "silent" code, knowing that a steady vibratory trill
woul d al ert the security man.

Hi ppogryph waited a few seconds and then got up and noved away fromthe others. He wal ked t oward
where a line of scrubby bushes shaped a crescent noon; but he turned asi de before he

reached it. The curve of the hill hid himwhen he took out his conmunications kit.

"Marty. What happened out there with this Eviane wonan?"

"She was stonped by a ghastly. Giff, we just |ost sonebody. It's no big thing."

"Marty, you don't get it. No one is supposed to be killed out of a Fat R pper!"”

Beat. "What?"

"This isn't a Gane for points. You read the material. This is a Gane to teach peopl e | essons. Wy
shoul d she get killed out? She didn't nmake a m stake. Later on you'll have opportunities to get
killed out if you make a mistake, but not now. Wat point would there be?"
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"I.. . all right, | see the logic. | suppose this is a secret?"

"You bet. We don't want everybody knowi ng we have a problem™

Marty nust have heard the inpatience in his voice. "I'mslow catching up, boss. They rap nme half
to death."

In truth, Marty | ooked exhausted. It would not do to forget that others besides Alex Giffin mght
be having probl ens. "How are you, Marty? Are you going to get through this?"

"We warriors will carry out our duty, 0 Giffin. Besides, the worst part nust be over. Have you
been watching, Giff?"

He hadn't, but Marty would surely expect himto. "Alittle."

"That scene in the sauna, the snokehouse? Most of us are overweight, Giff, and we all |ook like
it with our clothes off, and I |ooked just like them | felt so. . . fat."

"Any sign of trouble? Aside fromterm nal enbarrassnent, | nean.. . ?"

"No. Nobody's trying to off Anbassador Arbenz's niece, far as | can tell. Guff, it's hard to tel
what's funny in this environnent. | should have been told that we can't be killed out."

"l wasn't told till this norning. | mght have told you, and then you' d have been too rel axed.
You'll be too rel axed, unless you watch yourself."

"So how did it happen to Evi ane?"

"The one thing that | do know is that Eviane-her real name is Mchelle Sturgeon-was in Dream Park

before, and her file has been sealed.”

"Well, who sealed it?"

"Harnony. |I'mgoing to have to take it up with him | don't know what's going on."

"Maybe Harnony kicked her out of the Gane."

"I don't think so. He wouldn't have interfered without talking to ne. Even so it's awfully queer.
and clunsy."

"Clunsy. So, what are you going to do with her?"

Giffin | ooked at the picture of Mchelle Sturgeon, snmiling and happy in the file, contrasted it

with the pudgier, angrier wonan who had chall enged Vail and his nurse: "Unless 1 get you first.

"I'd. . . better talk to Harmony," he said finally. "I guess it's tine | did just exactly that."
Chapter El even

H GH FI NANCE

For twenty-seven minutes Harnony had ignored his personal pager. Cary M@ vvon | ooked at Al ex
expectantly, her fingers floating above the red button on her keyboard. "Should | try the priority
override?"

"No. . . even Harnmony has a personal life. | tell you what." He noved around behi nd her, hands
resting lightly on her shoulders. "Gve ne a mvenent scan. Tell ne the last tine his persona

code passed one of the checkpoints. Let's be sure he's still inside the Park."

She ran the scan. There was a brief flicker of schematics, and the outline of the entire structure
of Dream Park appeared in the wall. A sixteen-hundred-acre rotating pie studded with towers and
arcs, the skeletal outlines of roller coasters and dropshafts, the single long | oop of the Gavity
Whi p, the facades of thousands of rides, exhibits, "experiences," shops, stages, mni-hotels,
restaurants, tramand train stations, security and information ki osks, and nore street vendors
than anyone could count. Code colors red, blue, green, and finally executive silver flashed.
Thirty-seven hundred and twel ve personal checkpoints flashed negative.

"H's beeper is still in his office, Giff. He's inside the grid."

Alex liked this less by the noment. "Well.. . why in the world wouldn't he answer the page. . . ?"
An unpl easant suspicion niggled at the back of his mnd. "Get his nedivac channel. Get a conplete
scan. "

Mlicent junped. "Chief. . . ah, Giff, that's personal space."
Cary nodded. "I don't have clearance for that."
Alex fished a flat clear-plastic card out of his wallet. "I do. Override it."

"All right." She slipped Alex's card into a narrow slot on her console, and waited a nmonent as the
wal | began to fill with

al phanunerics. "Well. . . pulse rate is ninety-eight.. . it's erratic, blood pressure high, skin
tenperature low. He's very agitated, Giff. Sonething' s wong."

Cary had discreetly omtted nmention of Harnony's al cohol level. It was sky-high

Al ex drumed thick fingers on the desk. "All right, don't go to priority override. | want to keep
this personal until | find out what's going on around here."

MIlicent raised an eyebrow. "I think I'd better stay here.”
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"I think you're right."

Harnony's office was in the Dark Tower, the tallest building in the communications and research
conpl ex. Thadeus had been booted up there eight years ago, when Al ex was brought in, after a short
stint at Cowl es Seattle and a |longer service in nmilitary intelligence.

Consi deri ng Harnmony's inportance, one night have expected his office door to be larger, the

vesti bul e nore ostentatious. It could easily have been the entrance to a secretarial pool

The scan system showed that Harnony was still in his private quarters, just off his office.
Clearly, he didn't want to be disturbed. Just as clearly, there was no way Al ex coul d honor his

wi sh. Al Dream Park executives and personnel above Cass 3 were on duty twenty-four hours a day
excl udi ng specific vacation time. Get above Cass 2 and even that was no protection

Har nrony had accepted the whole bill when he accepted pronotion. Not that he was given a choice. In
Cowl es, as in nost mmjor corporations, it was Up or Qut.
Harrmony still didn't answer the buzzer. Alex didn't want to nmake a stink with the centra

conputer, so he used his priority override card, passed it through the electric scan, answered the
vocal scan's inpertinent questions, and waited as the door decided whether or not to slide open
for him It slid.

It was terribly hot in the office. The wall furnace had been turned up to near max.

Har nony was in one of his overstuffed chairs, sitting with his hands w apped around a glass. His
blunt features were heavy and slack. "Alex," he said, his normally nellifluous tones slurred. The
slurring blurred the Iine between anmusenent and irritation. "Are you going to stand there, or are
you going to conme in and pour yourself a drink?"

"Well . . . I"'mstill on duty."

"You're not on duty. Nobody's on duty. CGoddamit."

"I aiii.~~

"Well, get off duty.”

"I need to talk to you."

Har nony rai sed his voice until it shook the room "I'mnot tal king to anyone who's on goddammed
duty. You want to talk to me, get off your fucking duty."

Al ex noved to the compact wet bar and ni xed hinself a scotch and soda; weak, but not quite weak
enough to be a token.

He sat down opposite Harnony and waited, watching as the gas flanmes painted shifting patterns
across the vast expanse of his friend's face. For all the heat, Harnmony's eyes were cold black
pits. The tel ephone rang, and rang. Harnony didn't answer it.

"They won't even let you forget." H s voice was unspeakably tired. "They rub your nose in shit,
you eat it for them and they won't even let you brush your teeth." Harnony | ooked at hi mand

said, "Alex, you've had good times and bad tinmes. | know you didn't |ike sending that McWirter
kid to prison.™

"Well, 1've been able to do sone things for himthere. Anyone who can break through ny security
systemis soneone | want on ny side. Hell, he's turned Chino into a career college. Wen he gets
out next year he's got a job waiting for him | still work with himsonetines."

"Yeah. That's okay. | had to do worse than that. | had to turn ny back on nmurder. | knew who the

son of a bitch was, and in the end | had to turn around and smile at him"

"Smile at hin®"

The corners of Harnony's nouth tugged up, hard. Al ex supposed that the result had to be called a
smle, but inthe firelight it |ooked |Iike sonething peeled off a jack-o-lantem "That's the worst
thing in the whole world." H's next drink enptied the glass. He turned it upside down, shook it.
"The whol e nmess started about two years before you cane, Alex, in '46 or so. W'd had probl ens
around here, sone real problens at Dream Park. W' d been so dammed successful that we'd had psycho-
sclerosis: hardening of the attitudes. Qur creative arteries were blocked with adm nistrative fat.
HelI! We had it nade. Everybody | oved Dream Park. W were so damed good, and what was bad was we
knew it.

"So we nade sonme bad nistakes. A couple of ninety-milliondollar novies bonbed. W tried to push

t hrough that Dream Park coproduction deal in the Mediterranean. Renenber that synthetic

island? Hell, we lost a quarter billion dollars in three years.
"We couldn't even get the idiots out of here, because half of themwere related to A d Man Cow es.
Well, to say we were cash poor would be like calling Australia "an island in the Pacific."

"I see," Alex said, not seeing at all

Al ex wat ched Harnony study his glass and decide that he really, really didn't want another just
now. "This was all happening at the sane tine that an interesting new theory was evolving in the
Surgeon General's psychol ogical services office. It really started with the devel opnent of the
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Show Scan system back in the 1970s, the systemthat old Doug Trunbull created. Superfast film
proj ection, enough frames flashing per second that your brain can't tell what's real and what
isn't. The big problemwas, not only were the inages as real as real, but they were al so bigger
than life."

"A '"hot' nedium" Giffin offered, struggling to renenber an ancient college |lecture. "Twenti et h-
century television was a 'cool' nedium because the i mages were snaller than you."

"Bi ngo. Wien Cowl es Industries introduced Interactive Hol ography, 'hot' went 'supernova.' They
called it '"Reality Distortion.' The papers called it 'Dream Park Syndrome.' Confusion, nervous
exhaustion, nmenory disorders, the whole lot. Too nmany people don't realize that Dream Park techs
can nake it |ook even realer than they do. W're afraid to. Afraid of overl oadi ng people. Two

t housand years of civilization does not undo a mllion years of genetics. Runor has it that the
original Haunted Mansion at A d Disneyland was so realistic that people were fainting and

vonmi ting."

"Story probably grew in the telling.
"Maybe." Harnmony took a pull at his drink. "The upshot of all of this is that there was a slight
but unnerving downward stock market trend for Cow es Industries. As the price dropped, sonebody
out there was buying it up. Now, at the sane tinme, Cow es managenent was bei ng raided by corporate
headhunters. "

"Hitting us hard?"

"Made Jivaros look like altar boys."

"Kind of odd that all of this was happening at the sane tine."

Harmony smiled sarcastically. "Yes, isn't it? It was not, in the inmortal words of Barthol omrew
Cubbi ns, 'sonething that had just happened to happen and was not very likely to happen again.' It
was a nmassively well financed, utterly ruthless takeover

bid. Wasn't even that hard to figure out who. Qur Saudi Arabian friend."

"Fekesh? Kareem Fekesh?"

"The very one. Funded by oil, backed by the sane radical assholes who tried to bl ow up a space
shuttle forty years ago, he's built an enpire like fewin the twenty-first century. He thrives on
destabi |l i zati on-of people, organizations, countries. Hell, he doesn't give a shit about OPEC, or
Al I ah, or anything.

"Well, once we knew what was at stake, we were able to kind of circle the wagons, act with a

little cormon sense and foresight. Then it happened-the one thing we'd al ways been afraid of. It
was in the first run of the Finmbuiwi nter Game." He paused, noting Alex's take. "Ch, yes, the sane
gane that's playing right nowin Ganming B, drastically altered, of course. A real gun got in
there. People got shot."

"Ch, shit. How badly?"

"Two down. One badly injured but recovered. One got nailed square in the hooter, dead before he
hit the ground.”

Al ex drained his glass and headed back to the bar. He was going to need sonme help with this one.
"We noved the Garners out and sealed the area. Gane ended. The wonman who actually pulled the
trigger was shattered enotionally. Arrangenents were nade with her father." He rubbed his thunb
and forefinger together, indicating noney. "He was a real winner-didn't give a damm about her

t hought she was.from Venus anyway. 'All that sci fi drove her nuts.' W threw in sone nunbo-junbo
about Dream Park Syndrone, coughed up a generous annuity, and he never peeped." Harnony's face was

so dark Alex could barely read it. "W sent her to Brigham Young. They're the best. | wanted to
keep track of her, but the doctors didn't want us neddling. | prayed she'd cone out of it. She was
so frail. . . Alex, for years |'ve watched the faces cone in and out of this place, and |'ve seen

the portfolios on the Century O ub- the people who have been here nore than a hundred tines. She
was just a poor lost thing, Alex."

Har nony stood, throwi ng out his arms for enphasis. "This was realer than real, Al ex, bigger than
life. It was her refuge froma world that had no roomfor magic, a fanmly that didn't care. W let
her down. Then we buried her."

For a long tinme Harnony was silent, and Al ex thought he was finished, but then he began to speak
again. "We never found out how the gun got in."

Alex said, "It was an inside job, wasn't it?"

"I't had to be. Everything was perfect. Soneone knew exactly how to get through the holes."

"I hate to think about that."

"We cleaned up Security afterward. More conpl acency. There shouldn't have been holes. Still, no
out sider could have done it." Harnony stood next to the fire, the flames and shadows | aying his
body with a shifting nmask of black and red. "I've had ei ght goddamed years to sit here and think
about it. Every tine | deal with soneone who worked here in '48, | think about it. Wiy do you
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think I had you brought in fromup north in '49? Wiy do you think | went right over good people,
dammed good peopl e |i ke Bobbi ck, and pronoted you? Wy? Because | didn't know who to trust. Do you
know how that mekes nme feel? I sit here, and | eat with these people, and | play with them their

children... I've watched sone of their kids grow up. | know nost of them|ove what we're buil ding
here, that they believe in what Arthur Cowl es dreanmed all those years ago. . . and one of themis
a killer.

"One of those wonderful wackos at R&D. One of the Gaming staff.. . what would you bribe '"emwth,

for Christ's sake? What could you give 'emthat they haven't already got? But sonebody did.
Sonebody got to 'em Sonebody gave 'em sonething we couldn't give.

"And so, | work here because | love it. But all the tinme | work here, all the time | do, | |ook at
the faces, Alex, | look at the faces and | wonder, 'Wich one? Wich one?"

Al ex let Harnony wind dowmn, waited for the great body to relax before he spoke again. "So what
happened, Thadeus?"

"Ch, the whole thing was hushed up. The kid who died, Calvin lzum, was out of R&D. He was only
there because he had the right facial characteristics for the Gane. Lucky Calvin. Calvin, his
brother Tom and his nother were all rabid for Dream Park. They had their lives, their noney,
everything wapped up here. Drowned if they were going to |l et sone goddamed terrorists get away
with this. They hel ped us hush it up.

"We bought off the coroner, Alex. | hope you don't want me to pretty it up. W greased pal ns. W
made it ook like a hunting accident, we covered up nurder. W had to. It'd have knocked our stock
through the floor. There were about twelve of us who knew everything that had happened. Twel ve of
us with bl ood on

our hands. Four have retired. | don't know how they handle it. W don't talk nuch anynore."
"And you think Fekesh?"
"Fekesh. | know it in my guts, and can't prove a thing. Wen the Barsoom Project canme al ong they

told me to just forget the whole thing, you know, close ny eyes and think of England. And like a
good little nonkey | did."

Giffin waited to see if Harnmony was going to add anything el se. The only sound in the room was
the slow crackle of the fireplace. Then he threw his ace onto the table, and watched his friend
carefully. "Was this woman's nanme M chell e Sturgeon?"

Har nony turned snake-quick. His gunnmetal eyes were level and cold. "How did you know t hat ?"
"She's back, Thadeus." Giffin snmiled. "Do you believe in Providence? She's conme back to Dream
Park, and at the sane tinme as the man who destroyed her. What are the odds of that? W' ve been
meki ng mracles for everyone else for so long, nmaybe we're in line for a little one ourselves."
Har nony | eaned forward. His eyes were intense. Hs thick fingers, tenpled agai nst each other
trenmbl ed. "She's cone back?"

"And Fekesh knows it. Sonmebody kicked her out of our replay of the Finbulw nter Gane. Al nost
destroyed her mind."

Giffin had seen piranha with nore kindly, inviting smles. "Lovely timng, don't you think? The
bastard who originally seeded that rifle into the Ganme nust be fudging his shorts. Poor girl's

m nd nust be |ike a scranbled egg, but naybe she still knows sonething."

"Well, or sonmebody's afraid she knows sonething."

"You know, we won, but we |ost. Fekesh lost, but he won. M ssed his takeover bid by four votes.
But the bastard bought his stock |ow, and made his profit when Cowl es won the design bid for the
Transcontinental Subway. Didn't |lose a dine."

"How can you be so sure about Fekesh?"

"When you foll ow the noney back through all the filters and all the fronts, after it changed hands
through all the brokers, it went right back in his lap."

Alex rolled his glass in his hands. You could follow the noney, and that would tell you the truth,
all right. But it was nothing that could be proved in court. Even if Fekesh had been a U.S.
citizen. Even if there had been a reported crine. Shit, what a tangle.

Har mrony was | ooki ng nore peaceful. Hi s shoulders were nore relaxed and his voice | ess strained.
Dam wel | should be. He's dunped it all onto you, boyo.

"I grewup in the corporate world. W bent a |ot of rules, sonetines broke rules, but it was a
structured world. The world worked because of structure. And you know, sonetines in the back of mny
head, | always hoped you'd fix it, Alex. | brought you in fromthe outside. You grewup in a
different tradition, where the world was a little nore real. | was hoping that you could trace
this all down. Help ne nmake sense of it. Maybe |I'm asking for too nuch, Alex. Maybe it's all been
dead for too long. But |I've got to hope."

Al ex thought for a long tinme. He sat, watching the fire. He thought about all of the people, al

of the time, all of the factors.
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There would be few leads to follow. Nothing to prove. But. . . if there wasn't somnething, why
woul d the unknown traitor have tipped his hand by trying to kill Mchelle Sturgeon out of the
Gane? That didn't make any sense, either. There had to be sonethi ng.

And if there was. . . it still had to be found. Maybe if The Giffin stirred things up a little?
"Al'l right, Thadeus. | know nmy nove."

"Cood! What ?"

"I don't know what else to do. It's not fair to anyone involved. But it mght work. It might work
small, or it might work big. The girl is the key. Eviane. This Mchelle Sturgeon. Sonebody wanted
her out of the Gane? Hah! 1'Il put her back in."

Har nony sat heavily. His eyes glittered in the firelight. "You can't do that. She's enotionally
unstable. It's against the rules."

Alex grinned nmirthlessly. "That's where you're wong. That's where our traitors made a big

ni stake. There aren't any rules, Thadeus. There aren't any rules at all."

Chapter Twel ve

BREAKFAST EGGS

Warmin the foill foam sandwi ch of her sleeping bag, Gmen rolled onto her side and pressed herself
back against Alie. Her sigh of satisfaction, quite appropriately, sounded nuch Iike an ol d-

fashi oned kettle venting steam Exhausted, surrounded by berserk Ganers and nmad Actors, she and
Alie had managed to attain a little nadness of their own. Sly, very sly he had been... wggling
up behind her "for warnth." Heh-heh. Then came the stealthy |inking of the bags, and nuch
suppressed giggling and jouncing about while the Ganers around themslept. O pretended to sleep
Franl dy, ny dears, she didn't give a dam.

The air was warm the done above them covered with fluffy Dream Park cl ouds. She snuck a peek at
her watch: eight o'clock. Unfortunate. Not enough time to get in a quicky with AQlie. Fair enough
It was the long slow es she |iked best, anyway.

There was a crackling sound behind her. Gaen craned her head and saw Trianna standi ng just beyond
the circle of heat-reflective cocoons, dressed in sone kind of pink |eotard, going through a sl ow,
danceli ke stretch routine. Wth surprising grace for so bulky a woman, Trianna torqued and twi sted
her body a joint at a tine, working out the norning kinks. Behind her stretched a jagged, msty,
whi t ecapped stand of iron-gray nountains, the object of the day's exercise.

A low criniding sound from behi nd caught her attention. Francis Hebert, dark face soft with

fasci nati on, was watching Trianna. She was |ovely, OGmen conceded. There was a wonman of tremendous
sensual ity hiding in that |unmpy body. Every twi st and turn was a screamto be touched. Kevin and
Hebert were both interested.

What did Trianna want? Hebert had nuch the better body- "Arrrgh!" The voice was right behind her.
She rol |l ed over and

got up on her el bows, anused as Johnny Wl sh fought toward

consci ousness. "Mdther," he npaned, "what has becone of your little boy?"

The crackle of his foamand foil sleeping envel ope was enough to rouse Robin Bow es, who sat up
suddenly, not yet conpletely awake. Bow es | ooked around with eyes that seened still focused on
the last dream H s gray beard was ragged, his hair nussed, and he wore a ridiculous pair of red
and bl ack flannel pajanmas. For all of that, he carried hinself with i nmense dignity.

Bow es's wandering eyes fell on Welsh, and the flickering snmle which had raised fem nine pul ses
for three decades curled his lips. "Wll, Jonathan. Are you determ ned to subject us to another
litany of woe?"

Wel sh smi |l ed sheepishly. "Ch, don't pay any attention to me.
"You may rely upon it."

"I know | need this. | saw the tapes fromny |ast concert. Those cl ose-ups were the worst. | had
nore chins than the Taiwan tel ephone directory."

"Jeez." Max Sands hoisted hinself up on an elbow. "It's too early for this shit." Al around the
canpsite, the Garners were stirring to life.

Gnen reached down into her sleeping bag, found the torn remmants of her body stocking (Olie, you
beast!), and slipped it on. Junpsuit on top of that, and then she reached around until she found
her costune, pulled it down inside the bag, and began to dress.

She felt pretty good about the Finbuiw nter Gane so far. The group had started pulling as a unit
by the end of the first day, and judging by her mildly urgent hunger, the Dream Park nagici ans had
been up to their standard tricks in the night. Usually she wanted crescent rolls, oatneal with
cream and sugar, eggs, sausage, and biscuits for breakfast. For some reason, all she wanted right
now was fresh fruit.
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And. . . she wanted answers, and didn't have them The National Guardsnan was a few feet away. He
had slept in a makeshift bag forned out of two emergency thermal blankets. He was sitting cross-

| egged, glaring out at the world. H s nanme was Yarnail, and the problemwas that he had no Gane
personality at all. Like the pilot and copilot and stewardess, his part was over; he was to have
been killed out.

Trailing his sleeping bag like a snake half out of its skin, Yarnall w ggled over to the center of
the canpsite. Breakfast had magically appeared during the night.

"Smal |l nercies,” he nuttered. He was in his late thirties, a light-skinned black nan with a good-
hunored face that made it difficult to take his grunbling seriously. "I can't believe this."
"Screwup still gets to ya, huh?" Kevin Titus stood and stretched, the bones of his ribcage |ike
barrel bands under his skin. He was startlingly thin and pale. "Just relax and enjoy it. Wat'cha
maki n' now? Time and a haff?"

"Double time."

"So what's your beef?"

"I"'mtired. | thought | was going to sleep in a bed last night. | want a scotch and water. If |
can't have that, |leave out the water. Worst of all, | ain't got no script."”

"Join the crowd,"” Kevin said, yawning. "Wen they fix the screwup, the first thing they'll try to
do is kill you out. The |onger you can keep 'em from doing that, the nore noney you nake."

Yarnal | thought about that for a minute. "By. . . by the Inplenentors! If they give ne a direct
order to throw nyself in front of a spear | suppose I'll have to do it. " He raised his voice
until it was alnmost a shout. "OF course, since it wasn't ny fault, maybe the Gods will give ne a

fighting chance to stay in the Gane."

