














Love On-Line


Lisa Tuttle


[image: Jo Fletcher Books]




First published in Great Britain in 1998 by Mammoth


This ebook edition published in 2013 by


Jo Fletcher Books


An imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd


55 Baker Street


7th Floor, South Block


London


W1U 8EW


Copyright © 1998 by Lisa Tuttle.


The moral right of Lisa Tuttle to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 78206 878 5


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk
www.jofletcherbooks.com




Lisa Tuttle


Lisa Tuttle grew up in Texas but has spent most of her adult life in Great Britain. After ten years in London, she now lives on the west coast of Scotland with her husband, their daughter, and various animals. She began writing at an early age, and her first short stories were published while she was still at university. Since then her published work has included science fiction, horror and non-fiction. Panther in Argyll was published by Mammoth in 1996.




To Roy and Jean Murray, remembering the night we watched The Masquers at “The Rowans”


and


To Emily’s wonderful grannies, Betty Tuttle and Dolly Murray.





1 Cast Ashore



Pretend you’re on-line, Rose advised herself. This is an adventure.


She was standing in front of Livingston-Duckett High School, all pale concrete and glass, almost hurtful to look at in the bright, hot September sunshine. She was one week and twenty minutes late for the start of school. For a moment she wished she’d stayed in bed, or at least let Gran come in with her, as she’d offered.


No. Rose straightened her shoulders, ignored the trembling at the back of her knees, and marched up to the entrance. She didn’t know what happened to kids who turned up late for school in America, but she wasn’t a coward.


Unconsciously flexing her fingers as if about to attack a keypad, Rose took a deep breath, pulled open the heavy door, and stepped into a long, wide hall lined with ranks of tall metal lockers.


She looked both ways. The hall was empty, all the doors shut. There were posters on the walls exhorting students to SHOW SCHOOL SPIRIT! READ THE RECORD! JOIN THE FFA! and other more-or-less comprehensible advertisements, but nothing to tell her where to go. She turned to her right and began to walk.


Just then a door opened, echoing loudly in the empty hall. Out came a thin, dark-haired boy wearing jeans and a shirt obviously designed for someone much larger.


‘Excuse me,’ called Rose.


He turned to look at her, and stopped, his eyebrows rising.


‘I’m looking for the school office.’


‘You come along with me, then,’ said the boy, in the pleasant, lilting local drawl. ‘’Cause that’s where I’m headed.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re new here?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where you from?’


‘England.’


‘Where’s that?’


Rose blinked uncertainly. ‘Great Britain.’


‘Is that in Locust County?’


‘No. It’s a country. In Europe.’


‘You don’t say? Must be a mighty long way to travel to school in the morning. No wonder you’re late.’


‘Well …’ She couldn’t tell if he was teasing. ‘I didn’t actually come all the way from England this morning. I’m staying with my grandmother, out on Wishbone Creek.’


‘Oh, I know Wishbone Creek. Good fishing there. What’s your granny’s name?’


‘Madeleine Simmons.’


‘So your mama’d be the gal who went off and married a foreigner she met at some Yankee university, and actually went to live in his country instead of bringing him home with her. Ahh-haa.’


Rose was intrigued by this glimpse of her mother’s position in the local mythology, but their arrival just then at the school office gave her no chance to pursue it.


A heavily perfumed woman with big hair was seated behind a desk. A name plate identified her as Ms Evelyn Elders. ‘Farren Wiles, since when does it take two people to deliver the attendance record?’


‘This is Maddy Simmons’ granddaughter, ma’am, come all the way from England to get the benefit of our superior educational system, if I understood her rightly. I found her wandering around in the hall, and brought her straight along here, like I’m sure you’d’ve wanted me to.’


Ms Elders smiled. ‘Why, you must be Rose Durcan, is that right? Thank you, Farren. Don’t you run off just now; you can help Rose find her way around when I get done.’


‘Yes, ma’am, happy to oblige.’


