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Author's Note

The aboriginal people of Southern Africa are known by many names-San, Basarwa, Remote Area
Dwellers (in current government-speak), and, more commonly, Bushmen.

I freely admit that I have taken great liberties in my portrayal of Bushman life and beliefs in this novel.
The Bushmen do not have a monolithic folklore-each area and sometimes each extended family can
sustain its own quite vibrant myths-or a single culture. I have simplified and sometimes transposed
Bushman thoughts and songs and stories. Fiction has its own demands.

But the Bushmen's old ways are indeed disappearing fast. One of my most dubious bits of
truth-manipulation may turn out to be the simple assertion that there will be anyone left pursuing the
hunter-gatherer life in the bush by the middle of the twenty-first century.

However I have trimmed the truth, I have done my best to make the spirit of my portrayal accurate. If I
have offended or exploited, I have failed. My intent is primarily to tell a story, but if the story leads some
readers to learn more about the Bushmen, and about a way of life that none of us can afford to ignore, I
will be very happy.

Foreword
It started in mud, as many things do.

In a normal world, it would have been time for breakfast, but apparently breakfast was not served in
hell; the bombardment that had begun before dawn showed no signs of letting up. Private Jonas did not
feel much like eating, anyway.

Except for a brief moment of terrified retreat across a patch of muddy ground cratered and desolate as
the moon, Paul Jonas had spent all of this twenty-fourth day of March, 1918, as he had spent the three
days before, and most of the past several months-crouched shivering in cold, stinking slime somewhere
between Ypres and St Quentin, deafened by the skull-rattling thunder of the German heavy guns, praying
reflexively to Something in which he no longer believed. He had lost Finch and Mullet and the rest of the
platoon somewhere in the chaos of retreat-he hoped they'd made it safely into some other part of the
trenches, but it was hard to think about anything much beyond his own few cubits of misery. The entire
world was wet and sticky. The torn earth, the skeletal trees, and Paul himself had all been abundantly
spattered by the slow-falling mist that followed hundreds of pounds of red-hot metal exploding in a
crowd of human beings.

Red fog, gray earth, sky the color of old bones: Paul Jonas was in hell-but it was a very special hell. Not


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

everyone in it was dead yet.

In fact, Paul noted, one of its residents was dying very slowly indeed. By the sound of the man's voice,
he could not be more than two dozen yards away, but he might as well have been in Timbuktu. Paul had
no idea what the wounded soldier looked like-he could no more have voluntarily lifted his head above the
lip of the trench than he could have willed himself to fly-but he was all too familiar with the man's voice,
which had been cursing, sobbing, and squealing in agony for a full hour, filling every lull between the crash
of the guns.

All the rest of the men who had been hit during the retreat had shown the good manners to die quickly,
or at least to suffer quietly. Paul's invisible companion had screamed for his sergeant, his mother, and
God, and when none of them had come for him, had kept on screaming anyway. He was screaming still,
a sobbing, wordless wail. Once a faceless doughboy like thousands of others, the wounded man now
seemed determined to make everyone on the Western Front bear witness to his dying moments.

Paul hated him.

The terrible thumping roar subsided; there was a glorious moment of silence before the wounded man
began to shriek again, piping like a boiling lobster.

"Got a light?"

Paul turned. Pale beer-yellow eyes peered from a mask of mud beside him. The apparition, crouched on
hands and knees, wore a greatcoat so tattered it seemed made from cobwebs.

"What?"

"Got a light? A match?"

The normality of the question, in the midst of so much that was unreal, left Paul wondering if he had
heard correctly. The figure lifted a hand as muddy as the face, displaying a thin white cylinder so
luminously clean that it might have dropped from the moon.

"Can you hear, fellow? A light?"

Paul reached into his pocket and fumbled with numbed fingers until he found a box of matches,
miraculously dry. The wounded soldier began howling even louder, lost in the wilderness a stone's throw
away.

The man in the ragged greatcoat tipped himself against the side of the trench, fitting the curve of his back
into the sheltering mud, then delicately pulled the cigarette into two pieces and handed one to Paul. As he
lit the match, he tilted his head to listen.

"God help me, he's still going on up there." He passed the matches back and held the flame steady so
Paul could light his own cigarette. "Why couldn't Fritz drop one on him and give us all a little peace?"

Paul nodded his head. Even that was an effort.

His companion lifted his chin and let out a dribble of smoke which curled up past the rim of his helmet
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and vanished against the flat morning sky. "Do you ever get the feeling. . . ?"
"Feeling?"

"That it's a mistake." The stranger wagged his head to indicate the trenches, the German guns, all of the
Western Front. "That God's away, or having a bit of a sleep or something. Don't you find yourself hoping
that one day He'll look down and see what's happening and . . . and do something about it?"

Paul nodded, although he had never thought the matter through in such detail. But he had felt the
emptiness of the gray skies, and had occasionally had a curious sensation of looking down on the blood
and mud from a great distance, observing the murderous deeds of war with the detachment of a man
standing over an anthill. God could not be watching, that was certain; if He was, and if He had seen the
things Paul Jonas had seen-men who were dead but didn't know it, frantically trying to push their spilled
guts back into their blouses; bodies swollen and flyblown, lying unretrieved for days within yards of
friends with whom they had sung and laughed-if He had seen all that but not interfered, then He must be
insane.

But Paul had never for a moment believed that God would save the tiny creatures slaughtering each
other by the thousands over an acre of shell-pocked mud. That was too much like a fairy tale. Beggar
boys did not marry princesses; they died in snowy streets or dark alleys . . . or in muddy trenches in
France, while old Papa God took a long rest.

He summoned up his strength. "Heard anything?"

The stranger drew deeply on his cigarette, unconcerned that the ember was burning against his muddy
fingers, and sighed. "Everything. Nothing. You know. Fritz is breaking through in the south and he'll go
right on to Paris. Or now the Yanks are in it, we're going to roll them right up and march to Berlin by
June. The Winged Victory of Samo-whatsit appeared in the skies over Flanders, waving a flaming sword
and dancing the hootchy-coo. It's all shit."

"It's all shit," Paul agreed. He drew once more on his own cigarette and then dropped it into a puddle.
He watched sadly as muddy water wicked into the paper and the last fragments of tobacco floated free.
How many more cigarettes would he smoke before death found him? A dozen? A hundred? Or might
that one be his last? He picked up the paper and squeezed it into a tight ball between his finger and
thumb.

"Thanks, mate." The stranger rolled over and began crawling away up the trench, then shouted
something odd over his shoulder. "Keep your head down. Try to think about getting out. About really
getting out."

Paul lifted his hand in a farewell wave, although the man could not see him. The wounded soldier topside
was shouting again, wordless grunting cries that sounded like something inhuman giving birth.

Within moments, as though wakened by demonic invocation, the guns started up again.

Paul clenched his teeth and tried to stop up his ears with his hands, but he could still hear the man
screaming; the rasping voice was like a hot wire going in one earhole and out the other, sawing back and
forth. He had snatched perhaps three hours of sleep in the last two days, and the night fast approaching
seemed sure to be even worse. Why hadn't any of the stretcher teams gone out to bring back the
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wounded man? The guns had been silent for at least an hour.

But as he thought about it, Paul realized that except for the man who had come begging a light, he had
not seen anyone else since they had all fled the forward trenches that morning. He had assumed that there
were others just a few bends down, and the man with the cigarette had seemed to confirm that, but the
bombardment had been so steady that Paul had felt no desire to move. Now that things had been quiet a
while, he was beginning to wonder what was happening to the rest of the platoon. Had Finch and the rest
all fallen back to an earlier series of scrapes? Or were they just a few yards down the line, hugging the
depths, unwilling to face the open killing ground even on a mission of mercy?

He slid forward onto his knees and tipped his helmet back so it would not slide over his eyes, then
began to crawl westward. Even well below the top of the trench, he felt his own movement to be a
provocative act. He hunched his shoulders in expectation of some terrible blow from above, yet nothing
came down on him but the ceaseless wail of the dying man.

Twenty yards and two bends later, he reached a wall of mud.

Paul tried to wipe away the tears, but only succeeded in pushing dirt into his eyes. A last explosion
echoed above and the ground shook in sympathy. A gob of mud on one of the roots protruding into the
trench quivered, fell, and became an indistinguishable part of the greater muddiness below.

He was trapped. That was the simple, horrible fact. Unless he braved the unprotected ground above, he
could only huddle in his sealed-oft section of trench until a shell found him. He had no illusions that he
would last long enough for starvation to become a factor. He had no illusions at all. He was as good as
dead. He would never again listen to Mullet complaining about rations, or watch old Finch trimming his
mustache with a pocketknife. Such small things, so homely, but he already missed them so badly that it
hurt.

The dying man was still out there, still howling.

This is hell, nor am I out of it. . . .

What was that from? A poem? The Bible?

He unsnapped his holster and drew his Webley, then lifted it toward his eye. In the failing light the hole in
its barrel seemed deep as a well, an emptiness into which he could fall and never come out-a silent, dark,
restful emptiness. . . .

Paul smiled a bleak little smile, then carefully laid the pistol in his lap. It would be unpatriotic, surely.
Better to force the Germans to use up their expensive shells on him. Squeeze a few more working hours
out of some mottle-armed fraulein on a factory line in the Ruhr Valley. Besides, there was always hope,
wasn't there?

He began weeping once more.

Above, the wounded man stopped screeching for a moment to cough. He sounded like a dog being
whipped. Paul leaned his head back against the mud and bellowed: "Shut it! Shut it, for Christ's sake!"
He took a deep breath. "Shut your mouth and die, damn you!"

Apparently encouraged by companionship, the man resumed screaming.
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Night seemed to last a year or more, months of darkness, great blocks of immovable black. The guns
sputtered and shouted. The dying man wailed. Paul counted every single individual object he could
remember from his life before the trenches, then started over and counted them again. He remembered
only the names of some of them, but not what the names actually meant. Some words seemed impossibly
strange-"lawn chair" was one, "bathtub" another. "Garden" was mentioned in several songs in the
Chaplain's hymn book, but Paul was fairly certain it was a real thing as well, so he counted it.

"Try to think about getting out," the yellow-eyed man had said. "About really getting out."

The guns were silent. The sky had gone a slightly paler shade, as though someone had wiped it with a
dirty rag. There was just enough light for Paul to see the edge of the trench. He clambered up and then
slid back, laughing silently at the up-and-down of it all. Getting out. He found a thick root with his foot
and heaved himself onto the rim of the earthwork. He had his gun. He was going to kill the man who was
screaming. He didn't know much more than that.

Somewhere the sun was coming up, although Paul had no idea where exactly that might be happening:
the effect was small and smeared across a great dull expanse of sky. Beneath that sky, everything was
gray. Mud and water. He knew the water was the flat places, so everything else was mud, except
perhaps for the tall things. Yes, those were trees, he remembered. Had been trees.

Paul stood up and turned in a slow circle. The world extended for only a few hundred yards in any
direction before ending in mist. He was marooned in the center of an empty space, as though he had
wandered onto a stage by mistake and now stood before a silent, expectant audience.

But he was not entirely alone. Halfway across the emptiness one tree stood by itself, a clawing hand with
a twisted bracelet of barbed wire. Something dark hung in its denuded branches. Paul drew his revolver
and staggered toward it.

It was a figure, hanging upside down like a discarded marionette, one leg caught in the high angle of
bough and trunk. All its joints seemed to have been broken, and the arms dangled downward, fingers
reaching, as though muck were heaven and it was struggling to fly. The front of its head was a tattered,
featureless mass of red and scorched black and gray, except for one bright staring yellow eye, mad and
intent as a bird's eye, which watched his slow approach.

"I got out," Paul said. He lifted his gun, but the man was not screaming now.

A hole opened in the ruined face. It spoke. "You've come at last. I've been waiting for you."

Paul stared. The butt of the gun was slippery in his fingers. His arm trembled with the effort of keeping it
raised.

"Waiting?"

"Waiting. Waiting so long." The mouth, empty but for a few white shards floating in red, twisted in an
upside-down smile. "Do you ever get the feeling. . . ?"

Paul winced as the screaming began again. But it could not be the dying man-this was the dying man. So.
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"Feeling?" he asked, then looked up.

The dark shape was tumbling down the sky toward him, a black hole in the dull gray air, whistling as it
came. The dull thump of the howitzer followed a moment later, as though Time had turned and bitten its
own tail.

"That it's a mistake," said the hanging man.

And then the shell struck, and the world folded in on itself, smaller and smaller, angle after angle creased
with fire and then compressed along its axes, until it all vanished.

Things became even more complicated after Paul died.

He was dead, of course, and he knew it. How could he be anything else? He had seen the howitzer shell
diving down on him from the sky, a wingless, eyeless, breathtakingly modern Angel of Death, streamlined
and impersonal as a shark. He had felt the world convulse and the air catch fire, felt his lungs raped of
oxygen and charred to cracklings in his chest. There could be no doubt that he was dead.

But why did his head hurt?

Of course, an afterlife in which the punishment for a misspent existence was an eternally throbbing
headache might make a sort of sense. A horrible sort of sense.

Paul opened his eyes and blinked at the light.

He was sitting upright on the rim of a vast crater, a surely mortal wound ripped deep into the muddy
earth. The land around it was fiat and empty. There were no trenches, or if there were, they were buried
under the outflingings of the explosion; he could see nothing but churned mud in any direction until the
earth itself blurred into gray-gleaming mist along the encircling horizon.

But something solid was behind him, propping him up, and the sensation of it against the small of his
back and his shoulder blades made him wonder for the first time whether he had anticipated death too
soon. As he tilted his head back to look, his helmet-brim tipped forward over his eyes, returning him to
darkness for a moment, then slid down over his face and onto his lap. He stared at the helmet. Most of
its crown was gone, blasted away; the torn and tortured metal of the brim resembled nothing so much as
a crown of thorns.

Remembering horror tales of shell-blasted soldiers who walked two dozen yards without their heads or
held their own innards in their hands without recognizing what they were, Paul shivered convulsively.
Slowly, as though playing a grisly game with himself, he ran his fingers up his face, past his cheeks and
temples, feeling for what must be the pulped top of his own skull. He touched hair, skin, and bone . . .
but all in their proper places. No wound. When he held his hands before his face, they were striped with
as much blood as mud, but the red was dry already, old paint and powder. He let out a long-held breath.

He was dead, but his head hurt. He was alive, but a red-hot shell fragment had ripped through his helmet
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like a knife through cake frosting.

Paul looked up and saw the tree, the small, skeletal thing that had drawn him across no-man's land. The
tree where the dying man had hung.

Now it stretched up through the clouds.

Paul Jonas sighed. He had walked around the tree five times, and it showed no sign of becoming any
less impossible.

The frail, leafless thing had grown so large that its top was out of sight beyond the clouds that hung
motionless in the gray sky. Its trunk was as wide as a castle tower from a fairy story, a massive cylinder
of rough bark that seemed to extend as far downward as it did up, running smoothly down the side of the
bomb crater, vanishing into the soil at the bottom with no trace of roots.

He had walked around the tree and could make no sense of it. He had walked away from the tree,
hoping to find an angle from which he could gauge its height, but that had not assisted his understanding
either. No matter how far he stumbled back across the featureless plain, the tree still stretched beyond
the cloud ceiling. And always, whether he wanted to or not, he found himself returning to the tree again.
Not only was there nothing else to move toward, but the world itself seemed somehow curved, so that
no matter which direction he took, eventually he found himself heading back toward the monumental
trunk.

He sat with his back against it for a while and tried to sleep. Sleep would not come, but stubbornly he
kept his eyes closed anyway. He was not happy with the puzzles set before him. He had been struck by
an exploding shell. The war and everyone in it seemed to have vanished, although a conflict of that size
should have been a rather difficult thing to misplace. The light had not changed in this place since he had
come here, although it must have been hours since the explosion. And the only other thing in the world
was an immense, impossible vegetable.

He prayed that when he opened his eyes again, he would either find himself in some sort of respectable
afterlife or returned to the familiar misery of the trenches with Mullet and Finch and the rest of the
platoon. When the prayer had ended, he still did not risk a look, determined to give God-or
Whoever-enough time to put things right. He sat, doing his best to ignore the band of pain across the
back of his head, letting the silence seep into him as he waited for normality to reassert itself. At last, he
opened his eyes.

Mist, mud, and that immense, damnable tree. Nothing had changed.

Paul sighed deeply and stood up. He did not remember much about his life before the war, and at this
moment even the immediate past was dim, but he did remember that there had been a certain kind of
story in which an impossible thing happened, and once that impossible thing had proved that it was not
going to un-happen again, there was only one course of action left: the impossible thing must be treated
as a possible thing.

What did you do with an unavoidable tree that grew up into the sky beyond the clouds? You climbed it.
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It was not as difficult as he had expected. Although no branches jutted from the trunk until just below the
belly of the clouds, the very size of the tree helped him; the bark was pitted and cracked like the skin of
some immense serpent, providing excellent toeholds and handholds. Some of the bumps were big enough
to sit on, allowing him to catch his breath in relative safety and comfort.

But still it was not easy. Although it was hard to tell in that timeless, sunless place, he felt he had been
climbing for at least half a day when he reached the first branch. It was as broad as a country road,
bending up and away; where it, too, vanished into the clouds, he could see the first faint shapes of leaves.

Paul lay down where the branch met the trunk and tried to sleep, but though he was very tired, sleep still
would not come. When he had rested for a while, he got up and resumed climbing.

After a while the air grew cooler, and he began to feel the wet touch of clouds. The sky around the great
tree was becoming murkier, the ends of the branches obscured; he could see vast shadowy shapes
hanging in the distant foliage overhead, but could not identify them. Another half hour's climbing revealed
them to be monstrous apples, each as large as a barrage balloon.

As he mounted higher, the fog thickened until he was surrounded by a phantom world of branches and
drifting, tattered clouds, as though he clambered in the rigging of a ghost ship. No sound reached him but
the creaking and scratching of bark beneath his feet. Breezes blew, cooling the thin sweat on his
forehead, but none of them blew hard enough to shake the great, flat leaves.

Silence and shreds of mist. The great trunk and its mantle of branches above and below him, a world in
itself. Paul climbed on.

The clouds began to grow even more dense, and he could sense the light changing; something warm was
making the mists glow, like a lantern behind thick curtains. He rested again, and wondered how long it
would take him to fall if he were to step off the branch on which he sat. He plucked a loose button from
his shirt cuft and let it drop, watching it shiver down the air currents until it vanished silently into the clouds
below.

Later-he had no idea how much later-he found himself climbing into growing radiance. The gray bark
began to show traces of other colors, sandy beiges and pale yellows. The upper surfaces of the branches
seemed flattened by the new, harsher light and the surrounding mist gleamed and sparkled as though tiny
rainbows played between the individual drops.

The cloud-mist was so thick here that it impeded his climb, curling around his face in dripping tendrils,
lubricating his grip, weighting his clothes and dragging at him treacherously as he negotiated difficult
hand-to-hand changeovers. He briefly considered giving up, but there was nowhere else for him to go
except back down. It seemed worth risking an unpleasantly swift descent to avoid the slower alternative
which could lead only to eternal nothingness on that gray plain.

In any case, Paul thought, if he was already dead, he couldn't die again. If he was alive, then he was part
of a fairy tale, and surely no one ever died this early in the story.

The clouds grew thicker the last hundred yards of his ascent he might have been climbing through rotting
muslin. The damp resistance kept him from noticing how bright the world was becoming, but as he
pushed through the last clouds and lifted his head, blinking, it was to find himself beneath a dazzling,
brassy sun and a sky of pure unclouded blue.
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No clouds above, but clouds everywhere else: the top of the great frothy mass through which he had just
climbed stretched away before him like a white meadow, a miles-wide, hummaocked plain of cloudstuff.
And in the distance, shimmering in the brilliant sunlight . . . a castle.

As Paul stared, the pale slender towers seemed to stretch and waver, like something seen through the
waters of a mountain lake. Still, it was clearly a castle, not just an illusion compounded of clouds and sun;
colorful pennants danced from the tops of the sharp turrets, and the huge porticullised gate was a grinning
mouth opening onto darkness.

He laughed, suddenly and abruptly, but his eyes filled with tears. It was beautiful. It was terrifying. After
the great gray emptiness and the half-world of the clouds, it was too bright, too strong, almost too real.

Still, it was what he had been climbing toward: it called to him as clearly as if it had possessed a
voice-just as the dim awareness of an inescapable something awaiting him had summoned him to climb
the tree.

There was the faintest suggestion of a path across the spun-sugar plain, a more solid line of whiteness
that stretched from the tree and meandered away toward the distant castle gate. He climbed until his feet
were level with the top of the clouds, paused for a moment to revel in the strong, swift beating of his
heart, then stepped off the branch. For a sickening instant the whiteness gave, but only a little. He
windmilled his arms for balance, then discovered that it was no worse than standing on a mattress.

He began to walk.

The castle grew larger as he approached. If Paul had retained any doubts that he was in a story and not
areal place, the ever-clearer view of his destination would have dispelled them. It was clearly something
that someone had made up.

It was real, of course, and quite solid-although what did that mean to a man walking across the clouds?
But it was real in the way of things long believed-in but never seen. It had the shape of a castle-it was as
much a castle as something could ever be-but it was no more a medieval fortress than it was a chair or a
glass of beer. It was an idea of a castle, Paul realized, a sort of Platonic ideal unrelated to the grubby
realities of motte-and-bailey architecture or feudal warfare.

Platonic ideal? He had no idea where that had come from. Memories were swimming just below the
surface of his conscious mind, closer than ever, but still as strangely unfocused as the many-towered
vision before him.

He walked on beneath the unmoving sun, wisps of cloud rising from his heels like smoke.

The gate was open but did not seem welcoming. For all the diffuse glimmer of the towers, the
entranceway itself was deep, black, and empty. Paul stood before the looming hole for some time, his
blood lively in his veins, his self-protective reflexes urging him to turn back even though he knew he must
enter. At last, feeling even more naked than he had beneath the hail of shellfire which had begun the
whole mad dream, he took a breath and stepped through.

The vast stone chamber beyond the door was curiously stark, the only decoration a single great banner,
red embroidered with black and gold, that hung on the far wall. It bore a vase or chalice out of which
grew two twining roses, with a crown floating above the flowers. Below the picture was the legend "Ad
Aeternum."
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As he stepped forward to examine it, his footsteps reverberated through the empty chamber, so loud
after the muffling cloud-carpet that it startled him. He thought that someone would surely come to see
who had entered, but the doors at either end of the chamber remained shut and no other sound joined the
dying echoes.

It was hard to stare at the banner for long. Each individual thread of black and gold seemed to move, so
that the whole picture swam blurrily before his eyes. It was only when he stepped back almost to the
entrance that he could see the picture clearly again, but it still told him nothing of this place or who might
live here.

Paul looked at the doors at either end. There seemed little to choose between them, so he turned toward
the one on the left. Though it seemed only a score or so of paces away, it took him a surprisingly long
time to reach it. Paul looked back. The far portal was now only a dark spot a great distance away, and
the antechamber itself seemed to be filling with mist, as though clouds were beginning to drift in from
outside. He turned and found that the door he had sought now loomed before him. It swung open easily
at his touch, so he stepped through.

And found himself'in a jungle.

But it was not quite that, he realized a moment later. Vegetation grew thickly everywhere, but he could
see shadowy walls through the looping vines and long leaves; arched windows set high on those walls
looked out on a sky busy with dark storm clouds-quite a different sky than the shield of pure blue he had
left beyond the front gate. The jungle was everywhere, but he was still inside, even though the outside
was not his own.

This chamber was larger even than the huge front hall. Far, far above the nodding, poisonous-looking
flowers and the riot of greenery stretched a ceiling covered with intricate sharp-angled patterns all of
gleaming gold, like a jeweled map of a labyrinth.

Another memory came drifting up, the smell and the warm wet air tickling it free. This kind of place was
called . . . was called . . . a conservatory. A place where things were kept, he dimly recalled, where
things grew, where secrets were hidden.

He stepped forward, pushing the sticky fronds of a long-leafed plant out of his path, then had to do a
sudden dance to avoid tumbling into a pond that the plant had hidden. Dozens of tiny fish, red as pennies
heated in a forge, darted away in alarm.

He turned and moved along the edge of the pond, searching for a path. The plants were dusty. As he
worked his way through the thickest tangles, powdery clouds rose up into the light angling down through
the high windows, swirling bits of floating silver and mica. He paused, waiting for the dust to settle. In the
silence, a low sound drifted to him. Someone was weeping.

He reached up with both hands and spread the leaves as though they were curtains. Framed in the
twining vegetation stood a great bell-shaped cage, its slender golden bars so thickly wound with
flowering vines it was hard to see what it contained. He moved closer, and something inside the cage
moved. Paul stopped short.

It was a woman. It was a bird.

It was a woman.
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She turned, her wide black eyes wet. A great cloud of dark hair framed her long face and spilled down
her back to merge with the purple and iridescent green of her strange costume. But it was no costume.
She was clothed in feathers; beneath her arms long pinions lay folded like a paper fan. Wings.

"Who's there?" she cried.

It was all a dream, of course-perhaps just the last hallucinatory moments of a battlefield casualty-but as
her voice crept into him and settled itself like something that had found its home, he knew that he would
never forget the sound of it. There was determination and sorrow and the edge of madness, all in those
two words. He stepped forward.

Her great round eyes went wider still. "Who are you? You do not belong here."

Paul stared at her, although he could not help feeling that he was doing her some insult, as though her
feathered limbs were a sort of deformity. Perhaps they were. Or perhaps in this strange place he was the
deformed one.

"Are you a ghost?" she asked. "If so, I waste my breath. But you do not look like a ghost."

"I don't know what I am." Paul's dry mouth made it hard to speak. "I don't know where I am either. But
I don't feel like a ghost."

"You can talk!" Her alarm was such that Paul feared he had done something dreadful. "You do not
belong here!"

"Why are you crying? Can I help you?"

"You must go away. You must! The Old Man will be back soon." Her agitated movements filled the
room with a soft rustling. More dust fluttered into the air.

"Who is this old man? And who are you?"

She moved to the edge of the cage, grasping the bars in her slender fingers. "Go! Go now!" But her gaze
was greedy, as though she wished to make him into a memory that would not fade. "You are hurt-there is
blood on your clothing."

Paul looked down. "Old blood. Who are you?"

She shook her head. "No one." She paused and her face moved as though she would say something
shocking or dangerous, but the moment passed. "I am no one. You must go before the Old Man returns."

"But what is this place? Where am 1? All I have are questions and more questions."
"You should not be here. Only ghosts visit me here-and the Old Man's evil instruments. He says they are
to keep me company, but some of them have teeth and very unusual senses of humor. Butterball and

Nickelplate-they are the cruelest."

Overwhelmed, Paul suddenly stepped forward and grasped her hand where it curled around the bars.
Her skin was cool and her face was very close. "You are a prisoner. I will free you."
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She jerked her hand away. "I cannot survive outside this cage. And you cannot survive if the Old Man
finds you here. Have you come hunting the Grail? You will not find it here-this is only a shadow place."

Paul shook his head impatiently. "I know nothing of any grail." But even as he spoke he knew it was not
the full truth: the word set up an echo deep inside him, touched parts that were still out of his reach. Grail.
Something, it meant something. . . .

"You do not understand!" the bird woman said, and shining feathers ruffled and bunched around her
neck as she grew angry. "I am not one of the guardians. I have nothing to hide from you, and I would not
see you . . .  would not see you harmed. Go, you fool! Even if you could take it, the Old Man would
find you no matter where you went. He would hunt you down even if you crossed the White Ocean."

Paul could feel the fear beating out from her, and for a moment he was overwhelmed, unable to speak or
move. She was afraid for him. This prisoned angel felt something . . . for him.

And the grail, whatever it might be-he could feel the idea of it, swimming just beyond his grasp like one
of the bright fish. . . .

A terrible hissing sound, loud as a thousand serpents, set the leaves around them swaying. The bird
woman gasped and shrank back into the center of her cage. A moment later a great clanging tread
sounded through the trees, which shivered, stirring more dust.

"It's him!" Her voice was a muffled shriek. "He's back!"

Something huge was coming nearer, huffing and banging like a war engine. A harsh light flickered
through the trees.

"Hide!" The naked terror in her whisper set his heart hammering. "He will suck the marrow from your
bones!"

The noise was becoming louder; the walls themselves were quivering, the ground pitching. Paul took a
step, then stumbled and sank to his knees as terror fell on him like a black wave. He crawled into the
thickest part of the undergrowth, leaves slapping against his face, smearing him with dust and damp.

A loud creak sounded, as of mighty hinges, then the room was filled with the smell of an electrical storm.
Paul covered his eyes.

"I AM HOME." The Old Man's voice was loud as cannon-fire and just as boomingly inhuman. "AND
WHERE IS YOUR SONG TO GREET ME?"

The long silence was broken only by that hiss like escaping steam. At last the bird woman spoke, faint
and tremulous.

"I did not expect you back so soon. I was not prepared."

"AND WHAT DO YOU HAVE TO DO BESIDES PREPARE FOR MY RETURN?" More crashing
footsteps sounded as the Old Man moved nearer. "YOU SEEM DISTRACTED, MY
NIGHTINGALE. HAS BUTTERBALL BEEN PLAYING ROUGHLY WITH YOU?"

"No! No, I. .. Ido not feel well today."
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"I AM NOT SURPRISED. THERE IS A FOUL SMELL ABOUT THE PLACE." The ozone stench
grew stronger, and through his laced fingers Paul could see the light flickering again. "AS A MATTER
OF FACT, IT SMELLS LIKE A MAN."

"H-how . . . how could that be?"

"WHY DO YOU NOT LOOK ME IN THE EYE, LITTLE SONGBIRD? SOMETHING IS AMISS
HERE." The steps grew closer. The floor shuddered, and Paul could hear a discordant creaking like a
bridge in high wind. "I BELIEVE THERE IS A MAN HERE. I BELIEVE YOU HAVE HAD A
VISITOR."

"Run!" the bird woman screamed. Paul cursed and staggered to his feet, surrounded by head-high
branches. A vast shadow hung over the room, blocking the soft gray light from the windows, replacing it
with the stark blue-white of its own nimbus of sparks. Paul flung himself forward, smashing through the
clinging leaves, his heart beating like a greyhound's. The door . . . if he could only find the door again.

"SOMETHING SCURRYING IN THE SHRUBBERY." The titan's voice was amused. "WARM
FLESH ... AND WET BLOOD ... AND CRISP LITTLE BONES."

Paul splashed through the pond and almost lost his balance. He could see the door, only a few yards
away, but the great clanking thing was just behind him.

"Run!" the woman pleaded. Even in his terror he knew that she would suffer some dreadful punishment
for this; he felt that he had somehow betrayed her. He reached the door and flung himself through,
skidding and then rolling on the smooth stone floor. The huge gate stood before him, and thank God,
thank God, it was open!

A hundred steps, maybe more, difficult as running in treacle. The whole castle shook beneath his
pursuer's tread. He reached the door and flung himself through and out into what had been sunlight, but
was now twilight-gray. The topmost branches of the great tree stood just above the edge of the clouds, a
seemingly impossible distance away. Paul bolted toward it across the field of clouds.

The thing was pushing through the door-he heard the great hinges squeal as it forced its way.
Lightning-scented air billowed past him, almost knocking him off his feet, and a great roar filled the sky:
the Old Man was laughing.

"COME BACK, LITTLE CREATURE! | WANT TO PLAY WITH YOU!"

Paul sprinted across the cloud-trail, his breath scorching in his lungs. The tree was a little closer now.
How fast would he have to climb down to move beyond the reach of that terrible thing? Surely it couldn't
follow him-how could even the great tree bear the weight of such a monstrosity?

The clouds below his feet stretched and jounced like a trampoline as the Old Man stepped from the
castle. Paul tripped and fell forward; one of his hands came down to the side of the trail, pushing through
the cloud surface as through cobwebs. He scrambled to his feet and sped forward again-the tree was
only a few hundred paces away now. If he could only. . ..

A great gray hand as big as a steam shovel curled around him, a thing of cables and rivets and rusting
sheet iron. Paul screamed.

The clouds fell away as he was jerked high into the air, then turned to dangle in front of the Old Man's


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

face. Paul screamed again, and heard another cry, dim but mournful, echo from the distant castle-the
keening of a caged bird.

The Old Man's eyes were the vast cracked faces of tower clocks, his beard a welter of curling, rusted
wire. He was impossibly huge, a giant of iron and battered copper pipes and slowly turning wheels that
steamed at every crack, every vent. He stank of electricity and grinned a row of concrete tombstones.

"GUESTS MAY NOT LEAVE BEFORE I CAN ENTERTAIN THEM." Paul felt the bones of his
skull vibrate from the power of the Old Man's voice. As the great maw opened wider, Paul kicked and
struggled in the cloud of choking steam.

"TOO SMALL TO MAKE MUCH OF A MEAL, REALLY" said the Old Man, then swallowed him.
Shrieking, Paul fell down into oily, gear-grinding darkness.

"Quit that, you bloody idiot!"
Paul struggled, but someone or something was holding his arms. He shuddered and went limp.

"That's better. Here-have a little of this."

Something trickled into his mouth and burned down his throat. He coughed explosively and struggled to
sit up. This time he was allowed to. Someone laughed.

He opened his eyes. Finch was sitting beside him, almost on top of him, framed by the mud of the trench
top and a sliver of sky.

"You'll be all right." Finch put the cap back on the flask and stowed it in his pocket. "Just a bit of a
knock on the head. Sad to sayi, it's not enough to get you home, old man. Still, Mullet will be pleased to
see you when he gets back from shifting his bowels. I told him you'd be fine."

Paul leaned back, his head full of muddled thoughts.

"Where. .. ?"

"In one of the back trenches-I think I dug this bastard myself two years ago. Fritz suddenly decided the
war wasn't over yet. We've been pushed quite a way back-don't you remember?"

Paul struggled to hold onto the diminishing tatters of his dream. A woman with feathers like a bird, who

spoke of a grail. A giant like a railroad engine, made of metal and hot steam. "And what happened? To
me?"

Finch reached behind him and produced Paul's helmet. One side of the crown was dimpled inward.
"Piece of shrapnel. But not enough to get you shipped back. Not very lucky are you, Jonesie?"

So it had all been a dream. Just a hallucination after a minor head wound. Paul looked at Finch's familiar
face, his grayshot mustache, the weary eyes behind steel-rimmed spectacles, and knew that he was back
where he was supposed to be, sunk once more in the mud and the blood. Of course. The war went on,
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uncaring of the dreams of soldiers, a reality so devastating that no other reality could compete.
Paul's head ached. He reached up to rub his temple with a dirty hand, and as he did so something
fluttered from his sleeve into his lap. He looked quickly at Finch, but the other man was rooting in his

bag, hunting a tin of bully beef, and had not seen. He lifted the object and let it catch the last rays of the
sun. The green feather sparkled, impossibly real, impossibly bright, and completely untouched by mud.

First;

UNIVERSE NEXT DOOR

pity this busy monster,manunkind,

not. Progress is a comfortable disease:

your victim(death and life safely beyond)

plays with the bigness of his littleness
-electrons deify one razorblade

into a mountainrange;lenses extend
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A world of made
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a hopeless case if-listen:there's a hell
of a good universe next door;let's go

-€. €. cummings

CHAPTER 1

Mister Jingo's Smile

NETFEED/NEWS: Failed Chip Leads to Murder Spree
(visual: Kashivili at arraignment in body restraints)

VO: Convict Aleksandr Kashivili's behavioral chip suffered an unexpected failure, authorities said today
after the mod-paroled Kashivili-

(visual: scorched shopfront, parked fire trucks and ambulances)
-killed 17 restaurant customers in a flamethrower attack in the Serpukhov area of Greater Moscow.
(visual: Doctor Konstantin Gruhov in university office)

GRUHOV: "The technology is still in its early stages. There will be accidents. . . ."

One of the other instructors pushed open the cubicle door and leaned in. The noise of the corridor swept
in with him, louder than usual.

"Bomb threat."

"Again?" Renie set her pad down on the desk and picked up her bag. Remembering how many things
had gone missing during the last scare, she retrieved the pad before walking into the hallway. The man
who had told her-she could never remember his name, Yono Something-or-other-was several paces
ahead, vanishing into the river of students and instructors moving leisurely toward the exits. She hurried to
catch him.

"Every two weeks," she said. "Once a day during exams. It makes me crazy."
He smiled. He had thick glasses but nice teeth. "At least we will get some fresh air."
Within minutes the wide street in front of Durban Area Four Polytechnic had become a sort of

impromptu carnival, full of laughing students glad to be out of class. One group of young men had tied
their coats around their waists like skirts and were dancing atop a parked car, ignoring an older teacher's
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increasingly shrill orders to cease and desist.

Renie watched them with mixed feelings. She, too, could feel the lure of freedom, just as she felt the
warm African sun on her arms and neck, but she also knew that she was three days behind grading term
projects; if the bomb scare went on too long, she would miss a tutorial that would have to be
rescheduled, eating up more of her rapidly dwindling spare time.

Yono, or whatever his name was, grinned at the dancing students. Renie felt a surge of annoyance at his
irresponsible enjoyment. "If they want to miss class," she said, "why the hell don't they just skip out? Why
play a prank like this and make the rest of us-"

A flash of brilliant light turned the sky white. Renie was knocked to the ground by a brief hurricane of
hot, dry air as a tremendous clap of sound shattered glass all along the school facade and shivered the
windows of dozens of parked cars. She covered her head with her arms, but there was no debris, only
the sound of people screaming. When she struggled to her feet, she could see no sign of injuries on the
students milling around her, but a cloud of black smoke was boiling above what must be the Admin
Building in the middle of the campus. The campanile was gone, a blackened, smoking stump of fibramic
skeleton all that remained of the colorful tower. She let out her breath, suddenly nauseated and
light-headed. "Jesus Mercy!"

Her colleague clambered to his feet beside her, his dark skin now almost gray. "A real one this time.
God, I hope they got everyone out. They probably did-Admin always clears first so they can monitor the
evacuation." He was speaking so rapidly she could hardly understand him. "Who do you think it was?"

Renie shook her head. "Broderbund? Zulu Mamba? Who knows? God damn it, that's the third in two
years. How can they do it? Why won't they let us work?"

Her companion's look of alarm deepened. "My car! It's in the Admin lot!" He turned and ran toward the
explosion site, pushing his way through lost-looking students, some of whom were crying, none of whom
seemed in any mood for laughing or dancing now. A security guard who was trying to cordon off the area
shouted at him as he ran past.

"His car? Idiot" Renie felt like crying herself. There was a distant ululation of sirens. She took a cigarette
out of her bag and pulled the flame-tab with trembling fingers. They were supposed to be
noncarcinogenic, but right at the moment she didn't care. A piece of paper fluttered down and landed at
her feet, blackened along its edges.

Already, the camera-drones were descending from the sky like a swarm of flies, sucking up footage for
the net.

She was on her second cigarette and feeling a little steadier when someone tapped her shoulder.
"Ms. Sulaweyo?"

She turned and found herself confronting a slender boy with yellow-brown skin. His short hair curled
close to his head. He wore a necktie, something Renie had not seen in a few years.

"Yes?"
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"I believe we had an appointment. A tutorial?"
She stared. The top of his head barely reached her shoulder. "You. . . you're. . . ?"

"I’Xabbu." There was a clicking sound in it, as though he had cracked a knuckle. "With an X-and an
exclamation point when the name is written in English letters."

Light suddenly dawned. "Ah! You're. . . ."
He smiled, a swift crease of white. "One of the San people-what they sometimes call 'Bushman,' yes."
"I didn't mean to be rude."

"You were not. There are few of us left who have the pure blood, the old look. Most have married into
the city-world. Or died in the bush, unable to live in these times."

She liked his grin and his quick, careful speech. "But you have done neither."

"No, I have not. I am a university student" He said it with some pride, but a hint of self-mockery as well.
He turned to look at the drifting plume of smoke. "If there will be a university left."

She shook her head and suppressed a shudder. The sky, stained with drifting ash, had gone
twilight-gray. "It's so terrible."

"Terrible indeed. But fortunately no one seems badly hurt"

"Well, I'm sorry our tutorial was prevented," she said, recovering a little bit of her professional edge. "I
suppose we should reschedule-let me get out my pad."

"Must we reschedule?" ! Xabbu asked. "I am not doing anything. It seems that we will not get back into
the university for some time. Perhaps we could go to another place-perhaps somewhere that sells beer,
since my throat is dry from smoke-and do our talking there."

Renie hesitated. Should she just leave the campus? What if her department head or someone needed
her? She looked around at the street and the main steps, which were beginning to resemble a
combination refugee center and free festival, and shrugged. Nothing useful would be done here today.

"Let's go find a beer, then."

The train to Pinetown was not running-someone had jumped or been pushed onto the tracks at Durban
Outskirt. Renie's legs were aching and her damp shirt was stuck to her body when she finally reached the
flatblock. The elevator wasn't running either, but that was nothing new. She trudged up the stairs and
dumped her bag on the table in front of the mirror and stopped, arrested by her reflection. Just yesterday
a colleague at work had criticized her short, practical haircut, saying that a woman as tall as Renie should
try to look more feminine. She scowled and examined the dust streaked down her long white shirt. When
did she have time to make herself pretty? And who cared, anyway?
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"I'm home," she called.

No one answered. She poked her head around the corner and saw her younger brother Stephen in his

chair, as expected. Stephen was faceless behind his net headset, and he held a squeezer in each hand as
he tilted from side to side. Renie wondered what he was experiencing, then decided it might be better if
she didn't know.

The kitchen was empty, nothing in sight that looked like a hot meal being prepared. She cursed quietly,
hoping it was just because her father had fallen asleep.

"Who's there? Is that you, girl?"

She cursed again, anger rising. It was clear from his slurred tone that her father had found something
besides cooking to while away his afternoon. "Yes, it's me."

After a rattling thump and a sound like a large piece of furniture being dragged across the floor, his tall
shape appeared in the bedroom doorway, swaying slightly.

"How come you so late?"
"Because the train's not running. And because someone blew up half the university today."

Her father considered this for a moment "Broderbund. Those Afrikaaner bastards. For sure." Long
Joseph Sulaweyo was a firm believer in the indelible evil of all white South Africans.

"Nobody knows yet. It could have been anyone."

"You arguing with me?" Long Joseph tried to fix her with a baleful stare, his eyes red and watering. He
was like an old bull, she thought, enfeebled but still dangerous. It tired her out just looking at him.

"No, I'm not arguing with you. I thought you were going to make dinner for once."
"Walter come by. We had a lot of talking to do."

Had a lot of drinking to do, she thought, but held her tongue. Angry as she was, it wasn't worth going
through another evening of shouting and broken crockery. "So it's up to me again, is it?"

He swayed again, then turned back into the darkness of his bedroom. "Suit yourself. I'm not hungry. I
need some rest-a man needs his sleep." The bedsprings rasped, then there was silence.

Renie waited a moment, clenching and unclenching her fists, then stalked over and pulled the bedroom
door closed, trying to make herself some room, some free space. She looked over at Stephen, still
rocking and jiggling in the net. He might as well be catatonic. She slumped into a chair and lit another
cigarette. It was important to remember her father as he had been, she reminded herself-as he still
occasionally was-a proud man, a kind man. There were some people in whom weakness, once it had
appeared, grew like a cancer. Mama's death in the department store fire had found and revealed that
weakness. Joseph Sulaweyo no longer seemed to have the strength to fight back against life. He was
letting it all go, slowly but surely disconnecting from the world, its pains and disappointments.

A man needs his sleep, Renie thought, and for the second time that day, she shuddered.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

She bent down and tapped the interrupt button. Still faceless in his headset, Stephen spasmed in
indignation. When he did not lift the insectoid visor, Renie held the button down.

"What for?" Stephen was already demanding before he had finished pulling the headset free. "Me and
Soki and Eddie were almost to the Inner District Gateway. We've never gotten that far before!"

"Because I made you dinner, and [ want you to eat it before it gets cold."

"I'll wave it when I'm done."

"No, you won't. Come on, Stephen. There was a bomb at school today. It was frightening. I'd like to
have your company over dinner."

He straightened, the appeal to his vanity effective. "Chizz. What'd you make?"

"Chicken and rice."

He made a face, but was seated and pushing it into his mouth before she returned from the kitchen with
a glass of beer for herself and a soft drink for him.

"What blew up?" He chewed rapidly. "People killed?"

"No one, thank God." She tried not to be disheartened by his clear look of disappointment. "But it
destroyed the campanile-you remember, the tower in the middle of the campus."

"Chizz major! Who did it? Zulu Mamba?"
"No one knows. But it frightened me."

"A bomb went off in my school last week."
"What? You never said a word about that!"

He grimaced in disgust, then wiped grease from his chin. "Not that kind. In SchoolNet. Sabotage.
Someone said that some guys from Upper Form did it as a graduation prank."

"You're talking about a system crash on the net." She wondered for a moment if Stephen understood the
difference between the net and real life. He's only eleven, she reminded herself. Things outside of his
narrow circle aren't very real yet. "The bomb that went off at the Poly today could have killed hundreds
of people. Killed them dead."

"I know. But the blowdown on SchoolNet killed a lot of Crafts and even some high-level Constellations,
backups and all. They'll never come back again either." He reached out for the rice dish, ready for

seconds.

Renie sighed. Crafts, Constellations-if she were not a net-literate instructor herself, she would probably

think her brother was speaking a foreign language. "Tell me what else you've been doing. Have you read
any of that book I gave you?" For his birthday, she had downloaded, at not inconsiderable cost, Otulu's
Marching Toward Freedom, the best and most stirring work she knew on South Africa's fight for
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democracy in the late twentieth century. As a concession to her young brother's tastes she had purchased
the expensive interactive version, full of historical video footage and stylish "you-are-there" 3D

re-enactments.
"Not yet I looked at it. Politics."
"It's more than that, Stephen. It's your heritage-it's our history."

He chewed. "Soki and Eddie and me almost made it into the Inner District. We got this flowpast off a
guy in Upper Form. We were almost downtown! Open ticket!"

"Stephen, I don't want you trying to get to the Inner District."
"You used to do it when you were my age." His grin was insolently disarming.

"Things were different then-you can get arrested these days. Big fines. I'm serious, boy. Don't do it." But
she knew the warning was useless. Might as well tell children not to swim in the old fishing hole. Stephen

was already nattering on as though she hadn't said anything. She sighed. From the level of excitement, she
knew she was in for a forty-minute discourse, full of obscure Junior Netboy argot.

". .. It was chizz major sampled. We dodged three Bully-boxes. But we weren't doing anything wrong,"
he said hurriedly. "Just tapping and napping. But it was so flared! We met someone who got into Mister

JVS! n
"Mister J's?" This was the first thing she hadn't recognized.

Stephen's look suddenly changed; Renie thought she saw something flicker behind his eyes. "Oh, just this
place. Kind of like a club."

"What kind of club? An entertainment place? Shows and stuff?"

"Yeah. Shows and stuff." He toyed with his chicken bone for a moment "It's just a place."

Something thumped on the wall.

"Renie! Bring me a glass of water." Long Joseph's voice sounded groggy and stupid. Renie winced, but
went to the sink. For now, Stephen deserved something like a normal home life, but when he was finally

out on his own, things would change around here.

When she got back, Stephen was finishing his third helping, but she could tell by his jittering leg and
half-out-of-the-seat posture that he was aching to get back to the net.

"Not so fast, young warrior. We've barely had a chance to talk."

Now something almost like panic flashed across his face, and Renie felt her stomach go sour. He was
definitely spending too much recreation time plugged in if he was so desperate to get back. She would
make sure he spent some time out of the house. If she took him to the park this Saturday, she could
make sure he didn't just go over to a friend's, plug in, and spend the whole day lying on the floor like an

mvertebrate.

"So tell me more about the bomb," Stephen said suddenly. "Tell me all about it."
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She did, and he listened carefully and asked questions. He seemed so interested that she also told him
about her first meeting with her student ! Xabbu, how small and polite he was, his odd, old-fashioned
style of dress.

"There was a boy like him in my school last year," Stephen said. "But he got sick and had to leave."

Renie thought of !Xabbu as he had waved good-bye, his slender arm and sweet, almost sad face.
Would he, too, get sick somehow, physically or spiritually? He had said that few of his people did well
living in the city. She hoped he would prove an exception-she had liked his quiet sense of humor.

Stephen got up and cleared away the dishes without being asked, then plugged in again, but surprisingly
accessed Marching Toward Freedom, disengaging from time to time to ask her questions about it. After
he finally went to his room, Renie read term papers for another hour and a half, then accessed the
newsbank. She watched reports about a variety of faraway problems-a new strain of the Bukavu virus
forcing quarantines in Central Africa, a tsunami in the Philippines, UN sanctions on the Red Sea Free
State, and a class-action suit against a childcare service in Jo'burg-and the local news as well, including
lots of footage about the bomb at the college. It was strange to be on the net, watching in 360-degree
stereoscope the same thing she had seen with her own eyes that morning. It was hard to tell which
experience was more convincingly real. And these days, what did "real" mean anyway?

The headset began to feel claustrophobic, so she pulled it oft and watched the rest of the news she
wanted to see on the wallscreen. Full surround was a bit of a busman's holiday for her anyway.

It was only after she had made everyone's lunch for the next day, then set her alarm and climbed into her
own bed, that the feeling which had nagged her all evening finally surfaced: Stephen had manipulated her
somehow. They had been talking about something and he had changed the subject, then they had never
got back to it. His subsequent behavior alone had been suspicious enough to suggest that he was
avoiding something.

She couldn't for the life of her remember what they had been discussing-some netboy larking, probably.
She made a mental note to speak to him about it.

But there was so much to do, so very much to do. And never enough hours in the day.

That's what I need. She was bleary with approaching sleep: even her thoughts felt heavy, like a burden
she ached to put down. I don't need more net, more full-surround realism, more pictures and sounds. I
just need more time.

"Now I have seen it." ! Xabbu contemplated the apparently distant white walls of the simulation. "But I
still do not understand precisely. You say this is not a real place?"

She turned to face him. Even though she herself was only vaguely human in appearance, beginners were
comforted by retaining as many of the forms of normal interaction as possible. ! Xabbu, in this beginner's
simulation, was a gray human-shaped figure with a red "X" across his chest. Even though the "X" was a
normal part of the simuloid, Renie had inscribed a complementary scarlet "R" across her own
figure-again, anything to make the transition easier.
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"I don't mean to be rude," she said carefully, "but I'm really not used to having this kind of session with
an adult. Please don't be offended if I tell you something that seems very obvious."

IXabbu's simuloid had no face, hence no facial expression, but his voice was light. "I am not easy to
offend. And I know I am an odd case, but there is no net access in the Okavango Swamps. Please teach
me what you would teach a child."

Again Renie wondered what ! Xabbu wasn't telling her. It had become clear in the past few weeks that
he had some kind of weird connections-no one else would be jumped into the Polytechnic's advanced
networker program without any background. It was like sending someone to a Johannesburg University
literature course to learn their ABC's. But he was smart-very smart: with his small stature and formal
manner, it was tempting to think of him as a child or some kind of idiot savant.

Then again, she thought, how long would I survive naked and unarmed in the Kalahari? Not bloody
long. There was still more to living in the world than net skills.

"Okay. You know the basics about computers and information processing. Now, when you say 'Is this a
real place?' you're asking a very difficult question. An apple is a real thing, yes? But a picture of an apple
is not an apple. It looks like an apple, it makes you think about apples, you can even choose one
pictured apple over another in terms of which might taste better-but you can't taste either of them. You
can't eat a picture-or at least, it isn't like eating a real apple. It's only a symbol, no matter how
realistic-looking, for a real thing. Got that?"

IXabbu laughed. "I understand you so far."

"Well, the difference between an imagined something-a concept-and a real thing used to be fairly
straightforward Even the most realistic picture of a house was only an image. You could imagine what it
would be like to go inside it, but you couldn't actually go inside it. That's because it didn't fully replicate
the experience of going into a real house, with all that entails. But what if you could make something that
felt like a real thing, tasted like it, smelled like it, but wasn't that thing-wasn't a 'thing' at all, but only a
symbol of a thing, like a picture?"

"There are places in the Kalahari Desert," ! Xabbu said slowly, "where you see water, a pool of sweet
water. But when you go to it, it is gone."

"A mirage." Renie waved her hand and a pool of water appeared at the far side of the simulation.

"A mirage," ! Xabbu agreed. He seemed to be ignoring her illustration. "But if you could touch it, and it
was wet-if you could drink it, and quench your thirst-then would it not be water? It is hard to imagine
something that is real and not real."

Renie led him across the bare white floor of the simulation to the pool she had conjured. "Look at this.
See the reflections? Now watch me." She knelt and scooped water with her simuloid hands. It ran out
between her fingers, drizzling into the pool. Circular ripples crossed and recrossed each other. "This is a
very basic setup-that is, your interface equipment, the goggles and sensors you just put on, are not very
advanced. But even with what we have, this looks like water, does it not? Moves like water?"

IXabbu bent and ran his gray fingers through the pool. "It flows a little strangely."

Renie waved her hand. "Money and time make it more realistic. There are external simulation rigs so
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well made that not only would this move just like real water, but you would feel it, cold and wet on your
skin. And then there are 'cans'-neurocannular implants-which you and I won't get to use unless we wind
up working for the top government labs. They let you pour computer-simulated sensations directly into
your nervous system. If you had one of those, you could drink this water, and it would feel and taste just
like the real thing."

"But it would not quench my thirst, would it? If I did not drink real water, I would die." He didn't sound
worried, just interested.

"You would indeed. It's a good thing to remember. A decade or two ago you used to hear about a
netboy or netgirl dying every couple of weeks-too long under simulation, forgot they needed real food
and real water. Not to mention ordinary things like pressure sores. Doesn't happen much anymore-too
many safeguards on the commercial products, too many restrictions and alarm routines on net access at
universities and in business."

Renie waved her hand and the water disappeared. She waved again and a forest of evergreen trees
suddenly filled the empty space around them, reddish rippled bark rising in tall columns and a blur of dark
leafy greenness high above. ! Xabbu's sudden intake of breath gave her a childish satisfaction. "It's all
down to input and output," she said. "Just as someone used to sit in front of a flat screen and punch in
instructions on a keyboard, now we wave our hands in a certain way and do magic. But it's not magic.
It's just input, just telling the processing part of the machinery what to do. And instead of the result
appearing on a screen in front of us, we receive the output as stereoscopic visuals-" she indicated the
trees, "-sound-" she gestured again; a whisper of birdsong filled the forest, "-and whatever else you want,
limited only by the sophistication of your processing machinery and your interface equipment."

Renie tweaked up a few details, placing a sun in the sky above the filigree of branches, carpeting the
forest floor in grass and small white flowers. When she had finished, she spread her hands in a little
flourish. "See, you don't even have to do all the work-the machines tidy up the details, angles and length
of shadows, all that. This stuff'is easy. You've already learned the basics-you'll be doing this yourself'in a
matter of weeks."

"The first time I watched my grandfather make a fishing spear," ! Xabbu said slowly, "I thought that was
magic, too. His fingers moved so fast that I couldn't see what they did, chip here, turn there, twist the
cord-then suddenly there it was!"

"Exactly. The only difference is that if you want to make the best fishing spears in this environment, you
have to find someone who'll pay for it. VR equipment starts with the simple stuff everyone has at
home-everyone outside the Okavango Swamps, that is-" She wished he could see she was smiling; she
hadn't meant the remark to be offensive. "But to get to the top of the line, you have to own a diamond
mine or two. Or a small country. But even at a backwater college like this, with our creaky old
equipment, I can show you many things."

"You have shown me many things already, Ms. Sulaweyo. May we make something else now? Might I
make something?"

"Creating in VR environments. . . ." she paused, trying to decide how to explain. "I can show you how to
do things, make things-but you wouldn't really be doing the work. Not at this level. You'd just be telling
some very sophisticated programs what you wanted and they'd give it to you. That's fine, but you should
learn the basics first. It would be as if your grandfather did all but the last stroke of work on the spear
and gave you that to do. You wouldn't have made it, and you wouldn't really have learned how to make
one of your own."
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"So you are saying that first [ need to hunt the right kind of wood, learn how to see and shape the
spearhead, how to decide where to put the first chip." He spread his simuloid arms in a comical way.
"Yes?"

She laughed. "Yes. But as long as you realize there's a lot less dramatic work to be done before any of
this is useful, I'll show you how to make something."

Under Renie's patient instruction, !Xabbu rehearsed the hand movements and body positions that
commanded the microprocessors. He learned quickly, and she was reminded again of how children
learned the net. Most adults, when confronted with a new task, tried to think their way through it, which
often took them down blind alleys when their logical models failed to match the new circumstances. But
for all his obvious intelligence, ! Xabbu took to VR in a far more intuitive way. Instead of setting out to
make a particular thing, and then trying to force the machinery to enact his ideas, he let the
microprocessors and the software show him what they could do, then continued in the directions that
interested him.

As they watched his first attempts to control shape and color appear and then disappear in midair, he
asked her "But why all this labor and expense to . . . counterfeit-is that the word? Why should we
counterfeit reality at all?"

Renie hesitated. "Well, by learning to . . . counterfeit reality, we can make things that cannot exist except
in our imaginations, just as artists have always done. Or make something to show what we would like to
create, as builders do when they draw a plan. But also, we can create for ourselves an environment that
is more comfortable in which to work. Just as this program takes a hand gesture-" she waved her arm; a
puff of white appeared in the sky overhead, "-and makes a cloud, it can take the same hand gesture and
move a large amount of information from one place to another, or go and find some other information.
Instead of hunching at a keyboard or a touchscreen, as we used to do, we can sit or stand or lie down,
point or wave or talk. Using the machines on which our lives depend can be made as easy as. . . ." She
paused, trying to find a simile.

"As making a fish spear." His voice was oddly inflected. "So we seem to have come in a full circle. We
complicate our life with machines, then struggle to make it as simple as it was before we had them. Have
we gained anything, Ms. Sulaweyo?"

Renie felt obscurely attacked. "Our powers are greater-we can do many more things. . . ."

"Can we talk to the gods and hear their voices more clearly? Or have we now, with all these powers,
become gods?"

!Xabbu's change of tone had caught her off-balance. As she struggled to give him a reasonable answer,
he spoke again.

"Look here, Ms. Sulaweyo. What do you think?"
A small and somewhat hard-angled flower had poked up from the simulated forest floor. It did not look
like any flower she knew, but it had a certain vibrancy she found compelling; it seemed almost more a

work of art than an attempt to imitate a real plant. Its velvety petals were blood red.

"It's . . . it's very good for a first try, ! Xabbu."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"You are a very good teacher."

He snapped his clumsy gray fingers and the flower disappeared.

She turned and pointed. A shelf of volumes leaped forward so she could read the titles.

"Shit," she whispered. "Wrong again. I can't remember the name. Find anything with 'Spatial
development or 'Spatial rendering' and 'child' or 'juvenile' in the title."

Three volumes appeared, floating before the library shelves.

"Analysis of spatial rendering in juvenile development," she read. "Right. Give me a list in order of most
occurrences of. . . ."

"Renie!"

She whirled at the sound of her brother's disembodied voice, exactly as she would have in the real
world. "Stephen? Where are you?"

"Eddie's house. But we're . . . having a problem." There was an edge of fear.

Renie felt her pulse speed. "What kind of problem? Something at the house? Somebody giving you
trouble?"

"No. Not at the house." He sounded as miserable as when he'd been thrown in the canal by older kids
on his way home from school. "We're on the net. Can you come help us?"

"Stephen, what is wrong? Tell me right now."
"We're in the Inner District. Come quick." The contact was gone.

Renie pressed her fingertips together twice and her library disappeared. For a moment, while her rig had
no input to chew, she hovered in pure gray netspace. She quickly waved up her basic starting grid, then
attempted to jump straight to her brother's present location, but she was blocked by a No Access
warning. He was in the Inner District, and in a subscription-only area. No wonder he hadn't wanted to
stay in contact very long. He had been running up connection time on someone else's tab-probably his
school's-and any large access group kept an eye open for just such leakage.

"God damn that boy!" Did he expect her to hack into a big commercial system? There were penalties for
that, and some of them could involve jail time for trespassing. Not to mention what the Polytechnic would
think if one of its instructors were caught in that kind of undergraduate foolery. But he had sounded so
frightened. . . .

"Damn," she said again, then sighed and started working on her alias.
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Everyone entering Inner District was required to wear a simuloid: no invisible lurkers were allowed to
trouble the net's elite. Renie would have preferred to have appeared in the bare minimum-a faceless,
sexless object like a pedestrian on a traffic sign-but a rudimentary sim bespoke poverty, and nothing
would attract attention faster at the Inner District Gateway. She settled for an androgynous Efficiency sim
that, she hoped, had just enough in the way of facial expression and body articulation to make her appear
some rich net baron's errand-runner. The expense, filtered through several layers of accounting, should
wind up in the backwaters of the Polytechnic's operating budget; if she could get in and out fast enough,
the amount shouldn't attract anyone's attention.

She hated the risk, though, and hated the dishonesty even more. When she found Stephen and dragged
him out again, she was going to give him a serious scorching.

But he had sounded so frightened. . . .

The Inner District Gateway was a glowing rectangle set in the base of what appeared to be a mile-high
wall of white granite, daylit despite the lack of a visible sun anywhere in the bowl of simulated black sky.
A swirl of figures were waiting to be processed, some wearing wild body shapes and bright colors-there
was a particular type of lurker who stood around the Gateway despite having no hope of entry, as though
the Inner District were a club that might suddenly decide the house wasn't interesting enough that
night-but most were as functionally embodied as Renie, and all of them were constrained to
approximately human dimensions. It was ironic that where the concentration of wealth and power on the
net was greatest, things slowed down to something like the restrictive pace of the real world. In her
library, or in the Poly's information net, she could jump with a single gesture to any place she wanted, or
just as quickly construct whatever she needed, but the Inner District and other centers of influence forced
users into sims, and then treated the sims just like real people, herding them into virtual offices and
checkpoints, forcing them to idle for excruciatingly long periods of time while their connection costs
mounted and mounted.

If politicians ever find a way to tax light, she thought sourly, they'll probably set up waiting rooms for
sunbeam inspection, too. She took up a position in line behind a hunched gray thing, a lowest-order sim
whose slumped shoulders suggested an expectation of refusal.

After what seemed an insufferable wait, the sim before her was duly rejected and she at last found
herself standing before one of the most cartoonish-looking functionaries she had ever seen. He was small
and rodent-faced, with a pair of old-fashioned glasses pinching the end of his nose and a pair of small,
suspicious eyes peering over them. Surely he must be a Puppet, she thought-a program given the
appearance of humanity. No one could look so much like a petty bureaucrat, or if they did, would
perpetuate it on the net, where one could appear as anything he or she desired.

"Purpose in Inner District?" Even his voice was tight as kazoo music, as though he spoke through
something other than the normal orifice.

"Delivery to Johanna Bundazi." The chancellor of the Polytechnic, as Renie knew, kept a small node in
the Inner District.

The functionary looked at her balefully for a long moment. Somewhere processors processed. "Ms.
Bundazi is not in residence."

"I know." She did know, too-she had been very careful. "I've been asked to hand-deliver something to
her node."
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"Why? She's not here. Surely it would be better to send it to the node she is currently accessing."
Another brief moment. "She is not available at the moment on any node."

Renie tried to keep her temper. This must be a Puppet-the simulation of bureaucratic small-mindedness
was too perfect "All I know is that I was asked to deliver it to her Inner District node. Why she wants to
make sure it has been directly uploaded is her affair. Unless you have contrary instructions, let me do my
job."

"Why does the sender need hand-delivery when she's not accessing there?"

"I don't know! And you don't need to know either. Shall I go back, then, and you can tell Ms. Bundazi
you refused to allow her a delivery?"

The functionary squinted as though he were searching a real human face for signs of duplicity or
dangerous tendencies. Renie was glad to be shielded by the sim mask. Yeah, go ahead and try to read
me, you officious bastard.

"Very well," he said at last. "You have twenty minutes." Which, Renie knew, was the absolute minimum
access time-a deliberate bit of unpleasantness.

"What if there are return instructions? What if she's left a message dealing with this, and I need to take
something else to somewhere in the District?" Renie suddenly wished this were a game and she could lift
a laser gun and blast the Puppet to shards.

"Twenty minutes." He raised a short-fingered hand to stifle further protest. "Nineteen minutes, fifty . . .
six seconds, now-and counting. If you need more, you'll have to reapply."

She began to move away, then turned back to the rat-faced man, occasioning a grunt of protest from the
next supplicant, who had finally reached the Holy Land. "Are you a Puppet?" Renie demanded. Some of
the others in line muttered in surprise. It was a very rude question, but one that law mandated must be
answered.

The functionary squared his narrow shoulders, indignant "I am a Citizen. Do you want my number?"
Jesus Mercy. He was a real person after all. "No," she said. "Just curious."

She cursed herself for pushing things, but a woman could only take so much.

Unlike the careful mimicry of real life elsewhere in the Inner District, there was no illusion of passing
through the gate: a few moments after her admission was confirmed Renie was simply deposited in
Gateway Plaza, a huge and depressingly Neofascist mass of simulated stone, a flat expanse which
appeared to be the size of a small country, surrounded by towering arches from which spoke-roads
radiated into the distance in a deceptively straightforward-seeming way. It was an illusion, of course. A
few minutes' walk down one would get you somewhere, but it wouldn't necessarily be anywhere you
could see from the Plaza, and it wouldn't necessarily be a broad straight avenue, or even a street at all.

Despite its immense size, the Plaza was more crowded and more rambunctious than the waiting area
beyond the Gateway. People here were inside, even if only temporarily, and it lent a certain air of
purpose and pride to their movements. And if they had the leisure to travel through the Plaza at all, to
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imitate real life to that extent, they probably had good reason to feel proud: the lowest-level admittees
like herself weren't given the time for anything but instantaneous travel to and from their destinations.

It was a place worth lingering in. The actual citizens of the Inner District, those who had the money and
power to commandeer their own private space in this elite section of the net, did not have the same
restraints on their sims as visitors. In the distance Renie could see a pair of naked men with incredibly
bulging muscles who also both happened to be bright candy-apple red and thirty feet tall. She wondered
what the upkeep on those must have been, just in taxes and connection costs alone-it was much costlier
to move a nonstandard body through the simulations.

New rich, she decided.

On the few other occasions she had managed to get into Inner District-usually hacking in as a student
netgirl, but twice as someone's legitimate guest-she had been delighted just to sightsee. Inner District was,
of course, unique: the first true World City, its population (simulated though it might be) was made up of
planet Earth's ten million or so most influential citizens . . . or so the District's clientele clearly believed,
and they went to great lengths to justify that contention.

The things they built for themselves were wonderful. In a place without gravity or even the necessity of
normal geometry, and with highly flexible zoning laws in the private sectors, human creative ingenuity had
flowered in most spectacular ways. Structures that would have been buildings in the real world, and thus
subject to mundane laws, could here dispense with such irrelevant considerations as up-and-down and
size-to-weight ratios. They needed only to serve as nodes, and so blazing displays of computer design
appeared overnight and often disappeared as quickly, wild and colorful as jungle flowers. Even now she
paused for a moment to admire an impossibly thin, translucent green skyscraper rising high into the sky
beyond the arches. She thought it quite beautiful and unusually restrained, a knitting needle of solid jade.

If the things they built for themselves were spectacular, these denizens of the innermost circle of
humanity, the things they made of themselves were no less so. In a place where the only absolute
requirement was to exist, and only budget, good taste, and common courtesy limited invention (and some
District habitués were notoriously long on the first and short on the other two), just the passersby
promenading along the major thoroughfares made for an endless and endlessly varied show. From the
extremes of current fashion-elongated heads and limbs seemed to be a current trend-to the replication of
real things and people-Renie had seen three different Hitlers on her first trip to the District, one of them
wearing a ballgown made of blue orchids-on out to the realms of design where the fact of a body was
only a starting point, the District was a nonstop parade. In the early days, tourists who had bought their
way in with a holiday package had often sat at sidewalk cafés gawping for hours until, like the most junior
of netboys, their real meat bodies collapsed from hunger and thirst and their simulations froze solid or
winked out. It was easy to understand why. There was always one more thing to see, one more fabulous
oddity appearing in the distance.

But she was here today for only one purpose: to find Stephen. Meanwhile, she was running up a bill on
the Poly's account, and she had now incurred the wrath of a nasty little man at the Gateway. Thinking of
this, she programmed Chancellor Bundazi's delivery for Entry plus 19 minutes, since she knew Mister "I
am a Citizen" would be checking up. The delivery was actually a piece of department mail addressed to
the Chancellor, one of no import. She had swapped its bill of lading with something actually addressed
for hand-delivery to one of Ms. Bundazi's other nodes, and she hoped the resultant confusion would be
blamed on the mail room-actually a two decades out-of-date electronic mail system-which certainly
could never be blamed too much. Trying to get something through the Poly's internal delivery system was
like trying to push butter through stone.
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After a moment's examination of Stephen's message coordinates, Renie jumped to Lullaby Lane, the
main thoroughfare of Toytown, a backwater sector which housed the smaller and less successful creative
firms and merchants, as well as the residential nodes of those clinging to Inner District status by their
fingernails. A subscription to the Inner District net was very expensive, and so were the creative fashions
necessary to retain one's place among the elite, but even if you couldn't afford a new and exotic sim every
day, even if you couldn't afford to redesign your business or personal node every week, just keeping
Inner District residency was still major social cachet in the real world. These days, it was often the last
pretension that the downwardly mobile would relinquish-and they did not give it up easily.

Renie could not immediately locate the signal source, so she slowed herself down to what would have
been a walking pace, except her stripped-down sim did nothing as expensively, uselessly complicated as
walking. Toytown's fringe status was apparent everywhere around her. Most of the nodes were
functional in the extreme-white, black, or gray boxes that served no other purpose than to separate one
struggling Citizen's enterprise from another's. Some of the other nodes had been quite grand once, but
now their styles were hopelessly outdated. Some were even beginning to disappear, the more expensive
visual functions sacrificed so the owner could cling to the space. She passed one large node, built to
resemble something out of Fritz Lang's Metropolis-ancient Science Fiction had been a District fad almost
a decade ago-which was now entirely transparent, the great dome a polyhedral skeleton, all its detail
work gone, its once-magnificent colors and textures switched off.

There was only one node on Lullaby Lane that looked both contemporary and expensive, and it was
very near the source-point of Stephen's message. The virtual structure was a huge Gothic mansion
covering an area the size of a couple of real-world city blocks, spiky with turrets and as labyrinthine as a
termite nest. Colored lights flashed from the windows: deep red; dull chalky purple; and seizure-inducing
white. A thick rumble of music advertised that this was some kind of club, as did the shifting letters that
moved along the facade like gleaming snakes, spelling out in English-and apparently also in Japanese,
Chinese, Arabic, and a few other alphabets-"MISTER J'S." In the midst of the writhing letters, appearing
and then immediately vanishing as though the Cheshire Cat were having an indecisive day, was a vast,
toothy, disembodied grin.

She remembered the name of the place-Stephen had mentioned it. This was what had drawn them into
the Inner District, or at least into this part of it. She stared, appalled and fascinated. It was easy to see its
allure-every carefully shadowed angle, every light-leaking window screamed out that here was escape,
here was freedom, especially freedom from disapproval. Here was a haven where everything was
permitted. The thought of her eleven-year-old brother in such a place sent a cold bolt of fear up her
spine. But if that was where he was, that was where she would go. . . .

"Renie! Up here!"

It was a quiet cry, as though from somewhere close. Stephen was trying to narrowcast, but he didn't
realize there was no such thing as narrowcasting in the District, unless you could pay for privacy. If
someone wanted to hear, they'd hear, so speed was the only thing that mattered now.

"Where are you? Are you in this . . . club?"

"No! Across the street! In the building with the cloth thing on the front."

She turned to look. Some distance down, on the opposite side of Lullaby Lane from Mister J's, was
what looked like the shell of an old Toytown hotel-a soothing simulation of a real-world resting place

designed for District tourists, a spot to receive messages and plan day trips. They had been more popular
in the early days, when VR was a slightly intimidating novelty. This one's heyday was obviously long over.
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The walls had lost color definition and were actually erased in some spots. Over its wide front door hung
an awning, unmoving when it should have undulated in a simulated breeze, dulled like the rest of the
structure to a state of minimal existence.

Renie moved to the doorway, then, after a brief survey suggested there was no longer anything in the
way of security, moved inside. The interior was even more forsaken than the exterior, time and neglect
having reduced it to a warehouse of phantom cubes stacked like discarded toy blocks. A few
better-manufactured sim objects had maintained their integrity, and stood out in eerie contrast. The front
desk was one of these, a shimmering block of neon blue marble. She found Stephen and his friend Eddie
behind it.

"What the hell are you playing at?"

Both of them were wearing SchoolNet sims, scarcely even as detailed as hers, but she could still tell
from Stephen's face that he was terrified. He scrambled up and grabbed her around the waist. Only the
hands of her sim were wired for force-feedback, but she knew he was squeezing hard. "They're after us,"
Stephen said breathlessly. "People from the club. Eddie has a blanket shield and we've been using that to
hide, but it's just a cheap one and they're going to find us soon."

"Since you told me you were in here, anyone who cares around here knows it, too." She turned to
Eddie. "And where in God's name did you get a blanket? No, don't tell me. Not now." She reached
down and carefully dislodged Stephen. It was strange to feel his slender arm between her fingers when
she knew that their true bodies were on opposite sides of town in the real world, but it was that sort of
miracle that had led her to the VR field in the first place. "We'll talk later-and I've got lots of questions.
But for now we'll get you out of here before you get us all sent before a magistrate."

Eddie finally spoke. "But. .. Soki. . . ."
"Soki what?" Renie said impatiently. "Is he here, too?"
"He's still in Mister J's. Sort of." Eddie appeared to have run out of nerve. Stephen finished for him.

"Soki . . . he fell into a hole. Kind of a hole. When we tried to get him out, these men came. I think they
were Puppets." His voice trembled. "They were real scary."

Renie shook her head. "I can't do anything about Soki. I'm running out of time and I'm not going to
trespass in a private club. If he gets caught, he gets caught. If he tells who was with him, then you'll have
to face the music. Netboy lesson number one: you get what you deserve."

"But . . . but they might hurt him."

"Hurt him? Scare him, maybe-and that's no more than you lot deserve. But no one's going to hurt him."
She grabbed Eddie, so she now held both boys by the arm; back in the Poly's processors, her escape
algorithm added two. "And we're going to. . . ."

There was a thunderous crash nearly as loud as the bomb at the Poly, so loud that at the apex of its roar
Renie's hearplugs could not deliver it and went mercifully silent for an instant The front of the hotel
dissolved into swirling motes of netstuff. A huge shadow loomed between them and the Toytown street,
something far bigger than most normal sims. That was about all she could tell: there was something about
it, something dark and arrhythmically wavery in its display pattern, that made it almost impossible to look
at.
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"Jesus." Renie's ears were ringing. That would teach her to leave the gain up on her plugs. "Jesus!" For a
moment she stood frozen as the shape loomed over her, a brilliantly realized abstract expression of the
concepts Big and Dangerous. Then she squeezed the boys tightly and exited the system.

"We . .. we got into Mister J's. Everybody does it at school."

Renie stared at her brother across the kitchen table. She had been worried for him, even frightened, but
now anger was pushing the other emotions aside. Not only had he put her to a great deal of trouble, but
then it had taken him an hour longer to get home from Eddie's flatblock than it had taken her to return
from the Poly, forcing her to wait.

"I don't care if everybody does it, Stephen, and I seriously doubt that's true anyway. I'm really scorched!
It's illegal for you to enter the District, and we truly couldn't afford the fines if you got caught. Plus, if my
boss finds out what I did to get you out, I could get fired." She leaned forward and grabbed his hand,
squeezing until he winced. "I could lose my job, Stephen!"

"Shut up, there, you fool children!" their father called out from the back bedroom. "Y ou making my head
hurt."

If there had not been a door between them, Renie's look might have set Long Joseph's sheets on fire.

"I'm sorry, Renie. I'm really sorry. Really. Could I try Soki again?" Without waiting for permission, he
turned to the wall-screen and told it to call. No one answered at Soki's end.

Renie tried to rein in her temper. "What was this about Soki falling down a hole?"
Stephen drummed his fingers nervously on the table. "Eddie dared him."
"Dared him to do what? Damn it, Stephen, don't make me drag this out of you word by word."

"There's this room in Mister J's. Some guys from school told us about it. They have . . . well, there's
things in there that are real chizz."

"Things? What things?"

"Just . . . things. Stuff to see." Stephen wouldn't meet her eyes. "But we didn't see it, Renie. We couldn't
find it. The club is major big on the inside-you wouldn't believe it! It goes on forever!" For a moment his
eyes sparkled as, remembering the glory that was Mister J's, he forgot that he was in serious trouble. A
look at his sister's face reminded him. "Anyway, we were looking and looking, and we asked people-I
think they were mostly Citizens, but some acted really weird-but no one could tell us. Then someone, this
far major fat guy, said you could get in through this room down in the basement."

Renie suppressed a shiver of distaste. "Before you tell me any more, young man, I want one thing clear.
You are never going back to this place again. Understand? Look me in the eye. Never,"

Reluctantly, Stephen nodded. "Okay, okay. I won't. So we went down all these windy stairs-it was like
a dungeon game!-and after a while found this door. Soki opened it and . . . fell through."
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"Fell through what?"

"I don't know! It was just like a big hole on the other side. There was smoke and some blue lights down
deep inside it."

Renie sat back in her chair. "Someone's nasty, sadistic little trick. You all deserved to be scared, but I
hope it didn't scare him too much. Was he using bootleg SchoolNet equipment like you two?"

"No, Just his home setup. A cheap Nigerian station."

Which was what their own family owned. How could kids be poor and still be so damn snobbish?
"Well, then there won't have been much vertigo or gravity simulation. He'll be fine." She stared narrowly
at Stephen. "You did hear me, didn't you? You're never going there again, or you will have no station
time and no visits to Eddie or Soki forever-instead of just for the rest of the month."

"What?" Stephen leaped up in outrage. "No net?"

"End of the month. You're lucky I haven't told Dad-you'd be getting a belt across your troublesome
black behind."

"I'd rather have that than no net," he said sullenly.

"You'd be getting both."

After she sent Stephen grumbling and complaining to his room, Renie accessed her work library-making
sure that her inbox contained no memos from Ms. Bundazi about defrauding the Poly-and called up some
files on Inner District businesses. She found Mister J's, registered as a "gaming and entertainment club"
and licensed strictly for adult visitors. It was owned by something called the "Happy Juggler Novelty
Corporation," and had first been opened under the name "Mister Jingo's Smile."

As she waited for sleep that night, she was visited by images of the club's ramshackle facade, of turrets
like pointed idiot heads and windows like staring eyes. Hardest of all to escape was the memory of the
huge mobile mouth and rows of gleaming teeth that squirmed above the door-a gateway that only led
inward.

CHAPTER 2

The Airman

NETFEED/MUSIC: Drone "Bigger Than Ever."

(visual: one eye)

VO: Ganga Drone music will be "bigger than ever" this year, according to one of its leading practitioners.
(visual: half of face, glinting teeth)

Ayatollah Jones, who sings and plays neuro-cithara for the drone group Your First Heart Attack, told
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us:
JONES: "We. . . .it's...gonnabe...big. Mordo big. Bigger than. . . ."
(visual: fingers twining-many rings, cosmetic webbing)

JONES: ". .. Than ever. No dupping. Real big."

Christabel Sorensen was not a good liar, but with a little practice she was getting better.

She wasn't a bad girl, really, although once her fish died because she forgot to feed him for a bunch of
days. She didn't think of herself as a liar either, but sometimes it was just . . . easier not to tell. So when
her mother asked her where she was going, she smiled and said, "Portia has Otterland. It's new and it's
just like you're really swimming except you can breathe and there's an Otter King and an Otter Queen. . .

n

Her mother waved a hand to halt the explanation. "That sounds sweet, darling. Don't stay at Portia's too
long-Daddy's going to be home for dinner. For once."

Christabel grinned. Daddy worked too much-Mommy always said so. He had an important job as Base
Security Supervisor. Christabel didn't know exactly what it meant. He was sort of a policeman, except
with the army. But he didn't wear a uniform like the army men in the movies.

"Can we have ice cream?"
"If you come home in time to help me shell the peas, then we'll have ice cream."

" 'Kay." Christabel trotted out. As the door resealed behind her with its familiar sucking sound, she
laughed. Some noises were just funny.

She knew that the Base was different from the kind of towns that people lived in on net shows, or even
in other parts of North Carolina, but she didn't know why. It had streets and trees and a park and a
school-two schools, really, since there was a school for grown-up army men and army women as well as
one for kids like Christabel whose parents lived on the Base. Daddies and mommies went off to work in
normal clothes, drove cars, mowed their lawns, had each other over for dinners and parties and
barbecues. The Base did have a few things that most towns didn't have-a double row of electric fences
all the way around it to keep out the crowdy hammock city beyond the trees, and three different little
houses called checkpoints that all the cars coming in had to drive past-but that didn't seem like enough to
make it a Base instead of just a normal place to live. The other kids at school had lived on Bases all their
lives, just like her, so they didn't get it either.

She turned left on Windicott Lane. If she had really been going to Portia's, she would have turned right,
so she was glad the street corner was out of sight of her house, just in case her mother was watching. It
was strange telling Mom she was going one place and then going somewhere else. It was bad, she knew,
but not really bad, and it was very exciting. She felt all trembly and new every time she did it, like a
shiver-legged baby colt she had seen on the net.

