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This book is dedicated to my father,


Joseph Hill Evans, with love.


 


As I said before, Dad doesn’t read fiction.


He still hasn’t noticed that this thing is dedicated to him.


This is Volume Two – let’s see how many more


until he catches on.
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Author’s Note


I’ve received an awful lot of mail, electronic and old-fashioned-with-a-stamp both, about the first OTHERLAND volume. Most, I’m pleased to say, has been extremely nice and very favorable. The only note of discomfort has been from some readers who were upset by what they felt was the ‘cliffhanger’ nature of the first volume’s ending.


I understand and apologize. However, the problem with writing this kind of story is that it’s not really a series – it’s one very, very long novel, which should be under one cover except that 1) it would take so long to write that my family and pets would starve, and 2) they couldn’t make covers that size, unless they were adapted from circus tents. That means I have a difficult choice to make: end each part in more abrupt fashion than some readers find ideal, or create artificial endings for each volume which I believe would change the overall shape of the book, and perhaps even adversely affect the structure of the story.


Thus, I can only ask for the indulgence of kind readers. I’ll do the best job I can not to end volumes in mid-sentence – ‘And then she discovered she was . . . oops, The End’ – but please understand that what you’re getting is a part of a larger work, and may reflect that. I’ll still do the best I can to find some kind of closure for each individual volume.


Thanks.


 


For more information, visit the Tad Williams web site at: http://www.tadwilliams.com










Otherland


City of Golden Shadow


Synopsis


Wet, terrified, with only the companionship of trench-mates Finch and Mullet to keep him sane, Paul Jonas seems no different than any of thousands of other foot soldiers in World War I. But when he abruptly finds himself alone on an empty battlefield except for a tree that grows up into the clouds, he begins to doubt that sanity. When he climbs the tree and discovers a castle in the clouds, a woman with wings like a bird, and her terrifying giant guardian, his insanity seems confirmed. But when he awakens back in the trenches, he finds he is clutching one of the bird-woman’s feathers.


In South Africa, in the middle of the twenty-first century, Irene ‘Renie’ Sulaweyo has problems of her own. Renie is an instructor of virtual engineering whose newest student, !Xabbu, is one of the desert Bushmen, a people to whom modern technology is very alien. At home, she is a surrogate mother to her young brother, Stephen, who is obsessed with exploring the virtual parts of the world communication network – the ‘net’ – and Renie spends what little spare time she has holding her family together. Her widowed father Long Joseph only seems interested in finding his next drink.


Like most children, Stephen is entranced by the forbidden, and although Renie has already saved him once from a disturbing virtual nightclub named Mister J’s, Stephen sneaks back in. By the time Renie discovers what he has done, Stephen has fallen into a coma. The doctors cannot explain it, but Renie is certain something has happened to him online.


American Orlando Gardiner is only a little older than Renie’s brother, but he is a master of several online domains, and because of a serious medical condition, spends most of his time in the online identity of Thargor, a barbarian warrior. But when in the midst of one of his adventures Orlando is given a glimpse of a golden city unlike anything else he has ever seen on the net, he is so distracted that his Thargor character is killed. Despite this terrible loss, Orlando cannot shake his fascination with the golden city, and with the support of his software agent Beezle Bug and the reluctant help of his online friend Fredericks, he is determined to locate the golden city.


Meanwhile, on a military base in the United States, a little girl named Christabel Sorensen pays secret visits to her friend, Mr. Sellars, a strange, scarred old man. Her parents have forbidden her to see him, but she likes the old man and the stories he tells, and he seems much more pathetic than frightening. She does not know that he has very unusual plans for her.


As Renie gets to know !Xabbu the Bushman better, and to appreciate his calm good nature and his outsider’s viewpoint on modern life, she comes to rely on him more and more in her quest to discover what has happened to her brother. She and !Xabbu sneak into the online nightclub, Mister J’s. The place is as bad as she feared, with guests indulging themselves in all manner of virtual unpleasantness, but nothing seems like it could have actually physically harmed her brother until they are drawn into a terrifying encounter with a virtual version of the Hindu death-goddess Kali. !Xabbu is overcome, and Renie, too, is almost overwhelmed by Kali’s subliminal hypnotics, but with the help of a mysterious figure whose simulated body (his ‘sim’) is a blank, with no features at all, she manages to get herself and !Xabbu out of Mister J’s. Before she goes offline, the figure gives her some data in the form of a golden gem.


Back (apparently) in World War I, Paul Jonas escapes from his squadron and makes a run for freedom through the dangerous no-man’s-land between the lines. As rain falls and shells explode, Paul struggles through mud and corpses, only to find he has crossed over into some nether-region, stranger even than his castle dream – a flat, misty emptiness. A shimmering golden light appears, and Paul is drawn to it, but before he can step into its glow, his two friends from the trenches appear and demand that he return with them. Weary and confused, he is about to surrender, but as they come closer he sees that Finch and Mullet no longer appear even remotely human, and he flees into the golden light.


In the 21st Century, the oldest and perhaps richest man in the world is named Felix Jongleur. His physical body is all but dead, and he spends his days in a virtual Egypt he has built for himself, where he reigns over all as Osiris, the god of Life and Death. His chief servant, both in the virtual and real world, is a half-Aboriginal serial murderer who has named himself Dread, who combines a taste for hunting humans with a strange extrasensory ability to manipulate electronic circuitry that allows him to blank security cameras and otherwise avoid detection. Jongleur discovered Dread years before, and helped to nurture the young man’s power, and has made him his chief assassin.


Jongleur/Osiris is also the leader of a group of some of the world’s most powerful and wealthy people, the Grail Brotherhood, who have built for themselves a virtual universe unlike any other, the Grail Project, also called Otherland. (This latter name comes from an entity known as the ‘Other’ which has some important involvement with the Grail Project network – an artificial intelligence or something even stranger. This powerful force is largely in the control of Jongleur, but it is the only thing in the world that the old man fears.)


The Grail Brotherhood are arguing among themselves, upset that the mysterious Grail Project is so slow to come to fruition. They have all invested billions in it, and waited a decade or more of their lives. Led by the American technology baron Robert Wells, they grow restive about Jongleur’s leadership and his secrets, like the nature of the Other.


Jongleur fights off a mutiny, and orders his minion Dread to prepare a neutralization mission against one of the Grail members who has already left the Brotherhood.


Back in South Africa, Renie and her student !Xabbu are shaken by their narrow escape from the virtual nightclub known as Mister J’s, and more certain than ever that there is some involvement between the club and her brother’s coma. But when she examines the data-object the mysterious figure gave her, it opens into an amazingly realistic image of a golden city. Renie and !Xabbu seek the help of Renie’s former professor, Dr. Susan Van Bleeck, but she is unable to solve the mystery of the city, or even tell for certain if it is an actual place. The doctor decides to contact someone else she knows for help, a researcher named Martine Desroubins. But even as Renie and the mysterious Martine make contact for the first time, Dr. Van Bleeck is attacked in her home and savagely beaten, and all her equipment destroyed. Renie rushes to the hospital, but after pointing Renie in the direction of a friend, Susan dies, leaving Renie both angry and terrified.


Meanwhile Orlando Gardiner, the ill teenager in America, is hot in pursuit of the golden city that he saw while online, so much so that his friend Fredericks begins to worry about him. Orlando has always been odd – he has a fascination with death-experience simulations that Fredericks can’t understand – but even so this seems excessive. When Orlando announces they are going to the famous hacker-node known as TreeHouse, Fredericks’ worst fears are confirmed.


TreeHouse is the last preserve of everything anarchic about the net, a place where no rules dictate what people can do or how they must appear. But although Orlando finds TreeHouse fascinating, and discovers some unlikely allies in the form of a group of hacker children named the Wicked Tribe (whose virtual guise is a troop of tiny winged yellow monkeys) his attempts to discover the origins of the golden city vision arouse suspicion, and he and Fredericks are forced to flee.


Meanwhile Renie and !Xabbu, with the help of Martine Desroubins, have also come to TreeHouse, in pursuit of an old, retired hacker named Singh, Susan Van Bleeck’s friend. When they find him, he tells them that he is the last of a group of specialist programmers who built the security system for a mysterious network nicknamed ‘Otherland,’ and that his companions have been dying in mysterious circumstances. He is the last one alive.


Renie, !Xabbu, Singh, and Martine decide they must break into the Otherland system to discover what secret is worth the lives of Singh’s comrades and children like Renie’s brother.


Paul Jonas has escaped from his World War I trench only to find himself seemingly unstuck in time and space. Largely amnesiac, he wanders into a world where a White Queen and a Red Queen are in conflict, and finds himself pursued again by the Finch and Mullet figures. With the help of a boy named Gally and a long-winded, egg-shaped bishop, Paul escapes them, but his pursuers murder Gally’s children friends. A huge creature called a Jabberwock provides a diversion, and Paul and Gally dive into a river.


When they surface, the river is in a different world, a strange, almost comical version of Mars, full of monsters and English gentleman-soldiers. Paul again meets the bird-woman from his castle dream, now named Vaala, but this time she is the prisoner of a Martian overlord. With the help of mad adventurer Hurley Brummond, Paul saves the woman. She recognizes Paul, too, but does not know why. When the Finch and Mullet figures appear again, she flees. Attempting to catch up to her, Paul crashes a stolen flying ship, sending himself and Gally to what seems certain doom. After a strange dream in which he is back in the cloud-castle, menaced by Finch and Mullet in their strangest forms yet, he wakes without Gally in the midst of the Ice Age, surrounded by Neandertal hunters.


Meanwhile in South Africa, Renie and her companions are being hunted by mysterious strangers, and are forced to flee their home. With the help of Martine (whom they still know only as a voice) Renie, along with !Xabbu, her father, and Dr. Van Bleeck’s assistant Jeremiah, find an old, moth-balled robot-plane base in the Drakensberg Mountains. They renovate a pair of V-tanks (virtuality immersion vats) so Renie and !Xabbu can go online for an indefinite period, and prepare for their assault on Otherland.


Back on the army base in America, little Christabel is convinced to help the burned and crippled Mr. Sellars with a complex plan that is only revealed as an escape attempt when he disappears from his house, setting the whole base (including Christabel’s security chief father) on alert. Christabel has cut what seems like an escape hole in the base’s perimeter fence (with the help of a homeless boy from outside), but only she knows that Mr. Sellars is actually hiding in a network of tunnels beneath the base, free now to continue his mysterious ‘task.’


In the abandoned facility, under the Drakensberg Mountains, Renie and her companions enter the tanks, go online, and break into Otherland. They survive a terrifying interaction with the Other which seems to be the network’s security system, in which Singh dies of a heart attack, and find that the network is so incredibly realistic that at first they cannot believe it is a virtual environment. The experience is strange in many other ways. Martine has a body for the first time, !Xabbu has been given the form of a baboon, and most importantly, they can find no way to take themselves offline again. Renie and the others discover that they are in an artificial South American country. When they reach the golden city at the heart of it, the city they have been seeking so long, they are captured, and discover that they are the prisoners of Bolivar Atasco, a man involved with the Grail Brotherhood and with the building of the Otherland network from the start.


Back in America, Orlando’s friendship with Fredericks has survived the twin revelations that Orlando is dying of a rare premature-aging disease, and that Fredericks is in fact a girl. They are unexpectedly linked to Renie’s hacker friend Singh by the Wicked Tribe just as Singh is opening his connection to the Grail network, and drawn through into Otherland. After their own horrifying encounter with the Other, Orlando and Fredericks also become Atasco’s prisoners. But when they are brought to the great man, along with Renie’s company and others, they find that it is not Atasco who has gathered them, but Mr. Sellars – revealed now as the strange blank sim who helped Renie and !Xabbu escape from Mister J’s.


Sellars explains that he has lured them all here with the image of the golden city – the most discreet method he could devise, because their enemies, the Grail Brotherhood, are so unbelievably powerful and remorseless. Sellars explains that Atasco and his wife were once members of the Brotherhood, but quit when their questions about the network were not answered. Sellars then tells how he discovered that the secret Otherland network has a mysterious but undeniable connection to the illness of thousands of children like Renie’s brother Stephen. Before he can explain more, the sims of Atasco and his wife go rigid and Sellars’ own sim disappears.


In the real world, Jongleur’s murderous minion Dread has begun his attack on the Atascos’ fortified Colombian island home, and after breaking through the defenses, has killed both Atascos. He then uses his strange abilities – his ‘twist’ – to tap into their data lines, discovers Sellars’ meeting, and orders his assistant Dulcinea Anwin to take over the incoming line of one of the Atascos’ guests – the online group that includes Renie and her friends – and takes on the identity of that usurped guest, leaving Dread a mystery spy in the midst of Renie and friends.


Sellars reappears in the Atascos’ virtual world and begs Renie and the others to flee into the network while he tries to hide their presence. They are to look for Paul Jonas, he tells them, a mysterious virtual prisoner Sellars has helped escape from the Brotherhood. Renie and company make their way onto the river and out of the Atascos’ simulation, then through an electrical blue glow into the next simworld. Panicked and overwhelmed by too much input, Martine finally reveals her secret to Renie: she is blind.


Their boat has become a giant leaf. Overhead, a dragonfly the size of a fighter jet skims into view.


Back in the mountain fortress, in the real world, Jeremiah and Renie’s father Long Joseph can only watch the silent V-tanks, wonder, and wait.










Foreword


There was snow everywhere – the world was white.


It must have been warmer in the Land of the Dead, he thought, mocking himself, mocking the senseless universe. I should never have left.


Snow and ice and wind and blood . . .


 


The thing in the shallow pit made a terrible raw honking sound and swung its head. Antlers the size of small trees swept from side to side, gouging snow and dirt, narrowly missing one of the men who had leaned in to jab at it with his spear.


The elk was larger than anything like it Paul had ever seen in tired old London Zoo, taller than a man at its shoulders and heavy as a prize bull. It had fought with terrifying strength for almost an hour, and the points of the huge, curling antlers were streaked with the blood of a man named Will Not Cry, but the animal’s shaggy pelt was also drenched with its own blood, as was the snow around the edge of the hole.


It leaped again and fell back scrabbling, hooves churning the bottom of the pit to a pink froth. Spears snagged in the elk’s thick hide rattled like exotic jewelry. Runs Far, who seemed the party’s most fearless hunter, leaned in to jerk one of his spears free. He missed his first stab, dodged the swinging antlers, then smashed the stone point back in again just under the creature’s thick jaw. Arterial blood spurted ten feet, splashing Runs Far and the two hunters nearest to him, adding another layer of color to their ocher-and-black hunting paint.


The elk heaved up the slope once more in a last desperate attempt to escape the pit, but failed to crest the rim before the spears of the hunters pushed it off balance and sent it sliding backward, awkward as a fawn.


The freshet of blood from its throat pulsed more weakly. The buck stood on wobbly legs at the bottom of the pit, hitching as it sucked air. One leg buckled, but it struggled upright yet again, teeth bared in final exhaustion, glaring from beneath the spread of horn. The man named Birdcatcher jabbed a spear into its side, but it was clearly a superfluous gesture. The elk took a step backward, its face registering what in a human Paul would have called frustration, then fell to its knees and rolled onto its side, chest heaving.


‘Now he gives himself to us,’ said Runs Far. Beneath his smeared paint, his mouth was locked in a grin of exhausted pleasure, but there was something deeper in his eyes. ‘Now he is ours.’


Runs Far and another man clambered into the pit. When his companion had grabbed the antlers, holding them firm as the elk gasped and twitched, Runs Far slashed its throat with a heavy stone blade.