He waited and stared up at the sky, and then shrugged. "Good thought, though."

The cl ouds above them shimrered and twi sted thenselves into a fleecy Cheshire cat grin. A

t hunderous reverberation rolled across the space of Gaming B

"Are you.. . a ganbling man, M. Yarnall?"

"Bet your ass. \Who speaks?"

"Subdeity Welles. Kindly restrain your |anguage. There are cherubimlistening. As you nust know, |
have a discretionary budget. | would be willing to bet you, say. . . triple tinme against zip that
I can kill you out before the end of the day, w thout bending any rules. Wat do you say?"
Yarnal|l realized that he suddenly had an audi ence. Gnen was fasci nated-you coul d hear the gears
churning in his head. "No cheating?"

"Gods don't need to cheat. W know what fools you nortals be.”

"I'f 1 |ose?"
"You forfeit yesterday's salary."
Yarnal | | ooked around him Al of the Garners were awake now, gazing up at that ethereal grin,

wai ting for the National Guardsnan's answer. He slapped his leg. "All right, Wlles, you son of a
bitch! You' re on!"

The cloud-smile transmuted into a ten-foot hand and snaked down fromthe heavens. It hovered just
above Yarnall, and then the Actor reached up and shook it. The Garners broke into cheers as the
hand di ssol ved, and Yamal| | ooked around sheepi shly.

Johnny Welsh was in stitches, tears rolling dowm his face. He slapped Yarnall on the back. "Let's
see 'emtop that in Vegas!"

Alie's arms cane around Gmen from behind, gave her a little squeeze good norning. "Let's get

goi ng, " he whi spered.

"All right!" she called. "Forty-five mnutes to Gane tine. Men's showers in the gully, wonen's in
that stand of trees. Breakfast is on the table. Hurry up, people! W have a big day today."
Yarnal |l still stood silently, staring up at the dissipating clouds. Gven was overwhel med with
admration: Welles had taken a bad situation and turned it into a day at the circus.

Bel atedl y, she wondered if she could have gotten the sanme deal

They had been on the march for an hour, and now Max Sands coul d nake out nore detail on the
nmount ai ns ahead. He and his brother O son wal ked abreast, and to Max's satisfaction, O son was
humi ng softly.

Kevin Titus had been | ooking at himoddly since breakfast, as if trying to place that face and
body. On, well...

He coul d understand that feeling. He had been staring at Robin Bow es, nenories of countless B-
nmovi es flooding through his nmind. He found it vastly anusing that before Bow es got his first
maj or roles he had played | ow budget quickies. If nmenory served himright, before the two Oscars
had come a CGol den Turkey award for his portrayal of Abdul Al hazred in the nusical conmedy version
of The Fungi From Yuggot h.
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Yamal | carried his rifle/club at port arnms, scanning in every direction for trouble. He expected
sonmething to drop fromthe sky, pop out of the ground, materialize fromthin air. . . So far
not hi ng had happened. Too soon, Max thought. Welles would wait and wear hi m down.

Up in the mountains were the nests of the Tin-m-uk-puks, or Thunderbirds, fabulous creatures

whi ch Snow Goose said could take themcloser to Sedna. . . if they had enough nagic to conmand the
creatures. Snow Goose wasn't sure. If not, they mght just as well paint thenselves with nustard,
Iie down, and be lunch

M nus Evi ane, there were nine Garners and three Actors. It should have been ten and two by now,
and even that felt a little sparse. How could they run so expensive a Game with so few

pl ayers? Certainly not on the fees Max had been charged- though steep, they couldn't pay for al

of this. The Actors outnunbered the Garners!

Snow Goose had explained it to himjust after breakfast. "Dream Park has nost of the bugs out of
the program now. They're going to nonitor our progress. If everything goes as planned, hone
marketing follows. They'|ll sell a cassette, see? A tougher Game. Your average player would have to
run it a dozen tines before he gets all the way through. They figure that much interactive role
playing in a Total Environment roomcan affect a major behavior shift. Sixty-three percent of
Aneri cans have TEs available to them Could be a najor sideline."

The sl opes had begun to get steeper, and his legs ached a little. Max | ooked back down the
mount ai n, and was surprised: they had clinbed close to a thousand feet. The canpsite was far bel ow
them Looki ng down he could see the | ake, and the floor of a gentle valley that swept away to a
snowcrested horizon. It was difficult to believe that anything ugly could be hiding in this
worl d. Around them the nmountains stretched endl essly, and although the going was increasingly
steep, he found that he enjoyed the effort. The breath came harshly in his throat. He was
sweating. He liked the sharp heat of exertion. The air was very clean, bracing, cold enough to
make himfeel totally awake and alive.

Besi de him brother Orson was having a harder time of it, sweating and gasping but gritting his
teeth and ganely humming a tune. Max |listened |ong enough to pick it up, and then started humm ng
al ong.

Trianna was right behind him Her breathing, though | abored, was as evenly paced as his. "Wat's
t hat song?"

"Ah.. . I'mnot sure. Ask Orson."

"Orson?" She called out.

"Yes-, ma' an®?"

"What are you hummr ng?"

Orson grimaced. "The Ballad of Eskinmo Nell.™"

"Can you sing it for me?"

Orson started to blush. "It. . . 1. . . well, the truth is that | don't know the words. Do you
Max?"

"Never learned 'em" he said, rolling his eyes soulfully. "I was deprived as a child."

"Ch," she said, dejected.

Orson breathed a sigh of relief when a squeaking voice cried out, "I knowit! | knowit!"

"I mght have known, Kevin. Now keep it to yourself, would you?"

Trianna turned and grabbed Kevin's arm "Ch, cone on. Singing always makes a hike nore fun. Gve
us a verse."

"Maybe the little shit's too winded to sing," Oson hissed hopefully.

No such luck. Kevin's eyes glowed at Trianna's contact. "Wiere are you? Let's see. 'So Dead- Eye

D ck and Mexi can Pete...Dahdedahde dah..."Hei nhal eddeeply, trying to renmenber. "And as they bl azed
their randy way no man their path withstood. And nmany a bride, her husband's pride, knew pregnant
wi dowhood.' De dah de dah. . ."

"That's enough, Kevin," O son conmanded.

"No, I'mtrying to get to the good stuff."

"Kevin, | will pitch you off this nmountain."

Max | ooked down, and dammed if it didn't look like they were

hal fway up Everest. The canpside | ake was barely visible.

Cl ouds veiled nost of the valley, diffusing the norning sun into a
weak yel |l ow spl ot ch. -~

"Now Dead- Eye Di ck, he bangs 'em qui ck-he cast the first aside

"And nade a dart at the second tart, when the swi ng doors opened w de.
"Then entered into that hall of sin, into that harlot's hell

"Wal ked a lusty maid who was unafraid, and her name was Eskino Nell
O'son's ears were getting red. "Kevin. Kevin, ne boyo. Don't do this. I'Il make it worth your
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while."

"What'ja have in mnd?"

"My next dessert.”

Max choked. "Is that all it takes? Hey-anybody ever heard ' Kafoozal emi ? ' H -ho Kafoozal em harl ot
of Jerusalem Prostitate of ill-repute and daughter of a Rabbi-"

Orson's scream echoed up and down the nountain

They heard the sound before they saw anything. The group was far above the cl ouds now, and the
mountain trail was little nore than ribbon-wi de. Robin Bowl es actually lost his footing once. He
shoul d have fallen but bounced back onto the | edge, propelled by he knew not what. A hidden net?
Aut hor control ? They were in the midst of clouds, barely able to see nore than a few feet. Nets
woul d nake sense.

The first sound they heard was a tittering, scraping sound, followed by a dull crack

Snow Goose crept up to the front of the line, to where the trail dead-ended against a ridge of
rocks. She stealthily clinbed up, and peered over. Wthin nonents she returned, shuddering. "I
|'ve never seen anything like it."

Orson's enbarrassment evaporated in a flare of curiosity. "Max? Let's take a | ook." He hefted his
mut at ed spear as if he meant business. Maybe he did. He and Francis Hebert were the first to the
top of the ridge: Hebert noved |ike an Indian ~out. Max puffed as he clinbed the [ast few feet,
and then gaped at what he saw.

In a saucer-shaped stone depression thirty feet acrosS lay a nest, a nest for birds the size of
rocs. The parents were gone, and there had been six eggs in the nest. Two of the eggs had been
shattered, the chicks within dragged out and brutally hacked apart.

Attackers were at work on a third egg. They mi ght have been barrels covered with black hair.

or obscenely fat, four-linbed spiders. Their fingernails were i mense and crusted with filth, and
grew out of the fingers |ike knives stuck on the ends of sausages. They chortled as a third
Thunderbird chick, a wet, yellowfeathered infant the size of a plunp turkey, struggled sluggishly
for life. They tore it to pieces with their fingernails and consuned it raw. Each of the six
nonstrosities was |larger than a man.

O son ducked back beneath the ridge of rock. Hi s breathing was asthmatically harsh.

"Do you know what that is?" Hebert's little eyes were wide with excitenent.

"Yes, | know what that is!" Orson said. "The book calls themnountain trolls. Flesh-eaters, nan.
We don't want to ness with them | don't renenber anything about how to survive an encounter
Hebert checked the action on his rifle, one of the few that hadn't been converted. "Bull. W can't
let themkill the Thunderbird chicks. This is our chance to | ook good to the birds!"

Johnny Wel sh and H ppogryph had joined them Wthout peering up over the edge of the basin,
everyone seened to know exactly what would have to be

"All right," Hebert said. "Are we together on this?"

Snow Goose gul ped. Yarnall gave the sky a dirty look. "No cheating
"Then-let's DOiT!"

H ppogryph and Hebert began firing. Hebert's Rem ngton was uninpaired by magic, but H ppogryph had
to pause to add powder and shot with every blast fromthe flintlock

The trolls screaned, their misshapen barrel bodies shuddering with the shock. A nonster's flat,

hi deous face dissolved to a snear of red light. It fell back tw tching.

But the others charged, howing their rage.

Wth gibbonlike agility they scanpered over the rocks, mouths dripping with Thunderchick bl ood and
yol k, impossibly long arns sweeping out |ike scythes.

Fear froze himfor a noment. Then Max broke free, ducked under the sweeping black arms, and thrust
upward with his harpoon. The creature swatted the spear aside, and grabbed himby the arm Not a
hol ogram Its other hand al nost |ovingly displayed the foot-long nails, traced themlightly across
hi s neck, and then hissed and drew back- Yarnall! The Guardsman snmashed into it with his war club
The troll squeal ed and rel eased Max. Max hit the ground, heart triphamering.

Al'l around himwere scuffles, and screaning, and the sound of rocks sliding beneath clinbing,
runni ng feet.

H s hands searched until he found the harpoon. He grabbed it in the mddle and turned as the trol
advanced on Yarnall. Scream ng, he raised the spear. It plunged deep into the furred back and-
(For just a nonment, he wondered if he had seen correctly. In

ot her circunstances he would have sworn he saw the head of the spear retract, and the flesh around
the "wound" actually close in to grasp the haft. Ah, well...)

-the troll gasped in pain, blood flowing fromits mouth. It turned and ran. Max wenched his spear
fromits back as it plunged over the side of the cliff and di sappeared into the cl ouds bel ow

he muttered.
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Max and Yarnal |l sl apped hands, then whooped and searched for fresh neat.

There, Trianna stood her ground, firing into an advancing hul k. Al though its blood drizzled onto
the rocky ground, still it plodded another step forward, and anot her

Johnny Wl sh and Max got there at the sanme tine. Max, Un-

able to contain his exuberance, performed "M . Muntain's Aval anche." He sprang into the air,
knees flexing to chest, feet hammering out, slowing down at the last nmnute so that his partner
woul dn't be hurt- COops.

The nonster slammed into the ground, and Max heard it say "Ow, goddamm!" as it tried to craw
avway.

Johnny Welsh was staring at him "Well, 1'll be. M. Muntain! | watched you westle |last nonth
agai nst Ski nhead Sl ade!"

Max groaned. "Not so loud. I'Il tell you about it later. Let's finish this up."

"Pl easure!"

Near by, a troll was being clubbed and speared into a gl owi ng ness. The knifelike projections of
its nails scratched blindly at the rock. The other trolls were either dead or in retreat. The
Adventurers screaned chall enge at them and whooped with bloodthirsty joy.

"W beat 'em"

"Yeah!"

"We sure as hell did it!" Oson bellowed at the top of his lungs.

Snow Goose was exam ning the eggs. Were once there had been six, now there were three, and one of
those had a cracked shell. She | ooked worri ed.

"What's wong?" Yarnall asked, wiping a snear of troll blood off his club

"I''m. . not sure we should be up here right now..

Bef ore anyone coul d ask why, the sky rang with a scream of primal despair. Above them two titanic
wi nged creatures circled in the sky. They were |like eagles, only with silver fringes to their

gol den feathers. The sun caught their highlights, ignited themgloriously, transformng the
Thunderbirds into flam ng avengers. They circled twi ce, caw ng, then plunged straight down at the
Gar ners, hooked tal ons spread and gl eami ng

Chapter Thirteen

AEROBI CS

The male Tin-mi-uk-puk carried a caribou in its outsize claws. As it caught sight of the carnage
it screaned and rel eased the carcass. Garners froze as it dropped toward them That nass was
carryi ng enough kinetic energy to kill Ranmbo Xl I

The cari bou brushed the edge of the nest and dropped into the nist anid a shower of |eafy debris,
| ost before it crashed against the side of the nountain.

Max was frozen as the nal e approached and swooped down. As close as he cane, it was the fenmal e who
actually landed first. She stalked directly to her babies as her nate circled overhead.

She nudged one of the broken shells, her eyes and body | anguage al nost unendurably grief-stricken
One of the turkeysized, feathered corpses was still partially intact. She nudged it, pushed her
great beak against its |ifeless mass, before giving up and inspecting the other shells.

The mal e | anded. The birds weren't as big as houses, but certainly twice the size of dray horses,
the size of snmall el ephants. The snaller of themeasily sported a twenty-foot w ngspan. Their
bodi es were gol den-eagl e bodies tinged with silver. For birds, they were extraordinarily nuscul ar.
Each cl awed footstep, each ripple of a wing conveyed a sense of mmjesty, authority, power.

The mal e studied each of themin turn

"Nobody panic," Snow Goose conmanded. "W mght just survive this." She turned her head. "M.

Wl sh. G ve ne your charm And no jokes."

Johnny stared, then shut his mouth. He funbled in his pack, extracted a small carved bird figure
Max caught only a glinpse of it as it passed fromhand to hand, but it seened exquisitely rendered
in some dark, smooth stone.

The fenal e approached the mal e and rubbed her great head against his, and they cooed together. He
silently inspected the

nest and intact eggs, then returned to nudge at the bodies of the slain nonsters. He | ooked up at
the Ganers with a clear question in those huge, black, intelligent eyes.

Snow Goose stepped forward, charmin upraised hand. "Hail to you, great warriors of the wind. W
saved your children fromthe nountain trolls. In return, we ask a favor."

Max was aghast. The two enornous creatures | ooked at Snow Goose as if she were insane. Their
babies lay at their feet-their feet were wet with yol k and bl ood-and this inpertinent tidbit was
asking for favors? Max gripped his harpoon and readied for sone fancy footwork.
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"Take us to the top of the world," Snow Goose demanded. "Only with your help can we enter Sedna's
realm and set right that which has gone awmy. WII you help us?"

The Garners drew back as the two birds came nearer, and then nearer still, until either could have
| unged forward and caught a plunp, screaming human in its softly gleam ng tal ons.

Max shivered as the ~iale inspected him It cocked its head sideways and stared at Max with one
huge, hypnotically deep black eye. Gazing into its depth was dizzying, but Max dared not back
down. He was spinning, spinning, and prayed not to fall

Wt hout knowi ng why, Max stretched out one trenbling hand. The Thunderbird watched his hand
suspiciously, then jerked its head out of reach

"What'd | do?"

"Wat ch your hands, smartass,”" Orson hissed. "Thunderbirds are not pets! In Inuit nythology they're
usual ly the villains. Watever Snow Goose did, | hope it's strong enough."

The male threw his head back, and the gol den feathers around his neck ruffled. H's scream
reverberated to the heavens, rang up and down the nountain range |like a thunderclap

For a nonent, the Adventurers were frozen in their tracks. Then fromfar away there cane an
answering scream of recogrntion.

Johnny Wl sh coughed nervously. "I think sonmeone just rejected a collect call-"

On the edge of the horizon, |loomng up now, cane a quartet of winged figures, identical to the
first two, but even |arger.

The newconers were older, the gold in their feathers nore tarnished by time and the el ements. They
carried curious |eather appliances in their claws, fitted with dangling straps and buckl es.

"We've got the grandparents, | think," Oson said nervously.
They circled, then cane in for a landing. Wile the younger couple kept an eye on the Garners, the
ol der Thunderbirds exani ned the evidence. They found a spear still |odged in a bl ood-spattered

troll corpse, bit and wenched it out with the toss of a great plumed head.

One of the Thunderbirds carried it over and respectfully laid it before Snhow Goose. The others
folded their wings and sat in front of the Garners, heads bowed.

"Well, 1'l'l be dipped.

"Hurry," Snow Goose sai d, handing the charm back to Johnny. "W have five birds. One will stay to
wat ch over the eggs. Break into groups of two or three. Fix the saddl es and nount up."

Docilely, the great beasts presented thensel ves as Max approached and nervously threw a saddl e
across the back of the nearest Thunderbird.

Hol ogran? Must be, and yet they expect us to...

The saddl e | anded on something solid. Max reached forward, and touched feathers. He struggled with
his surprise, and then subdued it. Stop trying to figure out when they nake the switch

Hebert and Trianna were the handiest with the | eather saddles, were fastest follow ng Snow Goose's
directions as she hel ped them buckle and strap the contraptions into place.

"Cuess they've had riders before, eh?" Hebert puffed.

Snow Goose smiled enigmatically. "So the | egends say. | assune you mean the birds?"

Max and Orson nodded to each other, then split up. Orson went with Charlene and Hi ppogryph, while
Max got into line in front of Trianna and Francis Hebert.

He tugged at the saddle, anchored just ahead of the giant wings. As nmuch as the idea scared him
they were really very secure. He clinbed up onto the waiting back and strapped hinself in.

Trianna slid up behind, wapped her arns around his waist. Her breath warmed his cheek, had that
sweet - and- sour excited tang that is irritating froma nman, but a turn-on froma woman. And Trianna
was a |lot of woman. His belly nuscles flexed within her arns, feel the hardness, w thout
consulting his forebrain. H's |ower body tingled with localized, increased circulation

Ah, well. Hs heart yearned for Eviane, but the rest of himseened nore pragmatic.

Hebert climnbed on behind Trianna-and the three of them he

estimated, added up to a hefty tonnage. He hoped the Thunder-birds were as strong as they | ooked
The | ast Ganmer had boarded his nount. Snow Goose checked all of the buckles with sober, expert
care, then clinbed aboard the lead male. It ruffled its feathers and ran at the edge of the bluff.
Wthout a nonent's hesitation, it dove over and di sappeared into the clouds.

Max barely had tinme to say "Wat?" when his own nount turned stiffly toward the cliff. It took
five running steps that rem nded himof sonething out of a Disney filmon ostriches, and dove off.
He screaned, and swore to hinmself that he would screamall of the way down. H's stomach contracted
as if trying to squeeze his intestines out of his nostrils. Wen he opened his eyes his
Thunder bi rd was plunging straight for the bottom (And he renenbered, briefly, a quote from
twentieth-century

stunt man Eve! Knievel: "|I've gotten to where | can say the Lord's Prayer in ten seconds.")

"Qur Fat herwhoartin-"
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The bird !eveled up and began to clinb. And clinb. Up and up, and when he | ooked back he saw the
ot her Thunderbirds and their passengers behind and bel ow him sl eek black w ngs beating against a
dwi ndl i ng backdrop of mountains. The wind burned his eyes, and they began to water.

The clouds drifted past. Wthin a few nonments the plateau was a nenory. He turned around and faced
Trianna, who al though strapped onto the saddle still gripped his waist with eyes cl osed.

"We're all right," he said. Wen that produced no visible result, he nudged her again. "Go ahead.
Open your eyes."

"I"'mafraid of heights.”

He | ooked down. Distantly, a blue carpet of sparkling sea glimered through the clouds. Not the
pl ace for an acrophobe. "Better keep 'em shut, then."

Behi nd her, Francis Hebert was gazing down at the view, eyes as wide as a child's in Santa's toy
shop.

The vi ew was sonewhere beyond wonderful. After a few minutes, the birds curved around and began to
head toward a range of nountains so distant that they registered only as winkles on a far

hori zon.

This was the lifel The air beating against his face was pleasantly cool. The strong, steady stroke
of the Thunderbird's w ngs

was a heartbeat rhythm as soothing as it was exhilarating.

He began to lose track of tinme, pleasantly nmesnerized by the frozen vistas bel ow Endl ess
stretches of glacial ice and snow | ocked rivers passed. Fromtinme to tinme his mount woul d bank
gently and then | evel out again, but on the whole the trip was hypnotically placid.

Hebert was the first to spot trouble. Max heard the man's shout and followed his pointing finger
detected a flock of tiny black dots approaching fromthe eastern horizon

"They' ve got wings," Hebert bellowed, |eaning far out around Trianna's shoulder. "Mre big birds
Does it look to you like they're com ng right at us?"

"Coul d be," Mx said.

"I wish we could ask Snow Goose. "

Max wi shed he could ask Orson. The other Thunderbirds were |unbering along with slow, steady w ng
strokes, but they were too far away for a good shout. Again he scanned the horizon. The other
flying creatures were disquietingly close.

More Thunderbirds? He doubted it. The line of wing and tail on these great gol den eagles was a

marvel of nature. The new figures were sonehow. . . nisshapen

Hebert was checking his rifle. "Hope this'll be nore use than last tine. Trianna, dammt-open your
eyes!”

"I can't! |'mscared!"

Max swore under his breath. "Well then, give me your riflel" He reached back to try to tug it out
of her hands, but she hung on like an alligator. "Shit!"

"Nol

He | ooked back again. The creatures were only a kiloneter away, and now he coul d di stinguish them
nore clearly. They seenmed a nelding of bird and beast. He could make out a gigantic, ni sshapen
woff's head grafted onto the body of an enormous falcon. They weren't as large as the

Thunder birds, but there were nine, make that ten of them

Bef ore he could say or think anything else, the creatures swooped to the attack

He had a brief glinpse of wolf snout and falcon claw as his nmount suddenly folded its w ngs and
dove toward the earth. He gripped a handful of feathers for dear life, and squeezed his eyes shut.
Sun, earth, cloud, and white-speckl ed nountai ns nmerged dizzyingly. H's stomach, and the fluid
contents therein, sloshed

every way but out and up. Hi s Thunderbird swooped and dove, careened |like a berserk roller
coaster, striving to evade the two nonstrous Wl fal cons which had set upon it.

Suddenly, and with a speed that |eft his spine sonewhere back at the |ast |oop, the Thunderbird
doubl ed back on its own trail and caught one of the unholy hybrids. The beast screamed, but its
screamwas the screamof a wolf, and it was the wolf head which turned and set its teeth into the
Thunder bird' s neck.

Feat hers and skin came away as the Thunderbird shook its tornentor | oose, and then savaged it to
pi eces. Max peeked around his nount's shoul der, saw the Wl fal con fight back, then go linp and

of fer no resistance. Its ravaged body plumeted toward the ground.