From Windicott she turned onto Stillwell. She skipped for a while, being careful not to step on any of the
sidewalk cracks, then turned onto Redland. The houses here were definitely smaller than hers. Some of
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them looked a little sad. The grass was short on the lawns like everywhere else on the Base, but it looked
like it was that way because it didn't have the strength to grow any higher. Some of the lawns had bare
spots, and lots of the houses were dusty and a bit faded. She wondered why the people living in them
didn't just wash them off or paint them so they'd look like new. When she had her own house someday,
she would paint it a different color every week.

She thought about different colors of houses all the way down Redland, then skipped again as she
crossed the footbridge over the creek-she like the ka-thump, ka-thump sound it made-and hurried down
Beekman Court where the trees were very thick. Even though Mister Sellars' house was very close to the
fence that marked the outskirts of the Base, you could hardly tell, because the trees and hedges blocked
the view.

That had been the first thing that attracted her to the house, of course-the trees. There were sycamores
in the backyard of her parents' house, and a papery-barked birch tree by the front window, but Mister
Sellars' house was absolutely surrounded by trees, so many of them that you could hardly see that there
was a house there at all. The first time she had seen it-helping Ophelia Weiner look for her runaway cat
Dickens-she had thought it was just like something in a fairy tale. When she came back later and walked
up the twisty gravel driveway, she had almost expected it to be made out of gingerbread. It wasn't, of
course-it was just a little house like all the others-but it was still a very interesting place.

And Mister Sellars was a very interesting man. She didn't know why her parents didn't want her to go to
his house anymore, and they wouldn't tell her. He was a little scary-looking, but that wasn't his fault.

Christabel stopped skipping so she could better appreciate the crunchy feeling of walking down Mister
Sellars' long driveway. It was pretty silly having a driveway at all, since the big car in his garage hadn't
been moved in years. Mister Sellars didn't even go out of the house. She'd asked him once why he had a
car and he had laughed kind of sad and said it came with the house. "If I'm very, very good," he had told
her, "someday they may let me get into that Cadillac, little Christabel. I'll close the garage door real tight,
and drive home."

She thought it had been a joke, but she didn't really get it. Grown-up jokes were like that sometimes, but
then grownups seldom laughed at the jokes that Uncle Jingle did on his net show, and those were so
funny (and kind of naughty, although she didn't know why exactly) that Christabel sometimes almost wet
her pants from laughing.

To find the doorbell she had to push aside one of the ferns, which had practically covered the front
porch. Then she had to wait a long time. At last Mister Sellars' strange voice came from behind the door,
all booty and soft.

"Who is it?"

"Christabel."

The door opened and wet air came out, along with the thick green smell of the plants. She stepped
inside quickly so Mister Sellars could shut it again. He had told her the first time she came that it was bad

for him if he let too much of the moisture out.

"Well, little Christabel!" He seemed very pleased to see her. "And to what do I owe this enchanting
surprise?"

"I told Mommy I was going to Portia's to play Otterland."
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He nodded. He was so tall and bent over that sometimes when he nodded like that, up and down so
hard, she was worried he might hurt his skinny neck. "Ah, then we can't take too long having our visit,
can we? Still, might as well do it up right and proper. You know where to change. I think there's
something there to fit you."

He rolled his wheelchair back out of her way and she hurried down the hall. He was right. They didn't
have very long, unless she wanted to risk having her mother phone Portia's to hurry her back to the peas.
Then she'd have to think of a story about why she didn't go play Otterland. That was the problem about
lying-if people started checking up, things got very complicated.

The changing room was, like every room in the house, full of plants. She had never seen so many in one
place, not even at Missus Gullison's house, and Missus Gullison was always bragging about her plants
and how much work they were, even though a little dark-skinned man came two times a week to do all
the clipping and watering and digging. But Mister Sellars' plants, although they got plenty of water, never
got clipped at all. They just grew. Sometimes she wondered if they would fill the whole house someday,
and the funny old man would have to move out.

There was a bathrobe in just her size hanging on the hook behind the door. She quickly took off her
shorts and shirt, socks and shoes, and put them all in the plastic bag, just as Mister Sellars had shown
her. As she bent over to put the last shoe in, one of the ferns tickled her back. She squealed.

"Are you all right, little Christabel?" called Mister Sellars.
"Yes. Your plant tickled me."

"I'm sure it did no such thing." He pretended to be angry, but she knew he was joking. "My plants are
the best-behaved on the Base."

She belted the terrycloth bathrobe and stepped into the shower thongs.

Mister Sellars was sitting in his chair next to the machine that put all the water in the air. He looked up as
she came in and his twisted face moved in a smile. "Ah, it's good to see you."

The first time she had seen that face she had been frightened. The skin was not just wrinkled like on
Grandma's face, but looked almost melted, like the wax on the side of a burned-down candle. He had no
hair either, and his ears were just nubs that stood out from the side of his head. But he had told her, that
first time, that it was all right to be scared-he knew what he looked like. It was from a bad burn, he
said-an accident with jet fuel. It was even okay to stare, he had told her. And she had stared, and for
weeks after their first meeting his melted-doll face had been in her dreams. But he had been very nice,
and Christabel knew he was lonely. How sad to be an old man and to have a face that people would
point at and make fun of, and to need to be in a house where the air was always cool and wet so that his
skin didn't hurt! He deserved a friend. She didn't like telling lies about it, but what else could she do? Her
parents had told her not to visit him anymore, but for no good reason. Christabel was almost grown-up
now. She wanted to know reasons for things.

"So, little Christabel, tell me about the world." Mister Sellars sat back in the streaming mist of the
moisture machine. Christabel told him about her school, about Ophelia Weiner who thought she was
really special because she had a Nanoo Dress that she could change into a different shape or color by
pulling on it, and about playing Otterland with Portia.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

". .. And you know how the Otter King can always tell if you have a fish with you? By smelling you?"
She looked at Mister Sellars. With his eyes closed, his bumpy, hairless face seemed like a clay mask. As
she wondered if he had fallen asleep, his eyes popped open again. They were the most interesting color,
yellow like Dickens the cat's.

"I'm aftraid I don't know the ins and outs of the Otter Kingdom very well, my young friend. A failing, I
realize."

"Didn't they have it when you were a boy?"
He laughed, a soft pigeon-coo. "Not really. No, nothing quite like Otterland."

She looked at his rippled face and felt something like the love she felt for her mother and father. "Was it
scary when you were a pilot? Back in the old days?"

His smile went away. "It was scary sometimes, yes. And sometimes it was very lonely. But it was what [
was raised to do, Christabel. I knew it from the time [ was . . . I was a little boy. It was my duty, and I

was proud to perform it" His face went a little strange, and he bent over to fiddle with his water machine.
"No, there was more to it than that There is a poem:

". .. Nor law, nor duty made me fight,

Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,

A lonely impulse of delight

Drove to this tumult in the clouds;

I balanced all, brought all to mind,

The years to come seemed waste of breath,
A waste of breath the years behind

In balance with this life, this death."

He coughed. "That's Yeats. It's always hard to say just what makes us choose to do something.
Especially something we're afraid to do."

Christabel didn't know what yates were, and didn't understand what the poem meant, but she didn't like
it when Mister Sellars looked so sad. "I'm going to be a doctor when I grow up," she said. Earlier in the
year she'd thought she might be a dancer or a singer on the net, but now she knew better. "Do you want
me to tell you where I'm going to have my office?"

The old man was smiling again. "I'd love to hear about it-but aren't you running a little late?"

Christabel looked down. Her wristband was blinking. She jumped up. "I have to go change. But I
wanted you to tell me more of the story!"
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"Next time, my dear. We don't want you to get into trouble with your mother. I'd hate to be denied your
company in the future."

"I wanted you to finish telling me about Jack!" She hurried into the changing room and put her clothes
back on. The plastic bag had kept them dry, just like it was supposed to.

"Ah, yes," Mister Sellars said when she returned. "And what was Jack doing when we stopped?"

"He climbed up the Beanstalk and he was in the Giant's Castle." Christabel was faintly offended that he
didn't remember. "And the Giant was coming back soon!"

"Ah, so he was, so he was. Poor Jack. Well, that's where we shall begin when you come back to visit
me next time. Now, on your way." He carefully patted her head. The way his face looked, she thought it
might hurt his hand to touch her, but he always did it.

She was most of the way out the door when she remembered something she wanted to ask him about
his plants. She turned and came back, but Mister Sellars had closed his eyes again and sunk back into his
chair. His long, spidery fingers were moving slowly, as though he were finger-painting on the air. She
stared for a moment-she had never seen that before and thought maybe it was some special exercise he
had to do-then realized that clouds of steam were drifting past her into the hot afternoon air. She quickly
went out again and pulled the door closed behind her. The exercises, if that was what they were, had
seemed private and a little creepy.

He had been moving his hands in the air like someone who was on the net, she suddenly realized. But
Mister Sellars hadn't been wearing a helmet or one of those wires in his neck like some of the people
who worked for her daddy. He had just had his eyes closed.

Her wristband was blinking even faster. Christabel knew it would only be a few more minutes before her
mother called Portia's house. She didn't waste time skipping as she went back over the footbridge.

CHAPTER 3

Empty Signal Gray

NETFEED/NEWS: Asia's Leaders Declare "Prosperity Zone"
(visual: Empress Palace, Singapore City)

VO: Asian politicians and business leaders meeting in Singapore, led by aging and reclusive Chinese
financier Jiun Bhao and Singapore's Prime Minister Low-

(visual: Low Wee Kuo and Jiun Bhao shaking hands)

-agreed on a historical trade agreement which Jiun calls a "Prosperity Zone" that would give Asia an
unprecedented economic unity.

(visual: Jiun Bhao, supported by aides, at press lectern)
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JIUN: "The time has come. The future belongs to a united Asia. We are full of hope, but we know there
is hard work ahead. . . ."

It stretched before them from horizon to horizon, its millions of byways like scratches on glass under
extreme magnification-but in every one of those scratches, lights flickered and minute objects moved.

"There cannot be any place so big!"

"But it's not a place, remember-not a real place. The whole thing is just electronic impulses on a chain of
very powerful computers. It can be as big as the programmers can imagine."

IXabbu was silent for a long moment. They hung side by side, twin stars floating in an empty black sky,
two angels gazing down from heaven at the immensity of humankind's commercial imagination.

"The girl arose," ! Xabbu said at last. "She put her hands into the wood ashes. . . ."
"What?"
"It is a poem-or a story-made by one of my people:

"The girl arose; she put her hands into the wood ashes; she threw the ashes up into the sky. She said to
them: "The wood ashes which are here, they must together become the Milky Way. They must lie white
along the sky. ...""

He stopped as if embarrassed. "It is something of my childhood. It is called 'The Girl of the Early Race
Who Made the Stars.' Being here, what you have done-they brought it back to me."

Now Renie was embarrassed, too, although she was not quite sure why. She flexed her fingers to take
them instantly down to ground level. Lambda Mall, the main tradeground of the entire net, surrounded
them completely. The Mall was a nation-sized warren of simulated shopping districts, a continent of
information with no shore. Millions of commercial nodes blinked, shimmied, rainbowed, and sang, doing
their best to separate customers from credits. The intricate web of virtual thoroughfares surged with sims
of every visual type, every level of complexity. "It is a huge place," she said, "but remember that most
people never bother with high-level overviews like the one we just had-they just travel directly to
wherever it is they want to go. If you tried to visit every node on the net, or even just every node in this
Mall . . . well, it would be like trying to call every single address in the Greater Beijing Directory. Even all
these-" she indicated the crush of sims moving around them in endless parade, "-are just a tiny fraction of
the people who are using the Mall right now. These are just the folk who want to have the visual
experience of browsing and people-watching."

"The visual experience?" ! Xabbu's gray simuloid swiveled to watch a flock of Fumes push through the
crowd, cartoon-voluptuous females with animal heads.

"Like you're doing now. There's plenty to see. But it's much faster just to go directly to what you want.
When you're using the regular computer interface, do you read the name of every file in storage?"

IXabbu was slow to respond. The Putties had met a pair of snake-headed men and were going through
an elaborate ritual greeting which featured a great deal of sniffing. "Go to what [ want?"
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"I'll show you. Let's say we want to . . . I don't know, buy a new data pad. Well, if you know where the
electronics district is, you could go there directly and then physically move around-people spend a lot of
money trying to make their commercial nodes attractive, just like in the real world. But let's say you don't
even know where the district is."

He had turned to face her. His gray face with its vestigial features caused her a moment of anxiety. She
missed his animation, his smile: this was like traveling with a scarecrow. Of course, she herself must not
look any more pleasant. "But it's true," he said. "I do not know where the electronics district is."

"Right. Look, you've spent a lot of time in the past few weeks learning to find your way around the basic
computer setup. The only difference here is that you're inside the computer-or apparently so."

"It is hard to remember that I have a real body, and that it is back at the Polytechnic-that I am still in the
Polytechnic."

"That's the magic." She made her voice smile since she couldn't do much with her face. "Now, do a
search."

IXabbu moved his fingers slowly. A glowing blue orb appeared in front of him.

"Good." Renie took a step closer. "No one can see that but you and me-that's part of our interaction
with our own computer at the Poly. But we're going to use our computer to access the Mall's service
directory." She showed him the procedure. "Go ahead and bring up the list. You can do voice
commands, too, either offline, where no one will hear them but you, or online. If you keep an eye open
here to the Mall, you'll see lots of people talking to themselves. They might just be crazy-there are more
than a few-but they may also be talking to their own systems and not bothering to keep it private."

The orb spat out a list of services, which hovered in midair as lines of fiery blue letters. Renie adjusted
the list to sunset red, more readable against the background, then pointed at those listed under
Electronics. "There you go. 'Personal access devices.' Click it"

The world immediately changed. The open spaces of the Mall's public area were replaced by a long
wide street. The simulated buildings on either side loomed high into the false sky, each one a riot of color
and movement, the outside displays as colorful and competitive as tropical flowers. And we're the bees,
she thought to herself, with pollen credits to spread around. Welcome to the information jungle. She
rather liked the metaphor. Maybe she would use it in one of her lectures.

"Now," she said aloud, "if you had found a particular store in the services directory, we could have
beamed straight there."

"Beamed?" ! Xabbu's head was tipped back on his simulated neck. It reminded her of how amazed she'd
been by the displays when she had first traveled on the net.

"It used to be an old science fiction term, I think. Kind of a net joke. It just means to travel directly
instead of going the long way 'round, RL-style. RL means 'real life,' remember?"

"Mmmmm." !Xabbu seemed very quiet and withdrawn. Renie wondered if she'd shown him enough for
a first visit-it was hard to know what an adult mind would make of all this. Everyone she knew had
started net-riding in childhood.
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"Do you want to go on with our simulated shopping trip?"
IXabbu turned. "Of course. Please. This is all so . . . astonishing."

She smiled to herself. "Good. Well, as I said, if we wanted a particular store, we could have beamed
directly to it. But let's browse."

Renie had been a professional for so long that the thrill of what was possible had worn off. Like her little
brother, she had discovered the net at much the same time as she discovered the real world, and learned
her way around both long before adolescence. Stephen was still interested in net for net's sake, but Renie
was well past the sense-of-wonder stage. She didn't even like shopping, and whenever possible just
reordered from an existing account.

! Xabbu, however, was a child in these virtual realms-but a manchild, she reminded herself, with a
sophisticated and adult sensibility, however primitive her city-dweller prejudices made his background
seem-so it was both refreshing and a little horrifying to accompany him on this maiden voyage. No, more
than just a little horrifying: seeing it through his eyes, Lambda Mall seemed so huge and loud, so vulgar. . .

IXabbu stopped in front of one store's outside displays and gestured to see the full advertisement. Renie
didn't bother. Although his sim was standing motionless before the shop's coruscating facade, she knew
that he was currently in the middle of a family melodrama in which the crusty but benign father was slowly
being brought around to the joys of purchasing a Krittapong Home Entertainment Unit with multiple
access features. She watched the Bushman's small sim speaking and reacting to invisible presences and
again felt a slightly shamed responsibility. After a few minutes, ! Xabbu shook himself all over like a wet
dog and stepped away.

"Did tight-fisted-but-basically-kindly Dad see the error of his ways?" she asked.
"Who were those people?"

"Not people. On the net, real people are called 'Citizens.' Those were Puppets-constructs which look
like people. Invented things, just like the stores here and even the Mall itself."

"Not real? But they talked to me-answered questions."

"Just a slightly more expensive form of advertising. And they aren't as smart as they act. Go back and
ask Mom about the Soweto Uprising or the second Ngosane Administration. She'll just tell you all over
again about the joys of Retinal Display."

IXabbu thought this over. "They are . . . like ghosts, then. Things with no souls."

Renie shook her head. "No souls, that's true. But 'Ghost' means something else on the net. I'll tell you
about it one day."

They continued along the street, floating forward at walking speed, a comfortable pace for browsing.
"How can you tell the difference?" ! Xabbu asked. "Between Citizens and Puppets?"

"You can't always. If you want to know, you ask. By law, we all have to respond-constructs, too. And
we all have to tell the truth, although I'm sure that law gets broken often enough."
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"[ find that thought . . . upsetting."

"It takes some getting used to. Well, we're pretending to shop, so let's go on in-unless something in the
advertising offended you."

"No. It was interesting. I think Dad should get more exercise. He has an unhealthy face."
Renie laughed as they stepped through into the store.
IXabbu gaped. "But it is just a tiny space seen from outside! Is this more visual magic?"

"Y ou must remember, none of this is real in the normal sense. Frontage space on the Mall is expensive
so the exterior displays tend to be small, but the commercial node itself isn't behind it as it would be in a
real market We've just moved into another location on the information network, which could be right next
to the Polytechnic's janitorial services, or a children's adventure game, or the banking records for an
insurance company." They looked across the large and expensive-looking shop. Quiet music was playing,
which Renie promptly blocked-some of the subliminals were getting very sophisticated and she didn't
want to discover when she went offline that she'd bought herself some expensive gadget. The walls and
floor space of the simulated store were covered with tasteful abstract sculptures; the products
themselves, displayed atop low pillars, seemed to glow with their own soft inner light like holy relics.

"Do you notice there are no windows?"

1Xabbu turned to look behind him. "But there were several on either side of the door where we came
in.ﬂ

"Only on the outside. Those were showing us the equivalent of a page in a printed catalog-easy to do.
Far more difficult and expensive, not to mention distracting to potential customers, would be to show
what was going on in Lambda Mall outside the facade. So, on the inside, no windows."

"And no people, either. Is this store, then, an unpopular place?"

"It is all a matter of choice. I didn't change the default setting when I came in. If you remember your
computer terminology from last week, 'default'. . . ."

". .. Is the setting you get unless you specify otherwise."

"Exactly. And the default in this kind of store is usually 'alone with the merchandise.' If we want we can
see any other customers who themselves choose to be seen." She made a gesture; for a brief moment a
half-dozen sims flashed into sight, bending over one or another of the pillars. "And if we want we could
be visited by a shop assistant immediately. Or, if we hover around long enough, one will eventually
appear anyway, just to help us toward a decision."

I Xabbu moved across the floor to the nearest gently gleaming device. "And these are representations of
what this company sells?"

"Some of what they sell. We can change the display, too, or see only the things we're interested in,
hovering in front of us. We can even eliminate the showroom and view them only as text, with
descriptions and prices. I'm afraid that's what I tend to do."
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1Xabbu chuckled. "The man who lives beside the water hole does not dream of thirst."
"Another of your people's sayings?"

"One of my father's." He reached his blunt-fingered hand toward one of the pads, a thin rectangle small
enough to fit in a simulated palm. "Can I pick this up?"

"Yes, but it will only feel as realistic as your own equipment allows it to feel. I'm afraid the sims we're
wearing are pretty basic."

IXabbu turned it in his hands. "I can feel the weight of it. Quite impressive. And look at this reflection
across its screen! But I suppose this is no more real than that water you created my first day in
simulation."

"Well, somebody spent more time working on that than I did on my puddle."

"Good afternoon, Citizens." An attractive black woman a few years younger than Renie appeared beside
them. ! Xabbu started guiltily and she smiled. "Are you interested in personal access devices?"

"We are merely looking today, thank you." Renie examined the perfect, just-ironed crease of the
woman's pants and her flawless white teeth. "My friend. . . ."

"Are you a Citizen or a Puppet?" !Xabbu asked.

The woman turned toward him. "I am a type-E construct," she said, her voice still as warm and soothing
as when she had greeted them, "respondent to all UN codes for retail display. If you wish to deal with a
Citizen, I will be happy to summon one now. If you have a complaint about my performance, please
indicate and you will be connected with. . . ."

"No, no," Renie said. "There's no need. My friend is on his first trip to Lambda Mall and was just
curious."

The smile was still in place, although Renie fancied it was a bit stiffer than before. But that was silly-why
should a Puppet be programmed with hurt feelings? "I am glad I could answer your question. Is there
anything else I can tell you about this or any of Krittapong Electronics' other fine products?”

Out of an obscure sense of guilt, she asked the saleswoman-the Puppet saleswoman, she reminded
herself, a mere piece of code-to demonstrate the pad for them.

"The Freehand is the latest in portable access data units," the Puppet began, "with the most sophisticated
voice recognition of any pad in its price range. It also allows the preprogramming of hundreds of different
daily tasks, a smart phone-filtering service, and a wealth of other extras that have made Krittapong Asia's
leader in consumer data-manipulation products. . . ."

As the Puppet described the voice recognition features for ! Xabbu, Renie wondered whether it was a
coincidence that this particular salesperson appeared as a black woman, or whether it had been
summoned up tailor-made to match her own net index and address.

A few minutes later they were outside again, standing in the simulated street.

"Just for your information," she said, "it isn't really polite to ask if people are Citizens or not. But unless
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you specifically request a live human being, most of the salespeople in stores will be Puppets."

"But I thought you said that it was the law. . . ."

"It is the law. But it's a social thing-a little delicate. If you're talking to a Citizen and you ask them that
question, then you're implying that they're . . . well, boring enough or mechanical enough to be artificial."

"Ah. So one should only ask if one is reasonably certain that the person in question is a Puppet."
"Or unless you really, really need to know."

"And what might cause such a need?"

Renie grinned. "Well, if you were falling in love with someone you met here, for instance. Come on, let's
find a place to sit down."

IXabbu sighed and straightened up. His gray sim had been sagging in its chair.

"There is still so much I do not understand. We are stillin . . . on . . . the Mall, are we not?"

"We are. This is one of its main public squares."

"So what can we hope to do at this place? We cannot eat, we cannot drink."

"Rest, to begin with. VR can be like long-distance driving. You don't do much, but you still get tired."

As blood was red and wet in whichever artery it flowed, so, too, the crowd in the teeming streets
seemed identical in its sheer variety to any other in Lambda Mall. The fraction of the Mall's visitors that
floated, walked, or crawled past Café Boulle seemed no different from what Renie and !Xabbu had seen
upon first entering the commercial sector, or in the streets of the electronics district. The most basic sims,
which usually represented the most infrequent visitors, stopped frequently to rubberneck. Other, more
detailed sims were covered in bright colors and traveling in groups, dressed up as though for a party.
And some wore sophisticated rigs which would have been right at home in the poshest sectors of the
Inner District, sims like handsome young gods which turned virtual heads everywhere they passed.

"But why is it a café? Why not a resting-house, or some such?"

Renie turned back to !Xabbu. The slope of his shoulders indicated fatigue. She would have to take him
offline soon. It was easy to forget what a staggering sensory experience a first visit to the net could be.
"Because 'Café' sounds nicer. No, I'm teasing. For one thing, if we had the equipment for it, we could eat
and drink here-or at least feel like we were doing so. If we had the implants some rich people have, we
could taste things we've never tasted in the real world. But even a real café serves more than just food
and drink." She made a gesture and they were surrounded by the gentle sounds of a Poulenc string
quartet; the noise of the street dropped to a low murmur in the background. "We are essentially renting a
place where we can be-somewhere we can stop and think and talk and admire the parade without
obstructing a public thoroughfare. And unlike a real restaurant, once you've paid for your table your
waiter is always available, but only when you want him."

1Xabbu settled back. "It would be nice to have a beer."
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"When we go offline, I promise. To celebrate your first day on the net."

Her companion watched the street life for a while, then turned to survey the Café Boulle itself. The
striped awnings fluttered, though there was no wind. Waiters and waitresses in clean white aprons strode
among the tables balancing trays stacked improbably high with glasses, although very few of the
customers seemed to have any glassware in front of them. "This is a nice place, Ms. Sulaweyo."

"Renie, please."

"Very well. This is a nice place, Renie. But why are so many tables empty? If it is as inexpensive as you
said. .. ."

"Not everyone here chooses to be seen, although they cannot simply be invisible without some
indication." She pointed to a perfect but deserted simulation of a black cast-iron table with a vase of
exquisite daisies in the center of the white tablecloth. "Do you see the flowers? How many other empty
tables have them?"

"Most of them."

"That means someone is sitting there-or occupying the virtual space, more accurately. They just choose
not to be seen. Perhaps they are secret lovers, or their sims are famous and readily recognizable. Or
perhaps they merely forgot to change the default setting from the last people who sat there."

IXabbu contemplated the empty table. "Are we visible?" he asked at last.

"Oh, yes. I have nothing to hide. I did put a mute on our conversation, though. Otherwise we'd be
surrounded by hawkers as soon as we leave, waiting to sell you maps, instruction manuals, so-called
'enhancement packages'-you name it. They love first-timers."

"And that is all most people do here? Sit?"

"There are various kinds of virtual performances going on, for those who are not interested in watching
the crowd. Dancing, object-creation, comedy-I just haven't requested access to any of them. Do you
want to see one?"

"No, thank you, Renie. The quiet is very nice."

The quiet lasted only a few more moments. A loud detonation made Renie shout in surprise. On the
street outside the café the crowd swirled and scattered like a herd of antelope fleeing a lion's charge.

Six sims, all muscular males dressed in martial leather and steel, stood in the open space, shouting at one
another and waving large guns. Renie turned up the volume so she and !Xabbu could hear.

"We told you to stay off Englebart Street!" one of them bellowed in the flat tones of American English,
lowering his machine gun so that it jutted from his waist like a black metal phallus.

"The day we listen to Barkies is the day pigs fly!" another shouted back. "Go on back to your Hellbox,
little boy."

An expanding star of fire leaped from the muzzle of the first man's gun. The phut-phut-phut sound was
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loud even through the damped audio in Renie's hearplugs. The one who had been told to stay off
Englebart Street was instead abruptly spread all over the thoroughfare in question, bright blood and
intestines and bits of meat flung everywhere. The crowd gave a collective shout of fear and tried to push
back even farther. More guns flashed, and two more of the muscular men were smashed down onto the
street, oozing red from scorched black holes. The survivors lifted their weapons, stared at each other for
a moment, then disappeared.

"Idiots." Renie turned to ! Xabbu, but he had vanished, too. A moment's worry was eased when she saw
the edge of his gray sim poking out from behind the chair. "Come back, !Xabbu. It was just some young
fools larking around."

"He shot that man!" !Xabbu crept back into his seat, looking warily at the crowd which had rolled back
over the spot like an incoming tide.

"Simulation, remember? Nobody really shot anybody-but they're not allowed to do that in public areas.
Probably a bunch of school kids." For a worried moment she thought of Stephen, but such tricks were
not his style. She also doubted he and his friends could get access to such high-quality sims. Rich punks,
that was what these had been. "And they may lose their access privileges if they get caught"

"It was all false, then?"
"All false. Just a bunch of netboys on the prank."
"This is a strange world indeed, Renie. I think I am ready to go back now."

She had been right-she had let him stay too long. "Not 'back,' " she said gently. "Offline. Things like that
will help you remember this isn't a real place."

"Offline, then."

"Right" She moved her hand and it was so.

The beer was cold, ! Xabbu was tired but happy, and Renie was just beginning to unwind when she
noticed that her pad was blinking. She considered ignoring it-the battery was low, and when the power
faded, strange things often happened-but the only priority messages were those from home, and Stephen
would have returned from school a few hours ago.

The beerhall's node was not working, and her battery wasn't capable of boosting her signal enough to
use it from the table, so she apologized to ! Xabbu and went out to the street in search of a public node,
squinting against the late-afternoon glare. The neighborhood was not a good one, loose bits of plastic
crinkle blowing like autumn leaves, empty bottles and ampoules in discarded paper bags lying in the
gutter. She had to walk four long blocks before she found a node, defaced with graffiti but in service.

It was strange being so close to the well-manicured grounds of the Poly and yet in another world, an
entropic world in which everything seemed to be turning to dust and litter and flakes of dried paint. Even
the little lawn around the public node was only a phantom, a patch of baked earth and skeletal brown
grass.
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She jiggled the pad's access jack in the node until she made something resembling clean contact. The
booth was voice-only, and she listened to her home phone pulse a dozen times before someone
answered.

"What you want?" her father slurred.
"Papa? My pad was showing a message. Did Stephen call me?"

"That boy? No, little girl, I call you. I call you to say I won't put up with no nonsense no more. A man
got a right to some rest. Your brother, he and his friends make a mess, make too much noise. I tell him to
clean up the kitchen, he say it's not his job."

"It's not his job. I told him if he cleaned his room-"

"None of your lip, girl. You all think you can talk back to your father like I'm nobody. Well, I throw that
upstart boy out, right out for good, and if you don't get home and clean this place up, I throw you out,
too."

"You what? What do you mean, threw him out?"

There was a sly, pleased sound to Long Joseph's voice now. "You hear me. I throw his skinny behind
out of my house. He want to play silly buggers with his friends and make noise, he can live with his
friends. I deserve some peace."

"You...you...!" Renie swallowed hard. When her father got into these moods, he was just itching for
conflict; smashed and self-righteous, he would carry it on for days if she fought back. "That wasn't fair.
Stephen has a right to have friends."

"If you don't like it, you can go, too."

Renie hung up the phone and stared for long moments at a stripe of cadmium yellow paint splashed
across the face of the node, the long tail of a graffiti letter so arcane that she couldn't make it out. Her
eyes filled with tears. There were times she understood the violent impulses that made the netboys blow
each other to shreds with make-believe guns. Sometimes she even understood people who used real

guns.

The jack stuck in the public node when she pulled it out. She stared at the snapped wire for a moment,
swore, then threw it down on the ground where it lay like a tiny stunned snake.

"He's only eleven! You can't throw him out for making noise! Anyway, he has to live here by law!"

"Oh, you going to call the law on me, girl?" Long Joseph's undershirt was stained at the armpits. The
nails on his bare feet were yellow and too long. At that moment, Renie hated him,

"You can't do that!"
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"You go, too. Go on-I don't need no smart-mouth girl in my house. I told your mama before she died,
that girl getting above herself. Putting on airs."

Renie stepped around the table toward him. Her head felt like it might explode. "Go ahead, throw me
out, you old fool! Who will you get to clean for you, cook for you? How far do you think your
government check will go without me bringing home my salary?"

Joseph Sulaweyo waved his long hands in disgust. "Talk that shit to me. Who brought you into this
world? Who put you through that Afrikaaner school so you could learn that computer nonsense?"

"I put myself through that school." What had started as a simple headache had now transmuted into
spikes of icy pain. "I worked in that cafeteria cleaning up after other students for four years. And now I
have a good job-then I come home and clean up after you." She picked up a dirty glass, dried residue of
milk untouched since the night before, and lifted it to smash it on the floor, to break it into the thousand
sharp fragments she already felt rattling in her own head. After a moment, she put it down on the table
and turned away, breathing hard. "Where is he?"

"Where is who?"
"God damn it, you know who! Where did Stephen go?"

"How should I know?" Long Joseph was rooting around in the cupboard, looking for the bottle of cheap
wine he had finished two nights before. "He go off with his damn friend. That Eddie. What you do with
my wine, girl?"

Renie turned and went into her room, slamming the door shut behind her. It was impossible to talk with
him. Why did she even try?

The picture on her desk showed him over twenty years younger, tall and dark and handsome. Her
mother stood beside him in a strapless dress, shielding her eyes from the Margate summer sun. And
Renie herself, age three or four, was nestled in the crook of her father's arm, wearing a ridiculous bonnet
that made her head look as big as her entire body. One small hand had wrapped itself in her father's
tropical shirt as if seeking an anchor against the strong currents of life.

Renie scowled and blinked back tears. It did no good to look at that picture. Both of those people were
dead, or as good as dead. It was a dreadful thought, but no less true for its horror.

She found a last spare battery in the back of her drawer, slotted it into the pad, and phoned Eddie's
house.

Eddie answered. Renie was not surprised. Eddie's mother Mutsie spent more time out drinking with her
friends than home with her children. That was one of the reasons Eddie got into trouble, and though he

was a pretty good kid, it was one of the reasons Renie was not comfortable with Stephen staying there.

God, look at yourself, girl, she thought as she waited for Eddie to fetch her brother. You're turning into
an old woman, disapproving of everyone.

"Renie?"

"Yes, Stephen, it's me. Are you okay? He didn't hit you or anything, did he?"
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"No. The old drunk couldn't catch me."

Despite her own anger, she felt a moment of fright at hearing him talk about their father that way. "Listen,
is it all right for you to stay there tonight, just till Papa calms down? Let me talk to Eddie's mother."

"She's not here, but she said it was okay."

Renie frowned. "Ask her to call me anyway. [ want to talk to her about something. Stephen, don't hang
up."

"I'm here." He was sullen.

"What about Soki? You never told me if he came back to school after-after you three got in that
trouble."

Stephen hesitated. "He was sick."
"I know. But did he come back to school?"
"No. His mama and dad moved into Durban. I think they're living with Soki's aunt or something."

She tapped her fingers on the pad, then realized she had almost cut the connection. "Stephen, put the
picture on, please."

"It's broken. Eddie's little sister knocked over the station."

Renie wondered if that was really true, or if Stephen and his friend were into some mischief they didn't
want her to see. She sighed. It was forty minutes to Eddie's flatblock by bus and she was exhausted.
There was nothing she could do.

"Y ou phone me at work tomorrow when you get home from school. When's Eddie's mama coming
back?"

"Soon."
"And what are the two of you going to do tonight until she gets back?"
"Nothing." There was definitely a defensive note in his voice. "Just do some net Football match, maybe."

"Stephen," she began, then stopped. She didn't like the interrogatory tone of her own voice. How could
he learn to stand on his own two feet if she treated him like he was a baby? His own father had
wrongfully accused him of something just hours earlier, then thrown him out of his home. "Stephen, I trust
you. You call me tomorrow, hear?"

"Okay." The phone clicked and he was gone.

Renie plumped up her pillow and sat back on her bed, trying to find a comfortable position for her
aching head and neck. She had planned to read an article in a specialist magazine tonight-the kind of thing
she wanted to have under her belt when career review time came around-but she was too drained to do
anything much. Wave some frozen food and then watch the news. Try not to lie awake for hours

worrying.
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Another evening shot to hell.

"You seem upset, Ms. Sulaweyo. Is there anything I can do to help you?"

She took an angry breath. "My name's Renie. [ wish you'd start calling me that, ! Xabbu-you make me
feel like a grandmother."

"I am sorry. I meant no offense." His slender face was unusually solemn. He lifted his tie and scrutinized
the pattern.

Renie wiped the screen, blotting out the schematic she had been laboring over for the last half hour. She
took out a cigarette and pulled the tab. "No, I'm sorry. I had no right to take my . . . I apologize." She
leaned forward, staring at the sky blue of the empty screen as the smoke drifted in front of it "You've
never told me anything about your family. Well, not much."

She felt him looking at her. When she met it, his gaze was uncomfortably sharp, as though he had
extrapolated from her question about his family to her own troubles. It never paid to underestimate
!Xabbu. He had already moved past the basics of computing and was beginning to explore areas that
gave her other adult students fits. He would be constructing programmer-level code soon. All this in a
matter of a few months. If he was studying at night to make such a pace, he must be going without sleep
altogether.

"My family?" he asked. "That means a different thing where I come from. My family is very large. But I
assume you mean my mother and father."

"And sisters. And brothers."

"T have no brothers, although I have several male cousins. I have two younger sisters, both of whom are
still living with my people. My mother is living there, too, although she has not been well." His expression,
or the lack of'it, suggested that his mother's illness was nothing small. "My father died many years ago."

"I'm sorry. What did he die of? If you don't mind talking about it."

"His heart stopped." He said it simply, but Renie wondered at the stiffness of his tone. ! Xabbu was often
formal, but seldom anything but open in his conversation. She put it down to pain he did not wish to
share. She understood that.

"What was it like for you, growing up? It must have been very different from what I knew."

His smile came back, but only a small one. "I am not so certain of that, Renie. In the delta we lived
mostly outdoors, and that is very different, of course, from living beneath a city roof-some nights since I
came here I still have trouble sleeping, you know. I go outside and sleep in the garden just so I can feel
the wind, see the stars. My landlady thinks I am very strange." He laughed; his eyes almost closed. "But
other than that, it seems to me that all childhoods must be much alike. I played, I asked questions about
the things around me, sometimes I did what I should not and was punished. I saw my parents go to work
each day, and when [ was old enough, I was put to school."
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"School? In the Okavango Swamps?"

"Not the sort you know, Renie-not with an electronic wall and VR headsets. Indoor school was much
later for me. I was taken by my mother and her relatives and taught the things I should know. I never said
that our childhoods were identical, only much alike. When I was first punished for doing something I
should not have, it was for straying too near the river. My mother was afraid that crocodiles might take
me. | imagine that your first punishments were incurred for something different.”

"You're right. But we didn't have any electronic walls in my school. When I was a little girl, all we had
were a couple of obsolete microcomputers. If they were still around, they'd be in a museum now."

"My world has changed also since I was a young child. That is one of the things that brought me here."
"What do you mean?"

IXabbu shook his head with slow regret, as though she were the student rather than he, and she had
fastened onto some ultimately unworkable theory. When he spoke, it was to change the subject "Did you
ask me about my family out of curiosity, Renie? Or is there some problem with yours that is making you
sad? You do seem sad."

For a moment she was tempted to deny it or to push it aside. It didn't feel proper for a teacher to
complain to a student about her home life, even though they were more or less the same age. But she had
come to think of !Xabbu as a friend-an odd companion because of his background, but a friend
nevertheless. The pressures of raising a little brother and looking after her troubled and troublesome
father had meant that her friends from university days had drifted away, and she had not made many new
ones.

"I...Ido worry." She swallowed, disliking her own weakness, the messiness of her problems, but it
was too late to stop. "My father threw my little brother out of the house, and he's only eleven years old.
But my father's got it into his bloody mind to take a stand and he won't let him back until he apologizes.
Stephen is stubborn, too-I hope that's the only way he's like Papa." She was a little surprised at her own
vehemence. "So he won't give in. He's been staying with a friend for three weeks now-three weeks! 1
hardly get to see him or talk to him."

IXabbu nodded. "I understand your worry. Sometimes when one of my folk has a dispute with his
family, he goes to stay with other relatives. But we live very close together, and all see each other often."

"That's just it. Stephen's still going to school-I've been checking with the office-and Eddie's mother, this
friend's mother, says he's okay. I don't know how much I trust her, though, that's part of the problem."
She stood up, trailing smoke, and walked to the far wall, just needing to move. "Now I'm going on and
on about it again. But I don't like it. Two stupid men, one big, one little, and neither one of them is going
to say he's wrong."

"But you said your younger brother was not wrong," ! Xabbu pointed out "If he were to apologize, it is
true that he would be showing respect for his father-but if he accepts blame that is not his, then he would
also be submitting to injustice to maintain the peace. I think you are worried that would not be a good
lesson."

"Exactly. His people-our people-had to fight against that for decades." Renie shrugged angrily and
stubbed the cigarette out "But it's more than politics. I don't want him to think that might makes right, that
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if you are pushed down yourself, it's acceptable then to turn around and find someone weaker you can
push down. I don't want him to end up like . . . like his. . . ."

IXabbu held her gaze. He seemed capable of finishing the sentence for her, but didn't.
After a long pause, Renie cleared her throat "This is a waste of your tutorial time. I apologize. Shall we
try that flowchart again? I know it's boring, but it's the kind of thing you're going to have to know for

exams, however well you're doing with everything else."

IXabbu raised an inquiring eyebrow, but she ignored it.

IXabbu was standing at the edge of a sharp spur of rock. The mountainside stretched away beneath him,
a curving, glass-smooth free fall of shiny black. In his outstretched palm lay an old-fashioned pocket
watch. As Renie stared, ! Xabbu began to take it apart.

"Move away from the edge," she called. Couldn't he see the danger? "Don't stand so close!"

IXabbu looked up at her, his eyes crinkled into slits, and smiled. "I must find out how it works. There is
a ghost inside it."

Before she could warn him again, he jerked, then held up his hand wonderingly, like a child; a drop of
blood, round as a gem, became liquid and flowed down his palm.

"It bit me," he said. He took a step backward, then toppled over the precipice.
Renie found herself staring down from the edge. ! Xabbu had vanished. She searched the depths, but

could see nothing but mists and long-winged white birds, who circled slowly and made mournful sounds,
te-wheep, te-wheep, te-wheep. . . .

She surfaced from the dream, her heart still pounding. Her pad was beeping at her, quiet but insistent.
She fumbled for it on the night table. The digital numbers read 2:27 a.m.

"Answer." She flicked the screen upright.

It took her a moment to recognize Stephen's friend Eddie. He was crying, his tears a silver track on his
blue-lit face. Her heart went cold inside her chest,

"Renie. .. ?"
"Where's Stephen?"
"He's . . . he's sick, Renie. I don't know. . . ."

"What do you mean, 'sick'? Where's your mama? Let me talk to her."
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"She's not here."

"For God's sake. . . ! How is he sick, Eddie? Answer me!"

"He won't wake up. I don't know, Renie. He's sick."

Her hands were shaking. "Are you sure? He's not just sleeping very deeply?"

Eddie shook his head, confused and frightened. "I got up. He's . . . he's just lying there on the floor."

"Cover him with something. A blanket. I'll be right there. Tell your mother when she . . . shit, never mind.
I'll be right there."

She phoned for an ambulance, gave them Eddie's address, then called a cab. While she waited,
fever-chilled with worry, she scrabbled in her desk drawers for coins to make sure she had enough cash.
Long Joseph had burned out their credit with the cab company months ago.

Except for a few dimly lit windows, there was no sign of life outside Eddie's flatblock-no ambulance, no
police. A sliver of anger pierced Renie's fear. Thirty-five minutes already and no response. That would
teach them all to live in Pinetown. Things crunched under her feet as she hurried across the entranceway.

A handwritten sign said the electronic lock on the main door was out of service; someone had since
removed the whole latching mechanism with a crowbar. The stairwell stank of all the usual things, but
there was also a scorched smell, faint but sharp, as of some long-ago fire. Renie took the stairs two at a
time, running; she was gasping for breath when she reached the door. Eddie opened it. Two of his
younger sisters sheltered behind him, eyes wide. The apartment was dark except for the jittery light of the
wallscreen's static. Eddie stood, mouth working, frightened and prepared for some kind of punishment.
Renie didn't wait for him to think of something to say.

Stephen lay on his side on the living-room carpet, curled slightly, his arms drawn against his chest. She
pulled the threadbare blanket away and shook him, gently at first, but then with increasing force as she
called his name. She turned him onto his back, terrified by the slackness of his limbs. Her hands moved
from his narrow chest to the artery beneath his jaw. He was breathing, but slowly, and his heartbeat also
seemed strong but measured. She had been forced to take a first-aid course as part of her teaching
certificate, but could remember little beyond keeping the victim warm and administering mouth-to-mouth.
Stephen didn't need that, at least not as far as she could tell. She lifted him and held him tight, trying to
give him something, anything, that might bring him back. He seemed small but heavy. It had been some
time since he had let her clutch him this uninhibitedly. The strangeness of his weight in her arms made her
suddenly feel cold all over.

"What happened, Eddie?" Her heart felt as though it had been beating too fast for hours now. "Did you
take some kind of drugs? Do some kind of charge?"

Stephen's friend shook his head violently. "We didn't do anything! Nothing!"
She took a deep breath, trying to clear her head. The apartment looked a surreal shambles in the

silver-blue light, toys and clothes and unwashed dishes on every surface: there were no flat planes
anywhere. "What did you eat? Did Stephen eat anything you didn't?"
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Eddie shook his head again. "We just waved some stuff." He pointed to the packaged dinner boxes, not
surprisingly still out on the counter.

Renie held her cheek close to Stephen's mouth just to feel his breath. As it touched her, warm and faintly
sweet her eyes filled with tears. "Tell me what happened. Everything. God damn it, where is that
ambulance?"

According to Eddie, they truly had done nothing much. His mother had gone out to her sister's,
promising to be home by midnight They had downloaded some movies-the kind Renie wouldn't let
Stephen watch at home, but nothing so horrible she could imagine it having a physical effect on him-and
made dinner. After sending Eddie's sisters to bed, they had sat up for a while talking before putting
themselves to bed as well.

"... But I woke up. I don't know why. Stephen wasn't there. I just thought he went to the bathroom or
something, but he didn't come back. And I kind of smelled something funny, so I was afraid maybe we'd
left the wave on or something. So I went out. . . ." His voice hitched. He swallowed. "He was just lying
there. . . ."

There was a knock at the unlatched door, which swung open. Two jumpsuited paramedics entered like
storm troopers and brusquely took Stephen from her. She felt reluctant to let him go to these strangers,
even though she herself had summoned them; she released some of her tension and fear by letting them
know what she thought of their response time. They ignored her with professional elan as they quickly
checked Stephen's vital signs. The clockwork performance of their routine ran down a bit as they
discovered what Renie already knew: Stephen was alive but unconscious, and there was no sign of what
had happened to him.

"We will take him to the hospital," one of them said. Renie thought he made it sound like a favor.

"I'll go with you." She didn't want to leave Eddie and his sisters alone-only God knew when their useless
mother might turn up-so she called another cab, then wrote a hasty note explaining where they were all
going. Since the local cab company was unfamiliar with her father, she was able to use a card.

As the paramedics loaded Stephen's gurney into the white van, she squeezed her brother's small,
unmoving hand and leaned to kiss his cheek. It was still warm, which was reassuring, but his eyes were

rolled up beneath his lids like those of a hanged man she had once seen in a history lesson. All she could
see of them by the dim streetlights were two slivers of gray, screens showing an empty signal.

CHAPTER 4

The Shining Place

NETFEED/ARTS: TT Jensen Retrospective Begins
(visual: "Two-Door Metal Flake Sticky," by Jensen)

VO:. .. Based on car-chase images from 20th Century Films, the staged "sudden sculpture actions" of
fugitive San Francisco-based artist Tillamook Taillard Jensen require the presence of unwitting
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participants, including this legendary three-vehicle, multiple fatality for which the reclusive Jensen is still
being sought by authorities. . . .

Thargor sat and nursed his mead. A few of the inn's other patrons inspected him when they thought he
wasn't looking, but quickly glanced away when he returned their stares. Dressed from throat to toes in
black leather, with a necklace of razor-sharp murgh teeth rattling on his chest, he didn't look like the sort
of person they wanted to offend, even inadvertently.

They were wiser than they knew. Not only was Thargor a mercenary swordsman renowned throughout
the Middle Country for his quick temper and quicker blade, but he was in an even fouler mood than
usual. It had taken him a long time to find The Wyvern's Tail, and the person he had come to the inn to
meet should have arrived when the last watch was called-quite some time ago. He had been forced to sit
and wait, both his temper and his rune-scribed broadsword Lifereaper too large for this low-ceilinged
public house. On top of everything else, the mead was thin and sour.

He was inspecting the serpent's nest of white scars on the back of his broad fist when someone made a
Jjust-standing-here noise behind him. The fingers of his other hand tightened around Lifereaper's
leather-wrapped hilt as he turned his head and fixed the nervous innkeeper with sharp, ice-blue eyes.

"Pardon me, sir," the man stuttered. He was large but fat. Thargor decided he would not need his
runesword even if the man intended violence-not that his bulging eyes and pale cheeks suggested he
did-and lifted his eyebrow in inquiry: he did not believe in wasting words. "Is the mead to your liking?"
the innkeeper asked. "It's local. Made right here in Silnor Valley."

"It's horse piss. And I wouldn't want to meet the horse."

The man laughed, loudly and nervously. "No, of course not, of course not." The laugh ended up rather
like a hysterical giggle as he eyed Lifereaper in her long black scabbard. "The thing is, sir, the thing is . . .
there's someone outside. Said he wants to speak to you."

"To me? He gave you my name, did he?"

"No, sir! No! Why, I don't even know your name. Don't have the slightest idea what your name is, and
no interest in finding out" He paused for breath. "Although I'm sure it's a very respectable and euphonious
name, sir."

Thargor grimaced. "So how do you know he wants to speak to me? And what does he look like?"

"Simple enough, sir. He said 'the big fellow'-begging your pardon, sir-'the one dressed in black.' Well, as
you can see, sir, you're the biggest fellow here, and that's black you're dressed in, right enough. So you
can understand. . . ."

A raised hand stilled him. "And. . . ?"

"And, sir? Ah, what he looks like. Well, that I couldn't rightly tell you, sir. It was shadowy, it was, and
he was wearing a hooded cloak. Probably a very respectable gentleman, I'm sure, but what he looks like

I couldn't tell you. Hooded cloak. Thank you, sir. Sorry to bother you."

Thargor frowned as the innkeeper hurried away, scuttling rather impressively for a man of his bulk. Who
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could be outside? The wizard Dreyra Jarh? He was said to travel anonymously in this part of the Middle
Country, and certainly had a bone or two to pick with Thargor-the affair of the Onyx Ship alone would
have made them eternal enemies, and that had merely been their latest encounter. Or could it be the
haunted rider Ceithlynn, the banished elf prince? Although not a sworn enemy of Thargor's, the pale elf
certainly would be looking to settle some scores after what had happened during their journey through
Mithandor Valley. Who else might come looking for the swordsman in this unlikely place? Some local
bravos he had offended? He had given those cutthroats a terrible thrashing back at the crossroads, but he
doubted they would be ready for another go-round with him quite yet, even from ambush.

There was nothing to do but go and see. As he rose, leather trews creaking, the patrons of The
Wyvern's Tail studiously examined their cups, although two of the braver tavern wenches watched him
pass with more than a little admiration. He tugged at Lifereaper's pommel to make sure she sat loosely in
her scabbard, then walked to the door.

The moon hung full and fat over the stableyard, painting the low roofs with buttery light. Thargor let the
door fall shut behind him and stood, swaying a little, pretending to be drunk, but his hawklike eyes were
moving with the precision he had learned during a thousand nights like this, nights of moonlight and magic
and blood.

A figure detached itself from the shadow of a tree and stepped forward. Thargor's fingers tightened on
his sword hilt as he listened for any faint sound that might betray the position of other attackers.

"Thargor?" The hooded figure stopped a few paces away. "Hell, man, are you drunk?"

The mercenary's eyes narrowed. "Pithlit? What are you up to? You were supposed to meet me an hour
ago, and inside at that."

"Something . . . something happened. I was delayed. And when I arrived here, I . . . I could not go
inside without drawing too much attention. . . ." Pithlit swayed, and not in feigned drunkenness. Thargor
crossed the distance between them in two swift strides and caught the smaller man just before he
collapsed. Hidden by the loose fabric, a dark stain had spread across the front of Pithlit's robe.

"Gods, what happened to you?"

Pithlit smiled weakly. "Some bandits at the crossroads-local bravos, I think. I killed two of them, but that
was four too few."

Thargor cursed. "I met them yesterday. There were a dozen to begin with. I am surprised that they are
back to work soon."

"A man has to earn his imperials, one way or the other." Pithlit winced. "It was a last stroke just as I
broke away. I do not think it is mortal, but by the Gods, it hurts!"

"Come, then. We will get that tended to. We have other business this full moon night, and I need you
beside me-but afterward we will do a magic trick, you and L."

Pithlit grimaced again as Thargor set him on his feet once more. "A magic trick?"

"Yes. We will go back to that crossroads and turn four into none."
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As it turned out, Pithlit's wound was long and bloody but shallow. When it was bandaged, and the little
man had downed several cups of fortified wine to make up for the lost blood, he pronounced himself
ready to ride. Since the hard physical work of the night's planned business was to be Thargor's, the
mercenary took the thief at his word. While the moon was still risin in the sky, they left The Wyvern's Tail
and its rustic patron behind.

The Silnor Valley was a long narrow crevice that wound through the Catspine Mountains. As he and
Pithlit coaxed the horses up the slender mountain track out of the valley, Thargor reflected that a cat
would have to be malnourished indeed have a spine so bony and sharp-knobbed.

What little life and noise there had been down in the valley seemed a lifetime away here in the heights.
The woods were oppressively thick and silent: were it not for the bright moonlight, the swordsman
thought, it would have been like sitting at the bottom of a well. He had been in more frightening places,
but few as broodingly unpleasant as this part of the Catspine.

The atmosphere seemed to be weighing on Pithlit, too. "This is no place for a thief," he said. "We relish
darkness, but only to hide us as we make our way toward glittering things. And it is nice to have
somewhere to spend the ill-gotten gains afterward, and something to buy with them besides moss and
stones."

Thargor grinned. "If we succeed, you may buy yourself a small city to play in, with all the toys and bright
lights you wish."

"And if we do not succeed, I shall doubtless wish I were back facing the crossroads bandits again,
wounded ribs and all."

"Doubtless."

They rode on for a while in near-silence, companioned only by the clip-clopping of their horses' hooves.
The track wound up and around, through twisted trees and standing stones of odd shape upon whose
surfaces the full moon picked out faint carvings, most of them incomprehensible, none pleasant to
observe.

"They say that the Old Ones lived here once." Pithlit's voice was determinedly casual. "They do say
that."

"Long ago, of course. Ages ago. Not any longer." Thargor nodded, hiding a thin smile at Pithlit's nervous
tone. Of all men, only Dreyra Jarh and a few other sorcerers knew more of the Old Ones than Thargor,
and no one was more feared by those atavistic deeps-dwellers. If the ancient race still maintained some
outpost here, let them show themselves. They bled like any other creature-albeit more slowly-and
Thargor had sent swarms of their kind to hell already. Let them come! They were the least of his worries
tonight.

"Do you hear something?" asked Pithlit. Thargor reined up, quieting his mount Blackwind with a strong
hand. There was indeed a faint sound, a distant piping swirl that sounded a little like. . . .

"Music,:" he grunted. "Perhaps you shall have the entertainment you were bemoaning earlier."

Pithlit's eyes were wide. "I do not wish to meet those musicians."
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""You may not have a choice." Thargor stared at the sky, then back at the narrow track. The
otherworldly music faded again. "The trail to Massanek Coomb crosses here and leads in that direction."

Pithlit swallowed. "I knew I would have cause to regret accompanying you."

Thargor laughed quietly. "If yon pipers are the worst we hear or see tonight, and we find the thing we
seek, you will curse yourself for even hesitating,"

"If, swordsman. If."
Thargor turned Blackwind to the right and led Pithlit down the almost invisible trail into deeper shadow.

Massanek Coomb lay beneath the moon like a great dart beast, an ill-omened vale heavy with its own
solitude. The very trees of the mountainside stopped at its edge as though they would not touch it; the
grass that grew upon its ground was short and sparse. The Coomb was a scar in the woodland, an empty
place.

Almost empty, Thargor noted.

At its center, partially obscured by rising mist, stood the great ring of stones. Inside the ring lay the
barrow.

Pithlit tilted his head. "The music has stopped again. Why is that?"

"A man could go mad trying to make sense of such things." Thargor dismounted and looped Blackwind's
reins around a tree branch. The charger had already turned skittish, despite a life spent treading paths no
other horses knew. No point dragging him down closer to the place's center.

"A man could go equally mad trying to see the sense in this." Pithlit stared at the tall stones and shivered.
"Defiling graves is a bad business, Thargor. Defiling the grave of an infamous sorceress seems to refute
good sense entirely."

Thargor unsheathed Lifereaper. The runes glimmered silver-blue in the moon's cool light. "Xalisa Thol
would have liked you much when she lived, little thief. I am told she kept a stable of small and well-made
fellows like yourself. Why should she change her ways simply because she is dead?"

"Do not joke!" "Betrothed to Xalisa Thol" was a byword for a bad bargain-a few days of maddening
bliss followed by years of hideous agony. The thief's eyes narrowed. "In any case, it is not me she will be
meeting. If you have changed your mind, well and good, but I am not going inside in your place."

Thargor smirked. "I have not changed my mind. I but jested with you-I thought you rather pale, but
perhaps it is the moonlight. Did you bring the Scroll of Nantheor?"

"T did." Pithlit rooted in his saddlebag and produced the object, a thick furl of cured hide. Thargor
thought he could guess what sort of hide it might be. "I nearly wound up in the tusky jaws of a werehog
getting it," Pithlit added. "Remember, you promised that nothing would happen to it. I have a buyer
waiting."

"Nothing will happen-to the scroll." Thargor took it in his hand, faintly but invisibly disturbed by the way
the script seemed to writhe against his skin. "Now, follow me. We will keep you well away from danger."
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"Well away from danger would mean out of these mountains altogether," complained Pithlit, but fell into
step behind him.

The mist surrounded them like a crowd of importuning beggars, pawing at their legs with cold tendrils.
The great stone circle loomed before them, casting broad shadows on the moonlit fog.

"[s any magical artifact worth such risk?" Pithlit wondered quietly. "What can the mask of Xalisa Thol be
worth to you, who are no sorcerer?"

"Exactly what it is worth to the sorcerer who hired me to steal it," Thargor replied. "Fifty diamonds of
imperial weight."

"Fifty! By the gods!"
"Yes. Now, shut your mouth."

Even as Thargor spoke, the strange music came to them again across the wind, a haunting, discordant
skirl of pipes. Pithlit's eyes bulged, but he held his tongue. The pair strode forward between the nearest
pair of standing stones, ignoring the symbols carved there, and stopped at the base of the great barrow.

The swordsman caught the thief's eyes once more, reinforcing the order of silence, then bent and put
Lifereaper to work as though it were only a common farm tool. Soon Thargor had hacked away a wide
stretch of turf. As he began to unpile the wall of stones that lay behind it, a whiff of decay and strange
spices rose from the opening. Up on the hill the horses nickered worriedly.

When he had cleared a hole big enough to accommodate his wide shoulders, Thargor waved for his
companion to hand him the Scroll of Nantheor. As he unrolled it and whispered the words the sorcerer
had taught him, words he had memorized but whose meaning he did not know, the painted symbols
turned a gleaming red; at the same moment, a dim vermilion light was kindled in the depths of the barrow.
When it died, and the glowing runes had also faded, Thargor furled the scroll and gave it back to Pithlit.
He took out his flints and lit the brand he had brought with him-there had been no need for a torch
beneath the bright moon-then eased himself down into the hole he had opened in Xalisa Thol's tomb. His
last sight of Pithlit was of the nervous thief's silhouette limned by moonlight.

The first sight of the barrow's interior was both daunting and reassuring. At the far end of the chamber in
which he stood, another hole-this one in the shape of an oddly angled door-led down into further
darkness: the great mound was only the antechamber for a far larger excavation. But Thargor had
expected nothing else. His sorcerer-client's ancient book had described the place where Xalisa Thol had
immured herself before lying down to die as "a labyrinth."

He lifted a small sack from his belt and spilled its content into his palm. Glow-seeds, each one a small
mote of light in this dark place, would serve to mark his path so that he would not wander below the
ground forever. Thargor was among the bravest of men, but when the day of his death came, he wished it
to be beneath open sky. His father, who had lived a life of near-slavery in the iron mines of Borrikar, had
died in a tunnel collapse. It was a fearful and unmanly way to go.

As he pushed through the damp white roots that dangled from the ceiling, moving toward the door at the
chamber's far end, he saw something strange and unexpected: a few paces to the right of the dark door
something was flickering like a low fire, although it cast no light on the earthen walls. As Thargor
watched, it flared into full radiance and became a hole in the air that seeped yellow light. He snarled and
lifted Lifereaper, wondering if some magical spell had been laid here to trick him, but his blade did not
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shimmer in his fist as she did in the presence of sorcery, and the barrow smelled of nothing but damp soil
and the faint odor of mummification-neither unexpected in a burial mound.

He paused, muscles tensed to iron-hardness, and waited for some demon or wizard to step through this
magical door. When nothing emerged, he moved to the shining place and tested the opening with his
hand. It gave off no heat, only light. After looking around the antechamber once more, just to be
careful-Thargor had not survived so many near-fatal adventures through carelessness-he leaned forward
until he could gaze into the bright portal.

Thargor gasped in disbelief.

Long moments passed. He did not move. Nor did he show any sign of life when Pithlit poked his head
through the entrance hole and called to him, quietly at first, but then with increasing volume and urgency.
The swordsman seemed to have turned to stone, a leather-clad stalagmite.

"Thargor!" Pithlit was shouting now, but his companion gave no sign of hearing. "The music is playing
again. Thargor!" A moment later, the thief became even more alarmed. "There is something coming into
the chamber! The tomb's guardian! Thargor!"

The mercenary pulled himself back from the golden light, swaying as though wakened from a deep sleep.
Then, with Pithlit watching in stunned horror, he turned to face the dessicated corpse of what had been
some great warrior shambling out of the darkened door at the chamber's far end. Thargor's movements
were slow and dreamy. He had barely raised Lifereaper when the armor-clad mummy brought its rusted
battle-ax down on his head, splitting his skull to the first knob of his spine.

Thargor fumbled in gray emptiness, Pithlit's astonished cries still echoing in his memory. His own
astonishment was no less.

I'm dead! I'm dead! How can I be dead?
It was beyond belief.

That was a Lich. A stupid, sniveling Lich. I've killed thousands of them. How could I get toasted by
something as fringe as that?

He searched wildly for a moment as the gray nothing washed over him, but there were no solutions,
nothing to be done. The damage was too great. He exited, and was Orlando Gardiner once more.

Orlando pulled out his jack and sat up. He was so astounded by the turn of events that his hands moved
in empty air for long moments before he unseeingly located-and then absently punched into shape-the
pillows that cushioned his head, then reconfigured the bed so he could sit up. A cold sweat had pearled
on his skin. His neck ached from being in one position too long. His head hurt, too, and the glare of
midday through his bedroom window wasn't helping. He rasped a command and turned the window into
a blank wall again. He needed to think.

Thargor is dead. It was so shocking, he found it hard to consider anything else, although there were
many things to think about. He had made Thargor-he had made himself Thargor-with the labor of four
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long, obsessive years. He had survived everything, developing a facility that was the envy of players
everywhere on the net. He was the most famous character in the Middle Country game, recruited for
every battle, first choice for every important task. Now Thargor was dead, his skull crushed by a
ridiculous low-level irritant-a Lich, for God's sake! The damned things were scattered around every
dungeon and tomb in the simworld, cheap and ubiquitous a candy wrappers.

Orlando took a squeeze-bottle from his bedside and drank. He felt feverish. His head throbbed, as
though the tomb guardian's ax had truly struck him. Everything had happened with such boggling
abruptness.

That gleaming hole, that shining golden whatever-it-was-that had been something bigger, stranger by far
than anything else in the adventure. In any adventure. Either one of his rivals had set the trap to end all
traps, or something beyond his understanding had occurred.

He had seen . . . a city, a shining, majestic city the color of sunlit amber. It had not been one of the
pseudo-medieval walled cities that dotted the simworld, the game territory known as the Middle
Country. This vision had been alien but relentlessly modem, a metropolis with elaborately decorated
buildings as tall as anything in Hong Kong or Tokyokahama.

But it was more than some science fiction vision: there had been something real about the place, more
real than anything he had ever seen on the net. Set against the careful fractals of the game-world, it had
glowed with its own splendid and superior presence, like a gemstone on a pile of dust. Morpher, Dieter
Cabo, Duke Slowleft-how could any of Orlando's rivals have brought something like that into the Middle
Country? Every spell-point in the world wouldn't allow you to alter the basics of a simplace that way.
The city had simply belonged to a level of reality higher than the game he had been playing. Higher even,
it had almost seemed, than RL itself.

That amazing city. It had to be a real place-or at least something other than netstuff. Orlando had spent
almost his whole life on the net, knew it like a nineteenth century Mississippi pilot knew the big river. This
was something new, an entirely different order of experience. Someone . . . something . . . was trying to
communicate with him.

No wonder the Lich had been able to sneak up on him. Pithlit must have thought his companion had
gone mad. Orlando frowned. He would have to call Fredericks and explain, but be wasn't quite ready to
rehash things with Fredericks yet. There was too much to think about Thargor, Orlando Gardiner's alter
ego, his more-than-self, was dead. And that was only one of his problems.

What was a fourteen-year-old kid supposed to do after he'd been touched by the gods?

CHAPTER 5

A World Afire

NETFEED/NEWS: Stuttgart Protest Memorial

(visual: parade of people bearing candles)
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VO: Thousands gathered in Stuttgart for a candlelight vigil to honor the twenty-three homeless people
slain by German federal police in a riot over housing,

(visual: young man in tears, head bloodied)

WITNESS: "They had body armor. Big spikes sticking out. They just kept coming and coming. . . ."

Using a flat screen drove Renie crazy. It was like boiling water over an open flame to wash clothes. Only
in a miserable backwater hospital like this. . . .

She cursed and pushed on the screen again. This time it shot right past the ""S"s and into the "T"s before
she could arrest the scroll's progress. It shouldn't be this hard to get information. It was cruel. As if the
bloody quarantine wasn't hindrance enough!

Bukavu 4 information posters were everywhere in Pinetown these days, but most of them had been so
densely covered with graffiti that she had never quite absorbed the content. She knew there had been
outbreaks of the virus in Durban, and had even heard a pair of women talking about someone's daughter
in Pinetown who had died of it after traveling in central Africa, but Renie would never have guessed that
the entire Durban Outskirt Medical Facility would be under official UN-mandated Bukavu Outbreak
quarantine procedures.

If the disease is so damn dangerous, she thought, then what are they doing bringing sick people here
who don't have it! She was furious to think that her brother, already struck down by some unknown
illness, might be exposed to an even worse contagion in the place she had brought him for treatment.

But even as she raged, she knew the reasons. She worked for a public institution herself. Funds were
short-funds were always short. If they could afford a hospital just to deal with Bukavu patients, they'd
have one. The hospital administration couldn't be very happy about trying to keep their normal operation
running under quarantine restraints. Perhaps there was even a very thin silver lining: Durban still didn't
have enough B4 cases to warrant devoting an entire hospital to their care.

That was small solace, though.

Renie finally got the ancient interface to stop on the "S"s and she punched in her visitor code. "Sulaweyo,
Stephen" was listed as "unchanged," which meant that she could visit him, at least. But seeing Stephen
these days was always heartbreakingly short of anything she would have called a "visit."

A nurse reading from a pad briefed her as she struggled into an Ensuit, although there was little he could
tell Renie that she had not gleaned from the single word on the monitor in the waiting room. She had
become so familiar with the litany she could have recited it herself, so she let the nurse go when he had
finished, despite the urge to hang onto any symbol of officialdom and beg for answers. Renie knew by
now that there were no answers. No detectable viruses-including, thank God, no signs of the fatal
disease that had forced the hospital into such heavy-handed security. No blood clots or other blockages,
no trauma to the brain. Nothing. Just a little brother who hadn't awakened for twenty-two days.

She shuftled along the passageway, holding her air hose to keep it from catching on things. Groups of
doctors and nurses-and possibly other visitors as well, since everyone looked pretty much the same in an
Ensuit-hurried past her, making the same crackling and hissing noises she made. It was a little like being
in an old news video about manned space exploration; when she passed a large window, she almost


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

expected to look out and see the star-flocked depths of space beyond, or perhaps the rings of Saturn.
Instead, it was only another ward full of tented beds, another campground of the living dead.

Renie was stopped twice on her way to the fourth floor and asked to produce her visitor's pass.
Although both functionaries spent a long time examining the faint lettering-the effects of a dying printer
exacerbated by perspex faceshields on the Ensuits-she was not angered by the delay. In a way, she
found it vaguely reassuring to know that the hospital really did care about the security of their quarantine.
Stephen had been stricken so quickly and thoroughly . . . and so mysteriously . . . that it almost seemed
like an act of malice. Renie was frightened for her baby brother, frightened of something she could not
explain. She was relieved to see that people were on guard.

Renie desperately wanted her brother to get better, but she was even more afraid of a turn for the
worse. When she found him lying in exactly the same position as the day before, and all the monitors still
locked on readings that were now as familiar as her own address, she felt both unhappiness and relief.

Oh, God, my poor little man. . . . He was so small in that big bed. How could a little tearaway like
Stephen be so quiet, so still? And how could she, who had fed him, protected him, tucked him in at night,
had in all ways except biology been a mother to him, how could she be so maddeningly unable to do
anything for him now? It was not possible. But it was true.

She sat beside his bed and put her own gloved hand into the larger glove built into the side of the tent.
She carefully maneuvered her fingers past the tangle of sensor wires radiating from his scalp, then stroked
his face, the familiar and beloved tine of his rounded forehead, his upturned nose. She was heartsick at
being so completely separated from him. It was like trying to touch someone in VR-they might as well be
meeting in the Inner District. . . .

A kindling of memory was interrupted by a movement at the doorway. Despite her own Ensuit, she
jumped at the white apparition.

"Sorry to startle you, Ms. Sulaweyo."
"Oh, it's you. Any change?"

Doctor Chandhar leaned forward and surveyed the monitor dials, but even Renie knew there was no
information to be had there.

"Much the same, it seems. I am sorry."

Renie shrugged, a resigned gesture belied by the heaviness in her gut, the warm imminence of tears. But
crying was useless. All she would do was fog the faceplate. "Why can't anyone tell me what's wrong?"

The doctor shook her head, or at least moved the hood of her Ensuit from side to side. "You're an
educated woman, Ms. Sulaweyo. Sometimes medical science does not have answers, only guesses. At
the moment our guesses are not very good. But things may change. At least your brother's condition is
stable."

"Stable! So is a potted plant!" Now the tears did come. She turned to face Stephen again, although at
the moment she could see nothing.

A gloved, inhuman hand touched her shoulder. "I am sorry. We are doing all we can."
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"What is that, exactly?" Renie struggled to keep her voice steady, but she could not help sniffling. How
was a person supposed to blow her nose in one of these bloody suits? "Please tell me, what are you
doing? Besides putting him in the sun and keeping him watered."

"Y our brother's case is rare, but not unique." Doctor Chandhar's voice was pitched in the telltale dealing
with difficult family members mode. "There have been-and are-other children who have fallen into this
sort of comatose state without apparent cause. Some of them have spontaneously recovered, just woke
up one day and asked for something to drink or eat."

"And the others? The ones who didn't just sit up and demand icecream?"

The doctor removed her hand from Renie's shoulder. "We are doing our best, Ms. Sulaweyo. And there
is nothing you can do except what you are doing-coming here so that Stephen can feel your touch and
hear your familiar voice."

"I know, you told me. Which means I should be talking to Stephen instead of haranguing you." Renie
took a shaky breath. The tears had stopped flowing, but her faceplate was still steamy. "I don't mean to
take it out on you. Doctor. I know you've got a lot to worry about"

"This has not been a particularly good time, these past few months. I wonder sometimes why I picked a
career with so much sadness in it." Doctor Chandhar turned at the doorway. "But it is good to make a
difference, and sometimes I do. And sometimes, Ms. Sulaweyo, there are wonderful moments of
happiness. I hope you and I can share one of those when Stephen comes back to us."

Renie watched the dim white form shuffle out into the corridor. The door slid closed again. The
maddening thing was, although she was aching for someone to fight with, for someone to accuse, there
was no one. The doctors were doing their best. The hospital, despite its limitations, had given Stephen
almost every test that might help explain what had struck him down. None had. There were no answers.
There was truly no one to blame.

Except God, she thought. Perhaps. But that had never done anyone much good. And perhaps Long
Joseph Sulaweyo was not entirely without responsibility in the matter either.

Renie touched Stephen's face again. She hoped that somewhere deep inside that unresponsive body he
could feel and hear her, even through two layers of quarantine.

"I have a book, Stephen. Not one of my favorites this time, but one of yours." She smiled sadly. She
was always trying to get him to read African things-stories, history, folktales from the mixed tribal legacy
of their family. She wanted him to be proud of his heritage in a world where such holdovers were fast
disappearing, crushed in the inexorable, glacial flow of First World culture. But Stephen's tastes had
never run that way.

She thumbed on her pad, then increased the size of the text so she could see it through brimming eyes.
She blanked the pictures. She didn't want to see them, and Stephen couldn't "It's Netsurfer Detectives,"
she said, and began to read.

" 'Malibu Hyperblock is completely sealed,' shouted Masker as he crashed through the door, letting his
skim-board zoom off into the other room with none of his usual care. The Zingray 220 knocked several
other boards loose as it tried to fit itself back into the rack. Masker ignored the clatter, more concerned
with his news. 'They've got bigmama Recognizers on every flowpoint.'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

" 'That's some vicious-bad wanton!" said Scoop. He left his holo-striped pad floating in midair as he
turned to his excited friend, 'l mean, there must be major trouble-double-sampled!". . . ."

If you would just go and see him!"
Long Joseph put his hands to his head as though to shut out the noise. "I did go, didn't I?"

"Twice! You've been twice-the day after I took him there and when the doctor made you come down
for a conference,"

"What more you want? He's sick. You think I should go down every day like you do, look at him? He's
still sick. Visit him all you want, it don't make him better."

Renie seethed. How could anyone be so impossible? "He's your son, Papa. He's just a kid. He's all by
himself in that hospital."

"And he don't know nothing! I went and talk to him, be don't know nothing. What good is all your
talking, talking. . . ? You even read him books!"

"Because a familiar voice might help him find his way back." She paused and prayed for strength to the
God of her trusting childhood-a kinder God than any she could summon belief for these days. "And
maybe it's your voice he needs to hear most, Papa. The doctor said so."

His look became vulpine, his eyes darting to the side as though seeking escape. "What's that nonsense
mean?"

"He had a fight with you. You were angry with him-told him not to come back. Now something has
happened to him and maybe, somewhere down deep like a dream, he's scared to come back. Maybe he
thinks you're mad at him and so he's staying away."

Long Joseph pushed himself up off the couch, frightened but trying to cover it with bluster. "That's . . .
you can't talk to me like that, girl, and no doctor talks to me like that about my business either." He
stamped his way into the kitchen and began to open cupboards. "A lot of craziness. Scared of me! I just
set him straight. Didn't even lay no hand to him."

"There isn't any."

The cupboard-rifling noises stopped. "What?"

"There isn't any, [ didn't buy you any wine."

"Don't tell me what I'm looking for!"

"Fine. Do what you like." Renie's head hurt, and she was so tired she didn't want to get out of her chair
until the arrival of tomorrow morning forced her. Between working, commuting, and visiting Stephen, she
was spending at least fourteen hours a day out of the house. So much for the Information Century-every

time you turned around, you had to go somewhere, see someone, usually on aching feet because the
bloody trains weren't running. The Cyber Age. What shit.
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Long Joseph reappeared in the living room. "I'm going out. A man deserves some peace."

Renie decided to make one last try. "Listen, Papa, whatever you think, it would do Stephen good to
hear your voice. Come with me to visit him."

He raised his hand as if to swing at something, then pressed it over his eyes for a long moment. When he
took it away, his face was full of despair. "Go there," he said hoarsely. "So I should go there and watch
my son die."

Renie was shocked. "He's not dying!"

"Oh? He jumping and running? He playing football?" Long Joseph stretched his arms wide; his jaw
worked furiously. "No, he is lying in hospital just like his mama. You were with your grandmother, girl.
You weren't there. I sat there for three weeks and watched your mama all burned up in that bed. Tried to
give her water when she cried. Watched her die slowly." He blinked several times, then abruptly turned
his back on her, his shoulders hunched as though against the blow of a sjambok. His voice, when it came,
was almost a different person's. "I spent . . . plenty of time in that damn hospital."

Stunned, her own eyes abruptly welling, Renie could not speak for a moment. "Papa?"

He would not turn to face her. "Enough, girl. I'll go see him. I'm his father-you don't need to tell me my
job."

"You will? Will you come with me tomorrow?"
He made an angry sound in his throat. "I've got things to do. I'll let you know when I'm coming."
She tried to be gentle. "Please make it soon, Papa. He needs you."

"T'll see him, damn you-put on that foolish suit again. But don't tell me when to go." Still unwilling or
unable to meet her eyes, he thumbed the door open and went lurching out.

Drained of energy, full of confusion, Renie sat for a long time staring at the closed door. Something had
just happened, but she wasn't quite sure what it had been or what it had meant. For a moment she had
felt something like a connection with the father she had known-the man who had labored so hard to keep
the family together after his wife died, who had worked extra jobs and encouraged her studies and even
tried to help Renie and her grandmother, Uma' Bongela, with little Stephen. But after her Uma' had died

and Renie had become a grown woman, he had just given up. The Long Joseph she had known seemed
completely lost.

Renie sighed. Whether that was true or not, she just didn't have the strength to deal with it right now.

She slumped deeper in the chair, squinting against the throb of her headache. She had forgotten to buy
more painblockers, of course, and if she didn't take care of something, no one else was going to. She
turned on the wallscreen and let the first thing she had cued up-a travelogue about holidays in
Tasmania-wash over her, deadening her thoughts. For a brief moment she wished she had one of those
expensive full sensory wraparounds, so she could go to that beach, smell the apple blossoms, feel the
sand beneath her feet and the air of holiday freedom so expensively encoded into the program.

Anything to avoid the recursive memory of her father's hunched shoulders and of Stephen's sightless
eyes.
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When the beeping awoke her, Renie grabbed at her pad. Eight in the morning, but that wasn't her
wake-up alarm. Was it the hospital?

"Answer!" she shouted. Nothing happened.

As she struggled into a sitting position, Renie finally realized that the noise was coming not from the
phone but from the front door speaker. She pulled on a bathrobe and made her way groggily across the
living room. Her chair was lying on its side like the dessicated corpse of some strange animal, victim of
Long Joseph's late and drunken return. She leaned on the switch.

"Hello?"

"Ms. Sulaweyo? It is ! Xabbu speaking. [ am sorry to disturb you."
"I Xabbu? What are you doing here?"

"T will explain-it is nothing bad or frightening."

She looked around at the apartment, messy at the best of times, but now showing the effects of her
cumulative absences. Her father's snores rumbled from his bedroom. "I'll be down. Wait for me."

IXabbu seemed perfectly normal, except that he was wearing a very clean white shirt. Renie looked him
up and down, confused and a little off-balance.

"I hope I am not disturbing you too much," he said, smiling. "I was at school early this morning. I like it
when it is quiet. But then there was a bomb."

"Another one? Oh, God."

"Not a real one-at least, I do not know. But a telephone warning. They emptied the Polytechnic. I
thought you might not know, so I decided I would save you a useless trip."

"Thank you. Hang on for a moment." She took out her pad and browsed the college system for mail.
There was a general message from the chancellor declaring the Poly closed until further notice, so
IXabbu had saved her a trip, but she suddenly wondered why he had not merely called her. She looked
up; he was still smiling. It was almost impossible to imagine deception lurking behind those eyes-but why
had he come all the way out to Pinetown?

She noted the ironed creases in the white shirt and had a sudden disorienting thought. Was this
romance? Had the little tribesman come out here to take her on some kind of date? She didn't know
quite how she felt about that, but the word "uncomfortable" sprang to mind.

"Well," she said slowly, "since the Poly is closed, I guess you have the day off." Her use of the singular
pronoun was intentional.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Then I would like to take my instructor out for a meal. Breakfast?" ! Xabbu's smile wavered, then
flickered out, replaced by a look of disconcerting intensity. "You have been very sad, Ms . . . Renie. You
have been very sad, but you have been a good friend to me. I believe it is you who now needs a friend."

"T...think. ..." She hesitated, but could think of no good reason not to go. It was just half eight in the
morning and the apartment seemed poisonous. Her little brother was lying in an oxygen tent, as
unreachable as if he were dead, and the thought of being in the same kitchen with her father when he
floundered to consciousness in a few hours made her neck and shoulders tighten like a pulled knot.
"Right," she said. "Let's go."

If there was romance on !Xabbu's mind, he certainly didn't show it. As they walked down into
Pinetown's business section, he seemed to be looking at everything but Renie, his half-closed eyes that
could so easily look shy or sleepy flitting across peeling paint and boarded up windows, watching rubbish
blow down the wide streets like cartoon tumbleweeds.

"It's not a very nice part of town, I'm afraid."

"My landlady's house is in Chesterville," he replied. "This is a little more wealthy, although fewer people
seem to be on the streets. But what astonishes me-and I must confess, Renie, horrifies me a little-is the
human-ness of it all."

"What does that mean?"

"Is that not a word, "human-ness'? 'Humanity,' perhaps? What I mean is that everything here-all of the
city that I have seen since leaving my people-is built to block out the earth, to hide it from sight and mind.
The rocks have been scoured away, the bush burned off, and everything has been covered with tar." He
slapped his thong-soled foot against the cracked street "Even the few trees, like that sad fellow there,
have been brought here and planted by people. Humans turn the places they live into great crowded piles
of mud and stone, like the nests termites build-but what happens when in all the world there are only
termite hills left but no bush?"

Renie shook her head. "What else should we do? If this were bush country, there would be too many of
us to survive. We would starve. We would kill each other."