 


In what seemed a piece of particularly cruel irony, the hunter with the strange name of Will Not Cry had suffered not just deep antler-gouges across his face and head, but had lost his left eye as well. As one of the other hunters stuffed the ragged hole with snow and bound it with a strip of tanned hide, Will Not Cry murmured to himself, a singsong whisper that might have been a lament or a prayer. Runs Far crouched beside him and tried to wash some of the blood from the injured man’s face and beard with a handful of snow, but the ragged facial wounds still bled heavily. Paul was astonished by how calmly the others reacted to their companion’s terrible injuries, although all of them bore scars and disfigurations of their own.


People die easily here, he decided, so anything less serious must seem like a victory.


 


The Neandertal hunters quickly and adroitly razored the elk carcass into chunks with their flint knives and wrapped the skin, organs, and even bones in the still-smoking hide for travel. The People, as they called themselves, did not waste anything.


As work slowed, some of the men began to watch Paul again, perhaps wondering whether the stranger they had saved from the frozen river was properly impressed by their prowess. Only the one called Birdcatcher looked at him with open distrust, but they all kept their distance. Having participated in neither the kill nor the dismemberment, Paul was feeling particularly useless, so he was grateful when Runs Far approached. The leader of the hunt had so far been the only one to speak with Paul. Now he extended a blood-smeared hand, offering the stranger a strip of the kill’s deep-red flesh. Sensible of the kindness being shown him, Paul accepted it. The meat was curiously flavorless, like chewing on a bit of blood-salted rubber.


‘Tree Horns fought hard.’ Runs Far took another piece into his mouth. When he could not fit it all in, he reached up and sliced off the remainder with his stone blade, retaining it until he had finished the first mouthful. He grinned, displaying worn and scratched teeth. ‘We have much meat now. The People will be happy.’


Paul nodded, unsure of what to say. He had noticed a curious thing: When the hunters spoke, it was in recognizable English, which seemed a highly unlikely thing for a group of Neandertal huntsmen to do. At the same time, there seemed a slight dissynchronization between their lips and what they said, as though he had been dropped into a well-dubbed but still imperfect foreign drama.


In fact, it seemed as though he had been given some kind of translation implant, like the kind his old school friend Niles had received on entering the diplomatic corps. But how could that be?


For the fifth or sixth time that day, Paul’s fingers went to his neck and the base of his skull, feeling for the neurocannula that he knew was not there, again finding only goose-pimpled skin. He had never wanted implants, had resisted the trend long after most of his friends had them, yet now it seemed that someone had given them to him without his permission – but had also managed to completely hide the physical location.


What could do that? he wondered. And why? And more importantly, where in the bloody hell am I?


He had been thinking and thinking, but he was no nearer to an answer. He seemed to be sliding through space and time, like something out of the more excessive kind of science fiction story. He had traveled across a boy’s-adventure Mars, he remembered, and through somebody’s cracked version of Alice’s Looking Glass. He had seen other improbable places, too – the details were fuzzy, but still too complete to be merely the residue of dreams. But how was that possible? If someone were to build sets and hire impostors to fool him this thoroughly, it would cost millions – billions! – and try as he might, he could not find a single crack in the facades of any of these might-be actors. Neither could he imagine a reason why anyone would spend such resources on a nonentity like himself, a museum curator with no important friends and no particular prospects. No matter what the voice from the golden harp had said, this must all be real.


Unless he had been brainwashed somehow. He could not rule that out. Some kind of experimental drug, perhaps – but why? There was still a gap in his memory where the answer might lurk, but unlike the strange journeys to imaginary landscapes, no amount of concentration could bring light to any of that particular patch of darkness.


Runs Far still crouched at his side, his round eyes bright with curiosity beneath the bony brows. Embarrassed, confused, Paul shrugged and reached down for a handful of snow and crunched it between the crablike pincers of his crude gloves. Brainwashing would explain why he had awakened in a frozen prehistoric river and been rescued by what looked like authentic Neandertals – costuming and sets for a hallucination wouldn’t be very expensive. But it could not explain the absolutely, unarguably real and sustained presence of the world around him. It could not explain the snow in his hand, cold and granular and white. It could not explain the stranger beside him, with his unfamiliar but utterly lived-in, alien face.


All those questions, but still no answers. Paul sighed and let the snow fall from his hand.


‘Are we going to sleep here tonight?’ he asked Runs Far.


‘No. We are close to where the People live. We will be there before full dark.’ The hunter leaned forward, furrowed his brow, and stared into Paul’s mouth. ‘You eat things, Riverghost. Do all the people from the Land of the Dead eat things?’


Paul smiled sadly. ‘Only when they’re hungry.’


 


Runs Far was in the lead, his stocky legs carrying him through the snow with surprising ease; like all the hunters, even the terribly wounded Will Not Cry, he moved with the instinctive grace of a wild beast. The others, although burdened now with hundreds of kilograms of elk parts, followed swiftly, so that Paul was already winded trying to keep up.


He skidded on a fallen branch hidden by snow, and slipped, but the man beside him caught and held him unflinchingly until Paul had found his feet; the Neandertal’s hands were hard and rough as tree bark. Paul found himself confused again. It was impossible to sustain disbelief in the face of such powerful arguments. These men, although not quite the caricature cavemen he remembered from childhood flicks, were so clearly something different from himself, something wilder and simpler, that he found his skepticism diminishing – not so much fading as sliding into a kind of hibernation, to awaken when it again had a useful task to do.


What sounded like a wolf howl came echoing down the hillside. The People ran a little faster.


Nothing around you is true, and yet the things you see can hurt you or kill you, the golden gem, the voice from the harp, had told him. Whatever these men were, true or false seemings, they were at home in this world in a way that Paul most decidedly was not. He would have to rely on their skills. For his sanity’s sake, he might have to trust that they were exactly what they seemed to be.


 


When he had been a boy, when he had still been ‘Paulie,’ and still the chattel of his eccentric father and frail mother, he had spent each Christmas with them at his paternal grandmother’s cottage in Gloucestershire, in the wooded, rolling countryside that the locals liked to call ‘the real England.’ But it had not been real, not at all: its virtue was precisely that it symbolized something which had never completely existed, a middle-class England of gracious, countrified beauty whose tattered true nature was becoming more obvious every year.


For Grammer Jonas, the world beyond her village had become increasingly shadowy. She could describe the complexity of a neighbor’s dispute about a fence with the sophistication of a newsnet legal analyst, but had trouble remembering who was prime minister. She had a wallscreen, of course – a small, old-fashioned one framed in baroque gold on the parlor wall, like the photo of a long-dead relative. It mostly went unused, the calls voice-only. Grammer Jonas had never completely trusted visual communication, especially the idea that she could see without being seen if she chose, and the thought that some stranger might look into her house and see her in her nightgown gave her, as she put it, ‘the creeps, Paulie-love, the absolute creeps.’


Despite her distrust of the modern world, or perhaps even in part because of it, Paul had loved her fiercely, and she in turn had loved him as only a grandmother could. Every small success of his was a glowing victory, every transgression against parental authority a sign of clever independence to be encouraged rather than condemned. When, in one of his fits of unfocused rebellion, young Paul refused to help with the dishes or do some other chore (and thus forfeited his pudding) Grammer Jonas would be at the door of his prison-bedroom later in the evening to pass him a contraband sweet, in a breathless hurry to get downstairs again before his parents noticed her absence.


The winter when he was seven, the snows came. It was England’s whitest Christmas in decades, and the tabnets competed for the most astonishing footage – St. Paul’s dome wearing a dunce cap of white, people skating on the lower Thames as they had during Elizabethan times (many died, since the ice was not thick enough to be safe.) In the early weeks, before the tabs began to trumpet ‘New Atlantic Storm Creates Blizzard Horror’ and run daily body counts (with corpse-by-corpse footage) of people who had frozen to death sleeping rough or even waiting for trains at the smaller stations, the heavy snows brought a sense of joy to most people, and young Paul had certainly been one of them. It was his first real experience of snowballs and sleds and tree branches dropping cold surprises down the back of one’s neck, of a world with most of its colors suddenly wiped clean.


One mild day, when the sun was out and the sky was mostly blue, he and his grandmother had gone for a walk. The most recent snowfall had covered everything, and as they walked slowly through the fields there were no signs of other humans at all except for the distant smoke from a chimney, and no footprints but the tracks of their own rubber boots, so that the vista spread before them seemed primordial, untouched.


When at last they had reached a place between the hedgerows, where the land before them dipped down into a gentle valley, his grandmother abruptly stopped. She had spread her arms, and – in a voice he had never heard her use, hushed and yet throbbingly intense – said, ‘Look, Paulie, isn’t it lovely! Isn’t it perfect! It’s just like we were back at the beginning of everything. Like the whole sinful world was starting over!’ Mittened fists clenched before her face like a child making a wish, she had added: ‘Wouldn’t that be wonderful?’


Surprised and a little frightened by the strength of her reaction, he had struggled to make her insight his own – struggled but ultimately failed. There was something beautiful about the illusion of emptiness, of possibility, but he had been a seven-year-old boy who did not feel, as his grandmother more or less did, that people had somehow ruined everything, and he was just baby enough to be made nervous by the thought of a world without familiar places and people, a world of clean, cold loneliness.


They had stood for a long time, staring at the uninhabited winter world, and when at last they turned back – Paul secretly relieved to be walking in their own reversed footprints, following the trail of bread crumbs out of the worrisome forest of adult regrets – his grandmother had been smiling fiercely to herself, singing a song he could not quite hear.


 


Paul had tried and failed to share her epiphany that day, so long ago. But now he seemed to be the one who had tumbled into the world she had wished for, a world – thousands of generations before even his grandmother’s inconceivably ancient childhood – that she could only imagine.


Yes, if Grammer Jonas could have seen this, he thought. God, wouldn’t she have loved it. It really is the beginning – a long time before the crooked politicians and the filthy shows on the net and people being so rude and vulgar, and all the foreign restaurants serving things she couldn’t pronounce. She’d think she’d gone to heaven.


Of course, he realized, she’d have trouble getting a good cup of tea.


The People were moving in deceptively ragged order along the edge of a hillside forest, heading down a long, snow-blanketed slope broken up by irregular limestone outcroppings. Slender tree-shadows stretched across their path like blueprints for an unbuilt staircase. The light was fading quickly, and the sky, which had been the soft gray of a dove’s breast, was turning a colder, darker color. Paul suddenly wondered for the first time not when in the world he was, but where.


Had there been Neandertals everywhere, or just in Europe? He couldn’t remember. The little he knew of prehistoric humankind was all in fragmented, trivia-card bits – cave-painting, mammoth-hunting, stone tools laboriously flaked by hand. It was frustrating not to remember more. People in science fiction flicks always seemed to know useful things about the places time travel took them. But what if the time traveler had been only an average history student? What then?


There were more limestone outcroppings now, great shelves that seemed to push sideways out of the ground, shadowy oblongs less luminous in the twilight than the ever-present snow. Runs Far slowed, letting the rest of the group jog past, until Paul at the end of the line had caught up with him. The bearded hunter fell into step beside him without a word, and Paul, who was quite breathless, was content to let him do so.


As they came around the corner of a large outcrop, Paul saw warm yellow light spilling out onto the snow. Strange, gnarled figures stood silhouetted in a wide gap in the cliff face, spears clutched in misshapen hands, and for a nervous moment Paul was reminded of folktales about troll bridges and fairy mounds. Runs Far took his elbow and pushed him forward; when he had reached the mouth of the cave, he could see that the guardians were only older members of the People, twisted by age, left behind to protect the communal hearth like Britain’s wartime Home Guard.


The hunting party was quickly surrounded, not only by these aged guardians, but by an outspilling of fur-clad women and children as well, all talking and gesticulating. Will Not Cry received much sympathetic attention as his injuries were examined. Paul half-expected his own appearance to cause superstitious panic, but although all the People regarded him with interest that varied from fearful to fascinated, he was clearly less important than the meat and tales which the hunters brought. The group moved away from the lip of the cave, out of the cold winds and into the fire-flickering, smoky interior.


At first the People’s home looked like nothing so much as an army encampment. A row of tents made from skins stood with their backs to the cave’s entrance like a herd of animals huddled against the wind. Beyond these, sheltered by them, was a central area where a large fire burned in a depression in the floor, a natural limestone hall, low-roofed but wide. The few women who had remained there tending the flames now looked up, smiling and calling out at the hunters’ return.


The rest of the People were much like the men with whom he had traveled, sturdy and small, with features that but for the pronounced brows and heavy jaws were nothing like the caveman caricatures he had seen in cartoons. They dressed in rough furs; many wore bits of bone or stone hung on cords of sinew, but there was nothing like the jewelry that bedecked even the least modernized tribes of Paul’s era. Most of the younger children were naked, bodies rubbed with fat that gleamed in the firelight as they peered from the tent doorways, shiny little creatures that reminded him of  Victorian illustrations of gnomes and brownies.


There was surprisingly little ceremony over the hunters’ return, although Runs Far had told him they had been out for days. The men greeted their families and loved ones, touching them with probing fingers as though making certain that they were real, and occasionally someone rubbed his face against someone else’s, but there was no kissing as Paul knew it, no hand clasps or hugging. Paul himself was clearly mentioned several times – he saw some of the hunters gesturing at him, as though to illustrate what a strange adventure it had been – but he was not introduced to anyone, nor was there any clear hierarchy that he could see. About two dozen adults seemed to make the cave their home, and not quite half that many children.


Even as some of the People exclaimed over the elk meat, others began preparing it in an extremely businesslike manner. Two of the women picked up long sticks and swept a portion of the firepit clear, pushing the burning logs to one side and exposing a floor of flat stones. They then spread several portions of the meat across these heated stones; within moments, the smell of cooking flesh began to fill the cavern.


Paul found himself a spot in the corner, out of the way. It was much warmer here in the cave, but still cold, and he sat with his skins pulled tight around him, watching the quick return of normal life; within a few moments after the hunting party’s arrival, only the hunters themselves were not busy with something. Paul guessed that on other nights, they, too, would be at work, making new weapons and repairing the old ones, but tonight they had returned from a long, successful trip and could wait for the victors’ rewards, the first portions of the kill.


One of the women lifted a sizable chunk of flesh from the fire with a stick, placed it on a piece of bark, and carried it like an offering to Runs Far. He lifted it to his mouth and took a bite and grinned his approval, but instead of finishing his meal he sawed the meat in half with his knife, then rose and carried the bark platter away from the fire toward one of the tents. No one else seemed to pay any attention but Paul was intrigued. Was he taking food to a sick wife or child? An aged parent?


Runs Far stayed inside the tent for long moments; when he came out, he was putting the last of the meat into his own mouth, chewing vigorously with his broad jaws. It was impossible to guess what had just happened.


A presence at Paul’s elbow suddenly caught his attention. A little girl stood beside him, staring expectantly. At least, he thought it was a girl, although the boys were just as shaggy-haired, and positive identification was made difficult by the kirtle of fur around the child’s waist. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


She shrieked with gleeful terror and ran away. Several other children pulled free of the general hubbub to chase her, laughing and calling in high voices like marsh birds. Moments later, another, larger shadow fell across him.


‘Do not speak to the child.’ Birdcatcher looked angry, but Paul thought he saw something like naked panic just beneath the man’s scowl. ‘She is not for you.’


Paul shook his head, not understanding, but the other only turned and walked away.