The second Wl fal con swooped close. Wth the whoosh of wings Trianna Stith-Wod finally opened her
eyes, and her gun alnost flew into her hands. Hysterically she punped bullets into the creature's
face.

That face exploded with crinson and it fl opped away, vanishing into a cloud.

The Thunderbird wheel ed around and dove back toward its famly
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The ei ght remaining Wl fal cons fought denonically. One went straight for the Guardsman. He ducked
and swng his war club futilely, then | aughed hysterically when a second, dive-bonbing, was
snatched fromthe air by the vengeful claws of Max's bird.

"Hey, Welles!" he yelled, hands cupped to nouth. "M ssed nme! Nyahh nyahh!"

Their nounts took terrible damage, and the aerobatics continued in dizzying flurries. Max was no
| onger sure which way was up. At last the final two Wl fal cons screaned in frustration. The cries
were not those of beasts, but of men-nen rendered i nhuman by bl oodl ust and hate.

One of the two remai ning eneny swooped close before it withdrew fromthe fray. There in its chest
Max saw t he face of a human bei ng enbedded anong the feathers. It was the face of a man who |ived
to hate, fed on hate, felt no other hunman enption. It was quite nmad, the eyes alight with
sufficient loathing to fry Max's nmarrow.

Then both were gone.

Chapt er Fourteen

THE AFTERLI FE

The girl on the couch was drowsy. Her head hung from an unsteady neck, and her eyes were

def ocused. The tranquilizing tabs Vail had placed on the skin over Mchelle Sturgeon's carotid
artery had done their work.

The tiny holding roomin nmedical central was adequate for a situation like this, but not
particularly confortable.

Vail stared at a computer screen. He cleared it, summoned up a new batch of data, cleared it
agai n.

Giffin rapped the desk inpatiently. "Wel|?"
"We coul d get sued for our lungs and ki dneys.
"To hell with that," he grow ed. "Listen. For eight years her father took our nobney, and tucked
this woman into that hospital in Salt Lake City. Then he demanded the rest of the noney in a lunp
sum We gave it to him He blewit, and tucked her into a state honme in Saint Paul. Wen M nnesota
went through a recession |ast year, they let her go. That's when she started using the nane
"Rivers.' She's still, pardon the expression, a |loon."

"l don't understand those esoteric nedical terns, Alex."

"I'"'mhardly a doctor."

"Precisely."

"Dr. Vail." Alex's voice was deceptively nmld. "Let's cooperate with each other, shall we? W both
made nistakes. It could be argued that yours was larger-unless you'd like ne to believe a seal ed
file kept you fromreadi ng her Rorschach blots."

To Alex's i mense satisfaction, Vail stamered for a beat before conposing hinself. "W-nh

utilize a nore conplex battery of tests than that, | assure you. But Mchelle Sturgeon is a

cl assi ¢ schi zophrenic, and she took the test as her Eviane personality. There were, ah, no

pat hol ogi cal synptons. "

Vail's voice wavered. Giffin alnmost felt sorry for him but bored in relentlessly. "Ch, |I'msure
she's as right as rain. Now,

Doctor, why do you think she came back here? Don't you think she had a reason? She thinks Dream
Park is the nedicine she needs. | think she's right."

"I'''mnot sure you understand the significance-"

"Don't be patronizing," Alex said. "I'mnot in your |eague, but | minored in psychol ogy. You tell
me if I'mremenbering straight."

Vail narrowed his eyes cautiously. "All tight. Shoot."

"We're tal king selective amesia and a nultiple-personality disorder, brought on by a strong
tendency toward di ssociation, and a high hypnotic responsi veness."

The doctor sat up straight. "That's-actually quite perceptive. Go on, Alex."

"Now bear with ne. Wien Mchelle Sturgeon shot three players in a Gane, she subjected herself to
massive guilt."”
"I'n essence, yes.
"M chelle Sturgeon sees herself as a nurderess, even though she was innocent. Eviane, on the other
hand, is a heroine who only fought to protect her cause. Mchelle is a rabid nouse, Eviane a

| i oness. She needs to becone Eviane to live with herself."

"You have about half of it," Vail said, alnost reluctantly. "The question is, what is she doing
back here? She intends to relive that shattering nonent. Do you have any idea how dangerous it
woul d be to put her back into the Gane?"

"Dangerous to her? She's already pretty screwed up, wouldn't you say? Could it get worse?
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Dangerous to us? Hell, we can put a security shield around her. We already have Marty in the Gane.
It won't happen a second tine. | can guarantee that."

He | eaned very close, and consciously flexed the nuscles in his chest. A big man's trick: Al ex was
perfectly willing to use sublininal physical intimdation if it would get himwhat he wanted. "And
Vail, this is what it boils down to. W don't know whether or not she can identify the killer, but
the killer can't be sure either. That's good enough for ne."

Vai | thought about it for a long moment. "If you put it like that..."

"l do."

"Then it seens there is very little to | ose, and nuch to gain."

"Don't get cute-1 know we're risking what's left of her sanity. | think Eviane and M chelle would

both agree with ne, and approve of the cause."

Vail tapped his fingers. He touched a few nore buttons on his conputer, then crooned to it softly.
"Al right. | think that | may have an answer. Wen | was in nedical school, we performed a rather
interesting experinent. If nodified, it may suggest a solution. The key to it is her
susceptibility to hypnosis."” He looked at Giffin, face showing the traces of surprise. "By the
way- how did you figure that? It's not in her dossier."

"She's a Dream Park junkie," Giffin said. "This whole place is an altered state of

consci ousness." Al ex paused. "You nentioned her father. Wat about her nother?"

"Dead. And | think you guessed it-her nother's mai den name was Eviane Rivers."

M chell e Sturgeon floated in a tank of water a few degrees cooler than skin tenperature. Hundreds
of pounds of Epsomsalts were dissolved in the water. She was as buoyant as a balloon. There was
no light. There was no sound. 100 ng of synthetic tranquilizer/hypnotic had |eft her without the
urge to do anything but lie here and rel ax.

Wthout light, without sound, without a reference of physical sensation, her mind drifted inits
cocoon of warnth, and her recent troubled sensations died away.

Who was she? Eviane? Yes. Eviane. Strong. Powerful.

Who el se? Sone part of her was far, far away, alone and niserable. As she should be. Mchelle was
bad. Had done sonething terrible. Eviane didn't want to think about that part.

Wait, now. There were lights in the darkness!

They sparkl ed, and nmoved in rhythm across her line of sight. They were differing colors, jewel-
Iike. She |liked them

There was sound. A heartbeat sound, one that she felt in the water, in her body, in her chest. She
was getting.. . not sleepy. She was beyond sl eepy sonehow, but still awake. Her body was sl eepy,
her mind alert.. . at least, part of her nind.

It was confusing. Everything seemed to be happening so slowy. So nuch had happened in the past
hours. It seened |like a dream

Everyt hi ng was sl ow ng, slow ng..

Evi ane fought to hold on, but felt herself swirling down and down into the void, into an
infinitely deep black hole rimed with red, followi ng the steady pulse of the light, the rhythmc
beat of the sound, the gentle | apping of the warmwater. Down and down and down and dark

Qut of the dark canme light. She was in a place she knew, a beach, a place from her past.

The surf rolled in, and she sat in the warm sand, watchi ng passively. She was warned and conforted
by the touch of the sun, and utterly content.

A man canme out of the surf, dripping water and foam smling at her. He was a tall man with |ight
red hair. Hs smile nade her feel warm

He reached out his hands to her. They were |l arge and broad. Had she seen hi m before? Could she
trust hinP She wasn't sure, but she |iked him

Where was Mommy? M chel |l e | ooked for her nother, Eviane, the stern one, the protecting one, and
didn't see her. Her hand stole nervously into the hand of the stranger, and he held it warmy.
They smled at each other for a tine, shared the sun and the warm hissing surf. "Mchelle," he
said, "you're a very good girl. I've heard that fromeveryone. You're a wonderful girl."

M chelle liked hearing that. Her heart opened to the stranger

"Can you renenber all of the tinmes you knew that you were good, had done sonething good, were told
that you were good?"

She nodded her head.

"Good. Renenber those tines." He paused, and a deep wave of warnth and positive feelings swept
her. He nodded. "That's right. Now. Do you know that sonetinmes good people can be tricked into
doi ng bad t hi ngs?"

The beach suddenly wavered. The water crashing against the sand becane icy, and sonething rose
thrashing fromthe foam

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20&...elle,%20Jerry%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project.txt (61 of 158) [1/19/03 6:23:11 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20& %20Pournel | e,%20Jerry%620-%20The%20B arsoom%20Proj ect.txt

"Look at ne!" he commanded. "Look at ne."

She did as he said, breathing steadily, slowy. The thing in the surf began to dissol ve.

"Good. Good."

She liked the feel of his arns around her, and pressed close. Their heartbeats seened to nerge.
"Someti nes, good people can be tricked into doing bad things, by bad people. They try to hurt
little girls. And then the little girls need their nommes. They need Eviane. And Eviane is here
to hel p you whenever you need her. But right now!l need to talk to Mchelle."

She trenbled, and clung to him and exam ned his words. He

hel d her without judging. His arms were strong, and his voice soft. And he prom sed that Mnmy
coul d come back.

Frightened, but relaxing into trust, she pulled back and gazed into his face.

"Yes," she said. "I know"

"WIIl Mchelle help me?"

"Yes, Mchelle will help you."

"Good. Thank you." The big man with the rough face smled and touched her nose softly. "I want you
to tell Eviane that she is going back to her friends. Magic will take her back. Her friends need
her. They will find her in the land of the dead, and then everything will be as it was. She wll
renenber nothing once her friends find her."

M chel | e nodded, without conprehending.

"But listen," he added, urgently. "All the tinme that Eviane is with her friends, fighting and

hel ping them Mchelle will hide behind her momry and watch. Mchelle will |earn. And when
M chell e | earns what she cane here to learn, she will find a way to Il et us know. In her own way,
in her own tine. But she will let us know WII| you help us?"

"Momy doesn't have to go away?"
"No," and the big man's arnms were warm around her. "Mmmy doesn't have to go away." He stopped,
and added, "But neither does Mchelle."

Giffin watched as a heavy-lidded Mchelle Sturgeon was |led fromthe executive Total Environment
room He wiped his browwith a moist, shaking hand. He hadn't realized what a drain it would be
pl ayi ng out that role.

Vai|l opened the door and peered at Giffin with anmusenent.

"That was rather well done, Al ex. Maybe you went into the wong career?"

"I just figured that Dream Park has sonething that none of the doctors have."

"What was that ?"

"W have what she wants: a shot at the son of a bitch who screwed her up. |1'd say we can ride that
rascal all the way hone."
A video wi ndow opened in the wall, and Al ex watched Mchelle Sturgeon enter the franme. Nunbly,

wi t hout protest or eagerness, Mchelle slipped back into the isolation tank for additional work.
"Say another two hours prep and she should be ready. Al ex, have you | ooked into the Gane? Do you
know what a tornrait is?"

"A ghost. A hel pful ghost. Wy?"

"We're going to give Mchell e-excuse ne, we can give Eviane an excuse for renenbering the future."

Vail glanced at his watch. "You know, | could be rmaking nore noney in private practice, Al ex, but
goddamm, where would |I find cases |like this?"
"Wite it up,"” Alex sighed. He sniffed at his collar. The Epsomsalts were still noist upon it.

M xed in it was another fragrance. The scent of a delicate young woman, cruelly used; and
sonet hing el se, sonething feral
Chapter Fifteen

HOLY SMOKE

Max's Thunderbird was wounded. Its left wing fluttered weakly against the driving wi nd. The great
eagle strove to pace itself: two strong beats, and then a rest. Gain altitude, and then pause into
a gentle downward glide.

They flew through a clear |ayer between two cloud decks. The upper haze | ayer | et the sun through
as a brighter disk. It was thirty degrees above the horizon of the | ower cloud deck, though the

ti me nmust have been about noon.

They flew above a knobby white | andscape, so dense that Max could see no trace of an earth bel ow
Suddenly, and for the first time, he felt the primal fear of falling, that cling-to-Mmy,

hai rl ess-ape-in-the-treetops fear. H's Thunderbird' s beak was open, and he could hear the ragged
whistling of its breath even above the w nd.
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Tnanna put her lips to his ear and whi spered, "Look," and pointed down.

Curiously, as his air sickness increased, hers had begun to fade. A nmile below themthere was a
break in the clouds. They could find outlines of a nountain range, vast and foreboding, all jagged
peaks sheathed in inpenetrable ice.

The Thunderbird began to glide down, nmaking its slow and gentle descent. A nist of blood streaned
fromthe wounded right wi ng.

The Thunderbird was fighting for its life, for their lives. Max felt gratitude and adniration for
the creatures, repaying their debt in so heroic a fashion. The only problem was that he could see
no place to land. The mountain was all cliffs, all bare rock faces at varyi ng angl es.

There m ght be | edges, |anding places, somewhere bel ow; but diving blind through the clouds woul d
be suicide. What woul d the wounded bird do?

Hal f - hi dden by nist was a tiny | edge, too narrow, narrower than the bird' s spread wi ngs.

Max's chest ached with the tortured wheeze of its breathing. He felt its triunph of will as gilded
Wi ngs spread wide. It swooped toward the | edge. The wings half-folded-he felt the drop in the pit
of his stomach-and the bird' s feet slamed into rock. Three hopping steps brought it to a halt.

It |ooked back at them In its eyes shone a m xture of pride, and anger, and gratitude. Max swung
hi nsel f over and | anded heavily on rock. "Ofi Get off, Trianna. Let the beast rest!" He hel ped
her descend. She was heavy. . . and he saw her surprise at the strength in his arns.

Franci s Hebert descended without help and at once began trying to stretch his back out.

The ot her birds came down behind them |anding with half-folded wi ngs on the same narrow, fog-
shrouded | edge. Stiffly the Gamers unstrapped thenselves fromtheir nounts and tunbled to the
ground.

Max's toes curled hard agai nst the ground, and his knees hal f-buckl ed, then becane firmagain. H's
stomach felt a little shaky, and he called an old trick into play: find a spot on the horizon

gaze at it until the dizziness passes..

He chose the distant, pale disk of the sun, yellowwhite and wan in the mst. He had to squint a

little.. . but this world's sun, crippled by magic, was such that his eye could neet it squarely.
Even on this side of the magical barrier, Seelunkadchluk, there was sonething visibly wong with
Sol's di sk. A shadow, perhaps an enornous sunspot: an alien shape that didn't quite belong.. . The

clouds thinned for a nonent, but Max held his gaze against the increased glare.

What in the worl d?

H s eyes were squeezed tight against tears. "Does anyone have a pair of binocul ars?"

Kevin Titus di snmounted just behind Snow Goose. He reached into his backpack. He pulled out a

| eather case. He extracted a pair of binoculars with nol ded plastic handgrips, and gave themto
Max a bit reluctantly. "Be careful with "em"

“"Actually, | was planning to heave 'em of f the. " Max aimed and focused, squinting hard. Even
through the clouds, it was too dammed bright, but. . . "I will be dipped in shit." There, in the
center of a pale wavering disk, was the shadowed form of a

great black bird. The shadow s beaked profile turned. . . |ooked at hinf

He handed the binoculars to his brother O son. "Wat do you nake of that?"

Orson focused the gl asses. Presently he said, "lI'd say we know where the Cabal is hiding the

Raven, woul dn't you?"

There was a general ripple of excitenent as news of the discovery spread down the |ine, then Max
handed the bi nocul ars back. He felt pretty damed good. They had just solved a najor piece of the
puzzl e.

Snow Goose was gazing into the sun. "I can't believe it. How could the Cabal get enough power to
do sonething like this?"

"What would it take?" Robin Bow es asked. He wal ked with an exaggerated, bow | egged gait. The ride
nmust have |eft him sore.

"The Raven created the world! | can't even inmagine that much power. | just don't know. .

"The satellite?" Orson asked hopefully.

"Right, sure. The satellite. And they caught the Raven while he was in human form" She sounded
doubtful but afraid. "We've got to find Sedna."

The five Thunderbirds preened, and ministered to each other, and inspected their wounds. Fromtine
to time one would glance up at the frail humans who had set them an inpossible task. The birds
seened so beautiful, so terrible, but there was a fragility beneath the strength. Try as he mi ght,
he couldn't get the inage of those shattered eggshells out of his mind

Human and Thunderbird owed each other nuch. Max felt funble-tongued, but he knew he shoul d speak.
They | et hi mapproach, watching himfromthe depths of those enotionless, void-black eyes. Max
stood cl ose enough to touch, but didn't. Danmit, he didn't know when Dream Park switched from

hol ogram to nechani cal, and he didn't want to spoil the illusion now. For him at this nonment,
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these creatures were as real as his conpanions.

"Thank you, great ones.”

A low, buzzing voice reverberated through his body. "W have repaid our debt. \Wen next we neet,
bewar e! "

Then the great eagles, one at a tine, spread their wings and veered away. The Gamers stood
silently in the snow, watching until the Thunderbirds vani shed into the clouds.

Snow Goose spoke. "Legend says that the entrance is here in

the mountains. | don't know exactly where." A gust of w nd blew her straight black hair into her
face, and she paused to wipe the strand aside. "W're going to forma circle, and have a prayer
snoke." She notioned them down agai nst the nountain wall, under a slight overhang where they had a

little protection fromthe weather. Wien they were all seated in a circle, she produced a | eather
pouch from her backpack. She undid the thong tie with fingers and teeth, and shook a hand-roll ed
cigarette out.

"Tobacco?" Max was shocked. "I haven't seen tobacco since Mlan."

"Ni cotine can save your life," Snow Goose said piously. She lit it, inhaled deeply, and then
exhaled in a thin streamthat was so white it seenmed to glow. "To nmy brothers in the north," she
said. "Brothers of the mnd, children of the wind. Guide us, help us. Help us find the doorway to
the nether kingdom to the land of the dead, to the real mof the AlIl-Mther."

She bl ew a second puff directly into the whistling wind. The snmoke shoul d have vani shed instantly,
but it didn"t. It nerely drifted, as if on the faintest of breezes. "The south. Brothers of the
heart. Help nme feel ny way. Let your water nurture us, and help us in our quest!"™ Another breath.
"Brothers of the east, you who are of spirit, beings of fire and |ight. Open the path. Show us the
way! "

Wth a final puff, she saluted the West. "Brothers of the west! Children of the Earth! Hol ders of
physical form guardians of the body, protect us in our quest."

The snoke: it had not dissipated into the wi nd, although the wind continued to build. Four
tendrils of snoke were drifting haphazardly, ignoring the w nd.

Snow Goose was sliding into a trance. "Chhh. . . they are near. The dead, the endl ess |egions of
dead, are near. Show us! Great. . . great evil! There is great evil

Four tendrils of snoke turned and twisted in the wind, but would not go where the wind went.
Instead they were beginning to nove all in the sanme direction, turning like four blind snakes who
have caught a scent. They drifted toward the mountain wall. One by one they brushed agai nst the
gray rock, and again, and, gradually, were gone, scattered by the wi nd or absorbed by the rock
The nountain began to shudder

"Jesus! What's going on?" Orson yelled.

The snow above them began to trenble. Snow Goose, stirring

fromher trance, suddenly screaned, "Up against the wall!"

Kevin nmuttered, "-notherfuckers!" But he was nmoving, rolling, like the other Garners.

Snow Goose's warning barely cane in tine. The slight runbling that had al armed Orson abruptly
becanme a thunderous, nalevolent roar, and their entire world turned white as countless tons of
snow and di spl aced rock crashed past them

They huddl ed together, tight against the wall. Sonebody down at the other end screaned, and Max
didn't blane hima bit. He felt sick to his stomach, genuine gut-fear hammering at his desperate
attenpt to remenber that it was only a Gane. He closed his eyes tightly, and waited.

After an endless time the ground stopped shaking, and Max opened his eyes again.

And coul d see nothing. H's reaching hand nmet a solid |layer of snow.

Francis Hebert triggered a flashlight. The lum nescence Iit theman eerie yellowin their tonb of
i ce. The overhang was all that had saved them

For a long tine, no one spoke. There was the sound of their constricted breathing, and the | ow,
bass runble of a distant trenmor. Then even that died away.

Snow Goose broke the silence. "l guess the Gods were listening," she said calmy, and lit another
cigarette.
She exhaled in a long, long stream. . in fact, she didn't stop exhaling, even after a solid

thirty seconds of feathery breath. The snoke forned a gl owi ng cocoon around her. It it the
interior of their makeshift snow cave so brightly that Hebert switched off his flashlight.

Wt hout another word she turned, and wal ked directly at the wall of snow. It nelted before her
the water flowing and fusing into the crystal ice walls of a snow tunnel

She al nost fl oated as she wal ked, yesterday's college-girl persona conpl etely subnerged. She
seened to be a different person entirely, one not wholly of this world. Al they could do was
follow her. Max | ooked to Orson for advice or coment, and O son shook his head.

The snow tunnel tw sted and wound, angling steeply into the very heart of the nountain. Mx
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stretched out a hand to touch the walls. They were hard and cold, although the air in the tunne
was pl easant.

Ahead of them wal ked the gl owi ng Snow Goose, carrying

herself as mght a great |lady, a princess, the mstress of all dark secrets. She had stopped
puffing on the cigarette, but a steady stream of vapor poured from her nouth, her nose-Jesus! Her
eyes and ears, continually re-formng that gl owing cocoon that nmelted snow and rock ahead of her
building a way for the rest of them

She stopped, canting her head as if to hear phantom nusic. Snow Goose shuffled a few nore steps,
then hal ted again.

At the | ow end of the audible, Max heard the runble, and felt it in his bones. Sudden

cl austrophobia raged at him Wre they going to be trapped underground? Wre they...?

No. The screaning had a personality. It was the roar of something alive, sonething huge.

They were approaching the gates of Hell. Didn't he expect the Inuit equival ent of Cerberus?
Orson gripped his spear. "Snow Goose. Can | have one of those cigarettes?"

She nodded, and a twitch at the corners of her lips told Max that his brother, as usual, had been
dead on the noney. There was a swi ft babble of requests as the rest of themfollowed suit, and
then swift nultiple fires as the sacred cylinders were lit all around.

Max braced hinmself for the worst, and sucked snoke. He was surprised. For unfiltered, hand-rolled
cigarettes, these were, mld, alnost |ike snoking air. But |um nous snoke poured from his nouth
and nose as he exhal ed, and his harpoon began to gl ow

Ahead of him Snow Goose stopped, exhaling snmoke agai nst an unyiel ding wall.

Hebert joined her, blew hard against it, then slapped at it with the pink pal mof his hand.
"What's the matter?"

"The ice's been protected against magic." She said it in one of those matter-of-fact voices that
made you ashaned to have asked such a stupid question

"How do we get through it?"

"We can't stop here. The way to Sedna |ies beyond the underworld." Snow Goose frowned. "Were
megi ¢ fails, perhaps nuscle.

The face of the ice sheet neasured eight feet across. Behind it, sonething flickered diny, a
vague, sluggish novenent. Max had the inpression of sonething nonstrously tall that noved with
unnatural vitality. It seemed to be bal ancing on one |eg.

Then t he shadow was gone, and the skin on the back of his neck ceased to creep

"Karate Kid," Kevin said. "Part Seventeen."

"Exactly," Snow GOose said softly. "Let's put our backs to it."

Max set his cheek against the ice. Orson and Trianna joined him both flinched fromthe col d.
"Go," said Orson, and they heaved. The ice m ght have noved a tenth of an inch

Charl ene nmoved between Orson and Max. Heave. Not hi ng.