"So what will people do when they finally run out of bush to burn?" !Xabbu bent and picked up a plastic
ring, an already unclassifiable remnant of the current civilization. He squeezed his fingers together and
slipped it over his wrist, then held his new bangle up and examined it, a sour half-smile on his lips. "Starve
then? Kill each other then? It will be the same problem, but first we will have covered everything with tar
and stone and cement and . . . what is it called, 'fibramic'? Also, when the killing comes, there will be
many more people to die."

"We'll go into space." Renie gestured toward the gray sky. "We'll . . . I don't know, colonize other
planets."

1Xabbu nodded. "Ah."
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Johnny's Café was crowded. Most of the customers were truck drivers starting their hauling day on the
Durban-Pretoria route, big friendly men in sunglasses and bright-colored shirts. Too friendly, some of
them-in the time it took to squeeze through to an empty booth, Renie received a proposal of marriage
and several less honorable offers. She clenched her teeth, refusing to smile at even the most harmless and
respectful of the flirts. If you encouraged them, it just got worse.

But there were things Renie liked about Johnny's, and one of them was that you could get real food. So
many of the small restaurants and coffee shops these days served nothing but American-style
convenience food-waved beefburgers, sausages in rolls with gluey cheese sauce, and of course
Coca-Cola and fries, the wafer and wine of the Western religion of commerce. But somebody in the
kitchen here-perhaps Johnny himself, if there was such a person-actually cooked.

Besides the cup of strong, driver-fuel coffee, Renie decided on bread with butter and honey and a plate
of fried plantains and rice. ! Xabbu let her order him the same. When the wide platter came, he stared at it
in apparent dismay.

"It is so large."

"It's mostly starch. Don't finish it if you don't feel comfortable."
"Will you eat it?"

She laughed. "Thanks, but this is plenty for me."

"Then what will happen to it?"

Renie paused. Distant stepchild to the culture of wealth, she had never thought much about her own
patterns of consumption and waste. "['m sure someone in the kitchen takes home whatever's left over,"
she offered at last, and felt guilty and shamed even as she said it. She had little doubt that the onetime
masters of South Africa had made the same excuse as they watched the remains of another Caligulean
feast being cleared away.

She was grateful that !Xabbu did not seem inclined to follow up the question. It was at moments like this
that she realized how different his outlook truly was. He spoke better English than her father, and his
intelligence and quick empathy aided him in understanding many very subtle things. But he was not like
her, not at all-he might have dropped in from another planet. Renie, again with an obscure feeling of
shame, realized that she shared more of her fundamental outlook with a rich white teenager living in
England or America than with this young African man who had grown up a few hundred miles away.

After he had eaten a few mouthfuls of rice, ! Xabbu looked up. "I have now been in two cafés," he said.
"This, and the one in the Lambda Mall."

"Which do you prefer?"

He grinned. "The food is better here." He took another bite, then poked at a glistening plantain with his
fork, as if to make sure it was dead. "There is something else, too. You remember I asked about ghosts
on the net? [ see the life there, but I cannot feel it, which makes me uneasy in spirit. It is hard to explain.
But I like this place much better."

Renie had been a net habitué for so long that she sometimes did indeed think of it as a place, a huge
place, but just as geographically real as Europe or Australia. But !Xabbu was right-it wasn't. It was an
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agreement, something people pretended was real. In some ways, it was a country of ghosts . . . but all
the ghosts were haunting each other.

"There is something to be said for RL." As if to prove it to herself, she lifted her mug of very good, very
strong coffee "No question."

"Now please, Renie, tell me what is troubling you. You said to me that your brother was ill. Is that it, or
have you other problems as well? I hope I am not intruding too much."

Awkwardly at first, she described her last visit to Stephen and the latest version of her ongoing argument
with Long Joseph. Once she began, it grew easier to talk, to describe the hopeless frustration of visiting
Stephen every day when nothing ever changed, of the increasingly painful spiral of her relationship with
her father. ! Xabbu listened, asking questions only when she hesitated on the brink of some painful
admission, but each time she answered the questions and found herself moving farther into revelation. She
was not used to opening herself, to exposing her secret fears; it felt dangerous. But, as they dawdled
through breakfast and the morning crowd slowly drifted out of the coffee shop, she also felt relief at
finally being able to speak.

She was putting sweetener into her third cup of coffee when ! Xabbu suddenly asked: "Are you going to
see him today? Your brother?"

"Tusually go in the evening. After work."
"May I come with you?"

Renie hesitated, wondering for the first time since they had sat down whether !Xabbu's interest was
something other than mere comradeship. She lit a cigarette to cover the pause. Did he see himself
becoming the man in her life, her protector? There hadn't been anyone significant since Del Ray, and that
relationship (it was astonishing and somewhat frightening to realize) was years in the past. Except for brief
moments of weakness in the small hours, she did not want anyone to take care of her. She had been
strong all her life, and could not imagine giving responsibility over to someone else. In any case, she had
no romantic feelings for this small young man. She looked at him for a long time as he, perhaps giving her
a chance to do just that, examined the multicolored trucks ranked outside the dirty café window.

What are you afraid of, girl? she asked herself. He's a friend. Take him at his word until he proves
otherwise.

"Yes, come along. It would be nice to have company."

He turned his gaze back to her, suddenly shy. "I have never been to a hospital-but that is not why I wish
to accompany you," he said hurriedly. "I wish to meet your brother."

"I wish you could meet him, meet him the way he was . . . is." She blinked hard. "I sometimes find it hard
to believe he's in there. It's so painful to see him like that. . . ."

IXabbu nodded solemnly. "I wonder whether it is more difficult your way, where your loved one is far
from you. Among my people, the sick ones stay with us. But perhaps the frustration would be greater if

you had to watch him always, every day, remaining in this sad state."

"I don't think I could take it. I wonder how the other families deal with it."
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"Other families? Of the sick?"
"Of children like Stephen. His doctor said there were quite a few other cases."

Something like a shock ran through her as she realized what she was saying. For the first time in several
days the feeling of helplessness, which even !Xabbu's patient listening had not much affected, suddenly
receded. "I'm not going to do it any more," she said.

!Xabbu looked up, startled by the change in her voice. "Not do what?"

"Just sit and worry. Wait for someone to tell me something, when I could be doing something myself.
Why did this happen to Stephen?"

The little man was confused. "I am no city doctor, Renie."

"That's just it. You don't know. I don't know. The doctors don't know. But there are other cases-they
said so. Stephen is being treated in a hospital that's under Bukavu 4 quarantine and the doctors there are
being worked to exhaustion. Couldn't they have missed something? How much research have they had a
chance to do? Real research?" She slid her card into the table, then thumbprinted the scuffed screen. "Do
you want to come to the Poly with me?"

"But it is closed today."

"Damn." She replaced the card in her pocket "That's all right-the net access is still available. I just need a
station." She considered her home system and balanced the convenience against the likelihood that her
father would just now be staggering out into the kitchen. Even if, against all odds, he was not hung over
and foul-tempered, she knew that bringing ! Xabbu home with her would mean she would be hearing
about a "Bushman boyfriend" for months.

"My friend," she said as she stood up, "we're going to visit the Pinetown Public Library."

"We could get most of this off my pad," she explained as the chubby young librarian unlocked the net
room, "or yours, for that matter. But we'd be getting text and flat pictures, and I don't like working that
way."

IXabbu followed her in. The librarian eyed the Bushman over the top of his glasses, shrugged, then
strolled back to the desk. The few old men watching the news on kiosk screens had already turned back
to the full-color footage of the most recent maglev train accident on the Deccan Plateau in India. Renie
closed the door, shutting out the distractions of crushed metal, sacked bodies, and the reporter's
breathless commentary.

She pulled a sad tangle of cables out of the storage cabinet, then searched through the obsolescent
headsets until she found two that were in reasonable shape. She slid her fingers into the squeezers and

keyed up net access.

"I see nothing," ! Xabbu said.
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Renie pushed up her helmet, then leaned over and tinkered with !Xabbu's faceplate until she found the
loose connection. She pulled her own helmet back on and the gray of raw net-space surrounded her.

"T have no body."

"You won't. This is an information-only ride, and quite stripped down at that-no force-feedback, so no
sensation of touching anything. This is about what you get on a cheap home system. Like the kind an
instructor at the Poly can afford."

She tightened her fingers and the gray deepened into a blackness that, except for the absence of stars,
might have been deep space. "I should have done this a long time ago," she said "But I've been so busy,
so tired. . . ."

"Done what?" ! Xabbu's tone remained calm, but she could sense a little tension underneath the patience.
Well, she decided, he would just have to hang on. He was riding in her car.

"Done a little research myself," she said. "Twenty-four-hour access to the greatest information system the
world has ever known, and I've been letting someone else do my thinking for me." She squeezed and a
ball of glowing blue light appeared, like a propane sun at the heart of an empty universe. "This unit should
have a fix on my voice by now," she said, then calmly enunciated: "Medical Information. Let's get
cracking."

After she had issued a few more commands, a supine human form appeared, hovering in the empty
space before them, a strangely vacant figure as rudimentary as an inexpensive sim. Threads of light
snaked through it, illuminating the circulatory system as a calm female voice described clot formation and
subsequent oxygen deprivation to the brain.

"Like gods." !Xabbu sounded slightly perturbed. "Nothing is hidden,"

"We're wasting time here," Renie said, ignoring him. "We know that there's no pathological indication in
Stephen-even his brain chemical levels are normal, let alone anything as grossly obvious as a clot or a
tumor. Let's get out of this Encyclopedia Britannica stuft and start looking for real information. Medical
journals, today's date to minus 12 months. Keywords, and/or-'coma,' 'children,' 'juvenile, what else?
'Brain trauma,' 'stupor". . . ."

Renie had hung a glimmering time display just at the comfortable upper range of her vision. Most of the
access calls were local, since most of the information was directly available on the main net infobanks,
but some of the downloads were costing her, and the resource-starved Pinetown Library was going to
add on a time-based surcharge. They had been online for over three hours, and she still had not found
anything that made her feel the search had been worthwhile. ! Xabbu had stopped asking questions at
least an hour earlier, either overwhelmed by the dizzying, shifting displays of information or just bored.

"Only a few thousand cases like this altogether," she said. "Everything else known causes. Out of ten
billion people, that's not many. Distribution map, reported cases in red. Might as well look at that again."

The array of glowing lines dissolved and was replaced by a stylized globe of the Earth shining with inner
light-a fruit, round and perfect, falling through emptiness.

And how could we ever find another planet like this? she asked herself, remembering what she had said
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to ! Xabbu about colonization. The greatest gift possible, and we have taken very poor care of it.

A series of glowing scarlet dots appeared across the globe, spreading like mold as they replicated the
chronological onset of incidents. The sequence showed no pattern that she could see, appearing in what
seemed like random order all over the simulated Earth with no reference to proximity. If it was an
epidemic, it was a very strange one. Renie frowned. When all the dots were lit, the pattern still suggested
nothing. The dots were thickest in the most populated areas, which was not surprising. In the First World
countries of Europe, America, and the Pacific Rim, they were fewer in number, but scattered widely over
the land masses. Across the Third World the spots clustered almost entirely along the seacoasts and bays
and rivers in hot red infestations that made her think of skin disease. For a moment she thought she might
have discovered something, some link to polluted waters, discarded toxins.

"Environmental contaminant levels above UN-prescribed guidelines," she said. "Purple."
As the lavender dots ignited, Renie stared. "Shit."
IXabbu's voice came to her from the darkness. "What is wrong?"

"The purple are sites of strong pollutant contamination. See how the coma cases are clustered along the
seacoasts and riven here and in southern Asia? I thought there might be a link, but that pattern doesn't
hold true in America-half the cases are far away from any high contaminant levels. The First World
doesn't have anywhere near as many cases, but I find it hard to believe there'd be two separate causes,
one for them, one for us." She sighed. "Purple off. Maybe there are two separate causes. Maybe there
are hundreds." She thought for a moment "Population density, in yellow."

As the little yellow lights bloomed, she swore again. "That's what all the rivers and coastline cases were
about-that's where most of the big cities are, of course. I should have thought of that twenty minutes
ago."

"Perhaps you are tired, Renie," ! Xabbu suggested. "It has been some time since you ate, and you have
been working very hard. . . ."

"I'm just about to give up." She stared at the globe pocked with red and yellow lights. "But it's strange,
IXabbu. Even with population density, it still doesn't make sense. Almost all the cases in Africa, northern
Eurasia, India are in heavily populated areas. But in the First World, they're a little thicker around the
major metroplexes, but there are cases all over the place, too. Look at all those red dots across the
middle of America."

"You are trying to find something that corresponds with the children who have gone into comas like
Stephen's, yes? Something that people do or experience or suffer from which might have a connection?"

"Yes. But ordinary disease vectors don't seem to have anything to do with it. Pollutants don't either.
There's no rhyme or reason I can see. I even thought for a moment it might have something to do with
electromagnetic disturbances, you know, the kind you get from power transformers-but virtually all of
India and Africa went through electrification years ago, so if EMD was causing these comas, why would
they happen only in the urban areas? What do you get only around the urban metroplexes in the Third
World, but all over the First World?"

The globe hung before her, the lights mysterious as words written in an unknown alphabet. It was
hopeless-too many questions, no answers. She began to key the exit sequence.
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"Another way to think of'it," ! Xabbu said suddenly, "is what things do you not find in the places that city
dwellers call 'undeveloped'?" There was a forcefulness to his tone, as though he were conveying
important information, and yet he sounded strangely distant, too. "Renie, what do you not find in places

like my Okavango Delta?"

At first she did not understand what he meant. Then something moved through her like a cold wind.

"Show me areas of net usage." Her voice was only a little shaky. "Minimum one-no, two hours per day,

per household. In orange."

The new indicators sparked into existence, a swarm of tiny flames that turned the globe into a spherical
conflagration. At the center of almost every bright smear of orange was at least one angry red spot.

"Oh, my God," she whispered. "Oh, my God, they match."

CHAPTER 6

No Man's Land

NETFEED/FASHION: Mbinda Brings Street to Catwalk
(visual: Mbinda's spring show-runway models)

VO: Designer Hussein Mbinda has declared this "Street Year," and backed up those words with his
spring showing in Milan, where the hammocks of the homeless and the "Chutes" identified with urban

Goggleboys were recreated in the latest synthemorphic fabrics. . . .
(visual: Mbinda speaking from cardboard shanty)

MBINDA: "The street is with us, it is in us. You cannot ignore it."

Her breath was like cinnamon. Her long-fingered hand on his breast seemed to weigh no more than a
leaf. He kept his eyes closed, afraid that if he opened them she would vanish, as she had so many times

before.

"Have you forgotten?" A whisper, faint and sweet as bird-song in a far-off wood.

"No, I haven't forgotten."
"Then come back to us, Paul. Come back to us."

As her sadness swept through him, he lifted his arms to clutch her. "I haven't forgotten," he said. "I

haven't...."

An explosive crash jerked Paul Jonas upright. One of the German eleven-inchers had roared into life.
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The earth shook resentfully and the trench timbers creaked as the first shells struck, a quarter of a mile
down the line. Very-pistol flares drifted across the sky, painting the shell trails bright red. A shimmer of
rain spattered Paul's face. His arms were empty.

"I haven't. . . ." he said stupidly. He held his hands before him and stared at the flarelit mud that covered
them.

"Haven't what?" Finch was hunched a yard away, writing a letter home. Scarlet flickered across the
lenses of his spectacles as he turned toward Paul. "Having a good one, were you? Was she pretty?" The
force of his stare belied his light tone.

Paul looked away in embarrassment. Why was his comrade looking at him like that? It had just been a
dream, hadn't it? Another one of those dreams that plagued him so insistently. A woman, a sorrowful
angel. . ..

Am I going mad? Is that why Finch stares at me?

He sat up, grimacing. A puddle had formed beneath his boots as he slept, soaking his feet. If he didn't
attend to them, he'd get trenchfoot. Bad enough to have people you didn't know and couldn't see tossing
bits of exploding metal at you without having to watch your own extremities rot away before your eyes.
He pulled off his boots and pushed them over to the tiny gas stove, tongues pulled down so they would
dry faster.

But faster than never could still be awfully slow, he thought. The damp was an even more patient enemy
than the Germans. It didn't take an evening off to celebrate Christmas or Easter, and all the guns and
bombs the Fifth Army could deploy wouldn't kill it. It just seeped back in, filling trenches, graves, boots .
.. filling people, too.

Trenchsoul, When all that makes you a person festers and dies.

His feet looked pale as skinned animals, ragged and soft; they were bruised blue along the toes where
the blood wasn't circulating properly. He leaned forward to rub them and noted with a mixture of
abstract interest and quiet horror that he couldn't feel either the toes or the fingers that squeezed them.

"What day is today?" he asked.

Finch looked up, surprised by the question. "Strike me blind, Jonesie, how should I know? Ask Mullet.
He's keeping track 'cause he's got leave coming."

On Finch's far side, Mullet's rounded bulk rose into view, a rhino disturbed at the waterhole. His
close-cropped head turned slowly toward Paul. "What do you want?"

"I just asked what day it is." The bombardment had stuttered to a halt; his voice sounded unnaturally
loud.

Mullet made a face, as though Paul had asked him the distance to the moon in nautical miles. "It's March
twentieth, innit? Thirty-six more days until I go back to Blighty. What the hell do you care?"

Paul shook his head. It sometimes seemed that it had always been March, 1918, that he had always
lived in this trench with Mullet and Finch and the rest of the grumbling remnants of Seventh Corps.

"Jonesie was having that dream again," Finch said. He and Mullet shared a brief look. They did think he
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was going mad, Paul was sure of it. "Who was she, Jonesie-that little barmaid from the estaminet? Or
Missus Entroyer's little Madeleine?" He offered the names with his usual contempt for French
pronunciation. "She's too young for you, old mate. Barely big enough to bleed, that one."

"For Christ's sake, shut up." Paul turned away in disgust He picked up his boots and moved them so that
each side would receive an equal proportion of the scant warmth from the primus stove.

"Jonesie's a romantic," Mullet brayed. He had teeth to complement his rhinoceroid physique-flat, wide,
and yellow. "Don't you know that every man in the Seventh except you has had that Madeleine already?"

"I said shut up, Mullet. I don't want to talk."

The big man grinned again, then slumped back into the shadows beyond Finch, who turned to Jonas.
There was more than a little anger in the slender man's voice as he said: "Why don't you just go back to
sleep, Jonesie? Don't make trouble. There's plenty of that around already."

Paul took off his greatcoat, then pushed himself farther down the trench until he found a place where his
feet would be less likely to get wet. He bundled the coat around his bare toes and leaned back against
the duckboards. He knew he shouldn't get mad at his companions-hell, his friends, the only friends he
had-but the threat of a last-ditch German assault had been hanging over all their heads for days. Between
the constant barrages meant to soften them up, the anticipation of something worse to come, and the
dreams that would not leave him alone . . . well, it was little wonder he felt like his nerves were on fire.

Paul stole a glance at Finch, who was bending over his letter again, squinting in the dim lantern light.
Reassured, he turned his back to his trenchmates and pulled the green feather from his pocket. Although
the Very-light was fading, the feather seemed to have its own faint radiance. He held it close to his face
and breathed deeply, but whatever scent it had once held was gone, overwhelmed by the odors of
tobacco, sweat, and mud.

It meant something, this feather, although he couldn't say what. He didn't remember picking it up, but it
had been in his pocket for days. Somehow it reminded him of the angel dream, but he wasn't sure
why-more likely the dreams were sparked by the possession of the feather.

And the dreams themselves were very strange. He remembered only fragments-the angel and her
haunting voice, some kind of machine trying to kill him-but he felt somehow that even these fragments

were precious, insubstantial good luck charms he could not afford to be without.

Clutching at straws, Jonas, he told himself. Clutching at feathers. He slid the shiny object back into his
pocket. Dying men think of funny things-and that's what we all are here, aren't we? Dying men?

He tried to smooth the thought away. Such ruminations would not slow his tired heart or ease his

trembling muscles. He closed his eyes and began the slow search for the path that would take him back
down to sleep. Somewhere on the other side of No Man's Land, the guns began to roar again.

Cometous....

Paul woke up as a great crash split the sky. The sweat that covered his forehead and cheeks was sluiced
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away by a sweeping wash of rain. The sky lit up, the clouds suddenly white at the edges and burning
behind. Another powerful roll of thunder followed. It was not the guns. It was not an attack at all, but
only nature pointing out heavy-handed parallels.

Paul sat up. Two yards away Finch lay like a dead man, his greatcoat pulled over his head and
shoulders. A flare of lightning showed a row of sleeping forms beyond him.

Come to us. . . . The dream-voice still echoed in his ears. He had felt her again-so close! An angel of
mercy, come to whisper to him, come to summon him . . . where? To heaven? Was that what it was, an
omen of his coming death?

Paul put his hands over his ears as the thunder cracked again, but could not shut out the noise or ease
the ache in his skull. He would die here. He had long been resigned to that miserable promise-it would be
peace, anyway, a quiet rest. But now he suddenly knew that death would be no relief. Something worse
waited for him beyond death's threshold, something far worse. It had something to do with the angel,
although he could not believe any evil of her.

A fit of shivering racked him. Something beyond death was hunting for him-he could almost see it! It had
eyes and teeth and it would swallow him down into its belly where he would be torn and chewed forever.

Terror climbed up out of the pit of his stomach and into his throat. As the lightning flashed again, he
opened his mouth wide, then choked as water filled it. When he had spluttered it out again, he screamed
helplessly, but his voice disappeared in the throbbing bellow of the storm. The night, the storm, the
nameless terrors of dream and death, all closed in on him.

"Think about getting out," a voice in another half-remembered dream had urged him. "About really
getting out." He clutched at that memory as at something warm. In that collapsing moment it was his only
coherent thought.

Paul staggered to his feet and took a few steps down the trench, away from the rest of his platoon, then
grabbed the rungs of the nearest ladder and climbed, as if to throw himself into enemy fire. But he was
fleeing death, not running toward it. He hesitated at the top.

Desertion. If his comrades caught him, they would shoot him. He had seen it happen, watched them
execute a red-haired Geordie who had refused to go over on a raid. The boy hadn't been more than
fifteen or sixteen, lied about his age when he volunteered, and he had apologized and cried steadily until
the rifle squad's bullets punched into him, changing him in an instant from a human being to a leaking sack
of meat.

The wind howled and the rain flew horizontally before him as Paul pushed his head above the top of the
trench. Let them shoot him, then-let either side shoot him if they could catch him. He was mad, mad as
Lear. The storm had swept his senses away and he suddenly felt free.

Getting out. . . .

Paul stumbled off the top of the ladder and fell. The sky flared again. Great sagging coils of barbed wire
stretched horizontally before him, running all along the front of the trenches, protecting the Tommies from
German raids. Beyond that lay No Man's Land, and past that haunted place, as though a great mirror
had been stretched across the Western Front, lay the dark twin of the British lines. Fritz had hung out his
own wire, protecting the pits in which he crouched in his multiform sameness.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Which way to go? Which of two nearly hopeless alternatives to choose? Forward across the wasteland
on a night when the German sentries and snipers might be huddled behind their walls, or back across his

own lines toward free France?

The infantryman's inbred horror of the void between the armies almost ruled him, but the wind was wild
and his blood seemed to respond to it, to urge a similar freedom from restraint. No one would expect

him to go forward.

He ran blindly through the rain, bent like an ape, until he was a few hundred yards from his platoon's
entrenchment. As he crouched before the wire and took his cutters from his belt, he heard someone
laughing quietly. He froze in terror before he realized that the person laughing had been him.

The loose wire tore at his clothes as he pushed through, like the sentry brambles around a sleeping
princess' castle. Paul flattened himself into the mud as another blaze of lightning turned the sky white.
Thunder followed swiftly. The storm was coming closer. He crawled forward on knees and elbows, his

bead full of noise.

Stay in No Man's Land. Somewhere there will be a place to break out again. Somewhere, Stay
between the lines.

The world was all mud and wire. The war in the heavens was only a faint imitation of the horror men had
learned to make.

He couldn't find up. He'd lost it,

Paul rubbed at his face, trying to clear the muck from his eyes, but there was always more. He was
swimming in it. There was nothing solid to push against, no resistance to tell him here is the ground. He

was drowning.

He stopped struggling and lay with his hand cupped over his mouth to keep the mud out while he
breathed. Somewhere far to his left a machine gun started up, its scratchy chatter a faint counterpoint to
the wind and rumbling storm. He slowly tilted his head from side to side until the dizziness and confusion

abated.
Think. Think!

He was somewhere in No Man's Land, trying to crawl south between the lines. The darkness striped by
lightning and flares-that was the sky. The deeper darkness, giving light only from reflections in standing
water, was the war-tortured earth.

He, Private Paul Jonas, deserter, traitor, was clinging to that latter darkness like a flea on the back of a
dying dog.

He was on his belly. No surprise there. He had been on his belly forever, hadn't he?

He dug in with his elbows and feet and pushed himself forward through the muck. The years' long
bombardment had churned the mud of No Man's Land into a million peaks and troughs, an endless,
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frozen, shit-brown sea. He had been crawling through it for hours, awkward and mechanical as an
injured beetle. Every cell in his body screamed for him to hurry, to get clear, to drag himself out of this
no-place, this bleak and lifeless land, but there was no way he could move faster-to rise was to expose
himself'to eyes and guns on either side. He could only crawl, inch by miserable inch, groveling his way
beneath shrapnel and storm.

Something hard was under his fingers. A flash of lightning revealed the skeletal head of a horse pushing
up from the mud, like something born of sowing the Hydra's teeth. He jerked back the hand that had
rested on its snout, on the stony teeth exposed behind shriveled lips. Its eyes were long gone, the sockets
full of mud. A crooked fence of boards protruded from the earth behind it, the remains of the ammunition
limber it had drawn. Strange to think-almost impossible to think-that this hellish place had once been a
country road, a quiet part of quiet France. A horse like this would have clopped by with wagon in tow,
taking a farmer to market, delivering milk or mail to village houses. When things made sense. Things had
made sense once. He couldn't quite remember such a time, but he could not let himself believe anything
else. The world had been an ordered place. Now country roads, houses, cart-horses, all the things that
once had separated civilization from encroaching darkness were being crushed together into a
homogeneous primordial ooze.

Houses, horses, people. The past, the dead. In the off-and-on glare of lightning he saw himself
surrounded by the twisted corpses of soldiers-his fellow Tommies perhaps, or Germans: there was no
way to tell. Nationality, dignity, breath, all had been ripped away. Like a Christmas pudding stuffed with
shillings, the mud was salted with incomplete fractions of life-bits of arms and legs, torsos with extremities
cauterized by shellblast, boots with feet still in them, rags of uniform glued to shreds of skin. Other, more
complete bodies lay among the pieces, bomb-broken and flung like dolls, first swallowed by the ocean of
viscous soil and then exposed by the driving rain. Eyes stared blankly, mouths gaped; they were
drowning, all drowning in muck. And everything everywhere, whether it had once lived or not, was the
same horrible excremental color.

It was the Slough of Despond. It was the ninth circle of hell. And if there was no salvation at the end of
it, then the universe was a terrible, ill-constructed joke.

Shivering and moaning, Paul crawled on, his back against the angry sky.

A tremendous concussion knocked him down into the ooze. The ground lurched, engulfing him.

As he swam back toward the air, he heard another whistling shriek and the earth heaved again. Two
hundred yards away the impact sent up a huge gout of mud. Small things hissed past. Paul screamed as
field guns drumrolled behind the German lines, painting an arc of fire across the horizon that threw the
vast field of mud spikes into sharp relief. Another shell struck. Muck flew. Something dragged a burning
claw across his back, tearing shirt and skin, and Paul's scream climbed toward the thunder and then
stopped as his face dropped into the mud again.

For a moment he was certain he was dying. His heart stuttered, beating so rapidly that it almost tripped
over itself. He flexed his fingers, then moved his arm. It felt as though someone had opened him up and
wiggled a knitting needle into his spine, but everything seemed to be working. He dragged himself
forward half a yard, then froze as a shell crashed down behind him, blowing another great whirlpool of
soil and body parts into the air. He could move. He was alive.
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He curled up in a puddle of water and clasped his hands to his head, trying to shut out the maddening
roar of the guns, louder by far than the thunder had been. He lay as motionless as any of the corpses
littering No Man's Land, his mind empty of all but terror, and waited for the bombardment to abate. The
earth rocked. Red-hot shrapnel buzzed over his head. The eleven-inch shells from the German guns kept
coming down in mindless, jackhammer repetition-he felt their heavy tread as they walked their way from
one side of the British trenches to the other, leaving behind craters, splinters, and pulverized flesh.

The excruciating noise would not stop.

It was hopeless. The bombardment would never end. This was the crescendo, the finale, the moment
when the war would finally set the skies themselves on fire and the clouds would fall sparking and blazing
from the heavens like burning curtains.

Get out or die. There was no cover here, nowhere to hide. Paul turned onto his stomach once more and
began to slither forward as the earth bucked beneath him. Get out or die. Ahead, the ground sloped
away to a lowland where once, years ago, before the shells had begun falling, a stream might have run.
At the bottom lay a tongue of mist. Paul saw only a place to hide, a white murkiness that he could draw
over him like a blanket. Hidden, he would sleep.

Sleep.

The single word rose in his battered mind like a flame in a dark room. Sleep. To lie down and shut out
the noise, the fear, the unceasing misery.

Sleep.

He reached the top of the gentle slope, then tipped himself over and slithered downhill. All his senses
were bent on the cool white fog lying at the bottom of the depression. As he crawled through the outlying
layer of mist, the roar of the guns did seem to grow less, although the world still shuddered. He struggled
forward until the fog closed above his head, shutting out the darts of red light crossing the sky. He was
completely surrounded in cool whiteness. The hammering in his head quieted.

He slowed. Something lay before him in the murk-more than one thing-dark, oblong shapes scattered
along the slope. He dragged himself forward, eyes painfully wide and smarting with dirt, trying to see
what they were.

Coffins. Dozens of coffins were strewn along the hillside, some protruding from the sheared mud like
ships breasting a wave. Many had spilled their occupants: pale winding sheets trailed down the shallow
slope, as though the coftin owners too were fleeing the war.

The guns still boomed, but they were strangely muted. Paul drew himself into a crouch, staring, and
something like sanity began to come back. This was a graveyard. The ground had fallen away, revealing
an old burial ground, its markers long since smashed to flinders. The dead had been spat out by an earth
now surfeited with death.

Paul pushed himself deeper into the fog. These corpses were now as homeless as those of his brothers
above, a hundred tragic stories that would go unheard in the clamor of mass mortality. Here a mummified
head sagged above the mud-spattered whiteness of a bridal dress, jaw dangling as though its owner
called to the groom who had left her alone at Death's altar. Nearby, a small skeletal hand protruded from
beneath the lid of a tiny coffin-Baby had learned to say bye-bye.
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Paul's sobbing laughter almost choked him.

Death was everywhere, in uncountable variety. This was the Grim Reaper's wonderland, the dark one's
private park. One sprawled skeleton wore the uniform of an earlier army, as though it crawled toward
the muster bugle of the present conflict. A rotted winding sheet revealed two mummified children
wrapped together, mouths round holes like hymn-singing angels on a sentimental card. Old and young,
big and small, the civilian corpses had been cast forth in a macabre democracy to join the foreign
strangers dying in throngs above, all to pass together into the blending mud.

Paul struggled on through the foggy village of dead. The sounds of war grew more distant, which drove
him ever forward. He would find a place where the conflict did not penetrate. Then he would sleep.

A coffin at the edge of the ditch caught his eye. Dark hair trailed from it and wavered in the wind, like
the fronds of some deep-sea plant. The lid was gone, and as he crawled nearer he could see the face of
its female occupant nestled in the winding sheet, curiously undecayed. Something about her bloodless
profile made him pause.

He stared. Quivering, he approached the coftin, laying his hands on the muddy box so he could draw
himself up to crouch above it. His hand pulled down the decaying muslin.

It was her. Her. The angel of his dreams. Dead in a box, wrapped in a stained shroud and lost to him
forever. His insides contracted-for a moment he thought he might fall into himself, shrink into nothingness
like straw in a flame. Then she opened her eyes-black, black and empty-and her pale lips moved.

"Come to us, Paul."

He shrieked and leaped up, but caught his foot on the coffin handle and tumbled face-first back into the
mud. He scrambled away, thrashing through the clinging muck like a wounded beast. She did not rise or
follow, but her quiet, summoning voice trailed him through the fog until his own blackness swallowed him.

He was in a strange place, stranger than any he had yet seen. It was . . . nothing. The truth of No Man's
Land.

Paul sat up, feeling curiously numb. His head still throbbed with the echoes of battle, but he was
surrounded by silence, it wore a coating of mud inches thick, but the ground on which he lay was neither
wet nor dry, neither hard nor soft. The fog through which he had crawled had thinned, but he could see
nothing in any direction except pearl-white nothingness.

He rose on trembling legs. Had he escaped? The dead angel, the village of coffins-had those been a
shell-shocked dream?

He took a step, then a dozen more. Everything remained as it was. He expected to see recognizable

shapes appear through the mist at any moment-trees, rocks, houses-but the emptiness seemed to move
with him.

After what seemed an hour of fruitless walking he sat down and wept, weak tears of exhaustion and
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confusion. Was he dead? Was this purgatory? Or worse, for one could at least hope to work one's way
out of purgatory, was this where one went after death, to stay?

"Help me!" There was no trace of an echo-his voice went flatly out and did not return. "Help me,
someone!" He sobbed again. "What have I done?"

No answer came. Paul curled up on the not-ground and pressed his face into his hands.

Why had the dreams brought him to this place? The angel had seemed to care for him, but how could
kindness lead to this? Unless every man's death was kind, but every man's afterlife was unremittingly
bleak.

Paul clung to the self-inflicted dark. He could not bear to see the mist any more. The angel's pale face
appeared to his mind's eye, not cold and empty as it had been in the plundered graveyard, but the

sweetly mournful visage that had haunted his dreams for so long.

Was it all madness? Was he even here in this place at all, or was his body lying in the bottom of the
muddy trench or beside the other failures in the morgue of a field hospital?

Slowly, almost without his conscious attention, his hand stole across his muddy uniform blouse. As it
reached his breast pocket, he suddenly knew what it-what he himself-sought. He stopped, terrified to
move farther, for fear of what he might discover.

But there is nothing else left.

His hand dipped into the pocket and closed around it. When he opened his eyes, then brought it out into
the dim light it shimmered, iridescent green.

It was real.

As Paul stared at the feather clutched in his fist, something else began to shimmer. Not far away-or what
seemed, in this unfathomable place, not far away-the fog smoldered with a light like molten gold. He
scrambled to his feet, fatigue and injuries almost forgotten.

Something-a kind of doorway or hole-was forming in the mist. He could see nothing within its
circumference but shifting amber light that moved like oil on water, yet he knew with a sudden,
unshakable certainty that there was something on the other side. It led to somewhere else. He stepped
toward the golden glow.

"What's your hurry, Jonesie?"

"Yes, you wouldn't run off without telling your mates, would you?"

Paul stopped, then slowly turned. Coming forward out of the blanketing mist were two shapes, one
large, one small. He saw something glint on one of the dim faces.

"F-Finch? Mullet?"
The big one honked a laugh. "We've come to show you the way home."

The terror that had dissipated now came flooding back. He took a step nearer to the golden glow.
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"Don't do that!" Finch said sharply. When he spoke again, his tone was softer. "Come on, old mate,
don't make it harder on yourself. If you come back peaceful-like-well, it's just shell shock. Maybe you'll
even get a little time in hospital to pull yourself together."

"I...Idon't want to come back."

"Desertion, is it?" Mullet came nearer. He seemed bigger than before, immensely round and strangely
muscled. His mouth wouldn't close all the way because there were too many teeth. "Oh, that's very bad,

very bad indeed."

"Be reasonable, Jonesie." Finch's spectacles threw back the light, obscuring his eyes. "Don't throw it all
away. We're your friends. We want to help you."

Paul's breath grew short. Finch's voice seemed to pull at him. "But. . . ."

"I know you've had a bad time," the small man said. "You've been confused. Felt like you were going
mad, even. You just need rest. Sleep. We'll take care of you."

He did need rest. Finch was right. They would help him, of course they would. His friends. Paul swayed
but did not retreat as they came nearer. The golden glow flickered behind him, growing dimmer.

"Just give me that thing in your hand, old mate." Finch's voice was soothing, and Paul found himself
holding the feather out to him. "That's right, pass it here." The golden light grew fainter, and the reflection
on Finch's spectacles grew fainter, too, so that Paul could see through the lenses. Finch had no eyes.

"No!" Paul staggered back a step and raised his hands, "Leave me alone!"

The two figures before him wavered and distorted, Finch growing even leaner and more spidery, Mullet
swelling until his head disappeared down between his shoulders.

"You belong to us!" Finch shouted. He looked nothing like a man any longer.

Paul Jonas clutched the feather tightly, turned, and jumped into the light.

CHAPTER 7

The Broken String

NETFEED/NEWS: Fish-Killer Feared in Pacific
(visual: Scottish fishermen in port, emptying nets)

VO: The dinoflagellate parasite responsible for the North Atlantic die-off that killed hundreds of millions
of fish a decade ago has reappeared in mutated form in some Pacific Ocean spawning grounds.

(visual: dead fish with severely ulcerated skin)
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UN authorities fear that this version of the organism may be resistant to the laboratory-constructed virus
with which the dinoflagellate's reign of terror was halted last time. . . .

Stephen lay motionless, sunk in the smeary depths of the plastic tent like a fly entombed in amber. He
had tubes in his nose, his mouth, his arms. He looked, Renie thought, as though he were slowly becoming
part of the hospital. Another machine. Another appliance. She clenched her fists hard, fighting the swell of
despair.

IXabbu put his hands into the gloves attached to the tent wall, then looked up at her, asking permission.
All she could do was nod her head. She did not trust herself to speak.

"He 1s very far away," the little man whispered. It was strange to see his light-skinned Bushman features
peering from behind a plastic faceplate. Renie felt a pang of fear for him, a sudden spike that punched
through even the misery of seeing her brother's unchanged state. VR, quarantine-every new experience
she gave !Xabbu seemed to demonstrate another way not to touch. Would it all sicken him? Was his
spirit already weakening?

She pushed the thought away. ! Xabbu was the sanest, most well-grounded person she knew. She was
worrying because her brother and her friend were much the same size, and both were sealed away
behind layers of plastic. It was her own helplessness pulling at her. She moved forward and touched
IXabbu's shoulder with her gloved hand. In a way, since he was touching Stephen, she was touching her
brother also.

IXabbu's fingers traced the lines of Stephen's sleeping face, their movements careful and precise in a
way that suggested doing something rather than merely feeling, then moved down his neck to his
breastbone. "He is very far away," he said again. "It is like a powerful medicine trance."

"What's that?"

!Xabbu did not reply. His hands remained on Stephen's chest, just as hers stayed on the little man's
shoulder. For long moments all the parts of the small human chain were still, then Renie felt a gentle
motion: within the baggy confines of the Ensuit, ! Xabbu had begun to sway. Gentle sounds, like the
sonorous hum and click of insects in tall grass, rose and mixed with the mechanical noises of life support.
After a few seconds, she realized that ! Xabbu was singing.

The little man was silent as they left the hospital. At the bus stop he remained standing when Renie sat
down, staring at the passing cars as though looking for an answer to some difficult question in the patterns
of traffic.

"A medicine trance is not easy to explain," he said. "I have been to city schools. I can tell you what they
say-a self-induced hypnotic state. Or I can tell you what I grew up with in the Okavango Swamps-that
the medicine man has gone to a place where he can talk with the spirits, even the gods." He closed his
eyes and was quiet for a time, as though preparing for some trance state of his own. At last he opened his
eyes again and smiled. "The more I learn of science, the more I respect the mysteries of my people."

A bus pulled up and disgorged a weary-looking group of passengers who all seemed to hobble, shuffle,
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or limp as they made their way up the ramp toward the hospital. Renie squinted at the bus until she
located the route number. It was not the one they wanted. Obscurely angry, she turned away. She felt
unsettled, like the sky before a storm.

"If you mean that science is useless, I can't agree with you . . . unless you're talking about medical
science, that is. Bloody worthless." She sighed. "No, that's not fair."

IXabbu shook his head. "I do not mean that at all, Renie. It is hard to express. I suppose it is that the
more things I read about the discoveries of scientists, the more I respect what my people already know.
They have not come to these understandings in the same ways, in closed laboratories and with the help of
thinking machines, but there is something to be said for a million years of trial and error-especially in the
swamps or the Kalahari Desert, where instead of just spoiling an experiment, a mistake is likely to kill
you."

"I don't. . . what understandings are you talking about?"

"The wisdom of our parents, grandparents, ancestors. In each individual life, it seems, we must first
reject that wisdom, then later come to appreciate it" His smile returned, but it was small and thoughtful.
"As I said, it is hard to explain . . . and you look tired, my friend."

Renie sat back. "I am tired. But there's lots to do." She moved, trying to find a comfortable position on
the molded plastic bench. Whoever made them seemed to intend the things for something other than
sitting: no matter how you arranged yourself, you were never quite comfortable. She gave up and slid
forward to perch on the edge, then pulled out a cigarette. The flame-tab was defective, and she wearily
groped in her bag for her lighter."What were you singing? Did it have something to do with a medicine
trance?"

"Oh, no." He seemed mildly scandalized, as if she had accused him of a theft. "No, it was merely a song.
A sad song made by one of my people. I sang it because I was unhappy seeing your brother lost and
wandering so far from his family."

"Tell me about it."

IXabbu let his brown eyes drift to the crush of traffic once more. "It is a song of mourning for the loss of
a friend. It is about the string game, too-do you know it?"

Renie held up her fingers in an imaginary cat's cradle. ! Xabbu nodded.

"I do not know if I can make the exact words in English. Something like this:

"There were people, some people
Who broke the string for me

And so

This place is now a sad place for me,

Because the string is broken.
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"The string broke for me,
And so

This place does not feel to me
As it used to feel,

Because the string is broken.

"This place feels as if it stood open before me

Empty

Because the string has broken
And so

This place is an unhappy place
Because the string is broken."
He fell silent.

"Because the string broke for me. . . ." Renie repeated. The quietness of the sorrow, its very
understatement, made her own feelings of loss come rushing up inside her. Four weeks-a full month now.
Her baby brother had been sleeping for a month, sleeping like the dead. A sob shook her body and tears
forced their way out. She tried to push the misery back, but it would not be suppressed. She wept
harder. She tried to speak, to explain herself to ! Xabbu, but couldn't. To her embarrassment and horror,
she realized she had lost control, that she was having a helpless crying fit on a public bus bench. She felt
naked and humiliated.

IXabbu did not put his arms around her, or tell her over and over that things would be fine, that
everything would work out. Instead, he seated himself beside her on the smooth plastic seat and took her
hands in his, then waited for the storm to pass.

It did not pass quickly. Every time Renie thought it was over, that she had regained control over her
emotions, another convulsion of misery broke across her and set her weeping again. Through
tear-blurred eyes she saw another busload of passengers delivered to the curb. Several stared at the tall,
weeping woman being comforted by a little Bushman in an antique suit. The idea of how odd she and
IXabbu must look tripped her up; soon she was laughing as well, although the weeping had not stopped
or even weakened. A small, separate part of her that seemed to hover somewhere in the center of the
maelstrom wondered if she would ever stop, or if she would instead be stuck here like a hung program,
switching back and forth from hilarity to grief until the sky grew dark and everyone went home.

At last it ended-more from fatigue than any recovery of control, Renie noted with disgust. ! Xabbu
released her hands. She could not look at him yet, so she reached into her coat pocket and found a
crumpled piece of tissue she had used earlier to blot her lipstick, then did her best to dry her face and
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wipe her nose. When she did meet her friend's eyes, it was with a kind of defiance, as though daring him
to take advantage of her weakness.

"[s the sadness less painful now?"

She turned away again. He seemed to think it was perfectly natural to make an idiot of yourself out in
front of the Durban Outskirt Medical Facility. Maybe it was. The shame had already diminished, and was
now only a faint reproving voice at the back of her mind.

"I'm better," she said. "I think we missed our bus."

IXabbu shrugged. Renie leaned over and took his hand in hers and squeezed it, just for a moment.
"Thank you for being patient with me." His calm brown eyes made her nervous. What was she supposed
to do, be proud of herself for breaking down? "One thing. One thing in that song."

"Yes?" He was watching her carefully. She couldn't understand why, but she couldn't take the scrutiny.
Not now, not with swollen eyelids and a running nose. She looked down at her own hands, now safely
back in her lap.

"Where it said, "There were people, some people, who broke the string for me'. . . . Well, there are
people-there must be."

1Xabbu blinked. "I do not understand."

"Stephen isn't just . . . sick. I don't believe that any more. In fact, I never really believed it, although I
could never make sense out of the feeling. Someone-some people, like in the song-did this to him. I don't
know who, or how, or why, but I know it." Her laugh was strained. "I guess that's what all the crazy
people say. 'l can't explain it, I just know it's true.' "

"You think this because of the research? Because of what we saw in the library?"

She nodded, straightening up. She felt strength coming back. Action-that was what was needed. Crying
was useless. Things had to be done. "That's right. I don't know what it means, but it has something to do
with the net."

"But you said the net is not a real place-that what happens there is not real. If someone eats there, it
does not nourish them. How could something on the net cause an injury, send a young child into a sleep
from which he will not wake?"

"I don't know. But I'm going to find out." Renie suddenly smiled at how the most critical times in your life
always threw you back onto clichés. That was the kind of thing people said in detective stories-it had
probably been said at least once in the book she was reading to Stephen. She stood. "I don't want to
wait for another bus and I'm sick of this bench. Let's go get something to eat-if you don't mind, I mean.
You've wasted a whole day on me and my problems already. What about your work for class?"

IXabbu showed her his sly grin. "I work very hard, Ms. Sulaweyo. I have already completed this week's
assignments."

"Then come with me. I need food and coffee-especially coffee. I'll leave my father to fend for himself. It
will do him good."
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As she set off down the sidewalk, she felt lighter than she had for weeks, as though she had thrown off a
soaking garment.

"There must be something we can learn," she said. "All problems have solutions. You just have to work
at them."

!Xabbu did not reply to this, but sped his pace to keep up with her longer strides. The gray afternoon
warmed as points of glowing orange bloomed all around them. The streetlights were beginning to come
on.

Hello, Mutsie. May we come in please?"

Eddie's mother stood in the doorway, looking from Renie to ! Xabbu with a mixture of interest and
suspicion."What do you want?"

"I want to talk to Eddie."
"What for? Did he do something?"

"I just want to talk to him." Renie was beginning to lose her temper, which would not be a good way to
start. "Come on, you know me. Don't keep me standing at your door like a stranger."

"Sorry. Come inside." She stepped aside to let them pass, then indicated the slightly concave sofa
covered with a brightly colored throw rug. Renie nudged !Xabbu toward it. Not that there would be
anywhere else to sit-the apartment was as cluttered as the night Stephen had gotten ill.

Probably the same clutter, Renie thought, then chided herself for mean-spiritedness.

"The boy's taking a bath." Mutsie didn't offer to bring them anything, and didn't sit down herself. The
moment hung awkwardly. Eddie's two sisters lay prostrated like worshipers in front of the wallscreen,
watching two men in brightly colored jumpsuits floundering in a vat of some sticky substance. Mutsie
kept looking at it over her shoulder; she clearly wanted to sit down and watch. "I'm sorry about
Stephen," she said at last. "He's a good boy. How is he?"

"Just the same." Renie heard the tightness in her own voice. "The doctors don't know. He's just . . .
asleep." She shook her head, then tried to smile. It wasn't Mutsie's fault She wasn't a great mother, but
Renie didn't think what happened to Stephen had anything to do with that. "Maybe Eddie could come
with me sometime to see him. The doctor said it would be good for him to hear familiar voices."

Mutsie nodded her head but looked uncertain. A moment later she went into the hallway. "Eddie! Hurry
up, boy. Stephen's sister wants to talk to you." She emerged shaking her head, as though she had
performed a difficult and thankless task. "He stay in there for hours. Sometimes I look around and say,
"Where is that boy? Is he dead or something?' " She stopped herself. Her eyes grew round. "Sorry,
Irene."

Renie shook her head. She could almost feel ! Xabbu's eyebrow lifting. She had never told him her real
name. "It's okay, Mutsie. Oh, and I didn't introduce !Xabbu. He's my student. He's helping me do some
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research to see if we can find out something about Stephen's condition."

Mutsie cast an eye across the Bushman on her sofa. "What do you mean, research?"

"I'm trying to see if there's something the doctors missed-some article in a medical magazine, something."
Renie decided to leave it there. Mutsie had no doubt already made up her mind who and what ! Xabbu
was to Renie: suggesting that they were trying to find out whether the net might have made Stephen ill
would only make the story sound even more feeble. "I just want to do everything I can."

Mutsie's attention was drawn to the wallscreen again. The two men. covered with sticky ooze, were
now trying to climb the sides of a rocking, transparent vat. "Of course," she said "You do everything you
can."

Renie reflected on the worth of this wisdom, coming from a woman who had once sent her children on
the bus to her sister's house for the weekend without remembering that her sister had moved across
Pinetown. Renie knew because the children had fetched up on her own doorstep and she had wasted an
entire weekend afternoon tracking down the aunt's new address and delivering them to it.

Oh, yes, Mutsie, you and me, we do everything we can.

Eddie appeared from the back, hair wet and close to his head, wearing a pair of striped pajamas that
were far too big: the cuffs, rolled several times, still dragged on the floor. His head was held low, as
though he anticipated a whipping.

"Come in here, boy. Say hello to Irene."

" '"Lo, Renie."

"Hello, Eddie. Sit down, will you? I want you to answer some questions for me."

"People from the hospital asked him all kinds of questions already," Mutsie said over her shoulder. She
sounded almost proud. "Some man come, he took the food out of the refrigerator, made notes."

"I have other things I want to ask about. Eddie, I want you to think very carefully before you answer me,
okay?"

He looked to his mother, begging her further intervention, but she had already turned back to the
wallscreen. Eddie sat down on the floor in front of Renie and !Xabbu. He plucked one of his little sisters'
action figures from the threadbare carpet and began to twist it in his hands.

Renie explained who ! Xabbu was, but Eddie didn't seem too interested. Renie remembered how she
had felt in these situations at the same age, that adults were to be considered part of a shapeless enemy
mass until proven otherwise.

"I don't blame you for anything, Eddie. I'm just trying to find out what happened to Stephen."

He still wouldn't look up. "He's sick."

"I know that. But I want to find out what made him that way."

"We didn't do anything. I told you that."
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"Not that night, maybe. But | know you and Stephen and Soki were messing around on the net, going
places you shouldn't go. I know, Eddie, remember?"

"Yeah." He shrugged.

"So tell me about it."

Eddie twisted at the doll in his hands until Renie worried that he might pull it apart-the damn things were
expensive, and she ought to know, having supplied Stephen with more Netsurfer Detectives figures than

she wished to count. "Masker" was particularly prone to damage, since he had a fragile, arch-exotic
plastic hairstyle at least half his own height.

"Everybody else did it," he said at last "We told you. Just tapping and napping."
"Everybody else did what? Got into Inner District?"

"Yeah,"

"What about that place-Mister J's? Does everybody go there, too?"

"Yeah. Well, not everybody. A lot of the older guys talk about it"

Renie sat back, giving up on her attempt to force eye contact. "And a lot of them are probably lying.
What have you heard about the place that made you want to go there?"

"What kind of place is this?" ! Xabbu asked.

"Not very nice. It's on the net-a virtual club, like that place I took you is a virtual café." She turned back
to Eddie. "What do the older kids say about it?"

"That . . . that you can see stuff there. Get stuff." He looked over at his mother, and even though she
seemed enthralled with the two sticky men smacking each other with long glowing poles, he fell silent.

Renie leaned forward. "What stuft? Damn it, Eddie, I need to find out"
"Guys say that you can . . . feel things. Even if you don't have the flack."
"Flack?" A new netboy term. They changed so quickly.

"The . . . the stuff so you can touch what's on the net"

"Tactors? Sensory receptors?"

"Yeah, the good stuff. Even if you don't have it there's things in Mister J's you can feel. And there's. . . . |
don't know. Guys say all kinds of. . . ." He trailed off again.

"Tell me what they say!"

But Eddie was clearly uncomfortable talking to an adult about backroom netboy gossip. This time it was
Renie who turned to Eddie's mother for help, but Mutsie had relieved herself of responsibility and was
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not going to take it back.

Several other lines of questioning produced little new information. They had gone into the club in search
of some of these whispered-about experiences, and to "see" things-Renie assumed it was pornography of
some kind, either sex or violence-but had instead gotten lost and wandered for hours through Mister J's.
Parts of it had been very frightening and disorienting, others just interestingly weird, but Eddie claimed he
could remember little of what they had actually seen. At last some men, including an unpleasant fat
man-or a sim that looked like one-sent them downstairs to a special room. Soki had fallen into some kind
of trap, and the other two had somehow escaped and called Renie.

"And you can't remember any better than that? Even if it might help Stephen get better again?"
For the first time all evening the boy met and held Renie's gaze. "I'm not dupping."

"Lying," she explained to !Xabbu. "I didn't say you were, Eddie. But I'm hoping you can remember a
little better. Please try."

He shrugged, but now that she could see his eyes clearly, she saw something elusive in his gaze. Was she
sure he was telling the truth? He seemed frightened, and they were long past the point when he should
have feared punishment from Renie.

"Well, if you remember anything else, call me. Please, it's very important." She got up from the couch.
Eddie started to move toward the hallway, head down again. "One other thing," she said. "What about
Soki?"

Eddie turned to look at her, eyes wide."He got sick. He's at his aunt's."

"T know. Did he get sick because of what happened when you were on the net together? Tell me,
Eddie."

He shook his head. "I don't know. He didn't come back to school."
Renie surrendered. "Go on." Eddie, like a cork held underwater and then finally released, almost sprang
from the room. Renie turned to Mutsie, who lay on the carpet beside her daughters. "Do you have Soki's

aunt's number?"

Mutsie clambered to her feet, sighing heavily, as though she had been asked to carry several
hundredweight of stone up the Drakensberg Mountains.

"Maybe it's around here somewhere."
Renie looked at !Xabbu to share her exasperation, but the little man was staring at the wallscreen in
reluctant fascination, watching one of the sticky men trying to catch, kill, and eat a live chicken. The

sound of audience laughter, captured and processed until it echoed like the roar of machinery, filled the
small room.

The last classes of the day were being released into the halls. Renie watched the kaleidoscopic
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movement of color across the office windows as she reflected on human beings and their need for
contact.

Back at the end of the previous century, people had been predicting that school would be uniformly
taught over video links, or even that teachers might be replaced entirely by interactive teaching machines
and hypertext infobanks.

Of course, people had been wrong about that sort of thing before. Renie remembered something one of
her university instructors had told her "When they marketed frozen food a hundred years ago, the
professional predictors said people would never cook again. Instead, thirty years later they were growing
their own herbs and baking their own bread from scratch in well-to-do suburbs all over the First World."

Similarly, it seemed unlikely that human beings would ever grow out of their need for personal contact.
Live lectures and tutorials were not quite as large a part of the learning experience as they had once been,
when books were the only form of stored information, but those who had claimed that such time- and
resource-wasteful human contact would vanish had obviously been wrong.

One of Renie's pre-law friends from university had married a policeman. Before she and the friend lost
touch she had gone to dinner with them a few times, and she remembered the husband saying much the
same thing about criminology: no matter how many gadgets were invented for discerning truth, analyzers
of heartbeat, brainwaves, voice stress, or electrochemical changes to the skin, police always felt most
secure when they could look a suspect in the eye and ask questions.

So the need for real contact was universal, it seemed. However many changes had taken place in the
human environment-most of them authored by humanity itself-the human brain was still much the same
organ that everyone's ancestors had carried around the Olduvai Gorge a million years ago. It imported
information and tried to make sense of it. There was no discrimination between "real" and "unreal," not at
the most basic, instinctual levels of fear and desire and self-preservation.

Renie had begun pondering these things because of Stephen's friend Soki. She had reached his mother
on the phone early that morning, but Patricia Mwete-whom Renie had never known well-was adamant
that Renie should not come to the house. Soki had been sick, she said, and was just starting to get better.
It would upset him. After a long and somewhat heated discussion, Patricia had finally agreed to let her
talk to Soki on the phone when he got back from some undefined "appointment” that afternoon.

At first Renie's chain of thought had been prompted by the unsatisfactory nature of phone contact
compared to an actual meeting, but now, as she considered the larger issues, she began to realize that if
she continued to search for the cause of Stephen's illness, especially if it stemmed from his use of the net,
she was going to be spending a great deal of time trying to separate unreality from reality.

Certainly it was impossible at this point to even think of sharing her thoughts with the authorities, medical
or legal. VR had received alarmist press from time to time, especially in the early days-all new
technologies did-and there were certainly cases of post-traumatic stress syndrome in users of extremely
violent simulations, but none of the accepted case histories looked anything like Stephen's. Also, despite
her own not-quite-definable certainty that something had happened to him online, there was no real proof
in the correlation of net usage to incidence of coma. A thousand other factors could, and would, be
suggested as equally likely to establish the pattern.

But the even more frightening thing was the idea of trying to establish truth on the net itself. A police
detective with the full weight of law and training on her side would have trouble working through the
masks and illusions that net users constructed for themselves, not to mention their UN-mandated privacy
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rights.

And me? she thought. If I'm right, and that's where it takes me, I'll be like Alice trying to solve a murder
in Wonderland.

A knock at her office door interrupted the gloomy thoughts. ! Xabbu poked his head in. "Renie? Are you
busy?"

"Come on in. I was going to mail you. I really appreciate you spending so much time with me yesterday.
I feel very bad about taking you away from your home and your studies."

IXabbu looked slightly embarrassed. "I would like to be your friend. Friends help other friends. Also, I
must confess to you, it is a strange and interesting situation."

"That may be, but you have your own life. Don't you usually spend your evenings studying in the library?"
He smiled. "The school was closed."

"Of course." She made a face and pulled a cigarette from her coat. "The bomb threat. It's a bad sign
when they get so common that I don't even remember we had one until someone mentions it. And you
know something? No one else did until you. Just another day in the big city,"

There was another knock. One of Renie's colleagues, the woman who taught the entry-level
programming classes, had come to borrow a book. She talked the whole time she was in the office,
telling some drawn-out story about an amazing restaurant her boyfriend had taken her to. She left without
ever looking at or addressing a remark to !Xabbu, as though he were a piece of furniture. Renie was
chagrined by the woman's manners, but the small man appeared not to notice.

"Have you thought any more about what you learned last night?" he asked when they had the office to
themselves. "I am still not quite sure what you think could have happened to your brother. How could
something unreal have such an effect? Especially if his equipment was very basic. If something was
harming him, what would prevent him from taking off the headset?"

"He did take it off-or at least he didn't have it on when I found him. And I don't have an answer for you.
I'wish I did." The difficulty, perhaps even the ridiculous impossibility, of finding the answers to Stephen's
illness on the net suddenly made her terribly weary. She ground out her cigarette and watched the last of
the smoke twisting toward the ceiling. "This could all be the hallucinations of a grieving relative.
Sometimes people need reasons for things, even when there are no reasons. That's what makes people
believe in conspiracies or religions-if there's any difference. The world is just too complicated, so they
need simple explanations."

IXabbu looked at her with what felt to Renie like mild disapproval. "But there are patterns to things.
Both science and religion agree on that. So what is left is the honorable but difficult task of trying to
decide which patterns are real and what they mean."

She stared at him for a moment, surprised again by his perceptiveness. "You're right, of course," she
said. "So, I suppose I might as well keep looking at this particular pattern and see if it means anything.

Do you want to sit in while I call Stephen's other friend?"

"If it will not interfere."
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"Shouldn't. I'll tell her you're a friend from the Poly."
"I hope I am 'a friend from the Poly"."

"You are, but I'm hoping she'll think you're another instructor. You'd better take off that tie-you look like
something out of an old movie."

IXabbu looked a little disappointed. He was proud of what he saw as the formal correctness of his
dress-Renie hadn't found the heart to tell him that he was the only person under the age of sixty she had
ever seen wearing a tie-but he complied, then pulled over a chair and sat beside her, his back very
straight.

Patricia Mwete opened the line. She regarded !Xabbu with open suspicion, but was mollified by Renie's
explanation. "Don't ask Soki too many questions," she warned. "He's tired-he's been sick." She was
dressed rather formally herself. Renie vaguely remembered that she worked in some kind of financial

institution, and guessed that she had just come back from work.

"[ don't want to do anything that will upset him," Renie said. "But my brother is in a coma, Patricia, and
no one knows why. I just want to find out anything I can."

The other woman's worried stiffness eased a little. "I know, Irene. I'm sorry. I'll call him."

When Soki arrived, Renie was a little surprised to see how very well he looked. He hadn't lost any
weight-he had always been a little on the husky side-and his smile was quick and strong.

" '"Lo, Renie."
"Hello, Soki. I'm sorry to hear you've been ill."

He shrugged. His mother, just offscreen, said something Renie couldn't hear. "I'm okay. How's
Stephen?"

Renie told him, and most of Soki's good humor evaporated. "I heard about it, but I thought maybe it was
just for a little while, like that kid in our form who got a concussion. Is he going to die?"

She recoiled a little at the bluntness of the question. A moment passed before she could answer. "I don't
think so, but I'm very worried about him. We don't know what's wrong. That's why I wanted to ask you
some questions. Can you tell me anything about the things that you and Stephen and Eddie were doing on
the net?"

Soki looked at her a little strangely, surprised by the question, then launched into a long description of
various legitimate and quasi-legitimate netboy meanderings, punctuated every now and then by sounds of

disapproval from his temporarily invisible mother.

"But what I really want to know about, Soki, is the last time, just before you got sick. When you three
got into Inner District."

He looked at her blankly. "Inner District?"

"Y ou know what that is."
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"Certain. But we never got in there. I told you we tried."
"Are you saying you never went into the Inner District?"
The look on his young face hardened into anger."Did Eddie say we did? Then he's duppy-duppy major!"

Renie paused, taken aback. "Soki, I had to go in and get Eddie and Stephen out. They said you were
with them. They were worried about you, because they lost you on the net. . . ."

Soki's voice rose. "They're dupping!"

Renie was confused. Was he putting this on just because his mother was around? If so, he was doing a
very convincing job: he seemed genuinely indignant. Or had Eddie and Stephen lied to her about Soki
being with them? But why?

His mother leaned into the screen. "You're getting him upset, Irene. Why are you calling my boy a liar?"

She took a deep breath. "I'm not, Patricia, I'm just confused. If he wasn't with them, why would they lie
about it? It didn't get them off the hook-Stephen still lost his net privileges." She shook her head."I don't
know what's going on, Soki. Are you sure you don't remember any of this? About getting into Inner

District, about going to a place called Mister J's? About falling through some kind of door? Blue lights . .
L2

"T've never been there!" He was angry, angry and scared, but he still didn't seem to be lying. A few
drops of perspiration had appeared on his forehead. "Doors, blue lights . . . I never. . . !"

"That's enough, Irene!" said Patricia. "Enough!"

Before Renie could reply, Soki suddenly tipped his head back and made a strange gargling noise. His
limbs became rigid and his entire body began to tremble violently; his mother grabbed at his shirt but
failed to hold him as he slid oft the chair and fell to the floor, thrashing. Staring at the screen, helplessly
transfixed, Renie heard ! Xabbu gasp beside her.

"God damn you, Irene Sulaweyo!" Patricia shouted. "He was getting better! You did this to him! Don't
you ever call this house again!" She knelt beside her son and cradled his twitching head. A froth of spittle
had already begun to form on his lips. "Disconnect!" she shouted, and the padscreen went dark. The last
thing Renie saw were the white crescents of Soki's eyes. His pupils had rolled up beneath the lids.

She tried to phone back immediately, despite Patricia's angry words, but the line at Soki's aunt's house
was accepting no incoming calls.

"That was a seizure!" Her fingers trembled as she pulled the flametab on a cigarette. "That was a grand
mal seizure. But he's not epileptic-damn it, ! Xabbu, I've known that child for years! And I had to play
chaperone on enough field trips for Stephen's schools: they always tell you if one of the kids has major
health problems." She was furious, although she didn't know why. She was also frightened, but the
reasons for that were clear enough. "Something happened to him that day-the day I went to get them out
of the Inner District. Then later it happened to Stephen, but worse. God, I wish Patricia would answer
my questions."
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IXabbu's yellow-brown skin was a shade paler than usual. "We spoke before of the medicine trance,"
he said. "I felt I was witnessing such a thing. He had the look of someone meeting the gods."

"That was no trance, damn it, and there weren't any gods involved. That was a full-blown seizure." Renie
was ordinarily careful not to tread on the beliefs of others, but just now she had very little patience for her
friend's sorcerous notions. ! Xabbu, apparently not offended, watched her as she stood and began
pacing, rattling with anger and upset. ""Something has interfered with that child's brain. A physical effect in
the real world from something that happened online." She went to the office door and pushed it shut:
Soki's collapse had intensified her feelings of being shadowed by some nameless danger. A more
cautious part of her protested that she was leaping ahead much too fast, making far more assumptions
than could be scientifically safe, but she wasn't listening to that part of herself at the moment.

She turned back to !Xabbu. "I'm going there. I have to."
"Where? To the Inner District?"

"To that club-Mister J's. Something happened to Soki there. I'm almost certain that Stephen tried to
sneak back in while he was staying at Eddie's."

"If there is something bad there, something dangerous. . . ." !Xabbu shook his head. "What would be the
point? What would the people who own this virtual club have to gain?"

"It may be a byproduct of one of their unpleasant little amusements. Eddie said they're supposed to have
experiences for sale that transcend whatever equipment the users own. Maybe they've found some way
to give the illusion of greater sensory receptiveness. They might be using compacted subliminals,
ultrasonics, something illegal that has these terrible side effects." She sat down and began excavating the
mess of papers on her desk in search of an ashtray. "Whatever it is, if I'm going to find out I'll have to do
it myself. It would take forever to get anyone to investigate-UNComm is the world's worst bureaucracy."
She found the ashtray but her hands were shaking so hard that she almost dropped it.

"But will you not be exposing yourself to danger? What if you are affected as your brother was?" The
little man's usually smooth forehead was wrinkled in a deep frown of worry.

"TI'll be a lot more alert than Stephen was, and a lot better informed. Also, I'll just be looking for possible
causes-enough to build a case to take to the authorities." She crushed out the cigarette. "And maybe if I
figure out what happened, we'll be able to find some way to reverse the damage." She curled her hands
into fists. "I want my brother back."

"You are determined to go."

She nodded, reaching for her pad. She was filled with a high and even slightly giddy sense of clarity.
There were many things to do-she had to construct an alias, for one thing: if the people who owned the
club had something to hide, she would be foolish to walk in under her own name and index. And she
wanted to do some more research into the club itself and the company that owned it. Anything she could
learn before going in might improve her chances of recognizing useful evidence once she was on the
inside.

"Then you should not go unaccompanied," !Xabbu said quietly.

"ButI...hold on. Are you talking about you? Coming with me?"
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"You need a companion. What if something were to happen to you? Who would take your story to the
proper authorities?"

"T'll leave notes, a letter. No, ! Xabbu, you can't." Her engine was running now. She was ready to move
and this seemed a distraction. She didn't want to take the small man. Her entry would have to be illegal,
for one thing; if she were caught, her crime would be seen as much worse if she had dragged a student
along with her.

"Exams begin in two days." ! Xabbu almost seemed to have sensed her thoughts. "After that, I will no
longer be your student"

"It's illegal."

"There would be a presumption that, newcomer to the big city that I am, stranger to modern ways, I did
not understand I was doing wrong. If necessary, [ would help to support that presumption."”

"But you must have your own responsibilities!"

IXabbu smiled sadly. "Someday, Renie, I will tell you of my responsibilities. But at the moment I
certainly have a responsibility to a friend, and that is very important. Please, I ask you this as a favor-wait
until exams are finished. That will give you time to prepare, in any case. I am sure there are more
questions to be asked before you confront these people directly, more answers to be sought."

Renie hesitated. He was right. At least a few days of preparation would have to be fitted in around her
work schedule anyway. But would he be an asset or a liability? ! Xabbu returned her gaze with
nonchalance. For all his youth and small stature, there was something almost daunting about the
Bushman. His calm and confidence were very persuasive.

"Okay," she said at last. Being patient took a tremendous effort of will. "If Stephen doesn't get any
worse, I'll wait. But if you come with me, you do what I say while we're in there. Understand that?
You're very talented for a beginner-but you are a beginner."

!Xabbu's smile widened. "Yes, teacher. I promise."
"Then get out of my office and go study for those exams. I have work to do."
He bowed slightly and went out, the door closing silently behind him. The displaced air stirred the

remnants of her cigarette smoke. Renie watched them eddy across the light from the window, a swirl of
meaningless, ever-changing patterns.

That night the dream came again. !Xabbu stood at the edge of a great precipice, examining a pocket
watch. This time it had sprouted legs and was walking on his palm like a flat silver beetle.

Something hovered in the air beyond the edge of the cliff, obscured by the mist but moving closer. It was
a bird, she thought when she first saw the wings. No, it was an angel, a shimmering, smoke-blue
presence with a human face.
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The face was Stephen's. As he drifted nearer, he called to her, but his voice was lost in the rush of the
wind. She cried out, startling ! Xabbu, who turned and took a step backward, then tumbled over the edge
and vanished.

Stephen looked down at where the little man had fallen, then lifted his tearful gaze to Renie. His mouth
moved again, but she still could not hear him. A wind seemed to catch him, spreading his wings and
making his whole being ripple. Before Renie could move, he was swept away into the mist.

CHAPTER 8

Dread

NETFEED/NEWS: Police Kill 22 Cannibal Cultists
(visual: body bags being laid out in front of building)

VO: Greek military police gunned down 22 members of the controversial "Anthropophagi" cult, reputed
to engage in ritual cannibalism, in a firefight that turned the center of Naxos into a war zone. One
policeman was killed and two others injured in the fierce exchange.

(visual: bearded man holding up bone, shouting at audience)

Pending identification of the bodies, some badly burned, it is not known whether the group's leader,
Dimitrios Krysostomos-shown here in footage recorded covertly by a government informant-was one of
those killed in the assault on the Sakristos. . . .

He liked the way he was moving-a slow lope, like a leopard just before it sprang. He upped the volume
and the shuddering drums were everywhere. He felt good. The soundtrack running on his internal system
made itall . . . perfect.

Camera, camera, he thought, tracking the woman with his eyes. She had a rump, that one-it made him
smile just to see its purposeful movements, and to accent the smile he called in a trumpet glissando, sharp
and cold as a knife. The silvery tones made him think about his own blade, a flatbacked Zeissing
tendon-cutter, so he pulled it out for a close-up look as the trumpet wailed, a slow dissolve that brought
him up hard as a rock all over.

The woman jounced down the steps to the underground parking lot, hurrying a little. That fine rump
bobbed, drawing his eyes away from the knife. Pale woman, rich and gym-slender, hair the color of
sand, all trussed up in those fancy white pants. She hadn't seen him yet, but she must know he was
following, some animal part of her that, gazellelike, could smell the danger.

She looked back when she hit the bottom of the stairs, and for a brief instant her eyes widened. She
knew. As he stepped down into the shadowy stairwell, he accelerated the drums; they bounced around
inside his head, battering his skull like boxing gloves against the heavy bag. But his stride did not
increase-he was too much of an artist for that. Better to go slow, slow. He turned down the volume of
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the skittering drums to enjoy the inevitability of the unfolding climax.

A sneaky counter-rhythm crept into the mix, an off-balance wallop like a failing heart. She was nearing
her car now, fumbling for the remote. He tuned his vision until the woman and her heat were the only
thing that glimmered in the dark garage. He sped up, prodding the music along so that more horns came
in and the beats overlapped, building toward a crescendo.

His fingers descended lightly, but the shock of his touch still made her shriek and drop her bag. Its
contents spilled across the cement floor-sought-for remote, expensive Singapore data pad, tubes of
lipgloss like bullet cartridges. The tumbled bag retained a heat-trace of her hand, already fading.

Aggression fought with fear across her face-anger that someone like him should touch her, should make
her spill her oh-so-private life on the floor. But as he moved to close-up on her face, his own mouth
twisting in a grin, fear won out.

"What do you want?" The voice hitched, barely audible above the clamor rattling through the bones of
his skull. "You can have my card. Here, take it,"

He smiled, lazy, and the crescendo flattened out and held. The knife flicked up, pausing for a moment
against her cheek. "What does Dread want? Your stuff, sweetness. Your sweet stuff."

Later, when he had finished, he slid the music down to a sunset diminuendo-chirping sounds like
crickets, a mournful violin. He stepped over the spreading wetness and picked up her bank card,
grimacing. What fool would take something like that? Only an outback idiot would fix the mark of Cain
to his own forehead.

He lifted the blade and traced the word "SANG" across the card's hologrammed surface in lines of red,
then dropped it beside her.

"Who needs VR when you got RL?" he whispered. "Real real.”

The god looked down from his high throne in the heart of Abydos-That-Was, across the bent backs of
his thousand priests, prostrated before him like so many turtles sunning on the Nile's bank, past the
smokes of a hundred thousand censers and the glimmering light of a hundred thousand lamps. His gaze
passed even into the shadows at the farthest reaches of his vast throne room and on through the labyrinth
of passages that separated throne room from City of the Dead, but still he could not locate the one he
sought.

Impatient, the god tapped his flail on the gilded arm of his chair.
High Priest Something-or-Other-the god could not be bothered with the names of all his underlings: they
came and went like grains of sand in a windstorm-crawled to the dais on which the golden chair rested

and rubbed his face against the granite tiles.

"0, beloved of shining Ra, father of Horus, Lord of the Two Lands," the priest intoned, "who is master
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of all the people, who makes the wheat to grow, who died but lives; O great Lord Osiris, hear your
humble servant."

The god sighed. "Speak."
"O beautiful shining one, O lord of green things, this humble one wishes to tell you of a certain unrest."

"Unrest?" The god leaned forward, bringing his dead face so close to the prostrate priest that the old
worthy almost wet himself. "In my kingdom?"

The priest sputtered. "It is your two servants, Tefy and Mewat, who trouble your worshipers with their
evil behavior. Surely it is not your wish that they should make drunken riot in the priests' sanctuaries and
terrify the poor dancers in such a distressing way. And it is told that they perform even darker acts in
their private chambers." The old priest cringed. "I speak to you only of what others already say, O King
of the Uttermost West, beloved and undying Osiris."

The god sat back, his mask concealing amusement. He wondered how long it had taken this nonentity to
work up the courage to broach the subject. He briefly contemplated feeding him to the crocodiles, but
could not remember if this High Priest was a Citizen or merely a Puppet. Either way, it seemed too much
trouble.

"I shall consider this," he said, and raised the crook and the flail. "Osiris loves his servants, the greatest
and the smallest."

"Blessed is he, our Lord of Life and Death," the priest gabbled, crawling backward. He made excellent
time considering the indignity of his posture-if he was a Citizen, he had mastered his simulation skills well.
The god decided it was good he had not fed this one to the crocodiles-he might prove useful someday.

As for the god's wicked servants . . . well, that was their job description, was it not? Of course, it was
preferable that the pair be wicked somewhere other than in his favorite and most intricately constructed
sanctuary. Let them make their holidays in Old Chicago or Xanadu. Then again, perhaps more than mere
banishment was in order. A little discipline might not go amiss where the fat one and the thin one were
concerned.

He looked up from these thoughts at the brazen cry of a trumpet and the tattoo of a shallow drum from
the rear of the throne room. Yellow-green eyes glowed in the shadows there.

"At last," he said, and crossed his emblems on his chest once more.

The thing that stepped out of the darkness, and before which the priests parted like the great river
swirling around an island, appeared to be almost eight feet tall. Its handsome brown body was muscular,
long-limbed and vital; but from the neck up it was a beast. The jackal head swiveled, watching the priests
scurry aside. The lips curled back, showing long white teeth.

"I have been waiting for you, Messenger of Death," said the god. "Waiting too long."

Anubis dropped to one knee, a cursory gesture, then rose. "I had things to do."

The god took a calming breath. He needed this creature and its particular talents. It was important to
remember that. "Things?"
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"Yes. Just a few matters." The long red tongue emerged and swept over the muzzle. In the candlelight,
traces of what looked like flecks of blood showed dark against the long fangs.

The god grimaced in distaste. "Your heedless pursuits. You risk yourself needlessly. That is not
pleasing."

"I do what I do, like always." The wide shoulders shrugged; the bright eyes closed in a lazy blink. "But
you have summoned me, and I have come. What do you want, Grandfather?"

"Do not call me that. It is impertinent as well as inaccurate." The old god took another deep breath. It
was hard not to react to the Messenger, whose every movement reeked with the insolence of
destruction. "I have discovered something of great importance. I seem to have an adversary."

The teeth flashed again, briefly. "You wish me to kill him."

The god's delighted laughter was entirely genuine. "Young fool! If I knew who he was and could set you
upon him, then he would not be worthy to be called my adversary. He or she." He chuckled.

The jackal head tipped to one side, like that of a scolded dog. "Then what do you want of me?"

"Nothing-yet. But soon there will be dark alleys aplenty for you to haunt, and many bones for you to
crack in those great jaws."

"You seem . . . happy, Grandfather."

The god twitched, but let it pass. "Yes, I am happy. It has been so long since I have been tested, since
any but the most feeble have opposed me. The mere fact that one has risen against me and has trifled in
even the smallest of my plans, is a delight. My greatest test of all is coming, and if there were no
opposition there would be no art."

"But you have no idea who it is. Perhaps it is someone . . . inside the Brotherhood."

"I have thought of it. It is possible. Not likely, but possible."

The green-gold eyes flared. "I could find out for you."

The thought of unleashing this rough beast in that particular chicken coop was diverting but unworkable.
"I think not. You are not my only servant, and I have subtler means of gathering information."

The jackal's tone became petulant. "So you called me away from other things merely to tell me that you
have no tasks for me?"

The god swelled until his mummy wrappings creaked and snapped, growing until his deathmask face
loomed far above the throne room floor. The thousand priests groaned, like sleepers beset with the same
bad dream. The jackal took a step backward.

"I call and you come." The voice boomed and echoed beneath the painted ceiling. "Do not think that you
are indispensable, Messenger!"

Howling and clutching at his head, the jackal god fell to his knees. The moaning of the priests intensified.
After what he deemed a suitable interlude, Osiris lifted his hand and the cry of pain died away. Anubis
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collapsed stomach-first to the floor, panting. Long moments passed before he dragged himself up onto
his hands and knees. His trembling head bowed until the pointed ears brushed the steps before the
throne.

The god resumed his normal size and surveyed Anubis' bent back with satisfaction. "But as it happens, I
do have a task for you. And it does, in fact, concern one of my colleagues, but it is work of a less
delicate nature than unmasking a secret adversary. My words of command are being sent to you even
now."

"I am grateful, O Lord." His voice was hoarse and hard to understand.

The candles flared in the heart of Abydos-That-Was. The Messenger of Death received another
commission.

Dread yanked the fiberlink from its slot and rolled off the bed onto the floor. Eyes clamped shut with
pain, he crawled to the bathroom and groped for the rim of the tub, then vomited up the vat-grown
kebab that had been his lunch. His stomach went on convulsing long after he had emptied himself. When
it stopped, he slumped against the wall, gasping.

The Old Man had never been able to do that before. A painful buzzing here, a nasty splash of vertigo
there, but never anything like that. It felt like a knitting needle had been pushed in one of his ears and
pulled out the other.

He spat bile into a towel, then dragged himself erect and stumbled to the sink to wash the digestive fluids
from his lips and chin.

It had been a long time since anyone had made him hurt like that. It was something to think about. Part
of him, the squinting child who had first confronted the authorities after hitting another six-year-old in the
face with a hammer, wanted to find out the old bastard's true name, track him to his RL hideaway, then
razor him and pull his skin off string by string. But another part, the adult creature who had grown from
that child, had learned subtlety. Both parts, however, admired the exercise of naked power. When he
was on top someday, he would act no differently. Weak dogs became bones for other, stronger dogs.

Helpless rage was a hindrance, he reminded himself. Whoever the Old Man really was, going after him
would be like trying to storm hell to throw rocks at the devil. He was a big wheel in the
Brotherhood-maybe the biggest, for all Dread knew. He probably lived surrounded by over-armed
bodyguards in one of those hardened underground silos so popular with the filthy rich, or on some
fortified island like a villain in a Malaysian slash-and-smash netflick.

Tasting his own acids, Dread spat again. He must be patient. For the moment, anger was useless except
as carefully-controlled fuel; it was far easier and smarter just to keep doing what the Old Man wanted.
For the moment. There would be a day later on when the jackal would rise to its master's throat.
Patience. Patience.

He lifted his head into the frame of the mirror and stared at his reflection. He needed to see himself clean
again, hard, untouched. No one had made him feel this way for a long time, and the ones who had were
all dead now. Only the first few had died quickly.
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Patience. No mistakes. He steadied his breathing and straightened up, stretching the kinks from aching
stomach muscles. He leaned forward, zooming into close-up, the hero looking back with dark flat eyes,
swallowing his pain. Unstoppable. Music up. Coming back strong.

He stared at the puke-stained tub for a moment, then turned on the water, washing the vomit away in a
swirl of brown. Edit that-edit the whole tub scene. Missed the point. Unstoppable.