Does he think I’m interested in her sexually? Or is it this Land of the Dead thing? Perhaps Birdcatcher thought he meant to take the girl away, back to some death-realm beyond the frozen river.


That’s me, the Grim Reaper of the Pleistocene. Paul lowered his head and closed his eyes, suddenly as tired as he had ever been.


 


There had been a woman in his dream, and flowering plants, and sun streaming through a dusty window, but it was all disappearing now, pouring away like water down the plughole. Paul shook his head and his eyes fluttered. Runs Far was standing over him, saying something he could not at first understand.


The hunter prodded him again, gently. ‘Riverghost. Riverghost, you must come.’


‘Come where?’


‘Dark Moon says you must come and talk.’ The hunt leader seemed excited in a way Paul had not seen before, almost childlike. ‘Come now.’


Paul allowed himself to be coaxed to his feet, then followed Runs Far toward the tent where the hunter had taken the first cooked meat of the slaughtered elk. Paul thought he would be led inside, but Runs Far gestured for him to wait. The hunter ducked through the flap, then reappeared a few moments later, leading a tiny shape wrapped in a thick fur robe out into the firelight.


The old woman paused and looked Paul up and down, then extended her arm, the invitation – although it was more like a command – very clear. Paul stepped forward and let her clutch his forearm with hard, skinny fingers, then the three of them moved slowly toward the cookfire. As they led the woman to a rounded stone near the warmest part of the blaze, Paul saw Birdcatcher staring at him, holding the arm of the little girl who had approached Paul earlier. His grip was so tight she was squirming in pain.


‘Bring water to me,’ the old woman told Runs Far as she slowly settled herself on the rock. When he had gone, she turned to Paul. ‘What is your name?’


Paul was not sure what kind of answer she wanted. ‘The men of the People call me Riverghost.’


She nodded her satisfaction, as though he had passed an examination. Dirt lay in the wrinkles of her seamed face, and her white hair was so thin the shape of her head could be clearly seen, but the forcefulness of her personality and the respect in which the People held her was quite clear. She raised a clawlike hand and carefully touched his.


‘I am called Dark Moon. That is the name they call me.’


Paul nodded, although he was not quite clear why she seemed to attach so much importance to this exchange of information. This isn’t my world, he reminded himself. To primitive people, there’s magic in names.


‘Are you from the Land of the Dead?’ she asked. ‘Tell me your true story.’


‘I . . . I am from a place very far away. The People – the hunters – saved me when I was in the river and was drowning.’ He hesitated, then fell silent. He did not think that he could make her understand his true story since he did not understand it himself, even the parts he remembered clearly.


She pursed her lips. ‘And what do you mean for us? What do you bring to the People? What will you take away?’


‘I hope I will take nothing from you, except the food and shelter you give to me.’ It was hard to talk simply without sounding like an Indian chief in a bad American Western. ‘I came from the river with nothing, so I have no gifts.’


Dark Moon looked at him again, and this time the appraisal went on for some time. Runs Far returned with a cup made from what looked like a section of animal horn; the old woman drank enthusiastically, then turned her gaze back to Paul. ‘I must think,’ she said at last. ‘I do not understand what you do in the world.’ She turned and patted Runs Far on his shoulder, then abruptly raised her voice to address the People at large. ‘Hunters have returned. They have brought back food.’


The others, who had been pretending with almost civilized discretion not to be listening to her conversation with Paul, now raised a few ragged shouts of approval, although most were busy chewing.


‘Tonight is a good night.’ Dark Moon slowly spread her arms. The weight of the fur robe seemed too great for her tiny frame to support. ‘Tonight I will tell a story, and the one called Riverghost will think kindly of the People, who have given him food.’


The tribesfolk came closer, those nearest arranging themselves near Dark Moon’s feet. Many took the chance to study Paul carefully. He saw fear and concern in most faces, but it was only Birdcatcher in whom it seemed to have an edge that might become violent. The rest of the People looked at him as civilized shoppers might watch a street crazy who had happened through the store’s front door, but as yet had shown no signs of screaming or knocking things about.


Some of the smaller children had already fallen asleep, worn out by excitement and bellies full of cooked flesh, but their parents and guardians simply carried them to the gathering, unwilling to miss something so clearly important. Birdcatcher, his distrust not sufficient to keep him away, stood on the outside of the circle, and though he still glared at Paul, he was listening, too.


‘I will tell you of the days that are gone.’  Dark Moon’s voice took on a kind of singsong cadence, and even Paul could feel the satisfaction of a familiar ritual beginning. ‘These are days before your fathers’ fathers and their fathers walked in the world.’


As she paused, he felt an unexpected thrill. Despite his reservations, his skepticism, it was hard to huddle in this cold cave and not to feel that he was close to one of the sourcepools of story – that he was about to be the privileged auditor of one of the oldest of all tales.


 


‘Then, in those days,’  Dark Moon began, ‘everything was dark.’


 


There was no light, and there was no warmth. The cold was everywhere, and First Man and First Woman suffered. They went to the other First People, all the Animal People, and asked them how to keep warm.


Long Nose told them to grow hair all over their bodies, as he had done. Because he was so large, First Man and First Woman thought he must be very old and very wise, but as hard as they tried, they could not grow enough hair to stay warm. So First Man killed great Long Nose and stole his hairy skin, and for a little while they did not suffer.


But soon the world grew colder, and even the skin they had taken from Long Nose was not enough to keep them warm. They went to Cave Dweller and asked her how they might keep warm.


‘You must find a deep hole in the mountain,’ said Cave Dweller, ‘and there you can live as I live, safe from the wind-that-bites, and raise a family of cubs.’


But First Man and First Woman could not find a hole of their own, so they killed Cave Dweller and stole her hole for themselves, and for a little while they did not suffer.


Still the world grew colder. First Man and First Woman huddled in their cave and pulled their skins tight around them, but knew that they would soon die.


One day, First Woman saw tiny Naked Tail running across the cave. She caught him in her hands and was going to eat him, for she was very hungry, but Naked Tail told her that if she did not swallow him, he would tell her something important She called over First Man to hear what Naked Tail would say.


‘I will tell you of a powerful secret,’ Naked Tail said. ‘Yellow Eyes, who lives out there in the great cold and dark, has a magical thing, a thing that bends in the softest wind and yet does not blow away, that has no teeth but can eat a hard tree branch. This magic is a warm thing that keeps the cold away, and it is what makes the eyes of old Yellow Eyes shine brightly out in the darkness.’


‘What does this matter to us?’ said First Man. ‘He will never let us have this magical warm thing.’


‘We can play a trick on him and steal it,’ said First Woman. ‘Did we not take Long Nose’s skin and Cave Dweller’s house?’


First Man did not speak. He was frightened of Yellow Eyes, who was cruel and strong, and much more clever than Long Nose or Cave Dweller. First Man knew that the broken, gnawed bones of many of the other Animal People lay outside Yellow Eyes’ den. But he listened while First Woman told him the thoughts that were in her belly.


‘I will do what you say,’ he said at last. ‘If I do not try, we will die in any case, and the darkness will have us.’


 


The flames wavered as a gust of cold air scythed through the room. Paul shivered and pulled his furs more tightly around him. He was becoming drowsy, and it was hard to think clearly. Everything was so strange. He had heard this story somewhere, hadn’t he? But how could that be?


The cave grew darker, until the glow of the embers turned all the listeners into red-lit ghosts. Dark Moon’s cracked voice rose and fell as she sang the song of stolen fire.


 


First Man went to the place of many hones where Yellow Eyes lived. He saw the bright eyes from a long way away, but Yellow Eyes saw him even sooner.


‘What do you want?’ he asked First Man. ‘If you do not tell me, I will crush you in my jaws.’  Yellow Eyes showed his terrible teeth to First Man.


‘I have come to make a bargain with you,’ said First Man. ‘I wish to trade for the warm, bright thing that you have.’


‘And what do you have to trade?’ asked  Yellow Eyes. His eyes were shining a little more brightly.


‘A child,’ said First Man. ‘It is so cold that he will die anyway if we do not have some of your warm, bright thing.’


Yellow Eyes licked his lips and clicked his terrible teeth. ‘You would give me your child for a little of my fire?’


First Man nodded his head.


‘Then put the child where I can see him,’ said Yellow Eyes, ‘and I will give you what you ask for.’


First Man reached into his skins and took out the child made of mud which First Woman had shaped with her clever hands. He set this child down before Yellow Eyes.


‘He is very quiet,’  Yellow Eyes said.


‘He is frightened of your teeth,’ First Man told him.


‘That is good,’ said Yellow Eyes, and opened his jaws wide. ‘Reach into my mouth and you will find what you asked for.’


First Man was very frightened, but he came close to the mouth of Yellow Eyes, which had the smell of death.


‘Reach into my mouth,’ said  Yellow Eyes again.


First Man stretched his arm deep into the mouth of Yellow Eyes, past the terrible teeth and down the long throat. At last he touched something very hot and cupped his hand around it.


‘Take only a little,’ said Yellow Eyes.


First Man withdrew his hand. In it was something yellow that bent in the wind but did not blow away, that had no mouth but began to bite his skin even as he held it. First Man looked at Yellow Eyes and saw that he was sniffing the child made of mud, and so First Man began to run, the warm yellow thing held close in his hand.


‘This is not your child!’ screamed Yellow Eyes in anger. ‘You have tricked me, First Man!’


Yellow Eyes began to chase him. First Man ran as fast as he could, but heard his enemy coming closer and closer. The warm magic thing was very heavy in his hand and was biting his skin, so First Man threw it away up into the air. It flew into the sky and stuck there, and it covered the world in light. Yellow Eyes screamed again and ran faster, but First Man reached the cave where he lived with First Woman and ran inside. They pushed a stone into the opening so that Yellow Eyes could not get at them.


‘You have cheated me, and I will not forget,’ shouted Yellow Eyes. ‘And when a true child comes to you, I will take it from you.’


First Man lay on the floor of the cave, with no strength left in his body. First Woman saw that a little of the warm, bright thing still stuck to his hand. She brushed it off with a stick, and as it began to eat the stick it grew and warmed the whole cave. That was fire.


Ever after, First Man’s fingers were not all the same, as with the other Animal People. One finger on each hand was twisted sideways from carrying the hot fire, and that is why all First Man’s and First Woman’s children have hands that are different from the Animal People.


The fire that was thrown into the sky became the sun, and when it shines, Yellow Eyes and his people hide from its light because it reminds them of how First Man tricked them. But when it grows small and the world is dark,  Yellow Eyes comes out again, and his eye is the moon that stares down as he looks for the child First Man and First Woman promised to him. Every night since the days your fathers’  fathers and their fathers walked in the world, he hunts for the children of First Man and First Woman.


 


Dark Moon’s voice had become very still, a thin whisper that rode above the breathless silence in the cave.


‘He will hunt for them even when your children’s children and their children walk in the world.’


 


He could hear a great, slow pounding, the ticking of a titan clock or the footfalls of an approaching giant, but he could see nothing but darkness, could feel nothing but icy wind. He had no hands or body, no way to protect himself from whatever lurked in the black emptiness here on the edge of all things.


‘Paul.’  The voice in his ear was soft as feathered flight, but his heart thumped as though it had shouted.


‘Is that you?’ His own voice made no sound outside his head, or he no longer had the ears to hear himself speak.


Something was beside him in the dark. He could sense it, although he did not know how. He could feel it, a swift-hearted, tenuous presence.


‘Paul, you must come back to us. You must come back to me.’


And as though she had never left his dreams, but had only vanished from his waking mind, he could see her now in memory, could summon up the image of her absurd but beautiful winged form, her sad eyes. She had crouched, trapped in that golden cage, while he had stood helplessly on the other side of the bars. He had left her to that terrible grinding thing, the Old Man.


‘Who are you?’


Her presence grew a little stronger, a barely-felt vibration of impatience. ‘I am no one, Paul. I don’t know who I am – don’t care anymore. But I know that I need you, that you must come.’


‘Come where? You said “come to us.” To whom?’


‘You ask too many questions.’ It was spoken sadly, not angrily. ‘I do not have the answers you wish. But I know what I know. If you come to me, then we will both know.’


‘Are you Vaala? Are you the same woman I met?’


Again the impatience. ‘These things are unimportant. It is so hard for me to be here, Paul – so. hard! Listen! Listen, and I will tell you everything I know. There is a place, a black mountain, that reaches to the sky – that covers up the stars. You must find it. That is where all your answers are.’


‘How? How do I get there?’


‘I don’t know.’ A pause. ‘But I might know, if you can find me.’


Something was interfering with his concentration, a vague but insistent pain, a sense of pressure that Paul could not ignore. The dream was collapsing from its own weight. As he felt it beginning to fall away, he struggled to cling to her, that voice in the emptiness.


‘Find you? What does that mean?’


‘You must come to me . . . to us . . .’ She was growing faint now, barely a presence at all, a whisper traveling down a long corridor.


‘Don’t leave me! How do I find you?’  The vague discomfort was growing sharper, commanding his attention. ‘Who are you?’


From an incomprehensible distance, a murmur: ‘I am . . . a shattered mirror . . .’


 


He sat up, his throat tight, a pain like a knifepoint of fire in his belly. She was gone again! His link to sanity – but how could someone or something so clearly mad lead him back to reality? Or did he only dream . . .?


The pain grew sharper. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, to the glow of dim coals, and he saw the shapeless shadow crouched over him. Some hard, sharp thing was pressed against his stomach. Paul dropped his hand and felt the cold stone spearhead buried deep in his fur robe, a warm slickness of blood already matting the hairs. If it pressed in an inch farther, it would pierce through to his guts.


Birdcatcher leaned close, sour meat on his breath. The spearpoint jabbed a little deeper.


‘You are my blood enemy, Riverghost. I will send you back to the Land of the Dead.’










First


The Secret River


. . . For here, millions of mixed shades and shadows, drowned dreams, somnambulisms, reveries; all that we call lives and souls, lie dreaming, dreaming, still; tossing like slumberers in their beds; the ever-rolling waves but made so by their restlessness.


– Herman Melville, Moby Dick
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Deep Waters


NETFEED/NEWS: Schoolkids Need Waiver To Avoid Helmet (visual: children trying on helmets)


VO: Children in Pine Station, a suburban town in Arkansas, must either wear a safety helmet during their entire school day or their parents must sign a waiver saying they will not sue for damages should their child be injured.


(visual: Edlington Gwa Choi, Pine Station School Dist. Superintendent)


GWA CHOI: ‘It’s quite simple. We can’t afford the coverage any more. They make nice, comfortable helmets now – the kids will hardly even notice they’ve got them on. We’ve done tests. And if they don’t want them, that’s okay too, as long as their folks take responsibility . . .’


 


A beetle the size of a panel truck was bumping slowly along the shoreline, the baboon beside her was singing, and Renie was dying for a cigarette.


 


‘And we go down,’


 


!Xabbu chanted in an almost tuneless voice,


 


‘Down to the water.


Ah!


Where the fish are hiding,


Hiding and laughing . . .’


 


‘What’s that?’ Renie watched the beetle hunch across the uneven stones of the beach with the mindless forward drive of one of those drone robots working to tame the surfaces of Mars and the moon. ‘That song you’re singing.’


‘My uncle used to sing it. It helped him be patient while waiting for fish to pass over the rock dam so we could catch them. ‘!Xabbu scratched at his baboon pelt in a fastidious manner far more human than simian.


‘Ah.’ Renie frowned. She was having trouble concentrating, and for once even !Xabbu’s stories about his childhood in the Okavango Delta did not interest her.