Rose said quickly, ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’


‘That’s all right. I’m sure you must still be feeling jet-lagged. Your grandmother phoned to say you’d missed the bus.’ She smiled warmly. ‘It’s a shame you missed orientation last week, but we’ll do the best we can to settle you in. Now, let’s see …’ Ms Elders tapped something into her desktop computer. ‘I’ll get you your schedule in a minute here. We weren’t quite sure where to place you at first, seeing as how you’ve been educated abroad, but our principal decided it was best to try to keep you with your own age group, which is the sophomore year. Except in French, since you’ve been studying French for years … I understand you even lived in France for a while? You’re down for a senior class, but if you find it too difficult we can reshuffle your schedule.’


Across the room, a printer began to stutter and slowly exuded a printed sheet. ‘There you are, that’s your schedule. Those are your classes, but there’s much more to being a student at Livingston-Duckett High! Here’s your orientation folder, which should have most of the information you’ll need. There are lots of clubs and extracurricular activities to choose from.’ She looked at the clock and continued, ‘After you find your locker you can go along to your first class. That’s – let me see – American History with Mr Webster, room 210. Farren?’


‘Yes, ma’am?’


‘Show this young lady to locker 519, and then to room 210, and explain anything else she needs to know, please. I’ll give you a pass in case you’re late to your first class, but you really should not have to be more than five minutes late. I’m putting the time down – this is not an excuse to take a leisurely tour around the campus.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Have a nice day. Rose, welcome to Livingston-Duckett High – I hope you’ll be happy here.’


A bell began to sound loudly as they left the office. Seconds later, doors all along the hall banged open with an echoing thud, and students came charging out from all directions. Rose’s first instinct was to cover her ears and cower out of harm’s way against a wall, but Farren didn’t seem to notice the noise, crowds and confusion. Clutching her orientation pack to her chest like a protective shield, Rose struggled to keep her guide in sight. It was a relief when at last Farren stopped beside a locker. ‘This is yours,’ he said, indicating number 519. ‘You’ll need to bring in your own lock.’


‘I never expected this school to be so big. I mean, Duckett Green is such a small town.’


Farren shrugged. ‘Livingston’s bigger. And of course kids come here from a long way around. Even from England.’


She smiled.


He waggled his eyebrows. ‘Want me to give you a special guided tour of this huge place?’


‘Thanks, but I don’t want to get you in trouble. And I’d rather not be late for my first class. I think I can find my way there.’


‘Hey, Farren.’ The speaker was a tall, fair-haired, rather Scandinavian-looking boy. Eyes the colour of faded denim were set in a broad face which wore a mild, dreamy expression.


Rose felt her heart kick inside her chest.


‘My man, did you do me that tape?’


His southern-fried voice was slow and as huskily sweet as molasses. Rose couldn’t get enough air to fill her lungs. She felt dizzy and yet at the same time more alert as all her senses sharpened.


Farren dug deep in the pocket of his baggy jeans and tossed an audio cassette to the taller boy, who caught it neatly. ‘Cool! Thanks, guy. I owe ya.’


Farren shrugged. ‘Glad to do it.’


‘Catch you later, man.’


He was gone, and he hadn’t even looked at her. Rose had stared and stared, unable to look away, captured by his presence, and he hadn’t even noticed. She gazed after his back, now revealed, now concealed by the crowds, and yearned. When she could no longer catch a glimpse of him she looked at Farren. ‘Who was that?’


‘Forget it.’ He smiled slyly.


‘What do you mean? I just asked—’


‘Yeah, yeah. I saw that look. I’ve seen it before – on him. Well, since you ask, his name is Orson Banks. He’s a senior. And he’s in love’ – he crooned the two words – ‘with Olivia.’


‘Who’s she?’


He rolled his eyes expressively. ‘A babe. Rich, smart, and beautiful. Senator Mason’s daughter. Her ancestors, the Ducketts, used to own all the land around here, back in the days when Duckett Green was a family plantation instead of a town. Definitely a catch, by anybody’s standards. And as far as Orson Banks is concerned, she is the only girl in the world. He looks at her the way you looked at him. You might as well be invisible, for all he cares.’