At least this new job would be RL. He was tired of the costumed silliness of these rich fools, living out
fantasies that would shame the lowest chargehead just because they could afford to. This task would
have real risks, and it would end in real blood. That was worthy of him, at least, and of his special skills.

The target, though. . . . He frowned. Despite what he'd said to the Old Man, he wasn't crazy about
being in the middle of one of these Brotherhood feuds. Too unpredictable, like some net thing he'd seen
back in school, kings and queens, scheming, poisoning. Still, such things had a hidden benefit. Let them
all kill each other. It would just hasten the day when he could make things happen.

He rinsed his mouth again, then walked back to his bed. He needed his music-no wonder he felt
off-balance. The soundtrack put everything into perspective, kept the story moving. He hesitated,
remembering the agony the implants had so recently brought him, but only for a moment. He was Dread,
and his chosen name was also his chosen game. His. No old man was going to frighten him.

He summoned up the music. It came without pain, a firm syncopation, quiet conga drums and dragging
bass. He laid a series of sustained organ chords over them. Ominous but cool. Thinking music. Planning
music. You'll-never-catch-me music.

Even now, that downtown parking garage must be full of police detectives, dusting, scanning, taking
infrareds, wondering why the crime didn't show up on their closed-circuit camera-drones. All standing
around examining the rags of white and red.

Poor pussy. And she hadn't wanted anyone touching her stuff.

Another one dead, they'd be saying. All over the net soon. He'd have to remember to watch some of the
coverage.

Dread leaned back against the bare white wall as the music pulsed through him. Time to do some work.
He summoned the information the old bastard had sent him, then called up some visuals, maps first, then
LEOS scans and 3D blues of the target location. They floated in the air before him like heavenly visions
against the background of the other white wall.

All his walls were white. Who needed pictures when you could make your own?

CHAPTER 9

Mad Shadows

NETFEED/ENTERTAINMENT: Concrete Sun Highest Rated for May
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(visual: several explosions, man in white coat running)

VO: The series-ending episode of Concrete Sun was the most watched net entertainment for the month
of May-

(visual: man in white coat kissing one-legged woman)
-appearing in sixteen percent of homes worldwide,
(visual: man in white coat carrying a bandaged dog through culvert)

The story of a fugitive doctor hiding out in the squatter city of BridgeNTunnel is the highest rated linear
drama in four years. . . .

Renie turned her head sharply and the test pattern-an unending domino-row of grids in contrasting
colors-jiggled. She grimaced. A touch against one of the dimples on the side of her headset brought up
the pressure in the padding. She waggled her head; now the image stayed put.

She lifted her hands, then curled her right index finger. The front grid, a simple lattice of glowing yellow,
remained where it was; all the other grids moved a little farther apart from each other, rippling out into the
indeterminate distance, one full lockstep into infinity. She bent the finger farther and the distance between
each grid shrank. She wagged the finger to the right and the entire array rotated, each a fraction of an
instant behind the one before it, so that a neon spiral formed and then vanished as the grids came to rest
once more. "Now you do it," she told !Xabbu.

He carefully wove his hands through a complex series of movements, each of which marked different
points of distance and attitude from the sensor affixed to the front of his visor like a third eye. The
unending sequence of colored grids responded, spinning, shrinking, changing relationships like an
exploding universe of square stars. Renie nodded in approval even though !Xabbu could not see her-the
test pattern and the all-surrounding blackness were the only visuals.

"Good," she said. "Let's try out your memory. Take as many of those grids as you want-not from the
front-and make a polyhedron."

IXabbu carefully withdrew his selections from the array. As the rest moved to fill the vacated space, he
stretched those he had chosen and folded them in half along the diagonal, then rapidly assembled the
paired triangles into a faceted ball.

"You are getting good." She was pleased. Not that she could lake too much credit-she had never taught
anyone who worked as hard as ! Xabbu, and he had a tremendous natural aptitude. Very few people
could adapt themselves to the unnatural rules of netspace as quickly and completely as he had.

"Then may I put this away now, Renie?" he asked. "Please? We have been preparing all morning."

She nicked her hand and the test pattern disappeared. A moment later they stood facing each other in a
360-degree ocean of gray, sim to unprepossessing sim. She bit back a nettled reply. He was right. She
had been delaying, going over and over her preparations as though this were some kind of combat
mission instead of a simple trip into the Inner District in search of information.
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Not that, strictly speaking, there was such a thing as a simple trip into Inner District for outsiders like
them. There might very well be barriers they could not pass no matter how well prepared they were, but
she did not want to be unmasked and ejected because of some stupid, preventable mistake. Also, if there
was something illegal and dangerous going on in Toy-town, discovery of her investigation would put the
guilty ones on guard and perhaps even lead them to destroy evidence that otherwise might save Stephen.

"I did not intend to be rude, Renie." ! Xabbu's sim lifted its simple hands in a gesture of peace; a rather
mechanical-looking smile curled the corners of its mouth. "But I think that you, too, will be happier when
we are doing something."

"You're probably right. Disconnect and exit."

Everything vanished. She lifted the visor on her headset and the earnest but seedy ambience of the Poly's
Harness Room surrounded her once more. The Bushman pushed up his own visor and blinked, grinning.

Reflexively, she began one final run through her mental checklist. While !Xabbu had finished his
exams-which, the grapevine told her, he had handled with expected ease-she had created not just aliases
to get them into the Inner District, but several backups as well. If things went badly, they could shuck off
their first identities like old skin. But it had not been easy. Creating a false online identity was no different
from creating one for RL, and was in many ways the same process.

Renie had spent a good portion of her time in the last few days hunting through backwater areas of the
net. There were lots of vaguely unsavory people lurking in Lambda Mall's equivalent of dark alleyways
for whom setting up false identities was everyday work, but ultimately she had decided to do it herself. If
her investigations of the Inner District struck something important, the offended parties would go looking
for the bootleg identity merchants first; not a one of them would take a stand for privileged information
when their livelihood and perhaps even health was at stake.

So, pumped up on caffeine and sugar, smoking an endless chain of theoretically noncarcinogenic
cigarettes, she had set off to do a little akisu, as the old-timers called it. She had worked her way through
hundreds of obscure infobanks, copying bits and pieces as it suited her, inserting false cross-check data
on the systems whose defenses were outdated or weak enough. She had created a reasonably solid false
identity for both of them, and-she hoped-even some insurance if things went very wrong.

She had also learned a few things about Mister J's along the way, which was one of the reasons she had
been drilling ! Xabbu all morning. The Inner District club had a very dark reputation, and interfering with
its operation might have some unpleasant real world repercussions. Despite her initial impatience, she was
glad !Xabbu had talked her into waiting for him. In fact, even another week to prepare wouldn't have
gone amiss. . . .

She took a breath. Enough. If she weren't careful, she would turn into one of those
obsessive-compulsives who turned back five times to make sure the door was locked.

"Okay," she said. "Let's get going."

They made a few final tests of their harnesses, both of which hung from the ceiling by an arrangement of
straps and pulleys that would allow their users freedom of movement in VR, as well as prevent them from
walking into real walls or hurting themselves with a fall. When the pulleys had hauled them aloft, they
dangled side by side in the middle of the padded room like a pair of marionettes on the puppeteer's day
off.
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"Do what I say without questions. We can't afford to make mistakes-my brother's life could be at stake.
I'll give you answers afterward." Renie checked one last time to make sure none of the wires would be
worked loose by the action of the harness straps, then pulled her visor back down; the visuals flicked on
and the gray sparkle of the waiting net surrounded her. "And remember, even though the closed band is
provided by the Inner District, not the club itself, once we get inside you'd better assume that someone is
listening."

"I understand, Renie." He sounded cheerful, which was amazing considering that she had already given
him the eavesdroppers speech twice before that morning.

She waved her hands and they went.

The crowd waiting at the Inner District Gateway was a brightly colored, noisy blur. As the clamor of
their multilingual pleading thundered painfully in her ears, she realized that in her anxiety not to miss any
possible clues she had set the gain on her sensory inputs too high. A flick of the wrist and a circled finger
brought them down to a manageable level.

After a wait that had Renie bouncing in place with impatience, they at last slid to the front of the line. The
female functionary was polite and seemed remarkably uninterested in making trouble. She examined their
false identification, then asked if the reason for their visit, submitted as part of the ID package, was still
correct.

"It is. I'm examining an installation we've had a complaint about." Renie's alias showed her working for a
large Nigerian programming company with !Xabbu as her trainee-a gear company which, she had
discovered, kept very sloppy records.

"And how much time will you need, Mister Otepi?"

Renie was astonished-actual kindness! She was not used to tractability from net bureaucrats. She eyed
the smiling sim carefully, wondering if she were dealing with some new kind of hyper-actualized
Customer Service Puppet."It's hard to say. If the problem is simple enough, I may fix it myself, but first
must run it through its paces to find out"

"Eight hours?"

Eight! She knew people who would pay several thousand credits for that long a period of access to the
Inner District-in fact, if she had any time left over when they finished, she was tempted to go find one of
them. She wondered if she should try to get more-maybe this Puppet was broken, a slot machine that
would just pay and pay-but decided not to press her luck. "That should be adequate."

A moment later they were through, floating just above ground level in monumental Gateway Plaza.

"You don't realize it," she told ! Xabbu on their private band, "but you've just witnessed a miracle."

"What is that?"

"A bureaucratic system that actually does what it's supposed to do."
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He turned to her, a half-smile illuminating the face of the sim Renie had arranged for the visit "Which is to
let in two disguised people who are pretending to have legitimate business?"

"Nobody likes a comedian," she pointed out, then exited from the private band. "We're clear. We can
go anywhere we want to now, except private nodes."

IXabbu surveyed the plaza. "The crowds seem difterent here than in the Lambda Mall. And the
structures are more extreme."

"That's because you're closer to the center of power. People here do what they want because they can
afford to." A thought came swirling up like a flake of hot black ash. "People who can get away with
anything. Or think they can." Stephen was comatose in the hospital while the men who had hurt him
enjoyed their freedom. Her anger, never completely cold, rekindled. "Let's go have a look around
Toytown."

Lullaby Lane was far more crowded than the last time she had been there, almost choked with virtual
bodies. Caught by surprise, Renie pulled !Xabbu into an alley so she could figure out what was
happening.

The crowd flowed past the alley mouth in one direction, shouting and singing. It seemed to be a parade
of sorts. The sims were embodied in a variety of bizarre ways, oversized, undersized, extra-limbed, even
divided into unconnected body parts that moved like coherent wholes. Some of the revelers shifted and
changed even as she watched: one violet-haired, attenuated figure wore enormous bat wings which
dissolved into traceries of fluttering silver gauze. Many reformed themselves every few moments,
extruding new limbs, changing heads, spreading and curling into fantastic shapes like boiling wax dumped
in cold water.

Welcome to Toytown, she thought Looks like we arrived just in time for a reunion of the Hieronymous
Bosch Society.

She took the Bushman up to rooftop level where they could get a better view. Several in the crowd bore
glowing banners proclaiming "Freedom!" or spelled it out above their heads in fire; one group had even
turned themselves into a walking row of letters that spelled out "Mutation Day." Although most of the
paraders' sims were extreme by design, they were also rather unstable. Some of them fell apart into
unstructured planes and lines in a way that did not look intentional. Others flickered in midstep and
occasionally disappeared entirely.

Home-cooked programming, she decided. Do-it-yourself stuff. "It's a protest, I think," she told !Xabbu.

"Against what person or thing?" He hung in the air beside her, a cartoon figure with a serious expression
on its simple face.

"Embodiment laws, I would guess. But they can't be suffering much if they can afford to hang out here in
the first place." She made a small noise of contempt "Rich people's children complaining because their
parents won't let them dress up. Let's go."

They beamed past the procession to the far end of Lullaby Lane where the streets were empty. Without
the distraction of street theater the rundown quality of the neighborhood was immediately apparent.
Many of the nodes seemed to have grown even more decrepit since her last visit; both sides of the street
were lined with skeletal, colorless buildings.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

A distant, skittery flare of music at last turned them toward a garish glow at the street's far end. In such
dim surroundings, the awful, throbbing liveliness of Mister J's seemed even more sinister.

IXabbu stared at the turreted sprawl and the giant carnivorous grin. "So that is it"

"Private band," Renie snapped. "And keep it there unless you have to answer a question from someone.
As soon as you finish answering, switch back. Don't worry about being slow to respond-I'm sure they
get lots of people in that place whose reflexes are not what they should be."

They slowly floated forward, watching the club's facade gleam and squirm.
"Why are there no people about?" asked ! Xabbu.

"Because this isn't a part of the Inner District that invites much sightseeing. People who come to Mister
J's probably beam in directly. Are you ready?"

"I believe so. Are you?"

Renie hesitated. The question seemed flippant, but that was not the Bushman's way. She realized she
was wound tight and hard, her nerves thrumming. She took several deep breaths, willing herself toward
calm. The toothy mouth over the doorway flapped its red lips as though whispering a promise. Mister
Jingo's Smile, this place had been called. Why did they change the name but keep that horrid grimace?

"It is a bad place," ! Xabbu said abruptly.
"I know. Don't forget that for a second."

She splayed her fingers. An instant later they were in a shadowy antechamber, a place with gold-framed
carnival mirrors instead of walls. As she turned to survey the room, Renie could see that the latency-the
tiny lag between initiation and action that characterized complex VR environments-was very low here, a
quite passable mimicry of real life. The detail work was also impressive. Alone in the antechamber, they
were not alone in the mirrors: a thousand reveling ghosts surrounded them-figures of men and women, as
well as some more animal than human, all cavorting around the distorted reflections of their two sims.
Their reflections appeared to be enjoying themselves.

"Welcome to Mister J's." The voice spoke oddly accented English. There was no image to match it in
any of the mirrors.

Renie turned to discover a tall, smiling, elegantly dressed white man standing close behind them. He lifted
his gloved hands and the mirrors disappeared, leaving the three of them alone in a single pillar of light
surrounded by infinite black. "So nice to have you with us." His voice crept in close, as though he
whispered in her ear. "Where are you from?"

"Lagos," said Renie a little breathlessly. She hoped her own voice, processed an octave lower to match
her masculine alias, did not sound as squeaky to him as it did to her."We . . . we've heard a lot about this

place."

The man's smile widened. He made a short bow. "We are proud of our worldwide reputation, and
pleased to welcome friends from Africa. You are, of course, of legal age?"

"Of course." Even as she spoke, she knew that digital fingers were prying at the edge of her alias-but not
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prying too hard: deniability was all that a place like this needed. "I am showing my friend here some Inner
District sights-he's never been before."

"Splendid. You have brought him to the right place." The well-dressed man was finished distracting
them, which meant their indexes had been passed. He made a theatrical flourish and a door opened in the
darkness, a rectangular hole that bled smoky red light Noise spilled out, too-loud music, laughter, a
wavecrash of voices. "Enjoy your visit," he said. "Tell your friends." Then he was gone and they were
flowing forward into the scarlet glow.

The music reached out to gather them in like the pseudopod of some immense but invisible
energy-creature. Blaringly loud, it sounded like the bouncy swing jazz of the previous century, but it had
strange hiccups and slurs, secret rhythms moving deep inside like the heartbeat of a stalking predator. It
was captivating: Renie found herself humming along before she could even make out words, but those
came quickly enough.

"There's no call for consternation,"

someone was singing urgently as the orchestra wailed and stomped in the background.

"A smiling face is invitation enough-
No bluff!
So bring your stuff to the celebration. . . ."

The lounge was impossibly huge, a monstrous, red-lit octagon. The pillars that marked its angles, each
one broad as a skyscraper, stretched up to disappear in shadow far above; the vertical rows of lights that
trimmed them grew closer together and at last shrank into continuous lines of radiance as distance
squeezed them. Up where even those lights failed, up in the unspeakable heights of the ceiling, sparking
fireworks zigged and caromed endlessly against the blackness.

Spotlights wheeled through the smoky air, pushing fast-moving ellipses of brighter red across the velvet
walls. Hundreds of booths sprawled between the pillars and filled the ringing balconies, which circled up
at least a dozen floors before the swirling clouds of smoke made counting impossible. An almost endless
mushroom forest of tables covered the shiny main floor, with silver-clad figures speeding between them
like pinballs off bumpers-a thousand waiters and waitresses, two thousand, more, all moving swiftly and
frictionlessly as beads of mercury.

In the center of the enormous room the orchestra stood on a floating stage that sparkled and revolved
like a sideways ferris wheel. The musicians wore black-and-white formal suits, but there was nothing
formal about them. They were cartoonishly attenuated and two-dimensional. As the music squalled, their
shapes wavered and flared like mad shadows; some grew until their rolling eyes peered directly into the
highest balconies. Bright tombstone teeth snapped at the customers, who shrieked and laughed even as
they scrambled for safer ground.

Only the singer, perched at the farthest edge of the circling stage in a filmy white dress, did not change
size. As the shadowy musicians billowed around her, she glowed like a piece of radium.
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"So toss away your trepidation,”

she sang, her voice harsh yet somehow alluring, its quaver that of a child forced to stay up too late,
watching the adults grow strange and drunken,

"Slip into some syncopation-no fuss!

The bus

Will pro-pel us to Party Station. . . .

The singer was only a spot of light in the midst of the cyclopean lounge and the crazily stretching
orchestra, but for long moments Renie found that she could not see at anything else. Huge black eyes in a

pale face made the woman look almost skeletal. Her fountain of white hair, half as tall as she was,
combined with the white dress rippling beneath her arms to make her seem some kind of exotic bird.

"Sit right down-
Lose that frown!
Mingle with the Toast of Toytown!
Pick a song,
Sing along,
All that's upright will turn out wrong. . . ."
The singer swayed back and forth, buffeted by the pounding beat like a dove in gale winds. The great
eyes were closed now in something that might be exultation but didn't seem like it. Renie had never seen
a human being look quite so trapped, and yet the singer glowed, burned. She might have been a light bulb

channeling too much juice, her filament an instant away from explosive collapse.

Slowly, almost unwillingly, Renie reached out for ! Xabbu. She found his hand and closed her fingers on
it "Are you okay?"

"It . . . it is quite overwhelming, this place."

"It is. Let's . . . let's sit down for a moment." She led him across the floor to one of the booths along the
far wall-an RL journey that would have taken some minutes on foot, but which they made in seconds. All
the musicians in the orchestra were singing now, clapping and hooting and stamping their mighty feet on
the rocking stage; the music was so loud that it seemed the whole gigantic house might fall down,
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"Free your heart of hesitation!

Eves and Adams of every nation-state,
Feel great!

When they create a federation. . . ."

The music swelled and the spotlights raced even faster, beams flickering across each other like fencers'
foils. There was a cannonfire rattle of drums, a last explosive blare of horns, then the orchestra was gone.
A hollow chorus of hoots and cheers wafted through the immense room.

Renie and ! Xabbu had barely sunk into the deep velvet banquette when a waiter appeared before them,
floating a few inches off the floor. He wore a chrome-colored, form-fitted tuxedo. His sim body
appeared to have been modeled after some ancient fertility deity.

"Zazoon, creepers," he drawled. "What'll it be?"
"We ... we can't eat or drink in these sims," Renie said. "Do you have anything else?"

He gave her an intensely knowing and slightly amused look, clicked his fingers, and vanished. A menu of
glowing letters hung in the air behind him like a luminescent residue.

"There's a list labeled 'Emotions,' " !Xabbu said wonderingly. "Sorrow: mild to intense. Happiness:
tranquil contentment to violent joy. Fulfillment. Misery. Optimism. Despair. Pleasant surprise. Madness. .
.." He looked at Renie. "What are these? What do they mean?"

"You can speak on public band. No one will be surprised that this is new to you-or to me, for that
matter. Remember, we're just a couple of backwoods boys from Nigeria, come to the virtual big city to
see the sights." She changed over. "I suppose these are sensations that they simulate. Eddie . . .  mean
that fellow we know-told us that they could give you sensory experiences your equipment wasn't wired
for. Or they claim they can."

"What should we do now?" In the midst of the immense room, the Bushman's small sim looked even
smaller, as though squeezed by the very weight of clamor and movement."Where do you wish to go?"

"I'm thinking." She stared at the fiery letters hanging before them, a curtain of words that offered little
privacy and no protection. "I'd like it to be a little less noisy, actually. If we can afford it, that is."

It was still the same booth, but its colors had become muted earthtones, and it now sat in a small room
along the Quiet Gallery. The arched doorway looked out on a wide blue pool set in the middle of stone
cloisters.

"This is beautiful," said ! Xabbu. "And we came here . . . just like that." He snapped his sim fingers, but
they made no noise.

"And the money is flowing out of our account just like that, too. This has to be the only club in the VR
world where it costs less to rent a back room than to turn the noise down at your table. I suppose they
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want to encourage people to use the services." Renie straightened herself. The pool was mesmerizing.
Drops fell from the mossy ceiling, making circular ripples that spread and overlapped, throwing blurry
reflections back against the torchlit walls. "I want to look around. I want to see what the rest of this place
is like."

"Can we afford to?"

She flicked to private band. "I put some credits in the account that goes with this alias, but not
many-they don't pay teachers that well. But we're only paying for this because we requested it. If we just
wander around-well, I think they have to warn us before they charge our account."

IXabbu's face stretched in a sim smile. "You think the people who own this place capable of . . . of
many things, but you do not suspect them of cheating their customers?"

Renie didn't like discussing what she thought them capable of, even on private band. "No one stays in
business if they cheat everybody. That's a fact. Even one of those Broderbund-owned clubs on the
Victoria Embankment-they may take a bit off the top, and deal to chargeheads and drug addicts in the
back, but they still have to keep up pretenses." She stood and switched back over. "Come on, let's have
a look around."

As she and !Xabbu stepped through the arch onto the walkway that ringed the pool, a light began to
glow deep beneath the placid waters.

"That way." She moved toward it,
"But. . .." !Xabbu took a step after her, then stopped,

"It's all illusion. Remember that. And unless they've abandoned the universal VR interface symbols, that
shows us the way out." She took another step and hesitated, then bent her knees and dove. The descent
took a long time. Back at the Poly her real body was being held horizontally, in harness, so she had no
physical sensation of falling, but here in the Quiet Gallery she saw the glowing blue translucence come up
to meet her, then saw her own splash create a vortex of bubbles around her. A circle of light glowed in
the deeps. She headed toward it.

A moment later, ! Xabbu was beside her. Unlike Renie, who had mimicked the head-forward,
arms-outstretched posture of a diver, he sank downward while standing upright.

"What. . . ." he began, then laughed. "We can talk!"
"It's not water. And those aren't fish."

!Xabbu chortled again as a great cloud of shimmering forms surrounded them, tails flicking, fins whirring
like tiny propellers. One, its scales striped in bold patterns of black, yellow, and red, swam backward in
front of the Bushman, its nose almost touching his. "Wonderful!" he said, and reached toward it. The fish
spun and darted away.

The doorway still glowed, but the water around them seemed to be getting darker. They had moved
through into some other level of the pool, or rather of the simulation-Renie could see what looked like
seafloor below, rocks and white sand and waving forests of kelp. She even thought she saw a glimpse of
something almost human sheltering in the forest's shadow-tangled depths, something with hands and
fingers and bright eyes, but with the muscular tail of an ocean predator. Behind the splashing noises
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pumped into her hearplugs was a deeper noise, a kind of singing. She found it disturbing; with a gesture,
she hurried them to the gleaming exit.

Up close, the ring was revealed to be a wreath of shining circles, each a different color.
"Pick one," she told !Xabbu.

He gestured and the red ring glowed more brightly. A calm, genderless voice murmured "Inferno and
other lower chambers," into their ears.

!Xabbu glanced at her, she nodded despite the sudden tingle of unease up the back of her neck. That
would be the kind of place that would lure young boys like Stephen. ! Xabbu touched the ring again and
the whole wreath of circles turned molten red, then expanded, flowing over and past them so that for a
moment they were in a tunnel of crimson light When the glare had faded, they were still under water,
although it now had a murkier cast. Renie at first thought the gateway had malfunctioned.

"Up there," said ! Xabbu, pointing. Far above them hung another circle of light, this one a solid disk of
red like a dying sun. "That is what the sky looks like from deep beneath the water." He sounded a little
breathless.

"Then let's go." She wondered briefly what ! Xabbu, a native of the shallow delta rivers and marshes,
knew about deep water, then dismissed it. Maybe he'd been swimming in the Durban public pools.

They rose toward the red light, floating through more seaweed forests. These were black and thorny,
drifting clumps of water brambles that sometimes blocked their view of the circle entirely and cast them
into a strange undersea twilight. The water was cloudy, agitated by the steam vents which bubbled on the
jagged ocean floor below them. All sign of where they had entered was gone, although she felt sure that if
she and ! Xabbu reversed direction, some indication of the route back into the Quiet Gallery pool would
appear.

She fingered one of the barbed strands of kelp, marveling anew at how its rough, rubbery texture could
be manufactured from unphysical numbers and yet, when transmitted to the tactors, the force-feedback
sensors in the glove of her simsuit, give every impression of palpable existence.

IXabbu reached out and snatched at her arm, jerking her sideways. "See!" He sounded genuinely
panicked. She looked down, following his pointing finger.

Something vast and dark was moving in the steaming depths. Renie could vaguely make out a smooth
back and a strangely elongated head that seemed too big for the body, sliding along the rocky bottom
near the spot where they had entered. The creature looked like some cross between a shark and a
crocodile, but was far larger than either. The long, cylindrical body disappeared into the murk a dozen
yards behind the questing muzzle.

"It smells us!"

She took his hand in hers and squeezed. "It's not real," she said firmly, although her own heart was
beating very fast. The thing had ceased nosing at the vents and had begun lazily to move upward, its rising
circular path taking it out of sight for the moment. She changed to private band. "!Xabbu Feel my hand?

That's my real hand, under my glove. Our bodies are in the Harness Room at the Poly. Remember that."

The eyes of ! Xabbu's sim were shut tight. Renie had seen this before-a terrifying experience in a
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high-quality simulation could be just as overwhelming as in real life. She kept a tight grip on her friend's
hand and accelerated their rise.

Something huge rushed through the spot they had just occupied, immense and swift as a maglev train.
Her heart lurched. She had a brief glimpse of a gaping mouth full of teeth and a glinting eye as big as her
head, then the dark shiny body was passing endlessly beneath them. She added more speed to their
upward movement, then chided herself for doing just what she had warned !Xabbu against-using RL
logic. Just jump out, you fool! This isn't water, so you don't have to swim. Simulation or not, do you
really want to find out what happens when that thing catches people?

She gestured with her free hand and the red disk expanded dramatically; the surface seemed to fling
itself down toward them. An instant later they were bobbing on a wide and unsettled lake in a chaos of
steam and red rain. Still caught up in the experience, ! Xabbu floundered, thrashing his arms in an attempt
to stay afloat, though at that moment Renie's control rather than his own movements determined his
position. A great shiny hump broke the surface, moving rapidly toward them. Renie squeezed !Xabbu's
hand again and moved them instantaneously to the lake shore, two hundred yards distant.

But there was no shore. The crimson-lit water splashed against black basalt walls and then flowed up,
hissing and boiling in great sheets to the stalactite-studded ceiling before drizzling back down in a
continuous, smoking rain. Almost blinded, Renie and !Xabbu hung in place at the lake's edge being
violently bumped against painfully well-simulated stone.

The hump splashed up into view again and this time kept rising until the head towered above the roiling
steam as it wove from side to side, searching for its prey. Renie bobbed in place for a moment, stunned.
What she had thought was a gigantic body was only the thing's neck.

The head moved closer, sluicing water like a dredging crane. Leviathan, she thought, remembering her
mother's Bible readings, and felt a moment of superstitious fear, followed by a wave of hysterical mirth at
the thought that a simple VR entertainment should surprise her so badly. The laughter died when
IXabbu's hands clutched at her shoulders and neck. Her friend was panicking.

"It's not real!" she shouted, trying to make herself heard over the roar of the boiling waters and the
bubbling wheeze of the approaching beast, but the Bushman was caught up in his own private terror and
did not hear her. The vast maw opened, looming through the spattering rain. Renie contemplated pulling
the plug on the whole expedition, but they had learned nothing yet. Alarming though it was, this sort of
thing was a roller-coaster ride for kids like Stephen-whatever had struck him down was nothing so
obvious.

The walls of the great cavern were covered with upward-flowing cataracts, but there were dozens of
places where crimson light gleamed through the sheets of water as though there were open spaces
beyond. Renie picked one at random and moved them to it, even as the beast plunged its head
downward, snapping at the emptiness where they had floated a moment before.

As they sped toward the glowing spot Renie saw that the cavern walls were lined with human forms,
mouths agape, all writhing slowly just beneath the churning waters as though they had been partially
absorbed by the stone. Fingers pushed through the cataracts, clawing toward her. The ceiling-bound
water frothed from the stretching hands and dripped upward like strings of floating jewels.

Renie and !Xabbu splashed through a curtain of water and fell forward onto a stone walkway as
Leviathan's disappointed bellow shook the walls.
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"Inferno," said Renie. "They're playing games, that's all. It's supposed to be hell."

IXabbu still trembled-she could feel his shoulder shaking beneath her hand-but had ceased thrashing.
The face of his sim was inadequate to express what she guessed was going on behind it.

"I am ashamed," he said at last "I have behaved badly."

"Nonsense." Her reply was purposefully swift. "It frightened me, and I do this for a living." Which was
not quite true-very few of the VR environments she frequented had attractions of quite this order-but she
didn't want the small man's spirit broken. "Join me on the other band. That thing gives you some kind of
idea of the programming and processing power they've got here, doesn't it?"

IXabbu would not be so easily mollified. "I could not stop myself-that is why I am ashamed. I knew it
was not real, Renie-I would not forget your teachings so easily. But when I was a child, a crocodile took
me, and another took my cousin. I pulled free because it had a poor grip-I have the scars on my upper
arm and shoulder still-but my cousin was not so lucky. When that crocodile was found and killed some
days later, we found him in its belly, half-dissolved and white as milk."

Renie shuddered. "Don't blame yourself. God, I wish you'd told me about that before I dragged you into
the pool. That's where VR can cause harm, and no one disputes it-where it touches on phobias or
childhood fears. But because it's a controlled environment, they use it to cure those fears, too."

"T do not feel cured," said ! Xabbu miserably.

"No, I'm not surprised." She squeezed his arm again, then got to her feet. Her muscles were sore-just
from the tension alone, she guessed. That and the pummeling !Xabbu had unwittingly given her. "Come
on. We've burned an hour or so of our time already and we've barely seen anything."

"Where are we?" He, too, straightened and stood, then stopped as a sudden idea struck him. "Do we
have to go out the same way when we leave?"

Renie laughed. "We most certainly do not. As a matter of fact, we can pull out directly any time we
want. All you have to do is make the 'exit' command, remember?"

"I do now."

The corridor had been designed to carry on the motif of the boiling lake. The walls were the same black
igneous stone, rough to the touch and dreary to look at. A sourceless red light suffused everything.

"We could wander aimlessly," she said, "or we can be a little more scientific about this." She paused for
a moment, but saw nothing that looked suggestive. "Options," she said, loudly and clearly. A tracery of
burning lines appeared on the wall beside them. She studied the list, many of which were unpleasantly
suggestive, and picked one of the most neutral. "Stairs."

The corridor wavered, then dropped away before them like water running down a drain. They stood on
a landing in the middle of a wide, curving staircase that stretched away above and below, each step a
massive slab of glossy black stone. For an instant they were alone; then the air flickered and they were
surrounded by pale shapes.
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"By my ancestors. . . ." breathed !Xabbu.

Hundreds of ghostly figures filled the stairwell, some trudging wearily, many burdened by heavy bags or
other loads. Others, less substantial, floated in tatters above the steps like mist. Renie saw a variety of
ancient costumes from many cultures and heard a whispering babel of different tongues, as though these
shades were meant to represent a cross-section of human history. She gestured to raise the sound on her
hearplugs, but still could not quite understand any of them.

"More lost souls," she said. "I wonder if someone is trying to send us a message. 'Abandon all hope, ye
who enter here,' or something like that."

IXabbu looked uncomfortable as he watched a beautiful Asian woman float past, her weeping head
cradled carefully between the stumps of her wrists. ""What shall we do now?" he asked.

"Go down." It seemed obvious. "You have to go down before you can come out-that's how these things
always work."

"Ah." 1 Xabbu turned toward her, a sudden smile stretching his simulated face. "Such wisdom is not easily
come by, Renie. I am impressed."

She stared at him for a moment. She had been talking about the endless dungeon games she had played
as a netgirl, but she wasn't quite sure what he meant. "Come on, then."

She wondered at first whether there would be any resistance, or at least any scenarios to be played out,
but the spirits of the staircase only eddied past on either side, as murmurously harmless as pigeons. One,
a gnarled old man who wore nothing but a loincloth, stood stationary in the middle of the staircase,
silently shaking with laughter or tears. Renie tried to walk around him, but his sudden convulsive
movement brought him against her elbow; he instantly dissolved into smoky wisps, then reformed farther
up the stairs, still bent, still shaking.

They walked for almost half an hour, companioned only by simulations of the restless dead. The
staircase seemed endless, and Renie was considering choosing one of the doorways that led off each
landing when she heard a voice cutting through the unhappy burble of the phantoms.

". .. Like a she-dog. Breathing hard, growling, foam on her lips-you shall see!"

The remark was followed by a chorus of raucous laughter.

Renie and !Xabbu rounded a bend. On the landing before them stood four men, all quite real, at least
compared to the phantom bystanders. Three of them were dark-skinned, dark-haired demigods, tall and
almost impossibly handsome. The fourth was not quite as tall but monstrously bulky, as though someone
had dressed a hippopotamus in a white suit and given it a round, bald, human head.

Although his back was to them and their approach made no sound, the fat man turned to Renie and
IXabbu immediately. Renie felt the swift examination by his small bright eyes almost physically, like a
series of probing finger jabs. "Ah, hello. Are you enjoying yourselves, gentlemen?" His voice was a work
of genius, deep buttery tones like a viola da gamba.

"Yes, thank you." She kept a hand on !Xabbu's shoulder, uncertain.

"Is this your first time in the world-reknowned Mister J's?" asked the fat man. "Come, I am certain that it
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is-no need to be ashamed. You must join us, for I know all the ins and outs of this strange and wonderful
place. I am Strimbello." He pushed the tip of his blunt jaw toward his breastbone in a minimal bow; his
chins flattened and bulged like gills.

"Pleased to meet you," Renie said. "I am Mr. Otepi, and this is my business associate, Mr. Wonde."

"You are from Africa? Splendid, splendid." Strimbello beamed, as though Africa were a clever trick she
and !Xabbu had just performed. "My other friends-what a day for new friends this has been!-are from
the Indian subcontinent. Madras, to be specific. Please, may I introduce you to the brothers Pavamana.”

His three companions gave fractional nods. They were practically triplets, or at least their sims were
nearly identical. A lot of money had been spent on their handsome VR bodies. Renie decided that it was
probably overcompensation-in RL, the Pavamana brothers were doubtless pockmarked and
sunken-chested. "Pleased to meet you," she said. ! Xabbu echoed her.

"And I was just taking these excellent fellows to see some of the Inferno's more select attractions."
Strimbello lowered his voice and winked; he had more than a little of the carnival barker about him.
"Would you care to join us?"

Renie suddenly remembered that Stephen had mentioned a fat man. Her heartbeat grew swifter. Could it
all happen so quickly, so easily? But if opportunity was here, so was danger. "You are very kind."

She and !Xabbu shared a glance as they fell into step behind the other group. Renie lifted a finger to her
lips, warning him not to say anything, even on private band. If this man was part of the inner circle of
Mister J's, it would be folly to assume anything about his capabilities.

As they floated down the great staircase-Strimbello seemed uninterested in arriviste pursuits like
walking-the fat man regaled them with stories about the various ghosts, or the people the ghosts
represented. One of them, a Frankish knight from the Crusades, had been cuckolded in an admirably
devious manner at which even Renie and !Xabbu had to laugh. Without changing tone, Strimbello then
described what had happened afterward, and pointed out the two legless, armless figures worming along
the stairs several paces behind the armored phantom. Renie felt sick.

The fat man lifted his broad arms and raised his hands, palms up. The whole company suddenly floated
away from the staircase and around another bend in the cavern wall, which abruptly dropped away. They
were hanging above a great emptiness, a miles-deep well. The stairway spiraled down around its
perimeter, vanishing in the dim red glow far beneath them.

"Too slow," Strimbello said. "And there is much, much to show you." He gestured again and they were
falling. Renie felt her stomach drop alarmingly-the visuals were good, but not that good, surely?
Suspended in her harness and experiencing everything through the senses of her low-order sim, she
should not be feeling this swift drop in such a . . . visceral way.

Beside her, ! Xabbu had spread his arms as though to slow his descent. He looked slightly nervous, but
there was a determined set to his narrow jaw that made Renie feel better. The little man was holding up
well.

"We will, of course, land quite safely." Strimbello's round head seemed almost to blink like a lightbulb as
the alternating levels of darkness and light strobed past "I hope I don't sound patronizing, Mister . . .
Otepi. Perhaps you have enjoyed such virtual experiences before."
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"Nothing like this," said Renie truthfully.

Their fall ended, although they still hung in midair with a bottomless depth of well below them. At
Strimbello's magisterial gesture they slid sideways through nothingness and alighted on one of the levels
that ringed the pit like theater balconies. The Pavamana brothers grinned and pointed at the passersby.
Their mouths moved without sound as they conversed on their own private band.

Doors were open all along the curving promenade, spilling noise and color and the sound of many voices
and many languages, laughter, screams, and unintelligible rhythmic chanting. A variety of sims-mostly
male, Renie could not help noticing; she suspected the few female shapes were part of the
entertainment-moved in and out of the doorways and down the alleyways that radiated out from the
central well. Some were embodied as handsomely as the Pavamana brothers, but many wore only the
most basic forms: small, gray and almost faceless, they scuttled among their shining brothers like the
pathetic damned.

Strimbello suddenly took her by the arm. His vast hand printed itself so powerfully on her factors that
she winced. "Come, come," he said, "it is time to see some of what you came here for. Perhaps the
Yellow Room?"

"Oh, yes," one of the Pavamanas said. The other two nodded excitedly. "We have been told very much
about that place."

"It 1s justifiably famous," said the fat man. He turned to Renie and !Xabbu, his sim face a perfect
representation of shrewd humor. ""And you are not to worry at the expense, my new friends. I am well
known here-my credit is good. Yes? If you will come?"

Renie hesitated, then nodded.

"So be it" Strimbello waved his hand and the promenade seemed to bend around them. A moment later
they were in a long, low-ceilinged room lit in various unpleasant shades of ocher and acid-lemon.
Throbbing music filled Renie's ears, a monotonous percussive thumping. The fat man was still gripping her
arm firmly: she had to struggle to turn and look for ! Xabbu. Her friend was behind the Pavamanas,
staring around the crowded room.

The same mix of high- and low-quality sims that filled the promenade lined the tables of the Yellow
Room, bellowing cheerfully at the stage which filled one end of the room, pounding with their fists until
virtual crockery rolled and shattered on the floor. The bilious light gave their faces a feverish look. A
woman-or what appeared to be a woman, Renie reminded herself-stood on the stage doing a jerky
striptease timed to the swiftly lurching music. Renie was briefly reassured to see something so
old-fashioned in its benign naughtiness until she realized that what the woman was peeling off was not
clothing, but skin. Already a ballet skirt of translucent, paper-thin, red-spotted flesh dangled from her
hips. Worst of all was the look of resigned misery on the woman's-no, the sim's, Renie reminded
herself-slack face.

Unable to watch, Renie looked around again for ! Xabbu. She could see the top of his head past the
Pavamanas, who were bobbing and elbowing each other like a slapstick comedy team. She stole another
glance at the stage, but the wincing performer was now revealing the first layers of muscle flexing across
her stomach, so Renie concentrated on the crowd instead. That did little to relieve her growing sense of
claustrophobic discomfort the simuloid faces of the audience were all wide soulless eyes and gaping
mouths. This was indeed the Inferno.
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A movement at the edge of her vision caught her attention. She thought Strimbello had been watching
her, but when she turned, he appeared to be engrossed in the performance, his head nodding as if in
proprietary approval, a tight smile pulling at the corners of his wide, wide mouth. Did he suspect,
somehow, that she and ! Xabbu were not what they professed to be? How could he? They had done
nothing unusual and she had worked very hard on their aliases. But whatever he thought of them, he
made her terribly uncomfortable. Whoever or what ever lived behind those small, hard eyes would be a
very dangerous enemy.

The throbbing music died. Renie turned back to the stage as a blare of horns signaled the departure of
the stripper. A few desultory handclaps followed her as she limped toward the back of the stage, trailing
a bridal train of tattered, glistening flesh. A deep orchestral hum signaled the next act.

Strimbello leaned his huge head near. "Do you understand French, Mister Otepi? Hmmm? This is what
you would call 'La Specialité de la Maison'-the Yellow Room's signature attraction." He wrapped a large
hand around her arm again and gave her a little shake. "You are of legal age, are you not?" He laughed
suddenly, revealing broad, flat teeth. "Of course you are! Just my little joke!"

Renie sought ! Xabbu, a bit desperately this time-they had to think about getting away from this man
soon-but her friend was hidden by the three Pavamanas, who had leaned forward in unison to watch the
stage, false faces rapt.

The deep rumble of the music changed, taking on a processional air, and a group of people walked out,
all but one dressed in dark robes with hoods drawn up. The unhooded exception, Renie was surprised to
see, was the pale singer from the lounge. Or was it? The face, especially the huge, haunted eyes, looked
the same, but this one's hair was a great curling auburn cascade, and she also seemed taller and
longer-limbed.

Before Renie could make up her mind, several of the robed figures stepped forward and grabbed the
pale woman, who did not resist. The music shuddered and a quickening beat began to make itself felt
beneath the humming chords. The stage lengthened like a protruded tongue. The walls and tables and
even the patrons also reshaped themselves, flowing around the woman and her attendants until the room
surrounded the strange tableau like a hospital operating theater. The acid glow dimmed until everything
was in shadow and the woman's bone-white face seemed the only source of light. Then her robes were
torn away, and her pale body leaped into view like a sudden flame.

Renie took a sharp breath. She heard louder, harsher inhalations on all sides. The young woman was not
shaped like the dream-figure of male fantasy she would have expected in a place like this; her long,
slender legs, delicate rib cage, and small mauve-tipped breasts made her seem little past adolescence.

The girl at last raised her dark eyes to look at the audience. Her expression was a mixture of reproach
and fear, but something else lurked beneath, a kind of disgust-almost a challenge. Someone shouted at
her in a language Renie didn't understand. Close behind, another customer laughed explosively. With no
sign of physical effort, the robed figures grabbed at the girl's four limbs and lifted her from the floor. She
floated between them, extended and glowingly pale, something pure to be marked or shaped. The music
dropped to a low, anticipatory hum.

One of the dark figures twisted the girl's arm. She writhed, dull dark veins and the bunching of tendons
suddenly visible beneath the translucent skin, but did not make a sound. The arm was twisted and pulled
farther. There was a gristly noise as something tore and the girl cried out at last, a choking, drawn-out
sob, Renie turned away, her stomach lurching.
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It's only pictures, she told herself. Not real. Not real.

Shapes hunched forward on either side, craning for a better view. People were shouting, their voices
already hoarse; Renie could almost feel a kind of collective darkness flowing from the watchers, as
though the room were filling with poisonous smoke. More things were happening on the stage, more
movements, more gasping cries. She did not want to look. The brothers from Madras were rubbing their
hands back and forth on their impressively muscled thighs. Strimbello, sitting next to Renie, watched the
action with his small fixed smile.

It went on for long minutes. Renie stared at the floor, struggling against the urge to scream and run away.
These people were animals-no, worse than animals, for what wild creature could dream of something so
vile? It was time to take !Xabbu and get out. That wouldn't be enough to reveal their imposture-surely
not all patrons of even as foul a place as this wanted to see these kinds of things? She started to rise, but
Strimbello's broad hand pushed down hard on her leg, trapping her.

"You should not go." His growl seemed to push its way deep into her ear. "Look-you will have much to
tell back home." He reached his other hand up and pulled her chin around toward the stage.

The girl's white limbs had been twisted into several impossible angles. One leg had been pulled to an
obscene length, like a piece of taffy. The crowd was roaring now, so the girl's screams could no longer
be heard, but her head snapped spastically from side to side and her mouth gaped.

One of the robbed figures drew out something long and sharp and shiny. The clamor of the audience
took on a different tone, a pack of dogs that had cornered some exhausted thing and now were baying
for the kill.

Renie tried to pull away from Strimbello's implacable grip. A piece of something wet and gleaming flew
past her, arcing out into the shadowed seats. Someone behind her caught it and lifted it to his
expressionless sim face. He smeared it against his cheeks as though daubing a ceremonial mask, then
pushed it into his idiot mouth. Renie tasted sour liquid as her stomach heaved again. She tried to look
away, but all around her the patrons were lifting their hands, grabbing at other bits flung out from the
stage. Horribly, she could hear the girl's shrieks even above the barking crowd.

She could not take this any longer-she would go mad if she remained. If a virtual object could burn, then
this place should be burned to its dark foundation. She thrust her hand out toward !Xabbu, trying
frantically to get his attention.

The little man was gone. The spot he had occupied behind the Pavamanas was empty.

"My friend!" She tried to tug herself free of Strimbello, who was unconcernedly watching the stage. "My
friend is gone!"

"No matter," said Strimbello. "He will find something he likes better."

"Then he is a fool," chortled one of the Pavamanas, grinning like a lunatic. Simulated blood gleamed on
his cheeks like an old courtesan's rouge. "There is nothing like the Yellow Room,"

"Let me go! I have to find him!"

The fat man turned to look at her, his grin widening. ""You are not going anywhere, my friend. I know
exactly who you are. You are not going anywhere."
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The room seemed to bend. His dark eyes held her, small holes that offered a glimpse into something
dreadful. Her heart was thumping as it hadn't even in Leviathan's pool. She almost dropped offline before
remembering ! Xabbu. Perhaps he was caught somehow in the way Stephen had been caught. If she
bailed out of the system, she might find him in the same deathlike trance that had claimed her brother. He
was an innocent, as much so as Stephen. She couldn't abandon him.

"Let me go, you bastard!" she shouted. Strimbello's grip did not loosen. Instead he pulled her closer,
dragging her into his wide lap.

"Enjoy the performance, good sir," he said. "And then you will see more-much more."

The crowd was shouting, an almost deafening roar of sound, but Renie could not think of the command
to lower the volume. Something about the fat man submerged all her careful judgment in a flood of blind
panic. She made a succession of gestures that accomplished nothing, then dredged up a command she
hadn't used since her hacking days, splaying her fingers almost painfully wide and bowing her head.

For a moment the entirety of the Yellow Room seemed to freeze around her, a moment later, when it
lurched back to life, she was several steps away from Strimbello, standing by herself on the floor before
the stage. He stood, an expression of mild surprise on his broad features, and reached for her. Renie

immediately moved herself out of the Yellow Room and onto the promenade.

Even the bottomless well looked normal compared to what she had left behind, but the Bushman's small
sim was nowhere in sight. Strimbello would be on her in a moment.

"I’Xabbu" She shouted his name on the private channel, then boosted it and shouted again. "!Xabbu!
Where are you?"

There was no answer. The little man was gone.

Second:

RED KING'S DREAM

... Long has paled that sunny sky:
Echoes fade and memories die.

Autumn frosts have slain July.

Still she haunts me, phantomwise,
Alice moving under skies

Never seen by waking eyes. . . .
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... Ina Wonderland they lie,
Dreaming as the days go by,

Dreaming as the summers die:

Ever drifting down the stream-
Lingering in the golden gleam-
Life, what is it but a dream?

-Lewis Carroll

CHAPTER 10

Thorns

NETFEED/NEWS: Agreement Signed, But Mistrust Smolders in Utah.
(visual: men shaking hands in front of capital building, Salt Lake City)

VO: A fragile three-way peace now exists between the Utah state government, the Mormon Church,
and the militant Mormon separatists known as the "Deseret Covenant," but some question whether it can
last without federal involvement.

(visual: President Anford in Rose Garden)
The US government, citing the rights of states and cities to self-determination, has so far declined to

become involved, leading to complaints from some Utah citizens that the Anford Administration has
"reneged on the Constitution." Others, however, applaud the Administration's hands-off approach.

(visual: Edgar Riley, Deseret spokesman, at press conference)

RILEY: "No government has a right to tell us what to do in God's country. There are some warriors out
here, hard men. If the state backtracks, we'll just shut everything down from the borders in."

They come for you at dawn. It's Jankel, the nice one, and another named Simmons or something-you
haven't seen him much. They used to send more than two, but times have changed. You haven't slept a
wink, of course, but they come in quietly anyway, as though they don't want to startle you awake.
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It's time, Jankel tells you. He looks apologetic.

You shrug off his extended hand and stand up-you aren't going to let someone else help you. You'll go
on your own two legs if you can, but your knees are pretty weak. You've heard their footsteps in the
corridor, phantom precursors, so many times through the long night. Now you feel gritty at the edges and
blurry as a badly developed photograph. You're tired.

Sleep is coming, though. You'll sleep soon.

There's no priest or pastor-you told them you didn't want one. What kind of comfort could you get from
some stranger babbling to you about something you don't believe in? Only Jankel to escort you, and
Simmons or whatever his name is holding the door. Only a couple of low-wage prison bulls who need the
overtime on a Sunday morning. They'll also pull a little bonus for doing this, of course, since it's one of the
genuinely unpleasant jobs-no coercion of anyone but prisoners in the privatized penal system. Jankel must
need the money with all those high-tax kids to feed. Otherwise, who else but a psychopath would sign up
for this particular task?

The last walk. A shuffle, really, with those heavy-duty nylon restraints around your ankles. None of the
things you've seen in flicks happens. The other inmates don't come to their bars to call terse farewells;
most of them are sleeping, or pretending to sleep. You've been through this yourself when they took
Garza. What could you say? And Jankel doesn't shout: Dead man walking! or any of that other
stuff-never has. The closest he ever came was a quiet chat when you first came on the floor, where in
best prison drama style he told you, If you work with me, everything'll be smooth-if not, you'll be doing
some real hard time. Now he looks quiet and sorry, like he's taking someone else's dog, run over in the
road, to the emergency veterinarian.

The place they take you isn't really a doctor's office-it is the death chamber, after all-but it has the look
and smell of any prison surgery. The doctor is a small man-if he really is a doctor: you only need to be
med-tech certified to perform an execution. He's obviously been waiting around about fifteen minutes
longer than he wanted to with his morning coffee turning to acid in his stomach. He nods his head when
you all come in, and a weird smile that's probably just dyspepsia and nerves plays across his lips. He
nods again, then points a trifle shyly at the stainless steel table, just a regular examination table, with a little
shrug as if to say, We wish it could be nicer, but you know how times are. . . .

The two guards each take an arm as you slide your backside onto the paper covering-they're helping
you, really, making sure your trembling legs don't prompt an embarrassing collapse. They're helping, but
their grips are very, very, firm.

You lift your legs onto the table and let them ease you down onto your back. They begin to secure the
straps.

Until this point, it could be any other visit to the prison doctor, except no one's talking. Not surprising,
really-there's not much to say. Your condition has already been diagnosed, and it's terminal

Dangerous. Useless bastard. Trouble. Poor self-control. Inconvenient to house and expensive to feed.
The combination of symptoms has added up. The cure has been decided.

It's no use telling them you're innocent. You've done that for years, done it in every way possible. It
hasn't changed a thing. The appeals, the couple of magazine articles-"Burying Our Mistakes" read one
headline, appropriate to both prisons and hospitals-changed nothing in the end. The little kid in you, the
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part which had believed that if you cried hard enough someone would put it right, is gone now, rubbed
out as efficiently and completely as the rest of you soon will be.

Some corporate officer is standing in the doorway, a sharkskin-gray shadow. You turn to watch him,
but Jankel's hip is in the way. A brief splash of something cold in the crook of your elbow brings your
eyes back to the doctor's pinched face. Alcohol? For what? They're swabbing your arm so you don't get
an infection, A little prison humor, perhaps, more subtle than you would have expected. You feel
something sharp slide through the skin, nosing for your vein, but something goes wrong. The doctor
curses quietly-just a hint of panic underneath-and withdraws the needle, then probes for the vein again,
once, twice, three more times without success. It hurts, like someone running a sewing machine up your
arm. You feel something welling up in your chest that might be either a laugh or a long, bubbling scream.

You choke it down, of course. God forbid you should make a spectacle of yourself. They're only going
to kill you.

Your skin has gone clammy all over. The fluorescents shimmer and swim as the spike of steel at last
slides into its proper place and the doctor tapes it down. The other guard, Simmons or whatever his
name is, leans over and tightens the strap so you don't jerk the needle free. They begin on the next
needle.

There is something bewildering about this. It's the end of the world, but the people around you are acting
as though they were performing some workaday job. Only the tiny beads of sweat on the doctor's upper
lip and frowning forehead suggest otherwise.

When you have been trussed and lanced successfully, the gray suit in the corner of your vision moves
forward. You haven't seen his face before, and you briefly wonder where he fits in the corporate
hierarchy-is he an over-warden or an under-warden? Then you realize what kind of nonsense you're
wasting your last moments on and feel a surge of dizzy disgust.

This square-jawed white man mouths some suitably mournful platitudes, then lifts a folder and reads out
the penal corporation's indemnification, followed by their legal mandate to pump you full of sodium
pentothal and then potassium chloride until your heart stops beating and your brainbox goes flatline. They
used to send a third fatal chemical down the pipe, too, but the accountants decided that was gilding the
lily.

The doctor has started the saline drip, although you feel nothing in your arm except the discomfort of the
needle and some stinging from the failed attempts.

Do you understand, son, the square-jawed white man asks you. Sure, you want to snarl. You
understand better than he knows. You understand that they're just throwing out the trash and then
recycling the empties. You'll be more use to Society as ram-plugged hydroponic fertilizer than you ever
were as a mouth to feed in an expensive privatized cell.

You want to snarl, but you don't. For now, looking into the pale blue eyes of this man, you realize in a
way you haven't yet that you're really going to die. No one is going to jump up from behind the sofa and
tell you it was just a joke. It's not a netflick either-no group of hired mercenaries is going to blow down
the prison doors and set you free. In a moment the doctor is going to push that button and that bottle of
clear liquid-they would be clear liquids, wouldn't they, colorless, just like this square-jawed, flat-eyed
white man they've sent to read your death warrant-that bottle is going to start to bleed into the main line.
And then you're going to die.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

You try to speak, but you can't. The cold has you shivering. Jankel pulls the thin hospital blanket up to
your chest, careful not to disturb the transparent tube fanged into your arm like a long glass snake. You
nod instead. By God, you're not stupid. You understand the laws and how they work. If it hadn't been
one, it would have been another. They make those laws to keep people like you away from what people
like them have. So you nod, trying to say what your dry tongue and constricted throat cannot: I know
why you want me dead. I don't need any more explanation than that.

The man in the gray suit smiles, a tight curved line, as though he recognizes the look in your eyes. He
nods to the doctor, just once, and then tucks his folder under his arm and heads for the door,
disappearing out of your sight beyond the curving line of Jankel's blue trousers.

You have just met the Angel of Death. He was a stranger. He is always a stranger.

Jankel gives your arm a squeeze, which means the doctor has turned the tap on the second line, but you
don't look up to meet the guard's eye. You don't want your last sight on earth to be him. He's
nobody-just a man who guarded your cage. A decent guy for a keeper in a human zoo, maybe, but no
more than that.

A short time passes-thick, sluggish time that nevertheless harries. Your gaze slides up toward the
fluorescent lights and they shimmer even more broadly than before. There are little fractures of color

around the edges. Your eyes, you realize, are filling with tears.

At the same time, the room is growing warmer. You can feel your skin growing looser, your muscles
unkinking. This isn't so bad.

But you're never coming back. Your heart speeds. They're pushing you out into the darkness. One
passenger too many on the big ship, and you've drawn the short straw.

Some kind of animal panic races through you, and for a moment you strain against your bonds, or try to,
but the whole thing is too far gone. A muscle twitches in your chest, that's all, a slow contraction like the
early stages of labor. Like birth.

Wrong way, wrong way. You're going out, not coming in. . . .

The blackness is tugging you remorselessly, pulling you down, eroding your resistance. You're hanging
by your fingernails over an ocean of warm velvet, and it would be so easy so easy so easy to let go . . .
but there's something underneath all that softness, something harsh and final and oh so terrifyingiy lonely.

Gone, the light almost gone, just a fast-disappearing smear. Gone, the light gone.

A soundless scream, a spark sizzling through a final instant before being swallowed by the cold
darkness.

Oh, God, I don't want to.

He was still shivering half an hour later.

"You're so scanny, Gardiner. Lethal injection-Jesus! You're a scanmaster!"
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Orlando looked up, trying to focus. The dark saloon was full of shadows and trailing mist, but his friend's
broad silhouette was hard to mistake.

Fredericks slipped into one of the crooked high-backed chairs and perused the menu of experiences
that flickered across the black tabletop, an ever-changing abstract spiderweb of frost-white letters. He
made a face of exaggerated disgust The defiant lift to his shoulders made his sim appear even more
chesty and musclebound than usual. "What is it with you and these fringe trips, Gardiner?"

Orlando could never figure why Fredericks liked bodybuilder sims. Maybe in RL he was a scrawny little
guy. It was impossible to know, since Orlando had never seen his friend in the flesh, and at this point it
would be embarrassing even to ask. Besides, Orlando himself was not innocent of image-tampering: the
sim he was wearing was, as usual, a well-crafted product, although not particularly handsome or
physically impressive.

"The death rides? I just like them." He was having some difficulty composing his thoughts, legacy of that
last slide down into nothingness. "They . . . interest me."

"Yeah, well, I think they're morbid major." A line of tiny skeletons conga-danced across the tabletop in
front of Fredericks, each one dressed in full Carmen Miranda drag; they strutted, hip-shook, then
vanished in a sequence of pops as they tumbled over the edge. The place was full of the things-miniature
skeletons playing fireman's pole on the swizzle sticks and skating on the ice trays, an entire skeletal army
performing acrobatics on the vast chandelier. Some in tiny Stetsons and chaps even rode on the bats
flittering in the shadows beneath the high ceiling. The decor of the Last Chance Saloon traded heavily on
its virtual proximity to Terminal Row. Most of its habitués, however, preferred the mock-Gothic of the
club to the more unpleasant and more realistic experiences on sale at the next site over.

"You did the airplane crash with me," Orlando pointed out.

Fredericks snorted. "Yeah. Once. You've been on that one so many times they probably have your seat
permanently reserved." His broad sim face flattened out for a moment, as though somewhere the real
Fredericks had withdrawn from the system, but it was only his software's inability to show
sullenness-unfortunate, since Fredericks was prone to it. "That was the worst. I thought I was really going
to die-I thought my heart was going to stop. How can you do that kind of shit, Gardiner?"

"You get used to it." But he hadn't, really. And that was part of the problem.

In the conversational lull that followed, the vast doors at one side of the saloon creaked open and a
painfully cold wind swirled through the room. Orlando absently turned down his susceptibility;
Fredericks, using a less expensive interface, didn't even notice. Something with glowing red eyes loomed
in the open doorway, confettied with whirling snow. A few of the patrons nearest the door laughed. One
very feminine sim screamed.

"Someone told me that they record those simulations from real people dying," said Fredericks abruptly.
"They take 'em right off real people's interface rigs."

"Nah." Orlando shook his head. "They're just good gear. Well-written." He watched as the red-eyed
thing grabbed the screaming woman and dragged her off into the snowy night. The doors creaked shut
again. "What, they just sent somebody off fitted with a gigaexpensive top-of-the-line teleneural recording
rig, and it just happens to be running when a plane does a Manila? That's like a zillion to one chance,
Frederico, and you wouldn't be getting it in some net arcade. Not to mention the fact that you can't
record that kind of experience and play it back anyway, not like that. I've checked up on it, man. Real
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people recordings are just a jumble of stuff, a real monster mix. You can't interpret somebody else's
experience through a different brain. It doesn't work."

"Yeah?" Fredericks did not sound entirely convinced, but he lacked Orlando's obsessive interest in VR
and the net and generally didn't dispute him about such things.

"Anyway, that's not what [ wanted to talk to you about" Orlando leaned back. "We've got more
important things to deal with, and we need to talk in private. This place is dead, anyway. Let's go to my
' C Ot"

"Yeah. This place is dead." Fredericks giggled as two finger-length skeletons skittered across the table,
playing frisbee with a bottlecap.

Orlando frowned. "That's not what [ meant."

Orlando's electronic cottage was in Pace Corner, an upscale but Bohemian section of the Inner District
inhabited mostly by well-to-do university students. His homebase in the virtual world was an almost
stereotypical version of a boy's bedroom-the kind of room Orlando would have liked to have at home,
but couldn't. A wall-wide screen showed a constant live video feed from the MBC Project, a vast
swirling desert of orange. Orlando's visitors had to squint to see the armies of little constructor robots
moving through the haze of Martian dust. On the far wall a broad window looked down on a simulation
of a late Cretaceous waterhole. It was pretty lively for over-the-counter wallpaper, at the moment, a
young Tyrannosaurus was messily devouring a duck-billed Hadrosaurus.

The interior was modeled on the Scandinavian-style beach house Orlando's parents had rented when he
was a child. He had been very impressed with the multitude of nooks, stairs, and partially hidden alcoves,
and if anything he had exaggerated the labyrinthine effect in his virtual reconstruction. Strewn everywhere
about the multilevel space were souvenirs of his-and especially Thargor's-netgaming prowess. One
corner of the room held a pyramid of simulated glass cases, each one containing a replica of the head of a
vanquished enemy, rendered directly from a snapshot dump of the foe's final seconds whenever possible.
At the summit of the pyramid Dieter Cabo's Black Elf Prince held pride of place, cross-eyed from the
swordstroke that had just split his narrow skull. That battle had lasted three days, and had almost caused
Orlando to fail his biology midterm, but it had been worth it. People in the Middle Country still spoke of
the epic struggle with awe and envy.

Various other objects had niches of their own. There were cages of wrestling homunculi, the remnants of
another enemy's misfired spell; the Aselphian Orb that Thargor had pulled from the brow of a dying god;
even the skeletal hand of the wizard Dreyra Jarh. Thargor had not removed that himself, but he had
filched it from a certain merchant of oddities only moments before its original (and somewhat irritated)
owner arrived to reclaim it. Up the length of the staircase, in place of a banister, stretched the body of the
unpleasant Worm of Morsin Keep. An hour wrestling with the thing in the Keep's brackish moat-and a
certain respect for anything so stupid and yet so determined-had earned it a place in his collection.
Besides, he thought it looked pretty detailed stretched out beside the stairs.

"I didn't think you'd want to talk about it." Fredericks slid down onto the broad black leather couch. "I
figured you'd be really upset"

"I am upset. But there's more to this than Thargor getting killed. Much more."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Fredericks squinted. Orlando didn't know what his friend looked like in RL, but he was pretty sure he
wore glasses. "What does that mean, 'more to this'? You impacted, Thargor got killed. What did I miss?"

"You missed a lot. C'mon, Fredericks, have you ever seen me do something like that? Someone hacked
my venture. Somebody got at me!"

He did his best to explain the arresting vision of the golden city, but found it was almost impossible to
find words that would explain how vibrantly, unbelievably real it had been. ". . . It was like, like-like if T
tore a hole in that window," he gestured to the Cretaceous gnashing and squawking on the far side of
simulated glass, "and you could see the real world behind it. Not a video picture of the real world, not
even with the best resolution you can imagine, but the real actual world. But it was some place I've never
seen. [ don't think it's a place on earth."

"You think Morpher did it? Or maybe Dieter? He was really scorched over the Black Elf thing."

"Don't you get it? Nobody we know could do this. I don't know if the government or Krittapong's top
level research lab could do it." Orlando began to pace back and forth across the sunken room. He felt
hemmed in. He made a quick gesture and the floorspace expanded, moving the walls and Fredericks'
couch several yards back.

"Hey!" His friend sat up. "Are you trying to tell me it was UFOs or something? C'mon, Gardino, if
someone was doing something that weird on the net, it would be in the news or something."

Orlando paused, then shouted, "Beezle!"

A door opened in the floor and a small something with rolling eyes and too many legs leaped out and
hurried toward him. It tumbled to a stop by his feet, then tugged itself into an untidy heap and said, in a
raspy Brooklyn accent, "Yeah, boss?"

"Do a news search for me on the phenomenon I just described, or any other major net anomalies. And
find me the record of the final fifteen minutes of my last Thargor game."

"Doing it now, boss." Another door opened in the floor and Beezle popped into it. There was a
cartoon-soundtrack noise of pots and pans crashing and things falling, then the creature reappeared,
limbs flailing, dragging a small black square as though it were the anchor off a luxury liner. "Phew," the
agent panted. "Lot of news to check, boss. Wanna look at this while I'm searching? It's the game
record."

Orlando took the small square and stretched; it grew to the size of a beach towel and hung unsupported
in space. He started to tilt it toward Fredericks, then smiled. Even with as much time as he spent on the
net, he could still fall into a bit of RL-thinking when he was in a hurry. VR didn't work that way: if
Fredericks wanted to see the sample, he'd see it no matter where he was sitting. But now he was thinking
about angles; he rapped on the square with his finger and it expanded into the third dimension. "Run it,
Beezle," he said. "Give me a viewpoint from somewhere outside the characters."

There was a moment's pause as the processors reconfigured the data, then the black cube was
illuminated by the light of a torch flickering on two figures.

". .. Diamonds of imperial weight," he heard himself saying in his deepened Thargor-voice.

"Fifty! By the gods!"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Yes. Now, shut your mouth."

Orlando surveyed the scene critically. It was strange to stand on the outside of Thargor like this, as
though the barbarian were only a character in a netflick. "Too early. I haven't even dug into the tomb yet.
Forward ten minutes."

Now he could see his alter-ego pushing through the upside-down thicket of roots, torch in one hand,
runesword in the other. Suddenly, Thargor stood straight, Lifereaper lifted as if to ward off a blow.

"That's it!" said Orlando. "That's when I saw it! Beezle, give me POV so I can see the wall directly in
front of Thargor."

The image blurred. An instant later, the viewpoint had moved to a place just behind the mercenary's right
shoulder. The wall was fully visible, including the place where the burning crevice had appeared.

Except it hadn't appeared.

"What? This is scanny! Freeze it, Beezle." Orlando slowly rotated the shape, looking at the wall from
different sides. His stomach lurched. "I don't believe this!"

"I don't see anything," said Fredericks.

"Thanks for pointing that out." Orlando made his agent change the viewpoint several times; he and
Fredericks even froze the recorded simulation and entered it, but there was nothing out of the ordinary:
Thargor was not reacting to anything visible.

"Shit." Orlando led his friend back out of the recording. "Let it run."

They watched in silence as Thargor leaned forward to stare at the still-unbroken wall. Then they heard
Fredericks, as Pithlit the thief, shouting: "There is something coming into the chamber! The tomb's
guardian! Thargor!"

"It didn't happen that fast, did it?" Fredericks sounded a little uncertain, but Orlando felt a surge of relief.
He wasn't crazy after all.

"It sure as hell didn't! Look, here it comes." He pointed to the Lich shambling in from the edge of the
cube, battle-ax flailing. "The whole sequence takes ten seconds, maybe, according to this. But you know
it was longer than that, right?"

"Yeah. I'm pretty sure you were staring at that wall for a much longer time. I thought you'd had to break
your connection, or the link had gone dead or something."

Orlando snapped his fingers and the cube vanished. "Beezle, investigate that section of the game record
for editing or tampering of any kind. Check runtime discrepancies against the game clock. And send a

copy to the Table of Judgment, noted as a possible improper character death."

The spidery agent popped into the room from out of nowhere and sighed deeply. "Jeez, boss, anything
else you want me to do? I got the first download of search records."

"File 'em. I'll look at them later. Anything seriously interesting? Anything right on the nose?"
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"Golden cities and/or super-real phenomena in virtual media? Not really, but I'm giving you everything I
can find that's even a little warm."

"Good." Something was tugging at the back of Orlando's mind, a memory of the strange metropolis, its
shining pyramids and towers of folded amber and gold leaf. At first it had seemed a personal vision, a gift
for him alone-was he ready to give up on that possibility? "I changed my mind about the Table of
Judgment. I don't want them involved-not yet, anyway."

Beezle grunted. "Whatever. Now, if you don't mind, I got work to do." The creature produced a cigar
from out of the air, stuck it in one corner of its wide, wobbly mouth, then exited through a wall,
ostentatiously blowing cartoon smoke rings.

"You gotta get another agent," said Fredericks. "That one's scanny, and you've had it for years."

"That's why we work so well together." Orlando crossed his legs Indian-style and floated half a yard up
into the air. "The whole point of having an agent is that you don't need to worry about commands and
stuff. Beezle knows what I mean when I say something."

Fredericks laughed. "Beezle Bug. That's so woofie."

Orlando glowered. "I named it when I was a kid. C'mon, we've got some weird stuff happening-tchi
seen major sampled. Are you going to help me think, or are you going to sit there making stupid
comments?"

"Sit here making stupid comments."

"Thought so."

Christabel's daddy and his friend Ron-but Christabel had to call him Captain Parkins-were sitting in the
living room having a couple of jars. That's what they called it when they drank her father's Scotch and
talked. But when her daddy drank some by himself or with Mommy, it wasn't called that. One of those
grown-up things.

She was wearing her Storybook Sunglasses, but she was having trouble paying attention to the story
because she was also listening to the men. It was a treat for her daddy to be home in the daytime even on
a Saturday, and she liked to be in the room he was in, even if he was talking to Captain Parkins, who had
a silly mustache that looked like it belonged to a walrus. The two men were watching some football
players on the wall screen.

"[t's a shame about that Gamecock kid, whatever his name was," her daddy said. "His poor parents."

"Hey, football's a dangerous game." Captain Parkins paused to drink. She couldn't see him, because she
was looking at Sleeping Beauty on the Storybook Sunglasses, but she knew the sounds he made
swallowing, and she also knew his mustache would be getting wet. She smiled to herself. "Most of them
are ghetto kids-they'd never get out otherwise. It's a calculated risk. Like joining the military." He laughed
his loud ha-ha-ha laugh.
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"Yeah, but still. It's a helluva way to go."

"What do you expect when you've got kids who are four hundred pounds of muscle and can run like a
sprinter? One of them hits you and pow! Even with that new body armor, it's a wonder there aren't more
deaths."

"I know what you mean," her daddy said. "It's like they're breeding them special in the inner city,
extra-big, extra-fast. Like they're a whole different species."

"I was in the National Guard during the St. Louis riots," said Captain Parkins. There was something cold
in his voice that made Christabel squirm even across the room. "They are a whole different species."

"Well, I wish the 'Heels would start recruiting a few more of them," her daddy said, laughing. "We could
use some muscle on our defensive line."

Christabel got bored with listening to them talk about sports. The only thing she liked were the names of
the teams-Tarheels, Blue Devils, Demon Deacons. They might have been from a fairy tale.

The picture of the handsome prince had been frozen for a little while. She touched the earpiece and let it
run. He was sliding through a forest of bushes covered with thorns, big long sharp ones. Even though
she'd seen the story many times, she still worried that he might get caught on one of them and really be
hurt.

"He made his way through the ring of thorns, wondering what might be hidden inside," the voice said in
her hearplug. She was only wearing one so she could hear Daddy and his friend talk, so the voice was
quiet. "Now you read the next part," it told her. Christabel squinted at the lines of print that appeared
beneath the thorns as though written on a cloud of mist.

"Sev ... several times he was snagged on the thorny branches," she read, "and once he wasca...ca..
. caught fast so that he feared he might never escape. But he carefully pulled his shirt and cloak free. His

clothes were torn, but he was not hurt."

"Christabel, honey, could you read a little more quietly?" her daddy called."Ron doesn't know how that
one ends. You'll spoil it for him."

"Funny. Very funny," said Captain Parkins.

"Sorry, Daddy." She read on, whispering, as the prince broke through a wall of cobwebs and found
himself at the gate of Sleeping Beauty's castle.

"Oh, I've got a story about our little old friend," said Captain Parkins. "Caught him yesterday mucking
about in the records for the PX. You'd think with the way he goes through food that he was trying to
double his meals quota, but he was just trying to increase his allowance of a certain key product"

"Let me guess. Plant food? Fertilizer?"

"Even stranger. And, considering he hasn't been out of that place in thirty years, downright bizarre. . . ."

Christabel stopped listening because there were new words forming across the bottom of the Sleeping
Beauty story. They were bigger than the others, and one of them was her name.
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HELP ME CHRISTABEL, it read. SECRET DON'T TELL ANYONE.

As the word "SECRET" appeared she realized she was reading out loud. She stopped, alarmed, but
Captain Parkins was still talking to her daddy and they hadn't heard her.

". .. Itold the PX to refuse the order unless he could give them an acceptable explanation, of course,
and I also asked them to reroute any unusual requests to me. Now what do you think he's after? Making
a bomb? Spring cleaning?"

"Like you said, he hasn't been out in decades. No, I think he's just senile. But we'll keep an eye on him.
Maybe I should drop by and check up-after I've shaken this cold. I'm sure that place incubates viruses
like nobody's business."

Christabel was still reading the words in her Storybook Sunglasses, but she was reading them silently
now, and holding her breath, too, because it was such a strange secret to have right next to her daddy. "

.. AND BRING THEM TO ME PLEASE HURRY DON'T TELL ANYONE SECRET."

The regular words came back, but Christabel didn't want to read about Sleeping Beauty any more. She
took off her Sunglasses, but before she could stand up, her mother appeared in the living-room door.

"Well, you boys look comfortable," she said. "I thought you were sick, Mike."
"Nothing that a little football and a few judicious doses of single malt won't clear up right smart."

Christabel stood up and turned oft the Sunglasses in case they started talking out loud and gave the
secret away. "Mom, can I go out? Just for a minute?"

"No, honey, I've just put lunch on the table. Have something to eat first, then you can go. Ron, will you
joinus?"

Captain Parkins shifted in his chair and put his empty glass down on the coffee table. "I'd be delighted,
ma'am."

Christabel's mother smiled. "If you call me ma'am, again, I'll be forced to poison your food."
"[t'd still be an improvement over what I get at home."
Her mother laughed and led the men into the kitchen. Christabel was worried. The message had said

hurry. But once lunch was on the table, no one went anywhere. That was the rule, and Christabel always
obeyed the rules. Well, almost always.

She stood up, a stalk of celery in her hand. "Can I go out now?"
"If it's okay with your father."

Her daddy looked her up and down like he was suspicious. For a moment she was scared, but then she
saw he was playing a joke on her. "And where are you taking that celery, young lady?"
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"I like to eat it when I'm walking." She took a bite to show him. "I like to make it crunch when I walk, so
it sounds like a monster going crunch crunch crunch stepping on buildings."

All the grownups laughed. "Kids," said Captain Parkins.
"Okay, then. But be back before dark."

"I promise." She scurried out of the dining room and took her coat down off the peg, but instead of
heading directly for the front door she went quietly down the hall toward the bathroom and opened the
cabinet under the sink. When she had filled her pockets, she moved as silently as she could back to the
door. "I'm going now," she shouted.

"Be careful, little monster!" her mother called back.

Red and brown leaves were skittering across the front lawn. Christabel hurried to the corner. After
peeking back to make sure no one was watching, she turned toward Mister Sellars' house.

Nobody answered when she knocked. After a few minutes she let herself in, even though it felt funny,
like being a robber or something. The wet, hot air pressed in all around her, so thick it seemed like
something alive.

Mister Sellars was sitting in his chair, but his head was back and his eyes were closed. For a moment
she was sure was dead, and was getting ready to be really scared, but one eye opened like a turtle's eye,
really slow, and he look at her. His tongue came out, too, and he licked his ragged lips and tried to talk,
but he couldn't make any sounds come out He held his hand up toward her. It was shaking. At first she
thought he wanted her to take it, but then she saw that he was pointing at her bulging pockets.

"Yes, I brought some," she said, "Are you okay?"

He moved his hand again, almost a little angry this time. She pulled the bars of her mother's face soap
out of her coat and piled them in his lap. He began scratching at one of the bars with his fingers, but he
was having trouble getting the wrapping off.

"Let me do it." She took the bar out of his lap and unpeeled it. When it lay in her hand, white and shiny,
he pointed to a plate sitting on the table beside him. On the plate was a very old cheese-it was all dry and
cracked-and a knife.

"Y ou want some food?" she asked.

Mister Sellars shook his head and picked up the knife. He almost dropped it, his hands were shaking so
much, but then he held it out to Christabel. He wanted her to cut the soap.

She sawed away at the slippery bar for some time. She had done soap carving in class, but it wasn't
easy. This time she concentrated very hard, and at last she managed to cut off a piece as wide as two of
her fingers side by side. Mister Sellars reached out a hand like a melted bird claw and took it from her,
then popped it in his mouth and slowly began to chew.

"Yuck!" she said. "That's bad for you!"
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Mister Sellars smiled for the first time. Little white bubbles were in the corner of his mouth.

He took the soap and the knife from her and began to cut himself more pieces. When he had swallowed
the first and was about to put the second in his mouth, he smiled again and said: "Go get changed." His
voice was weak, but at least he sounded like the Mister Sellars she knew.

When she returned wearing the terrycloth bathrobe, he had finished the whole first bar and had begun to
cut up another.

"Thank you, Christabel," he said. "Zinc peroxide-just what the doctor ordered. I've been very busy and I
haven't been getting my vitamins and minerals."

"People don't eat soap for vitamins!" she said indignantly. But she wasn't completely sure, because since
she'd been in school she'd been getting her vitamins in a skin patch, and maybe old people had a different
kind of vitamins.

"I do," the old man said. "And I was very sick until you got here."
"But you're better now?"

"Much better. But you should never eat any-it's just for special old men." He wiped a smear of white
from his lower lip. "I've been working very, very hard, little Christabel. People to see, things to do."
Which was a silly joke, she knew, because he never went anywhere or saw anyone but her and the man
who delivered his food, he'd told her that. His smile went away and his eyes started to close. After a
moment, he opened them again, but he looked very tired. "And now that you've rescued me, perhaps
you'd better head back home. I'm sure you had to make up some story about where you were going. I
feel guilty enough about having you lie to your parents without getting you in trouble by keeping you too
long."

"How did you talk to me in my Storybook Sunglasses?"

"Oh, just a little trick I learned when I was a young cadet." His head wobbled a little. "I think I need to
sleep now, my friend. Can you let yourself out?"

She sat up straight. "I always let myself out."
"So you do. So you do." He raised his hand as if he were waving to her. His eyes closed again.

When Christabel had changed back into her clothes-they were damp, so she would have to walk around
for a while before she went home-Mister Sellars was asleep in his chair. She looked at him carefully to
make sure he wasn't sick again, but he was a much pinker color than he'd been when she arrived. She
cut him off a few more pieces of soap, just in case he felt weak when he woke up again, then tucked his
blanket close around his long thin neck.

"It's so difficult," he said suddenly. She jumped back, afraid she'd woken him up, but his eyes did not
open and his voice was whispery and hard to understand. "Everything must be hidden in plain sight. But I
despair sometimes-I can only speak to them in whispers, half-truths, bits of tattered poetry. I know how
the oracle felt-"

He mumbled a bit more, but she couldn't hear the words. When he got quiet and didn't say anything
more, she patted his thin hand and left. A cloud of mist followed her out the front door. The wind on her
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wet clothing made her shiver.

An oracle was a kind of bird, wasn't it? So was Mister Sellars dreaming about the days when he used to
be an airman?

The leaves came swirling down the sidewalk past her, skipping and tumbling like circus acrobats.

His arms were pinioned. He was being jostled and pushed down a dark trail, sheer cliff faces looming on
either side. He was being carried away, he knew, down into blackness and nothingness. Something
important lay behind him, something that he dared not lose, but every moment the hands that clutched
him, the shadowy forms on either side, were carrying him farther and farther away from: it.

He tried to turn and felt a sharp pain in his arm, as though someone held a needle-bladed dagger against
the flesh. The deeper darkness of the mountain pass was reaching out to enfold him. He struggled,
ignoring the piercing agony in his arms, and at last managed to pull free enough to turn his head.

In the cleft behind him, nestled between the rocky slopes but miles away, lay a field of sparkling golden
light. As he looked out from shadow, it burned in the distance like a prairie fire.

The city. The place where he would find the thing he had hungered for so long. . . .
The hands seized him and turned him back around, then shoved him forward. He still could not see who
held him, but he knew that they were dragging him down into shadow, into emptiness, into a place where

even the memory of the golden city at last would fade. He fought against his captors but he was held fast.

His dream, his one hope, was receding. He was being carried down helplessly into a black void. . . .

"Orlando! Orlando! You're having a bad dream. Wake up."
He struggled upward toward the voice. His arms hurt-they had him! He had to fight! He had to. . ..

He opened his eyes. His mother's face hovered over him, shining faintly in the light from the window like
a three-quarter moon.

"Look what you've done." Concern fought with annoyance in her voice; concern won, but just barely.
"You've knocked all your things over."

"T...Iwashaving a bad dream."

"As if T couldn't tell. It's that net. all day long. No wonder you have nightmares." She sighed, then bent
and began picking things up.

A little anger pierced his lingering chill. "You think the net is the only reason I have nightmares?"