If someone had told her that she would be transported to what was for all purposes a magical land, where history could be rewritten at a whim, or people could suddenly be shrunk to the size of poppy seeds, but that at least for this moment, her most pressing concern would have been the absence of cigarettes, she would have thought them mad. But it had been two harrowing days since she had smoked her last, and the momentary leisure of floating in midstream on a huge leaf that had once been a boat had finally given her a chance to notice what she was missing.


She pushed away from the leaf’s curling edge. Better to do something, anything, than stand around obsessing like a chargehead with a fused ’can. And it was not as though everything was under control, she reflected. In fact, from the moment they had reached Atasco’s virtual golden city, things had gone pretty damn poorly.


Across the expanse of water, the beetle had clambered up from the beach and was disappearing into a sea of grass stems, each as tall as the palm trees back home. She walked carefully toward the center of the leaf, leaving !Xabbu to sing his quiet fish-catching song and watch the now empty beach.


Sweet William’s stage-vampire silhouette stood at the leaf’s farthest edge, watching the opposite and more distant shoreline, but the others sat in the center with their backs against the huge center vein, a makeshift shelter of skin torn from the leaf’s outer edge draped over their heads to protect them from the strong sun.


‘How is he?’ Renie asked Fredericks. The young man in quasi-medieval garb was still nursing his sick friend Orlando. Even limp in slumber, Orlando’s muscular sim body was a poor indicator of the frail child who animated it.


‘He’s breathing better, I think.’ Fredericks said it with real emphasis, enough so that Renie instantly doubted him. She looked down at the curled figure, then squatted so she could touch his forehead. ‘That doesn’t really work,’ Fredericks added, almost apologetically. ‘I mean, some things show up on these sims, some don’t. Body temperatures don’t seem to change much.’


‘I know. It’s just . . . reflex, I guess.’ Renie sat back on her heels. ‘I’m sorry, but he doesn’t look good at all.’ She had only so much strength, and she could not support any more hopeful untruths, even though the things Fredericks had told her about the real Orlando Gardiner tore at her heart. She made herself turn away. ‘And how are you, Martine. Any better?’


The French researcher, who wore the dark-skinned, dark-haired sim of a Temilúni peasant woman, mustered a very faint smile. ‘It is . . . it is easier to think, perhaps. A little. The pain of all this new input is not quite so bad for me now. But . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I have been blind in the world for a long time, Renie. I am not used to being blind here.’


‘What you mean, “here”?’ The warrior-robot sim belonged to a Goggleboy-type who called himself ‘T4b.’ Renie thought he was younger than he let on, maybe even as young as Orlando and Fredericks, and his sullen tone now only deepened her suspicions. ‘Thought nobody come here before. What’s all that fen back at the last place if you been here?’


‘I don’t think that is what she meant . . .’ began Quan Li.


‘No, I have not been here,’ Martine said. ‘But online – plugged in. That has always been my world. But the . . . noise since I have come here, the overwhelming information . . . it makes it hard for me to hear or even think the way I am used to.’ She rubbed at her temples with slow, clumsy movements. ‘It is like fire in my head. Like insects.’


‘We don’t need any more insects, God knows.’ Renie looked up as a distant but still unbelievably large dragonfly skimmed the shoreline and started out across the river, loud as an ancient propeller plane. ‘Is there anything we can do, Martine?’


‘No. Perhaps I will learn to . . . to live better with it when some time has passed.’


‘So what are we going to do?’ Renie said at last. ‘We can’t just drift with the current, literally or figuratively. We have no idea what we’re looking for, where we’re going, or if we’re even heading in the right direction. Does anyone have any ideas?’ She looked briefly at Florimel, who like Martine and Quan Li wore a Temilúni sim, and wondered when this woman would make her feelings known; but Florimel remained unsettlingly silent, as she had been most of the time since their shared escape had begun. ‘If we just wait . . . well, Sellars said there would be people coming after us.’ Renie looked around at the odd assortment of sims. ‘And we certainly are hard to miss.’


‘What do you suggest, dearie?’ Sweet William was picking his way across the irregular surface of the leaf toward them, feathers bobbing; Renie wondered whether he wasn’t finding all that simulated black leather a bit uncomfortable in this tropical warmth. ‘Don’t get me wrong, all this can-do attitude is most inspiring – you must have been a Girl Guide. Should we build an outboard motor out of our fingernail clippings or something?’


She smiled sourly. ‘That would be better than bobbing along waiting for someone to come and catch us. But I was hoping someone might come up with something a little more practical.’


‘I suppose you’re right.’ William levered himself down beside her, his sharp knee poking her leg. Renie thought he had changed a little since they had fled Atasco’s palace, that his arrogance had softened. Even his strong northern English accent seemed a little less pronounced, as though it were as much an affectation as his death-clown sim. ‘So what do we do, then?’ he asked. ‘We can’t paddle. I suppose we could swim to shore – that would give you all a laugh, watching me swim – but then what? I don’t think much of having to dodge yon overgrown buggy-wuggies.’


‘Are they big, or are we small?’ asked Fredericks. ‘I mean, they could just be monster bugs, you know, like in that Radiation Weekend simworld.’


Renie narrowed her eyes, watching the shoreline. A few flying shapes, smaller than the dragonflies, were hovering erratically at the water’s edge. ‘Well, the trees are miles high, the grains of sand on the beach are as big as your head, and we’re riding in a leaf that used to be a boat. What do you think? My guess would be “We small.” ’


Fredericks gave her a quick, hurt look, then returned his attention to his sleeping friend. Sweet William, too, glanced at Renie with something like surprise. ‘You’ve got a bit of a bite, don’t you, love?’ he said, impressed.


Renie felt shamed, but only slightly. These people were acting like this was some kind of adventure game, like everything was bound to turn out all right, that at the very worst they might earn a low score. ‘This isn’t going to just end with a polite “Game Over,” you know,’ she said, continuing the thought out loud. ‘I felt and saw a man die trying to break into this network. And whether what happened to the Atascos took place online or off, they’re just as dead.’ She heard her voice rising and struggled to control herself. ‘This is not a game. My brother is dying – maybe dead. I’m sure you all have your own worries, too, so let’s get on with it.’


There was a moment’s silence. T4b, the spike-studded robot warrior, ended it. ‘We ears, wo’. You talk.’


Renie hesitated, the weight of their problems suddenly too much to bear. She didn’t know these people, didn’t have answers for them – didn’t even truly understand what questions to ask. And she was also tired of pushing these strangers forward. They were an odd group, showing little of the initiative that Sellars had ascribed to them, and of the few people she trusted in the world only !Xabbu was truly here, since Martine was strangely transformed, no longer the quiet, ultra-competent presence she had been.


‘Look,’ Renie said, ‘I agree we don’t want to land if we can help it. Even the insects are as big as dinosaurs, and insects may not be the only animals out there. We haven’t seen any birds yet, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any, and we would make about a single bite for a seagull.’


‘So what can we do besides drift?’ asked Quan Li.


‘Well, I’m not saying we can make an outboard motor, but I’m not ready to give up on paddling, or maybe even making some kind of sail. What if we pulled up more of this skin from the leaf,’ she indicated the tattered awning over their heads, ‘and used that?’


‘You cannot have a sail without a mast,’ said Florimel heavily. ‘Anyone knows that.’


Renie raised an eyebrow: The silent woman apparently did know how to talk, after all. ‘Is that really true? Couldn’t we make something that would at least catch some wind? What are those things they use on shuttle rockets – drag chutes? Why couldn’t we make a reverse drag chute and use some of the thinner veins to tie it down?’


‘I think Renie’s ideas are very good,’ said Quan Li.


‘Oh, she’s a regular Bobby Wells, all right,’ Sweet William said. ‘But how long is it going to take us? We’ll probably starve to death first.’


‘We don’t have to eat, do we?’ Renie looked around; the sim faces were suddenly serious. ‘I mean, don’t you all – haven’t you all arranged something? How could you go online for this long without some kind of feeding system in place?’


‘I’m getting fed on an intravenous drip, probably.’ Fredericks suddenly sounded lost, miserable. ‘In that hospital.’


A quick poll revealed that Sweet William’s question had been largely rhetorical. All the party claimed they had some kind of resources that would allow them to be self-sufficient. Even William parted the curtain of his fabulous glamour long enough to reveal: ‘I’ll probably be all right for a week or so, pals and chums, but then I’ll have to hope someone looks in on me.’ But everyone was strangely reticent about their offline lives, rekindling Renie’s frustration.


‘Look, we’re in a life-or-death situation,’ she said finally. ‘We all must have important reasons for being here. We have to trust each other.’


‘Don’t take it personal,’ said William, grimacing. ‘I’m just not having any frigging Canterbury-let’s-all-tell-our-Tales. Nobody has a right to my life. You want my tale, you have to earn it.’


‘What is it you want to know?’ demanded Florimel. Her Temilúni sim displayed resentful anger quite convincingly. ‘We are all some kind of cripples here, Ms. Sulaweyo. You, him, me, all of us. Why else would that Sellars man choose us – and why do you think we are all prepared for a long period online? Who else would spend so much time on the net?’


‘Speak for yourself,’ spat William. ‘I have a life, and it doesn’t include a Save the World Fantasy Weekend. I just want to get out of here and go home.’


‘I wasn’t prepared,’ said Fredericks mournfully. ‘That’s why my folks have got me in a hospital. Orlando wasn’t expecting this either. We kinda came here by surprise.’ He grew thoughtful. ‘I wonder where he is – I mean, his body?’


Renie closed her eyes, struggling to stay calm. She wished !Xabbu would come back from the leaf’s edge, but he was still watching the shoreline slide by. ‘We have more important things to do than argue,’ she said at last. ‘Fredericks, you said you tried to go offline and it was very painful.’


The young man nodded his head. ‘It was horrible. Just horrible. You can’t believe how bad it was.’ He shuddered and crossed his arms in front of his chest, hugging himself.


‘Could you communicate with anyone, Fredericks? Did you talk to your parents?’


‘Call me Sam, would you?’


‘Sam. Could you talk?’


He thought about it. ‘I don’t think so. I mean, I was screaming, but I couldn’t really hear myself, now that I think about it. Not when I was . . . there. It hurt so bad! I don’t think I could have said a word – you just don’t know how bad it was . . .’


‘I do know,’ said Florimel, but there was little sympathy in her voice. ‘I went offline, too.’


‘Really? What happened?’ Renie asked. ‘Did you find a way to do it yourself?’


‘No. I was . . . removed, just as he was.’ She said it flatly. ‘It happened before I reached Temilún. But he is right. The pain was indescribable. Even if there were a way to do it, I would kill myself before having that pain again.’


Renie sat back and sighed. The vast orange disk of the sun had dropped behind the forest a little while before, and now the winds were freshening. A large insectoid shape flew erratically overhead. ‘But how can you not find your neurocannula? I mean, maybe you can’t see it, but surely you can feel it?’


‘Don’t be naive, dearie,’ said William. ‘The information going from our fingers to our brains is no more real than what’s coming in at our eyes and ears. That’s what a neural shunt does. What have you got that’s any better?’


‘It’s not better. In fact, it’s worse.’ Renie smiled in spite of herself. ‘My equipment is old – the kind of thing you wouldn’t be caught dead using. And because it’s simple, I can just pull it off.’


William glowered and said, Well, hooray for Hollywood.’ Renie had no idea what he meant. ‘What good does that do the rest of us?’


‘I could go offline! I could get help!’


‘What makes you think you wouldn’t get the torture-chamber effect yourself?’ demanded William.


‘Let her go,’ growled T4b. ‘Let her anything. Just want out this far crash place, me.’


‘Because my interface doesn’t connect to my nervous system like yours does.’ She reached up to her face, searching for the reassuring, if invisible, contours of her mask, fondled many times in past days. But this time her fingers touched nothing but skin.


‘And that brother you keep talking about,’ said Florimel. ‘Was his nervous system connected directly to a system? I do not think so.’


‘Renie?’ Quan Li asked. ‘You are looking unhappy. Would you like us not to talk about your poor brother?’


‘I can’t feel it anymore.’ The twilit sky seemed to press down on her. She was lost and defenseless in the most alien place imaginable. ‘Jesus Mercy, I can’t feel my mask. It’s gone.’


 


For a while he had been able to follow the conversation, but soon Orlando found himself sinking back down, the murmur of his companions’ voices no more intelligible than the slapping of small waves against the side of their strange craft.


He felt weightless but still strangely heavy. He was motionless, stretched at Fredericks’ side, but at the same time he was moving somehow, slipping down through the very fabric of the leaf, the waters rising blood-warm around him. He was sinking into the deeps. And as it had been not long ago, when he had shared the raft with Fredericks, he found he did not care.


In this vision, this trance, the water-world was all light, but a light stretched and bent and split by the water itself, so that he seemed to be passing through the heart of a vast, flawed jewel. As he sank deeper through the cloudy river, odd glimmering shapes wriggled past him, creatures whose own self-created radiance was brighter than the refracted glow of the sun. They did not seem to notice him, but went their apparently random, zigzagging ways, leaving an after-image burned across his bemused gaze like particles mapped on their path through a bubble chamber.


They were not fish, though. They were light – pure light.


I’m dreaming again. The idea came to him gradually, as though he had begun to solve the central riddle of a mystery story that no longer interested him. Not drowning, dreaming.


As he sank deeper, ever deeper, the light grew fainter and the pressure increased. He wondered if this was how death would feel when it came at last, a gentle, helpless descent. Perhaps he truly was dying this time – he was certainly finding it hard to be interested in all the living everyone else seemed intent on doing. Perhaps the end was nothing to be feared, after all. He hoped that was true, but he had watched and studied death for so long, trying to learn its every guise so that he would be prepared for it when it came, that he could not fully trust it.


Death had been waiting for him as long as he could remember – not the far-off death of most people, a sad but necessary appointment that would have to be made one day, when life had been pursued to satisfaction and everything important had been arranged, but a very present death, as patient and persistent as a bill collector, a death that loitered outside his door every day, waiting for that one moment’s distraction that would allow it to get its bony foot across the threshold . . .


A shadow impinged on Orlando’s downward-drifting reverie, and his swift clench of fear at its appearance told him that, expecting it or not, he was still not resigned to death’s cold incursion. But if this was death that had come to him at last, a dark silhouette in the deepest waters, it had come in the form of . . . a lobster, or a crab, or some other many-jointed thing. In fact, the shadow seemed to be . . . . . . a bug?


Orlando. Boss, I don’t know if you can hear me. I’ll keep trying, but I’m running out of time. If they catch me, I’m history.


He could see the thing slowly waving its jointed legs, movement picked out in the faint gleam from its circle of eyestalks. He tried to speak, but could not. The water was pressing on his chest like the weight of a giant’s hand.


Listen, boss, last time you told me ‘Atasco.’ I think that’s what you said – it was subvocal. I’ve played it back thirty times, done every kind of analysis I could. But I don’t know what it means, boss. There was a bunch of stuff on the nets about someone named that, tons of stuff. He got killed in South America. That guy? You gotta give me some more information, boss.


Orlando felt a vague stirring of interest, but it was only a twitch beneath an immensely heavy blanket. What did this many-legged thing want of him? He was trying to drift downward in peace.


The crab-thing crawled onto his chest. He could feel its blunted legs only very faintly, as the fairy-tale princess must have dreamily sensed the sleep-disturbing pea. He wanted to shake it off, to bring back the heavy quiet again, but the thing would not go.