Rose felt her cheeks getting hot. ‘So? Why should I care?’


Farren’s grin revealed gaps in his teeth. ‘I don’t know why you should, but you do.’ His voice lilted, turning the last words into a song. ‘You do.’


She shrugged and walked away from him. It was crazy, but it was true. She felt as if she’d been struck by lightning.


As the morning passed, full of confusion and sensory overload, that feeling didn’t go away. If anything, it grew stronger, one certainty she could cling to as she struggled to grasp, through the thick southern accents, the information her new teachers were trying to impart. Orson Banks. She looked for him in the crowded halls between classes. Twice she glimpsed him, or thought she did. But in the bustling cafeteria the only person she recognized was Farren, who waved her to the empty seat beside him.


‘How’re you? Findin’ your way around all right?’


‘Oh, yes,’ she said emphatically. ‘I really don’t need a guide.’


‘No insult intended,’ he said, his voice lilting up in surprise. ‘I can see you’re a big girl and all. Only, it must be different from what you’re used to, and if I can be of any help, I’d be pleased.’


Rose bit her lip. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I just didn’t want you to feel responsible for looking after me.’


‘Oh, but I am. You heard the lady in the office. And I always do what Ms Elders tells me to. I’m a very helpful little elf,’ he said, deadpan.


Rose laughed, but Farren’s face was a tragic mask. ‘That’s what we had to be in my elementary school. Helpful Elves or Friendly Fairies. I was so relieved when the teacher put my name down under “Elves” instead of “Fairies” – but not as relieved as I was to get out of that place.’ He cocked his head, looking surprised at her giggling. ‘Don’t you have Helpful Elves and Friendly Fairies in England?’


‘Um, I think we might have a few, but I’ve never heard them called that.’


‘Sometimes known as busybodies. I just hope you didn’t come over here to get away from ‘em, because Duckett Green is the natural home of the Helpful Elf and the Friendly Fairy. Why did you come here, if you don’t mind my asking? Livingston-Duckett ranks pretty high in the state, but I can’t believe it’s really better than the schools y’all have in England.’


‘No, but it’s cheaper. The thing is, I had to go somewhere. My parents have done a few books together on nature in crisis, and they’ve been commissioned to do another one about African wildlife. In the past I’ve always gone with them, but this time – well, they’re not actually in a war zone, but it’s very near one, and they didn’t think it would be safe. And I have to go to school, but paying for a boarding school in England would have eaten up their advance, so we decided I’d come stay with Gran. I have been here before, so it’s not totally strange to me. I am half American, even if I don’t sound it. Simon – my brother – is at university in England. It’s really strange being here without him.’ Suddenly there was a lump in her throat as she remembered how far away her parents were, how much she missed them as well as Simon.


‘I know. But you’ll see them again.’


There was something in his tone … She looked at him sharply. ‘Yes, they’re all coming over for Christmas. What about you – do you have brothers or sisters?’


He looked away from her for a moment. ‘I live with my dad. It’s just the two of us. My mom died, with my little sister, four years ago. In a car crash.’


‘Oh, Farren. I’m so sorry.’


‘It’s cool. You don’t have to make a big deal about it.’ His face was impassive. ‘We’ve gotten used to it. It’s not like I go around thinking about them all the time. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t ever mention moms or sisters, or anything like that. You were bound to hear about it from your gran.’


‘Oh, that’s right, you know her.’


He shrugged. ‘Not really. She probably wouldn’t know who I was if I passed her on the street, and I’m not sure I could pick her out of a police line-up, but I have a granny myself – just the one – and the grannies know everything about everybody. It’s, like, their job. I’m not sure how they manage it, but they have their own secret network.’


‘Maybe they’re on the Internet.’ Rose was relieved by the change of subject, and eager to talk about one of her own passions. ‘How about you?’


His lip curled very slightly. ‘Not. But if that’s your thing, I guess you’ll want to join the school computer club.’