She and Orson shared a ragged snmile. "Wat's a nice boy like you doing in a place like this?" she
gasped.

"My brother said, 'Let's go for a walk."

"Heave," Max said, and they heaved. The ice wall m ght have shifted, or not. "Rest. Let it settle.
Heave! "

Kevi n consulted his pocket conputer, then politely noved Charl ene and Orson aside. "l|'ve got
soot!" he chirped. "And Max has an ow claw. That nakes us the strongest ones here!" He | eaned
against the ice and strained nmightily.

There was no nore conversation, just the sound of fevered breathing in a confined space, as the
| argest and snallest of the Garners bent their backs against eight feet of ice.

Wth a long brittle note, the first fissure appeared in the wall. As it deepened, a vast network
of tiny cracks turned the entire sheet mlKky.

Max stepped back. He heaved for breath and said, "Hulk smash!" and ran at the wall.

The thud nust have been audible in Ganing A. There was a nmonent in which nothing happened, and
then the entire barrier shattered, alnost in slow notion. Max |urched through a couple of steps,
ski ddi ng on shards, before he could stop

Kevin flexed his armand nade a tiny biceps, face positively |um nous.

The air was gray with a dense mist that flowed |ike an angry ocean, churned in the cavernous
opening like cold snmoke. Every sound they made, every footstep or whisper, reverberated like a
sneeze in a tonb. The mist chilled Max to the bone. It was a sticky cold. The furs and thermal -
reflective lining of his jacket seened hel pl ess against it.

H's mnd noted, trying to nake sensi bl e shapes out of that roiling fog. It formed and re-forned
itself into grotesque illusions, shadows cast by inpossible shapes: a suggestion of trenendous
jaws, a sudden glinpse of a hundred pairs of eyes, the bones of a hand brushing across his face.
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As the ot her Adven

turers pushed through behind him he felt their unease as an extension of his own.

"Wel come to Hell," he said quietly, helping Tnanna past a stack of ice chips. She | ooked pained.
Wthout any stated intention, the group fornmed a circle, standing close enough to touch shoul ders.
One could not see the size of it, but the noving rivers of fog, the echoes, all told of a cavern
as big as the world.

Max felt the urge to scream to do sonmething to fill the horrid enptiness around him He felt
utterly cowed.

"It nmust be your decision to go ahead,” Snow Goose said. "I don't know how much protection | can
offer you."

Yarnal | peered out into the mst. Sonmewhere on the other side of that shifting veil, a vibration
sounded. It m ght have been sonething natural -the sound of the earth shifting, perhaps, or the cry
of an animal. If it was an animal, it was a nmaddened one, and the hair on Max's arms stood up and

tingled. "We've gotta go," the National Guardsman said. "Listen. There's sonething out there. W
can't go back-the sun is dying, and so will we. W can't stay where we are. The Cabal will just
send sonething to get us."

Frankish Qiver's club raised in agreenent. "Let's neet it head-on."

Snow Goose nodded approvingly. "We will sing songs for the spirits of those who die."

"Unless we all buy it," Oson rem nded her

"A rai nbow of light and happi ness, you are."

Chapt er Sixteen

THE PAIJA

The fog swal l owed them Snow Goose seened sure of her directions. There was rarely a choice. They
followed ridges and snooth rock, the path of |east resistance. Wiere the path forked, Max glinpsed
snoke drifting from Snow Goose's nout h.

Now t hey were crossing a land bridge so high up that the floor vanished into the nmist, and only
giant stalagmtes rising up like nmountains through the clouds told themthere was any floor at
all. They trooped single file, and Max found hinsel f behind Charlene. She was linmping. A glinpse
of her profile showed excitenment and anticipation and a certain sadness.

"Charl ene?"

She half-turned with that oddly angul ar grace: she rem nded himof a praying nantis. She was
breathing too hard, trying to disguise it behind a ganme smle.

"Do you mi ss your friend? Eviane?"

Charl ene sighed. As tall as she was, she was |osing inches, drooping. Gravity was pulling her
down. Brother Orson hung back to listen to the conversation

"We're friends, but. . . we'd barely net," she said wistfully.

"How s that?" Orson asked.

"W met on the Gaming channels. For maybe a year we've been playing everything we could get into,
and she kept telling ne about Dream Park. |'d heard of it. She said that | had to cone. Tell the
truth, I wasn't all that hot onit. | thought one of the Cook I|Islands, or maybe G eece. But
wanted to neet Eviane." She paused. "I don't have that many friends. So | cane, and before |I could
blink, Eviane was killed."

"Doesn't seemfair, does it? How s your |eg?"

She sniled ruefully. "I thought | was hiding that. | can walk it out."

Orson noticeably straightened up. "If you need help carrying anything, let me know. "

Her | ong face softened and her eyes shone gratefully.

The bridge narrowed up ahead, and now wal ki ng single file becane nore critical

Max knew he shoul dn't | ook down, but his eyes wouldn't obey. Down there in the frozen, crawing
wast es, sonething |ived, something watched. He knew it. Maybe not alive. Maybe dead and damed. ..
From up ahead cane a repetition of the roaring, piercing bass note. Quake! The entire cave shook
with it. Max dropped to his belly, set his cheek against the stone of the natural bridge, and

wai ted. He saw Johnny Welsh | ose his bal ance, drop to his hands and knees, and roll toward the
edge anyway.

Trianna caught himwith one arm helped him shaking, to his feet. "I'"'malways falling for
bl ondes, " he said.
The mi st thickened and thinned in pulses. The trenors had not quite died. Yarnall, taking an

unst eady | ead, kept peeking back over his shoulder as if the bunch of them m ght rabbit at any
monent. The bridge now neasured barely two feet across. Beneath gaped infinity.
If you focused your eyes carefully into the depths, the msts occasionally parted, and the cavern
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stretched away into endl ess night. It seemed to Max that he could see stars down there, but it
m ght have been the reflection of strange light on ice crystals. He shivered.

Step by careful step, they crossed that bridge. Those two feet of path began to feel like a
tightrope. Snow Goose stopped them "Wait. Stop now, and find your breathing."

"What ?" Bow es said cautiously.

"Your breathing." She placed her hands about an inch bel ow her navel. "Breathe down to here, to
the center of your body. You will find the bal ance you will need."

"I don't know what you're tal king about,"” Orson conplained. "Center of my body?"

"lgnore the flesh," she insisted. "Feel your way to the center. Steady your breathing and
visualize, or you will not survive."

"What | visualize," Orson whinpered, "is getting chucked off this bridge, and controlling ny
breathing all the way to the bottom"

The wi nd keened, sighed nockingly. Despite his uneasy bal ance, and the strangeness, and the fear
he felt here on the edge of

infinity, Max searched within hinself, struggled to see sonmething beneath the |ayers of clothing,
t he muscl e,

(the fat)

the organs and tissues, (the fat)

and down to the bones thensel ves, saw hinself as a skeleton, standing on a two-foot bridge over
the very pit of Hell, that dammed wi nd whistling hollow through his bones.

When he found that place, curiously, he felt warner, nore rel axed. When he opened his eyes, there
was | ess fear.

Her next words touched his ears as fromacross a gulf. "Now keep your breathing constant and
snmoot h, and follow ne."

Max chose his steps with care. Once he stunbled, wavered, |ost his balance, but his toe found
purchase where there shoul d have been only air

(He reached his toe out again to test the "air" beyond the strip of bridge. He found solidity, but
it was invisible. He decided not to trust it.. . but he felt better.)

The path began to w den. The group had just heaved a collective sigh of relief when- Another
terrible screamof rage. Cose, and fromno discernible direction. Yarnall noved nore quickly,
trying to get themonto the wi dened path. It was al nost six feet across here, and they began to
wal k in twes, Yarnall and Kevin in the front, war clubs facing off against the unknown. Kevin
clutched at the bag around his neck, as if mlking it for strength.

Behi nd himwere Orson and Snow Goose, and behi nd them Max and Charl ene.

The m st congeal ed and cl eared again and showed himunreality, illusion. Max tried to blink it
away:
It stood twenty feet tall. He would have called it a wonan, because of the pendul ous breasts only

partially conceal ed by an eight-foot cascade of flow ng black hair. But the face was a denon's
face, wild and i nhuman, with brown teeth like chisels and eyes that closed to slits. Wth each
breath, the entire winkled face expanded and contracted. Her arns, muscul ar and w de-spread, were
ti pped with evil hooked nails longer than the head of Max's spear

That wasn't the worst. Not by a bunch. The creature had only one leg, and that |eg came from
well, fromthe genitalia.

"What do you call soneone with no arns and no legs, with a

wooden stick up his backside?" Johnny asked quietly.

That thick, obscene leg flexed, and the creature stretched down. Hooked nails curled around a

m sted stalagmte. A quick convul sion of python nuscles, and the great chunk of rock snapped off
inits hand, a ten-foot |linmestone club that coruscated in the darkness |like a wet fuse.

Snow Goose backed themup. "Paija!" she said urgently. "W've gotta go back to where the path is
too narrow for her to follow, and get ready."

"No argument here," Max heard Yarnall mnutter

They backed up along the path. The Paija hissed venonously at them Cerberus at the gates of
Hades.

"Your anulets!" she cried.

Where did | put that? Max rooted around in his bag until he found his gift fromMrtin the Arctic
Fox, an oW 's claw petrified alnpst into a knot. Snow Goose took it. She took Kevin's |eather
pouch and poured a thin stream of black powder into the pal mof her hand. Her round face crinided
happily. "Strength! Soot is stronger than fire."

"I should be carrying A ax cleanser," Johnny Wl sh said. "Stronger than soot."

Trianna rubbed his shoul der. "Your bird worked when we needed it, Johnny."

He abandoned his scow and gave her a quick hug.
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Each Adventurer made his contribution in turn, and the little pile grew. The woman-denon grew
tired of waiting. She hopped a step closer along the stone bridge. The bridge groaned in distress.
"Hurry!" Snow Goose bit her lip, thinking quickly. "You spoke of the fiber in your backpacks. You
said it had power, perhaps nore power than the anmulets. Quickly, take themoff, stack themin a
pile."

Yarnal |, Hebert, and A lie shucked their backpacks and conplied. They kept worried eyes on the she-
thing and flapped their arnms for bal ance, but noved as quickly as possible.

"The suspense is killing nme," Kevin said to Johnny as they shucked backpacks. "Wat do you cal
sormeone with no arms and no legs, with a wooden stick up the backsi de?”

" Pop. "

"Groan."

H ppogryph added his backpack to the pile.

"What is that creature?" Bow es asked.

"Good question," Max said rumnatively. "Looks like sonething out of 'Saucer Sluts Meet Hercules.”
Bow es | ooked pained. "Please. | was a child. Wien | signed the contracts they called it ' Space
Mai dens on d ynpus. "

"Sorry about that."

"Shh," Snow Goose said urgently. "It's called a Paija. It's a denon, but the Cabal nust have
brought it here to guard the entrance. This isn't good."

Max whi spered, "Why would it be?"

"Heh. Yes. But they nust have nore power than Daddy thought. Hurry."

She took a | eather thong from around her neck, pulled a tiny goose-doll out of her cleavage. She

| ooked around at the others. "Ahh. . . Johnny, we don't want to deplete your charm Let's see.
Aiver. Frankish Aiver." Adlie stepped forward, and she opened the bundle that he wore around his
neck, and sighed with relief. "Good. You al so have a wi nged Inua. W can |ead." She hunkered down.
"Now, the rest of you. Al of you have spirit selves. Al of you have both flesh and a spirit

form The fleshly formis not strong enough. But perhaps our spirit fornms could prevail, If we can
trick it, then its magic, its |life force, will be ours to command."”
She took her totem and diver's, a hawk carved from sonme hard bl ack substance. "I need string,

and | need sonmething that was part of a sateffite," she said.

Charl ene handed her a pair of gloves. "Put these on."

"No, it's for-"

"Put them on, Snhow CGoose."

The Inuit maiden shrugged with her eyebrows and pulled the thin gl oves over her hands. Delicately,
Charl ene handed her a spool of thread. "Falling Angel cable. The gloves are nmade of it too. You
don't want to touch the cable with anything but the gloves."

She nodded. She wrapped the two totens together with the thread, then | ooped the spool into the
bundle as well. "W need a song," she said. "A sacred song."

"We don't know any," Max protested.

"No-one of yours will do. Weren't you singing one earlier that spoke of our |and? W nust pull our
wor | ds cl oser together."

O son groaned. "Kevin?"

Smi |ing and buck-toothed, Kevin strode forward. "Let me see..
Orson covered his ears as Kevin elaborated on his previous thene, picking up the adventures of
Eskimo Nell, Dead-Eye Dick, and Mexican Pete in the mdst of the nost grueling contest in the
annal s of song.

Snow Goose was all business, chanting happily over her little bundle. The group chimed along with
Kevin as the Ballad of Eskinmpb Nell progressed to its glorious clinax.

"Now " Snow Goose said. Her eyes rolled up, her |ips noved, Dah dee dah dee dah diddity dee- "I nua
of my Ancestors! W fight to keep your rite. Inua of nmy Ancestors, be at our side this night. 0O
Children of the freezing air, cone live within me now Air spirits come, and join in war to
shatter Ahk-lut's dream ally with us against an evil folk who woul d bl asphene. Set us free of

heavy flesh, set us free fromour illusions, set us FREE"

The air was humm ng. The bridge beneath their feet vibrated |like a plucked guitar string. Max
could feel it in his teeth, in his fillings. (Dammit, that hurt! The feeling was like the little
chill he'd had on the airplane---what seened a lifetime ago, but now deeper and stronger, and
ouch!)

Snow Goose joined hands with Frankish AQiver. He seenmed nervous at first, trying to twist his hand
out of her grip, but she held on as the vibration grew stronger and stronger. At |ast the sound
was recogni zabl e as human voi ces, stripped of euphonics and anplified staggeringly. It was a
chant, a ritual chant that was all undertones, a sound like a row of giant gongs ringing beneath
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three feet of oil

Snow Goose's outline was the first to change, followed swiftly by Frankish Qiver's. They became
like fluid netal, running together, peeling apart, and the |ight expanded until it surrounded the
other Garners as well, bathing themall in a silvery, gloriously fluxing incandescence.

At first Max sawonly a blurred glow. It noved, shifted, and he understood: sonething intangible
was pulling itself free from Max. A nonent |ater he could see its shape.

It was hinself, in a way. Once, after a debilitating stretch of fever, he had | ost enough wei ght
in his face to see the cheekbones that shaped it, and he recogni zed them now. But that perfect,
idyllic shape turned and gave hima nod, smling as if they shared sone great secret. Max coul dn't
hear the undertone chanting anynore-it was nore |like he was a part of it, his body one of the
notes. He turned to the other Ganers, and was astoni shed. From each of them flowed an ectonorphic
form nore beautiful than

anyt hing they could have aspired to in life. The fornms rose above them hovered there, then joined
hands in a circle.

Max stared, trying to absorb what he was seeing. The cave, once the very heart of darkness, glowed
with a light which was not of man, or of man's doing. It was a holy light, a mniature aurora
borealis, a light which flowed fromwi thin the floating, flam ng figures.

The floating "spirit" of Snow Goose rotated slowy in the air, her face a cal moval. "Now, " she
said, "we go."

The spirit forns ranged ahead. Max felt his spear huming with power, and clutched it tightly. It
felt warm The stone bridge they traversed was as narrow, and as frighteningly high over an
unfathomabl e pit, as it had been before; but there was sonething el se. Sonething new had entered

t he equati on.

It was a sense of possibilities.

The Paija stood waiting for them It was gigantic, bestially beautiful, profane beyond his

i magi ni ngs, bal ancing on that single obscene leg |ike sonething spawed in a Tijuana freak show.
Its single leg was nore |like the trunk of an el ephant. Boneless. flexible. It weaved fromside to
side like sone kind of top-heavy cobra, beckoning themonward to death.

For a monment the tableau was conplete, and still. Max faded back a little, watching the others,
saw Frankish Aiver gripping his war club as if it connected himto the spirit imge floating
above his head.

The Paija sniffed at the air, her thick, bovine nose winkling as if scenting sonething

di stasteful.

She gripped her stalagnite club and screaned defiantly and smashed it down on the bridge. The span
of rock danced savagely. Dust and rock rained fromthe invisible ceiling. Kevin fell to his knees
and had to be hel ped up by Bowl es. For a nmonent a twi st of genuine fear crossed that freckled
face. Then bravado won out, and he was strong and brave once again.

The Paija opened its nouth, her nouth, and grinned. Max had never seen so many broken edges in one
place. It |ooked Iike a junkyard for dental cutlery. The teeth were set in at odd angles, rows and
rows of them Ilike shark's teeth.

The Paija attacked.

"Onward!" Snow Goose yelled, and like the fools they were, they charged.

And above them so noved their ethereal doubles. Wth every

step they took, the floating figures above them seened to gain power. They shone nore brightly.
The Paija ceased her raving, exam ned them suspiciously, seened to reconsider- Max saw Trianna's
spirit fly at the enornous creature like a

fairy on speed, noving with such grace and agility that the breath froze in his throat. Quite
sinmply, she was beautiful. The Paija swng at her with its inprovised club, and she backpedal ed,
doing a kind of breast stroke in the air.

Max snuck a peek at the flesh-and-blood Trianna, who was transfixed, her lips slightly parted,
eyes gleam ng with excitenent.

The Paija couldn't seemto touch her. Now the other spirit forns flewin, and when they I|inked
together, that aurora effect was magnified. A fluxing electric rai nbow bl ossonmed, and touched the
Pai j a.

The creature screeched in pain and indignation that these tiny creatures would dare to harmit.
Far from being slowed, it charged, swinging the club. The stalagnite snashed down just short of
Snow Goose, who scranbl ed back and then caught her balance again. "Don't run! Don't run! It wll
feed on your fear!"

The Paija glared at them the forest of black hair shadowi ng her face. Gunting, it took another
st ep.
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The ethereal figures fluttered above it, weaving in and out like a flock of gl ow ng hunmi ngbirds.
The Paija swiped at themwith the club, handling it like a flyswatter, and only the unnatura
agility of the spirit forns kept themfrom Oops. The Paija made contact with Orson's inage, just
a

gl anci ng bl ow, but Max's brother said, "Ooof!" and rubbed at his shoul der, where a red gl ow ng
mark began to grow.

The Paija was beginning to catch the rhythm now. Charlene's image caught a nasty wallop, and
Charlene cried, "Wia'?" Ared stain began to grow on one leg, glowing in the dark |ike sone kind
of phosphorescent fungus. The spirit creatures began to fade.

"Joi n hands!" Snow Goose grabbed Hebert and Hi ppogryph, panting as if with physical exertion

Max reached out for Yarnall's wist. Yarnall joined with Kevin. The twelve Adventurers forned a
semcircle facing the beast.

The creature snarled, sensing victory. The club smashed again on the bridge. The Paija dropped the
entire force of its being into the blow An eight-foot section of rock gave way, splintering and
crunbling with a roar like the end of worlds. Max stutterstepped, struggling for bal ance.

Snow Goose renai ned erect, but her face was no | onger so strong and determ ned. She stared down
into the gulf before them the chunks of rock spinning in crazy slow nmotion into infinity, and she
was no | onger sure.

The Paija grinned at them and | eapt over the gap. Her suction-cup foot gripped the bridge, |eaving
a moist ring where it |anded. She hopped forward.

Max saw Snow Goose crunbling, and he forced hinself to his feet. Damrit, he had to do sonething
and he had to do it now Tag-team

In a pro westling match the audi ence woul d see you scream ng obscenities, but they couldn't hear
It didn't matter what you said. Max stood as tall as he could and he screaned up at the Paija.
"Monsterrr! W chall enge you! We're gonna rip your lips off and make you kiss your own backside!"
Not particularly inspired, but it got her attention. She sniled a snmle that said, ne and you,
nunbnuts in a universal |anguage. He hefted his spear and pointed it, waiting for magic.

Not hi ng.

I'' m dead, he thought.

But the ethereal double was nore substantial now, brighter: he could no |onger see through it. It
was true! The Paija fed on their fear, and their doubles fed on their courage. He put on his best
drill sergeant's voice. "CGet up, you slackers! Face this thing off!"

The Paija grow ed at them as if undecided, and then Max saw his double |aunch its spirit spear
directly between the Paija' s eyes. The nonster screaned, reared back, and clasped its wound. The
club rose up, and thundered down again directly at Max.

Here goes nothing. Max gritted his teeth and kept the spear upraised. The club | anded to the side,
defl ected by his spear thrust.

The nonster was horribly confused now, and in pain. The other Adventurers joined him joined
hands, screanmed in concert. They backed the Paija up a short hop, and when they gestured
aggressively, their doubles attacked.

It was playing possum It sprang back to life, and caught Hi ppogryph's double a good |ick

Hi ppogryph yel ped and grabbed his shoul der, which began to glow red. Charlene's double, trying to
swoop in close for a shot at its eyes, caught a grazing bl ow and went spiraling off to the side,
al nost sl ammi ng

into a stalagnite before it could catch itself. Charlene's entire right side went red.

But slowy, surely, the Paija was driven back. They cheered, and they screaned, and Max said,
"What the hell!" and hurled his spear. It caught the creature in the throat. The Paija staggered
backward a hop, teetered for balance, and fell fromthe bridge. Howing, it tunmbled blindly into
t he bl ackness.

They all noved to the edge to see it fall, watch it die. Max's double landed in front of him
beautiful, lean, and nuscular glowing in that darkness within the earth, and it sml ed.
Hell. He was a hero!

Chapt er Sevent een
BUTTERFLI ES

Slightly blue-faced, Gwen exhaled with relief. For a few seconds, the wail of the wind and the
Paija's recedi ng death-howl were the only sounds. Then the Garners behind her were | eaping and
screeching and cl appi ng each other on the back

Gnen wat ched Hi ppogryph with some anusenent. Hi ppogryph screeched and Hi ppogryph |eapt; but his
face didn't turn toward the sky in triunph; his eyes remained at the Ievel; his big bouncing body
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formed an unobtrusive barrier between the others and Charlene. Just as well. Her |egs |ooked a
little unsteady.

The darkness hel ped. . . but Gaen could never quite believe that the hol ograns woul d mask her and
Alie well enough to produce the illusion of flight. But everything had gone perfectly. Now the

Ganers crowded at the Iip of the precipice, watching the Paija's inage fall to its death. She saw
their faces; every dammed one of them had been noved by the sight of his spirit inmage. They stood
strai ghter, wal ked prouder

Gnen knew the gi nmicks hidden in the Game, and still she felt the effect. She took the time to
square herself, then dove headfirst into her "Snow Goose" routine again

"Al'l right, teaml Way to go!"

"That was great!" Orson was vibrating where he stood, his considerable mass jiggling and wiggling
with delight. "I feel ready for anything!"

"That's what's next," Charlene surmnised. She was panting as much from excitenent as exertion. Gaen
heard a | ow beeping tone in her ear, and she glanced over at Alie

His I eft hand was covering his ear, as he listened to nedical reports from Central Processing.
Wth his right hand he signaled her: a finger pointing to the ground, followed by a horizonta
pal m sl ow down.

It nmight be that Charlene's vital functions, picked up and

broadcast through nmesh underwear, had alerted Central Processing. Maybe it was the heavi er Sands
brother. For all Oson's jolly sarcasm O lie thought he | ooked ripe for a nice, juicy cardiac

i nci dent . .