Your parents are going to turn me off, boss. They won’t turn off the household system because they’re scared to unplug you again after your vital signs dropped so bad, but they’re going to have me pulled. I had to sneak my external body into your suitcase, boss, but it’s only a matter of time until someone in this hospital notices me.


Orlando tried to speak again. He felt inaudible sounds form and die in his throat.


See, the only way I can resist a shutdown is if you order me to, boss. I’m just a psAI, an agent – your parents have authority unless you tell me different, but I can’t pick you up online at all. Where are you?


The effort of resisting the downward tug was too much. Orlando felt a great lethargy sweep through him, a warm, compelling heaviness. The voice of the crab-thing was growing fainter.


Boss, listen to me. I can’t help you if you don’t help me. You have to tell me to save myself or I can’t do it – they’ll drez me. If you tell me to, I can pull all my stuff and hide in the system somewhere, even move to another system. But you have to tell me, boss . . .


He wished no one ill, not even a bug. ‘Go ahead, then,’ he murmured. ‘Save yourself . . .’


The voice was gone, but something about its urgency lingered. Orlando wondered what could possibly have been so important. As he considered, he felt himself drifting ever downward. The abyss, dark and enveloping, lay waiting beneath him. The light was only a faint glimmer far above, shrinking every moment like a dying star.


 


Renie’s shock and horror was such that it was hard to understand what the others were saying. The dreamlike nature of the whole experience had just taken a savage turn into an even more threatening unreality.


‘Look, love, don’t act so frigging surprised.’ Sweet William hunched his bony shoulders so that, feathers aquiver, he looked more than ever like a strange jungle bird. ‘It’s some kind of autohypnosis or something.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Quan Li. The old woman had put an arm around Renie’s shoulders when the tears, so unexpected, had suddenly begun to flow.


I can’t feel the oxygen mash, but I can feel tears on my cheeks – naked cheeks. What’s going on here? Renie shook her head and sniffed, ashamed to have lost control in front of these near-strangers, but if she could no longer feel those physical things that connected her to RL, then she could not leave this horror story, no matter how bad it got. I’m not plugged in like the others. How can this be happening?


‘I don’t know if autohypnosis is the right word. Posthypnotic suggestion – you know what I mean. Like what stage magicians do.’


‘But who could do such a thing? And how?’ demanded Florimel. ‘It makes no sense.’ Her anger sounded like contempt, and Renie felt herself even more disgusted that she had cried in front of this woman.


‘Maybe that’s the same as the pain when I got unplugged,’ Fredericks offered. ‘But whatever it was, it didn’t hurt imaginary. Imaginarily. You know what I mean. It hurt majorly.’


‘See, that would make sense, too,’ said William. ‘Something piggybacked on the carrier signal, a super-powerful subliminal. If they can mess about with our brains at all – and they must be able to mess about with people’s brains, otherwise we wouldn’t have come here looking for answers in the first place – I’ll bet they can do it without us realizing it.’


Renie wiped her eyes and blew her nose, trying to ignore the ridiculous, impossible aspects of the exercise. A few more insects droned unsteadily past overhead, each the relative size of a small car. The bugs seemed uninterested in the tiny humans talking so urgently below – which, Renie decided, was something at least to be grateful for.


‘So what, then?’ she said out loud. ‘I’m only imagining that I’m wiping my nose, is that what you’re saying? Just like Fredericks here only imagined that he was having electrical shocks run through his spine?’


‘Have you got a better explanation, chuck?’


She narrowed her eyes. ‘How come you know so much about all this . . .?’


‘Renie!’ !Xabbu called from the leaf’s edge. ‘There are many more of these insects near the water’s edge, and they are moving out onto the river in a crowd. I have not seen this kind of insect before. Are they dangerous, do you think?’


Renie squinted at one of the round-bodied creatures as it rumbled past the leaf. Although its wings were strong and shiny, the rest of it had a curiously unformed look, legs awkward, head lumpish.


‘Whatever they are, they are new-hatched,’ pronounced Florimel. ‘They eat nothing as large as us, I am sure, if they eat at all. They are looking to mate – see how they dance!’ She pointed to a pair who performed a swooping pas-de-deux less than a hundred relative yards from where she and the others sat.


‘Are you a biologist?’ Renie asked. Florimel shook her head, but did not elaborate. Before Renie could decide whether to ask another question, Fredericks began waving his hands as though he had burned them.


‘Orlando isn’t breathing!’


‘What? Are you sure?’ Renie scrambled toward the still form. Fredericks was kneeling beside his friend, tugging at his thick-muscled arm in an effort to wake him.


‘I’m sure, I’m sure! I just looked down and he wasn’t breathing!’


‘It’s a sim,’ Sweet William said, but his voice was sharp with sudden fear. ‘Sims don’t need to breathe.’


‘He was breathing okay before,’ said Fredericks wildly. ‘I watched him. His chest was moving. He was breathing, but now he isn’t!’


Even as Renie reached Orlando’s side, she was roughly shoved out of the way by Florimel, who knelt over the bulky form and began to push with brutal force on his chest.


‘It’s a sim, damn it!’ cried William. ‘What are you doing?’


‘If he has tactors, this will translate, at least a little,’ Florimel said between clenched teeth. ‘Giving him air will not – or I would give you something useful to do with that open mouth.’


‘Sorry.’ William waggled his long fingers helplessly. ‘Christ, sorry.’


‘Don’t let him die!’ Fredericks bounced up and down beside her.


‘If he is in a hospital in real life, like you are,’ Florimel gasped, ‘then they will be able to do more for him than I can. But if his heart has stopped, we may be able to keep him alive until someone reaches him.’


!Xabbu stood on his hind legs beside Renie, one hand on her shoulder. Time seemed suspended, each second achingly long. Renie’s stomach contracted on cold nothing. It was terrible to watch Orlando’s sim, head wagging limply as Florimel pounded on its chest, but she could not turn away. One of the hatchling insects buzzed loudly past just a few yards from the leaf’s rim, and Renie bitterly wished she was of a size again to swat it.


‘The noise is getting worse,’ said Martine suddenly, as though oblivious to what was happening. ‘The noise in my head.’


‘We can’t do anything about the bugs now,’ Renie said. ‘You’ll just have to ignore it. This boy may be dying!’


‘No, it’s . . . it’s very loud.’ Martine’s voice rose. ‘Ah! Oh, God, help me, it’s . . . something is . . .’


The leaf abruptly lurched upward, as though some great fist had punched it from below. Renie and !Xabbu and the others found themselves floating in the air, weighless at the top of the sudden rise; for a brief instant, their eyes met in astonishment, then the leaf dropped back down to the surface of the river again and they scrabbled to maintain their balance.


Before they could speak a word, a vast shining shape, big as the prow of a submarine, rose from the water beside the floating leaf. It was a fish, hallucinatory in its gigantism, water streaming from its glossy, spotted back, its flat, stupid eye wider than Renie was tall. A pink cathedral miracle of flesh and cartilage was visible for an instant down the titan gullet. As the leaf rocked violently in the foaming waves of its emergence, the mouth snapped shut like a cannon crash. The hatchling insect disappeared. The fish fell back into the fountaining river.


The first waves had just spun the leaf around, sending Renie and the others tumbling across its uneven surface, when a monstrous dark shape leaped over them, then smashed into the river on their far side, smacking a huge spume of water far up into the air. The leaf, caught between waves, tipped up on one side. Shrieking, Renie felt herself skidding down the veined surface toward the seething water. At the last moment, the bottom end of the leaf was batted upward by another surfacing shape. Renie crunched into the leaf’s fibrous, curling edge and fell back, stunned and breathless.


More fish were popping their heads above the water to feed on the hovering insects, so that the whole surface of the river seemed to boil. Gouts of water splashed onto the leaf, instantly filling it waist-high. Renie struggled to pull herself upright, but the leaf was rocking too boldly.


‘!Xabbu!’ she screamed. She could dimly see human figures being tossed like bowling pins all around her, splashing and foundering, then being dashed to one side again, but no sign of the little man’s baboon sim. A shard of memory pierced her: !Xabbu’s terrible fear in the water at Mister J’s, his childhood terror from a crocodile attack. She tried to call for him again, but a wave running horizontally across the leaf filled her mouth and knocked her down.


‘Hold on!’ someone shouted. A moment later the edge of the leaf was jerked upward again as though on a string, what had been horizontal rising in a split second to the vertical. Renie found herself hanging in midair, weighless again for a fractional instant, then she was tumbling downward into dark water. It closed on her, swallowed her, like the cold jaws of Leviathan itself.


 


He was down deep, deep as he could imagine being. There was no light. There was no noise, not even the familiar, old-neighbor sounds of his own body. The stillness was absolute.


Orlando was waiting for something, although he did not know what. Someone was going to tell him an important fact, or something was going to change, and then everything would be clear. One thing he knew for certain, down in the depths, down in the dream of darkness, was that he himself had nothing left to do.


He had fought so long against the weakness, against the fear, against the pain of simply being different, of feeling other people’s horror and pity like a smothering weight – fighting not to care, to smile and make a joke, to pretend that really he was just as good, just as happy, as everyone else. But he couldn’t fight any more. There was no strength left in him. He could not sustain the weight of another struggle against the remorseless tide, could not imagine anything that could make him care.


And yet . . .


And yet a small voice, something that almost did not seem a part of him, was still alive within the great stillness he had become. A part of him that still wanted, that believed things, that cared, that . . . hoped?


No. Such a voice could only be a joke, a final terrible joke. Hope had been a meaningless word for so long, a doctor’s word, his mother’s word, his father’s brave-smile word. He had given all that up, which took more strength than any of them could ever know. Hope was a word whose purpose had nothing to do with its meaning; rather, it was a word used to keep him going, a word that wasted what little time and strength he had, disrupting the small moments of serenity with false promises. But now he had turned away, abandoned the rough current of life struggling to maintain itself. He was in deep, enveloping darkness, and he finally had the strength to look at hope squarely and dismiss it.


But the ridiculous voice would not go away. It poked him and irritated him like an argument in the next room.


Don’t give up, it said, adding cliché to insult. Despair is the worst thing of all.


No, he told the voice wearily, hope without meaning is the worst thing. By far the worst thing.


But what about the others? What about the people who need you? What about the great quest, a hero’s quest, just like something out of the Middle Country, but real and incredibly important?


He had to give the voice credit for sheer persistence. And, if it was a part of himself, he had to admire his own capacity to play dirty.


No, what about me? he asked it. Enough about all those other people and what they want. What about me?


Yes, what about you? Who are you? What are you?


I’m a kid. I’m a sick kid, and I’m going to die.


But what are you until then?


Leave me alone.


Until then?


Alone.


Only you can decide that.


Alone . . .


Only you.


It would not give ground. It would not surrender. The voice was hopelessly outmatched, but still it would not do the gracious thing and capitulate.


With a weariness he could never have imagined even on the worst days of his illness, against all the weight of the peaceful, solitary deeps, Orlando surrendered to himself and to that small, stubborn voice.


He began to make his way back.










2


Greasepaint


NETFEED/INTERACTIVES: GCN, HR. 7.0 (Eu, NAm) – ‘Escape!’ (visual: Zelmo bang rushed into surgery)


VO: Nedra (Kamchatka T) and Zelmo (Cold Wells Carlson) have escaped from Iron Island Academy again, but Lord Lubar (Ignatz Reiner) has activated his Delayed Death-Touch on Zelmo. 8 supporting, 10 background open, previous medical interactive pref’d for hospital strand. Flak to:


GCN.IHMLIFE. CAST


 


One of the tires on the Zippy-Zappy-Zoomermobile had gone flat, and they were all going to be late for King Sky Monkey’s fabulous Pie in the Sky Picnic. Uncle Jingle, with help from the children, was trying to comfort a weeping Zoomer Zizz when the headache came back with a vengeance.


She turned down the responsiveness of her facial tactors as the pain knifed through her – it didn’t really matter if Uncle Jingle wore a fixed grin for a little longer than usual. She held her breath until she could tell how bad it would be. It wasn’t as serious as some of the others. She’d probably live.


‘Zoomer’s still crying!’ one of the younger children shrieked, overcome by the pathos of a weeping zebra in a bobble hat.


Unseen beneath the electronic mask, Uncle Jingle gritted her teeth and struggled to sound halfway normal. ‘But that’s silly – he’s being silly, isn’t he, children? We’ll help him fix the Zippy-Zappy-Zoomermobile!’


The roar of agreement made her wince again. God, what was this? It felt like a brain tumor or something, but the doctors had promised that her scans were fine.


‘No-o-o-o!’ wailed Zoomer. ‘It’ll be t-t-t-oo l-late! No, no, no! We’ll miss King Sky Monkey’s picnic. And it’s all my fault!’ The striped snout belched forth another long, nerve-searing wail of woe.


Uncle Jingle rolled her eyes. This particular Zoomer Zizz, whoever he was – Uncle J. had a vague recollection that this shift it was the new guy in Southern California – was really pushing it with all this bellowing. What did he want, a spinoff of his own? It wasn’t like his legs had fallen off. (That had happened to one of the other Zoomers in an episode, and that particular actor had shaped it into a charming comic turn.) The problem was, these new people didn’t know how to do real improv. They all wanted to be stars, and wanted to end everything with a punchline. And they didn’t understand anything about working with children.


The headache was getting worse, a pain behind her left eye like a hot needle. Uncle Jingle checked her time. Ten minutes to go. Tired and hurting, she could not take any more.


‘I guess you’re right, Zoomer. Besides, they probably wouldn’t want a smelly old zebra at their picnic anyway, would they, kids?’


The child-chorus cheered, but only a little, unsure of where this was going.


‘In fact, I guess we better just leave you here crying by the side of the road, Mister Stripey-Butt. We’ll go to the picnic without you and have fun, fun, fun. But first, let’s all look at that special party invitation that King Sky Monkey and Queen Cloud Cat sent to us! Let’s look at that invitation right now, okay?’ She cleared her throat suggestively. ‘Invitation-right-now.’


She held her breath, hanging on until one of the engineers caught the signal and played the invitation – a recorded segment featuring the royal court, an all-feline, all-simian singing and dancing extravaganza. Uncle Jingle pushed her panic button and an engineer’s voice chirped in her ear.


‘What’s up, Miz P.?’


‘Sorry. Sorry, I have to go off. I’m . . . I’m not feeling well.’


‘Well, you sure put the boot to old Zoomer. Maybe we can say you were trying to show him how silly he was being – you know, feeling sorry for himself.’


‘Certainly. Whatever. I’m sure Roland can think of something.’ Roland McDaniel was the next Uncle Jingle in the rotation, already in harness and waiting to go; he would only be filling an extra few minutes before his regular slot.


‘Chizz. You gonna be systems go for tomorrow?’


‘I don’t know. Yes, I’m sure I will.’ She clicked off, pulled the Uncle Jingle plug, and became Olga Pirofsky again. She undid the harness with shaking hands and let herself down, then stumbled to the bathroom where she vomited until there was nothing left in her stomach.


 


When she had cleaned herself up and put on water for tea, she went to the master bedroom to let out Misha. The little bat-eared dog stared at her from his seat on the bedspread, making it quite clear that her tardiness was not going to be easily forgiven.


‘Don’t look at me like that.’ She picked him up and tucked him into the crook of her arm. ‘Mummy’s had a very bad day. Mummy’s head hurts. Besides, you only had to wait an extra five minutes.’


The tail did not yet wag, but Misha seemed to be considering the possibility of forgiveness.