‘Oh, no,’ she said hastily, eager not to be thought uncool. ‘No, I don’t think so. I’d rather get involved in something new. I’m not sure what, though. What would you suggest?’


He shrugged. ‘What are you interested in … besides Orson Banks?’


She felt her cheeks heating up. ‘Don’t be cheeky.’


‘ “Cheeky”? What’s that? Like a hamster stuffing his face? Is that how I am?’ Farren’s rodent imitation made Rose laugh.


‘Let me guess – you’re in the comedians’ club.’


‘If there was one, I would be,’ he said. ‘I guess the closest is the drama club, which is holding a second round of auditions Wednesday afternoon.’


‘Is that a hint?’


‘No, it’s a fact. I’m already in. Am I being cheeky again? What is cheeky?’


‘Impertinent.’


He widened his eyes and whistled. ‘Another new concept. Boy, hang around you long enough and I’ll have me a whole dictionary. What’s “impertinent”? No, don’t tell me, I know: cheeky. My new name: Farren “Cheeky” Wiles. I love it.’


‘Drama might be fun,’ she said slowly. ‘Simon and I used to put on our own plays for our parents, but it’s never very satisfactory when there’s only two.’


‘Or when the cast outnumbers the audience.’


Rose was startled when the bell went, signalling the end of the lunch period. She had been enjoying herself talking with Farren.


Chemistry was after lunch, followed by math, both classes in which Rose felt slightly bewildered and nervous.


Her last class of the day was French. This was a subject she felt comfortable with, and she hoped she wouldn’t embarrass herself by nodding off. Jet-lag was catching up with her in great waves of tiredness. But as she walked into the classroom Rose woke up as swiftly as if she’d fallen into an icy pond. There he was, his tall, broad-shouldered figure already as familiar to her as if imprinted on her brain in infancy. Rose took a seat near the back which gave her a good, if sideways, view of Orson, and settled down to studying him until the class began.


The teacher, Ms Baker, made Rose think of a French film star. She was beautiful, heavily made-up, and well-dressed. Yet when she spoke it was with a heavy Georgia drawl. She began to call the role. ‘Susannah Alford? Orson Banks? Patricia Carswell? Philip Denton? Rose Durcan? Christopher Ellison? Emily Formy?’ Despite her good intentions, Rose slipped into a dreamy haze centred on Orson’s blue cotton shirt until she was snapped to attention by another name.


‘Olivia Mason?’


‘Oui.’


The speaker was a regal-looking blonde girl sitting – of course! – next to Orson. Rose felt her stomach twist with longing. Even Orson seemed to shrink and fade into ordinariness beside her. She was beautiful, almost too good to be true. Strikingly blonde, with perfect features, glossy and well-dressed, Hollywood seemed her natural setting, not a small town in Georgia. So this was the girl Orson loved. No wonder he hadn’t noticed Rose. Her half-formed plan of approaching him after class and casually striking up a conversation, crumbled. She couldn’t possibly compete with Olivia. She might as well forget about him now.





2 In Illyria



Count Orsini stepped cautiously into the gloom of the deep forest, alert to every movement, his hand hovering by the hilt of his sword. He hoped he wouldn’t have to fight, for his arm still pained him from the cut he had received in a battle with the valley trolls. There might be another band of trolls lurking in this woodland, which was an area new to him. But although he occasionally glimpsed bright eyes watching from the shadows, no one approached or challenged his right to walk here.


Gradually the trees thinned, the landscape becoming rockier and more open. Hearing the sound of water he paused and looked around. There was a clear spring bubbling up from the rocks. He drank: the water was cool and delicious, and made him feel better immediately. He wondered if the water possessed special powers. He soaked his handkerchief in the flow, and dabbed gently at his wounded arm. The torn and weeping skin began to heal at once. He found he could flex the arm naturally, without pain. Soon only a pale white scar remained.


Count Orsini made a mark on his map to indicate the location of the magic fountain. Then he filled a flask with the precious water and stored it with the map in his knapsack.