So Gmen' s eyes unfocused, and her hand cl osed powerfully on Orson's wist as he was about to
speak. "I hear them" she said, "whispering," rolling her eyes, "the Gods. They-" She waited for
their attentive silence, then squeezed her eyes shut and nmade a happy pout. "They are nost

pl eased. They say that they will bring us gifts!"

Through the darkness at the cave's unimagi nably di stant roof there shone a shaft of golden |ight.
It pierced the black and danced palely on the far side of the gap. The beam was broken up by a
fluttering notion, something like fat snowfl akes. . . but every "flake" was a |living thing,
reflecting and adding to the light.

Trianna said it first. "Butterflies!"

Exactly right. Wiite butterflies. They drifted this way and that, creasing the light, reflecting
it, questing into the darkness for a nmonment, then returning to coruscate and sparkle anew

They landed in a cone, prancing and fluttering in heaps, and covered the ground as if huddling
together for warnth against the winter. They crawl ed over each other in a churning Browni an
nmovenent. Any trace of individual identity was subnerged in an anpeboid tangle.

Gren wat ched the Ganers' eyes, squeezed Ofie's hand in acknow edgment and thanks for his signal
Then the butterflies took to the air again, |eaving behind them A huge platter heaped with apples
and grapes and pears. There

was a small nmountain of crackers and breads, four w de-nmouthed jugs, and sone niscel |l aneous cans.
"Lunch!" Johnny Welsh said reverently. "My stomach was about to sue nme for desertion. Wait a

m nut e-"

The Paija had shattered the stone bridge. They | ooked at |unch across an eight-foot gap. Kevin
asked, "How do we get to it?"

Orson said, "Wiy don't we just twist you into a rope bridge and wal k across?"

"Ha- ha," said Johnny Wl sh. "Humor makes me hungry."

"Listen to ne," Omen said. "The stone bridge is destroyed, but in conquering the Paija, we have
al | gained great power. You

nmust now have pure intention in order to use it. You nmust truly desire the food."

They were looking at Gaen warily: crazy and dangerous. "Believe me, honey," Hebert pronised. "That
food and | are going to share a deep, spiritual conmunion."

"Do you renmenber the | essons you |learned fromthe food |ast night?"

Sheepi shly, Trianna rai sed her hand. "W need to treat the food like a living thing."

"I's that different fromthe way you usually treat it?"

She hunched her shoulders. "I renenber the lectures, dear. | love food, but it's like building

bl ocks to nme. | can nake pretty, tasty things out of it-"

The pile of food rustled, and a bunch of grapes turned into butterflies and flew away. Gaen said,
"Watch it! The food here is very sensitive."

"l pay honor to the Inua of the food!" Kevin said. Perfect.

"I'd be surprised if he eats at all," Oson grow ed.

"Did you say sonething, M. Sands?" Gwaen nade her voice deceptively sweet.

"Well. . ." Puzzles. Oson had to solve puzzles. "I pledge that if this food will, will serve ne.
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" He paused to hunt for the right words.

"Then we will serve the food," Johnny Wl sh said solemly. Hi ppogryph, blind-sided, burst into
hel pl ess | aughter.

But Orson had his lines worked out. "I will pay honor to it, and attention to what | eat, and only
take into nmy body what | need for nourishment."

Gnen' s eyebrows went up. "Can't argue with that."

Max | eaned over to Bow es and stage-whi spered, "Did you pack your hip boots?"

A shaft of light shone down fromthe heavens, directly upon O son

"Step forward, Oson. If that was the truth, | think it's nmealtine."

"I meant it-" Another bunch of grapes started turning white, and Orson shrieked. "Al right! Al
right! Gve ne a minute, will you! Dam." He was the picture of frustration. He glared nenacingly
at Gmen. "How d you know?"

"The Great Spirits. O maybe a lucky guess. You have that kind of face."

"Don't | knowit. Al right." He forced his shoul ders to rel ax,

and then shrugged. "I haven't done it until now. | was just testing. But | will try, for this mea
at least. | pronise.”

The butterflies fluttered back into the Iight, settled, and transfornmed back into grapes.

"if you told the truth," OGwen said, "step out. The Great Spirit will support you."

"You want ne to step out on air?"

"No." She said piously, "On faith. Heh-heh."

Orson peered out over the precipice. Hs |lips made a wet, unhappy sound. He took a step, feeling
out over the gap with his toe, the rest of his balance safely held in reserve.

Hi s foot was bal ancing on nothing. He breathed a sigh of relief, and took another step. Then Orson
Sands was by God doing magic, walking on air like Gene Kelly. Al he needed was Jerry Muse
danci ng al ongsi de.

He stopped in the mddl e of the gap and | ooked down past his feet, down into the depths where the
Pai ja had vani shed, and then back at themwith a snile that showed every tooth. Wen he crossed to
the other side he sal aamed deeply, damn near kissed the ground, then did a little jig-step which

t ook himover to the food.

Orson prodded a grape with one heavy finger. The sun canme up behind his eyes. "It's real!"

He pl opped down and grabbed handfuls, a pear in one hand and a bunch of purple grapes in the other-
Then he set the pear down and began eating grapes one at a

tinme.

Gnen beaned. " Next ?"

One at a tine they went through the ritual. The "Great Spirits" seened to know when they were
lying and when they weren't. Gaen savored their bew | dernment.

Now t hat they had enough of a break to realize howlong it had been since breakfast, hunger was a
raging fire. The butterflies returned every tine a lie was told, and Gaen call ed them on

it.

Trianna swore she woul d honor her food, but she was lying. Gven knew it, Trianna knew it, and nost
importantly, the technicians back in Gaming Central knew. They knew from readi ng body signs from
the nmesh underwear: bl ood pressure, skin ternperature, galvanic skin response, heartbeat and
respiration rates.

Tears streaned down Trianna's |ovely face. Her shoul der-

I ength blond hair seened flat and lifeless. "Wat do you want fromnme? | |ove food. How can you
say | don't? How do you think | got this heavy if | didn't?"

"Do you love it," Gmen asked soberly, "or do you use it? You hide in your body, Trianna."

Trianna was so upset that she was actually bawling now "Wat do you want nme to say? |-1..

shit!"

Kevi n took her shoul ders. "Just slow down and notice your food."

Her eyes raked him they should have raised welts. "And you? You damm skel eton, when did you ever
noti ce food? You | ook |ike nobody ever told you about that part."”

Those words had hurt: Kevin blinked his hollow eyes against the pain. "I'mhere too," he said
quietly. "We're pretty nuch the sane, Trianna. Both of us need to be okay with not being perfect.
I"'mtired of being scared.” He sniled tentatively. "Aren't you?"

Tnanna swal | owed hard. Gaen felt synpathy but bit it back. Trianna ate sedately enough around the
group, but it was increasingly easy to picture her at hone, alone in her apartnent. A m ndless
Oreo cooki e zonbi e, shoveling food into her nmouth as if that gorgeous face and that |unpy body
lived in different zip codes. Deli of the living dead.

Trianna said: "I swear I'll try. | want to tell the truth about it." Her voice was a little
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girl's, barely a squeak. "I want to." This time OGwven didn't get a warning beep in her ear. Trianna
tottered across the bridge and sat, snuffling quietly, and picked at her |unch
Kevin wat ched her, licked his Iips, and ran a thin hand across the parchnent of his face. On the

far side of that gap was health, self-respect. Salvation

What war was it he fought? He spoke of perfection. What was his unattainable ideal, that he
conmpensat ed by being perfect at self-denial? Wat was so spin-dizzy in his life that he made up
for it by controlling every crunb he ate, would take perverse pride in his conquest of the
physi cal hungers?

Hi s angui sh was al nbst too painful to watch

"What do you want from ne?" he asked finally.

Alie's voice was kind. "Just the truth, Kevin."

"If I eat too much I'Il have to throw up." He said it as if the adnmission had cost him skin.
Kevin was afraid, literally afraid to cross that gap to where the others sat eating, bathed in
gol den Iight.

Slowy, Trianna came to her feet. Tears stifi slicked her face. She held her anns out to Kevin,
and Gren coul d al nost see |lines of strange nagnetism connecting the two of them As if they were
bi zarre mrror-inages of each other. The fat |ady and the skel eton boy, prides of the side-show.
No one said a word. There was no sound, and then Kevin nade a soft, wet, desperate sound, and
stunbl ed across the gap, dancing on air, into Trianna's conforting arnmns.

One by one they went through it. Gaen was relieved to note that nobody tried to test the
boundaries. It mght have been interesting to try keeping Max Sands from chargi ng across that
bridge. He could carry her and AQlie without nmuch of a second thought. Carry, or dunp them over

t he side.

But at last they were all seated, eating, actually enjoying the neal Dream Park had set for them
The pears were crisp and flavorful, and the cheddar cheese was so sharp it al nost singed her
tongue. Gaen herself |oved pears. It was easy to respect a good pear, because a bad pear was so
bad.

Johnny Wl sh was drinking coffee froma paper cup thoughtfully provided by the Gods, and chew ng
on a makeshift cheese sandwi ch. He | ooked as if he had died and gone to heaven. Everyone ate nore
slowy than they had at breakfast. Maybe the excellence of the food and drink had sonething to do
with that. Something, but not all

Johnny bel ched contentedly. "Java blend," he said. "Last coffee | had was on the tube out from
Denver." He made a face.

Hi ppogryph was wlling. "That bad?"

"Let's put it this way. | had the concierge send it out to a lab. Got a call back saying

' Congratul ations, your noose is pregnant."'"

Hi ppogryph sprayed a nmout hful of grape juice, narrowWy mssing Kevin, who |unged out of the way.
"Jeeze-wi ||l you watch your timng?" Kevin said plaintively.

Johnny smiled wickedly. "Sorry about that."

O son popped open one of the cans, drank, and nade a face at Snow Goose. "You brought ne all the
way to Hell for sugar-free 7-Up?"

They sat in a circle on a stone bridge over the pit of infinity. Max |l ooked a little distant,

wi stful, that nmassive, muscul ar body saggi ng somewhat in repose. Gaen wondered what he was think-
ing. There was no way for Dream Park magic to give her that piece of infornmation

Yet .

They were on the nove again, and the trail began to | ead gently downward. The air was chilling,
and the wi nd plucked at Max's face and hair nore fiercely.

Part of it was his immgination. The how of the wind had increased nore than its velocity. The
tenperature had only dropped a few degrees.

The path grew narrower and narrower, and then the walls were well within reach, rock glazed with
ice. The wind was a hollow, reedlike whistle in their ears. Mods recently elevated by a fine neal
went edgy. They gripped their weapons tightly and wal ked single file.

At first, the cries m ght have been m staken for a trick of the wind. Then Max heard them for what
they were-the endl ess noani ng and shrieking of the Eski mo damed.

So far there was nothing to see. Light had dininished to a nmurky dusk.

Then a glowing aurora illuminated the scene, and Max felt the pit of his stomach tighten

Naked nmen and wonen stumbled blindly through deep snow. One man staggered across jagged rocks with
a caribou | ashed across his shoulders. His feet were torn and bl eeding. Blood trailed down his
back froma gash along the caribou's ribs. The caribou ki cked and wiggled in nightmarish sl ow
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not i on.

Snow Goose stiffened, then ran jerkily to a spot where a stone wall caused the path to branch. An
Eski no was | ashed to the wall with |eather thongs. Butterflies fluttered around his head, and he
snapped at themwith his teeth. He caught one and ate it. O her Eskinbs were bound identically.
Their novenents were sluggi sh and awkward as they |unged usel essly against their fetters.

"Wod OmM!'" Snow Goose cri ed.

He | ooked up at her dully. "Wo...? W is there?" Then she stepped closer, and his eyes focused.
H's lips curved, making a snmall sad snmile. "Snow Goose. It is you. How did you die?"

"No, Wood OM. | cone with friends. W fight to destroy the Cabal ."

He nodded. A butterfly fluttered too close to his nouth. He snapped it out of the air, and chewed
thoughtfully. "Could use a little salt."

"What's it |ike being dead?" Hebert asked.

"Not bad, really,"” Wod OM answered after a noment's consideration. "Like waiting for a tax

refund, only slower." He | ooked at Snow Goose regretfully. "I would not have nade you a good nate,
but I |oved you."
"You died for nme. So you were a lousy hunter. | turned vegetarian at ASU. No problem"

"When you see your father again? Tell himl've seen cousin Gay Oter. W can stop wonderi ng about
why Gray Oter's wife cut his throat and drowned herself. Seenms he was sharing furs with Weping
Wal rus when he was supposed to be fishing."

"Soap operas in Hell," Bow es nmused. "The m nd boggles."

"Death will not release you," Wod OM agreed.

Snow Goose smiled bravely, and they continued on. Max kept |ooking back at Whod OuM, |ashed to his
stone and snapping at the cluster of butterflies around his face, until they rounded the corner of
the wall.

Hel | was a small place, evidently. The next group of dammed they encountered were all half-naked
worren. Blue lines and dots nmade patterns on their faces. They cried, holding their hands out to
the travelers, and begging in a | anguage that he coul dn't understand.

"What was their sin?" Max asked Snow Goose.

"They have bad tattoos."

Orson's jaw dropped, and he | ooked at the Eskinmo dead with new interest. Studying their tattoos,
of course. Max said, "That's pretty minor. Wat kind of Gods are these?"

"Petty, like all Gods. On the other hand, there's no penalty at all for masturbation."
"I"mchanging religion," Kevin said positively. "Obviously, | have strong Eskimo bl ood and never
knew it."

The wonen were all black-haired and sullen, except for a wonan in her thirties, with flanmng red
hai r, who hung nunbly in her bonds. Her green eyes were partially unfocused. Slowy, she lifted
her head. "Wo. . . ?"

Max cried, "Eviane!"

Her confusion lasted only a nonent; recognition following swiftly. "My conrades,"” Eviane said.
Tears streaked her face. "I knew you would come for ne. Even Hell couldn't keep us apart.”

Chapt er Ei ghteen

RESEARCH AND
DEVELOPMENT

Transit time from Security to Research and Devel opnent, on the far side of the park, was about
forty-five seconds when Al ex could catch the right routing.

There was the gentle bunp as his shuttle capsule hit the bottomof the vertical tube, a nmonment's
hesitation as the gyros rotated the capsule, and then a shush as he accelerated, |ike a bullet
fired beneath the thriving netropolis that was Dream Park

For some of the trip, the clear walls of the shuttle reveal ed nothing save an occasional flash of
l'i ght.

The mai ntenance shops were along this route. The Chief of Mintenance |liked the transit tubes

t hrough her sector to be clear, so that she could see the shuttles streaking past.

Si x years ago, a study had gi ven Mintenance the greatest efficiency |evel of any departnent in
Dream Park. This was considered puzzling. Soneone noted that instead of the green or blue worn by
mai nt enance personnel in the other conpanies, the Dream Park crew wore white, nore |like a doctor's
gown than the uniform of one who keeps pipes and w res humm ng

Sandy Khresla, a chunky little woman with a Ph.D. in environnental engineering, was the pipe-
snoki ng head of the division. Wen soneone asked her why she chose such untraditional garb, she
snmled as if she had been watching her clock and her cal endar, wondering when the big brains would
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get around to asking that question

"W service the veins and arteries of Dream Park," she said around a nmout hful of sweet, quasi-
contraband Turki sh smoke. "You guys are the brains or the arns, and transportation is the |egs.
But we're the heart. Wthout us, everything dies.”

Alex Giffin remenbered that story as Sandy's offices flashed by. Three white uniforns huddled in
conversation. A pair of eyes flicked in his direction, then indifferently away.

He thought of all the people who took their jobs so dammed seriously, toiling for seventeen and
twenty hours a day, who often had to be pried away fromtheir desks and terminals. They believed
in the dream How would they feel if they knew? What if they knew of his nission?

The capsul e shushed to a halt in the basement of R&D, quieted for a nonent as it was switched to a
rail, and then began to rise. The shuttles sat up to four people, and were conpl etely nodul ar,
capabl e of hooking onto either the vertical or diagonal tracks that coul d take them anywhere in

t he Park.

An insanely conpl ex nmachine. There were problens with such conplexity, of course. The nore conpl ex
a machine is, the nore vulnerable it is to sabotage or sinple breakdown. Obviously Fekesh had

i npl anted a cancer sonewhere in the organismthat was Drea~~ Park. Al ex hoped it had not yet

nmet ast asi zed.

The shuttle door clicked open. Alex stretched his | egs and pushed hinmself out.

He was standing on his head in the nmddle of a desert. Date palnms hung by their roots below the
hori zon. A slow noving line of canmels wal ked upside down in the distance.

Al ex stopped, checking his sense of balance. He didn't think he'd fallen over. So he took a few
cautious steps in that direction, to see if the perspective would shift.

It didn't. He | ooked down at his feet. He was standing on a cloud. Arns stretched up to their
maxi mum buri ed his hands in intangi bl e sand.

"Hell 0? I's anyone here?"

No answer, but he thought that he heard a cough. The sun was beating up with unnatural ferocity,
but there was no heat. It felt nore like the air conditioning was turned up to full, possibly as a
m nor side effect of turning the entire regi on upside down. Dream Park had finally figured out a
way to make the Sahara |ivable. How nuch woul d Fekesh pay for that?

"Hel 1 o? This is Alex Giffin from Security."

"Ch, shit," someone said from behind a shimering dune. The entire illusion flickered, then died
He was standing right side up in the hall, surrounded by gl eaning Form ca floors and fl uorescent
ceilings and all of the

usual floating video boards and packed trophy cases. The only unusual thing was the holo
projection device out in the mddle of the hallway, inverted and poking hal fway out of a door
Curious, Alex approached cautiously. "Ah-hello? Wat exactly are you doi ng?"

The young man wiggling fromunder the nmachine was brown-eyed and i nnocent, with | ong wavy brown
hair and an engaging thin-lipped snmle. He |ooked nore like a fullback than a [ ab tech, and was

dressed in a pair of blue denimoveralls. He spread his hands in supplication. "I don't know who
the hell built this thing," he said, "but the only way you can reach the main processor is from
the bottom The function keys are on the top. |I'mhaving a wonderful tine."

The device was a standard holo projection unit, an ol der nodel, vaguely rem niscent of an old

pl anet ari um proj ector.

"Can | help you with sonething?" the young man asked.

"I"'mlooking for Dr. |zum.'

"Ch, yeah-" He twisted over fromhis unconfortable position and pointed down the hall. "Third door
to the left. Think he's in Bi oworks today."

As Al ex wal ked away, man and machi ne vani shed again into the desert, and the young man said

"Eureka!" a second before the entire nmachine shorted out. A colorful stream of adjectives and

gerunds followed Al ex down the hall

The second door to the left was standing open. In the mdst of alab filled with nonitors,

canmeras, and floodlights, a human skeleton sat calmy on a folding canvas chair. It turned and

| ooked at Al ex, and said, "Yes, can | help you?"

Al ex managed a rather |opsided smle, searching for the human being operating the armature. "Ah.
yes. I'mlooking for Dr. |zum.'

The skeleton clicked its teeth in a bizarre rictus that m ght have been a smle. How woul d you

know i f a skeleton was smling? It was the lip articulation that nade nost of a "snile" happen

It stood up and stal ked across the roomlike sonething out of a nightnmare. It held out a bony

hand.

Al'l right, he'd go along with the joke, and as soon as the hand went through his, he would declare
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the joke over and force lzum to get down to business.

H s fingers closed on warm fl esh-and then di ssol ved. The

flesh of his hand ended at the wist, and two sets of finger bones intertw ned.
He gritted his teeth.

The skel eton | aughed heartily. "That was priceless,"” it said. "Just the expression on your face.
Excuse ne."

It turned its head. Al ex expected to hear a creak of tortured bone, but what he got instead was
that bemused, cultured voice saying, "lzum . Save programtwo-eight-internal and nute."

The air shimered, and Tom | zum appeared. He was of nmedi um height, with straight black hair and
an incongruously snall nouth. For an enbarrassing nmonent, he renminded Giffin of a villain froman
old Dick Tracy comic strip, the kind whose physical features mirrored and indicated their crimna
t endenci es.

"What in the hell was that?" Giffin asked.

"A real -tinme hol ographi c nmedi cal analysis simulator. Utilizes ultrasound projectors built into the
walls.”

"Don't you need |lasers to nake a hol ogran®"

"Heavens no. Any form of energy that can be carried by waves: sound, light, nmicrowaves, or X-
rays."

"\What ever happened to 'turn your head and cough' ?"

"There's a ton of diagnostic devices in here. |'ve been scanned up and down and si deways. W just
create a three-dinmensional nodel and project it onto the patient.”

"What kind of.. . ah, depth? | guess 'depth' is the word I'm | ooking for."

"Ch, we can adjust it to any level. lzum, circulation." His skin disappeared. Alex |ooked into a

coursing network of veins and arteries, with the contracting fist-sized nuscle of lzum's heart
pul sing queasily in stage center. The room behind the m ssing flesh shimered as if he was seeing
it through a heat mrage.

"Coul d you di sappear entirely?"

"Here, in the roon? Sure. Could | play invisible man out in the street? Nobody's mniaturized the
equi pnment that far, but | suppose it's possible. The probl emwould be in reproducing every

concei vabl e angl e, so that anyone | ooking fromany direction would see what he expects to see. A
little adjustnent for focus, maybe. . ." He becane thoughtful. "Come back next nonth."

"Great." A security chief's worst nightmare, available next nmonth fromthe gentle lunatics at
Research and Devel oprment. "M nd turning that off? It's giving nme a headache."

"Sure." lzum smled toothily, and appeared, fully clothed.
"You're Alex Giffin," he said. "Tonmi suburo |zum."
Al ex shook the man's hand again. It was soft, |like a baby's. There was sonething curiously

childlike about the man. He had that soft round cheeki ness, w thout the angularity which normally
i ntrudes during adol escence. There was no trace of a beard, and the black hair was undisciplined.
The eyes didn't fit in that face. Dark and deep-set, they were fiercely inteffigent. "Wat can

do for you?"

"I don't feel confortable in a roomwi th so many scans hooked up to it. |Is there somewhere we can
tal k privately?"

I zum thought for a nmonent. "There's the party room Cone on." lzunmi carefully |ocked the door
behi nd them and escorted hi mdown the hall.

"Party roon®?" Al ex asked.

"Yes. Qur rotation doesn't cone up until two in the nmorning. Australia and Canada will keep things
goi ng nost of the day."

"What's the record?"

"Nonstop holo party, thirteen nonths. Wth the feeds we've got right now, there's no reason to
assume that it will ever stop. W're at eight nonths and cruising."

They stopped in front of a small green door with the | egend:

"Environmental stress workshop. Please sign in." Alex stifled a laugh as izum thunbed the door
open, and they entered.

The room buzzed with activity. People |laughed, drank, ate froma buffet table. A couple in the far
corner were dancing a runba. Sonme of the guests looked a little tired. They raised their glasses
as |lzum closed the door, and a nale voice said, "Tormy y'old slacker! G day, ey? Good to see you
Who' s the straight?"

"This is Alex Giffin, Chief of Security here. Giffin, nmeet Robin Schultz."

He was short and a bit pudgy, with a nmagnificent sandy beard. He tilted a bit as he stood up

"Wl conme to the party, mate. Shake hands if | could, but you know howit is."

Al ex was overwhelmed with curiosity. "Were are you sending fron®"
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"University of Ml bourne, old |love. Plasna physics. W've had to shuffle the party around from one
lab to the other this week. It's been hysteric."