She opened a seal-pac of dog food and squeezed it into his bowl, then put it on the floor. She watched him eat, experiencing the first thing resembling happiness she had felt since her workday had started. The water was not yet boiling, so she walked gingerly into the front room – her head was still throbbing, although the worst was past – and turned the radio on very quietly, a classical station out of Toronto. There was no wallscreen; a framed series of St. Petersburg’s riverwalk and a large picture of the Oranienburgerstrasse Synagogue of Berlin filled the space where the screen had once been. Olga got quite enough of the modern world in her job. Even the radio was an antique, with a button on the side to scan stations and red digital numbers glowing on its face like the coals of a fire.


The whistle of the kettle brought her back to the kitchen. She turned off the halogen plate and poured the water into the cup on top of the spoonful of honey, then dropped in the strainer full of Darjeeling. The one time she had visited the studio’s corporate building, someone had brought her one of those pop-top, self-boiling teas, and even though she had been hoping for a raise in salary, and thus was desperately anxious to be liked, she had not been able to make herself drink the swill.


She limped out to the front room. The radio was playing one of the Schubert Impromptus, and the gas fire was finally beginning to heat the room properly. She settled into her chair and set the cup down on the floor, then patted her thigh. Misha sniffed the cup and her ankle, then, apparently deciding it was not an evening for grudges, vaulted up into her lap. After she had bent to pick up her tea, the tiny dog tucked his nose under the bottom hem of her sweater, paw-pushed a few times to find just the right position, then immediately fell asleep.


Olga Pirofsky stared at the fire and wondered whether she was dying.


 


The headaches had started almost a year ago. The first had come just at the climax of Uncle Jingle’s Magic Mirthday Party, an event that had been planned for most of a season, and which had been cross-marketed with a fervor never before seen in children’s interactives. The pain had come so suddenly and with such hammering intensity that she had dropped offline immediately, certain that something terrible had happened to her real body. It had been a fortunate coincidence that the Mirthday Party plotline had featured Uncle J. splitting into twelve identical versions of himself – the production company was kindly allowing all the Uncle Jingles to participate in the residuals bonanza – so her absence was not critical. In any case, it was only a short absence: The pain had come and gone swiftly, and there was nothing unusual at home to suggest that something had happened to her helpless physical body.


If the problem had stopped there, she would never have thought of it again. The Mirthday shows broke net ratings records, as expected, and provided her with a nice bonus when the accounting was completed. (A sort of living explosion named ‘Mister Boom,’ which she had invented on the spot with Roland and another Uncle, even became a bit of a short-term fad, featuring in comedy monologues and other people’s online games and spawning his own line of eternally-detonating shirts and mugs and toys.)


Two months later, though, she had another attack, and this one forced her off the show for three days. She had visited her doctor, who pronounced it stress-related, and prescribed a mild course of painblockers and Seritolin. When the next attack came, and the others that began to follow almost weekly, and when the tests repeatedly showed nothing abnormal in her physiology, the doctor grew less and less responsive.


Olga had ultimately stopped seeing him. It was bad enough to have a doctor who could not make you well; to have one who clearly resented you for being ill in an unfathomable way was unbearable.


She scratched the little crease that ran down the middle of Misha’s skull. The Papillon snored quietly. His world, at least, was as it should be.


The Schubert piece ended and the announcer began to read some interminable commercial about home entertainment units, only slightly easier to stomach for being in soft classical-radio tones instead of the usual overstimulated screaming. Olga did not want to wake the dog by getting up, so she closed her eyes and tried to ignore the advertisement, waiting for the music to start again.


It was not stress that caused these horrid pains. It couldn’t be. Years had passed since she had gone through the real stresses of her life: All the worst things, the nearly unbearable things, were long past. The job was difficult sometimes, but she had been in front of audiences most of her life and the electronic interface could disguise a multitude of sins. In any case, she loved children, loved them deeply, and although the children could certainly tire her out, she could think of nothing she’d rather be doing.


Years and years and years had passed since she had lost Aleksandr and the baby, and the wounds had turned to hard, numb scars long ago. She was only fifty-six, but felt much older. In fact, she had lived the life of an old woman for so long now that she had nearly forgotten any other way to do it. She could count on one hand the number of lovers she’d had since Aleksandr, none of them in her life longer than a few months. She seldom left her apartment except to shop, not because she was frightened of the outside world – although who wouldn’t be, sometimes? – but because she liked the peace and solitude of her life at home, preferred it to the hubbub of other people living their heedless lives.


So, what stress? That was no explanation. Something more organic must be eating away at her, something darkly hidden inside her brain or glands that the doctors simply hadn’t spotted yet.


The commercial ended and another began. Olga Pirofsky sighed. And if she was truly dying, was it so bad? What was there to regret leaving? Only Misha, and surely some other kind soul would give him a home. He would get over her as long as someone gave him love and wet food. The only other things she had were her memories, and losing them might well be a blessing. How long could a person mourn, anyway?


She laughed, a sour, sad laugh. ‘How long? For the rest of a lifetime, of course,’ she told the sleeping dog.


Finally, the announcer-babble ended and something by Brahms began, a piano concerto. She opened her eyes so she could drink some tea without spilling it on poor trusting, snoring Misha. Her coordination was never good after one of the headaches. They made her feel decades older.


So if it were all to end, was there anything she would regret leaving? Not the show. She had not created the character, and although she thought she brought something to him none of the others could – her circus training was so unusual in this day and age it had to make a difference – it did not mean much in the end. A fancy way to sell toys and entertainments to children was really all it was. As Uncle Jingle, she could occasionally do a little teaching, perhaps bring cheer to a sad child. But since the viewers did not distinguish between one Uncle Jingle performer and another – millions of credits of gear and filters and continuity coaches and art direction went every year to make sure they couldn’t – she felt very little personal contact with her audience.


And lately, since the pain had begun, she found it increasingly difficult to stay involved with her job. So hard, it was so hard to be there for the children when that pain was pecking at her skull. It sometimes seemed that it only happened when she was working.


Only happened . . .


Misha began to wriggle in irritation, and Olga realized that she had been stroking him in the same spot for at least a minute. She was quite astonished that she hadn’t noticed that detail before – that the doctors and the company’s medical insurance personnel hadn’t spotted it either. The headaches only happened when she was hooked into the Uncle Jingle character.


But they had tested her neurocannula and her shunt circuits as a matter of routine in every company physical for years, and had tested them again when the headaches began. They weren’t stupid, those company men and women. The ’can wiring had been just fine, as problem free as the scans.


So what did that mean? If the circuitry was good, then perhaps something else was wrong. But what could it be?


She scooped Misha from her lap and put him down on the floor. He whimpered once, then began to scratch behind his ear. She stood and began to pace, only remembering to set down her teacup when the hot liquid sloshed onto her hand.


If the circuitry was good, what was bad? Was it just her own faulty internal mechanisms after all? Was she clutching at exotic answers because she wasn’t truly ready to face the unpleasant truth, no matter how stoic she thought herself?


Olga Pirofsky stopped in front of her mantelpiece to stare at a 3-D rendering of Uncle Jingle, an original sketch from the production company’s design department, given to her at her tenth anniversary party. Uncle’s eyes were tiny black buttons that could look as innocent as a stuffed toy’s, but the toothy grin would have given Red Riding Hood a lot to think about. Uncle Jingle had rubbery legs and huge hands, hands that could do tricks to make children gasp or laugh out loud. He was an entirely original, entirely artificial creation, famous all over the world.


As she stared at the white face, and as the radio played soft piano melodies, Olga Pirofsky realized that she’d never liked the little bastard much.
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The Hive


NETFEED/NEWS: Bukavu 5 Fears in Southern France (visual: ambulance, police vehicles on airport runway, lights flashing)


VO: A small private airstrip outside of Marseilles in southern France has been quarantined by French and UN health officials amid rumors that it was the entry point for an entire planeload of Central African refugees sick with what is now being called Bukavu Five. An eyewitness account claiming that all the passengers were dead when the plane landed, and the pilot himself near death, has appeared as actual confirmed news on some net services, but as of now is still unconfirmed rumor. Officials of the local French prefecture will make no comment as to what caused the quarantine, or why UNMed is involved . . .


 


The water was full of monsters, huge, thrashing shapes that in her old life, in the real world, Renie could have snatched up with one hand. Here, she would be less than a mouthful for any one of them.


A vast smooth side pushed past her and another great wave rippled out, spinning her wildly along the surface. In the backwaters, beyond the roil of the feeding madness, the water was strangely solid, almost viscous, and it dimpled beneath her rather than swallowing her whole.


Surface tension, she realized, not in words but images from nature documentaries: She was too small to sink through it.


An eye as big as a door loomed near, then slid back into the murk beneath her, but the water’s cohesion was broken and she began to sink. She struggled to stay upright, fighting panic.


I’m really in a tank, she reminded herself desperately. A  V-tank on a military base! None of this is real! I’ve got an oxygen mask on my face – I can’t drown anyway!


But she could no longer feel the mask. Perhaps it had slipped loose, and she was dying in the sealed, coffinlike V-tank . . .


She blew out her held breath, then sucked in air, along with far more water spray than she wanted. She had to sputter it out before she could scream.


‘!Xabbu! Martine!’ She threw out her arms and legs, desperately trying to keep her head above the surface as the water plunged like a giant trampoline. Just a few dozen yards away the river was seething as titan fish collided in their frenzy to reach the hovering insects. She saw no sign of the leaf or any of her fellow passengers, just tidal-wave crests and canyon troughs of river water, and the erratic movements of the hatchlings flying overhead. One of them had drawn close, and was hovering almost directly above her, the noise of its wings for a moment obscuring the first voice she had heard that was not her own.


‘Hey!’ someone shouted hoarsely from close by, faint but clearly terrified. ‘Hey!’ Renie kicked herself as far above the river’s surface as she could, and saw T4b smacking his arms against the water as he fought to keep his unwieldy robot sim afloat. She scrambled toward him, tossed and battered by the waves surging beneath her, struggling against their sideways force.


‘I’m coming!’ she called, but he did not seem to hear her. He began screaming again, and windmilled his arms, an explosion of activity that she knew he could not maintain for more than a few seconds. His own movements forced him down through the surface, stirring up a froth as he sank. As she increased her own effort, and finally began closing the gap, a silvery head like the front of a bullet train flashed up from the river in an explosion of spray, engulfed him, then slid back into the depths.


Renie rocked back and forth as the force of the strike spread past her and dissipated. She stared, shocked into shutdown. He was gone. Just like that.


The roaring of wings grew louder overhead, but Renie could not lift her eyes from the spot where T4b had been swallowed, even when the wings were so close above her that the water began to fly in stinging drops.


‘Excuse me,’ someone shouted. ‘Do you need help?’


Trapped in a dream that was becoming more bizarre by the second, Renie at last looked up. One of the dragonflies was hovering just a stone’s throw above her. A human face protruded from its side, peering down.


Renie was so astonished that the next swell knocked her under. She thrashed to the surface to find the dragonfly still above her, the goggled face still staring down. ‘Did you hear me?’ the unlikely head called. ‘I asked if you needed some help.’


Renie nodded weakly, unable to summon a single word. A rope ladder with shiny aluminum rungs dropped from the insect’s stomach like the last unraveling thread in the weave of reality. Renie grabbed at the bottom of the ladder and clung; she did not have the strength to climb. A gigantic stretch of gleaming scales broke the surface near her and then slid under once more, at its crest a fin that looked as large as a cathedral window. Somebody in a jumpsuit was clambering down the ladder toward her. A strong hand clasped her wrist and helped her up into the belly of the dragonfly.


 


She sat in a small padded alcove with a mylar emergency blanket wrapped around her shoulders. It was hard to tell which was making her vibrate the most, her own exhausted shivering or the mechanical dragonfly’s wings.


‘It’s strange, isn’t it?’ said one of the two jumpsuited figures perched in the cockpit seats. ‘I mean, using an imaginary blanket to warm up your actual body. But everything here works in symbols, more or less. The blanket’s a symbol for “I’ve earned being warm,” and so your neural interface gets the message.’


She shook her head, feeling a pointless urge to correct this improbable stranger, to explain that she didn’t have anything as high-quality as a neural interface, but every time she opened her mouth, her teeth chattered. She could not turn off the film loop that kept playing in her head – three seconds of T4b splashing, then being swallowed, over and over and over.


The bug-pilot nearest her pulled off helmet and goggles, revealing a close-cropped head of black hair, Asian eyes, and rounded feminine features. ‘Just hang on. We’ll fix you up back at the Hive.’


‘I think I see something,’ said the other jumpsuit. The voice sounded masculine, but the features were still hidden by the goggled helmet. ‘I’m going to drop her down a little.’


Renie’s stomach remained in the place they had been for several seconds after Renie and the others had plummeted back toward the river.


‘Someone hanging onto some flotsam. Looks like . . . a monkey?’


‘!Xabbu!’ Renie jumped and banged her head painfully against the top of the alcove. The padding wasn’t particularly thick. ‘That’s my friend!’


‘Problem not,’ he said. ‘I think we need that ladder again, Lenore.’


‘Chizz. But if this one’s a monkey, he can damn well climb up himself.’


Within moments, !Xabbu had joined Renie in the alcove. She hugged the small, simian body tight.


Several passes over the roiling water turned up no other survivors.


 


‘Too bad about your friends,’ said the pilot as they headed the dragonfly away from the river and into the forest of impossibly tall trees. ‘Win some, lose some.’ He peeled back his goggles, revealing freckled, long-jawed Caucasian features, then blithely spun the dragonfly on its side to slip between two mountainous but close-leaning trunks, forcing Renie and !Xabbu to clutch at the alcove wall. ‘But that’s what happens – this river is no place for beginners.’


Renie was stunned by his callousness. Lenore’s expression was disapproving, but it seemed only the mild censure one might display to a little brother caught in the cookie jar.


‘Give her a break, Cullen. You don’t know what they were doing. It could be a real problem.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ The skinny pilot smirked, clearly unmoved. ‘Life’s a bitch and then some fish eat you.’


‘Who are you people?’ !Xabbu asked about a half-second before Renie could begin shrieking at them.


‘The question really is . . . who are you?’ Cullen flicked a glance over his shoulder, then returned his attention to the megafoliage whipping past the dragonfly’s windshield. ‘Don’t you know that this is private property? Believe me, there are a lot better people to put on the scorch than Kunohara.’


‘Kunohara?’ Renie was having trouble keeping up. Hadn’t her companions just been killed? Didn’t that mean anything to these people, even in this virtual world? What are you talking about?’


‘Look, you must have noticed that you’d crossed into another simulation,’ said Lenore, her voice kind, her manner ever-so-slightly impatient. ‘This whole place belongs to Hideki Kunohara.’


‘King of the bugs,’ said Cullen, and laughed. ‘It’s too bad your friends are going to miss it.’


Renie struggled with her outrage, remembering Atasco and the mistakes she had made in his world. ‘I don’t understand. What are you talking about?’


‘Well, your friends won’t be able to get back in here – in fact, I’m not quite sure how you guys got in to begin with. Must be some kind of back door from one of the other sim-worlds. Not surprising, I guess – Kunohara’s got a lot of weird deals going.’ He shook his head in admiration. ‘So your friends are going to have to meet you somewhere else. Don’t worry, though. We can get you to wherever it is, if you’ve got an address.’ He banked the dragonfly sharply to avoid a low-hanging branch, then brought it neatly level with a flick of the steering controls.


‘I’m Lenore Kwok,’ the woman said. ‘Your pilot is Cullen Geary, common asshole by day, but by night . . . well, he’s an asshole then, too.’