He soon left the cool green oasis of the fountain and entered a desert. A rocky hillside rose up ahead of him. Somewhere on its boulder-strewn face, Orsini knew, was the cave that was his goal, the treasure cave marked on the map he had killed four trolls to acquire.


Now he came to the foot of the hill and began to climb. A strange, scorched smell hung in the air, tickling his nose and irritating the back of his throat. It grew worse as the ground rose, although the count could not see any sign of smoke. He wondered if there would be a spell of some sort protecting the treasure – was the smell part of that? But if the treasure belonged to trolls, a spell was unlikely. Trolls did not tend to be very effective magic-users. They were more likely to set crude, physical booby traps.


But Orsini reached the mouth of the cave without mishap. He examined the ground and the rocky walls carefully but could see nothing amiss. The only oddity was the smell, something vaguely, unpleasantly chemical which he could not identify, although he did think he sensed a trace of smoke. Was there a fire burning somewhere? A fire might indicate the presence of a watcher, a guard set to look after the treasure. But he could see nothing but darkness within. Finally, with one hand on the hilt of his sword, he stepped cautiously into the cave.


Enough light entered from behind him to reveal the treasure. It was in a large, open chest, pushed up against the wall not far away; a treasure-trove of gold and silver which gleamed dully and flashed faint jewel-fire where the light caught it. Orsini’s heartbeat quickened, yet still he was cautious about where he put his feet, staring at the ground in search of any traps or tripwire.


From the corner of his eye he glimpsed something moving and metal-coloured. He whirled, his hand closing on his sword, but before he could draw it he was encircled, his arms pinned to his sides and his ribs squeezed by a cold and powerful embrace. Desperately he tried to pull away. His legs were still free, and so he struggled and strained back towards the cave entrance, and managed to emerge, panting and gasping with the effort, still held fast by whatever had caught him. But now, at least, he could see it.


He was encircled by a huge serpent. It was a wyrm, the guardian of the cave treasure. Count Orsini groaned with annoyance at his own stupidity. It wasn’t a troll’s treasure at all, but a dragon’s hoard. The smell should have tipped him off; he should have entered the cave with his sword already drawn to impale the creature before it could grab him. Now he was helpless.


He refused to accept that this was the end. He didn’t know any spells to use against wyrms – in fact, he didn’t know many spells at all. He relied on his sword, his physical strength, or his wits, and now all three had let him down. He thought of the healing water – it might cause pain to evil creatures. But it was out of his reach, in the pack on his back, and by the time the wyrm’s fiercely tightening grip broke the flask, Count Orsini would be little more than a jellied mess of broken bones, probably beyond the range of even magical healing. Already he was dizzy from the shallow breaths he was forced to take and from the smell of the creature which was hugging him to death.


Then he heard the sweet sound of music. The tune was wistful, high and plaintive and haunting, the most beautiful music the Count had ever heard. He managed to turn his head towards the source of the sound, and he saw a stranger, a handsome young man dressed in a long cloak and high leather boots, standing a short distance away, playing upon a silver flute.


For a moment or two the lovely tune possessed Orsini’s soul, driving out all other thoughts, even the awareness of his imminent death. It took some little time before he realized that the pain in his ribs had eased, that he could breathe again without difficulty. The wyrm fell in a slithering heap to the ground. Chest aching and legs trembling, Count Orsini stepped out of its coils. Translucent membranes covered the eyes, but he could see every long breath it drew rippling the glittering scales of its sides. It was not dead, but only slept. Count Orsini drew his sword.


‘No, don’t kill it!’ The young man approached him urgently.


‘Why not?’


‘It’s not fair – it’s not necessary. Let it be.’


‘It tried to kill me!’


‘You’re safe enough now.’


‘Thanks to you,’ Count Orsini acknowledged, with a bow. ‘Well, as you ask it of me, of course I will spare the wyrm’s life. There’s a treasure in the cave – will you allow me to share it with you? Or does your feeling for the beast forbid you to take it?’