"\ 2"
"Rules. Oficially, no one's supposed to know. Unofficially, it's the biggest open secret on
canpus, and they queue up waiting for us to drop a line." He glanced at his watch. "Well, we only
have to host for the next twelve hours. Then Canada takes over. Be glad too. Three days ago, | was
the only person here for two whole hours. Lonely, of course, but hey! The party rnust go on!"
"Listen, Robin," lzum said, "I need a quiet conversation with M. Giffin, and this is the best

pl ace here, so we're going to drop off line for a while."

"Al'l right, Tommy. Later, hey?"

The room di sappeared. They were in a snall studio, nmaybe a third the size of the ballroom and

Al ex swal | owed his amazemnent.

Damit, he wasn't going to get goggl e-eyed again. He just wasn't going to do it.

| zum said, "So. What can | do for you?"

"Are you sure we're secure here?"

"Very."

| zuni gestured to a couch, and Alex tested it with the tip of his toe before sitting. "I want to
talk to you about your brother Calvin."

Tom | zum stopped breathing for a nonent, and his eyes closed. A network of little nuscles

cl enched and rel axed under his eyes. Wen the mni-rebellion was over, he opened them again and
examined Giffin.

"You were not even at Dream Park when Calvin died, M. Giffin. Wiat is it that you w sh?"

"I need to know nore about the circunmstances of his death. Al of the files are sealed, or erased.
The county coroner's office had a terrible accident about eight years ago. |npounded sone kind of
el ectronagnet as evi dence, and ended up erasing data ifies. Your brother's included."

"That is nost unfortunate."

They paused as soneone wal ked down the hall outside. hum reached over and bolted the door

"What can you tell ne about the death?"

hum | eaned back against the wall, holding a private debate with hinself. Then he began to speak
"I't was in April. April of '48, | believe. Calvin was working on the conbat rifle range we had set
up for the California State Sheriffs' Association. He took one of the rifles outside the park for
additional testing up in the nountains. One of two shells had been a hangfire. Wile he was
changing targets it detonated, and he was struck in the head. Killed instantly. A hunter found
him" He paused, and Al ex saw cal cul ati ons flashi ng behind those penetrating eyes. "That's really
all there is to say. What is it that you're | ooking for?"

"The truth. | know that Calvin died here, in Dream Park. | know that there was an accident in a
Game involving live anmmunition. | know that it was no accident. |I know about the cover-up."
Tom |l zum was silent. Slowy he rose. "I'mafraid that | have to get back to nmy work. |I'msure you
can understand. "

"1 can understand your wish to protect Dream Park. | can appreciate your loyalty. You' re thinking
this is what Calvin would have wanted. But what you have to understand is that there is a chance,
just a chance that if you help nme, we can nail the people involved. W can do it without airing
Dream Park's laundry in public."

| zuni sat back down again. "I don't understand. How?"
" Somet hi ng new has been added. The Fi nbuiwi nter Gane is running again-"
"I know that."

"The girl's back too. She's in the Gane under a pseudonym"”

lzumi mulled it. "Wat of it?"

"Persons unknown got her killed out. I've put her back in. And that's it, Tom that's all 1've
got. | don't understand enough of what happened yet. Tell nme. Help ne. Sonebody's frightened. |f I
can get enough information, maybe | can find a pressure point."

"And if you can't?"

"Then we'll be no worse off than we are now. | won't do anything to jeopardize Dream Park, or your
famly. And at least we'll know that we tried."

I zunm seemed to weigh his words, then he shrugged. "Tried

okay. Calvin was a little heavyset, and he liked acting. They asked himto be an Eskino in one of
the Ganes over in Ganing A. He'd done it a couple of times, | think. Certainly no one expected any
trouble. Then we got the call-there had been a terrible accident."

"Who cal l ed you?"

"Medi cal staff. One of the doctors."

"Al right, go on."
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"My nother and | were working on one of the displays in a trade show set-up, and we hurried to the
di spensary. It had been cleared out. Dr. . . . Vails. No, Vail. That was his nane, Vail.'

"Chi ef of Psychiatric Services?"

"No, not then, he was just one of the psychs. And Harnony

was there, and two others. A half-dozen security people knew the truth, and three nedica
personnel. They were all sworn to secrecy. Wen they showed us the body, we had to nmake our own
choi ce. "

"Just like that?"

"No, it wasn't just like that. Mdther fell apart. W had to sedate her. But when she was calm we
realized that justice could not be served. If we tried to find the murderer publicly, the whole
thing would cone out, and the killers would get the disruption they were seeking. So we covered it
up, and we all helped, M. Giffin." He paused. "It killed her, you know She only |asted anot her
year."

In sone corner of his mind Alex tallied up another life, gone for nothing. "How did you nanage
it?"

"Calvin and | were about the sane height. The head of Prosthetics joined the conspiracy. She nmde
me up to look like Calvin. Mother started crying again when she saw how good the job was. Really
unbel i evabl e, And then | went to a couple of conferences as Calvin, |let nyself be seen, and then
took that rifle out into the nmountains."

Al ex visualized the pieces thus far presented, letting themfall into place, in proper
perspective. "You said you couldn't try to find the nurderer publicly. Wat about privately?"
Tom Il zum smled mrthlessly. "W went over every possibility, M. Giffin, and we canme up with
only two ways that rifle could have gotten into the Gane."

“I'd like to know. | want to see."

| zumi paused, and nodded, and said, "Al right, come with me."

Giffin wondered briefly how his subconsci ous had known that they would end up in Mintenance. Wy
el se woul d he have had such a strong reaction to passing that w ndow?

Sandy Khresla spent a lot of tinme outdoors. The sun had put streans of red in her straight black
hai r and turned her skin nut-brown. She was a denon softball pitcher; he'd watched her. She had
the muscle to put speed on that heavy ball. Mst wonen devel op soft, snpoth muscle contours; but a
few, like Sandy Khresla, grow hard and defined. He'd lay | ong odds she punped iron

The bl ue snoke of an aronmatic pipe tobacco hovered around her. Alex missed her leathery snile. She
| ooked dangerous with-

out it. She had never looked at himlike this: |ike an eneny. He said, "So you know about all
of this too?"

Sandy's voice was surprisingly deep. "Wen they started poking around, Guff, there was only one
place to go. We're the only peopl e who have conpl ete know edge of every entrance and exit, how
everything noves. | was just a junior supervisor then, but Calvin and | were tight. \Wen his
brother canme to ne and told me the truth, they knew they could trust ne."

Al ex nodded. He felt |ike a Johnny-cone-lately around these old-tiners. "So what conclusions did
you cone to?"

"We have to go back to an earlier set of detail nmaps. A lot of additions were nade six years ago,
and new security put in."

She call ed maps up on the conputer, until a scale map of Dream Park rotated on the table in front
of them The image flashed and expanded, flashed and expanded, until they were | ooking at the done
of Gaming B, tangential to Gaming A but sharing no walls or surface connections.

"if I remenber right, the Game was this wi nter thing. Eskinos. Sun going out. W had every
refrigerator unit punping at once."

"Fi mbul wi nter."

"What ever. Ckay, at the end of the Gane the Ganers have | ost al nbst everything, but there are

still sonme weapons |eft be-hind after an airplane crash. These are handed out to the Ganers who
need them so they can fight this last big battle. Are you with ne so far?"
"No problem"”

"Now, all of the rifles are coded and nunbered. The rifle that killed was indistinguishable froma
Dream Park rifle. It hadn't been nodified. Sonmebody smuggled it in at the last m nute, and handed
it to that poor little nouse-"

"M chel l e Sturgeon."

"Yeah, that was it. Kid never had a chance. She had the hi ghest score of anyone in the Gane, you
know t hat ? They nay have picked her for that."

Al ex exam ned the checkpoints. The Dream Park arnmory was an ultra-high security area, and al
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weapons were checked, rechecked, and the conpl ete breakdown recorded on videochip for reference.
Sone of the weapons were replicas, and could never fire. Many were fantasy weapons dreaned up by
R&D. But a few were antiques, or arny surplus, and needed safety nodification

Tom | zum traced his finger along the underground connecting tunnels. "This rifle entered the Gane
here, at a service duct, or here, at the players' entrance. This corridor, where the equipnent is
brought up, is very secure."

"But. . . ?"

"But. One of our Eskinbs disappeared after the Ganme. Poof, gone. Laid a false trail and was out of
the country, as far as we can determne."

"Pictures?"

"Yes," lzum said. "I can have themto your office this afternoon."

"One of the Actors snmuggled in arifle, switched it, and carted the nodified rifle away?"

"It seens the sinplest explanation," Sandy said.

Al ex thought, and thought, and finally sighed. "I need nore information. | think there nmust be a
sinple answer. Get ne the data on the Actor. Wat was his nane?"

"Cal |l ed hinself Toby Lee Harlow Jr. Al of the files were lifted, but | got themout of the
system and kept them" Once again, Giffin was treated to that utterly nerciless snile.

"Just in case."

Chapt er Ni neteen

OLD FRI ENDS

MIlicent Sumrers's office was tucked away beneath the Bl ue Lagoon sw mming spa. A wall-wide

wi ndow piped in a view of clear blue water. Healthy young and firmold bodi es smashed t hrough the
rippling mrror-surface and drove swarns of bubbles under as they plunged.

MI1licent's head snapped around, and she sprang out of her chair delightedly. "Alex! | was hoping
you'd cone by."

"Couldn't stay away," he said. He didn't need a mirror to know that his snmle wasn't very

convi ncing. "Besides," he said with nore bitterness than he had intended, "I don't know who | can
trust."

She was taken aback, opened her nouth and closed it w thout speaking. MIlicent spun wthout
touching him and rai sed her voice. "Are you there, Jackie?"

"Yes, Mss Summers."

"Hold all ny calls for the next hour."

"Yes, ma'am"”

MIlicent led Alex by the hand over to her desk, and sat with him "Wy don't you tell me about
it?"

"I don't have enough yet, but. . ." He reached over to her key pad. "M nd?"

"What's mine is yours."

He typed his security code in, and made a few quick routing instructions. Wen he | ooked up, he
saw that she was seriously concerned.

"Al ex, you don't usually ignore an innuendo."

"Mllie, | can't trust anyone who was here ten years ago. You cane in seven years ago, so that's
why we're tal king."

"And here | thought it was my lucid personality."”

"I need that too."

"So talk." The snmile was gone. MIlicent knew himtoo well

to expect pleasantries, or anything pleasant at all

He took a deep breath. "All right. Ten years ago, Cowl es Industries was in trouble.”

"Financial trouble. |I know, |'ve got it in ny files."

"There was going to be a hostile takeover, but enough stockhol ders held on out of loyalty to nmake
it difficult. And then sonebody, no one's sure who, but his initials are Kareem Fekesh, set up an
accident that would help to scare off sone of our supporters. Enough to tip the scales.”

"Kareem Fekesh.. . 1'Il ook himup. What kind of an accident?"

"Murder. A man naned Calvin lzum was killed during the playing of the Finbulw nter Gane. The
worman who killed himis a Mchelle Sturgeon. She popped back up in the park two days ago."
MIlicent sat down hard, her face tight. "Oh. That Mchelle Sturgeon." She searched his face for
clues. "All right, Giff. Wat can | do?"

"Help me sort througif this. This first part isn't pleasant at all, and maybe only Harnmony has had
the nerve to look at it."

"What's that?"
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"I't was no outside job. The current theory anpong the bereaved is that someone came in as an Actor
switched rifles, and carried the dunmy away sonehow. "

"You don't buy that."

"Not for a hot second. Ah."

MIllicent's wall screen beeped, and a picture took form It showed a nman in Eski no nakeup, pouchy
cheeks, epicanthic folds, and | ong, glossy black Mongol hair. The next picture was of the sane nan
out of nmakeup. The two pictures nmatched only vaguely.

"Have they run this through FBI? How | ong ago did this all happen?"

"Maybe ten years. And the FBI wouldn't have | ooked too carefully. W never |et them know just how
serious it was."

MIlicent's puzzl enment was obvious and easy to understand. Giffin took a few mnutes to explain
the facts of life. When he was done, she exhaled harshly. "Wait. |I'mgoing to need sone coffee for
this. You?"

"No, thanks. My ulcer already has all the acid it needs. Anyway, ny bet is that that picture isn't
of our man. Anyone who could tanper with the Gane data banks to reprogram a hol ogram

can certainly change a few pictures. And the person who can do both of those things is no short-
tinme enployee. Even if he was, his intinmte know edge of Dream Park security and operations neans
that he had a col |l aborator."

"So what do you think happened?"

"Not that difficult. Qur traitor entered hinself pseudonymously into the Gam ng Actor roster
Donned makeup. On the day of the Ganme, guards ferried rifles fromthe annory to Gaming B. CQur
traitor got several of themto be distributed. He di sassenbl ed one and restored it to firing
condition. For a practiced expert, maybe two m nutes of work, but he had to be carrying the tools

and parts he needed. He passed the rifle to Mchelle Sturgeon, and got out of there.. . let
hinself be killed out, |I'd guess. The stolen parts were dunped in a scrap-netal recycler." Alex
sighed. "That's really all there is toit, Mi. | wish there were nore."

"Sure there's nore. Did he replace another Actor? Or was there just one extra Eskim in the Gane,
made up out of whole cloth?”

"One extra. Nunbers changed throughout the program*"

She nmulled it. "So what can | do for you?"

"First, I want to know whi ch Dream Park enpl oyees at the tine had |arge regi stered bl ocks of stock
in the conpany. It's thin, but a natural way to pay off the traitor. Second, | want you to put a
trace on the level of interest M. Kareem Fekesh had in the Park at the time. That will be hard.
I'"msure that he covered his trail."

"I.. . don't know whether | can get that information, Al ex."

"Not alone. I'mgoing to get you help."

"Hel p?"

"You'll see."

Sunl i ght was beginning to dwindle by the tine MIlicent teased the first precious pieces of data
out of the computer banks. The list of stockholders in Cowles Industries circa 2048 was i mense-
there had been a profit-sharing plan in place far earlier than that, and many enpl oyees funnel ed
their funds back into the Park. Only about twenty current enpl oyees had had over two hundred
shares. Harnony's name was there, and so was Dr. Vail. The other nanes were just nanes.

"Does this give you what you need?"

Al ex scanned the list, nodding slowy. He glanced at his

wat ch. "And ny hel per shoul d be avail abl e any noment now. "

"Are you deliberately trying to be nysterious?"

"No nore than usual -ah!"

A beep on MIllicent's desk told himthat the new call had been routed through. It hadn't taken

| ong.
One section of her screen cleared, and a young nan appeared. He had reddish hair and a thin face
Hi s eyes | ooked tired but still very alive. Hs lips were curled sardonically. "Giffin. How go

things in La-La Land?"

"Not so good, Tony. How s Chi no?"

"Anot her eight nonths and I"'mout. Till then, | sleep on ny back. | don't suppose-" He finally
seened to see MIlicent. "Scuse ne. Have we net?"

"l don't think so.

"Tony. Tony McWhirter. Few years back The Giffin was responsible for sponsoring nme into this
boy's club."

She nodded. "Right."
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"Curiously enough, once | was here, he did just about everything he could to make it as
confortable as possible. Alnbst as if he had a bad consci ence about the whole thing."
"Why would Giff have that?" MIlicent was not a good liar. She should have shown surprise.

"The very question. |'ve asked nyself that one nmany tines, and cone to no useful conclusion. At
any rate, | doubt that this is a social call. What's the job, 0 Giffin?"
"Tony, | got you a work di spensation to get you points with the parole board and to keep you

current on conputers until we can get you out. If you're smart enough to break our security
system | want you on our side."

"La-de-dah, S.S.D.D. Sane shit, different day. Cone on, what's the pitch? You need sonet hing,
don't you?"

"I surely do. | need you to investigate a man naned Kareem

Fekesh. O fices in the DuPont building, downtown Los Angel es.

Fi nd out everything you can about his involvement with Dream

Park, Cow es |Industhes, as far back as you have to go. Alot of it

will be hidden."

"Do | get to violate his civil rights?"

"He's not a citizen."

Tony's sardoni ¢ manner dropped away. He studied Giffin's screen imge with wonder and a little
fear. "That doesn't nake it ethical. Anyway, it'll take nore conputer tine than they give ne
here. ™"

(start here)

"Yes. MIlicent will nake one of the banks here available to you. Set up the programand let it
run overnight if you have to. | need you to break security on his accounts, stockbrokers, banks,
anyt hing el se."

"illegal too."

"You're a crimnal, aren't you?"

"Such a mouth. What's in it for ne? Morre tine if |I'm caught?"

"'tony, everything |I've done for you was gratis, because | know you never wanted that guard to
die. You do this for ne, and you will have paid back everything, If you work it through the lines
here at Dream Park, your legal risk is nmnimzed."

McWhirter stared at the ceiling. "I don't know. |'ve only got eight nonths till parole. Maybe ||
just coast."

M1 licent |aughed.

Both men | ooked at her. She said, "Guff, he'd do it for the phone calls."”

Enoti ons chased each other across McWirter's face. Utimtely he said, "MIlicent, wasn't it? I'd
like to nmeet you."

"Meet? Sure, in eight nonths. Don't count on anything till the second date."

"No, just nmeet. You're sonething. Giffin, she's just barely wong. | get lonely. It's enough to
drive me crazy. You have to neet these people. They never heard of role-playing games. They
conpete for who can renenber the bloodiest scene in a slasher novie. They fight over what 1'V
channel to watch! But this is dangerous. Isn't it? | won't die to get phone calls from The
Giffin."

The calls were that inportant to hinP Al ex found that unnerving. He said, "All right, Tony. This
is the nost | can say. If you can definitely prove that Fekesh was behind a takeover bid about ten

years ago, or that his present involvenent in the Park is malign, I'Il pull every string |'ve got,
and we' Il get you out of there. You'll have a job here waiting for you. Prove it in court, Tony."
McWhi rter thought. "In court. And he's not a citizen. It's a poor bet, Giffin."

" And?"

"l have a hol ding account on Bl X. Dunp your data in there, along with nmy password and account
nurmber into Cow es. Unlimited access?"

"Don't try to screw ne, Tony. You play this straight, and your life will turn out fine. Try to
take advantage, play with files you

shoul dn't, and you won't see sunlight until the next Ice Age."

"Aye aye, Cap'n." Tony signed off.

"Whew," MIlicent said. "That's a hell of a day's work."

"I'"'mnot through yet. Get me Kareem Fekesh." MIlicent routed the request through the sw tchboard,
and

fromthere a probe hunted for his whereabouts and finally located himin one of the theme hotels.
The beeper sounded over and over, then a face of Mddle Eastern extracti on appeared on the screen
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"Yes, may | help you?"

"I need to talk to M. Fekesh." Al ex suddenly recognized him It was Razul, fromthe War-Bots
scenari o.

Razul clearly didn't recognize Giffin as anything but some random Anerican. There m ght have been
a gl eam of satisfaction under those heavy eyebrows, or it mght have been Alex's imagination. "I'm
sorry, but he is not available just now "

"This is Alex Giffin, head of Dream Park Security."

The man thought for -a nonent, and then the screen went blank. Al ex drummed his fingers for a ful
m nute, and then the screen canme on again.

Fekesh was the picture, the very soul of el egance, and Al ex had the distinct inpression that he
woul d have felt underdressed in a tuxedo.

"Yes, M. Giffin." He spoke Iike a man on his way to catch a tube

"I was wondering if | might speak to you for a few m nutes. Person to person.”

"On what subject?"

"Shall we say. . . unresolved matters of business."

"And how | ong have these nmatters renmai ned unresol ved?"

"Ei ght years."

He snmiled blandly. "Then |I'mafraid they can remain so a while longer. | ama very busy man, M.
Giffin. In fact, I amdue in San Diego in half an hour. Please call my secretary. Perhaps | can

find you five m nutes next nmonth."

He inclined his head politely and the screen cl eared.

Giffin spoke sadly to the blank screen. "I assume you realize:

this neans war."

"Tough cookie," MIlicent said.

"Even tough cookies crunble. | just hope Tony can come up with the |everage."
Chapter Twenty

SIN CTY

A butterfly formed out of the thin fog and fluttered near her nouth. It was a delicate yell ow
thing, wings tinged with black, and it came too close. She snapped at it, didn't feel her teeth
touch anything, but tasted a sweet, nellow tang |ike sugared toast.

Evi ane sighed. It was butterflies today, butterflies tonorrow, butterflies until the end of tine.
She was trapped in this drifting darkness, surrounded by strangers and sil ence. She had resi gned
herself to that fate.
Then clunsy footfalls and raucous voi ces broke the silence, tnd she knew that her |iving conrades
had conme for her.

Now, this was curious: she felt no surprise. She didn't even turn her head. She only waited with
the placid patience of the dead. . . until the nonment she heard Max Sands's wonderful, vibrant
voi ce. A nonment |ater he was beaming at her like a full noon, his huge round face shining with
ast oni shed pl easure at the sight of her.

Evi ane's heart leapt as if she lived.

She noti ced Snow Goose cupping her ear, frowning. "Eviane," the Eskinb Princess said, "we were.

" She stopped, and conferred with Frankish Aiver for a nmonent. "Yes," she said. Frankish Qiver
went away for a few seconds. He canme back hol ding a vicious-1ooking nodern rifle.

"This led us to you, because you held it close to your body." Snow Goose paused, then shook her
head violently. "Eviane, I'mnot used to this. You're dead. Any of mny professors would freak."

"l don't understand," Eviane said, and she didn't. But by her own unreasoning fear of the rifle,
she sensed its power.

"It was with you at your death. It has great power, and its |link
to you was strong. If you wish, we could use it to bring you with us fromthe underworld."
"Bring ne back to Iife?" Eviane asked, as though sonehow she al ready knew the answer.

Snow Goose was enbarrassed. "No, dear. |I'msorry. As a shade, one of the dead, a tornrait. You
woul d serve nme the way a tornrait serves an angakok. You would gather information that human
senses can't reach. You could be of great help to us, if you would."
There wasn't a nonment's hesitation. "I wifi come." She took the rifle.
The Inuit wonen around her nodded their approval. Eviane stood and joined the Iine of heroes. A
butterfly drifted too close. Reflexively, Eviane snapped it out of the air. Again, the sugary
taste. Also, and curiously, her teeth met no resistance, and she felt nothing go down her throat
as she swal | owed.
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Max was ready to whi Q worlds. He wal ked besi de Eviane, and could barely restrain hinself from
grabbi ng and huggi ng her.

"Well," he said, trying to begin a conversation. "What's it feel like to die?"
The smile froze on his face. Unm stakably, she was searching herself for an answer. "Well," she
said after a |l ong pause, "it's sort of like gymclass, only quicker."

He took five nore steps before he turned and stared at her. Her face was perfectly serious. Her
eyes nmet his. It couldn't have been a joke. Eviane never joked. And yet. And yet..

The path wound anong flat boul ders of sedinentary rock, nore and nore of them until they faced a
wal | of boulders rising into the gl oomof the underworld cavern. The troupe of Adventurers
trickled to a halt.

Evi ane | ooked terrified. Max asked nervously, "Sonething w ong?"

"1 renenber. " Evi ane began, and then her voice trailed off.

Charl ene and Hi ppogryph | ooned cl ose. "You renenber what?" Charl ene asked.

"I'mnot sure. It was back when | was alive."

Hi ppogryph | ooked concerned. Charlene said, "Eviane, dear, if you' ve got anything to say that

nm ght save a life, please-"

"To give information is the task of a tornrait,"” Snow Goose said flatly.