‘Flattery, Len-baby, flattery.’ Cullen grinned contentedly.


The sky beyond the cockpit window was now a deep mauve; the trees were rapidly becoming monstrous vertical shadows. Renie closed her eyes, trying to make sense of it all. These people seemed to think that T4b and Martine and the rest were fine, that they’d just been knocked out of the simulation. But could that be true? And even if they could survive being killed here in the simworld – which she wasn’t all that positive about, given what had happened to Singh – how would she and !Xabbu ever find them again? The whole grueling effort was already over, it seemed, with all Sellars’ work gone for nothing.


‘What is this place?’ she asked. ‘This simulation.’


‘Ah-ah.’ Cullen wagged his finger. Twilight rushed past the viewscreen. ‘You haven’t told us who you are yet.’


Renie and !Xabbu exchanged glances. With all their other concerns, she and her companions had not had a chance to concoct a cover story in case of a meeting like this. She decided that half-truth was the best strategy.


‘My name is . . .’ she struggled to recall the earlier alias, ‘. . . Otepi. Irene Otepi. I was doing systems analysis for a man named Atasco.’ She paused, watching their rescuers for a reaction. ‘Do you know him?’


‘The anthropologist?’ Lenore was checking readouts on the instrument panel. If she was hiding something, she was good at it. ‘Heard of him. Central American, South American, something?’


‘South American,’ said Cullen. ‘Colombian, in fact. Saw him in an interview once. What’s he like?’


Renie hesitated. ‘I didn’t meet him. Something went wrong – I’m not sure what. His simworld . . . well, there was an uprising or something. We were all on a ship, and we just kept going.’ Renie suspected they were wondering why she hadn’t simply dropped offline. It was a good question, and she couldn’t think of an answer other than the bizarre truth. ‘It was all pretty crazy. Then we floated through to here, I guess. The ship turned into a leaf, the leaf got tipped over, you found us.’


!Xabbu had been watching her closely, and now spoke in his most careful English. ‘I am Henry Wonde,’ he said. ‘I am Ms. Otepi’s student. How can we find our friends again?’


Cullen turned to observe the baboon for a long moment before a looming tangle of branches jerked his gaze back to the viewscreen. ‘Why? Are you planning to stay online? Just go back through to this Atasco simulation or something?’


Renie took a breath. ‘There’s something wrong with our own systems, I think. We can’t go offline.’


Cullen whistled, impressed. ‘That’s weird.’


‘We’ll get you fixed up at the Hive,’ Lenore said confidently. ‘Make it all better.’


Renie was less than certain, but said nothing. The dragonfly sped on through the darkening night.


 


Orlando had one last dream before waking, a dim and fuzzy fragment in which a faceless child sat in a cold, dark room, pleading with him to stay and play a game. There was some kind of secret involved, something that must be kept from the grown-ups, but it all streamed away like windblown smoke as he awakened. Still, even though the events of the next minutes pushed it quickly from his mind, the feeling of foreboding it left took much longer to fade.


In the first too-bright moments after opening his eyes he thought he was paralyzed. His legs felt unattached, and seemed to move aimlessly; he had very little feeling below a tight band around his waist.


‘Orlando?’


The voice was familiar. The feeling of being in the world was less so. He squinted and turned toward the voice.


‘You’re awake!’ Fredericks’ face was very close. Orlando realized after a moment that it was his friend’s arm he felt around his waist, and that Fredericks was holding on to the edge of the leaf while they both floated chest-deep in the warm river.


‘Well, cheers and welcome to the party, sunshine.’ Sweet William, looking not unlike a wet black cockatoo, was clinging to the leaf-edge a few yards away. ‘Does this mean he can swim now, so we don’t have to keep dragging you two back on board every few minutes?’


‘Leave him alone,’ growled Fredericks. ‘He’s really sick.’


‘He’s right,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘Arguing is a waste of time.’


Orlando craned his neck – it felt boneless as taffy – to focus on the faces beyond Fredericks’ shoulder. Three female sims, the women named Quan Li, Florimel, and Martine, had clambered up to a higher part of the leaf, and were holding fast to the slope. Florimel, who had spoken, looked back at him intently. ‘How are you?’


Orlando shook his head. ‘I’ve felt better. But I’ve felt worse, too.’


A vibration shuddered the leaf. Orlando grabbed at Fredericks and reached for the leaf’s edge with his other hand, his heart suddenly racing. After a moment, the vibration ceased.


‘I think we scraped on a root,’ Florimel said. ‘We are close enough to the bank that we should swim the rest of the way.’


‘I don’t think I can do it.’ Orlando hated to admit weakness, but there wasn’t much he could hide from these folks, not after they’d been watching him flounder in and out of consciousness for however long it had been.


‘Don’t worry your pretty little head,’ Sweet William replied. ‘We’ll just carry you on our backs all the way to the Emerald City, or Mordor, or wherever the hell it is we’re going. Isn’t that how it works in those stories? Buddies till the end?’


‘Oh, shut up,’ offered Fredericks.


Orlando closed his eyes and concentrated on keeping his head above water. A few minutes later the leaf shuddered again, then bumped to a halt, rocking in the gentle current.


‘We do not know how long this is going to remain snagged here,’ Florimel pointed out. ‘Let us head for the shore now – it is not far.’


‘Everybody wants to be in charge, don’t they?’ Sweet William sighed theatrically. ‘Well, soonest muddled, soonest mended. Let’s get on with it.’ He splashed free of the leaf and swam until he was level with Fredericks.


Orlando wondered a little dreamily what William was doing, then was abruptly jerked away from the leaf by an arm around his neck and tumbled backward into the water. He thrashed, trying to get free.


‘Stop fighting, you prat,’ spluttered William. ‘Or I will let you swim by yourself.’


When Orlando realized that the other was trying, in his idiosyncratic way, to help him to shore, he relaxed. William set out with a surprisingly powerful stroke. As Orlando floated backward, his chin in the crook of the death-clown’s arm, he watched the blue tropical sky overhead, wider than anything he had ever seen, and wondered if this dream was going to continue forever.


This locks so utterly, he thought. Here I am, in a place where I could be like everyone else – better than everyone else – and I’m still sick.


But his muscles didn’t feel as weak as they had at first, which was interesting. He made a couple of experimental kicks, just to see, and was rewarded by a wet snarl from Sweet William: ‘You’re knocking me off-balance. Whatever you’re doing . . . don’t do it.’


Orlando relaxed, feeling a small pleasure at the returning responsiveness of his virtual flesh.


A few moments later William dragged him up onto the rounded stones of the beach, then stood over him, sodden plumes draggled on his shoulders and head. ‘Now, just wait there, Hero Boy,’ he said. ‘Think good thoughts. I’ve got to go back and wrestle the blind lady onto shore.’


Orlando was more than content to lie in the warm sun and flex his fingers and toes, working up after a few minutes to arm- and leg-stretching. His lungs still hurt if he took anything but the shallowest breaths, and all his muscles ached, but he felt almost none of the slippery, disconnected dreaminess he had experienced since commandeering Atasco’s royal barge. But a bit of internal darkness remained to trouble him, a shadow he could not quite name or clearly see.


Something happened. I had a . . . a dream? With Beezle in it? And some kind of little kid? It was troubling because it seemed meaningless, while at the same time something was whispering deep in his thoughts that it was all very meaningful indeed. Was I supposed to do something? Help someone? Another thought, slow to coalesce, but even more chilling: Was I almost dead? I went down into the dark.  Was I dying?


He opened his eyes to watch the rest of the group trudging ashore, Sweet William carrying Martine in his arms. He set her down beside Orlando with surprising tenderness. It was only as the others hunkered down in a small circle that Orlando suddenly realized that something else was wrong, too.


‘Where are the others? Where’s . . .?’ For a long moment he could not remember the names. ‘Where’s Renie – and her friend? And the guy in the body armor?’


Quan Li shook her head but said nothing, looking down at the stones of the beach.’


‘Gone,’ said Florimel. ‘Perhaps drowned, perhaps washed up somewhere else.’ There was a false note in her matter-of-fact speech, something that might have been pain sternly repressed. ‘We were all washed overboard. Those you see here were able to cling to the leaf. Your friend pulled you back and held your head above the water, which is why you are alive.’


Orlando turned to Fredericks. ‘So take me to Law Net Live,’ Fredericks said defiantly. ‘I wasn’t going to let you drown just because you’re an idiot.’ Something turned in Orlando’s stomach. How many times had his friend saved his life recently?


As if to underscore the question, Sweet William added: ‘In fact, my duck, just before we tipped over, you stopped breathing for a bit. Flossie here gave you mouth-to-mouth whatsit.’


‘Florimel, not Flossie.’ She glowered at the bedraggled William. ‘Anyone would have done the same.’


‘Thank you.’ Despite another debt of gratitude, Orlando wasn’t sure how he felt about the fierce woman, and for the first time he realized the magnitude of their loss. ‘Could we look for Renie and the others? I mean, what if they need help?’


‘Some of us aren’t quite as perky, because we didn’t get a free ride,’ said William. ‘Some of us are that tired, we could lie down right here and sleep for a week.’


Orlando looked along the riverbank; from his shrunken perspective it was a thing of huge brown arroyos and thin stretches of stony beach. The river, a vast stretch of green that seemed active as a storm-brushed sea, wound away into the distance. On the far side of the riverbank loomed the first of the forest trees, each one as vast as the world-ash of Norse legend, tall as Jack’s beanstalk. But more than just the size of things was puzzling. ‘It’s morning,’ he said. ‘It was evening just a little while ago. Does the time jump around here?’


‘Hark at him.’ William laughed. Just because he had a nice nap while the rest of us did the dogpaddle all night, he thinks time went all funny.’


Orlando felt sure that somewhere his real face was flushed pink. ‘Oh. Sorry.’ He snatched at something to say. ‘So are we going to spend the night here? Do we need to make a fire or something?’


Martine, who had been silent since William carried her ashore, abruptly sat up straight, her eyes wide. ‘There is something . . .!’ She brought her hands to her face, rubbing so hard Orlando feared she would hurt herself even through the tactors. ‘No, someone . . .’ Her mouth fell open and her face distorted, as though she silently screamed. She flung out a hand, pointing down the river course. ‘There! Someone is there!’


All turned to follow her gesture. A short distance away stood a white-shrouded human figure of their own size, looking down at something along the river’s edge that was invisible from where they sat. Orlando struggled to get onto his feet, but was immediately struck by a wave of dizziness.


‘Orlando, don’t!’ Fredericks scrambled up and took his arm. Orlando wavered and tried to take a step forward, but the weakness was too much. He swayed in place, trying to find his balance.


Florimel was already walking swiftly toward the spot, picking her way over the uneven stones. Sweet William followed her.


‘Be careful!’ called Quan Li, then moved to take Martine’s hand. The French woman’s sim still gazed sightlessly, head turning slowly from side to side like a tracking dish unable to lock onto a signal.


As Orlando managed his first steps, inhibited more than helped by Fredericks’ insistence on propping him up, the white-cloaked form turned toward Florimel and William as though realizing for the first time that there were others present. Orlando thought he saw a glint of eyes in the shadows of the hood, then the figure vanished.


Fredericks let out a breath. ‘Scanny. Did you see that? He just disappeared!’


‘It’s . . . VR,’ panted Orlando, ‘What did you . . . expect, a . . . puff of smoke?’


Their two companions were kneeling over something that lay in one of the shallow backwaters of the river. At first Orlando thought it was some kind of discarded machinery, but it was far too shiny to have been in the water long. When William and Florimel helped the machinery to sit up, Orlando suddenly recognized it.


‘Look who we have here!’ William shouted. ‘It’s BangBang the Metal Boy!’


They helped T4b out of the water as Orlando tottered forward on Fredericks’ arm; an observer might have thought that two ancient and venerable celebrities were being introduced.


‘Are you okay?’ Fredericks asked the warrior robot. Florimel began checking T4b in much the same way any accident victim might be checked, flexing joints, exploring for a pulse reading. Orlando wondered how much good that would do on a sim. ‘I mean, wow.’ Fredericks took a deep breath. ‘We thought you were dead!’


‘And what do we call you, anyway?’ fluted William. ‘I forgot to ask. Is just “T” acceptable, or do you prefer “Mr. Four Bee?’”


T4b groaned and brought a spike-gauntleted hand up to his face. ‘Feel pure fenfen, me. Fish ate me.’ He shook his head and one of his helmet prongs almost poked Florimel in the eye. ‘Puked me up, too.’ He sighed. ‘Doing that again? Never.’


 


‘It’s not much, but it’s home,’ Cullen declared. Renie could see nothing but a sprinkle of dimly-glowing lights before them.


‘Hold up.’ Lenore’s voice was sharp. ‘We got a bogey at 12:30 and closing.’


‘What is it?’


‘One of those damn quetzals, I think.’ Lenore scowled, then turned to Renie and !Xabbu. ‘Birds.’


‘Hold tight.’ Cullen dropped the dragonfly into a steep dive. ‘Better still, grab those belts and strap in.’


Renie and !Xabbu fumbled their way into the crash-belts hanging in the alcove. They fell for only seconds, then slowed so swiftly that Renie felt she was being squeezed like an accordion. They were floating downward, as far as Renie could tell, when a mechanical wheeze and bang came from underneath their feet, making her and !Xabbu jump.


‘Extending the legs,’ explained Lenore. As the dragonfly thumped down on something, she continued to stare at the readouts. ‘We’ll just wait until the damn bird gets bored. They can’t see you if you’re not moving.’


Renie could not understand these people. They acted as though they were playing some sort of complex game. Perhaps they were. ‘Why do you have to do this?’ she asked.


Cullen snorted. ‘So it doesn’t eat us. Now there’s a real waste of time.’


‘All clear,’ said Lenore. ‘He’s circled off. Give it another few seconds to be on the safe side, but I see nothing except empty skies.’


Shuddering, the wings beating hard, the dragonfly lifted off again. Cullen aimed it at the lights once more, which flattened as they drew closer into a vertical wall of gleaming points. One rectangular spill of light grew larger and larger before them, until it revealed itself as a huge, square doorway that dwarfed the aircraft as they passed through. Cullen brought the dragonfly in neatly, hovered for a moment, then landed.


‘Top floor,’ he said. ‘Mandibles, chitinous exoskeletons, and ladies’ lingerie. Everyone out.’


Renie felt a sudden urge to smack him, but it diffused in the effort of dragging her tired body out of the crash-belt and through the hatchway behind the two dragonfly pilots. !Xabbu followed her down, climbing slowly so as not to hurry her.


The insect-plane stood in a vast hangar whose outside door was just now sliding shut with a whine of hardworking gears. Renie thought of the military base in the Drakensbergs, and then had to remind herself that the base was real but this place was not. Like all the Otherland simulations, it was incredibly lifelike, a high-ceilinged architectural monster constructed of, or appearing to be constructed of, fibramic tie-girders, plasteel plates, and acres of fluorescent lighting. All the half-dozen sims who trotted forward to begin servicing the dragonfly had individual and very realistic faces. She wondered if any of them represented real people.


She suddenly realized she had no idea whether even their rescuers were real.


‘Come on.’ Lenore beckoned. ‘We’ll debrief you – that shouldn’t take long, although Angela may want a chat with you – then we’ll show you around.’