She paused, a wad of dermal patches filling her palm like fallen leaves. "No," she said. Her voice was
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tight. "No, of course I don't" She put the patches on his bedside table and bent to pick up the other things
he had knocked over. "But I still think it can't be good for you to spend so much time plugged into . . .
into that machine."

Orlando laughed. It was an angry laugh, and he meant it to be. "Well, everybody needs a hobby,
Vivien."

She pursed her lips, even though it had been his parents' idea that he should call them by their first
names, not his. "Don't be bitter, Orlando."

"I'm not" And he wasn't, really, he realized. Not like sometimes. But he was angry and frightened and he
wasn't quite sure why. Something to do with the nightmare, the details of which were already beginning to
evaporate-a feeling that something else was also slipping away from him. He took a breath. "I'm sorry.
I'mjust. .. it was a scary dream."

She set his IV stand back up straight-he had tipped it over against the wall with his thrashing-and
checked to make sure the needle was still in place and secured. "Doctor Vanh says we can stop using
this at the end of the week. That will be nice, won't it?" It was her way of apologizing. He tried to accept
it in good grace.

"Yeah, that'll be nice." He yawned. "I'll go back to sleep. Sorry if I made a lot of noise."

She pulled the blanket back up to his chest For a moment she rested her cool hand against his cheek.
"We . .. I was just worried. No more bad dreams, now. Promise?"

He slid down, found the remote, and tilted the upper part of the bed to a more comfortable angle.
"Okay, Vivien. Good night."

"Good night, Orlando." She hesitated for a moment then leaned to kiss him before she went out.

For a moment he considered turning on his nightlight to read, then decided against it. Knowing that his
mother had heard his distress from the other room made the darkness a little more comfortable than
usual, and he had things to think about.

The city, for one thing. That preposterous place, of which no record seemed to remain in the Middle
Country. It had invaded his dreams just as it had invaded Thargor's world. Why did something which
was probably no more than a bit of signal interference, or at most a hacker's prank, seem so important?
He had given up believing in far more practical types of miracles long ago, so what could this mirage
possibly mean for him? Did it signify anything at all, or was it only a freak occurrence acting now as a
magnet for his fear and largely abandoned hope?

The house was quiet. Nothing short of an explosion would wake his father, and by now his mother

would have slid back down into her own shallower and more restless slumber. Orlando was alone in the
darkness with his thoughts.

CHAPTER 11

Inside the Beast


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

NETFEED/MUSIC: Christ Plays For Lucky Few
(visual: close-up of dog's head)

VO: Johann Sebastian Christ made a surprise appearance on a local net show in his adopted hometown
of New Orleans-

(visual: dog head, human hands)

-the first time the reclusive singer has been seen since the death of three members of his musical group
Blond Bitch in a stage accident last year.

(visual: man dancing in dog mask, flaming stage shown on wallscreen in background)

Christ performed three songs for the astonished studio audience, accompanying himself with a playback
of the accident. . . .

Renie turned, frantically scanning the crowd that filled the terraces around the bottomless well. ! Xabbu
hadn't replied, but perhaps there was something wrong with his equipment. Perhaps he'd just gone offline,
and there was something wrong with her equipment, which still registered a guest on her line. She prayed
it was that simple.

The crush was insubstantial but still overwhelming. Laughing businessmen in smoothly tailored,
blade-hard bodies bumped her aside as they passed, their first-class and paid-up accounts generating an
invisible but very real barrier between them and the hoi polloi. A few obvious tourists in rudimentary
virtual forms moved aimlessly, overwhelmed, as the swirling traffic bounced them from one edge of the
walkway to the other. Smaller forms, servitor creatures and agents, darted in and out of the throng,
running errands for their masters. As far as Renie could tell, ! Xabbu was not one of them, but her search
was made more difficult by the unexceptional quality of the sim he had been wearing. There were at least
two dozen quite similar figures within a short distance of her, gawking at the scenery while trying to stay
out of the way of the big spenders.

Even if he were close by, without audio contact it was impossible to locate him quickly, and Renie knew
she had only moments before Strimbello arrived. She needed to move, to get going-but where? Even if
she ran far and fast, she couldn't hope to hide for very long within Mister J's from someone who was
connected to the club. Besides, the fat man had announced that he knew her, knew who she truly was.
Even now the club's management might be accessing her index, contacting the Poly to get her fired-who
could guess?

But she could not afford those worries right now. She had to find !Xabbu.

Had he simply gone offline, disgusted by the Yellow Room's grotesque floor show? He might even now
be loosening his straps in the Harness Room, waiting for her to return. But what if he hadn't?

A startled eddy of reaction passed over the faces around her. Most of the terrace crowd turned toward
the door of the Yellow Room. Renie turned, too.
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Something huge had appeared in the passage behind her, vast and round, wider than four or five normal
sims and still growing. Its shaven head swiveled like the turret on a tank; black eyes like machine gun
barrels raked the crowd, then locked on her.

The thing that called itself Strimbello smiled. "There you are."

Renie spun, took two swift steps, and flung herself over the rim of the well. Moving at top permissible
speed, she dove downward through other, less hurried club patrons who floated like lazy fish. Her
descent was still agonizingly slow-the well was a browsing device, not a thrill-ride-but she did not intend
to outrun the fat man: he almost undoubtedly knew Mister J's far too well for that to work. She had
simply moved out of his visual field for a moment, which she hoped would give her time to do something
more effective.

"Random," she commanded.

The well and its thousands of sims bobbing like champagne bubbles blurred and vanished, replaced a
moment later by another crush of bodies, all naked this time, although some bore attributes she had never
seen on a living human form. The light was directionless and low, the close-leaning walls velvety folds of
uterine red. Throbbing music made her hearplugs almost bounce. A sim face, frighteningly imprecise,
looked up from the nearest coil of forms; a hand snaked free and reached out to her, beckoning.

"Oh, no," she murmured. How many of these shapes were minors, children like Stephen, admitted with a
smirk by the management and allowed to glut themselves on the filth of this place? How many disguised
children had been present in the Yellow Room, for that matter? Nausea knotted her stomach. "Random."

A vast flat-walled space opened before her, its farther end so distant as to be nearly invisible. Gasflame
blue letters appeared before her in a script she did not recognize, while a voice intoned words into her
hearplugs that were equally incomprehensible. An instant later the whole picture shuddered as the
translation software read her index and changed to English.

". .. Choose now whether you wish a team game or an individual competition."

She stood and stared as humanoid shapes snapped into existence just behind the blue-burning letters.
They wore spiked helmets and shiny body armor, the eyes within the visors were only sparks.

"You have opted for an individual competition," said the voice with a faint note of approval. "The game is
creating your designated opponents now. . . ."

"Random."
She moved through the rooms faster and faster, hoping to lay down so many kinks in her trail that even if
they tried to pin her location directly it would take Strimbello some time to find her. She jumped, and

found. . ..

A pool, surrounded by lazily swaying palm trees. Bare-breasted mermaids lounged on the rocks beside
it, combing their hair as they swayed to languid steel guitar music.

She jumped.

A long table with one empty seat. The dozen men waiting there all wore robes; most also wore beards.
One turned as she popped in, smiled, and cried, "Seat yourself, Lord."
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She jumped again, and kept jumping.

A room full of blackness, with stars gleaming distantly up where the roof should be, and red-lit crevices
in the floor. Somebody or something was groaning.

A thousand men with smooth heads like crash dummies, all dressed in identical coveralls, sitting on
benches in two long rows, slapping each other.

A jungle full of shadows and eyes and bright, colorful birds. A woman in a torn blouse was tied to a tree.
Oily red blossoms were piled around her feet.

A cowboy saloon. The bad guys wore nothing but spurs.

A ship's rocking cabin, oil lamps swinging, tankards waiting in the gimbals.

A glittering ballroom where all the women's faces were hidden behind animal masks.
A medieval inn. The fire burned high and something howled outside the tiny windows.
An empty park bench beside a streetlight.

A blast of throbbing noise and blinding glare that might have been a dance club.

A cave with wet walls, illuminated by strands like glowing spiderwebs that dangled from the ceiling.
An old-fashioned phone box. The receiver was off the hook.

A desert with walls.

A casino that seemed to inhabit the gangster era of Hollywood movies.

A desert without walls.

A chamber with an oven-hot floor and all the furniture made of metal.

A formal Korean garden, the bushes full of grunting naked shapes.

An open-air café beside the ruins of an ancient freeway.

A terraced garden jutting like a theater balcony from the side of a tall cliff. Beside it, a vast waterfall
thundered down into the gorge. . . .

Dizzy, almost ill from the speed of her transitions, Renie paused on the terrace. She closed her eyes until
the blur of colors stopped, then opened them again. A few of the dozen or so guests sitting at tables
along the edge of the garden looked up incuriously, then turned back to their conversations and the
spectacle of the waterfall.

"May I serve you?" A smiling, elderly Asian man had materialized beside her.

"I'm having trouble with my pad," she told him. "Can you connect me to your main switching center?"
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"Done. Would you like a table while you conduct your business, Mister Otepi?"

Damn. She had stopped in one of the high-rent zones of the club, Of course they would have run her
index as soon as she entered. At least they hadn't grabbed her, maybe Strimbello hadn't put out a general
alert. Still, there was no sense pushing her luck. "Not yet, thank you. I may have to leave. Just a privacy
shield, please."

The man nodded and then vanished. A circle of blue light appeared around her at waist level,
demonstrating that she was shielded. She could still hear the roar of the great waterfall and watch it
smashing down the rocks into the canyon, where it disappeared into a cloud of white spume; she could
even see the other guests and hear the occasional snatch of conversation over the water noises-but they,
presumably, could no longer see or hear her.

No time to waste. She forced herself to think calmly. She dared not leave unless ! Xabbu had already
gone offline, but if he had, she would have no way of knowing. If she stayed, she felt sure Strimbello
would find her sooner rather than later. He might not have sounded a general alarm-even as an intruder,
she was probably not very important in the larger scheme of things-but Strimbello himself, whether human
or frighteningly realistic Puppet, did not seem the type to give up easily. She would have to find a way to
stay inside the system until she either located !Xabbu or was forced to give up.

"Phone connect."

A gray square appeared before her, as though someone had taken a sharp knife to reality-rather, to
imitation reality. She gave the number she wanted, then keyed in her pad's identification code. The square
remained gray, but a small glowing dot appeared in the lower corner to tell her she'd connected with the
one-shot access bank she'd prepared for just such an emergency.

"Carnival." She whispered, but it was only reflex: if the privacy shield was legitimate, she could scream
the code word until her lungs ached without anyone hearing. If it wasn't, everything she had done was
already known to her pursuers.

Nobody seemed to be watching. The access bank downloaded the new identity instantly. She was
faintly disappointed that there was no sensation-surely shape-changing, a hallowed and ancient magical
art, should feel like something? But of course her shape hadn't changed: she still wore the nondescript sim
in which she'd entered, and behind that was still Irene Sulaweyo, teacher and part-time Net Bandit. Only
her index was different. Mister Otepi from Nigeria had vanished. Mister Babutu from Uganda had taken
his place.

She dissolved the privacy shield and surveyed the massive waterfall, the elegant formal garden. Waiters,
or things that looked like waiters, were skimming from table to table like waterbugs. She could not hang
about this place forever. In such a service-intensive sector of the club she would quickly attract attention
again, and she did not want her new identity linked in any way with the old one. Someone would notice
eventually, of course: she had entered as Otepi, and at the end of some arbitrary accounting period an
expert system checking the records would notice that Otepi had never left. But that might be hours from
now, or even days. A node with a turnover as large and constant as Mister J's would have a hard time
locating the other half of the discrepancy, and with luck she would be long gone by the time they did.
With luck.

With a word she shifted back to the main lounge, where she would pass unnoticed more easily in the
large and active crowd. She was tired, too, and eager for the chance to stay in one place for a few
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minutes. But what about !Xabbu? He was so much less experienced. What effect would such stress be
having on him if he wandered somewhere in this vast labyrinth, alone and frightened?

The lounge was still full of glaring lights and long shadows, of voices and wild music. Renie picked a
bench sunk in the darkness at the base of one of the cyclopean walls and turned down the gain on her
hearplugs. It was hard to know where to start. There were so many rooms here, so many public spaces.
She herself had been in dozens, and she was sure she had only scratched the surface. And she could not
even guess at how many people might be in the club-hundreds of thousands, perhaps. Mister J's was not
a physical space. The only limitation was the speed and power of the equipment that lay behind it. Her
friend could be anywhere.

Renie turned to look at the revolving stage. The pale singer and her goblinish band were gone. Instead, a
group of elephants, normal in every detail except for their straw hats, sun glasses, and strangely spiky
instruments-and of course the delicate rosy pink of their baggy skins-were churning out slow, thumping
dance music. She could feel the jar of the bass even through her lowered hearplugs.

"Excuse me." One of the shiny-faced waiters hovered before her.
"Nothing but rent for me," she told him. "I'm just resting."
"Fine with me, sir, I assure you. But I have a message for you."

"For me?" She leaned forward, staring. She felt her skin tingle. "That's not possible." He raised an
eyebrow. His foot tapped on air. Renie swallowed. "I mean, are you sure?"

If the waiter was playing a game with her on behalf of her pursuers, he was doing a very convincing job.
He practically seethed with impatience. "Oh, sweeze. You are Mister Babutu, aren't you? Because if you
are, the rest of your party wants to meet you in the Contemplation Hall."

She recovered herself and thanked him; an instant later he was gone, a vanishing huff of silver.

Of course, it could be !Xabbu, she thought. She had told him the names of both emergency identities, his
and hers. Then again, it might just as easily be Strimbello or some other, less broadly drawn, functionaries
wishing to avoid a scene. ! Xabbu or Strimbello, it had to be one or the other-Mister Babutu didn't really
exist, so no one else would be looking for him.

What choice did she have? She couldn't ignore the possibility of finding her friend.

She picked Contemplation Hall out of the main menu and shifted. She thought she detected an almost
infinitesimal hitch to the transfer, as though the system were experiencing unusually heavy usage, but it
was hard to dispel the idea that the delay might mean she was going somewhere deep into the heart of
the system, far from the metaphorical surface. Deep inside the beast.

The hall was a very striking conception, a sort of Classical folly writ large. Tall columns covered in
flowering vines held up a huge circular dome, part of which had cracked and fallen away. White shards,
some as large as a suburban house, glinted like bones along the base of the columns, tucked in
threadbare blankets of moss. A bright blue sky striped with wind-tattered clouds showed through the
hole in the dome and between the pillared arches on each side, as though the hall stood atop Mount
Olympus itself. A few sims, most of them far in the simulated distance, strolled about the wide grassy
space inside the ring of stone.
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She did not like the idea of leaving the outer edge and moving into the open space, but if the club's
authorities had summoned her to this place, it wouldn't matter whether she tried to be inconspicuous or
not. She shifted toward the center and turned to gaze around her, impressed with the completeness of the
design. The stones of the massive folly seemed convincingly old, surfaces shot with cracks, columns
surrounded and overgrown with vegetation. Rabbits and other small animals moved across the
hummocky ground, and a pair of twittering birds were building a nest on one of the shards of the tumbled
dome.

"Mister Babutu?"
She whirled. "Who are you?"

He was a tall, lantern-jawed man, made to seem even bigger by his baggy dark suit. He wore a tall and
scuffed black top hat; a striped muffler hung loosely around his long neck. "I'm Wicket" He smiled
broadly, tipping the hat. The shabbiness of his attire sat oddly with his quick, vigorous movements. "Your
friend Mister Wonde sent me. You got a message from him?"

Renie eyed him. "Where is he?"

"With some of my mates. Come on-I'll take you to him." He pulled something from inside his coat. If he
saw Renie flinch at the movement, he showed no sign, but instead lifted the battered flute to his lips and
played a few piping bars, something that she could not identify but which seemed familiar as a nursery
rhyme. A hole opened in the grass between them. Renie could see steps leading down.

"Why didn't he come himself?"

Wicket was already in the hole to his waist, which left the top of his black stove-pipe at about Renie's
eye level. "Not feeling well, I think. He just asked me to fetch you. Said you might ask some questions,
and to remind you about some game with string."

The string game. ! Xabbu's song. Renie felt a weight of worry lift from her. No one but the Bushman
could know about that. Wicket's hat was just vanishing below the surface of the ground. She climbed
down after him.

The tunnel seemed to be something from a children's book, the home of some talking animal or other
magical creature. Although within moments she and Wicket had moved far below what should have been
the surface, the tunnel wall was pierced with small windows, and out of each she could see a scene of
artificial beauty-riverlands, meadows, wind-groomed forests of oak and beech. Here and there along the
downward spiral of the steps were small doors no higher than Renie's knee, each with a knocker and
minute keyhole. The urge to open one was powerful. The place was like some wonderful dollhouse.

But she could not pause to look at anything. Although she herself was forced to keep one hand on the
curving banister, Wicket, despite his long legs and broad shoulders, bounced down the stairway ahead of
her at a rapid pace, still blowing on his flute. After a few minutes he had vanished down the twisting
stairwell. Only thin musical echoes proved he was still in front of her.

The stairwell wound down and down. Occasionally she thought she heard high-pitched voices from
behind the doorways, or caught a glimpse of a bright eye peering out through a keyhole. Once she had to
duck to avoid garrotting herself on a laundry line which had been stretched right across the stairwell. Tiny
calico dresses, none bigger than a slice of bread, slapped damply against her face.
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Down they went, still farther. More stairs, more doors, and the continuous trill of Wicket's elusive
music-Renie felt the fairy-tale charm of the place beginning to pall. She craved a cigarette and a glass of
beer.

She ducked her head again to go under a low spot in the stairwell, and when she raised it, the light had
changed. Before she could react, her foot met resistance too suddenly, giving her a jolt that would have
been painful if her body were not in harness back at the Poly. She had reached level ground.

Stretching before her, as if in continuation of the storybook theme, was a Mystery Cave, the sort of
place which jolly children discovered in jolly stories. It was long and low, all stone and soft earth. The
ceiling was whiskery with roots, as though the cavern were some hollow space beneath forest earth, but
tiny lights twinkled amid the tangle. The dirt floor was covered with piles of strange objects.
Some-feathers and shiny beads and polished stones-looked as though they had been collected and
abandoned by animals or birds. Others, like a pit filled with the limbs and heads of dolls, seemed
purposeful and somewhat overwrought, a university art project on corrupted innocence. Other objects
were just incomprehensible, featureless spheres and cubes and less recognizable geometric shapes
scattered across the earthen floor. Some of these even seemed to glow with a faint light of their own.

Wicket stood grinning before her. Even with his shoulders hunched, the top of his head loomed up
among the twinkling fairy-lights. He lifted his flute and played again, doing a slow dance as he did so.
There was something incongruous about him, some oddness that Renie couldn't quite name. If he was a
Puppet, he was a work of real originality.

Wicket stopped and repocketed the flute. "You're slow," he said, mockery in his deep voice. "Come
on-your friend's waiting."

He swept one hand to the side in a mock-formal bow and stepped back. Behind him on the far side of

the long cavern, blocked from her sight until this moment, was the occluded glow of a campfire fenced by
shadowy figures. Renie, again feeling the need for caution, moved forward. Her heart sped.

IXabbu, or a sim that looked very much like his, was sitting in the midst of a group of much
better-defined figures, all men in tattered finery similar to Wicket's. With his sketchy features and
rudimentary body details, the Bushman seemed like nothing so much as a gingerbread man.

More fairy tales. Renie was feeling a little punchy.

"Are you okay?" she asked on private band. "!Xabbu! Is that you?"

There was no reply, and for a moment she was certain she'd been tricked. Then the sim turned toward
her, and a voice that despite the distortion, was recognizably the Bushman's, said: "I am very glad my
new friends have found you. I have been here such a long time. I was beginning to think you had left me
behind."

"Talk to me! If you can hear me, just raise your hand."

The sim did not move, but sat regarding her with expressionless eyes.

"I wouldn't leave you," she said at last "How did you end up here?"

"We found him wandering around, lost and confused." Wicket drew up his long legs as he seated himself
beside the fire. "My friends and me." He pointed to the others in the circle. "That's Brownbread,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Whistler, and Corduroy." His companions were fat, thin, and thinner still. None was as tall as Wicket, but
all seemed otherwise quite similar, full of nudges and restless energy.

"Thank you." Renie turned her attention back to !Xabbu. "We must be going now. We're really quite
late."

"Are you sure you wouldn't rather stay with us for a while?" Wicket spread his hands before the flames.
"We don't get many visitors."

"I would like to. I'm very grateful for your help. But we are running up too much connect time."

Wicket raised his eyebrow as though she had said something faintly off-color, but remained silent. Renie
leaned forward and put her hand on !Xabbu's shoulder, conscious that back at the Poly she must be
touching his real body. Despite the low quality of the force-feedback, it certainly felt like her friend's
narrow, birdlike physique. "Come along. Let's go back."

"T do not know how." There was only a little sadness in his voice, but a great lassitude, as though he
spoke from the edge of sleep. "I have forgotten."

Renie cursed to herself and triggered the exit sequence for both of them, but as the cavern around her
began to blur and fade, she could see that ! Xabbu was not shifting with her. She aborted the exit.

"Something's wrong," she said. "Something is holding him here."
"Perhaps you'll have to stay a little longer." Wicket smiled. "That'd be nice."

"Mister Wonde can tell us some more stories," said Brownbread, pleasure evident on his round face. "I
wouldn't mind hearing the one about the Lynx and the Morning Star again."

"Mister Wonde can't tell you any more stories," Renie said sharply. Were these men simple-minded? Or
were they just Puppets, enacting some strange looped tableau that she and ! Xabbu had stumbled into?
"Mister Wonde has to leave. Our time is up. We cannot afford to stay longer."

Greyhound-thin Corduroy nodded his head gravely. "Then you must call the Masters. The Masters see
to all comings and goings. They will put you right."

Renie felt sure she knew who the Masters were, and knew she did not want to explain her problem to
the club's authorities. "We can't. There . . . there are reasons." The men around the fire frowned. If they
were Puppets, they might at any moment trigger some automatic message of breakdown to the club's
troubleshooters. She needed time to figure out why !Xabbu could not be removed from the net. "There is
. . . there is someone very bad pretending to be one of the Masters. If the Masters are summoned, then
this bad one will find us. We cannot call them."

All the men nodded now, like superstitious savages in some Z-grade netflick. "We'll help you, then," said
Wicket enthusiastically. "We'll help you against the Bad One." He turned to his companions. "The

Colleen. The Colleen will know what to do for these fellows."

"That's right." Whistler's lisp betrayed the origin of his name. He spoke slowly and wore a lopsided grin.
"She'll help. But she'll want something."

"Who's Colleen?" Renie struggled with fear and impatience. Something was seriously wrong with her
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friend, the club authorities were searching for her, and Strimbello had said he knew who she really was,
but instead of taking !Xabbu and getting the hell out, she was being forced to participate in some kind of
fairy-tale scenario. She looked at the Bushman. His sim sat motionless beside the fire, rigid as a chrysalis.

"She knows things," said Brownbread. "Sometimes she tells."
"She's magical." Wicket waved his long hands as if to demonstrate. "She does favors. For a price."
Renie could not help herself. "Who are you? What do you do here? How did you get here?"

"Those are some very, very good questions," Corduroy said slowly. He seemed to be the thoughtful one.
"We'd have to give a lot of gifts to the Colleen to get the answers to all those."

""You mean you don't know who you are or how you got here?"
"We have . . . ideas," Corduroy said meaningfully. "But we're not sure. We argue about it some nights."
"Corduroy is the best arguer," Wicket explained. "Mainly because everyone else gets tired and quits."

They had to be Puppets, these men, but they seemed somehow lost, remote from the rest of the club's
bright glare and knowing blandishments. Renie felt a chill at the idea of constructs, bits of coded gear,
sitting around a virtual campfire and arguing about metaphysics. It seemed so . . . lonely. She looked up
at the glittering lights snarled in the tangle of roots above. Like stars. Little flames to ameliorate the
darkness above, as a campfire stands sentinel against the darkness of earth.

"Okay," she said at last "Take us to this Colleen."

Wicket reached down and plucked one of the burning brands from the fire. His three friends did the
same, their faces suddenly full of solemnity. Renie couldn't help feeling that in some strange way this was
all a game to them. She reached for the final piece of wood, but Corduroy waved his hand. "No," be
said. "We always have to leave the fire burning. So we can find our way back."

Renie helped !Xabbu to his feet. He swayed slightly, as though almost faulting with weariness, but stood
by himself when she took her hand away and turned to the men. "You said we'd have to take her a gift. I
don't have anything."

"Then you must give her a story. Your friend Mister Wonde knows lots-he told us some." Brownbread
smiled, remembering. "Good stories, they were."

Wicket took the lead, bending his neck to keep his head below the trailing roots. Whistler came last,
holding his torch high so that Renie and !Xabbu were surrounded by light. As they walked, Renie
experienced a faint blurring along the edges of her vision. She could never see it happening directly, but
the place around them was changing. The feathery roots overhead became thicker and the tiny lights
dimmed. The soft, loamy earth beneath their feet hardened. Before long, Renie realized that they were
walking through a succession of caves with only the torches for light. Strange shapes covered the cavern
walls, drawings that might have been done in charcoal and blood, primitive representations of animals and
people.

They seemed to be moving downward. Renie reached out to ! Xabbu, wanting mostly to be reassured of
his presence. She was beginning to feel almost as much a part of this place as Wicket and the others.
What section of the club was this? What was its purpose?
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"I’Xabbu, can you hear me?" There was still no response on private band. "How are you feeling? Are
you okay?"

He was a long time answering. "I . . . [ am having trouble hearing you. There are other presences, very
close."

"What do you mean, other presences?"

"It is hard to say." His voice was listless. "I think the people of the Early Race are near. Or perhaps it is
the Hungry One, the one burned by the fire."

"What does that mean?" She tugged at his shoulder, trying to break through his odd lethargy, but he
merely tipped a little to one side and almost stumbled. "What is wrong with you?"

IXabbu did not answer. For the first time since she had found him, Renie began to feel truly frightened.
Wicket had stopped before a large natural archway. A chain of crudely sketched eyes surrounded it,
dark as bruises against the torchlit stone. "We must go quietly," he whispered, lifting a long finger to his
lips. "The Colleen hates clatter." He led them under the arch.

The cavern beyond was not as dark as the corridor outside. At the far end, scarlet light glared from a
crevice in the floor, staining the rising steam. Barely visible through the redshot mist was someone seated

on a tall stone chair, still as a statue.

The figure did not move, but a voice filled the cavern, a throbbing, growling sound which, despite the
clearly understandable words, sounded more like a church organ than human speech.

"Come forward."

Renie flinched, but Wicket took her arm and led her toward the crevice. The others helped ! Xabbu over
the rough ground. It's the what's-it-called-the Delphic Oracle, Renie thought. Someone's been studying
Greek mythology.

The shape on the stone chair stood, spreading its cloak like the wings of a bat. It was hard to tell through
the rough garment and obscuring steam, but it seemed to have too many arms.

"What do you seek?" The tolling voice came from everywhere at once. Renie had to admit the whole
thing was impressively eerie. The question was, would going through this charade actually help?

"They want to leave," said Wicket. "But they can't"

There was a long moment of silence.

"You four must go. My business is now with them."

Renie turned to thank Wicket and his friends, but they were already hurrying back toward the cavern's
entrance, jostling each other in their haste like a gang of kids who had just lit the fuse of a firecracker.

She suddenly understood what had puzzled her about Wicket since the first meeting, and about his
companions as well. They moved and spoke like children, not like adults.
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"And what do you offer in return for my help?" asked the Colleen.

Renie turned. !'Xabbu had slumped to the ground before the crevice. She squared her shoulders and
made her voice as calm as she could. "They told us we could give you a story."

The Colleen leaned forward. Her face was veiled and invisible, but the shape beneath her robes, extra
arms or no, was recognizably female. A necklace briefly caught the light as large pale beads glinted
against the darkness of her breast. "Not just any story. Your story. Tell me who you are, and I will set
you free."

The word gave Renie a moment's pause. "We simply wish to leave, and something is preventing us. [ am
Wellington Babutu, of Kampala, Uganda."

"Liar!" The word clanged down like a heavy iron gate. "Tell me the truth." The Colleen lifted hands
clenched into fists. Eight of them. "You cannot mock me. I know who you are. I know exactly who you
are."

Renie stumbled back in sudden panic. Strimbello had said that, too-was this all some game of his? She
tried to take another step and found she couldn't, nor could she turn away from the crevice. The burning
light was suddenly very bright; the red glow and the dark shape of the Colleen scratched against it were
now almost the only things she could see.

"You will go nowhere until you tell me your true name." Each word seemed to have physical weight, a
crushing force like a succession of hammer blows. "You are in a place you should not be. You know that
you have been caught. Everything will go better for you if you do not struggle."

The power of the creature's voice and the constant serpentine movement of the arms silhouetted against
the glare were strangely compelling. Renie felt an almost overwhelming urge to surrender herself, to blurt
out the whole story of her deception. Why shouldn't she tell them who she was? They were the criminals,
not she. They had harmed her brother, and God knew how many others like him. Why should she keep it
secret? Why shouldn't she just scream out everything?

The cavern warped around her. The scarlet light seemed to burn at the bottom of a deep hole.

No. It's some kind of hypnosis, trying to break me down. I have to resist. Resist. For Stephen. For
!Xabbu,

"Tell me," demanded the Colleen.

Her sim still wouldn't retreat or turn away. The snakelike arms moved in ever swifter patterns, turning the
glare from the crevice into a strobing succession of dark and light.

I must close my eyes. But she couldn't even do that. Renie struggled to think of something other than the
shape before her, the demanding voice. How could they stop her even from blinking? This was only a
simulation. It couldn't physically affect her, it had to be some kind of high-intensity hypnosis. But what did
it all mean? Why "Colleen"? A maiden? A virgin, like the Delphic Oracle? Why go to such lengths just to
terrify trespassers? It was the kind of thing you did to scare a child. . . .

Eight arms, A necklace of skulls. Renie had grown up in Durban, a town with a large Hindu population;
she understood now what the thing before her was supposed to be. But people from other places might
not understand the oracle's name, especially children. Wicket and his friends had probably never heard of
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the Hindu death goddess Kali, so they had come up with their own version.

Wicket, Corduroy-they weren't adults, she suddenly realized, they were children or childlike Puppets.
That was why she had found them so strange. Here in this horrible place, children were being used to
catch other children.

Then this monster thinks I'm a child, too! So did Strimbello! They had sniffed a false identity, but they
had assumed Renie was a child sneaking through the club in adult guise. But if that was true, then Wicket
and his cronies had delivered her to the process that had crippled Stephen and God knew how many
others.

IXabbu was still on his knees, staring helplessly. He, too, was caught-perhaps had been caught before
she had ever found him, and was now as far gone as Stephen. He could not exit.

But Renie could, or at least she had been able to a few minutes before.

For a moment she stopped struggling against the invisible restraint. Sensing surrender, the dark shape of
Kali expanded, looming now so that it filled her vision. The veiled face tilted forward, cloak billowing
around it like a cobra's hood. The lights flashed. Words of warning, commands, threats, all cascaded
over Renie, running together into a ragged drone so loud that it seemed to make her hearplugs vibrate.

HEXit "

Nothing happened. Her sim remained frozen, an unwilling worshiper at Kali's feet. But that made no

sense-she had spoken the codeword, her system was set for voice commands. There was no reason it
shouldn't work.

She stared into a vortex of swirling red light, trying to hold concentration through the shattering,
never-ending noise, struggling to block out the panic and think. Any voice command should trigger her
system back at the Poly . . . unless these people could somehow jam her voice in the same way they had
frozen her sim. But if they could do that, why go to all the trouble to bring her to this particular place
when Strimbello could just have immobilized her in the Yellow Room? Why put on such an elaborate
show? They must need her here, isolated, exposed to this barrage of light and sound. It had to be
hypnosis, some method using high-speed strobing and special sonics that operated right at the nervous
system level, something that cut in between her higher thought processes and her physical responses.

Which might mean that she hadn't spoken at all, but only thought she had.

"Exit!" she screamed. Still, nothing happened. It was hard to concentrate, hard to feel her real body
beneath the blinding, jaggedly pulsating light and the painful hum of a million wasps in her ears. She could
feel her attacker ripping away at her shell of concentration, the only thing protecting her from a tumble
down into nothingness. She could not keep it up much longer.

Dead Man's Switch. The words fluttered up, a few scraps of memory shaken loose by the maelstrom.
Every system has a Dead Man's Switch. Something to release you if you get into serious trouble, a stroke
or something. The Poly must have one. It was so loud, so excruciatingly loud. Each thought felt as
slippery as an untanked goldfish. Heart rate? Is the switch hooked into the EKG monitor in the harness?

She would have to assume it was-it was the only chance she had. She would have to try to drive her
pulse rate up beyond permitted danger levels.
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Renie let the fear she had been struggling to check finally burst free. It was not difficult-even if she had
guessed correctly, there was only a very thin chance of this plan working. More likely, she would fail and
find herself sliding down a long tunnel into blackness, as Stephen had done before her, a blackness
indistinguishable from death.

She could not feel her physical body, which was no doubt hanging uselessly beside !Xabbu's in the
Harness Room. She was only eyes and ears, battered to the edge of madness by the howling whirlwind
of light that was Kali.

Unchecked and without outlet, desperation ran through her like some horrible silent electrocution. But it
was not enough-she needed more. She thought of her heart and imagined it pumping. Now, letting her
sheer fright color the image, she visualized it pounding ever faster, struggling to cope with an emergency
for which evolution could never have prepared.

It's hopeless, she told herself, and pictured her heart shuddering, hurrying. I'll die here, or fall down into
madness forever. The dark muscle was a shy, secret thing like an oyster ripped from its shell, struggling
hopelessly to survive. Pumping hard, straining, losing the beat for a moment as the rthythms bounced
awkwardly against each other.

Streaks of hot and cold went jagging through her, fear to the toxic level, shivers of helpless animal panic.

Racing, fighting, failing.

I'll be lost, just like Stephen, just like !Xabbu. Soon I'll be in the hospital, zipped into an oxygen-filled
body bag, dead, dead meat.

Images began to flash before her eyes, leaping out of the kaleidoscopic display that filled her
vision-Stephen, gray and unconscious, lost to her, wandering somewhere in an empty, lonely place.

I'm dying.

Her mother, shrieking in agony during her final moments, caught on the upper floor of the department
store as the flames climbed hungrily upward, knowing she would never see her children again.

I'm dying, dying.

Death the destroyer, the great Nothing, the freezing fist that seized you and squeezed you, crushed you
into dust that floated in the blank dark between stars.

Her heart stuttered, laboring toward failure like an overheated engine.

I'm dying I'm dying I'm dying I'm. . . .

The world jerked and turned gray; light and dark were evenly smeared. Renie felt a sharp pain race
down her arm, a streak of fire. She was in some between-place, she was alive, no, she was dying, she . .

I'm out, she thought, and the idea rattled in her suddenly cavernous and echoing skull. The shrieking
drone was gone. Her thoughts were her own, but even through the agony, a vast, adhesive weariness
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pulled at her. I must be having a heart attack.

But she had already determined her course before she had begun. She couldn't afford to think about
what she was going to do, couldn't pay any attention to the pain-not yet.

"Backtrack-last node." Her voice, though loud against the new stillness in her head, was only a dry
whisper.

Even before the gray had finished forming, it was gone. The cavern surrounded her again, the red light
blazing. Her position had changed; now she stood to one side of Kali, who was leaning forward over the
hunched figure of !Xabbu like an interested vulture. The death goddess' arms were motionless, the
maddening voice silent. Her veiled face pivoted toward the spot where Renie had reappeared.

Renie leaped forward and seized the Bushman's sim. Another jagged bolt of pain shot up her arm; she
gritted her teeth and fought off a wave of nausea. "Exit," she shouted, triggering escape for both of them,
but aborted immediately when !Xabbu's part of the program didn't respond. Her stomach lurched again.
The little man was still trapped, somehow, still hooked. She would have to find another way to get him
out.

A shadow swung across her like a negative searchlight. She looked up to see the scarlet-limned figure of
Kali looming above, arms spread wide,

"Oh, shit." Renie tightened her grip on !Xabbu, wondering how lifelike this simulation was. Bracing
herself against the inevitable pain, she straightened suddenly and put a shoulder into the oracle's
midsection. There was no sensation of contact, but the creature slid back several feet into the middle of
the steaming pit The monster hung in midair, bathed in the red glow, feet flattened on nothing.

One of Kali's hands darted toward her own face and tore away the veil, revealing blue skin, a ragged
hole of a mouth, a dangling red tongue . . . and no eyes.

It was meant to hold Renie until the visual tricks could start again. It might have worked before, but now
she had no strength left to be startled. "I'm so tired of your goddamned game," she grunted. Black spots
swam before her eyes, but she doubted they had anything to do with the programming in Mister J's jolly
little hellhole. Dizzied, she turned her face away from the blind thing and heard the ululation beginning
again.

Renie was having trouble breathing: her voice was faint "Get stuffed, bitch. Random."

The shift was surprisingly fast The cavern dissolved, and for a moment a long dark hallway began to
form before her eyes. She had a dim perception of a near-endless row of candelabra along the walls,
each held by a disembodied hand, then she was suddenly shifted again-this time without her command
and against her will.

This transition was not as smooth as the others. For several long instants her vision was nauseatingly
distorted, as if the new location would not come into correct focus. She tumbled and felt soft earth-or the
simulation of it-beneath her aching body. She kept her eyes closed and reached out until her fingers
touched !Xabbu's silent, still form. It was hard to imagine moving another inch, but she knew she had to
get up and start looking for ways to get them out.

"We have only moments," someone said. Despite its urgent tone, it was a soothing voice, pitched almost
equally distant from the stereotypical extremes of both masculine and feminine. "They will find it much
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easier to track you this time."

Startled, Renie opened her eyes. She was surrounded by a crowd of people, as though she were an
accident victim lying in a busy street After a moment, she saw that the forms around her were gray and
still. All except one.

The stranger was white. Not white as she was black, not Caucasian, but truly white, with the blank
purity of unsmirched paper. The stranger's sim-for that was what it must be, since she was clearly still
inside the system-was a pure colorless emptiness, as though someone had taken a pair of scissors and
snipped a vaguely human-shaped hole in the fabric of VR. It pulsed and danced along its edges, never
entirely at rest.

"Leave us . . . alone." It was difficult just to speak: she was short of air, and a bright fist of pain was
squeezing inside her rib cage.

"[ cannot, although I am a fool to take this chance. Sit up and help me with your friend."
"Don't touch him!"
"Stop being foolish. Your pursuers will locate you any moment now."

Renie forced herself up onto her knees and swayed for a moment, catching her breath. "Who . . . who
are you? Where are we?"

The blankness crouched beside ! Xabbu's unmoving form. The stranger had no face and no distinct
shape; Renie could not tell what it was looking at. "I am taking enough risks already, I cannot tell you
anything-you may still be caught, and it would mean death to others. Now, help me lift him! I have little
physical strength and I dare not bring more power to bear."

Renie crawled toward the shapeless pair, and for the first time took notice of her surroundings. They
were in a kind of open grassy park, pinned beneath dark gray skies, bounded by tall trees and
ivy-choked stone walls. The silent figures that surrounded them stretched away on all sides, row after
row; making the place seem a bizarre cross between a cemetery and a sculpture garden. Each shape was
that of a person, some highly individual, some as featureless as the sims she and ! Xabbu wore. Each had
been frozen in some moment of fear or surprise. Some had stood a long time and like the deserted
structures of Toytown had lost their colors and textures, but most looked new-minted.

The stranger lifted its head as she approached. "When something happens to one of the guests while they
are online, their sim remains. Those who own this place are . . . amused to keep their trophies this way."

Renie put her arms under !Xabbu and lifted him into a sitting position. The effort made the edges of her
sight go black for a moment; she swayed, struggling to maintain consciousness. "I may be . . . having a
heart attack," she whispered.

"All the more reason to hurry," said the empty space. "Now, hold him still. He is a long distance away,
and if he doesn't return, you will not be able to take him offline. I must send for him."

"Send for him. . . ?" Renie could barely form the words. She was beginning to feel quite drowsy, and
although a part of her was frightened by that, it was a small and diminishing part. This human-shaped
blankness, the strange garden-they were simply a few more complications to an already complex
situation. Difficult to think about . . . it would be easier simply to let herself roll down into sleep. . . .
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"The Honey-Guide will fetch him back." The stranger held up the blunt white shapes that were its hands
as if about to pray, but kept them a few inches apart. When nothing happened, Renie began gathering the
energy to ask another question, but the featureless shape had become as rigidly still as any of the trophy
garden's other residents. Renie felt a cold pall of loneliness settle over her. Everything was lost now.
Everyone was gone. Why keep fighting, when she could let go, could sleep. . . ?

There was a stirring between the stranger's hands, then a sort of opening appeared there, a deeper
nullity, as though something had cast a shadow onto naked air. The darkness flicked, then flicked again,
then another white shape fluttered out of it. This smaller blank patch, which was bird-shaped in the way
the stranger was human-shaped, fluttered onto the shoulder of !Xabbu's sim, then crouched there for a
moment, vibrating gently, like a newborn butterfly drying its wings. Renie stared in lazy fascination as the
tiny white shape slid close to !Xabbu's ear-or the rudimentary fold in his simulation that represented it-as
if to share a secret She heard a high-pitched trill, then the bird-thing leaped into the air and vanished.

The larger blankness abruptly shivered back into life. It leaped up and smacked its rudimentary hands
together. "Go now. Hurry."

"But. . . ." Renie looked down. !Xabbu was moving. One of his sim hands clenched fitfully, as though
trying to catch something that had flown away.

"You can take him back now. And you must take this, too." The stranger plunged one arm inside itself,
then pulled out something that glimmered with a soft amber light. Renie stared. The stranger reached and
took her hand with its other arm, peeled open her clenched fingers, and dropped the object onto her
palm. She wondered for a moment at the mundane and unremarkable touch of the ghostly presence, then
looked down at what had been given to her. It was a round yellow gem, cut into hundreds of facets.

"What . . . what is it?" It was becoming hard to remember much of anything. Who was this gleaming
white shape? What was she supposed to be doing?

"No more questions," it said sharply. "Go!"

Renie stared for a moment into the void where its face should be. Something swam through her mind,
down deep, and she struggled to identify it.

"Go now!"
She squeezed !Xabbu a little tighter. He felt as slender as a child. "Yes. Of course. Exit."

The garden popped like a soap bubble.

Everything was very dark. For a moment Renie thought they had become stuck in transition, until she
remembered the headset. She lifted her arm, gasping at the painful effort, but managed to tip up her visor.

The view around her improved only a little; she still saw mainly gray, although now there were dark
stripes as well. Then she understood that the blurry verticals around her were the straps of the Harness
Room. She was hanging in place, swinging slightly. She turned. !Xabbu was dangling beside her, but it
was the real !Xabbu in his real body. As she watched, he shivered convulsively and lifted his head, eyes
rolling as he tried to focus.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"IXabbu." Her voice sounded muftled. She was still wearing her hearplugs, but she couldn't work up the
strength to lift her arm again. There was something she needed to tell him, something important. Renie
stared at him, trying to remember, but her head was beginning to feel very heavy. Just before she gave
up, it came to her. "Call an ambulance," she said, and laughed a little at the oddness of it. "I think I'm

dying."

CHAPTER 12

Looking Through the Glass

NETFEED/NEWS: California's "Multi-Marriages" Now Law
(visual: two women, one man, all wearing tuxedos, entering Glide Memorial Church)

VO: Protestors howled outside as the first of California's newly legalized multi-partner marriages took
place at a church in San Francisco. The man and two women said it was "a great day for people who
don't have traditional two-person relationships."

(visual: Reverend Pilker at church rostrum)

Not everyone agrees. The Reverend Daniel Pilker, leader of the fundamentalist group Kingdom Now,
called the new law "indisputable evidence that California is hell's back door. . . ."

Paul stepped through and out. The golden light faded and he was in emptiness again.

The mist stretched away in every direction, as heavy and empty as before, but there was nothing else.
There was no Finch or Mullet either, which was a great relief, but Paul had been hoping that he would
find something more on the other side of the gateway. He wasn't quite sure what "home" meant, but in the
back of his mind he had been hoping to find exactly that.

He sank to his knees, then lowered himself until he lay stretched on the hard and featureless earth. The
mists swirled around him. He closed his eyes, exhausted, without hope or ideas, and for a while gave
himself to the dark.

The next thing he was aware of was a quiet whispering, a thin papery sound that grew out of the silence.
A warm breeze stroked his hair. Paul opened his eyes, then sat up, full of wonder. A forest had sprung
into being around him.

For a long time he was content just to sit and stare. It had been so long since he had seen anything but
blasted fields of mud that the sight of unbroken trees, of thickly tangled branches still bearing their leaves,
soothed his spirit like a drink of water to a thirsty man. What did it matter that most of the leaves were
yellow or brown, that many had already fallen to the earth and lay ankle-deep around him? Just the return
of color seemed a gift beyond any price.
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He stood. His legs were so stiff that they might have been things discarded by someone else that
necessity compelled him to use. He took a great breath of air and smelled everything, damp earth, the
scent of drying grass, even the faintest tang of smoke. The scents of the living world coursed through him
so powerfully and so richly that it awakened hunger inside him; he suddenly wondered when he had last
eaten. Bully beef and biscuit, those were familiar words, but he could not remember what the things they
named were. In any case, it had been long ago and far away.

The warm air still surrounded him, but he felt a moment of inner chill. Where had he been? He had a
memory of a dark, terrifying place, but what he had been doing there or how he had left had slipped from
his mind.

The very lack of things to remember meant that their absence did not worry him long. Sun was filtering
down through the leaves, making spots that swam like golden fish as the wind moved the trees. Wherever
he had been, he was in a living place now, a place with light and clean air, a carpet of dry leaves, and
even-he tilted his head-the distant sound of a bird. If he could not remember his last meal, well, that was
all the more reason to find himself another. He would walk.

He looked down. His feet were shod in heavy leather shoes, which at least felt familiar and correct, but
nothing else in his attire seemed quite right. He wore heavy wool stockings and pants that ended not far
below his knee, as well as a thick shirt and waistcoat, also of wool. The fabric seemed strangely rough
beneath his fingers.

The forest stretched away in all directions, revealing nothing that looked like a road or even a trail. He
pondered for a moment, trying to remember which direction he had been traveling when he stopped, but
that, too, was gone, evaporated as completely as the bleak mist, which was now the only thing that he
remembered with certainty had existed before the forest. Granted an open choice, he noted the stretching
shadows and turned to put the sun at his back. At least he would be sure of seeing his way clearly.

He had been hearing the intermittent birdsong for a long time before he finally saw its author. He was
kneeling, freeing his stocking from a bramble bush, when something brilliant glided through a column of
sunshine just ahead of him, a flash of green both darker and shinier than the moss crawling on the tree
trunks and stones. He straightened, looking for it, but it had vanished into the shadows between trees; all
that remained was a trill of piping music, just loud enough to claim a single echo for its own.

With a stiff tug he pulled himself out of the bramble bush and hastened in the direction the bird had gone.
Since he had no path, he thought he might as well follow something pretty as plod on with no better
destination in mind. He had been walking for what seemed hours and had seen no sign of change in the
endless forest.

The bird never came close enough for him to see it completely clearly, but neither did it disappear from
sight. It flitted from tree to tree, always just a few dozen paces ahead. On the few occasions where the
branch it chose for a resting place was in sunlight, he could see its emerald feathers shining-an almost
impossible glow, as though it blazed with some inner light. There were hints of other colors, too, a dusky
purple like an evening sky, a hint of darker color along the crest. Its song also seemed somehow less than
ordinary, although he could remember no other bird's song for comparison. In fact, he could remember
very little about any other birds, but he knew that this was one, that its song was both soothing and
alluring, and that was enough to know.

Afternoon wore on and the sun passed out from behind the gaps in the treetops, sliding toward the
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hidden horizon. He had long ago stopped worrying about what direction it shone, so caught up had he
become in his pursuit of the green bird. It was only when the forest began to darken that he realized he
was lost in a trackless wood with night coming on.

He stopped, and the bird alighted on a branch not three steps from him. It cocked its head-there was a
dark crest-and gave voice to a melodic trill that, though swift and bright, had something in it of a question
and something in it even less definable, but which made him suddenly mournful for his lost memory, for
his directionlessness, for his solitude. Then, with a flip of its tail that revealed the midnight-purple brushing
underneath, the bird spread its wings and spiraled up into the air to disappear among the twilight
shadows. A last thread of song floated down to him, sweetly sad, diminishing to nothing.

He sat down on a log and put his head in his hands, overcome with the weight of something he could not
define. He was still sitting that way when a voice made him jump.

"Here, none of that. These are good solid oaks, not weeping willows."

The stranger was not dressed much differently than he, all in rough browns and greens, but he wore a
broad strip of white cloth tied around one arm like a bandage or a token. His eyes were a strangely feline
shade of tawny yellow. He held a bow in one hand and a skin bag in the other; a quiver of arrows stood
up behind his shoulder.

Since the newcomer had made no hostile moves, he felt it safe to ask him who he was. The stranger
laughed at the question. "The wrong thing to be asking here. Who are you, then, if you're so clever?"

He opened his mouth, but found he could not remember. "I . . . I don't know."

"Of course not That's the way of this place. I came in after . . . I'm not certain, you know, I think it was a
deer. And now I won't remember my name until I'm on my way back out again. Queer, this forest" He
extended the skin bag. "Are you thirsty?"

The liquid was sour but refreshing. When he had handed it back to the stranger, he felt better. The
conversation might be confusing, but at least it was a conversation. "Where are you going? Do you know
that? I'm lost."

"Not surprised. As to where I'm going, it's out. Not a good place to be after dark, these woods. But I
seem to remember something just outside the forest that feels like a good destination. Perhaps it will be
the kind of place you're looking for." The stranger beckoned. "In any case, come along. We'll see if we
can't do you some good."

He quickly rose to his feet, afraid that the invitation might be rescinded if he took too long. The stranger
was already pushing through a tangle of young trees which had made a hedge around the wreckage of
their toppled older relative.

They traveled for a while in silence as late afternoon twilight gradually deepened into evening.
Fortunately, the stranger held down his pace-he seemed like the sort who could have traveled much
faster if he chose-and remained, even in the dying light, a dark shape only a few steps ahead.

At first he thought it was the night air, that the colder sharpness was bringing a different kind of sound to
his ear, a different kind of scent to his nostrils. Then he realized that instead it was a different kind of
thought that was suddenly drifting through his mind.
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"I was . . . somewhere else." The sound of his own voice was strange after the long time without
speaking. "A war, | think. I ran away."

His companion grunted. "A war."
"Yes. It's coming back to me-some of it, anyway."
"We're getting near the edge of the forest, that's the reason. So you ran away, did you?"

"But . . . but not for the normal reasons. At least I don't think so." He fell silent. Something very
important was swimming up from the depths of his mind and he was suddenly frightened he might grab at
it too clumsily and lose it to darkness once more. "I was in a war, and I ran away. I came through . . . a
door. Or something else. A mirror. An empty place."

"Mirrors." The other was moving a little more quickly now. "Dangerous things."

"And...and...." He curled his fists, as though memory could be tightened like a muscle. "And . . . my
name is Paul." He laughed in relief. "Paul."

The stranger looked back over his shoulder. "Funny sort of name. What does it mean?"
"Mean? It doesn't mean anything. It's what I'm called."

"It's an odd place you come from, then." The stranger fell silent for a moment, though his legs still carried
him forward in long steps that had Paul hurrying to keep up. "I'm Woodling." he said at last. "Sometimes
Jack-of-the-Woods, or Jack Woodling. That's my name because I do tramp all the woods near and
far-even this one, though I don't like it much. It's a fearful thing for a man to lose his name. Although
perhaps not so much so when the name doesn't mean aught."

"It's still a fearful thing." Paul was straggling with the new ideas that were suddenly skittering through his
head like beetles. "And where am 1? What place is this?"

"The Nameless Wood, of course. What else would it be called?"
"But where is it? In what country?"

Jack Woodling laughed. "In the king's land, I suppose. The old king's land, that is, although I trust you've
got the sense not to call it that among strangers. You may tell Her Ladyship I said so, though, if you meet
her." His smile blazed briefly in the shadows. "Y ou must be from somewhere far away indeed, that you
concern yourself with such schoolmasterish things as the names of places." He paused and pointed.
"There it is, then, as I hoped it would be."

They had stopped on a high place at the edge of a narrow valley. The trees fell away down the gradually
sloping hillside; for the first time Paul could see some distance in front of him. At the bottom of the valley,
nestled between the hills, a cluster of lights gleamed.

"What is it?"

"An inn, and a good place." Jack Woodling clapped him on the shoulder. "You will have no trouble
finding your way from here."
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"But aren't you going?"'

"Not me, not tonight. I've things to do and elsewhere to sleep. But you will find what you need there, I
think."

Paul stared at the man's face, trying to make out the expression through the night-shadows. Did he mean
more than he said? "If we are going to split up, then I want to thank you. You probably saved my life."

Jack Woodling laughed again. "Don't put such a burden on me, good sir. Where I go, I must travel light.
Fare you well." He turned and moved back up the hillside. Within moments Paul could hear nothing but
the leaves rustling in the wind.

The sign swaying in the wind over the front door named the inn "The King's Dream." It was crude, as
though it had been put up hurriedly to replace some earlier insignia. The small figure painted below the
name had his chin on his chest and his crown tipped low over his eyes. Paul stood for a moment just
outside the circle of lantern glow puddled in front of the door, feeling the great trackless weight of the
forest breathing like a dark beast at his back, then stepped forward into the light.

Perhaps a dozen people were ranged about the low-ceilinged room. Three of them were soldiers in
surcoats as bloody-red as the joint that turned on a spit over the fireplace. The young boy tending the
spit, so covered with soot that the whites of his eyes were startling, gave Paul a furtive look when he
came in, then quickly turned away with an expression that might have been relief. The soldiers looked at
Paul, too, and one of them inched a little way down the bench they shared, toward the place where their
pikes leaned against the whitewashed clay wall. The rest of the denizens, dressed in rough peasant
clothes, paid him the attention any stranger would receive, staring as he made his way to the landlord's
counter.

The woman who waited for him there was old, and her white hair, disarranged by heat and sweat,
looked something like the fleece of a sheep kept out on a bad night, but the forearms bared by rolled
sleeves looked strong and her hands were pink, callused, and capable. She leaned on the counter in

obvious weariness, but her gaze was shrewd.

"We've no beds left." She wore an odd smirk on her face which Paul could not immediately understand.
"These fine soldiers have just taken the last of them."

One of the red-smocked men belched. His companions laughed.

"I'd like a meal and something to drink." A dim memory of how these things worked wriggled into Paul's
thoughts. He suddenly realized he had nothing in his pockets but air, and no purse or wallet "I have no
money, I'm afraid. Perhaps I could do some work for you."

The woman leaned forward, inspecting him closely. "Where are you from?"

"A long way away. The other side of . . . of the Nameless Forest"

She seemed about to ask something else, but one of the soldiers shouted for more beer. Her lips thinned
in annoyance-and, Paul thought, something more.

"Stay here," she told him, then went to deal with the soldiers. Paul looked around the room. The hearth
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urchin was staring at him again with an intensity that seemed closer to calculation than curiosity, but Paul
was tired and hungry and did not much trust his own overstrained perceptions.

"Let's talk about work you might do," the woman said when she returned. "Follow me back here, where
it's less noisy."

She led him down a narrow stairway to a cellar room that was clearly her own. The walls were lined
with shelves, and they and every other surface were crammed with spools and skeins, jars and boxes and
baskets. Except for the small pallet bed in the corner and a three-legged stool, the room looked more
like a shop than a bedroom. The landlady sank onto the stool, fluffing her rough woolen skirt, and kicked
off her shoes.

"I'm that tired," she said, "I couldn't stay on my feet a moment longer. I hope you don't mind
standing-I've only the one stool."

Paul shook his head. His attention had been captured by a small, thick-paned window. Through the
distorted glass, he could see water moving and glinting in the moonlight outside. The inn evidently backed
on a river.

"Now then," the old woman's voice was suddenly sharp, "who sent you here? You're not one of us."

Paul turned around, startled. The landlady had a knitting needle gripped in her fist, and while she showed
no immediate sign of getting up from the stool and coming after him with it, neither did she look
particularly friendly.

"Woodling, his name was. Jack Woodling. I met him in the forest."

"Tell me what he looks like."

Paul did his best to describe what had been, after all, a rather nondescript man seen largely in twilight
and later in darkness. It was only when he remembered the white cloth tied around his savior's arm that
the woman relaxed.

"You've seen him, sure enough. Had he any message for me?"

He could not think of anything at first. "Do you know who 'Her Ladyship' would be?"

The woman smiled sadly. "No one but me."

"He said something about it being the old king's woods, though I shouldn't say that to anyone except Her
Ladyship."

She chuckled and tossed the knitting needle into a basket with several dozen others. "That's my Jack.
My paladin. And why did he send you to me? Where is this place you're from, beyond the Nameless
Woods?"

Paul stared at her. There was something more than ordinary weariness in her features. Her face seemed
almost like something that had been soft once, but had been frozen into harsh creases by some terrible
winter. "I don't know. I . . . there's something wrong with me. I was in a war, that's all I remember. I ran
away."
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She nodded her head as if to the sound of an old familiar tune. "Jack would have seen that, all right. No
wonder he took a shine to you." She sighed. "But I told you rightly enough earlier. I've no bed. The
blasted robin redbreasts have taken the last of them, and with not so much as a copper to pay me for my
trouble."

Paul frowned. "They can do that?"

Her laugh was rueful. "They can do that and more. This is not my land any more, but hers. Even here, in
my pitiful burrow, she sends her strutting fellows to mock me. She will not harm me-what use having won
without the only person who can appreciate it?-but she will make me as miserable as she can."

"Who is she? I don't understand anything you're saying."

The old woman stood up, puffing out breath as she did so. "You're better off if you don't. And you're
also better off not staying in this country long. It isn't very friendly to travelers any more." She picked her
way through the sea of bric-a-brac, leading him back to the door. "I'd put you up here on my own floor,
but that would only make those roundheads upstairs wonder why I'd taken interest in a stranger. You can
sleep in the stable. I'll say you're going to do some hauling for me tomorrow, so you won't attract
attention. I can at least give you food and drink, for Jack's sake. But you're not to mention to anyone that
you met him, and certainly not what he said."

"Thank you. You're very kind,"
She snorted, making her slow way up the stairs. "Falling to a low estate can do that-you see so much
more of the world than you did before. You become very aware of how thin the line is, of how little

safety exists."

She led him back up to the noisy common room where they were greeted by rude questions from the
soldiers and the watchful eyes of the hearth boy.

A caged bird, a tall tree, a house with many rooms, a loud voice shouting, bellowing, crashing down on
him like thunder. . . .

Paul came up from the dream like a drowning man, surfacing to the smell of damp hay and the noises of
fretful horses. He sat up, trying to shake off the disorientation of sleep. The stable door was partway
open, a shadow showing lightless against the slice of starry night.

"Who's there?" He fumbled for a weapon, an urging of some sunken memory, but came up with nothing
but a handful of straw.

"Quiet." The whisperer was as nervous as Paul's stable mates. "It's only me, Gally." The shadow came
closer. Paul could see that it was someone quite small. "The pot boy."

"What do you want?"

"Not to rob you, governor." He sounded aggrieved. "I'd of come in quieter than that, were the case. I
come to warn you."

Paul could see the boy's eyes now, gleaming like mother-of-pearl. "Warn me?"
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"Those soldiers. They've been drinking too much, and now they're talking of coming for you. I don't
know why."

"The bastards." Paul climbed to his feet. "Did the lady send you?"

"Naw. Locked herself in her room for the night, she has. I heard 'em talking." He straightened up now as
Paul moved toward the door. "Where you going to go?"

"I don't know. Back to the forest, I suppose." He cursed quietly. At least he had no possessions to slow
his flight.

"Come on with me, then. I'll take you to a place. King's men won't follow you there-not after dark."
Paul paused, one hand on the door. There was indeed a soft clatter coming from the front of the inn

across the courtyard, a noise very much like drunken men trying to move stealthily. "Why?" he
whispered.

"Help you? Why not?" The boy grabbed his arm. "None of us much like them redbreasts. We don't like
their mistress neither. Follow me."

Not waiting for Paul to reply, the boy slipped out the door and moved rapidly but quietly along the wall.
Paul pulled the door closed and hurried after him.

Gally led him around the back of the stable, then stopped and touched a hand to Paul's arm in warning
before leading him down a narrow stone stairway. The only light came from the half moon. Paul nearly
stepped off the stairs into the river before Gally took his arm again.

"Boat," the boy whispered, and guided Paul into a gently rocking shadow. When he was seated in the
boat's damp bottom, his rescuer carefully lifted up a pole that had been lying on the tiny dock and pushed

the little craft out onto the dark river.

From above them came the sudden gleam of an unhooded lantern and a clatter as the stable door was
flung open. Paul held his breath until the noise of the soldiers' drunken disappointment faded behind them.

The trees on the near bank slid silently past. "Won't you get into trouble?" Paul asked. "Won't they
blame you when they see you've gone?"

"The lady'll speak up for me." The boy leaned forward as if looking for some landmark in what to Paul
was impenetrable night. " 'Sides, they were so knobknocked with drink, they didn't know where I'd got
to anyway. I can just say I went to sleep in the washing hamper to get away from their noise."

"Well, I'm grateful. Where are you taking me?"

"To my place. Well, it's not just mine. We all live there."

Paul settled back. Now that his sudden rousing and narrow escape were behind him, he was almost
enjoying the quiet of the night, the feeling of gliding along beneath another, larger river of sky. There was

peace here, and companionship of a sort. "And who are 'we all'?" he asked at last.

"Oh, my mates," Gally answered with a hint of pride. "The Oysterhouse Boys. We're the White King's
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men, every one of us."

They tied up the boat at a wide pier that jutted far into the river. The place where the pier touched the
shore and the narrow stairs leading upward were lit by a single lantern which swayed gently in the
quickening wind.

Paul looked up to the shadowy bulk on the headlands. "You live there?"

"Do now. It was empty for a while." Agile as a squirrel, Gally scrambled out of the boat and onto the
pier. He reached down and pulled up a sack that Paul had not noticed. After he had set it down, he
reached back a helping hand. "All the boats stopped here once on a time-men singing, bringing in the
nets. . .."

Paul followed him up the hillside. The stairwell had been cut into the solid rock and the steps were
narrow and slippery with night dew; Paul found he could only climb safely by turning sideways, putting
the length of his foot along each step. He looked down. The lantern was burning far below. The boat had
drifted under the pier.

"Don't be so slow," Gally whispered. "We've got to get you inside. Few folk come down around here,
but if her soldiers are a-hunting for you, we don't want no one seeing you."

Paul leaned in toward the hill, steadying himself against the steps above him, and made his way up as
quickly as he could. Despite being burdened with a sack, the boy kept bouncing back down to urge him
on. At last they reached the top. There was no lantern here, and Paul could see nothing of the building
except a deeper darkness spread wide against the stars. Gally clutched his sleeve and led him forward.
After a while Paul felt boards creaking beneath his feet Gally stopped and knocked on what was
unmistakably a door. A few moments later an apparition appeared at the height of Paul's knees, a
gleaming, sideways rectangular face.

"Who's there?" The voice was almost a squeak.

"Gally. I've brought company."

"Can't let you in without the password."

"Password?" Gally hissed his disgust. "There wasn't no password when I left this morning. Open it up."

"But how do I know it's you?" The face, which Paul could now see was peering through a slot in the
door, scowled in a laughable attempt at officiousness.

"Are you mad? Let us in, Pointer, or I'll reach through and knuckle your pate. You'll recognize that, right
enough."

The slot clapped closed, then a moment later the door opened,; a faint, fishy scent wafted out. Gally
picked up his sack again and slid through. Paul followed him.

Pointer, a small pale boy, took a few steps backward, staring at the new arrival. "Who's he?"

"He's with me. He's going to spend the night here. What's this diddle about a password?"
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"That was Miyagi's idea. Some strange folk been coming around today."

"And how was I supposed to know the password when I wasn't here?" Gally reached out and rubbed
savagely at Pointer's unkempt hair, then pushed him ahead of them down the dark hallway. They
followed the small boy into a wide, high-ceilinged room as large as a church hall. It was lit by only a few
candles, so there were more dark places than light ones, but as far as Paul could see it was empty but for
the clinging odor of dampness and river mud.

"All's well," Pointer sang out "It's Gally. He's brought someone with him."

Dark shapes emerged from the shadows, first two or three, then many, like the fairy-folk appearing from
their woodland hiding places. Within moments some three dozen children had crowded around Paul and
his guide, staring solemnly, many wiping eyes still puffy from sleep. None was older than Gally; most
were a great deal younger. There were a few girls, but the greatest number were boys, and all of them
were dirty and starveling-thin.

"Miyagi! Why is there a password, and don't you think you might have told me?"

A small, round boy stepped forward. "It weren't meant to keep you out, Gally. There were some folk
nosing around today we hadn't seen before. I made the little'uns keep quiet, and I told 'em all not to let
anyone in who didn't say 'custard.'"

Several of the smaller children repeated the word, the excitement of a secret-or possibly a dim memory
of the thing itself-clear in the hushed thrill of their voices.

"Right," said Gally. "Well, I'm here now, and this is my friend. . . ." He frowned, rubbing the soot on his
forehead. "What's your name, governor?"

Paul told him.

". .. Right, my friend Paul, and he's for the White King, too, so there's nothing to be afraid of. You lot
over there, get more wood on the fire-it's cold as a brass monkey in here. Milady sent some cheese and
bread." He dropped his sack on the floor, "You'll never learn all the names. Miyagi and Pointer you met.
Chesapeake's over there, falling back asleep already, the lazy lummox. That's Blue-she's Pointer's
sister-and that's my brother, Bay." The last-named, a skinny, snub-nosed child with curling red hair,
pulled a horrible face. Gally aimed a mock-kick in his direction.

Paul watched the Oysterhouse Boys-and Girls-scatter in various directions, as Gally, a natural general,
set them each tasks. When they were alone again, Paul turned to his guide and asked quietly: "What did
you mean, I'm for the White King? I don't know anything about this-I'm a stranger here."

"That's as may be," said Gally, grinning. "But since you ran away from the Red Lady's soldiers, I don't
think you'll be wearing her token, will you?"

Paul shook his head. "I don't know anything about that. I came to this town, this country. A man found
me in the woods and sent me to the inn-fellow with strange eyes, named Jack. But I don't know anything
about Kings or Queens."

"Jack sent you? Then you must have more to say than you're letting on. Did you fight with him in the
war?"
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Paul shook his head again, helplessly. "I fought . . . I fought in a war. But it wasn't here. I don't
remember any more." He slumped down onto the wooden floor and put his back against the wall. The
excitement had worn off and he was exhausted. He had only managed a few hours' sleep before Gally
had woken him.

"Well, never you mind, governor. We'll sort you out"

Gally handed out the bread and cheese, but Paul had eaten earlier, and although he was hungry again, he
did not want to reduce the children's small portions any further. They looked so small and poorly
nourished that he found it painful to watch them eat. Even so, they were remarkably well-behaved
urchins, each waiting his or her turn for a mouthful of crust.

Afterward, with the fire blazing and the room warm at last, Paul was ready to go back to sleep, but the
children were too excited by the night's events to return to bed.

"A song!" cried someone, and others took up the cry: "Yes, a song! Have the man sing a song."
Paul shook his head. "I'm afraid I don't remember any. I wish I did."

"No need to worry," Gally said. "Blue, you sing one. She's got the best voice, even though she's not the
loudest," he explained.

The little girl stood up. Her dark hair hung in tangled knots around her shoulders, confined only by a
band of soiled white cloth around her forehead. She frowned and sucked her finger. "What song?"

"The one about where we come from." Gally seated himself cross-legged beside Paul like a desert
prince commanding entertainment for a foreign dignitary.

Blue nodded thoughtfully, took her finger from her mouth, and began to sing in a high, sweet, and slightly
wavering voice.

"The ocean dark, the ocean wide
And we crossed from the other side
The ocean dark, the ocean deep

Between us and the Land of Sleep

"Away, away, away, sing O
They called for us, but we had gone

Away, away, away, sing O
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Across the sea we had to go. .. ."
Huddled with this small tribe, listening to Blue's voice float up like the sparks from the fire, Paul suddenly

felt his own loneliness surrounding him like a cloud. Perhaps he could stay in this place. He could be a
kind of father, make sure these children did not hunger, did not need to fear the world outside their old

house.

"The night was cold, the night was long

And we had no light but our song

The night was black, the night was deep

Between us and the Land of Sleep. . . ."

There was a sadness in it that Paul could feel, some note of mourning that sounded beneath the melody.

It was as though he listened to the keening of a baby bird which had fallen from its nest, calling across the
hopeless distance to the warmth and safety it had forever lost.

"We crossed the sea, we crossed the night
And now we search the world for light
For light to love us, light to keep

The memories of the Land of Sleep.

"Away, away, away, sing O

They called for us, but we had gone
Away, away, away, sing O

Across the sea we had to go. .. ."

The song went on, and Paul's eyes began to sag closed. He fell asleep to the sound of Blue's small voice
chiming against the night.

A bird was beating its wings against a windowpane, wingtips pattering against the glass in frantic
repetition. Trapped! It was trapped! The tiny body, shimmering with green and purple, beat helplessly
against the pane, rustling and thumping like a failing heart. Somebody must set it free, Paul knew, or it
would die. The colors, the beautiful colors, would turn to ashy gray and then vanish, taking a piece of sun
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out of the world forever. . . .

He woke up with a start. Gally was kneeling over him.

"Quiet," the boy whispered. "There's someone outside. Might be the soldiers."

As Paul sat up the knocking came again, a dry sound that murmured through the vast Oysterhouse.

Perhaps, Paul thought, still tangled in the rags of his dream, it's not soldiers at all. Maybe it's only a dying
bird.

"Get up there." Gally pointed to a rickety staircase leading up to one of the galleries. "Hide. We won't
tell them you're here, whoever it is."

Paul mounted the squeaking stairs, which swayed alarmingly. Clearly it had been a long time since
anyone so heavy had climbed them. The furtive knocking sounded again.

Gally watched until Paul had reached the shadowy upper reaches, then took a smoldering stick from the
fire and crept toward the doorway. A thin blue light seeped in through the wide fanlight over his head.
Dawn was approaching.

"Who's out there?"

There was a pause, as though whoever knocked had not truly expected an answer. The voice, when it
came, was smooth and almost childishly sweet, but it raised the hairs on the back of Paul's neck.

"Just honest men. We are looking for a friend of ours."

"We don't know you." Gally was fighting to keep his voice steady. "Stands to reason there's no one here
calls themself your friend."

"Ah. Ah, but perhaps you've seen him, this friend of ours?"
"Who are you, knocking on doors at such an hour?"

"Just travelers. Have you seen our friend? He was a soldier once, but he has been wounded. He's not
right in the head, not right at all. It would be cruel to hide him from us-we are his friends and could help
him." The voice was full of kind reason, but something else moved behind the words, something greedy.
A blind fear gripped Paul. He wanted to scream at whatever stood outside to go away and leave him in
peace. He put his knuckle between his teeth instead and bit down hard.

"We've seen nobody, we're hiding nobody." Gally tried to make his voice deep and scornful, with only
middling success. "This is our place now. We are working men who must have our sleep, so be off
before we set our dogs on you."

There was a murmuring sound from behind the door, a grumble of quiet conversation. The door creaked
in its frame, then creaked again, as though someone had for a moment set a heavy weight against it.
Struggling against his terror, Paul began to creep around the upper gallery toward the door so he could
be close enough to help Gally if trouble began.

"Very well," the voice said at last "We are truly sorry if we have disturbed you. We will go now. Sadly,
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we must seek our friend in another town if he is not here." There was another creak and the latch rattled
in its socket. The invisible stranger continued calmly, as though the rattling were something quite
unconnected. "If you should happen to meet such a man, a soldier, perhaps a trifle confused or strange,
tell him to ask after us in the King's Dream, or in other inns along the river. Joiner and Tusk, those are our
names. We so badly want to help our friend."

Heavy boots scraped on the doorstep, then there was a long silence. Gally reached up to open the door,
but Paul leaned over the railing and signaled him not to touch it. Instead, he moved to where the gallery
rail stood closest to the fanlight above the door, and leaned out.

Two shapes stood on the doorstep, both bundled in dark cloaks. One was larger, but otherwise they
were little more than lumps of shadow in the gray before morning. Paul felt his heart speed even faster.
He gestured frantically at Gally not to move. By the thin light, he could see some of the children were
awake and peering out of various sleeping places around the Oysterhouse, their eyes wide with fear.

The smaller of the two shapes cocked its head to one side as though listening. Paul did not know why,
but he was desperate that these people, whoever they were, should not find him. He thought his heart
must be pounding as loud as a kettledrum. An image came bubbling up through his panicked thoughts, a
picture of an empty place, a vast expanse of nothingness in which only he existed-he and two things that
hunted him. . ..

The smaller figure leaned close to the larger as though whispering, then they both turned and made their
way down the path and vanished in the fog that was drifting up from the river.

"Two of them, eh? Are those the strange folk you said you saw?"

Miyagi nodded vigorously. Gally screwed up his forehead in an awesome display of concentration. "I
can't say as I've ever heard of such before." he said at last. "But there's plenty of strange folk coming
through these days." He grinned at Paul. "No offense. But if they're not soldiers, they're spies or
something like. They'll be coming back, I reckon."

Paul thought the boy was probably right. "Then there's only one thing to do. I'll go, then they'll follow
after me." He said it briskly, but the idea of having to move on so soon made him ache. He had been
foolish to imagine that he might find peace so easily. He could remember very little, but he knew it had
been a long time since he had been somewhere he could call his home. "What's the best way out of this
town? As a matter of fact, what's beyond this town? I have no idea."

"It's not so easy to travel through the Squared," said Gally. "Things have changed since we came here.
And if you just set out, chances are you'll walk right into the Red Lady's soldiers, and then it'll be the
dungeons for you, or something worse." He shook his head gravely and sucked his lip, pondering. "No,
we'll need to ask someone who knows about things. I reckon we should take you to Bishop Humphrey."

"Who's that?"
"Take him to Old Dumpy?" Little Miyagi seemed amused. "That great bag of wind?"
"He knows things. He'll know where the governor here should go." Gally turned to Paul, as though

asking him to settle an argument. "The bishop's a smart man. Knows the names of everything, even things
you didn't think had names. What do you say?"
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"[f we can trust him."

Gally nodded. "He's a bag of wind, it's true, but he's an important man, so the redbreasts leave him
alone." He clapped his hands for attention. The children gathered around him. "I'm taking my friend to see
the bishop. While I'm gone, I don't want you lot going out, and I certainly don't want you letting no one
in. The password idea's a good one-don't open the door to anyone, even me, 'less they say the word
'custard.' Got it? 'Custard.' Miyagi, you're in charge. And Bay, wipe that grin off your fazoot. Try not to
be an egjit just this once, will you?"

Gally led him out the back door, which opened onto the headlands and a pine forest that grew almost to
the very walls of the Oysterhouse. The boy checked carefully, then waved for Paul to follow him into the
trees. Within moments they were tramping through a wood so dense that they could no longer see the
large building just a few dozen yards behind them.

The morning fog was still thick and lay close to the ground. The woods were unnaturally silent; except
for the sound of his own feet crunching across the carpet of fallen needles-the boy made almost no noise
at all-Paul could hear nothing. No wind rattled the branches. No birds saluted the climbing sun. As they
made their way beneath the trees with the mist swirling about their ankles, Paul could almost imagine that
he was walking across clouds, hiking through the sky. The idea cast a shadow of memory, but whatever
it was would not allow itself to be grasped and examined.

They had walked for what seemed at least an hour, the slope slanting downward more often than not,
when Gally, who was several paces ahead, waved Paul to a halt The boy silenced any questions by lifting
his small hand, then lightfooted his way back to Paul's side.

"Crossroads lies just ahead," he whispered. "But I thought I heard something."

They made their way down the hillside until the land flattened and they could see a cleared place
between the trees with a strip of reddish dirt road at its center. Gally led them alongside it with great
caution, as though they paced the length of a sleeping snake. Abruptly, he sank to his knees, then
reached up to pull Paul down, too.

They had reached the place where a second dusty road cut across the path of the first. Two signposts
that Paul could not read pointed away in the same direction down the crossroad. Gally crawled forward
until he could watch the spot from behind a bush, not fifty paces from the intersection.

They waited in silence so long that Paul was just about to stand up and stretch when he heard a noise. It
was faint at first, faint and regular as a heartbeat, but it slowly grew louder. Footsteps.

Two shapes appeared out of the misty trees, coming toward them from the direction the two signs were
pointing. The pair walked in an unhurried way, their cloaks dragging in the dew-sodden dust of the road.
One of them was very large and moved with an odd shuffle, but both were familiar from the front porch
the night before. Paul felt his gorge rise. For a moment he feared he would not be able to breathe.

The figures reached the center of the crossroad and paused for a moment in some silent communion
before continuing in the direction from which Paul and Gally had come.

The mist eddied around their feet. They wore shapeless hats as well as the sagging cloaks, but still Paul
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could see the glint of spectacles on the smaller. The larger had a peculiar grayish cast to his skin, and
appeared to be holding something in his mouth, for the jutting shapes that bulged his upper lip and
pressed against his jaw were surely far too large to be teeth.

Paul clutched hard at the mat of needles, digging furrows in the ground with his fingers. He felt
light-headed, almost feverish, but he knew that death was hunting for him on that road-no, something
worse than death, something far more empty, grim, and limitless than death.

As if they sensed his thoughts, the two figures suddenly stopped in the center of the road, directly
opposite the hiding place. Paul's pulse, already painfully fast, now rattled in his temples. The smaller figure
bent down and craned its head forward, as though it had somehow become a different kind of creature,
something more likely to go on four legs than two. It pivoted its head slowly; Paul saw the lenses spark,
spark, spark as they caught light through the shadowing trees. The moment seemed to stretch endlessly.

The larger figure dropped a flat grayish hand onto its companion's shoulder and rumbled something-in his
panic, Paul could only hear words that sounded like "sealing wax"-then set off down the road, waddling
so slowly its legs might have been tied together at the ankles. A moment later the smaller straightened up
and followed, shoulders up and head thrust forward in a sullen slouch.

Paul did not release the breath burning in his chest until the two shapes had vanished into the mist, and
even then he lay unmoving for some time. Gally did not seem in a hurry to rise either.

"Going back to town, they are," the boy said quietly. "That's as well. Plenty to keep them busy there. All
the same, I think we'll stay off the road." He scrambled to his feet. Paul got up and staggered after him,
feeling as though he had almost fallen from some high place.

A short time later Gally cut across the road and led them down a smaller side road which wound through
the trees and up a small rise. At the top of the hill, rising from a copse of birch trees, stood a very small
castle whose central keep jutted like a pointed hat. The drawbridge was down, the front door-no larger
than the door on an ordinary house-stood open.

They found the bishop sitting in the front room, surrounded by shelves of books and curios, reading a
thin volume in the light that streamed in through the entrance. He fit his wide chair so snugly it was hard to
imagine that he ever left it. He was huge and bald, with a protuberant lower lip and a mouth so wide that
Paul felt sure he must have a greater than ordinary number of bones in his jaw. He looked up as their
footfalls sounded against the polished stone floor.

"Hmmm. In the middle of my poetry hour, my all-too-brief moment for restful contemplation. Still and
all." He folded the book closed and let it slide down to the place where the hemisphere of his belly met
his small legs-there was nothing flat enough in the area to be called a lap. "Ah. The scullion lad, I see.
Gally, is it not? Tender of the cookfire. What brings you here, pot urchin? Has one of your spitted
carcasses suddenly called out for shriving? The fiery pit has a way of engendering such second thoughts.
Harrum, harrum." It took a moment before Paul realized that the hollow, drumlike sound was actually a

laugh.

"I've come asking your help, Bishop Humphrey, true enough." Gally grabbed Paul's sleeve and tugged
him forward. "This gentleman needed some advice, and I told him, 'Ask Bishop Humphrey. He's the
cleverest man in these parts.' And here we are."

"Indeed." The bishop turned his tiny eyes to Paul, then after an instant's shrewd examination, let them
slide away again. He never kept his gaze on anything for very long, which gave his conversation an air of
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distracted irritation. "A stranger, eh? A recent immigrant to our humble shire? Or perhaps you are a
visitor of a more transient nature? Passing through, as it were? A peregrine?"

Paul hesitated. Despite Gally's assurances, he was not entirely comfortable with Humphrey. There was
something distant about the man, as though something glassy and brittle stood between him and the
outside world. "I am a stranger," he finally admitted, "I'm trying to leave town, but I seem to be caught in
some trouble between the red and white factions-some red soldiers tried to harm me, though I did
nothing to them. And there are other men looking for me as well, people I don't want to meet. . . ."

"... So we need to reckon out the best way for him to get out of the Squared," Gally finished for him.
"The squared?" Paul was confused, but the bishop seemed to understand.

"Ah, yes. Well, what sort of moves do you make?" He squinted for a moment, then lifted to his eye the
monocle which had been dangling on its ribbon down the expanse of his belly. In the bishop's pudgy
fingers it seemed a mere chip of glass. "It's hard to tell, since you are an outsider like Gally and his
tatterdemalions. Hmmmm. You have something of the kern about you, yet something of the horseman as
well. You might be another thing entirely, of course, but such speculation as to locomotion would be
fruitless for me-like asking a fish whether it would prefer to travel by coach or by velocipede, if you see
what I mean. Harrum, harrum."