Evi ane did her best. "Falling. Slowy. Shapes around nme, big massive shadows. Like a dream Like
being dead. But | wasn't afraid of going splat. I was afraid of being crushed.™

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

She shook her head.

Snow Goose wal ked out to where the path disappeared into the boul ders. The rocks were flat-sided
sl abs eight to twelve feet long by half that wide, a bit too uniformfor credibility. Thirty or
forty feet up, the darkness swall owed them

She gestured to the rest. "Cone on-" Bubbles burst fromher nmouth and streaned upward. Max gaped,
and she grinned at him Bubbl es?

A fish swam past his head. More of an eel, really, sone kind of curvy, twisty thing that w ggled
fluidly. Its tail alnmost flicked his nose.

"Son of a bitch," he said. Bubbles obscured his vision for a nonent.

Snow Goose gestured to them again, inpatiently. "Come on. We're going to have to clinb."

Max didn't | ook down. He could guess how many of the other Gamers were still at the bottom
staring up, thinking how inpossible it all was. The rocks were not that badly tilted. It was |ike
climbing a crude stairway, if each stair was a neter higher than the previous one. Hi ppogryph was
climbi ng backward, pulling Charlene upward by her wists; they both seened to be enjoying

t hemsel ves.

It got harder as Max got higher. . . but he couldn't catch Eviane. She clinbed steadily,
unst oppabl e, panting through gritted teeth, pushing forward and upward toward what terrified her.
And now he saw that the wave of boulders spilled against a vertical rock wall. The wall rose

seanl ess into darkness. It might have been a thousand miles high, the core of a hollow Earth.

"W have to breach the wall," Snow Goose said. "Everyone needs to push. Cone on."

Swel . But Max coul d see what Evi ane was doing: choosing a big, nearly flat boulder for her perch
setting her feet, hands flat against the nmonolithic wall. The boul ders were not big enough for
two. He chose one next to hers.

Charl ene and Hi ppogryph took Eviane's other side. Like Max, they tried to inmtate Eviane. Strange,
wasn't it, that she always seemed to know just what to do? So she was just a bit quicker than
anyone el se. Was he the only one who noticed?

Kevin was giving it his all, but he had clinbed no higher than Orson, who was sweating and gl aring
up at his brother. Tnanna and Johnny Wel sh had reached the top. Wl sh said, "Hul k smash?"

Snow Goose grinned and nodded. Wl sh chose a boul der and set his feet. "Push?"

“Push. Al at once."

"One, two, three, heave!”

They heaved. Max pushed with everything he had. He could sense the nass of his conpanions: if they
had anything going for themat all, it was mass! But the nass of the stone wall felt infinite. And
yet. . . there was a gritty, crunchy sound against his ear. They'd done sonet hing.

Orson and Kevin reached the top, paused a nmoment to suck air, then joined the effort. Push harder-
Snow Goose dropped back, gasping. "All right, take a rest.

And then-"

The rest of Snow CGchose's sentence was lost in a growing runmble. The rocks began to shi my.

Evi ane's eyes flew open. "Oh ny gosh! This is about to-"

Al'l at once and nothing first, the wall disintegrated. The pile of boulders spilled outward.
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Screanms sounded nuffled; bubbles streaned fromtheir nmouths; and the party was falling through
dark water in a cloud of shattered rock.

The entire cavern had dissolved, crunbled. Max was on a falling boulder. . . for that natter
everyone was on a faffing boulder. They sank in a nmurky cloud of detritus, but they sank faster
Smal | er boul ders, rocks, pebbles, grit, all rose out of sight and left the view clear. Each
Adventurer, astride his own individual boulder, sank sleekly into depths that graded fromdark to
utter bl ack.

Max felt his ears pop. He laughed. That was too realistic! He hooted, and waved his arns to

brot her Orson, whose rock was spinning in a slow, lazy circle.

(He could breathe! He had only just noticed that. He was breathing underwater. Unsel f-consciously
he rubbed the side of his neck, looking for gills. Nope, nothing there...)

Al t hough they had to be far bel ow the surface of the ocean, and the water was murky, shafts of
light pierced the darkness like silver pillars. The travel ers sank down into the depths on a
gentl e diagonal, slipping through dark and Iight, past the finny denizens of the deep

A school of ugly blind fish cozied past him Showi ng nore good manmal i an sense than their cold

bl ood shoul d have all owed, they waited for Trianna. They nade kissing notions at her, follow ng
al nost cl ose enough to touch

Vaguely through the murk, the bottom was taking shape. Max could alnpbst. . . he could nmake out the
titanic outline of a wonman in repose, though the head was wong: |unpy, mnisshapen

A flutter of panic: the Paija? Nahhh. Too big.

It was a wonan, and she was huge. Three hundred feet high if an inch. Bigger. Sedna.

The surroundi ng nurk made anything but a vague inpression difficult, but it seemed to himthat she
sat in an attitude of sorrow. Her arns and knees hid her face. She m ght have been carved of

al abaster or of nud; it was just not possible to nake out detail. Her shoul ders were gently
rounded, sl unped.

Al t hough she was a gi antess, a goddess, Sedna, the mother of life, Max felt the burden which hung
heavy upon her. He wanted to hold her, shelter her, protect her

Well, dam-that was why he'd come, wasn't it?

A wayward current was floating them down toward the gigantic head. He'd been right: Sedna's head
was m sshapen. A pale browni sh nass capped the back and | eft side of her skull and was spreadi ng
down her neck. It had an angul ar | ook, less like fungus than like a growth of crystals. Wite,
veinlike threads intersected everywhere, like... roads?

Orson screaned, "Max! They've built a goddamm city in her hair!"

Charlene called, "W're going past!”

The current was sweeping the falling boulders past that growth. Good. Landing in a parasite city
woul d have given themno tine to think, to plan; but the current was dropping themtoward fl ow ng
bl ack | ocks.

This close, Sedna's hair |ooked |ike tangled cables. Max began to feel like a w nd-caught flea.
Their inmpossible little rock-chariots sifted |ike sand grains into Sedna's scal p. Max squeezed his
eyes shut and braced hinself for a bunp.

There was none, only a gentle settling sensation

The boul der seened to have | anded on solid ground, but dammed if he woul d just assune that. Max
got down on hands and knees, and backed off the boulder, feeling with his toes until solidity
pushed agai nst the netatarsals.

He stood ankl e-deep in a nass of cables.. . of hairs. He

reached down and hefted one: a quarter-inch thick, soft to the touch, running back out of sight.
The hair was relatively sparse, thank God, or the Adventurers woul d have been choked i medi ately
upon arrival

He checked that the others had arrived safely. There was no need to wonder: each and every boul der
had dropped wi thout mishap onto the glorious head of Sedna. Max had an absurd urge to plant a
flag. Was this how Neil Annstrong had felt?

Hi s peripheral vision caught something on a strand of hair. Sonething crawl ed away, di sappearing
as he wat ched, sonething bigger than his hand.

It gave himthe creeps.

Hebert was the first to comment. "I see some kind of big bugs around here. | don't know what to
call them™

Johnny Wl sh vol unt eered, "Wter bugs, naybe."

The rest of them began to | ook around, peering in the nesh of cables for "water bugs,"” but found
not hi ng.

Snow Goose called themto attention. "All right. | think we can safely assune that we nade it here
in one piece. Wich way do we go?"
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"Aren't you the one who knows that?"

She | aughed. "Please. |'ve just about run out of nagic. Wiy don't one of you take control of that
poi nt ?"

Robi n Bow es | ooked very serious. Just as serious, in fact, as he had been when passi ng sentence
on the psycho-kifier in Judge Knott. A little nore puzzled, perhaps. "I think |I heard sonething

fromover in that direction," he said finally. "Let's take a | ook."

The hair was piled into thick rows. It was (he hated to admit) slightly greasy to Max's touch
"You'd think that a Goddess could wash her hair twice a week, wouldn't you?"

Orson shot hima dirty | ook. Trianna said, "She can't conb her hair. That nuch | renmenber. No
fingers."

Sonet hi ng crunched under his feet, and he heard a hi gh-pitched squealing noise. Peering carefully
through the forest of fofficles, he saw three nore "water bugs."

They gave himthe creeps. Smaller than a dog pack, but far too big for bugs. Yerch

Bef ore he had any clue as to what was happening, a net of webbing had settled over him Before he
could respond to it effectively, a second flew over fromthe opposite direction, and he was
entangl ed. Then his feet were gone fromunder him and if the hair hadn't been so spongy and
resilient, he mght have had

a nasty fall. As it was, it was a lot like faffing into a stack of fresh-cut grass. Enbarrassing,
but not at all unconfortable.

Dream Park wants no | awsuits.

Behi nd him Bow es shouted sonething that Shakespeare never wote, and grabbed at hair with one
hand while trying to keep his balance with the other. It didn't matter: he went down anyway. Al
of the Adventurers were going down. Kevin dodged and ran, and there were nultiple sputt sounds
bef ore they managed to catch himand drag hi m down.

Max tunbl ed and rolled as unseen forces pulled himalong. At the |owest threshold of hearing, he
could hear tiny, squeaky voices singing:

H ho, hi ho, it's off to work we go- Bunp. Bunp. A hair as thick as a pencil flapped across his
face. Sedna's hair flagged out above himin the drifting currents |i ke abed of kelp

They canme to rest in a broad bare area, a bald spot in the mddle of Sedna's scalp

Max tugged at the net. Strong. Was it strong enough to stop himif he gave it everything he
had...?

Pr obabl y.

He wi ggl ed over until he was on his other side. Brother Orson |lay about four feet away, one eye
vi si bl e through the bl ack stal ks.

"Looks like we're cooked," Orson said, resigned.

"Such a Pollyanna, he is." Max hoisted hinself to one knee, then tunbled over

The hair began to trenble, and only then did he really focus his eyes on it. Milticol ored bunps
noved al ong the strands. They were seven and eight inches long by half that w de. They noved and
craw ed, and when he rolled over in his net to |l ook at them they squeal ed and ran away.

Finally one turned and | ooked at him cocked its head sideways, and hissed. It was a cross between
a hunman being and an insect of sone kind. The head was di sproportionately large. Its face was a
Punch- and-Judy caricature, nedieval in its exaggeration. Even on a face that tiny, the projection
of evil glee was unnistakable.

It grinned at himand skittered away; but another faced him a bug with the body of a walrus
turned inside out. And bel ow that one was a | ascivious woman-creature. It whistled at himtiny,
very hi gh-pitched-and wiggled its two-inch-wi de derriere suggestively.

Just what did you have in nind, honey?

Kevi n choked back a face full of laughter. "Wat is all of this?"

"I't's the sins of mankind. | think |I've seen vanity, and wasteful killing, and | oose sexua
practice."
"Jesus," Hebert hissed. By wiggling around in the net, Max could just make out his dark face. "I

think you're right. I've got murder, | think, and naybe theft."

"Al'l right, then. W know where we are, but what do we do?"

There wasn't long to wait. The sins were busy around them

busy, busy, busy. . . and fromthe roots of Sedna's hair rose a city. They watched it form one
shell at a tinme, built by carapaced creatures that flowed fromevery follicle. It was an array too
vast and differentiated to even begin to categori ze.

There was every sin that he could recogni ze: sloth and gluttony and greed and nurder, and actions
m ned but beyond his understanding. The creatures reached Sedna's bald spot, and there they shed
their shells and wiggled forth Iike glistening varicol ored slugs. The shells built up and up in a
heap. It grew like a coral reef. Hundreds upon thousands of individual beings contributed one bit
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at a tine. A bizarre castlescape rose up and up while the sluglike occupants mingled in obscene
pools or piles in front of the structure.

The castle ringed them twice as tall as a human being, with walls several feet thick

How nmany sins? How many ten-inch sins did it take to make a structure of that size? He searched
his mnd, the confusion drowning out the equations before he could come up with an answer.. . but
the net was relaxing. He could nove.

Max shucked the net snoothly, the way he would wiggle out of a full nelson. Sedna's scal p was
resilient, bouncy. Max crawl ed on hands and knees, found Eviane and hel ped her out of her net.
This time she didn't fight him and her fingers stayed, warmon his wist, for a |lingering second.
Cityscape stretched around and above them a negalopolis for rats. Sins were still swarming forth
| i ke denuded rats, withing and fluxing in vile pools, in a nopat of living tissue. The corners of
Sin City were four parabolic arches, and the flat wall beneath each arch was bul gi ng, scul pting
itself...

Until four human figures faced them standing in the corners of the miniature city |like dark
brothers of the four cardinal directions. The shells that shaped themwere still occupied.
Craw i ng

sins even shaped a suggestion of faces; but the features noved restlessly, seni-independently.

Eur opean, African, Asian, Eskino. The nightmare figures exani ned the Adventurers, reaching out of
the architecture to poke and then drawi ng back as if the prospect of touching a human bei ng was
di stasteful. They retreated back into their directional corners, and sighed heavily.

The European figure spoke, and Max could see a hundred mouths nmoving. Its voice was a buzzing
conposite. "W have.. ." It wanted "s" sounds where there were none. The sibilance was
disturbingly reptilian. It adjusted slightly. "Yesss. W have waited for you, long, long tine. And
now you are here. Yesss." It turned to its brothers, lifted its arns jubilantly, and screaned:
"Let the trial begin!"

Chapter Twenty- One

TEMPTATI ONS

Dwi ght Wl les watched, waiting, his fingers splayed over the keyboard |ike a concert pianist's,
bare feet gently touching the pedals.

He watched the four screens. Cccasionally his eyes flicked to the bob stage where the entire
Judgnent scene was displayed in mniature.

Truth be told, he preferred the two-dee screen-it flattened and sinplified the i mages, and thereby
sped his responses. This was vital. Even though he had tine-delays built into the program he
needed every split second to focus the massive power of Dream Park's conputer banks on the job at
hand.

In play, and at his best, Dream Park's chief conputer wi zard was a blur of notion, fingers and
feet noving so swiftly that they dazzled the eye. But unlike a concert virtuoso, Welles was
engaged in a piano duel in which the theme al one had been preselected. Ml ody, tenpo, hannonies,
and phrasing were all variable. It was the ultimte challenge, and only a Gane as conpl ex as

Fi nbul wi nter could have lured Welles fromhis dry theorizing for three days of extenporaneous
madness.

He felt drunk with power. Even the Lopezes would have flinched fromrunning the next scene.

He flexed his fingers, w ped noisture on the pale T-shirt which read Nice conputers don't go down.
Hell. Sex couldn't even cone cl ose.

Four conposite creatures stood at the four corners of the clearing. Max Sands found it easy to
guess which figures represented what.

One, positioned to what he assunmed was the north, had stereotypical Eskino features. The figure
was short and pudgy and nut - brown.

The shape to his right was Oriental, colored com c-book yellow, |ike a jaundice victim

Further around the cl ockface, to the south, stood an ebony figure nmade of crawling bl ack shells.
And to the west, as white as a sheet, was the figure representing European nan

The Sins of Manki nd.

"You cane to destroy us," the Eskinp-shape said, grinning |like a happy-face button. "But we knew
of your coming, and have captured you. Now we deci de your fates."

Kevin Titus spoke up. "You nean your buddi es the Cabal ?"

"They are not our friends. They seek to use us."

Evi ane surged agai nst her bonds, then rel axed, watching the creatures with eyes that were cold and
hard. "The Cabal will free Sedna when they choose, and then inherit the world."
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"Their power will destroy them They will be corrupted by their own sins." The Eskino inspected
each of themas it spoke. Its eyes were hard to neet. Its grin was wide and white; its teeth were
m ni ature bal d heads.
The Eskinmo spoke in a chorus of tiny voices, thousands upon thousands of them each chanting in
the sane rhythm "Let ne tell you," it said. Its voice buzzed naddeningly. "Since the tine of the
G eat Raven, the world has been in bal ance. The Raven creates, Sedna sustains. The shanmans and
wi t ches, those who functioned in the real ms between worlds, hel ped to keep the bal ance.
"But the Sins of Mankind al ways wei ghed heavily on Sedna. Wen the Eskinbs break taboos and forget
the laws of their fathers, then we break free-"
"Sort of like zits," Max whi spered.
The Eskim sniled vastly. "In the year 1920 a nman naned Robert J. Flaherty cane to us, cane to the
peopl e of the ice, and he made a novi e, Nanook of the North. And when it was released in 1922, the
entire structure of the world was thrown out of bal ance.”
Hebert squinted, confused. "Wy?"
"Because the white world, the outside world, becane a part of the comrunity under Sedna's
protection. Every culture has its Gods and deities, and some are powerful, and sone are powerl ess.
Sedna is powerful, as she nmust be to protect her children, who live in the nost rugged regi on of
the world."
In his peripheral vision Max watched the other three conposites. They were al nost inmobile. From
time to time they nod-
ded, or the shells that nmade their expressions shifted slightly.
There seemed little chance of starting an argunent anong them They were too close. They were four
| obes of a single brain, Max guessed, and the sins were its cells..
Orson spoke. "Wiy woul dn't Sedna's di scovery by the outside world give her greater strength?"
"Because there is nothing in your culture which adds to the spiritual strength of the Inuit
people. In truth, we owe you nuch," the Eskinmp said. "It is through you that we, the sins of nan
came into our true power. Ever have we been a secondary force, mere synbols of your m sdeeds.
Verbs a-craw on Sedna's scal p! Now we thrive as never before. Now we nay cripple your world."
Kevin was the first to speak. "If we've done you so nuch good, why don't you turn us |oose to do
nor e?"
"Because we can use you," the bl ack/south/Africa shape said. "W, your sins, can use you agai nst
the Cabal. If Man and Cabal can both be neutralized, then we may rule. Ever we have been both
ef fect and cause. W are the corruptors and the product of corruption. The begi nning and the end,
al pha and onega. W wish to take our true position as masters of the universe."
"Then what's stopping you?" Orson said testily. "Wiy can't you just take what you want ?"
"You must wel cone us into your lives," white/west/Europe said solicitously. "Actions perfornmed by
coercion are not sins. W know that anbng you are hearts eager to touch and be touched by our
ultimate pleasures. You will come to us voluntarily."
Orson wasn't buying it. "If you can't make us do it, if you have to have our cooperation, then you
aren't the ultinmate forces that you inmagine. There's gotta be |law and order, even in a Gane.
even here. Wio are you afraid of ?"
Max gl owed. Cone on, little brother
"None-"
"Bul I shit!" Eviane said suddenly. Everyone turned to hear her. "if we created you, then we have
power. You're joined in a big dance with us. What is in our hearts determines our fates. Isn't
that right?"
The Oiental snarled at her. Its neck stretched out toward her, shells taking new alignnents,
until it resenbled a cobra standing in a basket. The yell ow east/Asia conposite glared down into
her
Welles jerked his mind back on track. It was too dammed easy to get |ost playing what-if ganes,
and there was work to do.

"This," the inmage of Africa said, "this and nore can we give you. And it is only the beginning."
"Wait," Robin Bow es said, shaking his head. "You're tal king about the death of nankind. |If
manki nd dies, our sins die with us.,'

"Yesss. . ." the Eskinp nodded. "We are hoping to recruit you. Powerful, virile. Breeders. You
will stay here with us, eating, reveling in pleasure, a nonstop orgy, nounting each other
breeding sins for all eternity! Qur two worlds will truly coexist, as they were neant to fromthe
begi nning of tinme."

Al'l four voices joined together, and spoke thunderously. "Let the trial begin!"

The walls flowed. The cityscape closed in. Abruptly the walls had becone solid, and wai st-high
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barriers had risen before each of the conposite figures. Wite-shelled sins spilled across their
heads to form periw gs.

Sin Cty had becone a courtroom Their four judges surrounded themat the four cardina
directions.

"Hear ye, hear ye," the Eskinmo i nage began. Between the shells that formed the walls, individua
sins popped up, nade rude faces, and disappeared. Little eight-inch abomi nations stood on each
ot her's backs and shoul ders, cheered and hi ssed and | aughed, and wiggled their glistening bare
behi nds at the Garners. "This Court is nowin session.”

Robi n Bowl es said, but not as if he believed it, "I insist on the right to |legal counsel."

The white judge | eaned over, grinning. "Ah, yes. And if you cannot afford one, one will be
appoi nted for you. Let ne see-"

Qut of the reeking pool of sin, a ghastly caricature of the figure of blind Justice rose up
grinning at them clattering her teetering scales.

"To hell with that," Max shouted. "I vote that Robin Bow es represent us!"

Bowl es turned, a little shocked. "Are you sure?"

Welles was just as startled. Ganted that Bow es was prepped to handl e the defense. So were Alie
and Gmen, with pronpting fromWelles, of course. Wlles had expected to have to push a

little, argue a little. But the Adventurers seemed to have made their decision, and in Bow es's
favor.

Welles hit the Stall button, and a prerecorded | oop played, buying himfive seconds to think

"Whoa! " Hi ppogryph yel ped. Max gl anced over, and saw a troop of six sins dragging a roast beef
across the courtroomfloor, tunmbling and funbling like circus clowns with their |oad. They were
al nost to the far side of the roomwhen three sin-sheriffs, conplete with badges and riding sea
horses, scanpered in pursuit.

The entire tabl eau took about five seconds. Then Kevin remenbered hinself. "You do want the job,
don't you, M. Bow es? | saw you in The Judge Crater Story."

"You and six other people," Bow es said ruefully.

"But you can handle it!"

Snow Goose cried, "Al in favor!"

A thunderous chorus of ayes filled the air.

" Opposed?’ -Not a single nay.

"The ayes have it."

The bl ack judge | ooked at theminpatiently. "W are here today to try mankind, represented by
these sorry assholes, for its sins. In the court we use the Code Napol eon. Your guilt is presuned

until you can prove yourselves. . . ah.. . what's that word?"
A skeletal bailiff goose-stepped over to them its joints and bones constructed of tittering sins
standi ng on one another's grotesque shoul ders. It stage-whispered, "Innocent!"

"Why, yes. That is the word | was |ooking for." He harunphed, cleared his throat, and spat out a
sin. It landed at Charlene's feet. It wore a black robber's mask across its face and a three-digit
nunber across its chest. Chittenng, it ran up to her and dug under her trouser cuff. She squeaked
and pul |l ed away. The sin hugged a big gold coin to its chest, smled evilly, and sprinted
fol\cover.

Robi n B~wl es sighed, and then spoke in a voice like rolling thunder. "W are willing to go on
trial, but only if we know that we will be tried fairly. If this is a nockery of a trial where you
can bend law and logic to fit your own dictates, then we nmight as well be silent, and keep our
dignity while you do with us as you will."

Orson hissed at Bow es, who bent over, |istening and whi spering.

The Oiental hadn't waited. "We will play fair with you. There is no need. Lying is a sin, but
sins do not lie."

Robi n Bow es strai ghtened his back, and smled unpleasantly. "You had better not. My col | eague has
rem nded me of sonething."

Max's little brother stood, cracking his knuckles with glee. "All right. The Raven and Sedna are
out of operation. But Sedna has a mate. And Eviane is a tornrait-"

Kevin hastily consulted his pocket conputer. "Torngarsoak! Lord of the |land animals!"

"Thaaat's the one. Eviane gives us a direct connection to the spirit world. Torngarsoak is out
there, listening and watching. If we are guilty, then he will punish mankind for harming his
sweetheart. if we're innocent-" He smiled charningly. "Then Torngarsoak will be upset with you."
He turned, bowed sweepingly fromthe waist to the wild appl ause of the Garners. Charlene Dul a
seenmed beside herself with enthusiasm -
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"Thank you, colleague Orson."
"I't was nothing, colleague Robin."
Bowl es spoke in his nost professorial tones. "All right,
for a dismssal of all charges.”
"On what grounds?"
"On the grounds that we, representing the Wstern world, were ignorant of Eskinm |aw, and
t heref ore nust be held bl anel ess. "
The four judges conferred for a monent, then shook their heads. "No. Your notion is disallowed for
two reasons. First, even if we discounted sins which are exclusive to the Eskinp world, there are
enough overl appi ng sins-nurder, for instance
-to condem you."