The young man grinned. ‘Oh, I think we deserve it. The wyrm will sleep for a while, but to make sure, I’ll stand guard here while you get the treasure from the cave. Then if it wakes before you return, I can play it back to sleep again.’


Orsini nodded his agreement but still he hesitated, curious. ‘I am Count Orsini. How are you called?’


‘I am called Roberto.’


‘Do you know Illyria well?’


‘No, this is my first visit.’


‘Welcome! Welcome, indeed! You saved my life! I will always be grateful.’


‘It was luck,’ said Roberto modestly. ‘I have had experience adventuring in other worlds, where dragons could be lulled by music. So I thought it worth trying here. I was coming after the treasure myself. I need to gain experience and wealth, and seeking a hidden treasure was more congenial to me than the prospect of battling with trolls – as you can see, I am not very well armed.’


‘You are well armed with your wits and your music,’ responded the Count. ‘I’m sure I would rather have you at my side than the most muscle-bound, sword-wielding barbarian in the land!’


Roberto smiled, looking shyly pleased. ‘I would be grateful for your company in this strange land. I’ll gladly serve you any way I can.’


‘Let’s shake hands on it,’ said Count Orsini. ‘We’ll be friends and companions to each other. And maybe I’ll be able to repay you someday by saving your life. Now, before this beast wakes, I’ll fetch our treasure while you stand guard.’


*


After he’d exited from Illyria, Orson was too wired to sleep. He got undressed and into bed and treated himself by listening at last to Farren’s tape. Farren had a gift for making tapes and, perhaps even more importantly, he had a unique resource. His dad had started buying LPs in the early sixties and now had what Farren claimed was the biggest LP collection in the state. It included most types of popular music, dominated by rock’n’roll, soul, country-and-western and folk artists of the 1950s through the 1980s. There wasn’t much from the 1990s, but Farren had started his own contemporary collection of CDs and tapes, and also taped off the radio to keep up-to-date. The resulting compilation tapes were works of art, in Orson’s opinion. Farren made the tapes only for friends but wouldn’t make them to order, although he did allow requests, and he enjoyed being set a challenge – to create a theme tape suitable for a sixteenth birthday, a Halloween disco, music to study by, or whatever.


Orson had requested a tape built around the theme of love, because he felt it was the theme of his own life. Farren, Orson’s closest friend since childhood, was the only person Orson had confided in about his adoration of Olivia Mason, and so, Farren had restricted himself to songs of yearning, one-sided longing, and unfulfilled desires.


Tears came to Orson’s eyes as he listened to the words of some of the songs, but although he was crying there was a smile on his face. The thought of Olivia, his feelings for her, made him both happy and miserable. Thoughts of his adventures in Illyria mixed and mingled with memories of Olivia as the music flowed through him. Orson at last fell asleep.





3 Home Thoughts From Abroad



When Rose got off the bus she was startled to find her grandmother waiting for her. Feelings of irritation, worry and embarrassment competed for expression so that for a moment, as the little old lady’s arms went around her and pulled her into a tight embrace, Rose could not speak. She finally managed to gasp, ‘Is something wrong?’


Gran’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Wrong?’


‘Well … you came to meet me …’


‘Oh!’ Gran smiled and patted her hand. ‘To be perfectly honest, I couldn’t wait another minute to see you. I’ve been fidgeting and clock-watching for the past hour and finally I just had to get out of that house. Now come along out of this heat and into the car. I thought you’d be pleased I’d saved you a long walk in the blazing sun.’


‘It’s not that long a walk …’ But Rose relented, seeing the concern on her grandmother’s face. ‘Thank you, Gran. It was kind of you, but I don’t want to put you out. I’m happy to walk – there’s no need for you to drive up here every day …’


‘Bless you, child, I don’t mind! It’s a pleasure to have something to look forward to. Since your grandfather died I feel I’ve too much time on my hands, with no one to do for but myself. But if you’d rather walk, of course you can. I’ll just come up if it’s raining.’
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