Paul was lost, but he had been warned that the bishop was prone to talk. He put on an attentive look.

"Bring that over here, boy-the large one." Humphrey gestured. Gally sprang to do his bidding, tottering
back with a leather-bound book almost as big as he was. With Paul's help, they opened it across the
arms of the bishop's chair. Paul was expecting a map, but to his astonishment the open pages contained
nothing but a grid of alternating colored squares, each one full of strange notations and small diagrams.

"Now then, let me see. . . ." The bishop traced his way across the grid with a broad forefinger. "The
most obvious course would seem to be for you to hasten here, catty-cornered to us. But then, I have
always favored bold diagonals, at least since my investiture. Harrum. However, there have been reports
of an unpleasantly savage beast in that vicinity, so perhaps that should not be your primary choice. But
you are rather hemmed in at the moment. The queen has a castle not far from here, and I take it you
would prefer not to meet with her minions, hmmm?" He turned a shrewd look on Paul, who shook his
head. "I thought not. And the lady herself visits this area here with some frequency. She moves very
swiftly, so you would do well not to arrange any long journeys through her favorite territory, even should
she prove to be temporarily absent"

The bishop leaned back, making his sturdy chair squeak. He gestured for Gally to take the book away,
which the boy groaningly did.

"I must cogitate," the fat man said, and let suety eyelids descend. He was silent for so long that Paul
began to think he might have fallen asleep, and took the opportunity to look around the room. Besides
the bishop's large collection of handsomely bound books there were also all manner of curious things
lining the walls, bottles full of dried plants, bones, and even complete skeletons of unfamiliar creatures,
bits of twinkling gemstone. All alone on one shelf stood a huge jar containing living insects, some that
looked like crusts of bread, others that resembled nothing so much as puddings. As he watched the
strange creatures climbing over each other in the stoppered jar, Paul felt a pang of hunger which was
followed a moment later by a surge of nausea. He was hungry, but not that hungry.

"While there is a great deal to be said for the order which Her Scarlet Majesty has brought to us during
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this extended period of check," the bishop said abruptly, making Paul jump, "there is also something to
be said for the more laissez-faire attitudes of her predecessor. Therefore, while I myself have excellent
relations with our ruler-as I also did with the previous administration-I can understand that you may not
be so fortunate." Humphrey stopped and took a deep draught of air, as though struck breathless by his
own admirable rhetoric. "If you wish to avoid the attentions of our vermilion monarch, I suggest you must
take the first alternative I proposed. You can then pass through that square and find yourself directly at
the border of our land. The terrible beast said to inhabit the area is doubtless a phantasy of the peasantry,
who are famously prone to enliven their dull and rusticated routine with such tales. I will draw you a map.
You can be there before sunset. Carpe diem, young man." He spread his hands contentedly on the arms
of his wide chair. "Boldness is all."

While Gally scurried to find the bishop's pen and paper, Paul seized the chance for information. He had
been traveling in fog, figuratively and literally, too much of late. "What is the name of this place?"

"Why, it is sometimes referred to as the Eight Squared, at least in the oldest and most learned of tomes.
But those of us who have always lived here do not often find cause to refer to it, since we are in the midst
of it! Rather like a bird, do you see, when asked to define the sky. . . ."

Paul hurried to ask him another question. "And you were once on good terms with . . . the White King?"

"Queen. None of us has ever met the somnolent seigneurs of our humble territory-they are rather
absentee landlords. No, it is the ladies, bless them both, who have traditionally kept the order within the
Eight Squared while their husbands stayed close to home."

"Ah. Well, if you were on good terms with the White Queen, but the Red Queen now rules the land,
how do you manage to be her friend as well?"

The bishop looked a trifle annoyed. "Respect, young man. In a single word, that is it. Her Scarlet
Majesty relies on my judgment-and I am consulted on things secular as well as superworldly, I might
add-and thus I am possessed of a rather unique status."

Paul was not satisfied. "But if the Red Queen finds you've helped me, despite the fact that her soldiers
might have been looking for me, won't she be annoyed? And if the White Queen ever gains back her
power, won't she be furious with you for being so close with her enemy?"

Now Humphrey seemed truly put out. His sparse eyebrows moved together and tilted sharply
downward over the bridge of his nose. "Young man, it does not become you to speak of things beyond
your expertise, whatever may be the current fashion. However, in the interest of beginning an education
which you obviously sorely need, I will explain something." He cleared his throat just as Gally reappeared
bearing a plume and a large sheet of foolscap.

"[ found them, Bishop."

"Yes, that's fine, boy. Now hush." The bishop briefly fixed his small eyes on Paul before allowing them to
roam once more. "I am a respected man, and I dare not, for the good of the land, throw my not
inconsiderable weight behind either one faction or the other. For factions are impermanent, even
ephemeral, while the rock upon which my bishopric is founded is made of the sniff of eternity. So, if [
may create an analogy, my position is that of someone who sits upon a wall. Such a perch might seem
dangerous to one who, without my experience and natural sense of balance, gazes up at me from below,
in fact, to such a one, a man such as I might seem in imminent peril of a great . . . downfalling. Ah, but the
view from up here, from inside here," he tapped his hairless head, "is quite different, I assure you. I am,
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as it were, made in the perfect shape for wall-sitting. My Master has designed me, as it were, to balance
permanently between two unacceptable alternatives."

"I see," said Paul, who could think of nothing else to say.

The bishop appeared to be in a much better mood after explaining. He rapidly sketched a map, which he
handed over with a flourish. Paul thanked him, then he and Gally left the tiny castle and thumped back
across the drawbridge.

"Leave the door open," Bishop Humphrey called after them. "It is too nice a day to miss, and after all, I
need fear no one!"

Looking down as they thumped across the drawbridge, Paul saw that the moat was very shallow. A man
could walk across it and barely get his ankles wet.

"I told you he'd have the answer you needed," Gally said cheerfully.

"Yes," said Paul, "I can see he's the kind of fellow who has answers to things."

It took most of the afternoon to walk back. By the time they reached the Oysterhouse, the sun had
vanished behind the forest. Paul was looking forward to a chance to sit down and rest his legs.

The door swung inward on Gally's first knock.

"Curse those addlepates," the boy said. "Larking about and they don't remember a thing I've told them.
Miyagi! Chesapeake!"

There was no answer but echoes. As Paul followed the boy down the hallway, the sound of their
footsteps as stark as drumbeats, he felt a tightening around his heart. There was a strange smell in the air,
a sea-smell, salty and unpleasantly, sweetly sour. The house was very, very quiet.

It was silent in the main room as well, but this time no one was hiding. The children lay scattered across
the floor, some struck down and left to lie in strange postures like frozen dancers, others piled carelessly
together in the corners, things that had been used and cast away. They had not merely been killed, but
violated in some way that Paul could not completely understand. They had been opened up, shucked,
and emptied. The sawdust on the floor had clumped in sodden red balls and still had not sopped up all
the red, which gleamed, sticky-shiny in the failing light.

Gally fell to his knees, moaning, his eyes so wide with horror that Paul feared they might burst from his
skull. Paul wanted to pull him away, but found he could not move.

Written on the wall above one of the largest piles, arching above the pale, spattered arms and legs and
blind, wide-mouthed faces, smeared across the boards in sloppy scarlet letters, was the word
"CUSTARD."

CHAPTER 13
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Eland's Daughter's Son

NETFEED/INTERACTVES: IEN, Hr. 4 (Eu, NAm)-"BACKSTAB"
(visual: Kennedy running across estate garden pursued by tornado)

VO: Stabbak (Carolus Kennedy) and Shi Na (Wendy Yohira) again try to escape the fortress estate of
the mysterious Doctor Methuselah (Moishe Reiner). Jeffreys, 6 other supporting characters open. Flak
to: IEN.BKSTB.CAST

"Someone at the door downstairs." Long Joseph stood nervously in the doorway of her room, unwilling
to enter the proximity of illness, even something as unlikely to be contagious as what he had been told
was a "breakdown due to stress." "He says his name Gabba or something."

"It's ! Xabbu. My friend from the Poly. You can let him in."

He stared for a moment, frowning, then turned and trudged away. He was clearly not happy about
answering the door or taking messages for her, but in his own way he was doing his best. Renie sighed.
In any case, she couldn't summon up the energy to be angry-suspicious and bad-tempered was just her
father's way. To his credit, in the days she'd been home, he hadn't expected her to get up and fix him
meals. Of course, his own contribution to the household hadn't grown much either. They were both eating
a lot of cold cereal and waved Menu Boxes.

She heard the front door opening. She struggled upright in the bed and drank some water, then tried to
fluft herself into some appearance of normality. Even if you'd almost died, it was embarrassing to have
bed-hair.

Unlike her father, the Bushman came into the sickroom with no hesitation. He stopped a few feet away
from her, which she guessed was more from some strange sort of respect than anything else. Renie
reached out her hand to draw him closer. His fingers were warm and reassuring.

"I am very happy to see you, Renie. I have been worrying about you."

"I'm doing pretty well, actually." She squeezed his hand and released him, then looked around for
something for !Xabbu to sit on. The only chair was covered with clothes, but he seemed content to stand.
"I had to fight like hell to get them to send me home from the emergency room. But if I'd gone into
hospital, I would have been stuck in quarantine for weeks."

She would also have been close to Stephen, but she knew that would have been a bittersweet proximity
at best.

"You are best at home, I think." He smiled. "I know that amazing things can be done in a modem
hospital, but I am still one of my people. I would become even more sick if I had to stay in such a place."
Renie looked up. Her father was back in the doorway, staring at ! Xabbu. Long Joseph had a very
strange expression on his face; when he saw Renie, it changed to something like embarrassment.
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"I'm going over to see Walter." He showed her his hat as proof. He took a few steps away, then turned.
"You be all right?"

"I'm not going to die while you're gone, if that's what you mean." She saw the closing-up of his face and
regretted her words. "I'll be fine, Papa. Don't you and Walter drink too much."

Her father had been looking at !Xabbu again, but he scowled at Renie. It was not particularly
unpleasant, more of a general-purpose scowl. "Don't you worry about what I'm getting up to, girl."

IXabbu was still standing patiently when the door closed behind Long Joseph, eyes bright in his small
solemn face. Renie patted the edge of the bed.

"Please sit down. You're making me nervous. I'm sorry we couldn't talk before, but the drugs I've been
taking make me sleep a lot."

"But you are better now?" He scrutinized her race. ""You look healthy in your spirit to me. When we first
came back from . . . from that place, [ was very frightened for you."

"It was an arrhythmia-not really a full-fledged heart attack. In fact, I'm feeling enough better that I'm
beginning to get really angry. I saw them, !Xabbu, the bastards who run that place. I saw what they do in
that club. I still don't have the slightest idea why, but if we weren't both this close-" she held up her
fingers, "-to having the same thing happen as Stephen and who knows how many others, I'll eat my hat."
IXabbu stared at her, confused. Renie laughed. "Sorry. That's an expression that means 'I'm certain I'm
right.' Haven't you heard it before?"

The Bushman shook his head. "No. But I am learning more all the time, learning to think, almost, in this
language. Sometimes I wonder what I am losing." He finally sat down. He was so light Renie barely felt
the mattress give. "What do we do now, Renie? If what you say is true, these are bad people doing very
bad things. Do we tell the police or the government?"

"That's one of the reasons I wanted to see you-to show you something." She reached down behind her
pillows, feeling for her pad. It took her some moments to pull it from the gap between the mattress and
the wall where it had been wedged. She was dismayed by how weak she still felt; even the small effort
made her feel short of breath. "Did you bring the goggles? It's so much slower trying to work on a flat
screen."

IXabbu produced the cases stamped with the Polytechnic's logo. Renie took out both sets, neither much
larger man a pair of sunglasses, found a Y-connector in the tangle of cables beside her, and jacked both
the goggle-cable and a pair of squeezers into her pad.

When she handed one pair of goggles to ! Xabbu, he did not immediately take them.

"What's wrong?"

He shook his head slowly. "I was lost, Renie. I failed you when we were in that place."

"We're not going anywhere near there-besides, this is just optical display and sound, anyway, not full
wrap-around. We're just going to go visit the Poly's infobanks and a few other subnets. There's nothing

to be afraid of."

"It is not so much fear that holds me back, although I would be a liar if T said I was not frightened. But
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there is more. There are things I need to tell you, Renie-things about what happened to me in that place."

She paused, not wanting to push him. Despite his facility, she reminded herself, he was still very new to
this-new to everything she took for granted, in fact. "I have things I need to show you, too. I promise you
it will be no worse than working in the lab at the school. Afterward, I very much want to hear what you
have to say." She offered the goggles again and this time ! Xabbu accepted them.

The empty gray quickly became the ordered polygons of her personal system-a simple array resembling
a home office, far less sophisticated than what she had available at the Poly. She had customized it with a
few pictures on the wall and a tank of tropical fish, but otherwise it was a coldly functional environment, a
system for someone who was always in a hurry. She couldn't see herself changing it any time soon.

"We were in that place for what, three hours? Four?" As she palpated the squeezers, one of the
polygons became a window. After a moment, the Polytechnic's logo and advisory warning appeared.
Renie keyed in her access code and immediately the library environment sprang into detailed existence.
"Bear with me," she said. "I'm used to doing my work here with some kind of freehand capabilities, but
today we're stuck with these squeezer things, which are pretty basic."

It was strange to be moving through such a familiar and realistic environment but not being able to react
directly to anything; when she wanted to manipulate one of the symbolic objects, instead of reaching out
toward it, she had to think about the quite different things needed to key in a direction.

"This is what [ wanted you to see," she said when she'd finally opened the information window she
wanted, "-the Poly's records for that day." Lines of numbers rolled rapidly upward in front of them.
"Here's the Harness Room prefix, all the connections. There we are, signing in. That's my access code,

right?"
"I see it" ! Xabbu's voice was steady but distant.
"Well, scan this. That's our usage record. No connection except to the in-house school system."
"I don't understand."

"It means that, according to this, we never logged onto the net, never entered the commercial node
called 'Mister J's' all. Everything we experienced, the pool, that sea-monster, that huge main room, none
of it happened. That's what the Poly's records say, anyway."

"T am confused, Renie. Perhaps I am still not as wise about these things as I believed myself to be. How
could there be no record?"

"I don't know!" Renie played the squeezers. Inside the goggle-universe, the Poly's records disappeared
and another window opened up. "Look at this-my own personal accounts, even the ones I set up just for
this, are zeroed. None of the connection time was charged to me, to the school-anywhere! There's not a
single record of what we did. Nothing." She took a breath, reminding herself to stay calm. She still got a
little dizzy now and then, but was feeling stronger every day, which made the whole thing even more
frustrating. "If we can't find the records, we can't very well make a complaint, can we? You can just
imagine what the reaction of the authorities would be: 'That's a very serious charge, Ms. Sulaweyo,
especially since you've apparently never used the node in question.' It would be useless."

"I wish I could make some suggestion, Renie. I wish there was some help I could give, but this is beyond
my very young knowledge."
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"You can help. You can help me try to find out what happened. I don't have much stamina, and I get
tired if I have to stare at anything too long. But if you can be my eyes, we can try a few things I haven't
had a chance to do yet. I'm not giving up that easily. Those bastards have hurt my brother, and they
damn near got you and me, too."

Renie was leaning back against the pillows. She'd taken her medicine, and as usual it was making her
sleepy. ! Xabbu was sitting cross-legged on the floor, his eyes hidden by the goggles, his fingers moving
with surprising fluency on the squeezer keys.

"There is nothing like what you describe," he said, breaking a long silence. "No loops, no repetitions. All
the loose ends are, as you would say, tied up."

"Shit." She closed her eyes again, trying to think of another way through the problem. Someone had
wiped out all record of what she and !Xabbu had done, then fabricated a new one and inserted it
seamlessly into place. The time they had spent in the club, all of it, was now as insubstantial and
improvable as a dream.

"The thing that frightens me is not just that they've managed to do that, but the fact that they tracked
back all my aliases and wiped them, too. There shouldn't be any way in hell they could do that"

IXabbu was still moving through the data-world. The goggles looked like insect eyes on his narrow face.
"But if they have found these false selves you constructed, can they not trace them back to you?"

"Yesterday I would have said 'Not in a million years,' but suddenly I'm not so sure. If they know it was
someone at the Poly, they wouldn't have much trouble narrowing it down without even getting into
internal records." She bit her lip, wondering. It was not a pleasant thought; she somehow doubted that
the people who ran Mister J's would limit themselves to the kind of intimidation that came in a solicitor's
letter. "I kept them as far from me as I could when I was setting up the aliases, went in through public
nodes, everything I could think of. I never believed they could track me straight back to the Poly."

IXabbu made a sudden noise, a small click of surprise. Renie sat up.
"What?"

"There is something. . . ." He paused and his fingers moved swiftly. "There is something here. What does
it mean when an orange light flashes in your office? It is blinking like a lightning beetle! It just began."

"That's the antivirals kicking in." Renie leaned over, ignoring the moment of light-headedness, and picked
the other pair of goggles up from the floor. She pulled the Y-connector tight between her and !Xabbu.
"Someone's trying to get into my system, maybe." A shiver of unease moved through her. Had they
tracked her already? Who were these people?

She was in the system's basic VR representation again, the three-dimensional office. A small vermilion
dot was blinking on and off, a smoldering glow like a coal from a braai. She leaned and groped blindly
across ! Xabbu's knee, then tapped a couple of keys. Inside the virtual space, the dot of light exploded
into a welter of symbols and text which filled much of the office.

"Whatever it is, it's already in the system, but it's still dormant. Probably a virus." She was angry that her
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system had been penetrated and perhaps hopelessly corrupted, but at the same time it seemed an oddly
muted response from the kind of people who owned such a club. She set her Phage gear in search of the
intruding code. It didn't have to hunt very long.

"What in hell. . . 7"
IXabbu sensed her puzzlement "What is wrong, Renie?"
"That's not supposed to be there."

Hanging in virtual space before them, rendered much more realistically than the planar office furniture,
was a translucent, yellow-glinting, faceted object.

"It looks like a yellow diamond." An image, as tenuous as a dream, floated up to her-a pure white shape,
an empty person made of light-then it was gone again.

"Is it a computer sickness? Is it something those people have sent?"

"I don't know. I think I recall something about it from just before we went offline, but it's all very
confused. I don't remember much of what happened after I went back to the cave to get you." The
yellow gem hung before her, staring back like an emotionless golden eye.

"I really must talk to you, Renie." ! Xabbu sounded unhappy. "I must tell you about what happened to me
there."

"Not now." She quickly threw her analyticals at the gem-or at what the gem represented. When the
results came back a few moments later, surrounding the foreign object like a system of tiny text planets
orbiting a diamond-edged sun, she whistled between her teeth in surprise. "It's code, but it's been
compacted until it's tight as a drum. There's an amazing amount of information packed in there. If it is
some kind of destructive virus, it's got enough information to rewrite a system much bigger than mine."

"What are you going to do?"

Renie didn't answer him for several long moments as she hastily checked back through her earlier
connections. "Wherever it came from, it's attached itself to my system now. But I don't see any trace of it
remaining on my part of the Polytechnic's net, which is just as well. God, the pad is bulging-I hardly have
any memory left." She cut her connection to the school. "I don't think I can even activate this thing on my
little system here, so maybe it's effectively neutralized, although I can't imagine why someone would set
up a virus that downloads itself to a system too small for it to operate. For that matter, I can't imagine
why anyone would make a virus that big-it's like trying to use an elephant to do surveillance in a phone
booth."

She turned off her system and removed the goggles, then slumped back on her bed. Small spots of
yellow light like the diamond's smaller cousins jittered before her eyes. ! Xabbu took off his own goggles
and looked at the pad with suspicion, as though something unpleasant might crawl out of it. He then
turned his worried look onto her.

"You look pale. I will pour you some water."

"I have to find a system that's powerful enough to let the thing activate," Renie said, thinking out loud,
"but that's not connected to any other system-something big and isolated, sterile. I could probably set that
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up in one of the labs at the Poly, but I'd have to answer a lot of questions."

IXabbu carefully handed her a glass. "Should you not destroy it? If it is something that those people
made, the people of that terrible place, it must be a dangerous thing."

"But if it came from the club, it's the only proof we've got that we were there! Even more important, it's
code, and people who write high-level code have their own style, just like flick directors or artists. If we
can figure out who writes the gear for Mister J's duty side-well, it's a place to start, anyway." She drained
the glass in two long swallows, amazed at how thirsty she was. "I'm not going to give up just because
they frightened me." She let herself slump back against the pillows. "I'm not giving up."

IXabbu still sat cross-legged on the floor. "So how will you do this if you do not use the school?" He
sounded almost mournful, far more so than was appropriate for what he'd said, as though he were
making small talk while saying good-bye to someone he did not expect to see again.

"I'm thinking. I have a couple of ideas, but I need to let them cook."

The Bushman was quiet, staring at the floor. At last he looked up. His eyes were troubled, his forehead
wrinkled. Renie suddenly realized that a quite uncharacteristic gloom had been hanging over him since he
had arrived.

"You said you wanted to talk to me about what happened."”

He nodded his head. "I am very confused, Renie, and I need to speak. You are my friend. You have
saved my life, I think."

"And you saved mine, and I know that for certain. If you had waited too long before getting help for me.

"

"It was not hard to see that your spirit was very weak, that you were very ill." He shrugged as though
embarrassed.

"So talk to me. Tell me why your spirit is weak, if that's what is wrong."

He nodded, his expression solemn. "Since we came back from that place, I do not hear the sun ringing.
That is what my people say. When you can no longer hear the sound the sun makes, your spirit is in
danger. I have felt that way many days now.

"First I must tell you things about me you do not know-some of the story that is my life. I told you that
my father is dead, that my mother and my sisters live with my people. You know that I have been to city
schools. I am of my people, but I also have the language, the ideas of city-people. Sometimes these
things feel like a poison inside of me, something cold that might stop my heart."

He stopped, drawing a deep, ragged breath. Whatever he was about to tell clearly pained him. Renie
found that she was clenching her fists tightly, as though watching someone she loved perform a dangerous
feat in a high place.

"There are very few of my people left," he began. "The old blood is mostly gone. We have married the
taller people, or sometimes our women have been taken against their wishes, but there are fewer and
fewer who look like me.
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"There are fewer still who live in the old way. Even those who are of the true Bushman kind, of the pure
blood, are almost all raising sheep or working in cattle stations along the edges of the Kalahari or in the
Okavango Delta. That was my mother's family, a delta family. They had sheep, a few goats, they took
fish from the delta and traded in the nearest town for things that they felt they needed-things our ancestors
would have laughed at. How they would have laughed! Radios, someone even had an old television that
worked on batteries-what are those things but the voices of the white man, and the black man who lives
like the white man? Our ancestors would not have understood. The voices of the city drown out the
sounds of the life my people once lived, just as they make it hard to hear the ringing of the sun.

"So my mother's family lived a life like many of Africa's poor black people, haunting the outside places
of what had been their own lands. The whites do not rule in Africa now, at least they no longer sit in the
offices of the Government, but the things they brought here rule Africa in their place. This you know, even
living in the city."

Renie nodded. "I know."

"But there are still some of our people who live the old way-the way of the Early Races, the way of
Mantis and Porcupine and Kwammanga the Rainbow. My father and his people lived this way. They
were hunters, traveling in the desert where neither the white man nor the black man go, following the
lightning, the rains, and the antelope herds. They still lived the life that my people have lived since the very
first days of Creation, but only because there is nothing the city-folk want from the desert. I learned in
school that there are still a few such places left in this world, a few places where no radios play, where no
rolling wheels leave their tracks, but these places are shrinking away like water spilled on a flat rock that
dries beneath the sun.

"But the only way my father's people could keep their life and hold on to the old ways was to stay far
away from everyone, even those of our blood who had left the desert and the sacred hills. Once all
Africa was ours, and we roamed it with the other first peoples, with the eland and the lion, the springbok
and the baboon-we call baboons 'the people who sit on their heels'-and all the others. But the last
remnants of our kind can live only by hiding. To them, the city-world is true poison. They cannot survive
its touch.

"Many years ago now, before you or I were born, a terrible drought began. It hurt all the land, but most
of all the dry places, the places where only my father's people lived. It lasted three full years. The great
springbok herds deserted the land, the kudu and the hartebeest, too, they all died or moved away. And
my father's family suffered. Even the sipping wells, the places where only the Bushmen can find water, ran
dry. The old people had already given themselves up to the desert that the younger ones might live, but
now the young and strong were dying also. The children already born were weak and sickly, and no new
children had come, since in a time of great drought our women are no longer fertile.

"My father was a hunter, in the early prime of his life. He traveled far across the desert, walking for days
in search of anything that might help keep his family, his brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews, alive.

"But each time he went out he had to go farther in search of same, and each time there was less food to
keep him alive as he hunted. The ostrich shells in which my people carry water were always nearly
empty. The other hunters had no better luck, and the women worked all day long every day, digging for
any roots that might have survived the terrible drought, collecting what few insects remained so that the
children would have something to eat. At night they all prayed that the rains would finally come back.
They had no happiness. They did not sing, and after a while they did not even tell stories. The misery was
so great that some of my father's family suspected that the rain had finally left the earth and gone away
forever to some other place, that life itself was ending.
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"One day, when my father was on a hunting trip and had already been away from his people for seven
days, he saw an impossible vision-a great eland, the most wonderful of all creatures, standing at the edge
of a desert pan, nibbling at the bark of a thorn tree. An eland, he knew, would provide days of food for
his family, and even the water in the grass remaining in its stomach would help to keep the children alive a
little longer. But he knew it was also a strange thing to see this single solitary beast. The eland does not
travel in vast herds like the other antelope, but where he goes, his family goes, just as with our own
people. Also, this eland was not sick, its ribs did not show, despite the terrible drought. He could not
help wondering if perhaps this animal was a special gift from Grandfather Mantis, who had made the very
first eland from the leather of Kwammanga's sandal.

"As he wondered, the eland saw him and darted away. My father gave chase.

"All of one day he followed the eland, and when at last it stopped to rest, he crept as close as he could,
then daubed an arrow with his strongest poison and let it fly. He saw the arrow strike before the eland
ran away. When he went to the place it had been, the arrow was not there, so his heart was full. He had
struck what he shot at. He began to track it, waiting for the poison to take effect.

"But the eland did not slow or show any sign of weakness. All the next day he tracked it, but never came
close enough to shoot another arrow. The eland moved quickly. My father's ostrich shells were empty
and there was no more dried meat in his pack, but he had no time to search for water or hunt for food.

"Two more days he tracked the animal across the sands, by hot sun and cold moon. The eland ran ever
southeast, toward the place where the desert ended in what had been a great swamp around a river
delta. My father had never in his life been half so close to the Okavango-his people, who had once
traveled a thousand miles every season, now kept to the most inaccessible inner reaches of the desert for
their own safety. But he had become a little mad with hunger and weariness and fear, or perhaps a spirit
was in him. He was determined that he would catch the eland. He now felt sure that it was a gift from
Mantis, and that if he brought it back to his people, the rains would come.

"At last, on the fourth day after he had shot at the eland, he stumbled across the fringes of the desert,
through the hills into the outer edges of the Okavango Swamp. But of course the swamp had also dried in
the great drought, and so he found nothing but cracked mud and dead trees. But still he saw the eland
running before him, as faint as a dream, and saw its track in the dust, so he went on.

"He walked all night through that unfamiliar place, the bones of crocodiles and fish showing white
beneath the moon. My father's people lived in the old way-they knew every rock and mound of sand,
every tree and thornbush of the desert in the way that city-people know the habits of their children or the
furnishings of their houses. But now he was in a place that he did not know, and chasing a great eland
that he believed was a spirit. He was weak and afraid, but he was a hunter and his people were in terrible
need. He prayed to the grandmother stars for wisdom. When the Morning Star, who is the greatest
hunter of all, at last appeared in the sky, my father prayed to him as well. 'Make my heart as your heart,’
he asked the star. He was begging for the courage to survive, for he had grown very weak.

"As the sun rose up into the sky and began to burn the land again, my father saw the shape of the eland
beside a stream of running water. The sight of so much water, and the spirit-beast so close at last, made
my father's head hurt and so he fell to the ground. He crawled toward the eland, but his arms and legs
grew weak and he could not crawl any farther. But as his senses fled from him, he saw that the eland had
become a beautiful girl-a girl of our people, but with an unfamiliar face.

"It was my mother, who had gotten up early in the morning to walk to the water. The drought meant that
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even the great river delta was nearly dry, and she and her family had to travel a long way from their tiny
village beside the road to draw water. My mother saw this hunter come from the desert and fall down in
a swoon at her feet, and she saw that he was dying. She gave him to drink. He emptied her jug, then
nearly drank the little stream dry. When he could walk, she took him back to her family.

"The older ones still spoke his language. While my mother's parents fed him, the grandparents asked him
many questions, clucking to themselves in wonder at seeing a man of their own early memories. He ate,
but did not say much. Although these people looked much like him, their ways were strange, but he
hardly noticed what they did. He had eyes only for my mother. She, who had never seen a man of the old
ways, had eyes only for him.

"He could not stay. He had lost the eland, but he would at least take water back to his family and
people. He was also uneasy with the strangers, with their box-that-spoke, with their strange clothes and
strange language. My mother, who did not like or respect her own father because he beat her, ran away
with my father, preferring to go to his people than to remain with her own.

"Although he did not urge her to leave her family, he was very happy when she came with him, for she
was beautiful in his eye from their first meeting. He called her Eland's Daughter, and they laughed
together, although at first they could not understand each other's speech. When at last, after a journey of
many days, they found his people again, the rest of his family was amazed by his story and welcomed her
and made much of her. That night thunder rang out over the desert and lightning walked. The rains had
come back. The drought was ended."

IXabbu fell silent. Renie waited as long as she could before speaking.
"And then what happened?"

He looked up, a small, sad smile playing about his lips. "Am I not tiring you with this long story, Renie? It
is only my story, the story of how I came to be, and how I came here."

"Tiring me? It's . . . it's wonderful. Like a fairy tale."

The smile flickered. "I stopped because that was the happiest moment for them, I think. When the rains
came. My father's family thought he had brought back the Eland's Daughter in truth, that he had brought
luck back to them. But if I go on, the story grows more sad."

"If you want to tell me, I want to listen, ! Xabbu. Please."

"So." He spread his hands. "For a time after that, things were good. With the rain's return came the
animals, and soon things were growing again-trees were making new leaves, flowers were springing up.
Even the bees returned and began to make their wonderful honey and hide it away in the rocks. This was
truly a sign that life was strong in that place-there is nothing the Bushmen like so much as honey, and that
is why we love the little bird called the Honey-Guide. So things were good. Soon after, my mother and
father conceived a child. That was me, and they named me !Xabbu, which means 'Dream.' The Bushmen
believe that life is a dream which itself is dreaming us, and my parents wanted to mark the good fortune
that the dream had sent them. Others in the family also bore children, so my first few years were spent
among companions of my own age.

"Then a terrible thing happened. My father and his nephew were out hunting. It had been a successful
day-they had killed a fine big hartebeest. They were happy because they knew that there would be a
feast when they returned, and that the meat would feed their families well for several days.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"On their way back they came across a jeep. They had heard of such things but had never seen one
before, and at first they were reluctant to go near it. But the men in it-three black men and one white, all
tall, all dressed in city-clothes-were clearly in danger. They had the look of people who would die soon if
they did not get water, so my father and his nephew went to them and helped them.

"These men were desert scientists from one of the universities-I would guess that they were geologists
searching for oil or something else of value to city-people. Their jeep had been struck by lightning, so that
both engine and radio were useless. Without help they would doubtless have died. My father and his
nephew led them to the outskirts of the desert, to a small trading village. This they would not have dared
to do, except that my father remembered he had left the desert once before without harm. My father
planned to take them to the edge of the town and send them on their way, but as they all walked-very
slowly, since that was as fast as the city-folk could go-another jeep came. This one belonged to
government rangers, and although they used their radio to summon help for the men my father had
rescued, they also arrested my father and his nephew for having killed a hartebeest. The hartebeest, you
see, is protected by the government. The Bushman is not"

The uncharacteristic bitterness in his words made Renie flinch. "They arrested them? After they'd just
saved those men? That's horrible!"

!Xabbu nodded. "The scientists argued against it, but the rangers were the kind of men who fear that
they will get in trouble if they are seen to let some small thing pass, so they arrested my father and his
relative and took them away. Just like that. They even took the hartebeest as evidence. By the time my
father and his nephew reached the town, it was a rotting carcass unfit to eat and was thrown away.

"The scientists were so ashamed that they borrowed another vehicle and went to tell my father's people
what had happened. They did not find them, but they found another group of Bushmen, and soon my
mother and the rest of the family heard what had happened.

"My mother, who if she had not lived in the city-world at least knew something of it, determined that she
would go and argue with the government, which she thought of as a wise man with a white beard in a big
village, and tell them they must let my father go. Although the rest of the family warned her not to do it,
she took me and set out for the town.

"But, of course, my father had already been sent on to the city, far away, and by the time my mother
could make her way there, he had already been convicted and sentenced for poaching. Both he and my
cousin were put in prison, caged with men who had committed terrible crimes, who had shot their own
families dead, had tortured and killed children or old people.

"Every day my mother went to beg for my father's freedom, taking me with her, and every day she was
driven away from the court, and later the prison, with harsh words and blows. She found us a shack on
the edge of the city, two walls of plywood and a piece of tin for a roof, and she scavenged in the rubbish
heaps for food and clothing with the other poor people, determined that she would not leave until my
father was free.

"I cannot even imagine what it felt like for her. I was so young that I did not really understand. Even now
['have only the faintest memories of that time-a vision of the bright lights of a truck shining through the
cracks between the boards, the sound of people arguing and singing loudly in other shacks. But it must
have been a terrible time for her, alone and so far from her people. She would not give up. She was
certain that if she could only find the right man-'the real Government,' as she thought of it-then eventually
the mistake would be made right and my father allowed to go free.
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"My father, who had even less knowledge of the city-world than she, grew sick. After a few visits he
was not allowed to see my mother any more, although she continued to go to the prison every day. My
father did not even know she was still in the city, only a few hundred yards from him. He and his nephew
lost their happiness, lost their stories. Their spirits became very weak and they stopped eating. Soon,
after only a few months in the prison, my father died. His nephew lasted longer. I am told that he was
killed in a fight some months later."

"Oh, !Xabbu, how terrible!"

He raised his hand, as if Renie's cry of sympathy was a gift he could not accept. "My mother could not
even take my father's body back to the desert. He was buried instead in a cemetery beside the
shantytown. My mother hung his ostrich-shell beads on a wooden stick for a marker. I have gone there,
but I could not find his grave.

"My mother took me and started the long trip back. She could not bear to go to the desert again, to the
place that meant my father to her, so she stayed with her own family instead, and that is where I was
raised. Before too many more years she found another man, a good man. He was Bushman, but his
people had left the desert long ago. He did not know the old ways and barely spoke the language. He
and my mother had two daughters, my sisters. We were all sent to school. My mother demanded that we
learn the city-ways, so that we could protect ourselves as my father could not do.

"My mother did not give up all contact with my father's people. When some of the farther-ranging
Bushmen came to the village to trade, my mother sent back messages. One day, when I was perhaps ten
years old, my uncle came out of the desert. With my mother's blessing, he took me to meet my relations.

"I will not tell you the story of the years I spent with them. I learned much, both of my father and the
world in which he had lived. I grew to love them, and also to fear for them. Even at that young age |
could see that their way of life was dwindling away. They knew it themselves. I often think that although
they never told me so-that is not my people's way-they hoped that through me they would save
something of the wisdom of Grandfather Mantis, of the old ways. Like a man lost on an island who writes
a letter and puts it in a bottle, I think they meant to send me back to the city-world with something of our
people saved inside me."

IXabbu hung his head. "And the first of my great shames is that for many years after I returned to my
mother's village, I thought no more of it. No, that is not true, for I thought of my time with my father's
people often, and always will. But I thought little of the fact that they would be gone someday, that almost
nothing would be left of the old world. I was young and saw life as something limitless. I was eager to
learn everything and afraid of nothing-the prospect of the city-world and all its wonders seemed far more
intriguing than life in the bush. [ worked hard in the small school, and a man who was important in the
village took interest in me. He told a group called The Circle about me. They are people from all over the
world who are interested in what city-folk call 'aboriginal cultures.' With their help I was able to gain a
position at a school in the same city where my father died, a good school. My mother feared for me, but
in her wisdom she let me go. At least, I think it was wisdom.

"So I studied, and learned of other kinds of life besides that led by my people. I became familiar with
things that are as ordinary to you as water and air, but to me were at first strange and almost
magical-electric light, wallscreens, plumbing. I learned about the science of the folk who had invented
these things, and learned some of the history of the black and white peoples as well, but in all the books,
all the netflicks, there was almost nothing about my own people.
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"Always I returned to my mother's family when school was ended for the season to help with the sheep
and set out the nets for fish. Fewer and fewer of those living in the old way came to the village to trade.
As the years passed, I began to wonder what had happened to my father's people. Did they still live in
the desert? Did my uncle and his brothers still dance the eland dance when they had killed one of the
great beasts? Did my aunt and her sisters still sing songs about how the earth is lonely for the rain? |
decided that I would go and see them again.

"And here is my second shame. Even though it had been a good year, even though the rains had been
plentiful and the desert was friendly and full of life, I almost died while searching for them. I had forgotten
much of what they had taught me-I was like a man who grows old and loses his vision, loses his hearing.
The desert and the dry hills kept secrets from me.

"I survived, but only barely, after much thirst and hunger. It was a long time until I could feel the rhythm
of life the way my father's family had taught me, before I could feel again the ticking in my breast that told
me game was near, smell the places where water lay close beneath the sand. I slowly found the old ways,
but I did not find my father's family or any other free Bushmen. At last I went to the sacred places, the
hills where the people painted on the rocks, but there was no sign of recent habitation. Then I truly feared
for my relations. Every year they had gone there to show their respect for the spirits of the First People,
but they had not come for a long time. My father's people were gone. Perhaps they are all dead.

"I left the desert, but something in me had changed forever. I made a promise to myself that the life of my
people would not simply disappear, that the stories of Mongoose and Porcupine and the Morning Star
would not be forgotten, the old ways would not be swept away by the sand as the wind blows away a
man's footprints after he has died. Whatever must be done to save something of them, I would do it. To
accomplish this I would learn the science of the city-people, which I then believed could do anything.

"Again the people in The Circle were generous, and with their help I came to Durban to study how the
city-people make worlds for themselves. For that is what I wish to do, Renie, what I must do-I must
make the world of my people again, the world of the Early Race. It will never exist again in our time, on
our earth, but it should not be lost forever!"

IXabbu fell silent, rocking back and forth. His eyes were dry, but his pain was very clear.

"But I think that's a wonderful thing," Renie said at last. If her friend was not crying, she was. "I think
that's the best argument for VR I've ever heard. Why are you so unhappy now, when you have learned
so much, when you're so much nearer to your goal?"

"Because when I was in that terrible place with you, while you were struggling to save my life, [ went
away in my thoughts to another world. That is shameful, that I left you behind, but I could not help it, so
that is not what makes me sad." He stared at her, and now she saw the fear again. "I went to the place of
the First People. I do not know how, or why, but while you were experiencing all the things that you told
to me in the emergency room, I was in another place. I saw sweet Grandfather Mantis, riding between
the horns of his hartebeest. His wife Kauru was there, and his two sons Kwammanga and Mongoose.
But the one who spoke to me was Porcupine, his beloved daughter. She told me that even the place
beyond the world, the place of the First People, was in danger. Before the Honey-Guide appeared to
lead me back, she told me that soon the place where we were would become a great emptiness, that just
as this city-world in which you and I sit had gradually overwhelmed my people in their desert, so the First
People were being overwhelmed.

"If that is so, then it will not matter if I build my people's world again, Renie. If the First People are
driven from their place beyond this earth, then anything I make will only be an empty shell, a beetle's
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hollow casing left behind when the beetle has died. I do not want to use your science simply to make a
museum, Renie, a place for city-folk to see what was once alive. Do you understand? [ want to make a
home where something of my people will live forever. If the home of the First People disappears, then the
dream that is dreaming us will dream us no more. The whole life of my people, since the very dawn of
things, will be nothing but footprints vanishing under the wind.

"And that is why I can no longer hear the sun ringing."

They sat together in silence for a while. Renie poured herself another glass of water and offered some to
I Xabbu, but he shook his head. She could not understand what he was saying, and a part of her was
uncomfortable, as she was when her Christian colleagues spoke of heaven, or the Moslems spoke of the
Prophet's miracles. But there was no ignoring the Bushman's deep unhappiness.

"I do not understand exactly what you mean, but I'm trying." She reached out and lifted his unresisting
hand, squeezing his dry fingers in hers. "As you have helped me try to help Stephen, I'll do my best to
help you-just tell me what I can do. You're my friend, ! Xabbu."

He smiled for the first time since he had arrived. "And you are my good friend, Renie. I do not know
what I must do. I have been thinking and thinking." He gently retrieved his hand and rubbed his eyes, his
weariness very evident. "But we also have your questions to answer-so many questions the two of us

have! What are we to do about the yellow diamond, that dangerous thing?"

Renie yawned, hugely and-to her-embarrassingly. "I think I may know someone who can help us, but
I'm too tired to deal with it now. After I get some sleep, I'll call her."

"Then sleep. I will stay until your father returns."
She told him it was not necessary, but it was like arguing with a cat.

"I will give you privacy." !Xabbu stood up smoothly, a single motion. "I will sit in your other room and
think." Smiling again, he backed out the door and pulled it closed behind him.

Renie lay for a long time thinking of the strange places they had both visited, places only linked because

they had both been conceived in the human mind. Or so she believed. But it was hard to hold firmly to
that belief when watching the deep longing and expression of loss on !Xabbu's serious, intelligent face.

She woke up, startled by the tall, dark figure bending over her. Her father took a hurried step back, as
though he had been caught doing something bad.

"It's only me, girl. Just checking you all right."
"I'm fine. I took my medicine. Is ! Xabbu here?"

He shook his head. She could smell the beer on his breath, but he seemed relatively steady on his feet
"He gone home. What you making 'em line up now?"

She stared at him in puzzlement.

"Another man sitting in a car out in front when I got home, Big man, beard. He drove off when I walked
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up.
Renie felt a swift pang of fear. " A white man?"

Her father laughed. " 'Round here? Naw, he was black as me. Somebody for one of the other places,
probably. Or a robber. You keep that chain on the door when I'm not around."

She smiled. "Yes, Papa." It was rare to see him so concerned.

"I'll see if there's something to eat" He hesitated in the doorway, then turned. "That friend of yours, he's
one of the Small People."

"Yes. He's a Bushman. From the Okavango Delta."

There was a strange look in her father's eye, a small fire of memory. "They the oldest folk, you know.
They were here even before the black man came-before the Xhosa, the Zulu, any of them."

She nodded, intrigued by the faraway sound of his voice.
"I never thought I'd see one of his kind again. The Small People. Never thought I'd see any more."

He went out the distracted expression still on his face. He shut the door quietly.

CHAPTER 14

His Master's Voice

NETFEED/NEWS: Merowe To Face War Crimes Trial
(visual: Merowe surrendering to UN General Ram Shagra)

VO: Hassan Merowe, the outsted president of the Nubian Republic, will face a UN tribunal for war
crimes.

(visual: UN soldiers excavating mass graves outside Khartoum)

As many as a million people are thought to have died during the ten years of Merowe's rule, one of the
bloodiest in the history of Northeastern Africa.

(visual: Merowe's attorney, Mohammad al-Rashad)

RASHAD: "President Merowe is not afraid to stand before other world leaders. My client
singlehandedly built our nation from the smoldering ruins of Sudan. These people all know that a leader
must sometimes take a firm stand during times of chaos, and if they claim they would have done
differently, then they are hypocrites. . . ."
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A neon-red line crawled at the edge of his vision, as though one of his own ocular capillaries had
suddenly become visible. The line wriggled and turned on itself, branching and then rebranching as the
expert system which it symbolized did its work. Dread smiled. Beinha y Beinha were not trusting his
promises on security-they wanted to know his virtual office as well as they knew their own. Not that he
would have expected anything different. In fact, despite some successful past partnerships, he would
have had serious doubts about hiring them again if they had taken him at his word.

Confident, cocky, lazy, dead. It was the Old Man's mantra, and a good one, even if Dread sometimes
drew the lines in different places than the Old Man would. Still, he was alive, and in his kind of business
that was the only measurement of success-there were no failures who were merely poor. Of course, the
Old Man had something to show for his greater caution-he had been alive longer than his hired gun. A lot
longer.

Dread augmented the field of abstract color outside the office's single window, then returned his own
attention to the virtual white wall as the Beinhas' gear finished checking the security of his node. When it
had satisfied itself, it disconnected, the red line vanishing from Dread's own monitor program and the
Beinha twins immediately snapped in,

They appeared as two identical but almost featureless objects, seated side by side on the far side of the
table like a pair of headstones. The Beinha sisters disdained high-quality sims for personal meetings, and
no doubt regarded Dread's own expensive replication as a meaningless and flashy example of excess. He
enjoyed the prospect of their irritation: noting the tics of other professionals, and even of his victims, was
the closest he ever came to the fondness for the habits of friends that enlivened the existence of more
mundane people.

"Welcome, ladies." He gestured to the simulated black marble table and the Yixing stoneware tea
service, so important for doing even virtual business with Pacific Rim clients that Dread had made it a
permanent part of his office environment. "Can I offer you anything?"

He could almost feel the annoyance that emanated from the twin shapes. "We do not waste our net time
on amateur theatricals," one of them said. His satisfaction increased-they were annoyed enough not to
hide it. First move to him.

"We are here to deal," said the other faceless shape.

He could never remember their names. Xixa and Nuxa, something like that, elfin Indio names quite out
of character with their real selves, first given to them when they were the child stars of a Sao Paulo
brothel. Not that it mattered whether he remembered or not: the two operated so much as a single entity
that either would answer questions addressed to the other. The Beinha sisters considered names almost
as much of a sentimental indulgence as realistic sims.

"Then we'll deal," he said cheerfully. "You reviewed the prospectus, of course?"

More irritation, revealed in the slight pause before reply. "We have. It can be done."

"It will not be easy." He thought the second had spoken, but they used the same digitized voice, so it
was difficult to tell. The sisters had an effective act-they seemed to be one mind inhabiting two bodies.

What if it really is only one person? he suddenly wondered. I've certainty never seen more than one of
them at a time in RL. What if the whole "deadly twin" thing is just a marketing gimmick? Dread put aside
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the interesting thought for later. "We are prepared to pay 350,000 Swiss credits. Plus approved
expenses."

"That is unacceptable."”

Dread raised an eyebrow, knowing his sim would mimic the effect exactly. "Then it seems we'll have to
find another contracting agency."

The Beinhas regarded him for a moment, blank as two stones. "The job you wish done is only technically
within the civil sector. Because of the importance of the . . . object you plan to remove, there would be
many repercussions from the national government. Loss of the object would, in fact, have worldwide
impact. This means that any contractors would have to prepare a greater degree of protection than is
usual.”

He wondered how much of their unaccented English was voice-filters. It was not hard to imagine a pair
of twenty-two-year-old women-if his information on them could be trusted-purposefully shedding their
accents along with everything else they had jettisoned on their way to becoming what they were.

He decided to poke them a bit "What you're saying is, this is not really a civilian job but a political
assassination."

There was a long moment's silence. Mockingly, Dread brought up the background music to fill it. When
the first sister spoke, her voice was as flat and inflectionless as before. "That is correct. And you know it"

"So you think it's worth more than Cr.S. 350,000."

"We will not waste your time. We do not want more money. In fact, if you sweeten the job for us with
something else, we will ask only Cr.S. 100,000, most of which we will need for post-action protection
and a cooling-off period."

Again the eyebrow lifted. "And what is this 'something else'?"

The second of the two shapeless figures laid spatulate hands on the tabletop. "We have heard that your
principal has access to certain biological products-a large source of them in our own hemisphere."

Dread sat forward. He felt something tightening at his temples. "My principal? I'm the only person you
deal with on this contract. You're on very dangerous ground."

"Nevertheless, it is known you do a great deal of work for a certain group. Whether they are the ultimate
source of this contract or not, they have something we want"

"We wish to start a side-business," said the other sister. "Something less strenuous for our old age than
our current occupation. We think that wholesaling these biological products would be ideal, and we seek
a way into the business. Your principal can grant us that. We seek a franchise, not a rivalry."

Dread considered. The Old Man and his friends, despite the immense influence they wielded, were
certainly the objects of many rumors. The Beinhas traveled in the sort of circles that would know much of
the truth behind even the most horrifying and improvable speculations, so their request didn't necessarily
imply a breach of security. Even so, he did not particularly relish the thought of going to the Old Man with
such an impertinent offer, and it also meant he would lose some of his control over his own
subcontractors-not the sort of thing that suited his future plans at all.
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"I think perhaps I should give this job to Klekker and Associates." He said it as lazily as possible-he was
angry with himself at being caught off-balance. Second move to the Beinha sisters.

The first shape laughed, a snick of sound like a breadknife being drawn across someone's windpipe.
"And waste months and credits while he does the backgrounding?"

"Not to mention trusting the job itself to his team of bravos," added the second, "who will come in like
wild bulls and leave hoofprints and horn-scars on everything. This is our territory. We have contacts all
over that city, and in some very useful sectors of it, too."

"Ah, but Klekker won't try to extort me."

The first placed her hands on the table beside her sister's, so that they seemed to be performing a
seance. ""You have worked with us before. You know we will deliver what you need. And unless you
have changed mightily, senhor, you plan to play the role of foreman yourself. Whose preparations would
you rather trust your own safety to-Klekker, working in a strange place, or us, performing in our back
garden?"

Dread lifted a hand. "Send me your proposal. I'll consider it."
"It has just been transferred."

He curled his fingers. The office and the faceless sisters vanished.

He dropped his glass of beer to the floor and watched the last few ounces foam out onto the white
carpet. Fury burned in him like a gutful of cinders. The Beinhas were clearly the right people for the job,
and they were right about Klekker and his mercenaries, which meant he'd at least have to talk to the Old
Man, tell him what the sisters had requested.

Which would mean going back to the mad old bastard on his knees, at least symbolically. Again. Just
like that ancient advertising logo, the dog listening alertly to the radio or whatever it was. His master's
voice. Down on all fours, like so many times in his childhood before he had learned to answer pain with
pain. All those dark nights, screaming under the other boys. His master's voice.

He rose and paced back and forth across the small room, his hands fisted so tight his fingernails cut into
his own flesh. Rage swelled inside him, making it hard to breathe. He had three more interviews to go
that night, minor ones, but he didn't trust himself to handle them properly just now. The Beinhas had him
where they wanted and they knew it. Ex-whores always knew when they had you by the balls.

Answer pain with pain.

He walked to the sink and filled his palms with cold water, then splashed it on his face. It matted his hair
and dripped from his chin onto his chest, soaking his shirt. His skin felt hot, as though the anger within
had heated him like an iron stove; he looked at himself in the mirror, almost expecting to see the water
rising from him as steam. His eyes, he noted, were quite wide, so that a rim of white showed all the way
around.

Relief, that was what he needed. A little something to soothe his thoughts, to cool the tension. An
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answer. An answer to his master's voice.

Through his small window he could see the saurian hump of the bridge and the vast scatter of shimmering
lights that was Greater Sydney. It was not hard to look down on that pulse and glitter and imagine each
light as a soul, and that he-like God in His high place-could just reach out and extinguish any one of them.
Or all of them.

Before he could get any more work done, he decided, he would have to get a little exercise. Then he
would feel stronger, the way he liked to feel.

He turned up his inner music and went to get his sharp things.

"T do not doubt it is true," said the god. "I ask is it acceptable?"

The rest of the Ennead stared back at him with the eyes of beasts. Eternal twilight filled the broad
windows of the Western Palace and steeped the entire room in a bluish light which oil lamps could not
entirely dispel. Osiris lifted his flail. "Is it acceptable?" he repeated.

Ptah the Artificer bowed slightly, although Osiris doubted that Ptah's real-life counterpart had done
anything like it. That was one of the advantages of the Brotherhood conducting its meetings on his own
virtual turf-his governing systems could insert at least a modicum of courtesy. As if to prove that the bow
had not been his own gesture, Ptah snapped back: "No, damn it, of course it's not acceptable. But this
stuff is very new-you have to expect the unexpected."

Osiris paused before replying, allowing his anger to cool. Most of the other members of the
Brotherhood's high council were at least as stiff-necked as he was; it would do no good to put them on
the defensive. "I simply want to know how we can lose someone whom we ourselves placed in the
system," he said at last "How can he have 'disappeared'? We have his body, for God's sake!" He
frowned at this accidental self-mockery and folded his arms across his bandaged chest.

Ptah's yellow face creased in a smile: he had a typical American disrespect for authority and no doubt
thought Osiris' VR habitat grandiose. "Yes, we certainly do have his body, and if that was all we cared
about, we could eliminate him at any time. But you were the one who wanted this particular addition,
although I've never understood why. We're working in unknown territory here, especially with all the
variables our own experiments have added to the mix. It's like expecting objects to behave the same way
in deep space that they do back on Earth. It seems pretty damn unfair to blame my people when it goes a
little flippy."

"This man has not been kept alive solely on a whim. I have good reasons, even though they are private."
Osiris spoke as firmly and calmly as he could. He did not wish to appear capricious, especially in
argument with Ptah. If anyone was likely to challenge his leadership in days to come, it was the
American. "In any case, it is unfortunate. We are nearing the crisis point, and Ra cannot be kept waiting
much longer."

"Jesus wept," Falcon-headed Horus banged a fist down on the basalt table. "Ra? What the hell are you
talking about now?"
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Osiris stared. The black, emotionless bird-eyes stared back. Another American, of course. It was like
dealing with children-albeit very powerful children. "You are in my house," he said as calmly as he could.
"It would not harm you to show some respect, or at least courtesy." He allowed the sentence to hang in
the air for a moment, giving ample time for the various other Brotherhood members to think what might
harm Horus-to think of all the things an angry Osiris could do. "If you would avail yourself of the
information provided, you would know that 'Ra' is my name for the final phase of the Grail Project. If you
are too busy, my system will be happy to translate for you so you do not impede the flow of conversation
during meetings."

"I'm not here to play games." The bird-headed god's bluster had abated somewhat. Horus scratched his
chest vigorously, making Osiris wince with distaste. ""You're the chairman, so we play with your
toys-wear your sims, whatever, fair enough. But I'm a busy man, and I don't have time to download your
newest set of rules every time I hook up."

"Enough squabbling." Unlike the others, Sekhmet seemed quite comfortable in her goddess-guise. Osiris
thought she would enjoy wearing the lion's head in real life. She was a natural deity: no corruptive notions
of democracy had ever sullied her outlook. "Should we eliminate this loose end, this 'lost man'? What
does our chairman want?"

"Thank you for asking." Osiris leaned back in his tall chair. "For reasons of my own, I wish him to be
found. If enough time goes by without success, then I will allow him to be killed, but that is a clumsy
solution."

"Actually, it's not only clumsy," Ptah offered cheerfully, "it may not be a solution at all. At this point, we
might not be able to kill him-at least not the part of him resident in the system."

A slender hand was lifted. The others turned, their attention drawn by the rarity of Thoth having anything
to say. "Surely things have not gone so far already," he asked. His narrow ibis head nodded sorrowfully,
the beak dipping down to his chest "Have we lost control of our own virtual environments? That would
be a very distressing event I would have to think carefully before continuing my commitment. We must
have more control of the process than this."

Osiris started to reply, but Ptah leaped in quickly. "There are always perturbations at the edge of any
paradigm shift," he said. "It's like storms on the edge of a weather front-we expect them as a generality
without being able to anticipate them exactly. I'm not worried about this, and I don't think you should be
either."

A fresh spate of argument broke out around the table, but this time Osiris was not displeased. Thoth was
of the careful Asian character that did not like sudden changes or bold assertions, and almost certainly
did not like American abruptness: Ptah had not done himself any favors. Thoth and his Chinese
consortium were a large and important power bloc in the Brotherhood; Osiris had been cultivating them
for decades. He made a note to contact Thoth privately later and deal carefully with his concerns.
Meanwhile, some of the Chinese tycoon's irritation would undoubtedly localize around Ptah and his
Western contingent.

"Please, please," he said at last. "I will be happy to talk to any of you individually who are worried about
this. The problem, however minor, has its source in my own personal initiative. I take complete
responsibility."

That at least silenced the table, and behind the emotionless sims, behind the beetle mandibles, the masks
of hippo, ram, and crocodile, he knew that calculations were being made, odds were being reexamined.
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But he also knew that his prestige was such that even self-satisfied Ptah would not argue with him any
further, at risk of seeming divisive.

Were it not for the Grail at the end of this long, wearisome road, he thought, I would happily see the
whole of this greedy lot buried in a mass grave. It is sad that [ need the Brotherhood so badly. This
thankless chairmanship is like trying to teach table manners to piranha. Behind his corpse mask, he smiled
briefly, although the various teeth and fangs glinting along the length of the table lent the image a certain
unpleasant ring of truth.

"Now, if we have dispatched other business, and if the problem of our little runaway has been tabled for
the time being, there is only one other thing-the matter of our former colleague, Shu." He turned to Horus
with mock-concern. "You do realize that Shu is only a code-name, another little bit of Egyptiana? A joke
of sorts, actually, since Shu was the sky god who abdicated the throne of heaven in favor of Ra. You do
understand that, General? We have so few living ex-colleagues, I felt sure you would not require
translation."

The falcon eyes glittered. "I know who you're talking about."

"Good. In any case, I took it as the sense of our last full meeting that . . . Shu . . . has become, since
retirement, a liability to the old firm." He allowed himself a dusty chuckle. "I have initiated certain
processes designed to reduce that liability as much as possible."

"Say what you mean." Sekhmet's tongue lolled from her tawny muzzle. "The one you call Shu is to be
killed?"

Osiris leaned back. "Your grasp of our needs is admirable, Madame, but overly simple. There is more to
be done than that."

"I could have a black bag team on top of him in twelve hours. Clear out the whole compound, burn it to
the foundations, take the gear back home for study." Horus lifted a hand to his hooked beak, an odd
gesture that Osiris needed several seconds to decode. Back in RL, the general had lit himself a cigar.

"Thank you, but this is a weed whose roots go deep. Shu was a founding member of our Ennead-excuse
me. General, of our Brotherhood. Such roots must be carefully uncovered and the whole plant taken in
one reaping. [ have initiated such a process and I will lay the plans before you at our next meeting." With
just enough obvious flaws in them to give imbeciles like you something to piss upon, General. Osiris was
impatient now for the meeting to end. Then I will thank you for your clever suggestions and you will let
me get on with the real business of protecting our interests. "Anything else? Then I thank you for joining
me. [ wish you all good luck in your various projects."

One by one, the gods winked out, until Osiris was alone again.

The austere lines of the Western Palace had been transmuted into the lamplit homeliness of
Abydos-That-Was. The scent of myrrh and the chants of the resurrected priests rose around him like the
soothing waters of a warm bath. He dared not bring the full panoply of his godliness to the Brotherhood's
gatherings-he was already regarded as slightly, although harmlessly, eccentric-but he was far more
comfortable being Osiris now than the all-too-mortal man underneath, and he missed the comforts of his
temple when he was forced to leave it.
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He crossed his arms across his chest and called forward one of his high priests. "Summon the Lord of
the Mummy Wrappings. [ am ready now to grant him audience."

The priest-whether software or sim, the god could not guess and did not care-hurried away into the
darkness at the back of the temple. A moment later the arrival of Anubis was proclaimed by a skirling
fanfare. The priests fell back, pressing themselves against the temple walls. The dark jackal head was
raised and alert as though testing the air. The god was not certain whether he liked this change from the
Messenger's usual sullenness.

"I'm here."

The god stared at him for a moment. It was appropriate, this guise he had chosen for his favorite tool.
He had spotted the youth's potential quite early, and had devoted many years to raising him, not like a
son-heaven forbid!-but like a trained hound, shaping him to the tasks for which he was best suited. But
like any spirited beast, this one sometimes became overexuberant or even defiant; sometimes a taste of
the whip was necessary. But he had been giving Anubis more than a taste lately, and that was
unfortunate. Too much punishment dulled its effect. Perhaps this was an occasion to try something a little
different.

"T am not happy about your South American subcontractors," he began. The jackal head lowered
slightly, anticipating a rebuke. "They are impertinent, to say the least."

"They are, Grandfather." Too late Anubis remembered his master's dislike of that particular honorific.
The narrow muzzle flinched again, ever so slightly.

The god pretended it hadn't happened. "But I know how such things can be. The best are often
ambitious in their own right. They think they know more than those who employ them-even when their
employers have invested time and money in their training."

The sharp-eared head tilted, just like a real canine expressing puzzlement. Anubis was wondering what
other message was being delivered here.

"In any case, if they are the best for the job, you must employ them. I have seen their request, and [ am
now sending you the terms within which you may bargain with them."

"You are going to deal with them?"

"We are going to hire them. If they fail to serve to our satisfaction, they will, of course, not receive the
reward they seek. If they do perform-well, I will consider at that time whether to honor the bargain."

There was a pause in which he could sense the messenger's disapproval. The god was amused-even
murderers had a sense of propriety. "If you cheat them, the word will travel very quickly."

"If I cheat them, I will be very sure to do it in such a way that no one will ever know. If they happen to
meet with an accident, for instance, it will be something so clearly not of our doing that you need not
worry about your other contacts taking fright." The god laughed. "You see, my faithful one? You have not
learned everything from me yet after all. Perhaps you should wait a little longer before thinking to strike
out on your own."

Anubis responded slowly. "And how do [ know you will not someday do the same to me?"
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The god leaned forward to lay his flail almost lovingly against the jackal's sloping forehead. "Rest
assured, my messenger, if [ saw the need, I would. If you rely solely on my honor to protect you, you are
not the servant in whom I wish to place my trust." Behind the mask, behind the complexity of
instrumentation, Osiris smiled as he watched Anubis quite visibly consider whatever safeguards he had
put in place to protect himself against his master. "But betrayal is a tool that must be used very
discreetly," the god continued. "It is only because I am known for honoring my agreements that I could, if
I'wished, dispose of these overly forward sisters. Remember, honor is the only really good disguise for
an occasional act of dishonor. No one trusts a known liar."

"I observe and learn, O Lord."

"Good. I am glad to find you in a receptive mood. Perhaps you will give your careful attention to this as
well. .. ?"

The god flicked his crook and a small box appeared in the air, hovering before his throne. Inside it was a
grainy holo-grammatic representation of two men wearing disheveled suits, standing on either side of a
desk. They might have been salesmen, except for the photographs spread across the desk's untidy
surface.

"See the pictures there?" Osiris asked. "We are lucky the public constabulary's financial restraints mean
they still rely on two-dimensional representations. Otherwise this might make for quite a dizzying
effect-not unlike the mirrors in a barber shop." He expanded the cube until the figures were life-size and
the photos could be easily viewed.

"Why are you showing me this?"

"Oh, come now." The god nodded and the two figures inside the cube sprang into life.

". .. Number four. No difference," the first man was saying. "Except this time the writing was on the
victim herself, not on something she was carrying." He pointed to one of the photos. The word "Sang"
was printed in block capitals across her stomach, the bloody letters smearing into the greater redness

below.

"And still no hits on it? A name? A place? I assume we've given up on the possibility of it being a
reference to informing?"

"None of these people were informers. These are ordinary folk." The first cop shook his head in
frustration. "And once again we've got blurring on the surveillance cameras. Like someone took an
electromagnet to them, but the lab says no magnet was used."

"Shit." The second cop stared at the pictures. "Shit, shit, shit."

"Something'll come up." The first man sounded almost convincing. "These blokes always screw up
somewhere along the line. Get cocky, y'know, or they just get too crazy. . . ."

The god gestured and the cube dwindled away to a spark. His long silence was alleviated only by the
moans of the kneeling priests. "I have spoken to you about this before," he said at last.

Anubis did not reply.

"It is not so much the messiness of your compulsions that offend me," the god continued, allowing anger


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

to creep into his voice for the first time. "All artists have their quirks, and I consider you to be an artist.
But your methodology displeases me. You have consistently advertised your peculiar talents in a way that
may eventually prove your undoing. They tested you repeatedly in those institutions, you know. Someday
soon, even the plodding Australian police will make some connection there. But most unfortunate of all,
you are advertising by your little signatures, however obliquely, something that is far more important to
me than you are. I do not know what you think you know of my work, but the Sangreal is not a joke for
you to snigger at." The god rose to his feet, and for a moment allowed a hint of something larger to smear
itself around him, a blurring, lightning-charged shadow. His voice rumbled like a summer storm. "Do not
misunderstand me. If you compromise my project, I will deal with you swiftly and finally. If such a
situation comes to pass, whatever protections you think you have will blow away like straws in a
hurricane,"

He allowed himself to settle back into his throne. "Otherwise, I am pleased with you, and it hurts me to
upbraid you. Do not allow this to happen again. Find a less idiosyncratic way to slake your compulsions.
If you please me, you will find that there are rewards you cannot even imagine. I do not exaggerate. Am |

understood?"

The jackal head wagged as if its owner were exhausted. The god looked for a hint of defiance, but saw
only fear and resignation.

"Good," he said. "Then our audience is finished. I look forward to your next progress report on the Sky
God Project Next week?"

Anubis nodded but did not look up. The god crossed his arms and Death's Messenger disappeared.
Osiris sighed. The old, old man inside the god was weary. The interview with his underling hadn't gone
too badly, but now it was time to talk to the dark one, the Other-the one creature in all the world that he

feared.

Work, work, work, and none of it pleasant any more. Only the Grail could be worth such heartache,
such suffering.

Death cursed sourly and got on with it.

CHAPTER 15

Friends in High Places

NETFEED/NEWS: Six Powers Sign Antarctica Pact
(visual: metal wreckage scattered across icefloe)
VO: The twisted wreckage of fighter jets will remain as a mute reminder of the short-lived but disastrous

Antarctic Conflict. Representatives of the six powers whose disagreement over mineral rights began the
conflict met in Zurich to sign a treaty reestablishing Antarctica as an international territory. . . .
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She met !Xabbu on the bus at Pinetown Station, He sprang from his seat when he saw her, as though
she had fainted in the aisle instead of merely stopping to take a breath after climbing the steps.

"Are you all right?"

She gestured for him to sit, then slid into the seat beside him. "I'm well. Just a little short of breath. I
haven't been getting around much lately."

He frowned. "I would have come to meet you."

"I know. That's why I wouldn't let you. You've been all the way out to my flatblock three times now
since [ had my . . . since I got ill. All I had to do was catch a local bus to get here. Ten minutes." ! Xabbu,
of course, had probably been on the bus almost an hour already; the service from Chesterville was not
particularly fast.

"T am worried for you. You have been very poorly." His concerned look was almost stern, as though she
were a child playing in a dangerous place. She laughed.

"T told you, it wasn't a full-blown heart attack, just a temporary arrhythmia. I'm okay now."

Renie didn't want anyone worrying over her, even ! Xabbu. It made her feel weak, and she didn't trust
weakness. She was also growing uncomfortable about the burden of responsibility she had dropped on
her small friend. He had completed his course work, so he was not losing study time, but what money he
had must be running out while she was using up an unconscionable amount of his energies. Only the fact
that his safety, too, now seemed compromised had convinced her to drag him along on this errand.

But it was my problems that exposed him to danger in the first place, she thought miserably.

"What are you going to do now that you've finished the course?" she asked. "Are you going to do a
graduate program?"

A certain melancholy crept over his delicate features. "I do not know, Renie. I am thinking . . . there are
things I do not know yet. I told you something of my plans, but I see now that I am far from being ready
to make them real. Also. . .." His voice dropped conspiratorially. He looked up and down the aisle of
the bus as though checking for spies. "Also," he continued quietly, "I am thinking and thinking of the . . .
experience I had. When we were in that place."

The rasp of gears changing as the bus cornered was deafening. Renie suppressed a smile. Any
eavesdropper would have to be a lip-reader.

"If I can help in any way," she said, "please tell me. I owe you a lot. I could help you find a grant, maybe.

The Bushman shook his head vigorously. "It is not money. It is more difficult than that. I wish it were a
city-problem-then I could ask my friends and find a city-answer. But in this place where I live now, |
must discover the answer to this problem myself."

Now it was Renie's turn to shake her head. "I'm not sure I understand."

"Neither am I." !Xabbu smiled, banishing his own somber look, but Renie saw his conscious effort and
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felt a momentary pang of sadness. Was this what he had learned in Durban, and in the other places
where what he called city-people lived? To dissemble, to hide his feelings and show a false seeming?

I suppose I should be grateful he's not that good at it. Yet.

The bus was climbing an overpass. ! Xabbu was staring out the window and down at the riverine
expanse of National Route 3, at the cars packed into it even in mid-morning like termites in a split log.

Suddenly uncomfortable with the symptoms of modem life she normally took for granted, Renie turned
away to examine their fellow passengers. Most of them were older black women, heading for Kloof and
the other wealthy northeastern suburbs to work as domestics, just as they and their predecessors had for
decades, both before and after liberation. The chubby woman nearest her, head wrapped in a traditional
but now slightly old-fashioned headscarf, wore a look that someone less familiar with it than Renie would
have called blank. It was not hard to see how white South Africans in the old Apartheid days, facing that
expressionless stare, would have projected onto it any emotions they wished-sullenness, stupidity, even
the potential for murderous violence. But Renie had grown up around such women, and knew that the
expression was a mask that they wore like a uniform. At home, or in the shebeen or teashop, they would
smile and laugh easily. But working for the volatile whites, it had always been easier to show nothing,. If
you showed nothing, the white boss could not take offense, or feel pity, or-as was sometimes
worse-presume to a friendship that could never really exist under such inequality.

Renie had white colleagues at the Poly, and some she even socialized with after work. But as Pinetown
had become a mixed neighborhood, the whites that could afford to had moved out-out to places like
Kloof and the Berea ridgetop, always to the high places, as if their black neighbors and coworkers were
not individuals, but part of some vast dark tide drowning the lowlands.

If institutionalized racism was gone, the dividing wall of money was as high as it had ever been. There
were blacks in all industries now, and at all levels, and blacks had held most of the top jobs in
government since the liberation, but South Africa had never quite climbed out of its Third World hole,
and the twenty-first century had not been any kinder to Africa than had the twentieth. Most blacks were
still poor. And most whites, for whom the transition to black rule had not been anywhere near as bad as
they had feared, were not.

As she looked around, Renie's gaze was arrested by a young man a few seats behind her. Despite the
overcast day, he was wearing sunglasses; he had been watching her, but when his eyes-or his lenses-met
her stare, he turned quickly to look out the window. She felt a moment of reflexive fear, but then she saw
the shunt at the base of his skull, just peeping from beneath his cap, and understood. She turned away,
clutching her bag a little tighter to her lap.

After a moment she cautiously turned to look again. The chargehead was still staring out the window,
fingers jittering on the seatback in front of him. His clothes were wrinkled and sweat-stained at the
armpits. The neurocannula was a township job and the insertion had been cheap and dirty-she could see
a gleam of suppuration around the edge of the plastic.

A slight pressure on her leg made her jump. ! Xabbu raised his eyes, questioning.

"It's nothing," she said. "I'll tell you later." She shook her head. There had been a chargepit in one of the
flats when she and Stephen and her father had first moved in, and she had more than once encountered
its zombie denizens in the stairwell. They were generally harmless-extended use of charge-gear with its
high-speed strobing and infrasound tended to make a person uncoordinated and passive-but she had
never been comfortable around them, however loopy and withdrawn they seemed. She had been
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violently pawed on a bus when she was a student by a man who clearly wasn't seeing her at all, but was
reacting to some unimaginable vision induced by pounding his brain into jelly, and afterward she had
never been able to laugh at chargeheads the way her friends did.

In fact, they had turned out not to be so harmless after all, but the police didn't seem capable of doing
much, so after several of the older residents had been robbed and some of the flats had been burglarized,
a vigilante group-her father had been part of it-had taken cudgels and cricket bats and kicked down the
door. The skinny creatures inside had not put up much of a fight, but heads were still split and ribs were
cracked. Renie had seen the chargeheads in nightmares for months after, tumbling down the stairs in slow
motion, flapping their arms like drowning men and making hooting noises that sounded more animal than
human. They had been almost incapable of defending themselves, as though this sudden eruption of anger
and pain were only a further, if somewhat unsatisfactory, part of the charge.

Still in the midst of her idealistic student phase, Renie had been shocked when she discovered that her
father and the other men had taken the equipment and gear they found there-cheap Nigerian stuff,
mostly-and sold it, drinking up the returns over the succeeding week while retelling the story of their
victory. As far as she knew, none of the building's robbery victims had ever received a share of the
profits. Long Joseph Sulaweyo and the others had won the prerogative of conquerors, the right to divide
the booty.

Actually, the effect she had suffered in Mister J's was not that different from charge, although far more
sophisticated. Is that what they'd done? Found some way to hyperpower a charge high-supercharge it,
as it were-then put in some kind of hypnotic shackle to keep the victims from breaking the loop?

"Renie?" ! Xabbu patted her leg again.

She shook her head, realizing that she had been staring into space as fixedly as the man with the 'can in
his head.

"Sorry. Just thinking about something."
"I would like to ask you about the person we are going to see."

She nodded. "I was going to tell you, I just got . . . sidetracked. She used to be a teacher of mine. At the
University of Natal."

"And she taught you . . . what is your degree called? 'Virtual Engineering'?"

Renie laughed. "That's what they called it, all right. Sounds kind of quaint, doesn't it? Like being a
Doctor of Electricity or something. But she was brilliant. I'd never met anyone like her. And she was a
real South African, in the best sense of the word. When the rand dropped so badly all the other white
professors-and even a lot of the Asian and black ones-were sending their CVs oft to Europe and
America, she just laughed at them. 'Van Bleecks have been here since the sixteenth century,' she always
said. 'We've been here so long you can't pull the roots out. We're not bloody Afrikaaners-we're
Africans!' That's her name, by the way-Susan Van Bleeck."

"If she is your friend," !Xabbu said solemnly, "then she will be my friend, too."
"You'll like her, I'm sure. God, I haven't seen her in person for a long time. It must be almost two years.

But when I called her, she just said 'Come on up, I'll give you lunch.' Like I'd been dropping by every
other week."
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The bus was laboring now, climbing the steep hills into Kloof. The houses, so close together down
below, seemed to be a little more snobbish here in the highlands, each keeping a careful distance from its
neighbors, surrounding itself with a discreet drapery of trees. "The smartest person I know," Renie said.

There was a car waiting at the bus station, an expensive-looking electric Thlosi. Standing beside it,
dressed in immaculate casual clothing, was a tall middle-aged black man who introduced himself as
Jeremiah Dako. He did not say much more before ushering Renie and !Xabbu into the car's back seat
Renie suggested that one of them could ride in the front, but the man's only reply was a chilly smile. After
her initial conversational volleys were returned with minimum effort on his part, she gave up and watched
the scenery slide by.

Uninterested in chitchat, Jeremiah did seem interested in ! Xabbu, or so Renie deduced from his frequent
surveillance of the Bushman in his rearview mirror. He did not particularly seem to approve of the little
man's presence, although what she had seen of Mr. Dako did not suggest he approved of much of
anything. Nevertheless, his covert attention reminded her of her father's reaction. Perhaps this man, too,
had believed the Bushmen to be only an old memory.

As they drove through the security gate (the swift way in which Dako typed in the code and applied
thumb to sensor showing the smoothness of old routine) the house was suddenly visible at the end of the
long tree-lined street, like something out of a dream-tall, clean, welcoming, and just as big as she
remembered. Renie had visited Doctor Van Bleeck at home just a few times long ago, so she was
inordinately pleased to find it so familiar. Dako entered the semicircular driveway and stopped in front of
the pillared porch. The effect of its great size was mitigated by the lounger and lawn chairs scattered
about on either side of the front door. Susan Van Bleeck was sitting on one of the chairs reading a book,
her white hair bright as a candleflame against the dark background. She looked up as the car stopped,
then waved.

Renie threw open the car door, earning a sour look from the driver, who had been about to open it
"Don't get up!" she cried, then hurried up the steps and hugged her, secretly shocked at how small and
birdlike the old woman felt.

"Get up?" Susan laughed. "You don't have that much time, do you?" She pointed to the wheels on her
chair, which had been obscured by the tartan blanket bundled over the doctor's knees.

"Oh, my God, what's wrong?" Renie was a little shocked. Susan Van Bleeck looked . . . ancient. She
had already been in her late sixties when Renie had studied with her, so it wasn't entirely surprising, but it
was still unnerving to see what just two more years had done.

"Nothing permanent-well, that's a dangerous thing to say at my age. Broke my hip, basically. All the
calcium supplements in the world won't help you if you go down the stairs arse-first" She looked past
Renie. "And this is the friend you said you might bring, yes?"

"Oh, of course, this is !Xabbu. !Xabbu, meet Doctor Van Bleeck."
The little man nodded and smiled gravely as he shook her hand. Dako, who had reappeared after

parking the car off to one side of the driveway, muttered something as he walked past, apparently to
himself.
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"T'd hoped we could sit outside," said their host, frowning at the sky. "But of course the weather's being
bloody." She lifted a frail hand to gesture at the cavernous porch. "You know how we Afrikaaners
are-always out on the stoep. But it's just too cold. By the way, young man, I hope you're not planning to
call me 'Doctor’ all day. 'Susan' will do nicely." She pulled off the blanket and handed it to !Xabbu, who
took it as though it were a ceremonial vestment; then without using any controls Renie could see, she
turned the wheelchair toward the door and up and over a ramp built into the threshold.

Renie and !Xabbu followed her down the broad hallway. The wheels made squeaking sounds on the
polished wooden floorboards as the doctor turned and rolled ahead of them into the living room.

"How does the chair work?" Renie asked.

Susan smiled. "Pretty slick, don't you think? It's quite clever, really. You can get the kind that's
controlled directly from a shunt, but that seemed a little severe-after all, I intend to get out of the damn
thing eventually. This one just works oft skin-contact sensors reading my leg muscles. I flex, it goes. At
first it had to be the old-fashioned, manually operated kind so the bone could heal, but now I can use this
as a form of physical therapy-you know, keep the leg muscles in some kind of shape." She gestured to
the couch. "Please sit down. Jeremiah will bring in some coffee soon."

"I have to admit I was surprised to hear you were still at the University," Renie said.

Susan pulled a face like an extremely wrinkled child trying spinach for the first time. "God, what else
would I do? Not that I'm in there often-about once a month, really, for something euphemistically called
'office hours.' Mostly I do consultation work right from here. But I do have to get out of this place
occasionally. There's only so much solitude I can stand, and as you may have noticed, Jeremiah isn't the
world's most energetic conversationalist."

As if demon-summoned by the sound of his name, Dako appeared in the doorway carrying a coffee
service and cafétiere on a tray. He put it down and pressed the plunger-the doctor's appreciation of
modem technology apparently did not extend to coffee-making-then left the room again, but not without
another odd and slightly covert look at ! Xabbu. The Bushman, who was looking at the doctor's roomful
of paintings and sculpture, seemed not to notice.

"He keeps staring," Renie said. "All the way up the hill he kept looking at ! Xabbu in the mirror."

"Well, it might be that he fancies him," Susan said, smiling, "but I suspect it's a bit of a guilty conscience."

Renie shook her head. "What do you mean?"

"Jeremiah's a Griqua-what they used to call a half-caste in the bad old days, although he's as black as
anyone else. A couple of hundred years ago they drove the Bushmen out of this part of southern Africa.
Violently. Horribly. It was a terrible time. I suppose the whites could have done more to stop it, but the
hard truth is they saw more potential in the Griqua man they did in the Bushmen. Those were days when
having any white blood at all made you better than someone with none-but still nothing like a white." She
smiled again, rather sadly. "Do your people remember the Griqua with hatred, ! Xabbu? Or are you from
a different part of the country entirely?"

The little man looked around. "I am sorry, I was not listening carefully to what you were saying."

Susan gazed at him shrewdly. "Ah. You've seen my picture."
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He nodded. Renie turned to see what they were talking about What she had thought was merely the
wallscreen above the fireplace was actually a photographic print almost three meters wide, bigger than
any she had seen outside a museum. It showed a painting on a natural rock wall, a primitively simple and
graceful work. A gazelle was described in just a few lines, a group of dancing human figures on either
side of it. The rock seemed to glow with a sunset light. The paint looked almost fresh, but Renie knew it
was not.

IXabbu was staring at it again. He was holding his shoulders in a strange way, as though something might
be stalking him, but his eyes seemed full of wonder rather than fear.

"Do you know where it's from?" Susan asked him.

"No. But I know it is old, from the days when we Bushmen were the only people in this land," He
reached out a hand as if to touch it, though it was a good ten feet from the couch on which he sat. "It is a
powerful thing to see." He hesitated. "But [ am not certain I am happy to see it in a person's house."

Susan frowned, taking her time. "Do you mean a white person's house? No, it's all right. [ understand-or
I think I do. I don't mean it to give offense. It does not have religious meaning to me, but I think it's a
beautiful thing. I suppose I get spiritual value from it, if that doesn't sound presumptuous." She stared at
the photo as if seeing it anew. "The painting itself, the original, is still on a cliff face at Giant's Castle in the
Drakensberg Mountains. Will it bother you to see it, ! Xabbu? I could ask Jeremiah to take it down. He
won't be doing anything else much for the next few hours, but he's getting a salary anyway."