"And the second?" --
"I gnorance of the lawis no excuse. This is well known in ~our Western |aw "
Robi n nodded his head, and paced back and forth. Suddenly he stopped. "What are the sins of which
we stand accused?”
"Murder. Abortion of children in tinmes of plenty. Men who have no hunting skills. Wnen who
di sgrace their comunities by dressing poorly. Destruction of the famly units."
"I submit to you," Bow es said, "that these sins have been with nmankind since tine i menorial, and
that the universe was created in bal ance despite them There has been no increase in sin-it nerely
| ooks that way because of the increase in conmunications.”
The four nman-shapes | aughed in a thousand voices. "W have heard that argunent before. '"if you
hadn't caught nme, it wouldn't be a crinme.'" And it is disallowed."
"But you nust admit," Bow es continued, "that nore than the hunman race is on trial here. What nust
al so be wei ghed i s whether you have overstepped the bounds of your power. if you are wong, and
there has been no vast upsurge of sin, then you yourselves have acted to throw the universe out of
bal ance. Torngarsoak's vengeance would be terrible. The question is. . . have you sinned?"
Robi n asked it in powerfully insinuating tones. The judges recoiled for a nonent, then answered:
"W cannot sin. We are sin!"
Br eat hi ng harshly, Bow es nopped his forehead. Sweating underwater?
"l propose," Bow es continued, "that we sinplify the issues. Choose the one sin of which we are
nmost denonstrably guilty, and | et us defend oursel ves against that. Choose the one-we can only be
hung once as a species, as a culture. If nobdern man is so w cked, has fallen so far fromthe path,
then choose one."
Max was thunderstruck. Bow es projected nore power, nore sheer enotional force than the screen had
ever conveyed. To be this close to a naster actor at the height of his craft was awe-inspiring.
"Murder," the whitel/ Europe judge suggested.
"I think not," Bow es replied. "W punish our nurderers. They often repent. The Gods have al ways
granted the right of repentance, and |oved a people who police their owmn. The Gods made man, flaws
and all. They have also nmade it possible for men to repent.”
"Abortion."
Bowl es thought. "Your concept of abortion-"
"-includes yours," the Eskino finished.
Trianna Stith-Wod was on her feet. Bow es noticed and deferred to her in body |anguage. She
didn't notice at all; she was already talKking.
"I'n times of hardship, Eskinpb babies were sometines left in
the snow, given back to the elenments. There are places where a baby doesn't even get a nanme until
it can nane itself! | don't say that's a good idea. W don't like it-we never have. The fact that
sonme peopl e have abortions just because they're"-she paused for a nonment, and her voice went a
little tight-"too lazy to get inmplants is, is bad. W don't like it any better than you do. But
you can't make abortions illegal-you'd just drive poor wormen to back-alley clinics, while their
rich cousins go to nice clean famly doctors. That's mnmurder too. At |east the children who are
born are really wanted. Don't condemm us because the Gods gave us | ove, and reproduction, but
limted the available food and space."
When she finished her outburst and sat down, she was crying. Hi ppogryph seened enbarrassed, but
Charl ene reached forward and hel d her shoul der

he said. "That having been said, | nove

Wl | es paused. Wiat had brought that on?

A few taps of the finger, and Trianna Stith-Wod's personal file was on the screen. He could only
devote a tiny fraction of his attention to it. His quick scan found no reference to abortion, or
trauma, or specific incidents which mght have triggered it. Not surprising-the dossiers were
voluntary, and easy enough to | eave discreetly inconplete.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20&...elle,%20Jerry%20-%20The%20Barsoom%20Project.txt (89 of 158) [1/19/03 6:23:11 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20& %20Pournel | e,%20Jerry%620-%20The%20B arsoom%20Proj ect.txt
Ah, well, he thought. Not his concern. He might mention it to Vail.

The judges began to confer. They were yards apart, but they buzzed at each other in a torrent of
tiny inconprehensible voices. It was all buzzing now, rising in vehemence and falling back, while
the judges blurred with internal notion.

The water seenmed a little thicker. A few nore fish wafted by.

The judged turned back. "W have conme to a decision. W believe that it is possible to select a
single sin, one unrepented in your culture. W are willing to condenmyou for this one sin."

The Eskinmo | eaned forward, and gave a conspiratorial wink, a thin translucent eyelid covering a
tiny screaming head. "I believe that this is called 'plea bargaining' anong your people."

Robi n Bowl es nodded.

"W choose your nmeat-packing industry."”

Orson blinked in confusion. "Excuse nme?"

"Every year, billions of aninmals are raised in captivity in dis

graceful, barbaric circunstances, and then shunted down assenbly |ines-"

The air above the sins wavered, and they were in a neat-packing plant, and the snell of blood and
animal fear was in the air. An endless line of steers streaned toward an iron-walled factory
bui | di ng.

A fluid camera novenent took theminto the slaughterhouse itself.

A castrated bull waited, its head in the killing-slot, a mlky foam bubbling fromits nouth. A
robot arm pivoted, braced an automatic gun agai nst the head of the hapless bovine. There cane a
brief, explosive hiss, and the cracking sound of a shot. The steer coll apsed.

"This is the way that your people slaughter cows-and chi ckens-"

There was an i nmedi ate, acconpanyi ng i mage of an endl ess conveyer belt of chickens, each hapl ess
fow inits own netal collar, heading toward the decapitation machi ne. A nauseating, bl ood-
spurting close-up. The chicken's legs twitched spastically as the conveyer belt rolled on and
another bird took its place.

It was a Treblinka, an Auschwitz, an infinite chorus Iine |ocked in a nechani zed dance of death.
There were i mages of seafaring boats catching countless nillions of tuna, and then those fish
dunped t hrough automatic sizing and gutting machi nes. The sequence cul mnated in a nountain of
fishy refuse, guts and heads stinking in the sun. They could see it, and snell it. To Max's right,
Trianna StithWod was turning green

"To us, this is the ultimate sin. To us and to Sedna, this is abortion, and on a scal e al npst
beyond i magi nation. Conpare this practice with the old ways, the traditional ways," the judges
said. Suddenly there was a crisp, calmAl askan vista. Men tracked caribou across the tundra;
furred hunters crouched beside ice holes for the nomentary appearance of a walrus, and then the
sudden thrust of a spear- Max could feel the how of the wind, the adrenaline burn as

the Inuit hunted in the manner of his ancestors. Sonmething told himthat yes, this was the way
that these things were supposed to be, the way it shoul d have been done, should al ways have been
done. ..

They were pitching on a high sea, seized in the black grip of an angry ocean. A boat rode the

wat er, a whal ebone franework

with a seal skin envel ope, carrying four nmen. They were tough nen, hardened to the el enents, inured
to suffering. They were staking their |ives against an unpitying wastel and i n hope of bringing
hone precious food.

They pitched and yawed, and then a flash! Just a nonmentary flash, and a seal broke the surface.
The | ead hunter made his cast, and- A nodern supernarket. Bovine, doughy shoppers pushed baskets
down gl eam ng, Mizak-gentled aisles, choosing between packages of prew apped, precleaned,
prekilled neat.

The buzz was al nost gone fromthe voice of their Eskino judge. "Were is the threat here? Were is
the Iife? You have lost all sense of the unity of man with his world, and of the price which is
paid in blood and suffering by one creature to give life to another. And your sin is greater than
this," the Eskino said, his voice rising.

He's really getting into this, Max thought. Good! A dem -god should enjoy his work. Oherw se,
what's the point of demideity?

The supernmarket fogged. . . and cleared to show a cartoon image. It was Ferdi nand the Bull

Ch yes, Max knew Ferdi nand. Everyone in Anerica and sixteen other countries knew Ferdi nand
spokesbul | for the Lazy Taco string of Mexican restaurants. Fanous, infanous, having gone from
nmout hpi ece for a fast-food enporiumto a series of B-novie misadventures to an eventual hol ovision
series. Ferdinand, the Lazy Bull who slyly coaxed cows into the clover and other bulls into the
bullring or onto the dinner table, was instantly recogni zabl e.
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Ferdi nand | ooked out at them and said: "Conme on down to Lazy Taco. W serve the best Beeefs in the
wooor |l d." Suddenly he grinned stupidly and his eyes grew huge with nock surprise. "Ch! Beeef!
Thass ne, | theenk!"

Max was humiliated to renmenber the many tinmes his sides had ached from Ferdi nand's routine.

It didn't stop there. The parade of aninals, real and cartoon, who had encouraged or begged
custonmers to eat themover the years was |ong and disturbing. Foghorn Leghorn ("Ah say! This here
is some mghty tasty chicken!"). Charlie the Tuna ("Sorry, Charlie").

The parade was endl ess. Daffy Duck, d arabelle Cow, Porky

Pi g, Chiquita Banana-Orson put his head down into his hands. "Ch, no. Even the plants. W're

scr ewwwwed. "

Al'l were dancing and prancing, shaking their collective rear ends, happy happy happy to nake that
consummat e sacrifice. Distracting consumers fromthe bloody reality of death.

Max felt shaned.

The four Judges of the Apocal ypse | ooked out at them The Eskinmo figure said, "There can be no
def ense. You have di shonored the Inua of the creatures which give you life. Sin!"

"Sin!'" said the black man.

"Sin!" agreed the white and the yell ow nen.

"I't only renains to pronounce sentence-"

"Ah say! Now just a cotton-pickin' mnute there, boy!" The voice was Foghorn Leghorn's, and every
head snapped around

Johnny Wel sh had spoken. A noment |ater he was hypersupercilious. "I believe this is ny field of
expertise-do you m nd, Robin?"

"Not at all." The distinguished actor | ooked both surprised and relieved. Bowl es sat heavily.
Johnny paused, gathering hinmself. "You know | don't think the issue here is the killing of aninals-

the nore people you have, the nore food you need. Having babies is honored in your culture-in
fact, anything that builds up the community. Am 1 right? Couples w thout children pray for babies.
It's expected that we be fruitful and nultiply, right?" -

The Eskinp judge nodded sagely.

"Al'l right. The neat-packing industry is just trying to feed our babies. If we didn't do that,
that would be a sin. W want nore of our babies to survive. So we have people who are doctors, and
engi neers, and teachers, and cops, and everything else that it takes for a society to survive.
We're like fishernen who stock the |akes, or the farms, or whatever. And we kill the aninmals as
humanely as we can. |Is there really anything nore hunane about dying with a spear through your
guts at twenty bel ow? A gut-shot reindeer-Trianna?"

Trianna had a plunp armup. She said, "The dietary rules in the Torah demand that kosher neat be
sl aughtered as humanely as possible. |I'"'msure that every culture has rules like that."

Johnny beaned approval. Oson's head was up; his eyes were unfocused.

The Oriental judge peered down at Trianna. "Not every cu

ture. Japan differs. And where exactly does this line of reasoning | ead you?"

Wel sh nocked the Oriental's tones. "It leads ne to believe the issue is whether we have honored
the spirits of the animals. You think that Charlie the Tuna, and Ferdi nand the Bull, and Chicken
Boy, and Tom Turkey and the rest are insults to their spirit."

The judges nodded vigorously. "And so they are!"

Johnny shook his head; his cheeks jiggled. "No. You missed it. Wiere we conme from one of the

hi ghest forms of conplinment is the joke. | know this stuff. | make nmy living with this stuff. Only
after an actor or politician has becone great do we bother to nmake jokes about him if there is a
di saster in our lives, the first thing we try to do is find the light side. That's how we keep
things in perspective. It's how we survive."

Johnny was beginning to roll, and Max finally understood where he was going. Qut of the corner of
his eye, he saw Orson rel ax.

"When we take a chicken, or a cow, and make a cartoon out of it, we're giving 'emthe same
treatment we give our dogs and cats. And considering that dog and cat care is a nultibilliondollar
i ndustry, you'd better not even suggest we don't love the little fuzzballs. They end up running
our hones, eating our food, and breaking our hearts. Ch yeah-we know dammed wel | how nuch we
depend on animals for our survival."

Orson | eapt up. "Snhow Goose's father showed us inplements, utensils that had carved i mages of
animals. Qut of proportion, alnost grotesque. What we would call 'caricatures.' | subnmit to you
that these advertisenents are our offerings to the Inua. They are our way of giving affectionate
respect. And nore than that, we don't just nake one or two little carved-bone itens. W send these
i mges out to billions of people. Every day we pay nore honor to the lInua of the animals than the
Inuit peoples did in a century. We are absolutely in the spirit of the Eskinmps, and we say that
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you have lied, and stolen, and tricked your way into the bal ance of power. W ask the Gods,

what ever they be, to | ook into our hearts. Every time we say grace, every time we nmake a joke,
every time sonebody works overtinme to make a little nore noney so he can spend two hundred bucks
on sushi for four, it's a tribute. | call this whole damm thing a mistrial."

The judges seened frozen. Only their faces were in notion

but their features were little lost sins randomy a-crawl. Then the judges began to cone apart.
One buzzing voi ce spoke, the

voi ce of west/white/Europe. "No-you are lying. . . we have the right of inheritance! W have that
right!"
The ocean above themswirled, the water beginning to boil, and the walls dissolving too. Piece by

horrid piece, Sin City was falling apart. The water boiled nore swiftly. They clung to the strands
of hair, dug in their tiny claws; the current took them away.

Then all was hidden in a wash of bubbl es.

It felt like Sedna's scal p was saggi ng beneath Max. Then the bubbles cl eared, and he saw. He was
in a bubble and the bubble was rising. The other Garners were rising around him each in his own
bubbl e.

Wel | es sat back and rel axed-the rest of it was progranmed. He pushed hinself away fromthe consol e
and yawned, suddenly aware of the massive energy output of the past forty m nutes.

He heard a patter of applause and turned to see Dr. Vail's slender, sardonic figureat the door of
the control room a beer in each hand. "Thirsty?"

"Unbelievably." Wlles snatched one before Vail could blink, and downed half before coning up for
air. "Ahhh. | pay bel ated honor to the Inua of the beer."

"That was nicely done," Vail said. "And we've al nost conpl eted our progranm ng."

Wel | es made puppy eyes. "Does that mean | can start killing then? Please, sir. Just a few of 'em
For their own good."

He drank in haste, then called up an inmage fromthe Tunnels, the subterranean world beneath the
Gaming areas. A cluster of uniformed men and wonen were working hydraulic Iifts, swtching
supports and props under the Garners so that they could nake their ascent.

"I still can't believe how many Gamers don't care how we do it."

Vail sipped his brew, watched the screen, lips curled with gentle hunmor. "I'1l bet you read magic
books when you were a kid, and told everybody how the lady turns into a tiger."

"Better. There was an old nagician in town. He put on shows in a nagi ¢ shop, and on Saturday
night, he'd get drunk. He'd screw up his timng, and you could see the rabbit peeking out of his
coat. | loved it."

"The fact that the old man had lost it?"

Wel | es took another drink. "Is that wong? He'd lost it just

enough so that | could see how the mracle was done. Maybe sonme of the other people | aughed, but |
thought: 'He used to be great. Now he's just good."

He drained his beer and tossed it. "Hell. Anybody can be good. It only takes practice. But |ooking
at that old man, for the first time in nmy life | thought that naybe | could be great. . ." He
rubbed his eyes, then | ooked at Vail with sudden suspicion. "Are you working on nmy Psych

eval uation?"

"Tut-tut," Vail said innocently. "Just curious. Just curious."

Max | ooked down through the water, and he saw Her

Sedna. Eskimp, or Inuit, and beautiful. The encrustations around her face were cracki ng and
chi ppi ng away, revealing snooth brown flesh beneath.

She was still burdened by her | oad of sins, but many of them were breaking free, unable to
mai ntain their hold.

Sedna had a chance. The universe was coning back into bal ance. The Paija beaten, the angakoks
coul d cleanse Sedna if the road remained clear..

Above them far above them |ight sparkled and shinmered on the surface of the water.

Chapter Twenty- Two

SKYHOOKS

A rocket rose up the sky. . . up the done of Gaming A off to Alex Giffin's left. At first the

| aunch | ooked nornmal enough. But stratospheric winds twi sted the vapor trail into a bizarre knot
of sublimnal skywiting, and the oversized Phoenix craft still hadn't tipped over to make orbit.

It was roaring straight up. The flane died, but the tiny silver dot kept rising. if something el se
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didn't happen it would prgsently cone roaring straight down.

Al ex had cone in in the niddle of sonething. Seeking enlightenment, he plucked earphones froma
rack.

"Rockets are inefficient. Even fusion rockets, even antimtter rockets are wasteful conpared to
nost of the machines in comobn use. . . to a zapcar, for instance. A zapcar uses only stored
electricity. Its reaction mass is the road beneath the wheels and the planet Earth beneath the
road. -

"There are ways to send spacecraft into the solar system w thout burning trenendous nasses of
onboard fuel. Collectively these devices are called 'skylzooks.' None have been built. Sone of
themwon't work. But we only need one that does. "

Ten-person carts were available, but not many were in use. The majority of guests were spaced
around the rimof the done in little clunps, watching, but also pressing the flesh, neeting
contacts, making deal s.

H gh on the done, the rocket was still rising.

Peri pheral vision caught sonmething coming fromAlex's right. It drifted across the sky toward the
rising spacecraft, |ike a w denbuthed predator of the deep, long and narrow like an eel, wth

| um nous markings. . . no. He could see stars through it. The crisscrossed |lines he had thought

were markings were it. It was just a net, a net of superconducting wire, shaped by nagnetic fields
into a bizarre large-nouthed eel drifting on great square fins that nust be solar power

col l ectors.

"The Starwhale is no nore than an orbiting rail gun, but it will serve our purpose. To put a
spacecraft into orbit costs fuel. W'd find it nuch cheaper nerely to fire a craft two hundred

m | es straight up. At that point-"

The Starwhal e ate the spacecraft.

The ship was tiny. It entered the nouth of the net at trenendous speed. . . at five mles per
second or better, if the Starwhale was in orbit. The Starwhal e was nuch bi gger than Al ex had

t hought, and novi ng nuch faster

The ship slowed and cane to a halt before it reached the tail. "W can catch it, accelerate it to
orbit, and leave it there. O we can continue accelerating the ship-" It sped back toward the
mout h of the beast. "-up to another five niles per second, to send it to the noon, or Mars, or the
asteroi ds.

"Of course we nust steal kinetic energy fromthe Starwhale. But ~f we can catch incoming ships to
decelerate them"™ A ship entered the Starwhale's tail at neteoric speed, slowed near the nouth,
sped back down the long, long torso, left the tail, and began to fall toward Earth. "-ships
carrying cargo from Mars or the asteroids, we can put the kinetic energy back!"

Most of those in Gaming A were listening to the presentation. Alex Giffin wasn't, and he didn't
beli eve Harmony was. He had cone in late and he felt a little lost, but the presentati on wasn't
his prinme notive here.

Al ex had avoi ded Thadeus Harnony for the past half-hour. It was no nean trick. The big man had
stal ked hi m purposefully. Al ex had declined to answer three phone nessages, and ducked out of the
back of his office once. It was easy to guess what Thadeus wanted, and Al ex wasn't prepared to

give it.

"The Beanstal k was the earliest skyhook conceived," the narrator's voice said. "It would be the
nost useful, and the nobst expensive.

"A satellite orbiting 22,300 niles above the Earth's equator will circle the Earth in the sane

time it takes the Earth to turn, in twenty-four hours. It remains in orbit above one point on the
Earth's equator.” A glowing, dotted line painted itself w de around a huge blue and white Earth.
"Suppose we were to put a space station at geosynch.. ." A classic wheel -shaped space station
appeared, with a green-skinned giant atop it. "...and let dowmn a line to the Earth's surface." The
giant flung coils of heavy rope downward. Maybe it was vine; the giant was garbed

in leaves. "It would fall, of course.” The weight of thousands of niles of vine dragged the
startled giant off the station and down. He becane a streak of neteor flane.

Two nore giants popped up on opposite sides of the space station. They hurled |ines inward and
outward. "We nust extend another line outward for ballast, to keep the center of nass at geosynch

Al ex spotted Kareem Fekesh without difficulty. The dark, slender, elegant sheik was the stil
center of a flow pattern of supplicants froma score of factions seeking a word with him H s man
was letting few of themthrough. . . that was Razul, recovered nicely fromhis Battling Robots
duel . Fekesh was watching the artificial sky. Neither Razul nor Fekesh appeared to have noticed
Alex Giffin.

The green giants' |ine had nutated, had becone one snooth, continuous tether. Capsules ran up and
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down its length in faintly visible nets of magnetic force, elevator cars running with no cabl es.

"Of all of these proposed skyhooks, the Beanstalk is the most difficult to build. It nust stand

the greatest stresses. But the Beanstalk can |lift cargo fromground to orbit, and fling them out

to the stars, for the cost of the electricity, a few dollars a pound.

"But that cost is deceptive. The Beanstalk is al so the nost dangerous of the skyhooks. For if the

cabl e ever snapped-"

Fl ame flashed where the cabl e broke, sonewhere above the midpoint. Meteor strike, or only the

sudden rel ease of terrible energies? Part of the cable fell toward interplanetary space. The rest.
thirty thousand mles of single-crystal iron fiber conposite wapped itself around the Earth's

equator, carrying neteoric energy levels. The Earth strangled in a noose of fire.

A hundred voices nurnured uneasily. Al ex was watchi ng Kareem Fekesh

Was that a snile? What kind of smile? Alex had seen sniles like that, a faint curl of the lips,

bef ore Dream Park personnel plunged into the details of a major problem A very bright businessman

m ght be envisioning an answer to a potential difficulty...

O a terror-nonger nmight be watching a new and exotic means to trigger Megadeath. Fekesh turned

and whi spered to Razul. Razul frowned, considered, nodded- A large hand fell on Al ex's shoul der

"Al ex," Harnony said

urgently. "l've got to talk to you."

"Shhh. This will be over in a few mnutes."

"And you'll arrange to be paged away. Now, Al ex." Thadeus's eyes were bl azing.

Al ex nodded and backed up until they were under the shadow of a nodel m ning derrick

On the done above them the Barsoom Project was building a tower. They built it fromthe ground

up, and it was already too high. No material known to man woul d support it. The tower stood

because it was another |inear accelerator. Ferrous rings shot upward through the interior at

scores of niles per second. The tower's nagnetic field pushed down on themas they rose, lifting
itself against gravity, slowing the rings to a stop near the tower's crown; pushed down on them as
they fell, still lifting itself, accelerating the rings until they reached bottom There, at

scores of mles per second, they | ooped around in a bitch kitty of a nmagnetic field and started
back up the tower. It was a staggering feat of engineering. Alex ignored it.

"What are you doi ng?" Harnony asked furtively. "It wasn't until this norning that | realized what
|'ve done. Nane of God, man-!"
"Don't worry," Alex said soothingly. "I'mjust keeping an eye on things."

"And talking to | zumi and Khresla? And activating Tony McWirter?"

"What busy little ears we have."

It was all that Harnony could do to keep his voice fromcracking. "Alex, | was drunk! | should
never have said anything at all!"

"So there you have it." Through the skeletal derrick Alex could see four "skyhooks" on the done a