 


The Hive, as Lenore kept calling it, was a huge installation built into a mound of forest earth. The mound, in comparison to the tiny humans, was even larger than the mountain containing the Wasp’s Nest base, but Renie thought the whole thing still seemed an eerie parallel to their RL situation. As they walked out of the landing bay into a long corridor, Lenore and Cullen in front arguing amiably, !Xabbu pacing on all fours beside her, she wondered again whether this was some kind of elaborate game-world.


‘What exactly do you do here?’ she asked.


‘Ah, we haven’t told you, have we?’ Lenore smiled. ‘Must seem pretty strange.’


‘Bugs,’ said Cullen. ‘We do bugs.’


‘Speak for yourself, scanman,’ said Lenore. ‘Me, I watch bugs.’


!Xabbu got up on his hind legs long enough to run his fingers along the wall, feeling the texture. ‘Is this a game, this place?’ he asked, echoing Renie’s earlier thought.


‘Serious as a heart attack,’ Cullen countered. ‘It may be a playground for Kunohara, but to us entomologists it’s like dying and going to heaven.’


‘Now I’m really curious,’ said Renie – and, surprisingly, she was. The fear for her companions’ safety had not disappeared, but Otherland had again caught her off guard.


‘Hang on a minute and we’ll give you the whole thing. Let’s just get you some visitor passes and then we can show you around properly.’


 


Renie, overwhelmed by the bustling realism, had expected Lenore to lead them to some office, but instead they were still standing in the middle of the corridor, where Lenore had opened a data window in midair, when a stocky woman suddenly materialized beside them. She had an extremely serious face, well-simulated Mediterranean features, and short brown hair.


‘Don’t look so startled,’ she told Renie and !Xabbu. It sounded almost like a command. ‘Here in the Hive we don’t have to put up with all that “realistic” crap.’ As they pondered this confusing statement, she turned to Lenore. ‘You wanted to talk to me? About these people, right?’


‘We would have checked them in before we got here, but Cully almost ran us down a bird’s throat on the way in, so it was a little distracting.’


‘You wish,’ was Cully’s riposte.


‘They wandered in from someone else’s simworld – Atasco, was it?’ Lenore turned to Renie for confirmation. ‘And now they can’t get offline.’


The new woman snorted. ‘I hope you’re getting enough water and glucose wherever you call home, sweetie, because we don’t have much time to help you right at the moment.’ She turned back to the pilots. ‘That Eciton front has swung around, and it’s about forty feet across when it’s moving. I want you two to go and check it out again tomorrow morning.’


‘Aye-aye, Cap’n.’ Cullen saluted.


‘Piss off.’ She returned her attention to Renie and !Xabbu, examining the latter with eyebrows arched. ‘If I had the time to waste on an old joke, I’d say “we don’t get many baboons in here” – but I don’t have the time. I’m Angela Boniface. You two are a problem. We’ve got a very strict agreement with the leaseholder, and we’re not supposed to bring in anyone without his approval.’


‘We don’t want to be in your way,’ Renie said hurriedly. ‘We’ll leave as soon as we can. If you can take us to the nearest . . .’ she paused, unsure of the word, ‘border, I guess, we’ll just get out.’


‘Not that easy.’ Angela Boniface squinted. ‘Damn. Oh, well – Kwok, see if you can find someone around here who might be able to figure out what’s gone wrong with their gear. I have to go kick Bello’s ass about something.’ Before she had turned halfway around, she was gone, vanished like a stage magician.


‘Project administrator,’ said Lenore by way of explanation.


‘What did she mean by “that realistic crap”?’ asked !Xabbu. Even Renie had to smile at his inflection.


‘She meant in here we don’t have to pretend like it’s a real world,’ Cullen explained, extending his long arms in a catlike stretch. ‘Kunohara doesn’t want anything disturbing the natural look of the simulation, so if we want to examine things up close, we have to interact, have to be part of the environment – but an unobtrusive part of the environment. That’s why the vehicles look like big bugs. He set up all these other incredibly irritating rules we have to follow. It’s kind of a little game he’s got going, and he enjoys making us jump through the hoops. At least that’s what I think.’


‘And when you earn your first billion or two,’ Lenore pointed out, ‘you can build your own simulation, Cully. Then you can make the rules.’


‘Well, when I do, Rule Number One is going to be “No sixteen-hour days for the boss.” I’m going to take care of some notes, then I’m outta here. Sayonara.’ He flicked his fingers and disappeared.


 


‘There really isn’t any place to sleep,’ Lenore apologized as she left them in a conference room. ‘I mean, no one bothers to do that here – wouldn’t make sense.’ She looked around at the empty space. ‘Sorry it’s so bare. I can put something on the walls if you want, maybe make some more furniture.’


Renie shook her head. ‘It’s all right.’


‘Well, I’ll come back to get you in a few hours. If any of the gearheads are available before then, I’ll have them buzz you.’ She evaporated, leaving Renie and !Xabbu alone.


‘What do you think?’ !Xabbu had clambered onto the featureless rectangular block that served as a table. ‘Can we talk here?’


‘If you mean in real privacy, I doubt it.’ Renie frowned. ‘It’s a virtual conference room – this whole thing’s just the visual interface for a multi-input, multi-output communications machine. But do I think they’re listening? Probably not.’


‘So you do not think these people are our enemies.’ !Xabbu crouched on his heels, brushing at the short hair on his legs.


‘If so, they’ve gone to a lot of trouble for very small chance of reward. No, I think they’re just what they say they are – a bunch of university people and scientists working in an expensive simulation. Now the fellow who owns the place, whatever his name was, him I wouldn’t be so sure about.’ She sighed and lowered herself to the floor, putting her back against the stark white wall. The jumpsuit her sim wore was only a little the worse for wear despite immersion in the river, but it was within the bounds of what would really happen. It seemed these Otherland simulations even took note of wear and tear.


Who were these people, this Brotherhood, she wondered again. How could they build a network this realistic? Surely money alone, even in almost unimaginable amounts, was not enough to bring about this kind of performance-level jump.


‘So what do we do?’ !Xabbu asked. ‘Have we lost the others for good?’


‘I really don’t have any answers.’ Bone-tired and depressed, Renie struggled to get a grip on her thoughts. ‘We can wait and hope that Sellars finds us before any of those Grail people do. We can keep moving, keep looking for . . . what did Sellars say that man’s name was?’


!Xabbu furrowed his simian brow in thought. ‘Jonas,’ he said at last. ‘Sellars spoke to him in dreams. He set him free, he said.’


‘Right. Which tells us exactly nothing about where he might be. How are we supposed to find him, anyway? Follow the river? Which could go for millions of miles through virtual space, for all we know. It could be some kind of Moebius river, for God’s sake, and keep changing so that it has no end at all.’


‘You are unhappy,’ !Xabbu said. ‘I do not think it is as bad as that. Look at this place! Remember the man Atasco’s country. There cannot be enough people in the world to construct a million such complicated things as this.’


Renie smiled a tired smile. ‘You’re probably right. So that’s it, is it? Back to the river, and hope we find Martine and the rest, or this Jonas fellow. Have you ever heard the expression, “a needle in a haystack”?’


!Xabbu shook his narrow head. ‘What is a haystack?’


 


Her dreams came and went almost unnoticed, like early morning rain showers. She woke, curled on her side on the floor of the imaginary conference room, and listened to !Xabbu’s gentle breathing beside her.


A memory floated through – only an image at first, an amalgam of sound and feeling. On cold mornings, when he was small, Stephen would crawl into her bed. He would mumble drowsy nonsense for a moment, then curl against her and within seconds drop back into deepest sleep, leaving Renie herself resignedly half-awake. and waiting for the alarm.


It was terrible, this between-state that Stephen was now in, this unresolved nothingness. At least her mother had gone for good, to be missed and mourned and occasionally blamed. Stephen was neither dead nor alive. Limbo. Nothing to be done about it.


Nothing but this, perhaps, whatever ‘this’ turned out to be – a hopeless search? A confused assault on incomprehensible powers? Renie could only wonder. But every moment that Stephen remained ill and that she did not make him better was a burning reproach.


The pain summoned another memory: When he was five or six, he had come home one afternoon full of agitation, flapping his arms as though he would fly. His wide-eyed upset had been so exaggerated that at first Renie had almost laughed despite herself, until she noticed the blood on his lip and the dirt on his clothes. Some of the older children had waylaid him on his way back from school. They had tried to make him say something he didn’t want to say – one of the tired rituals of malevolent youth – and then had shoved him down in the road.


Without even pausing to wash his split lip, Renie had dashed out of the house. The little gang of ten-year-old thugs had scattered when they saw her coming, but one of them was a step too slow. Shouting with rage, Renie had shaken that boy until he was crying harder than Stephen. When she let him go, he slumped to the ground, staring at her in mortal terror, and she had been pierced by a deep shame. That she, a grown woman and a university student, should put such terror into any child . . . She had been horrified, and still had never quite forgiven herself. (Stephen, who had watched from the doorway, had no such compunctions. He was gleeful about the bully’s punishment, and did a little laughing dance as she returned to the house.)


How could someone set out systematically to injure children? What did these Grail people believe could be worth such monstrousness? It was beyond her comprehension. But then, these days, so many things were.


Her contemplative mood turned sour, Renie grunted and sat up. !Xabbu made a quiet sound and rolled onto his other side.


What could she do but go on? She had made mistakes, had done things she didn’t like to remember, but Stephen had no one else. A life, a most important life, was in her hands. If she gave up, she would never see him run again in his skittery, gangly-graceful way, never hear him chortle at the painfully stupid jokes on the net shows, or do any of the things that made him uniquely Stephen.


Perhaps that bullying ten-year-old hadn’t deserved such angry reprisal, but he had never bothered Stephen again. Someone always had to stand up for the weak and the innocent. If she didn’t do all she could, she would spend the rest of her life beneath a shadow of failure. And then, even if Stephen died, he would always remain in limbo for her, a ghost of the most real sort – the ghost of a missed chance.
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In The Puppet Factory


NETFEED/NEWS: Mini-Elephants Not Just A Fad


(visual: Cannon with miniature elephant ‘Jimson’)


VO: Business is very good indeed for Good Things Farm these days. Owner Gloriana Cannon, shown here with young bull Jimson, breeds and sells almost a hundred of the mini-elephants sometimes affectionately known as half-a-lumps’ every year. The business, which began as another mini-pet fad a decade ago, has outlasted the experts’ best guesses.


CANNON: ‘Part of it is because these little guys are so smart. They’re not just novelties, they’re real companions. But they’re also a lot more stable than some of the other genetic minis – their DNA just handles it better, or something. Stop that, Jimson. When you remember how unpredictable those little grizzlies were, all those accidents they had. And those small jungle cats that turned out so nasty . . . what was that stupid marketing name? “Oce-littles” or “Oce-lite”, something like that . . .?’


 


Dulcinea Anwin put her hand on the palm-reader and noticed that her nails were ragged. She frowned, waiting for the door to decide to trust her. Too much to do. She must look dreadful, but at the moment, life was even wilder and more overwhelming than usual.


The last time I went through this door, I had never killed anyone. That thought, or others much like it, had been cropping up for days. She was pretty sure she was handling it well, but she had little with which to compare it. Still, she did not feel consumed by guilt. It would have been different, she supposed, if the victim had been someone she really knew, instead of some minor Colombian gearhead Dread had hired.


Besides, she had seen this coming for years. You couldn’t be successful in her business without coming into personal contact with violence, or at least you could not avoid it forever. Still, she had thought her first experience with murder would be watching someone else do it, not performing the act herself. She pushed the thought away again, but the memory of Antonio Celestino’s sightless eyes, both before and after the killing shot, seemed unlikely to go away soon.


The apartment door, unable to distinguish between the new Dulcie who had shot Celestino and the old Dulcie who had not, hissed open. When she had crossed the beam, the door paused exactly one point five seconds, then shut itself. Jones appeared in the bedroom doorway, stretched luxuriously, then padded across the floor toward her with no apparent haste, as though her mistress had not been gone for almost two weeks.


Dulcie dropped her bag and leaned down to stroke the cat, who bumped her shin and then turned and sauntered away. Jones’ fluffy backside, Persian-wide but bearing the Siamese coloring of the other half of her heritage, showed no signs of unfashionable shrinkage. At least Charlie from downstairs seemed to have fed her properly.


The wallscreen was pulsing with a faint pink light, but Dulcie ignored it. She hadn’t accessed any messages since boarding the flight in Cartagena, and she was in no hurry to do so. She felt as though she hadn’t been properly clean for days, and God knew that she would be busy enough soon.


‘Priority message,’ said a soft male voice, cued by the front door opening and closing. ‘You have a priority message.’


‘Shit.’ Dulcie flipped her hair out of her eyes and rubbed her forehead. It couldn’t be Dread again already, could it? She felt positively waxy. ‘Play the message.’


Her current employer’s ugly-handsome face appeared a meter high on her wallscreen, his long hair lank and damp. He looked like someone who had been chewing khat, exalted and buzzing like a downed power line. ‘Dulcie, call me as soon as you get in. It’s extremely, extremely urgent.’


‘Oh, Christ. No peace.’ She told the screen to return the call, then slumped onto the couch and kicked off her shoes.


He came on almost immediately. ‘We’ve got a problem.’


‘Didn’t those subroutines work?’ She had cobbled together a few reaction loops before leaving Dread to mind the fort in Colombia, behavior gear that would allow them to leave their Puppet sim untenanted for short stretches of time, but which would keep the impostor looking occupied and alive. Nothing that would confound serious scrutiny, but enough to get through sleeping periods and the occasional distraction on the handlers’ end of things.


‘It’s all working fine. But the group’s been split up. That African woman and her monkey friend – they’re lost, maybe drowned. There was some kind of fish frenzy on the river. The boat tipped over and the rest of the group are stranded on shore.’


Dulcie took a deep breath, fortifying her patience. Men, no matter how intelligent or powerful, sometimes couldn’t help acting like boys, so lost in their games that they forgot they were games. Women, on the other hand, remembered what was important – an occasional bath and clean hair. ‘But our sim is still with the rest of the group?’


‘Yes. Everyone’s together now, except those two. But they’re clearly in a dangerous situation, so we could lose them all at any time. I need to get on with researching some of the things they’ve already talked about. I can’t do it while I’m handling the sim.’


‘Could this possibly wait just another hour? I’m sure you’re tired, but I just walked through the door and I have to eat something before I faint.’ Men didn’t understand baths, but they usually understood food.


He stared for a long moment. The look on his face seemed to suggest imminent violence, or at least harsh criticism, but then he grinned instead, his teeth bright in his dark face. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’


Dulcie could make little sense of the man – his odd reactions, like this one, the flares of brilliance, the childishness of his nickname, did not quite add up to make a full picture. Not being able to categorize him irritated her. ‘I really do need a chance . . .’ she began.


‘Call me back when you’re ready.’ He broke contact.


Dulcie looked down at Jones, who had returned and was sitting patiently by her stocking-clad feet. ‘Hurry, hurry, hurry,’ Dulcie told her. ‘Always hurrying.’ Jones lidded her round eyes; she seemed to agree that it was no way to do things properly.


 


Her curling red hair was wrapped in a towel-turban and her softest bathrobe coddled her damp but now wonderfully clean skin. She had stretched lengthwise on the couch with her feet up, a squeeze-tube of mango yogurt in her hand, and Jones resting comfortably – it was comfortable for Jones, anyway – along her thighs.


Look at me, she thought. I’ve shot someone. There are a lot of men who couldn’t even do that. But look at me. I’m so calm. She made sure her pose reflected this impressive fortitude. ‘Now,’ she told the wallscreen, ‘you may redial.’
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