The small man shook his head. "There is no need. When I said I was not comfortable, | was speaking of
my own thoughts, my own feelings. Renie knows that I have many worries about my people and their
past." He smiled. "Their future, too. Perhaps it is better that some people can see it here at least. Perhaps
they will remember . . . or at least wish they could remember."

They all three drank their coffee for a while in silence, looking at the leaping gazelle and the dancers.

"Well," the doctor said at last, "if you still want to show me something, Irene, we should get to it or we
will miss lunch. Jeremiah does not take kindly to alterations in the schedule."

Renie had not explained much on the phone. Now, as she began to tell Susan about the mystery file, she
found herself revealing more than she had intended. The doctor, trying to get at the context, asked
questions for which it was hard to find partial answers, and Renie soon discovered that she had told her
old teacher almost everything except the name of the online club and the reason they had gone there in
the first place.

Old habits die hard, Renie thought Susan was looking at her expectantly, eyes bright, and it was possible
to see not only the powerfully impressive woman she had been when Renie had first met her, but the
sharp-witted and sharp-tongued girl she had been more than half a century ago. I never could lie to her
worth a damn.

"But why in the name of God would anyone have a security system like that? What on earth could they
be protecting?" The doctor's intent stare made Renie feel positively delinquent. "Have you gotten yourself
mvolved with criminals, Irene?"

She suppressed a flinch at the hated name. "I don't know. I don't really want to talk about it yet. But if
they're doing the kind of things I think they are, then the place should be burned out like a nest of
poisonous snakes."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Susan sank back against the cushions of her wheelchair, her face troubled. "I'll respect your privacy,
Irene, but I don't like the sound of this much. How did you get involved in such a thing?" She looked over
at ! Xabbu, as though he might be the cause.

Renie shrugged. "Let's say that I believe they've got something important to me and I want it back."

"Very well, I give up. I never had the patience for Miss Marple-ish guessing games. Let's see what
you've got. Follow me."

She led Renie and ! Xabbu down the hallway in her silent chair. What looked like an ordinary pair of
French doors opened up to reveal a small freight elevator.

"Thank God I put this in for moving equipment," said the doctor. "Squeeze in tight, now. Since this hip
nonsense, if I'd only had the stairs I wouldn't have been able to get down here for months. Well, maybe I
could have made Jeremiah carry me. There's a picture."

The basement seemed to cover almost as much space as the house itself. A large part of it was taken up
by the lab, which contained several rows of tables in typical laboratory array. "Mess and confusion," was
how the doctor put it.

"T've got a clean stand-alone system already, and I've finished the antiviral work I was doing with it," she
said. "We might as well use that. You'd probably just as soon watch this on a monitor screen, wouldn't
you?"

Renie nodded emphatically. Even with Doctor Van Bleeck around to help, she wasn't going to put
herself in a surround environment to explore whatever gift the Mister J's folks had sent her. Nobody got
to play that trick on her twice.

"Okay, then. Fire up your pad and let's go. Load these, so I can run some diagnostics before we try to
move it onto the new system."

After several minutes, the doctor dropped her squeezers onto her lap robe and made another of her
childlike faces. "I can't get into the damn thing. But you're right, it's very strange. Doesn't seem to make
much sense as an anti-intrusion device. How are you punishing someone if you Trojan Horse something
onto their system too big to be activated? Ah, well. You might as well hook up."

Renie connected her pad to the doctor's dedicated machine. Things started to happen very quickly.

"It's transferring itself. The same way it downloaded onto my pad in the first place."

"But it's not sending a copy, the whole thing is moving." Susan frowned as she watched the diagnostics
flutter through their various calculations. Renie almost felt sorry for all the doctor's specialist programs, as
though they were living things, tiny little scientists wringing their hands and arguing with each other as they
tried to classify a completely alien object.

"I know," Renie said. "It doesn't make sense. . . ." She broke off, staring. The monitor screen was
beginning to glow more brightly. The diagnostic level disappeared entirely, numbers and symbols and

graphs vanishing as though burned away by fire. Something was forming on the screen.

"What in the hell is that?" Susan sounded irritated, but there was an edge of real disquiet in her voice.
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"It's ... acity." Renie leaned forward. A slightly hysterical laugh was building inside her. It was like
stealing secret microfilm in some old spyflick and discovering it contained holiday snaps. "It's visual feed
of some city."

"That's no place I've ever seen." Susan, too, was leaning forward, as was !Xabbu, standing behind her
chair. The light from the monitor gilded their faces. "Look-have you ever seen cars like that? It's some
kind of science fiction clip-some netflick."

"No, it's real." Renie couldn't say exactly how she knew, but she knew. If it had been a still photograph
like Susan's cliff-painting, it would have been hard to tell. But movement increased the level of
information to the eye-and the brain-exponentially; even the best effects people found moving objects
harder to synthesize. Renie hadn't been in the VR business as long as Susan, but she had as good an eye
as anybody, and better than most. Even in Mister J's, with the top of the line machinery they clearly had
at their command, she had been able to spot subtle failures of coordination and naturalistic movement.
But this city of golden towers, of rippling banners and elevated trains, had no such flaws.

"I think I have seen this somewhere," said !Xabbu. "It is like a dream."

Susan picked up her squeezers and made a few gestures. "It's just running on automatic. I can't find any
information attached to it." She frowned. "T'll just-"

The picture vanished. For a moment the entire monitor went dark, then the screen came back up in a
blizzard of flickering pixels.

"What did you do?" Renie had to look away-the juddering, sparkling light reminded her of the last
unpleasant hour in the club.

"Nothing. The damn thing just turned itself off." Susan restarted the system, which came back up as if
everything were normal. "It's gone."

"Turned itself oft?"

"Gone. Gone! There's no trace of it at all."

Ten minutes later Susan dropped her squeezers again and rolled her chair back from the monitor. She
had searched both her own computer and Renie's pad diligently, with no result. "My eyes hurt," she said.
"Do you want a go at it?"

"[ can't think of anything you haven't done. How could it just disappear?"

"Some kind of autophage. Played, then ate itself. Nothing left now."

"So all we had was some picture of a city." Renie was depressed. "We don't know why. And now we
don't even have that."

"Ah, of course! I almost forgot." Susan pulled her chair back close to the screen. "I was taking a display
sample when the thing went kerploonk-let's see what we got." She directed the machine's search. A few
moments later the screen resolved into a gauzy golden abstract. "We got it!" The doctor squinted. "Kak.
It was just losing resolution when I got the snapshot. My eyes aren't so good on close-up work, Irene.
Can you see anything in it at all, or is it just random colored pixels?"
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"[ think so."
"There is a tower," ! Xabbu said slowly. "There."

"Right. Then we'll need to move it onto the main system. Since I took the sample myself, we'll assume it's
inert and therefore safe-although this whole thing has been strange enough to make me less than
completely confident about anything. Ah, well." She had a quick talk with the household wiring; a few
minutes later they were again staring at the golden smear, now stretched yards wide across the laboratory
wall-screen.

"T have some image enhancement gear that might help," she said. "Some of the preliminary stages can
work through while we have lunch-clean up the signal noise, rewind the de-resolution sequence as much
as possible. Come along. Jeremiah's probably having a fit."

"IXabbu?" Renie put her hand on his shoulder. The Bushman seemed entranced by the wallscreen
image. "Are you okay?"

"This way, even distorted so, it still seems familiar to me." He stared at the shapeless swirls of amber,
gold, and creamy yellow. "I have seen this somewhere, but it is not a memory so much as a feeling."

Renie shrugged. "I don't know what to say. Let's go have lunch. Maybe it will come to you."

He followed her almost reluctantly, stopping one last time in the elevator doorway to look back, his
brow wrinkled in perplexity.

Susan had been right: Jeremiah was more than a little offended when the doctor and her guests trooped
in twenty minutes late for lunch. "I did not poach the fish until I heard you coming," he said accusingly.
"But I cannot promise anything about the vegetables."

In fact, the vegetables had survived very nicely, and the sea-bass was tender and flaky. Renie could not
remember when she had eaten such a nice meal, and she took pains to tell Dako so.

His good humor slightly restored, the man nodded as he cleared the dishes. "Doctor Van Bleeck would
rather have sandwiches every day," he said, an art dealer asked for paintings on black velvet.

Susan laughed. "I just never want to have to come upstairs and sit down when I'm working. The days
when I don't work through lunch and sometimes dinner are the days I'm feeling my age. You don't want
me to be old, do you, Jeremiah?"

"The doctor is not old," he said. "The doctor is stubborn and self-centered." He withdrew to the kitchen.

"Poor man." Susan shook her head. "He came to work for us when my husband was still alive. We used
to have parties then, people from the university, foreign visitors. It was a more fulfilling household to run,
I'm sure. But he's right-he doesn't see me most days after breakfast, unless there's some correspondence
I have to sign. He leaves bitter little notes about all the things he's done that [ haven't noticed. They make
me laugh, I'm afraid."

IXabbu had been watching Jeremiah with careful interest "He is like my mother's brother, I think-a
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proud man who could do more than he is asked to do. It is not good for the spirit"

Susan pursed her lips. Renie thought the doctor might be offended. "Perhaps you are right," she said at
last "I have not set Jeremiah many challenges lately-I have rather drawn in on myself. But maybe that has
been selfish of me." She turned to Renie. "He came to us at a time when things were still very unsettled,
of course. He had been very poorly educated-you do not know how lucky you are, Irene. The school
system was already much better by the time you came along. But I think Jeremiah would have done well
in any number of things, given the opportunity. He is an extremely quick learner and very thorough." The
doctor looked down at her hands, at the silver spoon held in her gnarled fingers. "I had hoped his
generation would be the last to grow up damaged by what we did."

Renie could not help thinking of her own father, floundering in an ocean invisible to everyone else, unable
to find solid ground on which to stand.

"T'll think about what you said, !Xabbu." Susan put down her fork and briskly wiped her hands. "It is
possible to get too set in one's ways. Anyway, let's go see what we can do with our mystery city."

The imaging programs had restored the snapshot to something like a recognizable picture. The substance
of the city was now visible as a garden of fuzzy vertical oblongs and triangles, with impressionist smears
representing the roads and elevated rails. Renie and the doctor began to correct small areas, adding
detail from their own memory that augmented the general patterns imposed by the enhancement gear.
IXabbu proved particularly helpful. His visual memory was excellent: where Renie and Susan might
remember that there had been windows in the flat plane of a wall, ! Xabbu could often tell them how
many there had been and which had been illuminated.

After more than an hour a picture had taken shape that was recognizably the golden city which had
burned on the screen for a few brief moments. It was less sharply defined, and there were areas in which
the reconstruction was largely guesswork, but anyone who had seen such a place would recognize this as
an image of it.

"So now we start searching." Susan tilted her head to one side. "Although it's still not quite right,
somehow."

"It doesn't look real any more," said Renie. "It's lost that alive quality. Of course it has-it's a flat,
unmoving, totally rebuilt version. But that was part of the effect of the original. It was like looking through
a hole in the computer at a real city."

"T suppose you're right. Still, it's the strangest damn place I've ever seen. If it's real, it must be one of
those prefab fibramic monstrosities they string up overnight in the Indonesian Archipelago or somewhere
like that." She rubbed at her knees. "These damn sensors are starting to chafe my legs. I'm afraid I'm
going to have to call it a day, my dear. But I'll start searching for a good match off the specialist
nets-you're not back at work yet, are you? Then you might as well let me do it. I've got at least three
contracts I could charge it off to-multinationals with million human-hour datacomb projects who'd never
notice a little extra connection time. And I've got a friend-well, an acquaintance-named Martine
Desroubins, who's an absolutely top-flight researcher. I'll see if she has anything to offer. Maybe Martine
will even pitch in a little free help, since it's for a good cause." She looked at Renie, that shrewd,
searching gaze again. "It is for a good cause, isn't it? This is something very important to you,"

Renie could only nod.

"Right, then. On your way. I'll call you if I get any hits."
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Dako met them outside the elevator on the main floor. As if by magic, he had the car waiting at the front
door.

Renie hugged Doctor Van Bleeck and pressed a kiss against her powdered cheek. "Thank you. It's
been wonderful to see you."

Susan smiled. "You didn't have to wait until you were being chased by VR terrorists to come visit me,
you know."

"I know. Thank you so much."

IXabbu shook the doctor's hand. She held on to him for a few moments, her eyes bright "It's been a
pleasure to meet you. I hope you will come again."

"I would like that very much."

"Good. It's settled." She rolled her chair onto the porch as they climbed into the car, then waved to them
from the shadows of the porch as Dako swung around the long driveway and out onto the tree-lined
road.

"You look very sad." ! Xabbu had been staring at her for a long uncomfortable time.

"Not sad. Just . . . frustrated. Every time I think I might be getting somewhere with this, I run into a brick
wall."

™

"You should not say 'I,’ but 'we.

His liquid brown eyes rebuked her, but Renie could not even find the strength to feel guilty. "You've
helped me a lot, ! Xabbu. Of course you have."

"I am not speaking of me, but of you. You are not alone-look, today we have spoken to that wise
woman, your friend, and she will certainly help us. There is strength in companionship, in family." !Xabbu
spread his hands. "We are all of us small when set against the great powers, against the thunder or the
sandstorm."

"This is more than a sandstorm." Renie fumbled reflexively for a cigarette, then remembered she couldn't

smoke on the bus. "If I'm not completely crazy, this is bigger and stranger than anything I've ever heard
O£ n

"But that is just the time when you must call on those who will help you. In my family, we say T wish
baboons were on this rock.' Except that we call them 'the people who sit on their heels.' "

"Call who?"

"The baboons. I was taught that all the creatures who live beneath the sun are people-like us, but
different. It is not a familiar way to think among city-folk, I know, but to my family, especially my father's
family, all living things are people. The baboons are the people that sit on their heels. Surely you have
seen them and know it is s0."
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Renie nodded, a little ashamed that she had only seen baboons caged in the Durban Zoo. "But why did
you say you wished there were baboons on a rock?"

"It means that it is a time of great necessity and we need help. Usually, my people and the people who sit
on their heels were not friends. In fact, long ago the baboons committed a great crime against our
Grandfather Mantis. There was a great war between his people and theirs."

Renie could not help smiling. He spoke of these mythical beings, monkeys and mantises, as casually as if
they were fellow students at the Poly. "A war?"

"Yes. It came of a long argument. Mantis was fearful that things would turn sour, so to be prepared he
sent one of his sons to gather sticks to make arrows. The baboons saw this boy carefully choosing and
gathering the wood and asked him what he was doing." ! Xabbu shook his head. 'Y oung Mantis was
foolishly innocent. He told them that his father was preparing to make war against the people who sat on
their heels. The baboons were enraged and fearful. They became more and more agitated, arguing among
themselves, then at last they fell upon Young Mantis and killed him. Then, made bold by their easy
victory, they took his eye and played with it, throwing it back and forth between them as though it were a
ball, crying 'T want it! Whose turn is it?' over and over again as they fought for it.

"Old Grandfather Mantis heard his son crying out to him in a dream. He took his bow and ran so fast to
the place that even the few arrows he carried rattled like wind in a thorn bush. He fought the baboons,
and though he was far outnumbered, he managed to take from them his son's eye although he was badly
wounded himself. He put it in his skin bag and fled.

"He took the eye to a place where water rose from the ground and reeds grew, and he put the eye in the
water, telling it to grow once more. Many days he returned to find nothing had changed, but still he did
not stop. Then one day he heard splashing, and found his child made whole again, swimming in the
water." ! Xabbu grinned, enjoying the happy moment, then his expression sobered. "That was the first
battle in the war between the baboons and the Mantis people. It was a long and terrible fight, and both
sides suffered many losses before it ended."

"But I don't understand. If that's the story, why would you say you want baboons to help you? They
sound terrible."

"Ah, but they were only that way because they were frightened, thinking that Grandfather Mantis
intended to make war on them. But the real reason we ask the baboons to help is an old story of my
father's family. I fear I am talking too much, though." He looked at her from beneath his eyelashes with,
Renie thought, a certain sly humor.

"No, please," she said. Anything was preferable to dwelling on her own failures as the bleak gray city
rolled past the windows. "Tell me."

"It happened long ago-so long that I'm sure you would believe it to be a myth." He gave her a look that
was mockingly stern. "I was told that the woman involved was my grandmother's grandmother's
grandmother.

"In any case, a woman of my family whose name was N'uka became separated from her people. There
had been a drought, and all the people had to go in different directions, all to search the farthest sipping
holes. She and her husband went one direction, he carrying their last water in an ostrich egg, she carrying
their young child upon her hip.
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"They walked far but did not find water at the first or the second hole they tried. They moved on, but
had to stop because of the darkness. Thirsty and hungry as well-for during a drought, of course, game is
hard to find-they lay down to sleep. N'uka cradled her child close, singing so that he might forget the
pains in his stomach.

"She awoke. The slivered moon, which inspired men of the Early Race to make the first bow, was high
overhead, but it gave little light. Her husband sat upright beside her, his eyes wide and frightened. A voice
spoke from the darkness beyond the last smoldering coals of their fire. They could see nothing but two
eyes gleaming like cold, distant stars.

"I see three of you, two large, one small,' the voice said. 'Give me the small one, for I am hungry, and I
will let the other two go.'

"Nluka held her child close. 'Who is that?' she cried. "Who is there?' But the voice only repeated what it
said before.

" 'We will not do that,' her husband cried. 'And if you come near to our fire, I will shoot you with a
poisoned arrow and your blood will turn sour in your veins and you will die.'

" '"Then I would be foolish to come to your fire,' the voice said. 'But I am patient You are far from your
people, and you must sleep sometime. . . ."

"The eyes winked out. N!uka and her husband were very frightened. 'l know who that is,' she said. "That
is Hyena, the worst of the Old Ones. He will follow us until we fall asleep, then he will kill us and devour
our child.'

" "Then I will fight him now, before weariness and thirst take all my strength away,' said her husband.
'But it may be my day to die, for Hyena is clever and his jaws are strong. I will go out to fight him, but
you must run away with our child,' Nluka argued with him, but he would not change his mind. He sang a
song to the Morning Star, the greatest of all hunters, then went out into the darkness. N!uka wept as she
carried their child away. She heard a coughing bark-chuff, chuff, chuff!-" !Xabbu jutted his chin forward
to make the noise, "and then her husband cried out. After that, she heard nothing. She ran and ran, urging
her child to be silent. After a while, she heard a voice calling from behind her, 'l see two of you, one large
and one small. Give me the small one, for [ am hungry, and I will let the other one go.' She had a great
fear then, for she knew that Old Hyena had killed her husband, and that soon he would catch her as well
and kill both her and her child, and there were none of her people anywhere close that could help her.
She was alone in that night."

IXabbu's voice had taken on a strange cadence, as though the original tale in its original words struggled
to make itself heard through the unfamiliar English tongue. Renie, who had been wondering a little
uncomfortably whether her friend actually believed the story was true, suddenly had a kind of revelation.
It was a story, no more, no less, and stories were the tilings people used to give the universe a shape. In
that, she realized, ! Xabbu was exactly right: there was little difference between a folktale, a religious
revelation, and a scientific theory. It was an unsettling and oddly liberating concept, and for a moment she
lost the track of ! Xabbu's tale.

". .. Rising before her from the sand, three times her height. She climbed this stone, holding her child
close against her breasts. She could hear Hyena's breathing, louder and louder, and when she looked
back, she could see his great yellow eyes in the darkness, growing larger and larger. She sang again,
'Grandfather Mantis, help me now, Grandmother Star, help me now, send me strength to climb.' She
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climbed until she was out of Hyena's reach, and then huddled in a crack in the rock as he walked back
and forth below.

"'Soon you will be hungry, soon you will be thirsty,' Hyena called up to her. 'Soon your child will be
hungry and thirsty, too, and will cry for sweet milk and water. Soon the hot sun will rise. The rock is bare
and nothing grows upon it. What will you do when your stomach begins to ache? When your tongue
cracks like the mud cracks?'

"Nluka felt a great fear then, for everything that Old Hyena said was true. She began to weep, crying,
'Here is where I have come to the ending, here where no one is my friend and my family is far away.' She
heard Old Hyena singing to himself below, settled in to wait.

"Then a voice said to her, "What are you doing here on our rock?' A person came down from the top of
the rock and it was one of the people who sit on their heels. In old times my family's people had been at
war with the baboons, so N!uka was afraid.

" 'Do not hurt me,' she said. 'Old Hyena has driven me here. He has killed my husband, and he waits
below to kill me and my child.'

"This person looked at her, and when he spoke he was angry. 'Why do you say this to us? Why do you
ask us not to hurt you? Have we ever offered you harm?'

"N'uka bowed her head. "Y our people and my people were enemies once. You fought a war with
Grandfather Mantis. And I have never offered you friendship.'

" 'Because you are not a friend does not make you an enemy,' said the baboon, 'and Hyena down below
is an enemy to both of us. Come up to the top of the rock where the rest of my people are.'

"Nluka climbed up behind him. When she got to the top of the rock, she saw that all the baboons were
wearing headdresses of badger hair and ostrich plumes, for they were having a celebration feast. They
gave food to her and her child, and when everyone was full, one of the oldest and wisest of the people
who sit on their heels spoke to her, saying, Now we must talk together, thinking of what we may do
about Old Hyena, for just as you are trapped upon this rock, so are we, and now we have eaten all the
food and drunk all the water.'

"They talked and talked for a long time, and the Hyena down below became impatient, and shouted up
to them: 'I smell the people who sit on their heels and them, too, I will bite, and crack their bones in my
jaws. Come down and give me the smallest, tenderest one, and I will let the rest of you go.' The old
baboon turned to N'uka and said: "There is a red flame that your people can summon. Summon it now,
for if you can, there may be something we can do.' N'!uka took out her fire-starter and bent down low so
the wind would not blow away the spark, and when she had made the red flames come, she and the
baboons took a piece of stone from the great rock and put it in the fire. When it was hot, N!uka
wrapped it in a piece of hide that the old baboon gave her, then she went to the edge of the rock and
called down to Old Hyena.

"'T am going to throw you down my child, because I am hungry and thirsty and the rock is bare.'
"'Good, throw him down,' Hyena said. ' am hungry, too.'

"Nluka leaned out and threw down the hot stone. Old Hyena leaped on it and swallowed it, hide and all.
When it was inside his belly, it began to burn him, and he called out to the clouds, begging them to send
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rain, but no rain came. He rolled on the ground, trying to make himself vomit it up again, but while he was
doing this, N'uka and the baboons came down from the rock and picked up more stones and killed
Hyena with them.

"N'uka thanked the people who sit on their heels, and the oldest of those people said to her 'Remember
that when the greater enemy was before us both, we were your friends.' She swore that she would, and
from that day, when danger or confusion is upon my family, we say: 'l wish baboons were on this rock.""

Renie left ! Xabbu in the Pinetown Bus Station with scarcely time to say good-bye, since her local was
about to pull out. As the bus rolled down the ramp onto the busy rush-hour street, she watched the small
young man standing beneath the overhang, scanning the schedule board, and again felt a rush of guilt.

He believes that baboons are going to come and help him. Jesus Mercy, what have I dragged him into?

For that matter, what had she gotten herself into? She seemed to have made some very powerful
enemies, and for all that she had almost died, she had very little idea of what might be going on, and even
less proof.

Make that no proof. Well, a blurry snapshot of a city, one copy on my pad, one on Susan's system. Try
that with UNComm. "Yes, we think these people are murdering the minds of children. Our evidence?
This picture of a lot of tall buildings."

There were quite a lot of people out on the streets around her neighborhood in the lowlands of
Pinetown. She was a little surprised since it was a weeknight, but the people on the sidewalk definitely
exhibited something of a carnival air, standing in knots in the center of the road, calling out to
acquaintances, passing cans of beer around. When she dismounted the bus at the bottom of the hill, she
could even smell smoke hanging sharp in the air, as though someone had been letting off fireworks. It was
only when she had made her way halfway up Ubusika Street and saw the lights of emergency vehicles
flaring and dying against the side of the flatblock tower, the cloud of camera-drones hovering like flies in
front of the flames, that she finally understood.

She was breathless and sweating when she reached the police cordon. A thick pall of smoke was
funneling upward from the flatblock roof, a dark finger against the evening sky. Several of the windows
on her floor were smashed and blackened as if by intense heat exploding outward; Renie's stomach
contracted in fear when she saw that one of them was hers. She counted again, hoping she had been
wrong but knowing she hadn't. A young black trooper in a visor held her back as she pressed against the
temporary barrier, begging to be let through. When she told him she was a resident, he directed her to a
mobile trailer at the far side of the parking lot. At least a hundred people from the flatblock, and two or
three times that number of people from the surrounding area, were milling around in the street, but Renie
didn't see her father among them. Suddenly, she was trying desperately to remember what he'd said he
was going to do that day. Usually he was home by late afternoon.

There was too much of a crush around the trailer to talk to anyone official-dozens of voices were baying
for attention, most desperate for news of loved ones, some just wanting to know what had happened or
whether there would be insurance compensation. Renie was pushed and jostled until she thought she
would scream from frustration and fear. When she realized that no one would notice if she did scream,
she fought her way back out of the crowd. Her eyes blurred with tears.

"Ms. Sulaweyo?" Mr. Prahkesh, the small round Asian man who lived down the hall, took his hand from
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her arm as if surprised at himself. He was wearing pajamas and a bathrobe, but had pulled a pair of
unlaced takkies onto his feet "This is terrible, is it not?"

"Have you seen my father?"

He shook his head. "No, I have not seen him. It is too confusing here. My wife and daughter are
somewhere here, because they came out with me, but I have not seen them since."

"What happened?"

"An explosion, I think. We were eating our meal, then fooom." He clapped his hands together. "Before
we knew what had occurred, there were people in the hallway shouting. I do not know what has caused
it" He shrugged nervously, as though he might somehow be held responsible. "Did you see the
helicopters? Many of them came, dumping foam on the roof and spraying it on the outside walls. I am
sure it will make us all very sick."

Renie pulled away from him. She could not share in his alarmed but somehow excited mood. His family
was safe, doubtless gossiping with other neighbors. Had everyone survived? Surely not, with damage of
the sort she could see. Where was her father? She felt cold all over. So many times she had wanted him
gone, wished him and his bad temper out of her life, but she had never thought it might come to this:
seven-thirty in the evening, the street full of chattering voyeurs and shell-shocked casualties. Things didn't
happen this suddenly, did they?

She stopped short, staring at the blackened row of windows. Could it have been her? Had something
she'd done inspired a reprisal from the people at Mister J's?

Renie shook her head, feeling dizzy. Surely that was paranoia. An old heater, faulty wiring, someone
using a cheap stove-there were any number of things that could cause this, and all of them far more likely
than the murderous vengeance of the owners of a VR club.

A murmur of thrilled horror went through the crowd. The firefighters were bringing stretchers out of the
front door. Renie was terrified, but could not simply wait for news. She tried to push back through the
knot of onlookers, but passage was impossible. Squirming, applying an elbow when necessary, she
worked her way out to the edge of the crowd, meaning to circle around and try to get near the front door
from the other side of the cordon.

He was sitting on a curb beside an unoccupied police van, his head in his hands.
"Papa? Papa!"

She dropped to her knees and threw her arms around him. He looked up slowly, as though not sure
what was happening. He smelled pungently of beer, but at the moment she didn't care.

"Renie? Girl, that you?" He stared at her for a moment, his reddened eyes so intent that she thought he
might hit her. Instead, he burst into tears and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, pushing his face
against her neck, hugging her so close she was almost throttled. "Oh, girl, I feel so bad. I shouldn't have
done it. I thought you were inside there. Ah, God, Renie, I feel so bad, I'm so ashamed."

"Papa, what are you talking about? What did you do?"

"You were going out for the day. See your teacher-friend." He shook his head but would not meet her
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eyes. "Walter come by. He said, 'Let's just go out and have a little time.' But I drank too much. I came
back, this whole placed burned up here, and I thought you were back and got burned up, too." He
swallowed air, struggling. "I am so ashamed."

"Oh, Papa. I'm okay. I just got back. I was worried about you."

He took a deep, shuddering breath. "I saw the fire, burning the place up. Jesus save me, girl, I thought
about your poor mother. I thought I lost you, too."

Renie was crying now, as well. It was a while until she could bear to let him go. They sat side by side on
the curb, watching the last of the flames slowly wink out as the firefighters finished their job.

"Everything," said Long Joseph. "All Stephen's toys, the wallscreen, everything. I don't know what we
gonna do, girl."

"Right now I think we need to go find some coffee." She stood up, then stretched out her hand. Her
father took it and got to his feet, shaky and unstable.

"Coffee?" He stared at what had been their home. The flat-block looked like the site of a fierce battle
that nobody had won. "I guess so," he said. "Why not?"

CHAPTER 16

The Deadly Tower of Senbar-Flay

NETFEED/NEWS: Death of Child Called "Nanotech Murder"
(visual: school picture of Garza)

VO: Lawyers representing the family of fire victim Desdemona Garza called the lack of government
oversight of chemical companies "a license to commit nanotech murder."

(visual: children in clothing store)

Garza, age seven, died when her Activex(tm) jacket caught fire. Her family maintains that the fatal fire
was caused by the fabric's faulty nanoengineering. . . .

The lanterns of the Thieves' Quarter were dim and widely separated, as though a few glowing fish swam
in the vast pool of night that drowned the criminal district of ancient Madrikhor. The city heralds, who
never descended into the quarter, called the hour from the safety of the curtain wall. Hearing their cry,
Thargor the swordsman stared sullenly at his cup of mead.

He did not look up at the sound of quiet footsteps, but his muscles tensed. His runesword Lifereaper's
oiled length rested lightly in the scabbard, ready to leap forth at an instant's notice to deal death to anyone
so foolish as to try a treacherous attack on the scourge of the Middle Country.
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"Thargor? Is that you?" It was his sometime companion Pithlit, shrouded in a gray traveling robe to keep
out the evening chill-and to hide his identity as well: the little bandit had dabbled too many times in the
complicated politics of the Thieves' Guild, and currently was not entirely welcome in the quarter.

"Yes, it's me. Damn! What took you so long?"

"I was detained by other business-a dangerous commission." Pithlit did not sound very convincing. "But
now [ have come. Pray tell me our destination."

"Another ten minutes and I'd have left without you." Thargor snorted, then rose to his feet. "Let's go.
And for God's sake, quit talking like that. This isn't a game any more."

"And we go to the house of the wizard Senbar-Flay?" Fredericks had not quite readjusted to normal
speech.

"Damn right. He was the one who sent me into the tomb in the first place, and I want to know why."
Orlando fought down his impatience. He would have preferred to jump directly to Ray's fortress, but the
Middle Country simworld was rigorous about distances and travel times: unless you had a transportation
spell to burn, or a magic steed, you went at RL pace. Just because he no longer wanted to slog through
the game's normal complications didn't mean he could change the rules. At least his horse was the Middle
Country's top-of-the-line model.

"But how can you be here at all?" Fredericks' voice had a worried edge. "You got killed. I mean,
Thargor did."

"Yeah, but I decided to file a request for review after all. But Table of Judgment won't be able to find
what I saw-that whole section of the game record is just gone-so the city will stay a secret.”

"But if they don't find it, they'll just confirm Thargor's death." Fredericks spurred his horse forward-it had
been dropping steadily behind Orlando's swifter Blackwind. "The Table will never overrule on your word
alone."

"I know, scanboy. But while they're reviewing, Thargor is alive-until-proven-dead. And I can get around
the Middle Country a lot faster and learn a lot more as him than if I had to start over as Wee Willie
Winkle the Midget Mercenary or something."

"Oh." Fredericks thought about this for a moment. "Hey, that's major crafty, Gardino. Kind of like
getting out on bail so you can prove you're innocent, like that Johnny Icepick flick."

"Kind of."

The city was quiet tonight, or at least the streets were, which was not surprising considering that it was
time for end-of-semester exams in most places. Madrikhor, some journalist had once commented, was a
bit like a Florida beach town: the population rose and fell with school vacations, peaking during summer,
spring break, and Christmas. The New Year's Eve party in Madrikhor's King Gilathiel Square was not a
great deal different from any end-of-season drunken orgy in Lauderdale, the writer had pointed out,
except that in Florida fewer people had bat wings or carried battle-axes.
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They rode out of the Thieves' Quarter and down the cobbled Street of Small Gods. Orlando deliberately
made a wide detour around the Palace of Shadows. The PoS people were not real gamers, as far as he
was concerned-they never seemed to do anything. They just hung around together and had parties,
pretended to be vampires or demons, and did a lot of softsex and other things that they thought were
decadent. Orlando thought they were basically pretty embarrassing. But if you wandered into their turf,
you had to go through all kinds of bullshit to get out again. They had established ownership of their little
piece of Madrikhor early in the history of Middle Country, and inside the Palace of Shadows-as well as
in a few other private houses in the city-they made the rules and enforced them.

Fredericks had taken him to a PoS party once. Orlando had spent most of it trying not to stare at what
people were doing, mostly because he knew they really wanted to be stared at and he didn't want to give
them the satisfaction. He had met a fairly nice girl in a Living Dead sim-tattered shroud, pale rotting skin
and deep-sunken eyes-and they had talked for a while. She had an English accent, but she lived on
Gibraltar off the coast of Spain and wanted to visit America. She said she thought suicide could be an art
form, which he thought was pretty stupid, but otherwise he had enjoyed talking to her, even though she
had never heard of Thargor and in fact had never been anywhere in the Middle Country outside the
Palace of Shadows. But nothing came of it, of course, although she acted like she would have liked to
meet him again. After a couple of hours he had left and gone to The Garrote and Dirk in the Quarter to
swap lies with other adventurers.

Lights were burning in the tallest tower of the Palace of Shadows as Orlando and Fredericks turned
down Blind Beggar's Lane toward the river. Probably having one of their stupid initiations, he decided.
He tried to remember the Living Dead girl's name-Maria? Martina?-but couldn't. He wondered if he
might bump into her again sometime. Probably not unless he went back to the Palace, which effectively
meant never.

Senbar-Flay's house was built on a jetty that stretched halfway out into the Silverdark River. It crouched
above the murky water like a gargoyle, silent but watchful. Fredericks reined up and stared at it. It was
hard to see his Pithlit-face on the dark embankment, but he didn't sound happy. "You've been here
before, haven't you?"

"Once. Sort of."
"What does that mean?"
"He magicked me directly inside. He was hiring me for a job, remember?"

"So you don't know anything about his defenses? Hey, Gardiner, you may be dead, but I'm not I don't
want to get Pithlit killed oft for nothing."

Orlando scowled. It was hard to resist drawing Lifereaper and brandishing it, the kind of thing he
normally did when someone got fluttery in the middle of a dangerous quest, but Fredericks was coming
along as a favor, after all. "Look," he said as calmly as he could, "I've knocked off places that make this
look like a coat closet. Just hold your water."

Fredericks scowled back. "Do you even have a plan, or are you just going to pound your way in with
your thick head? Gossip around the Quarter says he's got a watch-gryphon. You can't kill one of those
things with anything short of nuclear weapons. Monsieur Le Scanmaster."

Orlando grinned, his bad temper washed away by the familiar bickering and the pleasure of doing what
he did best "Yeah, they're tough, but they're stupid. C'mon, Fredericks-what kind of thief are you,
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anyway?"

Things went smoothly enough at first. At Orlando's request Fredericks had brought along a counteragent
to the poisonous flowers in the wizard's garden and the four men-at-arms dicing in the gazebo had
proved no match for barbarian Thargor's athletic runesword-swinging technique. The stone walls of the
wizard's tower were smooth as glass, but Orlando, who had survived the most rigorous schooling in
adventure that the Middle Country could offer, always carried plenty of rope. He flung a grappling hook
over the fourth floor railing and soon was standing on the balcony's mosaic floor, helping Fredericks
climb over.

"Couldn't you just have asked him why he sent you to that tomb?" The thief was wheezing very
convincingly. Orlando guessed that Fredericks' parents must have come through with the higher-quality
implant he had coveted for his birthday.

"Oh, fenfen, Fredericks, use your brain. If this was some kind of plot to get Thargor killed, I'm sure he'd
tell me."

"Why should he be in on some plot? You don't even know who Senbar-Flay is."

"I don't think I know. But even if I don't know him, that still doesn't mean anything. Thargor's pissed off
a lot of people."

Fredericks, or rather Pithlit, straightened up from breath-recovering position. "Thargor's pissing me off. .
.." he began, but was interrupted by the abrupt appearance of a very large watch-gryphon.

The great beak glimmered in the moonlight; its tail lashed from side to side as it padded across the
balcony, moving with the relaxed but steady tread of a cat heading toward a full supper bowl. "Thargor,
'ware the beast!" squeaked Fredericks, reverting to old habits under stress. Then, remembering: "It's a
red one. The expensive kind. Not affected by magical weapons."

"It would be a red one," Orlando said sourly. He drew Lifereaper and dropped into a defensive crouch.

The gryphon stopped, its posture still deceptively casual-if anything about a lion-eagle mixture eight feet
tall at the shoulder could be termed casual-and regarded them both with glassy, emotionless black eyes
before it settled on tall Thargor as the one to be dealt with first. Orlando was disgusted: he had hoped it
would at least make an initial move toward Fredericks, which would give him one clean shot at its rib
cage. The creature twisted its neck to look at him sideways, since its aquiline head allowed it only very
limited binocular vision. Orlando seized the opportunity and moved until he was directly in front of its
beak again, then leaped forward, aiming for the throat.

The gryphon had better vision than he'd have wished, or better reflexes. It reared at his attack and
swung a massive, taloned paw. Orlando dove, rolling beneath the terrible claws, took a two-handed grip
on Lifereaper and jabbed as hard as he could into the beast's vitals. The sword clanked against scales
and was turned aside.

"God damn!" He scrambled back under the paws again, just before the vast bulk could drop down and
trap him. "The frigging thing might as well be wearing chain mail!"

"The rope!" shouted Fredericks. "Head for the rope!"
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Orlando raised his sword again and began circling the gryphon. The creature's deep, rumbling growl
sounded almost amused as it pivoted on its hindquarters, watching him. "No. I'm going to get inside this
place."

Fredericks was jumping up and down beside the railing. "Damn it, Orlando, if you get killed again while
you're on probation, you'll never get back into the game!"

"Then I guess I'd better not get killed. Now shut up and do something useful."

He flung himself to one side as the gryphon snatched at him again. The powerful claws snagged for a
moment in his cloak and scored his side. Orlando was as good as anybody in the simworld at making
conversation while fighting for his life, but there was a good reason he'd adopted Thargor's laconic
barbarian style. Snappy repartee was for court duelists, not monster-fighters. Monsters didn't get
distracted by chatter.

The red gryphon was slowly backing him toward the balcony railing, herding him with slashing nails and
darting beak. Another few steps and he'd have nowhere to go.

"Orlando! The rope!"

He darted a glance over his shoulder. Escape was indeed only an arm's reach away. But if he gave up,
then what? He could live without Thargor, work his way back up with another character, despite the
dreadful loss of all the time he'd put in. But if he admitted defeat he might never learn anything more about
the golden city. No gaming alter ego, not even one as much a part of him as Thargor, would ever haunt
his dreams the way that wild vision had.

"Fredericks," he shouted. "Grab the rope and wrap it tight around the railing. Now!"
"It'll hold the way it is!"

Orlando cursed and danced back. The great red thing lunged forward another step, staying out of reach
of Lifereaper. "Just do it!"

Fredericks worked frantically at the railing. Orlando swiped at the thing's eyes to distract it, but instead
bounced his blade ringingly off its beak. Its head-darting counterattack almost took off his arm.

"Tdid it!"

"Now pull up the rest of it and throw it over the thing's neck. Right over, like I was standing on the other
side waiting for it-instead of staring right up its nose." He fended off another sweep from a huge scarlet
paw.

Fredericks started to protest, but instead hauled up the rope and flung it across the creature's shoulders
in a loose coil. Startled, the gryphon raised its head, but the rope just snaked over the top of its mane and
tumbled down onto the tiles a few yards from Thargor's left hand.

"Now do something to distract it!"

"Like what?"
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"Damn it, Fredericks, tell it some knock-knock jokes! Anything!"

The thief bent and picked up a clay pot that stood near the railing, heaved it up over his head, then flung
it at the gryphon. It smashed against the creature's ponderous rib cage; the gryphon hissed and darted its
head to the side as though snapping at a flea. In the moment of its inattention Orlando jumped to his left
and grabbed the coil of rope, then threw himself at the creature's neck just as it was turning back toward
him. The beak scythed down. He sprawled onto the ground, still clutching the rope, and tumbled and
crawled beneath the gryphon's neck. As he emerged from the other side the beast growled its displeasure
at this irritatingly swift-moving enemy.

Before it could turn far enough to get at him, Orlando dropped Lifereaper to the tiles and sprang onto
the gryphon's shoulder, grasping at the mane of blood-red bristles to pull himself up to bareback riding
position. He dug his heels into its broad neck and yanked back on the rope as hard as he could,
tightening it around the creature's throat.

I hope it doesn't think of rolling over on me. . . . was the last coherent thought he had for some moments.

The great worm of Morsin Keep had been long and strong and slippery, and its death-battle against
Thargor had possessed the added attraction of taking place underneath three fathoms of dirty water.
Even Orlando, connoisseur of the game-world, had been impressed by the realism of the experience.
Given the time to reflect now, he would have been similarly awed by the excellent way the gryphon's
designers had managed to foresee his own somewhat dubious strategy, and had managed to program in a
quite inspiring simulation of what it must feel like to simultaneously ride and strangle two tons of
supernatural fury on the hoof.

Fredericks was a shouting blur. The entire balcony was little more than a vibrating smear. The thing
beneath him was both frenetic in its movements and stone-hard: he felt as though he were trying to
wrestle an angry cement mixer.

Orlando leaned in as close as he could, hugging the gryphon's neck even as he held the rope tight. He
was in the one place its claws and beak could not reach, but the thing was doing its best to see he
wouldn't stay there long. Every jerk, every convulsive shake, almost knocked him from his perch. The
gryphon's thunderous growl did not sound amused any more, but neither did it sound as though it was
suffocating. Orlando wondered briefly if Red Gryphons, besides being immune to supernatural weapons,
might not also breathe in some unusual way.

Just my luck. . . .

It bucked again. He realized it was only a matter of moments until its frantic struggling would dislodge
him. For consistency's sake, Orlando said the prayer Thargor would have said as he took one hand off
the rope and reached down to his boot, searching for his dagger. He tightened his legs around the
creature's neck, wrapped his fingers more firmly around the rope, then gauged his moment and drove the
knife into the gryphon's eye.

The rumbling snarl ripped upward into a screech. Orlando found himself flying through the air in a most

convincing way. As he struck and rolled, the vast scarlet bulk of the gryphon toppled toward him,
fountaining black blood.

"Dzang, man. Ho dzang. Utterly chizz. That was one of your best ever."
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Orlando sat up. Fredericks stood next to him, his Pithlit-face wide-eyed with excitement. "Thank God I
don't use regular tactors," he said, then groaned as Fredericks helped him up. "But I still wish I'd turned
off the feedback. That hurt"

"But you wouldn't get credit for the kill if you did that"

Orlando sighed and looked at the gryphon. Dead, it seemed to take up even more room than before,
sprawling across the tiles like an upended bus. "Frigging hell, Frederico, I got other things to worry
about. I just want to get into that tower. If Thargor's gonna be declared dead, what does another notch
mean?"

"Career statistics. You know, like an athlete or something."
"Jesus, you really scan. Come on."

Orlando picked Lifereaper out of the spreading puddle of dark blood, then wiped it on the corpse's hide
before heading confidently toward the door at the back of the balcony. If there had been any more
guards lurking, the commotion would surely have brought them by now.

The balcony opened onto the base of a wide stairway composed of writhing human forms. In the light
from the wall sconces he could see a row of mouths opening and shutting along the banister. The murmur
of their complaining voices filled the room. He would have been more impressed if he hadn't seen an
advertisement for the Tortured Souls overlay in a gaming magazine a few weeks before. He curled his lip.
"Typical wizard."

Fredericks nodded.

The stairs led up past several more floors, all full of snap-on wizard gear, much of it familiar and most of
it fairly low-rent. Orlando decided that Senbar-Flay, whoever he was, had shot most of his allowance on
the gryphon.

Shame about that, he thought. Maybe it was insured.

He didn't bother to search any of the lower rooms. Wizard-types, like cats, always opted for the highest
perches, as if they had to look down on everyone else. Other than a squadron of large but somewhat
sluggish guard-spiders, which Orlando easily dispersed with a few strokes from Lifereaper, they
encountered no further opposition.

In the topmost part of the tower, in a great circular room with windows that overlooked Madrikhor in all
directions, they found Senbar-Flay, asleep.

"He's not home," said Fredericks, half-relieved. The body was stretched out on a jet-black bier, and
surrounded by something that would have looked like a glass box if it had been a bit more substantial.
"Got wards around his body, too."

Orlando examined the wizard's inert sim. Senbar-Flay was as heavily robed as he had been at their first
meeting, everything but his lidded eyes wrapped in metallic black fabric. He wore a goblin-skull helmet,
although Orlando had real doubts the sorcerer had killed the goblin himself: the markets of Madrikhor's
Merchant Row were full of such things, harvested by local adventurers and sold so they could improve
their weaponry, their attributes, or buy a little extra online time. Adding a more exotic touch to the
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ensemble, the wizard's hands were gloved in human flesh-but, from the puckered stitching, it did not
appear to be his own.

"Glory Hands," noted Fredericks. "I saw 'em in this shop in Lambda. Give you power over the dead, I
think. What are you gonna do, Orlando? He's not here."

"I knew he wasn't here when the gryphon didn't bring him out. But this guy sent me down that hole and
something weird happened to me there. I want answers." He reached into his pocket and brought out a
small black circle the size of a poker chip. "And I'm gonna get 'em."

"What's that?"

"Wizards aren't the only people who can do magic." Orlando dropped the circle onto the floor, then
crouched and pulled at its edges until it looked like a manhole the size of a dinner plate. "Beezle! Come

here!"

The shambling something with too many legs clambered up out of the black circle. "Keep your shirt on,
boss," it growled, "I'm here already."

"What are you doing?" Fredericks was so shocked that Orlando almost laughed-his friend sounded like
an old lady. "You can't hack that thing in here! No unregistered agents allowed in the Middle Country!"

"[ can do anything if I can make the gear work."
"But you'll be banned forever! Not just Thargor-you!"

"Only if somebody tells. And who would do that?" He fixed Fredericks with a stern look. "Now do you
see why I'm not going to register that kill?"

"But what if someone checks the record?"
Orlando sighed for the second time in fifteen minutes. These arguments with Fredericks could go on for
days. "Beezle, pull this node apart. Get me every piece of local information you can, but concentrate on

communications in and out."

"Will do." The cartoon bug dropped back down into the hole, and immediately the air filled with a
ruckus of chainsaws and clawhammers.

Orlando turned back to his friend. "No one's going to check the record unless Senbar-Flay asks them
to, and he won't do that if he's got something to hide."

"And if he doesn't have anything to hide?"

"Then I'll have to apologize, won't I? Or at least buy him a new gryphon."

Orlando pulled opened the data window until it blocked his view of Fredericks' frowning face. He
opaqued the background, just to make sure no disapproval leaked through, and studied the glowing
characters Beezle was pumping out.
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"His name's Sasha Diller. Never heard of him. You?"

"No." Fredericks sounded distinctly sullen, perhaps thinking of the potential damage to his own Middle
Country franchise if this affair came to the attention of the Table of Judgment.

"Registered in Palm Beach Inner. Huh. I would've thought a rich kid would do better than this-everything
except the watch-gryphon is strictly House of Gear." He let his eyes rove down the window. "Twelfth
Level-like I couldn't guess. Calls in and out? Hardly any. A couple of codes here I don't recognize.
Hmmm. He hasn't been around much lately." Orlando pointed at a section of the window, which
reconfigured. He grunted in surprise.

"What?"

"He's been around exactly twice in the last six months. Two days in a row. The second was the one
where he gave me the commission."

"That's weird." Fredericks looked down at Senbar-Flay's uninhabited body. "Why don't you just pump
out the data you want? We should get out of here."

Orlando smiled. He knew his sim wasn't showing much of it-Thargor didn't smile very well. "Some thief
you are. Is this how you act when you're on one of your little jobs? Like a kid sneaking down to rattle his

Christmas presents?"

"Pithlit doesn't break the rules of the Middle Country." Fredericks' dignity was wounded. "He's not
scared of anything, much-but I'm worried about getting banned for life."

"Okay. It's gonna be a long time before this guy comes back anyway, by the looks of it" Orlando began
to close the window, then stopped, arrested by something he'd seen, and enlarged it again. He stared for
a long while, long enough to make his friend start to shuffle nervously, then shut it and sent the information
to his home system.

"What? What was it?"

"Nothing." Orlando looked down at the hole. "Beezle? You done?"

As if to be contrary, the agent appeared from the general area of the ceiling, dangling on a very
cartoony-looking rope that Orlando knew was not part of the wizard's tower decor. "Depends what you

mean by done, boss. How fine you want the information sifted? You got all the big stuff already."

Long years of interaction had taught Orlando to translate Beezle's seeming informality. He was probably
now tracing the provenance of every piece of snap-on software in the place.

"The big stuff will do. Do a backgrounder on the gryphon, though. A good one."
Beezle spun at the end of his rope for a moment. "Done."

"Then let's get out of here. Hit that rope and start climbing down, Frederico."
"Climbing? Why don't we just go?"

"Because I'm not leaving the way you are. You go the long way. Keep an eye open and make sure we
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didn't leave any obvious traces-you know, club keys from the Thieves' Quarter Lounge, stuff like that."

"Very funny. What are you going to do?"

"Trust me-you don't want to know."

Orlando gave Fredericks a decent head start. Then, when he felt sure his friend should be shinnying
down the rope-Fredericks had spent lots of points on rope-shinnying ability, so Orlando figured he
wouldn't be at it too long-he summoned Beezle back.

"What now, boss? We goin' somewhere interesting?"

"Only home. But first [ want you to do something. Can we leave a little data bomb behind?"

A grinning mouth appeared in the inky mop of legs. "We are having fun today. Whatcha wanna do,
exactly?"

"I can't do anything to the central record, and I certainly can't make a seamless edit like someone did to
me, even in this guy's house file-but I can make sure that whoever comes in here next won't know who
was here or what happened, not unless they've got Table of Judgment authority."

"Your call, boss. But I can scorch it good, yeah. Complete scramble."

Orlando hesitated. He was taking a big risk-bigger even than Fredericks knew. This had become so
important to him so quickly, and he was basing it all on one look at Beezle's data. But he hadn't become
Thargor, scourge of the Middle Country, by being afraid to go for broke.

"Scorch it"

"You did what?"

"Pulled it down. Not from the outside-no one will be able to tell unless they actually get into the place."
Fredericks, back in one of his bodybuilder sims, leaped out of his chair so quickly that he flew into the air
and caromed off the cottage wall. Orlando adjusted the gravity and his friend floated down and bumped
to rest beside the pyramid of display cases. "Are you scanned utterly?" Fredericks shouted. "That's not
just the Middle Country death penalty, and maybe thrown off the whole net-that's criminal prosecution,
too! You destroyed someone's property!"

"Don't get your fenfen in an uproar. That's why I sent you out first. You're in the clear."

Fredericks raised his chunky fists, his sim face (slightly less realistic than Pithlit's, which probably
indicated something profound, although Orlando couldn't say what exactly) screwed up in fury. "I don't
care about me! Well, that's not true-but what the hell is going on with you, Gardiner? Just because
Thargor's dead, you're trying to get yourself thrown off the net. What are you, some kind of martyr?"

Orlando settled back into his virtual couch, smiling. "You sound like my mother."

His friend's cold anger was fierce and surprising. "Don't say that. Don't you dare say that."
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"Sorry. Just . . . just spanking you. Look, I'll let you in on something. Beezle! Run that information out
for me again, will you?"

The window appeared and hung gleaming in midair like an angelic visitation.

"Now, orb this." Orlando boxed and expanded a small section. "Go on, read it."

Fredericks squinted. "It's . . . it's a shutdown order." He straightened up, a little relief evident in his voice.
"Senbar-Flay's tower is gonna be taken down? Then . . . but it still doesn't make sense, Gardiner, what
you did. If they're going to drezz it anyway. . . ."

"You didn't finish reading. Look at who told the Middle Country gaming board to shut it down."

"Some judge in . . . Palm Beach County, Florida?"

"And the date-six months ago. And it's only been used twice since that time."

Fredericks shook his head. "I don't get it."

"This guy Diller's dead! Or in jail, or something. Anyway, he ceased to be the operator, pretty much, six
months ago. But for some reason it hasn't been drezzed. And, more importantly, someone's used it-used
Diller's sim, even! Used it to hire me!"

"Wow. Barking. Are you sure?"

"I'm not sure of anything. But Beezle's checking for me. You got anything yet, Beezle?"

The agent popped out of a crack in the wall beside the picture window. "Got the Diller stuff. Still
working on the watch-gryphon."

"Give me what you've got so far. Just tell me."
"Diller, Seth Emmanuel-you want dates and everything?"
"Just summarize. I'll stop you if I want more data."

"He's a coma case-date of shutdown coincides with the date of a trustee being named for his estate.
Thirteen years old at last birthday. Parents dead, grandmother applied for legal aid-she's started a lawsuit
against Middle Country, plus the hardware manufacturers, primarily Krittapong Electronic and
subsidiaries."

Orlando pondered, "So he had enough money to have good equipment, but the grandmother doesn't
have enough money to sue?"

Beezle waved his legs for a moment "All the hardware and gear named in the lawsuit's at least four years
old, some much older. You want me to get the grandmother's finances? Diller, Judith Ruskin."

"Nah." He turned to Fredericks, who was sitting forward, beginning to believe. "This guy's in a coma, as
good as dead, His estate wants his online stuft shut down-probably to save money. And his grandma's
suing the Middle Country, too. But it doesn't shut down. And someone else uses it, at least two times.
His equipment was nice once, but it's old now and his grandmother doesn't have any money. But there's
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a top-of-the-line, utterly scorching Red Gryphon on the site to keep people out. How much you want to
bet it was purchased after this Diller kid checked out?"

"I'm working on the gryphon, boss," said Beezle. "But it ain't easy."
"Keep trying." He put his feet up on nothing. "What do you think now, Frederico?"

His friend, who had seemed quite excited only a few moments ago, now grew strangely still, as though
he had left his sim entirely. "I don't know," he said at last. "This is getting weird, Orlando. Really
scanbark. How could someone keep a node open in the Middle Country when the people who run it
wanted it shut down?"

"T'll bet that somebody fiddled the central records. We only know because the shutdown order was
registered on the node itself when the judge made her decision. But if someone went in and adjusted the
central records, the automatic drezz would never happen. You know the system's too big for anyone to
notice, at least until the case comes to court and the whole thing gets dragged out again."

"But that's what [ mean! You're talking about someone hacking the Middle Country central records!"

Orlando made a noise of annoyance. "Fredericks! We already knew they could do that. Look at what
happened to me down in that tomb. They just took the whole sequence out and then sewed it back up
again. Like they were surgeons."

"But why?"

"Don't know." Orlando turned to examine his MBC window. Watching the constructor robots patiently
excavating the red Martian soil was soothing, like watching cows in a field. He needed to slow his excited
thoughts. "I just know I'm right"

Fredericks got up, a little more carefully this time, and walked to the center of the room. "But, Orlando,
this is . . . it isn't Morpher or Dieter. This isn't just someone trying to get over on us. These people are,
like . . . criminals. And why are they messing with things, taking all these risks-just to show you some
city? It doesn't make sense."

"Not much."

Sifting, digging, then sifting some more, the constructor robots went on about their tasks. They were just
on the other side of an imaginary window, and simultaneously millions of miles away. Orlando tried to
remember the time lag of the transmission, but couldn't. Not that what they were doing at this exact
moment probably looked any different from this delayed version he was looking at. And the mindless
things would continue, working and working, dying off and being replaced from their own self-created
factory. In another few years the project would end. A tiny blister of plastic would hug the Martian
surface, a place where a few hundred humans could shelter against the harshness of an alien world.

"Orlando?" His friend's voice tugged him back to the equally alien world of his virtual house. Fredericks'
broad-shouldered sim had crossed its arms as though to hold something inside its barrel-like chest
"Gardino, old man? This scares me."
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Orlando sat up, pillows bunched behind him, his blanket wrapped around his thin legs as tightly as a cold
beggar's robe, and listened to Nothing.

He knew from books that houses had not always been like this. He suspected that most houses in other
parts of the world, and even lots of them here in America, were not like this even now. He knew that in
many places boards creaked, and upstairs neighbors thumped, and people talked on the other side of
walls. He had visited a friend from the medical center once, a boy named Tim whose parents lived in a
house on a street with nothing separating them from the rest of the city. Even during the day you could
hear cars moaning past on the freeway half a mile distant.

On nights like this, when his father had stopped snoring for a bit, Orlando couldn't hear anything at all.
His mother always slept like a dead person. The Gardiners had no pets except for a few dozen exotic
fish, but fish were quiet animals and all the systems that supported life in their tank were noiselessly
chemical. The building's human residents were cared for no less discreetly. Machinery in the house's walls
adjusted temperatures, monitored air quality, random-tested the circuitry on lights and alarm systems, but
all in silence. Outside, an army might be trooping past beyond the heavy walls and insulated windows of
their house, but as long as no one stepped in front of a sensor beam, Orlando would never know.

There was something to be said for the kind of safety and security money could buy. Orlando's mother
and father could go shopping, attend the theater, walk the dog-if they'd had one-all without leaving the
vast security estate that was Crown Heights. His mother claimed they had only done it for Orlando's
sake. A child like him should not be subjected to the dangers of city life, they had decided, but equally
clearly should not be raised in some rural place, a long car- or helicopter-ride away from modern
conveniences. But since most of his parents' friends also lived either in Crown Heights or in similar
fortified mid-city security townships (they were called exclusive communities in the ads), and didn't have
his parents' excuse for it, he wondered if she was telling him the truth. Sometimes he wondered if she
even knew the truth herself.

The house was silent. Orlando was lonely and a little unsettled.

His fingers found the link cable by his bedside. He thought for a moment about going to the net, but he
knew what would happen if his mother got up to pee or something while he was oblivious and saw him
plugged in. She was on an anti-net campaign as it was, although what else she expected him to do she'd
never made clear. If she caught him, he might lose the "privilege," as she termed it, for weeks. He didn't
dare risk it just now. Not with all the things that were happening.

"Beezle?" There was no response. He had spoken too softly, apparently. He crawled to the foot of the
bed and leaned over. "Beezle?" Voice activation was a bitch when you were worried about waking up
your parents.

A minute hum wafted out of the darkness. A small, dim light brightened, then seven more tiny red lights
blinked on in circular sequence until he could see a small scarlet ring gleaming in the shadows near his
closet door.

"Yes, boss?"

"Quieter. Like me."

Beezle matched his volume level. "Yes, boss?"
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"Anything to tell me?"
"A few things. Some of them strange. I was going to wait until morning."

The conversation was still making Orlando nervous. His mother had been on a bulk scorch lately about
not sleeping, and sometimes the woman had ears as sharp as a bat's, even in her sleep. He was sure it
was some kind of mother thing, a latent genetic abnormality that only emerged after giving birth and lasted
until you'd driven your children out of the house.

He briefly considered doing the whole thing silently onscreen, but at least if his mother woke up and
heard him talking, he could pretend it had been in his sleep. If she caught him with a glowing screen, it
would be harder to explain away. Besides, he was lonely, and having someone to talk to was still the best
cure for that. "Bug. Come over here so we don't nave to talk so loud."

A couple of near-silent clicks indicated that Beezle was detaching his robot body from the power outlet,
where it had been quietly sucking nourishment like a flea on a dog's back. The ring of red lights slid down
the wall and then came across the carpet at about shoetop height. Orlando scrambled back to his pillows
and got under the blankets again so he could enjoy the ticklishly amusing sensation of Beezle clambering
up the bedclothes. He enjoyed it mostly because he was not so grownup as to have forgotten the slightly
creepy way it had felt when he was a little boy.

Beezle approached the pillow, humming and clicking as faintly as a cricket wrapped in a yard of cotton.
He crawled onto Orlando's shoulder and adjusted for stability, rubber-tipped feet scrabbling to get a
satisfactory grip. Orlando wondered if someday Beezles, or things like Beezle, would be able to move as
freely in RL as they did in the virtual world. He had already seen news stories about agents with robotic
bodies going feral because of bad programming or aging software, escaping their owners to live like
woodlice in the infrastructures of buildings. What would such things want out of life? Did they run away
on purpose, or just lose the ability to follow their original programming and wander off into freedom? Did
they retain vestiges of their original artificial personality?

Beezle had settled with his speaker beside Orlando's ear, and now spoke so quietly as to be barely
audible. "Better?"

"That's fine. So tell me what you have."
"Which first?"
"The gryphon."

"Well, first off, we don't know for sure when it was purchased, but everything else lines up with your
guess. It was first introduced into the node after the shutdown order."

"So Diller didn't buy it."

"Well, a call on the hospital databank says he's still there and still listed as comatose, so even if he
bought it, he sure didn't install it."

"Where's it from?"

Beezle readjusted in response to Orlando's small change of position. His Brooklyn cabdriver accent
continued to purr into his master's ear. "That's one of the strange things. It doesn't correspond exactly to
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anything. It's been customized from several different chunks of code-I think it did more than just perform
its Middle Country duties, but it's too late now to go back and check those possibilities. Maybe if you go
back in, boss."

"I doubt it. So you can't find out who bought it or who made it?"

"The chain of manufacture is messed up all to hell. I can't trace an unbroken line-companies have gone
out of business, trademarks on some parts of it are held under what seem to be invented names-not in
any indexes I can find anywhere." If an agent in a robot body could sigh, Beezle would have sighed. "It's
been hell, I'm tellin' ya. But one thing keeps coming up."

"Which is?"
"TreeHouse."
At first Orlando thought he had misheard Beezle's whisper, "You mean . . . the place?"

"Most of the invented names are hacker tags, and a lot of them show up in TreeHouse-related material."

"Wow. Let me think."

Beezle sat patiently. Unlike his parents or Fredericks, you could tell Beezle to do something and he'd do
it. He knew "Let me think" meant don't talk, and if Orlando didn't prompt him to speak again, the robot
would crouch silently in place until he had to crawl back to his socket to recharge.

Orlando needed a few moments of quiet. He didn't quite know what to say. If this trail he seemed to be
following led toward TreeHouse, that was both exciting and extremely daunting. Exciting because
TreeHouse, often called "the last free place on the net," was supposed to be an anarchistic hacker's
paradise, an outlaw node that floated through the system like an illegal streetcorner craps game. Net
gossip said that it was supported not by massive corporate structures like the other big nodes, but by an
ever-changing network of its residents' own small systems. It was supposed to be like a gypsy camp-the
whole thing could be taken down in minutes, stored as small and widely distributed individual chunks,
then fitted back together again equally swifily.

The daunting aspect was that nobody just went to TreeHouse. It was pretty much invitation only, and
since it had no commercial purpose-and was in fact by its own governing principles opposed to being
useful in any meaningful way-those who found it usually wanted only to enjoy and help preserve its
exclusivity.

So you couldn't just go to TreeHouse like you could to some other node. Being told that the answers to
his questions might be discovered there was like telling a medieval peasant that he could find something in
Cathay or Samarkand. For a teenager with no connections, if it wasn't actually mythical, it was still so
unreachable as to be in effect purely imaginary.

TreeHouse. Excitement moved inside him, but something else fought for room beside it, something he
knew very well, although he had never before felt it about something on the net. Just like Fredericks, he
was scared.

"Beezle," he said at last, "are you sure?"

"Boss, please." Beezle was old equipment, but he was an impressive piece of work. There was nothing
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artificial about his tone of scorn.

"Then get me everything you can on TreeHouse. No, not everything. At least at first you'd better just
give me stuff with a reasonable believability weight-information with multiple sources. We can decide
whether we want to start hunting through the really scanny stuff later."

"Even so, boss, it's gonna take a while."

"T'll take whatever you've got in the morning." He remembered that tomorrow was an appointment
day."No, after lunch. I'll look at it, then decide."

"If you want a really thorough search by tomorrow, I'd better lose this body and get to it. Crawling
around wastes an awful lot of bandwidth, ya know."

Orlando made a face. One problem with hanging onto your childhood agent was that they tended to
lecture you. "Tell me something new. Go on, get out of here."

The rubber-clad metal polyps riffled in sequence as Beezle backed away from his ear. "Good night,
boss."

" 'Night, Beezle."

The agent made its laborious way down the blankets to the floor. Like cats, Bugs found it easier to climb
up than down. Orlando watched the faint gleam of red until it reached the wall outlet once more,
socketed in, and turned off its display.

TreeHouse. It was so strange to think of that name in connection with something he, Orlando Gardiner,
was going to do. It was like deciding you were really going to fly to Never-Never Land, or go down a
rabbit hole to look for Alice's friends.

But it made sense, in a weird way. If people existed who could hack into a system as sophisticated as
the Middle Country, excise an entire five minutes or whatever it had been, then leave no trace-not only of
who had done it, but that anything had even been done!-they would be the kind of people who hung
around in TreeHouse.

He sank down into the pillows, but he knew sleep would not come soon. There was so much to think
about. Had he really found something unusual, something worth causing all this trouble over, something
worth taking so many risks? Or was it only that the vision of the strange city made him think about things
he'd stopped considering? Fredericks would tell him he was getting carried away. Certainly data
bombing someone's node was not a normal kind of thing to do. His parents would be horrified.

A sudden thought made his neck go prickly. Orlando sat up; the idea was too uncomfortable to consider
lying down.

He had figured that only someone with access to the Middle Country records would ever know he had
been in Senbar-Flay's tower-he had even said so to Fredericks. But clearly whoever had snipped out the
sequence in the tomb and managed to suppress a shutdown order for half a year could walk in and out of
the Table of Judgment's master files at will, and do things to them that even their owners couldn't do.

If that was the case, then whoever had rigged the whole thing in the first place could find out about
Thargor's visit any time he or she wanted to. And the mystery hacker could find out about Thargor's


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

creator with even greater ease.

Sour bile rose to Orlando's mouth. With the kind of stupid self-confidence that would make any
imaginary barbarian proud, he had as good as told this person of near-limitless skills and an obvious
desire for secrecy that there was a fourteen-year-old kid looking for him. Surely the whole thing was just
the work of some extremely talented, slightly childish prankster. But if the city and the records-fixing
were indicative of something bigger, something far more illegal? He could only hope that his adversary
had a really good sense of humor.

Y o00-hoo, Mister Big-League Computer Criminal, it's me, Orlando Gardiner. Drop by any time. [ won't
put up much of a fight.

Hell, all someone would have to do was fiddle his medical records. The wrong dermal patch and it
would be Sayonara Irene.

TreeHouse. An image out of childhood, a place to escape the real world of grownups and rules. But
who else liked to lurk beyond the edge of the playground, out of reach of authority? Bullies. Serious
troublemakers. Bad guys.

Eyes wide open, Orlando sat in the dark and listened to Nothing.

CHAPTER 17

A Call from Jeremiah

NETFEED/SPORTS: Caribe Youth Signs "Guinea Pig" Contract
(visual: Bando playing dirt court basketball game)

VO: Solomon Bando, a twelve-year-old Dominican boy, will become the first child to receive hormone
treatments paid for and administered by a professional sports franchise. Bando's family signed a contract
with the Ensenada ANVAC Clippers of the World Basketball Association that permits their son, chosen
as an optimum specimen from several hundred applicants, to undergo a series of body-building hormone
treatments and bone grafts designed to help him reach an adult height of at least seven and a half feet,

(visual: Roland Krinzy, Clippers vice president)

KRINZY: "We're building for the future, not just taking the short view. Our fans appreciate that."

Renie fumbled with her packages, trying to juggle them into some kind of manageable arrangement. The
bus wheezed and rolled slowly away on underinflated tires, off to deposit a few more souls on a few
more corners, like a strange animal marking the circuit of its territory.

The day had turned even hotter while she had been on the bus, although the sun was well down toward
the horizon; she could feel sweat trickling down the back of her neck and along her spine. Before the fire,
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her stop had been only a few streets from her flat, although that had always seemed a terrible trudge at
the end of a working day. Only two weeks later, she was beginning to look back on the old days with
nostalgic fondness.

The streets of Lower Pinetown were full, as they usually were this time of the day. People of all ages
lounged in doorways or on front steps, gossiping with neighbors next door or even across the
street-shouting something scurrilous so everyone who could hear was part of the fun. In the middle of the
road a group of young men were playing football, the contest watched closely by a pack of children who
ran up and down the sidewalks as the progress of the match shifted from one end of the street to the
other, and more casually by the audience on the stoops. Most of the players wore only shorts and
battered takkies. As she watched their perspiration-slicked bodies move, listened to them laughing and
shouting, Renie felt a deep, hollow craving for someone to hold her and love her.

Waste of time, girl. Too much to do.

One of the young men in the match, lean and shaven-headed, looked something like her old boyfriend
Del Ray, even had a little of his insolent grace. For a moment he was there in the street in front of her,
even though she knew the boy who had captured her attention was years younger. She wondered what
the real Del Ray was doing, where he was at this very moment. She hadn't thought of him in a while, and
wasn't sure she was happy to be reminded. Had he gone to Johannesburg, as he had always sworn he
would? Surely nothing could have kept him from going into government and making his way up the ladder
of respect-Del Ray had been very ambitious. Or was he still here in Durban, perhaps returning home
from work to a waiting woman-to his wife, maybe. It had been at least five years since she'd seen him,
time enough for anything to have happened. He might have children. For all she knew, he might be dead.

She shivered a little and realized she had stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. The young man, who
now raced ahead of the entire pack dribbling the scuffed ball, flew past her. She saw a flash of gold in his
grin of exertion. He didn't really look much like Del Ray.

A group of small children swept past her like an ocean wave, following the young man who wasn't her
old boyfriend as he hurtled toward the goal. She had to cling to her packages as the shrieking troop
swirled by, then she began walking again. A few hundred yards took her past the stoops and into the
small and rather depressing shopping district.

A dress in a window caught her eye. She slowed. The pale fabric had a strange sheen, and the slanting
sunlight seemed to move across it unevenly. It was odd but somehow striking, and she stopped to look
more closely. It had been a long time since she'd bought herself any clothes that weren't practical.

She shook her head with a small sense of triumphant martyrdom. If there was ever a time when she
needed to save her money, when she couldn't afford something just because it would make her feel nice,
now was that time.

A movement in or behind the reflection caught her eye as she turned back to the sidewalk, for a moment
she thought it was someone in the shop window, but when she moved to a different angle, she could see
the window was empty but for mannequins. Something had moved quite close behind her. She whirled,
but saw only a bit of dark clothing disappearing down a sidestreet a dozen yards away. Just the other
side, walking away from Renie on the sidewalk, two young women were looking back over their
shoulders with faintly puzzled expressions, as though watching whoever it might have been.

Renie readjusted her bag and walked a little more purposefully. It was not as if it were after dark, or she
were the only person on the street. A small crowd stood in front of the corner market just a hundred
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steps ahead, and there were at least a half-dozen people closer to her than that. She might well be in
some kind of trouble, but it was dangerous to start believing that people were following you.

As she waited to cross the street, she casually turned and looked back, A rangy man in a dark shirt and
metal-framed sunglasses was staring fixedly into the dress shop window. He did not meet her eyes or
show any sign that he even knew she existed, but she still felt a kind of attention emanating from him.

Perhaps she was jumping at shadows. Then again, that was what they called it when somebody followed
somebody, wasn't it-shadowing?

It's dangerous to believe that people are following you, but maybe it's dangerous to disbelieve it, too.

She went into the market on the corner even though she'd already done her shopping near the Poly.
where the better stores were. When she came out with a soft drink in her hand, there was no sign of the
man in the dark shirt.

The shelter had been a truck depot, and it still retained its former sense of intimacy and warmth. The
twelve-meter-high ceilings gaped in places where the cheap corrugated fibramic didn't quite meet. The
floor was concrete, still blackened in places with ancient oil stains. The Greater Durban Social Welfare
Department had done what it could, mostly with volunteer labor-the huge space had been hived with
fiberboard partitions across which curtains could be hung, and a wide, carpeted common area in one
corner held a wallscreen, a large gas fire, dartboards, and an old billiards table-but the building had been
converted hastily in the wake of the flooding three years before and hadn't been modified since. At the
time it had been meant only as temporary housing for those displaced from the lower townships, but after
the overspill had receded, the local government had kept the building. They hired it out between the fairly
infrequent emergencies for dances and political rallies, although it had a core population that had never
found other homes.

Keeping the shelter had not meant being able to improve it, though. Renie wrinkled her nose as she
walked across the open area near the front door. How could a place that was so drafty in cold weather
hold in the heat and stink so effectively during the summer?

She dumped the packages in the four-by-three-meter booth which was their temporary home. Her
father wasn't there, but she had not expected him to be. She pulled the tab on a cigarette, kicked off her
shoes, then pulled the curtain closed so she could take off her work clothes and keep them relatively
clean. When she had changed into shorts and a loose-fitting shirt, she put the groceries in the tiny
refrigerator, set the kettle on the hot plate, stubbed her cigarette, and went off to search for Long Joseph.

He was over by the wallscreen with the usual bunch of men, some his age, some younger. They were
watching a football match being played on green grass somewhere, a contest between well-paid
professionals in one of the commercial sports-ground Neverlands that only existed on broadcasts; she
couldn't help thinking about the real game in the street only a short distance away. What brought the
young men in out of the sunshine and turned them into the only slightly older ones here-slow of speech
but quick to argue, shallow-swimming, content to sit and nurse a few beers through a long afternoon in a
steamy warehouse? How could men start out so strong, so vital, and then turn so sour?

Her father looked up at her approach and, in guilty reflex, attempted to hide his beer. She ignored it.
"I'm making some coffee, Papa, then we have to go see Stephen."
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He sneaked a quick look down at the bottle held against his leg. It was almost empty. The other men
were watching the screen intently. Renie had heard a colleague say that men were like dogs; if so, it was
never more apparent than when they watched the movement of a ball. Long Joseph swallowed the last
mouthful, then put it down on the concrete with a defiant flourish. "I'll come. Got to see the boy."

As they walked back across the broad expanse, Renie thought she saw the man in the dark shirt again,
this time silhouetted in the front doorway, but it was hard to be certain with the light streaming in from
behind him. She pushed down a surge of unease. Even if it were him, that didn't mean anything. There
were almost five hundred people living in the shelter, and many more who just came in during the day to
hang around. She knew only the few dozen other refugees from their burned flatblock.

She looked again when the light wasn't in her eyes, but couldn't see him anymore.
"It used to be good," her father said suddenly. "Every day. Good to do it."
"What?"

"When I was working. When I was an electrician. Finish up, put down the tools, stop with my friends to
have a drink. Good to be finished. But then my back got hurt."

Renie said nothing. Her father's back injury had occurred, or at least he claimed it had occurred, in the
year after the death of her Uma' Bongela, her grandmother, who had been the children's caretaker after
their mother's death in the store fire. Long Joseph's injury had also coincided with his much greater
interest in drinking, and in his coming back so late from his social evenings that Renie had usually taken
her baby brother into bed with her to quiet his crying. She had always had her doubts about his back

injury.

Unless he had been bowed down so long by hard work piled on hard work, and then by the added,
almost impossible burden of losing wife and mother-in-law and being left as sole parent to two young
children, that he had just reached a point where he could not straighten up anymore. That, too, could be
called a back injury of sorts.

"You could still do it, you know."
"What?" He was distracted, staring out into the middle distance as he walked.

"Be an electrician. God knows, there're lots of people with problems around here. I bet they'd love to
have you help them."

He gave her a quick, angry look before staring ahead again. "My back."

"Just don't do anything that will make it worse. I'm sure there're lots of other things you could do. Half
the people in this building have their power outlets overloaded, old wires, bad appliances. You could go
around and have a look. . . ."

"Goddamn, girl, if you want to get rid of me, just say it to me!" He was suddenly furious, his hands
clenched into fists. "I'm not going 'round begging people for jobs. Trying to tell me my monthly payment
isn't enough?"

"No, Papa." In his early fifties, he was becoming a querulous old man. She wanted to touch him but
didn't dare. "No, Papa. It was just an idea. I'd just like to see you. . . ."
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"Make myself useful? I'm useful to me, girl. Now you mind your own business."

They walked in silence back to their space. Long Joseph sat down on the bed and conducted a long,
critical examination of his slippers while Renie made two cups of instant coffee. When the tablets had

finished effervescing, she passed one to her father.
"Can I ask you something else, or are you going to be in a bad mood all evening?"
He looked at her over the rim of his cup. "What?"

"What did the man look like in front of our flatblock? Remember? The one you saw waiting in the car
that night when !Xabbu came over."

He shrugged and blew on his coffee. "How do I know? It was dark. He had a beard, a hat. Why do you
want to know that?"

The man shadowing her had been beardless, but that proved nothing-anyone could shave.
"I'm . .. I'm worried, Papa. I think there might be someone following me."
He scowled. "What nonsense is this? Following you? Who?"

"I don't know. But . . . but I think I may have upset somebody. I've been looking into what happened to
Stephen. Doing some research on my own."

Long Joseph shook his head, still frowning. "What kind of silliness you talking, girl? Who following you,
a crazy doctor?"

"No." She wrapped her hands around her own cup, strangely glad of the warmth despite the hot day. "I
think something happened to him because of the net. I can't explain, but that's what I think. That's why [
went to see my old teacher."

"What good that old white witch do you?"

"Damn it, Papa. I'm trying to talk to you! You don't know anything about Doctor Van Bleeck, so just
shut up!"

He made a motion as if to rise, sloshing his coffee.

"Don't you dare get up. I'm talking to you about something important. Now, are you going to listen to
me? I'm not the only relative Stephen has, you know-he's your son, too."

"And I'm going to him tonight." Long Joseph was full of wounded dignity, despite the fact that it was only
his fifth visit, and all of them at Renie's strenuous urging. But he had settled back now, pouting like a
scolded child.

She told him as much as she could, leaving out the more arcane bits of speculation and avoiding entirely
the story of her last hour in Mister J's. She was too old and far too independent to be forbidden to do
what she was doing, but she could not ignore the possibility that he might decide to protect her from
herself, perhaps by damaging her pad or other equipment after a few drinks reminded him he was partly
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descended from warrior Zulus. She could carry on with her investigation from work if she had to, but she
had already involved the Poly more than she'd liked, and she was also far behind on work because of her
illness.

Long Joseph was oddly quiet after she finished her explanations. "I'm not surprised you almost kill
yourself, working all day and then running around with all that other mess," he said at last. "That sounds
like a lot of craziness to me. Something in a computer made that boy sick? I never heard of that."

"I don't know. I'm just telling you what I've been thinking about and doing. I have no proof."

Except one very blurry picture of a city, she thought. But only because I took my pad with me to
Susan's. Only because [ wasn't at home when that fire happened.

As if hearing her thoughts, her father abruptly said: "You think somebody came and set our flat on fire?"

"I...Idon't know. I don't want to think it's that serious. I've been assuming it was just a normal
fire-you know, an accident."

"'Cause if you been messing with the wrong people, they'll burn you out. I know about that, girl. I seen it
happen." Long Joseph stretched out his legs, staring at his stockinged feet. Despite his height, he
suddenly seemed very small and very old. He leaned down, grunting softly as he felt on the floor for his
shoes. "And now you think someone following you?"

"Maybe. I don't know. I just don't know anything right now."

He looked up at her, sullen and a little frightened. "I don't know what to say either, Irene. I hate to be
hoping that my daughter is crazy in the head, but I don't like that other idea very much." He straightened
up, captured shoes in his hand. "Let me put these on, then we better go see that boy."

After the visit, she led her father to the changing room so he could take off his Ensuit, then carefully
changed her own, folding it before dropping it into the chute marked for the purpose. When she had
finished, she walked to the restroom, sat down on the toilet, and cried. It started modestly, but within a
few moments she could barely catch her breath. Her nose was even running, but she didn't care.

He was there, somewhere. Her Stephen, the little baby boy with the surprised eyes who used to crawl
into her bed, was there somewhere inside that body. The lights on the machines, the monitors on his skull,
all the instrumentation of modem medicine-or as much of it as was available in the Durban Outskirt
Medical Facility-declared that he was not brain-dead. Not yet. But his limbs were more contorted every
day, and his fingers had curled into tight fists despite the physical therapy. What was that horrible,
horrible phrase? "Persistent vegetative state." Like a shriveled root. Nothing left but something stuck in
the ground, darkly motionless both inside and out.

She couldn't feel him-that was the most horrifying thing. ! Xabbu had said his soul was somewhere else,
and although it was the sort of spiritualist homily that she usually nodded at while remaining privately
scornful, she had to admit she felt the same way. The body was Stephen's, and it was still alive, but the
real Stephen was not in it.
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But what was the difference between that and a persistent vegetative state?

She was tired, so tired. The more she ran, the more she felt stuck in the same place, and she did not
know where she would find the strength to keep running. At times like this, even a death as terrible as her
mother's seemed a blessing by contrast-at least there was rest and peace for the victim and some kind of
release for the mourning family.

Renie pulled down a hank of industrial-rough toilet paper and blew her nose, then took some more and
wiped her eyes and cheeks. Her father would be getting restless. The kind of old magazines lying around
the waiting room were not the kind of magazines that would keep his attention. Why was that? Were
hospital magazines only ever provided by kindly little old ladies? The scarcity of sports news or
semi-naked women showed that the reading material was never selected by men.

She dabbed at her face a little more as she stood in front of the mirror. The smell of disinfectant was so
strong she thought her eyes would start watering all over again. That would be perfect, she thought
sourly-work hard to look like you haven't been crying, then come out of the toilet with your eyes
streaming anyway. She gave her lashes a last defiant blot.

Her father had indeed become restless, but he had found something to do. He was annoying a nicely
dressed woman only a little older than Renie who had slid all the way down to the end of the couch to
avoid Long Joseph's attentions. As Renie approached, her father scooted a little way nearer.

"... A terrible ruckus, you see. Fire trucks, helicopters, ambulances. . . ." He was recounting the fire at
their flatblock. Renie smiled a little, wondering if by showing up she'd spoiled the story of how he'd
carried out all those women and children by himself.

"Come on, Papa," she began, then recognized the woman as Patricia Mwete, Soki's mother. They had
not spoken since the disastrous conversation when Stephen's friend had fallen abruptly into seizure. "Oh,
hello, Patricia," she said politely. "Papa, this is Soki's mother. Sorry, I didn't recognize you at first"

The other woman regarded her face-undoubtedly still tear-stained despite her best efforts-with a curious
mixture of fear and uncomfortable sympathy. "Hello, Irene. Nice to meet you, Mister. . . ." She nodded
carefully toward Long Joseph, obviously not yet sure that he wasn't going to come sliding farther down
the couch toward her.

Renie paused for a moment, uncertain of what to say. She wanted to ask why Patricia was here, but the
curious, almost superstitious courtesy of hospital waiting rooms didn't permit it. "We've been visiting
Stephen," she said instead.

"How is he?"

Renie shook her head. "Just the same."

"They make you wear a foolish damn suit," Long Joseph offered. "Like my boy had the fever or
something."

"It's not for that. . . ." Renie began, but Patricia interrupted her.
"Soki's in for tests. Three days, two nights. Just routine." She said that last defiantly, as if daring Renie to

tell her otherwise. "But he gets so lonely, so I come see him after work." She lifted a package. "I brought
him some fruit. Some grapes." She seemed about to cry herself.
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Renie knew that Soki's troubles had not been either as mild or temporary as Patricia had claimed during
their last meeting. She wanted to ask more, but didn't think it was the right time. "Well, give him my best.
We'd better be going. I've got a long day tomorrow."

As her father began the apparently complicated process of standing up, Patricia suddenly put her hand
on Renie's arm. "Your Stephen," she said, then stopped. The look of controlled worry had slipped; a
mask of terror peeped through.

"Yes?"

Patricia swallowed and wavered a little, like someone about to faint. Her formal business clothes seemed
the only thing keeping her upright "I just hope he gets better," she finished lamely. "I just hope they all get
better."

Long Joseph was already heading for the exit. Renie watched him a little anxiously, as if he, too, were a
troubled child. "Me, too, Patricia. Don't forget to say hello to Soki for me, okay?"

Patricia nodded her head and settled back on the couch, feeling for a magazine on the table without
looking.

"She wanted to tell me something," Renie said as they waited for the bus. "Either that or she wanted to
ask me something about Stephen."

"What are you talking about?" Her father prodded a discarded plastic bag with the toe of his shoe.

"Her boy Soki . . . something happened to him, too. While he was on the net. Like Stephen. I saw him
having a fit afterward."

Long Joseph looked back toward the hospital entrance. "Her boy in a coma, too?"
"No. Whatever happened, it was different. But his brain was affected. I know it"

They sat side by side in silence until the bus pulled up. When her father was settled into his seat, he
turned to her. "Somebody should find those net people, make them answer. Somebody should do
something."

I am doing something, Papa, she wanted to say, but Renie knew that she was not the kind of somebody
he had in mind.

It was dark. Even the stars barely shone, faint as mica chips in black sand. The only light in all the
universe, it seemed, was the small fire burning within the circle of stones.

She heard voices, and knew that she was listening to her own children, and yet in some way they were
also a tribe of strangers, a band that traveled through unimaginable lands. ! Xabbu was one of them, and
although she could not see him, she knew he was sitting beside her, one of the thin murmur of invisible
souls.
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A greater darkness lay on the distant horizon, the space it occupied the only part of the sky that
contained no stars. It was a vast triangular shape, like a pyramid, but it stretched up impossibly high, as
though they sat close to its base. As she stared at the great shadow, the voices around her murmured and
sang. She knew they were all aware of that tall dark mass. They feared it, but they also feared to leave it
behind, this the only familiar thing in all the night.

"What is it?" she whispered. A voice that she thought was ! Xabbu's answered her.
"It is the place where the Burned One lives. On this night, he comes."

"We have to run away!" She suddenly knew that something was moving out beyond the firelight,
something that lived in darkness the way fish lived in water. They were being stalked by something vast
and tenebrous, and in all the twilit universe the only uncorrupted light came from the flames of this small
fire.

"But he will only take a few," the voice said. "The others will be safe. Only a few."

"No! We can't let him have any of them!" She reached out, but the arm she clutched turned insubstantial
as smoke. The murmuring grew louder. Something was coming nearer, something huge that rattled the
trees and stones, that hoarsely breathed. She tried to pull her friend back, but he seemed to come apart
in her hands. "Don't! Don't go!"

Old Night itself was coming down on them, the jaws of darkness stretching wide. . . .

Renie sat up, panting. The murmuring still filled her ears, louder now, voices gasping and growling.
Something was thumping in the darkness nearby. She did not know where she was.

"Quiet yourself in there!" someone shouted, and she remembered that they were in the shelter. But the
sounds were not distant. Bodies were struggling on the floor only a meter away from her.

"Papa!" She fumbled for the torch, turned it on. By its light she could see limbs moving erratically,
thrashing and rolling, banging up against the fiberboard partitions. She could see the pale striped length of
her father's pajamas, and nearby another torch lying on its side, spilling light like a tipped goblet. She
rolled off the bed and grabbed Long Joseph's attacker around the neck, shouting: "Help! Someone, help
us!"

There were more noises of complaint from other compartments, but some of the occupants seemed to
be rousing themselves. She kept her grip on the stranger and curled her fingers in his hair, then pulled
back hard. He let out a high-pitched shriek of pain and clawed at her hand.

Her father used the moment's respite to scramble free. The stranger had wriggled loose from Renie, but
instead of fleeing, he crawled into a corner of the compartment and huddled there with his hands
wrapped around his head to ward off further attacks. Renie kept the flashlight on him, then saw her father
coming back with a long dull carving knife in his hand.

"Papa! Don't!"

"I kill the bastard." He was breathing painfully hard. She could smell the rank alcohol sweat coming off
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him. "Follow my daughter around!"

"We don't know! He could have got the wrong room. Just wait, damn you!" She crawled a little way
toward the cowering stranger. "Who are you?"

"He knew what he doing. I hear him whisper your name."
Renie had a moment of horror-could it be ! Xabbu, looking for her? But even in partial darkness, the
stranger seemed far too large. She reached out carefully and touched his shoulder. "Who are you?" she

repeated.

The man looked up, blinking in the torchlight. He had a cut across his hairline which was sheeting blood
down his forehead. It took her a long moment to recognize him.

"Jeremiah?" she said. "From Doctor Van Bleeck's house?"

He stared for a moment, clearly unable to see her behind the torch. "Irene Sulaweyo?"

"Yes, it's me. For God's sake, what's happening here?" She stood. Already several people from the
neighboring compartments were gathering outside the curtain, some with defensive weapons in hand. She
went out and thanked them, telling them it had been a case of mistaken identity. They gradually
dispersed, all relieved, some muttering imprecations about her drunkard father.

She went back inside to find Jeremiah Dako sitting against the wall, watching her father with some
distrust. Renie found the small electric lantern and turned it on, then gave Dako some paper toweling to
wipe his bloodied face. Her father, who was still staring at the intruder as though he might sprout fur and
fangs at any moment, allowed himself to be conducted to a folding chair.

"I know this man, Papa. He works for Doctor Van Bleeck."

"What's he doing this hour, coming round here? He your boyfriend?"

Dako snorted with indignation.

"No, he's not my boyfriend." She turned. "What are you doing here at. . . ." she looked at her watch, ". .
. one in the morning?"

"The doctor sent me. I couldn't find your number to call you."
She shook her head, puzzled. "She has my number-I know she does."

Jeremiah stared at the bloodsoaked paper in his hand for a moment, then looked up at Renie, eyes
blinking rapidly.

Everybody's crying today, she thought What's going on?
"Doctor Susan is in the hospital," he said abruptly, furious and miserable. "She's very bad . . . very bad."

"Oh, my God." Renie reflexively tore off several more sheets of paper towel and gave them to him.
"What happened?"
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"Some men beat her up. They broke into the house." Dako just held the towel. A rill of blood descended
to his eyebrow. "She asked to see you." He closed his eyes. "I think . . . I think she might die."

Smugly ensconced in his role as defender of the household, Long Joseph at first insisted on
accompanying them. Only after Renie pointed out that they might have to spend several hours in the
hospital waiting room did he decide to remain at the shelter as a bulwark against other, less forgivable
prowlers.

Jeremiah drove swiftly through the nearly empty streets. "I don't know how the bastards got in. I went to
see my mother-it's the night I always go. She's very old now, and she likes me to come and do things for
her." The piece of toweling gleamed on his dark forehead, rorschached by drying blood. "I don't know
how the bastards got in," he repeated. It was obviously something he considered a personal failure,
despite his absence. In such circumstances, Renie knew, the housekeeper or other employees were
usually the first suspects, but it was hard to doubt Dako's misery.

"Was it a robbery?"

"They didn't take much-some jewelry. But they found Doctor Susan in her lab downstairs, so they must
have known about the elevator. I think they tried to make her tell where she kept the money. They broke
everything-everything!" He sobbed, then clenched his lips tightly and for a few moments drove in silence.

"They destroyed things in her lab?"

He scowled. "They smashed things. They are like animals. We keep no money in the house! If they
wanted to steal, why did they not steal the machines? They are worth more than the few rands we keep
around to tip delivery boys."

"And how did you know the doctor wanted to see me?"

"She told me, while we were waiting for the ambulance. She could not talk much." Another sob shook
him. "She was just an old woman! Who could do such a thing?"

Renie shook her head. "Terrible people." She could not cry. The streetlights sliding past had lulled her
into a sort of dream state, as though she were a ghost haunting her own body. What was going on? Why
did dreadful things keep happening to those around her? "Terrible, terrible people," she said.

Asleep, Susan Van Bleeck looked like an alien creature. She was festooned with sensors and tubes, and
only the mummifying bandages seemed to be holding her discolored and broken body in something like
human form. Her breath wheezed in and out of her parted lips. Jeremiah burst into tears once more and
slumped to the floor beside her bed, hands clasped at the back of his neck as if to keep his head from
flying off with the force of his grief.

As horrifying as it was to see her friend and teacher this way, Renie was still in a state of cold removal.
This was the second time today she had been in a hospital, standing over the body of a silent loved one.

At least the Westville University Medical Center did not have a Bukavu quarantine.

A young black doctor wearing a stained smock and glasses with a taped nosepiece looked in. "She
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needs rest," he said, frowning. "Concussion, lots of bones broken." He gestured loosely down the ward
full of sleeping patients. "And it's not visiting time."

"She asked to see me," Renie explained. "She said it was important."

He frowned again, already distracted by some other thought, and wandered out.

Renie borrowed a chair from beside one of the other beds. The patient in the bed, a cadaverously thin
young man, blinked awake to watch her with a caged beast's eyes, but did not speak or move. She
returned to the bed and adjusted herself in a comfortable position to keep vigil, taking the less-bandaged
of Susan's hands in hers.

She had sagged into a half-sleep when she felt a pressure on her fingers. She sat up. Doctor Van
Bleeck's eyes were open and moving from side to side, as though she were surrounded by fast-moving
shapes.

"It's me, Renie." She gently squeezed. "Irene. Jeremiah's here, too."

Susan stared at her for a moment, then relaxed. Her mouth was open, but nothing came out past the
tube except a dry sound like an empty paper sack being blown along a street. Renie stood to go in
search of water, but Dako, kneeling beside her, pointed to the "Nothing By Mouth" sign hung on the
bed-stand. "They put wire in her jaw."

"You don't need to talk anyway," Renie told her. "We'll just stay here with you."

"Oh, little grandmother." Jeremiah pressed his forehead to the tube-girded arm. "I should have been
there. How could I let this happen?"

Susan pulled her hand free from Renie's grip and lifted it slowly until she could touch Dako's face. Tears
from his cheeks ran into her bandages. Then she gradually and deliberately put her hand back into
Renie's once more.

"Can you answer questions?"

A squeeze.

"Two squeezes for no, then?"

Another squeeze.

"Jeremiah said you wanted to see me."

Yes.

"About the thing we talked about? The city?"

Yes.

Renie suddenly wondered if she could be misinterpreting, since she hadn't received anything but single

squeezes. Susan's face was so swollen it was hard even to be sure of her expression; only her eyes
moved.
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"Do you want me to go home now and let you sleep?"
Two squeezes, quite firm. No.

"Okay, let me think. Did you find the place in the picture?"
No.

"But you found out something about it."

The squeeze was gentle and prolonged.

"Maybe?"

Yes.

Renie hesitated. "Did the men who hurt you . . . did they have something to do with this? What we
talked about?"

Another long, slow pressure. Maybe.
"I'm trying to think of yes or no questions. This is really difficult. Do you think you could write or type?"

A long pause, then two squeezes.

"Then is there someone I should talk to? Someone who gave you information and who could give me the
same information."

No. Then, a moment later, an additional pressure. Yes.

Renie briskly named all of Susan's colleagues she could remember, but received a negative response to
all of them. She worked her way through various police and network agencies, but had no better luck.
As she despairingly considered the amount of time an elimination process carried out entirely in manual
binary might take, Susan pushed her hand farther into Renie's and turned it so all her fingers were against
Renie's palm. They moved fitfully, like the legs of a dying moth. Renie gripped the old woman's hand,
trying to give comfort. Susan hissed at her.

"What?"

The doctor laboriously moved her fingers in Renie's palm again. Where the full-hand squeezes had been
easy to interpret, these movements were so light and so cramped as to seem nothing more than wriggling.
Renie was defeated. "This is terrible. There must be some better way-typing, writing notes."

"She can't type," Jeremiah said mournfully. "Even when she could still talk. I tried before. I gave her pad
to her, when she said call you, but she couldn't push the squeezer keys hard enough."

Susan weakly bumped her hand against Renie's palm again, glaring from the purple and red mask. Renie
stared.

"That's it. That's what she's doing! Typing!"
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Susan opened her hand again and squeezed Renie's fingers.
"But only the right hand?"

Two squeezes. No. Susan bumped the heel of her hand against Renie's palm, then laboriously lifted her
arm and moved it across her body. Renie gently caught it and brought it back.

"I get it. You push like that when it means you're switching typing hands. That's what you mean, isn't it?"
Yes.

It was still a laborious process. Susan had great difficulty making Renie understand what squeezer keys
the fingers of her right hand would be touching if they belonged to her left. It took almost an hour, with
frequent stops for yes-and-no editing and correction, before she had finished her message. Susan had
grown weaker throughout, and during the last fifteen minutes had barely been able to move her fingers.

Renie stared at the letters she had jotted in the margin of the hospital diet sheet.
"B-L-U-D-G-A-N-C-H-R-I-T-B-C-R-F-L. But it doesn't make sense. Some of it must be
abbreviated."

A final, weary squeeze.

Renie stood and leaned over the bed to brush her lips against Susan's broken-veined cheek. "I'll figure it
out, somehow. Now, we've kept you awake far too long. You need some sleep."

Jeremiah stood, too. "T'll give you a ride back." He leaned over the doctor. "Then I'll be right back, little
grandmother. Don't you be scared."

Susan made a whistling noise that was almost a moan. He paused. She stared at him, clearly frustrated
by her inability to speak, then at Renie. Her eyes blinked slowly, once, twice.

"Yes, you're tired. You sleep now." Dako also leaned and kissed her. Renie wondered if that was the
first time he had ever done so.

On the way out to the car, she had a sudden feeling that she knew what those blinks had been meant to
say. Good-bye.

By the time Dako dropped her off; it was past four in the morning. She was too full of furious, frustrated
anger to sleep, so she spent the hours before dawn staring at her pad, trying every way she could to find
some shape behind the sequence of letters Doctor Van Bleeck had given her. The databanks of the net
dumped back hundreds of names from all over the world-a dozen came from Brazil alone, and almost as
many from Thailand-that actually contained most of the letters in sequence, but none of them seemed
particularly likely. But if she couldn't turn up any better information, she would have to contact every one
of them.

She watched as a codebreaking algorithm she had downloaded from the Polytechnic library assembled
thousands of combinations that fit smaller segments of the letters, a dizzying assortment that made her
eyes ache and her head buzz.
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Renie smoked and watched the screen, punching in additional queries as they occurred to her. The day's
first light began to leak in through the cracks in the roof. Her father snored happily in his bed, still wearing
his slippers. Somewhere else in the shelter, some other early riser was playing a radio, bringing in news in
an Asian language she didn't recognize.

Renie was just about to call ! Xabbu, who she knew got up with the dawn, and tell him the news about
Susan, when she suddenly saw the obvious thing she had missed. The last five letters of the doctor's
laborious message: B-C-R-F-L. Be Careful.

Her irritation at her own weary blindness was quickly pushed aside by a clench of fear. The doctor, in
the hospital with critical injuries quite possibly given to her by the very people Renie had offended, had
taken a great deal of effort to tell her old student something that should have gone without saying. Susan
Van Bleeck was not someone who wasted effort at the best of times, let alone when struggling for every
movement.

Renie set the code algorithm back to work minus the last five letters, then phoned !Xabbu. After some
time his landlady answered, keeping the visual blacked out, and said crossly that he was not in his room.

"He said he sleeps outside sometime," Renie said. "Could he be out there?"

"That little man isn't anywhere here, I told you-not inside, not outside. Tell the truth, I don't think he
came back last night at all." The line went dead.

Her fears rapidly multiplying, she checked her mail to see if ! Xabbu had left her a message. He had not,
but to her astonishment, there was a voicemail from Doctor Van Bleeck.

"Hello, Irene, I'm sorry it's taken me so long to get back to you." Susan's voice sounded strong and
cheerful, and for a moment Renie was completely baffled. "I'll try to get hold of you later tonight directly,
but I'm in the middle of something right now and don't have time to talk much, so I thought I'd just dump
this quickly."

It had been recorded before the attack. It was a message from another world, another life.

"I haven't found anything definite yet, but I've got a few connections that may prove fruitful. Let me tell
you, dear, this whole thing is very strange indeed. I can't find anything like an actual match with your
picture anywhere, and I've had every single urban area on the globe under scrutiny. I know things about
Reykjavik that even the Reykjaviktims, or whatever they call themselves, don't know. And, although I
know you didn't agree, I've been running searches on image banks as well, just in case it was something
cobbled up for a simworld or a netflick. No luck there either.

"But I have had some success with statistical similarity searches-nothing definite, just some intriguing
clusters of hits. Martine should be calling back soon, and she may have some ideas, too. In any case, I
won't say more until some of the calls I've put out get answered-I'm too old to enjoy looking foolish-but
I'll just say I'm going to be renewing some previous acquaintances. Very previous.

"Anyway, dear, that's it. Just wanted to let you know I was working on it. I haven't forgotten. And I
hope you haven't become so wrapped up in this yourself that you're skipping meals or sleep. You used to
have a very bad habit of trying to make up for initial laziness with last-moment diligence. Not a good
plan, Irene.
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"Take care. I'll talk to you in person, later."

The line clicked. Renie stared at her pad, wishing that she could make it say more, feeling that if she
could just push the right button, her teacher would come back on and tell her all the things she'd been
holding back. Susan had talked to her in person later, which made the whole thing an even crueler joke.

Previous acquaintances. What could that mean? She had already tried the names of all of the doctor's
colleagues she could remember.

Renie sent the computer searching through various educational guild records, trying to match the letters
of Susan's message with the names of anyone at any of the institutions that had employed her. Her eyes
were blurry from staring at the padscreen, but there was nothing else to do until it was time to go to
work. There wasn't a chance in hell she would be able to catch any sleep in her current frame of mind.
Besides, work made it easier not to worry about ! Xabbu.

She was on her seventh or eighth cigarette since dawn and watching a coffee tab dissolve in her cup
when someone tapped lightly on the front of the partition, near the curtain that served as the front wall.
Startled, she held her breath for a moment. She looked around for something to use as a weapon, but the
torch had disappeared somewhere. She decided that the cup of boiling water in her hand would have to
suffice. As she moved quietly toward the curtain, her father coughed in his sleep and rolled over.

She jerked back the heavy cloth. ! Xabbu looked up at her, slightly startled.

"Did I wake you. . . ?" he began, but did not finish his sentence. Renie stepped forward and hugged him
so incautiously that she spilled coffee on her own hand. She swore and dropped the cup, which shattered
on the concrete.

"Damn! Ow! Sorry!" She waved her singed hand.

IXabbu stepped forward. "Are you well?"

"Just burned myself." She sucked her fingers.

"No, I mean. . . ." He stepped inside, pulling the curtain closed. "I . . . I had a fearful dream. I feared for
you. So I came here."

She stared. He did look quite out of sorts, his clothes rumpled and clearly donned in haste. "You. . . . but
why didn't you call?"

He looked down at his feet "I am ashamed to say that I did not think of it. I awakened and was afraid,
and set out to come here." He squatted beside the wall, a simple, lithe movement.

There was something about the way he did it that reminded Renie he was not entirely of her world,
something that remained archaic despite his modern clothes. "I could not find a bus, so I walked."

"From Chesterville? Oh, !Xabbu, you must be exhausted. I'm fine-healthy, anyway-but bad things have
happened."

She quickly told him about Doctor Van Bleeck, describing what she knew of the attack and its
aftermath. Instead of growing wide with surprise at the news, ! Xabbu's heavy-lidded eyes narrowed, as
though he were being forced to look at something painful.
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"This is very sad." He shook his head. "Ay! I dreamed that she shot an arrow at you and that it pierced
your heart. It was a very strong dream, very strong." He clapped his hands softly together, then pressed
them tight "I feared it meant that you had been injured in some way by something the two of you had
done."

"She shot something to me, but I hope it will save people, not kill them." She curled her lip. "Or at least,
I hope it will help us find out if I'm going mad or not."

When she had finished explaining the doctor's messages and her night's work, speaking swiftly but
quietly so as not to bring her father into things any earlier than she had to, the little man remained
squatting on the floor, his head down.

"There are crocodiles in this river," he said at last. In her weariness, it took her a moment to make sense
of what he said. "We have pretended as long as we could that they were only rocks pushing above the
surface, or floating logs. But we can ignore them no longer."

Renie sighed. She had sparked a bit in relief at seeing ! Xabbu safe. Now she suddenly felt that she could
sleep-sleep for a month, given the chance. "Too many things have happened," she agreed. "Stephen lost,
Stephen's friend with some kind of brain damage, what happened to us in the club. Now our flatblock's
been burned and Susan's been attacked and beaten. We'd be idiots not to believe something's very
wrong here. But," she felt her anger turn sour and miserable, "we can't prove anything. Nothing! We'd
have to bribe the police just to get them not to laugh out loud when we told them."

"Unless we find that city, and finding it teaches us something. Or unless we go back in again." His face
was curiously blank. "To that place."

"T don't think I could ever go back in there," she said. She blinked, sleepiness pulling at her very hard.
"No, I could-for Stephen. But I don't know what good it would do us. They'll just be waiting for us this
time. Unless we could find some better, more secret way to hack in-" She stopped, thinking.

"Do you have an idea?" asked !Xabbu. "Surely a place like that would have very good . . . what is the
word? Security,"

"Yes, of course. No. That's not what I was thinking. I was just remembering something Susan told me
once. I had been involved in some stupid thing-messing with the college record systems, just for fun,
something like that. Anyway, she was completely scorched, not because I'd done it, she said, but
because I was risking my chance to make something of myself." Renie ran her fingers across her
padscreen, calling up options. "She told me the thing itself was no big deal-all the students did it. She'd
done it, she said, and lots worse. She'd been quite a daredevil in the early days of the net."

Long Joseph Sulaweyo grunted and sat up in bed, stared at Renie and !Xabbu for a moment with no
sign of recognition, then fell back into his thin mattress, snoring again within seconds.

"So you are thinking. . . ."

"She said 'previous acquaintances, very previous.' What do you want to bet she's been talking to some
of her ancient hacker buddies? What do you want to bet?" She stared at the screen. "Now, all I have to
do is think up some kind of search criteria for retired online troublemakers, match it to what we've got in
the way of letters, and just see if we don't come up with Doctor Susan's mystery source!"
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It took fifteen minutes, but the hit, when it came, seemed conclusive.

"Mural Sagar Singh-and look at this guy's background! University of Natal, same time as Susan, then
extended work with Telemorphix, S.A., and a bunch of smaller companies over the next twenty years or
so. And there's a six-year gap just a few years after he got out of school-what do you want to bet he was
working for the government or military intelligence?"

"But this Sagar Singh-those letters do not match. . . ."

She grinned. "Ah, but look at this-he had a handle! That's a codename that hackers used, so they could
sign their work without using their real names, which tends to get you prosecuted." She tilted the pad so
IXabbu could see it better. "Blue Dog Anchorite. The world must be full of Singhs, but she knew there

wouldn't be many of those!"

IXabbu nodded. "It seems that you have solved the puzzle. Where is this person? Does he still live in this
country?"

"Well, that's a problem." Renie frowned. "The addresses kind of dry up about twenty years ago. Maybe
he got into some sort of trouble and had to disappear. Of course, a gifted hacker can disappear in plain

sight." She ran a few more criteria through and sat back to wait for an answer.

"Girl?" Long Joseph was sitting up again, this time eyeing ! Xabbu with obvious suspicion. "What the
hell's going on here?"

"Nothing, Papa. I'll get you some coffee."

As she poured water into a cup, guiltily remembering the shards of her own mug which were still
scattered in front of their compartment where someone might step on them, !Xabbu stood over her pad.

"Renie," he said, eyeing a row of listings, "there is a word coming up here several times. Perhaps it is a
place or a person? I have not heard of it."

"What?"
"Something called "TreeHouse.' "

Before she could reply, the pad's phone light began to blink. Renie set down the cup and the package of
coffee tablets and hurried to answer it.

It was Jeremiah Dako, and he was crying. Before he had even said an intelligible word, Renie already
knew what had happened.

CHAPTER 18

Red and White

NETFEED/PERSONALS: Your Dream Come True
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(visual: picture of advertiser, M.J. [female version])

M.J.: "You see me. I'm your dream come true, aren't I? Look at these lips-don't you want me to bite
you, just a little? Come visit me. I don't want little people with small ambitions-I want big boys with big
ideas. We'll have such a lot to talk about and do. Just find my node and we'll play some games that you'll
never, never forget. . . ."

Gally could barely stand. Paul stooped and lifted him in his arms and carried him out of the Oysterhouse.
The boy was sobbing so convulsively it was difficult to hold him.

"No! I can't leave them! Bay! Bay's in there!"
"You can't help. We have to get out. They'll be coming back-the ones who did that."

Gally struggled, but weakly. Paul pushed out through the door and plunged into the forest without even
looking to see if they were observed. Surprise and speed were their best hopes. The light was dying, and
they could be well into the thick forest before anyone followed them.

He staggered for a long time with the boy in his arms. When he could run no farther, he set the boy
down as carefully as he could and then slumped to the ground, cushioned by a thick carpet of leaves. The
sky had turned the dark gray of a wet rock. The branches overhead were only wiry silhouettes.

"Where do we go?" When he got no response, he rolled over. Gally was curled like a woodlouse, knees
tucked, head in hands. The boy was still crying, but most of the force was gone. Paul leaned over and
shook him. "Gally! Where do we go? We can't just stay here forever."

"They're gone." It was a kind of astonishment, as though it were only now becoming clear to him.
"Gone."

"T know. There's nothing we can do. If we don't find our way out, the same will happen to us." In fact,
Paul knew that he would face worse things if his two pursuers ever caught him-but how could he know
that, and how could it be true, in any case? The strangers had . . . cored the Oysterhouse children, torn
out their insides.

"We belonged together." Gally spoke slowly, as though reciting a lesson he wasn't entirely sure of. "I
don't remember a time when it was different. We crossed the Black Ocean together."

Paul sat up, "What ocean? Where? When did this happen?"

"I don't know." Gally shook his head. "I only remember traveling-that's the first thing I remember. And
we were together."

"All of you? That can't have been very long ago-some of . . . some of them were only a few years old."
"We found the little'uns along the way. Or they found us. We're twice as many now as when I first

remember. Twice as many. . . ." His voice trailed off and he began to weep again, a thin hitching noise.
Paul could only put an arm around the boy's shoulders and draw him to his chest.
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Why did this child remember more of his short life than Paul did of his own? Why did everyone seem to
know more of the world than he did?

The boy calmed. Paul rocked him against his chest, awkwardly, but he had no better idea. "You crossed
the black ocean? Where is that?"

"Far away." Gally's voice was muffled in his chest The day had almost failed now, and Paul could see
only different forms of shadow. "I don't know-the big ones told me about it"

"Big ones?"

"They're gone now. Some stayed behind in places they liked, or they got stuck, but the rest of us moved
on, 'cause we were looking for something. Sometimes the big ones just disappeared, like."

"What were you looking for?"

"The White Ocean. That's what we called it. But I don't know where it is. One day, the last one bigger
than me was gone, and then it was my turn to lead. But I don't know where the White Ocean is. [ don't
know where it is at all, and now it doesn't matter."

He said this with a terrible, weary finality, and grew quiet in Paul's arms.

For a long time, Paul sat and held him, listening to the night noises, trying to forget-or at least to avoid
reviewing-what he had seen in the Oysterhouse. Crickets ratcheted all around. The wind rustled the

uppermost treetops. Everything was very calm, as if the universe had paused.

Paul realized there was no movement against his breast Gally was not breathing. Paul sprang up in a
panic, rolling the boy onto the ground.

"What? What are you doing?" Gally's voice was sluggish with sleep, but strong.

"I'm sorry, I thought. . . ." He gently laid his hand on the boy's chest. There was no movement. Equally
gently, moving with an instinct or memory he could put no name to, he slid his hand up to the hollow
beneath the narrow jaw. He could feel no pulse. He tested himself. His own heart was beating rapidly.

"Gally, where do you come from?"

The boy mumbled something. Paul leaned closer. "What?"

"You're the big one, now. . . ." Gally murmured, surrendering again to sleep.

"Bishop Humphrey, he said this was the best way." Despite his miserable, dark-ringed eyes, the boy
spoke firmly.

It had been a bad night, full of bad dreams for both of them. Paul was so glad to see the daylight again
that he found it hard even to argue, although he was not entirely sure he trusted the bishop's advice.

"He also said there was some kind of horrible something this way. Something dangerous."
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Gally gave him a pained look which clearly said that Paul was now the oldest and tallest, and shouldn't
burden his younger subordinates with such worries. Paul saw a certain justice in this. He fell silent and
concentrated on following the boy through the thick forest tangle. Neither of them spoke, which made
traveling a little easier. Paul was heavily distracted: the bright morning could not quite burn away his
terrible memories, either of what had happened at the Oysterhouse or of the night's dreaming.

In the dream he had been a sort of herder, forcing animals onto a great ship. He did not recognize them,
although there was something of sheep about them and something of cattle. Bleating, eyes rolling, the
creatures had tried to resist, turning in the doorway as though to struggle for freedom, but Paul and the
other silent workers had forced them up over the threshold and into the darkness. When all the animals
were loaded, he had pushed the great door into place and locked it. Then, as he stepped away, he had
seen that the place of imprisonment was not so much a ship as some kind of huge bowl or cup-no, a
cauldron, that was the word, a thing for boiling and rendering. He could hear increasing noises of fear
from within, and when he finally awakened, he was still full of shame over this betrayal.

The dream memories lingered. As he tracked along behind Gally, the huge cup-shaped thing shimmered
in his mind's eye. He felt he had seen it before in another world, another life.

A head full of shadows. And all the sunlight in the world won't drive them away. He rubbed at his
temples as if to squeeze out the bad thoughts and almost walked into a swinging branch.

Gally found a stream which ran past them all the way down to the great river beside the Oysterhouse,
and they followed its course upward, through sloping lands where the grass grew thick in the clearings
and the birds made shrill noises of warning at their approach, fluttering from branch to branch ahead of
them until the invaders were safely distant from hidden nests. Some of the trees were laden with
blossoms, powdery flares of white and pink and yellow, and for the first time Paul wondered what
season it was.

Gally did not understand the question.
"It's not a place, it's a time," Paul said. "When there are flowers, it should be spring."

The boy shook his head. He looked pale and incomplete, as though a part of him had been destroyed
with his tribe of fellow children. "But there are flowers here, governor. None near the Bishop's. Stands to
reason all places couldn't be the same, then everything would happen all in the same spot. Confusion,
y'see. Everyone'd be running into each other-a terrible mess."

"Do you know what year it is, then?"
Gally looked at him again, this time with something almost like alarm. "Yee-ee-r?"

"Never mind." Paul closed his eyes for a moment to simplify matters. His mind seemed full of
complicated strings, all knotted together, the whole an insoluble tangle. Why should Gally not knowing
something like what year or season it was, things which he himself hadn't even thought of until just this
moment, make him so uneasy?

I am Paul, he told himself. I was a soldier. I ran away from a war. Two people . . . two things . . . are
following me, and I know they must not find me. I had a dream about a big cup. I know something about
a bird, and about a giant. And I know other things that I can't always put names to. And now I am in the
Eight Squared, whatever the hell that is, looking for a way out.
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It was not a satisfying inventory, but it gave him something to cling to. He was real. He had a name, and
he even had a destination-at least for the moment.

"Hard climbing now," said Gally. "We're near the edge of the square.”

The slope had indeed changed, and now mounted upward steeply. The forest began to thin, replaced by
low, scrubby bushes and moss-covered slabs of rock, bejeweled here and there with clusters of
wildflowers. Paul was growing tired, and was impressed by his companion's vigor. Gally had not slowed
at all, even as Paul was forced to bend almost double against the rising angle of the ground.

The whole world suddenly seemed to shimmer and blur. Paul struggled to find his balance, but in that
moment there was neither up nor down. His own body seemed to grow insubstantial, to drift into
component fragments. He shouted, or thought he did, but a moment later things were ordinary again, and
Gally seemed not even to have noticed. Paul shivered, wondering if his own weary body could have
betrayed his mind.

When they reached the top of the hill, Paul turned to look back. The land behind them seemed nothing
like the bishop's grid-trees and hills ran seamlessly together. He could see the bend of the river sparkling
blue-white in the sun, and the now sinister bulk of the Oysterhouse huddling beside it. He could see the
spire of Bishop Humphrey's castle through the woods, and farther away other towers jutting up through
the great blanket of trees.

"That's where we're going," Gally said. Paul turned. The boy was pointing to a spot some miles away,
where a thickly forested ridge of hills descended almost to another curving stretch of the river.

"Why didn't we just take a boat?" Paul watched the light bounce up from the surface, covering the wide
river with a mesh of diamond-shaped glints so that it almost seemed made from something other than
water, like moving glass or frozen fire. "Wouldn't that be faster?"

Gally laughed, then looked at him uneasily. ""You can't cross squares on the river. You know that, don't
you? The river . . . the river's not like that."

"But we went on it."

"Just from the inn to the Oysterhouse. That's inside a square-permitted, like. Besides, there's other
reasons to stay off it. That's why we went at night." The boy looked at him with a worried expression. "If
you go on the river, they can find you."

"They? You mean those two. . . ?"

Gally shook his head. "Not just them. Anyone that's looking for you. The big ones taught me that. You
can't hide on the river."

He could not explain any more clearly, and at last Paul let the subject drop. They crossed the hilltop and
began to descend.

Paul could not immediately tell that they had entered into another square, as Gally called it. The land
seemed much the same, gorse and bracken in the heights thickening to forested hillsides as they moved
downward. The only immediate difference was that there seemed to be more animal life on this side of
the hill. Paul heard rustling in the bushes and saw an occasional bright eye peering out from the foliage.
Once a drift of tiny piglets the color of spring grass came trotting out into the open, but they quickly fled,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

squawking in alarm or annoyance, when they saw Paul and Gally.
Gally did not know anything about them or the other creatures. "I've never been here before, have 1?"
"But you said you came here from somewhere else."

"We didn't come in this way, governor. All I know about is what everyone knows about. Like that." He
pointed. Paul squinted, but could see nothing more unusual than the endlessly meshed branches of the
forest. "No," the boy told him, "you have to get down here, lower,"

Kneeling, Paul could see a single mountain peak between the trunks, so far away that it seemed painted
with a thinner paint than the rest of the landscape. "What is it?"

"It's a mountain, you eejit." Gally laughed, for the first time all day. "But down at the bottom of it, they
say, 1s where the Red King is sleeping. And if someone ever wakes him up, then the whole Eight Squared
will just go away." He snapped his fingers. "Poof! Like that! That's the story they tell, anyway-I don't see
how anyone would ever know that unless they actually woke him, and that would fairly spoil the point."

Paul stared. Except for its slenderness and height, it seemed a rather average mountain.""What about the
White King? What if someone wakes him up? Same thing?"

Gally shrugged. "S'pose so. But no one knows where he's sleeping except Her White Ladyship, and she
ain't telling."

By the time the sun had tilted past the topmost point of the sky they had reached the bottomlands once
more, a rolling sea of meadows and low hills interspersed with wide swathes of forest Paul was again
feeling tired, and realized that he had eaten nothing for more than a day. He felt the absence of food, but
nothing like as strongly as he felt he should, and he was just about to ask Gally when the boy suddenly
grabbed his arm.

"Look! On the hill behind us."

Paul found that he was crouching almost before he understood what the boy had said; some reflex
against danger from above, some old story his body still told, had driven him down. He peered along the
length of Gally's pointing finger.

A shape had appeared on the hilltop. It was joined a few moments later by another, and Paul felt his
heart go stone-cold in his chest. But then a half-dozen more shapes appeared beside the first two, one of

them apparently on horseback.

"It's the redbreasts," Gally said. "I didn't know they had taken this square, too. Do you think they're
looking for you?"

Paul shook his head. "I don't know." He was not as frightened of these pursuers as he was of the two
who had called at the Oysterhouse, but he did not trust anyone's soldiers. "How far is it to the edge of the
square?"

"A ways. We'll be there before sundown."

"Then let's hurry."
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It was hard going. The thick undergrowth tore at their clothes with branches like claws. Paul no longer
thought of food, although he still felt weak. Gally took a snaking course, trying to keep them out of the
densest forest for greater speed, but also away from the places where they would be most visible from
the hillside. Paul knew the boy was doing a better job than he could, but they still seemed to be traveling
at an agonizingly slow pace.

They had just leaped from the security of a copse and were pounding across an open slope when they
heard a clatter from the undergrowth. A moment later a horse burst out and drummed across the open
space in front of them, then turned, rearing. Paul dragged Gally back from beneath flailing hooves.

The rider wore armor of a deep blood-red. A helmet of the same color, in the perfect likeness of a
snarling lion's head, hid his features. He stamped his long lance upon the ground. "You cross territory that
has been claimed for Her Scarlet Majesty," he said, his self-important tones made louder and more
hollow by his helmet."You will surrender yourself to me."

Gally struggled beneath Paul's hand. He was small and dirty, and it was difficult to keep a grip on him.
"We're free folk! What gives you the say-so to stop us going where we please?"

"There is no freedom but that of Her Majesty's vassals," the knight boomed. He tilted the lance so that
its sharpened head wavered at the height of Paul's chest. "If you have committed no crimes, and bind
yourself to her in honorable fealty, then you will have nothing to fear." He spurred his horse forward a
few paces until the bobbing lance almost touched them.

"I'm a stranger." Paul was still struggling to catch his breath. "I am passing through. I care nothing about
local troubles."

"The urchin is an outsider, too," the knight said through the lion's snarling muzzle. "And he and his
starvelings have caused nothing but problems since they arrived-thieving, lying, spreading nonsensical
tales. Her Majesty will have no more of it."

"That's a lie!" Gally was on the verge of tears. "Them are all lies!"
"Kneel, or I will treat you as harshly as one of your capons, spit boy."

Paul pulled Gally back; the knight spurred forward. There was nowhere for them to go-even if they
could reach the trees behind them, it would only be a matter of time before he rode them down.
Deadened, Paul slowly dropped to one knee.

"What, what, then? Who goes there?" Another knight now cantered into the clearing from the side
nearest the river, this one dressed all in shining white, his helmet shaped like a horse's head with a single
horn protruding from its brow-an animal whose name Paul felt he should remember, but couldn't. A wide
array of weapons, flasks, and other objects dangled from the knight's saddle, so that his horse clattered
like a tinker's wagon every time it moved. "Avaunt!" he shouted. "Or is it 'aroint!"?"

The red knight could not keep a note of surprise from his voice. "What are you doing here?"

The figure in white armor paused as though the question were difficult. "Took a bit of a dodgy turn, I
suppose. Unexpected. Suppose we'll have to have a battle now."

"These are the queen's prisoners," declared Lion-helm, "and I cannot waste my time with you. I will
allow you to retreat, but if I see you again once I have finished with these. . . ." he waggled his lance at
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Paul and the boy, "I will have to kill you."

"Retreat? Oh, hardly possible-no, can't do it. She's not my queen, you see." The white knight paused as
if trying to remember something important. He reached up and pulled off his helmet, exposing a damp
halo of pale hair, and scratched vigorously at his scalp.

Paul stared in astonishment "Jack? Jack Woodling?"

The knight turned to stare at him, obviously puzzled. "Jack? I'm no Jack. See here," he turned to the red
knight, "there's prisoners for you. I've had 'em myself. No respect, no understanding of the niceties."

"It's not him," Gally said in a loud whisper.

Paul shook his head. This was rapidly becoming farce. "But-but I've met you before! The other night, in
the woods. Don't you remember?"

The man in white armor stared at Paul. "In the woods? Fellow that looked like me?" He turned again to
the red knight "I believe this chap's met my brother. Fancy. He's been missing for some time. Always was
arover." He swiveled again. "Did he seem well?"

Lion-helm was neither interested nor amused. "Turn and depart, you lack wit White, or it will go badly
with you." He drew his horse back a few restive paces, then couched his lance and pointed it at the
newcomer.

"No, that won't do." The white knight was growing perturbed. "Have to claim this square, do you
see-Her Serene and Alabaster Highness' now, sort of thing." He pulled his helmet on again. "So I
suppose it's a battle."

"Idiot!" screamed the red knight. 'Y ou prisoners-you will stay there until I have finished!"

The white knight had now lowered his lance and was cantering forward, banging and clanking as he
went. "Prepare yourself!" he shouted, then undercut the effect by asking "Quite sure you're ready?"

"Run!" Gally sprinted past the red knight, who turned his head to bellow at the boy, only to receive his
enemy's lance in the middle of his breastplate. He flailed as he lost his balance, tumbled off his horse and
fell heavily to the ground.

As Paul dashed past, the lion knight was already clambering to his feet, pulling a huge and unpleasant
looking mace from a strap on his saddle.

"A good one-oh, very good, you must admit!" said the white knight. He did not seem to be preparing
any defense as the red knight approached.

"But he'll kill him!" Paul hesitated, then took a tentative step back into the clearing as the red knight
swung his cudgel and smashed his opponent out of his saddle and onto the damp earth.

Gally grabbed his sleeve and yanked him hard, almost pulling him off his feet. "Leave them to go at it!
Come on, governor!" He darted down the hill again, this time retaining his grip on Paul's sleeve. Paul had
no choice but to follow stumblingly after him. Within moments the clearing was hidden in the trees behind
them, but they could hear grunting, cursing, and a ponderous clang of metal on metal for some time.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"He rescued us!" Paul gasped, when they had stopped for a moment to rest. "We can't just leave him to
the."

"The knight? Who gives a toss?" Gally tossed his damp hair out of his face. "He's not one of us-if he
snuffs it, he'll be back again. In the next match."

"Back? Next match?"

But the boy was running again. Paul staggered after him.

The shadows were long and angular. Afternoon was fading quickly, the sun just resting on the spine of
the hills. Paul grabbed at the boy for support when they stopped and almost dragged them both to the
ground.

"Can't...." he panted. ". .. Rest. . .."

"Not for long." Gally seemed tired also, but far less so than Paul. "The river's just over the rise, but we've
still got to follow it a ways before we reach the border."

Paul set his hands on his knees, but could not unbend his waist and stand straight. "If . . . if those two are
fighting . .. why ... we...running. .. ?"

"Because there were others-you saw them on the hill. Redbreasts. Foot soldiers. But they can move
steady and quick when they want to, and they don't need to stop and wheeze their guts out." He slid to
the ground. "Catch your breath, then we got to move fast-like."

"What did you mean before? About the knight dying?"

Gally rubbed his face, leaving streaks of dirt like primitive face paint. "Them all, they just go round and
round. They fight and fight until one side wins, then it starts all over again. This is the third match since we
came here, that I remember."

"But don't people get killed?"

"'Course they do. But only till the end of the match, as they call it. Then everything starts up again. They
don't even remember."

"But you do, because you're not from here?"

"Suppose." The boy frowned, then grew thoughtful. "Do you think maybe all the little'uns, Bay and the
rest, will be back the next time? Do you think?"

"Has it ever happened before? Have you . . . lost any of your little'uns that way, then had them come
back?"

Gally shook his head.

"I don't know," Paul said at last. But he thought he did know. He doubted that whatever magic
protected the natives of the Eight Squared extended to outsiders.
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When he could stand upright again, Gally led them on. After a short trek through thick forest they
pushed through a spinney of twisted trees and found themselves looking down a long grassy slope to the
river. Paul had no chance to savor the view. Gally led him down to within a few hundred yards of the
water's edge, then turned them toward the ridge of hills. They walked as quickly as they could across the
sparse, sandy meadows, the sun's orange glare in their eyes until they passed into the shadow of the hills.

Paul stared out at the river and the dim breakfront of trees that ran along its farther bank. Just beside
them the shadowed water seemed full of blue-gleaming depths; behind them, outside the shadows in
which they stood, it seemed to smolder in the sunset light like a long ribbon of molten gold. Somehow,
the river seemed at once both more and less real than the landscape it transected, as if a feature from one
famous painting had been inserted into another.

He slowed for a moment, suddenly aware of a cloud of partial memories that had gradually been making
themselves more and more a part of his thoughts. Famous painting? What would that be? Where had he
seen or heard of such a thing? He knew what it meant without quite being able to visualize anything that
would correspond to the idea.

"Hurry yourself, governor. We want to be in the caves by dark or they'll find us."

"Why don't we just swim across the river to the other side?"

Gally turned to glare at him. "Are you barmy?"

"Or we could make a raft if it's too far-there's lots of wood."

"Why would we want to do that?"

Paul, as usual, had moved into conceptual territory where the bits of knowledge floating up did not seem
to match the world around him. "To . . . to escape. To get out of the Eight Squared."

Gally stopped and planted his hands on his hips, scowling. "First off, I told you, you don't want to go on
the river because you can be found. Second thing is, there ain't no other side."

"What do you mean?"

"Just what I said-there ain't no other side. Even an eejit knows that. You don't get out of the Eight
Squared that way-the river just goes past it."

Paul could not understand the distinction. "But-but what's that?" He pointed at the distant bank.

"It's . . . I don't know. A mirror, sort of. A picture, maybe. But there's nothing there. That's how we lost
one of the big ones. She thought she could cross, even though she'd been told."

"I don't understand. How can there be nothing out there when I can see something?"

Gally turned and resumed walking. 'Y ou don't have to believe me, governor. Get yourself killed if you
want. But you and me, we won't pop up again next match, I'm thinking."

Paul stood staring at the far trees for some time, then hurried after him. When the boy saw he was
following, he gave Paul a look of mixed relief and disgust, but then his eyes opened wide, staring at
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something even farther back. Paul turned.

An object was speeding across the meadow toward them, still a long distance back and moving too fast
to be clearly seen. A trail of thin smoke hung in the air where the grass smoldered in its wake.

"Run!" shouted Gally.

Despite his weariness, Paul did not need encouraging. They pelted toward the looming purple hills,
whose skirts were now only a thousand paces away. A nearer jut of stone, which Paul had at first taken
to be another rock formation, revealed itself to be the work of human hands as they sped across it. The
single triangular spike, taller than a man, stood at the center of a broad circle of flat stone tiles incised
with strange patterns. Running across the smooth hard face of what Paul guessed was an enormous
sundial actually sped their pace, and for a moment Paul thought they might reach the cave safely. Small
animals with contorted, curving muzzles scuttled out of their path and into the surrounding scrub.

They were just stumbling across the sand and rocky scree that marked the hem of the hills when a red
something rushed past them with the noise and force of a small freight train.

Freight train? wondered Paul, even in his disordered panic. What. . . ?

The thing pulled in front of them and skidded to a halt, throwing up a trailing barrage of hot gravel. Tiny
stones pinged against Paul's chest and face.

She was at least a head taller than he was and bright red from head to foot. Every bit of her was the
same glossy shade, even her haughty face and her upswept hair. Her vast, flared gown seemed made of
something heavier and stiffer than cloth. A few wisps of smoke still drifted from beneath the hem.

"You! I am told you refused my offer of vassalage." Her voice was pump-engine loud, but chilly enough
to freeze birds on the wing. "That is not the way to gain my favor."

Gally was slumped beside him. Paul sucked in just enough breath to talk without squeaking. ""We meant
no offense, Your Highness. We only sought to. . . ."

"Silence. You will speak when spoken to, but only when I tell you that you have been spoken to. Now
you have been spoken to. You may speak."

"We meant no offense, Your Highness."

"You said that already, I am not sure I wish to have you as vassals, in any case-you are frightfully stupid
creatures." She lifted her hand in the air and snapped her fingers, a noise as loud as a gunshot. From the
trees far away along the ridge, three armored foot soldiers appeared and began skidding and tumbling
down the hillside, hurrying to their lady's summons. "I suppose we shall simply have your heads off. Not
the most original punishment, but I find that the old ways are the best, don't you?" She paused and glared
at Paul. "Well, have you nothing to say?"

"Let us go. We are leaving. We have no wish to interfere."

"Did I say you had been spoken to?" She frowned, honestly pondering. "Ah, well, if I remember and it
turns out you have spoken out of turn, I shall simply cut your head off twice."

The soldiers had reached flat ground and were hurrying toward them. Paul considered trying to dodge
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past the queen and sprint for the beckoning darkness of a large cave in the rocks only a hundred paces
away.

"I see you," said the queen. "I know what you are thinking." There was not an iota of levity or human
feeling in her voice-it was like being trapped by some horrible machine, "Y ou may not plot escape
without permission either. Not that it would do you any good." She nodded; an instant later she was ten
paces to one side. Paul had seen only a brief scarlet blur. "You are much too slow to outrun me," she
pointed out. "Although you have moved a little more swiftly than I would have guessed. It is most
infuriating when pieces come into the Eight Squared and move just as they choose. If I knew who was
responsible, heads would roll, I promise you." She momentarily blurred again, ending up less than a yard
from Paul and the boy, staring down at them with evident distaste. "Heads will roll in any case. It is only a
question of which and how many."

The first of the soldiers trotted up, closely followed by his two companions. Before Paul could shake off
his surprise at the queen's astonishing speed of movement, strong and ungentle hands pulled his arms
behind his back.

"It seems there was something else," the queen said abruptly. She raised one scarlet finger to her chin
and tilted her head to the side, woodenly childlike. "Was I perhaps going to cut some other parts of you
off instead of your heads?"

Paul struggled uselessly. The two soldiers who held him were as painfully solid as the queen appeared to
be. Gally was not even trying to fight free of the man-at-arms who held him. "We have done no harm!"
Paul cried. "We are strangers here!"

"Ah!" The queen smiled, pleased at her own cleverness.

Even her teeth were the color of fresh blood. "You have reminded me-strangers." She lifted her fingers
to her mouth and whistled, an ear-jabbing blast of sound that echoed from the hillstones. "I promised I
would hand you over to someone. Then I will have the heads off whatever is left."

Paul felt a sudden chill that moved through him like a damp wind from the night ocean. He swiveled,
knowing what he would see.

Two figures had appeared on the meadow behind them, both wearing hats and cloaks, their faces
shadowed. They moved forward deliberately, with no apparent haste. As the smaller of them spread its
arms in a horrible mock-display of surprise and pleasure, something glinted in the shadow beneath its hat
brim.

"There you are!" The voice made Paul want to scream and bite at his own flesh. "We had wondered

how long it would be until we found you again. . . ."

Gally moaned. Paul threw himself forward, trying to break free, but the queen's soldiers had him gripped
fast.

"We have such special things waiting for you, our dear old friend." The pair were closer now, but still not
quite distinguishable, as though they carried some deeper darkness wrapped around them in a cloud.
"Such special things. . . ."

Even as Paul's knees gave way, and he sagged into the strong arms of his captors, he heard a strange
sound. Either Gally's moaning had become almost as loud as the queen's whistle had been, or. . . .
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The rumbling grew stronger. Paul dragged his eyes from the terrible yet fascinating spectacle of his
pursuers and looked toward the hills. He wondered if an avalanche were beginning-surely only the
friction of stone on stone could make such a deep, grating noise. But there was no avalanche, only a vast,
winged thing that growled as it emerged from the cavern in the hillside. Paul stared. The queen's mouth
hung open.

"Jabberwock!" choked one of the soldiers-a hopeless, terrified sound.

Once out of the confining cave the thing stood and spread its wings until the tips rose high enough to
catch the sun's last rays in their veined membrane. The heavy-lidded eyes blinked. The head snaked
forward on the end of an impossibly long neck, then the wings bellied and cracked as the creature took
flight. Gally's captor toppled over onto his back, where he lay making a thin screeching noise.

The beast went straight up until it hung in the bright sky above the hilltops, a black silhouette like a bat
stretched across a lantern, then dropped into a dive. The soldiers holding Paul both let loose at the same
moment and turned to run. The queen raised her arms and bellowed at the thing as it descended. Paul
was staggered and then toppled by the gale as the creature spread its vast wings and banked upward,
one of the terrible cloaked figures kicking in its birdlike grip.

"Gally!" screamed Paul. There was dust everywhere, swirling funnels of it. Somewhere, through the grit
and shadow and rush of wind, he could hear the outraged screams of the Red Queen. "Gally!"

He found the boy huddled on the ground and snatched him up, then turned and began running toward
the river. As they stumbled across the uneven terrain, the boy glanced up and saw their destination.

"No! Don't!"

Paul splashed into the shallows with the struggling child in his arms. As he waded out into the current, he
heard a voice calling from the chaos behind them.

"You are only making it worse! We will find you wherever you go, Paul Jonas!"

He let the boy go, then began swimming toward the far bank. Gally was floundering beside him, so Paul
caught the boy's collar and kicked hard against the water and the tangling reeds. Something swooped
past overhead, the wind of its passage beating the water into whitecaps. A scarlet figure that shrieked like
a boiling kettle dangled in its claws. The waves battered Paul and pushed him back toward the bank. He
was growing weak and the other side of the river was still very far away.

"Swim, boy," he gasped, letting Gally go. Together they struggled a little farther, but the current was
sweeping them apart and also pushing them at a right angle to the bank, which seemed to grow no closer.

A cramping pain shot through Paul's leg. He gasped and slid under, then thrashed in circles in the muddy
water, trying to find his way upright again. Something was gleaming nearby, something distorted but
bright, like a candle seen through wavy glass. Paul struggled to the surface. Gally was paddling
desperately beside him, chin barely held above the water, panic on his straining face.

Paul stuck his head under the water again. It was there-something golden, shimmering in the depths. He
broke the surface, grabbed Gally, and pushed the boy's mouth shut.

"Hold your breath!" he gasped, then dragged them both under.
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The boy fought wildly. Paul kicked as hard as he could, trying to drive them both downward toward the
distorted glow. Gally caught him with an elbow in the stomach and air leaked from him; Paul coughed
and felt the river rush into his nose and mouth. The yellow gleam seemed nearer now, but so was the
blackness and the blackness was closing in swiftly.

Paul reached out toward the bright spot. He saw black water, swirling yet stone-solid, and bubbles,

golden-lit, trapped as though in amber. He saw a frozen moment of Gally's face, eyes bulging, mouth
wide in betrayed horror. Paul reached out. Then everything went away.

CHAPTER 19

Fragments

NETFEED/NEWS: Indoor Storm Kills Three
(visual: beach wreckage, torn dome overhead)

VO: Three people were killed and fourteen more hospitalized when an artificial indoor beach attraction
went out of control in Bournemouth, England,

(visual: Bubble Beach Park during normal operation)

Malfunctioning wave machines and the collapse of the building's domed ceiling caused what one witness
called an "indoor tsunami" that resulted in three drownings and numerous other injuries when
sixteen-foot-high waves swept up onto the artificial beach. Sabotage has not been ruled out. . . .

She had avoided it for two days, but she couldn't any longer. The doctor's death had raised the stakes.
It was time to start looking for help, and this particular source couldn't be ignored, however much she
might wish to. At least now she could do it at work, which wasn't quite so awful as having the squalor of
the shelter all around her. She didn't dare black out the visual-it would be an admission of something, or it
would be perceived that way, that she had gotten fat or that she couldn't face him.

Renie tilted the pad so that she would be posed in front of the least cluttered wall and the one potted
plant which had survived the toxic office atmosphere. She knew the number-she had tracked it down the
day after Susan's death. It had been something to do, something to keep her active; but she had realized
even at the time that if she found it, she would have no choice but to use it.

She lit a cigarette, then looked around the office again, making sure that nothing in view of her pad's
wide-angle lens looked too pathetic. She took a deep breath. Someone knocked at the door.

"Damn. Come in!"

IXabbu poked his head inside. "Hello, Renie. s this a bad time to visit you?"
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For a moment, her mind leaped at the chance of a reprieve. "No, come in." It was disgusting, groveling
after excuses this way. "Well, actually, it is a bad time. I have to make a phone call I don't really want to
make. But I'd better do it. Will you be on campus for a while?"

He smiled. "I came to see you. [ will wait."

For a moment she thought he meant he would wait in the office-a breathtakingly daunting prospect-but
the small man merely bobbed his head and backed out, shutting the door behind him.

"Right." She took another drag on her cigarette. They were supposed to be relatively harmless, but if she
smoked many more today, she would set herself on fire from the inside, a genuine case of spontaneous
human combustion. She called the number.

The male receptionist left the screen blacked, which was fine with her. "I'd like to speak with Mister
Chiume. Tell him it's Renie. Irene Sulaweyo." Much as she disliked her full name-she had been given it in
honor of a hugely fat, hugely Christian great-aunt-it might establish a proper tone of detached adulthood.

He answered quickly enough to catch her off-balance, the visual flicking on as abruptly as if he had
leaped out of a cupboard. "Renie! I am really surprised-but it's a good surprise! How are you? You look
great!"

Del Ray looked good himself, which was probably why he'd brought the subject up-stylish if slightly
conservative haircut, nice suit, shirt collar embroidered with metallic thread. But more had changed than
just the shedding of his student guise-he looked different in some deeper, more profound way that she
couldn't immediately categorize.

"I'm okay." She was pleased with how steady her voice sounded. "Things have been . . . interesting. But
I'll tell you about that in a moment. How is your family? I talked to your mother for a minute or so, but
she was just leaving."

He briskly filled her in. Everybody was doing well except for his younger brother, who had been in
conflict with authority almost since his cradle days and continued to fall into and (usually) out of trouble.
Renie felt a little dreamy watching Del Ray talk, listening to his voice. It was all very strange, but not as
painful as she'd expected. He was a completely different person than the one who had left her, who
had-as she'd felt sure at the time-broken her heart forever. Not that he'd changed so drastically; it was
more that he no longer mattered much. He might as well have been a friend's ex-lover and not her own.

"So that's my story," he said. "I'm sure yours makes better listening and I'm ready to hear it. Somehow
I'm sure you didn't call me just for the sake of old times."

Damn, thought Renie. Del Ray might be a bureaucrat now, he might be a suit of the very kind they used
to make fun of, but he hadn't become stupid.

"I seem to be in some trouble," she said. "But I don't feel comfortable talking about it on the phone.
Could we get together somewhere?"

Del Ray hesitated. He's got a wife, she realized. Or a steady girlfriend. He doesn't know what exactly
I'm asking for.

"I'm sorry to hear you're having a problem. I hope it's nothing serious." He paused again. "I suppose. . .

n
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"I just need your advice. It's nothing that will get you in any trouble. Not even with the woman in your
life."

His eyebrow went up. "Did Mama tell you?"
"I just guessed. What's her name?"
"Dolly. We got married last year." He looked a little embarrassed. "She's a solicitor."

Renie felt her stomach churn, but again it was not as bad as she'd anticipated. "Del Ray and Dolly?
Please. I assume you don't go out much."

"Don't be nasty. You'd like her if you met her."

"[ probably would." The idea, in fact the whole conversation, made her feel tired. "Look, you can bring
her along if you want to-this isn't some desperate attempt by a jilted lover to lure you back."

"Renie!" He seemed honestly indignant "That's foolish. I want to help you if I can. Tell me what to do.
Where should we meet?"

"How about someplace on the Golden Mile, after work?" She would have a long bus ride back to the
shelter, but at least she could do her groveling for favors in a pleasant atmosphere.

Del Ray named a bar, quickly enough that she guessed it was a regular hangout of his, and asked her to
give his best to her father and Stephen. He seemed to be waiting for news about them, her half of an
informational hostage exchange, but there wasn't much she could tell without opening the whole thing up.
She ended the conversation as quickly as she decently could and disconnected.

He looks tame, she realized. It wasn't just the suit or the hair. Something that had been a little wild was
gone, or at least very well hidden. Is that me, too? Did he look at me and think, well, there she is, turned
mnto a drab little teacher?

She straightened up, stubbed out the cigarette, which had burned down unsmoked, and lit another. We'll
see about that. Perversely, she felt almost proud of her strange and extensive problems. When was the
last time he or his little Dolly-wife had their house burned down by an international conspiracy of fat men
and Hindu deities?

IXabbu returned a few minutes later, but she didn't stop giggling for some time. It was close to
hysterical, she knew, but it beat the hell out of crying.

Del Ray regarded ! Xabbu carefully. It was almost worth the extreme discomfort of having to meet him
to watch him struggle to figure out who the Bushman was and what his position was in Renie's life. "Nice
to meet you," he said, and shook the small man's hand with an admirably firm sincerity.

"Del Ray is an assistant minister with UNComm," she explained, although she'd already told ! Xabbu that
on the ride over. She was pleased she'd brought her friend along; it tipped the balance in a subtle way,
made her feel less like a discarded girlfriend begging a favor. "He's a very important fellow."
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Del Ray frowned, hedging his bets in case he was being teased. "Not very important, actually. A career
man, still in the early stages."

IXabbu, who did not have the polite chitchat reflexes of the urban middle class, simply nodded and then
sat back against the thick cushion of the booth to stare at the antique (or imitation, more likely) swag
chandeliers and heavy wooden paneling.

Renie watched Del Ray summon a waitress, impressed by his casually proprietorial attitude. During the
previous century, the bar would have been the preserve of white businessmen, a place where he and
Renie and !Xabbu would have been discussed under the general heading of "the Kaffirs" or "the black
problem," but now Del Ray and other black professionals sat enthroned amidst the trappings of colonial
empire. At least that much had changed, she thought. There were more than a few suited white men in the
room, white women, too, but they were only part of a clientele that also included blacks and Asians.
Here a form of real equality prevailed at least, even if it was an equality of wealth and influence. The
enemy now had no identifying color, its only recognizable attribute was discontented poverty.

IXabbu ordered a beer. Renie asked for a glass of wine. "Just one drink," she said, "then I'd like to take
awalk."

Del Ray raised his eyebrows at this. He continued to make casual conversation as the drinks came, but
with a sort of wariness, as though he suspected that any moment Renie might spring some unpleasant
surprise. She skirted the main issue, telling him of Stephen's condition and of the fire without a hint of
what might connect the two.

"Renie, that's terrible! I'm so sorry!" He shook his head. "Do you need something-help finding a place,
money?"

She shook her head, then swallowed the last of her wine. "No, thank you, but you're kind to ask. Can
we take that walk now?"

He nodded, bemused, and paid the bill. !Xabbu, who had drunk his beer in silence, followed them out
onto the promenade.

"Let's walk down the pier," Renie suggested.

She could tell that he was growing irritated, but Del Ray had indeed become a politician. If he had still
been his student self, he would have been angrily demanding answers, wanting to know why she was
wasting his time. Renie decided that she approved of at least some of the ways he had changed. When
they reached the end of the pier and were alone except for a few fishermen and the purring of the
breakers, she led them to a bench.

"You will think I'm crazy," she said, "but I don't feel comfortable talking inside. It's very unlikely anyone
can eavesdrop on us out here."

He shrugged. "I don't think you're crazy." His voice sounded less certain than his words.
"Someday you may be glad I'm taking such trouble. I don't particularly want to meet your wife, Del Ray,
but I don't want anything to happen to her either, and I seem to have gotten myself in trouble with people

who aren't very selective."

His eyes narrowed. "Why don't you just talk to me."
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She started from the beginning, staying as general as she could and skipping as lightly as possible over
the several times she had misused her position at the Poly or subverted UNComm regulations. From time
to time she asked !Xabbu to corroborate what she was saying and the small man did, although always
with a somewhat distracted air. Renie could spare little attention, but she wondered briefly at his mood
and what it might signify.

Del Ray was largely silent, breaking in only to ask specific questions. He seemed interested by the inner
workings of Mister J's, but only shook his head, expressionless, when she told him of her speculations
about the club.

When she had brought him up to the present, describing the fire in her flatblock and Susan's murder, he
did not respond immediately, but sat watching a gull preen itself on a railing.

"I don't know what to say. The whole story is . . . astonishing."

"What does that mean?" A spark of anger flared. "Does that mean astonishingly crazy, or astonishing so
you'll do whatever you can to help me?"

"I...Ijustdon't know. It's a lot to absorb." He stared at her, perhaps trying to gauge how well he
knew her after all these years without contact. "And I'm not quite sure what you want me to do either.
I'm not part of UNComm security or law enforcement. I'm a business liaison, Renie. I help chain stores
make sure their systems follow UN guidelines. I don't know anything about the stuff you're talking about."

"Damn it, Del Ray, you're part of the Politburo, as we used to call it-you're an insider! You must be able
to do something, if only help me get information. Are these people under investigation at all? Has anyone
besides me had weird experiences with this Happy Juggler Novelty Corporation? Who are they? I need
answers from someone I can trust. I'm scared, Del Ray."

He frowned. "Of course, I'll do whatI can. . .."
"Also, I think I need to get into TreeHouse."

"TreeHouse? What in hell for?"

She briefly considered telling him of Susan's deathbed message, but decided against it. Susan's laborious
last words were known only to her, ! Xabbu, and Jeremiah Dako. She would keep them secret a while
longer. "I just need to go there. Can you help me?"

"Renie, | never made it into TreeHouse when I was a hash-smoking, full-time student hacker." He smiled
self-mockingly. "Do you think I could get within miles of it now that I'm part of the UNComm
establishment? We're the enemy as far as they're concerned."

Now it was her turn to frown. "This isn't easy. You know [ wouldn't ask if I didn't really really need
help." She blinked hard. "Damn it, Del Ray, my baby brother . . . is. . . ." She stopped, unwilling to go

any farther in that dangerous direction. She would die before she would cry in front of him.

He stood, then reached down to take her hand. He was still very handsome. "I'll check around, Renie.
Really, I will. I'll see what I can find."

"Be careful. Even if you think I'm crazy, just pretend I'm not and make your mistakes on the side of
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caution. Don't do anything stupid, and don't be obvious."
"I will call you by the end of the week." He extended his hand to !Xabbu. "Nice to have met you."

The little man accepted the handshake. "Everything Ms. Sulaweyo spoke of is true," he said gravely.
"These are bad people. You must not take this lightly."

Del Ray nodded, a little flustered, then turned back to Renie. "I'm truly sorry about Stephen. Give my
regards to your father." He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek, squeezed her once, then turned
and walked back up the pier,

Renie watched him go. "When we broke up," she said at last, "I couldn't imagine life without him."

"Always things change," said !Xabbu. "The wind blows everything."

"[ am frightened, Renie."

She looked up. He had been silent for most of the bus ride, staring up at the buildings as they traveled
through the windowed canyons of downtown Durban.

"Because of what happened to Susan?"

He shook his head. "I mourn for her, yes, and I am angry at the people who did such a terrible thing. But
I am frightened in a bigger way." He paused, looking down, his hands folded in his lap like a child
threatened into good behavior. "It is my dreams."

"You said you dreamed of something bad happening to me the night Susan was attacked."

"It is more than that. Since we went into that place, that club, my dreams have been very strong. I do not
know what I fear, exactly, but I feel that [ am-no, that we are all-being stalked by something large and
cruel."

Renie's heart sped. She had dreamed something like that herself, hadn't she? Or was she remembering
some dream of ! Xabbu's, described by him then absorbed as her own? "I'm not surprised," she said
carefully. "We had a terrible experience."

He shook his head sternly. "I am not speaking of that kind of dreaming, Renie. Those are the dreams
that trouble individuals, made up of the things in their own lives-the dreams of city-people, if you will not
take offense at my saying it. But I am speaking of something different, a kind of ripple in the dream that is
dreaming us. | know the difference. What has come to me in the past days is the kind of dream my
people have when the rain will soon fall after a long drought, or when strangers are approaching across
the desert. This is a dream of what will be, not of what has been."

""Y ou mean seeing the future?"

"I do not know. It does not seem that way to me, any more than seeing the shadow of something and
knowing that the thing itself will follow is seeing the future. When Grandfather Mantis knew that his time
on this earth was ending, when he knew that the time had come at last to sit down at the campfire with
the All-Devourer, he had such dreams. Even when the sun is high, we know that it will sink again and
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night will come. There is nothing magical about such knowledge."

She didn't know how to respond. Ideas like that irritated her sense of the rational, but she had never
found it easy to dismiss !Xabbu's concerns and insights. "Let's say I believe you, just for the sake of
discussion. Something is stalking us, you said. What does that mean? That we have made enemies? But
we know that already."

Outside the bus window, the gleaming security towers of the business district were being supplanted by
an increasingly shabby landscape of jerry-rigged flatblocks and storefront businesses, each with its own
garish squirt of chemical neon on the front. The street crowds seemed purposeless from her perspective,
eddying randomly like an inanimate, liquid thing.

"I am speaking of something greater. There is a poem that I was taught in school-an English poet, I think.
It spoke of a beast slouching toward Bethlehem."

"I remember that, sort of. Blood-dimmed tides. Anarchy loose in the world."

He nodded. "An apocalyptic image, [ was told. A vision of the end of things. I spoke a moment ago of
Mantis and the All-Devourer. Grandfather Mantis was told in a vision that a great time of change was
coming, and he prepared his people to leave the earth forever because their time upon it had finished."
His small, fine-featured face was solemn, but she could see something in his eyes and the set of his
mouth, a kind of feverish despair. He was terrified. "I feel that I am being granted such a vision, Renie.
There is a great change coming, a . . . what were the words? A rough beast waiting to be born."

A chill ran across the surface of Renie's skin, as though the bus cabin's long-expired air-conditioning had
suddenly sprung back to life. Was her friend going mad? He had said that city life had destroyed many of
his people-was this obsession with dreams and the myths of his ancestors the beginnings of a religious
mania that would eventually destroy him, too?

I've done this to him. Bad enough that he's had to adjust to a completely different kind of life. But now
I've dragged him right in over his head, into the weirdest things our society has to offer. It's like dropping
a young child onto a battlefield or into an S & M orgy.

"And what should we do?" she asked, struggling to remain at least outwardly calm. "Where is this threat
corning from-do you know?"

He stared at her for a moment "Yes. I could not say what are its causes or what the results might be, but
I do not need those things to sense the place the problem comes from-even a blind man can find the
campfire. I told you that the club, Mister J's, was a bad place. It is, but it is not the heart of the shadow. |
think it is like a hole in some very large nest of hornets-do you see? If you put your ear to that hole, you
will hear the sound of things that fly and seize and sting, but even if you seal it with mud, the hornets are
still alive in the darkness inside and they will find their way out of other holes."

"I'm confused, !Xabbu. I don't really know what you're saying."

He gave her a tiny, sad smile. "I do not know exactly myself, Renie. Just because I can see the shadow
does not mean I can recognize what casts it. But there is more involved in this thing than merely your
brother-more perhaps than even the lives of many other children like him. I smell it like I smell the
approach of a storm. I may not be able to understand any more clearly than that, but it is enough to
frighten me very badly."
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They continued in silence until ! Xabbu got off at his stop in Chesterville a few minutes later. Renie waved
to him from the window as the bus pulled away, but his words had upset her. She was torn. It was hard
to know which was worse, to believe that her friend might be going mad, or to think that he might truly
know something that others did not, something dreadful.

The sun was going down as her bus headed toward Pinetown. The square, drab buildings cast long
shadows. Renie watched the orange streetlamps kindle and tried to imagine what kind of beasts might
wait in the darkness beyond the circle of light.

Del Ray was smiling, but he did not seem entirely happy to receive her call. Renie moved the exam she'd
been preparing to one side of the screen, then enlarged Del Ray's window. "Have you found out

anything?"
He shook his head. "This isn't a good time for me to talk."
"Then would you like me to meet you somewhere?"

"No. Look, I don't have much for you yet-it's a tricky situation. There's been a lot of interest in the
corporation you asked about, but nothing obviously out of the ordinary. They own a bunch of clubs,
some production companies, a couple of gear houses, mostly net-related stuff. There was one court case
involving one of their other clubs that got as far as a lower court in China, filed by a woman named
Quan."

"What do you mean, court case? What about?"

Again he shook his head. "A suit for negligence, something like that. It's probably nothing-the family
dropped it before trial. Look, there's not much I can find out without getting access to sealed legal
records. And it's not something I'm supposed to be doing, really." He hesitated. "How's Stephen? Any
better?"

"No. Things have been pretty much the same for weeks now." She had dreamed of Stephen the night
before, of him screaming for help at the bottom of a deep hole while she tried to explain the urgency to
some kind of policemen or the petty official who was paying more attention to stroking a sleek dog. Just
thinking about the dream made her angry. "So, is that all you're going to tell me-there's not much? What
about the people who own that horrible place? There must be names on the licenses. Or is that too much
trouble to find out?"

For a moment his professional composure slipped. "I don't have to do anything for you at all, you
know."

"No." She stared at the screen, wondering what exactly she had once found so utterly engaging about
him. He was just a nice-looking man in a suit "No, you don't"

"I'm sorry. [ didn't mean . . . I want to help, Renie. Things are just. . . ." He hesitated. "Things are difficult
for me at the moment."

She wondered if he was referring to his domestic life, or ordinary work crises, or something more
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sinister. "Well, I meant what I said. Be careful. And I do appreciate your help."
"T'll get you everything I can. It's . . . well, it's just not as easy as it sounds. Take care."
"I will. Thank you."

When he had hung up, she lit a cigarette, too unsettled to get back to work on the examination. It was
hard to tell whether Del Ray's apparent agitation had to do with guilt over the way their relationship had
ended, discomfort at having become embroiled in someone's bizarre conspiracy theory, or something else
entirely. If it was the second thing, she couldn't really blame him. Six months ago, if someone had brought
the same crazy story to her, she would have been doubtful, too. Even now a strong case could be made
that she had merely hit a patch of bad luck and was finding a way to string it all together into a structure
that made sense. Wasn't that the way someone said religions-and paranoid obsessions-got started? As
an attempt to make sense of a universe too large and too random for human comprehension?

What did she have, really? Her brother had mysteriously fallen ill, but strange, inexplicable illnesses were
the stuff of historical record since time out of mind, and continued right up until the present day. There
had been more sudden outbreaks of previously unknown viruses in the past fifty years than there had
been in the five centuries before.

She and !Xabbu had discovered a seeming correlation between the incidences of coma and net usage,
but there were dozens of other possible explanations for that.

Her flatblock had burned, and although there had been no definitive report, there were certainly
whispers of arson. But that, too, was remarkably unremarkable. She had no idea of the statistics, but she
was quite sure there must be hundreds of arson fires in Durban every year, not to mention the thousands
of accidental ones.

The only things that even halfway held up as evidence were the murderous attack on Susan, the truly
peculiar events surrounding Mister J's, and the appearance of that astonishing golden city. But even these
things could be odd but explicable happenstance. Only the strong links between these apparent
coincidences separated her certainty that she was onto something from the most pathetic examples of
persecution mania.

Renie sighed. So, are ! Xabbu and I legitimate whistle-blowers? Or are we turning into the kind of
people you see on the tabnets claiming space aliens are beaming messages into their brains?

Susan hadn't thought so, or at least she had discovered something she thought was significant, even if
Renie hadn't found a way to follow it up yet. Doctor Van Bleeck had not been the kind of person to
indulge anything she judged unwarranted foolishness in even her closest of colleagues, let alone an
ex-student she hadn't seen in years.

What did she find out? What if we can't locate this Murat Sagar Singh? Or what if we do, but he doesn't
know what it was that Susan thought was significant?

It was terrible to think she might have brought that dreadful attack onto her mentor, but it was also
frustrating to think of the doctor working in her lab that night before it happened, perhaps discovering all
manner of important things, even taking time to leave a message for her, but not bothering to record any
of it. Who ever expected the world to change that rapidly? But it did.

Renie had been unsealing another pack of cigarettes, but now she dropped them on the desk and asked
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her pad to call Susan's house, hoping to reach Jeremiah Dako. The doctor's voice came on with her
voicemail, dry and brisk.

"This is Susan Van Bleeck. I'm doing something interesting right now. Yes, at my age. Leave a message,
please."

Renie found it hard to speak for a moment, but when she regained her voice, she asked Jeremiah to call
her as soon as he could.

She picked up her cigarettes again and moved the exam template back to the center of the screen.

Jeremiah Dako hung back at the door of the elevator. "I cannot look at that place today." His eyes were
red and he looked ten years older than the first time Renie had seen him. "It makes me too angry, too
sad."

"That's no problem." Renie let ! Xabbu step out and patted Dako's arm. "Thank you for letting us have a
look. I hope we find something. We'll come back upstairs if we need you."

"The police have been here and gone. I suppose it doesn't matter what you touch anymore." He helped
Renie lift her bags out onto the floor and then pushed the button. The door shut, the elevator hummed
upward, and Renie turned for her first look at the lab.

"Oh, my God." Sour liquid rose in her throat and she swallowed hard. She had not expected the damage
to be so extensive. The people who had beaten Susan so viciously had done a savagely thorough job on
her workplace as well. "They must have brought sledgehammers with them."

Every single one of the long tables had been smashed to the ground and its contents pulverized.
Hindered housings and shattered components made a carpet of plastic mulch half a foot deep across
nearly the entire lab floor, a jigsaw puzzle without a solution. The screens on every wall had been
shattered, too, their inner workings wrenched out through the jagged holes, cables dangling like the
innards of a medieval torture victim.

IXabbu looked up from where he squatted, sifting jagged bits of debris through his fingers. "Surely these
men were not merely robbers. No robber would spend so much time ruining expensive equipment, even
if they were looking for money instead."

"I can't imagine it. God almighty, look at this." The thoroughness of the ruin exerted a horrifying
fascination-universal entropy demonstrated for beginners.

Pay attention, the wreckage seemed to declare. Some things cannot be undone, short of time pivoting in
its groove and crawling back on itself.

Renie tried to imagine such a thing, like a video clip running in reverse, every ruptured piece flying back
to its original site, equipment reforming, tables rising again like animals startled awake. And if she could
run it all back, Susan would return, too, the spark of life leaping back into her cold body, her bones
reknitting, the spatters of dried blood hidden under this wreckage liquescing and flowing together like
mercury to leap from the floor and back into the doctor's closing wounds. Death itself would turn coward
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and flee.
Renie shuddered. She suddenly felt weak and sick. It was all too terrible, too hopeless.

She looked at ! Xabbu as he idly handled the broken pieces of the doctor's work, at his slender, childlike
back, and the weight of her responsibility returned to her. At this moment, it was not an unpleasant
sensation. People needed her. Susan was gone and this horrible thing could not be undone-better to think
about real things, problems that could be solved. She took a breath, unsnapped one of the equipment
bags she'd borrowed from the Poly, and lifted out a small station node. Her hands were shaking. She
cleared a place on the floor next to a wallport and jacked it in. "We'll just hope this station box has
enough power to run the domestic system," she said, pleased with the steadiness of her voice. Crisis

passed. "Jeremiah said he's had to turn the lights and everything else on and off manually, so they've
disabled it somehow."

"Could ordinary criminals do that?"

"There's a lot of bootleg house-busting gear to be had these days, some of it very cheap. But I wouldn't
think Susan would be the kind of person to leave her home vulnerable to that kind of assault, which

suggests they must have had a pretty good package. I'll be able to tell you more if I can get into the house
system."

IXabbu frowned. "Did the police not investigate this?"

"Of course they did. Murder of a rich and well-